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Fetal Heart Rate Monitoring in Multiple Gestations
B Y  D O U G  B R U N K

San Diego Bureau

L A S V E G A S —  In multiple gestations,
don’t rely solely on the mother’s perception
of how the fetuses are positioned when
monitorig fetal heart rates, Patricia M.
Witcher, a registered nurse clinician, ad-
vised at a conference on fetal monitoring
sponsored by Symposia Medicus.

She acknowledged that sometimes clin-
icians find themselves doing just that, “es-
pecially with women who have been ad-
mitted in an inpatient antepartum setting
who are due to have quadruplets. She’ll
say, ‘[Baby] A is here, B is here, C is here,

and D is here.’
You can’t rely
on that.”

An ideal way
to identify each
fetus before
heart rate mon-
itoring would
be to use ultra-
sound, but
“that’s not real-
istic because
most people
who initiate
m o n i t o r i n g
don’t do ultra-

sound,” said Ms. Witcher, a nurse at North-
side Hospital in Atlanta who specializes in
labor and delivery and high-risk obstetrics.

The best way to identify each fetus is by
doing simultaneous monitoring and look-
ing for divergence of fetal heart rate trac-
ings. “That’s really the only way we have
of ensuring that we have a heart rate for
each fetus,” she said.

She recommends drawing a quadrant on
the fetal heart rate tracing that represents
the four quadrants of the mother’s pelvis.
Mark the fetus lowest in the pelvis as “A”
and assign subsequent letters to the rest.
Using a number system is another option.

“Identification of each fetus is extremely
important,” she commented. “I can’t tell
you how many cases I see where it’s not
clearly labeled which fetus is which. You
can figure it out if you see long-term
monitoring, whether there have been in-

terruptions in that segment. You can fig-
ure out, ‘This baby was in trouble before
the mother got up to go to the bathroom,
so this must be baby B again,’ or whichev-
er baby is having problems.”

In a case of twins, some monitors will
print the tracings of fetus A in a dark line
and that of fetus B in a light line. Others
use different colors of ink to help clinicians
differentiate fetuses.

Ms. Witcher added that twins are syn-
chronous in that they tend to exhibit ac-

celerations within 15 seconds of each oth-
er in about 51% of cases. 

“Synchrony is not an indicator of dis-
cordancy,” she said. 

“It does not tell you whether you have
discordant twins or not. If you don’t have
synchronous fetal heart rate patterns, it’s
not any indication that you have a prob-
lem with one versus the other. It’s just the
luck of the draw in timing if you display
accelerations at the same time in those
babies.” ■

Pregnancy Cited

In Meningitis Risk

Meningococcal disease is almost 12
times more likely to occur in a child

whose mother is pregnant, possibly due to
hormonal alterations in the mucosal bar-
riers of pregnant women that predispose
them to carry the bacteria.

Elske van Gils and her colleagues at the
University of Amsterdam examined fam-
ily composition in 176 hospitalized chil-
dren (mean age about 4 years); 88 were ad-
mitted with confirmed meningococcal
disease and 88 for other reasons, mostly
surgery. 

Among the meningococcal cases, 17
(19%) of mothers were pregnant during
the hospitalization, 6 were in their first or
second trimester, and the rest were in
their third trimester (Pediatrics
2005;115:590-3). 

Among the controls, only 2 (2%) of
mothers were pregnant. Pregnancy was
associated with an increased odds ratio of
11.7, multivariate analysis showed.

Other studies have found that meningo-
coccal infections in children are related to
maternal carriage. The authors hypothe-
sized that pregnant women may have in-
creased or prolonged carriage rates.

—Michele G. Sullivan

The best way 
to identify each
fetus is by doing
simultaneous
monitoring and
then looking 
for divergence 
of the fetal 
heart rate
tracings.
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