BIRTH CONTROL PILLS

Birth control pills (also called oral contraceptives or “the pill”) are used by millions of women in the United States to prevent pregnancy. For most women, the pill is a safe and highly effective form of birth control. 
How Birth Control Pills Work 
Birth control pills contain hormones that prevent ovulation (the release of an egg from an ovary). These hormones also cause other changes in the body that help prevent pregnancy. The mucus in the cervix thickens, which makes it hard for sperm to enter the uterus. The lining of the uterus thins, making it less likely that a fertilized egg can attach to it. Together, these events make it unlikely that pregnancy will occur. 
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 Effectiveness 
The pill is a very effective form of birth control. With typical use, about 8 in 100 women (8%) will become pregnant during the first year of using this method. When used perfectly, 1 in 100 women will become pregnant during the first year. To be effective at preventing pregnancy, the pill must be taken every day at the same time each day. The typical use pregnancy rate is higher than the perfect use pregnancy rate for birth control pills because a woman may forget to take the pill, or a pill may not be absorbed (because of vomiting, for instance). 
Birth control pills do not protect against sexually transmitted diseases (STDs), including human immunodeficiency virus (HIV). A male or female condom should be used to provide STD protection if you are at risk of getting an STD. 



Types of Birth Control Pills 
The birth control pill must be prescribed by a health care provider. There are two basic types of birth control pills: 1) combination pills, which contain the hormones estrogen and progestin, and 2) progestin-only pills. 
Combination Pills 
Most women who take the pill take a combination pill. There are many different brands of combination pills. They differ in the dosages and in the forms of estrogen and progestin they contain. If one brand of pill causes side effects, another brand can be tried. 
Continuous-dose pills are a type of combination pill. They also are called extended-cycle pills. These pills reduce the number of periods a woman has or stop them altogether. Some women decide to take this type of pill because they want to have fewer or no periods. For others, this method can help with painful or heavy periods. 
How to Take Them. There are different options for starting the combination pill. You can start taking the pill on the first day of your period. Another option is to start taking the pill on the Sunday after your period starts. With this method, you need to use a backup birth control method for the next 7 days of the first cycle. 
No matter which day you choose to start taking the pill, you will start each new pack of pills on the same day of the week as you started the first pack. It is a good idea to have an extra pack of pills and a backup method on hand, such as condoms, in case you miss some pills or lose your pack. 
How you take the pill depends on the type of combination pill you are using: 
· 21-day pills—Take one pill at the same time each day for 21 days. Wait 7 days before starting a new pack. During the week you are not taking the pill, you will have bleeding. 
· 28-day pills—Take one pill at the same time each day for 28 days. The first 21 pills contain hormones. Depending on the type of pill, the last seven pills may be different combinations of estrogen-only and “inactive” (hormone-free) pills. For example, one brand of pills has four estrogen-only pills followed by three hormone-free pills. In another brand, all seven pills are hormone-free. During the days you are taking the hormone-free pills, you will have bleeding. 
· 3-month pills—Take one pill at the same time each day for 84 days. Depending on the brand, the last seven pills either contain no hormones or contain estrogen. With both brands, you will have bleeding on these days every 3 months. 
· 1-year pills—Take one pill at the same time each day for a year. In time, bleeding will be less and may even stop. 
When beginning any birth control pill, there is a high likelihood of breakthrough bleeding during the first few months of use. Breakthrough bleeding is a normal and usually temporary side effect as the body adjusts to a change in hormone levels. It may last longer than a few months with continuous-dose pills. 
Important Information. Pills need to be taken correctly to be most effective. Do not skip pills for any reason—even if you bleed between normal bleeding times or feel sick. 
Your pills may not work well if your body does not absorb them. If you have vomiting or diarrhea, use a backup birth control method until you check with your health care provider. 
Certain drugs may interfere with the effectiveness of the pill. These include certain antibiotics, some seizure medications, and some drugs used to treat human immunodeficiency virus. Also, birth control pills may change the way other medications work. Your health care provider will ask you about the medications you are taking before prescribing the birth control pill. When taking certain medications, you may need to use a backup method or switch to another form of birth control. 
You should know what to do if you miss a pill. The procedure differs with each type. Read the directions that come with your pills carefully. You also may want to call your health care provider. With some types of pills and depending on how many pills are missed, you may need to use a backup method of birth control or consider emergency contraception. 
Benefits. The combination birth control pill has health benefits in addition to preventing pregnancy. The pill helps to keep bleeding cycles regular, lighter, and shorter and reduces cramps. It can be used in the treatment of certain disorders that cause heavy bleeding and menstrual pain, such as fibroids and endometriosis, as well as conditions caused by imbalances in hormones. Some pills may help control acne. Combination pills may also decrease the risk of cancer of the uterus and ovary and improve bone density during perimenopause. 
Some women are concerned about weight gain while taking birth control pills. Researchers have found no link between taking combination birth control pills and weight gain. 
Risks. Combination birth control pills increase the risk of certain conditions. Some of these complications can be serious. They include the following: 
· Blood clots in the legs 
· Heart attacks and stroke (smoking greatly increases the risk of these complications) 
· Gallbladder disease 
· Liver tumors 
For most women, the risk of serious complications from using combined hormonal methods is small. However, some women should not use combination birth control pills because their risks of complications are increased. For example, women older than 35 years who smoke or women who have multiple risk factors for cardiovascular disease should not use combined hormonal methods. Also, women with certain medical conditions should discuss using combined hormonal methods with their health care providers (see box). 
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If you have any of the following medical conditions, you may be at increased risk of serious complications if you use combination pills. For certain conditions, progestin-only pills may be better. For others, nonhormonal contraception may be a better option. Discuss all of your options carefully with your health care provider if you have any of the following conditions: 
· High blood pressure 
· Various types of heart disease 
· A history of deep vein thrombosis 
· A history of stroke 
· Thrombophilias 
· Multiple risk factors for heart disease (such as older age, smoking, diabetes, and high blood pressure) 
· Breast cancer 
· Migraines with aura; migraines without aura in women 35 years and older 
· Systemic lupus erythematosus with positive or unknown antiphospholipid antibodies 
· Diabetes with complications 
· Liver tumors 
· Severe cirrhosis 
· Complicated organ transplant 


Progestin-Only Pills 
Another type of birth control pill contains only progestin. The progestin-only pill may be a better choice for women who have certain health problems, such as blood clots, and cannot take pills with estrogen. Progestin-only pills usually can be used soon after childbirth by women who are breastfeeding. 
How to Take Them. The progestin-only pill comes in packs of 28 pills. All the pills in the pack contain hormones. Take one pill at the same time each day for 28 days. 
Important Information. The progestin-only pill must be taken at the same time each day to be effective. For this reason, it may not be a good choice for people who have trouble staying on a schedule. If a pill is missed by more than 3 hours or if vomiting occurs after taking a pill, you should take another pill as soon as possible and use a backup method of contraception for the next 48 hours. 
Benefits. Progestin-only pills offer some health benefits in addition to preventing pregnancy. Women who take progestin-only pills have less bleeding. Some women may not bleed at all. Reducing bleeding or eliminating it completely may be good for women who have heavy periods or who have pain during their periods. 
Risks. There are fewer risks of serious complications with progestin-only pills. However, progestin-only pills may not be a good choice for women who have certain medical conditions, such as liver tumors or lupus. Women who have breast cancer should not take progestin-only pills. 
Side Effects 
Most side effects are minor and often go away after a few months of use. There will likely be fewer side effects if the pill is taken at the same time every day. The most common side effects of using birth control pills include the following: 
· Headache 
· Breast tenderness 
· Nausea 
· Irregular bleeding 
· Missed periods 
· Weight gain (progestin-only pills) 
· Anxiety or depression (progestin-only pills) 
· Excessive body hair growth (progestin-only pills) 
· Acne (progestin-only pills) 
Women taking birth control pills may not bleed at all during a cycle. If you do not bleed in one cycle and have taken the pill as prescribed, you should keep taking the pill. If you have forgotten some pills and do not bleed, call your health care provider. Do not stop taking the pill. It is not likely that you are pregnant. Using birth control pills during pregnancy does not increase the risk of birth defects. 
Finally... 
For most women, the pill is a safe and effective way to prevent pregnancy. It is easy to use, convenient, and reversible. Talk with your health care provider if you are interested in using this birth control method. 
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Each month during ovulation, an egg is released (1)
and moves into one of the fallopian tubes. If a woman
has sex around this time, and an egg and sperm meet in
the fallopian tube (2), the two may join. If ey join (3),
the fertlized egg then moves through the fallopian
tube into the uterus and attaches there to grow during
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