Oral Contraceptive Pills Patient Information

Oral contraceptive pills are an extremely effective form of birth control. They come in two types:
· combination oral contraceptive pills (contain both estrogen and progestin)  

· progestin-only pills 

The majority of women take combination oral contraceptive pills. These are more effective than the progestin-only pills. The progestin pills ("minipills") are helpful for women who are unable to take pills which contain estrogen.  
How do they work?
Oral contraceptive pills work primarily by inhibiting the ovaries from releasing eggs (inhibiting ovulation). The cervix also produces thicker mucous so that it is more difficult for sperm to travel. The pills may also act on the endometrium to make implantation more difficult.
 

Advantages:
· Oral contraceptive pills are extremely effective. If used perfectly, only 1 out of 1,000 women will become pregnant within a year. 

· They are reversible. There is no loss of fertility. 

· They are considered safe for most women. Oral contraceptive pills are one of the most extensively and scientifically studied medications available. 

· They do not interfere with intercourse. 

· Birth control pills may decrease menstrual cramps and pain. Menstrual periods may become lighter and shorter. 

· There is a decreased risk of ovarian and endometrial cancer. 

· There is a decreased rate of benign breast disease. 

· Oral contraceptives may prevent functional ovarian cysts. 

· They may help prevent rheumatoid arthritis. 

· They can decrease ectopic pregancy. 

· They may help preserve bone mineral density . 

· They may improve acne. 

Disadvantages:
· Oral contraceptives do not protect against sexually transmitted infections, including HIV/AIDS. 

· They must be taken on a daily basis. 

· They cost money. 

· They may cause nausea and vomiting. 

· There is an increased risk of blood clots. 

· Some women may have spotting between menstrual cycles. 

· Some women may have decreased libido. 

· Some women may have an elevation in blood pressure. 

· Oral contraceptives can accelerate the development of gallbladder disease in women who already have gallbladder problems. 

· Some women may develop benign liver tumors. 

· Some women may develop or have worsening of headaches. 

Oral contraceptive pills are not recommended for women who have the following conditions:
· a history of blood clots 

· active liver disease 

· a history of breast cancer 

· migraine headaches associated with neurological symptoms 

· over 35 years old and smoke heavily (20 or more cigarettes a day) 

· pregnant 

· a history of stroke or coronary heart disease 

· high blood pressure greater than 160/100 

· diabetes with involvement of the eye, kidney, nerves, or blood vessels 

· diabetes for more than 20 years 

Minor side effects of oral contraceptive pills:
· nausea and vomiting (Tip: taking the pill with food may help reduce nausea.) 

· spotting between periods  

· breast swelling and tenderness 

· headaches 

· mood changes 

· weight gain (minimal) 

Some of these minor side effects will go away after 3-4 cycles.
 

Serious side effects:
 

Serious side effects include high blood pressure and formation of blood clots. Notify your health care provider immediately if you have any of these symptoms:
· Abdominal pain (severe) 

· Chest pain 

· Headache (severe) 

· Eye problems, visual disturbances 

· Severe localized leg pain (calf or thigh) 

(The easy way to remember this is to know the mnemonic "ACHES".) 

Pill interactions:
 

Here are examples of some medications which can interact with oral contraceptives. Check with your health care provider if you have any questions.
· Anti-seizure medications (i.e. phenytoin, phenobarbitol, carbamazepine) 

· Griseofulvin (anti-fungal medication) 

· Rifampin (medicine used for tuberculosis) 

Do antibiotics interfere with the effectiveness of oral contraceptive pills? 
  
There have been anecdotal reports of antibiotics interacting with oral contraceptive pills. However, none of these reports have been solidly proven. There is no definite evidence that antibiotics (other than rifampin) interfere with oral contraceptives. Because of the controversy surrounding this issue, some women choose to use a back up method (i.e. condom) while taking antibiotics and oral contraceptive pills. 
How to take the pill:
 

Oral contraceptive pills are very easy to take. They usually come in packages of 21 or 28 pills. You take them once daily at about the same time each day. You may want to associate your pill with something else that you do on a daily basis (i.e. brushing you teeth, waking up in the morning) in order to help you to remember to take them regularly.
 

There are many ways to start oral contraceptive pills. Here are two popular methods.
· Start on the first pill on the Sunday after your menstrual period begins. (If your period starts on a Sunday, start the pill on that Sunday.)  

· Start the first pill on the first day of your menstrual period 

All combination oral contraceptive pill cycles consist of three weeks of active pills (containing hormones) and one week with no hormones. In a 28-day pill pack, the last seven pills are the "reminder" or "blank" pills and do not contain hormones. If you use a 28-day pill pack, remember not to skip any days between packs.
 

If you are using the 21-day pill pack, take one pill every day. After you have finished the pill pack, start a new pack seven days later.
 

If you are new to birth control pills, please remember to use a back-up method of contraception (i.e. condom) for the first 7 days.
 

What happens if I forget to take a pill or two?
Missing pills can give you spotting or irregular bleeding. This may also increase your risk of pregnancy.
· If you are more than 12 hours late, take your missed pill when you remember it. Use a back-up method of contraception (i.e. condoms) until you have been on the hormonal pills for 7 days. 

· If you are more than 24 hours late, take the missed pill and today's pill at the same time. Use a back-up form of contraception for the next seven days. 

· If you miss 2 pills, take the last pill you missed right away. Take the next pill on time. Throw out the other missed pill. Use a back-up method of contraception until you have been on the hormonal pills for 7 days. 

· If you miss any of the "reminder" pills, you will not become pregnant, and you do not need back-up contraception. 

· If you are in the third week of pills when you miss a pill, follow the instructions above. However, when you get to the "reminder" (blank) pills, do not take the "reminder" pills. Instead, start a new pack. You may not have a period until the end of the second pack.  

· If you have had intercourse at a time when you are not protected from pregnancy, call your health care provider immediately and ask about emergency contraception. Emergency contraception is best taken within the first 72 hours after intercourse in order to reduce your risk of pregnancy. 

