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Whoops! We’re Having a Baby!

Cuddle time
shouldn’t mean
birth-control
stress.

Every year, a surprising number of moms get pregnant—even though they were using
birth control. Here’s how to avoid the most common missteps. By MICHELLE CROUCH

ith two daughters and
a son, 37-year-old
Mindi Brewster, of '

Ardmore, Oklahoma, felt her family
was complete. But one morning when
they were on vacation, she went to take
her birth-control pill—and panicked.
Sliding the pack out of its sleeve, she
saw it was in the case upside down, She
realized that without paying attention
to their color she'd taken a week of
placebo pills instead of the active pills
at the beginning of the pack.

Just three weeks later, Brewster
found out that she was pregnant.

Each year, about 3 million American
women get pregnant without planning
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to—and they're not just teenagers.
Women ages 30 to 34, including many
who are married with kids, make up
about a third of the country’s
unintended pregnancies, experts say.
And here’s a scary statistic: Almost half
the women were using contraception
when they conceived. If most birth-
control methods are 97 to 99 percent
effective, how could that be?

Turhs out many women are either
using their method incorrectly or
inconsistently, doctors say. And while
more women depend on the Pill than
any other form of birth control, it’s
actually one of the toughest methads
to use because you can't forget to take

it. “Research shows that it’s difficult for
people who take any type of medicine
every day to remember it,” says
Beth Jordan, M.D., medical director
of the Association of Reproductive
Health Professionals. “That's why
doctors are encouraging women to
consider longer-acting, reversible
contraception such as the |UD or the
new progestin implant, called Implanon.”
Of course, some unplanned
pregnancies are going to happen no
matter how diligent women are.
Brewster, for instance, got pregnant
even though she technically swallowed
a pill every day. Happily, she feels her
2-year-old son, Bo, is a blessing. “In all
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those years of taking birth-control pills,
I'd never screwed up before,” she says.
“Then | did, and we ended up with a
brother for my older son—and |
actually feel like | won the lottery.”

But for some women, a surprise
pregnancy can be devastating, or
unsettling at the very least. In order to
help you stay in control, we asked
doctors how to avoid the biggest
mistakes that couples make.

THE PILL

How it works In a traditional pill pack,
the active pills contain two hormones,
estrogen and progestin. The estrogen
keeps your ovaries from releasing an
eqg, and the progestin thickens
cervical mucus to help prevent sperm
from entering your uterus.

Failure rate with perfect use

0.3 percent

Real-world failure rate

8to 15 percent

Biggest mistake Missing the

first pill in the pack. “After you

have taken the placebo pills

for seven days, your body is

ready to ovulate,” points out
Marjorie Greenfield, M.D.,
associate professor at U niversity
Hospital Case Medical Center,

in Cleveland. “Even if you miss

just one day, you can ovulate

and get pregnant.”

How to maximize

effectiveness

® Consider a 24-4 pill pack,

which has only four days of
placebos. Ifyou forget the first or
second pill, you'll have been
hormone-free for fewer days, so
you'll be less likely to ovulate. Or try
an extended-cycle plll, in which you get
your period every three months. Since
you're taking placebos only four times

a year, you minimize your risk.
®(fyou're up to 24 hours late in taking a
pill; take two at the same time. Missed
two pills in a row? Use a second form of
birth control such as condoms for a
week, recommends Dr. Greenfield.

® Buy your next pack as soon as you
start the placebo pills. Doctors say
some wormen get pregnant because
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A Backup Plan

Condom brealk? Forget the Pill a few

days in a row? Many docs advise
keeping emergency contraception,
aka the morning-after pill, on hand
to prevent ovulation or
fertilization. Designed to be taken
within 120 hours after unprotected

sex or contraceptive failure, the

tablets contain the same hormone
found in birth-control pills and are
available over the counter.

they're late getting to the pharmacy.
®|fyou miss a period, start your next
pack anyway unless an OTC test
confirms that you are pregnant.
Qccasionally you may skip a period if
you've been using the Pill a long time.
®\When you start a new medication,
always tell your doctor that you're on
the Pill, and ask if you need a backup
method. Certain medicines and
supplements (such as the antibiotic
rifampin and 5t. John's wort) may
reduce the effectiveness of the Pill.

& Make taking the Pill part of
another daily routine, such
as brushing your teeth and
washing your face each morning.

INTRAUTERINE

DEVICE (IUD)

How it works A T-shaped

device that the gynecclogist

inserts into your uterus, an [UD

prevents sperm from reaching

the egg and thins the uterine

lining. There are two types of
|UDs: ParaGard, which is made out
of copper and lasts for ten years, and
Mirena, which releases a small amount
of progestin and lasts for five years.
Failure rate with perfect use
0.2t0 0.6 percent
Real-world failure rate
0.2 to 0.8 percent
Biggest mistake Mot checking for the
device's string each month to make
sure that it's in place. In rare cases, it
can fall out or perforate the uterus and
move elsewhere in the body.
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