
Use a backup method if:
•	 You are in the first 7 days of starting the pill

•	 You miss a pill

•	 You have severe vomiting or diarrhea

•	 You have break-through bleeding or spotting

•	 You start certain medications — check with 
your healthcare provider or pharmacist

•	 You run out of pills and want to avoid 
pregnancy

COC Warning Signs
Remember this word: ACHES 
Stop taking your pills and talk to your health care provider if 
you experience:

Abdominal Pain – severe, unusual for you 

Chest pain – sharp, crushing, heavy

Headaches –severe, vomiting, dizziness, or 
numbness

Eye problems- blurry or loss of vision, flashing 
lights

Sudden leg pain – in calf or thigh, redness, heat or 
swelling

These may be sudden and severe, if you are unsure talk 
to your healthcare provider.

COCs do NOT:
•	 Protect you from HIV, AIDS, or other sexually 

transmitted infections (STIs). Using condoms every 
time you have sex can protect against getting or 
spreading HIV, AIDS or other STIs.
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Combined 
Oral

Contraceptives
(birth control pills)What are possible side effects? 

Minor side effects may include:

•	 Breast tenderness or discomfort

•	 Nausea or vomiting

•	 Headache

•	 Acne

•	 Changes in vaginal discharge or irritation

•	 Mood changes including depression

•	 Weight gain

•	 Menstrual pain

•	 Bleeding/spotting between periods

•	 Abdominal pain

•	 Lower sex drive

•	 Blotchy skin darkening 

Major risks (rare) may include:

•	 High blood pressure

•	 Gallbladder disease 

•	 Blood clots or stroke

•	 Heart attack

•	 Liver problems



What are Combined Oral 
Contraceptives? 
Combined Oral Contraceptives (COCs), or birth control 
pills, are pills taken by mouth daily. They include:

•	 Active pills with man-made(synthetic) hormones 
estrogen and progestin

•	 Inactive pills with little to no hormone, allow you 
to bleed. 

How effective are COCs? 
Combined oral contraceptives can be up to 99% 
effective if used correctly all the time. With typical use 
about 7 out of 100 women will get pregnant due to 
forgetting pills or taking late.

What options are available? 
Monophasic COCs contain the same dose of 
hormones in each active pill. Most monophasic COC 
packs contain 21 days of active pills and 7 days of 
inactive pills. 

Triphasic COCs contain three different doses of 
estrogen and progestin during the 21 days of active 
pills. This type of birth control pill is believed to be most 
like a natural menstrual cycle. 

Extended Cycle

Unlike monophasic and triphasic pills (21 active days), 
the extended cycle pills contain 84 active pill days. 
They are a good option for those who want fewer 
periods, especially if managing heavy bleeding.  

What if you are late taking your pill 
or miss a pill? 
If you miss pills, you may become pregnant and 
may also have some break-through bleeding.

How many missing/
late pills What to do

One active pill

•	 Take it as soon as you remember.

•	 Continue to take the next one as 
scheduled. This may mean 2 pills 
in one day.

2 or more active pills

•	 Take the most recent pill missed.

•	 Throw away any other  
missed pills. 

•	 Continue taking one pill a day  
as normal. 

•	 Use condoms for 7 days. (Call 
your healthcare provider if you 
miss 3 or more.)

Special Considerations

Missing a pill in the 
first 7 days of a new 

pack

•	 Consider emergency 
contraception if unprotected 
sex in the past 7 days.

Less than 7 active 
pills left before the 

inactive pills

•	 Finish active pills in current pack 
then skip the inactive pills.

•	 Start taking active pills in a  
new pack.

How do COCs work? 
COCs work by taking one pill by mouth around the 
same time each day. The hormones can prevent 
pregnancy by: 

•	 Thickening cervical mucous to block sperm.

•	 Preventing ovulation (egg release from 
ovaries). 

•	 Changes the uterine lining to reduce the 
chance of implantation.

x
x x How to stop and start taking COCs

Your health care provider will guide you on when to 
start taking your pills. Common options include: 

•	 Quick start –Begin the day you get the pills 
(Preferred)

•	 Sunday start- Begin the Sunday after your period 
starts

•	 First day start- Begin on the first day of your 
period

You can stop taking your pills at any time, but without 
another birth control method, you could get pregnant 
right away. 

If switching methods your healthcare provider may 
suggest continuing the pill for 7 days after starting the 
new method.
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