
arlier this year, 
doctors in the UK were 
ordered for the first 
time to go through 
a patient checklist 
before prescribing the 

Pill. This came after a review of 
third-generation contraceptives, 
linked them to an increased risk of 
blood clots. While the link is not 
new – third-generation pills were 
made available in the 80s, and 
concerns about side effects were 
first raised in 1995 – the European 
Medicines Agency found that the 
packaging of some pills needed to 
be updated to ensure that women 
were aware of the potential risks. 
Although there was a surge in 
media attention surrounding this 

issue, the Medicines and Healthcare 
Regulatory Agency (MHRA) in the 
UK assured the public that no new 
evidence had actually emerged, and 
that the risk of serious side effects 
of the Pill remains small. 

Susceptibility to blood clots can be 
hereditary, and risk is increased in all 
women with increasing age, smoking, 
prolonged immobility, increased body 
mass, and pregnancy. Research shows 
that the risk is increased by three to 
four times with the use of the Pill, 
which translates to between three 
and four cases of blood clots in every 
10 000 women a year, rather than one 
in every 10 000 in non-users. 

So how then do you decide what’s 
best for you? We asked two experts 
to weigh in. 
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             Is 
     

rIght for you?
It’s been over 50 years since birth control pills hit the market. 
There’s no doubt that they have changed our lives, but with 
recent media focus on associated health risks, should we be 
concerned? By Jennifer Campbell 

												 
    the Pill 

health contraception
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the gynecologist 

Dr Suretha 
Bester is an 
obstetrician and 
gynecologist

“The link 
between the Pill 

and venous thromboembolism 
(VTE) is well known,” says Dr 
Bester. Although VTE is a very 
rare side effect of taking combined 
hormonal contraception (CHC), 
and is in fact more prevalent 
in pregnant women, Bester 
recommends her patients do 
not use CHC if they have ever 
had a disorder affecting blood 
circulation, have a history  
of stroke, angina or chest 
pain, or suffer from migraines 
accompanied by visual symptoms, 
speech disability or numbness. 
She stresses that VTE is a risk 
associated with the use of any 
CHC, including the Pill, patch  
or vaginal ring.  

The proven benefits of combined 
hormonal contraception include 
lighter and less painful menstrual 
bleeding, reduced risk of ovarian 
and endometrial cancer, as well as 
reduced risk of ectopic pregnancy. 
Certain oral contraceptives 
improve mild to moderate acne 
and can have beneficial effects 
on the emotional and physical 
symptoms of menstruation. 

Some common side effects of 
the Pill include nausea, breast 
tenderness and headaches, although 
these side effects are usually mild 
and transient in nature, and are 
generally resolved within a  
few months. 

Besides the Pill, Bester 
recommends a variety of 
contraceptive methods to her 
patients including progesterone-
only pills, intrauterine devices 
and progesterone-only implants 
depending on the individual. 

the natural 
Contraception 

practitioner 

Dr Lauren 
Wayland	is  
a homeopathic 
doctor

“With such 
a vast array 

of contraceptives available in 
South Africa, it may be strange 
to consider that many women 
are still finding it difficult to find 
one that suits their health and 
lifestyle needs,” says Dr Wayland. 
She believes that the prescription 
of hormonal contraceptives like 
the Pill, injection, patch and 
intrauterine device have served 
a necessary purpose in family 
planning for generations, but that 
as we become more aware  
of the possible side effects of these 
methods, there is a drive towards 
more natural, less harmful and 
less invasive approaches. 

For those looking for an 
alternative to hormonal 
contraceptives, Wayland suggests 
using fertility devices – small 
computers that work by measuring 
a woman’s basal body temperature 
every morning, determining 
day-to-day fertility. “The fertility 
awareness this affords not only 
helps avoid pregnancy, but is also 
immensely useful for women 
struggling to fall pregnant,”  
says Wayland.  The devices are  
easy to use, unobtrusive and 
are able to calculate a woman’s 
individual cycle. 

 “When it comes to choosing  
a contraceptive, knowledge is 
power. Researching how the 
contraceptive works, the possible 
side effects it may cause and 
whether it will suit your needs is 
essential in determining the best 
option for you as an individual,”  
says Wayland. 

What works for you?
We asked three women how they went about choosing the 
contraceptive that suits them best

Rachel Bird started taking the Pill 
when she was 18 to treat her acne, 
and has remained on it ever since

“i initially started taking the Pill to 
help with my acne. it was a really 
simple and effective means of 
controlling my breakouts. it is still 
the best thing for my skin. 
in reality its contraceptive benefits 
are a bonus. i did experience some 
weight gain and my breasts did 
get bigger, but otherwise there 
have been no serious side effects 
for me. to be honest, i’m not a 
one type of contraception girl, so 
i generally use condoms as well 
as the Pill. But, i do like that with 
the Pill, i am the one in control 
and i don’t have to rely on the guy 
being responsible.”

 “No method is without risk and every patient 
should be individually treated” 

–	Dr	Suretha	BeSter,	oBStetrician	anD	gynecologiSt

“With the Pill, i am the 
one in control”

remember 
The Pill, IUD and the  

contraceptive computer do  
not provide protection against  
sexually transmitted infections  

(STIs). Correct use of condoms reduces  
the risk of some STIs (including  

gonorrhea, chlamydia and HIV). They  
also provide some protection against  

genital herpes and syphilis.

“When it comes to choosing a contraceptive, 
knowledge is power” 

–		Dr	lauren	WaylanD,	homeopathic	Doctor	

Robyn Bowles has been using a contraceptive computer  
for just over a year 

“i heard about this kind of device from a homeopath 
– it’s basically a machine that takes your basal body 
temperature every morning and it tells you when you are 
ovulating and fertile. i chose it because i got married and 
didn’t want to go on the Pill or get the loop and i didn’t 
want to put any hormones into my body. i now have a 
better understanding of how my body functions. the 
disadvantages are that on your fertile days you have to 
use caution when having sex, by using the withdrawal 
method or using condoms.” 

“i didn’t Want to Put any 
hormones into my Body”
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Alison Barford has used a copper intrauterine device  
for the last 30 years 

“i find the iud safer than other forms of contraception. 
there have been no obvious side effects for me. my monthly 
bleeds may have been heavier with iud use, but this can’t 
be confirmed as i have never had problems that needed 
investigation. one drawback is that the “string” (to check  
if it is still in place) can be an irritant to one’s partner during 
intercourse if left too long. i believe it is the most reliable 
form of contraceptive, as one doesn’t have to remember  
to insert a diaphragm each time or take a pill every day.” 

 “i Believe it is the most reliaBle  
 form of contracePtion”

Clicks Ultra 
Fine condoms,  
R89.95 for 12 


