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Hormonal contrace

Combined hormonal contraception
The risk of cardiovascular disease increases  with  age  and
may also increase with combined oral contraceptive (COG)
use  in  women  over  35  years  of  age.  However,  if  these
women  do  not  smoke  and  have  no  other  risk  factors  for
cardiovascular  disease,  such  as  hypertension  or  diabetes,
the  increased risk is  very  small.  Low-dose COCs  may be
used by women over 35, but before COCs are started, and
periodically  thereafter,  women  in  this  age  group  must  be
screened  to  exclude  the  presence  of  cardiovascular  risk
factors.

Recent  studies  show  that  current  users  of  COCs  are
more likely to have breast cancer diagnosed; however, the
cancers  diagnosed  are  less  advanced  clinically  than  the
cancers  diagnosed in never users.  The reported increased
risk disappears gradually over time after discontinuation of
COCs  with  no  excess  risk  after  10  years.  For the  above
reasons the increased risk observed is believed to represent
either  enhanced  early  detection  of existing  tumours  or  a
late-stage promotion of tumours. Although the relative risk
is slightly greater among younger women, it translates into
a very small number of excess breast cancer cases because
of the low incidence of this disease in young women.

However, in older women the background incidence of
breast cancer is relatively high and therefore any increase
in  risk  has  a  greater  impact,  especially  in  areas  where

breast     cancer     is     common.     The     advantages     and
disadvantages  of  COCs  for  older  women  should  be  set
against  those  of  other  contraceptives  available  and  the
risks associated with unwanted pregnancy.

Combined     once-a-month     injectable     contraceptives
(CICs)  are becoming  available  and may be  an option for
healthy  women  over  35.  Laboratory  studies  have  shown
that they have no or very little effect on coagulation factors
and  metabolism.  However,  there  are  no  epidemiological
data  on  the  effect  of CICs  on  the  risk  of cardiovascular
disease.   By   extrapolation   from   the   COC   studies,   any
possible increased risk, among women who do not smoke
and   have   no   other   risk   factors   (eg,   hypertension   or
diabetes), is expected to be slight.

Progestagen-only contraception
Progestagen-only  contraceptives  offer  the  advantage  of
freedom  from  oestrogen-related  side-effects  which  may
occur   with   COCs   or   combined   injectables.   Bleeding
problems   may   occur   which   could   mask   or   simulate
bleeding caused by gynaecological disease.  The high and
long-term effectiveness of injectables and implants may be
especially attractive to women over 35.  A possible hypo-
oestrogenic   effect   of   progestagen-only   may   result   in
accelerated loss of bone tissue. Although more research is
needed to confirm this,  in  the  case  of women who  are  at
risk  of developing  osteoporosis  CICs  may  be  a  suitable
alternative to progestagen-only injectables.

Progress with early medical abortion
David Paintin

Early   medical   abortion   induced  with   the  progesterone
receptor blocking agent mifepristone (RU486) followed by
a   prostaglandin   analogue   is   an   option   that   has   been
available   in   a   few   countries   for   several   years.   Many
thousands of women in France, Great Britain, Sweden and
China have  used  this  method  successfully.  The  gestation
limit  in  Britain  is  63  days  from  the  first  day  of the  last
menstrual period but is 49 days elsewhere. In the European
countries,  the  manufacturer's  instructions   stipulate  that
600 mg of mifepristone is  given by mouth and,  48  hours
later,   a   1   mg   tablet  of  the   prostaglandin   E]  analogue
gemeprost is placed high in the vagina.  Various regimens
have been used in China, where mifepristone is produced
by  the  government  under  licence  and  where  the  usual
prostaglandin   has   been   the   F2Ch   analogue   carboprost.
Mifepristone and gemeprost are expensive, and gemeprost
deteriorates if not distributed and stored while refrigerated
(virtually precluding its use in developing countries). Most
of    the    unpleasant    side-effects-pain,    vomiting    and
diarrhoea-are     associated     with     the     prostaglandin.
Research  has  continued,  particularly  into  the  optimum
amount     of     mifepristone     and     the     most     suitable
prostaglandin analogue.

The   baseline   criteria   against   which   changes   in   the
mifepristone/gemeprost    treatment    regimen    must    be
assessed are those derived from the two large multicentre
studies   conducted   in   France   and   Britain   in   the   late
1980s.1.2 The principal outcomes are shown in Table  1.

Can miso rostol be used instead of

Misoprostol  is  an  orally  active  analogue of prostaglandin
E2 that is  licensed in  many countries  for the treatment of
gastric  and duodenal  ulceration.  No  life  threatening  side-

TABLE 1 :  MUI,TICENTRE STUDIES OF EARLY MEDICAL ABORTION WITH
6oo  MG  runFEPRlsTONE  ORAI,Ly  AND  I   MG  GEMEPRoST  vAGINALLy

Gestation          No.                 Complete            Uterine evacuation
I imit                    of                    abortion

(days)                women         ( %)
Urgent               Delayed

(acute                 (retained
bleeding)          products)

Continuing

pregnancies
(%)

UK
Multicentre

Study'                              63                             957               94.8                        0.4                        4.9                        0.3

ullman et ai 2

(France)                           49                            1211                96.5                          0.8                          2.3                          0.4

Both  studies                                                 2168                95.5                         0.6                         3.4                         0.4

(9570                                                                                         (94.6-96.4)        t\O.3-1.I)           (2.74.3)           (0.2ro.7)
confidence
Interval)

effects  have  been  reported  after very  extensive  use.  It  is
inexpensive   and   has   an   acceptable   shelf  life   at  room
temperatures.  A  study  from  France  of  878  women  with
up   to   49   days'    amenorrhoea   reported   that   600mg
mifepristone     followed    48     hours     later    by     400prg
misoprostol  by  mouth  resulted  in  complete  abortion  in
97%,  with  a continuing pregnancy  rate  of only  0.8%.3  In
Edinburgh,   800  pregnant  women  with  up  to  63   days'
amenorrhoea had 600 mg mifepristone and, 48 hours later,
were randomly allocated to gemeprost 0.5 mg vaginally or
misoprostol  600 Hg  orally.4  The  complete  abortion  rates
were   about   95%   in   both   groups   but   the   continuing
pregnancy  rates  were  0.2%  and  2.3%,  respectively.  An
important    observation    was    that    eight    of   the    nine
pregnancies that continued were at gestations of 50 to 63
days.   In   Aberdeen,   266   women   with   up   to   63   days'
amenorrhoea  who   had  had   600 mg   Inifepristone   were
allocated   at   random   to   misoprostol   800 Hg   orally   or
800 Itg  vaginally.5   The  complete  abortion  rates  in  this
small   study   were   87%   and   95%,   respectively,   with
continuing   pregnancy   rates   of  7%   and   1%.   Abortion
occurred within 4 hours significantly more frequently after
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