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Letter to the Editor 

The post-coital pills as over the counter drugs

Sir, 

Post-coital pill or emergency contraceptives are birth 

control measures that, if taken after sexual intercourse, 

may prevent pregnancy.
1
 High dose of postcoital 

contraceptives like diethylstilbestrol & other estrogens 

were being used for some time without any approval by 

FDA.
2
 Task force on postovulatory methods of fertility 

regulations 1998, conducted clinical trials leading to 

approval of two preparations for postcoital contraception 

by FDA namely levonorgestrel 0.75mg & combination of 

0.25 levonorgestrel & 0.05 mg of ethinyl estradiol.
3
 

Levonorgestrel is more popular in India because it is more 

effective & has fewer side effects. The first dose of 

levonorgestrel 0.75mg should be taken within 72 hours of 

unprotected intercourse followed by a second dose after 

12 hours. This treatment reduces the risk of pregnancy by 

approximately 75%.
4
 Oral levonorgestrel acts as an 

emergency contraceptive principally by preventing 

ovulation or fertilization by altering tubal transport of 

sperm and/or ova. In addition, it may inhibit implantation 

by altering the endometrium. It is not effective once the 

process of implantation has begun. 

The use of post-coital pills as a contraceptive method is 

rising due to changing socio-cultural practices and 

increased awareness among target population. In India, 

these drugs are available as over the counter drugs 

(OTCs) which is a good initiative to check the population 

explosion in India.
5
 The brands like I-pill, Pill-72, 

Unwanted 72 etc which contain levonorgestrel 0.75mg - 

1.5mg are popular in India. Mifepristone 600 mg single 

dose is popular as postcoital pill in China and European 

countries with high success rate and fewer adverse 

effects. Whereas in India Mifepristone - misoprostol 

combination is more popular as an abortifacient. It is 

noticed that like other OTCs these drugs are also being 

used irrationally and nonjudiciously. The youngsters 

aware about the existence and easy availability of 

postcoital pills may indulge in unsafe sex, increasing the 

incidence of STDs and menstruation related problems.
6
 

The post coital pill is also being used as abortifacient in 

early pregnancy by dais, midwives and practitioners of 

alternative therapies etc. Such unsafe use causes 

incomplete abortions with excessive bleeding. The FDA’s 

office of drug safety consultation found 3 cases of 

spontaneous abortion, 1 missed abortion, 1 inevitable 

abortion, and 3 reported European cases of congenital 

anomalies in pregnancies in women who had taken 

levonorgestrel.  Given that spontaneous abortions have 

been reported to occur in 10-15% of clinically recognized 

pregnancies.
7 

The excessive publicity of these drugs by 

media without providing necessary information regarding 

safe use has added to the problems. The target population 

using this method of contraception is largely unaware of 

adverse drug effects and the frequency with which these 

could be safely used. Many times they end up using such 

drugs about three to four times in a month leading to 

higher incidence of adverse effects like gastritis, 

dysmenorrhoea, menorrhagia, delayed periods and high 

failure rate etc. 

Emergency contraception is more effective in preventing 

pregnancy when taken as early as possible after 

unprotected sexual intercourse. Hence over the counter 

status should enhance benefit by providing more timely 

access to the product than through prescription.
8
 Although 

these drugs seem to be the need of the hour for controlling 

the population explosion, but it must be emphasized that 

they are used exclusively for accidental exposure or 

unexpected circumstances which may lead to conception 

and should never be used as a routine contraceptive. 

Though the Media is justified in supporting such a 

national cause of population explosion, but it should also 

stress upon other methods of contraception for routine 

use. The advertisements must provide full information 

necessary for educating the public about safe and 

effective use of these drugs. The registered practitioners 

especially of alternative systems medicine and workers 

must be kept properly informed about the approved 

indications and adverse effects of postcoital pills to avoid 

complications and increased disease burden. The NGOs 

and voluntary associations especially associated with 

various women issues should come forward and play a 

pivotal role in educating women about safe sex and 

contraception. 
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