
Contraceptive Implants and Media Panics – 

what you need to know 

Yesterday evening (05_01_11) Channel 4 News featured a story about the contraceptive implant (Implanon). They 

revealed a number of NHS trusts have paid £200,000 in clinical negligence compensation to women who’ve become 

pregnant or experienced injury when using the contraceptive implant. 584 women have reported unplanned pregnan-

cies, and 1067 complained about scarring or other injuries to the Medicines and Healthcare Regulatory Agency. At 

this time it is not clear how Channel 4 heard about this story. It could be through their own research, from a tip off 

within the MHRA, or direct contact from a law firm. This story was hotly adopted by the rest of the media, particu-

larly broadcast media and newspapers, with coverage like: 

Evening Standard – Ban this contraceptive implant pleads mother scarred for life  

Telegraph – Woman whose marriage collapsed after Implanon implant ‘failed’ among those suing NHS 

Guardian – Hundreds become pregnant despite contraceptive implant Implanon 

The majority of these reports were characterised by a lack of context for the numbers given, and no reproductive 

health care experts/medics to put this data into context.  
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Why is the media coverage problematic? 
Press coverage on this story has been largely context free. That has meant we’ve been told how many women have 

experienced problems but not within any timeframe; how many problems were reported as compared to women not 

experiencing difficulties; how the implant compares with failure rates of other kinds of contraception; how many of 

the pregnancies were present before the woman went on Implanon and how many occurred due to incorrect fitting of 

the implant? 

Without this information the majority of media coverage suggests that the Contraceptive Implant is not an effective 

form of contraception, is always painful to fit and remove, will cause disfigurement when removed, and result in an 

unplanned pregnancy where women will be forced to have a termination. 

Because this information is misleading, and doesn’t come with additional reproductive health details to put it into con-

text, it fails to make clear the positive aspects of implants for women who choose this method, nor that the majority of 

women who select the implant do not experience problems. 

The coverage is also irresponsible because of the timing of the story. The post-Christmas and New Year period is al-

ways busy within General Practice and Reproductive Health Clinics. Not least because of people who have had unpro-

tected sex over the holiday season will be anxious about pregnancy and seeking advice about their options. 

The difficulty in criticising the story as it stands, is that you can find yourself easily cast in an unsympathetic role. In 

healthcare terms proportionally 584 cases compared with the number of people using contraceptive implants (1.4 mil-

lion according to the Department of Health) is pretty low. That is of no comfort to those who experienced an un-

planned pregnancy when they thought they were protected by a contraceptive. So in critiquing the media coverage 

here we need to be mindful it is based on difficult and upsetting cases that will have had widespread impact on peo-

ple’s lives. 

It is negligent of the media to not report this within any appropriate context. The result is scaremongering and is not 

helpful to anyone. Including those who have had bad experiences with the contraceptive implant. 

 

What does the data show? 
The contraceptive implant was introduced in the UK in 1999. It has been used by around 1.4 million women over the 

past 11 years. This figure comes from the Department of Health although is still unclear if that means women in UK or 

Europe. Some practitioners feel the 1.4 million figure is high, even over an 11 year period. Part of the problem with 

this story is the uncritical media coverage is throwing numbers around like there’s no tomorrow, but health agencies 

have also been somewhat unclear on exact figures and where they’ve sourced them from. This leaves us with the less 

than ideal situation of matching unclear data from media coverage with unclarified data from the Department of 

Health/NHS. NHS advice is the 584 pregnancies reported seem to be mostly related to incorrect insertion of the device 

rather than the device itself being faulty. It is not clear how many of these pregnancies had begun before the device 

was fitted. Currently around 800,000 women in the UK are believed to be using this method of contraception. 14 

women have been compensated for either getting pregnant while using the implant or being injured through incorrect 

insertion or removal (source info here). While the figures from media and health sources remain unclear what does 

seem to be fair to claim is the number of women who use the contraceptive implant without difficulty far outweighs 

those who have experienced problems. 
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