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Do 600 unwanted pregnancies really
make an exceptional story?
Media claims about contraceptive implant 'failure' don't put figures
into context
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Ben Goldacre
The Guardian, Saturday 8 January 2011
Article history

'Six hundred pregnancies despite contraceptive implant," said the BBC.
"500 fall pregnant after having contraceptive implant," said the Express.
"Contraceptive implant alert," said the Daily Mail: "Hundreds of women
fall pregnant after birth control fails."

The story first broke on Channel 4, and it's still not entirely clear why it's
the biggest medical story so far this year. Some women have had some
compensation: but a lot of people get a lot of payouts. There is a law firm
touting for more business, but that's hardly news either, and the news
story was: this contraceptive device has failed.

But is the failure rate exceptional? A figure means nothing if it has no
context. Six hundred pregnancies sounds like a big number, but there is
no way to know what it means unless we know how many women had
Implanon, and for how long. The device was first launched in 1999, so
that makes 60 pregnancies a year, which feels like a smaller number, but
that is still not enough information. The figure that epidemiologists use
for context is "person-years-at-risk".

The Medicines and Healthcare products Regulatory Agency estimates
that 1.355m Implanon implants have been sold. Each implant lasts three
years which gives a total exposure time of 4.06m women-years at risk.

So 584 unplanned pregnancies means there were 1.4 reported for every
10,000 women with Implanon implants per year, a failure rate of 0.014%
per year. It means implants are still the most reliable form of
contraception.

Back with our 584 unwanted pregnancies, we see the difference between
individuals and statistics. For some of the people who got pregnant, from
their end of the telescope, this is a disaster. Some cases may well have
been avoidable. Some will want financial compensation, and you will have
your own views on the state's role in this.

But for a potential user of the implant, or a news editor, looking at the
whole population, at its worst, it still seems to be one of the most effective
forms of contraception available even though this particular implant had
a problem with insertion – which has already been improved on.

And lastly, just like a number deserves its context, so too does a scare. In
the 1990s a temporary concern about a modestly increased risk of blood
clot, particularly in one type of oral contraceptive pill, resulted in a mass
abandonment of oral contraceptives generally, around the world,
including among low-risk women, and the following years saw an
increase in both pregnancies and abortions, with all that this entails.
Words can do harm, just as surely as hormones can.
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Katali
8 January 2011 8:37AM

It certainly puts it into context - we see again the distorting effect that headlines can
have. I think (hope) that we are generally growing a little more sceptical about
headlines, partly thanks to the work of debunkers such as you.
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MedenAgan
8 January 2011 8:41AM

Other sources also point out that the device was in many cases never actually
implanted, thanks to carelessness on the part of NHS staff, which would seem to
reduce the failure rate.
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Briantist
8 January 2011 8:43AM

See also Tim Harford, who covered this yesterday on BBC - BBC Radio 4
Programmes - More or Less, 07/01/2011.

Clip | Link

Recommend? (8)
Report abuse

AnotherBee
8 January 2011 8:53AM

@MedenAgan

Other sources also point out that the device was in many cases never
actually implanted, thanks to carelessness on the part of NHS staff,
which would seem to reduce the failure rate.

Being inclined to be defensive of NHS staff, I'd like to ask if you have any evidence for
the "carelessness"; do you, for example, have access to statistics which compare
device insertion success rates by NHS and non-NHS staff? Were the unsuccessful
insertions down to carelessness or did other factors contribute?
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Bochi
8 January 2011 8:56AM

Couple of points.

Firstly, if the failures are related to the use of untrained staff in some health
authorities, then broad statistics are misleading: there is a higher risk in some
areas than in others, but without knowing where, you can't make an informed
decision.

Secondly, we're much more tolerant of risk where the individual can make a
difference: remembering to take the pill, making sure the condom doesn't fall off.
Where the efficacy is entirely out of our hands - was the implant fitted correctly? -
then it's a different matter.

Nowhere is this attitude more marked than with transport - the amount of public
energy spent investigating a train or plane crash is far in excess, statistically, than
that spent on road deaths. This is entirely because of a sense that with mass
transport we can't affect the outcome, but that regulation can.
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I did wonder how many people were using it to begin with, I don't remember seeing
any figures to put it in context. It's worth using two methods of contraception to keep
the chances of any unwanted pregnancies at a minimum, since hormonal methods
aren't failsafe.

Clip | Link

RogerINtheUSA
8 January 2011 9:00AM

This comment has been removed by a moderator. Replies may also be deleted.

Minkso
8 January 2011 9:02AM

I thought they were getting compensation for effects other than pregnancy, such as
scarring and non-insertion. 
If overall the contraception is still the most effective why would you get compensation
for being 'unlucky'. Does it come with an insurance cover guarantee ?

Vitex Agnus Castus might offer a help because it controls male and female
hormones. The monks used it to help keep their vows. It is proven for use for pmt,
and could help pcos and fertility. Its not included in the pharmacology for GP's
though. The partial 'science' of modern pharmacology.

Although honey for healing and scars now employed by the nhs. Saving millions
....and it works.
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adastram
8 January 2011 9:04AM

Gosh, you might finally have to admit at this rate that the only sure way of avoiding
pregnancy is not to have sex.

Can the Guardian commission another article on the sanity of contraception in a
Europe with a collapsing birth rate?
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Briantist
8 January 2011 9:06AM

RogerINtheUSA: 

Not a good week for medical news. The Lancet's MMR article seems
to have been definitively debunked.

How is that not anything but good news? Science works by debunking.

The bad news is for the Daily Mail and the other media that made idiots of
themselves by being conned by a man who wanted to sell three vaccines when one
would do ... and caused death and suffering to thousands of children.
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Briantist
8 January 2011 9:27AM

adastram:

Can the Guardian commission another article on the sanity of
contraception in a Europe with a collapsing birth rate?

Well, yes, there are far too many people on the planet as it is. Or are you reading a
2000-year-old book for your advice? (If so, it's probably a bit out of date, sorry).
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MostUncivilised
8 January 2011 9:32AM

@adastram:

Gosh, you might finally have to admit at this rate that the only sure way
of avoiding pregnancy is not to have sex.

Can the Guardian commission another article on the sanity of
contraception in a Europe with a collapsing birth rate?

Having a choice over when/if I have children and maximising my life choices is an
upside. Contraception might also help with the issue of global overpopulation, we
can't keep increasing our numbers without having a severe shortage of resources.

Can I also remind you that marriage isn't a contraceptive? Some of us would rather
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have a good career than have lots of children while having a happy relationship at
the same time. I'd rather not keep having my work plans disrupted by regular
inevitable pregnancies regardless of whether I was married or not.

SamuelTaylor
8 January 2011 9:39AM

My sister became pregnant on the implanon, it was her second one, with this one
when she went to have removed they discovered it had never been inserted. As it
was inserted into the same place as the last one the scar tissue that had formed
made it feel like it had gone in, as the area was firm and you could see a raised area
of skin when you pulled it tightly.

She had the implanon as she is warfarin dependent, while she was on her first
implant her periods were erratic, one month she would have a bleed, then she
would go without for months at a time, so when it happened on her second 'rod' as
she called it it wasn't anything unusual. So when she found out she was pregnant
she was 11 weeks, and those who use warfarin know that you cannot use it during
pregnancy as it can cause abnormalities. My sister was lucky though and it only
caused her baby to be born with one kidney, it could have been a lot worse.

This is a problem with the implanon, when it does fail most women aren't aware
until they experience pregnancy symptoms (like the injection) where things such as
the pill have a higher failure rate, when you are pregnant on your next week off you
will not bleed, and so you have early detection to ensure you are taking care of your
body appropriately to carry a child.
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MedenAgan
8 January 2011 9:41AM

@AnotherBee

Apologies: My memory scrambled a Today report to the effect that where staff were
responsible for the implant not being done properly, their employers, NHS or
otherwise, were liable rather than the manufacturers. The article's link to Implanon
also deals with this.
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Skaramouche
8 January 2011 9:48AM

So 584 unplanned pregnancies means there were 1.4 reported for
every 10,000 women with Implanon implants per year, a failure rate of
0.014% per year. It means implants are still the most reliable form
of contraception.

Tell that to someone who's life it's failure has wrecked. 
It could make you wonder if all that "always bag up cos of HIV!!!" stuff we get isn't
more to do with pharma companies covering their bets...
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PieterCranfeldt
8 January 2011 9:51AM

0.014% failure of contraception with depot hormones
even vasectomy (1/5000 approx) can't match that but no scandal

if we really want to create a stir we should take a long hard look at the utility of
statins, the fastest growing area of prescribed drugs with much higher stakes,
stroke, myocardial infarction etc.. versus obesity, smoking and slothdom as well as
some non-lifestyle conditions

strictly for the brave, medical oncology is even more harrowing with success rates of
15-95 % equating to failures of 85-5 % depending how bad the disease
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RogerINtheUSA
8 January 2011 9:55AM

*
Briantist

8 January 2011 9:06AM

RogerINtheUSA:

Not a good week for medical news. The Lancet's MMR article seems
to have been definitively debunked.

How is that not anything but good news? Science works by
debunking.

The bad news is for the Daily Mail and the other media that made
idiots of themselves by being conned by a man who wanted to sell
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three vaccines when one would do ... and caused death and suffering
to thousands of children.

Hi

I meant that The Lancet's MMR article was a piece of medical news that was
debunked, and therefore wasn't a good week for the publisher Lancet.

RogerINtheUSA
8 January 2011 9:56AM

*
Duelist

8 January 2011 9:27AM

@USRoger

The Lancet's MMR article seems to have been definitively debunked.

A spot of ludicrous overkill which will surely rebound fatally on the
overkillers. You have to larf at the overall idiocy of the debunkers.

Right. Apparently there are still a bunch of MMR troofers around.
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AlunGriff
8 January 2011 10:00AM

back to failure rates, in my experience a fair few of the implants are removed long
before the three years are up (often after a few weeks) if its also the case that some
are discarded before insertion because of error then Ben's estimate of the total no of
women years use is probably too high, making the failure rate higher than
calculated.
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TakeNoPrisoners
8 January 2011 10:23AM

Did you plagiarize this article from "More or Less", or do great minds really run in the
same channel Ben?
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8556
8 January 2011 10:33AM

Hear hear.

Very glad to see this article appear - had complained to the BBC in similar terms
about their coverage.

@Skaramouche

Ben did 'try telling that' to women who have had an unwanted pregnancy - he
acknowledged this this was a 'disaster' for them. All contraceptive methods, even
sterilisation, have a failure rate (a figure which includes user error and error by
medical practioners, which seems to have happened in some cases here - this is
not the same thing as saying that the contraception itself doesn't work, which is what
most newspapers seem to have assumed it means) - please refrain from detecting
'pharma' conspiracies at every turn - this failure rate is acknowledged by the fpa, the
nhs, and the website of the manufacturers (ie they are all 'telling that' to women).
Given that no contraceptive rate is perfect, this would seem to be an excellent
method, and it would be extremely regrettable if the coverage in the media let to
another scare like the one about the pill a few years back, which led to a number of
unwanted pregnancies.
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8556
8 January 2011 10:35AM

meant to say 'no contraceptive is perfect', not 'no contraceptive rate is perfect'.
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Skaramouche
8 January 2011 10:36AM

8556 
8 January 2011 10:33AM
Hear hear.

Very glad to see this article appear - had complained to the BBC in
similar terms about their coverage.
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@Skaramouche

Ben did 'try telling that' to women who have had an unwanted
pregnancy - he acknowledged this this was a 'disaster' for them. All
contraceptive methods, even sterilisation, have a failure rate (a figure
which includes user error and error by medical practioners, which
seems to have happened in some cases here - this is not the same
thing as saying that the contraception itself doesn't work, which is
what most newspapers seem to have assumed it means) - please
refrain from detecting 'pharma' conspiracies at every turn - this failure
rate is acknowledged by the fpa, the nhs, and the website of the
manufacturers (ie they are all 'telling that' to women). Given that no
contraceptive rate is perfect, this would seem to be an excellent
method, and it would be extremely regrettable if the coverage in the
media let to another scare like the one about the pill a few years back,
which led to a number of unwanted pregnancies.

Methinks your irony meter is broken, sir.

tearfuldragon
8 January 2011 10:48AM

Thanks for sensible science reporting Ben
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Duelist
8 January 2011 11:17AM

This comment has been removed by a moderator. Replies may also be deleted.

Katali
8 January 2011 12:08PM

Does it matter who got there first - R4 or the Guardian? The more sense the better,
no?
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zagzig
8 January 2011 12:09PM

Any chance of Ben writing something on the Times's "Muslim/Pakistani grooming
white girls" articles?
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singlet
8 January 2011 12:46PM

The Medicines and Healthcare products Regulatory Agency estimates
that 1.355m Implanon implants have been sold.

So that's where the BBC got its figure of 1.4 million women using Implanon - it didn't
occur to them that some women might be repeat customers.
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thoughtandmemory
8 January 2011 1:03PM

I welcome Ben Goldacre's statistical analysis and I do agree that the reporting of the
story left a lot to be desired in terms of statistical context. There was a lot odf Daily
Wailing going on...
...
... but that's not to say that the story shouldn't have been covered.

If I had an implant the story would probably serve as a reminder not to be too blaise
about the whole thing. if I happened to be experiencing some mild discomfort or
whatever I would be less inclined to just ignore it. I might start using back up
contraception if I had any niggling doubts or would go and get myself checked out.

I think now people are quite aware of the possibility of failure in other forms of
contraception and are also able to take immediate action. Unlike other forms of
contraception, there is very little the individual can do to decrease the chance of
failure - if the implant is incorrectly fitted it's incorrectly fitted. You are totally
dependent on the manufacture of the device and the competence of the medical
practitioner. This makes it unlike other forms of contraception (so in terms of
comparing failure rates you're not *really* comparing like with like).

Also the fact that Implanon has been replaced by Nexplanon, which is supposedly
simpler to implant and actually shows up on XRays (making it easier to check if the
device has been fitted) suggests that the manufacturer has acknowledged design

Clip | Link

Recommend? (5)
Report abuse

converted by Web2PDFConvert.com

http://www.guardian.co.uk/discussion/user/tearfuldragon
http://www.guardian.co.uk/discussion/report-abuse/comment/9063194
http://www.guardian.co.uk/discussion/comment-permalink/9063194
http://www.guardian.co.uk/discussion/user/Duelist
http://www.guardian.co.uk/discussion/user/Katali
http://www.guardian.co.uk/discussion/report-abuse/comment/9063936
http://www.guardian.co.uk/discussion/comment-permalink/9063936
http://www.guardian.co.uk/discussion/user/zagzig
http://www.guardian.co.uk/discussion/report-abuse/comment/9063948
http://www.guardian.co.uk/discussion/comment-permalink/9063948
http://www.guardian.co.uk/discussion/user/singlet
http://www.guardian.co.uk/discussion/report-abuse/comment/9064233
http://www.guardian.co.uk/discussion/comment-permalink/9064233
http://www.guardian.co.uk/discussion/user/thoughtandmemory
http://www.guardian.co.uk/discussion/report-abuse/comment/9064344
http://www.guardian.co.uk/discussion/comment-permalink/9064344
http://www.web2pdfconvert.com?ref=PDF
http://www.web2pdfconvert.com?ref=PDF


flaws in the Implanon.

I do agree that sensationalist reporting is irresponsible, as is the lack of accurate
statistical context, and there is a risk that this story could lead to a similar situation
as Ben Goldacre describes happening in the 1990s (increased pregnancies and
abortions following a health scare about an oral contraceptive). But I think that there
is still value in the story being reported. If anything women need more information
not less when choosing contraception.

adastram
8 January 2011 1:07PM

Well, yes, there are far too many people on the planet as it is. Or are
you reading a 2000-year-old book for your advice? (If so, it's probably
a bit out of date, sorry).

I suppose cultural self-immolation is one way of reducing overpopulation.

Still, of all the cultures and civilisations in the world, European civilisation has given
the world the very least and the very worst - the fewest and worst ideas,
technologies, philosophers, languages, scientists, global institutions, writers, poets,
journalists, artists, concepts, architects, musicians, rights, liberties, equality,
democracy.

I mean, just about any other society in human history has been superior on almost
all of these counts.

So who cares if Europe willingly walks off a cliff? Bring on the pills, the implants and
the forceps! Let's just finish this thing!
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wesg
8 January 2011 1:12PM

This comment has been removed by a moderator. Replies may also be deleted.

AlexJones
8 January 2011 1:17PM

Interesting piece - my first thought when I heard the story was "But all contraceptives
have a failure rate so how bad is this really?" And it seems the answer is "not very
bad at all".

The whole business about compensation is interesting. It seems to me that unless
the NHS said "you will categorically definitely not get pregnant if you have this device"
then you can't really say the NHS is to blame.
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thoughtandmemory
8 January 2011 1:34PM

@AlexJones

t seems to me that unless the NHS said "you will categorically
definitely not get pregnant if you have this device" then you can't really
say the NHS is to blame.

Not reeeeeeeally though. Unlike other forms of contraception, you are totally
dependent on the manufacturer and the medical practitioner who fits it. As I
understand it, some of the women who fell pregnant did so because the device was
incorrectly fitted. In other cases the device had not even been inserted! I think in
those cases its got nothing to do with being simply 'unlucky'.

Unlucky is getting the one dud implant out of a batch of 10,000 or if for some reason
your body doesn't respond as it should to the hormones - I don't think you can blame
the NHS for that.

But if its problems with the fitting of the device... then you can. One woman
interviewed on the BBC radio had fallen pregnant because of the device being
wrongly fitted said she did go back to the hospital because she felt discomfort. She
was simply told that 'it would settle down' and that it was nothing to be worried about
- instead of having her concerns taken seriously or the implant examined. This is
more than simple 'misfortune', isn't it? a) the device was incorrectly fitted and then b)
when she noticed something was up, she was ignored.

When other forms of contraception fail, it would be impossible to try and pin point
'blame' because there's no way of ruling out the highly likely possibility that the
individual themselves is at fault (vomitting after taking the pill, condom not quite on
right). In the case of the implant, you're trusting someone else to get it right. I just
don't think you're comparing like with like if you compare the implant with other forms
of contraception.
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WeekendBuddhist
8 January 2011 1:40PM
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It means implants are still the most reliable form of contraception.
Back with our 584 unwanted pregnancies, we see the difference
between individuals and statistics.

Indeed. You are comparing the implant failure rate to the failure rates for other forms
of contraception (pill, condom). Most of the time these other forms of contraception
fail because of misuse by individuals, whereas the implant failures (as others have
pointed out) have nothing to do with misuse by the individuals who have the
implants.

As an individual, you can assess your own risk factors (for example, some people
are good at remembering to take pills, some are not; some find it easy to abstain
from sex when necessary, others don't) and make informed decisions. This is an
excellent example of a case where decisions need to be made by individuals for
their own particular circumstances, and statistics alone do not tell the full story.

I have no difficulty understanding why this was a major news story - although I do
agree the reports should have been contextualised by comparing the implant failure
rates with those of other methods of contraception.
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Bjerkley
8 January 2011 2:26PM

thoughtandmemory

But I think that there is still value in the story being reported. If anything
women need more information not less when choosing
contraception.

But only if the story is reported accurately - and ultimately, without the scare angle of
something failing, it's unlikely many press/media would give it much space. The
impression that articles like those give is that this is a more risky form of
contraception, which it is not, and is therefore dangerous if it discourages women
from using a safer method.
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MostUncivilised
8 January 2011 2:30PM

@adastram:

Still, of all the cultures and civilisations in the world, European
civilisation has given the world the very least and the very worst - the
fewest and worst ideas, technologies, philosophers, languages,
scientists, global institutions, writers, poets, journalists, artists,
concepts, architects, musicians, rights, liberties, equality, democracy.

And giving women no control over their fertility is going to help this how, exactly?
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debs515
8 January 2011 2:55PM

The problem I have with this whole story is that (from my own experience as a
female in the 20-25 age bracket) when I have seen contraceptive nurses they often
push the implant as the most desirable option. Despite apparently a 20% figure of
women experiencing continued bleeding, and now this story about problems with
implanting it.

As Bochi said, some of this is about the personal responsibility element. At least
with the pill etc it's up to you to follow the instructions. But it seems somewhat
suspect to inform young women that the implant is their best option when there's
nothing they can do about it if it's inserted wrongly.
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RogerINtheUSA
8 January 2011 3:02PM

SamuelTaylor

8 January 2011 9:39AM

My sister became pregnant on the implanon, it was her second one,
with this one when she went to have removed they discovered it had
never been inserted. As it was inserted into the same place as the
last one the scar tissue that had formed made it feel like it had gone
in, as the area was firm and you could see a raised area of skin when
you pulled it tightly.

She had the implanon as she is warfarin dependent, while she was
on her first implant her periods were erratic, one month she would
have a bleed, then she would go without for months at a time, so
when it happened on her second 'rod' as she called it it wasn't
anything unusual. So when she found out she was pregnant she was
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11 weeks, and those who use warfarin know that you cannot use it
during pregnancy as it can cause abnormalities. My sister was lucky
though and it only caused her baby to be born with one kidney, it could
have been a lot worse.

This is a problem with the implanon, when it does fail most women
aren't aware until they experience pregnancy symptoms (like the
injection) where things such as the pill have a higher failure rate,
when you are pregnant on your next week off you will not bleed, and
so you have early detection to ensure you are taking care of your body
appropriately to carry a child.

Apparently the original Implanon could be double-checked by an experienced
ultrasound operator. 
The new version, Nexplanon, is radio-opaque so it can be checked by an x-ray.

KrawuziKapuzi
8 January 2011 3:16PM

Gosh, you might finally have to admit at this rate that the only sure way
of avoiding pregnancy is not to have sex.

The Virgin Mary might disagree...
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FrMcGuire
8 January 2011 3:17PM

Still, of all the cultures and civilisations in the world, European
civilisation has given the world the very least and the very worst - the
fewest and worst ideas, technologies, philosophers, languages,
scientists, global institutions, writers, poets, journalists, artists,
concepts, architects, musicians, rights, liberties, equality, democracy.

I mean, just about any other society in human history has been
superior on almost all of these counts.

I like how it involves things such as 'artists' (surely that really depends on your point
of view), 'languages' (hate to break it to you, but no language is better than another -
yes, that includes Latin) and 'concepts' (just... what?).

Eurocentrism isn't any better than nationalism, you know.
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optimist99
8 January 2011 3:35PM

Even when a woman's tubes are cut, tied and cauterised - a pregnancy is possible.
It happened to my wife - and we have a bonny son to thank for this.
Since this happened to us I have read of many other similar cases.
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GilbertL
8 January 2011 3:39PM

What makes you think the pregnancies were unwanted: has anyone asked the 600?
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thoughtandmemory
8 January 2011 3:40PM

Bjerkely

yeah I sort of agree with you - if it bleeds it leads and all that. The thing is I don't think
the scare angle was really the only angle to the story. There's also the incompetence
angle. I think the fact that the unwanted pregnancies came about not as a result of
random dud implants but a (now remedied) design flaw in the implant, incompetent
fitting of the implant and (in one case atleast) a failure to follow up a woman's
concerns about implant discomfort highlight a string of avoidable problems. Now
that these problems are addressed and that women and practitioners are more
aware of them the failure rate of the implant will hopefully be reduced further...

To be honest, I didn't get the impression from any of the reporting - even the really
sensationalist stuff - that the implant came across as riskier than other forms of
contraception. The thing is we *already know* about the risks/failure rates of other
forms of contraception - I'd be surprised if most women on the pill weren't atleast
vaguely aware that its not 100% failsafe.

But the implant is often portrayed as a bit of a contraception panacea. Because I
know about the potential risks with the pill or condoms, if I suspect something might
be wrong I can use back up precautions. If I fall pregnant anyway, well I already knew
there was a risk of that. If there are potential issues with the implant I'd rather know
about them.
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cmnimo
8 January 2011 3:43PM

"Hundreds of women fall pregnant after birth control fails."

Yes they do and although human error had its part to play in some cases (allegedly)
it wasn't caused by a disorganised lifestyle or fibbing on the part of the woman -
which is the usual explanation for an unplanned pregnancy in the rush to blame.

The story first broke on Channel 4, and it's still not entirely clear why it's the biggest
medical story so far this year. That most probably because;

1 we're only nine days into the new year; and

2 with all Andrew Lansley dicking about, (last year's flu vaccines and all that) it's not
the biggest story by any means.

Some women have had some compensation: but a lot of people get a lot of payouts

Ah yes, the 'human interest'. Unplanned/unwanted/abortions/relationships falling
apart/lost earnings/equal pay/single mums on the dole/maintenance/pay-offs.

There is a law firm touting for more business, but that's hardly news either, and the
news story was: this contraceptive device has failed

Who would credit it! So mundane hey?

Clip | Link

Recommend? (7)
Report abuse

thoughtandmemory
8 January 2011 3:55PM

debs515

8 January 2011 2:55PM

The problem I have with this whole story is that (from my own
experience as a female in the 20-25 age bracket) when I have seen
contraceptive nurses they often push the implant as the most
desirable option. Despite apparently a 20% figure of women
experiencing continued bleeding, and now this story about problems
with implanting it.

yes I have experienced this too - in fact when I signed up to a new GP clinic after
moving to a different area I went to have a meeting with the nurse. She couldn't
*stop* banging on about the implant even though I had not brought up contraception
and had no strong desire for it at that time.

As I said above, I know all about the risks associated with the pill etc, but the way
some contraceptive nurses go on, you'd think the implant was a 100%, neverfail
miracle.
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thoughtandmemory
8 January 2011 4:01PM

@cmnimo

excellent post!
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greyridge
8 January 2011 5:47PM

The unintended consequence of this lazy reporting is that women switch to less
reliable contraception, resulting in more unwanted pregnancies, more abortions and
more misery. It's probably also not been too clever for the Implanon company's
share price - not quite so unintended a consequence perhaps?

OK, we live in a (more or less) open society (c'mon Wikileaks, when you gonna
release the Bank of America stuff?) and we have enviable press freedom. But it
sometimes looks like power without responsibility.

The press and public are suckers for the availability fallacy - tendentious reporting
that includes a 'shocking fact' presented without context - particularly if it means
demonising 'The Man'. The Man is always fair game. In this case it's Big Pharma. Of
course we should keep tabs on The Man, but we shouldn't succumb to the victim
mentality that says He is always looking to damage us.

Dow Corning were bankrupted by the false (falsies?) breast implant scandal, which
involved ignorant/criminal manipulation of statistics and a credulous press in the
States. The Erin Brockovitch case against PG&E has also largely been debunked.
(wonder if her law firm are going to pay back the $100m+ it earned from the job?)

Obama's instinct was to go for The Man after the Gulf oil spill. Overreaction. But do
your thang in, say, India, let's say a huge chemical gas leak that ruins 10s of 000s of
lives....well that's different isn't it? Where was Erin then?
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Korky123
8 January 2011 6:36PM

Honestly, you really ought to have credited Radio 4's "More or Less" with this. You're
using their maths and their story. Even the sequence of ideas is closely comparable.
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katherine5
8 January 2011 7:04PM

@thoughtandmemory

The thing is we *already know* about the risks/failure rates of other
forms of contraception - I'd be surprised if most women on the pill
weren't atleast vaguely aware that its not 100% failsafe.
But the implant is often portrayed as a bit of a contraception
panacea.... If there are potential issues with the implant I'd rather
know about them.

As I said above, I know all about the risks associated with the pill etc,
but the way some contraceptive nurses go on, you'd think the implant
was a 100%, neverfail miracle.

Bit insulting to imply that a majority of women who use the implant as contraceptive
(and those who reject the implant as their choice of contraceptive) don't understand
the risks. It is well drilled into everyone who uses NHS services to get contraception
that no form of contraception is 100% effective at safe guarding against pregnancy.
Also many of us women also *already know* the risks of the implant... it is afterall a
reasonably big decision having something that needs to get cut out of you rather
than opting for something temporary like a condom or the pill.

Furthermore, I know that NHS Scotland (at least) have a policy of having an
evaluative talk with any woman who seeks long term contraception. This is little
more than a check list but it does cover the risks clearly especially highlighting the
desirability of a second concurrent barrier method of contraception with the implant.
They do however also inform women that the implant is the most effective single
form of contraception, but as you say, woman should have as much information as
possible. You may feel that the nurses believe it's a miracle but honestly, with
women who openly admit that they know much more about the pill or condoms than
alternatives, they are only doing their job. (although if you personally did not ask for
advice then maybe not)

I fully agree that this issue should have been reported (I don't think anyone here
thinks that it shouldn't have been) but the point of this article is that it was reported in
an irresponsible manner. Even with these failures the implant is still more effective
than any other form of contraception at preventing pregnancy. Well worth a little
scarring in my opinion!
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aussiekrissy
8 January 2011 8:13PM

There are a large number of us out there who have had no problems with their
implants. I had mine inserted by my GP back home in Australia according to the
rulings of Australia I had 2 pregnancy tests to prove I was not pregnant prior to
having the imlant inserted. A large number of pregnancies that result are because
women are already unknowingly pregnant prior to having an implant in. It is also
advised that you need further contraception as a condom for a month as the
hormones in your body take some time to regulate. This is the time that the greatest
number of pregnancies have occured as women are too irresponsible to look after
themselves in this short period of time. I got my implant in as I had heavy irregular
periods for about 8 years despite having changed pills many times to alleviate the
problem. I have not had a period in over 25months and had only 1 a month after
insertion it lasted 1 day. For me it's been a godsend and have faith in this last year
that I'll be safe from pregnancy and will have another inserted straight away and
follow the same rules my GP told me the first time.
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