
What are combined birth control methods, and how do they work?

Some types of birth control contain 2 hormones (estrogen and progestin) that are like hormones all women 
have in their bodies naturally. Th ese types of birth control are called “combined birth control methods.” Th ey 
come in pills you take by mouth, a ring you wear in your vagina, or a patch you wear on your skin. Combined 
birth control methods stop you from getting pregnant by keeping your body from ovulating (releasing eggs 
from your ovaries).

Why do women have monthly bleeding with the combined birth control methods?

Usually, you use a combined birth control method for 21 days. Th en the next 7 days you take a pill that has 
no hormones in it (placebo pill), stop taking pills, or do not use the ring or patch. Th ese last 7 days of the 
month are called the hormone-free days. During these hormone-free days, you will have bleeding like a 
period. Th is bleeding is not a normal period that is caused by a cycle of hormone changes in the body. Th is 
bleeding during the hormone-free days happens because you have stopped the birth control method. It is 
called withdrawal bleeding because hormones have been withdrawn (stopped).

Do I have to have monthly bleeding while using combined birth control methods?

If you do not want to have bleeding once a month while using combined birth control methods, you can keep 
using the pills, ring, or patch every day. You do not have to take the placebo pills, stop the pill, or remove the 
ring or patch for the last 7 days of the month. You can skip the hormone-free days for a few months at a time, 
or you can skip the hormone-free days all the time. You will not have bleeding like your period (withdrawal 
bleeding) when you keep using the combined birth control method and skip the hormone-free days.

Why should I have monthly bleeding while using combined birth control methods?

Th ere is no known medical reason why you need to have monthly bleeding while using combined birth 
control methods. Th e hormone-free days create monthly bleeding once every 4 weeks that is similar to 
monthly periods because this may seem more natural to some women.

What are reasons not to have monthly bleeding while I am using combined birth control 
methods?

Some women have problems such as bad cramps, bloating, and headaches when they have monthly bleeding. 
Th ese problems will go away or get better if they skip the hormone-free days. Some women have other 
medical problems that would be helped by not having monthly bleeding such as anemia (low iron) or a 
blood-clotting disease. Sometimes women want to not have bleeding during a special event like a honey-
moon, or because of their work, such as women in the military. And some women want to bleed less oft en 
than once a month or even never.

Are there other reasons to not have monthly bleeding?

Bleeding less oft en is one reason women may avoid the hormone-free days every month. Also, it may be easier 
to remember to use your birth control method if you do not have hormone-free days because you won’t have to 
remember to stop and restart your birth control method. Th e chance of getting pregnant while you are using com-
bined birth control methods is very small, but it may be even smaller if you do not take the hormone-free days.
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Menstrual Suppression: 
Choosing Not to Have 
Your Period
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Th is page may be reproduced for noncommercial use by health care professionals to share with clients. Any other reproduction is sub-
ject to the Journal of Midwifery & Women’s Health’s approval. Th e information and recommendations appearing on this page are 
appropriate in most instances, but they are not a substitute for medical diagnosis. For specifi c information concerning your personal 
medical condition, the Journal of Midwifery & Women’s Health suggests that you consult your health care provider.

What happens to the blood in my uterus (womb) if I do not bleed monthly while using 
combined birth control methods?

When you are using combined birth control methods, the lining of your uterus, which is called the 
endometrium, does not thicken each month as it does when you are not using these methods. Th ere is no 
blood building up inside of your uterus if you do not have withdrawal bleeding monthly.

Are there any side effects of not taking hormone-free days on combined birth control methods?

Th e main side eff ect is that you can have slight spotting or bleeding on days when you are using your pills, 
ring, or patch. Th is is called breakthrough bleeding. It can happen even when you take hormone-free days 
monthly, but it is more common if you skip the hormone-free days. Breakthrough bleeding usually happens 
less oft en the longer you are on the pills, patch, or ring. If you are not taking hormone-free days and are 
having breakthrough bleeding for a few days, it may help to take 3 or 4 hormone-free days then restart your 
birth control method.
 Th e other side eff ects of combined birth control methods are the same whether or not you take the 
hormone-free days. Th ese side eff ects include nausea, breast tenderness, headache, and bloating. You will 
be able to get pregnant again once you stop using a combined birth control method. Th is is not aff ected by 
whether or not you take the hormone-free days.

Are there any women who should not take hormone-free days on combined birth control 
methods?

Some women want to have monthly bleeding so they can be certain they are not pregnant. Th ey would rather 
take the hormone-free days every month. Some women should not use combined birth control methods at 
all. Th ese include women who have had a blood clot or high blood pressure and are aged over 35 years and 
smoke cigarettes. Talk to your health care provider about whether it is safe for you to use combined birth 
control methods. Your provider also can give you more information about skipping the hormone-free days.

For More Information
How a Woman’s Reproductive System Works
http://www.arhp.org/Publications-and-Resources/Patient-Resources/printed-materials/Monthly-Cycle

Menstrual Suppression: A Safe and Eff ective Birth Control Option
http://www.arhp.org/menstrualsuppressiontool/tool/arhp-web-toolb.html


