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UNDERSTANDING
HOW TO TAKE THE
PILL: A
COMPREHENSIVE
GUIDE FOR
BEGINNERS AND
BEYOND

S t a r t i n g  a  n e w
medication,  especially
one  as  important  as
birth  control,  can  feel
overwhelming.  You
might  be  holding  a
prescription  pad  or  a
pill  pack,  wondering
where  to  even  begin.
The good news is that
learning how to take
the  pill  correctly  is
straightforward  once
you  understand  the
basics.  This  guide  is

designed  to  walk  you
through  every  step,
from your very first pill
to  managing  missed
doses,  ensuring  you
feel  confident  and  in
c o n t r o l  o f  y o u r
reproductive health.
Oral contraceptives are
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
reliable  forms of  birth
control  available,  but
their  effectiveness
hinges  ent irely  on
correct  and consistent
use.  Whether  you  are
taking the combination
p i l l  ( c o n t a i n i n g
e s t r o g e n  a n d
proges t in )  o r  the
progestin-only  pi l l
(often called the mini-
pill),  the  principles  of
timing and routine are
crucial. We will explore
the  different  types  of

https://remodelicious.com/


2

2 How To Take The Pill 2022-11-02

pills, how to start your
pack, what to do if you
forget a dose, and how
to  manage  common
side effects. By the end
of this article, you will
h a v e  a  t h o r o u g h
understanding  of  how
t o  i n t e g r a t e  t h i s
medication  into  your
daily  life  with  ease.

Different
Types of
Birth
Control
Pills
Before  diving  into  the
"how,"  it  is  helpful  to
understand the "what."
There are two primary
t y p e s  o f  o r a l
contraceptives, and the
way you take them can
vary slightly.

COMBINATION PILLS
(ESTROGEN AND
PROGESTIN)
These  are  the  most
common type  of  birth
cont ro l  p i l l .  They
conta in  synthet ic
v e r s i o n s  o f  t h e
hormones  estrogen
and  progestin,  which
w o r k  t o g e t h e r  t o
prevent ovulation. Most
combination  pill  packs
contain 21 active pills
a n d  7  p l a c e b o
(reminder)  pills,  or  24
ac t ive  p i l l s  and  4
placebo  pills.  During
the week you take the
placebo  pills,  you  will
e x p e r i e n c e  a
withdrawal  b leed,
similar to a period.

PROGESTIN-ONLY
PILLS (MINI-PILL)
The  mini-pill  contains
only progestin. It works
primarily by thickening
cervical  mucus,  which
blocks  sperm,  and  by
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thinning  the  uterine
l i n i n g .  U n l i k e
combination  pi l ls ,
progestin-only  pills
typically come in packs
of 28 active pills. There
are no placebo pills in
m o s t  p a c k s .  T h i s
means  you  take  a
hormone  pil l  every
single  day,  without  a
break.  The  timing  for
the mini-pill is stricter,
and we will cover that
in detail.

How To
Take The
Pill:
Getting
Started
Starting your first  pack
can be done in a few
different  ways.  Your
healthcare provider will
likely  give  you  specific

instructions,  but  here
are the most common
starting methods.

STARTING ON THE
FIRST DAY OF YOUR
PERIOD

T h i s  i s  o f t e n  t h e
simplest method. Take
your  first  pill  on  the
first  day  of  your
menstrual  period.  If
you start this way, you
a r e  i m m e d i a t e l y
protected  against
pregnancy. You do not
need  to  use  backup
contraception, such as
condoms. This method
i s  r e c o m m e n d e d
because  it  is  easy  to
remember  and  align
with your natural cycle.

STARTING ON A
SUNDAY

Many  pill  packs  are
designed for a Sunday
start.  Take  your  first
pill  on  the  first  Sunday
a f te r  your  pe r iod
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starts.  If  your  period
begins  on  a  Sunday,
you  start  that  same
day.  With  a  Sunday
start,  you  will  usually
have  your  withdrawal
bleed  on  weekdays,
which some people find
convenient. If you start
o n  a  S u n d a y ,  y o u
should  use  backup
contraception  (like
condoms) for the first 7
days  of  taking  active
pills.

STARTING
IMMEDIATELY
(QUICK START)
Some  hea l thca re
providers  recommend
starting the pill on the
same day you receive
your  prescr ipt ion,
regardless  of  where
y o u  a r e  i n  y o u r
menstrual cycle. This is
called a "quick start." If
y o u  c h o o s e  t h i s
method, it  is essential
t o  u s e  b a c k u p

contraception  for  the
first  7  days.  This
a p p r o a c h  c a n  b e
helpful for people who
are  eager  to  begin
contraception  right
away.

How To
Take The
Pill: Daily
Routine
Consistency  is  the
secret to success. You
need  to  make  taking
y o u r  p i l l  a  n o n -
negotiable part of your
daily routine.

FOR COMBINATION
PILLS

Take one active pill at
the  same  time  every
day. It is okay for the
timing  to  be  within  a
window of a few hours,
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but consistency is still
best.  After  finishing  all
the active pills, you will
take  the  placebo  pills
f o r  3  t o  7  d a y s
(depending  on  your
pack).  Dur ing  this
placebo week, you will
have  a  withdrawal
b l e e d .  A f t e r  t h e
placebo pills, you start
a  n e w  p a c k
immediately,  even  if
you  are  still  bleeding.
Do  no t  s k i p  a  day
between packs.

FOR PROGESTIN-
ONLY PILLS (MINI-
PILL)
Timing  is  much  more
critical  with  the  mini-
pill. You must take it at
the  exact  same  time
every  day ,  w i th  a
window  of  no  more
than  3  hours.  If  you
take  a  progestin-only
pill more than 3 hours
late,  you  should  use
backup  contraception

for  the next  48 hours
and  take  the  missed
pi l l  as  soon  as  you
remember.  A  good
strategy  for  the  mini-
pil l  is  to  set  a  daily
alarm on  your  phone.
Since  there  are  no
placebo  pills  in  most
mini-pill  packs,  you
take  a  hormone  pill
every single day of the
year.

TIPS FOR
REMEMBERING
YOUR PILL

Link it to a
daily habit:
Take your pill
when you brush
your teeth in the
morning, eat
breakfast, or just
before you go to
bed.
Use a pill
reminder app:
Many free apps
can send you a
notification every
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day.
Keep your pill
pack visible:
Place it next to
your toothbrush,
coffee maker, or
phone charger.
Set an alarm: A
simple daily
alarm on your
phone is one of
the most
effective
reminders.

What To
Do If You
Miss a Pill
Missing a pill  happens
to almost everyone at
some  point.  Do  not
p a n i c .  T h e  m o s t
important  thing  is  to
take the missed pill as
soon as you remember,
and  then  adjust  your
schedule slightly.  Your
specific action depends

on the type of pill you
take  and  how  many
pills you have missed.

IF YOU MISS ONE
ACTIVE
COMBINATION PILL

Take the missed pill as
soon as you remember,
even  if  that  means
taking two pills on the
s a m e  d a y .  T h e n
continue  taking  the
rest  of  the  pack  as
normal.  You  do  not
n e e d  b a c k u p
contraception  if  you
are only  one pill  late.
However,  if  you  are
consistently  late  with
y o u r  p i l l ,  y o u r
p r o t e c t i o n  m a y
decrease.

IF YOU MISS TWO
OR MORE ACTIVE
COMBINATION PILLS

Take  the  most  recent
missed pill (discard the
earlier ones). Continue
taking  one  pill  each
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day as scheduled. You
m u s t  u s e  b a c k u p
contraception, such as
condoms, for the next
7 days. If you have sex
during  this  time,  you
a r e  a t  r i s k  f o r
pregnancy .  I f  the
missed pills occurred in
the last week of active
pills, you may need to
skip the placebo week
and start  a  new pack
i m m e d i a t e l y  t o
maintain protection.

IF YOU MISS A
PROGESTIN-ONLY
PILL

If  you  are  taking  the
mini-pill  and  you  are
more than 3 hours late
(or  you  missed  a  pill
entirely),  take  the
missed pill  as soon as
you  remember.  Then
take  your  next  pill  at
the  regular  time.  You
will likely take two pills
in one day. Use backup
contraception  for  the

next  48  hours.  Since
the  mini-pi l l  has  a
narrow  window  for
effectiveness,  strict
timing  is  crucial.

IF YOU MISS
PLACEBO PILLS

If  you miss  a  placebo
pill,  it  has  no  effect  on
your  contraception.
Placebo  pills  are  just
reminders.  Simply
discard  the  missed
p l a c e b o  p i l l  a n d
continue  taking  the
remaining placebo pills
as  scheduled.  Then
start your new pack on
time.

Managing
Common
Side
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Effects
M a n y  p e o p l e
experience  mild  side
effects  when  they  first
start  taking  the  pill.
These  usually  subside
within 2 to 3 months as
your  body  adjusts.
Here is how to manage
some common ones.

NAUSEA

Taking  your  pill  with
food or just before bed
c a n  h e l p  r e d u c e
nausea.  If  the  nausea
persists,  talk  to  your
healthcare  provider.
Sometimes  a  lower-
dose  pill  or  a  different
formulation  is  better
tolerated.

SPOTTING BETWEEN
PERIODS
(BREAKTHROUGH
BLEEDING)
This is very common in
the first  few months.  It

is  not  harmful  and
usually resolves on its
o w n .  D o  n o t  s t o p
taking your pills if you
experience spotting.  If
it  continues  beyond
t h r e e  m o n t h s  o r
b e c o m e s  h e a v y ,
consult your provider.

BREAST
TENDERNESS

Wearing  a  supportive
bra can help. Over-the-
counter  pain  relievers
like ibuprofen may also
provide  relief.  Breast
tenderness  o f ten
decreases  after  the
first  few  cycles.

MOOD CHANGES

Hormonal changes can
affect  mood  in  some
people.  If  you  notice
significant  mood
swings,  depression,  or
anxiety,  discuss  this
with  your  healthcare
provider.  There  are
many  different  pill
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formulat ions,  and
switching may help.

When Is
the Pill
Most
Effective?
T h e  p i l l  i s  h i g h l y
effective  when  used
perfectly, with a failure
rate  of  less  than  1%.
Perfect  use  means
taking  the  pill  at  the
same  time  every  day
without  missing  any
d o s e s .  H o w e v e r ,
t y p i c a l  u s e  h a s  a
failure  rate  of  about
7% to 9%, largely due
to  missed  p i l l s  o r
starting packs late. To
m a x i m i z e  t h e
effectiveness  of  how
you  take  the  pill:

Never skip a day
between packs.

Set a daily
reminder.
Use backup
contraception if
you miss pills or
start a new pack
late.
Be aware that
certain
medications,
such as some
antibiotics and
antiseizure
drugs, can
reduce the pill's
effectiveness.
Always inform
any doctor you
see that you take
oral
contraceptives.

Common
Questions
About
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How To
Take The

Pill
CAN I TAKE THE PILL
IF I AM
BREASTFEEDING?
Yes, but the progestin-
only  pill  (mini-pill)  is
usually  recommended
because  it  does  not
affect  milk  supply.
Combination  pills  can
potentially reduce milk
production,  especially
in  the  first  few months
after  birth.  Always
consult your healthcare
p r o v i d e r  f o r
personalized advice.

WHAT IF I VOMIT OR
HAVE DIARRHEA?
If  you  vomit  within  2
hours  of  taking  your
combination  pill  (or
within 3 hours for the

mini-pill),  the pill  may
not be fully  absorbed.
Y o u  s h o u l d  t a k e
another  pi l l  from  a
spare pack if you have
one,  or  use  backup
contraception  for  the
next 7 days. If vomiting
or  diarrhea  continues
f o r  m o r e  t h a n  2 4
hours, treat it as if you
missed a  pill  and use
backup contraception.

DO I NEED TO TAKE
BREAKS FROM THE
PILL?
No. There is no medical
reason to take a break
from  the  pill.  In  fact,
tak ing  breaks  can
increase  the  risk  of
unintended pregnancy.
You  can  take  o ra l
c o n t r a c e p t i v e s
continuously  for  many
y e a r s  u n d e r  t h e
s u p e r v i s i o n  o f  a
healthcare  provider.
Some people choose to
skip their placebo week
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and  take  active  pills
continuously  to  avoid
h a v i n g  a  p e r i o d
altogether. This is safe
and common.

HOW DO I SWITCH
FROM ONE BRAND
TO ANOTHER?
You  should  finish  your
current pack and start
the new brand the next
day .  Never  take  a
break  between  packs.
If your new brand has a
different  number  of
active pills (e.g., 24 vs.
2 1 ) ,  f o l l o w  t h e
instructions on the new
pack.  You  can  also
switch  immediately
after  your  last  active
p i l l ,  sk ipp ing  the
placebos altogether.

The
Importan

ce of
Regular
Check-
Ups
While learning how to
t a k e  t h e  p i l l  i s
something you can do
at home, regular visits
to  your  healthcare
provider  are essential.
You  should  have  an
annual  check-up  to
monitor  your  blood
pressure,  discuss  any
side  effects  you  are
experiencing,  and
review if the pill is still
the best contraception
option for you. The pill
can increase the risk of
blood clots, high blood
pressure,  and  other
conditions  in  some
people,  so  regular
monitoring is important
for long-term safety.
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I t  i s  a l s o  a  g o o d
opportunity  to  talk
about  your  lifestyle.
Are you a smoker? Are
you  over  35?  Do  you
have  migraines  with
aura?  These  factors
can  affect  which  type
of  birth  control  pill  is
safest  for  you.  Your
provider  can help you
navigate these choices
and  ensure  that  your
contraception  aligns
w i th  your  ove ra l l
health.

Conclusio
n
Master ing  how  to
take  the  pi l l  i s  a
simple  yet  powerful
step  toward  taking
c h a r g e  o f  y o u r

reproductive  health.
The  key  p i l l a rs  o f
s u c c e s s  a r e
understanding your pill
type,  establishing  a
c o n s i s t e n t  d a i l y
routine,  knowing  what
to  do  i f  you  miss  a
d o s e ,  a n d
communicating  openly
with  your  healthcare
provider.  Whether you
c h o o s e  t h e
combination pill or the
m i n i - p i l l ,  t h e
effectiveness  of  this
m e t h o d  d e p e n d s
largely  on  you.  With
the strategies outlined
in this guide, you can
feel  confident  and
prepared  to  use  oral
contraceptives  safely
and  effectively.
Remember, you always
have options, and your
healthcare


