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The risk is slight

Yaz, Yasmin birth control.

By Alex Friedman

For The Inquirer

The popular birth control pills Yaz and Yasmin have attracted a swarm of negative attention the last two years.
The most worrisome allegation against them is that they cause increased risks of dangerous blood clots.

A blood clot that occurs in a large vein - known as a deep vein thrombosis or DVT - can break off, travel to the lungs, strain the heart,
and even cause death.

In August 2009, the prestigious British Medical Journal sounded the alarms, publishing two studies that showed the medications to be
more dangerous than other birth control pills.

A Danish study claimed that hormones in Yaz and Yasmin caused 64 percent more clots than standard birth control pills. A Dutch study
in the same issue showed similar findings.

Bayer, the maker of Yaz and Yasmin, argued that the drugs are perfectly safe, pointing to research the company paid for that found no
increased risk.

The studies followed closely on the heels of Bayer's running afoul of the Food and Drug Administration for misleading Yaz advertising.

The FDA accused Bayer of running ads that minimized the drug's risks and overstated its usefulness and efficacy. Bayer agreed to
spend $20 million to run a corrective ad campaign.

Lawsuits are piling up.
With controversy at a low boil, should women taking Yaz or Yasmin be worried for their health?
The best current evidence suggests that the two drugs pose no greater risk than other birth control pills. Here's why.

All medications carry some risk. Even an everyday drug like Tylenol can lead to life-threatening liver failure on rare occasions. The Pill
is no exception.

Birth control pills prevent pregnancy by combining estrogen and progesterone to prevent ovulation. The estrogen in all types of birth
control increases the risk of blood clots. Soon after the Pill came on the market, researchers identified estrogen as the culprit, and
manufacturers cut the dose of the hormone. While safety improved, some risk remains.

Whether progesterone in the Pill causes clots remains an unresolved and controversial topic.

Thankfully, DVTs in healthy young women are rare. Even if a birth control pill doubles, triples, or quadruples the chances of a clot, the
actual risk remains tiny.

And many women decide the small risks of the Pill are worth the benefits.
Yaz and Yasmin work the same way as other birth control pills, combining estrogen and progesterone.

Concerns center on drospirenone, a new type of progesterone. While Yaz and Yasmin use the same estrogen as older pills, they are
the first birth control pills to add drospirenone.

If Yaz and Yasmin were found to increase clots, it would be a good reason to scrap the drugs, and use older birth control pills.
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Unfortunately, medical research finds it particularly hard to measure the risk of rare problems. Detecting the rate of an uncommon
event, like a blood clot, requires lots of money to fund a large study with tens of thousands of women.

While an increase in risk of 64 percent, the difference found in the Danish study, sounds dramatic, if a medical condition is rare
enough, only a few additional women will be affected. Small missteps in a study may hide real risks or exaggerate risk where none
exists.

The best example for how scientists can miss the mark occurred just over a decade ago. Research initially found that postmenopausal
women on estrogen had fewer heart attacks than women not taking the extra hormones.

Studies comparing the two groups worked hard to account for other causes of heart disease such as smoking, cholesterol, diabetes,
and high blood pressure. A top study published in the New England Journal of Medicine in 1996 found estrogen cut heart attack rates
in half. Other studies showed similar results.

Doctors encouraged patients to take estrogen, and patients demanded the medications.

Only when researchers performed a major randomized trial, the Women's Health Initiative, did the truth come out: Estrogen increased
the risk of heart attacks, blood clots, and strokes. Many women stopped taking the extra hormones overnight.
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