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Contraception for Military Women: Options
for Managing Periods & Preventing
Pregnancy
September 1, 2016
By Jennifer Pitotti, MD
(https://obgyn.coloradowomenshealth.com/author/jenniferpitotti)

You have options for managing periods and preventing
unwanted pregnancy

 The minor inconvenience of menstrual periods for civilian women can be a major
hassle for women soldiers deployed to the �eld for months, or even years, at a time.
Many military women would prefer to have decreased or no vaginal bleeding during
deployment, in addition to reliable pregnancy prevention.

Fortunately, there are several safe options available to women who want or need to
have more reliability and control of menstrual bleeding.

https://obgyn.coloradowomenshealth.com/
https://obgyn.coloradowomenshealth.com/author/jenniferpitotti
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Although there has been little formal research on the topic of women’s periods and
the e�ects on performance in the military, anecdotal reports of discomfort and
inconvenience during deployment are not surprising.

Some period-related problems for military women include:
Periods can intensify or become erratic during deployment. Some women
report that they lose their period completely for months without apparent
explanation. This can make it challenging to plan ahead and increases the risk
of accidents, leaks and hassle.
At times during deployment, supplies of tampons or other sanitary products
may be sporadic.
Riding in convoys can be particularly di�cult for a woman on her period
because at times the convoy may drive for many hours without stopping. If a
woman’s period is heavy a single pad or tampon may not be su�cient.
Tampons should not be left in for prolonged lengths of time due to the risk of
toxic shock syndrome.

Safe methods of period suppression during
deployment
Fortunately, some types of hormonal birth control can allow deployed women to
create a predictable cycle or stop their periods entirely, as well as provide reliable
protection against unwanted pregnancy. Many patients ask us if this is safe, and for
how long. It actually is very safe! We usually explain this to our patients by explaining
how and why periods happen in the �rst place.

Normally, the lining of the uterus builds up under the in�uence of the hormones
estrogen and progesterone. Every month, when the progesterone levels drop, that
built-up lining sloughs o� and comes out. If a woman gets pregnant, the
progesterone level stays high and no bleeding occurs. All of the ways that we
suppress menstruation rely on using this natural state of keeping the progesterone
level stable, and not letting it drop.

Women often ask us whether the periods are building up inside of them, and if they
can expect really heavy bleeding once they stop suppressing their periods. Luckily,
the action of a stable progesterone level is to make the lining of the uterus very thin.
Therefore, even though no or very little blood is coming out during the period, there
is no internal build up.
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Discuss what method is right for you.

Speak to an OBGYN (https://obgyn.coloradowomenshealth.com/contact)

 

Types of birth control & contraception
Below, we discuss several ways to use hormonal contraceptive methods to safely
and e�ectively control menstrual bleeding. Some of the methods used you are
probably already familiar with in slightly di�erent ways, and some, like long-acting
reversible contraceptive methods (LARCs)
(https://obgyn.coloradowomenshealth.com/in-the-news/iud-comeback/), may be
new.

Mirena Intrauterine Device (IUD)
(https://obgyn.coloradowomenshealth.com/patients/medical-
library/birth-control/iud/)
This device is inserted into a woman’s uterus by a trained healthcare provider and
releases a hormone (levonorgestrel) which primarily prevents pregnancy by causing
a mucus plug to form in the cervix. This mucus plug prevents sperm from entering
the uterus and thus fertilization of an egg does not occur.

The Mirena IUD thins the lining of the uterus and, over time, lightens a woman’s
period signi�cantly. In fact, after nine months of use, 20 percent of women reported
that they had no vaginal bleeding at all in the next three months of use. The average
number of days of bleeding was only two days of light spotting. By two years of use,
40 percent of women had no bleeding. Because it does not stop women from
ovulating (making an egg every month) it may not improve PMS symptoms, although
cramps are signi�cantly reduced. It is e�ective for pregnancy prevention for up to
�ve years.

Note that the Paragard IUD, also known as the copper IUD, is a non-hormonal
device. It does not lighten a woman’s period; it actually can make a woman’s period
heavier, so it is not the best option for women seeking period suppression.

https://obgyn.coloradowomenshealth.com/contact
https://obgyn.coloradowomenshealth.com/in-the-news/iud-comeback/
https://obgyn.coloradowomenshealth.com/patients/medical-library/birth-control/iud/
https://obgyn.coloradowomenshealth.com/patients/medical-library/birth-control/birth-control-implants/
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Nexplanon
(https://obgyn.coloradowomenshealth.com/patients/medical-
library/birth-control/birth-control-implants/) 
This is thin �exible plastic rod that is inserted by a trained healthcare provider,
beneath the skin in the upper arm. It releases a hormone (etonogestrel) which
prevents the release of eggs from the ovaries (ovulation) and also causes a thicker
cervical mucus to form, which does not allow sperm to reach the uterus (prevents
fertilization). Vaginal bleeding can be unpredictable while using the implant.

Most women will experience lighter bleeding, or no bleeding at all, but at
unpredictable intervals.  Some women will go for many months with no bleeding,
but then may have bleeding or spotting for many days in a row. And some women
will experience an increase in number of bleeding days.

Depo-Provera Shot (depot medroxyprogesterone acetate)
(https://obgyn.coloradowomenshealth.com/patients/medical-
library/birth-control/depo-shot/)
This injection is given the muscle of the arm or buttocks and prevents pregnancy for
at least three months. Most women who use this form of birth control report that
their periods go away entirely six months to a year after beginning the birth control.

Irregular bleeding after the �rst and second shots is common. Repeat injections are
required every 12 weeks. While this method is the one that is most likely to result in
no bleeding at all after a year of use, it’s important to know that your fertility may
not return immediately after stopping the method, and it can take up to a year to get
pregnant after stopping. This is di�erent from the Mirena IUD or the Nexplanon,
whose e�ects wear o� as soon as the device is removed.

Birth control pill
(https://obgyn.coloradowomenshealth.com/patients/medical-
library/birth-control/birth-control-pill/)
The birth control pill contains two hormones (estrogen and progesterone) and
prevents pregnancy by preventing the release of an egg from the ovaries (ovulation).
It also thickens the cervical mucus, making it di�cult for sperm to reach the uterus.
This method requires that a pill be taken at approximately the same time each day,
which might prove challenging for some women during deployment.

https://obgyn.coloradowomenshealth.com/patients/medical-library/birth-control/birth-control-implants/
https://obgyn.coloradowomenshealth.com/patients/medical-library/birth-control/depo-shot/
https://obgyn.coloradowomenshealth.com/patients/medical-library/birth-control/birth-control-pill/
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However, if women are able to take a pill each day, predictable vaginal bleeding
occurs for most women. Most women report lighter periods when using the pill. The
last week of each pill pack is a placebo (pills with no hormones). When a woman
takes the placebo pills, this has the same e�ect on the body as when the
progesterone level drops naturally. Therefore, taking the week of placebo pills
provokes a menstrual period.

If a woman skips the week of “blank” pills, and starts the new pack after 21 days of
the “active” pills, the progesterone level stays stable and she won’t have a period.
Some women like this method because it allows them to have menstrual periods
once in a while, at their convenience. Basically, if a woman stops the active pills for
�ve days, she will get her period. It’s very important to remember, however, that if
you do not restart the pill within seven days of stopping, you cannot rely on it for
contraception for the next week.

NuvaRing
(https://obgyn.coloradowomenshealth.com/patients/medical-
library/birth-control/vaginal-ring/)
The NuvaRing is a �exible plastic ring placed within the vagina that releases two
hormones (estrogen and progesterone). These hormones prevent ovulation and
thicken cervical mucus, just like the pill, preventing fertilization. The ring must be
changed every three to four weeks to reliably prevent pregnancy. It is generally
removed for one week, at which time a period will occur, but the ring free week may
be skipped and a new ring placed immediately on removal of the old ring to prevent
a period from occurring.

The major drawback of the NuvaRing for deployed women is the need to store the
ring at room temperature (or in a refrigerator if more than a four-month supply).
Many deployments take women to areas with high temperatures and inconsistent
access to refrigeration, in which case this would not be an ideal birth control choice.

Military women have a lot to deal with during deployment, and the ability to safely
reduce or even stop menstrual bleeding can be very welcome to many.

Ideally, the birth control method of choice should be started at least three to six
months before deployment to allow for assessment of the suppression of periods
before deployments, and make adjustments if needed.

About the Author

https://obgyn.coloradowomenshealth.com/patients/medical-library/birth-control/vaginal-ring/
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Jennifer Pitotti is serving her fellowship in CU’s family planning division. She is a
strong advocate for women’s education and reproductive rights, and she is
passionate about using her work to empower women.
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Locations

Aurora (https://obgyn.coloradowomenshealth.com/about/locations/aurora-clinic) | 303-872-5949
(tel:3038725949)

Denver at Lowry (https://obgyn.coloradowomenshealth.com/about/locations/denver-clinic) | 303-872-
5949

Boulder (https://obgyn.coloradowomenshealth.com/about/locations/boulder-clinic) | 720-848-9200

Children’s Hospital (https://obgyn.coloradowomenshealth.com/about/locations/childrens-hospital) | 720-
777-2667

Contact

Request Appointment (https://obgyn.coloradowomenshealth.com/contact/appointment)

Patient Satisfaction Snapshot (https://obgyn.coloradowomenshealth.com/contact/survey)

Contact Us Online (https://obgyn.coloradowomenshealth.com/contact)

CU ColoradoWomensHealth.com (https://coloradowomenshealth.com/)

(https://coloradowomenshealth.com/)

CU OB/GYN (https://obgyn.coloradowomenshealth.com/)

CU Rocky Mountain OB-GYN
(https://rmob.coloradowomenshealth.com/)

CU Advanced Reproductive Medicine
(https://arm.coloradowomenshealth.com/)

CU Urogynecology
(https://urogyn.coloradowomenshealth.com/)

CU Gynecologic Oncology

(https://cancer.coloradowomenshealth.com/)
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