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There is considerable confusion, even among experienced health care providers, about the difference between medical
abortion (also known as “medication abortion” or “mifepristone”) and emergency contraceptive pills (also known as
“morning-after pills”). Medical abortion terminates an established pregnancy; emergency contraceptive pills help
prevent pregnancy.

According to general medical definitions of pregnancy that have been endorsed by ARHP, the American College of
Obstetricians and Gynecologists,1 and the US Department of Health and Human Services,2 pregnancy begins when a
pre-embryo completes implantation into the lining of the uterus.

The Difference Between Medical Abortion and
Emergency Contraceptive Pills

What is medical abortion?
Medical abortion is the use of medications that can induce
abortion. Currently three treatment regimens are available in
the United States for this purpose: mifepristone combined
with misoprostol, methotrexate combined with misoprostol,
and misoprostol by itself.3,4 Regimens that contain
mifepristone and misoprostol are more commonly used
because they are more effective and predictable.5,6 In the
small percentage of cases in which medical abortions fail,
other abortion procedures are required to end the pregnancy.
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WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW

What You Need to Know is a publication of the Association of Reproductive Health Professionals (ARHP) for health care

providers, educators and researchers working in the field of reproductive health.

What are emergency contraceptive
pills (ECPs)?
Women may use ECPs as a means of preventing pregnancy
after unprotected intercourse. ECPs are especially useful in
cases of unanticipated sexual activity, contraceptive failure,
or sexual assault. Nearly half of America’s annual average of
6.3 million pregnancies are unintended; widespread use of
emergency contraception could prevent an estimated 1.7
million unintended pregnancies and 800,000 abortions each
year.7 ECPs contain hormones that reduce the risk of
pregnancy if started within 120 hours of unprotected
intercourse. The treatment is more effective the sooner it
begins. Plan B® is currently the only product marketed
specifically as an emergency contraceptive pill in the United
States. Preven® is still available in some pharmacies but is
no longer being manufactured. Certain oral contraceptives
taken in increased doses also may be used as ECPs.
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