
 

 

 
 
 

The Difference Between Emergency Contraception 

and Medication Abortion (Mifepristone/RU 486) 
 

The line between contraception and abortion is often blurred, intentionally and unintentionally, 

in the course of policy discussions about emergency contraception (also known as the 

“morning-after” pill) and the early-abortion option, mifepristone (also known as RU 486).  The 

distinction between the two is important, especially since anti-choice lawmakers are trying to 

restrict women’s access to these and other reproductive-health services.  The chart below sets 

out the differences between these two very different medications. 

 

 

 

 EMERGENCY CONTRACEPTION MIFEPRISTONE/RU 486 

Function Prevents a pregnancy after sex1 Terminates an existing pregnancy 

Time Frame Effective if taken within five days after 

unprotected sex or primary 

contraceptive failure2 

Approved by the FDA to terminate 

pregnancies of up to 10 weeks in 

duration3 

Brand Name Plan B One-Step®, Next Choice ONE 

DOSE™, My Way™, ellaOne ® 

Mifeprex® 

Contents Plan B One-Step®, Next Choice ONE 

DOSE™, and My Way™ contain the 

same active ingredients as ordinary 

birth-control pills4 

ellaOne ® contains ulipristal acetate, 

which, like birth control, prevents 

pregnancy5 

The drug mifepristone, which is taken 

in combination with another drug, 

misoprostol6 

FDA Safety Ruling FDA-approved as safe and effective 

for pregnancy prevention after sex7 

FDA-approved as safe and effective 

for pregnancy termination8 

AMA Policy The American Medical Association 

(AMA) supports over-the-counter 

access to emergency contraception for 

women of all ages9 

The American Medical Association 

(AMA) supports the legal availability 

of mifepristone (RU 486) for 

appropriate research, and if indicated, 

clinical practice10 
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