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Menstruation is a natural part of life, but for some people who
menstruate it can be a reason for exclusion. Factors that contribute

@ ELIZABETH to exclusion include age, gender, poverty level, health conditions, and
S e other societal factors. Menstrual health is a general state of wellbeing

N LA during the menstrual cycle, and it is important because everyone has
‘ Y the right to live their experiences with dignity and feel healthy. In

this article, we discuss menstrual health, describe how certain groups
face situations that can negatively impact their menstrual health, and
explain why menstrual health should be a basic human right. We also
discuss the links between menstruation and the environment and the
roles that schools and everyone in society can play in contributing
to menstrual justice, that is, participating in the debate surrounding
menstrual health issues, and promoting healthy, inclusive, accessible,
and sustainable menstrual management contexts.
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MENSTRUAL
HEALTH

The ability of a
menstruator to take
care of their body
during their monthly
period. It means
understanding what is
happening and having
access to the supplies
needed to stay clean
and comfortable.

MENSTRUATORS

Inclusive term to
designate all people
who menstruate and
therefore have
menstrual health and
hygiene
needs—including
girls, women,
transgender and
non-binary persons.

MENSTRUAL
FACILITIES

Associated with safe
and dignified
menstruation, such as
the ongoing provision
of water, sanitation,
hygiene, and

disposal infrastructure
in toilets, changing
rooms, and other
designated locations.

Figure 1

To achieve menstrual
health, several
components are
necessary: information
about the menstrual
cycle, menstruation,
and related self-care
and hygiene practices;
access to affordable
and appropriate
menstrual hygiene
materials and having
supportive facilities and
services, including
water, sanitation and
hygiene services;
access to timely
diagnosis, treatment

WHAT IS MENSTRUAL HEALTH?

Menstruation is a natural fact of life and a monthly occurrence for
about 1.8 billion girls, women, transgender men, and non-binary
persons of reproductive age. Menstrual health involves more than just
an absence of medical problems related to the menstrual cycle—it
includes a state of complete wellbeing. Menstrual health is a basic
human right—everyone who menstruates should be able to manage
their monthly menstrual cycle in a dignified, healthy way. This broad
definition of menstrual health is aligned with the World Health
Organization’s overall definition of human health and reflects the
many ways the lives of those who menstruate can be negatively
affected by social factors, i.e., outside the person [1].

Achieving menstrual health implies not only access to menstrual
products like pads, tampons, and underwear, but that girls, women,
and all other individuals who menstruate (menstruators) have the
resources (information, supplies, running water, clean menstrual
facilities, and supportive environments) to properly manage their
menstrual health and fully participate in their normal daily activities
during their menstrual cycles (Figure 1) [1-3].
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and care for menstrual
cycle-related
discomforts and
disorders; a supportive
environment where
menstruation can be
managed without
embarrassment or
stigma; and power to
decide whether and
how to participate in all
spheres of life during all
phases of the
menstrual cycle, free
from menstrual-related
exclusion, restriction,
discrimination,
coercion, and/or
violence [Figure credit
Head et al. [3]].

MENARCHE

The onset of
menstruation, the time
when a girl has her first
menstrual period.

PERIOD POVERTY

Limited or inadequate
access to menstrual
products or menstrual
health education
because of cost or
stigmas associated
with menstruation.

Menstrual health can be divided into four main areas: (1) knowledge
about menstruation before menarche; (2) the availability of menstrual
materials to capture and contain menstrual blood, such as sanitary
pads, cloth, tampons, or cups; (3) access to a private place to wash and
change while at home; (4) the ability to participate in activities during
menstruation, such as school, work, and social activities [4].

Menstrual health is central to fulfilling sexual and reproductive
health and rights (SRHR) and several other human rights aligned
with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). “Sustainable” means
that something can carry on forever; therefore, the SDGs aim
to create better ways of life without destroying the environment
and resources for the future. Menstrual health is important for
the attainment of at least nine of the 17 SDGs adopted in 2015
by the United Nations General Assembly to be achieved by 2030,
from Goal 3-Good Health and Wellbeing, meaning that people
should be able to menstruate in a way that promotes their health,
with the appropriate and healthy products of their choice and
without pain and discomfort, to Goal 17-Partnerships for the Goals,
that is collaborative approaches to address main menstrual health
management issues, including social and cultural norms, access to
water and sanitation, products, education, standards, human rights,
and marginalized populations.

WHAT IS PERIOD POVERTY?

Period poverty encompasses all the barriers that menstruating
people face to accessing menstrual products, menstrual health
educational materials, and clean, functional bathroom facilities.
People all over the world can suffer from period poverty, particularly
in low-income countries. One factor that contributes to period
poverty is cost—many people may not be able to afford menstrual
hygiene products such as pads or tampons, or related costs such
as pain medication or underwear. Difficulty affording menstrual
products can cause individuals to stay home from school and work,
with lasting consequences for their education, work opportunities,
and income.

Period poverty also includes the lack of menstrual health education
and information, behavioral restrictions (such as the impossibility of
maintaining certain practices, like those related to sports), stigma
(negative attitudes toward the person) surrounding menstruation, and
difficulties managing menstrual bleeding and pain.

Period poverty is not just an issue of money, but also a political
and social issue. Efforts are growing in many countries to raise
awareness of period poverty and break down the barriers preventing
people from accessing menstrual products, running water, and
bathroom/hygiene facilities. For instance, campaigns to remove sales
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STIGMA

When people treat
something, like
menstruation, as
embarrassing or
shameful, which can
lead to discrimination
against people

who menstruate.

REUSABLE
PRODUCTS

Products that can be
used multiple times to
catch or absorb
cervical fluid and
menstrual flow, such as
cloth menstrual pads,
menstrual cups, and
period underwear.

taxes from menstruation products are part of a societal movement to
address period poverty and the stigma surrounding menstruation in
many places.

MENSTRUATION AND ENVIRONMENT: IS THERE A
LINK?

Although menstruation itself is not bad for the environment, some
products used to manage menstruation, such as tampons and
pads, often contain plastics and chemicals that are harmful to the
environment. These products take centuries to decompose in a
landfill—longer than a person’s lifespan. The manufacturing processes
for producing menstrual products can also have environmental
consequences.

Options that are more environmentally friendly include reusable
products, such as menstrual cups and reusable or biodegradable
pads. However, such alternative methods are not available or culturally
acceptable in many places. It is crucial to allow people to make
informed choices about which menstrual products are acceptable to
them and fit their needs [5].

MENSTRUAL HEALTH: WHAT CAN SCHOOLS DO?

Schools can be a supportive environment for menstrual health, and
they can provide students with the knowledge, sanitary products,
and facilities to understand and manage their menstruation in a safe,
private, accessible (available when needed), and gender-affirming
manner (i.e., living according to authentic gender, according, or
not, to what was defined at birth). Examples include private, clean
bathrooms that can lock; sufficient handwashing facilities and soap;
and proper, easily accessible places to dispose of sanitary products
in bathrooms.

Schools can provide clear, easily understandable menstrual health
education for children of all genders, abilities, cultures, and languages
starting in primary school. Education that includes menstrual health as
a positive part of being human, without shame, is essential for creating
a future society free from all stigma surrounding menstruation.
Schools can also promote better education and information on
reusable menstrual products, to give students the freedom to choose
which products they would like to use. This could help to drive the
social acceptance of reusable menstrual products. Finally, schools can
promote family and community engagement by being transparent and
available for families, through open and broad communication about
menstrual health and how to promote it, and by being available for
dialog with families about each student’'s menstrual health needs.
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PERIOD TABOO

Social custom that
prohibits discussion of
a particular practice or
condition, thus
potentially isolating
members of a
community who might
be associated with the
given practice

or condition.

MENSTRUAL JUSTICE: EVERYONE HAS A ROLE

As we have explained, many factors can lead to unmet menstrual
health needs. We can achieve Menstrual Justice by working to
eliminate the stigma surrounding menstruation and period taboo,
building societies where people can discuss menstruation openly, and
removing barriers to good menstrual hygiene.

Raising awareness about the challenges some people face accessing
menstrual products, education about menstruation, and period-friendly
bathroom facilities are steps forward in the journey to end period
poverty. Menstrual Hygiene Day (https://menstrualhygieneday.org/) is
an annual awareness day held on 28 May, because menstrual cycles
average 28 days in length and people menstruate an average of 5
days each month (May is the fifth month of the year). Menstrual
Hygiene Day seeks to highlight the importance of good menstrual
hygiene management all over the world. Celebrating this day is
a chance to emphasize the importance of menstrual health and
hygiene care, raise awareness, and change harmful stigmas around
menstrual health.

To reach the goal of menstrual justice, all people need to
be engaged—especially young people—in the movement toward
creating a menstrual-friendly environment.
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