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OVERVIEW

The menstrual movement began abroad when the media brought attention to student absenteeism caused by
improper menstrual care.[1] Privileged individuals from Western nations sent aid to other countries,[2] but
ignored rampant domestic inequity. Around 2015, activists highlighted the millions of Americans who lack
access to proper menstrual care, otherwise known as “period poverty.” In addition, “menstrual inequity” is
a larger systemic problem in the U.S. that includes lack of access to products, hygiene, and education, and
leads to the loss of socio-economic opportunities for all menstruators. Our team chose the United States as
our boundary to bring awareness of the unacknowledged systemic inequity that harms people in need. This
report covers how US institutions systemically perpetuate rooted stigma and oppressive, sexist structures
that exacerbate menstrual inequity.

Not all menstruators are women. Non-binary individuals, transgender men, and people
who are intersex and born with female organs can have periods. “Women/girls” will be used
in this paper exclusively for research conducted with females, and “menstruators” will be
used otherwise. “Menstrual health products” will be abbreviated as “MHPs.”

@7 Mental models of menstrual stisma will be highlishted in beige.

MOTIVATION

Our team members have personally dealt with
These are common experiences for millions of menstruators across the U.S. Despite our personal struggles,
we acknowledge that we come from a place of privilege, as at-risk populations face major health consequences
as a result of shame discourse. resulting in debilitating
consequences for individuals. Our goals are to decrease stigma, normalize conversation about menstruation,
and uncover systemic aspects of menstrual inequity that can be addressed through social action.

RESEARCH METHODS

News articles, blogs, medical dissertations, research papers, books, government reports.

20+ in-depth interviews (researchers, activists, state legislators, non-profits, American Civil Liberties Union,
P ) ) & ) P )
gynecologists, |awyers, menstruators).

Key primary resources and guidelines utilized by menstrual activists and educators.
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CHALLENGE LANDSCAPE

Many respondents were “ashamed,”[12] and scared

their own MHPs. 73.6% were uncomfortable with approaching

Girls are taught secrecy, and boys become apathetic to the
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legislators to empathize with an issue they believe doesn’t affect them.
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gynecology surgeon Dr. Sawsan As-Sanie stated, “[M]ore than half of endometriosis
patients had been told by health care providers that nothing was wrong with them.”[55]

HEALTH & SAFETY IMPLICATIONS

Menstruators believe period pains can’t be treated, and don’t make others aware of their pain. They don’t
know what symptoms to look out for, so they don’t go to their doctors for excessive bleeding and cramps.
[S56] Women perceiving their own pain as unimportant normalizes all menstrual pains, causing menstrual and

underlying bleeding disorders to go undiagnosed.[S7]
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20 states repealed the tampon tax.[77] As of 2019, 4 states provide free MHP to schools, and 13 states provide
free MHP to state prisons.[78] Because the IRS doesn’t classify MHPs as medical devices, they remain taxed
with few states inconsistently legislating its removal.[79] Prisons often ration insufficient MHP supply per
individual or fail to provide free products in a timely manner.[80] Because prisons aren’t required to report
information on MHP distribution,[81] policy effectiveness can’t be measured.

Some state policies are temporary. In California, the tampon tax is only repealed until 2023.[82] Access to free
MHP in Georgia schools was a one time legislation that lasts only a year.[83]

The FDA has guidelines for MHP manufacturing corporations to provide warning labels on absorbency levels.
[84] However, there are few ingredient standards set in place, and manufacturers are not required to completely
list out ingredients on their packaging.[85]
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GAPS & LEVERS OF CHANGE

Lack of Research

is debilitating to menstruators’ health and prevents
people from seeing the need for menstrual equity.

Fund and support quantitative
research measuring period equity
and policy impact to convince
legislators.

Integrate human-centered
design when navigating stigma
and sustainability in product
innovation, getting feedback
directly from users.

Include menstrual health
questions into state and district
education surveys.

Use more female subjects in
health-related research to
mitigate adverse effects of
medication for women and
implications of MHP ingredients
to provide accurate medical
insights.

Lack of Standardization

causes a failure to provide comprehensive access to

MHPs, hygiene, and education.

CDC should ensure menstrual
provisions follow UNICEF’s
guidelines on menstrual health

and hygiene from their WASH

initiative.

Approve payment of period
products under Electronic
Benefit Transfers for low income

people on welfare programs (WIC
and SNAP).

Change IRS code for period
products as “medical supply” to
eliminate sales taxes on MHP
nationwide.

Start using Title IX to address and
enforce policies ﬁxing menstrual
Inequity and resources in schools.

Test different experimental
models using trained and
trusted educators with puberty
curriculum to encourage
inclusion and empathy between
menstruating and non-
menstruating students.
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Limits in Operationalizing
prevent change from being sustainable and enforceable so that
proposals actually deliver their promises and goals.

Use factual, evidence-based
Rename “sex education” information when advocating and
to “comprehensive health calling/emailing legislators.
education” to remove focus on

sex and abstinence. Overcome high price

misconception of providing

\]/ FDA should require ingredient MHPs to pass funded, long-
labels on MHPs by passing the term mandates, increasing
Robin-Danielson Act accountability and distribution.

Homeless shelters and donation
guides should explicitly list the

need for MHPs.

Lack of Agency in Environment

is caused by those in power failing to acknowledge stigma, thereby
limiting an individual’s mobility and independence.

Corporate advertising and schools

Hygiene facilities, such as should be inclusive of non-women
bathrooms, showers, and laundry, menstruators, and stop using
should have flexible access, gendered terms when referring to
hours, and policies concerning periods.

menstruators (for schools,

workplace, shelters, etc.) Hire and train more menstruators

in administrative roles for male-

Reduce interactions with centric environments. Prisons
authority figures when should look to the UN’s Bangkok
distributing free MHPs to Rules to train correctional
decrease abuses of power officers on the treatment of
differentials. female prisoners, menstrual

equity, and hygiene[93].

[93] “The Bangkok Rules.” United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, https://
www.unodc.org/documents/justice-and-prison-reform/Bangkok_Rules_
ENG_22032015.pdf. PDF File.




INSIGHTS & LESSONS LEARNED

Many of our initial assumptions were challenged. Uncovering the severity
of U.S. period poverty was jarring for our team because the issue has been
focused on MHP access abroad. This false narrative that products are the
solution hides the broader requirements of hygiene access and menstrual
education that is prevalent here. Access must encompass products, hygiene,
and education. Access working with destigmatization efforts can make a
lasting systemic change. Systems thinking has taught us to dive beyond

the surface of complex issues, and thereby deepens our empathy for those

affected by them.

More encompassing is menstrual inequity, which is rooted in 3,000 years

of stigma. Shame pervades society and is ingrained within sexist structures
across institutions. Addressing tangential, oppressive systems, such as male-
centric workplace policies and prison environments, are essential to tackling
menstrual inequity. The most important lesson we've learned is that stigma is
not fixed and can be unlearned. As individuals, we can normalize conversation
and make actionable change to remind ourselves and others that menstrual
equity is not a luxury, but a right.




