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What is menstrual inequality.

Menstruation is a normal and natural physiological process, which indicates health and fertility, despite the global negative connotations (Pao, 2023; Werner, Punzi, and Turkenburg, 2023). Historically, the symbolism of blood was associated with valour and respect, and currently, pop culture entertainment with graphic bloodshed is widely watched and highly regarded (Bobel et al., 2020; Khorsand et al., 2023), which is juxtaposed with the worldwide shame and impurity of menstrual blood. Therefore, the experience of menstruation is influenced by social, economic, and cultural norms and attitudes, leaving people who menstruate misinformed and stigmatised (UN Women, 2019; Steele and Goldblatt, 2020; Bagala et al., 2023).
Menstrual inequality is the systematic disparities in accessing menstrual products, health, education, and sanitation facilities (Cardoso et al., 2021; Holst et al., 2022). Holst et al. (2022) and Garcia et al. (2022) argued menstrual stigma is related to women, historically, being viewed and treated as objects for social reproduction, and the widespread menstrual inequality could be explained through ingrained androcentric norms and values, a gender-based discrimination. The failure to address menstruation perpetuates gender inequalities (Tesfu and Williams, 2025), compared to transforming the twenty-first century into one centered on solidarity and equity by achieving menstrual equity (Haug, 2016).
It is important to acknowledge not all women menstruate and not everyone who menstruates identifies as a woman (Hill, 2019; Graham, 2023). Gender is the socially constructed ideas and conformity to the ideals and beliefs of what a woman should be, whereas sex refers to the biological and physiological anatomy which differentiate a male from female (Cohen and Karim, 2021). Menstruation was traditionally viewed as a women’s issue, however, in the twenty-first century, the inclusive discussions on menstruation represent everyone who menstruates, including non-binary, transgender people (Lowik, 2021). Therefore, the author will aim to be inclusive when discussing the gender identity of people who menstruate, to ensure everyone is represented and included.
 
The absence of a clear definition of equality has resulted in an ambiguity of inequality, as while these terms are district concepts, they are interrelated (Woods, Benschop, and van den Brink, 2021). In support, Minow (2021) stated the interpretation of equality and equity can support the understanding of inequality and inequity, through considering traditional and historic ideologies in comparison to twenty-first century morals towards the same individuals. Furthermore, Kimberlé Crenshaw’s Intersectionality theory expresses the absence of single determinants for the cause of inequality or equality, but changing social categories, contexts, and relationships (Woods, Benschop, and van den Brink, 2021). Therefore, a conclusive definition for these contested terms is needed, but with various influences on individuals’ perception and beliefs on inequality and equality, this could pose a challenge to establish.
Inequality is multidimensional with numerous causes and encompasses stereotypes and prejudices disproportionately disadvantageous to individuals because of personal characteristics (Askin and Stoll, 2024). Woods, Benschop, and van den Brink (2021) and Keister and Southgate (2022) state inequality is when individuals experience marginalisation and discrimination from inevitable disparities in social status and intersecting power dynamics. Inequalities can exacerbate conflict, threaten democratic governance, and undermine human rights (Askin and Stoll, 2024), illustrating a human crisis issue. Overcoming inequality requires reforming existing avenues to success and adjusting allocation of resources (Minow, 2021), and furthermore, inclusive and transformative social attitudes to inequalities are critical in affecting change in politics and society (Askin and Stoll, 2024).
Equality is described, both socially and ethically, as individuals holding and being attributed the same positions and values (Kolemen and Cansu, 2023), supported by Goldberg (2023) stating equality is treating everyone identically following legal policies and legislation created to ensure this right is upheld. Christian Schemmel’s Idea of Relational Equality emphasised the importance of treating people justly and providing equal structural protection can support equality and social justice (Ricci, 2020). In addition, Dahl (1996) states all humans are of equal intrinsic worth, a belief that no one person is superior, and therefore, each should be provided with equal consideration and respect. Therefore, equality aims to provide fairness and equal opportunities to everyone, and legislative protection should be enforced to guarantee this right.
However, the absence of a clear definition of equity means everyone can claim to be ensuring equity, but with individual views and opinions on this definition, the values and aims of equity might not be achieved (Levinson, Geron, and Brighouse, 2022). In addition, Dahl (1996) expressed equality is a goal and obligation which is unlikely to be achieved, as these standards and expectations are challenging to adhere to. In support, Levinson, Geron, and Brighouse (2022) states it is impossible to achieve full equity due to cultural and political barriers, structural injustices, and resource scarcity. Furthermore, Andritoi (2007) states the values of equality have endeavoured to be defended by religious, psychological, and philosophical discussions, but have not sustained. Breau and Essletzbichler (2013) indicated a society which is considered unfair, influenced by individuals’ perception of social beliefs, opinions, and behaviours, reduces motivation for change. Therefore, these contested definitions reinforce why menstrual inequality has prevailed throughout generations, as society cannot legislate and enforce an egalitarian ideology without a worldwide and national consensus on the values and practices equality and inequality should include.
 
Period poverty is worldwide and interposes on people who menstruate livelihoods (UN Women, 2024) but has been overlooked despite presenting as a global health issue (Jaafar, Ismail, and Azzeri, 2023). Michel et al. (2022), Casola, Luber, and Riley (2023), and UN Women (2024) stated period poverty is the inability to access the quantity or quality of resources, from menstrual products and education to hygiene facilities and waste management, needed to have a dignified and healthy menstrual cycle. Menstrual products are necessary for all people who menstruate, but the cost of these items creates challenges (Moon et al., 2020). Without sufficient and available menstrual products, millions of people who menstruate can experience physical and mental health problems (Muthara, 2016; Tull, 2019; Jaafar, Ismail, and Azzeri, 2023), as period poverty has been associated with health issues including depression and urinary tract infections (Michel et al., 2022). Therefore, menstrual products should be categorised as essential items (Plan International UK, 2020) and should be accessible, regardless of gender, because every day, millions of people who menstruate must decide whether to purchase food or menstrual products (Barnett, 2021; Pycroft, 2022).
Unmet menstrual hygiene needs, from using unsuitable products to absorb menstrual blood to the absence of clean toilets or sanitation facilities, can increase school absenteeism in people who menstruate (Cardoso et al., 2021; Kuhlmann et al., 2021). In support, Alam et al. (2017), Vashisht et al. (2018), and Inthaphatha et al. (2021) illustrate the long-term consequences for people who menstruate on missed education, as personal welfare, health, and economic and social development can be negatively affected, in addition to enduring feelings of fear and shame of menstruation. Furthermore, Sawyer et al. (2025) stated school absenteeism is affected by those individuals who have menstrual disorders or diseases including endometriosis, dysmenorrhea, menorrhagia, premenstrual syndrome, and polycystic ovary syndrome (NHS, 2023), resulting in numerous days absent each month, which can negatively affect individuals’ opportunities and quality of life (Åkerman et al., 2024). Sophie Laws (1990) noticed the etiquette of menstruation which people who menstruate adhere to, which requires concealing evidence of menstruation despite the challenges this poses. Therefore, people who menstruate conform to invisible rules and standards to remain composed and manage without additional support. Without the destigmatisation of menstruation, people who menstruate might continue to internalise negative connotations about a healthy physiological process. The worldwide preconceived and ingrained belief which regards period-related pain is normal and to be tolerated (Ferfolja et al., 2023; Graham, 2023), can create generational misinformation, which reproduces menstrual inequality, therefore, education on period irregularities could have significant long-term health and career benefits (Hill, 2019; Randhawa et al., 2021).
The Period Products (Free Provision) (Scotland) Act 2021 was the first legislation, globally, to legally require all public institutions to provide free menstrual products, ensuring everyone can manage their periods with dignity. Recently, Northern Ireland established the Period Products (Free Provision) Act (Northern Ireland) 2022, which demonstrates the increasing awareness of menstrual inequality and period poverty from government officials. Increasing access to menstrual products encourages financial and physical well-being, particularly to those in vulnerable populations (Ramaiyer et al., 2023). Intersectoral collaboration regarding period poverty for the development of cost-effective and safe menstrual products, and more widely menstrual inequality, is essential to ensure it is overcome (Michel et al., 2022; Ramaiyer et al., 2023). The legislative changes in Scotland and Northern Ireland are significant in acknowledging menstrual inequality and ensuring it is discussed by individuals in power. Therefore, without political and activist support, menstrual inequality can continuously reproduce throughout generations, afflicting people who menstruate livelihoods and opportunities each month. Prioritising menstrual health in public health policies, economic strategies, and educational programs can promote significant advancements in reducing period poverty, ending menstrual inequality, and attaining gender equity (Tohit and Haque, 2024).
Choi et al. (2021) expressed that people who menstruate choose the convenience of menstrual pads and tampons although there is uncertainty over the health risks because of chemical ingredients within the products. Hand et al. (2023) stated menstrual products contain fragrances, dioxins, and synthetic fibres, which can cause cancer of the female reproductive system. However, while the levels of these ingredients and materials do not exceed toxic health guidelines, continuous exposure can lead to significant health issues (Hand et al., 2023). The avoidance and reluctance to discuss or find informative menstrual health information can cause a traumatic menstrual cycle for individuals (Pao, 2023). Therefore, while providing free menstrual products can support menstrual equity, the regulations and health warnings should be considered in menstrual products, as long-term health issues might develop. Furthermore, menstrual healthcare is important for menstrual equity (Medina-Perucha et al., 2023), and sometimes, medical professionals are not knowledgeable in differentiating between normal and abnormal menstrual symptoms due to the absence of research into reproductive health  (Seear, 2009; Babbar et al., 2022). Therefore, people who menstruate may not seek medical advice for their menstrual symptoms, regardless of severity, because of limited awareness and attitudinal barriers (Uchibori et al., 2023). The UK Government (2025) 10 Year Health Plan for England acknowledges the inequalities in women’s health, and proposes to actively listen to women’s experiences, considering their background and barriers, while confronting the inequalities they have encountered. The reproduction of menstrual inequality is challenged through government policies stating an active focus on supporting people who menstruate; however, the efficacy of the plan cannot be known.
The Sustainable Development Goals (2015), to be reached by 2030, aim to achieve gender equality for women and girls, provide good health, well-being, sanitation, and ensure inclusive and equitable education for all (United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, 2015). However, menstrual health is not clearly mentioned in the Sustainable Development Goals, which is an issue as it informs national and global policies and programs (Loughnan et al., 2020; Tesfu and Williams, 2025). Therefore, the targets and indicators created cannot indicate the progress or absence of essential support for people who menstruate experience in their countries (Loughnan et al., 2020). For menstrual inequality to be addressed, an action-based and monitorable process should be established to ensure unmet needs are not being overlooked (Loughnan et al., 2020). Therefore, a prominent organisation, while endeavouring to achieve an equitable world, has ignored menstrual inequality, and because this research is well-known, other government policies may choose to focus on these imperative goals and dismiss the interwoven correlation to menstruation.
The systemic disadvantage of people who menstruate is not entirely due to the natural process of menstruation, but the domination institutions and governments have on people who menstruate and their physiological functions (Ricci, 2020) has significant influence on the attitudes towards menstruation. Herbert I. Schiller defined cultural imperialism as when society, or worldwide, established a dominant class culture as the norm (Ricci, 2020). The gender divide in society can be correlated with the sexual labour division, a Marxist view, which suggests an economic influence on the practices and stereotypes towards women’s careers (Holmstrom, 2002). The economic and political influence on menstruation is important to acknowledge, as menstrual inequality is intertwined into all aspects of society, indicating the reproduction of harmful stereotypes towards women and people who menstruate throughout generations of individuals with dominant power status.
The socially contrasted perception of high maintenance women and their luxurious products supported the price disparities in male and female products (Kardetoft, 2022). Without legislated financial protection, the taxation of menstrual products can affect those experiencing poverty more (Casola, Luber, and Riley, 2023). The UK Government removed menstrual product tax on January 1st, 2021, however, some reusable products, including period underwear, did not receive tax exclusion until January 1st, 2024 (HM Revenue & Customs, 2023). Flinders and Lowery (2023) stated the taxation of menstrual products transformed into a symbolic policy on the disparities between gender related items, demonstrating the misogynist political legislation upheld in the twenty-first century. Nevertheless, while removing VAT on menstrual products was a significant victory for those who menstruate in the UK, individuals who are trapped by period poverty are unlikely to benefit from this change (Flinders and Lowery, 2023). In the UK, positive awareness and attitudes have effectively changed one aspect of menstrual inequality, nevertheless, the wider issue of period poverty and menstrual inequality has not been addressed.
Gaybor (2020), Sanjakdar (2021), and Tomlinson (2021) address how our meaning-making is influenced by socially constructed ideas through the media, implying social attitudes and biases are regulated by politics and corporate media owners. In support, Sophie Laws (1990) expressed the social meaning of menstruation is political and based on a gender-divided society. In  support, Susan Okin (1989) stated women’s oppression is established by gender prejudices, which is an interconnected social structure suppressing women’s opportunities (Ricci, 2020). Adhering to patriarchal expectations of sexual desirability and femininity involves the concealment of menstruation (Nash, 2022), creating a society which silences discussions and language of menstruation as it does not align with these expectations (Molyneaux, 2025). Jane Ussher (2006) argued menstrual taboo encourages women’s self-surveillance and contributes to the shame and guilt women experience during menstrual cycles (Nash, 2022), which is further emphasised by Åkerman et al. (2024) who stated the social stigma surrounding menstrual blood can alter women’s perception to restrictive behaviours of secrecy.
The ongoing stigma around menstruation impedes action on adequately addressing menstrual inequality (Loughnan et al., 2020). Erving Goffman conceptualised stigma, stating it reduced individuals from a whole to a tainted part, a process called social devaluation (Werner, Punzi, and Turkenburg, 2023). The Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (1979) addressed the necessity of acknowledging women in human rights concerns, and provided formal recognition to the influence stereotypes, cultures, and traditions have on women, resulting in political and legal constraints for women. Furthermore, the Human Rights Act 1998 states sex as a protected characteristic, which lawfully requires equal treatment regardless of sex. While these political and organisational legislations have necessitated equality, the persistent stigma on menstruation remains, and therefore, forthcoming policies should ensure menstrual equity and equality towards people who menstruate is interwoven throughout political, economic, societal, and educational practices.
Education is an important setting for socialisation, as gender roles are learnt and reinforced through peer interactions (Nehoda et al., 2024), reinforcing the contributing influence schools hold on restrictive and inclusive gender constructs and norms (de Villarreal and Scotton, 2024). Within the hidden curriculum, stereotypes persist, despite curriculums and educational policies adopting an inclusive ethos (Nehoda et al., 2024), but Knight and Crick (2021) critiqued this due to an absence of consistency in defining inclusive practices. In addition, older generations are more likely not to have received comprehensive menstrual health education, as it has only been compulsory since 2021 for young people in Wales (Medina-Perucha et al., 2023). Pierre Bourdieu addressed how social and cultural inequalities are reproduced from one generation to another, as the dominant group controlling economic, political, and social resources regulate the discussions and topics considered appropriate for the next generation (Harker, Mahar, and Wilkes, 1990). Furthermore, Mary Inman stated women’s oppression is multifaceted with cultural, psychological, economic, and political influencing the image of women (Vogel, 2000). Without informative education, people who menstruate vulnerable to misinformation about their bodies, which some endure quietly without question (Markle, 2017; Kaur, Kaur, and Kaur, 2018; Fennie, Moletsane, and Padmanabhanunni, 2022).
The teaching of the normal and healthy process of menstruation and ensuring medically accurate information (de Villarreal and Scotton, 2024) is not delivered in all educational settings. The censorship of menstruation reduces the positive educational knowledge shown in media and in feminist political discussions and issues (Gaybor, 2020). Furthermore, gender segregated lessons on menstrual health creates barriers in male understanding of menstruation, leading to misinformation and ignorance of reproductive health (Moon et al., 2020). Most children and young people receive formal education, and without informative discussion about reproductive health, young people might not learn about themselves or their peers (SIECUS, 2024), and this misinformation causes people into adulthood to research health information about their bodies (Herr, 2021). In addition, traditional information about menstruation denies and excludes women’s own perspective and opinion (Laws, 1990). Standpoint theory is acknowledging how individuals’ perspectives are informed by personal experiences within their cultures and relationships, demonstrating the influence in individuals' understanding and behaviour of themselves and others (Punyanunt-Carter, 2025). Patricia Hill Collins (1997) interpreted standpoint theory as an interpretive framework to understand how knowledge is essential in transforming unjust power systems. This establishes the reproduction of menstrual health misinformation as throughout generations families can impose inaccurate advice, therefore, in the twenty-first century, young people should be educated on verifiable menstrual health information.
In the UK, there is an absence of clarity and consistency in the understanding of what education is taught on menstrual health, and if any support or guidance is offered to students after the initial lesson (Brown et al., 2022). However, in accordance with the Curriculum and Assessment (Wales) Act 2021, stating student should become valued and capable societal members, the Curriculum for Wales provides continuous mandatory menstrual health lessons, with the objective of destigmatising menstruation and promoting positive menstrual information (Welsh Government, 2024a). Nevertheless, the guidance is nonspecific and places practitioners and schools in control of the content which should be covered (Welsh Government, 2024b), which would create inconsistencies in the menstrual health education taught to students in different lessons and year groups. Learning about menstrual health can support people who menstruate to advocate for their health (Trant et al., 2023), emphasising the importance of government education curriculums teaching anatomical and physiological information, in endeavour to reduce menstrual inequality and improve health outcomes (Medina-Perucha et al., 2023). Furthermore, to achieve gender equity, core issues which contribute and retain this inequality should be addressed, in both the curriculum and teacher training programmes (Nehoda et al., 2024).
The progress to achieve menstrual equality is overshadowed by short-term policies and interventions with limited monitoring of interventions, which does not show accountability or intention for future innovation (Bagala et al., 2023). However, the Welsh Government (2023) Period Proud Wales Action Plan provided a five-year plan to ensure Wales achieves menstrual equality, acknowledging periods are not luxury, addressing informative health and education discussions, and challenging societal silence and taboo of menstruation. The Welsh Government (2025) released a progress update for the five-year plan which included brief information about the menopause guidance announced and funding allocations. However, the update was not in detail and vague in providing complete information about the status to achieve menstrual equality in Wales. Nevertheless, the World Health Organisation (2022) addressed menstrual health would be included in forthcoming agendas as a commitment to breaking the silence on menstruation, petitioning governments to improve menstrual equality policies. Iris Marion Young’s Five Faces of Oppression (1990) discussed the structural injustice and oppression of social groups, and stated measuring inequality through specifically focusing on individual groups indicates the inadequacies and improvements needed (Ricci, 2020). Therefore, longitudinal and focused research studies should be conducted to ensure menstrual inequality is represented adequately within policies, which has outcomes designed with the aim to reduce menstrual inequality.
Throughout centuries, religion has created a narrative that menstruation should be perceived with shame and fear, causing restrictions and misinformation regarding menstruation (Tan, Haththotuwa, and Fraser, 2017). In orthodox and Brahmin Hindu societies, menstruating women are excluded from worshipping, physical contact, and cooking because they are considered polluted and unhygienic (Tan, Haththotuwa, and Fraser, 2017; Pao, 2023). In Nepal, the practice of Chhaupadi, which has been prohibited since 2018, restricted girls and women to menstrual huts, through creating an environment of fear, and suggesting bad things would happen to loved ones and the village’s misfortune would be blamed on them if they did not comply (Tan, Haththotuwa, and Fraser, 2017; Joshi, 2022). William E. Phipps argued religious institutions have prescribed impurity to people who menstruate to exclude them from retaining authoritative positions (Ramaiyer et al., 2023). Pierre Bourdieu’s Habitus (1977) is an evolving process through which individuals perceive, think, act, and approach society and their place in it, emphasising that everyone has an internal archive of personal experiences which shape who they are (Costa, Burke, and Murphy, 2018). Religious practices and beliefs, which are unsafe and prejudicial, should not be ignored or dismissed by people who do not follow the same religion or are atheist, because menstrual inequality in these religions will reproduce throughout generations. Therefore, it is imperative governments acknowledge faith as a contributing influence on menstrual inequality, and where possible, provide support to people who menstruate through medical information, accessible menstrual products, and sanitation facilities.
Talcott Parsons’ functionalism approach emphasised the importance of components working together for society to operate effectively (Keister and Southgate, 2022). Menstrual inequality cannot be overcome without a worldwide, interconnected approach, challenging prevalent stigmas and stereotypes of menstruation through medically informed education curriculums. In addition, providing accessible menstrual products and sanitation facilities permits people who menstruate to manage their periods with dignity, and these essential necessities should be permitted in countries legislative policies and practices.
 
To conclude, society cannot reproduce without menstruation, but it continues to shame people who menstruate. Menstrual inequality is worldwide and affecting millions of people who menstruate each month. Inequality for people who menstruate involves the misinformation, inaccessible and unaffordable menstrual products, absence of sanitation facilities, prevailing stereotypes and stigmas, healthcare barriers, and dismissive education curriculums. Menstrual inequality is interconnected to gender equity, a greater social issue which should be actively discussed to stop the reproduction of menstrual inequality onto the next generation. For menstrual inequality to be overcome, as a society, discussions, language, and behaviours regarding menstruation must transform from secretive and embarrassed to encouraging and assured. This transformation is unlikely to be immediate, as generational and internalised beliefs must be questioned and educated, but the discussions of menstruation are continuing and awareness is growing, which indicates an optimistic future to achieve menstrual equity. 
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