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 Abstract

The purpose of this study was to assess the menstrual hygiene needs of adolescent

girls and explore factors influencing poor access to products and related school absences 

amongst adolescent girls. Many young women cannot afford menstrual health products to

meet their monthly needs, and this may impact their well-being and school performance. 

Period poverty is a subset of the broader issue of hygiene insecurity. As a result of 

hygiene insecurity, women often lack health, self-esteem, and dignity due to limited 

access to hygiene products such as sanitary towels or pads, tampons, soap, and clean 

underwear. A systematic review of the literature was done in the CINAHL Plus database, 

PubMed, and Google Scholar databases. The themes identified across the studies are (a) 

poor access to menstrual products, (b) school environment does not provide for the needs 

of young women and (c) inadequate education on menstrual health in schools. The results

indicate there is an unmet need for affordable products and teaching that targets both the 

knowledge and management of menstruation. Inadequate menstruation hygiene has been 

shown to be linked to school absenteeism. In schools, there is a significant need for 

menstrual hygiene products, as well as regular use of school resources to get them. With 

additional research to help inform how period poverty impacts adolescent girls and young

women, there is tremendous opportunity to help address this critical, yet under-addressed 

issue.
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Menstruation is an ongoing biological process that affects women and adolescent 

girls. Menstruating women, on average, use over 9,000 sanitary items throughout their 

lifetime, which adds up rapidly. Adolescent girls face struggles to manage their menstrual

cycles and those in lower socioeconomic classes often lack access to the products they 

need. Despite how essential menstrual products are, there are vast number of adolescent 

girls who are unable to afford or acquire these necessities. This lack of access to period 

products is often referred to as, ‘period poverty’. This can result in delayed challenges in 

achieving psychosocial growth in adolescent girls, as evidenced by not attending school 

Lack of access to products amongst adolescent girls causes inhibitions in psychosocial 

settings and causes girls to not interact with others freely. Ultimately this can limit a 

girl’s potential and opportunities later in life. 

1 in 5 girls in the United States reported having missed school because they did 

not have access to menstrual products.  Without proper menstrual hygiene management 

(MHM), a girl’s attendance at school is reported to decline or cease altogether. Providing 

adequate resources to meet women's and girls' menstrual hygiene needs may have an 

impact on female school attendance rates and expanding women's education is critical in 

achieving one’s life goals. 

Background 

Every woman goes through a menstrual cycle which also can be defined as a 

hormonal process that a woman goes through every 28 days or so, depending on the 

woman’s body. Throughout the menstrual cycle progesterone and estrogen change which 

is what causes period symptoms. A menstrual cycle is a normal sign that shows the body 
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is functioning normally especially when a girl hits puberty and women reach menopause. 

Many girls have little understanding of what happens in their body when they begin 

menstruation, and they have minimal awareness of the body’s natural biological 

processes. Lack of information and understanding not only causes stigmas, but it can also

harm a girl’s well-being.  

         Childhood into early adolescence is a crucial stage characterized by the onset of 

puberty and rapid physical and psychosocial changes. As a girl’s puberty progresses, she 

goes through thelarche (breast budding), accelerated growth and menarche which 

symbolizes the beginning of the reproductive stage. Despite menarche being a biological 

process, a vast number of girls are unprepared to manage their cycles. The menstrual 

health of many women is compromised when they live in areas that cannot provide for 

menstrual products. 

Period poverty is defined as a lack of access to menstrual products, hygiene 

facilities, waste management, and education. Period poverty holds back millions of 

women and girls around the world and puts adolescent girls at risk for delayed 

psychosocial growth because of an inability to afford proper menstrual care. But period 

poverty is not about affordability. Many women and girls do not have access to hygienic 

facilities or feel unable to manage their periods with dignity. It can be extremely 

expensive to purchase period products on a monthly basis for those already struggling to 

pay for necessities such as food, housing, and utilities. Lack of access to period products 

can have a significant negative impact on self-esteem, school performance, social 

endeavors, and stress levels for adolescent girls with hygiene insecurity. A number of 
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these hardships are further complicated by the fact that they are closely linked to health 

status, body image, self-esteem, and stigmatization. 

Methods

This systematic review of the literature was done to explore how access to 

feminine hygiene products may affect the psychosocial development of adolescent girls. 

A Boolean search was conducted using the words, period poverty, menstrual health, 

menarche, adolescent girls, MHM (Menstrual Hygiene Management) and reproductive 

health. The search was narrowed down to identify articles that were published between 

2011 to 2022. 15 articles focused on menstrual health management and access to 

products. 7 articles were relevant to the topic and met criteria to be included in this 

systematic review. The research findings in these articles were studied to identify 

commonalities and themes.           

Figure 1. CINAHL Plus database
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Results 

The key themes related to feminine hygiene products and how it affects the 

psychosocial development are (a) poor access to menstrual products; (b) school 

environment does not provide for the needs of young women; and (c) inadequate 

education on menstrual health in schools.

Poor access to products

 Poor access to menstrual products hinders adolescent girls from attending school.

Many students reported that menstrual products were not affordable and were expensive 

to buy. “Most girls reported that not having access to absorbent menstrual materials was a

challenge to managing their menses. Girls commonly used cloth with only a few being 

able to access cotton wool from shops or cotton fields or able to afford disposable 

sanitary pads” (Chinyama 2020). Alternatively, a girl is forced to use a cloth that they 

could find since absorbent materials were not available. Schools are extremely limited on 

availability of menstrual products which puts some students at risk. Most students end up 

leaving before the school day ends due to lack of products and inability to menstruate 

comfortably at school.  “Participants shared that even when menstrual products were 

available through their shelter or other service providers, there were significant barriers to

accessing and using these products, such as the necessity of disclosing one’s 

menstruating status to gatekeepers, the lack of availability of preferred type of menstrual 

product, and insufficient quality and quantity of products” (Gruer 2019).  Families can be

especially vulnerable to period poverty if they are already dealing with financial 
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constraints and struggling to cover monthly household expenses. Period poverty is even 

worse for families who must cover the costs of multiple people in the household who 

menstruate. This struggle has been exacerbated during the pandemic since many families 

have experienced a decline in their income and increased economic challenges. 

School environment does not provide for the needs of young women 

The school environment does not provide for the needs of adolescent girls. 

Menstrual hygiene needs include facilities that are clean, well-functioning, have private 

toilets, a method of disposal for used products, and a supply of water and soap. Many 

schools have limited supplies of toilet paper or soap available. Bathrooms do not have 

door locks that offer privacy to the girls. “Female participants used two primary disposal 

methods for used sanitary products: soiled sanitary products were either threwn away in 

the bin provided (67.5%) or stored them in their bags to be disposed at their homes 

(41.4%)” (Crankshaw 2020). It is evident that insufficient sanitation and water disposal 

facilities prompted students to keep their soiled pads in their bag to dispose of later. 

“Many of the school facilities had leaking toilets or basins, some had muddy water over 

the floor; in addition, there were used sanitary pads, tissues, chip packets and sweet 

wrappers on the floor” (Crankshaw 2020). The lack of cleanliness and poor conditions of 

school environments affects adolescent girls focusing and participating in class (Miiro, 

2022).
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Inadequate education on menstrual health in schools 

            A shortage of menstrual health teaching in schools does not support the education 

of these young women. School is often the lifeline for the provision of menstrual 

products, yet the environment does not easily support it (Kuhlman, 2020). Male teachers 

can be intimidating to these young women, who need additional time in the rest room and

ready access when problems occur (Lahme 2018). Education is one of the most prevalent 

sectors influenced by period poverty. A lack of knowledge about MHM was a source of 

anxiety among girls and this can lead to inadequate menstrual hygiene management. “It 

became clear that menstruation was perceived as a state fraught with stress, humiliation 

and shame due to a lack of understanding by male peers and male teachers” (Lahme 

2018). Educators played a key role in normalizing the experience for some students, 

some of whom chose to approach an educator rather than a parent (Sychareun, 2020). 

“Information shared by female relatives tended to focus on appropriate behavioral 

conduct and to “stay away from boys” rather than on developmental or biological 

processes” (Crankshaw 2020). Around the world menstruation is deeply stigmatized 

countless times. Many individuals are unaware of how period shame is draining and can 

affect women and young girls mentally. It causes that individual to lose their dignity and 

control, causing them to feel guilty over a natural biological process that every woman 

goes through.

 Discussion

The findings of this systematic review show that many school aged girls have 

poor access to menstrual products, yet these schools do not provide the proper resources 
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to support these girls. There is a lack of education to help prepare these girls to manage 

their periods independently in the school setting. Menstrual products are expensive which

is challenging for many families and schools do not have the resources to provide these 

products to students when they are family cannot. The educational system does not assist 

the girls' learning needs and the need to manage their periods with dignity. Experiencing 

increased loneliness is harming girls' psychosocial development given the critical role of 

relationships with peers during childhood and adolescence. The shortage of safe, 

separate, and private sanitation and washing facilities is one of the leading factors 

preventing girls from attending schools. Ultimately, a girl’s education is an investment in 

her future and with the proper support and products she can effectively manage her cycles

and receive the education that is available.

Conclusion 

Inadequate menstrual hygiene is a problem that many women face. It affects 

women and adolescent girls in the developed and developing world and those living in 

poverty are especially vulnerable. Inadequate menstruation hygiene has been shown to be

linked to school absenteeism. There is an unmet need for affordable products and 

teaching that targets both the knowledge and management of menstruation. Adolescent 

girls must have access to their menstrual health products and materials as well as a 

private, clean, and safe place to use them. In schools, there is a significant need for 

menstrual hygiene products, as well as regular use of school resources to get them. With 

additional research to help inform how period poverty impacts adolescent girls and young

women, there is tremendous opportunity to help address this critical, yet under-addressed 
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issue. It was evident that insufficient sanitation and water disposal facilities prompted 

students to poor school performance.
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