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Abstract

In this presentation, | will introduce the results of a survey conducted by Plan International

Japan based on these survey results, and talk about some issues regarding menstruation.
Plan International Japan conducted “Awareness Survey of young women in Japan toward

menstruation” in March, 2021. We surveyed 2,000 women aged 15 to 24 years about

menstruation and daily life related to menstruation. In the survey, we found that 3 out of 10

people had experienced not being able to buy or hesitating to buy sanitary napkins for the

nn nn

following reasons: "Low income," "sanitary products are expensive," "parents do not buy
them," and so forth. It was also found that the purchase of sanitary products and medicines
such as low-dose pills and painkillers for menstruation has a lower priority than purchase of
entertainment, transportation and beauty care. In addition, one in two suffered from
menstrual cramps, and three in ten experienced losing some good opportunities due to being
late or leaving early or even being absent from the school, club activities, or the workplace
due to menstruation. Most of the subjects were taught treatment methods by their mother
upon having the first period, and most of them answered that the person they would consult
if needed was also the mother. Research in the United States shows that it is hard for young

women to speak publicly about menstruation. The same thing might happen in Japan.
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Presentation

| was listening to Kirsten’'s presentation with great interest. Now | want to move to my
presentation so that | can share the issues around menstruation in Japan. | would like to talk
about gender issues in Japan regarding menstruation, and also | would like to talk about
opportunity loss and stigma, as Kirsten mentioned in terms of the challenges. | want to quickly
introduce where | am from. | belong to the Plan International Japan. Originally Plan International
was launched in 1937 in the UK. The Plan International Japan has been functioning as a branch

of this organization for the last 38 years. Our activities have been embracing over 70 countries
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on the globe. Our main focus is children's rights, but recently our particular focus is more given
to girls. Kirsten's presentation mentioned the research done by Plan International UK in 2017

about period poverty.

Like the UK, even in Japan, looking at the last over 10 years many challenges around period
poverty have been raised. In particular, since 2010, the issues of child poverty have been
neglected. Because of that, children are experiencing a limited access to daily necessities and
also gaps between rich and poor students are expanding. Also the context of period poverty
includes women's poverty, which is getting more attention. Because women tend to have lower
income compared to men, and also not many women could get their full-time jobs, these factors
boost women's poverty. Also very recently because of the pandemic of COVID-19, many women
have to go through discontinuation of their work and that is another trend that influences period
poverty. Also in Japan we have taboos around menstruation. Traditionally in Japan menstruation
is regarded as defilement, so it is regarded as something that should be avoided and hated.
Although the Meiji government said that they would officially negate the taboos of
menstruation, at the same time, women’s specific bleeding in child delivery and menstruation

remained regarded as blood defilement. This concept is still deeply rooted.

Please take a look at the top picture on the right-hand side. This is a so-called menstruation
hut that had to be used until 1964 in western Japan. This type of building was used to isolate
women during their period because they were regarded as something polluted. They had to
spend several days during their period and they were not allowed to use fire for cooking in their
houses. They had to stay in this place so that they would not contaminate others. This kind of
facility was seen in many places in Japan at that time. Women during period were not allowed
to access certain sacred spaces in Japan. Now | am going to play a video which is about one
special event in a small stadium. | believe that many of you still remember this because this

got lots of attention from media.

This event happened in 2018 at one sumo match. One particular person who was a sumo
wrestler felt sick and fell off. Then one female professional nurse tried to save his life, however,
just because that nurse was female, there was an announcement that she had to stay away
from the ring. Also after she left someone tried to throw salt to purify that spot. That news got
lots of attention even outside Japan. The fundamental cause of this story is the concept that
women are defilement or polluted. This concept even influences not only our awareness but
also our activities or behavior. After the Meiji period many media such as magazines and so on
started introducing different types of menstruation products. However, it was pointed out that

the commercial release of period products to the market was pretty late in Japan.
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For example, a menstruation pad called Anne Napkin was released to the marketin 1961, which
is 40 years later then the launch of pad sales by Kotex in the United States. In the 1990s
actually Japanese sanitary napkin became very highly functional because at that time the
female athletes became very active and that is why the functions of Japanese sanitary napkins
became so high quality. Also another suggestion from a research study is that Anne napkin,
Japan's first sanitary napkin, got released so late is because menstruation itself was regarded
a polluted event. That's why people at that time thought that releasing such a product to the

market was something unbelievable.

But now this year, local authorities started free distribution of sanitary products. For example,
in total 255 local authorities in Japan have been distributing or planning distribution of sanitary
products as of June 2021. However, there have been many negative comments or push backs
on SNS about this free distribution.

Some pushbacks include, for example, “you could pay for mobile phone fees. Why can't you
pay for your sanitary products by yourself? | cannot believe that you cannot pay for just several
hundred yen to buy sanitary products,” or “if you can spend your money for cosmetic products,
why don't you use the same amount of money to buy your sanitary products?” Such pushback
got very popular on SNS. So, looking at this kind of phenomenon, Plan International Japan
conducted certain research called “Awareness Survey of Young Women in Japan Regarding

Menstruation,” in March, 2021. | want to quickly introduce the highlights of this research.

Firstly, | want to share the attributes of the respondents. The scope of the survey includes
people from 15 to 24 years old. As you could imagine 15 means the age of students so 60% of
the respondents are actually school students. As | said 60% of the respondents are students
and they are looking at their income. Their most income representation is somewhere between
¥10,000 and ¥30,000 per month. Looking at the professionals’ monthly income on average the
most typical average would be somewhere between ¥100,000 and ¥200,000. This is almost
equivalent to the same amount as you could get the first salary after graduation from your

college.

After knowing their average monthly income, we asked the next question -- for what do you
use your income mostly? That is answered in the bottom table. Their expenses are mostly for
buying clothes or for entertainment or cosmetic products, but 40% of them said that they used
their income mainly for period products while one fourth or 25% of them said that they used
their income for buying pills or pain relievers. After this we added one more question -- how do
they put priorities on the items they purchase using their income? There are 13 shopping items

listed. Those who said that period products would be the first priority out of 13 items is just
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1.8% that is the 10th ranking out of 13 items, so not many women actually buy period products
every month. We actually ask the respondents to put priorities up to five priorities so in case
of fourth priority period products would be ranked as numbers six and in case of fifth priority
period products would be ranked as number four. So their priorities are not really high; however,
it doesn't necessarily mean that they would never buy period products. Also we asked whether

they could not buy sanitary products or they had some hesitation about buying period products.

We also asked how much they spend a month on average to buy sanitary products. They said
on average we found it's somewhere between ¥301 and ¥700. Three respondents out of 10 said
that they didn’t have enough income, or that they thought sanitary products were too expensive

to buy, and their parents did not support them financially.

Then we asked those who could not buy sanitary products what they were going to do? Then
they said that they would use pads or tampons for extensive times where they tried to change
them less frequently whereas others said that they used something alternative such as kitchen
paper. Some respondents said why they felt uncomfortable buying such products. They said
that they felt embarrassed about buying such products by themselves. It is going to be a very
embarrassing experience to have to ask their parents or guardians to buy such products for
them. Then on the slide | want to share another question we asked whether they have
experience of taking time off or being absent or leaving earlier at their schools or school
activities or workplaces because of menstruation? More than 30% in the top diagram of the
respondents said that because of menstruation, they experienced leaving early, arriving late or

not going at all to their schools, school activities, or workplace.

There is a large overlap between the respondents cited as missing school or work and the
following group. Nearly 30% of all respondents said they knew how low-dose pills or pain
relievers would work to better control their menstruation. However, some of them say that
because a hospital, for example, is too far or they don't have any transportation to access such
places to buy such medicine and also they feel embarrassed to go to such hospitals that's why
they don't buy the products. Also their parents for example are not supportive about the usage
of such pain relievers. This would lead us to assume that there's a strong influence behind the
negative view on this kind of pain relievers or pills. Another question we asked was to try to
understand what kind of image or view they have on menstruation. One out of two respondents

said that menstruation was very hard to bear.

Three out of 10 said that they didn't want menstruation to start, or they want to stop their
menstruation. Others said that menstruation was a tough experience because they had to take

time off from their part-time jobs or schools or regular work, also others said that they felt
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embarrassed, or they strongly disliked menstruation. They even got angry about menstruation,
so | think the root of this kind of feelings and views — they hate to have very strong negative

feeling of this kind of emotions.

Now | want to talk about sigma around menstruation. We asked what kind of bad experience
they had about their menstruation. Nearly half of the respondents said they got a stain from
menstruation bleeding on their clothes. Another bad experience that they had was having to
communicate their menstruation to teachers or colleagues at schools and workplaces. Their
menstruations were shared to others at schools or workplaces unintentionally. Many said that
they hated to use of the public bathroom or sanitary box or sanitary bin. Because of this kind
of hatred, they do not want to go outside, in addition to their concerns with bleeding from their
menstruation. They may not want to go to schools, workplaces or for their part-time jobs
potentially. The report of these surveys suggested this hatred could lead to opportunity loss for

girls and women.

Now | want to introduce or share another question we asked. Who did you learn from about
menstruation? Six out of 10 said that it was their mothers. Nearly 60% of the respondents said
that they learned how to cope with menstruation from their mothers. They said that they got
advice about menstruation from their mothers. Although at elementary schools’ opportunities
were given to learn about menstruation but usually when women experienced their first period
and if they encountered any problems about it, they would go to their mothers first, which
means that menstruation knowledge would be always shared from mothers to their daughters
in such private spaces. So, Japan's first commercial product of sanitary napkin was released in
1961, so the mothers of the current young women probably experienced using such new

products.

However, if you look at a generation older than those mothers in 1961, they didn't have enough
access to such commercial sanitary napkins, for example, so in fact those senior women said
that they didn't have anyone they could talk to about their first menstruation. So, our deduction
from this survey is that when mothers transfer their knowledge about how to cope with
menstruation to their daughters through multiple generations at the same time probably the
stigma or concept of having to hate, hide such menstruation also is carried over from

generation to another generation.

Now I'm showing a slide about the result of a survey conducted by Plan International, the USA,
back in March, 2021. In the middle of this slide you see the result of a question -- how open
can you be about talking about your menstruation? You see the ratios to the answer. Out of 27

nations Japan is ranked as lowest in terms of open communication about menstruation.
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Another question about whether you learn about sexuality or sexual relationship at schools,
again Japan is ranked quite low. Again there is a very strong the hesitation for open

communication about menstruation in Japan.

Although they learned about how to cope with menstruation from their mothers, they wouldn't
have any opportunities to learn it in a more professional or more specialized way. | think that
is one reason why menstruation is regarded as something to be hidden and avoided like stigma.
Again this kind of communication in a closed place from mothers to daughters, this kind of
situation makes problems around menstruation as something invisible or as something that
doesn't exist really. Because of that when women encounter some issues or problems around
menstruation, they do not know where they can go, or they don't know who they need to talk

to about their problems.

This is my wrap-up slide as a conclusion of this survey. One of the findings we got through this
survey is that often menstruation is combined in the context of poverty; however, menstruation
poverty actually could lead to opportunity loss, which is the real issue. Another finding is that
although many women say that they know there are some effective tools to control their
menstruation such as pills or pain relievers; they don't actually use such tools and the methods.
While mothers share their knowledge about how to deal with menstruation with their daughters,
they also share the concept that menstruation should be hidden because that is defilement, so
that concept is also carried over to the daughters. But at the same time, recently, local
authorities are paying more attention to period poverty, and that is why many of them decided
to make free distribution available. This kind of openness actually helps such issues to be more
visible. As a last finding through this survey, sex education at schools in Japan may not be
sufficient enough, which means that menstruation learning may not be well given well to both
boys and girls at schools. So probably we have to put more light on how important sex

education could be in Japan for excluding period poverty.

Now | want to wrap up my presentation.

Thank you very much for listening to me.

46



IGS A5/ w3+ — (4 TESEE)
2021478168 (£) B
HSIEOERE Period Poverty

Presentation Slides

RESAELEANT T2 A2 =F23F)-Sv)\>
TRRDS=TN-T V-5 - REZEL

$EMANSHDIO T S —EERE
~BESEBE - AT Z2HOCHRI-bDEE~

Miki Nagashima, Leader of Advocacy Group @ PLAN

. INTERNATIONAL
Plan International Japan

Gender Issues in Japan as Seen through

Menstruation:
The Challenges Posed by Loss Opportunities and Stigma

47



REZE# Miki Nagashima

EEALADARDVIV T —RE~BRBK - RATITIEHHI-EDORHE

Gender Issues in Japan as Seen through Menstruation:
The Challenges Posted by Lost Opportunities and Stigma

& 1937FES (ERASD : (FUA) UEFICAE-SHR2NEEENGO
& {HRI0HELLETEWERR

BAOF

1983 JAR45— T3 BERREBELTMI

19865 MABAMSMBEZEALLTERI2NS

1988 AFAMHITABEEZ ACETENSD

20065 FHARE( IARF— -T2 B T32-Tp) N

20085 HROTOTOHATMETS Because | am a Girl J& M
20115 BRFBISABMEZALLTER2NS

20165 FHARE( T35 v ) CUDS T35 =333 IA

> WRERIT
FELDOR

4,049-5433. 555,499 1,984

ABAEENT 2 A 2F—F353F)-SvIIONT

EXEF BEMBEAT S -A29-F2aF0-Ivi>
HEH BRE bt AT

PRAEIN ot EeR
P ®E 753
MIZT{FAMNI ¥ 550% 2020F68RE

HRE 70MEELLE
FrOARSE | 132K A

. IRVIZFD

D EmLrnon e i

SruE-BRE o EAPREE. 2019FEE
’ FLLORMRTS M, EWE, =8
Mo== T ERR ERMEEEm

32553,489.  3-4,814.

4 Plsn Internstions! wss estsblished in 1937. Itis sn Internstions! NPO
officislly spproved by the (Hesdausrter: the UK)

# Plsn Internstions! is sctive in over 70 countries scross the world
History of Plan International Japan

1983: Estsblished ss the Foster Plsn Jspsn Secretsrist

1986: Approved ss s foundstion by the Ministry of Foreign Affsirs

Affsirs

2008: Foster Plen wss rensmed Plsn Jspsn

right

2011: Plsn Jspsn wss spproved ss s public intersst incorporsted
foundstion by the Csbinst Office

20185 Plsn Jspsn wss rensmed Plsn internstions!

1988: Approved ss s public interest corporstions by the Ministry of Forsizn

2008: Plsn Jspsn stsrted the project “Becsuss | em s Girl™ to promots girls’

About Plan International Japan

As of June, 2020

Official Name Public Interest Incorporated Foundation
Plan International Japan

Executive -

Di Kiyoko Tkegami

Location Setagaya-ku, Tokyo

Staff Regular Employee: 75

Volunteer staff: About 550
Active in coutries Mare than 70 countires

Number of child About 1.32 million

. ZOUIZMD
R

WRERIIT

O EMLRHOR
FELOR =1 7

4,049-5433. 555,499 1,984

Yrvy-REL HAPRAE, g_f)lgﬁg
’ FELORMIMTS R, HEE, =5
M= YRR RS

32553,489.  3-4,814.

48




IGS Ao 54 32— (4 FEfEE)
2021478168 (%) B
HSIEOERE Period Poverty

EEOERIICEITIHAEER

2010FEHLIFEOI FEBOBER (TAIZIAY]

OB LOEREUETFELEBEIAOEE

~NDBEADEE Y5 TB(BARE

AOHE FRAICHITDEEE)

IO ER S T EEHBR (IR EiZ(L)

o (S tHRICHITSEERIZER DI 1 BT
HEs ORI ORI ERE

o AODEGL{EHIEE, £ EFRIEFEOY
0. EEsEETEROSER L C#FSMi
HOER{EIDETAOEE

® (KFRSE Tt r7itt=EN. L EOER
R SDHER

Background of Survey on Period Poverty

1. From around 2010, the issue of “child
poverty” has been focused in the society, and
it has been paid attention to how child poverty
affects children and adolescents in their daily
lives (refraining ap between rich and poor

students on campus)
Women’ s poverty and social neglect

® High poverty rate of divorced (or bereaved)
women in the working generation, single
mother households and unmarried female
elderly.

® Increased divorce rate, lifetime non married
rate, and poverty rate of the elderly.
® Low income of women and there is a

tendency of women’ s worker exclusion
from regular employment.
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“Taboo” related to menstruation in Japan

« Heian era : It was described in Ishinhé which is the oldest

« Muromachi era- : The teaching of the Blood Bowl Sutra |

(Ketsubonkyd) , originating from China around the 10th
century, spread throughout Japan. The emphasis was on
women and their polluting blood at birth and during
menstruation, people believed that it would defile the land
and water and offend the gods. This view was leading to
women's ban.

the notion of menstruation as polluting by the official
code, however, the notion of menstrual blood as polluting
remained. This notion was reflected in ‘moon hut’ (tsuki-
goya B/NE), and in the custom of preparing their own
food using a separate cooking fire and eating separately
from their family during menstruation.

medical textbook in Japan that menstruation was polluting r

« 1872: The Meiji government made explicit steps to erase @k arminimins Suzanusz Al w
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Views of Menstruation from the Meiji Period 40
(Tananak 2019) EIE
+ Menstruation featured in women’s magazines, and women were % &) %-
encouraged to use napkins after the Taisho era. R R :
+ Usage of napkins was restricted due to supply restrictions on cotton Mien | =
wool during and after the WWII. ! ;
+ 1961: Anne napkin went on sale. (40 years after the launch of S T
napkin sale by Cortex in the United States)
+ 1963: Taisei Kako Co. Ltd.(Now Unicharm Co.) began manufacturing -;*ﬁ =
napkins O B Erres
+ 1968: Started to import tampons and launched manufacturing them 7% ) B rm
in Japan.

AMURN7 TARABERE BANRARA

+ 1870s: Occurrence of TSS due to the use of tampons
+ After 1990s: Dramatic improvement of sanitary products by female
athletes’ contribution.
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Free distribution of sanitary products in Japan

» Started free distribution by the local governments
—As of May 28, 2021, 255 local governments nationwide have implemented or
considered distributing free sanitary napkins at schools, etc.
—Distribute free sanitary napkins for the purpose of disaster prevention stockpiling

—Efforts to make it easy for women to get free sanitary napkins in a local
government. |
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\ You paid for beauty. /

SNS blew up
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refugees at various NGOs since then. The Plan International Japan focuses on policy advocacy
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