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Bleeding Free:
A Documentary Film about Period Poverty
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Associate Professor at Edinburgh Napier University
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Abstract

In this presentation Kirsten will talk about the 2021 documentary film, Bleeding Free and some
of the themes it presents in relation to period poverty. The film was produced by Kirsten and
students at Edinburgh Napier University. Its central theme is the impact period poverty can
have on the education and life chances of young women and girls.

Charting the story of 3 Scottish students who are designing period product dispensers for
their university, the film includes the development of the Scottish government’s policy of
making period products available to all women and girls “who need them.” In Scotland the film
looks at a range of approaches to raising awareness of period poverty— from a government
policy level to students and schoolgirls campaigning within their institutions. It highlights the
experiences of female footballers and how they cope with menstruation in high level sport, as
well as the everyday experiences of women and girls. In Uganda the film offers an insight into
different approaches to menstrual health education and support, from projects in schools
teaching girls how to make re-usable sanitary pads, to community facilitators and elders who
support women to set up businesses making and selling pads. A key message from the
experiences of those challenging period poverty is that any initiatives must be embedded within
communities and with the buy-in of that broader community, including men to have lasting

success and impact.
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Presentation

Thank-you for inviting me to the Institute for Gender Studies at Ochanomizu University to speak.
| am really hornoured to be invited and to have the opportunity to talk with you. Please do
contact me if you are interested in hosting screenings of the film! | will share details at the end
and with the hosts of the Website and my contact details.

| will share my slides with you now.

SLIDE 1
In this presentation | will discuss the documentary film, Bleeding Free and use it to highlight
issues relating to period poverty in the UK — specifically in Scotland and also in Uganda. | am

going to share some slides and show clips from the film. This first clip | am showing is from
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the beginning of the film.

CLIP1 : BEGINNING OF FILM: https://vimeo.com/manage/videos/574088073

SLIDE 2
Background the Film
| produced the 50-minute documentary, Bleeding Free, with students and colleagues at
Edinburgh Napier University between 2018 and 2021, launching it in May of this year. It was a
collaborative inter disciplinary production that embedded work based learning for students
with social impact aims relating to period poverty. At its heart was the collective, Bleedin Saor
made up of Design and Film & Television students and staff along with our placements
coordinator from the Student Futures team.

The Design students were tasked with designing dispensers for period products in schools
and universities and the Film & TV students to make publicity & campaigning materials and a

documentary film.

SLIDE 3

Every Student Should Have A Free Period

The impetus for this project was the Scottish Government’s initiative in 2018 to provide free
period products in schools, colleges and universities. This came midway in what was MSP
Monica Lennon’s campaign to eliminate period poverty in Scotland.

This had begun in 2016 and by the time our project started Monica Lennon had lodged a
Free Period Scotland Bill - Draft (11 August, 2017) and a consultation process was underway
with a pilot project in the city of Aberdeen.

In August 2018 the government’s commitment to free period product provision in education
included supporting communities by funding free products for charities and in all public
buildings such as libraries, community centres.

This Scottish Government initiative inspired the Napier staff and students to engage with
the broader issues of period poverty and take on a project to promote change themselves.

Period Poverty in Scotland was a hidden, unspoken and unacknowledged phenomenon until
Monica Lennon’s campaign. Period poverty affects those on low incomes who cannot afford
access to period products, as well as being part of a broader lack of access to period products
in public places (such as the workplace and education) where women and girls often need

period products.

SLIDE 4
Period Poverty Reflects & Impacts
Period poverty reflects & impacts GENDER INEQUALITY, THE LIFE CHANCES of women and
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girls, especially in EDUCATION & is a function of and perpetuates gendered STIGMA and social

shame.

SLIDE 5
Period Poverty in Scotland

In Scotland a Young Scot 2018 survey of more than 2000 young people found that:

Around a quarter (26%) of respondents in education said they had 'struggled to access
sanitary products' in the previous year.

17% said that they had at some point relied on charitable sources, such as food banks
or friends.

Nearly one in five respondents said that they had had to go without period products
because of finances,

one in 10 said they had been forced to prioritise other essential household items, such

as food, over buying sanitary wear.

SLIDE 6
Period Poverty in The UK

A survey (by Plan International UK) in 2017 of 1,000 14-21 year olds in
the UK reported that: 10% of those surveyed had been unable to afford sanitary
products, while 15% (One in seven girls) had struggled to afford sanitary wear

More than one in ten girls (12%) has had to improvise sanitary wear due to affordability
issues

Only one in five (22%) girls feel comfortable discussing their period with their teacher

| would like to draw out aspects and scenes from the film and discuss some of the broader

issues they exemplify or represent.

SLIDE 7
Impact on Education

The film seeks to emphasise the impact on education that lack of access to period products

can have — in Scotland especially through the stigma and lack of access in public places

creating gender inequality.

UK - 49 per cent of girls have missed an entire day of school because of their period,
of which 59 per cent have made up a lie or an alternate excuse

UK - 64 per cent of girls have missed a PE or sport lesson because of their period, of
which 52 per cent of girls have made up a lie or excuse

A year after the initial Scottish pilot project for free sanitary provision, ‘89% of
respondents admitted they were less worried about having their period, 64% were more

able to continue with day-to-day activities during their period, and 25% said having
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access to products has improved their mental health and wellbeing.
SLIDE 8
Uganda-Education
In Uganda the testimony of menstrual educators and community members reveals the lived
experience of the stark drop off for girls in education attendance when they begin menstruation.
The challenges faced by girls with lack of access to products, to toilet facilities, and to the
dignity to manage their periods, means many miss school and their life chances are
significantly impaired.
e In Uganda, only 22 per cent of girls are enrolled in secondary schools compared with
91 per cent in primary schools, with those living in rural areas being the least likely
group to go to school. Researchers believe that the cost of hygiene products and the

difficulties in managing periods play a key role in keeping girls out of school.

SLIDE 9
The Importance of Policy to Affect Change
The film demonstrates the importance of policy to affect change. It loosely charts Monica
Lennon’s campaign, opening with her 2018 Proposal in the Scottish parliament where she
asserts that, “sanitary products are a necessity, not a luxury.” Scotland is the first nation in
the world to guarantee this access to menstrual products, costing an estimated £8.7 million
per annum.

In Uganda, Monica Nyiraguhabwa calls on governments around the world to commit to free

sanitary provision as the best way to ensure equality and change.

SLIDE 10
Knowledge
The film highlights how a lack of knowledge combined with the impact of social stigma can
create barriers to accessing menstrual products and how our young girls want to be armed with
that knowledge. The film draws on the experiences of Napier students and Glasgow schoolgirls
who recount their first experiences of getting their periods and the lack of knowledge they had
when menstruation began. UK data has shown that:
e Onein seven (14 per cent) girls admitted that they did not know what was happening
when they started their period and more than a quarter (26 per cent) reporting that they
did not know what to do when they started their period
This lack of knowledge was further reflected in Uganda where menstrual health educators and
schoolgirls in Kampala tell us stories of girls and even their families not knowing what is
happening when girls begin menstruation.
We also witness however the confidence and assurance of girls who are supported by their

families and schools.
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SLIDE 11
Campaigning & Menstrual Health Education — the film reflects a growing movement of

menstrual health awareness, campaigning, education and policy change.

The students at Napier organise the Bloody Big Brunches that raise awareness of
period poverty to their peers and with the aim of de-stigmatising menstruation.

The schoolgirls at St. Mungo’s School in Glasgow run a campaign at their school and
educate their classmates;

period activist Victoria Heaney speaks about her research and campaigning

and social enterprises such as Hey Girls, produce period products and deliver education

programmes.

SLIDE 12
Education & Social Enterprise

In Uganda we see different approaches to menstrual health education.

Monica Nyiraguhabwa of Girl Up empowers girls through confidence building
programmes, she educates communities, including men and boys and teaches skills for
girls to make their own pads.

At lIrise International, they work with schools and community groups to deliver
menstrual education and support;

Public Health ambassadors Uganda is youth led, taking menstrual and public health
messages directly into schools;

Days for Girls train people in period pad production as well as initiating social

enterprises through community trainers.

The film shows a range of approaches and aims to encourage audiences to feel confident

in talking about periods, making a change in their lives and supporting others. It was important

as well to represent the innovative work being done in Uganda and how initiatives there can

set examples for the rest of the world.

FILM CLIP 2 Campaigns & Social Enterprises:

This clip shows the Napier students campaigning and raising awareness of period poverty; and

in Uganda a woman who runs a social enterprise making re-usable sanitary pads and other

goods.

https://vimeo.com/manage/videos/574369591
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SLIDE 13

Stigma and Shame

The film highlights the stigma and shame surrounding menstruation in both Scotland and

Uganda. Combatting stigma was an aim of Monica Lennon’s bill.

Research in the UK demonstrated the stigma still surrounding periods and access to products
» Nearly half (48 per cent) of girls aged 14-21 in the UK are embarrassed by their periods
= 71% of 14-21 year olds felt embarrassed buying period products
Laws (1990) has framed as “menstrual etiquette” the rules and behaviors for women and

girls which are centred around the premise that all evidence of menstruation must be hidden.

This entails a lot of work - women and girls must conceal both blood and the products used

for this concealment. And all the while ensuring menstruation is not mentioned. These

practices are, for Laws, “both a product and reinforcement of gender hierarchies.”

Moffat and Pickering (2019) have discussed the real impacts of the stigma and taboo of

menstruation and managing this menstrual etiquette as a ‘double burden.” They highlight how

this intersects with technology and is reinforced institutionally - when technologies such as
sanitary bins or product dispensers are absent or out of order, women and girls experience this

‘second burden” of having to maintain the invisibility without the support of ‘social

infrastructure.’

SLIDE 14

Challenging Stigma

The Hibernian footballers exemplify this challenge with their experiences of a lack of sanitary
facilities at the football club which lacks provision for women players.

In the film, the Napier students produce accessible dispensers with free for all period products
(provided as a result of policy at Government level) - a positive response to tackling this burden.
The students and schoolgirls’ campaigns are public, visible in their institutions and further
communicated on social media.

Molly from Hey Girls challenges the shame in her education sessions in schools, as does Agnes

Akullo from /Irise International.

SLIDE 15

Men & Boys

And crucially, challenging stigma includes bringing men, boys and communities into the
conversation. Several of our contributors make this point, and it is crucial for the schoolgirls in
Glasgow as it is in Uganda for Monica of Girl Up, who states, that there is no point in just
empowering the girls if the boys and wider community resent them or do not support their
access to products. With humour the film also shows how our men lack knowledge, not the

will to understand menstruation.
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FILM CLIP3: MEN & BOYS: https://vimeo.com/manage/videos/574364472

This clip shows some of the Napier male students talk about periods, followed by the pupils at

the high school and their efforts to include the boys in their campaign.

SLIDE 16

Conclusion

Free products not only help to end period poverty, they promote equality. The key message
from our film, from the title to the examples and lived experiences of women and girls in
Scotland and Uganda is that period products should be free for all. Menstruation is not
something shameful or that need be hidden and where it is we perpetuate a lack of access, life
chances and inequality. Individuals and groups can do something about this —change is

possible and policy makers need to be involved to support and facilitate this change.

SLIDE 17
Thank-you.
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Back to Un-SHARE SCREEN

k.macleod2@napier.ac.uk

Bleeding Free: https://bleedingfree.wordpress.com

Hey Girls: https://www.heygirls.co.uk

Days for Girls: https://www.daysforgirls.org

Girl Up: https://www.girlupuganda.org

Irise International: https://www.irise.org.uk/east-africa-work/
Public Health Ambassadors Uganda: https://phauganda.org
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Presentation Slides

Slide 1
Edinburgh Napie»
UNIVERSITY
[
A Documentary Film About Period Poverty
Dir. Kirsten MacLeod, Associate Professor Creative Media Practice
Edinburgh Mapier University
Slide 2

BLEEDIN® SAOCR.

A Bloody Big Project
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MONIC
SP FOR CENT

FARTDEEN WS TERRREAE ‘
TELNRETT,
F 32 H B BRI |

Edinburgh Napie W

UNIVERSITY

Every student ¢

should have
a free period.
Help yourself!

&=

‘ MONIC/AgltB

MSP.FOR GENTRAL SCWP

Edinburgh Napier‘
UNIVERSITY

Edinburgh Nap@»

Every student ¢
should have
a free period.

Help yourself!
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Slide 4

Edinburgh Napierv
UNIVERSITY

THEHOERO REEFE

s U —TEH

o LTMWEDLLEIEEOANEDHE
SFIZHBIZBLT)

o UIUA—DRATqITEMRE
PIHZELT D LWL ZEEL T
BEL.. TN E ittt 3.

Edinburgh Napierv
UNIVERSITY

Period poverty reflects &

impacts

« GENDER INEQUALITY,

« THE LIFE CHANCES of
women and girls, especially
in EDUCATION

« ltis a function of and
perpetuates gendered
STIGMA and social shame.
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Slide 5

Edinburgh N.-:pier‘b

UNIVERSITY

AavkoURIZEITAEEOER
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W TE D A S TR R A Y EERIS AR
T Lo,
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Edinburgh Napier‘

UNIVERSITY

Period Poverty in Scotland

In Scotland a 2018 (Young Scot) survey of more than 2000
young people found that:

= Around a quarter (26%) of respondents in education said
they had 'struggled to access sanitary products' in the
previous year.

* 17% said that they had at some point relied on charitable
sources, such as food banks or friends.

= Nearly one in five respondents said that they had had to
go without period products because of finances.

25



H—RAT42+Iy~0O—FK Kirsten MacLeod,
FEOEBRET—ICLI=RF A4 —E “Bleeding Free” h' i
Bleeding Free: A Documentary Film about Period Poverty

Slide 6

Edinburgh Napie’

UNIVERSITY

REIZBITA2EEDER

 EET017EICERIN-14BEI 21BN T F1000 A&
WRELEFABETIE. RO LSGEIEAHEEINT-,

AEWNEOEXFDI0BAEEARZESREMNLGL, 51T,
15% (F97 9 D1) BNEIBL 3 —YEBSRENGL BEFHLT
L\T:o

s ZFDI0AIZTALLE (12%) AN, BFNGEET, £ 18
a—YEBIZEbhE TTEEELRFNIELS LGS T-,

» HENEAERBICDODWTEIDLTEEHERL TS L FIE., =2
T=MD557 M1 (22%) LLNViEho71=,

Edinburgh Napi:—!;'

UNIVERSITY

Period Poverty in the UK

' A survey ( by Plan Intermational UK) in 2017 of 1,000 14-21
vearolds in the UK reported that: 10% of those surveved had
been unable to afford sanitary products, while 15% (one in
seven girls) had strugszled to afford sanitary wear

» bore than one in ten givls (12%) has had to improvise sanitary
wear due to affordability issues

*Only one in five (22%) girls feel comfortable discussing their
period with their teacher
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Edinburgh N.—:pi:—!r‘

UNIVERSITY

HEIZBTAHZE
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rgo (FOHEME2%h, HFF DLW, SLEREL TiRATL

2 Ouh SN TRIIOBETEIEARTIEHT L EE /0 27k
TiTolo BE, gD FOEENFEO ST LGELGCTED
LT = Tz,

=54 %AV FIBEAE oD H BEV RN S (SR TE2 L2027
=TI,

s FLTo5%N, FEARTEAFTELLII0-TCET, AR
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Edinburgh N.—ine;v

UNIVERSITY

IMPACT ON EDUCATION

B K - 49 per cent of girls have missed an entire day of school
because of their pariod

=K - 64 per cent of girls have missed a PE or sport lesson
because of their period (of which 52 per cent of girls have made
up a lie or excuse)

= A oyegr aﬁe‘r the initial Scottish pilot project for free sanitary
provision, 29% of respondents admitted they were less worried
shout having their period,

- FA% ware more able to continue with dav—to—-day activities
during their period,

® - 2% said having access to products has improved their mental
health and wellbeing.
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Slide 8

Edinburgh Napierv

UNIVERSITY

YHUE - BE
DAVITIE, BFDI%IE/N
FRICESODTWNADIZ, FERIZ 2
(£22% LM E->TLVEWL, HET
BT ERFIELIL., EKIZERIC
ToTWVEWERTH S,

HEICEAE BERAGODIARMNEEDEEDHLIN. &
FrbZFRITITTREVNKIICT EEELGERICGEo TV,

Edinburgh Napierv
UNIVERSITY

Uganda - Education

In Uganda, only 22% of girls are
enrolled in secondary schools
compared with 91% in primary
schools. Girls living in rural areas
are the least likely groupto go to
school. ‘

Research shows the costof hygiene products and the
difficulties in managing periods play a key role in keeping
girls out of school.

28




Slide 9

IGS Ao 54 VEE I — (£ FEEE)
2021478168 (%) B
HSIEOERE Period Poverty

Edinburgh Napierv
UNIVERSITY

THE IMPORTANCE OF POLICY TO AFFECT CHANGE
EEERI-ODOBENEENS

EEAREDERARGLD
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(BE=h-L/2,2018%)

Edinburgh Napierv
UNIVERSITY

THE IMPORTANCE OF POLICY TOAFFECTCHANGE
ZAE{RI OO BERO BEM

“ sanitary products area
ecessity, not a fux
Monica Lennon, 2018

TR AT des
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Slide 10

Edinburgh Napi v

NIVERSITY
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Edinburgh Napier .

UNIVERSITY

KNOWLEDGE

UK — One in seven (14 %) girls
admitted that they did not
know what was happening
when they started their

period.

UK — More than a quarter (26
%) did not know what to do
when they started their
period.
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Slide 11
CAMPAIGNING & MENSTRUAL HEALTH  tnuoione®
EDUCATION F+R_R—2 ¢ ARBERE
DY
BIC BRUNCH.
Slide 12

Education & Social Enterprise Ednth Napen WP

HHEHREE
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Slide 13

Edinburgh N.—:pie;v

UNIVERSITY

AT 4T T EERID
s EEO 4TS EO L FOS LT 4 hY, £
LoTIT AL BLEL T,

AR D2 RO ZFOT MDY, EEHAnr B0l s T
Ly BT,

BRI R (EE1990)
D EIR ST S —E IT I T DR T (EER1990)
» | TEFDEE (Moffat and Pickering 2019)

Edinburgh N.—:pi:-u‘

UNIVERSITY

STIGMA AND SHAME

2 MNearly half (48%) of girls aged 14-21 in the UK are
embarrassed by their periods

2 i1% of 14-21 vear olds felt embarrassed buving period
products

» “menstrual etiquette” (Laws,1990)

» “ both a product and reiforcement of gender hierarchies”
(Laws,1990)

v double burdery (Moffat and Pickering, 2019)
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Slide 14
Edinbu.rgf:\. P:lg?le:v
Challenging stigma X714 <v~D ki
A g v ;!
L) &
= & '
LIA ”TV%ZED’IE & L‘EAH ES
MIBERNIAN WOMEN FC Y" ‘7 ,
Slide 15

Edinburgh Napier .

UNIVERSITY

Men & Boys B ELUBF
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Slide 16
Edinbufthapier‘
5 UNIVERSITY
Bleeding Free
https://bleedingfree.wordpress.com
Hey Girls: https:/'www.heyairls.co.uk .ﬁ P
Days for Girls: htt ww.daysforgirls.org Pa— y &)
Girl Up: hitps:/iwww.girlupuganda.org i}- -
Irise International: https:/fiwww.irise. org.uk/east-africa-work/
PublicHealth AmbassadorsUganda: hitps://phauganda.crg ]
Slide 17

Edinburgh Napier‘

UNIVERSITY

Thank you!
CHEBEHYNESITETNELE,

k.macleod2@napier.ac.uk
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Kirsten MacLeod, Ph.D.
Profile

Kirsten MacLeod is Associate Professor in Film & Television at Edinburgh Napier University,
where she is Programme Leader for BA (Hons) Television. She has a background in Visual
Anthropology, broadcast television and community media production. Her research interests
include community, participatory and alternative media, social impact filmmaking, gender and
local knowledge. She leads on the AHRC/GCRF funded project, Pacific Community Filmmaking
and Gender, Impact and Public Engagement (2021-22) and is a Co-1 on ESRC funded project,
Investigating The Use Of Temporary Accommodation To House Asylum Seekers And Refugees
During The COVID-19 Outbreak, employing digital methods and filmmaking outputs. She is the
Executive Producer and Edit Producer of Bleeding Free (2021), a documentary on menstrual
health education and access to period products, made with students and colleagues at

Edinburgh Napier University.
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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.
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Background of Survey on Period Poverty

1. From around 2010, the issue of “child Child Poverty in Japan
poverty” has been focuszed in the society, and "
it haz been paid attention to how child poverty 15;3‘~
affectz children and adolescents in their daily i SNCPRe j._i-;‘::f._ 1;.;: \-__
lives (refraining ap between rich and poor f._-*""""ﬁ--ﬂ 13.7% 13.9% 1;_.5._
students on u:ampus}l 1 m‘@ 12.1%

2. Wormen' s poverty and social neglect

® Hizh poverty rate of divorced (or bereaved)
wornen in the working generation, single
mother houzeholds and unmarried female

elderly. FopkREARE )
hig s aa nipran - ursti nanp’ shet'prjociod's rin g o bk pave iy

® Ihcreazed divorce rate, lifetime non married
rate, and poverty rate of the elderly.

® Low income of women and there is a

1 '
tendency of women” & worker exclusion
from regular emploviment.
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Heian era : It was described in Ishinfid which is the oldest
medical textbook in Japan that menstruation was polluting

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.

1872: The Meiji government made explicit steps to erase
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 A/MVE), and in the custom of preparing their own
food using & separate cooking fire and eating separately
from their family during menstruation.

“Taboo” related to menstruation in Japan
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Views of Menstruation from the Meiji Period 40
(Tananak 2019) o= =
TR N
+ Menstruation featured in women's magazines, and women were " b vy
encouraged to use napkins after the Taisho era. i 2o .
+ Usage of napkins was restricted due to supply restrictions on cotton 1 2=
wool during and after the WWIL. !
+ 1961: Anne napkin went on sale. (40 years after the launch of
napkin sale by Cortex in the United States ) W
+ 18963 Taisei Kako Co. Ltd.(Mow Unicharm Co.) began manufacturing
na pkmE“ -ﬂ FE
+ 1968: Started to import tampons and launched manufacturing them ”f:[‘ o m

in Japan.

+ 1970s: 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, |

7

.

SNS blew up
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[ International IGS Seminar]

Period Poverty
@®Date/Time: July 16,2021 17:00-19:00 (JST)/09:00-11:00 (GST)
@ Venue: Online (Zoom Webiner)

@Presenter Kirsten MacLeod, Ph.D. (Associate Professor at Edinburgh Napier University)
“Bleeding Free: A Documentary Film About Period Poverty”

@Presenter Miki Nagashima, Ph.D. (Researcher at Plan International, Japan)
“Gender Issues in Japan as Seen through Menstruation:

The Challenges Posted by Lost Opportunities and Stigma”
@Moderator Yukari Semba, Ph.D. (Project Lecturer, IGS, Ochanomizu University)
@ Language Japanese/English (Consecutive interpreting)

@Number of Attendatees 154

In November 2020, the IGS seminar on the theme of “Menstruation Education and Lifelong Health of
Women” was held online and it received varying feedback from participants. We realized that we need more
opportunities to discuss on the issues related to menstruation, which is a familiar physiological phenomenon
for women and also part of their health. Amid the COVID-19 pandemic, the media has been recently paying
attention to women who have lost their jobs. In addition, it has been reported that there are young women
who face difficulty in obtaining sanitary napkins due to financial reasons. Therefore, we organized the IGS
seminar to discuss on the issue of "Period Poverty," and invited Dr. Kirsten MacLeod and Dr. Miki Nagashima.

Dr. MacLeod began making a documentary film on the theme of period poverty with her students and
colleagues from Edinburgh Napier University in 2018, and the completed film Bleeding Free was premiered
one month before the seminar in the UK. She introduced a part of the movie and presented how period poverty
affects the education and life opportunities of young women and girls. In Scotland, the “Period Products
(Free Provision) (Scotland) Act 2021 was enacted in November 2020 and has been in power since January

2021. A policy has been framed by the Scottish government wherein it makes sanitary products available to
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all Scottish women and girls “who need them,” especially in educational institutions and public places. The
film started by showcasing the story of Scottish students who were designing period-product dispensers for
their university. The film covered a variety of approaches, such as raising awareness about period poverty,
government policy levels, and students and female students campaigning within their educational institutions.
The film also features activities in Uganda, with in-school projects that teach girls how to make reusable
sanitary napkins and show community facilitators and senior citizens the ways to support women to make
sanitary pads. Dr. MacLeod introduced various approaches, such as activities leading to the start-up of the
manufacturing and selling business, and providing support for health education related to menstruation. She
believed that these activities need to involve men in order to get the support of the wider community for long-
lasting success and influence.

The next speaker, Dr. Miki Nakajima, presented the current situation and issues of period poverty along
with young women’s loss of opportunities in Japan. The findings were based on the results of the "Awareness
Survey on Menstruation of Japanese Youth Women" which was conducted by Plan International, Japan in
March 2021. Dr. Nakajima first explained the historical background of how menstruation has been regarded
as a taboo in Japanese culture for a long time, and then presented the survey results. She and her colleagues
surveyed 2,000 women aged 15 to 24 years about menstruation and their daily life related to it. From the

survey, they found that 3 out of 10 women had experienced inability to buy or hesitation to buy sanitary

nmn nmn

napkins for the 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 the purchase/consumption of entertainment,
transportation, and beauty care. In addition, 1 out of 2 women suffered from menstrual cramps, and 3 out of
10 experienced missing out on several good opportunities because of arriving late, leaving early or being
absent from school, club activities, or the workplace due to menstruation. Most of the subjects were taught
treatment methods by their mother upon having their first period, and most of them answered that the person
they would consult, if needed, was also their mother. Based on the survey results, Dr. Nakajima reiterated
that many young women are losing important opportunities due to the influence of menstruation. She also
mentioned the importance of speaking openly in public, visualizing the problem instead of hiding the stigma
behind menstruation, and the need for sex education at school.

Many people, including men, participated in the seminar and we received a lot of feedback and

questions. It showed us the high level of interest in the issue.

Report by Yukari Semba

Project Lecturer, IGS, Ochanomizu University
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