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This study is part of a larger project: the Free to Menstruate platform, built from the 

love and hard work of many. A heartful thank you to all the girls and women whose 

dreams and restless questions inspire us and teach us. Special thanks to Caroline Costa 

Moraes dos Santos, Giullia Jaques Caldeira, Izete Bagolin, Marina Helou, and all the 

Brazilian girls who have been navigating new waters at the legislative branch of the 

Brazilian government to ensure that every girl is free to menstruate. 

SPECIAL THANKS



Who we are

Girl Up Brasil

Girl Up Brazil is a youth-led movement that trains, inspires and connects 

girls to be leaders and activists for gender equality. As part of Girl Up 

since 2018, Girl Up Brazil has supported over 150 Clubs made up of girl 

leaders in more than 20 states, equipping them to lead hundreds of 

actions advancing equality. Their projects range from the publication 

of a feminist storybook to state-level advocacy that has resulted in new 

bills in 8 Brazilian states. Powerful and fearless, girls transform their 

communities when they have the tools to exercise their full potential.  

Because when girls rise, we all rise.

Herself

Herself is a Brazilian company that builds, by many hands, new realities for 

people who menstruate. In addition to giving new meaning to menstruation 

through technological, accessible, and safe solutions, the company has 

among its goals the fight for gender equity, menstrual dignity, and the 

appreciation of singularities. Herself Educacional allowed the creation of 

the School of Menstruation, which, based on autonomy and body positivity, 

has reached more than 1,200 girls and women, and seeks to democratize 

menstrual education. In 2020, it opened the House of Menstruation and 

started its expansion in Latin America.

https://portuguese.girlup.org/
https://herself.com.br/educacional/


No matter their background, girls have the power to transform themselves, 

their communities, and the world around them. Girl Up is a global movement 

of empowered young women leaders who defend gender equality. Through 

leadership development training, Girl Up gives girls the resources and 

platform to start a movement for social change wherever they are. For those 

who stand with us in this movement, there is no rest until we achieve equal 

rights for every girl. Because when girls rise, we all rise.

Girl Up was founded by the United Nations Foundation in 2010, and continues 

to work across a global community of partners to achieve gender equality 

worldwide.

https://portuguese.girlup.org/


Index

 7Introduction

 9Glossary 

 11A Global Challenge

20
The Way Ahead: Recommendations 
and Paths to Explore

 15Menstruation and Education

 24References



7

In May 2020, a group of girls from Girl Up Brazil’s network 
advocated for the approval of legislation to reduce  taxes 
on sanitary pads in the state of Rio de Janeiro. 

Introduction

Seeking solutions, they fearlessly went to the office of a 

state representative to present a problem and a policy 

proposal. The legislator’s team supported the idea and 

turned it into bill 2667/2020, which was approved in 

June 2020. From then on, dozens of other girls were 

inspired: they found out they can make change. 

About a month earlier, when the COVID-19 pandemic 

was starting to sweep Brazil, Girl Up girls had started 

mobilizing after finding out that, in general, sanitary 

pads are not considered essential items and were 

not being included in most of the kits distributed by 

organizations and the government to those who saw 

their income plunge. 

The girls organized fundraising campaigns in seven 

states, which allowed them to help thousands of 

women, but they soon realized that was not enough. 

They had to do what they had never imagined: to 

sit down with legislators to create public policy on 

period poverty.

The effects of the lack of access to information about 

menstruation, menstrual products, and sanitation 

infrastructure (the latter is a particularly serious 

problem in Brazil) have still been understudied. 

Entities such as the World Bank, the Inter-American 



Development Bank, the World Health 

Organization, UNICEF, UNFPA, and other 

United Nations agencies, however, have 

been seeking to draw attention to the 

negative impacts of period poverty, which 

include health issues and economic costs 

and pose an obstacle to the Sustainable 

Development Goals of the 2030 Agenda.

Part of this impact also affects girls’ 

education. This is the focus of this study, which, like many others, found evidence that 

period poverty affects girls’ school attendance from menarche. 

The legislation the girls helped to get approved in the state of Rio de Janeiro is 

expected to have an impact on the lives of thousands. In addition to impacting 

period poverty, girls know now that they can impact public policy. As a result, 

girls from several regions in Brazil have been working together and sharing 

knowledge to create a national advocacy movement, which has already spurred 

the preparation of bills in another seven states, in addition to Rio de Janeiro. 

Together, they have shared  ways to contact state representatives, researched 

tirelessly, prepared documents and met with chiefs of staff for several legislators.  

They know that menstrual hygiene and health are basic rights. And they know they 

can help turn that into reality. 

This study was only possible thanks to the activism of these girls, who raised 

awareness about the issue and inspired us by refusing to accept how things were. 

This is our contribution to their movement. We hope it helps to cast light on this 

important debate and that the data, analyses and recommendations presented in 

this study can guide new public policies to promote menstrual dignity and health. 

So that, ultimately, no obstacle stands between a girl and her potential.
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GLOSSARy1

refers to broad access to information about the menstrual cycle, encompassing 
biological, emotional, and social perspectives, and sustainability issues. Menstrual 
education should be provided to all, but it is extremely important that girls receive 
information before their first menstrual period. Through conversations free of stigmas 
and information based on evidence, menstrual education can positively impact the 
lives of people who menstruate and their communities.

Menstrual 
Education: 

the use of clean menstrual management materials to absorb or collect menstrual 
blood that can be changed in privacy and as often as needed throughout the 
menstrual period, using water and soap to wash the body as required, with access to 
safe and convenient facilities to dispose of used menstrual management materials.

1 The following definitions are a mix and adaptation of the way these terms appear in several reports and in Brazilian and foreign 
papers about the subject, especially those by UNFPA (2020) and UNICEF (2019). Other important documents used in the creation of 
these definitions have been mentioned in the course of the text and have been all referenced at the end of this report.

Menstrual hygiene 
management (MHM):

menstruation is intrinsically related to human dignity. When people do not have 
access to safe toilet facilities and safe, effective means to manage menstrual 
hygiene, they are not capable of managing their menstruation with dignity. Bullying, 
exclusion, and shame related to menstruation also compromise the principle of human 
dignity. Advocacy for menstrual dignity, therefore, aims to remove all threats to 
experiencing menstruation as a natural and healthy phenomenon.

Menstrual 
Dignity:
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girls, women, transgender people, and non-binary people menstruate. Therefore, 
they have menstrual health and hygiene needs. Although this report focuses on 
the problems faced by girls, we acknowledge that other population groups also 
menstruate.

lack of access to menstrual products, to information about menstruation, and  
to adequate facilities to manage menstrual hygiene.

People who 
menstruate:

Period  
poverty:

the first menstruation. It is part of puberty and marks not only the start of cyclical 
hormone production, which will continue until menopause, but also social and cultural 
responsibilities in the lives of girls and women.

Menarche:
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A Global 
Challenge
Every year, about 1.4 million Brazilian girls turn 13 years old.2 It is around that age 

that most of them will reach menarche (IBGE, 2013). Menopause will occur at 

around age 50 (PEDRO et al., 2003). During nearly forty years, therefore, they will 

menstruate. Currently, about 30% of Brazil’s population menstruate - or 60 million3  

girls and women. 

Menstruation can mean some extra visits to the restroom, the use of disposable and 

reusable sanitary pads, tampons, menstrual cups, menstrual underwear, or other 

chosen products, possible cramps, and other symptoms. An ordinary experience, 

right? Wrong. Throughout the world, millions of girls and women face challenges 

every menstrual cycle, which can have serious implications for their education and 

health.

Menstruation, just like sleep or the need for oxygen, is a biological fact. It marks the 

start of reproductive life and it is broadly known from the physiological perspective. 

Its relevance in the universe of human sexuality, however, presented here as the 

cultural dimension of the reproductive biological function, has pushed it into a cruel 

place. As part of a global context of historical male domination, menstruation has 

been covered in shame. All around the world, myths, taboos, and misinformation 

confine menstruation to a hiding place that drives away opportunities, punishing 

Currently, about 30% of Brazil’s 
population menstruate - or 60 
million girls and women.

2 Estimate based on the Civil Registry Statistics gathered by the IBGE, the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics (IBGE, 2005 to 
2009).
3 Estimate based on data from the Demographic Census by IBGE (IBGE, 2010).
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harder those who are already subjected to social and racial inequality. It is 

estimated that, throughout the world, at least 500 million girls and women lack 

adequate facilities for menstrual hygiene management (MHM) (WORLD BANK, 

2018). 

In the United Kingdom, nearly half of girls (48%) feel ashamed of their period (PLAN 

INTERNATIONAL UK, 2017). In India, 71% of girls are not aware of the concept of 

menstruation until menarche (DASRA, 2015). In Niger and Burkina Faso, women are 

often forbidden from praying or attending mosques during their menstrual period 

(UNICEF, 2013). In Colombia, 45% of girls do not know the origin of the menstrual 

blood and 20% consider it dirty (UNICEF, 2016). And Brazil is no exception.

The few studies that specifically focus on the Brazilian population also reveal  a 

series of myths surrounding menstruation in the country, including the ideas that 

it is not good to touch food or cook (BRÊTAS et al, 2012), or to have sex during 

menstruation (LUZ, BERNI & SELLI, 2007). And what to expect of menstrual hygiene 

management if more than 1.5 million women in Brazil face the most basic problems 

related to sanitation and live in houses with no bathrooms? (BRK AMBIENTAL, 2018)  



However,  some comfort can be found in the fact that, little by little, progress is 

being made to move discussion of menstruation from a private matter to a public 

issue with major social implications. It has even been pointed out as an obstacle to 

the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 

Although none of the 17 SDGs directly refer to menstruation, the issue is indirectly 

3.7 ”(...)universal access to sexual and reproductive health-care services(...)”

4.1 ”(...)all girls and boys complete free, equitable and quality primary and secondary 
education(...)”

4.5 “(...)eliminate gender disparities in education(...)”

4.7 “(...)all learners acquire the knowledge and skills needed to promote(...) human rights, 
gender equality(...)”

4.a “Build and upgrade education facilities that are child-, disability- and gender-
sensitive(...)”

5.1 “End all forms of discrimination against all women and girls(...)”

5.5 “Ensure women’s full and effective participation (...) in public life.”

5.6 “Ensure universal access to sexual and reproductive health.”

6.2 “(...)access to adequate and equitable sanitation and hygiene for all and end open 
defecation, paying special attention to the needs of women and girls and those in 
vulnerable situations.”

8.8 “(...)promote safe and secure working environments for all workers, including 
migrant workers, in particular women migrants(...)”

12.5 “(...) reduce waste generation(...)”

12.9. “Support developing countries to strengthen their (...) capacity to move towards 
more sustainable patterns of consumption and production.”

MENSTRUAL HYGIENE MANAGEMENT (MHM) IN THE SDGS

13

3 GOOD HEALTH 
AND WELL -BEING

4 QUALITY  
EDUCATION

5 GENDER  
EQUALITY

6 CLEAN WATER 
AND SANITATION

8 DECENT WORK AND 
ECONOMIC GROWTH

12 RESPONSIBLE 
CONSUMPTION 
AND PRODUCTION
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addressed in several Goals. SDG 4 (Quality Education) acknowledges that physical 

facilities for education need to be “gender-appropriate”, while the SDG 6 (Clean 

Water and Sanitation) stresses the importance of taking into consideration “the 

needs of women and girls.” This study is particularly interested in these two Goals, 

as well as in Gender Equality (SDG 5), but menstruation also appears as an indirect 

subject in Goals 3 (Good Health and Well-Being), 8 (Decent Work and Economic 

Growth), and 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production) (UN, 2018).

The World Health Organization (2018) and the World Bank (2018) have also been 

drawing attention to the need of addressing the matter. And, in March 2019, a 

golden statuette granted the subject its brightest moment so far: “I can’t believe a 

film about menstruation just won an Oscar,” director Rayka Zehtabchi said, crying, 

in her acceptance speech for best documentary short for her film Period, End of 

Sentence at the 2019 Oscars.

The story about a small group of Indian women who found economic empowerment 

and pride through menstruation where there was misinformation and shame 

illustrates the contrast between what menstruation is and what it can be. The 

journey from period poverty to menstrual dignity has already started and involves 

investments in basic sanitation, in menstrual education - a fundamental, yet rarely 

addressed part of sex education - and increasing access to a range of menstrual 

products and disposal facilities. In the words of documentary producer Melissa 

Berton, “a period should end a sentence, not a girl’s education.” 
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Menstruation 
and education

“The human rights to water and sanitation include the 
right of all to affordable, safe and hygienic menstruation 
materials, which should be subsidized or provided free 
of charge when necessary”

Gender equality, as well as drinking water and basic sanitation, are human rights 

included in the 2030 Agenda in SDGs 5 and 6, respectively. The relation between 

these rights was the focus of the 33rd Session of the General Assembly of the United 

Nations Human Rights Council held in 2016. A report resulting from the meeting 

showed that inadequate sanitation infrastructure affects the lives of women and 

girls more intensely than those of men, due to their leading role in housework and 

care. The report also mentions stigmatized menstruation and the pressure to drop 

out of school after menarche, and stresses that “the human rights to water and 

sanitation include the right of all to affordable, safe and hygienic menstruation 

materials, which should be subsidized or provided free of charge when necessary” 

(OHCHR, 2020, p.10). 

This chapter focuses on the two Sustainable Development Goals mentioned above 

- Gender Equality (5) and Clean Water and Sanitation (6) - adding to the analysis 

the SDG 4 (Quality Education). The connection among these three goals is essential 

to understanding the implications of period poverty for Brazilian girls. 

Although the number of studies regarding period poverty and school-age girls 

is growing, there is still a lot to explore in this field of research. In general, the 
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few existing studies are in the area of public health and seek to map issues such 

as psychosocial changes in this stage of life, especially anxiety and depression 

(RODRIGUES et al, 2011; ALENCAR GOMES et al., 2016), and school absenteeism 

linked to menstruation (SILVA et. al., 2020, LIMA et al., 2014). There are several 

reasons for absenteeism, such as cramps, headaches, and other discomforts during 

the menstrual period, as well as the lack of adequate infrastructure for menstrual 

hygiene management, including access to safe and convenient facilities to dispose 

of used menstrual management materials. It is also important to mention the high, 

sometimes prohibitive, cost of sanitary pads and other menstrual products. Pereira 

(2019) estimates a woman spends between BRL 3,000 and BRL 8,000 on menstrual 

pads throughout her life. The yearly income of the poorest 5% is BRL1,920 (IBGE, 

2020). That means a woman in this bracket would need to work up to 4 years to 

pay for her lifetime of pads. 

In addition to the impact of occasional absenteeism, other questions remain 

unanswered: what happens to the quality of presence in class when girls are in 

pain? How much can they focus on class when they are concerned about a possible 

leakage or do not have access to adequate menstrual products or disposal facilities? 

How much can a girl learn during her period while she wonders if there will be toilet 

paper or water in the sink the next time she has to change her sanitary pad? It is 

worth noting that girls often describe menarche as a negative experience, related 

to fears and anguish (BRÊTAS et al., 2012), as a sort of glimpse of the difficulties 

that will follow it. These challenges, unknown to those who do not menstruate or 

do not live with period poverty, can reduce student progress in the classroom and 

undermine the productivity, income, and future of girls who menstruate.

A woman in the poorest 5% would need to work up to  
4 years to pay for her lifetime of pads.
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In Brazilian homes, 11% of women over 80 years old do not have access to the 

general water supply network, and the number gradually increases among younger 

women, reaching 17% of girls aged up to 19 (BRK AMBIENTAL, 2018), who face 

similar challenges in school. Menarche occurs, on average, at age 13, which usually 

corresponds to the seventh or eighth grade of Primary Education. From that moment 

to the end of high school, for five or six years, girls depend on school facilities to 

manage menstrual hygiene.

Currently, there are about 7.5 million girls who menstruate in school in Brazil. Nearly 

90% attend public schools4. Are Brazilian schools prepared to accommodate girls 

who menstruate? In many cases, no. 

According to data from the National Survey of School Health (PeNSE) carried out 

by the IBGE (2015), about 3% of girls study in schools that do not have restrooms in 

working order. The percentage may seem small, but it corresponds to an estimated 

universe of 213,000 girls. Of these girls, 65% are Black (versus 54% in the total 

population) and nearly all of them attend public schools, which shows that period 

poverty overlays with racial and social inequalities.

The spatial distribution of these schools shows another symptom of inequality in 

Brazil. According to PeNSE, São Paulo and Distrito Federal, the wealthiest states in 

the country, are the only two where 100% of students have access to restrooms in 

working order. In four states the percentage of students who did not attest to the 

4 Estimate based on data from the National Survey of School Health (PeNSE) carried out by the IBGE (IBGE, 2015).
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existence of adequate facilities surpasses 10%, including Maranhão (11.2%), Pará 

(11.8%), Roraima (12.4%), and Acre (15.1%). What is it like to be a menstruating girl in 

these states? 

Schools that do not have restrooms available for use represent the most extreme 

picture of a situation that, even when less unsanitary, hurts the future promised by 

education for the population that menstruates. Even at schools that have restrooms, 

the situation is far from ideal. In those schools, 8% of girls reported a lack of toilet 

paper. About 4% of them reported there is no sink or the sink does not work, while 

37% stated that soap is not available. Once more, Black girls are the majority, 

representing more than 60% of each of the three groups5.

This outlook poses a serious obstacle to the 2030 Agenda. SDGs 4 (Quality 

Education) and 6 (Clean Water and Sanitation) include targets related to facilities 

that take into consideration gender differences and needs, tracked by progress 

indicators such as the proportion of the population using sanitation services and 

hand-washing facilities with soap and water. 

A restroom, however, is not only a location to change sanitary pads. It is also a 

5 Estimate based on data from the National Survey of School Health (PeNSE) carried out by the IBGE (IBGE, 2015).
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private space, where girls can take a break when menstruation causes pain and 

discomfort. That said, it is not surprising that one of the few studies focused on 

Brazilian girls, carried out in Pernambuco state, showed that 31% of teenage girls 

have missed days in school because of menstruation (PITANGUI et al., 2013).

From menarche on another challenge comes between girls and the full exercise 

of their rights. Menstruation - a fact of life for half of us - should be considered by 

all citizens, organizations, and governments that want to achieve Gender Equality 

(SDG 5). There are several paths to follow and many of them are already taking 

place in Brazil. The following chapter is about the winds of change.
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The Way Ahead: 
Recommendations and  
Paths to Explore

Period poverty creates a universe of unanswered questions. In this report, we looked 

into its impact on the education of girls, with special attention to Brazilian girls. But 

other populations are also affected by it and its implications include health and 

income issues. 

It is true that the issue has been attracting attention, but, at the same time, it is 

undeniable that more needs to be done about it. An ethical commitment, therefore, 

leads us to conclude this study with a brief overview of other regions of this universe, 

in an attempt to share ideas and encourage knowledge production about the 

subject. We also present recommendations, hoping that they can be adapted and 

inspire new projects and public policies.

Increase Inclusive and Intersectional Data

Data on household sanitation show that consistently, Black women face the worst 

conditions. In Brazil, 13.2% of women do not have running water on a regular basis, 

and brown and Black women are even more disproportionately affected with 17.5% 

of brown women and 15.7% of Black women lacking access (BRK AMBIENTAL, 2018). 

These figures show that it is imperative that period poverty is analyzed from a racial 

perspective. Menstrual dignity, however, is a right of all people who menstruate, 

including not only women and girls, but also transgender and non-binary people. 
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The needs of sexual minorities, who should participate in decision-making on 

menstrual hygiene management, should be better understood.

Making menstrual dignity universal also depends on solutions adapted to specific 

contexts. Therefore, homeless people deserve special attention. Menstrual 

underwear, for example, can drastically reduce waste, but need to be washed 

and dried immediately after use, which cannot happen without privacy, a shower, 

or access to running water. Disposable pads need to be bought and attached to 

underwear - an item that is not available to many girls. In prison, similar limitations 

are often experienced. Reports about the use of bread as tampons give us an idea 

of the unhealthy conditions faced by the prison population (QUEIROZ, 2015).

Advance Progressive Laws and Policies

From universal sanitation to subsidies for sanitary pads and other menstrual 

products, there is a lot that governments can do to tackle the problem. In Rio de 

Janeiro, a group of girls from the global movement Girl Up persuaded their State 

Representative Renan Ferreirinha to present a bill to reduce taxes on sanitary 

pads. The bill was approved in 2020 and ultimately increased consumers’ access 

to the products. At the federal level, a bill sponsored by Congresswoman Tabata 

Amaral proposed the free distribution of sanitary pads in public spaces, in a similar 

way to the distribution of condoms, which began in the 1990s. In São Paulo, a bill 

introduced by State Representative Marina Helou tackles the issue on several 

fronts: in addition to free distribution and tax cuts, it also calls for initiatives related 

to menstrual education, for incentives to the production of low-cost sanitary pads, 

and for the promotion of research.

Increase Access to a Range of Menstrual Hygiene Products

Regarding menstrual products, in addition to the above-mentioned period 

Reports about the use of bread as tampons give us an  
idea of the unhealthy conditions faced by the prison 
population.
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underwear, it is worth mentioning the menstrual cup. Combined with an educative 

process to ensure proper use, it has been showing promising results in several 

countries, both from the economic and environmental perspectives. In this field, 

there is plenty to explore in the areas of product design and materials engineering.  

Improve Education on Menstruation and Menstrual Hygiene Management

These and other strategies have a lot to gain when, in parallel, they are followed 

by menstrual education projects. They are of evident relevance to girls and 

women, but, by understanding that period poverty is an obstacle to the Sustainable 

Development Goals and to the consequent progress of nations, one can realize the 

importance of disseminating information to all audiences, with a special focus on 

decision-makers whether they menstruate or not. 

The 2015 National Survey of School Health examines the access of students to 

information on three subjects within the scope of sex education: the prevention 

of sexually transmitted infections (STIs), pregnancy prevention, and access to 

contraceptives. Including specific questions about access to menstrual education 

would be a critical step that we hope to be considered by IBGE researchers in 

future editions of the study.

This list of recommendations is not exhaustive, but provides key paths to explore to 

promote menstrual dignity and health in Brazil. This study acknowledges that along 

with these specific recommendations to address period poverty in Brazil, it is critical 

to elevate the issue of menstrual health management through global advocacy 

efforts, using platforms such as Generation Equality and the ICPD Programme of 

Action. There also exists an opportunity to learn from other girl-led and women-

led initiatives around the world working to advance menstrual dignity and health, 

linking to best practices and building from the existing evidence base.
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Girl Up girl leaders have been showing that through the joint effort of governments 

and civil society, multidisciplinary research, and, above all, the empathetic 

acknowledgement that bleeding every month does not have to be limiting, we will 

make progress. They are taking politics into their own hands, articulating bills state 

by state, organizing events and conversations, researching information. In their 

work for a more equal future, they are advancing the Sustainable Development 

Goals. Let us be as determined as them, so that we soon achieve menstrual dignity 

where today lies period poverty.
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