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Abstract:

Period poverty remains a critical global public health and human rights concern affecting millions of
menstruating women and girls. Limited access to menstrual products, safe sanitation, clean water, and
accurate information undermines dignity, health, education, and workforce participation, and impedes
progress toward the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDG 5 and SDG 6). This study
systematically reviews existing literature to examine the prevalence, contributing factors, health and
workforce impacts, and mitigation strategies related to period poverty, with particular attention to its
implications for female employees. A systematic literature review was conducted following the PRISMA
guidelines. A structured keyword search was performed across PubMed, Web of Science, Scopus, and
EBSCOhost. From 518 identified records, 32 peer-reviewed studies met the inclusion criteria. Data were
thematically analysed to identify recurring patterns and evidence-based insights. The review confirms
that period poverty is driven by socioeconomic inequality, cultural stigma, educational gaps, and
institutional policy deficiencies. Evidence indicates significant associations with increased absenteeism,
reduced productivity, and heightened risks of depression and anxiety among women experiencing
inadequate menstrual support. Menstrual disorders further compound workforce losses. While short-
term interventions such as product distribution improve attendance and well-being, sustainable progress
requires integrated approaches, including WASH infrastructure improvements, gender-sensitive
healthcare training, policy reform, and stigma reduction initiatives. Addressing structural inequalities is
essential to enhance women’s health, economic participation, and gender equity globally. Organisations
are encouraged to establish workplace menstrual health policies that include free access to sanitary
products, private sanitation facilities, flexible sick leave policies, and awareness initiatives. Integrating
menstrual health into occupational health strategies can improve employee well-being, productivity, and

promote gender equity aligned with Sustainable Development Goals 5 and 6.
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Introduction

Every day, approximately 800 million women and young girls of reproductive age worldwide experience
menstruation. However, a significant number of them lack access to clean water, safe and private
sanitation facilities, appropriate hygiene products, or the necessary resources to manage their periods
with dignity (Bwalya, Mwansa, Amanzi, Ngongola, and Meki-Kombe, 2025; Worldbank,2020). The
absence of these necessities not only disrupts daily life but also infringes upon fundamental human
rights, impedes opportunities for education and employment, and exacerbates gender inequality. Proper
menstruation management requires access to clean, absorbent materials and safe, private, and
respectful environments for their use (Rossouw and Ross, 2021). When these needs are unmet, it
contributes to what is commonly referred to as period poverty a multifaceted issue influenced by
economic, social, cultural, and political factors (de Paula, Monteiro, de Oliveira Ruela, de Jesus Silva,
2025). Within the context of the preceding discussion, The significance of this study lies in its
comprehensive examination of the concept of period poverty and its impact on women, girls, and the
female workforce. The findings are intended to serve as a valuable resource for managers and
policymakers in developing strategies to address and mitigate the effects of period poverty on these
groups. Additionally, the results contributes to the growing academic body of knowledge on period

poverty and provide a foundation for future research and scholarly inquiry on this important issue.
Literature Review

Definition of Period Poverty

Period poverty refers to the limited access to essential resources such as menstrual products, adequate
sanitation facilities, and accurate information about menstruation (Gongalves et al., 2023; Rocha et al.,
2022). Khofi (2024) also highlights that it encompasses difficulties in obtaining menstrual products,
proper hygiene infrastructure, waste management, and educational resources. Furthermore, Singh et
al. (2020) highlight that period poverty defined as the lack of access to menstrual products, clean
sanitation facilities, and accurate information is a significant issue impacting many individuals globally.
This issue affects millions worldwide and can result in various physical, mental, and emotional
challenges. Recognised as a multifaceted concern, period poverty is often underrepresented in public
health discourse (Jaafar, Ismail, & Azzeri, 2023). It also intersects with socio-economic factors (Michel,
Mettler, Schénenberger, & Gunz, 2022). As aligned to SDG5 (Achieve gender equality and empower all
women and girls) and SDG6 (Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation
for all). Period poverty can view through the lens of a global issue, as it impacts women across both
developed and developing nations and is frequently exacerbated by social inequalities (Rocha et al.,
2022).
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Factors Contributing to Period Poverty

Period poverty constitutes a multifaceted public health and human rights concern that restricts access
to menstrual hygiene products, education, and suitable facilities. It profoundly impacts the health, well-
being, educational attainment, and economic engagement of individuals who menstruate, especially
within socio-economically disadvantaged populations. Contributing factors encompass socio-economic
challenges, including income inequality, which impede numerous individuals from affording essential
products and may result in reliance on unsafe alternatives or the prolonged use of limited supplies, as
highlighted by Mann and Byrne (2023) and Opeyemi et al. (2022). Educational barriers also significantly
contribute to the issue, as limited instruction on menstrual hygiene in resource-constrained schools
impedes effective management and sustains cycles of inequality (Andersh et al., 2021). Cultural and
social stigmas further complicate matters; societal taboos, norms, and shame associated with
menstruation restrict open discussion, hinder help-seeking behaviors, and limit access to necessary
products. These factors intersect with broader gender inequalities that constrain full participation in
educational and employment opportunities (Mann & Byrne, 2023; Paula et al., 2025). Institutional
shortcomings, such as policy gaps including the absence of supportive legislation, free provision of
menstrual products, and accessible healthcare services for menstrual-related needs further exacerbate
these challenges (Andersh et al., 2021; Mann & Byrne, 2023). Although the distribution of menstrual
products is essential for immediate relief and enhancing health and educational outcomes, sustainable
advancement necessitates addressing systemic issues, such as poverty and gender inequality, rather

than solely focusing on the availability of products.
Effects of Period Poverty on Female Workforce

Period poverty markedly affects the performance of female employees in the workplace, influencing their
physical health, mental well-being, and behaviour. Nevertheless, research specifically addressing the
manifestation of this issue within occupational settings remains limited. Recent studies have identified
several significant effects. A qualitative study conducted in 2023 with seven participants by Arpita Sinha
et al. (2023) revealed that the management of menstruation, societal attitudes towards it, and
absenteeism attributed to menstrual episodes considerably impact the productivity of female workers.
Additionally, a survey involving 395 female employees, conducted by Asma Al-Harbi et al. (2020), found
that 95% of respondents experienced a reduction in physical activity during their periods, 67% reported
back pain, and 47% experienced feelings of depression. In terms of mental health, research by Cardoso
et al. (2021), involving 471 college women, indicated that individuals experiencing period poverty were
2.34 times more likely to report moderate to severe depression. Moreover, a study cited by Michel et al.
(2022) observed that women in Bangladesh missed approximately six workdays per month during

menstruation, with access to menstrual products correlating with a reduction in absenteeism. Women
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engaged in employment who lack access to adequate menstrual products frequently encounter issues
such as leakage, which can cause discomfort and public embarrassment. These challenges may lead
to extended school absences among girls and women due to fear and shame associated with menstrual
leaks, thereby adversely affecting their educational progress. In Ethiopia, approximately 10% of girls
either discontinue their education or miss classes during their menstrual periods owing to the

unavailability of appropriate products and access to hygienic facilities (Tegegne & Sisay, 2014).

Research indicates that female employees lacking access to adequate menstrual care are at an
increased risk of experiencing depression and anxiety. According to Gouvernet et al. (2022), young
women aged 18 to 24 in North America experiencing period poverty are more than twice as likely to
exhibit symptoms of depression compared to those with sufficient resources. This underscores a
significant association between access to menstrual health resources and mental well-being. Enhancing
access to essential menstrual supplies may serve as an effective intervention to ameliorate feelings of
depression and anxiety among affected women. Considering the ongoing discourse, period poverty and
menstrual disorders substantially diminish female participation in the workforce, primarily through
increased absenteeism and decreased productivity. A systematic review of 37 studies involving 72,567
working women revealed consistent adverse effects (Alemu et al., 2025). Women experiencing
moderate to severe premenstrual syndrome exhibited reduced workforce engagement, with odds ratios
ranging from 2.4 to 5.2 for absenteeism and from 3.1 to 6.0 for impaired productivity across 15 studies.
Additionally, women suffering from menstrual pain demonstrated odds ratios between 1.9 and 12.1 for
absenteeism and between 1.3 and 3.9 for diminished work performance, based on 14 studies. Heavy
menstrual bleeding was associated with odds ratios of 1.4 to 2.2 for decreased productivity and 2.8 to

8.9 for reduced work performance.
Strategies to Mitigate the Effect of Period Poverty on Female Employees

Menstrual health constitutes a fundamental aspect of the overall well-being of women. Limited access
to sanitary products often leads to the utilization of unsafe alternatives, which may elevate the risk of
infections such as urinary tract infections and reproductive health complications (Hennegan & Sol,
2020). Insufficient management of menstrual hygiene can also result in serious health challenges and
adversely affect mental health, including increased stress and anxiety, frequently compounded by
experiences of shame and stigma (Cardoso et al., 2021). Evidence suggests that promoting effective
menstrual hygiene practices is crucial for preventing health issues and supporting the well-being of
women and girls (Sommer et al., 2021). Ensuring access to sanitary products alongside comprehensive
education on menstrual health can substantially enhance health outcomes and improve quality of life.
In alignment with this discourse, an increasing number of stakeholders are collaborating to address
menstrual poverty, supported by the implementation of enhanced policies and initiatives aimed at

improving menstrual hygiene management. Furthermore, infrastructure development plays a vital role;
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access to clean water, private sanitation facilities, and efficient waste management systems are
essential for proper menstrual management (Willetts, MacArthur, & Carrard, 2023). In India, the Swachh
Bharat Mission has made significant progress in expanding sanitation infrastructure (Muniyapillai,
Kulothungan, Vignesh, Dharmaraj, & George, 2022). However, targeted efforts remain necessary to
ensure these improvements adequately address the specific needs of women and girls who menstruate.
Insufficient infrastructure not only obstructs menstrual health but also heightens the risk of related health
issues, including urinary tract infections and other diseases linked to inadequate sanitation (Yaliwal et
al., 2020).

It is essential to improve the training of health professionals concerning menstrual health, menstrual
disorders, and gender-sensitive approaches that address the needs of all individuals who menstruate,
including girls, women, persons with disabilities, transgender individuals, and non-binary persons.
Healthcare systems must recognize menstruation as a vital indicator of health and well-being, as well
as an important measure of population health (Babbar and Sivakami, 2023). Educational initiatives are
crucial for combating period poverty and transforming societal perceptions related to menstruation.
Organisations such as WaterAid actively engage in community outreach efforts to raise awareness and
provide education on menstrual management. In Nepal, WaterAid implements comprehensive programs
that distribute menstrual products, provide instruction on their appropriate use, and deliver reproductive
health education. These initiatives have led to improved hygiene practices and a decrease in school
absenteeism among female students (WaterAid, 2009). Addressing period poverty is imperative and can
be effectively aligned with sustainable development goals, notably Goal 5, which advocates for gender
equality and the empowerment of women and girls, and Goal 6, which seeks to ensure access to clean

water and adequate sanitation for all.

Period Poverty Also Critically Intersects with SDG 5: Achieve gender equality and empower all women

and girls

Menstruation-related stigma and cultural taboos perpetuate ongoing gender inequalities by limiting
women's and girls' participation in various societal domains. In numerous communities, menstruating
women and girls are frequently regarded as unclean, resulting in social exclusion and discriminatory
practices (Amatya, Ghimire, Callahan, Baral, and Poudel, 2018). Addressing period poverty
necessitates a comprehensive strategy that transcends the mere distribution of menstrual products,
encompassing initiatives aimed at challenging and transforming negative perceptions and beliefs
associated with menstruation. Educational programs focused on menstrual health and the mitigation of
stigma can substantially advance gender equality by empowering women and girls to participate

confidently in educational, occupational, and community activities free from stigma.

SDG 6 Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all
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Access to clean water and adequate sanitation is fundamental for the effective management of
menstrual hygiene. Numerous women and girls encounter difficulties in accessing safe water, private
toilet facilities, and appropriate waste disposal systems, which can impede their capacity to maintain
hygienic practices during menstruation in a manner that is both safe and respectful (Majeed, Sharma,
Ajmera, and Dalal, 2022). The absence of these facilities frequently causes girls to miss educational
opportunities and women to withdraw from the workforce, thereby underscoring the necessity of
integrating menstrual hygiene management within water, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH) initiatives
(Hennegan and Sol, 2020). Enhancing WASH infrastructure in educational institutions, workplaces, and
public venues by ensuring the availability of clean water, private hygiene amenities, and effective waste
management systems is vital for safeguarding the health and dignity of all individuals who menstruate
(Sommer et al., 2021).

Methods and Data

Research Design

This review follows a systematic literature review, a research methodology that involves systematically
collecting, identifying, and critically analysing existing scholarly works such as articles, conference
papers, books, and dissertations through a structured process (Pati and Lorusso, 2017). It serves as a
valuable tool for researchers to remain informed about the most current developments and findings in a
specific area of study (Kitchenham and Charters, 2007). The PRISMA guideline aided the systematic

lierature review.
Data Search

In conducting the systematic literature review, a keyword-based search using that following Period
Poverty, Menstrual Health Management, 2 Female Workforce Participation, Gender Inequality and
Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene was performed using reputable academic databases, including PubMed,
Web of Science, Scopus, and EBSCOhost. In addition, Boolean operators such as AND and OR were

also incorporated into the search strategy.
Inclusion Criteria

Regarding the inclusion criteria, only peer-reviewed journal articles that demonstrate a well-informed
research process were included. Additionally, relevant journal papers aligned with the research topic

were also considered for inclusion.
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Exclusion Criteria

Regarding the exclusion criteria, journal articles that were not relevant to the research topic, lacked peer

review, or did not demonstrate a comprehensive research process were excluded.

Data Analysis

For this study, data were collected and thematically analysed to identify key themes and issues related
to period poverty, with a focus on its effect on female employee, including women and girls in general.

Additionally, the study includes recommendations for mitigating these effects.
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Figure 1: PRISMA flow diagram
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Results and Discussion

The systematic literature review identified 31 studies from an initial pool of 519 reports, conducted in
accordance with PRISMA guidelines (Page, 2021). These studies collectively underscore period poverty
as an ongoing global concern impacting menstrual health, socioeconomic equity, and human rights. Key
findings are organized thematically below, drawing from peer-reviewed articles that satisfied the

inclusion criteria by demonstrating rigorous research aligned with the topic.
Prevalence and Definition of Period Poverty

Findings indicate that approximately one-third of the 800 million menstruating women and girls
worldwide experience period poverty, primarily due to limited access to clean water, sanitation facilities,
hygiene products, and education (Bwalya, Mwansa, Amanzi, Ngongola, & Meki-Kombe, 2025;
Worldbank,2020). Researchers such as Gongalves et al. (2023) and Rocha et al. (2022) define period
poverty as restricted access to menstrual products, sanitation infrastructure, and accurate information,
emphasizing its complex nature. Khofi (2024) broadens this definition to include challenges related to
waste management and educational resources. Singh et al. (2020) highlight its global impact on
physical, mental, and emotional well-being. Jaafar, Ismail, & Azzeri (2023) note that the issue remains
underrepresented in public health discourse, while Michel et al. (2022) discuss its intersections with
socioeconomic factors. Rossouw and Ross (2021) emphasize the importance of access to clean,
absorbent materials and private environments, framing period poverty as a violation of dignity and rights.
Overall, these studies reveal that period poverty acts as a barrier to achieving Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) 5 (gender equality) and 6 (water and sanitation), affecting both developed and developing
contexts (Rocha et al., 2022; de Paula, Monteiro, de Oliveira Ruela, & de Jesus Silva, 2025).

Contributing Factors

Research consistently identifies socioeconomic, educational, cultural, and institutional factors as key
drivers of period poverty. Mann and Byrne (2023) and Opeyemi et al. (2022) find that income inequality
leads to reliance on unsafe alternatives, resulting in health risks and prolonged use of inadequate
products among disadvantaged populations. Educational barriers, such as limited menstrual hygiene
instruction in schools, contribute to persistent inequalities (Andersh et al., 2021). Cultural stigmas and
taboos further exacerbate the issue by discouraging open discussion and access, often intersecting with
gender norms that restrict education and employment opportunities (Mann & Byrne, 2023; de Paula et
al., 2025). Institutional gaps, including the absence of policies providing free menstrual products and
limited healthcare access, present additional barriers (Andersh et al., 2021; Mann & Byrne, 2023). These
findings highlight that, although product distribution offers short-term relief, addressing fundamental

issues such as poverty and inequality is critical for sustainable solutions.
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Impacts on the Female Workforce

A substantial body of evidence links period poverty to decreased workforce participation, reduced
productivity, and adverse well-being outcomes. Sinha et al. (2023), through a qualitative study with
seven participants, observed that menstruation management challenges, societal attitudes, and
absenteeism negatively impact productivity. Al-Harbi et al. (2020), surveying 395 female employees,
found that 95% experienced reduced physical activity, 67% reported back pain, and 47% suffered from
depression during menstruation. Cardoso et al. (2021), analysing data from 471 college women,
revealed that individuals experiencing period poverty were approximately 2.34 times more likely to suffer
from moderate to severe depression. Michel et al. (2022) cited data from Bangladesh indicating that
women can miss up to six workdays per month due to menstruation, with access to products reducing
absenteeism. In Ethiopia, Tegegne and Sisay (2014) reported that 10% of schoolgirls miss classes due
to inadequate menstrual products and facilities, which can have long-term implications for education
and employment prospects. Gouvernet et al. (2022) found that young women aged 18-24 experiencing
period poverty in North America had more than twice the likelihood of suffering from depression and
anxiety. A systematic review by Alemu et al. (2025), encompassing 37 studies with a combined sample
of 72,567 working women, demonstrated that menstrual disorders significantly increase absenteeism
(odds ratios ranging from 1.9 to 12.1 for period pain and 2.4 to 5.2 for premenstrual syndrome) and
impair productivity (odds ratios from 1.3 to 3.9 for period pain, 3.1 to 6.0 for premenstrual syndrome,
and 1.4 to 8.9 for heavy periods). These findings emphasize that physical discomfort, mental health
burdens, and behavioural factors such as absenteeism are primary mechanisms through which period

poverty reduces female economic participation.
Health and Well-Being Consequences

Beyond workforce implications, research has identified broader health risks associated with period
poverty. Hennegan and Sol (2020) observed that the use of unsafe alternatives can lead to increased
infections, such as urinary tract infections and reproductive health issues. Cardoso et al. (2021) and
Sommer et al. (2021) emphasize that inadequate management of menstrual health can contribute to
increased stress, anxiety, shame, and stigma, thereby negatively affecting mental well-being.

Additionally, Yaliwal et al. (2020) highlight the heightened risk of sanitation-related diseases.
Strategies and Interventions

Effective mitigation requires comprehensive, multi-faceted approaches. Willetts, MacArthur, and Carrard
(2023) highlight the importance of infrastructure enhancements, such as access to clean water and
private facilities for menstrual management. In India, the Swachh Bharat Mission has improved

sanitation overall but should incorporate targeted interventions for menstrual hygiene (Muniyapillai,
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Kulothungan, Vignesh, Dharmaraj, & George, 2022). Babbar and Sivakami (2023) recommend training
healthcare professionals to provide gender-sensitive menstrual care tailored to diverse populations,
including individuals with disabilities, transgender, and non-binary persons. Educational initiatives, such
as WaterAid's program in Nepal, have demonstrated success in reducing absenteeism by distributing
menstrual products and promoting hygiene education (WaterAid, 2009). Amatya et al. (2018) and
Johnston-Robledo and Chrisler (2020) emphasize the importance of addressing and challenging social
stigmas around menstruation to advance gender equality in line with Sustainable Development Goal 5.
For SDG 6, integrating menstrual hygiene management into water, sanitation, and hygiene (WASH)
programs enhances facility access and contributes to reducing school and workplace absenteeism
(Majeed et al., 2022; Hennegan & Sol, 2020; Sommer et al., 2021). The findings from this review
highlight period poverty as a significant intersection of public health, gender equity, and sustainable
development, aligning with Sustainable Development Goals 5 and 6. Researchers such as Singh et al.
(2020), Michel et al. (2022), and Rocha et al. (2022) describe it as a global issue that transcends
economic boundaries and disproportionately impacts marginalized populations due to systemic barriers.
Socioeconomic and cultural factors identified by Mann and Byrne (2023) and de Paula et al. (2025)
suggest that effective interventions should target underlying inequalities rather than only addressing
surface-level symptoms, reflecting calls for comprehensive policy reforms discussed by Andersh et al.
(2021). The impact on the workforce, as reported by Sinha et al. (2023), Al-Harbi et al. (2020), Cardoso
et al. (2021), and Alemu et al. (2025), indicates a cyclical challenge: declines in physical and mental
health contribute to absenteeism and decreased productivity, further exacerbating economic
disadvantages. This issue is particularly pronounced in low-resource settings, as noted by Tegegne and
Sisay (2014) and Gouvernet et al. (2022), where stigma intensifies mental health challenges. However,
research specifically focused on workplace settings remains limited; for example, only qualitative data
from Sinha et al. (2023) exists. Future research should incorporate larger, longitudinal studies to better

quantify the economic impact.

Proposed strategies from Hennegan and Sol (2020), Sommer et al. (2021), and Willetts et al. (2023)
show promise, indicating that improvements in infrastructure and education can lead to measurable
benefits, such as reductions in infections and absenteeism (Muniyapillai et al., 2022; WaterAid, 2009).
Nonetheless, Babbar and Sivakami (2023) emphasize the importance of inclusivity across diverse
populations, while Amatya et al. (2018) and Johnston-Robledo and Chrisler (2020) advocate for stigma
reduction to advance SDG 5 5. For SDG 6, Majeed et al. (2022) and Hennegan and Sol (2020) highlight
the need for integrated Water, Sanitation, and Hygiene (WASH) initiatives, though implementation
remains challenging in resource-limited areas. Limitations of this review include possible publication
bias towards English-language studies and dependence on databases such as PubMed and Scopus,
which may exclude gray literature (Kitchenham & Charters, 2007; Pati & Lorusso, 2017). While health
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and education impacts are well documented, there is a need for more economic modeling of workforce-
related losses. Recommendations include expanding inclusive policies, investing in WASH
infrastructure, and supporting anti-stigma initiatives to promote equity. This review, conducted ethically
without involving human subjects, seeks to inform advocacy and policymaking efforts by emphasising
the importance of a comprehensive approach to addressing period poverty and its broader societal

barriers.
Conclusion

This systematic literature review emphasizes that period poverty remains a pressing global issue,
extending beyond the mere lack of menstrual products to encompass broader concerns related to public
health, gender equality, socioeconomic disparities, and human rights. The findings reveal that period
poverty is influenced by interconnected socioeconomic, educational, cultural, and institutional factors
that predominantly impact marginalized populations. While access to menstrual products is vital,
sustainable progress depends on addressing the structural inequalities that sustain poverty, stigma, and
limited access to water, sanitation, and healthcare services. The review also highlights a clear
association between period poverty and negative effects on education, health, and workforce
participation. Evidence suggests that inadequate menstrual management leads to increased
absenteeism, decreased productivity, physical discomfort, and elevated risks of mental health
challenges such as depression and anxiety. These effects often reinforce a cycle of economic
vulnerability and gender inequality, restricting women’s full participation in society and the economy.
Although awareness of this issue is growing, research focused specifically on workplace impacts
remains limited, underscoring the need for longitudinal and economic studies to quantify productivity

losses and inform effective policy responses.

Moreover, the findings align closely with the objectives of the United Nations Sustainable Development
Goals, particularly SDG 5 (Gender Equality) and SDG 6 (Clean Water and Sanitation). Addressing
period poverty requires a comprehensive, multi-sectoral strategy that includes policy reforms,
enhancement of WASH infrastructure, education on menstrual health, stigma reduction initiatives, and
gender-sensitive healthcare services. Initiatives such as the Swachh Bharat Mission demonstrate
progress in infrastructure development; however, further targeted menstrual hygiene interventions are
necessary. Community-based programs focused on education and product distribution by organizations
like WaterAid exemplify successful approaches that combine awareness with practical support. In
summary, period poverty is a complex development challenge that intersects health, education,
employment, and gender equity. Thus, achieving meaningful and lasting solutions involves moving
beyond short-term product provision to implementing systemic reforms that promote dignity, inclusion,

and equal opportunities for all individuals who menstruate. In addition, integrating menstrual health into
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broader development, workforce, and public health frameworks will enable stakeholders and policy
makers to significantly advance gender equality, enhance workforce participation, and contribute to

sustainable social and economic progress.
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