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ABSTRACT

Objective: to describe aspects of menstrual health and menstrual hygiene management
among university students who menstruate. Method: observational, descriptive, cross-
sectional study conducted in a virtual setting between September 2022 and July 2023, with
university students aged 18 and older enrolled at the University of Sdo Paulo in Ribeirdo
Preto. Data were collected via an electronic questionnaire containing sociodemographic
questions, as well as questions regarding menstrual health and menstrual hygiene
management. Descriptive analyses were conducted, including frequency calculations and
measures of central tendency. Results: the study included a total of 212 participants; 95.8%
identified as women, with a mean age of 22 years (SD = 2.26). Frequent menstrual pain was
reported by 43.4% of the participants, and 78.8% reported using pain relievers. Regarding
academic impact, 41.0% reported difficulty concentrating during menstruation, and 17.0%
reported missing classes on some occasions. Regarding management, 39.6% used products
for extended periods due to a lack of adequate facilities for replacement, and 16.5% used
non-menstrual materials due to a lack of products. Conclusion: menstruation significantly
impacts the daily lives and academic performance of college students, highlighting the need
to strengthen health education initiatives and institutional strategies that promote dignity
and adequate menstrual care in the university setting.

Keywords: Menstruation; Menstruation Disturbances; Dysmenorrhea; Premenstrual
Syndrome; Menstrual Hygiene Products; Women's Health; Universities; Students; Student
Health; Observational Study; Cross-Sectional Studies.

RESUMO

Objetivo: desaeveraspeansdasaudemamudedogmnaamenw/gesmodahlglmemmsmul
entre pessoas universitdrias que menstruam. Método: estudo observacional, descritivo etmnsversal,
reahzadoernamblentevnmalentreseternbmdeZOZZe]thodEZOB com pessoas universitdrias
maiores de 18 anos, matriculadas na Universidade de SGo Paulo, em Ribeirdo Preto. A coleta de
dadosﬁnmahmdapormwdeﬁmmdwweldmmwmedaqwsbesmaodanogmﬁms de
satide menstrual e de gerenciamento da higiene menstrual. Foram conduzidas andlises descritivas,
com cdlculo de frequéncias e medidas de tendéncia central. Resultados: participaram 212 pessoas;
95,8% identificaram-se como mulheres, com média de idade de 22 anos (DP = 2,26). Dor menstrual
frequente foi referida por 43,4% das participantes, e 78,8% relataram uso de analgesicos. Quanto ao
impacto academico, 41,0% relataram dificuldade de concentragdo durante a menstruagdo e 170%

universidade em algumas ocasides. Em relagiio ao gerenciamento, 39,6%

institucionais que promovam a dignidade e a gestdo menstrual adequada no ambiente universitdrio.
Palavras-chave: Menstruagdo; Distiirbios Menstruais; Dismenorreia; Sindrome Pré-
Menstrual; Produtos de Higiene Menstrual; Satde da Mulher; Universidades; Estudantes;
Satide do Estudante; Estudo Observacional; Estudos Transversais.

RESUMEN

Objetivo: describir aspectos de la salud menstrual y del manejo/gestién de la higiene menstrual
entre personas universitarias que menstriian. Método: estudio observacional, descriptivo
y transversal realizado en un entorno virtual entre septiembre de 2022 y julio de 2023, con
personas universitarias mayores de 18 aflos matriculadas en la Universidad de Sdo Paulo,
en Ribeirdo Preto. La recoleccion de datos se realizé mediante un formulario electronico que
contenta preguntas sociodemogrdficas, de salud menstrual y de manejo de la higiene menstrual.
Se efectuaron andlisis descriptivos, calculando frecuencias y medidas de tendencia central.
Resultados: participaron 212 personas; el 95,8% se identificaron como mujeres; la edad
promedio fue de 22 afios (DE = 2,26). E143,4% de las participantes reportaron dolor menstrual
frecuente, y el 78,8% sefialaron el uso de analgésicos. En cuanto al impacto académico, el 41,0%
refirieron dificultad de concentracion durante la menstruacion y el 17,0% indicaron que a veces
faltaban a la universidad. Respecto al manejo, el 39,6% utilizo productos durante mds tiempo
por falta de instalaciones adecuadas para el cambio y el 16,5% recurrieron a materiales no
menstruales ante la falta de productos. Conclusion: la menstruacion impacta de manera
significativa la vida cotidiana y el desempefio académico de las personas universitarias, lo que
evidencia la necesidad de ampliar acciones de educacién en salud y estrategias institucionales
que promuevan la dignidad y una gestion menstrual adecuada en el dmbito universitario.
contribuyendo a la promocion de la salud integral de los adolescentes en el contexto educativo.
Palabras clave: Menstruacion; Trastornos de la Menstruacion; Dismenorrea; Sindrome
Premenstrual; Productos para la Higiene Menstrual; Salud de la Mujer; Universidades;
Estudiantes; Salud del Estudiante; Estudio Observacional; Estudios Transversales.
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Aspects of menstrual health in the university setting

Menstruation is the cyclical bleeding that occurs in
people with a uterus during their reproductive years and
is considered a physiological process inherent to their
lives. Menstrual management is characterized by the
practices used by menstruating people to manage their
menstrual period, based on five pillars: clear and accessi-
ble information, access to adequate hygiene products and
facilities, healthcare for discomfort, a social environment
free of stigma, and the freedom to participate fully in life
without discrimination due to menstruation®?. Menstrual
poverty, however, reflects social inequalities in this aspect
of life by restricting access to information and products
for menstrual care™®. In the Brazilian context, public poli-
cies recognize these concepts and promote affirmative
action aimed at promoting equity and reducing barriers
that undermine menstrual dignity, through educational
initiatives and the distribution of hygiene products to the
most vulnerable populations®.

According to the United Nations Children's Fund
(UNICEF)Y, it is estimated that 1.8 billion people worl-
dwide menstruate each month; however, millions of
them face difficulties in managing their menstrual cycle
in a dignified and healthy manner. For instance, access
to menstrual products and knowledge regarding mens-
truation can affect the quality of life and self-esteem of
people who menstruate, and are considered essential to
ensuring dignity throughout this process®.

In Nepal, a study with 276 adolescents found that
56% cleaned their genital area after changing their sani-
tary pads, and only 21% changed their pads 4-6 hours
after use®. In another study with 791 adolescents in
Ethiopia, 33.9% did not use sanitary pads, 23.7% used
homemade sanitary pads, and 60.3% had poor menstrual
hygiene practices®.

These practices, however, are not limited to develo-
ping countries, as shown by a study conducted in Spain
with 22,823 menstruating individuals (96.8% women and
3.2% non-binary/other), aged between 18 and 55 years:
69.7% used disposable menstrual products (tampons and
pads), 54.9% used reusable products (menstrual cups,
reusable pads), 5.6% reported using toilet paper, and 3.7%
did not use any products®. The authors concluded that
the use of menstrual products varies according to age,
level of education, financial status, and among trans and
non-binary participants and cisgender women®.

Therefore, in addition to assessing the volume and
duration of menstrual flow, psychological, socioeconomic,
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and cultural factors should also be considered”, such as
the need for social support, access to menstrual products,
knowledge regarding menstruation, and the identifica-
tion of medical conditions®. It is worth noting that a lack
of knowledge among menstruating individuals regarding
basic aspects of the menstrual cycle, characteristics of
menstrual flow, hygiene practices, and the adequate use
of menstrual products compromises menstrual health,
as the process is no longer understood as a physiological
phenomenon and instead becomes stigmatized®?. This
knowledge gap may be related to families' difficulties in
discussing the theme and the limited space dedicated to
menstrual education in schools, which restricts access to
information®.

As a result, people who menstruate often find it dif-
ficult to describe the symptoms they experience during
their menstrual cycle, as they believe these symptoms to
be normal. However, many of them suffer from mens-
trual disorders such as heavy bleeding, painful periods,
amenorrhea, endometriosis, premenstrual syndrome, and
polycystic ovary syndrome®.

It is also worth noting that, among school-age and
university-age individuals, menstrual experiences can
negatively impact education, leading to increased absen-
teeism and reduced confidence and self-esteem during
menstruation®®. In an Australian study"?, it was found
that only 16.2% of female university students felt confi-
dent managing their periods, due to negative perceptions,
social stigma, and a lack of access to adequate products
and restrooms.

Therefore, menstrual health education in school and
university settings is essential for promoting body awa-
reness, an understanding of the menstrual cycle and
menstrual products, as well as helping to reduce stigma
and discrimination related to menstruation, so that stu-
dents have a safe environment in which to manage their
menstruation without it adversely affecting their daily
activities?.

In the Brazilian scenario, recent scientific research on
menstruation has focused primarily on the discussion of
menstrual poverty as an expression of socioeconomic vul-
nerabilities and structural inequalities. A scoping review
conducted in international and Latin American databases
revealed that the scientific evidence has prioritized fac-
tors associated with menstrual poverty, its impacts, and
coping strategies, especially in contexts of social vulne-
rability®. In this sense, a Brazilian study conducted in
a school setting supports this outlook by showing that
menstrual insecurity, absenteeism, and barriers to acces-
sing supplies are critical issues among adolescents®?.
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Aspects of menstrual health in the university setting

Despite advancements in research with schoolchil-
dren, there is a lack of data on the university setting.
There remains the need for further research into how
institutional infrastructure and policies impact menstrual
management and the health of menstruating individuals,
ensuring their academic dignity. In light of this, the objec-
tive of this study was to describe menstrual health and
the management of menstrual hygiene among university
students who menstruate.

Observational, descriptive, cross-sectional study con-
ducted between September 2022 and July 2023, which
followed the guidelines of the Checklist for Reporting
Results of Internet E-Surveys (CHERRIES)"® for the pre-
sentation of the results.

Data collection was conducted in a virtual environ-
ment at the University of Sdo Paulo (USP), located in
Ribeirio Preto, in the state of Sdo Paulo, Brazil, via Infor-
mation and Communication Technologies, which have
increased public participation in health research®®.

For data collection in this study, an electronic survey
was created on an online platform, based on a review of
the scientific literature™®1%1>- The survey was divided
into six sections and contained 50 structured questions,
covering information on the participants’ sociodemogra-
phic characteristics (age, marital status, field of study,
year of graduation, and religion); information on mens-
trual health (age at menarche, pain, and other complaints
during the menstrual period) and on menstrual hygiene
management (use and disposal of menstrual products,
hygiene, and use of sanitary facilities). To ensure the ins-
trument’s adequacy, the electronic survey was pre-tested
by the researchers themselves to verify the clarity of the
questions, the navigation logic, and the platform’s ove-
rall functionality. It should be noted that no formal pilot
test was conducted with external participants; instead,
an internal review was performed to ensure the survey’s
functionality and consistency prior to the start of data
collection.

The study population consisted of female university
students who menstruate. The inclusion criteria were:
age 18 years or older, being currently enrolled at USP
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(Ribeirao Preto campus), and having access to the inter-
net. The exclusion criteria were: use of a contraceptive
method that suppresses menstruation and incomplete
survey forms.

Recruitment was conducted via social media and
messaging apps, through electronic invitations sent to the
academic community. The invitations detailed the study’s
objectives, guaranteed the confidentiality of information
and the freedom to refuse or withdraw at any time, and
included a link to the online survey. Access to the survey
was not linked to other services or websites; participation
was voluntary and offered no incentives. This was a clo-
sed survey, with access restricted to those who logged in
using an institutional email address (with the “@usp.br”
domain). This restriction was intended to prevent dupli-
cate responses, allowing only one submission per email
address, thereby ensuring the authenticity and unique-
ness of the collected responses.

The Ribeirdo Preto campus provides courses in
various fields of study, including health, biological scien-
ces, and exact sciences, among others. No sample size cal-
culation was performed, as this was a descriptive study
using a convenience sample and voluntary recruitment.

People who clicked on the link to complete the sur-
vey were first directed to the Informed Consent Form,;
upon agreeing to it, they proceeded to the next page of
the online survey. Each item on the survey was marked
as required, though participants had the option to leave
it blank. Upon completion, participants were allowed to
review their responses before final submission. A total of
218 people were recruited; however, 212 participants fully
completed the questionnaire, resulting in a completion
rate of approximately 97.3%. The six incomplete survey
forms were discarded.

The data obtained from the completed questionnaires
were transferred from the online platform to a spread-
sheet and analyzed using the SPSS statistical software
(version 22.0). Based on the study’s objectives, descriptive
analyses were performed, with qualitative variables des-
cribed by absolute frequencies (n) and relative frequen-
cies (%). Quantitative variables were presented as mean
and standard deviation and, when relevant, as minimum
and maximum values.

No statistical correction methods were applied for
sample adjustment. Since this was a convenience sample,
consisting of students who accessed the survey form via
USP’s institutional email, the data reflect the responses
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of the group that voluntarily participated in the study,
without extrapolation or adjustments for population
representativeness.

The study was reviewed and approved by the Research
Ethics Committee (CAEE 60416322.2.0000.5393), in
compliance with the guidelines and regulatory standards
for research involving human beings, as established by
CNS Resolution 466,/2012. The collected data were sto-
red in an electronic file not accessible via the network,
restricted solely to the research team.

A total of 212 female university students who mens-
truate participated in the study; of these, 66.5% were
between the ages of 21 and 25, with a mean age of 22
(SD = 2.26). Regarding place of origin, 16% were from
Ribeirdo Preto, Sdo Paulo, while 76.4% were from other
cities in the state of Sdo Paulo. Regarding gender iden-
tity, the majority (95.8%) identified as cisgender women,
while 1.9% identified as non-binary. The academic profile
showed a concentration in the Nursing program (59.9%).
Regarding religion, the absence of religious affiliation was
prevalent (38.2%), followed by Catholic (29.2%), Chris-
tian (10.8%), and Spiritualist (9.0%) (Table 1).

Regarding menstrual history, 30.7% of participants
reported having had their first period at age 12, with the
mean age at menarche being 11.7 years (SD = 1.4). Regar-
ding access to information about menstruation, 77.8% of
participants received this information prior to menarche,
and 85.4% of these individuals received it from their fami-
lies. Most participants (91%) did not feel embarrassed to
discuss menstruation; however, 40.6% had never discus-
sed the theme in healthcare services (Table 2).

Regarding the duration of menstruation, 34.9% of
participants reported that their cycle lasted five days, and
62.7% reported having moderate menstrual flow. The
most frequently experienced feelings during the mens-
trual period were irritability (91%), sensitivity (90.6%),
and fatigue (90.1%). In addition, the most common
symptoms were gastrointestinal problems (54.7%), acne
(53.8%), and back pain (50.9%) (Table 3).

Although the majority (75%) had not been diagno-
sed with a menstrual disorder, 43.4% reported frequent
pain, and 51.9% considered these symptoms to be nor-
mal. For pain management, 78.8% used painkillers, while
only 35.8% reported having discussed menstrual pain

DOI: 10.35699/2316-9389.2026.60326

Table 1 — Distribution of participants by age, city,
gender, and community/religion. Ribeirdo Preto, SP,
Brazil, 2023. (N=212)

Age

< 20 years 59 27.83
21 to 25 years 141 66.50
> 26 years 12 5.66
City

Ribeirdo Preto 34 16
Other cities in the state of Sdo 162 76.4
Paulo

Other states 16 7.5
Course*

Nursing 127 59.9
Biological Sciences 18 8.5
Chemistry 12 5.7
Pedagogy 10 4.7
Administration 6 2.8
Psychology 6 2.8
Economy 5 2.4
Physical Therapy 4 19
Others 24 11.3
Gender

Cisgender woman 203 95.8
Non-binary 4 19
Trans man 1 0.5
Non-binary trans 2 0.9

I do not wish to answer 2 0.9
Religion

None 81 38.2
Catholic 62 29.2
Christian 23 10.8
Spiritualist 19 9.0
Umbanda 14 6.6
Evangelical 10 4.7
Jewish 2 0.94
I do not know how to answer 1 0.5

*QOthers: Accounting Sciences, Law, Pharmacy, Dentistry, Compu-
ter Science, Physical Education, Library Science, Medical Physics,
Biomedical Informatics, Speech-Language Pathology, Medicine,
Nutrition, and Occupational Therapy.

Source: Research data

REME ¢ Rev Min Enferm.2026;30:e-1595


https://doi.org/10.35699/2316-9389.2023.42208

Aspects of menstrual health in the university setting

with healthcare professionals or within their social cir-

cle (Table 3).

When questioned about symptoms experienced in
the past six months, 72.2% reported not having expe-
rienced any of the listed symptoms. Among the partici-
pants, 18.9% sought medical attention from a healthcare
professional due to their symptoms, and 17% underwent

some form of treatment (Table 3).

Regarding the impact of menstruation on daily life,
61.8% of participants expressed concern over staining

Table 2 — Distribution of participants by menstrual
history. Ribeirao Preto, SP, Brazil, 2023. (N=212)

Menstrual history
Age at Menarche

9 years
10 years
11 years

12 years

13 years

14 years or more

Received information about mens-

truation before menarche
Yes

No

I do not know how to answer

Sources of information about mens-
truation*

Family

School

Friends

Internet

Magazine

Feeling embarrassed to talk about
menstruation

Yes

No

I do not know how to answer
Searching for information about
menstruation at healthcare services
or drug stores

Yes

No, and I would not like to

No, but I would like to

I do not know how to answer

N

25
65
60
33
20

165
45

181

123
97
87
34

17
193

56
86
59
11

%

4.2
11.8
30.7

28.3
15.6

9.4

77.8
21.2
0.9

85.4
58
41.8
41
16

8.0
91.0

0.9

26.4
40.6
27.8
5.2

*For the items marked, participants could select more than one

answer option.

Source: Research data
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Table 3 — Distribution of participants according to
menstrual cycle characteristics and the presence of
menstrual disorders. Ribeirdo Preto, SP, Brazil, 2023.

(N=212)

Characteristics of the menstrual cycle N

and the presence of disorders
Duration of menstruation
Less than 3 days

4 days

5 days

6 days

More than 7 days

Menstrual Flow

Mild

Moderate

Intense

Feelings caused by menstruation*
Irritated

Sensitive

Tired

Sadness

Dirty

Distracted

Happy

Embarrassed

Symptoms caused by menstruation*
Gastrointestinal problems

Acne

Back Pain

Headache

Painful menstruation

Intense bleeding

Irregular menstruation

Others

Menstrual disorder diagnosis
None

Polycystic ovary syndrome
Dysmenorrhea

Endometriosis

Others

Menstrual cramps
Sometimes

Yes, always.

Rarely

Never

Continue...

10
61
74
51
16

37
133
42

193
192
191
116
90
30
27
11

116
114
108
107
100
60

56

10

159
40
12

72
92
39

%

4.7
28.8
34.9
24.1
765

17.5
62.7
19.8

91
90.6
90.1
54.7
42.5
14.2
12.7
5.2

54.7
53.8
509
50.5
42.2
28.8
26.4

4.8

75
18.9
5.7
1.9

19

34
43.4
18.4
4.2

REME ¢ Rev Min Enferm.2026;30:e-1595


https://doi.org/10.35699/2316-9389.2023.42208

Aspects of menstrual health in the university setting

Continuation

Perceptions of the normality of mens-

trual pain

Yes, sometimes it hurts 110 519
Yes, it always hurts 45  21.2
No, it hurts a lot 33 15.6
No, it does not hurt 8 3.8
I do not know how to answer 16 75

o

Methods for relieving menstrual pain*

Painkillers 167 78,8
Contraceptive 36 17
Natural remedies 33 156
Nothing 21 99
Hot water pads 14 6,6
Physical Exercise 1 0,5

Account of a previous conversation
with someone about menstrual pain*

Friends 158 94
Healthcare professional 113 6,6
Family members 152 5,2
I did not talk to anyone 16 75

*For the items marked, participants were able to select more than
one answer option.

Source: Research data

their clothes with blood; 43.4% avoided physical exer-
cise during menstruation; 48.1% stopped participating in
swimming pool activities; and 25% sometimes skipped
certain activities with friends (Table 4). Regarding aca-
demic performance, 54.7% reported that they had never
missed college classes due to menstruation; 41% stated
that they sometimes had difficulty concentrating in class;
and 18.9% felt less capable of performing evaluative acti-
vities during their menstrual period (Table 4). In addi-
tion, 47.6% of participants reported that they never had to
make up excuses to avoid revealing that they were mens-
truating; 13.7% were targeted for ridicule for menstrua-
ting; and 48.1% witnessed someone else being targeted
for ridicule for the same reason (Table 4).

The menstrual products most familiar to the parti-
cipants were: disposable external pads (99.5%), disposa-
ble tampons (98.6%), menstrual cups (98.1%), and reu-
sable cloth pads (95.3%). The three most commonly used

DOI: 10.35699/2316-9389.2026.60326

Table 4 — Distribution of participants according to
the impact of menstruation on their daily activities.
Ribeirdo Preto, SP, Brazil, 2023. (N=212)

The impact of menstruationondaily N %
activities
Concern over staining clothes during

menstruation

Sometimes 47 22,2
Yes, always 131 61,8
Rarely 30 14,2
Never 4 1,9
Absence from college due to menstru-

ation

Never 116 54,7
Rarely 56 26,4
Sometimes 36 17
Yes, always 2 09
I do not know how to answer 2 0,9

Interruption of physical exercise du-
ring menstruation

Sometimes 92 434
Rarely 41 19,3
Yes, always 36 17
Never 32 15,1
I do not know how to answer 9 4,2

Avoids water activities (swimming
pool or beach) during the menstrual

period

Yes, always 102 48,1
Sometimes 55 25,9
Never 33 15,6
Rarely 20 94
I do not know how to answer 2 0,9

Loss of some activities with friends
during menstruation

Never 95 448
Rarely 57 26,9
Sometimes 53 25
Yes, always 6 28
I do not know how to answer 1 0,5

Difficulty concentrating in class du-
ring menstruation

Sometimes 87 41,0
Yes, always 25 11,8
Continue...
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Continuation

Rarely 45 21,2
Never 45 21,2
I do not know how to answer 10 4,7

Perceived decline in performance du-
ring assessments during the menstru-

al period

Sometimes 78 36,8
Yes, always 40 18,9
Rarely 37 175
Never 47 22,2
I do not know how to answer 9 4,2

Frequency with which you make ex-
cuses to avoid revealing that you are

menstruating

Sometimes 39 184
Yes, always 9 42
Rarely 63 297
Never 101 47,6

Account of embarrassment caused
by derogatory comments regarding

menstruation

Yes 29 13,7
No 164 774
I do not know how to answer 19 9

Account of having witnessed dero-
gatory comments regarding another
person’s menstruation

Yes 102 48,1
No 94 44,3
I do not know how to answer 16 75

Account of having witnessed deroga-
tory comments regarding menstrua-
tion itself

Yes 29 13,7
No 94 44,3
I do not know how to answer 16 75

Source: Research data

menstrual products were disposable pads (89.6%), mens-
trual cups (25.9%), and toilet paper (13.2%) (Table 5).
Among the participants, 72.6% reported not feeling
embarrassed about buying menstrual products, while
87.3% reported that menstrual products were expensive.
In addition, 9.9% stated that they sometimes did not have

the money to buy these products, and 29.7% reported that
they sometimes purchased menstrual products they did
not prefer due to a lack of financial resources (Table 5).

Most participants (72.2%) reported being unable
to obtain free menstrual products at the university, and
30.2% stated that they did not feel comfortable asking
for menstrual products in public environments. Regar-
ding the use of menstrual products, 24.5% reported that,
on some occasions, they use the product for longer than
recommended due to a lack of replacements; 39.6% used
it for longer than indicated due to a lack of adequate res-
troom facilities, and 16.5% reported that they sometimes
need to use toilet paper due to a lack of menstrual pro-
ducts (Table 5).

In addition, among the study participants, 38.7%
practiced hand hygiene before changing their menstrual
products, and 92% washed their hands after changing
them. As for intimate hygiene, 86.8% practice it using
soap and water.

Table 5 — Distribution of participants based on their
experiences with menstrual products. Ribeiréo Preto,
SP, Brazil, 2023. (N=212)

Well-known menstrual products* N %
Reusable cloth pad 202 95,3
Disposable external sanitary pad 211 99,5
Disposable internal sanitary pad 209 98,6
Menstrual Cup 208 98,1
Menstrual Underwear 13 6,1
Menstrual Disc 4 19
Used menstrual products*

Disposable external sanitary pad 190 89,6
Menstrual Cup 55 259
Toilet Paper 28 13,2
Disposable internal sanitary pad 17 8,0
Reusable cloth pad 15 70
Menstrual underwear 4 1,8
Menstrual Disc 2 09

Frequency of embarrassment when
purchasing menstrual products

Sometimes 23 10,8

Yes, always 4 19

Rarely 29 137
Continue...
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Continuation

Never
Someone else buys it for me

Perception that menstrual products
are expensive

Yes
No
I do not know how to answer

Frequency of lack of money to purcha-
se menstrual products

Sometimes

Yes, always

Rarely

Never

I do not know how to answer

Frequency of use of non-preferred
menstrual products due to the cost of
preferred products

Sometimes

Yes, always

Rarely

Never

I do not know how to answer

Gets free menstrual products at the
university

Yes
No
I do not know how to answer

Comfortable places to order menstrual
products*

I never had to ask

No, I do not feel comfortable
University

Club

Downtown

People in the social circle
Church

Frequency of using menstrual pro-
ducts for longer than recommended
due to a lack of replacement

Sometimes
Yes, always
Rarely

Continue...
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154 72,6
2 0,9
185 87,3
14 6,6
13 6,1
21 99
2 0,9
29 137
158 74,5
1 0,5
63 29,7
18 8,5
43 20,3
87 41,0
1 0,5
10 47
153 72,2
49 231
121 571
64 30,2
49 23]
17 8

17 8

1 0,5
1 0,5
52 24,5
10 47
67 31,6

Continuation
Never 80 37,7
I do not know how to answer 3 14
Frequency of using menstrual pro-
ducts for longer than recommended
due to not finding facilities for ade-
quate disposal’
Sometimes 84 39,6
Yes, always 18 8,5
Rarely 73 344
Never 36 17,0
I do not know how to answer 1 0,5
Frequency of use of non-menstrual
products?
Sometimes 35 16,5
Yes, always 1 0,5
Rarely 77 36,3
Never 98 46,2
I do not know how to answer 1 0,5

!Examples of adequate sanitary facilities: private restroom, hand
soap, clean restroom

2Examples of non-menstrual products: toilet paper, bread stuffing.
*For the items marked, participants could select more than one
answer option.

Source: Research data

The results revealed a high prevalence of physical
and emotional symptoms associated with the mens-
trual cycle, with direct repercussions on the academic
and social spheres. Obstacles to menstrual management
were identified, manifested by the prolonged use of sani-
tary products and insufficient sanitary infrastructure
for adequate disposal. On the other hand, although pre-
vious access to information and low stigma were repor-
ted, practical barriers and the normalization of pain per-
sist, reflected in the low rate of seeking professional care.
These findings inform the debate on menstrual health in
higher education and highlight the urgency of institutio-
nal support policies.

Despite the fact that a significant share of the parti-
cipants in this study reported having access to informa-
tion about menstruation, uncertainties and inadequate
handling of materials persist. The negative impact on
academic and emotional well-being remains high, exa-
cerbated by low demand for professional support. These
findings underscore the need for high-quality, strategic
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health education, positioning healthcare professionals as
key agents in promoting dignity and menstrual well-being
in the university setting®®.

It was also noted that, among menstruating indivi-
duals, a significant share of them reported menstrual pain
and frequent use of pain relievers. The severity of these
menstrual disorders can cause discomfort for students,
negatively affecting their interpersonal relationships and
reducing their academic performance, whether in exams
or internships, which causes insecurity and results in a
significant impact of menstruation on university life”.

People who menstruate reported frequent physical
and emotional symptoms during their menstrual period,
such as irritability, fatigue, tenderness, and pain. These
findings are consistent with the results of the study“® con-
ducted with 127 female medical and nursing students in
western India, in which mood swings (74%), skin rashes
(22%), and lower abdominal pain (64.65%) were repor-
ted. These findings highlight the complexity of symptoms
associated with the menstrual cycle.

Due to the impact of symptoms on activities of daily
living, more than half of the participants reported being
unable to engage in leisure activities during their mens-
trual period, as well as difficulties concentrating in class
and during assessments. In this sense, menstrual symp-
toms can severely compromise daily life and work acti-
vities. Although taking time off is often necessary, social
stigma and fear of adverse consequences silence com-
plaints and lead to the neglect of symptoms®”.

In the university setting, a study“® with a qualitative
approach identified negative experiences related to mens-
truation, attributed to menstrual pain, feelings of embar-
rassment, and difficulties in managing menstrual flow.
These factors adversely affected academic performance,
leading to absenteeism and a lack of engagement among
undergraduate students. These findings corroborate those
of this study, showing that absenteeism and difficulty
concentrating are common during the menstrual period.

As a result, the disregard of symptoms related to
menstruation leads to insufficient seeking of medical
care when abnormal symptoms are present®”, An indivi-
dualized assessment of menstrual health, combined with
health education, aids in the recognition of medical con-
ditions and the identification of strategies for managing
this period, thereby establishing menstrual health as an
essential component of women’s healthcare®. In addition,
it has been noted that menstruating individuals living in
low- and middle-income countries face barriers to mee-
ting their menstrual needs, primarily due to widespread
menstrual stigma and limited access to safe and reliable
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information®®, It is worth noting that girls who reach
menarche without any prior knowledge of menstruation
often describe feeling distressed and embarrassed®.

People who menstruate, who participated in this
study, reported challenging circumstances, such as the
improvised use of toilet paper and the lack of adequate
sanitation facilities. Data from the literature confirm that
menstrual hygiene allows people to manage and collect
their flow in a clean, safe, and comfortable manner. Fur-
thermore, poor hygiene conditions are linked to the risk
of reproductive tract infections and a lack of attention to
policies promoting menstrual dignityV.

Among the challenges faced, regular access to mens-
trual products, the choice of materials, and personal
hygiene practices also stand out; these are essential fac-
tors in managing menstruation and directly influence
women’s well-being and quality of life®?. In this study,
although reported by a minor percentage of respondents,
the prolonged use of menstrual products due to a lack of
replacement highlights a highly significant issue of mens-
trual poverty. This is a public health problem that has gar-
nered limited attention in academic circles and is there-
fore overlooked by public policy, which contributes to the
negative experiences faced by people who menstruate®@®,
From this perspective, Brazil has made progress through
the implementation of social inclusion programs focused
on the distribution of sanitary pads. However, addressing
these vulnerabilities requires strategies that go beyond
the provision of supplies, encompassing improvements in
sanitation, the promotion of health education, and respect
for cultural differences. It is imperative to ensure struc-
tural conditions that promote the autonomy and dignity
of people who menstruate®®,

In other words, it goes beyond access to menstrual
products, including knowledge about how to use them,
individual preferences, cost, and the availability of ade-
quate and well-maintained restroom facilities, all of which
directly affect comfort, safety, and well-being during
menstruation. This is due to the fact that an inadequate
choice and/or incorrect use of these products can lead to
physical discomfort, such as irritation and infections, in
addition to impacting self-confidence®@?. These findings
emphasize the importance of expanding access to quality
information, ensuring menstrual dignity, and promoting
public policies that guarantee comprehensive menstrual
health care for people who menstruate in the university
setting.

Health education, as well as the identification and
treatment of these conditions, enable people who mens-
truate to manage their menstrual health more safely and
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effectively™®. Despite this, the reality reveals a lack of
knowledge, according to a quantitative study conducted
with 8,473 Palestinian female university students in the
West Bank, in which 66% of the respondents reported a
need for more information about menstruation®>.

The results of this study described menstrual health
and its management among female university students
who menstruate, highlighting the daily impact of mens-
trual symptoms on this population; however, these fin-
dings should not be generalized. As a limitation, it should
be noted that most participants were enrolled in health-
-related programs, which may have led to a higher level
of knowledge about menstruation and menstrual mana-
gement, limiting the generalizability of the findings to
students in other fields of study. It is suggested that future
research consider characterizing participants by field of
study to assess whether students in health-related pro-
grams do, in fact, possess greater knowledge compared
to those in other fields.

In addition, the study was conducted at a large public
university with good infrastructure, which may not reflect
the reality of institutions with fewer resources. Therefore,
it is recommended that similar studies be conducted at
other public universities in different regions, with the aim
of broadening the understanding of structural inequali-
ties that influence the menstrual experience in the aca-
demic environment.

Despite these limitations, the study provides informa-
tion on the menstrual health of Brazilian women, filling
a gap in the national literature on the theme. This study
also highlights the potential of using an online survey,
which facilitated broad participation by students from
various academic programs, providing a comprehen-
sive overview of menstrual experiences in the univer-
sity setting.

This study constituted a relevant strategy for unders-
tanding and describing menstrual health and hygiene
management among people who menstruate and are
university students, including the characteristics of the
menstrual cycle and the participants’ experiences related
to menstruation.

Based on the results obtained, it can be concluded
that menstruation has a significant impact on the daily
lives, menstrual dignity, and academic performance of
people who menstruate. Concerns regarding possible
stains on clothing, restrictions on physical and social acti-
vities during menstruation, difficulties with concentration
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and academic performance, as well as access to menstrual
products, stand out as challenges faced by many female
university students.

It was possible to determine the importance of recog-
nizing menstruation from different perspectives, encom-
passing both its natural and social aspects, not limiting
it to the physiological realm, but also considering it as a
culturally constructed phenomenon, situated within the
context of each person who menstruates and influenced
by their surroundings, including family, friends, school,
community, and university.

In the face of the challenges involved in managing
menstrual hygiene in a way that promotes dignified
menstrual health, health education is essential to pro-
vide guidance and recommendations regarding menstrua-
tion and to enable people who menstruate to discuss the
symptoms they experience during this time, as well as to
acquire the necessary knowledge to manage their mens-
trual cycles in all settings, including at the university.
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