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  ABSTRACT 
Menstruation is a biological subject having socio-cultural consequences - it is connected 

with sectors including education and WASH (Water, sanitation and hygiene) and has a 

significant impact on women’s physical and emotional wellbeing. Menstruation continues 

to be considered a taboo in our country as there are no open conversations around the 

subject, preventing women from reaching out for help. Menstrual Hygiene Management in 

India has faced severe challenges in India for centuries due to the lack of awareness, lack 

of access to resources, and poverty. However, the last two decades have seen major 

developments in the MHM space in India including prevalence of sustainable menstrual 

hygiene alternatives, UNICEF and other multilateral organisations giving it priority, and 

the entry of femtech startups to promote healthy alternatives alongside reaching the 

masses. These efforts have been monumental in helping women reach out for medical 

assistance and fostering their wellbeing. The increased dialogue on social media has also 

contributed to breaking the taboo around it. This paper explores the evolution of menstrual 

hygiene practices in India, the contributions of startups in making the conversations taboo 

free and recommends a public-private partnership between these emerging organisations 

and the government for increased growth in the sector. 

Keywords: Menstrual Hygiene Management, WASH, Menstrual Taboos, Women’s 

Hygiene, Sustainable Menstruation, Menstrual cups, Startups. 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 
Menstruation, a natural biological process, is experienced by women every month. While it is 

a mere bodily function at the outset, it has significant impacts on women’s physical, mental 

and emotional wellbeing and seeps into different facets of society. Despite the grave nature of 

the process, it has gone through years of neglect due to the secrecy and inadequacies of the 

WASH (Water, sanitation and hygiene) sector. The lack of dialogue and awareness about the 
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subject poses millions of girls to attend to their body’s matter in secrecy and discomfort. Girls 

and women have reported being completely unaware of menstruation at the onset of their 

period and have reportedly been shocked and perplexed upon seeing blood for the first time. 

Due to the shame attached to the process, women have continued to fall back on unhygienic 

practices such as using dirty cloth, dry leaves, sand, etc. to manage the period. The inadequacies 

in schools and lack of girls toilets also affect Menstrual Management and waste disposal and 

nearly 1 in 5 girls dispose off their menstrual hygiene products in an inappropriate manner. 

(van Eijk et al., 2016) 

Menstrual hygiene management started to gain global attention in the 2000s and work is now 

being carried out under the aegis of multilateral organisations such as UNICEF. According to 

WHO and  UNICEF, Menstrual Hygiene Management (MHM) is when “Women and girls are 

using clean menstrual hygiene management material to absorb or collect blood, that can be 

changed in privacy as and when necessary for the duration of the menstrual period, using soap 

and water for washing the body as required and having access to facilities to dispose of used 

menstrual management materials.” (Balls, 2017)  

Since MHM coming to the forefront in the WASH sector, several efforts have been taken to 

ensure that girls are provided with a safe and sanitised environment and a regular supply of 

water and soap is guaranteed. However, the reality is far from being realised in India where 

menstruation is directly related to student absenteeism, having an impact on girls’ education. 1 

in 4 girls miss school during their period.  

The inadequacies in MHM practices have been holding us back from achieving several UN 

SDGs including good health and wellbeing, quality education, clean water and sanitation, 

gender equality, and decent work and economic growth. Most recently, the problem of sanitary 

products disrupting the environment has also become important in creating dialogue around 

sustainable menstrual hygiene products, which are slowly gaining momentum in the country. 

For decades, the work on menstruation has only been a focus area of non-profit organisations 

or corporates like P&G. These organisations have been instrumental in setting the context for 

Menstrual awareness and management. Existing research has also been carried out keeping 

these factors in mind. However, the last decade has seen the entry of several other players 

including startups, social media advocacy channels, as well as tech-enabled NGO’s striving to 

change the narrative about Menstruation. This study will look at menstrual hygiene 

management and awareness from the lens of these emerging factors and the potential created 

by private actors and startups in this landscape.  
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II. MENSTRUAL TABOO AND BARRIERS  
In different cultures, women have historically not been allowed to participate in daily life while 

menstruating. They must be “cleansed” before being allowed to return to their family and daily 

life. Not entering the prayer room or the kitchen have been common restrictions for girls. The 

societal norms on menstruation are linked with shame, evil spirits, and embarrassment. In some 

cultures, women bury their own worn-out fabric used during menstruation to stop them from 

being used by evil spirits. According to a 2016 study by the Tata Institute of Social Sciences 

(TISS), eight out of ten Indian girls are not allowed to enter religious shrines during 

menstruation; six of ten girls are not allowed to touch food in the kitchen, and three out of ten 

are asked to sleep in another room.  

Myths and taboos about menstruation have prevented meaningful discussion about menstrual 

health and hygiene or questioning existing practices. While myths vary across regions, a closer 

look at the situation highlights three key areas why women have been unable to adopt effective 

menstrual hygiene management practices. 

●  Lack of awareness  

●  Lack of sanitary materials 

●  Lack of resources 

(A) Lack of Awareness 

The main reason why the taboos are still prevailing in Indian society is due to the high levels 

of illiteracy especially among girls and mothers, poverty and lack of awareness about MHM. 

The consequence of this lack of awareness is grave because it leads to poor MHM which can 

lead to urinary tract infections, reproductive tract infections, and even cervical cancer. Poor 

MHM practices are majorly responsible for the rise of cervical cancer cases in India which 

have reached over 122,844 cases a year and India contributes to 27% of global cervical cancer 

deaths. (Aswathy et al., 2015) National Family and Health Survey found that 58 per cent of 

young Indian women (15-24 years) used a hygienic and safer method of protection (mostly 

sanitary pads), a significant increase from 12 percent with the use of pads in 2010. There is a 

direct correlation between women’s openness about menstruation and the source of 

information. Most teen girls get to know about menstruation from their mothers, but a report 

brought out by Dasra found out that 70% of mothers in India view menstruation as “dirty” and 

“polluting”.  
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(B) Lack of sanitary materials 

In urban areas buying a sanitary napkin is a common practice as they are readily available at  

pharmacies and grocery stores. However, in rural areas, it is hard to find, only 2-3% of women 

are estimated to use sanitary napkins, and this lack of demand further makes shopkeepers keep 

fewer sanitary napkins in stock. This results in women using unhygienic material during their 

menstrual cycle, such as filling up old socks with sand, or taking up old clothes and using them 

to absorb blood. Such methods increase the chances of infection. 

 A ray of hope came in the sector in 2006 when Arunachalam Muruganantham - the real 

Padman of India - noticed the poor menstrual hygiene management practices of his wife, and 

built a low-cost sanitary napkin production unit from scratch. Due to the in-house production 

of his sanitary napkins, the cost per pad reduced significantly and made it affordable to a wider 

audience. He founded Jayshree Industries to take this technology to the global level which 

focused on creating micro-enterprises and worked on the dual motive of creating low-cost pads 

as well as creating employment opportunities for rural women. The effort not only helped with 

financial security of underserved communities, but also got more women to use sanitary 

napkins in India than ever before. 

 

(C) Lack of resources 

There is an acute shortage of toilets and latrines in the Indian subcontinent. The absence of a 
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household toilet makes this problem even worse. Women in rural India have to bathe in public 

ponds and defecate in an open field. They also have to wait till it’s dark to manage their period 

since they cannot do so during the daylight hours. It is not only the lack of access to toilets but 

also the limited access to water in urban slums and rural areas that adds to this issue. In the 

Indian subcontinent, privacy in households is a big issue and due to the limited personal space 

and shame attached to menstruation women have had to dry their period cloth in damp corners 

instead of sunlight in order to hide the cloth, leading to infections. There have also been 

instances of women dying because of infections caused due to poor MHM. 

III. EMERGENCE OF STARTUPS IN MHM AND WOMEN’S HYGIENE 
A wave of change started to come in with the government taking initiatives to spread awareness 

and educate women and adolescent girls but that has not been enough. Menstrual hygiene 

management needs a new vision altogether. 

Until now, Menstrual products have been overtaken by major private companies like ITC 

Limited, Unilever, Johnson & Johnson, Procter & Gamble but new innovations and 

technologies have brought in a number of fem-tech startups in the market offering a wide range 

of hygiene products with a clear focus on sustainability. Indian startups have developed a lot 

over the course of time. While some help track periods, others offer customisable sanitary 

napkins and make eco-friendly and sustainable menstrual cups and napkins. 

There are a lot of fem-tech startups but the scope of this paper is limited to conducting a case 

study analysis of two of them: 

● Carmesi 

● Sirona 

(A) Carmesi 

Carmesi, founded by Tanvi Johri and Rikshav Borah, is an e-commerce start-up selling all-

natural menstruation products. It has a vision of making periods safe and educating and 

empowering women.  

Tanvi Johri, in a conversation with YourStory, reflected how she was perplexed by the idea of 

brands not revealing the raw material used in their products and decided to start Carmesi. The 

sanitary napkins that Carmesi offers are all-natural and made from bamboo fibres to ensure 

there is no leakage experience to its users. One of the prime USPs of Carmesi is the subscription 

model, where women sign up for an annual or quarterly subscription and sanitary pads are 

delivered to each customer before their menstrual cycle begins. Another thing that 

https://www.ijlmh.com/
https://www.ijlmh.com/


 
142 International Journal of Law Management & Humanities [Vol. 4 Iss 6; 137] 
  

© 2021. International Journal of Law Management & Humanities   [ISSN 2581-5369] 

differentiates Carmesi from others in the market is the packaging. Carmesi doesn't deliver 

sanitary napkins in black polythenes which signify shame and embarrassment rather they offer 

a beautiful vanity box. Alongside manufacturing products, they also focus on educating and 

empowering women. They have partnered with various NGOs to organize workshops on 

Menstrual Health, which gives them a chance to change people’s mindset about Periods.(Jain, 

2019) They also organize donation drives of pads to girls in need, educate them about their 

bodies, teach them good hygiene practices, and most importantly encourage open conversations 

around menstruation which is clearly the need of the hour. They have broadly divided their 

projects in three sub-themes PPP -  people, period and planet. (Carmesi, n.d.) 

To minimize the problem of period poverty they have partnered with Giverher5 and Livinguard 

technologies to distribute Saafkins-reusable cloth pads to women who don’t have them and 

also organize hygiene sessions to spread awareness.. They not only focus on menstrual hygiene 

but also on teenage pregnancies, sexual abuse and reproductive rights. Carmesi has partnered 

with Ubootu Foundation to spread awareness about the same  in slum areas of New Delhi and 

Rajasthan. Apart from this have two other flagship campaigns, namely Project Pankh which 

focuses on vocational training of physically challenged girls and adults and also discuss 

menstrual hygiene with children with disabilities and make them self reliant in wearing pads 

and another project which focuses on providing holistic information about menstruation and 

how to deal with it during menarche in collaboration with Sacchi Saheli. During the lockdown 

in 2020, they donated around 3000 pads in collaboration with Ubuntu Foundation and Sacchi 

Saheli. 

In order to ensure proper waste management Carmesi has also collaborated with Green Yatra. 

They send all the dry waste generated like cupboards and waste papers during the packaging 

for recycling.(Carmesi, n.d.) 

All these campaigns and programs are clear evidence that Carmesi is not product-centric like 

others in the market and only focus on making profit but they also carry a vision to change 

society by empowering and educating women. 

(B) Sirona  

Sirona was founded by Deep Bajaj in 2014, in the light of the lack of public hygiene in toilets 

and their first product, PeeBuddy, was born to allow women to stand and pee. Since then, 

Sirona has been the leader of innovation in products in the women’s hygiene space in India. 

They have devised products such as menstrual cups, menstrual pain-relieving patches, sanitary 

disposable bags, cruelty-free biodegradable recyclable pads, among many other things.  

https://www.ijlmh.com/
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One of Sirona’s prominent products is the first-period kit which comprises everything a girl 

would require at the onset of menarche. This was created in light of the lack of knowledge of 

girls at the start of the cycle and doesn’t just include products like pads and pain-relieving 

patches, but also a first-period guidebook and a period tracking calendar. Exposure to an open 

and understanding environment at the start of their period is monumental in helping girls not 

follow the taboos prevalent in society as well as embracing their period instead of being 

ashamed of it. (Sirona Hygiene Private Limited, n.d.) 

Besides the products, Sirona also features a blog to debunk hygiene-related myths, spread 

awareness and create a community of sustainable menstrual hygiene product users. They also 

conduct awareness sessions on menstrual cups and sustainable menstrual hygiene through their 

social media platforms.  

Sirona runs a flagship programme of donating one rupee per product purchase to women’s 

menstrual awareness initiatives. They also carry out regular menstrual cup donation drives to 

make the use of this alternative mainstream. They partnered with an organisation KatKatha to 

donate menstrual cups to over 200 sex workers in the area. They aim to make the entire GB 

Road area pad-free by 2025 by donating menstrual cups. (Menstrual Cup Coalition, 2020)  

Beneficiaries of Sirona’s efforts include underprivileged women, school-going children, 

frontline health workers and security forces, as well as at-risk children living in welfare homes. 

As per their website, they have donated 10,000+ menstrual cups so far, and aim to donate more 

going forward. They not only focus on the product but also dialogue to eventually break the 

menstrual taboos that continue to exist in society. While the prevalence of Sirona is still limited 

to tier 1 cities, Sirona’s next plan is to extend to tier 2, 3 and 4 cities to make sustainable 

menstruation mainstream. (Online, F.E, 2021) 

IV. THE PERIOD PANDEMIC 
This paper explored the challenges faced by women while managing their menstrual cycle in 

normal circumstances. However, problems increased multifold with the start of the COVID-19 

pandemic in the country. COVID became a global pandemic in March 2020 and the poor and 

vulnerable people were most severely affected. A UNICEF brief found the problems created 

by the pandemic to be multifold, the impacts included: (UNICEF, 2020) 

● Disruption in the supply chain of MHM products - the pandemic affected the 

manufacturing and logistics industry as well and affected the end to end production and 

distribution of the products, affecting last-mile delivery 
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● Lack of accessibility - Due to travel restrictions as well as financial setbacks, women 

could no longer access products in the same capacity and resorted to home remedies for 

managing menstrual cycles, which also had harmful impacts. A study conducted by 

Project Baala, one of India’s leading NGOs working on MHM revealed that over 

“31.8% of women reported restricted access to menstrual products and an 

overwhelming proportion 61.6% cited limited financial resources as the reason.” 

Government schools were a major source of girls accessing sanitary products and 

school shutdowns also disrupted that access. (Bawa et al., 2020) 

● Lack of social support - Due to the shutdown of mobility, there was a lack of knowledge 

and peer support provided to women.  

● Poor toilet facility - In India, over 50% of households lack toilet facility and the privacy 

and hygiene concerns grew multifold in the last year 

Most of the NGOs in the MHM space had grassroot efforts however in a study conducted by 

MHAI, 67% of the surveyed organisations paused normal operations (Grewal, 2020). The 

grassroot reach took a setback and women started to use cloth alternatives again. Another issue 

that came to the forefront during the pandemic was healthcare workers. 70% of the world’s 

frontline workers are women (Rodriguez, 2020) and menstrual hygiene management for them 

became a huge concern. Given the contagious nature of the virus, the workers had to wear 

heavy PPE throughout the day, not giving them an opportunity to change frequently. This led 

to rashes, leakages, and extended duration of wearing a pad, posing a health risk to the frontline 

workers. The pandemic also proved to be a difficult time for women who were the primary 

caretakers of the house as, despite the cramps and heavy flow, they had to take care of every 

individual in the household with limited support. 

While on-ground sales during lockdowns were disrupted, the other side of the coin showed the 

prevalence of new organisations in the Menstrual Hygiene space. The urban audience preferred 

ordering products online and digital marketing came in handy for websites like Peesafe, Sirona, 

Heyday, etc. whose sales boosted during lockdowns.  

Even though the pandemic proved to be a challenge, it provided an opportunity for sustainable 

alternatives to gain acceptance in mainstream society.  

V. RECOMMENDATIONS 
(A) PPP for effective distribution and awareness in rural India 

A lot of  initiatives have been taken up by the government and startups individually to achieve 
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the goal of effective menstrual hygiene management in India but it can be tackled better if the 

public and private sector join hands. There is a need for a new direction that would bring 

benefits to all the stakeholders and most importantly reach the vulnerable sections of the 

society. A public-private partnership model needs to be established which should be mandated 

by: 

1. Identifying the need for women Self Help Groups (SHGs), which will educate them on 

how to manage menstruation with limited resources. These self-help groups will not 

only make them period aware but also build their self-confidence, educate them of their 

rights and foster growth. 

2. Government should plan investment in biodegradable substitutes of non-biodegradable 

pads in collaboration with startups that are already in this space. This would reduce the 

cost of research and development and both parties can work on scaling up processes 

and discovering cost-efficient manufacturing methods. 

The proposed PPP model would require the Government to play the role of regulator, which 

would ensure the quality checks and simultaneously shall provide females with vocational 

training needed for the procurement and manufacturing of sanitary pads. The private sector 

should work more on the research and development side and provide resources needed for the 

manufacturing of sanitary napkins. With this, both parties can work on substituting the non-

biodegradable pad with eco-friendly and sustainable ones. 

In 2019, the Government of India launched its subsidised biodegradable pads Suvidha but 

according to the survey by FICCI a majority of women were not even aware of it. This is the 

reason why research and development for sustainable products need to be catalysed 

collaboratively. The product adoption needs to be communicated at a large scale through the 

dialogue between self-help groups, ASHA workers, market leaders, innovators and finally the 

consumers.  

(B) Stakeholder Engagement 

Menstruation is an intersectional issue and affects women in many respects. Half of the world 

goes through it, while the other half is not even aware of it. Men are an essential part of making 

menstruation a taboo-free subject because ignorance and lack of conversations around it makes 

it a taboo in the first place. The first step to make anything mainstream is cultivating a sense of 

dialogue - and that can’t just include one half of the world. 

1. Schools 

https://www.ijlmh.com/
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Schools need to openly talk about menstruation  and they need to be more sympathetic towards 

the stigma girls face in daily life.To start with, schools should provide information resources 

that students can access with that they can also organise workshops . This will not only help 

girls understand - what is happening to their bodies during puberty but  will also make boys 

aware of things that are not talked about aloud in the society. Additionally, it should be ensured 

that this intervention is not a one-off and is a sustained effort stretched over a period of at least 

one year, to create lasting impact.  

2. Parents - community level intervention 

Identifying who can act as a catalyst in implementing the initiative on the ground is essential  

to gain trust. Involving student groups can  be very beneficial since they get unparalleled 

attention from their parents. Though most women today in rural areas are actively engaged in 

many  activities to earn  a livelihood. Schoolgirls, literate and educated women are more 

interested and lend an ear to listen and contribute.  

 A multi-layered approach is needed in rural areas which should focus on awareness, 

accessibility, and identifying the target groups. Some of the key steps that should be initiated 

are: 

Disassociating morality from menstruation: Teaching people what is right or wrong will not 

bring the desired change; rather, dissociating morality from menstruation will bring about the 

change needed with focus on health and education. 

Promotion of  healthcare facilities: Women need to be aware of how important their health 

and wellbeing are, and for the very same reason health seeking behaviour should be promoted 

at large scale ;because after all prevention is better than cure. 

Skill development workshops:  Menstruation needs to be handled with sensitivity. The 

panchayat samitis should plan some internal workshops with help of Anganwadi workers from 

the villages and  discuss the topic aloud with women and adolescent girls. 

3. NGO’s  

Knowledge sharing among high potential non-profit organisations is required for them to create 

collaborative impact. The sector’s impact works in silos but as long as there is awareness about 

best practices among organisations, it would help make taboo-free period a reality.  

4. Corporates 

Companies nowadays have started addressing issues like menstrual hygiene as part of their 
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CSR initiatives. These companies launch different campaigns to promote the use of sanitary 

napkins instead of different unhygienic conventional practices and also provide free sanitary 

napkins in rural areas. Many big MNC’s came up with their campaign during the COVID-19  

to support women and lower communities. Corporates must take a lead in creating a culture of 

inclusiveness and collaboration. Menstrual Health isn’t just a female issue, in fact, it affects us 

all, therefore requires everyone to take charge and be aware of it. 

VI. CONCLUSION 
This paper has devoted a significant amount of space to understand India’s menstrual hygiene 

management (MHM) and how strengthening it should be prioritized at this hour. We found that 

effective menstrual hygiene management in India can only be achieved through easy access 

and education on awareness of hygienic practices to take up to manage periods, as well as 

making them accessible. Through our study in this paper, we narrowed our vision to a 3 fold 

framework that can improve menstrual hygiene in the Indian landscape. First being awareness, 

second being access to resources, and third being public-private partnership to make 

menstruation a taboo-free topic. Grassroot intervention and educating adolescent girls and their 

mothers can be effective in breaking taboos and promoting effective menstrual hygiene 

management practices in India. Government schemes also are very important to ensure easy 

access to sanitary material in rural areas. The PPP model would encourage companies such as 

P&G and J&J to partner with the government and non-profit organizations and use their core 

business expertise to create relevant products and technologies that are cost-efficient and 

sustainable. The government of India should also come in collaboration with new femtech 

startups and work collectively to address the problem in hand. There is also a need for setting 

up realistic time-bound targets to have a proper plan of action accounting for the existing covid 

context and the way forward. It is a long battle to achieve mainstreaming of menstruation 

conversations in the country, but it can only be achieved through all the stakeholders coming 

together to realise this goal.  

***** 
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