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Abstract

Background Reusable menstrual products have expanded the choices available for menstrual care and can offer
long-term cost and environmental benefits. Yet, in high-income settings, efforts to support period product access
focus on disposable products. There is limited research to understand young people’s product use and preferences in
Australia.

Methods Quantitative and open-text qualitative data were collected through an annual cross-sectional survey of
young people (aged 15-29) in Victoria, Australia. The convenience sample was recruited through targeted social
media advertisements. Young people who reported menstruating in the past 6 months (n =596) were asked ques-
tions about their menstrual product use, use of reusable materials, product priorities and preferences.

Results Among participants, 37% had used a reusable product during their last menstrual period (24% period
underwear, 17% menstrual cup, 5% reusable pads), and a further 11% had tried using a reusable product in the past.
Reusable product use was associated with older age (age 25-29 PR=3.35 95%Cl| = 2.09-5.37), being born in Australia
(PR=1.74 95%Cl = 1.05-2.87), and having greater discretionary income (PR=1.53 95%Cl = 1.01-2.32). Participants
nominated comfort, protection from leakage and environmental sustainability as the most important features of
menstrual products, followed by cost. Overall, 37% of participants reported not having enough information about
reusable products. Having enough information was less common among younger participants (age 25-29 PR=1.42
95%Cl=1.20-1.68) and high school students (PR=0.68 95%C| = 0.52-0.88). Respondents highlighted the need for
earlier and better information, challenges navigating the upfront cost and availability of reusables, positive experi-
ences with reusables, and challenges for use, including cleaning reusables and changing them outside the home.

Conclusions Many young people are using reusable products, with environmental impacts an important motivator.
Educators should incorporate better menstrual care information in puberty education and advocates should raise
awareness of how bathroom facilities may support product choice.
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Background

Women, adolescent girls, and all people who menstru-
ate need access to sufficient, safe, and comfortable
mechanisms to collect menstrual bleeding and to make
informed decisions about their self-care and product
use, as part of their menstrual health [1-4]. In Australia,
people regularly purchase commercial products such as
disposable pads and tampons, with an estimated 300 mil-
lion tampons and 500 million disposable pads sold each
year [5]. Disposable products have a significant environ-
mental cost. In the UK, menstrual products generate an
estimated 28,114 tonnes of waste annually [6]. However,
studies have reported that people have mixed awareness
of the environmental consequences of disposable prod-
ucts [7].

Reusable menstrual products such as period under-
wear, reusable pads and menstrual cups are alternatives
to disposables and may offer greater environmental and
cost sustainability. [8—10] A recent environmental assess-
ment found that over one year, the environmental impact
of a menstrual cup was equal to less than 1.5% of the envi-
ronmental impact of a disposable product, at only 10% of
the cost of disposables [8]. Another estimate suggested
use of menstrual cups comprised only 7% of the cost and
6% of the plastic waste of tampons [9]. For people men-
struating in high-income countries, using a reusable pad
was estimated to save US$205 and the use of 1,300 single
use tampons [10]. Recent systematic reviews have found
that both menstrual cups and reusable pads are safe and
effective products [9, 10]. Despite these benefits, an audit
of menstrual education websites globally found only 30%
mentioned menstrual cups and 22% reusable pads [9].

Limited research has documented the uptake and
acceptability of reusable products and the barriers and
facilitators to use, particularly in high-income countries
[7, 9-13]. A large survey of 8,658 nurses in South Korea
found that most participants used disposable menstrual
products (89%) and few reported using cloth menstrual
pads (5%) or menstrual cups (2%) [13]. Participants chose
to use disposable products because they were convenient
to change and easy to discard. In contrast, participants
used menstrual cups for their comfort, eco-friendliness
and for health reasons. A large mixed methods study
of women and people who menstruate in Spain (aged
18-55) in 2021 found 55% had used reusable menstrual
products including menstrual cups (48%), reusable pads
(15%) and menstrual underwear (9%). Use of reusable
products differed by age, place of birth, gender iden-
tity, completion of education, and wealth. [14]. Qualita-
tive interviews with 34 of these participants perceived
menstrual cups as clean, comfortable, environmentally-
friendly, and healthier in comparison to disposable prod-
ucts. However, participants also noted barriers to using
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menstrual cups including physical pain after prolonged
use and inadequate space for cleaning and management,
particularly when around other people at home [14].
Recent efforts to address “period poverty” in young
people, such as the provision of free menstrual prod-
ucts in schools [15], have focused almost exclusively on
disposable products. In Australia, there are limited data
capturing young people’s use or perceptions of reusable
products. One study of university students in 2020 found
65% of respondents mostly used pads, 24% tampons, 8%
a menstrual cup at 2% period underwear [16]. Another
online survey of females in 2020 found 33% reported dif-
ficulties accessing period products during the COVID-
19 pandemic, this was more common among younger
women [17]. Neither study investigated perceptions or
experiences of reusable products. It is unclear if current
efforts to provide free menstrual products reflect the
preferences of young people, or if alternative strategies
may support the use of more environmentally and cost-
effective products. Thus, the present study aimed to:

1. Describe the use of reusable menstrual products
among young people in Victoria and explore demo-
graphic differences in their use

2. Understand young people’s product priorities and
perceptions of reusable products

3. Describe young people’s access to information about
reusable products

Methods
Data collection
This study used data from the Burnet Institute’s Sex,
Drugs, and Rockn'Roll (SDRR) study, an annual online
cross-sectional survey with a convenience sample of young
people from Victoria, Australia [18]. The questionnaire
was developed by the authors and includes 134 total ques-
tions on various health topics, including 23 questions on
menstrual products. All materials are in English language.
The Alfred Health Research Ethics Committee
approved the study (project number 326/08).

Setting

Recruitment was conducted online between April and
June 2021, mainly via social media platforms such as
Facebook and Instagram. The survey was distributed
through paid advertisements and individual post shar-
ing. Individuals who completed the survey in past years
and provided consent to be contacted for future research
were also emailed a link to the survey. Advertisements
did not specifically mention menstrual health or men-
strual products.
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Participants

Participants were eligible to complete the survey if they
were aged 15-29 years and lived in Victoria, Australia.
After clicking on the survey link, participants were pro-
vided with a participant information sheet. Once par-
ticipants provided informed consent, they commenced
the survey through the secure Research Electronic Data
Capture (REDCap) system [19, 20]. 1001 responses
were collected. For this study, the sample was limited to
participants who reported having a menstrual period in
the last six months (n=596).

Variables and measurement

Demographic characteristics

Socio-demographic factors assessed included age, gen-
der identity, country of birth, discretionary income,
current level of study and remote residence. Remote-
ness was determined by classifying participants into
major city of Australia or regional Australia based on
postcodes provided.

Product use

Participants were asked to report all the menstrual
products or materials they had used during their most
recent period as outlined in the Menstrual Practices
Questionnaire [21]. In addition, they were asked if they
had ever tried using a reusable product. In comparing
perceptions of reusable products, participants were
grouped into three categories: never users (those who
had never used a reusable product), ever users (those
who had ever used a reusable product but not during
the last period), and current users (those who reported
using a reusable product during their last menstrual
period).

Product preferences and perceptions

From a list of 12 features, participants were asked to
nominate the three they considered most important
when selecting a menstrual product. The selected top
features were compared, along with dichotomous vari-
ables reflecting whether each feature was included par-
ticipants ‘top three’

Perceptions of reusable products

Participants were presented with seven statements about
reusable products, of which four were positive (good
for the environment, low cost, comfortable, good pro-
tection from leakage) and three were negative (difficult
to change, unhygienic/dirty/gross, too much effort to
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clean). They were asked to indicate whether they agreed
or disagreed with each statement.

Product information

Participants were asked if they agreed or disagreed with
the statement “I have enough information about reusable
products”

Open-text survey responses

At the end of the set of menstrual health questions, par-
ticipants were presented with an optional open text ques-
tion asking: “Is there anything else you'd like to tell us
about making menstrual product choices or the use of
reusable products?”

Data analysis

Data were downloaded from REDCap and analysed in
Stata 17. Descriptive statistics were used to report the
proportion of participants using different products, reus-
able products, and the features considered most impor-
tant when considering a menstrual product.

Multinomial logistic regression was used to determine
the demographic characteristics associated with reusable
product use. Poisson regression with robust error vari-
ance (modified Poisson) was used to test differences in
the perceptions of reusable products among never, ever,
and current users of reusable products. Robust Poisson
regression was also used to test associations between
demographic characteristics and having sufficient infor-
mation about reusable products. Chi-squared tests were
used to test if features considered most important when
considering a menstrual product differed between cur-
rent, ever, and never users.

Participants’ open text responses reporting if there was
“anything else” they would like to share about product
choices or reusables was analysed using a conventional
qualitative content analysis approach [22, 23]. Following
initial familiarisation, a preliminary coding framework was
developed, and each response was coded in Microsoft Excel.
The framework was then adapted to incorporate new codes
identified inductively. The framework was refined to a final
set of categories based on the data and discussion among
analysts (JH AH). This reflected a pragmatic approach to
qualitative content analysis of the short, but informative,
participant responses, with the goal of describing partici-
pant needs to inform future research and practice.

Results

Of the 1001 participants who completed the SDRR sur-
vey, 596 reported having a menstrual period in the past
six months.
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Fig. 1 Menstrual products used by the participants in their last menstrual period (n=595). Note Participants could choose multiple options

Menstrual product access and use

Figure 1 presents all the menstrual materials used by par-
ticipants during their last period. Disposable pads were
used by most participants (69.5%), followed by tampons
(41.3%). A total 222 (37%) of participants had used a
reusable menstrual product during their last period, the
most common was reusable underwear (23.8%) followed
by menstrual cups (17.1%). A further 62 participants
(10.6%) reported that they had ever tried using a reusable
product but did not report using one during their last
period, leaving 310 participants (52.1%) who had never
used a reusable product.

Participant demographic characteristics and their asso-
ciation with use of a reusable product are displayed in
Table 1. Use of a reusable product during the last period
was associated with older age, being born in Australia,
and having a higher discretionary income. High school
students were less likely to be a current reusable user
than tertiary students, while those not currently study-
ing were more likely to be a current reusable user. Hav-
ing ever used a reusable product was only associated with
older age and higher discretionary income. There was no
association between reusable product usage and rural
residence or gender identity.

Product perceptions

When asked to nominate their three most important
characteristics of menstrual products, comfort, pro-
tection from leakage, and environmental sustainability

were endorsed by the greatest proportion of partici-
pants, followed by cost, confidence using the materi-
als, ease of changing and ease of mobility when using
the product. Figure 2 displays the proportion of par-
ticipants who included each feature in their three most
important features according to their use of reusable
materials. When separated by reusable use status, com-
fort and protection from leakage remained the top two
features in every group. The third most important fea-
ture differed between groups including cost for par-
ticipants who had never used reusable products, ease
of changing for ever users and environmental sustain-
ability for participants who currently used reusable
products.

Table 2 presents participants’ perceptions of reus-
able products. Current users had more positive percep-
tions of reusables than those who had never used them.
Those who had used reusables, but not during their last
period, typically rated reusables more favourably than
those who had never used them but less favourably than
those using reusables during their last period. Current
users of reusable products were more likely than never
users to agree that reusables are good for the environ-
ment, low cost, comfortable, good protection from
leakage, and that they have enough information about
reusable products. Current users of reusable products
were less likely than never users to agree that reusables
are difficult to change outside of the home, too much
effort to clean, and are unhygienic/dirty/gross (compar-
isons presented in Additional file 1: Table S1).
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Table 1 Reusable product use according to demographic characteristics

Demographics (%, n) Never used a Ever used a PR (95%CI)? Currently using a PR (95%Cl)?

reusable % (n) reusable % (n) reusable % (n)

All participants (n =595) 52.1(310) 10.6 (63) 37.3(222)

Age (Years)
15-19(30.5,182) 69.2 (126) 6.0(11) 1.00 24.7 (45) 1.00
20-24 (40.9, 244) 48.6(118) 1.1(27) 262 (1.24-5.52) 403 (98) 2.33(1.51-3.59)
25-29(28.5,170) 38.8 (66) 14.7 (25) 433 (2.01-9.36) 46.5 (79) 3.35(2.09-5.37)
Missing (n=0) 0) 0) 0

Area of residence
Major city (89.2, 445) 50.5 (224) 9.0 (40) 1.00 40.5 (180) 1.00
Regional Australia (10.8, 54) 48.2 (26) 9.3 (5) 1.08 (0.39-2.97) 426 (23) 1.10(0.61-1.99)
Missing (n=97) (60) (18) (19)

Country of birth
Australia (84.3,494) 49.9 (246) 106 (52) 1.34 (0.62-2.87) 39.6 (195) 1.74 (1.05-2.87)
Other (15.7,92) 62.0 (57) 9.8(9) 1.00 283 (26) 1.00
Missing (n=10) @ 2 m

Gender identity
Female (91.9, 545) 51.7 (281) 10.5(57) 1.00 37.9 (206) 1.00
Non-female (male, non-binary) (8.1, 48) 56.3 (27) 12.5(6) 1.10(043-2.77) 313(15) 0.76 (0.39-1.46)
Missing (n=3) 2 0) (@)

Current education level
High School (14.0, 83) 68.7 (57) 9.6 (8) 0.68 (0.30-1.53) 21.7(18) 047 (0.26-0.83)
Tertiary studies (58.3, 346) 53.0(183) 11.0(38) 1.00 35.9(124) 1.00
Not studying (27.8, 165) 41.2 (68) 103 (17) 1.20 (0.64-2.27) 48.5 (80) 1.74 (1.17-2.58)
Missing (n=2) 2 0) (0)

Discretionary income
<$120(76.0,441) 54.7 (247) 9.1 (40) 1.00 36.3 (160) 1.00
>$120(24.0,139) 41.7 (58) 15.8(22) 229 (1.26-4.14) 42.5(59) 1.53(1.01-2.32)
Missing (n=16) an (1) (3)

@ Never using a reusable product is the reference category
PR prevalence ratio, C/ confidence interval

Access to information

More than one third of participants reported that they
did not have enough information about reusable prod-
ucts. Table 3 presents participants knowledge of reus-
able products according to demographic characteristics.
Among the demographic characteristics included in
the survey, younger participants (aged 15-19) and high
school students were significantly less likely to report
having sufficient information on reusables (47.7% and
55.7%, respectively).

Qualitative findings

When asked if there was “anything else” they would like
to share about product choices or reusables, 97 partici-
pants (16%) provided a response. Participants highlighted
knowledge and information needs related to reusable
products (n=28), the upfront cost or challenges with
accessibility of reusables (n=27), hesitancy or hygiene
concerns related to reusables (n=13), experiences of

discomfort, leakage or difficulties changing reusables
outside the home (n=22), the burden of cleaning reusa-
bles (n=11), positive experiences of comfort and learn-
ing to use reusables (n=16), and challenges related to
disorders, bleeding changes, degree of menstrual flow, or
contraceptives (n=9). Seven participants described their
desire to try reusables.

Knowledge and information

Many respondents described wanting more, or to receive
earlier information about reusable products, with some
noting they had little awareness of reusable products
prior to the survey. Multiple participants reported wish-
ing they were aware of reusables earlier and that infor-
mation had been provided along with puberty or sexual
education in school. Other participants described more
detailed informational needs, particularly regarding
the use and fit of menstrual cups, including methods of
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Table 2 Proportion of participants agreeing with statements about reusables by reported reusable menstrual product use

Agreement with the statement... Total % Never % Ever % Current % Missing (n)
Reusables are good for the environment 924 89.7 85.7 98.2 8)
Reusables are low cost 56.6 490 714 63.1 (7)
Reusables are comfortable 63.5 484 524 87.8 (46)
Reusables are good protection from leakage 68.2 58.7 55.6 85.1 (50)
Reusables are difficult to change outside the home 74.6 784 714 70.3 (22)
Reusables are unhygienic/dirty/gross 20.7 297 254 6.8 (13)
Reusables are too much effort to clean 47.2 64.8 476 225 1)

Table 3 Information about reusable products by demographic characteristics

Demographics Has enough information about
reusable products %(n)

Does not have enough information about PR (95%Cl)
reusable products %(n)

All participants (n=581) 63.5 (369)
Age
15-19 52.3(92)
20-24 64.4 (154)
25-29 741 (123)
Missing (n) ©)
Area of residence
Major city 66.7 (291)
Regional Australia 62.3 (33)
Missing (n) (45)
Country of birth
Australia 64.9 (313)
Other 584 (52)
Missing (n) ()
Gender identity
Female 63.7 (339)
Non-female (male, non-binary) 36.3(193)
Missing (n) @)
Current education level
High School 443 (35)
Tertiary studies 65.5(222)
Not studying 69.6 (112)
Missing (n) )
Discretionary income
<$120 62.3 (268)
>$120 69.3 (95)
Missing (n) ©6)

36.5(212)

47.7 (84) 1.00

356 (85) 1.23 (1.04-1.46)
259 (43) 142 (1.20-1.68)
©)

33.3(145) 1.00

37.7 (20) 0.93 (0.74-1.16)
(47)

35.1(169) 1.00

416 (37) 0.90 (0.75-1.09)
(6)

60.9 (28) 1.00

39.1(18) 0.96 (0.75-1.22)
m

55.7 (44) 0.68 (0.52-0.88)
34.5(117) 1.00

304 (49) 1.06 (0.93-1.21)
@

37.7 (162) 0.90 (0.79-1.03)
30.7 (42) 1.00

@)

insertion, cleaning, concerns about potential harms or
selecting the correct size.

“I would have loved to have learnt more about reus-
able menstrual products during sex ed at high school
— they have totally changed the relationship I have
with my period and womanhood”

“..a lot of the information I've encountered about
menstrual cups has been very unhelpful - for exam-
ple, I've seen claims that menstrual cups should
work for everyone, which hasn’t been the case for me
at all. Also, some brands call their smaller sizes for
kids or for virgins, which sucks”
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“I wish I knew more about my anatomy/felt more
Sfamiliar with my body so I could have made this
choice earlier on and felt less intimidated”

“There wasn’t enough information on the packaging
about the different ways to insert the menstrual cup
so I watched videos online”

Upfront costs and accessibility

Participants noted that reusable products were mostly
available online, rather than accessible in stores, mak-
ing them more difficult to access. A number also noted
struggling to find reusable underwear in larger sizes or in
a preferred style such as fuller coverage.

“I think reusable menstrual products should be more
widely available, especially local stores to avoid
having to buy them online”

The upfront cost of both menstrual cups and reusable
period underwear was highlighted. While participants
noted the potential for savings over the long-term, those
on restricted budgets found the upfront cost steep, par-
ticularly if they were not confident the product would
work for them. Participants noted that multiple pairs of
period underwear were needed and that the cost quickly
added up.

“Cup is my fave. Not really for me, but I wish there
was some way you could try out brands to find a
good fit without putting down the $50 each time.
Massive deal-breaker for a lot of people I speak to
is that they like the cup, but took a while to find a
brand which works for them.”

“The initial cost is what puts me off. 1 understand
it would be more cost efficient in the long term,
but when living week-to-week, sometimes you can’t
afford that cost at one time”

Hesitancy and hygiene concerns

Beyond the upfront cost, some participants described
concerns about inserting and removing menstrual cups,
the hygiene of reusable options, or reusable being inap-
propriate for varying anatomies or menstrual flow.

“Scared of inserting the product in and not being
able to pull it out”

“I find it unhygienic due to the correct way to discard
residue in public areas. I think there’s a risk to infec-
tions and is very awkward to sanitise the product in
public wash rooms such as menstrual cups”
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Discomfort, difficulties changing, and leakages

Participants who had tried reusable products described
varied experiences. They described difficulties insert-
ing or removing a menstrual cup, a significant learn-
ing curve, or discomfort with the cup inserted. Others
described experiencing leaking using reusable prod-
ucts and losing confidence in their performance, or
not wanting to invest more funds in finding the right
product.

“Took me a year to figure out how to insert a men-
strual cup properly”

“I've used a mensural cup before with both success
and failure. Sometimes when I would insert it I
could feel it inside me and would have to readjust.
I've also experienced leakage and I don’t know if
that was my fault or the product”

Most participants in this category mentioned difficul-
ties changing reusables outside the home.

“I tried a menstrual cup and re-usable pads and
both products leaked and were very difficult to
change during a busy work day.”

“Dude how do I change/empty a cup in public
places if I have heavy flow. That just seems like a
disaster waiting to happen and no one seems to
talk about it”

“Re-usable menstrual products although cost effi-
cient long term, are not fitted for people with very
heavy flows and can be uncomfortable to change in
work/school environments”

Burden of cleaning

Similarly, participants highlighted the burden of clean-
ing reusable products as a disincentive for use, particu-
larly laundering reusable underwear or pads.

“It’s just too hard to wash. You have to soak it in
water and then machine wash. It's too much of a
hassle”

“Because of how expensive the reusable period
undies are I have only purchased 3 pairs, after
wearing one all day, then one at night and one
the next day I would have to wash them every day
to be able to have a new one for the second night.
Sadly, i just don’t have the time and so I have to
use reusable pads in between.
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A few participants noted feeling pressure to adopt
more environmental practices at the cost of inconven-
ience during their period.

“I do think the marketing can be harsh on vagina
owners - like we get enough pressure from society
about having a period and not letting it interfere
with our everyday lives. Now having a period while
trying to ‘save the planet’ can be a lot of pressure”

Comfort and positive learning experiences

Positive experiences of menstrual cups and reusable
underwear were described by many participants, not-
ing benefits in comfort and environmental sustainability.
Some cup users noted a significant learning curve but
reflected positively on learning to use this product and
their current experience.

“I got a cup 3 years or so ago. It took me about 18
months to become truly comfortable using it, but
now that I am I love it. I think a lot of people get put
off by the insertion/cleaning, but its good to learn
how to do it through experience.

“Menstrual underwear have changed my life. They
are so much more comfortable and hygienic”

“The period underwear has been the best addition
to my routine and I look forward to also exploring
other products such as moon cups. I think that a lot
of people shy away from such products because of
the stigma still surrounding periods- whether people
like it or not, it’s definitely still there!”

Desire to try reusable products

While highlighting cost, informational, and access con-
cerns, several respondents also highlighted their desire to
try reusable materials.

“Would like to use, need to do more research’”

“I've never really explored reusable menstrual prod-
ucts, but I want to. I don’t think I've ever seen any for
sale in the supermarket.

Menstrual characteristics

Finally, some participants noted that lighter bleeding or
spotting related to menstrual disorders or hormonal con-
traceptives was not a good fit for a reusable product such
as a menstrual cup or noted that heavy bleeding or pain
made cleaning reusables too burdensome. Additionally,
one respondent commented on the challenge of using
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reusable products throughout the whole menstrual cycle
as the period gradually lightens towards the end of the
cycle.

“Quite heavy periods mean I don’t have confidence
trying reusable menstrual products”

“So far I have found it difficult to use reusable prod-
ucts throughout the whole cycle as the amount of
bleeding starts to lighten, so some products don’t feel
the most suitable”

Discussion

This study describes young people’s use of menstrual
products in Victoria, their perceptions of reusable prod-
ucts, access to information, and potential barriers to use.

Overall 47% of participants had ever used a reus-
able product, similar to survey data from the same time
period in Spain finding 51% of respondents aged 18-25
used reusable products [14]. In our sample, reusable
period underwear was the most common reusable prod-
uct used during the last period (24%) followed by men-
strual cups (17%). Findings suggest that the experiences
of using reusable menstrual products are highly relevant
to understanding young people’s menstrual experiences
and needs, with almost half of young people in our study
already using these products.

When selecting a menstrual product, young people
prioritised comfort and effectiveness (protection from
leakage). Environmental sustainability was also impor-
tant, particularly among participants who used reus-
able products, suggesting that environmental concerns
may be a significant motivator for use. Cost, confidence
using the product and ease of changing were selected by
20-25% of participants as top priorities. Interestingly,
ease of changing was prioritized by fewer current users of
reusables but was often selected as a top priority among
those who had tried a reusable but did not use one during
their last period. Almost all participants perceived reus-
able products as good for the environment. To promote
sustainability in their policies, governments could con-
sider mechanisms for incorporating education and reus-
able products in school provisions, addressing this initial
upfront expense.

Use of reusable menstrual products was associated
with older age, being born in Australia, and report-
ing a higher discretionary income. Additionally, high
school students were less likely to use reusable men-
strual products than tertiary students. These findings
are consistent with participants’ reported access to
information about reusable menstrual products, with
high school students (56%) and younger participants
aged 15-19 (48%) more likely to report they did not



Ramsay et al. BMC Women'’s Health (2023) 23:102

have enough information about reusable products.
In open-text responses, participants highlighted dif-
ficulties accessing enough information about reus-
able menstrual products, consistent with past audits of
information provision [9] and participants suggested
to incorporate more comprehensive menstrual prod-
uct information in school puberty education programs.
This finding aligns with a qualitative investigation of
menstrual health education in Australian schools, in
which students reported a heavy focus on menstrual
biology and anatomy with inadequate information
about menstrual health more broadly [24]. Greater
access to reusable product information and education
on how to select and use products such as menstrual
cups may increase confidence and enable menstruators
to make informed product decisions. Improved visibil-
ity and information may also reduce the risks associ-
ated with reusable products’ high up-front cost, if users
can be more confident that the product will be suitable
when purchasing. Beyond information, younger peo-
ple may also have poorer access to products. As par-
ticipants noted in open-text responses, many reusable
products need to be purchased online and are not read-
ily available in supermarkets and shops.

Many participants perceived reusable products as
being difficult to change outside the home (75%), includ-
ing those who had ever or were currently using reusa-
bles (70%). This is consistent with open text comments
describing inadequate time, privacy, or concerns about
mess when changing reusable products. Further research
should explore in more detail the effectiveness of changes
to bathroom facilities for supporting menstrual health.
In an online survey of university students in Australia,
only 16% reported high levels of confidence to manage
their menstruation at university [16]. This was signifi-
cantly associated with the quality of bathroom facilities.
Supportive infrastructure is recognised as an integral
requirement for menstrual health and hygiene, with
comfort, privacy, safety, and access to water and soap for
washing, and mirrors for checking for leakage all being
highlighted as important in providing menstrual-friendly
facilities [1, 25-28]. Audits of public toilets in New York
City have highlighted many inadequacies for menstrual
management, and significant consequences for those
reliant on these services including homeless populations
[29]. In many education institutions and workplace toi-
lets, wash basins are placed outside the cubicles present-
ing a barrier to rinsing reusable products or hands when
changing materials.

The burden of cleaning reusables was highlighted in
some open text responses. While this view was endorsed
by only 23% of current reusable product users in the sur-
vey, half of ever users and 65% of never users held this
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view. These different perceptions may suggest that clean-
ing difficulties were a reason for discontinued use of
reusables and may present a disincentive to start using
reusables for those who have not tried them. Greater visi-
bility and information about using reusable products may
support a realistic understanding of cleaning and support
uptake. Similarly, many more participants using reusa-
bles agreed that these products were good protection and
comfortable. More information capturing other users’
experiences may help further support uptake, as confi-
dence and trust in the ability and effectiveness of reusable
alternatives can be built.

Strengths and limitations

Recruitment for the SDRR survey was conducted online
using convenience sampling which may potentially result
in sampling bias. Those with higher socioeconomic status
are likely to be more represented in social media cross-
sectional study recruitment as well as those who are
more educated [30]. As cost and education were found
to be associated with menstrual product choice, our
results may overrepresent the prevalence of reusable use.
As a cross-sectional study, data were collected at only
one point in time, we are unable to infer the direction of
effects and results may not represent long-term reusable
use.

During the recruitment period, Victoria was under
COVID-19 lockdown restrictions thus many participants
may have been studying or working from home which
might have impacted product choices. The survey was
advertised as a general survey surrounding young peo-
ple’s health and did not mention menstrual products.
This reduced bias from individuals with an interest in
the topic of menstrual choices from being more likely to
participate.

Our open-text question asked participants to report if
there was “anything else” they wanted to share about reus-
able products or product choices, which provided space
for sharing a broad range of topics, it did not explicitly ask
participant to identify barriers to use of reusables which
may have resulted in different responses. Those provid-
ing open text responses may have different experiences,
however this these data highlight areas for future inquiry,
including difficulties learning to use menstrual cups com-
fortably, challenges identifying cups with the right ‘fit]
detailed information needs, and the design of facilities to
support using reusable products outside the home.

Conclusions

This study provides the first estimate of menstrual
product preferences among young people in Australia.
Almost half of participants had used reusable menstrual
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products. Potential barriers to uptake include informa-
tion needs, the high upfront cost, difficulties using prod-
ucts such as menstrual cups and challenges of changing
reusable products outside the home. Many young peo-
ple highly valued environmental sustainability in select-
ing a menstrual product, and some noted benefits for
comfort using reusable underwear or a menstrual cup.
In addressing young people’s menstrual product needs,
reusable options should be considered. Improving the
quality of education about menstrual products may
empower young people to select sustainable alternatives
and improve experiences. Similarly, upgrading facili-
ties such as bathrooms to improve comfort changing
reusable products may enable greater reusable product
use, including cost savings over time and environmental
sustainability.
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