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Designing for Menstrual Product Accessibility 
 

 
Problem Statement: 
 
Menstruation is a natural part of women’s life, but products, such as tampons and pads, used to 
manage it are treated as non-essential or a luxury. This is evidenced by the absence of 
menstrual products in bathrooms and tax policies which tax period products as luxury goods in 
most states. In the absence of free or paid dispensers for period products, women have 
developed a wide variety of coping strategies for taking care of menstrual needs and concealing 
period products from the eyes of men and the general public.   
 
 
Literature Review: 
 
Living a life without undue burden or stigma from menstruation is essential to female autonomy. 
According to reproductive health activist Kiran Gandhi,  

 
“Combatting stigma means being able to have the vocabulary to speak about the 
body without being silenced or shamed. By not having the vocabulary to speak 
about a natural process, myths fill in the voids and cloud true education; we don’t 
feel empowered or safe to speak up when we are experiencing real pain or a 
medical emergency and somebody else ends up owning the narrative and being 
able to use it against us.” 
 

During the past 18 months, menstruation has become the source of great public debate and 
interest. Currently, periods are easier to talk about than ever before. Pads and tampons have 
made political headlines in every month of 2016 (Friedman). Mentions of periods tripled in 
mainstream media outlets between 2010 and 2015 (Gharib). And measures to remove sales tax 
on period products have gone viral across states legislatures (Friendman). Currently thirty-nine 
states tax period products as “feminine hygiene” goods, the same category as other luxury and 
non-necessity items, such as make-up. Since New York State unanimously passed legislation 
removing sales tax from menstrual products, fourteen other states have proposed similar 
legislation. The tampon tax is the perfect of-the-moment issue for lawmakers who want to signal 
their support for women — and take a stance on inequality.  
 
Product innovation in the menstrual product market has also taken off. Where there were once a 
limited set of options from large companies, there are now dozens of female-led startups 
rethinking female experience, sustainability, comfort, and conversation.  

 
 

Gap:  
 
While we are currently in the midst of a “menstruation renaissance”, most of the design-based 
interventions have focused on ways lighten women’s individual responsibility or create new 
products that are less wasteful and more pleasant to use. These are welcome additions to the 
period product landscape, but none of are aimed at women experiencing those “unexpected 
moments” or women who cannot afford to buy higher-end, reusable products, regardless of tax 
levels. In these cases, the burden of responsibility must shift from the individual to the 
institutional. The next battleground in menstruation will be on access to free or low-cost period 
products in public spaces. 
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However, there has been a lack of conversation about the institutional responsibility to make 
period management accessible. With the few exceptions, schools, work places, and businesses 
do not see it as their responsibility to provide women with enough access to period products, 
despite how critical they are for women to feel comfortable and functional. Few strategies have 
been explored for how to make women confident they will be able to manage their period when 
they are outside the home. Tampon/pad dispensers have been the traditional solution, but they 
are rare and the general perception of them is that they are “coin-operated, cardboard/low-
quality, broken, empty, and old fashioned.” This perception sheds more negative emotions on 
the idea that women can depend on finding a solution for their period when they need one.  
 
 
Purpose:  
The initial purpose of this study was to understand how women navigate menstrual products 
under two conditions: in public or private spaces and with or without political messaging about 
period product access.  
 

Phase I: Object Intervention 
I created a tampon dispenser. The design was meant to be obvious in its form and use, but 
also unobtrusive to a bathroom environment. It was purpose-build for the RISD ID building, 
so it matched the color and dimensions of tile in the women’s restrooms. 

 
Methods:  

 
Number of Tampons: I tracked how many tampons were taken under the different 
circumstances (no message/bathroom, message/bathroom, no message/public, and 
message/public.) The dispenser was kept in the same circumstances for 24 hrs. The 
locations chosen were the women’s restroom on the 2nd floor of the RISD ID building and 
adjacent to the vending machines on the 2nd floor of the RISD ID building. I had 
considered choosing two different public/private sites, but chose to keep the locations 
constant to have comparable data in terms of traffic and visibility.  
 
Tracking/Intercept Interviews: When the tampon dispenser was in public spaces, I 
spent 2 hours at each location tracking how people interacted with the dispenser and 
asking a few follow-up questions with anyone who stopped to look at it or took a tampon. 
The categories I monitored were: “did not observe”, “observed, but didn’t stop”, 
“stopped”, and “took a tampon.” Gender was also tracked and brief intercept interviews 
were done to understand context and intentions.  

 
Phase II: Survey 
When the results of phase I turned out to less meaningful than anticipated, I created a 
survey to examine broader attitudes and motivations that may inform successful 
interventions regarding period product access.  
 
Respondents were recruited via snowball and convenience sampling through online social 
network. To incentivize participation, respondents were entered in a drawing for a gift 
certificate to THINX.  
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Results (jump to page 8 for Conclusions) 
 
Figure 1. Number of Tampons Taken During Design Intervention 
 

 
In a 

bathroom 
In a public 

space 
Without a political message 7 2 
With a political message 12 3 

 
Figure 2. Tracking Interactions with Design Intervention in Public Locations 
 

 
Did not 
notice 

Noticed, 
but didn’t 

stop Stopped 
Took a 
tampon 

Without a political message 65% 30% 5% 0% 
With a political message 58% 32% 11% 5% 

 
 
Figure 3. Survey Questions on Talk (n = 117) 
 

  Never Rarely 
Occasion

ally 

At least 
once or 
twice a 
cycle 

As often as 
possible 

How often do you discuss 
menstruation, in general? 

2% 12% 37% 43% 7% 

How often do you discuss 
PMS? 

7% 26% 33% 30% 3% 

How often do you discuss 
period products you haven't 
tried before? 

9% 40% 42% 7% 3% 

How often do you discuss 
discomfort due to 
menstruation? 

2% 17% 26% 43% 12% 

 
 
Figure 4. Survey Questions on Comfort (n = 117) 
 

  

Extremely 
uncomfort

able 

Somewhat 
uncomfort

able 

Neither 
comfortable 

nor 
uncomforta

ble 

Somewhat 
comfortab

le 

Extremely 
comfortab

le 
How comfortable are you 
discussing periods with 
acquaintances of the same 
sex? 

1% 4% 8% 34% 53% 
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How comfortable are you 
discussing periods with 
acquaintances of the 
opposite sex? 

11% 25% 19% 34% 11% 

How comfortable are you 
holding, buying, or accessing 
period products in front of 
acquaintances of the same 
sex? 

0% 10% 5% 21% 64% 

How comfortable are you with 
holding, buying, or accessing 
period products in front of 
acquaintances of the 
opposite sex? 

10% 30% 12% 28% 20% 

How comfortable would you 
be using a tampon dispenser 
in a public space (ie. any 
place outside a female/unisex 
bathroom)? 

5% 50% 10% 22% 13% 

 
 
Figure 5. Survey Questions on Menstrual Product Use (n = 117) 
 

  

Tampons Pads 
Menstrual 

Cups 

Reusable 
Cloth 
Pads 

Menstrual 
Sponges 

THINX or 
Period 
Panties 

Regularly use 65% 53% 40% 13% 2% 0% 

Have used in the 
past 23% 40% 50% 9% 0% 0% 

Interested in trying 3% 0% 0% 40% 19% 12% 

Not interested 9% 6% 9% 33% 66% 42% 

Did not know that 
was a thing 0% 1% 0% 3% 13% 45% 

 
Figure 6. Survey Question “How often do you need a tampon/pad/etc. when you don't have one?” 
(n = 117) 
 

 

Never. I'm 
always 
packing. 

Rarely. I'm 
usually 
prepared 

Occasionally. 
Sometimes I 
forget or my 
period comes 
unexpectedly. 

At least 
once or 
twice a 
cycle 

All the time. 
I never 
remember 
to pack 
enough. 

N 8 43 44 14 8 
% 7% 37% 38% 12% 7% 
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Figure 7.  Survey Question “When you don’t have your preferred period product on you, what do 
you do?” (n = 117) 
 

  N % 
Ask to borrow from a friend 90 77% 
Avoid changing your 
pad/tampon well past the 
recommended time 

70 60% 

Buy an entire package when 
you only need one 72 62% 

Go home 24 21% 
Go out of your way to use that 
one bathroom with a tampon 
dispenser 

20 17% 

Improvise with toilet paper 16 14% 
Ask a stranger in a bathroom 4 3% 

 
Figure 8. Survey Question “Do you regularly go anywhere (school, work, business) that provides 
free tampons?” (n = 117) 
 

 N % 
Yes 24 21% 

No 93 79% 
 
 
Figure 9. Words use more than once to describe “Tampon Dispenser” (n = 117) 
 

List Count 
quarters 17 

cardboard 11 

low-quality-tampons 10 
broken 9 

empty 8 
old-fashioned 5 

rare 5 
cheap 4 

coin-operated 4 
I-never-have-coins 4 

bathroom 3 
last-resort 3 

please 3 
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awesome 2 

cool 2 
good 2 

metal-box 4 
money 2 

not-free 2 
public-restroom 2 

rough 2 
uncomfortable 2 

unreliable 2 
 
Figure 9. Words use more than once to describe “If a place provided free tampons, how would it 
make you feel?” (n = 117) 
 

List Count 
cared-about 15 

great 14 

only-if-theyre-quality 9 

prefer-pads 8 
aware-of-female-

needs 7 
happy 7 

comforted 6 
supported 6 

valued 6 
safe 5 

welcome 5 
awesome 4 

considered 4 
female-friendly 4 

grateful 5 
luxurious 4 
relieved 5 

amazing 3 
good 3 

niiiice 3 
respected 3 

at-ease 2 
glad-theyre-available 2 
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great-for-emergency 2 

its-about-time 2 
not-everyone-can-

afford 2 
pampered 2 

should-be-free 2 
understood 2 

wonderful 2 
yay 2 

 
 
Figure 10. Agreement Ratings (n = 117) 
 

  
Strongly 
Disagree 

Somewhat 
Disagree 

Neither 
Agree nor 
Disagree 

Somewhat 
Agree 

Strongly 
Agree 

Period products are essential to 
female autonomy. 

3% 0% 4% 18% 75% 

Period products should be as 
accessible as toilet paper. 

2% 1% 2% 24% 72% 

Paid tampon dispensers should be 
standard in all female/unisex 
bathrooms. 

3% 4% 9% 41% 42% 

Free tampon dispensers should be 
standard in all female/unisex 
bathrooms. 

3% 6% 3% 30% 59% 

Period Products should be tax-
exempt, like other medical goods and 
necessities. 

2% 1% 3% 11% 83% 

 
 
Figure 11. Survey Questions “What strategies have you used to hide tampons in public?” (n = 
117) 
 

  N % 
Sliding a tampon up your sleeve 96 82% 
Carrying "supplies" in a discreet pouch 89 76% 

Bringing entire backpack/large bag into 
bathroom 81 69% 
Buying those teeny tiny tampons that look 
like candy 35 30% 

Asking to borrow from a friend using 
euphemisms like "Aunt Flo" or "Red Tide" 16 14% 
Asking drug store to "double bag" your 
purchase 4 3% 
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Conclusions 
 

• Political messaging on the tampon dispenser had a strong influence on the number of 
tampons taken in a bathroom, but was not strong enough to overcome the stigma of 
accessing tampons in a public space.  

• Providing free period products reduces stigma surrounding menstruation and signals 
that the institution cares if menstruation does not affect women’s ability to participate. 

• The general perception of tampon dispensers is, “On the rare chance that you see once, 
they are outdated, empty, and dispensing low-quality products you do not trust.” Lack of 
choice and quality were big factors to the perception of current tampon dispensers as 
useless.  

• 96% of respondents either “Strongly Agreed” or “Somewhat Agreed” that period products 
should be as accessible as toilet paper.  

• Respondents agreed more strongly that all bathrooms should have free period products 
than paid period products.  

• When asked, 64% of respondents filled out a story about menstruation. Average word 
count of the stories was 71 words. Major themes of the stories were about inconvenient 
places to unexpectedly get your period, staining another person’s items, being publicly 
seen with period stains, or having their period interrupt an important life event.  

 
Period products are a necessity for women to fully participate in the context of a public 
environment. Women have a multitude of strategies to make sure they are prepared for their 
period, but inevitably, every woman has been in a position where she has to make a decision 
between being present or being uncomfortable/risk embarrassment. Silence constrains choice 
and innovation. There are many better systems and products to ensure menstruation will not 
affect women’s ability to fully participate in all spaces, but until we begin an active conversation, 
those solutions will not emerge.  
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