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u n d e r s t a n d i n g  p e r i o d  p o v e r t y  i n  h a w a i ' i :

a  c o m m u n i t y  s e r v i c e  a n a l y s i s

T H E  H A W A I ʻ I  S T A T E  C O M M I S S I O N  O N  T H E  S T A T U S  O F  W O M E N
A N D  M A ʻ I  M O V E M E N T  H A W A I ’ I

N O V E M B E R  2 0 2 1

This  paper  aims  to  build  a  storehouse  of  knowledge  on  period  poverty  in

Hawai ʻ i .  Period  poverty  is  shorthand  for  systematic  lack  of  access  to

period  supplies ,  such  as  pads  and  tampons .  Menstrual  inequity  is  often

credited  to  circumstances  including ,  but  not  l imited  to ,  economic

oppression ,  inadequate  menstrual  health  and  hygiene  education ,

cultural  or  societal  shame  or  stigma  surrounding  menstruation ,  and  a

lack  of  running  water  or  sanitary  locations  to  maintain  personal

hygiene .  This  is  the  f irst  report  of  i ts  kind  in  Hawai ʻ i .

i n t r o d u c t i o n



0 2

Period  poverty  is  not  a  given .  Period  poverty

in  Hawai ʻ i  traces  to  American  colonization .

Colonization  caused  a  dramatic  decline  in

power  for  women  and  māhū .  Once  influential

spir itual  leaders ,  polit ical  decisionmakers ,

and  economic  actors  whose  menstruation

was  nurtured ,  women  and  māhū  began  to  be

associated  with  negative  qualit ies  and

defined  by  Western  missionaries  as

intellectually  and  physically  inferior  to  men .

Stigmatizing  menstruation  was  part  of

building  the  case  that  being  a  woman  was

less  desirable  than  being  a  man—a  curse .

Women  and  māhū  were  also  placed  at  the

margins  of  the  new  cash-wage  system .  

t r a n s  m e n  a n d  t r a n s

b o y s ,  a s  w e l l  a s

g e n d e r  n o n - b i n a r y ,

i n t e r s e x ,  a n d

g e n d e r q u e e r  p e o p l e

m e n s t r u a t e  a s  w e l l .

Women ’s  unequal  status  was  cemented  by  Western  missionary  edicts

that  displaced  traditional  practices  surrounding  menstruation .  The  Bible

says ,  “When  a  woman  has  her  regular  f low  of  blood ,  the  impurity  of  her

monthly  period  will  last  seven  days ,  and  anyone  who  touches  her  will  be  

This  paper  reviews  and  analyzes  survey  results  from  361  Hawai ʻ i  residents

about  their  experiences  with  menstruation .  This  paper  also  explores  the

structural  sources  of  period  poverty  in  Hawai ʻ i .  Finally ,  this  project  tests

support  for  policy  related  to  menstruation  and  f inds  that  a  majority  of

participants  favor  government  provision  of  period  supplies .

Menstruation  is  an  involuntary  bodily  process  experienced  by  over  half

the  population  of  Hawai ʻ i ,  or  more  than  701 ,000  people .  The  vast

majority  of  people  impacted  by  period  poverty  are  women ,  but

menstruation  is  not  the  exclusive  domain  of  people  who  identify  as

women  and  girls :  “ [T]rans  men  and  trans  boys ,  as  well  as  gender  non-

binary ,  intersex ,  and  genderqueer  people  menstruate  as  well . ”

Each  month  and  for  an  average  of  forty  years ,  menstrual  blood  and

tissue  passes  out  of  a  woman ’s  body  for  two  to  seven  days .  Period

supplies  are  thereby  non-negotiable  necessit ies  that  determine  a

woman /girl ,  māhū ,  trans  man /boy ,  and  gender  non-conforming  person ’s

abil ity  to  participate  in  l i fe  in  public ,  especially  education  and

employment .  Consequently ,  period  poverty  is  a  source  of  gender

inequality .

1
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l o s t  i n  t r a n s l a t i o n

3  unclean  until  evening . ”   Menstruation  was  a  mark  of  sinfulness  that

required  sacrif icial  offering  to  expiate :  “The  priest  is  to  sacrif ice  one

dove  for  a  sin  offering  and  the  other  dove  for  a  burnt  offering .  In  this

way  he  will  make  atonement for her before the Lord for the
uncleanness  of her discharge . ”

The  Biblical  treatment  of  menstruation  stands  in  contrast  to  Native

Hawaiian  views  that  celebrated  menstruation  as  a  t ime  of  cleansing ,

rest  and  reflection .  According  to  cultural  historian  Adam  Keawe  Manalo-

Camp ,  Native  Hawaiians  did  not  init ial ly  have  an  ashamed  view  of

menstruation .  Practices  of  separation  and  dietary  restriction  around

menstruation  were  misinterpreted  in  a  negative  l ight  by  Westerners .  

4

There  are  many  Native  Hawaiian  terms  for

menstruation :  hanawai ,  kahe ,  ma ʻ i  (wahine ) ,

he ʻe  koko ,  wai ,  wai  ʻula ,  wai  o  ka  wahine ,

waimaka  lehua .  Like  many  words  in  the

Hawaiian  language ,  these  terms  for

menstruation  carry  multiple  meanings ,  such

as  kahe ,  which  means  both  to  tr ickle  and

menstruate .  Other  words ,  l ike  ma ' i ,  carry

negative  connotations  and  were  translated  to

mean  sickness ,  disease  and  menstruation .

Although  ma ’ i  is  used  colloquially  today ,  long

held  attitudes  that  have  been  conceptualized

through  rel igious  and  colonial ist  ways  of

thinking  influenced  these  l inguistic

translations  and  took  hold  because  this

Western  interpretation  aligned  with  the

Christian  premise  of  women ’s  impurity .  The

same  has  also  been  seen  in  English  with

“taboo ”  being  derived  from  either  the

Polynesian  tapua ,  meaning  “menstruation , ”  or

tabu ,  meaning  “apart ” .   As  a  result ,  for

“generations  of  women  have  been  taught  that

they  are  to  be  ashamed  of  their  bodies  and  of

their  gender . ”   Christian  patriarchy  is  the

ideological  pil lar  of  our  education  system ,  so

these  views  have  been  normalized  in  our

communities  through  various  institutions .

5
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In  the  United  States ,  most  individuals  util ize

tampons ,  disposable  pads ,  menstrual  cups ,  period

underwear ,  or  reusable  menstrual  pads  to  manage

menstruation .  The  essential  nature  of  these

supplies  remains  unrecognized  in  law  and  policy ,

and  shrouded  in  cultural  and  societal  shame .

Period  poverty  does  not  result  from  a  lack  of

resources ,  but  rather  lack  of  polit ical  will .  

Menstruation  is  sti l l  a  stigmatizing  mark  in  U .S .

society ,  although  i t  is  considered  “a  hidden  stigma

because  women  go  to  a  great  deal  of  effort  to

conceal  i t . ”

Menstruation  is  associated  with  raging  emotions ,

mental  instabil ity ,  and  dirtiness .  The  cultural

common  sense  says  periods  are  gross  and

shameful ,  and  so  is  poverty .

In  1964 ,  Patsy  Mink  was  r idiculed  by  Dr .  Edgar

Berman  when  she  stated  that  nothing  would  be

wrong  with  a  woman  president .  He  rebuffed  the

idea  of  a  "menopausal  woman  president "  who

might  be  "subject  to  the  curious  mental

aberration  of  that  age  group . "  She  was  quick  to

respond .  "His  use  of  the  menstrual  cycle  and

menopause  to  r idicule  women  and  to  caricature

all  women  as  neurotic  and  emotionally

unbalanced  was . . . indefensible  and  astonishing . "

The  stigma  and  si lence  around  menstruation  is

perpetuated  through  sexism .  Menstruation

continues  to  be  used  as  an  insult  among  men  to

assert  dominance  over  other  men  by  associating

them  with  women .  

For  example ,  Jack  Harlow  raps  in  his  chart

topping  2020  hit ,  “These  boys  pussy  they  PMSing . ”

Men ’s  stigmatizing  portrayal  of  menstruation  in

pop  culture  sends  a  power  message  to  each

generation  of  girls .
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M e n s t r u a l  S t i g m a  w a s  c o n f i r m e d  b y  a
s w a t h  o f  t e s t i m o n y  f r o m  r e s p o n d e n t s  t o
t h e  s u r v e y :

These  v iews  were  wide ly  he ld  by  our  respondents ,  which  i s

inc red ib l y  t rag ic .  We  take  a  f emin i s t  response  to  these  f ind ings  and

af f i rm  our  commitment  to  dest igmat i ze  menst ruat ion ,  end  per iod

pover ty  and  advance  gender  j u s t i ce .  No  resea rch  i s  t ru l y  ob jec t i ve

or  va lue -neut ra l ,  nor  shou ld  i t  be  i n  the  f ace  of  widespread

in jus t i ce .

C O N D I T I O N E D  T O  B E L I E V E
T H A T  P E R I O D S  W E R E
S O M E T H I N G  T O  B E  A S H A M E D
O F .  

P e r i o d s  a r e  v i e w e d  a s  g r o s s .  

I t ’ s  [ a ]  t a b o o  t o p i c ,  s o  i t ’ s  s h a m e f u l .  P e o p l e ,  e s p e c i a l l y
b o y s ,  t h i n k  i t ’ s  g r o s s .  T h e y  s a y  e w .

B e i n g  p o o r  i s  s h a m e .

I t ’ s  h a r d  t o  t a l k  a b o u t  s o m e t h i n g  t h a t ' s  n o t  u s u a l l y
t a l k e d  a b o u t  o r  c o n s i d e r e d  " g r o s s . "

W h e n  y o u  t a l k  a b o u t  y o u r  p e r i o d  p e o p l e  g e t  g r o s s e d
o u t  a n d  d o n ’ t  w a n t  t o  b e  a r o u n d  y o u .
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T e r m i n o l o g y

While  the  conversations  around

menstrual  inequity  focus

primari ly  on  girls  and  women  as

the  majority  of  those  impacted

by  patriarchal  structures ,  any

gender  can  experience  their

periods .  There  has  been  an

increase  in  menstrual  advocates

adopting  language  inclusive ,

using  terms  such  as

“menstruator ”  or  “people  who

menstruate ”  in  these

discussions .   Although  the  term

is  used  more  frequently  today ,

the  term  “menstruator ”  was

introduced  by  third-wave

feminist  activists  in  the  1990s

ostensibly  to  “uncouple  the

gendered  body  from

menstruation . ”  

Some  argue  that  this  has  had

the  unintended  impact  of

uncoupling  the  issue  from

systemic  sexism .

As  trans  inclusive  feminists ,  and

for  the  purpose  of  this  report ,

we  will  use  the  terms  “women ,

māhū ,  trans  men ,  gender  non-

conforming  and  non-binary

people ”  because  we  seek  to

humanize  those  defined  as  non-

human  by  patriarchy .

Historically  and  presently ,  our

dehumanization  is  perpetuated

by  stereotyping  language  that

reduces  us  to  our  bodies ,  body

parts ,  and  reproductive  role  in

society .  Naming  ‘women ’  is

about  focusing  on  patriarchy ,

not  excluding  all  impacted  by  i t .

11



0 8

The  vast  majority  of  participants  (94 .3%) identif ied  as  women ,  but  4 .5%

identif ied  as  gender  non-conforming  and  0 .3% as  māhū .  No  participants

identif ied  as  men  or  as  transgender .  Of  these  participants ,  26 .1% of  began

menstruation  in  elementary  school ,  62 .8% in  middle  school  and  11 .1% in

high  school .  

Period  poverty  and  menstrual  inequity  are  a  direct  result  of

socioeconomic ,  gender  and  racial  injustices  that ,  in  Indigenous  cultures ,

can  be  traced  back  to  American  colonization .  Settlers  and  missionaries

that  came  to  Hawai ’ i  sought  to  demonize  ancestral  belief  and  practices .

Prohibition  on  Hawaiian  language  is  a  key  example  of  the  attempt  to

control ,  suppress  and  erase  Native  Hawaiians .  Colonization  affected

women ,  men  and  gender  diverse  people  differently .  Through  colonization ,

women  were  associated  with  sin ,  redefined  as  man ’s  property ,  and

became  unable  to  survive  independently  without  a  man .  

Women ’s  vulnerabil ity  and  dependency  continues  today ,  as  captured  by

the  survey  results .  The  exceptionally  high  cost  of  l iv ing  and  wage  gap  for

women  specif ically  exacerbate  period  poverty  in  Hawai ʻ i :  29 .5% of

respondents  or  someone  in  their  household  experienced  diff iculty

obtaining  period  products .   Of  those  that  said  they  experienced  diff iculty ,

cost  was  the  most  cited  reason  (58%). In  addition ,  23 .8% of  respondents

have  made  sacrif ices  or  gone  with  less  in  order  to  afford  period  products .

In  this  report ,  we  employed  an  online  survey  to  obtain  feedback  in  a

contactless  manner  during  the  COVID-19  pandemic .  We  also  sought  to

correct  the  exclusion  of  women ’s  stories  from  so-called  objective

knowledge .

e x e c u t i v e  s u m m a r y

We  received  completed  surveys  from  361

Hawai ʻ i  residents  about  their  experiences

with  menstruation .  Survey  respondents

were  from  all  inhabited  is lands  except

Ni ʻ ihau :  62 .5% O ʻahu ,  18 .8% Hawai ʻ i  Is land ,

12 .8% Maui ,  4% Kaua ʻ i ,  1 .7% Lana ʻ i ,  and  0 .3%

Moloka ʻ i .  The  survey  was  conducted  over

one  month  between  August  10 ,  2021  to

September  9 ,  2021 .

 

R E P R E S E N T A T I O N

W o m e n  9 4 . 3 %

M ā h ū  0 . 3 %

G e n d e r  N o n - C o n f o r m i n g  4 . 5 %
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h a l f  o f  r e s p o n d e n t s

h a v e  m i s s e d  s c h o o l

o r  w o r k  b e c a u s e  o f

t h e i r  p e r i o d .

This  report  is  not  the  end-all ,  be-all .  This  report  is  intended  to  provide

an  init ial  snapshot  of  menstruation  issues  in  Hawai ʻ i .  We  believe  that

the  l ived  experiences  of  women  and  marginalized  genders  are  empirical

evidence .  Direct  testimonies  from  women  and  marginalized  genders

should  be  the  foundation  of  policy  about  our  l ives .  These  testimonies

lend  strong  public  support  for  policy  change :  95 .2% of  respondents

believe  the  government  should  remove  a  tax  on  period  products  (GET

taxes  many  necessit ies  in  Hawai ʻ i ) ,  and  93 .5% of  respondents  believe

government  should  provide  free  period  products ,  such  as  pads  and

tampons ,  to  anyone  who  needs  them .

Menstruation  impacts  participation  in  work  and  school  for  women  and

marginalized  genders .  Half  of  respondents  have  missed  school  or  work

because  of  their  period .  Specif ic  to  school  absences ,  21 .6% reported

missing  a  day  of  school  because  they  did  not  have  access  to  period

products .  Of  those  who  missed  school  entirely ,  11 .9% missed  3-5  school

days  and  6 .1% missed  6-10  or  more  school  days  in  an  academic  year .

Period  shame  impacts  period  product  access  which  impacts

participation  in  school :  65 .1% of  respondents  said  they  were

embarrassed  to  ask  a  school  administrator  (e .g .  teacher ,  nurse ,  etc . )  for  a

pad  or  tampon  or  other  help  to  manage  their  period .  Sources  of

embarrassment  cited  were  the  social  stigma  around  periods ,  and

insensit ive ,  unapproachable ,  and  untrained  teachers  and  school

administrators .  Relatedly ,  42% of  respondents  have  had  to  miss  class  or

leave  school  early  because  they  did  not  have  period  products .  

Shame  has  a  tangible  impact :  42 .3% of  respondents  stated  that  the  lack

of  access  to  a  pad  or  tampon  at  school  affected  their  abil ity  to  learn  in

high  school  because  they  were  too  uncomfortable ,  embarrassed  or

worried .  Yet  less  than  half  of  respondents  (42 .3%) said  that  their  school

provided  period  products ,  and  not  necessari ly  for  free  (25 .6%

remembered  having  to  pay  out-of-pocket ) .

Menstruation  remains  taboo  in  Hawai ʻ i .
This  has  created  ignorance  about  the  basic

functions  of  women ’s  own  bodies .  Nearly

half  (48 .3%) of  participants  received  l i tt le

to  no  information  about  their  period

before  i t  started .  Embarrassment  about

menstruation  was  one  of  the  top  three

barriers  to  obtaining  period  products .



Respondents  were  permitted  to  select  multiple  race  and  indigeneity

categories .  The  most  cited :  29 .5% of  respondents  identif ied  as  Native

Hawaiian ,  23 .6% as  Fil ipino ,  23 .6% as  Japanese ,  11 .6% Latinx  and  

52% white ;

Majority  of  respondents  were  sti l l  menstruating :  38 .9% of  respondents

were  age  30-44 ,  38 .6% were  age  19-29 ,  4 .5% were  age  13-18 ,  16 .5% were

45  or  older ,  (the  average  age  of  menopause  in  the  United  States  is  52 ) ;

Total  Household  income  before  taxes  during  the  past  12  months :

75% of  respondents  did  not  receive  any  government  assistance ,  15 .3%

receive  SNAP  benefits ,  6% receive  WIC ,  4 .5% UI ,  3 .4% receive  TANF .

1 0

k e y  i n s i g h t s
D E M O G R A P H I C S

94 .3% of  respondents  identif ied  as  women ,

4 .5% identif ied  as  gender  non-conforming ,  and

0 .3% (1 )  as  māhū .  No  participants  identif ied  as

transgender  or  men ;

3 6 1
H A W A I ' I  R E S I D E N T S

F I N A N C I A L  I M P A C T

12 .2% earn  $50 ,000  to  $74 ,999

13 .1% earn  $75 ,000  to  $99 ,000

23% earn  over  $100 ,000

15 .3% earn  less  than  $20 ,000

12 .5% earn  $20 ,000  to  $34 ,999

15 .6% earn  $35 ,000  to  $49 ,999

58% Cost

30% Lack of Knowledge

30% Closest Store Doesn't Carry

23% Embarrassment

2 9 . 5 %  o f  r e s p o n d e n t s  r e p o r t e d

t h e y  o r  s o m e o n e  i n  t h e i r

h o u s e h o l d  e x p e r i e n c e d  d i f f i c u l t y

o b t a i n i n g  p e r i o d  p r o d u c t s  M o s t  c o m m o n  b a r r i e r s  c i t e d

90 .3% believe  period  products  are  expensive ;

23 .8% have  made  sacrif ices  or  gone  with  less  in  order  to  afford  period

products ;

21% of  respondents  have  had  to  priorit ize  other  essential  household

expenses ,  such  as  food  or  util ity  bil ls ,  over  buying  period  products .
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S O C I E T A L  I M P A C T

E D U C A T I O N  I M P A C T

66 .2% attended  high  school  in  Hawai ʻ i ;
68 .2% attended  public  high  school ;

26 .1% of  respondents  began  menstruating  in  elementary ,  62 .8% in

middle  school  and  11 .1% in  high  school ;   

95 .5% reported  that  they  had  a  period  start  while  physically  at  school ;  

42% of  respondents  have  had  to  miss  class  or  leave  school  early

because  they  did  not  have  period  products .

21.6%
OF  FULL  ABSENCES ,  11 .9% MISSED  3-5  SCHOOL

DAYS ,  AND  6 .1% MISSED  6-10+ SCHOOL  DAYS  IN  AN

ACADEMIC  YEAR ;

MISSED A FULL DAY OF SCHOOL
BECAUSE THEY DID NOT HAVE
ACCESS TO PERIOD PRODUCTS

50% of  respondents  have  missed  school  or

work  because  of  their  period ;



48 .3% of  participants  received  l i tt le  to  no

information  about  their  period  before  i t

started ;



95 .2% of  respondents  believe  the  government

should  remove  a  tax  on  period  products ;



93 .5% of  respondents  believe  government

should  provide  free  period  products ,  such  as

pads  and  tampons ,  to  anyone  who  needs  them ;



20 .8% of  respondents  are  embarrassed  to  talk

about  their  period ;



64 .3% feel  social  and  emotional  distress  when

they  don 't  have  the  products ,  such  as  pads  and

tampons ,  needed  to  manage  a  period .

BELIEVE MENSTRUAL EQUITY IS A
REAL PROBLEM, LIKE FOOD AND
HOUSING INSECURITY84.7%
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M e t h o d o l o g y

This  report  util ized  an  online  survey  to  collect  feedback  from  Hawai ʻ i
residents  who  experience  menstruation .  Online  survey  was  the  preferred

method  during  the  COVID-19  pandemic  to  ensure  contactless  research

and  revenue-neutral ity .  

We  received  completed  surveys  from  361  Hawai ʻ i  residents  about  their

experiences  with  menstruation .  Survey  respondents  were  from  all

inhabited  is lands  except  Ni ʻ ihau :  62 .5% O ʻahu ,  18 .8% Hawai ʻ i  Is land ,

12 .8% Maui ,  4% Kaua ʻ i ,  1 .7% Lana ʻ i ,  and  0 .3% Moloka ʻ i .  The  survey  was

conducted  over  one  month  between  August  10 ,  2021  to  September  9 ,

2021 .

The  survey  instrument  was  modeled  on  the  national  survey  Menstruation

Management  in  United  States  Schools  and  Implications  for  Attendance ,

Academic  Performance ,  and  Health .

The  survey  was  disseminated  to  the  community  primarily  through  email

and  social  media ,  and  word  of  mouth  from  community  organizers ,

government  agencies ,  non-profit  service  providers ,  and  legislators  on  all

is lands .
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d i r e c t  t e s t i m o n i e s

T H E  R O L E  O F  
E D U C A T I O N A L  R E F O R M

I  r e m e m b e r  t h e  p e r i o d  s t i g m a  i n  m i d d l e / h i g h
s c h o o l  a n d  d o n ’ t  r e m e m b e r  l e a r n i n g  a n y t h i n g
a b o u t  p e r i o d s  o t h e r  t h a n  t h a t  t h e y  j u s t  “ h a p p e n
t o  w o m e n ”  w h e n  a c c e s s  t o  p e r i o d  p r o d u c t s ,
g e n d e r  i n c l u s i v e  e d u c a t i o n  a n d  m e d i c a l  a t t e n t i o n
a r e  s o  n e e d e d  y e t  a r e  a  h u g e  b a r r i e r  f o r  a l l  p e o p l e
w h o  m e n s t r u a t e .  

I ' m  5 6  y e a r s  o l d .  I  r a i s e d  t h r e e  d a u g h t e r s  a n d  t w o
s o n s ,  a n d  u s e d  m y  p e r s o n a l  e x p e r i e n c e  t o  c h a n g e
h o w  I  r a i s e d  m y  c h i l d r e n .  O p e n  d o o r  p o l i c y ,  O p e n
d i a l o g u e .  S e x  e d u c a t i o n  t r u l y  s h o u l d  s t a r t  a t  h o m e  t o
p r e p a r e  o u r  c h i l d r e n  f o r  a d u l t h o o d  i n  e v e r y  m e a n s
p o s s i b l e .  A s  a  m o t h e r  e a c h  c h i l d  p r o v i d e d  m e  a n
o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  b e c o m e  a  b e t t e r  p a r e n t .  I  o n l y  h o p e
m y  c h i l d r e n  a r e  d o i n g  t h e  s a m e  w i t h  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n .
W e  m u s t  p r e p a r e  t h e  n e x t  g e n e r a t i o n s  w h i l e  a t
h o m e  a n d  i n  s c h o o l .

A  l o t  o f  m y  o w n  d i s c o m f o r t  s t e m s  f r o m  h o w
m y  m o m  t a l k e d  a b o u t  p e r i o d s  o r  r a t h e r  d i d n ’ t
t a l k  a b o u t  i t  a t  a l l !  I t  w o u l d  h a v e  b e e n  n i c e  i f
s c h o o l  h a d  r e s o u r c e s  a n d  s t a r t e d  t h e
c o n v e r s a t i o n  t h a t  I  n e v e r  h a d  w i t h  h e r .  
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B U R D E N S O M E  C O S T  O F
L I V I N G  I N  H A W A I ' I

I  a l s o  s t a r t e d  p r e - m e n o p a u s e  i n  m y  l a t e  4 0 ' s ,  t h e n
m e n o p a u s e .  I  l o s t  w e i g h t  a n d  m y  p e r i o d  r e t u r n e d .
T h u s ,  I  a m  a d d i n g  t h e s e  p r o d u c t s  b a c k  t o  t h e
s h o p p i n g  l i s t  i n  m y  l a t e  4 0 s .

I  h a v e  s t r u g g l e d  f i n a n c i a l l y  a l l  m y  l i f e .  I  h a v e  s t r u g g l e d  f o r
f o o d ,  p a y i n g  b i l l s  a n d  p r o v i d i n g  m y s e l f  t h e  b a s i c  n e e d s  s u c h
a s  p a d s .  T h e r e  w e r e  m a n y  t i m e s  i n  m y  l i f e  I  w a s  f o r c e d  t o
u s e  t o i l e t  p a p e r  o r  p a p e r  t o w e l s / n a p k i n s  b e c a u s e  I  d i d n ' t
h a v e  p a d s .  B e c a u s e  t h o s e  i t e m s  d o e s n ' t  s t o p  l e a k a g e ,  I  w a s
f o r c e d  t o  s t a y  h o m e  s i c k .  I t  i s  s o  h a r d  w h e n  y o u  c a n ' t  a f f o r d
t h e  b a s i c  t h i n g s  i n  l i f e .

W h e n  m o v i n g  t o  H a w a i i ,  I  h a d  m a j o r  s t i c k e r  s h o c k
w i t h  t h e  c o s t  o f  t a m p o n s  a n d  p a n t y  l i n e r s .  A n d
b e c a u s e  I  g e t  a  b a d  r e a c t i o n  t o  t h e m  c h e a p  o n e s
( i t c h i n g ) ,  I  h a v e  t o  s p e n d  e x t r a  o n  t h e  n i c e  o n e s .  I
q u i c k l y  b o u g h t  a  m e n s t r u a l  c u p  f o r  c o s t  r e a s o n s  i n
a d d i t i o n  t o  e n v i r o n m e n t a l  r e a s o n s .

I  m a k e  d e c e n t  m o n e y ,  a l l  t h i n g s  c o n s i d e r e d .  B u t  I  w o u l d
n o t  b e  a b l e  t o  a f f o r d  t o  b u y  p a d s / t a m p o n s  m o n t h l y  o n
t o p  o f  t h e  h i g h  c o s t  o f  l i v i n g  i n  H a w a i i .  W h i c h  i s  w h y  I
o p t e d  t o  g e t  a n  I U D  ( f r e e  b i r t h  c o n t r o l  t h a n k s  t o  m y
m e d i c a l  i n s u r a n c e )  t o  s t o p  g e t t i n g  m y  m a ʻ i .  B u t  i t  i s n ’ t
so m e t h i n g  I  w o u l d  h a v e  c h o s e n  i f  I  k n e w  I  c o u l d  a f f o r d
t h e  a l t e r n a t i v e .
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T H E  R O L E  O F  
W O R K P L A C E  P O L I C Y

D u r i n g  m y  4 0 ' s ,  I  h a d  e n d o m e t r i o s i s  a n d  h a d  v e r y
u n e v e n  a n d  i r r e g u l a r  b l o o d  f l o w s ;  s o m e t i m e s  l e a k i n g
o n t o  m y  d r e s s  a n d  c h a i r  a t  w o r k .  S o  d i f f i c u l t  w h e n
w o r k i n g  f u l l  t i m e .  T h i s  i s  a n o t h e r  r e a s o n  w h y
t e l e w o r k  i s  a n  i m p o r t a n t  o p t i o n  w h i c h  s h o u l d  b e
o f f e r e d  t o  a l l  e m p l o y e e s ;  t o  h e l p  t h e m  m a n a g e
m e n s t r u a l  c y c l e s  a n d  o t h e r  h e a l t h  c h a l l e n g e s  i n  t h e
p r i v a c y  o f  t h e i r  o w n  h o m e s .  E v e n  h a v i n g  j u s t  o n e  d a y
o f  t e l e w o r k  p e r  w e e k  c a n  h e l p  e m p l o y e e s  t o  m a i n t a i n
b a l a n c e  i n  t h e i r  l i v e s  a n d  b e  t h e i r  b e s t .

I  h a v e  m e n o r r h a g i a  r e s u l t i n g  i n  h e a v y  b l e e d i n g  &  a n e m i a ,
s e v e r e  p e l v i c  p a i n  a n d  p m d d .  W a s  t e r m i n a t e d  f r o m  1  j o b  a n d
a l m o s t  t e r m i n a t e d  f r o m  a n o t h e r  d u e  t o  l o w  p e r f o r m a n c e  
( f r o m  a n e m i a ) / m i s s e d  w o r k  ( d u e  t o  p e l v i c  p a i n )  d u r i n g  p e r i o d .
M e d  p r o f e s s i o n a l s  w o u l d  n o t  a p p r o v e  f m l a  f o r  p e r i o d s  c a l l i n g
i t  " u n e t h i c a l . "

M y  p e r i o d  m a d e  m y  l i f e  a  l i v i n g  h e l l .  I t  h a s  a f f e c t e d
m y  s c h o o l  l i f e  a n d  m y  c a r e e r ,  i n c l u d i n g  t h e  t y p e s  o f
j o b s  t h a t  I  a p p l i e d  f o r  a n d  h e l d .  P e r i o d s  n e e d  t o  b e
n o r m a l i z e d  a n d  s o  d o e s  h a v i n g  p e r i o d  p r o d u c t s
a v a i l a b l e ,  i n c l u d i n g  p a i n  m e d i c a t i o n .  I  m i s s e d  m a n y
d a y s  o f  s c h o o l  a n d  w o r k  d u e  t o  e x t r e m e  p e r i o d
p a i n s  d u e  t o  y e a r s  o f  e n d o m e t r i o s i s .  I  w a s  n o t
d i a g n o s e d  w i t h  t h i s  u n t i l  a g e  2 8  a f t e r  y e a r s  o f  p a i n
e v e r y  m o n t h .  
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T H E  R O L E  O F  G O V E R N M E N T
U N D E R R E S O U R C I N G

T h e  f a c t  t h a t  w o m e n  h a v e  t o  p u r c h a s e  s u c h  p r o d u c t s
f o r  a  b i o l o g i c a l  c a u s e  t h a t  t h e y  h a v e  n o  c h o i c e  b u t  t o
f a c e ,  i s  n o t  o k a y .  A s  a  w o m a n ,  I  h a v e  f a c e d  t h e  s t i g m a
o f  g e t t i n g  m y  p e r i o d  a n d  w a s  a l w a y s  a f r a i d  o f  o t h e r s
j u d g i n g  m e  i f  I  h a d  e v e r  " l e a k e d "  o r  a s k e d  f o r  p a d  o r
t a m p o n .

I  h a v e  o n l i n e  f r i e n d s  t h a t  a r e  p r o b a b l y  i n  7 t h - 8 t h
g r a d e  a n d  s o m e  o f  t h e i r  s t o r i e s  a r e  t h a t  s o m e  o f  t h e i r
t e a c h e r s  ( m a i n l y  o n e )  w o u l d n ' t  l e t  t h e m  g o  t o  t h e
b a t h r o o m  o n  t h e i r  p e r i o d s  a n d  t h e  t e a c h e r  w o u l d
m a k e  t h e m  f e e l  a s h a m e d  o f  t h e i r  p e r i o d s .  T h e y  w e r e
i n  t h e  s a m e  c l a s s  a g a i n  w h i l e  o n  t h e i r  p e r i o d s  a n d
t h e y  d i d n ' t  w a n t  t o  a s k  t h e  t e a c h e r  a g a i n  b e c a u s e
t h e y  w e r e  a s h a m e d  a n d  s c a r e d  s o  I  t h i n k  t h e y  t o l d  m e
t h a t  t h e y  j u s t  l e t  t h e i r  b l o o d  l e a k  t h r o u g h  t h e i r  p a n t s .

A s  a  y o u n g e r  t e e n ,  I  w a s  t o l d  t o  t r y  a n d  s t r e t c h  o u t
u s i n g  p a d s  a t  h o m e  b e c a u s e  m y  m o m  w a s n ’ t  a b l e  t o
a f f o r d .  I  k n e w  m y  f r i e n d s  h a d  a n  e a s i e r  t i m e  a c c e s s i n g
p a d s  a n d  I  w o u l d  a s k  t h e m .  I t ’ s  t h e  t h i n g s  l i k e  t h i s
t h a t  m a k e s  t a x e d  p e r i o d  p r o d u c t s  i n a p p r o p r i a t e .
W h a t  r e a s o n  w i l l  g i v e  t h e  o f f i c i a l s  t h e  e y e  o p e n e r  t o
t a k e  i t  e a s y  o n  f e m i n i n e  p r o d u c t s ?
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T H E  L A C K  O F  P U B L I C
I N F R A S T R U C T U R E  &  
A C C E S S  T O  R E S T R O O M S

O f t e n  t i m e s ,  f r o m  m y  e x p e r i e n c e ,  y o u n g  w o m e n  i n  h i g h
s c h o o l / m i d d l e  s c h o o l  e n d  u p  l e a k i n g  o u t  o f  t h e i r  p r o d u c t s
b e c a u s e  t h e y  a r e  s i m p l y  t o o  e m b a r r a s s e d  t o  a s k  t h e i r
t e a c h e r s  f o r  a n o t h e r  O R  b e c a u s e  t e a c h e r s  o f t e n  d o  n o t
a l l o w  s t u d e n t s  t o  g o  t o  t h e  b a t h r o o m  d u r i n g  c l a s s  t i m e ,
a n d  a r e  o f t e n  a s k e d  t o  e x p l a i n  w h y  t h e y  n e e d  t o  g o .  I  w a s
a  v i c t i m  i n  w h i c h  I  h a d  a  f e e l i n g  I  n e e d e d  t o  c h a n g e  m y
p e r i o d  p r o d u c t ,  a n d  w h e n  I  r e q u e s t e d  t o  u s e  t h e  r e s t r o o m ,
t h e  t e a c h e r  h a d  t h e  a u d a c i t y  t o  a s k  w h y  i n  f r o n t  o f  t h e
e n t i r e  c l a s s r o o m .  I  w a s  m o r t i f i e d  n o t  o n l y  b e c a u s e  I  f e l t
t h a t  I  w a s  n o t  a b l e  t o  t e l l  H I M  w h y ,  b u t  b e c a u s e  I  h a d  a l s o
e n d e d  u p  l e a k i n g  t h r o w  m y  c l o t h e s  a n d  r e q u e s t e d  m y
m o t h e r  t o  c o m e  t o  s c h o o l  t o  g i v e  m e  a  n e w  p a i r  o f  p a n t s
a n d  u n d e r w e a r .

I  h a v e  u s e d  a  d i v a  c u p  f o r  t h e  l a s t  3  y e a r s .  T h e r e  i s  s t i l l  a  l o t
o f  n e g a t i v e  s t i g m a  a r o u n d  w a s h i n g  t h e  c u p s  i n  p u b l i c
s i n k s . . . b l o o d / d i s e a s e / e t c . . .  I  d o n ' t  k n o w  h o w  t o  f i x  t h i s ,  b u t
t h e  d i v a  c u p  r e a l l y  d i d  s a v e  m e  f r o m  s i t u a t i o n s  w h e r e  n o
t a m p o n s  w o u l d  h a v e  b e e n  a v a i l a b l e .  E v e n  w h e n  i t ' s  f u l l ,  j u s t
d u m p  o u t  a n d  s t a r t  a g a i n .

I  a t t e n d e d  p u b l i c  s c h o o l  a n d  w e  n e v e r  h a d  f e m a l e
h y g i e n e  s u p p l i e s  p r o v i d e d  ( s o m e  o f  o u r  b a t h r o o m s
d i d n ’ t  e v e n  h a v e  r e g u l a r  t o i l e t  p a p e r  s u p p l i e d  o n  a
r e g u l a r  b a s i s ! ) .
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A n a l y s i s
T H E S E  K E Y  T H E M E S  E M E R G E D  F R O M  T H E  S U R V E Y  R E S U L T S :

Women ’s  equality

remains  elusive  in

Hawai ʻ i .  This  is

attr ibutable  to

systemic  problems

and  government .  

Period  poverty  is  an

“ invisible  barrier ”  to

gender  equality  in

Hawai ʻ i .   Equal  access

to  education  for

women  is  sti l l

circumscribed  by

biology  in  Hawai ' i .  

Inadequate  access  to

to  safe  products  to

properly  manage

menstruation  and

medical  support  to

treat  menstruation-

related  disorders

l imits  job  and

education

opportunities .

Schools  remain

inhospitable  to  girls ,

gender  non-

conforming  people

and  māhū  in  Hawai ʻ i .  

adequately  prepare

students  for

menstruation  does

not  appear  to  be

widely  available  or

effective .  

Training  for  faculty

and  school  staff

about  period  poverty

and  how  to  support

menstruating

students  is  needed .

Silence  and  secrecy  is

expected  of  women

when  i t  comes  to

menstruation .

M e n s t r u a t i o n  r e m a i n s  t a b o o  i n  H a w a i ʻ i .  P e r i o d  p o v e r t y ,  i n c l u d i n g  f e e l i n g s  o f

e m b a r r a s s m e n t  a n d  l a c k  o f  i n f o r m a t i o n  a b o u t  m e n s t r u a t i o n  p r i o r  t o  m e n a r c h e ,

w e r e  e x p e r i e n c e d  b y  w o m e n ,  g e n d e r  n o n - c o n f o r m i n g  p e o p l e ,  a n d  m ā h ū  i n  e v e r y

g e n e r a t i o n  s u r v e y e d ,  i n c l u d i n g  r e s p o n d e n t s  w h o  a r e  c u r r e n t l y  t e e n a g e r s .

P e r i o d s  a n d  p o v e r t y  b o t h  c o n t i n u e  t o  c a r r y  d e e p  s t i g m a  i n  H a w a i ʻ i .

Women ,  gender  non-

conforming  people ,

and  māhū  in  Hawai ʻ i
experience  lost

education  t ime  due

to  period  poverty .

Period  poverty  is  an

obstacle  to  equal

access  to  education

in  Hawai ʻ i .

School  policies ,  lack

of  accommodations ,

resources  and

menstruation-specif ic

instruction  impede

equal  access  to

education  for  them .

Comprehensive

sexuality  instruction

and  reproductive

education  that

Shame  and  stigma

perpetuates  the  cycle

of  period  poverty  and

prevents  people  from

seeking  help  and

support  to  address

their  menstrual

needs ,  whether  i t ’s

f inancial ,  medical  or

emotional .
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P r e l i m i n a r y
r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s
L E G I S L A T I V E  H I S O T R Y  A N D  P R O P O S E D  A C T I O N

The  outcome  of  decades  of  feminist  organizing ,

“National  Period  Day ”  was  f irst  commemorated  in  the

United  States  on  October  19 ,  2019 .  One  year  later ,  in

November  2020 ,  Scotland  passed  the  Period  Products

(Free  Provision )  Act ,  which  requires  local  authorit ies

to  ensure  that  period  products  are  universally

accessible  and  free .  This  was  a  global  f irst .

Within  the  past  several  years ,  Arkansas ,  Colorado ,

Delaware ,  Georgia ,  Nevada ,  Oregon ,  New  York ,  New

Hampshire ,  I l l inois ,  California ,  Rhode  Is land  and

Washington  have  passed  laws  or  policies  advancing

menstrual  equity  in  their  public  school  and  higher

education  systems .  There  have  also  been  broader

proposals .  Congresswoman  Grace  Meng  of  New  York

introduced  the  Menstrual  Equity  for  All  Act  since  2019

to  “give  states  the  option  of  using  federal  grant  funds

to  provide  students  with  free  menstrual  products  in

schools ,  require  large  employers  to  provide  free

menstrual  products  for  their  employees  in  the

workplace ,  and  require  all  public  federal  buildings  to

provide  free  menstrual  products  in  their  restrooms . ”  

These  milestones  belie  the  negative  impact  of  COVID-

19  on  women .  As  the  pandemic  swept  the  planet ,  so

did  period  poverty .  This  expressed  as  menstrual

product  shortages  to  heightened  inabil ity  to  pay  for

products .  Posit ively ,  the  Coronavirus  Aid ,  Relief ,  and

Economic  Security  (CARES )  Act ,  on  March  27 ,  2020 ,

and  included  a  provision  in  the  Act  that  provided

funds  from  tax-advantaged  health  savings  accounts

for  purchase  of  any  “menstrual  care  product . ”
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Further ,  a  statewide  pilot  currently  being  conducted  by  Ma ’ i  Movement

Hawai ’ i  in  local  public  schools  also  revealed  that  students  used

unhealthy  alternatives  l ike  newspapers ,  old  rags ,  diapers  and  leaves

when  they  did  not  have  access  to  menstrual  products .  Menstrual

products  are  vital  for  the  physical  and  mental  health ,  well-being  and

full  participation  of  girls ,  trans  and  gender  non-conforming  individuals

in  everyday  l i fe ,  especially  school .  

T h i s  s u r v e y  c o n f i r m s

t h e  p r e v a l e n c e  o f

p e r i o d  p o v e r t y  &

m e n s t r u a l  i n e q u i t y

i n  h a w a i ' i .

At  the  State  level ,  Representative  Amy  Perruso  introduced  the  f irst  bil l

to  make  period  products  free  in  public  secondary  schools  (HB  2430 )  and

exempt  period  products  from  the  GET  (SB3016 )  during  the  2020

Legislative  Session .  This  legislative  campaign  was  possible  through  the

activism  of  local  advocates  Sarah  Milianta-Laff in  of  ‘ I l ima  Intermediate

School  and  Moana  Oslo  of  I  Support  the  Girls .  The  session  was  truncated

due  to  the  onset  of  the  pandemic  and  the  bil l  did  not  progress .

Senator  Laura  Acasio  introduced  the  bil l  (SB966 )  in  the  fol lowing  2021

session  to  request  the  Department  of  Education  make  period  products

free  in  public  secondary  schools ,  but  no  hearing  was  granted .  Working

with  the  previous  year ’s  advocates  and  Ma ’ i  Movement  Hawai ’ i ,  the  bil l

was  later  turned  into  non-binding  resolutions  (SR77  and  HR147 )  which

were  adopted .

Notably ,  in  May  2021 ,  Governor  David  Ige ,  Mayor  Rick  Blangiardi ,  Mayor

Derek  Kawakami ,  Mayor  Mitch  Roth  and  Mayor  Mike  Victorino  issued

state  and  county  proclamations  recognizing  Period  Poverty  Awareness

Week ,  created  by  the  All iance  for  Period  Supplies  to  draw  attention  to

the  issue  of  period  poverty  and  the  negative  impact  i t  has  on  people

who  menstruate .  

This  survey  confirms  the  prevalence  of

period  poverty  and  menstrual  inequity ,  in

Hawai ’ i  and  the  inabil ity  to  access

menstrual  products ,  such  as  pads  or

tampons ,  due  to  lack  of  income ,  education ,

shame  or  stigma  and  a  clean  and  sanitary

place  to  maintain  hygiene .  The  lack  of

access  to  menstrual  products  in  schools  has

been  l inked  to  student  absenteeism ,

education  loss  and  directly  impacts  the

health  and  emotional  well-being  of  nearly

half  the  student  population .  
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T H I S  R E P O R T  R E C O M M E N D S
T H E  F O L L O W I N G  A C T I O N :

Remedial  steps  by  the  Department  of

Education  to  make  menstrual  products

available  free  and  accessible  to  all

students ;

Remedial  steps  by  the  Department  of

Public  Safety  to  ensure  policies  adopted  by

the  Federal  Bureau  of  Prisons  in  2018

which  requires  faci l it ies  make  menstrual

products  available  for  free  to  prisoners  are

executed  at  the  state  and  county  level ,  and

ensure  their  internal  policy  on  issued

hygiene  products  is  ful ly  implemented ;

Recommend  the  Hawaii  Emergency

Management  Agency  implement  policies

adopted  by  the  Federal  Emergency

Management  Agency  which  adds  menstrual

products  to  the  l ist  of  essential  i tems  that

homeless  assistance  providers  can

purchase  with  federal  grant  funds  from  the

agency ’s  Emergency  Food  and  Shelter

National  Board  Program ;

Propose  steps  to  adopt  rules  that  permit

recipients  of  benefits  provided  under  the

Supplemental  Nutrit ion  Assistance

Program ,  Women ,  Infant ,  and  Children

(WIC )  program  and  the  Temporary

Assistance  for  Needy  Families  program  to

use  their  benefits  to  purchase  menstrual

hygiene  products ;

End  the  so-called  “tampon  tax . ”  Hawai ʻ i  is
one  of  the  only  Democrat  majority  states

that  taxes  menstrual  products  because  the

GET  is  so  broad ;

Mandatory  training  for  teacher  and  school

staff  about  period  poverty  and  how  to

support  menstruating  students ;

Implementation  of  comprehensive

sexuality  education  that  includes  content

which  thoroughly  demystif ies  and

destigmatizes  menstruation  for  all  genders .
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Inequality  related  to  menstruation  is  real  and  happening  in  Hawai ʻ i .  

Colonial  ideas  about  women ’s  “unclean ”  bodies  persist  in  culture ,  law ,

policy ,  and  practice .  Women ,  māhū ,  and  gender  non-conforming  people

continue  to  be  disadvanted  in  material  ways  by  colonial  ideas  about

menstruation ,  women ’s  bodies ,  and  biology .  

The  stories  that  were  shared  in  the  report  reinforces  this  notion  and

reveals  a  common  call  for  action  to  guarantee  that  all  individuals  of

menstruation  age  have  the  r ight  to  access  period  products ,  safe  and

hygienic  places  to  use  them ,  and  the  r ight  to  manage  their  bodies

without  shame  or  stigma .  These  are  non-negotiable  and  the  lack  of  is  a

clear  violation  of  human  r ights ,  basic  equity ,  gender  equality ,  basic

equity  and  a  threat  to  public  health .  

Furthermore ,  this  report  exposes  the  r ipple  effect  of  sexism  and

menstrual  stigma  when  i t  is  built  into  policy  and  institutional  practice

throughout  a  society .  Accordingly ,  women ’s  equality  and  gender  justice

rest  on  the  State ’s  will ingness  to  resource  and  destigmatize

menstruation .  

There  is  no  single  solution  to  period  poverty  or  menstrual  inequity

because  i t  is  intertwined  with  other  societal  and  cultural  issues .

However ,  Hawai ’ i  now  has  a  roadmap  to  guide  the  State  and  our

community  on  how  to  start  dismantling  these  systemic  barriers .
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