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Period product insecurity 
in higher education: a call 
for change

Period product insecurity describes 
unreliable access to sufficient menstrual 
products. People experiencing period 
product insecurity are at risk of period 
poverty. Period poverty is defined as 
a lack of access to menstrual products 
or any other component of satisfac-
tory menstrual hygiene management 
(MHM): “clean menstrual management 
material to absorb or collect blood 
that can be changed in privacy as often 
as necessary for the duration of the 
menstruation period, using soap and 
water for washing the body as required 
and having access to facilities to dispose 
of used menstrual management mate-
rials”.1 A key contributing factor to 
period product insecurity is the cost 
of menstrual products, such that 1 in 
10 girls in the UK are unable to afford 
period products.2

Period poverty can be detrimental to 
both physical and mental health. For 
example, in the UK, 38% of teenage 
girls wear period products for longer 
than recommended,3 behaviour that is 
associated with higher rates of repro-
ductive tract infections,4 which can 
have significant long- term health conse-
quences. Additionally, higher rates of 
moderate- severe depression have been 
reported among university students in 
the US who have experienced period 
poverty.5

Furthermore, period poverty can 
lead to adverse educational outcomes. 
In 2020–2021 in the UK, 11% of girls 
missed school because they could not 
afford period products – a dramatic 
rise from 2% in 2019.3 In order to 
ensure provision of products to all 
“who need them, when they need 
them, […] to access education”, the 
UK government launched a free period 
products scheme in 2020.6 However, 
only secondary schools and 16–19 
education organisations in England 
can access the scheme.6

In the UK, 1 in 7 girls aged 14–21 
years struggle to afford period prod-
ucts,2 indicating that period product 
insecurity is prevalent not only among 
school pupils, but also students in higher 
education (HE). A recent informal 
survey at the University of Cambridge 
revealed that 51.6% of menstru-
ating students find purchasing period 

products to be a financial burden, with 
12.5% experiencing this persistently, 
implying that over half experience a 
degree of period product insecurity.7 
Moreover, with the increasing rate of 
progression to HE among children 
eligible for free school meals, and more 
female than male students entering HE, 
a growing proportion of the HE student 
body may be affected by period product 
insecurity.8

In Scotland, all educational institu-
tions must ensure that period products 
are made freely available, as stipulated 
in the Period Products (Free Provi-
sion) (Scotland) Act 2021.9 However, 
HE institutions throughout the rest 
of the UK are not similarly mandated, 
hindering the uniform delivery of 
this service. For example, despite the 
demonstrated need among its students, 
the University of Cambridge does not 
have a free period product scheme.7 
Indeed, the provision of free period 
products in a few HE institutions has 
only recently been reported in the 
media.10

Research into the prevalence of 
period product insecurity among HE 
students is needed, and a nationwide 
investigation into the provision of free 
period products within HE institu-
tions in England, Wales and Northern 
Ireland is long overdue. Government- 
mandated provision in line with Scot-
land is warranted. An extension of 
the free period products scheme to 
include HE institutions should also be 
considered.

The Department of Education 
declares that “having periods should 
not be a barrier to education for any 
learner”,6 yet period product inse-
curity persists in HE institutions and 
results in missed educational oppor-
tunities due to forced absences. A lack 
of free period product provision fails 
to provide barrier- free education. The 
provision of free period products in all 
HE institutions would allow all students 
throughout the UK to achieve their full 
potential, irrespective of whether they 
menstruate.
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