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Australia Must Do More to Support Women Experiencing Period Poverty 

 

Across the globe, 800 million women experience a period on any given day (Hehir, 2019). 
Period poverty is defined by the unmet menstrual health needs of women and girls globally 
(Kuhlmann et al., 2019). This includes the inability to access clean, safe facilities and 
affordable menstrual products (Kuhlmann et al., 2019). On Census night in 2011 45, 813 
women were experiencing homelessness and poverty in Australia (Homelessness Australia, 
2013). These statistics reveal an abhorrent truth to many, as the issue surrounding period 
poverty continues to persist in Australia and incidentally remains a taboo topic in modern 
society. Whilst small steps are being made to avenge this issue, Australian women are 
continuing to experience crippling embarrassment, fear, and physical health complications due 
to a lack of support, supplies, and necessary medical and hygiene products needed in order to 
live healthy lives (Back, 2019). This essay will discuss the need for Australia to increase 
activism efforts to support women experiencing period poverty.  

Increased financial aid must be provided to women in Australia to ensure the basic human 
needs of women are being met. These basic needs include feminine hygiene and menstruation 
products and services. Maslow’s hierarchy of needs provides a visual illustration and 
understanding reflecting the universal needs of individuals to dictate behaviour and 
circumstance (Maslow, 1943). Due to reasons relating to gender-based inequality, a portion of 
Australian women often struggle to meet the basic needs evident at the base of this pyramid 
which may have a detrimental effect on emotional and physical wellbeing (Homelessness 
Australia, 2013). Women have been reported in Australia to earn 20.1% less money working 
full-time than men (WGEA, 2021). This statistic sheds important light upon the financial 
disadvantage women incur in Australia. With consideration of this inequality, throughout a 
woman’s lifetime, she will typically spend almost $10 000 on her period (Bode, 2021). With 
reference to these two statistics, it can be understood that women are at a great financial 
disadvantage and evidence suggests they are currently receiving little to no aid in this respect.  

Period poverty must be addressed as the health complications that may arise as a result of a 
lack of access to basic hygiene products or resources can be severe and life-threatening if left 
untreated or unresolved. 90% of individuals who menstruate claim to experience various 
symptoms. These symptoms can range from dietary cravings, breast tenderness, dysmenorrhea 
(“cramps”), premenstrual syndrome (PMS), premenstrual dysphoric disorder (PMDD), or 
menorrhagia (heavy menstrual bleeding) (Holland and Sullivan, 2018). These symptoms are 
extremely taxing on a woman’s physical and emotional wellbeing, and whilst Australia recently 
removed the GST tax from period products, the financial cost of these necessary items and 
services remain a burden for women across the country, some of which cannot afford the cost 
incurred (Australian Competition & Consumer Commission, 2019). A plethora of 
complications may arise as a result of period poverty. These complications may include 
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infection, poor hygiene, and sexual health issues (Hall, 2018). However, lesser discussion 
exists surrounding the consequent issues of living with such complications. These issues may 
involve an inability to secure work, public embarrassment, fear of bleeding through clothing, 
or anxiety surrounding asking for help (Abraham et al., 1985). A survey exploring the attitudes 
and practices of young Australian women found that 80% of those surveyed considered 
menstruation to be inconvenient or embarrassing (Abraham et al., 1985). Women should not 
incur financial burden or experience significant emotional trauma from something that is 
considered out of their control. With the abundant expanse of inequality in modern society 
currently, there must be more Australia can do to financially support women during this time 
each month and lessen the financial burden that already crushes women through other means 
such as gender-based inequality in the workforce and workplace discrimination (WGEA, 
2021). 

In Australia we have a rich history surrounding the traditional owners of Australian land, 
however, it is the Indigenous women and girls in Outback Australia who are oftentimes 
struggling with period poverty to the highest degree (Haskin, 2020). In these communities, 
conversations around this topic are complex. Complexities appear in the form of shame, lack 
of education, lack of resources, and limited accessibility due to low economic status or remote 
geographic location (Haskin, 2020). It has been reported that 80% of Indigenous households 
have weekly incomes below the national average; 36% of these households falling into the 
lowest income quartile (Coopes, 2019). Ms. Anders, senior project officer at the National 
Aboriginal Torres Strait Islander Women’s Alliance in Victoria, explores the idea that part of 
the issue regarding period poverty within these communities is that Indigenous women do not 
wish to talk about personal issues. Ms. Anders states “I think that comes back to that systematic 
racist background that we have had since colonisation” (Haskin, 2020). Whilst all Australian 
women deserve to be supported and stripped of the financial burden period poverty ensues, it 
is of utmost importance that Australia acknowledges the added obstacles that women in 
Indigenous communities and rural or remote locations experience.  

Thus far, independent businesses and personnel are at the forefront of this battle against period 
poverty in Australia. Examples of these pioneers include Jude Pritchard of the Central 
Australian Menstrual Hygiene Management Project who attends to women in Central Australia 
who are “hungry for knowledge” (CAYLUS, 2019). Ms. Pritchard has developed workshops 
with bracelet-making exercises to introduce women in remote locations to the concept of a 
regular menstrual cycle. Ms. Pritchard explains, “the main condition of that bracelet is that five 
beads are of the same colour representing the average woman’s menstruation cycle” 
(CAYLUS, 2019). In addition to this project, Young Australian of the Year 2019, Isobel 
Marshall is responsible for bringing period poverty to the forefront of Australian society’s 
agenda. This newfound recognition for period poverty was finally reflected in 2019 by the 
Australian government who finally acknowledged period products as essential products, 
ultimately eliminating the GST Tax from menstrual products from 1 January 2019. 
Furthermore, trials are being rolled out in Australian schools that offer free sanitary products 
for students who are one of the most negatively affected groups in terms of period poverty. In 
a recent survey, 60% of women said they were not comfortable communicating to a teacher 
about their period, hence whilst free sanitary products are certainly a positive step in the right 
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direction, more must be done throughout the Australian education system to diminish the 
shame and taboo nature surrounding women’s health (Armour, Holmes, and Parry, 2020).  

The COVID-19 global pandemic continues to have a lasting effect on our society. A significant 
challenge that was brought to the forefront for most individuals in society included financial 
stability and access to basic human resources. The Australian Bureau of Statistics recorded the 
number of jobs slumped by 7.5% between March 14 and April 18, 2020 (ABS, 2020). 
Additionally, an estimate of 650, 000-700, 000 employed people lost work between March 14, 
2020, and May 2020 (ABS, 2020). This statistic allows for an understanding of the financial 
disadvantage that a large portion of Australians experienced during this time. Unfortunately, 
according to Plan International, 1 in 5 young women surveyed in the Pacific said prices of 
sanitary products had spiked during the COVID-19 pandemic (Plan International, 2020). This 
grotesque and immoral use of price gouging ultimately forced women and girls to resort to 
unhealthy alternatives to sanitary items such as toilet paper, newspaper, socks, or old rags (Xiao 
and Darmadi, 2020). This unfortunate circumstance is highly influential on a woman’s mental 
wellbeing, physical health, and dignity and should certainly be prevented byways of free and 
accessible menstrual products and services, not only during this time of uncertainty but 
permanently moving forward.  

In conclusion, whilst small steps are being implemented to start the conversion surrounding 
period poverty it is indisputable that increased action must be applied to truly support and 
encourage women to live healthy, fulfilling lives. As stated above, Maslow’s hierarchy of needs 
illustrates a clear pyramid to self-actualization, however, if basic human physiological needs 
are not being met, such as access to feminine hygiene products, it is then impossible for an 
individual to move beyond the base category of this pyramid, ultimately diminishing quality 
of life and overall wellbeing (Maslow, 1943). Australian governing bodies must step up to 
support women experiencing period poverty. Areas that could improve include the lack of 
focus on women's health in the education curriculum. Additionally, providing free or heavily 
subsidized sanitary products would eliminate the financial burden placed upon women 
regarding the expense of vital menstruation products. Lastly, Australia must acknowledge the 
immense burden that period poverty places in the lives of those who experience a period and 
heighten activism in avenging this issue. 
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