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Local Government and Communities Committee 

Call for Views on the Period Products (Free Provision) (Scotland) Bill 

Submission from Molly Brown, MScR in Social Policy, University of Edinburgh  

 

1. The Bill has been brought forward partly in response to concerns about "period 

poverty" - difficulty in being able to afford period products. Do you think period 

poverty is a serious issue in Scotland? Please provide any relevant information 

you may have to support your views.   

In June 2019, I undertook qualitative research with 36 young people representing 11 

Secondary Schools, from areas of multiple deprivation in Glasgow. The research 

focused on the experiences of young people accessing free products in Glasgow 

schools, which will be detailed below. It also sought to address perceptions of period 

poverty in the sample. 

Young people were aware that period products are expensive and had an intuitive 

understanding that period poverty could be a problem for families locally. Some young 

people had encountered the phrase ‘period poverty’ through school, youth clubs, or 

the media. However, despite all living within the 5% most deprived data zones in 

Scotland (SIMD 2016), none of the participants reported personal experiences of 

period poverty. This may be for several reasons – perhaps this methodology (talking 

in depth to a small non-representative sample; recruiting participants through youth 

clubs) was unable to reach young people with experience of period poverty; perhaps 

young people were too embarrassed to admit this was a problem for them; or perhaps 

despite experiencing deprivation, these young people have not struggled to afford 

period products. Research has shown that low-income parents work hard to shield 

young people from poverty – perhaps in these households providing adequate period 

products had been prioritised over other expenses. Participants themselves were 

aware of these dynamics, admitting that other pupils may have to miss lunch to afford 

products, but not reporting personal experiences of this. 

One key finding from my study was that period poverty is difficult to research 

sensitively – in particular because of the stigma that surrounds it. Previous studies 

have shown that teens are unlikely to admit to even their friends that they are 

struggling financially, or ask for help. Within this sample only one participant 

confidently identified period poverty as a problem for her friends. Others were unsure 

if pupils needed products for financial reasons, or because their period had started 

unexpectedly and they had forgotten to bring period products. It was thought that even 

if poverty was the true motive, no one would admit to this. ‘Forgetting’ was thought to 

be a useful cover story. 

None of the young people in this sample said they had missed school because of lack 

of access to period products, although around half had missed school because of pain. 
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However, young people separately reported that if caught short at school they would 

rather ‘fake being sick and go hame’ than ask a teacher for period products. 

2. Do you support the overall aim of the Bill - that no one in Scotland should have 

to pay for period products and that this should be set out in law? 

Yes.  

3. The Scottish Government already has a scheme for free period products across 

schools, colleges and universities. Some public bodies also provide free 

products voluntarily. Do you have any experience of such schemes? If so, do 

they seem to you to be effective? 

My research focused on evaluating the Scottish Government policy to provide free 

period products in schools. Young people overwhelmingly supported the scheme, and 

reported that the presence of free period products reduced anxiety around 

menstruation. However, the research also revealed variation in how products were 

being distributed. In some schools, products were freely available in toilet cubicles – 

elsewhere pupils had to request them from staff.  

Overall, the research highlighted several problems with implementation that present 

barriers to uptake in Glasgow schools: 

- Lack of awareness that free products are available. Only 6 of the 36 young 

people I spoke to had taken products – many of the young people were only 

half-aware free products were available, and young people from 4 of 11 schools 

represented had received no information about the policy. It was thought that 

one mention in assembly and/or some posters in toilets was not enough for 

young people to understand how and where to access products 

- The geography of school toilets can present a barrier e.g. if pupils have to walk 

10 minutes to find the correct toilet in a school break they may not have time to 

collect products 

- Privacy of access was very important. Young people did not want to collect 

products in front of other pupils, even within female-only spaces – e.g. 

communal sinks of female toilets. All young people preferred access in private 

toilet cubicles 

- Asking staff was a key barrier for young people. They were uncomfortable 

talking to teaching staff, guidance staff, or reception staff – especially where 

they had to do so in front of other pupils or staff 

- Access to toilets themselves was another problem. Some schools lock toilets 

during classes, preventing access for menstruators 

- Some schools were not providing products in disabled or gender-neutral toilets 

- The social politics of school toilets, which are not neutral spaces and can be 

intimidating 

- Bullying or fear of bullying (especially from male pupils) 
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- Vandalism was reported in some schools – often over short periods. It was 

thought this could be managed with better education and communication from 

the school  

Above all, young people were concerned that taking products would mean other pupils 

knew they were menstruating, causing embarrassment. The stigma surrounding 

menstruation was the largest barrier to access – better education, and adopting a 

whole school approach, could enable greater access. 

4. The Bill would allow the Scottish Government to require organisations other 

than schools and colleges to provide free period products. Do you support this? 

If so, what other organisations should be legally made to provide free products? 

Young people in my sample were interested in collecting products from locations other 

than schools. Suggestions included youth centres, pharmacies and local shops. 

5. The Bill requires the setting up of a scheme for making free period products 

available. Do you have any views on what elements a scheme should include? 

In answering this question, you might want to take account of factors such as 

the importance of privacy, accessibility, value for money and the environment. 

It would be useful to include provision for improved period education – for staff and 

students – as part of this scheme. 

A key feature of my research was how menstrual stigma prevents young people 

accessing free products. Young people were worried about being seen collecting 

products in front of other pupils, because it revealed their menstrual status. This was 

particularly embarrassing if word spread to male pupils – ‘They’re like “Oh My God, 

did you know, she’s on her period”.’ Teasing and bullying from male pupils was a key 

problem identified by several young people involved in the study. Many thought boys 

need proper period education to enable them to be supportive allies, rather than 

obstacles to access. 

Young people also thought teachers and other staff found the subject embarrassing 

to discuss – pointing to the need for better training and support for staff. 

Most young people reported receiving little or no period education – especially at 

secondary level. ‘We got the thing that says “so you’re gonna have you’re period” and 

then it’s kind of like we talked about it for twenty minutes and that was it. That’s us 

knowing everything’ – Nicole, aged 13. This suggests greater need for proper 

menstrual education to complement the provision of free products. 

Young people from one school had been involved in a peer-led education programme 

– with older pupils teaching younger years about periods. This had been successful in 

reducing stigma, and young people from this school reported better outcomes from 

the provision of free period products than participants from schools without satisfactory 

education.  
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6. Do you have any other comments you wish to make about the Bill? 

One key finding of my research was around the communication of this policy to pupils. 

Despite Scottish Government intention to fund universal access, there was a 

perception among the young people I interviewed that products were only for ‘poor 

people.’ The additional stigma of poverty presented a barrier to accessing products. 

One young person said: ‘I feel like it's quite humiliating ‘cos then if you have to go take 

a tampon that's free or pad off the school then people might be like “Oh she doesn't 

even have money to buy her own pads”.’ Here the fear of being ‘outed’ as menstruating 

in front of other female pupils, is combined with the ‘humiliation’ of revealing that 

finances are an issue. Young people from low-income families are the target 

beneficiaries of this scheme – if they feel unable to take products because of stigma, 

there is a clear problem with period poverty messaging.  

The proposed legislation makes it clear that access should be universal, but it is 

important that the language at point of delivery is around period equality, period 

dignity, and access for all, rather than framing this as an issue of period poverty. 

  


