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Abstract 

 

Menstruation, as a natural bodily process, affects approximately half of the world’s population. 

However, the widespread use of disposable menstrual products results in multiple 

environmental, financial and health impacts. This research explored the reasons why women 

do not use more environmentally-friendly, reusable menstrual products, a question that has 

scarcely been raised. Through focus groups and a survey, this study researched the practices 

and knowledge of reusable menstrual products, to answer the two main research questions and 

contextualise the data within wider literature. My findings ruled out the up-front cost of 

reusable products as the principle barrier to their adoption and demonstrated that the problem 

is multi-factorial. The socially constructed knowledges and taboo surrounding menstruation 

were found to be more significant in influencing women’s decisions to choose reusable 

products. In introducing the concept of Menstrual Geography, this paper contributes to the 

growing interest in gender and embodiment within Human Geography. 

 

 

 

 

  

Narratives of Menstruation 

(Mathers, 2018) 
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1. Introduction: The ‘Plasticocene’ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Plastic is inextricably bound up within modern consumption in Western society and has 

become an integral part of our everyday lives. Plastics can be found in our clothing, processed 

foods and even rains down on cities in the form of microparticles (Vidal, 2018).  In 1955, Life 

Magazine celebrated the advent of “Throwaway Living”, a new culture of disposability and 

convenience, portrayed by the photo of a happy family throwing their ‘disposable’ household 

items into the air in a carefree manner (see Figure 1). Accompanied by the sub-title “Disposable 

Items Cut Down Household Chores”, the article’s main message was that modern society had 

entered a new era, thanks in part to disposable plastics (Life Magazine, 1955:43). 

 

In the twenty-first century, this celebration of disposable, single-use plastics as a cheap, 

convenient material within a burgeoning commodity society has now been reframed as a global 

epidemic of plastic pollution, with plastic waste found in our planet’s most remote areas 

(Gibbens, 2018; Bergmann and Klages, 2012). Human-induced plastic pollution has been 

described as one of the key indicators of our current epoch, the Anthropocene (Crutzen and 

Stoermer, 2000), in which humans are markedly changing the Earth’s geo-climatic conditions. 

Figure 1: A family throws ‘disposable’ 

items into the air 

(Life Magazine, 1955:43) 
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Owing to the global distribution of plastic in terrestrial and marine realms, a more nuanced 

term for our current period has been coined the “Plasticocene” (Chang, 2016:100). 

 

Despite a wave of reducing interest in reducing and banning domestic, everyday single-use 

plastic within the UK, certain items such as menstrual products have been ignored from the 

discourse. This is evident in the recent European Parliament decision to ban single-use plastics 

such as cutlery, straws and drink stirrers by 2021 (BBC News, 2018), without consideration of 

more intimate materials. While many consumers have switched their disposable plastic bags 

and coffee cups for reusable alternatives, only 6% of British women use reusable menstrual 

products (Moss, 2015), a statistic that has not yet been questioned. Therefore, this research 

aims to explore the reasons why more women do not use reusable menstrual products and any 

barriers to their adoption. 

 

However, menstruation remains largely ‘hidden from social science’ (Jenkins, 2016:vi), 

despite its meaning and experience being shaped by social constructed values. The way that 

women care for their bodies during bleeding is cultural; their choice of menstrual product is 

influenced by their social or geographical context (Johnston-Robledo and Chrisler, 2011). 

Modern menstruation is bound up in the wider exploitation of commoditised products, which 

have numerous health, cost and environmental impacts, outlined in the next two sections. 

Although it should be noted from the outset that not all ‘women’ menstruate and not all 

‘menstruators’ are women (see Bobel, 2010:xi). Therefore, for the purpose of clarification 

herein ‘women’, ‘menstruators’ or ‘menstruating women’, denotes ‘people who menstruate’, 

regardless of gender identity. 

 

 

1.1. Disposable and Reusable Products 

 

‘The more of us that use Mooncup ® the less tampons there are in the sea’ 

(Mooncup Ltd., 2017) 

 

This quote from the Mooncup usage guide demonstrates the common marketing of reusable 

menstrual products as more environmentally-friendly than disposable tampons and pads. 

Although several brands exist, the most popular menstrual cup in the UK is the Mooncup, a 

small, silicone, bell-shaped device which is inserted inside the vagina to catch menstrual blood 
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(see Appendix 1 for the practice of using a Mooncup). This internally-worn contraption is 

virtually leak-proof when used correctly and can hold up to three times more blood than a 

tampon (Mooncup Ltd., 2019). 

 

In contrast to disposable tampons, menstrual cups are unlikely to cause Toxic Shock Syndrome 

or absorb vaginal moisture (Oster and Thornton, 2009). The Mooncup usage guide 

recommends that women thoroughly wash their hands before engaging with the cup and 

advises women to choose the best folding technique for insertion. The cup should be boiled for 

sterility in between menstrual cycles and stored in its cloth bag (see Figure 2). Reusable pads 

are an external form of non-disposable menstrual product. Usually made of cotton, these pads 

often come with wings that clip around women’s underwear to stay in place (see Figure 3). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Despite the proposed benefits of reusables, the most commonly used menstrual products in 

Western Europe are disposable tampons and pads (Moss, 2015; Cooper, 2018). Tampons are 

usually bleached white and made of absorbent fibres such as non-organic cotton, rayon and 

polyester (Weir, 2015). The lifecycle of disposable products also has health implications, since 

the bleaching process creates the chemical dioxin, a known human carcinogen (Women’s 

Environmental Network, 2017). Conventional cotton production uses highly concentrated 

levels of chemical pesticides and insecticides, which can contaminate the environment 

(Bevilacqua et al., 2014). 

Figure 2: A Mooncup and its cloth bag (Mooncup, 2019) Figure 3: Reusable menstrual pads 

(Imsevimse, 2019) 
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A 2015 study found that women spend around £18,000 on disposable menstrual products over 

a lifetime (Moss, 2015). In contrast, a reusable menstrual cup costs about £20 but is more cost-

effective over the lifetime of their use (Mooncup Ltd., 2019). 

 

 

1.2. Environmental Impacts of Disposable Menstrual Products  

 

It has been estimated that the average menstruating woman uses 11,000 disposable menstrual 

products over a lifetime, producing 125-150 kilograms of pads, tampons and applicators as 

waste material per person (Stein and Kim, 2009). Each year, landfill sites are overburdened 

with more than twelve billion pads and seven million tampons globally (Bobel, 2010).  

 

A conventional sanitary pad can take up to 500-800 years to break down (Potter, 2016), but 

will never entirely biodegrade owing to its composition of around 90% plastic (Women’s 

Environmental Network, 2017). Although some tampons have a much shorter time to 

biodegrade at around six months (Patterson, 2013), it is the microplastics present in these 

products that cause a wealth of environmental problems. As well as their multiple layers of 

plastic packaging around the tampon itself and the box, many brands now contain plastic within 

their cotton material (Peberdy et al., 2019). Cardboard applicators may seem more 

environmentally friendly, but they cannot be recycled due to their ‘contamination’ with 

menstrual blood and their disposal results in landfill where conditions are not ideal for 

biodegradation (Langston, 2010). 

 

The disposal of menstrual products is also a common problem influencing its environmental 

impact. Nearly half of UK women think that flushing tampons a normal method of disposal 

(Blincoe, 2016). These items then end up contributing to sewer flooding due to blockages and 

have been named as one of the causes of the Whitechapel Fatberg, a 130-tonne solidified 

formation of waste blocking the London sewers (Adams, 2018). A 2017 Marine Conservation 

Society beach survey found nine tampon applicators and 23 sanitary towels per kilometre of 

UK coastline (Blacklaws and Parke, 2017; see Figure 4). The European Commission (2018) 

has also ranked menstrual products as the fifth most common single-use plastic item in the 

marine environment. These plastics do not biodegrade in the oceans, they instead disintegrate 

into microplastics, less than 5mm in size, that can be ingested by marine animals, carrying 

toxins through the food chain (Weir, 2015). 



10 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The social significance of menstruation, combined with the multitude of environmental, 

economic and health impacts acts as a rationale for this research. Despite being a natural 

process, women’s monthly cycles are bound up into capitalist processes of production and 

consumption that leave a significant impact on the natural environment. The reasons why 

women choose these products, or do not choose other options, has scarcely been questioned. 

 

 

1.3. Structure 

 

The following literature review in Chapter 2 discusses the social constructions of menstrual 

materialities, including menstrual blood and the female body. Subsequently, the limitations of 

previous studies of reusable menstrual products will be examined and the research questions 

will be presented and expressed. Chapter 3 will identify the underlying philosophies of this 

research and the relationship to its chosen methods. Finally, the two research questions will be 

resolved in Chapter 4 and conclusions will be made thereafter. 

 

 

Figure 4: Plastic pollution on a Cornish beach, UK (Shearing, 2018) 
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2. Literature Review 

 

As well as being controlled through consumer products, menstruation is often not spoken about 

openly, or as MacDonald (2007:347) describes, ‘we control menstruation by clotting the flow 

of bloody words’. This is evident in the distinct lack of scholarly writing around menstruation 

and reusable products. Whereas other research can draw upon a wider range of academic work, 

this literature review focuses on the most relevant theorisations of menstruation and its 

materialities, to apply these concepts to menstrual products. The scale of the body is also 

considered as a core focus, since menstruation is a biological function. This chapter therefore 

consists of two main sections. First, the social constructions of menstruation will be explored, 

starting from de Beauvoir’s (1952) understanding of women as Other to men. Following the 

smaller-scale theorisations of menstrual blood, a new concept of Menstrual Geography will be 

coined, to apply existing geographical literature to the menstruating body and its practices. The 

second section outlines the gaps present in studies of reusable menstrual products and 

formulates the research questions based upon this specific lacuna. 

 

 

2.1. The Othering of Menstruating Bodies 

 

‘One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman’ 

(de Beauvoir, 1952:301) 

 

This famous phrase by the French existentialist writer Simone de Beauvoir declares that there 

is no set way to be a woman; there is no given ‘femininity’ but instead there is an ideal to which 

all women are expected to conform. She argues that the essence of what is believed to be 

‘female’ is socially constructed through other people’s expectation and assumptions, implying 

that becoming woman is an everyday practice that one performs (de Beauvoir, 1952:301). 

 

Drawing on both Marxist and feminist ideas, de Beauvoir conceptualised woman as an inferior 

Other to men within a patriarchal society (de Beauvoir, 1952). This Othering of women is a 

common theme within most literature on menstruation, with menstruation often seen to be the 

root of women’s subordination and the demarcation of this gender binary (Bobel, 2010). This 

is evident in many anthropological studies of menstruation, in which Indigenous women can 

be secluded from their communities for the duration of their menstruation (see Buckley and 
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Gottlieb, 1988). However, taboos surrounding menstruation are not limited to the distant 

geographical realm, and there is a long-standing stigma in Western society (Newton, 2016). 

For instance, in 2015, a photo of a menstruating women lying on a bed with visible blood stains 

on her clothing was twice removed by Instagram as a violation of community guidelines 

(Holden, 2015). The photo (Figure 5) by Canadian artist Rupi Kaur was an attempt to 

‘demystify’ menstrual taboos, but instead proved that stigma against menstruation is still 

prevalent in modern society. According to Goffman (1963), the word stigma refers to any stain 

or mark that socially discredits certain individuals, mentally classifying their body or character 

as defective. This stigma is a social construction, applied to menstrual blood, and by extension, 

the menstruating body. 

 

  

2.2. ‘Messy’ Materialities 

 

The fundamental work of British anthropologist Mary Douglas underpins much discourse on 

the menstruating body. In her seminal book Purity and Danger: An Analysis of the Concepts 

Figure 5:  An image of a woman with a menstrual leak (Kaur, 2017) 



13 

 

of Pollution and Taboo, (1966), Douglas suggests that humans understand the world through 

dividing it into binary categories, such as male/female, or ‘in place’/’out of place’. Anything 

that rejects these classificatory systems, or the social structure can be viewed as impure, or 

‘dirty’. Therefore, dirt is simply ‘matter out of place’, as ‘rejected elements of ordered 

systems’, a cultural relativist approach that views uncleanliness as anything that breaches the 

social symbolic system (Douglas, 1966:37). Viewing the body as representative of the social 

order, bodily fluids such as menstrual blood are symbolically deemed as problematic or 

polluted, through their ability to transgress the contained boundary of the body. Taboos around 

the body are therefore constructed in order to maintain social cohesion; anything that threatens 

a ‘controlled’ society is deemed as dirty.  

 

Following Douglas’ notion of dirt as ‘matter out of place’, feminist theorist Julia Kristeva 

(1982) views menstruation through the lens of ‘abjection’. This theory depicts the ‘abject’ as 

that which is situated outside the ‘symbolic order’, breaking the bodily boundaries and 

provoking a subjective horror, named abjection. The power of the abject to incite human 

reaction lies in its liminal position; it exists somewhere in a space between the object and 

subject, or the self and Other, distorting our conception of binary categories (Kristeva, 1982). 

The abject is also paradoxically associated with jouissance, as a ‘magnet of fascination and 

repulsion’ (Kristeva, 1982:118). Women may therefore experience a certain pleasure in 

viewing the abject. 

 

Furthermore, the description of the abject as a ‘repulsive gift’ (Kristeva, 1982:9) still maintains 

a modern significance in the advertising of mainstream menstrual products. For instance, 

euphemistic adverts for Tampax Pearl, one of the leading tampon brands in the UK, involve an 

actress depicting Mother Nature approaching women with their ‘monthly gift’; a present 

wrapped in red (see Newman, 2009). Adverts such as this contribute to the menstrual taboo by 

lacking evidence of menstrual blood itself. Perennial examples include the use of blue or purple 

liquids instead of red, to illustrate products’ functionality (Merskin, 1999). 

 

Feminist philosopher Elizabeth Grosz (1994) criticises Kristeva for viewing menstrual blood 

as polluted, but not male semen, arguing that her theory is underpinned by a gendered bias. In 

her constructionist work, Grosz contends that this dualism between ‘polluting’ menstrual 

blood, and other ‘non-polluting’ fluids such as semen, exemplify the sexual categorisation that 

the female body is subjected to. Therefore, sexual difference is a form of abjection, as a way 
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of Othering female bodies in contrast to men. The female body is not inherently fluid but is 

coded in this way, as Grosz (1994:203) describes, ‘women’s corporeality is inscribed as a mode 

of seepage’. 

 

 

2.3. Menstrual Geography 

 

‘Women’s experiences of, for example, menstruation, childbirth and lactation, all represent 

challenges to bodily boundaries. The feminine construction of self is an existence centred 

within a complex relational nexus, compared to the masculine construction of self as 

separate, distinct and unconnected’ 

(McDowell, 1993:306) 

 

Although several geographers have shown a growing interest in corporeality over recent 

decades (Rose, 1995; Longhurst and Johnston, 2014), the discussion of menstrual fluids has 

not yet flooded into geographical literature. However, McDowell (1993; as seen above) 

explores how female bodily fluids have been constructed in opposition to that of the male body, 

a recurring binary within much embodiment thought. Geography has long experienced a 

dualistic and gendered thinking (Sayer, 1989; Berg, 1994), which permeates through much 

analysis of space and place.  This section therefore explores how the female body and the 

spaces they inhabit have been socially constructed, often through a binary that is exposed by 

the menstruating body. 

 

Robyn Longhurst (2001:33) has explored the geography of bodily fluids and the mediated 

spaces of the everyday, seeking to challenge the constructed Otherness of bodies within 

geographical discourse over recent decades (see Longhurst and Johnston, 2014). Although her 

discussion of menstruation is minimal, she draws upon Douglas (1966) and Kristeva (1982) to 

provide a valuable insight into the boundary-transgressing actions of bodily fluids through the 

experiences of pregnant bodies in public spaces. Due to the female processes of lactation, 

childbirth and menstruation (McDowell, 1993), women are often constructed as possessing 

‘leaky’ bodies that ‘are not to be trusted in the public spaces of Rational Man’ (Longhurst, 

2001:2). In the dominant masculinist public spaces of Western society, the deep revulsion for 

almost all bodily fluids is due, in part, to this the juxtaposition of the ‘insecure’ female bodily 

boundaries with the ‘in control’ and ‘secure’ male body. According to Longhurst (2001:132) 
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one must also consider the material spaces of toilet cubicles as sites in which ‘the insides of 

bodies make their way to the outside’. Also described as spaces in which the ‘private and public 

uncomfortably converge’ (Leong, 2016:307), they are one of Geography’s abject sites; there is 

a need to discuss the practices that take place within their realms. 

 

Through her feminist framework, Longhurst (2001:2) challenges the hegemony of masculinist 

discourses that have governed geographical knowledge within the discipline, arguing that an 

omission of the everyday materiality of ‘leaky’ bodies ‘contains a political imperative that 

helps to keep masculism intact’ and excludes the feminised Other. Therefore, in considering 

the menstrual body and its boundary-breaking fluids, we can attempt to destabilise the socially 

constructed binaries of inside/outside the body and rational/irrational. The ‘leaky’ body is 

representative of Geography’s interdisciplinary body, as it spills over into other disciplines 

(Longhurst, 2001:65). Its ‘modes of seepage’ (Grosz, 1994:203) are subject to discursive 

reiteration in order to secure its porous boundaries (Longhurst, 2001:65). 

 

Another dualism in geography is that of public/private spaces. Within public spaces, 

menstruating bodies may be subject to ‘the gaze’, a concept popularised by French philosopher 

Michel Foucault to describe the surveillance and power exercised over members of society 

(Foucault, 1977). These ideological powers influence the perception of what is deemed 

appropriate and inappropriate within public spaces, creating the categorisation of social norms. 

For instance, boundary-transgressing bodily functions such as menstruation are viewed as 

something to be concealed within suitable bodily boundaries and not brought into public view 

(Newton, 2016). These ‘leaks’ would be viewed as a symbol of inferiority within a patriarchal 

society, exposing one’s lack of masculinity and inability to control one’s body (Macdonald, 

2007). 

 

At the micro-level of the menstruating body, the Foucauldian term ‘biopower’ (Foucault, 

1977:138) refers to the internal manifestation of this gaze, through which individuals become 

implicated in their own self-discipline and self-policing, using the body as a site of power and 

subjugation. Feminists writers Susan Bordo (1993) and Sandra Lee Bartky (1997) describe how 

this power has created an ideology of the female body as a ‘docile body’, one which does not 

visibly display its menstruation. This Foucauldian power manifests itself in the practices of 

what Sophie Laws (1990) terms ‘menstrual etiquette’. Through governing the behaviour of 

menstruators to ensure secrecy surrounding menstruation, this etiquette is a physical enactment 
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of menstrual taboos. These unwritten ‘rules’ include not discussing one’s menstruation with 

others or hiding menstrual products from the public, or male, gaze (see Laws, 1990). These 

practices maintain the subordination of the female body, confining women to the ‘menstrual 

closet’ (Young, 2005). Drawing upon Douglas (1966), Laws (1990:36) argues that pollution 

beliefs should ‘be read as statements about power relations in society’, that they represent what 

is ‘matter out of place’ within a certain society. Therefore, the social construction of menstrual 

blood as dirty is ‘a judgement on the ‘place’ of menstruating women’ (Laws, 1990:32); as a 

reflection of women’s Othering in society. This leads to the crux of this argument; the existence 

of menstrual stigma is because it is women who menstruate (Kissling, 2006). As Gloria Steinem 

(1978:388) wrote, if men could menstruate, it would be a ‘boast-worthy, masculine event’, not 

a stigmatised inconvenience. Her satirical piece argues that if men could ‘men-struate’, 

menstrual products would be free and menstruation would be openly discussed as a proof of 

manhood (Steinem, 1978). Menstrual practices, therefore, would not be shrouded in secrecy. 

The influence of this menstrual etiquette on women’s menstrual product consumption has not 

been questioned. There is a great deal of scope for geographers to explore the role of menstrual 

products and practices within these social constructions of bodies and spaces.  
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2.4. Existing Studies of Reusable Menstrual Products 

 

Few studies exist on reusable menstrual products within developed countries, a gap which this 

research intends to fill. This section will articulate the emerging narratives surrounding 

menstrual consumption and the limitations of current approaches, arguing that a social practices 

approach, rather than an individualistic perspective on consumer behaviours, provides a more 

fruitful understanding of menstrual consumption. 

 

 

2.4.1. Lack of Knowledge 

 

A lack of knowledge surrounding the existence of reusable products has been suggested by 

some writers as another factor influencing the widespread consumption of disposables. Most 

recently, Peberdy et al. (2019) examined the levels of consumer awareness of the 

environmental impact of disposable menstrual products within the UK. A survey of three 

hundred women found that almost a third had a lack of knowledge about the plastics present 

within disposable tampons (Peberdy et al., 2019), building upon research by Borowski (2011), 

who found that many American women are not aware of the environmental impacts of 

menstrual products. They concluded that ‘those with higher awareness are more likely to 

choose products with a lower environmental impact’ (Peberdy et al., 2019: 13). There was also 

an unspecified number of individuals did not know about the existence of reusable menstrual 

products. 

 

Although this research by Peberdy et al. (2019) is useful in highlighting the general lack of 

knowledge within UK women, their approach represents the so-called ABC model, which 

views social change as resulting from the attitudes, behaviours and choices of consumers 

(Shove, 2010). Put simply, a lack of knowledge or ‘incorrect’ attitudes can drive consumer 

behaviours, leading to their choice of (un)sustainable patterns of consumption. However, a 

limitation of this behavioural narrative is the assumption of individuals as rational, autonomous 

and reflective beings, without considering how consumption is governed by social norms 

within sociotechnical systems (Shove, 2003). Furthermore, Peberdy et al. (2019) do not 

consider that even within their ‘high awareness’ groups, only 55% of the participants used 

reusable products themselves (see Figure 6). Perhaps after overcoming the lack of knowledge 
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barrier to reusables, other knowledges or perceptions may influence women’s decisions to use 

reusable products.  

 

 

 

Looking beyond this ABC model, sociologists such as Shove (2003) and Warde (2005) 

promote a social practices approach, viewing consumption as embedded within wider social 

and cultural norms and practices. Rather than focusing on the scale of the individual as a 

primary unit of analysis, this approach focuses on practices, described as habitual society-wide 

activities that become commonly shared within a given social structure (Shove, 2012). 

Practices are constructed from three elements; materials, competencies and meanings, that 

become integrated when practices are enacted (Maller and Strengers, 2013, Spurling et al., 

2013). For example, menstrual practices can be read as an iterative co-evolution of social 

norms, knowledges or skills and consumers’ chosen menstrual products (see Figure 7). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6: Graph to show menstrual product choices by the ‘high awareness’ group of participants 

(Peberdy et al., 2019:10) 
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This post-human practice theory recognises the agency of materials and objects within 

practices, as both a source of knowledge and an object onto which knowledge can be projected 

by individuals (see Shove et al., 2012; Reckwitz, 2002). As Trentmann (2009:289) argues, 

‘through its use, a person appropriates an object and turns it into a thing, releasing a form of 

embodied knowledge’. This knowledge embodied by materials can ‘script’ certain ‘ways of 

doing’ practices onto its users, creating deterministic practices that ‘lock-in’ users to that 

practice (Southerton et al., 2001). Therefore, in the case of menstrual practices, material 

products cannot remain implicit in the formation of knowledge, as aspect which has not 

previously been considered within scholarly research. 

 

 

2.4.2. Inconvenience 

 

‘Reusable sanitary waste items are not considered viable within developed countries, as 

contemporary women have become accustomed to efficient, nonintrusive and discrete 

sanitary protection’ 

(Ashley et al., 2005:207) 

 

As this quote suggests, reusable menstrual products have often been seen as Other to widely 

used menstrual products in Western societies, as an ‘alternative’ product not considered to be 

Figure 7: The three elements of menstrual practices 

(Adapted from Shove et al., 2012) 
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mainstream. In their study of the sustainable disposal of domestic sanitary waste, Ashley et al. 

(2005) excluded reusables from their scope, based upon this perception of disposables as 

‘efficient’, or convenient. This statement thereby implies that reusable products are not 

‘efficient, nonintrusive and discrete’, without elaborating on the specific meanings of these 

descriptors. Borowski (2011) also argues that convenience is a factor in choosing products. 

However, Davidson (2012:58) asserts: 

 

‘we need to question the very perceptions of “convenience”, discretion and comfort we have 

become accustomed to as integral parts of the problem of overconsumption’. 

 

Therefore, this research aims to unpick the multiple meanings of ‘convenience’ that have 

becomes universalised or taken-for-granted without sufficient scrutiny. According to practice 

theorist Elizabeth Shove, ‘convenience’ can be considered from a temporal perspective, as a 

mechanism which allows the shifting of time within a temporally fragmented society, from less 

‘desirable’ to more ‘desirable’ activities (Shove, 2003). This perception of ‘desirable activities’ 

is also co-constitutive with social constructions of normal practices and conventions, such as 

ideals of cleanliness and hygiene (Shove, 2003). Household chores, for instance, could be 

reduced through ‘convenient’ technologies (see Figure 1). In the case of menstrual practices, 

this temporal understanding may help to define the meaning of ‘undesirable’ within the use of 

reusable products, such as the need to rinse or wash them. Like knowledge, perceptions of 

convenience can also be embedded within the materiality of practices. Material technologies 

can have temporal ‘scripts’, either associated with speed or reducing previously necessary 

activities, resulting in social expectations and perceptions about the ‘normal’ duration of certain 

practices (Rowell et al., 2017). 

 

Convenience could also be viewed in terms of accessibility in stores, leading reusables to be 

considered less convenient compared to the wide availability of disposable products across 

supermarkets and smaller stores. The up-front costs of reusable products compared to their 

disposable counterparts may also be an irreducible barrier to the adoption of reusables, 

especially for lower-income populations. For example, reusable menstrual cups can last up to 

ten years (Mooncup Ltd., 2019) in comparison to the built-in obsolescence of disposable 

products which need to be re-purchased regularly by consumers. Davidson (2012) and 

Borowski (2011) also concluded that cost is the most important factor for menstrual product 

consumption. However, another research method using interviews did reveal that performance 
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and comfort were the main reasons for product choice (Borowski, 2011:46), a contradiction 

which has not been explored. Instead, the barriers to reusables may be capable of more than 

one explanation. Therefore, this research uses a low-income population of British students to 

assess the cost barriers against the use of reusable menstrual products, with two main research 

questions to address any other barriers.  

 

 

2.5. Research Questions 

 

The studies introduced above provide insights into the perceived barriers against the adoption 

of reusable menstrual products, although they often simplify and universalise these barriers 

into irreducible singular factors, without considering the social construction of menstrual 

knowledges and the role of materiality within its reproduction. There are also no existing 

studies that apply menstrual literature to the use of reusable products. Furthermore, a focus on 

menstrual practices, instead of behaviours, emphasises the influence of social norms and 

constructed knowledges surrounding menstruation. 

 

After exploring the knowledges that may prevent the adoption of reusable menstrual products, 

the second research question aims to unpick this standardised narrative of convenience 

associated with disposable menstrual products, both with a specific focus on the practices of 

menstruating women. The two research questions are thus: 

  

1. What constructed knowledge prevents the adoption of reusables? 

2. What perceptions of convenience prevent the adoption of reusables? 
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3. Methodology 

 

3.1. Introduction  

This chapter will provide an overview of the research methodology used to answer the research 

questions and identify the constructed knowledge and perceptions that may influence women’s 

consumption of reusable menstrual products. As recommended by Browne et al. (2014), a 

mixed methodology was used, consisting of focus groups and a complementary survey to 

replicate the findings over a larger female population. This chapter will firstly identify the 

philosophical paradigm that grounds this research, followed by the chosen methods and ethical 

considerations. 

 

 

3.2. Epistemology and Positionality 

 

‘Methodological choices are, at heart, philosophical choices’ 

(Graham, 2005:12) 

 

All geographic research is underpinned by philosophical choices that should be acknowledged 

within a research process. Therefore, before embarking on an analysis of the specific methods 

chosen, it is important to state that the philosophical paradigm guiding this research is that of 

social constructionism. According to this view, all knowledge is socially constructed rather 

than created, heavily governed by its historical and cultural context (Kawulich, 2012). Social 

constructionism is therefore unconcerned with ontological issues (Andrews, 2012). Much like 

social practice theory, this approach considers social meaning to be constructed through 

practices, that ‘knowledge in some area is the product of our social practices and institutions’ 

(Gasper, 1999:855). Owing to its study of ‘immeasurable’ social phenomena, a constructivist 

paradigm necessitates a methodology with open-ended, descriptive and non-directional 

research questions (Creswell, 2003); a technique which has been employed within this 

research. 

 

The question of positionality is a much-discussed topic within human geography (Rose, 1997; 

Gold, 2002). A constructionist approach also considers the researcher’s positionality, as well 

as that of the participants, recognising the prior knowledges and theoretical preconceptions of 

the researcher and how their positionality influences their research (Charmaz, 2008). As the 
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acting moderator and researcher, my biases are born of identifying as a female, who also 

menstruates, and therefore my own lived experiences may influence my interpretation of the 

participants’ data. However, my identity is also valuable to the focus group process, in helping 

participants feel more comfortable expressing themselves and discussing their intimate 

practices as menstruating females. 

 

 

3.3. Methods 

 

3.3.1. Focus Groups 

 

Focus groups involve ‘a group of people…who meet in an informal setting to talk about a 

particular topic that has been set by the researcher’ (Longhurst, 2010:105). Although there 

are numerous advantages to this method, the social interactions between participants has often 

been cited as the most important characteristic (Kitzinger, 1994), differentiating this technique 

from others such as one-to-one interviews. In a study of intimate bodily practices, a focus group 

methodology is appropriate due to its strengths in uncovering the taken-for-granted dynamics 

of everyday practices (Browne, 2016) and in dealing with sensitive, intimate topics (Vera et 

al., 1996; Punch, 2002). Moreover, the epistemological position of social constructionism, 

where all knowledge production is context-dependent, is complemented by the social 

interactions of focus groups (Halkier, 2010). Participants are more likely to feel greater 

spontaneity when discussing their views in a group, than they would in a one-to-one interview 

(Goldman, 1962), although the performativity of participants has been criticised as preventing 

a ‘natural’ discussion (Smithson, 2000). However, the group dynamic of focus groups allows 

humour and laughter to become important tools that help facilitate discussion and draw out 

stories, particularly with intimate, potentially awkward topics such as menstruation (Browne, 

2016). 

 

Focus groups participants usually have a homogenous demographic (Morgan, 1998), which in 

this study meant that all individuals were students at the University of Manchester, who 

identified as female and aged between 18-25. As mentioned in Section 2.4.2, students were the 

chosen demographic to address the cost barrier to reusables. Individuals were recruited 

voluntarily online through social media and were interested based upon their desire to reduce 

their own plastic waste. The participants may therefore be more biased than lay people (Sax et 



24 

 

al., 2003), but this created a richer conversation for thematic analysis. Admittedly one oversight 

was not asking individuals beforehand whether they menstruated or not; an omission which 

would have reduced the data produced if any participants did not menstruate. Although this 

was due to the initial description of the focus groups as a discussion of domestic plastics and 

not menstrual products specifically; a decision made to situate participants’ opinions within a 

broader understanding of mundane consumption. 

 

As recommended by Liamputtong (2015), participants were seated in a circular arrangement 

to allow all individuals to have equal access to each other, facilitating a more open discussion. 

The position of a table in between all participants acts as a comfort barrier for those who may 

be apprehensive about speaking in front of strangers, whilst also providing a surface for 

refreshments to be served and as a place for participants to rest their arms and hands (Stewart 

et al., 2007). Participants could also provide and receive eye contact from the moderator when 

required. In maintaining the theme of mundane plastics, a variety of snacks were served in 

plastic containers and bags, serving a dual purpose as a participation incentive and visual 

probes (as discussed later). 

 

Each focus group was around one hour long and consisted of five individuals; a number 

influenced by participant availability and scheduling limitations. Despite Morgan and Krueger 

(1993) arguing that focus groups require moderators with highly developed professional skills, 

this was not feasible in an undergraduate research project and did not present any problems 

within the focus group sessions. Requiring that the moderator is ‘respectful, tolerant and 

considerate of the target audience’ (Morgan and Krueger, 1993:6) is a more important aspect 

within a discussion of intimate practices. 

 

Four focus groups were conducted, because 90% of the most prevalent themes are discoverable 

within 3-6 focus groups (Guest et al., 2017). Beyond this number, a data saturation can occur, 

defined as the point at which no new themes emerge (see Guest et al., 2006). By the final 

session, there were no new revelations and the themes remained consistent. Groups were audio 

recorded at the permission of participants and everyone briefly introduced themselves at the 

start to build rapport and a sense of group cohesion (Stewart et al., 2007). 

 

During the focus groups, participants were presented with several visual probes (see Maller 

and Strengers, 2018), to facilitate discussion about the women’s practices with plastic items. 
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The physical presence of items pertaining to a specific discussion is a valuable resource, 

particularly considering the important role of materiality as an element of social practices 

(Shove et al., 2012; see Section 2.4.1). The visual probes also helped establish which practices 

were considered ‘normal’ and acceptable for participants and which lay outside of their comfort 

zone (Maller and Strengers, 2018). Firstly, participants were presented with the 1955 Life 

Magazine image of “Throwaway Living” (see Figure 1) to initiate a discussion about the 

culture of disposable plastics. This image was found in the June 2018 issue of National 

Geographic magazine, which was passed around the room as a ‘warm-up’ discussion (Breen, 

2006). Other visual probes were household items including disposable and reusable 

Tupperware boxes, cling film and Bee’s Wrap packaging which helped situate participants’ 

perceptions within a broader array of plastic items. Thereafter, a menstrual cup (Mooncup 

brand) and reusable pads were introduced, alongside their disposable equivalents. Using both 

disposable and reusable products enabled participants to envisage a practice transition, or lack 

of it, uncovering their knowledge in a reflexive manner. 

 

 

3.3.2. Surveys 

 

To see if the themes were representative of a large female population, a short online survey 

was conducted after the focus groups, with questions based from the emerging themes. One 

hundred responses were collected, with participants choosing their reasons why they did not 

use reusable products or mentioning if they did use reusables. Main criteria for participants was 

that they menstruated and were 18-25-year-old students, to consistently match the survey 

participants with that of the focus groups. 

 

Although a quantitative, survey methodology may not be ontologically or epistemologically 

aligned with theories of practice (Browne et al., 2014:29), the survey does illustrate whether 

the focus groups findings are representative across a large population sample and therefore is 

considered beneficial for this study. This methodological pluralism provides a richer 

understanding of women’s perceptions and knowledges relating to menstrual practices. A 

possible sampling bias may occur due to the survey only being shared online so would be 

unavailable to those who do not have internet access. Although according to the Office for 

National Statistics (2018), 99% of the UK population aged 16 to 34 have regular access to the 

internet, so this would not have been an issue for most individuals.  
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3.4. Transcription and Analysis 

 

Focus group recordings were transcribed verbatim, supplemented by moderator’s notes 

regarding silences, gestures and overlaps in individuals’ speech (see Silverman, 2001:303). 

This provides more context and emotional awareness of the group conversation (Conradson, 

2005). The focus group transcripts were analysed using thematic coding (Gibbs, 2007:38) and 

an exemplar coded transcript is shown in Appendix 2. Within the analysis chapter, the survey 

results will only briefly be touched upon as a complementary method and the data will be 

contextualised within wider literature. 

 

 

3.5. Ethics 

 

Due to the intimate nature of menstrual practices, I was conscious to act ethically throughout 

the research process. Since participants were drawn to the focus groups based upon their 

interests in domestic plastic consumption, the discussion of menstrual items may have been 

more personal than the participants expected. However, this did ensure a sufficient body of 

opinion and participants were informed of their rights to leave at any time. All participants 

remained anonymous and gave consent (see Appendix 3) before each session. There is also a 

potential for over-disclosure by group participants (Carey, 1994), raising concerns about the 

confidentiality of information beyond the focus group. This was mitigated by asking 

participants not to share what others in the group say with outside individuals (Smith, 1995). 
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4. Analysis  

 

This chapter draws out the key themes from the focus groups, briefly touching upon the survey 

results to supplement the findings. Focus group are cited by number, as FG1-4. 

 

 

4.1. Introduction: Varying Levels of Knowledge 

 

Most of the participants were largely unaware of reusable menstrual products until the focus 

groups and felt that they were relatively unknown to most British women; a finding that aligns 

with previous studies of consumers’ awareness levels of reusables (Peberdy et al., 2019; 

Borowski, 2011). Some participants exemplified this notion through saying that they ‘didn’t 

know they were a thing’ (FG1) and that they ‘had no idea about this’ (FG3), combined with 

many shocked reactions when the reusable products were first introduced into the focus groups. 

This was also evident within the survey results, in which 18% of respondents did not know 

about the existence of reusable products (see Figure 9). Only 13% of survey respondents used 

reusable menstrual products themselves. 

 

Among focus group participants, there were a handful who did use reusable products 

themselves or had varying levels of knowledge on the topic; these women acted as a source of 

knowledge for the other participants. The only reusable product used was the menstrual cup, 

therefore this analysis mostly discusses this product. A particularly notable aspect of this 

knowledge transfer was the enthusiasm with which Mooncup users did discuss their menstrual 

practices and actively spoke of the benefits of using the menstrual cup to other focus group 

participants. One Mooncup user depicted how, ‘everyone I know who has a Mooncup, becomes 

like a Mooncup ambassador’ (FG3), displaying the enthusiasm gained by women who use 

reusables, in contrast to disposables. Many participants were initially reluctant to touch the 

reusables products upon first seeing them, despite assurance by the moderator that they were 

unused items, but many became optimistic to try the product by the end of the focus group. For 

example, one woman was ‘shocked at first’ (FG2), but later noted, ‘now I’ve looked at them 

and talked about them I’m quite intrigued to get one’ (FG2). Many women gained new 

knowledge about reusables, normalising their existence. However, even after learning about 

the existence of reusable products and the practices of using a Mooncup, many women were 
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put off by the reusables based on other knowledge, which this section will explore in relation 

to the first research question. 

 

 

4.2. ‘Good’ Menstrual Practices 

 

‘When I was using a tampon, you’d literally go to the loo, you don’t even really look, you just 

take it out, cover it in some loo roll, put it in the bin. It’s just like out-of-sight, out-of-mind. 

Whereas with this, I have to think about how much I have to empty it’ (FG3) 

 

As this quote portrays, the Mooncup users were aware of how their menstrual practices had 

changed since adopting reusable products, including a new-found knowledge about their body 

and its fluids. In contrast, many women who only used disposables presumed that the Mooncup 

would overflow, asking ‘does it not leak?’ (FG4) to express their concerns over its reliability. 

These concerns fed into their reluctance to use the Mooncup, as one participant noted, ‘I’d be 

too scared to use this [the Mooncup] in case it overflowed’ (FG3). These presumptions seemed 

to have been informed by their uses of disposables, since one Mooncup user reflected that ‘you 

don’t know how much fluid is in the tampon, whereas with this [the Mooncup] you’re so much 

more aware’ (FG4). Despite having never used the Mooncup before, the disposables users 

presumed that it would be an ‘unreliable’ product, based upon the preconceptions embodied 

within the materiality of these practices. 

 

In considering the different materialities between disposables and reusables, the absorbent 

technology of the disposable tampon does not require woman to know how much they bleed 

and can exaggerate the amounts of fluids present, forming a knowledge that leads them to 

consistently use disposable products to cope with this perceived amount. As one Mooncup user 

noted, ‘after I started to use it, I was amazed at how little I actually bleed’ (FG2) and described 

how the cup ‘only fills up like halfway anyway, we overestimate how much we do bleed and 

stuff. Like it never really overflows’ (FG1). The collector capacity of the Mooncup renders the 

blood mobile; collecting fluids rather than absorbing them and placing the onus on the 

menstruator for its disposal. Several Mooncup users reflected upon this new-found knowledge 

through their practices that was entrenched within the materiality of the menstrual products; a 

knowledge about their menstrual blood that cannot as easily be found through their practices 

with disposable products. Menstrual blood is a vital sign of health that should be measured 
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(Vuorma et al., 2003). Those using disposables could therefore miss out on important 

information related to their bodily health. In contrast, the materiality of the reusable products 

expands women’s knowledge to the materiality of their menstrual blood itself; as a free-

flowing, transportable entity with the potential to educate women more accurately about their 

bodily fluids.  

 

This fear of ‘leaking’ reveals the social construction of the female body as in need of constraint, 

leading women to use disposable products that ‘contain’ or ‘control’ their menstrual blood. As 

discussed in Section 2.3, any ‘leaks’ of menstrual blood would mark the women’s bodies as 

liminal, located outside of the social structure of patriarchal society (Longhurst, 2001). 

Therefore, many women associated ‘good’ menstrual practices with the disposable products, 

due to a desire to achieve the masculine ideal of a ‘closed’ or ‘controlled’ body. The single-use 

tampon is a physical manifestation of Foucauldian self-policing, a materiality which locks-in 

menstruators to this idealised femininity of a ‘docile’ body. In contrast, the practices of using 

a Mooncup, in which the blood remains liquid and more tangible, engenders fears about its 

control, a quality that acts as a deterrent against its use.  

 

 

4.2.1. Femininity and Hygiene 

 

For some women, there was also a need to feel ‘feminine’ during their menstruation, a notion 

that was not associated with the reusable products. This femininity often meant constructing 

oneself as an object of male desire through using ‘discreet’ products. As one participant stated, 

‘they don’t look very sexy, do they?’ (FG4), portraying her repulsion against using the reusable 

pads which were ‘less feminine’ (FG4) than the disposables. This idealisation of femininity 

was influenced by a need for discretion, or as one participant noted, ‘the whole point is 

supposed to be that it’s discreet, so we don’t feel embarrassed’ (FG2), comparing the larger 

size of the pads to their disposable equivalents. The exposure of her menstrual materialities 

would be unattractive to the male gaze and therefore not preferable for some women, leading 

them to choose smaller, more ‘discreet’ menstrual products. Her embarrassment exemplifies 

the presence of a menstrual taboo in Western society. 

 

The notion of cleanliness was an ongoing theme throughout the focus groups, as many 

participants perceived the single-use items to be more ‘hygienic’ than their reusable alternative. 
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The materiality of the reusable products contributed to the construction of their cleanliness, or 

lack of it, by virtue of their coloured designs. As one participant noted, ‘I think because it’s 

coloured, it looks really weird’ (FG1), expressing her reluctance to touch the reusable pad 

because its appearance did not match that of the disposable products that she was used to. Many 

women did not associate the reusable pads with menstruation and found their bright patterns 

comical, as one woman stated, ‘why am I getting the urge to wear this like a hat?’ (FG1). It 

appears that women have become accustomed to the bland, medicalised designs of disposable 

menstrual products, resulting in a repulsion against anything that does not match this aesthetic. 

For many participants in the focus groups, their knowledge of ‘clean’ menstrual practices was 

entrenched in the bleached white materiality of the disposable tampons and pads. This 

knowledge clashed with the bright, patterned design of the reusable products or the off-white 

colouring of the Mooncup. 

 

The visibility of stains was a further deterrent against using the Mooncup or reusable pads, 

constructing them as less ‘hygienic’ than the disposable products (see Figure 8). Following 

Douglas (1966), the manufactured whiteness of the disposables’ materiality presents a ‘purity’ 

that constructs the menstrual blood as ‘matter out of place’; a ‘pollution’ that should not be 

permanent. Therefore, disposable products construct the menstrual blood as ‘dirty’ and in need 

of immediate disposal, temporally scripting a ‘good’ or ‘normal’ menstrual practice as a quick 

one. In contrast, the presence of stains on reusable products acts as a long-lasting reminder of 

this ‘dirt’ and a disincentive to their use. One woman described how, ‘the single-use pads are 

fresh every time’ (FG3), implying that the reusable pads were not, despite cleaning them in 

between uses. Moreover, 42% of the survey respondents said they viewed the single-use 

products as more hygienic, suggesting that this is a common ‘knowledge’ among menstruating 

women (see Figure 9). This perception of hygiene scripts their choices in menstrual products. 

As one woman stated, ‘I put hygiene a bit above the planet sometimes’ (FG2), illustrating how 

this construction of ‘hygiene’ knowledge discourages women to adopt reusables into their 

menstrual practices. 
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This desire for ‘clean’ or ‘hygienic’ menstrual products suggests that women may feel ‘dirty’ 

during their menstruation and rely on ‘clean’ products to counter this. For one woman, this 

‘dirt’ was no different to other stains found on plastic items, noting ‘that’s like Tupperware 

isn’t it!’ (FG2). Women who had a new-found knowledge of their menstrual blood through 

using the Mooncup also had a new perception of cleanliness and were no longer deterred by 

the presence of stains. As one woman described, ‘even with the stains, it doesn’t look dirty. 

Like it’s obviously not as clean as when I first bought it but it’s still clean, I know that it’s 

clean’ (FG2). Their constructions of ‘hygiene’ had changed through their practices with the 

reusables. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8: An extreme example of a stained menstrual cup 

(Sparrowe, 2017) 
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4.3. The ‘Inconvenience’ of Menstruation 

 

‘I think also with periods, it’s such a thing that has held us back for so long, it already 

inconveniences us by giving us extreme pain and all those sorts of effects that you have and 

it’s like, I think it’s something that we should make more convenient for women. It should 

make it easier for women to deal with’ (FG1) 

 

As this excerpt shows, some women discussed their monthly bleeding as an inconvenience, a 

‘repulsive gift’ (Kristeva, 1982:9) that required the ‘convenience’ of plastic menstrual products. 

In relation to the second research question of this study, the women’s perceptions of 

convenience exposed itself in several ways, which will be discussed in this section. 

 

Many participants described the reusables as inconvenient, but upon elaborating on their 

reasoning behind this, they expressed a reluctance to deal with their own bodily fluids. As one 

woman described, ‘it’s just messy and gross to deal with the blood myself, I’d rather throw it 

away’ (FG2), further showing the underlying constructed relation between ‘hygiene’ and 

disposable products (see Section 4.2.1). Considering Shove’s (2003) notion of convenience as 

the shifting of time from one less ‘desirable’ activity to more ‘desirable’ ones, it becomes clear 

that the practice of dealing with their bodily fluids was undesirable for most women. For one 

participant, the practice of washing the reusable pads was deemed undesirable, noting, ‘I 

wouldn’t want these covered in my period blood sitting in my washing pile’ (FG1). As well as 

depicting her disgust at dealing with her menstrual fluids, the temporality of this practice also 

acts as a barrier against the use of reusables, since it requires women to spend more time dealing 

with their menstruation instead of other activities in their everyday lives. This requirement to 

wash them in between uses, usually waiting until a full laundry load was ready to be washed, 

was determinative for most women. One participant said, ‘I hate the idea because I only do my 

washing once a week’ (FG2). The survey results also revealed that 27% of women did not want 

to put reusable pads in with their laundry (see Figure 9). Within a temporally fragmented 

modern society, the reusable pads were not considered to be time-saving and therefore not 

appealing to most women. 

 

The practice of using a Mooncup was also deemed as undesirable based on the required 

interactions with their own menstrual blood. In line with Kristeva’s (1982) notion of abjection, 

the women displayed visceral reactions in considering the practices of using reusables. As one 
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participant noted, ‘that makes me really squeamish, the thought of having to deal with my own 

blood’ (FG2). In contrast to that of the disposable tampon with its braided string to facilitate a 

quick removal, the Mooncup requires users to become more intimate with their bodies, or as 

one woman described, ‘it's a lot more hands-on than tampons because you do have to like 

reach inside yourself to get the bottom of it.’ (FG1). This silicon cup brings the menstrual 

experience to the fore; women inevitably must deal with their fluids instead of throwing it away 

immediately upon contact. For many women, the thought of dealing with one’s abject was an 

undesirable activity; a practice that requires them to have direct, internal contact with their own 

menstruating body, which itself was deemed as gross by virtue of its leaky, boundary-

transgressing state (Kristeva, 1982). However, in discussing their new-found knowledges of 

their menstrual blood (see Section 4.2), some Mooncup users described how their abjection 

had changed to a fascination or even enjoyment of their menstrual practices. This was evident 

through one woman’s notion that ‘I actually try to see how much blood is in there [the 

Mooncup] now, I find it really interesting’ (FG3), suggesting a new fascination with their 

menstrual fluids, akin to a ‘jouissance’ of the abject (Kristeva, 1982:118; see Section 2.2). As 

this quote shows, through changing their practices and knowledges of menstruation, some 

women’s perceptions of ‘desirable activities’, or convenience, also shifted. 

 

 

4.3.1. The Convenience of Accessibility 

 

Building upon previous studies (Davidson, 2012), women who used disposable products 

viewed them as more convenient due to their wide availability in stores. One participant 

described the single-use products as ‘more accessible, like you can literally just go anywhere, 

even like a small corner shop’ (FG1), describing the wide availability of single-use products 

for consumers. Although this does imply that reusables are inconvenient due to their scarcity, 

the Mooncup users instead described their practices as more convenient overall, since they 

‘don’t have to go and buy tampons anymore’ (FG4). Considering Shove’s (2003) notion of 

convenience as a time-saving mechanism, the reusables saved women time and energy when 

purchasing menstrual products, since the ten-year guarantee of the Mooncup limits the number 

of repeated purchases. From this perspective, Mooncup users reflected upon the built-in 

obsolescence of disposable products as less convenient, based on the increased time and energy 

required to regularly purchase new items. Their perceptions of convenience changed with their 



34 

 

new practices and products, even noting that ‘after I bought my first menstrual cup, I realised 

how much more convenient it actually was’ (FG4).  

 

 

4.3.2. Survey Results 

 

According to the survey results, the up-front costs of reusables were the least important barrier 

to the adoption of reusable products (seen in red). The most selected option, ‘I know how to 

use them but would not want to deal with my menstrual blood in that way’ (seen in blue) depicts 

the ‘undesirable’ activity of dealing with one’s menstrual blood. 36% of participants chose the 

option ‘I am used to using single-use products and do not want to change this’, suggesting a 

cyclic routinisation of menstrual product consumption, as women’s menstruation becomes part 

of other routine practices in everyday life. Therefore, for some women, ‘convenience’ meant 

not having to change their consumption habits, sticking to their old routines. 

 

 

0.00% 10.00% 20.00% 30.00% 40.00% 50.00% 60.00%

I would not want to put reusable pads in with my laundry

The up-front costs are too high

I think reusables do not function as well as single-use products

I think single-use sanitary products are more hygienic

I am used to using single-use sanitary products and do not want to
change this

I know how to use them but would not want to deal with my
menstrual blood in that way

I have heard about them but do not know how to use them

I have heard about them but do not know where to buy them

I did not know that they exist

What are your reasons for not using reusables?

Figure 9: Graph depicting the results of the survey question: ‘What are your reasons for not using reusables?’ 
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4.4. Menstrual Etiquette in Public Spaces 

 

‘I could not imagine going to work, and if you want to clean that out and you can't really do 

that in the sink because you're in front of people and I feel like periods are still quite a bit 

taboo.’ (FG1) 

 

Many women acknowledged the existence of a menstrual taboo and described this as a reason 

against using a Mooncup, because ‘washing my menstrual cup in a sink would be frowned 

upon’ (FG1). As well as being ‘undesirable’ (see Section 4.3), the practice of cleaning the 

Mooncup goes against the social norms of public spaces, exposing one’s menstrual blood to 

the public gaze. Therefore, many users of disposables viewed their products as more 

‘convenient’ within public spaces, because their practices could be confined within the realm 

of the toilet cubicle. As one woman described, ‘the only way I could use that at work is if you 

went into a disabled toilet, where you do have the sink inside the cubicle with you, but if you 

go into a public toilet, you can’t use that’ (FG1).  Particularly within the public setting of the 

workplace, many women did not want to break the ‘rules’ of the menstrual etiquette through 

exposing their menstruation (Laws, 1990). As students at the University of Manchester, some 

women also discussed the practice of using a Mooncup in the unisex toilets of the Students’ 

Union, an act which would be even more ‘frowned upon’ because of the existence of a male 

gaze within this space.  

 

Although these descriptions construct the Mooncup as a less convenient product, many women 

who used a menstrual cup instead considered it to be more convenient within public spaces, 

because it fits in with the menstrual etiquette. For instance, one Mooncup user noted, ‘I don’t 

have to carry my tampons to the toilet anymore or ask another girl if I can borrow one’ (FG3), 

narrating a common panic amongst young women caught unprepared outside of the home, 

requiring them to express their menstrual needs to other females. This was acknowledged as a 

benefit of the reusable products, since women also did not have to be seen with menstrual 

products on route to public toilets; an act which would go against the menstrual etiquette of 

public space (Laws, 1990). Despite a lack of facilities in public toilets, many Mooncup users 

stated that their menstrual practices were now easier, because ‘I don’t have to replace it 

regularly, I can keep it in all day with no worries’ (FG4). This argument echoed another 

Mooncup user’s notion, that ‘You don’t have to change them for like twelve hours, and you can 

use them on heavy or light days as well’ (FG1) (although it should be mentioned that the 
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Mooncup company do not recommend more than eight hours of continuous use). These quotes 

illustrate the increased mobility that some Mooncup users described, a freeing up of time in 

one’s everyday life that would otherwise have been spent replacing disposable products. 

Combined with their new-found knowledge of hygiene, (see Section 4.2.1), many women noted 

how they did not always feel the need to thoroughly wash it in between uses, allowing them to 

contain their menstrual practices within the realm of the toilet cubicle.  

 

Furthermore, the practice of replacing a disposable tampon, while physically confined to the 

realm of a public cubicle, can break the ‘rules’ of the menstrual etiquette, through the sounds 

of removing the plastic packaging. This audible experience transgresses the realm of the 

cubicle space itself, exposing one’s menstruation to the public sphere. Through using a 

Mooncup, however, many women may experience a slight vacuum sound upon removal, but 

this disappears over time after the user gains competencies with the cup. 

 

 

4.4.1. The Material Assemblages of Public Toilets 

 

‘The [sanitary] bin is just there in the toilet, so I’d rather throw it [a disposal product] away 

than bring out a Mooncup to wash in the main sink’ (FG4) 

 

The focus groups also revealed the ways in which women’s menstrual practices are scripted by 

the material assemblages of public toilets. The ‘rules’ imposed by the confined space of the 

toilet cubicle inform women that ‘good or ‘correct’ menstrual practices are those which fit the 

appropriate menstrual etiquette in public spaces. For instance, the location of sanitary bins in 

toilet cubicles acts as a ‘script’, instructing women how to deal with their ‘waste’ material in 

the ‘right’ way. The quote above suggests that the bins themselves have normalised the practice 

of throwing away one’s menstrual products. A lack of washing facilities within cubicles was 

suggested as a barrier to the practices of using a Mooncup, that the blood must be disposed of 

within the confines of that private space and not brought into public or communal view. It 

suggests to women that it is an inconvenient practice, one that should not be carried out in 

public spaces. In this way, the physical space of the public toilet and its cubicles are imbued 

with social meanings, that can influence women’s choices in menstrual care products.  
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Within toilet cubicles, the sanitation bin itself creates a confined space through its closed lid 

design, to shield other women’s menstrual products from each other. This is a physical 

embodiment of the taboo of female menstruation; the practice is shielded from women (and 

men within unisex toilets) in modern society, perpetuating women’s tendencies towards 

disposal sanitary products. Therefore, it is not just the commodified products of menstruation 

that reproduce the social norms of disposability, but also the infrastructures of public spaces 

that assert a hegemonic concept of secrecy around women’s menstrual practices, perpetuating 

their reliance on throwaway products. This can lead to a technological lock-in of certain 

practices of disposability, influenced by the availability of specific facilities and social norms 

of menstrual practices. For instance, one woman noted that ‘in public toilets, they sometimes 

sell tampons in those dispenser things on the wall, and they are just an easy option’ (FG1). 

From this perspective, disposables are perceived as more convenient because of their 

availability in public toilets, but their presence also normalises the use of disposable products 

in public spaces, constructing knowledges of ‘normal’ menstrual practices within the female 

psyche. Many participants did view the disposable products as the ‘normal things’ (FG1), 

contrasting with the ‘not normal’ (FG1) reusables. For many women, the Mooncup represented 

a departure from current social norms, a countercultural movement that would challenge their 

knowledges of ‘normal’ menstrual practices. ‘Normality’ was thus a benchmark, from which 

some women did not want to stray.   

 

A particularly salient point to acknowledge is that this practice of secrecy surrounding 

menstruation is reiterated on the Mooncup care information in its packaging. The Mooncup 

usage guide advises users that ‘if you are in a public toilet take a small bottle of water in with 

you to rinse your Mooncup’ (Figure 10), scripting the practices of women using their product. 

This advice implies that washing the cup with non-sterile water is a preferable practice than 

bringing it into the public gaze.  Even the notion of finding a ‘convenient time’ to rinse the 

menstrual cup suggests that this act is an inconvenience, requiring women to find additional 

time for this practice. 

 

 

 

 

‘It’s a bit of a risk – I don’t want to be sat in a lecture and then stand up’ 

 Figure 10: The scripting of menstrual practices in the Mooncup usage guide (Mooncup Ltd., 2017) 
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5. Conclusion 

 

This research aimed to discover more about the knowledges or perceptions that may act as 

barriers to the adoption of reusable menstrual products. The two research questions were thus: 

 

1. What constructed knowledge prevents the adoption of reusables? 

2. What perceptions of convenience prevent the adoption of reusables? 

 

In response to the first research question, a lack of knowledge was found to be a barrier to 

reusables, but other constructed knowledges were more prominent in influencing women’s 

consumption patterns. Their ill-informed knowledge about the amount of their menstrual blood 

for instance, suggests that disposable products prevent women from correctly knowing about 

the amounts of their menstrual blood but are often unaware of this. Women fear the ‘menstrual 

leak’, an exposure of their femininity that would deconstruct the socially constructed 

boundaries of the body and cause embarrassment. This shame has manifested itself in a 

tendency towards disposable menstrual products. 

 

Through their practices with disposable products, women often associated the bright white 

materiality with hygiene and cleanliness, constructing a knowledge of ‘good’ menstrual 

practices that locks in consumers to this product. Their knowledges of hygiene can be 

constructed by the materiality of the disposable products, creating a cultural norm. 

 

However, these knowledges are not only embedded within the materiality of the products but 

are constructed through the material assemblages of public spaces. The menstrual products and 

the spaces they pass through are therefore participants in a process of knowledge construction. 

The influence of modern advertising and generational and intra-family knowledge cannot be 

obscured from a consideration of this knowledge construction too, although this was outside 

the scope of the research. 

 

Women take great pains to manage their menstruation with discretion. These attempts to keep 

in line with the menstrual etiquette embodies itself within a reliance on disposable products 

and even a lack of the word ‘menstruation’ within the focus groups. Menstruation is often 

viewed as a great inconvenience itself, a ‘dirty’ practice needing to be hidden, sanitised and 
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quickly dealt with. Women have become accustomed to practices of disposability that 

perpetuate this narrative, without questioning their consequences. 

 

In theory, reusable menstrual products such as the Mooncup can go against the menstrual 

etiquette, in terms of exposing one’s menstruation, but this research suggests that in public 

spaces for instance, the Mooncup can be more ‘convenient’, fitting in with the etiquette of the 

toilet cubicle. According to them, the reusable cup is easy to use, comfortable and convenient, 

particularly in its portability from the domestic sphere to public spaces. They did not feel the 

need to leave the toilet cubicle. 

 

In exploring the second research question, it became apparent that convenience has taken on 

many meanings, but cost was not identified as a significant barrier to the adoption of reusables, 

even in a low-income population of students. Women seem to perceive disposable products to 

be more convenient, but in considering ‘convenience’ as a time-shifting mechanism (Shove, 

2003), it becomes apparent that dealing with one’s bodily fluids is undesirable, possibly 

premised on a socially constructed knowledge of the female body. The practices of 

disposability influence these perceptions of convenience, animating their knowledge of 

menstruation and ‘normal’ or ‘good’ practices. Reusables have therefore been Othered from 

the realm of convenience; they do not fit with the Western social milieu. 

 

The new perspective offered by this research includes their reflections upon practice transitions 

by Mooncup users. Through their responses, it was clear that their previous knowledges or 

perceptions had changed, and they enthusiastically expressed an empowerment embodied in 

the menstrual cup. Women did not feel ‘out of control’ but rather ‘in control’ and more in touch 

with their body and its processes. In contrast to previous literature, the narrative of convenience 

was a reason for using reusables, demonstrating the malleability of the term. For instance, 

Mooncup users argued that the longer life of the reusable products did make their practices 

more convenient in the long-term. 

 

On a micro-scale, disposable pads and tampons neatly conceal menstrual blood away from 

public gaze. Symbolically, these products perpetuate a need for secrecy around menstruation 

and demonstrate the social constructions of menstrual blood as a ‘dirt’ to be thrown away. It 

appears that one barrier to the adoption of reusable products is the cultural inertia that keeps 

single-use products entrenched in women’s lives, creating a path dependency and 
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normalisation of these items. Through this, women unknowingly reproduce the construction of 

their Otherness. This research began with the rationale of the environmental impacts but found 

that the repercussions of disposable products are farer reaching, perpetuating the menstrual 

taboo and affecting the construction and identity of the female body. 

 

 

5.1. Reflections and Further Research 

 

This research is only a snapshot into the menstrual practices of a specific demographic of 

women in their menstrual practices. Other aspects of the women’s identities may have affected 

their perceptions and knowledges, such as family background, ethnicity or household income. 

As students at the University of Manchester, participants represent a certain demographic 

which is not representative of the general UK population. A practice approach, although 

beneficial, did consider these menstrual practices in isolation, without looking at their 

configurations with other daily practices and lifestyles. 

 

Future research could explore the source of constructed knowledge surrounding menstruation, 

such as media and advertising. There is also a lack of research on the lifecycle of menstrual 

cups and the environmental impacts of this. Clearly, this is an area ripe for exploration and 

development. 
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Appendix 1 – The Practice of using a Menstrual Cup (Mooncup Ltd., 2017) 
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Appendix 2 – Exemplar Coded Transcript 
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Appendix 3 – Sample Participant Consent Form 

 
 

University of Manchester 
School of Environment, Education and Development 

 Space, place and plastics: The daily practices of single-use plastics 

 

CONSENT FORM 

 

If you are happy to participate please read the consent form and initial it: 

 
Please 

Initial 

Box 

1. I confirm that I have read the attached information sheet on the above project and have had the 
opportunity to consider the information and ask questions and had these answered satisfactorily. 

 

 

 

2. I understand that my participation in the study is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any 
time without giving a reason and without detriment to any treatment/service 

 

 

 

3. I understand that the interviews will be audio/video-recorded 
 

 

4. I agree to the use of anonymous quotes 
 

 
I agree to take part in the above project 
     

Name of participant  

 

Date  Signature 

Name of person taking consent   

 

 

Date  Signature 

 

 

 


