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Introduction

If you don't menstruate, you certainly know someone who does.

Half of the population will at some point menstruate, each person doing so for an average of
65 days a year for some 38 years. This adds up to some 400 menstruations over a lifetime.1,2

The degree of access to needed resources – information and essential products – and
prevailing social attitudes about the experience of menstruation affect how all of us learn,
work, and play and the extent to which we thrive.

‘Bestaanszekerheid' today3

Another factor that broadly and deeply impacts people’s lives is structural poverty. These
effects compound over time. People experiencing poverty spend a proportionally greater
amount on their essential needs, including period products. Period poverty is one type of
poverty that specifically affects health and participation among those who menstruate. The
greater the poverty, the greater the risk for period poverty.

While many define period poverty simply as the inability to access needed products, being
able to maintain menstrual health also requires access to menstrual education and
information about menstruation management.4 Globally, some 500 million people
experience period poverty.5 The lack of access to menstrual products and harmful stigma
impact people and societies the world over, including in the Netherlands.

5 Jaafar, Hafiz, Suraya Yasmin Ismail and Amirah Azzeri, 2023.

4 Neighborhood Feminists and Opinium, 2022.

3 The right to bestaanszekerheid is constitutionally mandated alongside other fundamental social
rights; a direct translation is to security of existence, which encompasses social and livelihood
security.

2 NF refers to people who menstruate because all those who menstruate should be included in period
poverty statistics and solutions. While research on periods and period poverty has focused on women
and girls, non-binary people, intersex people and trans men can and do menstruate.

1 The Bureau for Statistics/Statistics Netherlands (CBS) sets the period of menstruation as between
15-50 years of age, a range NF used in its 2022 report. The medically accepted average age of
menarche (first period) in the Netherlands is 13.1, however, with a normal start ranging from 11 to 15
(Van Zoonen et al., 2019) while the average age of menopause is 51 (Vrouwen in de Overgang, 2023).
The normal range of a menarche is between 11-15 years of age, but it can occur as early as 8 or 9.
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Building on a baseline of clear local need

Since 2019, Neighborhood Feminists (NF) has taken direct action on period poverty by
providing free products, building awareness, and advocating for longer-term solutions. In
partnership with award-winning research agency Opinium, NF strengthened their advocacy
with the publication of the first-ever quantitative research on period poverty in Amsterdam
in October 2022. The research included 1,332 people who menstruate and live in the city,
with conclusions analyzed from 870 respondents. It confirmed that period poverty was a
significant issue (additional findings are available in Appendix Section V). Notably: 27% of
people who menstruate could not afford to pay for period products at some point, and 38%
said that while they managed, they had found it difficult to do so.

Additionally:

The 2022 research also analyzed the cost of menstruation in the Netherlands over a lifetime.
It found that a person will spend €480-€5520 on roughly 12,000 single-use pads or tampons
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over a lifetime. These costs have since increased.6

NF’s 2022 findings confirmed the pervasiveness of the problem and propelled the
introduction of a period poverty proposal in the city council, which was co-signed by seven
political parties.7 The bill, passed in March 2023, called for making period products freely
available for those who need them, regardless of legal status or gender identity.
Furthermore, it called for clear menstrual health information – both educational and
practical – to be provided in schools.8

Fast forward two years. Where do things stand in 2024? How has our understanding and
approach to this issue changed in the Netherlands and across Europe over the past two
years?

Connecting the levels…with national research

Considering the comparatively limited degree of period poverty research conducted in the
Netherlands, data matters as much now as it did in 2022. Given that the general
understanding of period poverty and the implementation of national policy are based on
one 2019 study, NF strategically decided to include national analysis for a broader, more
nuanced picture.

This second report more broadly examines the realities at the intersection of poverty and
periods across the Netherlands, as well as the local level in Amsterdam. The enclosed
research, developed by NF and Opinium, makes up the largest-ever quantitative study on
period poverty in the Netherlands. This data provided should enable decision-makers in
municipalities and at the national level to develop effective policies based on current,
actual needs.

Beyond providing insight into the current state of menstrual access and equity in the
Netherlands, this research report outlines the current degree of access to menstrual health.
Menstrual literacy – i.e., a fuller understanding of the range of aspects and impacts of
menstrual health – is an unmissable part of improving menstrual access and equity. An
inadequate understanding of menstrual management results in unaddressed illnesses and

8 Locations listed include schools, libraries, pharmacies, homeless shelters, and asylum seeker
centers (Neighborhood Feminists, November 11, 2022).

7 GroenLinks, Bij1, PvdA, PvdD, Denk, D66, and Lijst Kabamba.

6 The range in cost is due to choice of type of products, such as those for sensitivity/allergy, based on
October 2022 prices in Kruidvat and Etos and the shorter 35 year average length of menstruation as
defined by CBS. Price inflation since 2022 and calculating using the medically accepted Dutch average
of 38 years would increase the lifetime cost (Neighborhood Feminists and Opinium, 2022).
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disorders and impacts all aspects of a person’s life. This report also acknowledges the
limiting effect of inadequate research as well as prevailing stigmatizing attitudes toward
menstruation in private and public and focuses on what can be done to shift these views.

CODE RED for public health and equity

As menstruating is historically steeped in shame, a great number of euphemisms have been
coined across cultures over time. A slang term in English for menstruation is ‘code red’.9

While NF prioritizes direct language and action, dubbing this research and advocacy report
CODE RED seems fitting, not least because this document serves as a clarion call for
awareness and action, without which the situation will worsen.10

While Neighborhood Feminists has centered its actions in Amsterdam thus far, the
organization sees applications for its on-the-ground expertise and research well beyond
Amsterdam. Whether in Amsterdam or elsewhere in the Netherlands, NF urges all sectors of
society – spanning public sector to private, businesses to schools, communities to
individuals – to actively support addressing and ending what is a very solvable matter of
public health, gender equity, and participation. The investments required for the solution
can result in economic benefits and directly improve a great many people’s lives.

10 NF is not alone in making this connection: Belgian anti-period poverty NGO Bruzelle has partnered
with others to address period poverty in Flanders under the name Code Rood.

9 In 2016, a global study examining people’s attitudes toward menstruation was published; media
pieces on the research led with “5000 different euphemisms for menstruation” (O’Connor, 2016).
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Advocating for an end to period poverty goes beyond adequately addressing a basic health
need. CODE RED is an urgent call for equality, dignity, and the acknowledgment that
menstruation is a natural part of life – wherever you are.

✦ This quantitative research on period poverty, developed by NF and award-winning
research partner Opinion, is the largest ever conducted in the Netherlands.

✦ Period poverty 2022 versus 2024? How pervasive is the issue two years later in
Amsterdam (lower or higher than the 27% of 2022) and across the whole of the
Netherlands? This report both asks and answers these important questions.

✦ In addition to involving a lack of essential products, period poverty directly impacts
physical and mental health and participation levels in school and work.

✦ Despite its wide-ranging and significant impacts, period poverty often persists,
hidden in plain sight, because of the stigma around menstruation and shame about
poverty. Coupled with education, research like this is crucial for making period
poverty visible and deserving of a space on the policy agenda.
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1. Pennies and pads

1.1 Poverty in the Netherlands - some facts and figures about those at risk

This report briefly addresses poverty because any understanding of period
poverty is incomplete without understanding the extent to which structural
poverty currently affects people in the Netherlands.

Policymakers and researchers, as well as numerous institutions and organizations,
extensively discussed and examined structural poverty in the Netherlands and solutions to
address it.11 The use of varying definitions and scopes by different government agencies
produces different results when measuring poverty and risks for poverty. This opens up the
acknowledged likelihood of under-reporting and missed demographic groups and localities.
To address this and unify the different approaches used by national agencies, the Central
Bureau for Statistics (CBS), the National Institute for Budget Information (Nibud), and the
Netherlands Institute for Social Research (SCP) will release a preliminary report in October
2024 containing newly updated standards to re-determine the number of people living in
poverty in 2023.12 These merged standards will hopefully better reflect actual societal
poverty rates, allowing for evidence-based decision-making.

In the meantime, analysis by the Netherlands Bureau for Economic Policy Analysis (CPB)
concludes that inflation pushed the number of those living in poverty up to 1.3 million in
2023. This means that at least 7.5% of the population lives in poverty in the Netherlands,
with poverty expected to increase again across the country during 2024.13 Another forty
percent of Dutch households struggle to make ends meet, and these numbers are growing
as fixed costs continue to rise while incomes stagnate.14 Poverty doesn’t occur around and
below the poverty line only. National agencies such as Nibud underscore that families
scraping by at 20-30% above the low-income threshold set by CPB also experience
significant financial worries.

14 Vermeer, Max, 2022.

13 This is due, in part, to interim government measures, like energy support and rent and healthcare
allowances, being phased out (Centraal Planbureau, 2023).

12Ministerie van Volksgezondheid, Welzijn en Sport, 2024.

11 Vermeij et al., 2024; Kierks, Martijn, 2023; Sociaal en Cultureel Planbureau, 2023; Centraal Planbureau,
2022.

www.neighborhoodfeminists.com 8

http://www.neighborhoodfeminists.com


What is the impact of poverty?

Despite differences in evaluation methods, there is data-based consensus on several key
effects of poverty. Poverty has adverse effects on society, affecting overall security, societal
cohesion, and trust in government. How much an individual is impacted by poverty,
however, depends on the degree and length of time they spend in poverty, as well as their
personal background.15,16

The increased social isolation and reduced opportunities that result from poverty can create
greater psychological stress.17 Stress contributes to an increased risk for a variety of mental
and physical health problems.18,19 As explained by Tim ‘S Jongers, director of the Wiardi
Beckman Foundation, those at risk in the Netherlands spend 15 more years in poor health
than wealthier citizens and live an average of seven years less.20

Experiencing financial stress and insecurity affects decision-making. When making
financial decisions, people will pay more attention to the most pressing and immediate
concerns, which often carry greater consequences over the long term.21 The ‘boots theory’

21 Hilbert et al., 2022.

20 “Armoede Uitgelegd: Armoedestress Leidt Tot Onnodig Ziek Zijn En Jong Sterven”, 2024; ’S Jongers,
Tim, 2024; Armoede Uitgelegd Aan Mensen Met Geld.

19 Proportionally, among those aged 25 to 65 with low income, over 2.5 times as many people have
poorer health compared to people with a higher income. Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek, 2023;
“Armoede en Sociale Uitsluiting, 2023.”

18 “Stress Effects on the Body”, 2023.

17 Brandt et al., 2022.

16 Research confirms that poverty clearly limits possibilities to engage in the community, both
professionally and socially. (Vermeij et al., 2024.)

15 Knifton, Lee and Greig Inglis, 2020.
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gives a sense of the financial impact: Over the long run, being poor is more expensive
because cheap boots (likely the only affordable choice) need more frequent replacement.22

In the context of period poverty, the trap of poverty can mean that although a person prefers
a reusable product (e.g., a menstrual cup), they can only afford single-use products. In the
long run, single-use period products result in far greater costs.23

Who is most impacted by poverty?

It is statistically clear that certain populations consistently face a greater degree of risk of
living in or on the brink of poverty, such as:24

People lacking secure housing

NGOs such as the Salvation Army report a significant increase in homelessness since 2022,
particularly among youth who too often fall between the cracks of support organizations.25

25 Salvation Army/Leger des Heils, 2022.

24 For more background, see Appendix Section IV.

23 Hilbert, Leon P., Marret K. Noordewier, and Wilco W. Van Dijk, 2022.

22 ’S Jongers, Tim, 2024.
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Undocumented people

Undocumented people across the country continue to face great uncertainty and higher
rates of poverty.26

Single mothers and children

Poverty affects women and girls to a greater extent. When women were the primary income
earners, 291,900 women fell below the poverty line in 2022 – double as many as men.27 In
total, some 460,000 children in the Netherlands live in poverty.28

The working poor

One third of those living in poverty have paid work but earn too little to cover their basic
needs. In 2020, 147,000 people (1.9% of the working population) were part of a household
with an income below the poverty line.29

Students

The National Institute for Budget Information (Nibud) has reported students increasingly
rely on their parents due to cuts to financial support and spikes in costs for housing,
healthcare, and basic necessities.30

The aforementioned higher-risk populations can be found in major Dutch cities,
including Amsterdam, in proportions higher than national averages.31

The price of poverty

Being poor has far-reaching consequences.32 Being financially unable to meet basic needs is
heavily stigmatized, with negative conclusions drawn about an individual’s ability that lead

32 Ministerie van Justitie en Veiligheid, 2023.

31 Poverty is not evenly distributed across the city, however, nearly 25% of low-income households are
in Amsterdam Southeast district, followed by 20% in North and 20% in New West.

30 Groen, Annette, and Nannette Houtsma, 2022.

29 Centraal Bureau Statistiek, 2023.

28 NPO Radio 1, 2024.

27 5.8% of primary income earning women lived below the poverty line, compared to 2.9% of primary
income earning men. (Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek, 2023; “CBS Statline: Laag en Langdurig Laag
Inkomen van Personen CV; Huishoudenskenmerken”).

26 Van den Muijsenbergh et al., 2022.
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to an increased chance of discriminatory behavior and actions.33 In this way, being poor
increases social isolation while reducing opportunities, including in education and work.34

Beyond limiting opportunities that impact everyday living, poverty has a direct impact on
health. Chronic poverty translates to chronic stress,35 and chronic stress affects
decision-making in the short term and increases the risk for disease in the long term.36

Practically speaking, people will avoid needed medical care if they cannot afford the
premium or medications.37

✦ Poverty is more extensive than officially recognized, with impacts across all aspects of
life that are far-ranging and often long-term for individuals, their families, and
society.

✦ Certain populations, such as people who are homeless, undocumented, single
mothers, and (increasingly) students, face greater challenges than reported and a
higher risk of poverty (see Appendix Section IV for more detail).

✦ Poverty doesn’t occur only at or under the official poverty line; there is a large number
of working poor under or around the poverty line.

37 In this way, health problems go untreated, compounding overall conditions (Centraal Bureau
Statistiek, 2023; “Armoede en Sociale Uitsluiting”, 2023).

36 Hilbert et al., 2022.

35 Brisson et al., 2020; Haushofer and Fehr, 2014.

34 Noordhoff, Floris J. and Amsterdam School for Social Science Research (ASSR), 2008.

33 Fiske, Susan T., 2015.
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1.2 Period poverty - who is impacted and how

For people with limited means, costs for basic needs, such as menstruation, quickly add up.
In the Netherlands – depending on needs – menstruation costs one person anywhere from
€498 to €5730 over a lifetime.38 That’s just for period products.

People at risk of poverty can also be at risk of period poverty

Adding to the many hardships tied to low income, people who menstruate with little income
in the Netherlands have a greater chance of experiencing period poverty. This means they
struggle to maintain the practices required for a healthy period. Period poverty brings an
additional layer of health and participation issues, further reinforcing the gender gap in
income and health.39,40

Period poverty impacts physical health

Chronic stress, inadequate menstrual education, and trauma, among other factors, directly
impact menstrual symptoms, with an increased risk of hormonal imbalances that can
trigger more serious menstrual disorders.41 Common menstrual disorders include irregular
cycles, heavy bleeding, and painful periods. These abnormal levels of bleeding require more
menstrual products and medication, thereby increasing individual expenses.menstrual
products and medication, thereby increasing individual expenses. If not managed
appropriately, the risk of infections, anemia, strokes, and heart disease rises.42 Period
poverty can make needed medications unaffordable, further increasing the impact and
burden of menstruation management.43

43 Neighborhood Feminists, 2022.

42 A survey revealed that up to 22 percent always have to use painkillers during their menstruation
because they could not manage the pain otherwise. (Kamphuis, Lotte, 2021.)

41 Naz et al., 2022

40 In 2024 (just as in 2023 and 2022), the Netherlands ranked 28th worldwide in gender equality,
behind European neighbors France, Portugal, Belgium, Spain, Ireland and Germany. (“Global Gender
Gap Report 2024,” World Economic Forum.)

39 Jaafar et al., 2023.

38 Adjusted for inflation from 2022 research (Neighborhood Feminists, 2022).
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Another hard reality is that experiencing period poverty can entail using products longer
than medically recommended, increasing health risks such as Toxic Shock Syndrome, or
reusing period products, risking bacterial infection and other related issues that are
painful and costly to address.44

Period poverty impacts mental health

Beyond impacting one’s physical health, period poverty also impacts one’s mental health.
Those experiencing period poverty are more likely to report symptoms of depression and
anxiety, with a significant association between period poverty and poor mental health
outcomes. Stigma can further compound these symptoms.45

While less of an issue in the Netherlands than in other countries, period poverty here can
also involve irregular or insufficient access to free sanitation facilities (e.g., for those who
lack secure housing and/or papers). Even if statistically limited, the impact of access to
sanitation facilities is very significant for those experiencing it.

Period poverty impacts participation in school and work

Period poverty can directly translate into a cycle of missed school opportunities and
decreased school performance. Without the needed products, or information on how they

45 Gouvernet et al., 2022.

44 Billon et al., 2020.
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can access products, sometimes people have no choice but to stay home from work or
school during their periods, as confirmed by previous NF research.46Many people under 21
are still in educational settings, meaning that periods and the lack of adequate
accommodation to their needs during menstruation can hinder them from pursuing an
education. Over time, these overlapping challenges hamper attempts at future stability and
result in reduced job opportunities and a lower range of wages.47

Period poverty hides in plain sight

After food, period products were the top request at Dutch
aid organizations, according to a 2023 survey. Over half
the responding aid groups experienced an increase in
requests for support. Requests for support stemmed
particularly from single-parent families, along with
significant increases from families, single people, and
people with a migrant background.48 While food banks
have increasingly been able to offer period products,
access is limited, leaving many, such as those who
experience period poverty but lack housing or papers,
completely on their own.

Despite the need and growing media attention, period poverty continues to carry a double
layer of shame (e.g., about poverty but also menstruation) which continues to weigh on
many. In 2021, a national survey looked at prevailing attitudes, awareness, and practices
around menstruation and found that 17% reported that talking about menstruation feels
taboo to them, and 21% responded that menstruation is “dirty”.49 The shame and knowledge
of prevailing menstrual stigma ensure that far too many continue to experience period
poverty in unsupported silence.

49 Weighted survey by 3Vraagt/EenVandaag with 2,275 participants, of whom 1,238 menstruated
(Kamphuis, Lotte and 3Vraagt, 2021).

48 NGO Armoedefonds surveyed 375 anti-poverty aid organizations to get an on-the-ground sense of
needs among the poor (Stichting Armoedefonds, 2023).

47 Among those at risk of period poverty are those who are incarcerated. The Dutch Department of
Correctional Institutions policy is that essentials for dental, eye and menstrual care must be paid for
by detainees themselves (Dienst Justitiële Inrichtingen, 2024).

46 Neighborhood Feminists, 2022.
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✦ Period poverty in the Netherlands affects physical and mental health, deepening the
health gender gap and increasing the challenge to exit the downward spiral of poverty.

✦ Period poverty affects participation in school and work across the country, translating
into decreased participation, missed opportunities, and further effects on income level
and work options.

✦ As the visibility of the issue grows, so does demand, but shame continues to keep
many silent.
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2. What’s changed since 2022 in policy, research and direct action

2.1 In the Netherlands

Over the past two years, there has been growing media coverage of period poverty as the
issue begins to receive legislative attention.

Just two months after the publication of the NF research report in 2022, a parliamentary
anti-period poverty bill was submitted by D66, Volt, and PvdA. Following the passage of the
bill in early 2023, €2 million was released to combat period poverty at the national level. The
funds were to be used by national NGO ArmoedeFonds to expand the number of their period
product distribution points from 1,500 to 2,500.50,51

In 2022, NF also noted that the critical shortfall of (free) public toilets in Amsterdam greatly
increased challenges for people unable or unwilling to use urinals. This makes managing
menstruation needs all but impossible for people with insecure or no housing.52 Following a
highly publicized 2015 court case and 7 years of campaigning, in 2024, €4 million is being
invested in more public (and wheelchair-friendly) restrooms for Amsterdam.53

With the passage of the municipal bill against period poverty in Amsterdam in early 2023,
Neighborhood Feminists received its first public funding for an additional fifteen
Menstruation Stations. Previously, private donations funded these self-serve cabinets filled
with period products. Together with Armoedefonds, NF continued to expand the number of
distribution points in Amsterdam, receiving public funding for twenty Menstruation
Stations in 2024.

While bringing additional visibility and meeting some of the immediate demand, the
national and local policy measures, unfortunately, fall short of the actual need and needed
outreach, such as education. As we expect the ongoing health and housing crises to

53 The first restroom will be built in Oosterpark in October 2024, but the total number of toilets
planned has not been disclosed (Weel, Frederieke, 2024).

52 While Paris and London have 1 public toilet per 5,500 residents, and Antwerp has 1 per 4,300
residents, there is just 1 toilet per 10,750 residents in Amsterdam (Gool, Joanne, 2019).

51 From 2021, NGO ArmoedeFonds began opening distribution points initially with both private and
public support, with support from the Red Cross. “Rode Kruis Helpt Armoedefonds Tegen
Menstruatiearmoede - Rode Kruis Gooi En Utrecht”, 2022.

50Ministerie van Sociale Zaken en Werkgelegenheid, 2023.
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continue, period poverty will not diminish. Yet the outlook for longer-term support remains
uncertain because there has been no articulation of any national strategic investment
beyond the one-time 2022 bill.

2.2 In Europe

Thanks to sustained advocacy and
mobilization, there is increased visibility on
period poverty by European governments. Still,
there is wide variation in approach, including
the degree of comprehensiveness,
sustainability, and focus on short-term gains
versus longer-term benefits (e.g., product
provision and/or education, free products, or
tax reductions or exemptions). As anti-period
poverty programs are new policy and practice
developments, they will require follow-up
research, monitoring, and ongoing fine-tuning.

Belgium

From 2023 onwards, 300,000 free, single-use period products have been made available to
the 500 women detained in Belgian prisons.54 This builds on significant measures already
taken in 2022 by the Walloon government (i.e., the distribution of 2.5 million period products
in three provinces). Additionally, free product initiatives have been launched in select
schools in Ghent and other cities, including Brussels, from 2024.55

France

After leading French NGO Règles Élémentaires published research in 2023 indicating that
menstrual poverty had doubled in two years – increasing from 2 to 4 million affected – the
French ministries of health and social security announced reimbursement of reusable
period products for those under 26 and participants of “complementary health security”
(which includes some 6,7 million people).56 This reimbursement program, introduced in 2023
and going into effect from September 2024, will include governmental support for the
communities and organizations to install period product dispensers. Support will go

56 Association Règles Élémentaires, 2023.

55Walker, 2022.

54 Klingert, 2022.
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through to 2027, enabling the purchase and distribution of reusable products intended to
meet the menstruation needs of 30-40% of all at-risk people through reusable sanitary
protection. However, the program rollout, still under development, is behind schedule. As of
August 2024, the program includes on-demand reimbursement of some reusable period
products purchased in pharmacies by the national health care system and additional health
care systems.57

Thanks to the multi-year advocacy work of Règles Élémentaires, Fondation des Femmes, the
Georgette Sand Collective, and others, a national decree requiring the publication of
composition, appropriate product usage, and health risks on period product packaging
came into force in France in April 2024. While promising, the decree still falls short in terms
of actual utility insofar as including only products added “intentionally” by manufacturers.
As pointed out by Règles Élémentaires, “almost all of the potentially toxic residues found to
date in menstrual protections come either from contamination of raw materials or finished
products, or formed during manufacturing processes (e.g., bleaching and gluing).
Additionally, textile products are exempted, despite the boom in reusable period underwear
and the discovery of potentially toxic substances in period underwear.”58 As this quote
demonstrates, this means many potentially toxic and harmful substances are excluded.

Germany

Despite donation initiatives, awareness campaigns, and calls for broader actions led by
activists over the years, the needed structural changes to policy (and practice) are
unfortunately yet to be enacted by decision-makers.59

Ireland

Menstrual products can be sold in EU member states without VAT since 2022. Thus far,
Ireland is the only country to take advantage of the new ruling. Additionally, Ireland made
reusable products, such as cups, period underwear, and sponges, tax-free in 2023.60

60 Griffin, 2022.

59 Plan International Deutschland: Gesundheit des Plan-Jugendbeirats, 2021.

58 Association Règles Élémentaires, 2024.

57 French government and French Ministry of Public Health, 2023.
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Malta

In 2023, the Maltese government confirmed the rollout of a €500,000 pilot in secondary
schools to provide free period products, which is set to be followed by a national rollout in
all schools.61

Portugal

Portugal’s government will support the free distribution of menstrual hygiene products in
primary and secondary schools and health centers from September 2024, a program that
could "cover up to 120,000 people". While the estimated number of people covered is based
on women and girls who receive welfare benefits, the government underscores that "the
measure will not exclude anyone based on income or other criteria".62

Scotland

Scotland has been a world leader in addressing period poverty since 2020. Thanks to
extensive, collaborative efforts led by Member of Parliament Monica Lennon, the ability to
access needed period products is enshrined in the constitution as a basic health right.
Country-wide implementation of this policy has been made possible by many, including
social enterprise Hey Girls who developed an app with the government to provide detailed
information about product locations, as well as extensive information and resources on
menstrual health. Because maintaining the app also depends on under-resourced local
authorities and distribution locations, information updates aren’t always optimal. As in
other European countries, many of those most at risk are from minority ethnic
communities and struggle with digital access and English. Despite this, the app is only
currently available in English. Campaigner Dr. Jennifer Martin recommends that the
National Department of Health be engaged in product provisioning as well, since “this is a
public health and human rights issue.” Given the newness of this far-reaching national
policy, limitations in delivery and access are not surprising. It is anticipated that
refinements in implementation will ensure the program reaches its full potential.63

Spain

Spain made international headlines in 2023 as the first country in Europe to grant menstrual
leave. One year on, similar to other countries offering menstrual leave, critics point to
serious limits in the legislation that have resulted in very low rates of actual leave taken.
Spain’s policy requires a medical doctor’s sign-off–and only allows people to take menstrual
leave if they have been diagnosed with endometriosis, which sharply decreases the number
of eligible people. In a country with the highest unemployment in Europe, job security

63McCole, Devon, and Samar Jamal, 2023.

62 The Portugal News, 2024.

61 Sansone, 2023.
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concerns also impact the amount of leave taken.64

In Catalonia, the distribution of free reusable period products began in May 2024 as part of a
pioneering government initiative to reach all those who menstruate (some 2,5 million people
aged 10-60) while simultaneously aiming to reduce the 9,000 tons of single-use product
landfill waste generated each year by the region.65 Thus far, 3,300 pharmacies have
distributed 400,000 reusable products, reaching 14.5% of the target population. The
initiative also includes an ambitious education program covering “menstrual education in
childhood, adolescence, and young adulthood; menstrual education in the field of
social-community intervention; measures in the workplace; training for professionals
(including pharmacists distributing products); fostering research and knowledge; and
dissemination and awareness-raising.” It will also specifically include information on
perimenopause and menopause.66

2.3 Beyond Europe

Over the past two years, period poverty has continued to garner global attention. Significant
policy measures have been launched in countries beyond Europe, including in Kenya.67

✦ While there is an increase in media coverage in the Netherlands, and some welcome
national and local policy measures have taken shape, the strategies are not yet
comprehensive, structural, or long-term.

✦ Thanks to the tireless efforts of advocacy groups, structural solutions to period
poverty continue to be launched and expanded within and beyond Europe. The
greatest successes have resulted from extensive collaboration between governments,
NGOs, advocates, and the private sector.

✦ There is wide variation across Europe in terms of approaches, with the anti-period
poverty programs in Scotland and Catalan (Spain) standing out for their sustainability
and comprehensiveness. France, Walloon (Belgium), and Portugal have also been

67 A selection of global developments in period poverty policy and practice from the past couple of
years is available on the NF website (Neighborhood Feminists, 2024).

66 Government of Catalonia, 2023.

65 The Guardian, 2024.

64 Kassam, Ashifa, 2024.
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building on increasingly far-reaching period poverty programs. Beyond Europe, the
engagement of the Kenyan government has been noteworthy for structurally
addressing the issue for quite some time.

✦ Anti-period poverty programs are new policy and practice developments that require
follow-up research, monitoring, and ongoing fine-tuning.
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3. The 2024 CODE RED quantitative research

3.1 Research partners

Neighborhood Feminists partnered with Opinium, an award-winning international insight
agency, to quantitatively establish the scale of period poverty in the Netherlands.68 Since
2017, Opinium has worked for Plan International UK, conducting annual research into
period poverty among young people aged 14-21, with a focus on lack of access to products,
inadequate education, and societal stigma. Their research revealed robust, evidence-based
insights that have led to real-world changes. Plan International UK’s research and campaign
efforts were instrumental in the Department for Education’s 2020 launch of a period
poverty initiative, which provides free period products in schools across England and Wales.

68 Opinium’s clients include Just Eat Takeaway.com, the European Commission, Vodafone, and
Greenpeace International, among others.
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Neighborhood Feminists has also partnered with Perspectivity, a social enterprise that
facilitates social change. The professional facilitators who make up Perspectivity navigate
complexity using Sprockler, their own specific methodology for narrative and participatory
research fueled by an innovative software tool. Through this partnership, NF and
Perspectivity aim to deepen understanding and gather more nuanced insights into what it
means to experience period poverty in the Netherlands, using the Sprockler tool and
method. Perspectivity will – both qualitatively and quantitatively – collect and make sense of
period poverty narratives while quantifying overall narrative patterns.

The Sprockler inquiry, open from July 2024 to December 2024, will enable people across
the Netherlands to share their personal experiences with period poverty confidentially,
whether online or in person, with experienced facilitators.

Given the taboo nature of menstruation and poverty, every precaution is taken to ensure full
consent and anonymity. For more information on the process and participation, please refer
to Appendix Section III.

While acknowledging that experiences of menstruation and poverty vary widely and are
greatly affected by individual context, the shared stories collected by Perspectivity will add
detail to the quantitative data gathered by Opinium, giving us a fuller and more robust
picture of period poverty in the Netherlands in 2024.69

3.2 Scope and methodology

Survey

Opinium Research, with feedback from Neighborhood Feminists on survey questions,
developed and conducted an online and paper survey of people aged 12-55 who had
menstruated in the last 12 months. The survey was available in Dutch and English. Fieldwork
took place between July 2 and August 22, 2024, covering the entire country with additional
coverage in Amsterdam in order to compare results with the 2022 findings. Survey results
were weighted for age and geographic distribution to be in line with actual population
proportions (as recorded nationally by CBS and locally by the municipality of Amsterdam)
with adjustments for likely menstruation rates in the last 12 months among various age
groups (see Methodology for more info).

69 The Perspectivity report will be made public in January 2025 and featured on the NF website.
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Scope

The total sample size was 3,547, with 3,503 responses collected online via a panel survey and
44 responses collected through paper surveys. Out of 3,503 online responses, 2,512 were
collected nationally, and 991 were collected in Amsterdam responses so that figures could be
reported both at a national and local level. The panel and paper surveys ensured a sufficient
range of age and geographic representation.

A separate, unweighted dataset was created that merged all the data, but this is only used in
this report if the base size for a particular neighborhood or age group is too low in a
particular question from the weighted representative survey to be robust (i.e., below 50
respondents). This is mentioned in the report whenever the full unweighted dataset is used.

Having both panel and paper surveys ensured a sufficient range of age and geographic
representation, involving communities not typically included in the research, such as
undocumented people and people with insecure housing.

Methodology

The survey was sampled and weighted to be representative of age and area. Data from
Eurostat, Central Bureau for Statistics (CBS), and Onderzoek en Statistiek (Gemeente
Amsterdam) were used to determine representation figures. As there are no official
statistics on the number of people who menstruate in the Netherlands, a proxy question was
run on Opinium’s UK nationally representative omnibus to find out how many people have
menstruated in the last year per age group, on the assumption that this would be similar
between the UK and the Netherlands. These percentages by age group were used as a proxy
and applied to the data from Eurostat, CBS, and Onderzoek en Statistiek for more accurate
representation than the statistics alone would permit.

To enable comparison with 2022 findings, with the exception of an additional section on
individual experiences with flow and menstrual symptoms, the same questions were used.

For the online survey, both minors and parents were required to provide informed consent
before the survey was taken by respondents below the age of 16. All paper survey
respondents were over age 16.

Additional steps for greater inclusivity were taken to ensure that, just as in 2022, a wider
demographic would be represented in Amsterdam. Hence, paper surveys were distributed
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to coordinators in support centers who engage with undocumented and homeless people. In
this way, the research included the experiences of those often missing in research and
online panels. Conducting research among undocumented and homeless people presents
particular challenges. These questions were reviewed by a researcher who conducts
qualitative research among undocumented people. The purpose was to anticipate
complexities and review ethics and sensitivities for people already experiencing ongoing
pressure and stress and, in some cases, outright trauma. The language of the survey was
reviewed by the researcher with these respondents in mind. Specific attention was also paid
to inclusive language to help ensure that menstruating trans men, non-binary people, and
non-native speakers would not be excluded.

In this report, we have included figures that estimate the number of people impacted by
period poverty. These figures were based on the CBS standard of menstruation age range,
namely 15-49, due to available data.70 This is mentioned in the report whenever this age
range is used. The remaining figures in this report are based on the full dataset, which is
among 12-55-year-olds.

70 Note from NF: the medically accepted range in the Netherlands is age 13 to 51, which, at 38 years, is
longer than CBS’ 34 years. As mentioned in footnote 1: The Bureau for Statistics/Statistics
Netherlands (CBS) sets the period of menstruation as between 15-50 years of age, a range NF used in
its 2022 report. The medically accepted average age of menarche (first period) in the Netherlands is
13.1, however, with a normal start ranging from 11 to 15 (Van Zoonen et al., 2019) while the average age
of menopause is 51 (Vrouwen in de Overgang, 2023). The normal range of a menarche is between 11-15
years of age, but it can occur as early as 8 or 9.
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3.3 Research results for the Netherlands, with additional focus on Amsterdam

Period poverty is significant and widespread in the Netherlands.

The Netherlands

Over the past year, 25% of people who have menstruated in the last 12 months couldn’t or
struggled to afford to pay for period products at some point. This equates to over 765,000
people.71

13% of people who menstruated in the last 12 months have been unable to afford to pay for
period products at some point. This equates to over 400,000 people.72

While rates in North Holland are higher (17%), figures are relatively consistent across all
provinces. 20% of people say they have managed to pay for period products but found it
difficult to do so.73 Across the country, one in five (20%) of all those who menstruated said
that they struggled to locate the products they needed.

Amsterdam

In Amsterdam, despite a significant drop since 2022, the picture remains concerning. The
number of people unable to afford to pay for period products has fallen 13 percentage
points (from 27% in 2022 to 14% in 2024).)

73 Difficulties were tied to having to make compromises (e.g., cutting down on other necessities, such
as groceries) and/or making accommodations (e.g., borrowing money or staying home).

72 In a nationally representative survey of 2,329 15-49-year-old Dutch females who have menstruated
in the past 12 months, 318 have not been able to pay for period products. 318 / 2,329 * 2946650 (the
population of 15-49-year-old menstruating females in the Netherlands) = 403,599 (shorthand
400,000). Data source.

71 NF note: the number of people is based on the CBS standard of menstruation age range, namely age
15-49, while the medical standard includes more of the population: age 13-51. Further, grossing-up
figures are estimated numbers of people based on data from nationally-representative samples and
actual population statistics. They are calculated by multiplying the data percentage with the
population number. This grossing-up calculation is based on an assumption that females aged 15 to
49 in the Netherlands have menstruated in the last 12 months. In a nationally representative survey of
2,329 15-49-year-old Dutch females who have menstruated in the past 12 months, 318 have not been
able to pay for period products. 605 / 2,329 * 2946650 (the population of 15-49-year-old menstruating
females in the Netherlands) = 765,446 (shorthand 765,000). Data source.
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One out of every seven Amsterdam residents who menstruate – some 28,000 people –
have been unable to afford to pay for period products at some point in the last 12 months.74

A further quarter (24%) say that they have managed to pay for products but struggled to do
so. This represents a decrease of 14 percentage points since 2022. Over one in five (23%) of
all those who menstruated in Amsterdam also said that they struggled to locate the products
they needed, owing to a range of factors that are not just financial (i.e., language barriers,
stigma, and specific health needs).

Across the capital, the rates of people unable to pay for period products in the last 12
months are highest in the Southeast district (24%). This is followed by the East and Center
districts (18%), then North (13%), and West and New West (12%).75

75 Districts have seen decreases since 2022, when the rate of people unable to pay for period products
in the last 12 months in Southeast was 31%, (a decrease by 7 percentage points), 36% in North (-23
points), 33% in East (-15 points), 17% in Center (-1 point), 23% in West (-11 points), and 16% in New West
(-4 points).

74 In this report, due to availability of Amsterdam population data, the age range of 15-49 years old was
used to gross-up the findings to estimate numbers in the population of Amsterdam, filtering the data
set to only those aged 15-49 years old to match the population statistics of the Amsterdam population
data. This is the same CBS standard age range as for the national figures. Therefore where
grossed-up figures are shown, these are related to those aged 15 to 49 only.
This grossing-up calculation is based on an assumption that females aged 15 to 49 in Amsterdam have
menstruated in the last 12 months. In a representative survey of 967 15-49-year-old Dutch females
who have menstruated in the past 12 months, 141 have not been able to pay for period products. 141 /
967 * 196307 (the population of menstruating 15-49-year-old females in Amsterdam) = 28,584
(shorthand 28,000). Data source.
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The cost-of-living crisis continues to exacerbate period poverty nationally and in
Amsterdam, with many resorting to inferior, unsafe alternatives to period
products.

The Netherlands

At a national level, one quarter (24%) of respondents found it increasingly difficult to
afford to buy period products. This rate increases among those with heavy menstrual
flows (34%) as well as among younger adults, with a third of 18–24-year-olds (32%) saying
it has been more difficult for them (compared to 16% of 45–55-year-olds).

Of those finding it increasingly difficult to afford products, over two-thirds (68%) attributed
this to the increased cost of living, while nearly a third (30%) reported that their income had
significantly decreased.
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21% – over 610,000 people – have had to resort to inefficient, unsafe alternatives to their
usual period products.76 Once again, this figure is calculated using the CBS standard for the
menstruation range, age 15-49. When it comes to alternatives, over two-fifths (44%) of these
resorted to using toilet paper, with that number rising to 59% amongst those living in North
Holland (+15 percentage points). Almost one in ten (9%) used pieces of fabric to manage their
period, with a similar number (7%) using other paper products like paper tissue or
newspaper.

Amsterdam

The financial pressures felt nationally due to inflation are echoed in Amsterdam.

Among those struggling to afford to pay for period products in the city, 64% attributed it
to the increased cost of living (+6 percentage points since 2022). Over a third (33%) said it
was the result of a significant decrease in their own or their family’s income, which is an
increase of 9 percentage points since 2022. Over half (54%) of people who struggled
resorted to using toilet paper as an alternative while 10% used other paper products and 9%
used fabric.

In 2022, 41% of people surveyed in Amsterdam stated that they found it increasingly
difficult to afford to buy period products compared to the previous six months. In 2024, at
30%, this figure remains worryingly high.

76 The following grossing up calculation is based on an assumption that females aged 15 to 49 in the
Netherlands have menstruated in the last 12 months. In a nationally representative survey of 2,329
15-49-year-old Dutch females who have menstruated in the past 12 months, 483 have had to resort to
alternatives to their usual period products because they could not afford, struggled to afford, or
struggled to access period products. 483 / 2,329 * 2946650 (the population of 15-49-year-old
menstruating females in the Netherlands) = 611,091 (shorthand 610,000). Data source.
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Those who struggle to pay for period products are often more reliant on family and
friends.

The Netherlands

People have had to turn to different sources to meet their menstrual health needs.

Over the last 12 months, more than one in four people in the Netherlands have had to turn
to family members (28%), and one in five sought support from friends (21%) and their
workplace (19%). More than one in ten have also sought support from schools (14%) and
non-profit organizations (12%).

Those living in the province of North Holland are more likely to obtain products from a
range of places, with one in three (32%) having received period products from friends in the
last 12 months and another 15% from medical professionals.

Amsterdam

In Amsterdam, a significant number of people turned to their workplaces for help, with
one third (35%) obtaining free period products from their offices. This is double the rate of
2022 (18%). Family (23%) and friends (22%) followed suit as a source of support. Compared to
the national level, one in five Amsterdam residents sought support in schools (20%), and
more than one in 10 (17%) obtained support from social or non-profit organizations.77

Looking at various parts of the city, those in the Center are more likely to access products
from their family (45%), while also obtaining products from medical professionals (32%) and
faith-based organizations (30%). In comparison, those in the Southeast are more likely to
visit social or non-profit organizations for period support (28%).

77 Self-serve cabinets such as NF’s Menstruation Stations are rarely if ever identified as originating
from a non-profit, with users linking the cabinet to its location, whether a neighborhood center,
faith-based organization or school.
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Regardless of income, accessing period products can be stressful and for many
continues to carry a social stigma.

The Netherlands

At a national level, one third (33%) experience negative emotions when acquiring period
products. Just under one in five (17%) stated that they feel embarrassed, with the level rising
to a quarter (24%) among those aged 18-24. One in seven of all surveyed also stated that
they experience annoyance and stress (both at 13%).

Younger people are more likely to experience negative emotions when accessing period
products, with one in five (20%) 18–24-year-olds saying they feel stressed when trying to
access period products.

Amsterdam

In Amsterdam, these negative feelings are echoed by greater numbers of people. Two in
five (40%) reported experiencing negative emotions when trying to access period
products. One in five (19%) experience embarrassment, increasing to a quarter (23%) among
25-34-year-olds. Feelings of stress (13%) and annoyance (15%) were also reported.

One quarter (24%) of 18-24-year-olds in Amsterdam find it stressful to obtain period
products, making these negative feelings more prevalent than for any other age group.
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Many people make sacrifices in their basic needs to afford period products.

Out of those struggling or unable to afford period products in the Netherlands in the last 12
months, nearly all (86%) have taken alternative action to be able to buy essential menstrual
products. This occurs primarily by cutting spending on basic needs.

ᐧ Nearly half (48%) cut back on groceries.
ᐧ One third (33%) cut back on household products.
ᐧ Over a quarter (27%) cut back on hygiene products.
ᐧ Over a fifth (22%) cut back on health products, such as medicines.

For those who sought alternative sources of money, over a fifth (22%) relied on money
borrowed from family or friends, while nearly the same number (19%) tried to find an
additional source of income to be able to afford menstrual products.

In Amsterdam, the number of those struggling or unable to afford period products and,
therefore, must take alternative action to be able to buy essential menstrual products
stands at 87%. This figure is unchanged since 2022. What has changed, however, is that a
greater percentage of those struggling to afford to buy period products are now cutting back
on other essential items.

ᐧ Half (46%) cut back on groceries (a 8% increase since 2022).
ᐧ One third (33%) cut back on household products.
ᐧ One quarter (24%) cut back on hygiene products.
ᐧ Over a fifth (22%) cut back on health products, such as medicines.

Of this group, a quarter (26%) have borrowed money from friends and family, which is
unchanged since 2022.

At the district level, of those struggling in the Southeast, well over half managed by cutting
spending on groceries (64%), while a quarter (24%) cut household products. Meanwhile,
those in the Center were most likely to cut back on hygiene products (36%) and school
supplies (21%), while many also tried finding an additional source of income (34%).78

78 Data for Southeast and Center districts were taken from an unweighted dataset due to low base
sizes from weighted panel and paper surveys.
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Unsurprisingly, difficulty affording and accessing period products negatively
impacts day-to-day life in a range of ways.

The Netherlands

Among those who struggled or could not afford period products, nearly a quarter had to
alter their day-to-day routines. More than one in five (21%) had to stay home for some of
their period, and nearly one in ten (8%) remained at home for the duration of their period.
Additionally:

ᐧ Nearly one in four (23%) noted period poverty’s impact on their mental wellbeing.
ᐧ One in five (20%) experienced a negative impact on their physical health.
ᐧ One in seven (14%) had to miss work.
ᐧ One in five (19%) 18–24-year-olds have had to miss school because they could not afford
or access period products.

Amsterdam

People in Amsterdam continue to indicate significant impacts on their daily lives. The
reported effects include:
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ᐧ Nearly one in four (23%) experiencing an impact on their mental health (+5 percentage
points since 2022).

ᐧ One in five (19%) experienced a negative impact on their physical health (+9 percentage
points).

ᐧ One in eight (12%) had to miss work (unchanged since 2022).
ᐧ One in eight (12%) stay at home for the duration of their period (unchanged).
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Menstruation is far more than an inconvenience; for many, it imposes abnormal
levels of pain and bleeding that greatly impact day-to-day life.

Across the Netherlands, over half (56%) report constant pain in the lower part of the
stomach, while just under a quarter (24%) said they experience diarrhea. Between one
quarter to one third of respondents also report high menstrual flows that require
additional accommodations. This higher-than-average flow (e.g., soaking one or more
pads or tampons every hour for several hours in a row, and/or menstrual flow with blood
clots the size of a €0.50 coin or larger) is a potential indicator of disorders such as
endometriosis and PCOS. Among those reporting heavy flow, over half (54%) had asked for
advice from their friends and family.

One area of particular concern is that notably fewer people who menstruate had contacted
a healthcare provider (38%) or sought treatment from a healthcare provider (34%) than in
2022. Worryingly, these figures drop even further to 11% and 9% (respectively) among
those aged 18-24.
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Most people believe that free period products should be available in a range of
locations.

Nine in ten (91%) respondents believe people should be able to get period products for free,
particularly in schools (79%, rising to 87% among 18-24-year-olds).

People in the Netherlands also want to see free period products in doctor’s offices
(huisartsenpraktijken) (70%), public toilets (68%), and workplaces (64%).

This sentiment is also shared in Amsterdam, where 91% think people should be able to get
free period products. While support for free period product provisioning is unequivocal
across all age groups and city parts, the places they would like to see free period products
vary. Those in East and New West districts are particularly supportive of free period
products in schools (89% and 86% respectively; the whole Amsterdam: 81%). Meanwhile,
those in the West would like homeless shelters (76%), refugee centers (70%), and refugee
support locations (63%) to provide free period products.
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✦ A quarter of people in the Netherlands who have menstruated in the last 12 months
couldn’t or struggled to afford to pay for period products at some point.

✦ 13% of people in the Netherlands who have menstruated in the last 12 months have not
been able to afford period products at some point. This equates to over 400,000
people.

✦ In Amsterdam, where results could be compared with NF’s 2022 research prior to the
2023 start of municipal funding, there is a demonstrated decrease in period poverty.
However, period poverty in Amsterdam still persists above the national average.

✦ People experiencing period poverty indicate a concerning use of alternative period
products that carry serious health and participation implications.

✦ Between one quarter to one third of respondents report abnormally high menstrual
flows, which require additional accommodations and expenses. Among these, notably
few sought medical counsel or treatment.

✦ Period poverty systemically impacts younger respondents in greater numbers.
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4. Conclusions and recommendations

4.1 Summary of Neighborhood Feminists 2024 research

Despite the wealth found in Amsterdam and the Netherlands, inequality of opportunity
persists across the country. For those who menstruate in poverty, this translates to unequal
access to vital information, period products, and health resources, which in the long term,
can lead to a cascade of negative impacts on health, opportunity, and participation. This
fundamental indignity became evident to NF in Amsterdam, even before the 2022 research.

When the NF findings were released in 2022, some media expressed surprise that the
Amsterdam rate of period poverty, at 27%, was so much higher than the national rate, then
understood to be 10%. Knowing that the national rate was based on a 2019 study, and given
ongoing inflation, housing and energy pressures, it was NF’s contention that the actual
national rate was likely higher. NF believed that countrywide this was a more pressing issue
than people recognized. This year’s research sadly confirms that hypothesis.

The Netherlands

Over the past year, 25% of people who menstruate in the Netherlands either couldn’t or
struggled to afford (and managed) to pay for period products at some point. 13% – over
400,000 people – indicate they have not been able to afford period products at some point.
20% say they managed to pay but found it difficult to do so.

Period poverty continues to be significant and widespread across the Netherlands,
affecting over 400,000 people.79 The rate is 30% higher than previously understood80 in
spite of the one-time disbursement of €2 million by Parliament last year. The increased
cost of living has exacerbated the problem.

For a sense of the scale, one in four of the people who menstruate in the Netherlands could
either not afford or struggled to afford (but managed) access to period products. Struggles
people experienced were tied to having to make compromises (e.g., cutting down on other
basic necessities, such as groceries), and/or making accommodations (e.g., borrowing

80 “Bijna een op de tien meisjes heeft weleens geen geld voor maandverband of tampons.” (Plan
International, 2019.)

79 As this number of people affected was calculated using population data only for women and girls
ages 15-49, the actual figure may well be higher.
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money or having to stay home during part of all of menstruation). One in five faced other
challenges accessing the products they needed. 21% of the people who menstruate in the
Netherlands had to resort to unsafe, alternative options at some point. This equates to over
610,000 people.

Over one in five people who menstruate in the Netherlands have had to resort to
alternative options or actions within the 12 months preceding the study.81 Of these, two in
five (44%) resorted to using toilet paper. Nearly one in ten (7%) used other paper products,
such as tissues or newspapers, or a piece of fabric (9%) during their period.

Too often, period poverty means doing without other essentials. Beyond resorting to
unsafe, inefficient alternative options, many resorted to alternative actions to afford
menstrual essentials. Of these, 86% cut costs on other essentials. Nearly half (48%) had to
reduce spending on food. A third limited spending on household needs, just over a fourth
cut back on hygiene products, and just over a fifth cut back on health products.

Unsurprisingly, difficulty affording and accessing period products negatively impacts
day-to-day life for many. One in four people experiencing period poverty had to alter their
daily routines (24%), including having to stay home (7%), missing school (8%), or missing
work (14%). Regardless of income, products associated with periods continue to carry a
social stigma, with one third experiencing negative emotions when they try to obtain the
products they need.

The outlook is sobering. Nearly a quarter (24%) of all surveyed said that they found it
increasingly difficult to afford period products compared to the previous 6 months. The rate
is even higher among younger age groups, with a third (32%) of 18–24-year-olds saying it has
become more difficult.

Amsterdam

Taken together with the 2022 findings, this research enables comparison of the state of
period poverty in Amsterdam before and after the enactment of the 2023 municipal policy
and related actions in 2023. It is safe to assume that municipal funding for the distribution
of free period products has had a positive effect, evidenced by the decline in the number of
Amsterdam residents unable to afford period products compared to 2022.

81 As this number of people affected was calculated using population data only for women and girls
ages 15-49, the actual figure may well be higher.
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While a drop of 13% within two years is clearly positive, the Amsterdam rate still sits above
the national average.

Despite the decrease since 2022, fourteen percent of Amsterdammers – or 28,000 people
– have experienced period poverty within the last 12 months, with those living in the
Southeast district hit the hardest, at a rate of 24%.82

This level of period poverty comes with consequences. Cutting back on groceries to afford
period products remains common throughout Amsterdam, with those in the Southeast (64%)
the most likely to do so. Amsterdam residents experiencing period poverty also sought free
period products in their workplaces (35%), which NF believes is, in part, due to advocacy
efforts, increasing visibility of the issue in communities, and the number of well-resourced
corporate headquarters and companies; the reasons would require further study. Among
those experiencing period poverty, over half had to resort to using toilet paper (54%) as an
alternative or, if no products could be found, staying home for the duration of their period
(13%). Within the context of the proven, wide-ranging array of high, long-term social costs
and impacts of period poverty, a 14% rate in Amsterdam remains of real concern.

While these findings have relevance for all municipalities, the Amsterdam conclusions
have particular relevance for other major cities, which, like Amsterdam, have higher
poverty (and thus period poverty) indicators than the rest of the country.

Period poverty policies and actions have made a difference, but we can do even more.

4.2 What does change look like?

Menstrual health – and period poverty – are public health and human rights issues.83 In
exploring policies, advocacy, and actions aimed at eradicating period poverty, clearly
defining menstrual health is beneficial because variations in definition can fragment policy
approaches, hamper advocacy, and weaken research. To counter this, NGO The Global
Menstrual Collective has unified existing definitions to form a comprehensive definition:

83 Babbar et al., 2021.

82 As this number of people affected was calculated using population data only for women and girls
ages 15-49, the actual figure may well be higher.
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Menstrual health is a state of complete physical, mental, and social well-being and
not merely the absence of disease or infirmity in relation to the menstrual cycle.84

Unfortunately, in the Netherlands, this level of menstrual health is currently unattainable for
far too many. However, with targeted changes and strategic collaboration, every person can
menstruate with dignity. The changes needed are feasible, involving both modest and more
intricate steps.

What is clear: actions need to go beyond one-time measures.

These shifts can deliver both immediate and longer-term results in three essential areas:
access and equity, education, and research. Actions in these areas are prerequisites for
effective policy.

84 The full definition can be found in Appendix section I (Hennegan et al., 2021).
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Priority 1:MENSTRUAL ACCESS & EQUITY

Since its inception in 2019, NF has witnessed an
upward shift in the scale of support initiatives, with a
corresponding uptick in media attention from 2022
onward. With the increase in visibility comes a
welcome increase in political will to address the issue.
However, the political will must be sufficiently
matched by specifically allocated public funding.

It is important to keep the following in mind:

✦ Fighting period poverty must not come at the expense of other inequality and
poverty-fighting measures.85

✦ Tackling period poverty involves strategic investment in a blend of targeted product
provisioning alongside preventive health and education measures.

✦ Measures enacted in public and private sector spaces should be coordinated to
ensure adequate and consistent access to essential products and information.86

✦ Adequate product provisioning includes sufficient monitoring and assessment of
needs in order to help ensure programs actually reach hoped-for outcomes.

86 For example, while NF promotes reusable products over single-use when possible, the reality is
that not everyone has regular access to kitchen or laundry facilities.

85 Also, see Appendix Section V.
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There is an important socio-cultural component impacting the success of any period
poverty action, namely: How gender-friendly is the access and how many period
management hurdles do people still experience? Complementary research and monitoring
enable appropriate and timely improvements. The sustainability of any longer-range
solutions depends on the degree to which they actually respond to the wide range of needs
of people who menstruate. Product provision alone is simply not enough, and as signaled by
persistent and pernicious taboos as well as NF’s findings, there’s a long way to go in terms of
menstrual literacy.
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Priority 2:MENSTRUAL EDUCATION

Education is the most effective action in combating menstrual illiteracy and stigma. Sharing
science-based information enables people to make informed, optimal choices about
products and approaches. This holds true across the board, whether as children or adults,
partners or employers, sports team members, or community leaders. Effectively pushing
back against stigma must incorporate more inclusive approaches.87

The structural provisioning of comprehensive menstrual education equips people to
proactively recognize abnormal signs and issues, such as excessive bleeding, and be better
placed to receive an earlier diagnosis for illnesses and disorders. This also comes with

cost-savings and a reduction in uncertainty and
suffering. Therefore, it must receive serious
consideration and support.

Effective and targeted education preemptively
dismantles some of the menstrual shame
perpetuated by cultural myths and some
commercial menstrual marketing. De-stigmatizing
menstrual blood increases well-being and a sense
of autonomy, but it also has practical benefits. As

people become more comfortable with menstruation and bleeding, those who menstruate
are more likely to use more sustainable options such as period underwear or medical-grade
silicone cups and disks.88 Over time, reusable options equate to individual benefits through
cost savings and community benefits through things like less landfill waste.

While education is crucial, education alone is not enough to change deep-rooted social
norms. As learning does not only occur in schools, campaigns within communities,

88 The prevailing stigma towards menstruation can hinder people who menstruate to seek medical
treatment when needed (Holland et al., 2020).

87 Eyring et al., 2023.
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municipalities, and at a national level would complement and reinforce school initiatives.
Systematically broadening the conversation would greatly help in reducing social stigma
while actively supporting gender equity and public health. Government policy and
communications should, therefore, not only normalize talking about menstruation, they
should also reinforce the importance of making products more widely accessible.

Menstrual education positively impacts businesses and the economy. For example, among
women aged 45-55, the primary condition impacting women’s work engagement worldwide
is premenstrual stress (PMS). Rather than assuming it is normal and inevitable, education
that includes coping strategies to ease PMS symptoms is a practical approach to increasing
quality of life, participation, and opportunity.89 According to the World Economic Forum and
McKinsey Health Institute, globally prioritizing PMS can potentially add $115 billion to the
global economy by 2040, while addressing endometriosis and menopause could contribute
another $130 billion.90

This means that menstrual health education is highly relevant for the private sector.
Increased menstrual literacy can translate to more effective employment practices, such as
greater flexibility and/or remote work opportunities, increasing retention and productivity.91

University of Amsterdam researcher Sasha Cook confirmed that people disclosing
endometriosis or other menstrual problems to their supervisor were less likely to show
presenteeism, meaning "forcing" oneself to work despite severe symptoms. Since
presenteeism can lead to lower well-being and work output in the long run, taking practical
steps like menstrual literacy interventions can positively impact overall employee
satisfaction and company profit.92

92 See Section 4.3 for steps businesses and organizations can take.

91 The results of a 2017 Radboud/UMC national survey of 32,748 women evaluating productivity loss at
school and work due to menstruation related symptoms showed that 13.8% of Dutch women had to
take time off during their period due to symptoms, missing on average 1.3 days per year. A far higher
number (80.7%) remained at work despite significant symptoms, reporting an average of 23.2 days of
decreased productivity annually (Schoep et al., 2019).

90 Pérez, Lucy, Shyam Bishen, McKinsey Health Institute, and World Economic Forum, 2024.

89 For example, this could include taking calcium supplements, which numerous medical studies have
confirmed reduce PMS symptoms (Taghiabadi et al., 2020).
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Priority 3: MENSTRUAL RESEARCH

The ongoing gendered gap in health
research is well-documented in
countries around the world.93 One
result of women systematically
being excluded from clinical studies
is that eight out of ten drugs
released in the US market between
1997 and 2000 were removed due to
serious side effects that mainly or
exclusively occurred in women.94

One of the long-standing medical myths
impacting the inclusion of women is the
assumption that the menstrual cycle
skews research findings. In fact, a small
but growing area of research indicates
this is not the case and that, across some
variables, men’s hormones have greater
impact.95,96 NF adds its voice to that of
thousands of Dutch medical professionals
and citizens who are calling for more

public funding for health research that includes women, especially for life-altering illnesses
and disorders, such as endometriosis.97,98

98 “Stichting – Voices for Women”, 2022.

97 Over 41,000 people signed a 2022 petition delivered to Parliament calling for gender-sensitive
health care and more attention to sex and gender in health research. The gender gap in research
“often leads to late or incorrect diagnoses and incorrect treatments. [For example,] of all patients
with unexplained health complaints, 80% are women; of all patients with an autoimmune disease, 75%
are women” (ZonMw, 2022).

96Weigard, Alexander, Amy M. Loviska, and Adriene M. Beltz, 2021.

95 Becker, Jill B., Brian J. Prendergast, and Jing W. Liang, 2016.

94 Food and Drug Administration & USGAO, 2001.

93 Abbasi, Kamran, 2023.
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Funding bodies, whether public, academic or private, need to move past shame-based
reluctance built on outdated notions of the impact of menstruation-related hormones on
medical research.99 Given the wide array of menstruation experiences and practices, robust
trial-based evidence allows us to challenge the assumptions maintained by policymakers,
educators, medical professionals, advocates, parents, and allies.

✦ Period poverty continues to be significant and widespread across the Netherlands, at a
rate 30% higher than previously understood despite the one-time disbursement of €2
million by the Cabinet last year and increased cost of living exacerbating the problem.

✦ One quarter (25%) of the people who menstruate in the Netherlands could either not
afford, struggled to afford (but managed), resorting to alternative product options or
actions, impacting over 765,000 people.100

✦ In line with leading academic and governmental specialists, menstrual health must be
understood as a state of complete physical, mental, and social well-being, in addition
to the absence of disease or infirmity in relation to the menstrual cycle.

✦ The political will to acknowledge and combat period poverty must be sufficiently
matched with specifically allocated and sustained public funding.

✦ Fighting period poverty must not come at the expense of other inequality and
poverty-fighting measures, as these efforts concern and strengthen one another.

100 As this number of people affected was calculated using population data only for women and girls
ages 15-49, the actual figure may be higher.

99Metz, Christine N, 2024.
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✦ Measures to address period poverty must expand beyond the provisioning of
menstrual products and simultaneously include a blend of approaches, including
efforts within preventive health, menstrual education, and menstrual research.
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4.3 A call to action for menstrual access and equity, education, and research

What does a sustained focus on the themes of menstrual access and equity, education, and
research look like, practically speaking? Approaches will differ according to the variation in
needs at the local level, but action is needed everywhere and anyone can be a part of the
solution.

What we can do NATIONALLY

The unequal burdens of menstrual management and reproductive health issues have a
significant impact on those who menstruate, but they also impact society as a whole.

Menstrual equity and education are an inextricable part of women’s health. Recently, the
World Economic Forum and McKinsey Health Institute projected the ratio of return on
investment in women’s health at 3.5 to 1. This reinforces the clear, practical value of
investing in the health infrastructure needed to support education and low-cost delivery of
high-quality health services.101 The benefits, however, are not limited to half the population.
Closing the gender health gap not only means addressing unmet needs and unlocking
potential but also benefits families, communities, and society in the long run.

More inclusive health policies directed at ending period poverty and improving menstrual
literacy include:

✦ Setting guidelines and standards for comprehensive menstrual health education as part
of the core objectives (kerndoelen) in secondary education.

✦ Supporting a national period education campaign to diminish stigma and encourage
conversation around menstruation and period poverty, similar to the Ministry of Health’s
recent mental health campaign ‘Hey, het is oké’.102

102Ministerie van Algemene Zaken andMinisterie van Volksgezondheid, Welzijn en Sport (VWS), 2024.

101 A 2024 World Economic Forum and McKinsey Health Institute report extensively analyzed women’s
health matters, concluding that potential value from women’s higher economic participation and
productivity exceeds the costs of implementation by a ratio of 3.5 to 1 in higher-income countries
(Pérez, et al., 2024).
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✦ Decreasing national and local period poverty figures through the renewal of the National
Memo Healthcare Policy 2020-2024.103 Include clear guidelines for municipalities on how
they can monitor period poverty and implement measures in their local health policies.

✦ Ensuring that the minimum wage is 60% of the Dutch median wage, in line with the
European directive on adequate minimum wages. The Dutch minimum wage continues
to be one of the lowest in the EU. Enacting this in law would mean a minimum wage
increase to €16/hour, crucial in helping to close the increasing disparity between income
and rising daily expenses. As has been shown in the Netherlands and elsewhere,
increasing the minimum wage does not create significant negative effects on
employment. In fact, it may even lead to positive effects by stimulating higher work
motivation and reducing staff turnover.104

Government leadership on, and promotion of, research funding is crucial in order to reduce
the significant and chronic gap in the areas of menstrual and reproductive health. More
information is critical for improving preventive health measures, thereby reducing
healthcare costs and improving participation in the workplace and schools.

Examples of actions to be taken:

✦ Developing monitoring standards for quantifying and tracking menstrual initiatives and
building upon best practices.

✦ Incentivizing funding bodies to help ensure studies on hormones and menstrual health
are conducted. Examples of needed research include improving the early detection of
menstrual disorders like endometriosis and fibroids through the study of menstrual
blood, including nonbinary and trans people. These groups are even more
under-represented than women in medical research but still struggle with menstrual
disorders.

✦ Developing and disseminating standards to better define and address menstrual pain.

✦ Clarifying the health impact of metals, dioxin toxins, and pesticide residues in period
products (including vaginal care products) to reinforce calls for manufacturers to make
full disclosures.105 Adequate regulation and independent testing is also needed.

105 Fifteen studies have already confirmed the presence of a range of chemicals (such as dioxin) in
tampons. In June 2024, another study confirmed the presence of 16 heavy metals, including arsenic
and lead. There is no safe exposure level for lead (Shearston et al., 2024).

104 “Voor16.”, n.d. Federation of Dutch Trade Unions (FNV) website.

103Ministerie van Volksgezondheid, Welzijn en Sport, 2021.
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WhatMUNICIPALITIES can do

While each program should match to the realities of a city or given locality, there are some
necessary, unified steps to be taken:

✦ Recognizing period poverty as a societal problem that requires being dealt with
through dedicated policy goals that tackle the issue within the social domain
framework of the municipality.

✦ Determining estimated needs in collaboration with local social workers, relevant
anti-poverty NGOS, grassroots community groups, and those directly impacted by
period poverty.

✦ Supporting the development of comprehensive menstrual health education in schools
(for detailed information on this, please refer to the section addressing schools).

✦ Establishing a monitoring process to review and adjust programs and initiatives,
including annual evaluations of the effectiveness of the local execution of set policy
goals.

✦ Organizing local campaigns, in collaboration with local partners, such as schools,
businesses, and advocacy groups, to increase awareness.

What BUSINESSES can do

While each organization may differ in terms of human resources and/or corporate social
responsibility initiatives, these need not be resource-intensive in order to be impactful.

For example, companies can consider:

✦ Making period products available in all bathrooms (with waste bins) for staff and, if
applicable, the general public. Providing free tampons and pads is a way to consider
employee health and well-being in the workplace while improving productivity and
likely positively impacting attendance.106

106 Hourly wage (before taxes) is 13% lower for women, while the gender gap in the Netherlands means
that women earn 36% less than men (also accounting for age and education). Women are
disproportionately represented in lower paying jobs, and receive significantly lower wages with a
migration background. (Ministerie van Justitie en Veiligheid. 2024.)
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✦ Working with relevant organizations, such as Neighborhood Feminists to bring
attention to period poverty and support needs-based solutions for the community,
which can be as simple as hanging up a sign in restrooms (see Appendix Section III).

✦ Committing to one or more components of the Period Positive pledge. This pledge asks
questions like: Has the leadership team committed themselves to improving their
menstrual literacy? Are staff comfortable talking generally about menstruation in the
workplace? Is there general awareness and accommodation for staff who experience
significant issues around menstruation or menopause that mitigate impacts on their
work?107

✦ Working towards a structural, scalable, and organization-wide focus on menstrual
access and equity through a supported certification process like the Period Positive
Award.108 Increasing menstrual literacy internally ensures a more effective HR policy
for employees who have menstrual disorders such as endometriosis.109

✦ Sharing impactful policy and practice shifts on social media to inspire other
companies and normalize frank talk about menstrual health.

✦ Ensuring that any marketing language used avoids reinforcing any period taboos,
language that is not inclusive, or language that provokes a sense of shame around
menstruation.

✦ Supporting municipal and/or national menstrual health and period poverty
educational campaigns.

What SCHOOLS can do

Working together with local government and advocacy groups, schools can play a
far-reaching role in changing how society perceives and behaves on matters of
menstruation and period poverty.

Some considerations to keep in mind for an effective and comprehensive approach:

✦ From elementary education onwards, period products should be considered as part of
necessary school supplies. Given the level of need, they should be made as available as
toilet paper and soap.

109 Cook, Alexandra, 2024. “Diagnosing Endometriosis - What’s the Delay?”

108 “Period Positive Places Award”, 2024.

107 Quint, Chella, 2020.
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✦ Integrating menstrual education in schools in such a way that it re-frames menstrual
health from being ‘just for women and girls’ to include all students, including trans
youth. Excluding boys and young men because they don’t menstruate equates to
missing a valuable opportunity for preemptively building awareness, reducing stigma,
and normalizing menstruation and necessary accommodations.

✦ Knowing that periods can begin as early as 8 to 9 years old, and occur unpredictably in
the first years, teachers and staff, including men, should be adequately briefed on the
basics so as to be able to appropriately respond to the needs and questions of students.

✦ Age-appropriate and comprehensive education on this basic aspect of health should
begin from age 10-11 and include all students. This introduction should cover practical
aspects, including:

ᐧ Care options that include considerations of sustainability (both personal costs and
effects on the environment) as well as how to access free period products.

ᐧ An understanding of “what’s normal,” which includes identifying different pain
levels, variations in menstrual flow, and effective solutions, as well as an overview of
common menstrual symptoms and solutions.

ᐧ Introducing the changes that occur with childbirth, perimenopause, and
menopause.

ᐧ How to deal with hormonal challenges, such as mood swings and depression.

✦ For older children, ‘comprehensive’ education should empower individuals through
practical information that enables them to:

ᐧ Recognize the signs of all the menstrual phases, including perimenopause and
menopause.

ᐧ Avoid risks, such as Toxic Shock Syndrome, and effectively reduce common pain
symptoms.

ᐧ Better identify signs of painful disorders (e.g., fibroids, PMS, and heavy bleeding) as
well as potentially debilitating illnesses (i.e., endometriosis, premenstrual
dysphoric disorder (PMDD), polycystic ovary syndrome (PCOS), and primary
ovarian insufficiency (POI)).110

ᐧ Access necessary health services and resources.

110 Up to 80% of people who menstruate experience PMS in their lifetime, while some 33% experience
heavy bleeding, which can be an indicator of serious disorders such as endometriosis, adenomyosis
or polycystic ovary syndrome (PCOS). (Gupta, Pratima, 2022; Hantsoo et al., 2022).

www.neighborhoodfeminists.com 58

http://www.neighborhoodfeminists.com


✦ Schools can sign on to accessible menstrual education commitments in the spirit of
the #PeriodPositive Pledge to underscore the importance of menstrual literacy.111

What UNIVERSITIES and other institutions of higher learning can do

Over the past several years, university students – stuck between a housing crisis and the
inflation of daily expenses – have led calls for improved menstrual access and equity.

There are clear steps institutions of higher education can take, including:

✦ Recognizing the issue of period poverty within the institution. This can be as simple as
hanging up signs in restrooms (see Appendix Section III).

✦ Improving gender equity for students and staff by providing adequate points of access
to free period products.

✦ Providing comprehensive information on menstruation management, including
sustainable options, such as cups, disks, and period underwear. This can take place in
student service or health centers and/or in online student well-being portals.

✦ Addressing stigma around menstruation by facilitating safe conversations within the
university and increasing the visibility and accessibility of resources.

✦ Collaborating with relevant local organizations, which are sources of specific, practical
expertise, in order to determine budget calculations and effective distributions
systems for period products.

✦ Supporting emergent groups within the university that aim to tackle period poverty.

111 The Period Positive Pledge is part of a comprehensive education and certification program
developed by UK researcher, advocate and educator Chella Quint. (Quint, Chella, 2020).
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What YOU as an individual can do

Answers vary according to your personal position in society, but by acting as an early
adopter and simply bringing up aspects of menstruation no matter your gender, you can
help shift social norms in their everyday life.

Some ideas to get started include:

✦ Ensuring period products (and waste bins) are available at your home and place of
work, even if you don’t menstruate.

✦ Talking with others, such as family, friends, and colleagues, about the steps you take. If
you are active on social media, consider sharing your actions online to inspire others
and normalize frank talk about menstrual health.

✦ Learning more about menstruation management, including effective coping strategies
and sustainable reusable options. Many resources are online and free.112

✦ Donating to or volunteering with organizations fighting period poverty in your
neighborhood and community thereby contributing resources to grassroots initiatives.
Support can be as simple as hanging up signs in restrooms (see Appendix Section III)
or spreading awareness about our narrative, story-gathering research (see Appendix
Section II).

✦ Encouraging public and private decision makers in your community to incorporate
inclusive health policies like comprehensive menstrual health education in elementary
schools or period products in local restaurants and bars.

112 For example, Rutgers and Neighborhood Feminists.
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4.4 Looking forward

Moving from CODE RED to CODE GREEN – and true menstrual health

Every citizen has a right to bestaanszekerheid – alongside the
right to housing, work, health care, and a healthy and safe
environment – as clearly stipulated in the Dutch Constitution.
Bestaanszekerheid refers to a guarantee of having stable access
to the basic necessities for life and implies protection against
insecurities such as poverty. National and local policies should
shift course, extending beyond short-term solutions to better
reflect this fundamental commitment.

Addressing all structural poverty is key to successfully addressing period poverty and the
required funding must be recognized as an investment that will yield compelling long-term
benefits, including cost savings.

Change toward preventive approaches is possible. Case in point: Amsterdam, where they
have successfully changed municipal policy on evictions, swapping out existing, costly
short-term fixes for longer-term approaches which ultimately save the city money. Ten
years ago there were 800 evictions each year, whereas in 2022 there were only 32. Of those
32 evictions, none involved children. This was made possible by collaborating with other
organizations to engage earlier with people’s problematic debts, dramatically reducing the
poverty spiral and positively impacting the city as well as the individuals involved.113

113 ’S Jongers, Tim, 2024.
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Using similar techniques, we can find lasting solutions for period poverty.

We can move out of CODE RED by systematically prioritizing menstrual equity and access
for everyone, menstrual education, and menstrual research in policy and practice in both
the public and private sectors. The result is that cities like Amsterdam and the country as a
whole can move towards code yellow and ultimately to green, with overall economic
benefits outweighing the required investments.114

114 Pérez, Lucy, Shyam Bishen, McKinsey Health Institute, and World Economic Forum, 2024.
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Appendix

I. Clearly defining menstrual health

In exploring policies, advocacy, and actions aimed at eradicating period poverty, clearly
defining menstrual health is invaluable. Variations in definition can fragment policy
approaches and hamper advocacy and research. To counter this, NGO The Global Menstrual
Collective – which is comprised of a range of specialists from UN organizations, academia,
government, the private sector, advocacy groups, and NGOs – unified existing definitions to
form a single comprehensive definition in 2021:115

115 Hennegan et al., 2021.
www.neighborhoodfeminists.com 63

http://www.neighborhoodfeminists.com


II. Taking part in our ongoing story-gathering research

In collaboration with Neighborhood Feminists, research partner Perspectivity commenced
their narrative work in July 2024. They are busy collecting personal stories from people who
have experienced period poverty.

Stories are powerful and offer meaningful insights into the impact of period poverty on
people's lives in the Netherlands. Having a clearer picture of actual, lived experiences is an
important part of building our collective understanding of period poverty in the
Netherlands.

Participants are asked to share a personal story about a time they experienced period
poverty, or to share a story about someone they know who experienced period poverty.
Perspectivity then asked participants to give meaning to their own story by answering a
couple of questions related to the story. General questions, to better understand certain
attitudes and perspectives, have also been included.

Perspectivity aims to collect stories in various ways, ranging from a face-to-face mini
writing workshop, to one-to-one interviews, to online story collection. Thus far, reaching
audiences has proven challenging given the prevailing degree of stigma around the topic. It
is requiring more time and effort than usual to invite and encourage potential respondents
to participate, which is why Perspecitivity will continue to collect stories until December 31,
2024. They welcome online participation and in-person engagement where possible. Upon
research completion, the final report containing insights and stories will be made available
on the Neighborhood Feminists website.

How to participate

All participation is confidential. Participation (in English and Dutch) is possible by filling out
an online, interactive survey. The survey can be accessed here.116 Contact Perspectivity’s
Marjolein Kok at marjolein.kok@perspectivity.org for any other type of story collection,
such as personal interviews or confidential, small group workshops (with translation if
needed).117

117 Feel free to contact Marjolein Kok for more info or if you or your organization would like to support
the research and/or participate as a group: marjolein.kok@perspectivity.org.

116 Find the open Sprockler inquiry on period poverty at https://collector.sprockler.com/inquiry/5afd2.
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About Sprockler
Sprockler118 is a philosophy and methodology for
narrative and participatory research, fueled by an
innovative software tool. Inspired dialogue and
self-reflective learning are needed for people to be

able to unlock their collective wisdom, passion, and creativity. Sprockler was developed by
Perspectivity in response to an increasingly complex world wherein we endeavor to make
sense of what happens.119 It is a qualitative and quantitative approach that collects and
makes sense of narratives and then quantifies overarching patterns of the shared narratives.

Sprockler embraces the following key principles:

✦ Storytelling - people share their own stories, leaving space for unexpected and
emerging experiences and information.

✦ Self-signification - by giving meaning to your own stories, authenticity and ownership
is fostered.

✦ Sense-making - together, from diverse perspectives, we make sense of the stories that
enrich insights and foster dialogue.

✦ Sharing insights - data is visualized in an interactive, online report and shared with
all stakeholders involved, including respondents, with the goal of being inclusive and
fostering mutual learning.

119 Perspectivity is a social enterprise facilitating social systems change. They are convinced that
today’s complexity offers opportunities for creativity, innovation, and collaboration. To learn more
about what they do, please visit: www.perspectivity.org.

118 For more information on the methodology, visit www.sprockler.com.
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III. A note on language – and a step to take right now – to actively tackle stigma

It’s impossible to improve menstrual literacy without actively pushing back against stigma.
This means speaking up in different contexts about what has been historically hidden in
order to build awareness and bust myths. What we say and how we say it matters, so here
are some basic points to keep in mind:

✦ Call things what they are. Euphemisms were developed to covertly refer to matters
then considered shameful. Avoid using these. A period is simply a period.

✦ Update terminology. Much historically accepted language is stigmatizing (e.g.,
“hygiene” or “sanitary”). These descriptors are not used for other products that also
address bodily excretions, such as tissues or diapers.120

✦ Actively expand awareness of what’s normal and abnormal in menstrual
management in all spaces. A key benefit to menstrual education is understanding how
to identify what’s abnormal, such as heavy/excessive bleeding, thereby reducing pain
and financial costs.

Take a first step today

Breaking the silence on a very stigmatized subject can feel uncomfortable at first. It might
seem impossible to know where to begin. For some, the language we recommend above may
feel too difficult to use at first. That’s where art can play a role. Without having to say a
word, art can help drive messaging for desired social change. While campaigns can be grand
in scale and visible on every major platform, they can also be modest and driven by a
well-designed image built on a compelling idea. An attention-grabbing image can trigger
important conversations, and normalize notions that at one point seemed, well, impossible.

Marleen Geerts had exactly this in mind when she created Neighborhood Feminists’ new
awareness-building poster, which we proudly debut in this report. An award-winning Art
Director and all-round creative dynamo, Marleen reached out to Neighborhood Feminists
because she gets especially excited about social and green projects.

Turn the page for a preview of what Marleen created. Next, visit our website and download
your own poster in Dutch or English and hang it in a bathroom near you (an A3 version is
also available to order).

120 In 2024 NGO Women Inc. launched their Ongesteld campaign, intended to confront these kinds of
stigma in conventionally accepted language.
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Art Credit: Marleen Geerts (available as download in Dutch or English)
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IV. Populations at greater risk of poverty in the Netherlands

As outlined in the report, poverty data underrepresents reality in the Netherlands. Each of
these populations face concerning limitations, which are challenging to comprehensively
address within the scope of a single report. The following provides some additional context.

People lacking secure housing

NGOs such as the Salvation Army report a significant increase in homelessness since 2022,
particularly among youth who too often fall between the cracks of support
organizations.121 In 2022, the Ministries of Health, Welfare and Sport, Housing and Poverty
Policy jointly introduced a National Action Plan against homelessness. Notably, this included
adopting an ETHOS Light definition of homelessness in order to more accurately determine
the number of homeless people.122 In 2023, conclusions from the first data collection using
the revised definition demonstrated:

“There is great diversity within the group of homeless people, breaking the stereotypical image of
homelessness. The count shows more women, children, and young people. For example, 29% of the
counted people are women… In addition, homelessness occurs everywhere, not only in the big
cities. The report shows that there are many different types of homeless living situations. Thus the
results break the dominant image that homeless people only stay on the street or in a shelter. The
largest group of people stay in less visible places such as with friends, family, in a car, garage, or
mobile home.”123

Undocumented people

Undocumented people across the country continue to face significant uncertainty and
higher rates of poverty. This is due, in part, to regulatory restrictions on working and the
phasing out of government support (i.e., the temporary shelter of the Bed-Bath-Bread
program renamed Landelijke Vreemdelingenvoorzieningen, or LVV). Numerous concerned
mayors have pointed out that this will increase municipal burdens by leading to higher

123 Kansfonds and Hogeschool Utrecht, 2023.

122 ETHOS stands for European Typology of Homelessness and Housing Exclusion; the ministries
chose to go with a more limited version, called ETHOS Light, further outlined in the National Action
Plan. (Ministerie van Algemene Zaken, 2023).

121 Salvation Army/Leger des Heils, 2022.
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levels of homelessness.124

Single mothers and children

Poverty affects women and girls to a greater extent.When women were the primary income
earners, 291,900 women fell below the poverty line in 2022. This is double as many as
men.125 Climbing out of poverty becomes an even steeper, uncertain long-term challenge
given that over half of ‘precarious’ jobs are held by women.126

The poverty spiral faced by many women, especially single mothers, also has a tangible,
long-term impact on their children. Over 16% of all children are raised in single-parent
households, of which 20% grow up in poverty. The poverty rate among women-led
single-parent families is again twice as high as among men.127 The children most in need
come from a migrant background, single-parent families, an ethnic minority, or those with
disabilities.128 A 2023 SEO Economic Survey has shown that one in three children in the
Netherlands experiences financial stress, which impacts their school results and may relate
to the stark increase in low literacy as well as further complicating attempts to climb out of
poverty in adulthood.129 In total, some 460,000 children in the Netherlands live in
poverty.130

The working poor

One third of those living in poverty have paid work, but earn too little to cover their basic
needs. In 2020, 147,000 people (1.9% of the working population) were part of a household
with an income below the poverty line. Hundreds of thousands of working poor are caught
in a loonfuik, or wage trap, in which their stagnating salaries barely fall above minimum

130 NPO Radio 1, 2024.

129 SEO Economisch Onderzoek, 2023.

128 Dutch NGO Coalition on Children’s Rights and Utrecht University, Strategic Theme ‘Dynamics of
Youth’, 2023.

127 In contrast, in two-parent households, the poverty rate drops to 5% (Stichting Single Super Moms,
2023).

126 Sociaal en Cultureel Planbureau, 2023.

125 5.8% of primary income earning women lived below the poverty line, compared to 2.9% of primary
income earning men. (Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek, 2023. “CBS Statline: Laag en Langdurig Laag
Inkomen van Personen CV; Huishoudenskenmerken.”)

124 BNNVARA, 2024.
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wage. Whether at minimum wage or slightly above, their salaries have sharply fallen behind
inflation, which has skyrocketed to 13.8% within the past two years.131

Students

Faced with reductions in student loans, soaring housing costs, and inflation, students at
Dutch universities experience increasing poverty.132 The National Institute for Budget
Information (Nibud) has reported students increasingly rely on their parents due to cuts to
financial support and spikes in costs for housing, healthcare, and basic necessities.133

Unfortunately, not all individuals have access to familial or parental financial support,
forcing these students to self-fund the costs of living alongside the cost of higher education.
This impacts their studies.

133 Groen, 2022.

132 ‘Silent poverty’ is growing among university students. (“Poverty, Suffering in Silence”, 2021.
Maastricht University.) Nibud reports that compared to 2018, more than twice as many young adults
indicate that they have difficulty making ends meet, from 11 to 26 percent. (Vermeer, 2022.)

131 The minimum wage is €13.68 per hour as of July 2024. A recent EU directive sets requirements for
both the level of the minimum wage and the independence of trade unions. For example, the
minimum wage must amount to 60% of the median wage in a country. In the Netherlands this comes
to €16, also called for by the Federation of Trade Unions (FNV). (Boogaerdt, Boje, 2024.)
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V. Key findings and recommendations from the 2022 NF research

The benchmark for Amsterdam is the NF and
Opinium quantitative research into
period poverty in Amsterdam
(15/09/2022-19/10/2022).

1,332 people who menstruate and live in the
city took part, with conclusions analyzed
from 870 respondents.134

In addition to points previously mentioned,
findings also included:

Neighborhood Feminists 2022 policy
recommendations included:

134 The complete research findings are available on the NF website.
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A closing note of gratitude

Change is neither rapid nor linear. It cannot happen without sustained commitment, especially when
redressing long-standing structural inequalities. But just because something isn’t easy, doesn’t mean
it shouldn’t be addressed, and many have risen to this challenge before us. We thank all those who
currently tackle this issue, whether as volunteers, community leaders, union members, social
workers, aid workers, researchers, or decision makers. We created this as a practical resource that
comprehensively explains and addresses period poverty, and encourage readers to locate and use the
sections and information that can best support their work.

Periods don’t stop for poverty, and the need for longer-term measures will remain. As underscored
in the report, effective solutions will require coordinated, needs-based responses from all levels of
society. There are so many ways to engage. Whether directly with us or with another group, we
encourage others to join us in helping marginalized people and those experiencing poverty.

As a grassroots organization primarily made up of volunteers, we're grateful to be able to work with
more than 50 great allies and partners, including Amsterdam NGO Here To Support and the Student
Union ASVA, who kindly provided fact checking for this report. We remain thankful for each and
every one of our donors, who ensure we can directly help others through our self-serve Menstruation
Stations.

Warmest of thank yous to Emily Dickinson and the hard-working team at Opinium, who once again
partnered pro bono with NF to build upon our 2022 research collaboration. Many thanks to the
visionary team at Perspectivity for collecting the qualitative data and stories, and whose report we
can't wait to share later this year. Another shout out to Maria Azedo, who created our powerful
illustrations, and is a thoughtful, experienced, conceptual thinker we are very lucky to work
alongside. Huge thanks to Marleen Geerts for helping us all see what can be done with a little concept
and a lot of creativity.

Heartfelt appreciation to our loved ones. Applying ideals to actions takes energy and time. Sometimes
that equates to a subtraction of moments with you. Thank you for your support, both moral and
practical; you too are part of the village.

And finally, a great big thanks to all of the Neighborhood Feminists. Together we’re able to help
people in need today, even as we push for more dignity and better basic living conditions tomorrow.

‘CODE RED:
A PRACTICAL RESOURCE FOR TACKLING PERIOD POVERTY

& 2024 Research on Period Poverty in the Netherlands’
is a September 2024 Neighborhood Feminists advocacy and research report.

Written by Tammy Sheldon, edited by Lisa Rebert and Belle Jansen.
Field research carried out by Opinium and Perspectivity.

Cover art and report illustrations by Maria Azedo, with awareness-building poster by Marleen Geerts.
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