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Menstrual Practices and programs in South America1 

 

Introduction: 

 Menstruation is natural phenomena that occur in girls usually between the age of 11 and 

14 years and monthly occurrence of nearly 1.8 billion people around the world. The history of 

menstruation dates back to the first appearance of human being on the planet and earth and carries 

a vital significance of continuing life process.   

 Yet, menstruation has been overlooked in development policies and agreements. Menstrual 

Health has been ignored even on those plans and policies which nominally focused on women or 

on sanitation and hygiene. For example: recent strategies of the World Health Assembly- Global 

Strategy for Women’s, Children’s and Adolescents’ Health 2016-2030 have no mention about 

menstruation.2 3Additionally, there is no specific goal or indicator menstruation and menstrual 

health management in UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). However, menstruation will 

be impacting on the following goals: good health (goal 3), quality education (goal 4), gender 

equality (goal 5), clean water and sanitation (goal 7), good jobs and economic growth (goal 8) and 

responsible consumption (goal 12). 4 5 

 On the positive note, though it remained a matter of silence and was undermined 

previously, UN Human Rights Council addressed it for the first time in 2014.  In October 2, 2014, 

the UN resolution A/HRC/RES/27/7 not only explicitly used the word  menstruation associated 

with human right to safe drinking water and sanitation but also expressed concerned menstrual 

hygiene management including stigma and its reversed impact on gender equality and human 

rights of girls and women. 6 

 Globally, stigma, taboo and restrictions during menstruation are practiced with variation 

on forms and severity. Furthermore, dignity during menstruation or dignified menstruation is 

further unrecognized by the global community78. Paudel described the dignified menstruation as 

`as virtue of human being, each girl, women or menstruators deserved the dignity during 

menstruation. It is a state of free from any forms of abuse, discrimination, violence associated with 

 
1 Anupa Regmi, regmianupa17@gmail.com, Dikshya Ayer, ayerdikshya@gmail.com 
2 World Health Organisation, Global Strategy for Women’s, Children’s and Adolescents’ Health 2016-2030, 
http://www.who.int/life-course/ publications/global-strategy-2016-2030/en/ 
3 https://plan-uk.org/file/plan-uk-break-the-barriers-report-032018pdf/download?token=Fs-HYP3v 
4 https:// sustainabledevelopment.un.org, http://www. undp.org/content/dam/undp/library/corporate/ 
brochure/SDGs_Booklet_Web_En.pdf and http:// menstrualhygieneday.org/project/infographic-mhmand-sdgs/ 
5 https://www.undp.org/content/dam/undp/library/corporate/brochure/SDGs_Booklet_Web_En.pdf 
6 https://dignifiedmenstruation.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/Concept-Note_May-2020_15-

Nov-2019-converted.pdf 
7 https://researchopenworld.com/missing-the-menstruation-amidst-covid-19/ 
8 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KESIMJ-ycsk 
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menstruation no matter where the menstruator lives. In other words, there should not be difference 

between 25 and 5 days in a month, throughout the clock of 365 days because of menstruation. 910 

 South America has been organizing programs and projects on menstruation to minimize 

the problems hovering around menstruation. So, this study wants to review if these programs 

address prevailing menstrual stigmas and taboos? Through this review, we are making an attempt 

to understand the practices on menstruation around South America.  

2. Objectives: 

The objectives of this study are: 

• To understand perceptions of people and cultural and traditional beliefs on menstruation 

• To explore the initiatives and works on menstruation at South America 

3. Rationale of the study:  

 Menstruation, despite, having an imperative role in the existence of humans on the earth, 

millions of people who menstruate undergo disguised misogyny during their periods. It is often 

regarded as a taboo covered with silence and myths. Menstrual blood has been considered as 

impure or unclean. Many people around the globe on their menstrual days are bounded with 

religious and cultural beliefs violating their human rights to live a non-discriminated dignified life. 

There are several disbeliefs, cultural and traditional constriction. There are few networks, 

organizations, individuals who have been working and advocating on menstruation. This study 

was conducted to find out types of constraints people are facing, initiatives taken to alleviate those, 

know if those projects, research and initiatives are only limited to hygiene and products. 

 

4. Methodology: 

 The study is a desk review search report. Keywords used for searching information were:  

menstruation taboos, menstruation, menstruation practices, menstrual hygiene management. The 

research was conducted from May 23, 2020- May 26, 2020. The total number of searches made 

was 48. Secondary source of information such as journals, articles, books, newspaper, 

organizations report, blog were used to collect the necessary data.  

5. Key Findings and Discussion: 

5. 1. Problems and Cultural and Traditional Beliefs/Constraints:  

 Countrywise details are mentioned in Annex. The key issues highlights are presented 

below. Restrictions are grouped into touch, food, and mobility  

 
9 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KESIMJ-ycsk 
10 https://www.spotlightnepal.com/2019/12/25/urgency-dignified-menstruation/ 
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Food Restrictions: In Bolivia, they are restricted to citric fruit, sweets, and milk whereas in 

Eucador they avoid eating avocadoes, limes, sour foods, and pork during menstruation.  

 

 

Restriction on Touch/Use 

• Restriction from cooking (In Argentina, menstruators are forbidden from making 

whipped cream) 

• Restriction to bathing  

• Restriction from sweeping or doing household work 

• Restriction from touching plants  

• Restriction from grooming. 

 

Restrictions on Mobility or Participation 

• Isolation from other family members/ Staying at hut 

• Restriction from sitting in the sun 

• Restriction from socializing 

• Staying at menstrual hut 

5.2 Initiatives/ Projects on Menstruation: 

Related with products  

• Work on menstrual products such as distribution of menstrual products such as tampons, 

menstrual cups, pads to school children and marginalized communities, making of reusable 

menstrual products from local products 

Education and Awareness Raising 

• In some schools, it was found that teachers talked with male students to reduce gender 

related bullying 

• Workshop and Training on gender-based violence, sexual and reproductive health topics 

on school by NGOs 

• Research done on Menstrual Hygiene Management at Schools 

• Social Media Campaign such as #MenstruAction in Argentina 

 The study had two specific objectives of reviewing cultural and traditional practices and 

programs done to alleviate them in South America. Cultural and traditional constraints women had 

to follow during menstruation are grouped in three main points i.e. restriction to eat, restriction to 

touch/use, restriction to mobility/participation. Few interventions to pacify these situations were 
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found related with menstrual products and education and awareness raising. The program/ 

initiatives mostly focused on sanitation and hygiene. Menstrual topics are taken as a stigma hence 

many young girls don’t know about what is menstruation before they have their first menstruation 

and many think they were ill. Fewer study shows that girls face were fearful, ashamed, confused , 

and discomfort due to lack of information in their menarche11 12. Menstrual Management should 

not be only about sanitation and hygiene; it should focus on alleviating all forms of trauma and/or 

discrimination that one face while having their period.  A study shows that knowledge and capacity 

building programs about menstruation to the parents and fellow male students should be done to 

address the knowledge gaps and taboos13. Menstruators should be allowed to live with dignity if 

on menstruation or 5 days or an average seven years of bleeding, or women to death. No one should 

face any forms of violence, abuse or discrimination related to menstruation. For that, open 

discussions and dialogue on menstruation with dignity should be conducted both at grassroot, 

national and global level. It examines power construction between girls and boys since childhood 

and facilitates to hold accountability at personal and professional level. Furthermore, it creates 

platform to get involved in peace and politics through primary units i.e. kitchen or dining table. It 

assures and safeguards physical, mental and emotional health of menstruators. Importantly, it 

challenges activists, organizations, academicians, individuals to refine and redefine their work 

plans and strategies relevant to menstruation. 14 

6. Conclusion and Recommendations: 

 Menstruation is both a mundane fact of life as well as stigmatized subject. Menstruation, 

since the history, has been shrouded with varieties of religious, social, and cultural beliefs, myths, 

and constraints. Since time immemorial, menstruation has been a hidden and topic of shame and 

embarrassment – rarely spoken and discussed only among female group and often tagged as a 

taboo. These stigmas are often internalized by individuals and reproduced in societies across the 

world, generating negative impacts inclusive of health outcomes, well-being and self-esteem. 

South America is no different in the scenario. Varieties and forms of constraints surrounds the 

menstruators often leading them to poor physical, mental, and emotional wellbeing. For an 

achievement of UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) with 2030 agenda “Leave No One 

Behind, dignified menstruation plays an important role as it is holistic approach that address all 

issues related with menstruation including SRHR, human right and empowerment. For this, 

initiatives should start from dialogues and discourse on dignified menstruation should be done 

from the grassroot level. Since, policy and strategies play an important in success of any programs, 

 
11 https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6521998/ 
12 
file:///C:/Users/user/Downloads/Menstrual%20Hygiene%20Management%20Impacts%20Girls%E2%80%99%20Sch
ool%20experience%20in%20the%20Bolivian%20Amazon.pdf 
13 
file:///C:/Users/user/Downloads/Menstrual%20Hygiene%20Management%20Impacts%20Girls%E2%80%99%20Sch
ool%20experience%20in%20the%20Bolivian%20Amazon.pdf 
14 https://www.spotlightnepal.com/2019/12/25/urgency-dignified-menstruation/ 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6521998/
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file:///C:/Users/user/Downloads/Menstrual%20Hygiene%20Management%20Impacts%20Girlsâ��%20School%20experience%20in%20the%20Bolivian%20Amazon.pdf
file:///C:/Users/user/Downloads/Menstrual%20Hygiene%20Management%20Impacts%20Girlsâ��%20School%20experience%20in%20the%20Bolivian%20Amazon.pdf
https://www.spotlightnepal.com/2019/12/25/urgency-dignified-menstruation/
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inclusion of dignified menstruation and its indicator on national and international policies is 

crucial. Without robust feeling of confidence and dignity, it is hard to report and/or fight against 

gender-based violence. Thereby, mainstreaming of dignified menstruation in to empowerment and 

human right would be the catalyst tool to prevent and response of the gender-based violence.15 

7. Limitation of the study: The search study was performed based on the keywords mentioned 

on the methodology. Hence, it might not incorporate all the taboos and initiatives and works done 

on menstruation on the study area. Any additional updates on the document regarding the topical 

issue are highly appreciated. 

8. Annex: 

 
15 https://researchopenworld.com/missing-the-menstruation-amidst-covid-19/ 
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16 https://helloclue.com/articles/culture/36-superstitions-about-periods-from-around-world 

 
17 https://promujer.org/2019/09/19/lets-talk-menstruation/ 
 
18 https://twitter.com/hashtag/menstruaction 

S.

N. 

Countries Practices and programs Remarks  

1 Argentin

a 
• You can’t make whipped cream, it will curdle. 

• If you take a bath, your bleeding will stop and 

stopping bleeding is bad for your health16 

• Among these SRHR issues is the newly emerging 

menstrual activism (MA), which works toward a 

change on menstrual health issues, beginning with 

an acknowledgment of menstruation as an 

everyday issue for all women, one that should not 

be hidden or stigmatized. 

• Discussions about menstruation have gained 

increasing interest for SRHR issues in Argentina 

and are slowly becoming part of the political 

debate around gender, health and rights.  

• The campaign featured MHM education by nurses 

and trained staff, free sanitary products and social 

media and communication awareness campaigns 

• conversation on MHM education and related 

stigma and taboos. In addition to informative talks, 

PMA offered personalized counseling sessions by 

trained nurses (on an as need basis) and distributed 

educational MHM materials, such as banners, 

announcements and pamphlets in all centers.17 

#MenstruAction, a campaign that aims to show 

that menstruation is also a factor of inequality.18 
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 Bolivia  • Do not spank children The children will become 

stupid 

• Do not kick dogs  The dogs will be dumb 

• Do not slap siblings Brothers and sisters will lose 

their energy and enthusiasm  

• Do not lift heavy objects Lifting can cause an 

internal wound that will grow 

• Do not grind rice Physical work can cause heavy 

menstrual flow and hemorrhage 

• Do not overdo housework  

• Do not sweep  

• Do not bathe in pools of water near the river A 

snake called the “sicuri” could enter the vagina, 

turn to smoke, and impregnate her. Also it is not 

safe to bathe in the pools if there is rainbow, as the 

girl could also get pregnant.  

• Do not pick fruit or leaves from the tree The tree 

will die Do not walk, run or play Heavier 

menstrual flow - Increased pain  

• Do not have sex during menstruation Will get 

pregnant or sick 

• Do not sit in the sun Will get sick or faint 

 Food restrictions 

• Lemon, grapefruit or any acid fruit This will cause 

the menstrual flow to stop, at least for one day.  

• The belief is that a woman could become seriously 

ill and die. Stopping menstrual flow will make a 

woman sick because all women have to get rid of 

black blood. It is bad because it is black and real 

blood is red.  

• Milk This causes the secretion of a white vaginal 

discharge, known as the “white flower”, it smells 

bad and can turn into an infection.  

• Sweets Will smell bad Salt Will cause menstrual 

flow to increase, can cause hemorrhage.  

Menstruation challenges that were most frequently 

mentioned during activities with girls included: • 

Distraction and worry about blood staining their clothes; • 

Inability to change pads at school; and • Teasing, 

embarrassment or bullying by their classmates. 

NGOs visited and provided workshops to youth on sexual 

and reproductive health topics. 

Some female teachers shared their own experiences and 

advice with some of the girls including topics on washing, 

•  
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19 
file:///C:/Users/user/Downloads/Menstrual%20Hygiene%20Management%20Impacts%20Girls%E2%80%99%20Sch
ool%20experience%20in%20the%20Bolivian%20Amazon.pdf 
20 http://share-netinternational.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/March-2017-Menstruation-review-paper-IL-
SVP-VC.pdf 
21 https://www.ourbodiesourselves.org/2019/10/dirty-business-lack-of-menstrual-equity-in-colombian-

prisons/ 

 
22 https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6785850/ 
23 https://scholarworks.umt.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=12140&context=etd 

24 https://www.dianova.org/advocacy-articles/the-role-of-menstrual-hygiene-in-development/ 

 

changing sanitary pads frequently to avoid infections, and 

avoiding unwanted pregnancy19 

3 Brazil 1/3 female students in Brazil faced social impacts20  

4 Chile Could not find  

5 Colombia menstruation is seen as a dirty and stigmatizing affair 21 

• During menstruation, the consumption of piranha 

fish of the genus Serrasalmus is restricted, since 

it is associated with abundant menstrual bleeding 

due to the presence of sharp teeth and reddish 

colour on its pectoral and abdominal areas. 22 

• Women in Cali, Colombia believed that chocolate 

or acidic foods such as oranges would increase 

menstrual blood staining properties and would 

avoid them during menstruation to hide their 

menstrual status 23 

• You can’t drink cold beverages because they will 

give you cramps. 

• 12. Don’t wash or cut your hair. 

• in rural areas of Colombia, a girl is secluded in a 

hut during her first year of menstruation because 

culture dictates that she is vulnerable to spirits 

during this time in her life. 24  

• Plan International has partnered with social 

enterprise Be Girl to break the taboo of 

menstruation among adolescent girls and boys and 

improve access to feminine hygiene products that 
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25 . https://stories.plancanada.ca/keeping-colombian-girls-school-starts-ending-period-shaming-v2/ 

 
26 . https://www.daysforgirls.org/single-post/2015/05/28/The-Shame-of-Menstruating-Menstrual-Hygiene-Day 

enable girls to better manage their menstrual cycle 

through series of workshop 

• workshops, young women were provided with 

information about the menstrual cycle and 

encouraged to reflect on their own experiences and 

discuss the issues they face. 

• received a Period Panty pack, which included a 

pair of underpants with a mesh pocket that can be 

filled with a reusable absorbent liner. SmartCycle 

menstrual tracker, a wearable device to help them 

learn about and monitor their periods, encouraging 

them to actively manage their menstrual health. 

Created as a necklace, this tool allows the user to 

track their cycle through menstruation, ovulation 

and preparation 

• Workshops were also held for parents, community 

members and boys to help them all understand that 

menstruation is not just an issue for girls. 

• Boys were taught about the menstrual cycle and 

asked to write letters of support to the girls of 

Cartagena to share their affection, empathy and 

support for them25 

 

 Eucador • I thought that I had dysentery. I went, crying to my 

mother, and that’s what I learned what it was. It 

was the sickness of the woman 

• In communities throughout Ecuador, women refer 

to their periods as la enfermedad de la mujer 

(sickness of the woman), la regla (the rule), or la 

visita (the visit). 

• avoid avocadoes, limes, sour foods, and pork  

• not to bathe for the duration of her period, since 

the blood from a women’s period is “dirty” and 

cannot be washed into the drain for fear of 

contamination26  

•  

7 Guyana Could not find  

8 Paraguay Could not find  

9 Peru Could not find  

https://stories.plancanada.ca/keeping-colombian-girls-school-starts-ending-period-shaming-v2/
https://www.daysforgirls.org/single-post/2015/05/28/The-Shame-of-Menstruating-Menstrual-Hygiene-Day
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27  https://www.ircwash.org/sites/default/files/Tjon-A-Ten-2007-Menstrual.pdf 
28 https://www.wsscc.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/Celebrating-Womanhood-How-better-menstrual-
hygiene-management-is-the-path-to-better-health-dignity-and-business-%E2%80%93-WSSCC-2013.pdf 
29 https://www.unicef.org/evaldatabase/files/Rural_WASH_progr_eval_Surinam_2010-14_-_Unicef_29.01.15.pdf 
30 https://pha.berkeley.edu/2018/06/05/menstruation-stigma-must-stop-period/ 
31 https://www.reuters.com/article/us-india-women-religion/factbox-barred-from-bathing-and-banished-from-
home-period-taboos-around-the-world-idUSKCN1OY1OS 
32 https://www.csis.org/analysis/crisis-inclusion-story-venezuelas-women 

33 https://www.caracaschronicles.com/2019/09/24/menstruation-influences-poverty/ 

 Suriname • In Suriname, especially among the Creoles and 

Maroons, menstruating women are not allowed to 

cook or prepare cakes, or share a bed or a room 

with their partner. Traditionally a Maroon woman 

had to isolate herself in a separate hut the moment 

she started to menstruate. This menstruation hut 

was frequently situated at the edge of the village 

where the woman lived. Nowadays, a woman does 

not have to isolate herself during her menstruation 

period; however, she must go to a separate part of 

the house where she lives. She must also use 

special pots and pans to cook her food during this 

period. When she stops menstruating, she can go 

home to her partner. Menstrual blood can also be 

‘dangerous’, in the sense that a malevolent person 

can do harm to the woman or girl by using black 

magic (‘wisi’). It is believed that a woman can also 

use her menstrual blood to impose her will on a 

man.27  

• Projects on WASH 2829  

•  

 Uruguay Could not find  •  

 Venezuel

a 

in Venezuela, many women are forced to sleep in huts for 

the duration of their menstruation. 30 

 

• Don’t groom:In Venezuela, it is reportedly 

believed that if menstruating women groom their 

bikini lines, their skin gets darker. 31 

• Adolescent girls in school often do not have access 

to menstrual products, which impacts their ability 

to attend school. 32  

• They used that codeword because in their home, at 

Petare’s San Blas slum, the menstrual period was 

taboo menstrual period was taboo 33 

 

https://www.ircwash.org/sites/default/files/Tjon-A-Ten-2007-Menstrual.pdf
https://www.wsscc.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/Celebrating-Womanhood-How-better-menstrual-hygiene-management-is-the-path-to-better-health-dignity-and-business-%E2%80%93-WSSCC-2013.pdf
https://www.wsscc.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/05/Celebrating-Womanhood-How-better-menstrual-hygiene-management-is-the-path-to-better-health-dignity-and-business-%E2%80%93-WSSCC-2013.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/evaldatabase/files/Rural_WASH_progr_eval_Surinam_2010-14_-_Unicef_29.01.15.pdf
https://pha.berkeley.edu/2018/06/05/menstruation-stigma-must-stop-period/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-india-women-religion/factbox-barred-from-bathing-and-banished-from-home-period-taboos-around-the-world-idUSKCN1OY1OS
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-india-women-religion/factbox-barred-from-bathing-and-banished-from-home-period-taboos-around-the-world-idUSKCN1OY1OS
https://www.csis.org/analysis/crisis-inclusion-story-venezuelas-women
https://www.caracaschronicles.com/2019/09/24/menstruation-influences-poverty/
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34 https://www.caracaschronicles.com/2019/09/24/menstruation-influences-poverty/ 
35 https://www.caracaschronicles.com/2019/09/24/menstruation-influences-poverty/ 
36 https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/unicef-and-unfpa-join-hands-support-women-girls-and-children-
venezuela 
37 https://www.csis.org/analysis/crisis-inclusion-story-venezuelas-women 

• 33.3 % said they sometimes skip school because of 

their periods and 67.9 % took myths about the 

menstrual cycle as truth 34 

• After going through her own experience, she 

decided to become an entrepreneur and allow 

Venezuelans to have access to this sustainable 

hygiene method, that goes for $10 to $20  35 

• Ensure the delivery of dignity kits (feminine 

hygiene) to more than 18,000 women Several 

primary health centers have been equipped with 

sexual and reproductive health supplies, trained 

more than 1,200 health officers to attend gender-

based violence cases, who have managed to 

sensitize at least 3,500 migrant persons 36 

• Adolescent girls in school often do not have access 

to menstrual products, which impacts their ability 

to attend school. 37 

https://www.caracaschronicles.com/2019/09/24/menstruation-influences-poverty/
https://www.caracaschronicles.com/2019/09/24/menstruation-influences-poverty/
https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/unicef-and-unfpa-join-hands-support-women-girls-and-children-venezuela
https://www.unicef.org/press-releases/unicef-and-unfpa-join-hands-support-women-girls-and-children-venezuela
https://www.csis.org/analysis/crisis-inclusion-story-venezuelas-women
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