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ABSTRACT

Despite this being a normal physiological phenomenon, the very mention
of menstruation is still taboo among adult males. Socio-cultural,
economic and personal factors influence individual opinions about
menstruation.  This exploratory qualitative study used in-depth,
semi-structured interviews with males aged 18 years and over
purposively sampled from a range of cultural groups, educational
backgrounds. We recruited participants until we reached saturation. The
interviews examined 1) respondents' knowledge regarding menstruation,
2) cultural practices associated with it and, 3) their willingness to support
menstruators. Data were transcribed verbatim, anonymised and
thematically analysed. Through an iterative and reflexive process of
grouping codes into broader categories, we then developed themes that
captured the main findings. Participants exhibited limited and superficial
knowledge about menstruation. Most referred to Menstruation was
characterized in the past as a ‘girl’s problem’ and was associated with
bleeding only. AlImost everyone in this group has heard of its rudimentary
connection to reproduction, but, most lack basic knowledge of hormonal
or reproductive mechanisms. Among the urban participants and those
with a wider educational exposure, the awareness level was exponentially
better as compared to their rural counterparts. Majority of the
participants had a positive attitude towards menstruation, perceiving it
to be normal rather than as an ailment and found to support women
every time they went through their cycles. These results point to the
absolutely critical need for gender-sensitive menstrual education aimed
at addressing myths and stigma and encouraging compassion and caring
for women.
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INTRODUCTION

Menstruationisanintrinsic physiological phenomenon
that almost all women go through at some point. Even
though it is important in reproductive health and for
social issues, menstruation is still the common factor
of stigma, especially for adult males. Studies have
indicated that many men know very little about
menstruation which leads them to have attitudes and
ideas that support existing taboos. These
misconceptions are not only theoretical but have
practical manifestations such as affecting interpersonal
relationships among women and how men assist
women when they are menstruating. Menstruation is
typically shrouded in silence, embarrassment and
stigma, which ultimately results in the prevention of
constructive conversations that could engender ease
and compassion. The cultural perception of
menstruation as a “dirty” or “shameful” matter, for
instance, contributes to a reality in which women feel
unsupported and alone during their menstrual
cycles™. This lack of communication may have
negative repercussions on relationships especially the
family and romantic, where the awareness and
comprehension of menstruation goes hand in hand
with the provision of care and support. Men’'s
ignorance regarding menstruation has been shown to
impact not only their conduct, but emotions within a
relationship, such as feelings of ineptitude,
embarrassment or frustration towards their women
counterparts®. Moreover, the lack of comprehension
that stems from the apprehensionis not only feltin the
individual relationships but also in the context of
women collectively. The Negative societal perception
about periods can have harmful effects on the
women’s mental health, self-image and even
attendance in classroom and the workplace. A case in
point would be girls in less economically active regions
who opt to stay home during their periods because
there are no appropriate resources and assistance,
further strengthening their disadvantage™. This
underscores the need for a holistic strategy to
menstruation awareness which includes men as
primary agents of change. Masculine perception of
menstruation has to be well appreciated as an avenue
towards the broader articulation of social and gender
related problems. This qualitative research however
seeks to augment existing literature in feminism by
filling the gap on the existing gap on the influence of
men’s views on women’s experience during the
menstrual cycle. This study not only explains the role of
men in advocating for education and sensitization on
menstruation, but it also suggests measures aimed at
establishing a culture where menstrual cycle is viewed
as an ordinary phenomenon.

Aims: To investigate attitudes towards menstruation
‘through the lens of male adults’.

Objectives: To assess how adult male’s knowledge,
understanding and perception of menstruation are
overly changed with a touch of cultural, economic and
personal factors.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Study Participants: The study involved conducting a
research trial in males aged 18 years and over from the
population. Participants were recruited to determine
their knowledge, perceptions and even attitudes
towards menstruation. The conditions for inclusion
meant that a person needs to be at least 18 years and
ready to take part of the study. Participants in the
study were purposively sampled in order to have
different ages, level of education and even cultural
settings. Consent was obtained from all participants
prior to their engagement in the study. This process
enhanced the knowledge of the participant about the
objectives of the study, confidentiality and the
voluntary nature of the study and even the right to
withdraw at any time from the study.

Data Collection Technique: The study employed the
one-on-one interview data collection technique in the
study where the principal investigator acted as a
moderator. Each participant was subjected to an
in-depth  semi-structured interview aimed at
encouraging participants to talk freely and disclose
their thoughts, knowledge and experiences with
menstruation. The procedure followed focused on key
topics that the researchers wanted to know such as
how the participants’ understood the biological
function of menstruation, its culture and society, their
memories and myths related to it. Interviews were of
course either face to face or computer mediated
depending on what was most convenient for the
participants. Each session lasted for about 30-60
minutes for both researchers and participants with
consent. Notes were also taken to capture non-verbal
cues and immediate reflections by the investigator.

Study Type: This research was based on an exploratory
qualitative approach. An exploratory design was
adopted in order to better understand a relatively new
area in research-men’s views on menstruation.
Qualitative methodologies allowed capturing certain
personal experiences and perceptions which would not
be possible through quantitative means.

Sample Size: The principle of data saturation
determined the sample size of the study. The number
of recruitment stopped where no new information or
themes emerged from the interviews, implying that
the saturation level has been reached. This kind of
ad-hoc scheme enabled the study to span across a
wide array of views without adhering to a specific
number of participants in sight.
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Data Collection: Interviews were transcribed word for
word to guarantee that the views of the participants
were fully represented. The transcripts were then
checked and anonymised to ensure confidentiality of
the participants. The transcriptions acted as primary
data for analysis.

Data Analysis: The authors engaged in thematic
analysis using guidelines for qualitative research. The
first author undertook an exercise of the
‘familiarization’ phase, which entailed reading the
interviews word by word, several times. Initial coding
was done by scanning through the transcripts to find
words, phrases, or concepts that frequently appeared.
The codes were then grouped into categories which
reflected widerideas, which in turn were broken down
into sub-themes and main themes. The key difference
between concept driven approaches and data driven
approachesisthe time when the researcher developed
the themes. In the latter case, the focus was on
interviews. Once the interview was completed and
transcribed, she applied the scope note on the theme
and modified the coding to keep it relevant to the
emerging theme. The appropriate themes were
reached through a rigorous process that required the
reviewers to demonstrate painstaking effort and
thorough understanding throughout the process. The
research proceeded fromthe a priorithemes that were
modified through the research and through the
analysis of the data collected. Microsoft tools such as
Word was utilized in data analysis where interviews
that had been transcribed were allocated and
analyzed. It in this analysis aimed to determine how
men in the target audience understand menstruation,
how they understand menstruation and how much do
they know about it. The researchers in the different
teams thoroughly examined and approved the final
themes. Such an approach helped ensure the high
quality of data interpretation.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS

The study participants were informed about the aims
and objectives of the study and their consent was
obtained before proceeding. The discussion began with
questions exploring whether the participants had
heard of menstruation and what they understood
about it. All participants were familiar with
menstruation. Although they initially felt
uncomfortable starting the conversation, as the
discussion progressed, they became more open and
freely expressed their views.

Extent of knowledge: The study participants’
knowledge about menstruation was rudimentary. They
did not fully understand the term "menstruation" and
referred to it using phrases like "girl’s problem" or
"ladies’ problem." Their  understanding  of

menstruation was largely limited to the concept of
bleeding and they lacked awareness of its broader
significance for women's overall health. Some
participants, however, did recognize its role in
reproduction.

"If regular monthly bleeding does not occur, there will
be difficulties with conception" (P1).

Knowledge about the biological function of
menstruation varied among the participants. The most
common understanding was that menstruation
involves vaginal bleeding.

"Bleeding occurs, but | don’t know anything beyond
that."

"We've only heard that periods involve bleeding, but
we don’t know the detailed reason."

Some participants held misconceptions, such as the
belief that menstruationis a blood purification process.
"Dirty blood is expelled through the vagina" (P7).

The depth of knowledge varied depending on
participants' backgrounds, with those from urban areas
having a better and more comprehensive
understanding of menstruation.

Knowledge About Cultural Rites: All participants were
aware of cultural practices prevalentin society, such as
not visiting temples or engaging in worship during
menstruation. However, rites like not cooking or
avoiding physical contact were no longer observed in
the present day. Some participants mentioned that
these practices were followed by older generations.
"During menstruation, my grandma would refrain from
cooking, stay away from family members and avoid
touching anything. Even her eating plate was kept
separate" (P5).

All participants were familiar with various customs and
taboos, though they did not understand the reasons
behind them.

Knowledge About Symptoms: Irritability was identified
as a common symptom by all participants.

"During menstruation, if you argue with them, you'll
end up in trouble" (P7).

Married participants had a better understanding of the
symptoms and a deeper knowledge of menstruation
overall.

Additionally, code words such as "problem" or
"birthday" were often used when referring to
menstruation during communication.

Source of Knowledge:

Puberty and menstruation were part of the academic
curriculum, but it didn’t help them much. Many
participants mentioned that, although these topics
were included in the curriculum, they did not fully
understand them.

"Our female science teacher told us to read about it at
home" (P5).
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"All the boys were excluded from the discussion" (P3).
Informal group discussions contributed significantly to
their understanding of menstruation. These groups
often included friends or senior students from higher
grades. The discussions were casual and typically led to
greater empathy. Participants from urban backgrounds
shared that they learned about menstruation through
their female friends.

Attitude: All study participants displayed a positive
attitude and none labelled menstruation as a disease.
Instead, they recognized it as a natural process. They
also expressed the belief that women should be cared
for during menstruation and were eager to support
and assist their female counterparts.

One participant mentioned, "She is self-sufficient and
can take care of herself, but | would be happy to help
if she needed it." (P6)

This desire to help seemed to arise from their
perception that, during menstruation, girls experience
pain, weakness and bleeding.

"As there is continuous bleeding and abdominal pain,
we should support them" (P2).

There was no difference of opinion based on rural or
urban background.

Findings reveal men’s limited knowledge of
menstruation, reflected in the unclear and euphemistic
use of terms from participants such as "girl’s problem,"
indicating discomfort with discussing it or an
avoidance. Around the world, menstruation is often
cloaked in cultural taboos that euphemistically negate
common biological terms. Another study from the UK
found a similar tendency to discuss menstruation using
coded language, indicating that menstruation remains
taboo®. The same deprecatory vagueness around
menstruation is common in India where reproductive
health, too, remains a taboo subject™®. Such linguistic
avoidance plays arole in making menstruation invisible
as an object of discussion and reinforces the stigma
surrounding it. The females did not understand fully
what menstruation was and thought that it was based
on bleeding and had little knowledge of its biological
importance. This illustrates a fundamental trend in
men's knowledge where it is largely superficial,
Centered mostly around what can be seen (especially
with respect to menstruation) but unacquainted with
the hormonal and reproductive functions. Similar
results have been reported in India where men tend to
ascribe menstruation exclusively with loss of blood".
Similarly, menin Nigeria had limited awareness of male
participation with focus on physical symptoms rather
than its role in reproduction®. This ignorance
emphasizes the failure of formal education where
menstruation is taught, often leaving men to rely on
informal sources that are incomplete or inaccurate'.
Few  participants related the link between
menstruation and reproduction, with some noting that

missed periods could signify challenges in getting
pregnant. Still, this idea was incomplete-it was not
taking the entire picture of ovulation or fertility into
perspective. This limited recognition of the link
between menstruation and reproduction aligns with
Indian studies, wherein men in more urban areas
exposed to such education had better knowledge
about  relationship  between fertility and
menstruation™. Urban men have wider education and
health facilities, which also leads to more information
as compared to the rural population that lacks both™".
However, one misconception that persisted even
among the participants was menstruation being a
process of "blood purification". This myth is deeply
ingrained in cultural and religious beliefs, portraying
menstruation as a purification process to cleanse the
body of evils. Like the results from this study, studies in
Nepal have shown that menstruation is perceived to
some extent as a purification of the body by both men
and women™?. Menstruation is a state of being impure
(physically and spiritually) according to traditional
Indian views™. These myths are handed down from
generations and create menstrual stigma maintains a
part of the larger problem of lack of sexual and
reproductive health education™. SThe slow erosion of
archaic customs, like not cooking or touching during
periods, indicates that gradual progression is being
made-perhaps as society becomes better educated and
aware. Traditions surrounding menstruation have been
documented but also disappear with better
educational opportunities and the spread of awareness
campaigns., this has particularly been observed among
younger generations™. Nonetheless, these traditions
are still practiced by some older generations that still
abide by menstrual taboos™. Younger people’s
attitudes are changing and not just because
menstruation is a natural biological process-a
realization that can take time. Though participants
could recite a litany of customs and taboos related to
menstruation, none understood their provenance.
Such mindlessness, undoubtedly common in cultures
with unwavering traditions. One study concluded that
menstrual taboos have often become so
institutionalized in their respective cultural systems
that practice tend to observe these norms without
analyses and explanations, rendering participants
unaware of the reasons behind taboo!”. The
unexamined continuation of such practices serves as a
striking example of the extent to which cultural and
religious beliefs shape feelings about menstruation
even after, with the passage of centuries, the rationale
for these attitudes is wholly lost™®. The most frequent
recognition of menstruation as a symptom was
irritation, which speaks to a foundational
understanding of anger associated with premenstrual
syndrome (PMS). PMS Symptoms #3: Irritability and
Mood Changes While well-known, irritability is one of
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the more understudied symptoms associated with
PMS., however, hormonal shifts appear to play a
critical role. This knowledge is in line with studies that
show mood-related symptoms like irritability as some
of the most recognized features of menstruation,
especially for men who are relatively more exposed to
women’s experiences, such as married men™®. This
cultural hesitance for open discussion is more evident
inthe use of euphemisms around menstruation such as
using "problem" or "birthday". This is a commonplace
observation., menstruation continues to be a taboo
subjectin much of the world and coded language helps
to avoid (potential embarrassment at) speaking about
it more directly. In India, words often used as
euphemisms to address periods are common due to
the culture of silence surrounding menstruation®.
Such usage is a classic example of reinforcing the
stigma and secrecy surrounding menstruation,
cementing many myths and misperceptions about it®"..
The research shows that boys receive little exposure to
formal education on menstruation, since they are
often left out of the conversation. We got better
insight through informal peer discussions, especially
from urban participants. That resonates with research
revealing that schools also avoid including boys in
menstrual education, ensuring the continuation of
stigma and misunderstandings. However, both boys
and girls need education about menstruation to
increase understanding and decrease menstrual stigma
-something that should happen through inclusive
schooling®™. The discussion of both sexes together is
encouraged in order to educate boys on how to
cultivate supportive attitudes toward menstruation
and help boys develop a better understanding of what
womanhood means?®’. All participants noted a positive
attitude towards menstruation, considering it a
physiological process rather than an illness. This
signifies an evolution away from antiquated, more
pejorative views with men showing increasing
openness to assist women at such moments in their
cycle. Men with greater exposure to women, such as
those from urban backgrounds or those educated
beyond primary school consider themselves more
supportive®.

CONCLUSION

There are notable gaps in knowledge of menstruation
among men, often resulting from cultural taboos or a
lack of information driven by deep-rooted myths and
attitudes. Although participants in urban areas had a
slightly improved understanding of menstruation,
there remained misconceptions including associated
with it being a 'blood purification' process. More
progressive attitudes were revealed in the younger
cohort, suggesting achangein perception. Our findings

associated with menstruation and promote awareness
about menstruation and empathy towards womens
health across various communities.
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