
 

 
Period poverty in the tertiary sector 
___________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
1 Introduction 
 
1.1. Thank you for the opportunity to write to you on the issue of period poverty in the tertiary 

sector. This submission from NZUSA writes in support of any proposed changes that 
improve the availability and accessibility of sanitary items on tertiary education campuses. 
We support the initiatives that have been undertaken in the UK, Scotland and Wales to 
provide for the free access to sanitary items, and support a similar initiative being 
undertaken here in New Zealand. We believe such an initiative is fundamental to ensuring 
equality, dignity and rights for those who menstruate and to ensure that lack of access to 
sanitary products does not impact on an individual’s ability to fully participate in tertiary 
education. 
 

1.2. NZUSA represents the interests of over 400,000 students and exists to advance the political, 
social and economic interests of tertiary students whatever they study and wherever they 
live. The 2018 Kidscan survey indicated that nearly ¼ of women in New Zealand have missed 
school or work due to access to sanitary wear, demonstrating the broad extent of this 
issue1. The United Nations identified menstrual hygiene as a fundamental human right, and 
important to ensuring the right to human dignity2. In a society as wealthy as New Zealand’s, 
no-one should have to suffer the indignity of not having the means to meet their basic 
needs. 
 

2 Extent of the issue 
 

2.1. With the most recent information from The Ministry of Education, Women currently 
comprise 57% of tertiary students in New Zealand3. Yet we acknowledge that menstruation 
is not only a women issue, and can be experienced by our transgender, non-binary and 
takataapui whanau. As such we will use the Kidscan data as largely indicative, yet not all 
encompassing. What the data from the survey told us, is that nearly ½ of Kiwi Women said 
they had found it difficult to access sanitary items at some point. In the tertiary setting this 

                                                
1 KidsCan. “KidsCan survey exposes extent of period poverty in New Zealand”. Thursday, November 1, 
2018. https://www.kidscan.org.nz/news/kidscan-survey-exposes-extent-of-period-poverty-in-new-zealand 
2 United Nations Human Rights Office of The High Commissioner. “Every woman’s right to water, 
sanitation and hygiene”. 14 March 2014. 
https://www.ohchr.org/EN/NewsEvents/Pages/Everywomansrighttowatersanitationandhygiene.aspx 
3 Education Counts. “Provider-based enrolments”. Updated: May 2018. 
https://www.educationcounts.govt.nz/statistics/tertiary_education/participation 



 

is problematic as students already find themselves under stress from deadlines, high rents, 
and ever growing student loans. As such, this issue serves as a major detriment to our 
shared aspirational equity goals both in the tertiary education sector and New Zealand as 
a nation. 
 

2.2. Wellbeing  
As identified by the CFINE study in Scotland, lack of access to sanitary items leads to an 
increase in stress and anxiety4. Those attending tertiary institutes shouldn’t be hindered by 
their periods, being left feeling self conscious and restricted from participation. In this 
regard, sanitary items are essential not only for personal hygiene but also for self-esteem 
and wellbeing. In addressing mental health and wellbeing on our tertiary campuses, an 
active and transformational approach would include the free provision of sanitary items in 
order to reduce the negative consequences from lack of access. Inline with the research by 
CFINE, such a proactive approach which addresses one of the many causes of stress and 
anxiety may lead to a lighter burden on health services. 

 
2.3. Attendance 

As identified in the Kidscan survey, nearly ¼ of Kiwi women have missed school or work due 
to access to sanitary wear.  Attendance is a key element to an individual being successful 
in their studies at the tertiary level, with many countless studies establishing the correlation 
between attendance and academic success5. That students may be unable to participate 
fully in education due to lack of access is a major and ongoing concern. No one should face 
the indignity of being unable to access the essential products to manage their period, and 
furthermore, this remains as a barrier to equitable outcomes in the tertiary setting.  

 
3 Addressing the issue 

 
3.1. Tertiary setting 

Currently there are a number of NGOs and not for profits approaching and seeking to 
remedy the issue. Student organisations are working with private groups such as the Wā 
Collective and their respective institutions to provide solutions in this area. However, these 
initiatives are severely limited by lack of budget, often relying on piecemeal donations and 
volunteers. 
 

                                                
4 Scottish Government. “Access to sanitary products Aberdeen pilot: evaluation report”. 30 May 2018. 
https://www.gov.scot/publications/access-sanitary-products-aberdeen-pilot-evaluation-report/ 
5 Landin, Mariana, and Jorge Pérez. "Class attendance and academic achievement of pharmacy students 
in a European University." Currents in Pharmacy Teaching and Learning 7, no. 1 (2015): 78-83. 



 

3.2. Types and patterns in usage 
What we’ve seen in recent years is a growing trend in the use of moon cups (menstrual 
cups) along with a growing concern for the environmental impact of single use items. As 
such we see it as necessary in making a range of products available, giving students choice 
about the type of products they want to use. We see this as paramount to protecting 
students’ dignity, and avoiding anxiety, embarrassment and stigma. Inline with this, any 
solution needs to ensure sanitary products are easily accessible, sufficient to meet student 
needs and reflect students’ views and experiences. 

 
3.3. Gender equality 

  
A solution to period poverty needs to ensure that no one is left behind or overlooked. 
Ensuring access for everyone who menstruates needs to be a key priority. Transgender 
men, non-binary and takataapui individuals need to be considered to ensure anyone who 
menstruates can access products.  The language here should be gender neutral to ensure 
no one is overlooked or left behind, and in an effort to raise awareness and education on 
the issue and effect social norms. 
 
 

4 Conclusion 
Period poverty remains a large issue in the tertiary sector, having negative effects on 
individual outcomes and being a major detriment to achieving equitable goals. A truly 
transformational and forward-thinking approach needs to ensure that no one is left behind, 
and provide for universal provision of sanitary items across all tertiary campuses. What is 
demonstrated by option three of the pricing document attached, is that meeting the 
pressing need is an affordable policy proposal. Emulating a programme similar to that in 
the UK is both an efficient use of money, and contributes greatly towards achieving 
equitable goals. We seek and aspire to rid ourselves from the scourge of period poverty in 
the tertiary sector and greater nation at large, and hope that policy can help realise these 
aims. 

 


