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NEWS RELEASE 11-SEP-2019

Supporting menstruating girls: Are we making
progress?
COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY'S MAILMAN SCHOOL OF PUBLIC HEALTH

September 11, 2019 -Attention to menstruation and its relationship to girls' schooling is gaining ground, yet
many challenges remain. Interventions have often focused on developing WASH --water, sanitation and
hygiene -- infrastructure and menstrual hygiene products which may not be su�cient. New research
conducted by Columbia Mailman School of Public Health and colleagues at the University of Edmonton and
Real Medicine Foundation Pakistan looks at the root causes of poorly maintained WASH infrastructure in
Pakistan where there has been little evidence to date. The study is among the �rst to identify the social and
institutional structures and processes that lead to poorly maintained WASH infrastructure in schools in
Pakistan. The results are online in the Journal of Adolescence.

"We found that deeply embedded socio-cultural values and beliefs around menstrual hygiene management
still need to be addressed in order to provide truly supportive school environments for menstruating girls,"
said Marni Sommer, DrPH, RN, associate professor of Sociomedical Sciences. "To be truly e�ective, we must
strategize to identify the root causes of poor WASH infrastructure and ensure facility design is sensitive to the
needs of girls."

To conduct the study, data were collected in six rural and urban sites in three provinces in Pakistan between
February 2015 and March 2017. The researchers used participatory activities with 312 girls aged 16-19 years of
age both in-school and out-of-school. They also interviewed 42 key informants with school administrators and
teachers, health care providers, mothers and local religious elders, and observed seven school WASH facilities.

Three key themes emerged from the data: a poorly maintained, girls-unfriendly School WASH infrastructure
was a result of gender-insensitive design, a cultural devaluation of toilet cleaners and inadequate governing
practices; the design of WASH facilities did not align with traditionally-determined modes of disposal of the
most common used absorbents; and traditional menstrual management practices situate girls in an 'alternate
space' characterized by withdrawal from many daily routines.

"These three socio-culturally determined practices interacted in a complex manner, often leading to
interrupted class engagement and attendance," noted Sommer. "Schools were not the most hospitable space
for menstruating girls, and further analysis of our data suggested the most logical step, as reported by the girls
and teachers, was to stay at home for the �rst 2-3 days of menses."

"Findings from our study identify additional gaps in the research, but can also lead to policy and practice
recommendations that will make school environments more enabling and improve girls' engagement during
menstruation."
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The research was supported by UNICEF Pakistan, Grow and Know, Futura and Giving Wings.

Columbia University Mailman School of Public Health

Founded in 1922, the Columbia University Mailman School of Public Health pursues an agenda of research,
education, and service to address the critical and complex public health issues a�ecting New Yorkers, the
nation and the world. The Columbia Mailman School is the third largest recipient of NIH grants among schools
of public health. Its over 450 multi-disciplinary faculty members work in more than 100 countries around the
world, addressing such issues as preventing infectious and chronic diseases, environmental health, maternal
and child health, health policy, climate change & health, and public health preparedness. It is a leader in public
health education with over 1,300 graduate students from more than 40 nations pursuing a variety of master's
and doctoral degree programs. The Columbia Mailman School is also home to numerous world-renowned
research centers, including ICAP and the Center for Infection and Immunity. For more information, please visit
http://www.mailman.columbia.edu.
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