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Abstract  

The purpose of this study was to conduct an exploratory analysis of generational differences and 

similarities in women’s experiences of menstruation taboos in the United States. Participants 

(N=18) were women between the ages of 14-71, who identified as women who experienced 

menstruation at least once. A series of semi structured interviews were conducted remotely 

through Zoom.  To gain a better understanding of how women experience menstruation, 

participants were asked to tell the story about the first time they menstruated. Additionally, they 

were asked to describe both a negative and positive experience of menstruation. Six emergent 

themes were identified from the interviews using a grounded theory approach that included: 

Maternal Imperative, Exposure of Menstrual Status/ “Failure” to Conceal, Liberation, and 

Connection. Emergent themes were compared cross-generationally and within each generation. 

Overall, Gen Z participants described a more supportive reaction from maternal figures 

compared to the other generations. Boomers and Gen X participants reported no supportive 

reactions. Additionally, Gen Z indicated that their positive experiences were liberating compared 

to other generations. Although emergent themes were present across all generations the sub-

theme occurrence varied. Findings were discussed as they relate to and challenge menstruation 

taboos.   
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Intra- and Intergenerational Experiences with Menstruation Taboos 

 
In a world full of 8 billion people, nearly half of the global population consists of females 

(Ritchie & Roser, 2019). For these women, a biological near-universal includes experiencing 

menstruation. Not only does menstruation start relatively early in the lifespan, but it also follows 

individuals throughout their life, lasting about 40 years (Your Menstrual Cycle | Office on 

Women’s Health, 2018). A unique feature of this natural phenomena is that it engenders a variety 

of taboos across the globe which include viewing menstruating women as unhygienic, 

contaminated, and impure. Menstruation taboos are extremely prevalent across cultures and 

shape how individuals internalize this experience (Kumar & Srivastava, 2011; Padmanabhanunni 

et al., 2018).  

Researchers have sought to understand how the implications of the socio-cultural 

framework surrounding menstruation impacts individuals’ perceptions about themselves and 

those around them. Often gender stratification, sexism, and patriarchal social structures 

perpetuate negative discourse on menstruation (Buckley & Gottlieb, 1988; Chrisler et al., 2013; 

Spadaro et al., 2018). Not only do individuals have to make sense of what they are experiencing 

biologically but they must internalize the societal discourses surrounding biological processes.  

A unique feature in understanding menstruation is that it is a biological process that is 

stigmatized in nearly all cultures (Crawford et al., 2014). The negative socio-cultural messages 

of menstruation impact how individuals conceptualize and experience it. Exploring the 

underpinnings of the psychology of menstruation is complex. The full scope of the perception of 

menstruation relies on a host of theoretical frameworks that are often closely tied together. 

Psychological research on menstruation has become a loaded topic that has focused on 

stigmatization, stereotyping, objectification, and cross-cultural taboos – to name a few (Chrisler, 

2013; Johnston-Robledo & Chrisler, 2013; Johnston-Robledo & Stubbs, 2013; Koff et al., 1978). 
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Considering this, the current topic is incredibly important given that women experience 

menstruation for a substantial portion of their life. 

The current study proposed an exploratory analysis of the intra- and intergenerational 

differences and similarities of attitudes and experiences toward menstruation taboos in the 

United States. The generational component of the current study highlighted how chronological 

context shapes this very experience for individuals. By including participants from an array of 

generational periods, the data provided rich insight on individuals who are just starting to 

experience menstruation and individuals that have experienced menstruation for decades. The 

sample incorporated not only retrospective accounts from older participants, but also current 

prospective accounts from younger participants. Broadly speaking, studying experiences of 

menstruation across time provided an opportunity to see if historical and cultural factors have 

changed the experience of menstruation. It was interesting to not only compare broad differences 

across different cohorts, but also what experiences may have shaped the differences within them.  

This research is significant given that menstruation is associated with taboos throughout 

the world - creating a space where individuals can express their own experiences will provide 

substantial insight into how we can start to break down taboos of menstruation. I hope that my 

research will open a dialogue among individuals to express their own perceptions and 

experiences because talking about menstruation openly is the first step to move it into a more 

positive light. Even in my own experience of this thesis topic, I have felt hesitant to share my 

topic or even ask male faculty members to be on my committee. This illustrates why research 

such as this is necessary. Having the ability to understand where and why the problem of 

menstrual taboos occur will help us understand how to break the cycle and move toward a more 

progressive path of the lived experiences of menstruation. This research proposal will focus on 

the following questions: How do women describe their experiences and perceptions of 
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menstruation? Do women’s experiences and perceptions of menstruation differ as a function of 

generational cohort? 1 

 Literature Review 

Puberty is a developmental experience in which individuals go through a multitude of 

biological and psycho-social changes. Puberty is a unique developmental period where biological 

changes (hormonally/physically) can occur as early as late childhood (Brooks-Gunn & Petersen, 

1983; Susman et al., 2003) or as late as age 15 (American Academy of Pediatrics et al., 2006). 

Biologically speaking, puberty is marked as the period of development where individuals reach 

sexual maturity. However, psycho-social contextual markers are also present in this period that 

can influence females’ perceptions of body image, self, and relationships (Alsaker, 1996; Martin, 

1996). One of the most notable physical changes for females during puberty is the onset of 

menstruation, known as menarche. 

Menarche is the first time an individual menstruates. Not only does this mark physical 

changes for the individual, but also garners psychological implications given that that broader 

society marks this as the transition from childhood to adulthood. Although menarche is a later 

stage occurrence during puberty it is often one of the most memorable experiences of puberty for 

individuals (Posner, 2006). Menarche is a momentous experience that sets the stage for further 

menstrual experiences. Psychological research on menarche has noted the vivid memorability of 

the event, generational trends on knowledge, and overall psycho-social changes an individual 

endures from the start (DeMaria et al., 2020; Mishra, 2014; Posner, 2006).  

Menstruation is a biological marker that sets females apart from males. It is a biological 

universal in women throughout the world that transcends culture. Despite this, the dominant 

 
1 The term women/woman will be used throughout this paper to denote biological sex and not gender 
identity.  
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discourses surrounding menstruation throughout society are negative (Jackson & Falmagne, 

2013). Not only do women and girls experience notable physiological and psychological changes 

when they first experience menstruation, the external world in which they develop also has an 

impact on how they conceptualize and internalize this process. Young girls face a host of 

negative messages about their bodies overall. In turn how menstruation is experienced and 

perceived will vary based on the external pieces of information girls receive about themselves in 

early development. Discourse on menstruation is the pinnacle of how young girls must navigate 

the negative societal messages they receive about their bodies. 

 Objectification 

The information women receive about their bodies impacts how they perceive 

themselves. Objectification Theory, proposed by Fredrickson and Roberts (1997), “…posits that 

girls and women are typically acculturated to internalize an observer’s perspective as a primary 

view of their physical selves” (p. 173). This theoretical framework is used to explain how 

sociocultural messages women receive may impact their own perspective of self and others. Self-

objectification, the byproduct of objectification, is when an individual has internalized the notion 

that they are an “object” and not human. Objectification is closely tied with women’s 

reproductive processes (Lamont et al., 2019; Roberts, 2004; Roberts & Waters, 2004). 

Menstruation and objectification go together given that a dominant message of menstruation 

across cultures is that women are perceived as “other” during menses. This can also be attributed 

to the physical nature of bleeding for many days at a time while being in good health.  

Even something as seemingly harmless as the marketing of menstruation products convey 

implicit negative messages about menstruation that perpetuate menstruation taboos (Whisnant et 

al., 1975). For example, TV advertisements that framed menstruation as taboo led participants to 

higher levels of self-objectification, especially those that already had less knowledge about 
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menstruation (Spadaro et al., 2018). Overarching socio-cultural messages toward menstruation 

can even affect how individuals perceive certain menstrual products. Grose and Grabe (2014) 

explored how self-objectification indirectly played a role in how individuals negatively 

perceive alternative menstrual products. The findings suggested that self-objectification 

indirectly predicted attitudes toward alternative menstrual products when individuals had a 

negative perception toward their own menstruation.  Prior research has also found that 

menstruation advertisements can also be objectifying when women’s bodies are not included in 

them (Erchull, 2013). Objectification theory can help explain why women are seen as “other” 

during menses and how broader society has conveyed messages on how to deal with it by having 

women distance themselves from the very biology of their own bodies.  

Stigma  

As mentioned earlier, menstruation is stigmatized in nearly all cultures (Crawford et al., 

2014). Psychologists conceptualize stigma as a social construction (Major & O’Brien, 2005). 

The conceptualization of stigma can be traced back to Erving Goffman’s (1963) book Stigma: 

Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity. According to Goffman (1963), stigma is broken 

down into three types: abominations of the body (e.g., physical deformities), blemishes of 

individual character (e.g., mental illness, unemployment, addiction), and identity (e.g., race, 

religion, ethnicity). More contemporary conceptualizations of stigma define it as “some attribute 

or characteristic that conveys a social identity that is devalued in a particular social context” 

(Crocker et al., 1998, p. 505). These attributes or characteristics are associated with a variety of 

negative implications.  

Given the variations within the social sciences of how stigma is defined and 

conceptualized, Link and Phelan (2001) sought to define the construct in a way that captures the 

multiple subconstructs and external factors that must exist for stigmatization to occur. They 
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defined it as the following: “…stigma exists when elements of labeling, stereotyping, separation, 

status loss, and discrimination occur together in a power situation that allows them” (p. 377). 

Given that there is a multitude of situations, behaviors, and characteristics that can be 

stigmatized, the definition by Link and Phelan encapsulates how a process [menstruation] can be 

stigmatized and why. 

A unique feature of the stigmatization of menstruation is that it does not impact a 

minority of the population, but a majority (Johnston-Robledo & Chrisler, 2013). When menses 

occurs, it is often labelled as unhygienic, and disgusting given that there is blood involved. 

Menstruation has even been considered a stereotype threat when women are presented with 

information about menstruation (e.g., simple questionnaire on menstruation). Wister et al. (2013) 

induced a menstruation stereotype threat by simply having participants fill out a neutral 

questionnaire about menstruation before completing cognitive tests (e.g., Stroop Task). 

However, some of the participants were primed with positive information about menstruation. 

Those that were not positively primed performed significantly worse on the cognitive tasks 

compared to those who received a positive prime about menstruation. Researchers concluded 

that the mere presentation of information about menstruation acted as a stereotype threat in 

cognitive demanding tasks and positive information about menstruation moderated the 

relationship.  

It has been noted that menstruation often sets women apart from others given that they 

are bleeding, which is seen as a mark on their social identity. An example of how menstruation is 

stigmatized in society is menstruation management (Johnston-Robledo & Stubbs, 2013; Erchull, 

2013; Grose & Grabe, 2014). This can be actual menstruation products, menstruation 

suppressants (e.g., birth control), lack of adequate menstruation products, or cultural practices. 
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Menstruation products are used to not only manage menstruation, but also conceal signs of it as 

well. 

Menstruation Taboos 

In mainstream society there has been the common phrase of “That’s taboo!”, often 

revolving around sex, relationships, or even behaviors and mindsets that are not deemed 

acceptable. Yet what are taboos? Or more specifically what makes something taboo? A clear 

straightforward definition of taboo can be found on the APA website, which describes the term 

as the following,  

A religious, moral, or social convention prohibiting a particular behavior, object, or 

person. The word derives from tabu, the Polynesian term for “sacred,” which was used 

specifically in reference to objects, rites, and individuals consecrated to sacred use or 

service and, therefore, seen as forbidden, unclean, or untouchable in secular contexts. 

(APA Dictionary of Psychology, n.d.) 

Menstruation taboos involve a complex history in which they developed through biological and 

psychological factors influenced by a variety of social variables (Montgomery, 1974). Menstrual 

taboos can be displayed through different religious and cultural practices. It is important to note 

that the pervasiveness of menstrual taboos is contingent upon cultural footings that influence 

how they are expressed and dealt with. These taboos can be organized into three main types, 

isolation, concealment, and communication (Kissling, 1996).  

Isolation 

When examining the menstrual taboo cross-culturally, a common theme that women 

experience is isolation. Isolation may come in many forms ranging from abstaining from 

religious grounds and practices, not touching certain foods, not interacting with men, or being 
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physically separated from the group. In Nepal, the practice of chhaupadi is when women must 

sleep in huts/sheds during menstruation. According to the BBC, even though the practice was 

criminalized in 2017 in Nepal, many people in rural areas still practice it (2019). In some cases, 

women have even died from the harsh conditions in these huts.  

Kumar and Srivastava (2011) examined the sociocultural outlook on menstruation in 

adolescent girls in India, most of which involve some form of isolation. Although the taboo itself 

varied in ways which it was shown whether it be girls missing school or not being able to touch 

certain foods, the researchers pointed out that, “... myths and taboos prevail in Indian society 

regarding menstruation, which has negative implications for adolescents’ health, particularly 

their menstrual hygiene” (p. 595). In addition to impacting their health, the restrictions girls face 

is exclusionary by nature.  

 In Judaism the Mikvah is a ritual in which women immerse themselves in pools of 

natural water to gain purity again. Although both males and females engaged in the ritual of the 

mikvah, women do it before their wedding, after childbirth, and after menstruation 

(Encyclopedia Britannica, 2008). In Islamic culture if women are menstruating, they are not 

allowed to partake in Ramadan, the most sacred month of the year, because they are considered 

less pure, but they are still expected to be ritually cleansed and make up for the missed days. 

(Global Citizen, 2018). Menstruation is seen as impure which causes women to be excluded from 

their own religious practices.  

Concealment 

The concealment menstruation taboo “…refers to the belief that menstruation is 

something to hide/ and or to be ashamed of” (Kissling, 1996a, p. 293). The conversation 

surrounding menstruation is often dulled by silence and pushed into concealment (Wood, 2020).  
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As mentioned previously, concealment of menstruation is perpetuated by menstruation 

products and even suppressants (Courts, 1993; Repta & Clarke, 2013). The purpose of 

conventional menstruation products is to not only manage bleeding, but also conceal signs that 

an individual is experiencing menses. Product marketing is geared toward concealing 

menstruation through not only the actual products, but how they are marketed, and the messages 

conveyed through marketing. Products are designed to be in “discreet” packaging using bright 

colors, often scented, and they are often compacted. The menstruation product industry 

perpetuates the message that menstruation is a “hygiene crisis” that must be concealed (Bobel et 

al., 2020).  

This taboo functions as a form of “protection” for women when they exist in a world 

where menstruation is seen as unhygienic and unmanageable during menses given the stigma 

associated with women and their reproductive processes. In an overarching society where 

women are objectified and are expected to meet unrealistic standards of beauty and femininity, 

the concealment of menstruation perpetuates these internalized oppressive perceptions of self. As 

Wood (2020) eloquently suggests, “For menstrual concealment to be a viable choice, women 

must be able to choose to claim their menstrual realities just as freely as they opt to conceal 

menses” (p.330). 

Communication 

 The way in which menstruation is discussed in any context is subjected to the 

communication taboo. More specifically, the communication taboo is when menstruation should 

not and is not explicitly discussed. Linguistic strategies are often implemented by individuals to 

circumvent talking about menstruation explicitly (Kissling, 1996b). In Western cultures 

menstruation is referred to as “time of the month” or “mother nature visiting.” This can go 



MENSTRUATION TABOOS AMONG GENERATIONS 14 

together with concealment given that the function of the communication taboo is to conceal 

expressing anything remotely related to menstruation.   

Current Study  

 Although cross-cultural research has identified many of the culture-specific taboos that 

surround menstruation, less is known about how menstruation is experienced in the United States 

and the degree to which there have been historical shifts in the experiences of women over time. 

The current study will explore if women in the United States experience (or are still 

experiencing) menstruations taboos and stigma and, if so, the degree to which these experiences 

have affected their experiences of menstruation. Examining this problem through a generational 

lens will provide the opportunity to discover cross-generational trends as well as differences, and 

nuances among individuals within generations. This study seeks to identify what similar and 

divergent experiences with taboos look like across generations. Specifically, the current study 

seeks to answer the following research questions:  

o How do women describe their experiences and perceptions of menstruation?  

o Do women’s experiences and perceptions of menstruation differ as a function of 

generational cohort?  

Given the exploratory nature of the present set of research questions, a qualitative research 

design is most appropriate. A unique feature of this study is the sample itself. Although prior 

qualitative research on experiences of menstruation exists (Brantelid et al., 2014; Hennegan et 

al., 2019; Mishra, 2014; Lee & Sasser-Coen, 1996), samples are often restricted to participants 

that are 18 years or older. The current study delves deeper into the lived experiences of 

individuals in a broad range of ages and generations.  
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Method 

Participants 

This study obtained eighteen (N = 18) participants who identified as female and have 

experienced menstruation. Additionally, given the generational interest of the proposed study, 

participants were recruited based on an age criterion. Participants were recruited from the 

following generational periods: Generation Z (1997-2012), Millennials (1981-1996), Generation 

X (1965-1980), and Boomers I & II (1946-1964), (Dimock, 2019). Participant age ranged from 

14-71 years old. This can be further broken down by generation: Generation Z (n = 5), Millennial 

(n = 5), Generation X (n = 5), and Boomer I & II (n = 3). 

Participants were recruited through snowball sampling. This occurred via word of mouth, 

advertisements online, and through the SUNY New Paltz subject pool. Any participants under 

the age of 18 only participated if their legal parent/ guardian consented and the participant 

assented. Socio-demographic information such as age, education, geographical location, 

ethnicity, and religiosity were obtained (See Table 1). 
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Table 1 

Demographic Information   

  
Name*       Age    Location  Education  Ethnicity Religiosity 

 
Generation Z (1997-2012)  
Kelly     14 Northeast High School White  No   
Megan    17 Northeast High School White  No  
Amanda   20 Northeast Associates Hispanic Christian  
Emilie    20  Northeast Bachelors Indian  Hindu   
Charlotte   21 Northeast Bachelors White  No   
 
Millennial (1996-1981)  
Hannah   29 Northeast Bachelors  White  No   
Lauren    30 Northeast Bachelors White  No   
Laila    32 Northeast  Masters White  No   
Danielle   32 Northeast Bachelors White  No   
Caitlin     39 Northeast Masters White  No   
 
Generation X (1980-1965)           
Melody   48 Northwest Masters White  No   
Teri    49 Northwest  Post-Doc. White  No 
Amelia    49  Northeast PhD  Biracial Spiritual  
Kate    51 Northeast Bachelors White  No   
Barbara   54 Northeast Bachelors White  No   
 
Boomer I & II (1946-1964)  
Jennifer   61 Northeast High School White   Catholic 
Gail    67 Northeast  Bachelors White  Catholic  
Grace    71 Northeast Associates White  No   
 
 

 

*Names changed to pseudonyms for protection of participant identity.  
  

 

In addition to basic demographic questions, participants were asked questions central to 

their menstrual cycles. For current menstruation status, 61.11% (n = 11) of participants still 

experienced menstrual cycles. Six participants (33.33%) experienced menopause and one 

participant did not have a menstrual cycle due to an IUD. Participants were also asked their age 

of menarche [first period]. Age of menarche ranged from age 9 to age 14 with the average age 

being 12.11 years old (SD = 1.37). In addition, participants were asked their perception of 
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menarche timing compared to their peers. Five participants or 27.8% of the sample indicated 

they felt earlier, two indicated on-time (11.1%), and five indicated later (27.8%). Six (n = 6) 

participants were not sure or did not answer the question.  

 

Table 2 

 

Menstruation Characteristics 

 
Name*       Age of Menarche  Timing   Menstruation Status     

 
Generation Z (1997-2012)    

Kelly     14   Later   Yes    
Megan     14  Later    Yes 

Amanda    11  On-Time  Yes 

Emilie     13   Later   Yes 

Charlotte    14  Not Sure  Yes 

 
Millennial (1996-1981)  
Hannah     11-12  Earlier   Yes 

Lauren     9  Earlier    Yes 

Laila     13  Earlier    Yes 

Danielle    10-11  Earlier    Yes 

Caitlin      12  On-Time  No (IUD) 
 
Generation X (1980-1965)          
      
Melody    11-12  Earlier    Yes 

Teri     11-12  N/A   No  
Amelia     12  N/A   Yes 

Kate     11   Not Sure  No 

Barbara     ~13  Later   No  

 
Boomer I & II (1946-1964)  
Jennifer    11  N/A   No 
Gail     14  Later   No  

Grace     12  N/A    No  
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Materials/ Procedure 

Data was collected through a series of semi-structured interviews. The average length of 

the interview was 26.81 minutes. The shortest interview was 13.35 minutes, and the longest 

interview was 57.39 minutes. The researcher scheduled and conducted all interviews remotely. 

Before the interview, participants were read an informed consent and verbally agreed before 

proceeding with the study. Regarding participants under the age of 18, firstly their 

parent/guardian was read the informed consent. If they consented to the minor participating, the 

minor was then read the same information and assented before proceeding with the interview. 

The interview was recorded and transcribed using Otter.ai, a textual data collection software. 

Participants were asked a series of questions by the interviewer (See Appendix A). A few 

examples of the questions:  

“Can you describe the ways in which you learned about menstruation? 

• Where? (e.g., media, friends, family) 

Can you tell me the story about the first time you menstruated?  

• Please provide as much detail such as, where it occurred, thoughts, 

feelings?  

Could you tell me about a negative experience you’ve had with menstruation?” 

Once the interviews were concluded participants were debriefed and thanked for their 

participation. They were also informed if they have any questions about the study or their 

participation they may reach out to the PI via email.  

Analysis 
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During the transcription process the participants were given a pseudonym and numerical 

code. Once the interviews were transcribed, grounded theory was used to facilitate data analysis. 

The data was analyzed by crafting a series of open codes; subsequently a series of emergent 

themes were identified based on the axial codes.  

All transcribed interviews were read in full. A second pass through initiated the memo 

phase. Notes were taken on participant responses and notable quotes were underlined. Next each 

participant response was organized by question. All responses to a particular question were 

compiled into one document. Responses were then read in full a third time and assigned open 

codes. Open codes were compiled into distinct categories. Once the data was saturated with 

categories, emergent themes were crafted. An experienced qualitative researcher served as a 

secondary coder and examined all codes for consistency and validity. Extensive discussions were 

held to ensure that the interview data met standard criterion for theoretical coding.  

Results 

Moment of Realization  

 
To gain a better understanding of how women experience menstruation, participants were 

asked to tell the story about the first time they menstruated. Participants provided rich detail such 

as where it occurred, who was there, and their thoughts and feelings in that moment. Across the 

sample, most participants began their stories with the moment of realization. Often this moment 

occurred when participants began to experience physical symptoms that felt different from 

anything felt before. As described by Laila [Age 32],  

“I remember I was coming home I lived at the edge of the school district so my bus ride 

was like 50 minutes long so we're taking the bus home and remember feeling like crampy 

and kind of weird and, and then my, like underwear felt wet.” 
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Even if there were no distinct memories of pain, participants reflected on this moment when 

there was an overall feeling that something was “off” or different.  

“It was late at night; I was supposed to be in bed. I had been trying to fall asleep. And I 

don't remember there being any, like actual pain or discomfort, like cramping the first 

time. But I like something just felt off” Caitlin [Age 39].  

This moment of realization was a recurring theme in the retelling of how menarche began for the 

women interviewed. Participants experienced a range of emotions in this moment from scared 

and panicked, to calm or excited. Yet regardless of whether the emotions were positively or 

negatively charged, participants described an obligation or need to tell someone what was 

happening.  

Maternal Imperative  

 An emergent theme from the participants’ first-time narratives involved the desire to 

share their experience with their mothers. Whether or not participants were educated on 

menstruation by their mothers prior to their first experience did not seem to matter; rather they 

described a sort of imperative that their moms needed to know what was going on. “And I was 

like, oh my god, I knew, I knew what it was. So, I called my mom, and she came to the 

bathroom” Amanda [Age 20].  

When participants’ mothers were not present, girls would confide to their grandmothers 

or sisters.  

“So I went to the bathroom, and I realized I got my period and only my grandma and 

brother were home. And we didn’t know where any of the pads were any other like 

period related things, so I had to use like, some cloth my grandma gave me” Kelly [Age 

14]. 
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“Well, the first time I mentioned that, I was like, about to play a soccer game. I played 

the whole game, like commando, and I told my grandmother afterwards…” [Charlotte 

Age 21] 

Interestingly, when mothers were not present, their absence was noted. One participant, for 

example, said “…I was actually visiting my father, so my mother was not with me when I got my 

period” Amelia [Age 49]. Thus, women described a “master narrative” in which mothers are 

expected to be part of the process of their daughters’ first menstruation.  

Although participants had this need to tell a maternal figure about menarche, it was 

notable that participants focused on how the figure reacted to the news. Participants experienced 

this moment of realization that something was happening, followed by a host of emotions, and 

then instantly felt the need to tell someone. The overall experiences begin to branch into different 

directions when participants described the reaction they received after telling a maternal figure.   

Supportive Reaction 

 Some mothers had a supportive reaction to their daughter’s menarche. This appeared as 

moral support, being emotionally invested, or even positive emotions.  

“…so I panicked a little and I came out and I said you know mom, I think I like I'm 

having my first period and she like she jumped Wow, this is exciting. And then she's like, 

you know, I know this sucks you know cramps doesn't feel good, but it's very exciting 

and then she was like there's a couple of different like options for you like how you can 

comfortably handle your period like she talked about tampon and talked about pad and 

she offered I was very embarrassed she was very you know, calm about it and she's like, 

like I you know, we can help like I can show you together if you want to learn like how 

to insert a tampon. I was like, no, no like She's like, the instructions are there in the box? 

Like, let me know. And then she, you know, she was very sweet. And I don't remember 
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actually, I might have mentioned, it's like one best friend. And I don't really remember 

how that went, but otherwise I kept it to myself. Yeah, it's a very positive response from 

my mom.” Laila [Age 32] 

Importantly, a supportive reaction often carried over to the participant and they developed a 

positive feeling and overall outlook on the moment.  

“And she came to the bathroom. But she was like, oh my god, congrats. You're a woman. 

I just like had pain for the rest of the day. But I was excited. Like, I texted my friend. And 

like, she told my whole family, which is like Hispanic, you know, various betting for and 

was just a good day. I felt like, I was excited. And like I felt cool” Amanda [Age 20]. 

The supportive reaction acted as a buffer to negative experiences and facilitated a positive 

memory of the experience.  

Unsupportive Reaction 

 
On the flip side, some participants received an unsupportive reaction from their mothers. 

The presence of a mother did not automatically generate a feeling of support or positive 

emotions to follow. The lack of positive feedback often left participants without a sense of 

comfort.  

“So it was never talked about in our house, even with my mom, because she was older 

and some kind of a very different generation. I remember being scared. Yeah. And 

certain, but I do remember that the packet that the nurses gave us had a pad in it. So I at 

least had something to, go on. And I had, I felt that I had to tell my mom that this started. 

And you know, and at that point, she just gave me supplies didn't really explain 

anything.” Barbara [Age 54] 

Some even viewed reactions by others as traumatic. Grace [Age 71] realized how traumatic this 

moment was for her upon reflection, saying: “That was a traumatic experience for me now that 
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I'm thinking about it is there was no, there was no compassion on my mother's side to let me just 

take one day off of school and get used to this new transition that's happening to me.” 

Unsupportive reactions left participants feeling disconnected from themselves, along with 

feelings of shame and isolation. Some participants even tried to understand why their mothers 

reacted negatively.  

“…I mean, I guess it’s a generational thing, maybe. But my mother my mother 

specifically was highly uncomfortable with discussions about sexuality with the concept 

of sex. Yeah, I mean, so I don't think there was any more discussion other than, here's 

where the pads are…” Caitlin [Age 39] 

A form of an unsupportive reaction also emerged as the emotional absence of a maternal or 

paternal figure. Lauren [Age 30] talks about how she couldn’t go to either of her parents. “…My 

mom wasn’t really able, because she was an alcoholic, to like really to help me, and my dad was 

never around.” During the reflection of this moment in time, participants tried to understand why 

they received an unsupportive reaction.  

Peers  

The maternal imperative is important because it begins to unpack how external 

experiences shaped participants narratives surrounding menstruation. Early in the interview 

participants were asked where they first learned about menstruation. Although the maternal 

imperative persisted, a large percentage of participants learned about it elsewhere (see Table 3). 

There were four distinct categories: Home, School, Media, Friends. Most participants (61.1%) 

learned about menstruation through school, often through health class or a short course on 

menstruation. In conjunction with where participants learned about menstruation there was also a 

social pressure that formed surrounding menstruation. Participants were asked their perception of 

menarche timing in comparison to their peers (See Table 2). Regardless of timing, social 
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pressure remained present. Earlier experiences created a sense of loneliness, but also 

responsibility: 

“I definitely know I was earlier because I can remember like, after my first time or like, 

once I got more comfortable, like, my best, best friends at the time, like they will come 

over and I you know, like, show them. I'd be like the these are pads. These are tampons. 

If you need I think you can tell me or just take that. Like I was very upfront with them. 

Like if anything happens at my house. Do whatever you're comfortable with.” Hannah 

[Age 29].  

Conversely, feeling later than peers created a sense of “missing-out:”  

“Yeah, I can think my best friend had before and I was kinda jealous of feeling like she 

had something, you know, it wasn’t like something we could share.” Teri [Age 49].  

“Um, I was a little surprised, although like I was one of my last friends to get it. So I kind 

of like knew what to expect and everything I guess.” Megan [Age 17] 

“So, I mean, I was like a little relieved because I was like waiting for like four years.” 

Kelly [Age 14] 

However, feeling “later” also created a sense of preparedness knowing that peers went through 

the transition already. In addition to the social comparative aspect of menarche, participants also 

felt a sense of support from their peers having experienced the transition together.  
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Table 3 

 

Can you describe the ways in which you learned about menstruation?* 

Where  N  %   Example 
 

 
School 11  61.1%  “I believe that there was a presentation at the school  

that the nurse came in and did a 20-minute 
presentation to all the girls in the class.”  

 

 
Home 7  38.9%  “It was from my mom. And she was just explaining  

to me that it happens. I was about like at 10.”  

 “Well, yeah, my oldest sister we're close. So 
whenever she was on her period, she always told 
me, so I knew what it was about.”    

 
 
 

Friends 4  22.2%   “…I don't remember ever having a discussion or  
being told what to expect. But maybe I just 
absorbed it from friends and stuff. I don't know.”  

  
 

  
Media  4  22.2%  “I think maybe like 11 or 12. I bought, my parents  

let me buy a book that talked about puberty in girls. 
And so, I learned from there.”  

  
“…it was very removed because it was a video and 
it wasn't like, you know, another woman or, or 
anybody, it didn't have to, you know, or anybody, 
you know, saying like, okay, this is the experience, 
you know, this might be how you feel.” 

 

 
*More than one response was allowed  

Exposure of Menstruation/ Failure to “Hide” Menstrual Status 

Participants were asked to share a negative experience they had with menstruation. 

Physical pain was often noted throughout participants’ recollection of these experiences. Heavy 

bleeding, debilitating pain, and fatigue were often described. However, although physical 
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symptoms were often recalled, they were not always a central part of the negative experiences. 

The physical aspect of bleeding was a substantial factor in the negative experiences. Exposure of 

menstrual status was noted as a memorable negative experience throughout the dataset. Much of 

the sample (66.7%) indicated exposure as a negative experience. It was notable that exposure of 

menstrual status was prevalent throughout the sample. Participants described these negative 

experiences in detail, and they left a memorable impression. Often this occurred when 

participants accidentally bled through clothing. The fear of exposure was noted throughout 

menstrual experiences noted below by a handful of participants.  

 

“I think bleeding through your clothing is the worst because especially if you don't know 

what's happened, yeah. And it's an embarrassment. And, you know, I think that's the most 

horrific thing ever.” Barbara [Age 54] 

 

“Once when I was on a plane, and I was prior to the fibroid diagnosis, and I was bleeding 

so heavily, I had no idea why. And, and once I was in an airport waiting to board, I was 

actually I hadn't even gotten past security. And I bled through my jeans. Droplets were 

going down my ankles. Yeah, I had to go to the bathroom and try to clean myself up and 

I cried a lot because it was just overwhelming.” Amelia [Age 49] 

 

“... And I remember like panicking and having to think like how do I like sneak off to the 

bathroom and figure out how I deal with this, like, go to my locker and get my coat. But 

then also, like, there's evidence on the seat, which I'm sure you know, wasn't a secret. 

Like, you know, the chairs are close enough together.” Laila [Age 32] 
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“Yeah, I remember towards the end before I got my hysterectomy, um, that I've had very 

big clots and very heavy bleeding. And I remember times where I was working. You 

know, it was easier for me, obviously, because I was working out of my home. But I 

remember just all of a sudden, like, that felt this, like, clot. And I looked down. And, you 

know, I had excused myself, I was full of blood.” Jennifer [Age 61] 

 

Although bleeding through clothing is accidental and out of the participants’ control, many felt 

shame, vulnerable, weak, and embarrassment that their menstrual status was exposed. This 

experience is very telling in that just the idea of one’s menstrual status being known is 

considered a negative experience for women. This was reinforced by the social perceptions of 

others and their reaction to this “exposure.” 

 

“And it was I think I leaked a little and like… I feel like some people have made such a 

stigma around it that even people who menstruate are gonna, like, give you weird looks 

when they know you have it.” Kelly [Age 14] 

 

“I have one extreme coworker when I was at work and was sharing an office with like a 

male coworker. I was feeling sick about something, I can’t remember what it would even 

be, but I said something to him, like whatever was on my mind. I kind of almost cried he 

said something so crass. He said, ‘What are you like, on your period or something?’ And 

I mean this is an adult man, who definitely knows how inappropriate thing something like 

that is. And like that makes you, you know, even though it just brings up the experience 

as a woman where men will keep using your period against you as like a weakness. It 

makes you vulnerable, it makes you tearful, it makes you emotional.” Teri [Age 49] 
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“I really will never forget this. And we were doing something and I think I was sitting 

cross legged on the grass. And one of the boys said something because I must have bled 

through a little bit. And it was like, like, made some awful comments. Like, your rag is 

out, you got to use rag or like, I just remember being so unbelievably mortified, because 

he had obviously seen up my shorts. That was embarrassing.” Melody [Age 48] 

 

These negative, often shameful, interactions left participants experiencing waves of negative 

emotions which they often described as embarrassing or horrific. These negative experiences 

revealed a lack of support from social and institutional levels. Lack of social support was 

highlighted in the previous participant passages. The stigma of menstruation is articulated by 

both men and women alike. 

“Yeah, I was working as a nurse's aide. And I had I had such terrible pain. I had to go 

home, but I was working with a Christian Scientist and she was she was telling me that, 

like, pain is kind of all in your mind. And like, kind of thinking like I was, I was like, not 

like, following. She was just being very judgmental about my wanting to go home with, 

with so much pain.”  Gail [Age 67] 

 

“But then I also had the negative situations of like, having it at the beach and a friend 

coming up to me and be like, hey, so yeah, you're shark bait you need to get that settled.” 

Danielle [Age 32] 

 

“Well, the first time I mentioned that I was like, about to play a soccer game. I played the 

whole game, like Commando, and I told my grandmother afterwards, but my grandfather 
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was there. And she was like, we don't talk about that. Like, come on. We'll go over here. 

Like she was like, very, like, stop talking. And so I was, I was like, very scared, because I 

was like, I just played this soccer game. And like, now I'm telling you, and you're like, 

oh, no, no, no, don't talk about it. So, I felt like very, like, out of my own body.” 

Charlotte [Age 21] 

 

Whether it was from men or women - negative reactions to the exposure of menstrual status 

indicated there was a lack of social support from individuals. 

Invalidation in Healthcare 

 
 Participants also recalled times when their physical symptoms were worsening such that 

they attempted to seek support through healthcare professionals. Some of the physical symptoms 

experienced were heavy bleeding/ clots, fainting, and extreme pain. Often these experiences 

were invalidated and participants were left to wonder if there was really something wrong or if 

what they were experiencing was “normal.” 

“So I went to see doctors and stuff and seen like at least five doctors and most of the 

time, they just prescribed birth control. Yeah. And that has very, like negative effects for 

PCOS. And they don't listen when I say no. So it was very frustrating for me to just not 

be heard. And it's from women. Yeah, so it's very just like, you should understand you 

should listen to me, you know, like you went to school but all they do is push birth 

control. So it's very frustrating for me.” Amanda [Age 20] 

 

Participants also felt a sense of frustration and vulnerability when healthcare providers failed to 

provide different options on how to alleviate menstrual symptoms. This indicates a larger issue 
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of how women are invalidated in healthcare especially surrounding anything with their 

reproductive systems. Jennifer [Age 61] talked about how her adenomyosis diagnosis was 

addressed when she was 38 and had two children, even then her doctor made her wait before 

agreeing to do a partial hysterectomy,  

 

“Yeah, the difference is, is that the cysts were on the outside of my uterus, not on the 

inside. And they felt that that was, you know, part of the problem with the heavy bleeding 

and so much pain. Um, and then, you know, I wanted to have whatever partial or a whole 

hysterectomy depending on, you know, my ovaries were, you know, I understood that if I 

had a full hysterectomy, then I was going to go into menopause. So since I didn't have 

any problems with my ovaries, I didn't want to do that, because I was only 38 years old. 

So I said, as long as there's no problems, and I would like to just have a partial, yeah. He 

wouldn't give me a hysterectomy partial or not. Unless he did research, which meant I 

had a document six months of my period. And my symptoms before he would give me, 

you know, a hysterectomy or a partial.” 

For some women, feeling unsupported through healthcare experiences results in a lasting 

negative impact of menstruation management. This creates a distance from self and body. Being 

invalidated in healthcare sets the precedent that women lack control over their own bodies.  

As mentioned earlier most participants learned about menstruation through school. Lack 

of institutional support was also revealed through education. It appears school offered a very 

rudimentary understanding of menstruation in terms of the biological aspect. Lack of 

comprehensive and inclusive education on menstruation for individuals was noted throughout the 

dataset. 
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Positive Experiences  

 
 To access a more complete understanding of lived experiences of menstruation, 

participants were also asked to describe a positive menstrual experience. Two main themes were 

identified – Connection and Liberation (see Table 4). Connection encapsulated the experiences 

women had with others who also menstruated. A sense of closeness and openness was cultivated 

through open communication. Liberation was central to the individual; it captured the connection 

of the self and body. The positive experiences tapped into mechanisms individuals used to offset 

the overall negative discourse surrounding menstruation.  

Connection with the self and others cultivated a more positive outlook on menstruation. 

Having the opportunity to connect with other women on this level left participants feeling a 

sense of community and closeness. Barbara [Age 54] described how this could be found in safe 

spaces where women could openly talk about menstruation. 

“I’m on my period. I don't have anything and all four women immediately were like, here 

like, full-on, they're like, boom. Yeah, like, on our path or whatever. Like, oh, yeah, we 

got you like here. And I remember being very, I remember that impacted me a lot. I was 

like, wow, like, this isn't, even though I was had been receiving messages that this is 

shameful, like, in spaces with other women, like, this is something that we can maybe 

have a little pride about, and like, be there for each other. And in our, like, behind our 

doors, like in the bad night, the privacy, the women's bathroom, or whatever, like, we 

could be open about it. And that's okay.”  

Danielle described the connection with her friends and “the box” they created stocked with 

snacks, menstrual supplies, and other items that would be useful during menstruation. 
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“Probably being able to connect in the way that I could with my female friends, because 

we did talk about that box. Yeah, making sure that everybody that was in the house knew 

where was had in it what it needs what they needed.”  Danielle [Age 32] 

Having a space to openly talk about menstruation eliminated feelings of shame and 

communication with others fostered a feeling of closeness. Participants felt that they were not 

alone in this experience and that was comforting.  

 

Table 4 
 

Emergent Themes of Negative and Positive Experiences 

 
Negative Experience                Positive Experience 
Theme    N %  Theme  N   % 

 
Exposure/ “Failure” to 12 66.7%  Connection 8   44.4% 
Hide Menstrual Status 
 
Lack of Support  5 27.8%  Liberation 10   55.5% 
 
Physical Pain   1* 5.5%   None  2   11.1% 
 

*No emergent theme was identified for a negative experience other than physical pain.  
  
 

Liberation 

Participants also individually noted a sense of liberation. Menstruation fostered a closer 

connection to the self and body cultivating a more empowering disposition for women pertaining 

to their self-perceptions. One way participants talked about liberation was the reproductive 

aspect of menstruation. Emilie [Age 20] recounted how getting her period meant they were not 

pregnant, “Yeah, um, every time I got my period, I knew I wasn't pregnant when I was having 

sex. It was like, you know, like when you have sex, and it's like, oh shit.” This was a positive 

experience for her. On the contrary, Jennifer [Age 61] recounts the only positive of menstruation 
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was the ability to have children, “Only that I could have children.” The reproductive liberation of 

menstruation was found at both ends of the spectrum.  

Secondly, having the ability to choose products was a liberating experience for 

participants. As mentioned before, a central theme of negative experiences was the exposure of 

menstrual status. Participants talked about how different activities in their lives were inhibited 

because of this idea that menstruation should be concealed. This concealment ties into product 

type because different products allow individuals to participate in different activities. The 

introduction of tampons was a pivotal moment for a lot of participants. 

“[First time using a tampon] “I was like, this is a different world. Like, I was like, Is this 

real? Like, I couldn't even you know, yeah. Yeah, just, it just, like changed the experience 

pretty significantly from being like, you know, just just kind of messy, uncomfortable 

thing to being like, Oh, really? I don't even know I'm having it” Melody [Age 48]  

“…You know, is only maybe a first couple periods where I was like, I don't know if I 

should do that when I was still just on pads. But once I was using tampons, I felt like I 

could do a lot.” Hannah [Age 29] 

“I think it changed. I think I got like, especially the high school, like, a lot more 

comfortable with it. And, you know, definitely becomes more manageable when you're 

using tampons, and I was by that time. Yeah, and, you know, then it also just became 

more predictable, because I've been, you know, having it for a couple years.” Terri [Age 

49] 

Having the ability to choose products that create more freedom was liberating for a lot of 

participants especially since tampons were not a common first choice product during menarche.  
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 Lastly, becoming more open about menstruation was a liberating experience for 

participants. Every participant mentioned some form of negative experience with menstruation. 

However, when asked about a positive experience there was this empowering perspective that 

participants talked about. Just the idea of becoming more open and comfortable was a positive 

aspect of menstruation.   

“Um, yeah, I feel like like I mentioned like overall like, I just have a very open attitude 

for it. I definitely didn't always like learning about it and becoming more comfortable I 

kind of just realized that it was important for me and my mental my physical and mental 

well being to like become comfortable with it, since it affects so much of my life.” 

Charlotte [Age 21] 

Charlotte realized that menstruation is a substantial part of her life both mentally and physically. 

Creating a more positive outlook she felt would benefit them overall. Also learning from other 

women who feel empowered by menstruation was a positive experience because it gave 

participants a different perspective.  

“Hmm. I think a positive thing I've had has been through like a lot of feminist type 

classes and other women and people that I've met, especially if previous therapists that I 

had, who came from a very much like feminist, and empowering perspective.” Lauren 

[Age 30] 

This experience isn’t always immediate either. Often the negative experiences individuals have 

with menstruation shape their perception of self. Amelia [49] talked about how this 

transformative shift of perceiving menstruation in a more positive light didn’t occur until she was 

in her 30s-40s,  
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“I was very removed from how my body was actually moving through menstruation. 

Yeah, I was, yeah, very kind of distanced. And it wasn't until my 30s and 40s that I really 

paid very close attention to my menstruation cycles, and, you know, really understood 

when my most creative and fertile phase was, you know, not only in terms of when are 

you ovulating, and when are you fertile, but when are you also harnessing that energy 

generatively and creatively in writing and painting and other in other areas, so so even 

my own relationship to my body, and it's very specific menstruation cycles, didn't really 

kind of come to the forefront until my 30s and 40s.”  

Generational Component 

Given the generational interest in the study, emergent themes were identified and 

compared within and across generations (See Table 5). With the maternal imperative, GenZ 

(60% of cohort) reported more supportive reactions from their mothers compared to Millenial 

(20%), Gen X (0%), and Boomer (0%) participants. This was an interesting trend notably 

because the maternal imperative was present across all generations, however the most supportive 

reactions were found in the youngest group of participants. It is also noteworthy that Generation 

X and Boomers did not report any supportive reactions. On the flip side, the unsupportive 

reactions by cohort were the following: 33% of Boomers, 60% of Gen X, 60% of Millenial, and 

20% of Gen Z.  Across the the dataset 44.4% (n = 8) of participants reported they had an 

unsupportive reaction compared to the four participants that reported a supportive reaction.  

Table 5 
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Prevalance of Emergent Themes Across Dataset 

 

It is important to note that two participants in differing generational cohorts reported no 

positive experiences related to menstruation. Interestingly, they also had an unsupportive 

reaction to the maternal imperative. This suggests that early life experiences of menarche can 

shape how individuals perceive and understand future experiences of menstruation. Generation Z 

not only had the highest concentration of supportive reactions from the maternal imperative, and 

their positive experiences also had the highest frequency (80%) of liberation within the cohort.  

 Across the board, experiences with menstruation did not vary as a function of generation. 

Although subthemes were found to be more or less frequent within generational cohorts – 

emergent themes were still prevalent across the dataset. The homogeneity and lack of substantial 

differences across the sample was a strong point of the findings. The homogeneity removed less 

extraneous factors that could contribute to differing experiences  
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Discussion 

 
The current study was centered around the pervasiveness of menstrual taboos in the 

United States. Menstruation taboos are a ubiquitous cultural phenomenon that is found across the 

world (Crawford et al., 2014). There are three main types of taboos: communication, 

concealment, and isolation. The communication taboo is when menstruation should not be talked 

about openly. The concealment taboo is that menstruation should be hidden and not known to 

others. Lastly, the isolation taboo is when individuals cannot participate or be present in spaces 

or practices while they are menstruating.  

The goal of this study was to uncover the ways in which women describe their 

perceptions and experiences of menstruation. Additionally, this research sought to uncover if 

women’s experiences and perceptions of menstruation differ as a function of generational cohort. 

The above-mentioned menstruation taboos will be used as a framework to describe the emergent 

themes generated from the dataset. This research in of itself challenges the communication taboo 

specifically by creating a space where individuals can openly talk about their experiences with 

menstruation.  

The Role of Support & Communication  

 One particularly salient theme was what we called “the maternal imperative” 

Specifically, most participants described a need and desire to involve their mothers, or a maternal 

figure. in the menstrual process when they menstruated for the first time. This support was an 

integral part of participants’ recall of menarche, as was the reaction of their mothers that 

followed. This reaction was important in understanding how women conceptualized themselves 

and their bodies after this physiological transition. Women from Generation Z, the youngest 

generation, reported the most supportive reactions. On the flip side, women in Generation X and 

Boomers reported unsupportive reactions from those they went to for support This was a striking 
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difference and suggests a generational shift in how women experience menstruation, particularly 

given that several younger women described not only support from their mothers, but celebratory 

reactions.  Perhaps women who lacked support have consciously chosen to alter “the script” 

when it comes to supporting their daughters when they experience menarche. This could be a 

possible explanation given that Gen X and Boomer participants described the lack of support as a 

very negative experience.   

Unsupportive reactions perpetuated the communication menstruation taboos. More 

specifically, an unsupportive reaction revealed the pervasiveness of the communication taboo. 

Lack of communication, for example, left participants experiencing a wave of negative emotions. 

This aligns with the work of Lee and Sasser-Cohen (1996) who found that early memories of 

menarche in a group of older participants were laden with embarrassment and shame. Similarly, 

DeMaria et al. (2020) found that taboos created a feedback loop during menarche where 

menstruation was not discussed which created negative associations and fear to communicate 

concerns and questions. The current study found that the role of support is crucial in 

understanding how the communication taboo persists. Early experiences with menstruation play 

a role in how individuals perceive and experience menstruation throughout their lives.  

 Support or the lack thereof from peers also highlighted the communication taboo. Some 

participants recounted how they openly talked to their peers about menstruation experiences. For 

these women there seemed to be an idea that communication within peer circles was a socially 

acceptable behavior. However, negative or unsupportive reactions from peers perpetuated the 

notion that menstruation should not be talked about. In the instance that menstruation was 

brought up in conversation it would most likely be talked about through a negative perspective.  

Participants recounted unsupportive peer reactions from both men and women. As Chrisler 

(2013) suggests, the very idea of abstaining from openly talking about menstruation because it 
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makes others uncomfortable reinforces the stigma of menstruation. By allowing others to react 

adversely to menstruation participants often felt shame or embarrassment to openly talk about 

menstruation which in turn reinforced the communication taboo.  

 Lastly, the communication taboo is so pervasive in American culture that participants 

described their hesitation to reach out to medical professionals about reproductive health-related 

issues. Furthermore, when participants did seek help, they were often met with a lack of support 

and invalidation by healthcare professionals. I would argue that these experiences further 

perpetuate the communication taboo about menstruation. Early experiences shaped how 

individuals experienced and talked about menstruation and this includes medical experiences. 

For example, women who experienced negative health care experiences about menstruation felt 

hesitant to even openly talk about “out-of- the ordinary” symptoms with a health care 

professional later in life. This seemed to stem from the learned perception that when menstrual 

difficulties are talked about they are not taken seriously.  

Exposure & Concealment 

 One of the most common negative experiences for participants was the exposure of 

menstruation or the “failure” to conceal it. This emergent theme coincides with the concealment 

taboo. Participants felt fear, shame, and embarrassment when others became aware of their 

menstrual status. Fear of exposure is not a new concept in this stream of research as Jackson and 

Falmagne (2013) found that women start preparing for menstruation concealment as early as pre-

menarche or menarche. About two thirds of participants in the current study recounted exposure 

as a negative experience. Moreover, each generational cohort reported fear of exposure as a 

negative experience. Participants seemed to have developed this fear of exposure early on in life 

and when others reacted negatively it further reinforced this fear. Fear of exposure not only 

developed from accidentally bleeding through clothing, but the very idea that others could be 
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aware of menstrual status. This pattern of actively trying to conceal menstruation was extremely 

common throughout women’s experiences. Even when women experienced severe physical 

symptoms such as clotting or heavy bleeding, they were still worried about the exposure of their 

menstrual status.  

Positive Experiences 

 Participants also recounted positive experiences they had with menstruation, including 

feelings of connection and liberation. This suggests that some women can manage menstruation 

taboos and even break them down. The positive experiences surrounding menstruation 

demonstrated the different ways in which the taboos were challenged. For example, women 

noted that feeling more connected with the self and others was a positive experience. I would 

argue that this challenges the isolation taboo in a social context because women felt positive 

when connecting with others who were going through similar experiences.  

Connection would challenge the communication and concealment taboo as well. As 

mentioned earlier, the communication and concealment taboo often go together. Connection 

requires some form of communication. Secondly, revealing menstrual status to others breaks the 

concealment taboo.  

Secondly, liberation was the most salient theme among the positive experiences. This was 

especially true within the youngest group of participants who reported the highest frequency of 

liberation as a positive experience. Liberation challenged the concealment taboo. Participants 

recounted the freedom of being able to choose menstrual products, more specifically ones that 

granted the ability to participate in different activities. Secondly, liberation challenged the 

communication taboo because participants began to develop a more positive sense of self 

regarding menstruation. This could possibly be contributed to shifts toward body positive media. 

As mentioned previously. Generation Z also received the most supportive reactions. Perhaps the 
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underlying support from a young age sets women up to feel more comfortable with their own 

bodies – more specifically menstruation. Menstruation is connected to different aspects of 

women’s lives so it is intuitive that receiving positive support would cultivate experiences that 

challenge taboos.  

Limitations 

 This study has several limitations. Firstly, the sample was quite homogenous and lacked 

diversity. In turn the findings of these results should be interpreted contextually and not 

generalized. Although it aimed to uncover menstruation experiences of women in the United 

States, the sample did not reflect the diverse population of the U.S. The sample consisted mainly 

of white women with some form of higher education. The societal discourse surrounding 

menstruation is similar across cultures. However, education, ethnicity, menstruation 

management, and displays of menstrual taboos vary across cultures which all have an influence 

on how menstruation is conceptualized and experienced (Crawford et al., 2014; White 2013; Liu 

et al., 2012). This sample was also self-selected given that participants who are more likely to 

talk about menstruation and challenge taboos would be more willing to participate in a study 

focused on menstruation experiences. Therefore, the findings of this study are not generalizable 

to all women in the United States.  

 Secondly, this study did not tap into culture that may have influenced individuals’ 

differing experiences. As mentioned before, the United States has a diverse population, and the 

sample of this study did not capture how cultural differences within the United States may have 

influenced participants’ experiences.  

 Lastly, some of the interview questions did not tap into the experiences fully. Some 

participants were confused when asked if they could recount an experience where someone 

approached menstruation differently. Also, when asked to describe menstruation to a 10-year-old 
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girl, participants seemed overwhelmed in trying to answer the question. It also did not generate 

much data for the younger participants or participants that did not have children. Many 

participants noted experiences related to healthcare which was not a part of the set of interview 

questions. This point could have used further investigation.  

Future Directions 

 As mentioned previously, experiences in healthcare were mentioned throughout the 

interviews. A follow up study could primarily focus on women’s experiences in healthcare 

related to menstruation across generations. The current study scratched the surface of women’s 

healthcare and suggests that we need more research on women’s healthcare experiences 

concerning menstruation, miscarriage, abortion, and birth control.  

 One of the most prevalent emergent themes throughout the dataset was the maternal 

imperative. A great future direction for this emergent theme would be to better understand how 

menarche experiences centered around the maternal imperative predict future behaviors. A few 

behaviors that could be explored are experiences in relationships, self-esteem, emotional 

stability, etc.  

 Lastly, this stream of research could benefit from a cross-examination between mother 

and daughter pairs or even a tri-generational group. It would be an interesting unpack how 

experiences are perceived and conceptualized within families.  

Conclusion  

The current study sought to build upon pre-existing research on the psychology of 

menstruation. The nature of this study was exploratory and utilized generational time as a key 

component. It was found that in general women across different generational cohorts had similar 

experiences and perspectives of menstruation. This is a fascinating finding that could indicate 

that the negative perceptions of menstruation are so deeply embedded in American culture, they 
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carry across decades of generations. Additionally, the only stark differences found among 

women were found within the youngest generation of participants. This indicates that across four 

generations the group in the newest generational cohort are starting to experience shifts in how 

menstruation is perceived and experienced. This could be attributed to how menstruation is being 

displayed in the media, how women are experiencing supportive menarche experiences, and the 

ever-growing body positive movement that focuses on less objectification. This research was 

able to delve into a deeper understanding of whether the continuity of menstruation experiences 

remains. Menstruation taboos were used as an analytical framework to make sense of the 

emergent themes found in the dataset given that menstruation is heavily tied to stigmatization, 

objectification, and cultural taboos. Interestingly the themes most salient with participants were 

found cross-generationally. This implies that follow up studies should be conducted in order to 

figure out what factors are perpetuating taboos across generations and what factors are important 

in challenging and stopping them.  
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Appendix A 

Interview Questions 
 

Demographic Questions 

• How old are you?  

• Where is your approximate location in the U.S.?  

o (I.e., Northeast, Midwest, South, West)  

• What is your educational level? 

• What is your ethnicity? 

• Do you consider yourself to be religious?  

o If so what religion do you identify with? 

• How would you describe your socio-economic status? 

o (I.e., Working class, middle class, upper middle class, upper class)   

 

Interview Questions 

• At what age did you begin menstruating 

o When you first started did you feel that you were earlier, on-time, or later to 

individuals your age?  

• Are you still menstruating? 

o If not, at what age were you roughly when you stopped menstruating?  

o When you first started menopause did you feel that you were earlier, on-time, or 

later to individuals your age?  

● Can you describe the ways in which you learned about menstruation? 

o Where? (e.g., media, friends, family) 

● Have you ever had an experience where someone approached menstruation differently 

than you?  

o How was it different? What was that like for you?  

● Can you tell me the story about the first time you menstruated?  

o Please provide as much detail such as, where it occurred, thoughts, feelings? 
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o When you first menstruated did you feel that you were earlier, on-time, or later to 

your peers?  

● In what ways, if at all, are different aspects of your life affected when you are 

menstruating? (e.g., school, work, social activities, physical activities)  

● Imagine how you would describe what menstruation is to a 10-year-old girl. What would 

you say to her about menstruation?  

● Do you think the experience of menstruation has changed for younger generations? 

o For those in high school do you think that your experience is different compared 

to people in older generations?    

● Have there been times you feel uncomfortable talking about menstruation?  

o Could you give me an example?  

● Could you tell me about a negative experience you’ve had with menstruation?  

● What about a positive experience? 

● Anything else to add? 
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