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Introduction

A

“Mahwari koi bimari nahi- ladke bhi mante hai aur ladkiyan bhi”

a dialogue that continues to echo across classrooms and communities in India,
where menstruation is still largely treated as a private topic of taboo, often silenced
and confined to women and girls. In most schools, menstrual health and hygiene
sessions are conducted exclusively for girls, with boys routinely asked to leave the
room. This exclusion is rooted in outdated beliefs that menstruation is irrelevant to
boys or that their involvement might lead to discomfort or embarrassment.
However, this silence does more harm than good. It results in boys growing up
uninformed or rather, misinformed, and in some cases, socialised to view
menstruation with ridicule, suspicion, or shame. These attitudes contribute to the
marginalisation of girls and reinforce harmful gender - based stereotypes.

In India, the consequences of this exclusion are both social and educational. A
study published in the Journal of Family Medicine and Primary Care (2015) noted
that most adolescent boys in India learn about menstruation through informal, often
inaccurate sources, including peer gossip, overheard conversations, or
stereotypical media portrayals. Due to a lack of comprehensive menstrual
education, boys often absorb messages that link menstruation with impurity,
weakness, or embarrassment. This leads to situations where girls are teased,
shamed, or isolated during their periods. The absence of accurate information,
combined with cultural silence, fosters toxic gender dynamics and discourages
open communication among peers.



Such practices are not simply about hygiene, they reflect deeply ingrained gender
injustice. When menstruation is viewed as dirty or shameful, it gives rise to
restrictions that limit women’s and girls’ participation in public life. These include
being kept out of religious places, being prevented from handling food, or being
discouraged from attending school or social events. In many cases, these
restrictions are internalised, with girls and women choosing to isolate themselves
out of fear or shame. These experiences reinforce the belief that women are less
capable or less welcome in public spaces, particularly during menstruation.
(UNFPA, 2022)

This is not simply a matter of hygiene; it is a matter of gender justice and bodily
dignity. When menstruation is treated as shameful or polluting, it creates conditions
for emotional, physical, and psychological harm and when boys are kept out of such
conversations, they remain unaware of the damage caused by their silence or
complicity. As a result, gender-based violence during menstruation, whether
through teasing, exclusion, or denial of resources, continues unchecked.

Globally, advocacy efforts are helping to shift this narrative. For instance, WASH
United launched Menstrual Hygiene Day on May 28 to symbolise the 28-day
menstrual cycle and the average 5-day duration of menstruation. This global
initiative has inspired policy changes, social media campaigns, and school-based
education programmes that aim to include boys and men in the menstrual health
dialogue. In India, the government has also made important strides. The National
Guidelines on Menstrual Hygiene Management (2015), launched under the Swachh
Bharat Mission—-Gramin, laid out key infrastructure and education components to
improve menstrual health for adolescent girls. In 2020, the National Institute of
Health recommended menstrual education in schools, teacher training, and sex-
specific toilets to build a gender-inclusive learning environment. Most recently, the
Delhi Government (Times of India, 2025) announced that its public schools will now
conduct menstrual health sessions for both boys and girls, a significant move
toward inclusivity.

Despite these advancements, implementation on the ground remains inconsistent,
and many boys continue to feel curious yet uncomfortable talking about
menstruation. The lack of safe spaces, empathetic guidance, and proper

information keeps the cycle of silence and shame alive. Research shows that in

schools where teachers are open to discussing menstruation and parents are
educated on the topic, boys show more positive attitudes. Still, such environments
are not the norm, particularly in under-resourced schools and marginalised
communities.




Purpose of the study

As part of the Martha Farrell
Foundation’s  flagship  programme,
Kadam Badhate Chalo (KBC), engages
with adolescent boys in building
awareness and sensitising them around
gender-based discrimination and
violence. The primary aim of holding
the conversation was to assess their
awareness, beliefs, and attitudes
toward the taboos, restrictions, and
discriminatory practices often
associated with menstruation. Central
to this initiative is KBC's commitment to
nurturing gender-equitable spaces and
fostering allyship between adolescent
boys and girls as a crucial pathway to
lasting social change.

Furthermore, the study sought to
uncover what kinds of spaces or
support boys feel they need to talk
about menstruation comfortably and
constructively. It also aimed to explore
whether boys have a genuine interest in
understanding menstrual health and
hygiene management and the
challenges faced by menstruators,
including physical discomfort,
emotional stress, and social restrictions
and whether they feel equipped to
respond empathetically.

BOYS ENGAGED IN UNDERSTANDING
GENDER-BASED DISCRIMINATION AND
MENSTRUAL HEALTH.

Awareness

PROMOTING GENDER-EQUITABLE SPACES
FOR OPEN DIALOGUE AND SUPPORT.

Allyship

EXPLORING BOYS' INTEREST IN
MENSTRUAL HEALTH AND EMOTIONAL
UNDERSTANDING.

Empathy

IDENTIFYING WHAT BOYS NEED TO

DISCUSS MENSTRUATION COMFORTABLY.

Support



Methodology

The study involved 77 adolescent boys between the age group of 12 to 20 years
from five locations: Tigri (10), Seemapuri (10), Mukherjee Nagar (12), in Delhi, and
Gurgaon (10), Panipat (35) in Haryana participated in the survey. Most of the

adolescent boys who participated in the survey are participants of the Kadam

Badhate Chalo (KBC) programme for this year.
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Adolescent boys participated
in the survey

Seemapuri
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Mukherjee Nagar

12 Panipat

35

Gurgaon
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Participants location

Most of the boys are enrolled in school, primarily
from grades 7 to 10, while a few are either out of
school, working, or preparing for college
admissions. Amongst 77 adolescent boys who
participated in the conversation, 69 are school-
going and eight are non-school-going
participants.




Process

The data for this study was collected through
one-on-one discussions conducted in the
form of a survey, held across five locations-
Tigri, Seemapuri, Mukherjee Nagar in Delhi
and Gurgaon and Panipat in Haryana. These
interactions took place in informal, familiar
spaces chosen by the adolescent boys
themselves, such as community study rooms,
local halls, temples, or open areas typically
used for group activities like games, as well as
in more formal settings like schools. The aim

was to ensure that participants felt at ease
and comfortable during the conversations.

Importantly, the boys were already familiar with the facilitators, which significantly
contributed to creating an environment where conversations could be held openly
with trust. This rapport, combined with the choice of known and relaxed settings,
helped participants express their views honestly and without hesitation.

While the discussions broadly followed a structured survey format, informal polling
techniques were also used to capture spontaneous reactions and insights. The
facilitators used Google Forms as a tool for real-time data collection and
documentation. Meanwhile, the quotes were written separately.

Each session was carefully designed to create an atmosphere of mutual respect,
equality, and non-judgment, allowing every participant to share their opinions
freely. The approach prioritised creating a safe space where adolescent boys could
engage in reflective dialogue on menstruation and related social norms topics that
they are rarely invited to discuss.




Findings

Awareness on Menstruation

Out of the 77, 42 participants shared that they
had some awareness of menstruation, through
social media, having heard about it from female
friends, or family members such as mothers and
sisters. Some also mentioned exposure through
TV advertisements. When the term “mahawari”
was used during the survey, many participants
appeared unfamiliar. Interestingly, when the
facilitator used the word “periods,” some
confused it with school periods, thinking it refers
to the time when the school bell rings and
classes change. However, most of them
admitted to lacking a clear or accurate
understanding of what menstruation is.

Some who could explain what menstruation is
highlighted several common misconceptions :

“IT IS A VIRUS.”

“IT IS A TYPE OF ILLNESS.”

“IT INVOLVES DIRTY BL0OD.”

“IT CAUSES FOOD TO SPOIL IF TOUCHED.”

) === |

MENSCRUATION




But for those who understand menstruation, it is recognised as a natural and
healthy biological phenomenon that occurs every month. They acknowledge that
while it is a normal part of life, many women and girls face various physical and
emotional challenges during this time. Unfortunately, society often treats
menstruation as something shameful or as a disease, which adds to their
difficulties. In reality, menstruation is not an illness; it is a sign of a functioning body,
and it deserves to be treated with dignity, care, and respect.

When asked about the age at which menstruation typically begins, a majority of the
participants, 42 out of 77, were unsure. They stated that they did not know. Less
than half of the boys could suggest a possible age range, reflecting that they had
heard or observed it through family members or friends, but acknowledged that the
age varies from one girl to another.

Regarding the duration of
menstruation, responses further
@ Atthe age of 5- 8 years vary:

Atthe age of 10-15 years e 13 participants believed that
After the age of 18 years menstruation lasts for six to
seven days, which aligns
relatively well with the average
biological range.

® ldon't know

Eight participants responded
that it continues for 10 to 15
days, indicating some
misunderstanding or
misinformation.

One participant stated that
menstruation lasts for a whole
month, which is factually
incorrect and highlights how
misconceptions can take root in
the absence of proper
education.




Comfort in talking about menstruation

75 out of 77 participants expressed that they
® Yes No feel shy, embarrassed, or hesitant when it
comes to discussing menstruation with their
mothers or sisters. Many shared that they are
unsure about what menstruation is, which
makes it difficult for them to even begin a
conversation around the topic. For these boys,
the lack of basic information contributes to their
discomfort, creating a cycle of silence and
ignorance.

Some participants also reflected that while they
are unable to speak with their family members,
n=77 they feel slightly more comfortable discussing
menstruation with their female friends at school.

Only 2 out of 77 participants stated that they feel completely comfortable talking
about menstruation with their mothers and sisters. They also emphasised that
menstruation is not something to be ashamed of or hidden. According to them,
open conversations are essential not just for awareness but to enable boys and
men to support menstruating women and girls in practical ways, such as helping
with household chores or respecting their needs.

“l FEEL LIKE, IF OUR MOTHER IS HESITANT TO SHARE HER PERIOD EXPERIENCE, THEN OUR
SISTERS SHOULD SHARE IT WITH US; THEY SHOULD CONSIDER US AS ALLIES. BUT IT IS ALSO A
FACT THAT WE BOYS ALWAYS MAKE FUN OF GIRLS, AND WE DO NOT UNDERSTAND THEIR PAIN

WHILE THEY ARE ON THEIR PERIODS.”

-KBC ADOLESCENT




Perceptions of menstruation

Out of 77 participants surveyed, around 37
recognised that menstruation is a natural
biological process. A few among them were able
to explain that it occurs when a female reaches
puberty; they also acknowledged that periods
are a normal part of growing up for females and
should not be treated as something shameful or
hidden.

“IT'S A NATURAL PROCESS WHICH OCCURS EVERY MONTH, AND WE HAVE BEEN TAUGHT ABOUT
THIS IN SCHOOL, BUT THE TEACHER NEVER EXPLAINED IT PROPERLY. OUT OF CURIOSITY, I
GOOGLED IT AND LEARNED ABOUT THE TOPIC”

However, 40 participants believe that menstruation is impure or unclean. Some
even described it as a curse placed on females, linking it to ideas of punishment or
impurity. One participant compared menstruation to COVID-19, describing it as
something that could “spread” through contact.




63 out of 77 participants believe that menstruating females should not cook, enter
kitchens, or touch others' clothes, or even that they should not play sports, fearing
contamination or transmission of bacteria and iliness. Only 15 participants believed
that girls should be allowed to study, play, and carry on with normal life during
menstruation. They recognised menstruation as a natural, non-infectious biological
process, and emphasised the importance of not treating girls differently during this

time.

® Yes

“IF WE ACCEPT THAT IT IS A NATURAL
BICLOGICAL PROCESS, THEN WHY SHOULD WE
RESTRICT THE GROWTH OF GIRLS? THEY
SHOULD NOT BE STOPPED FROM DOING
ANYTHING, NOR SHOULD THEY BE SEEN AS

WEAK.”

-KBC ADOLESCENT

@ Yes, | have heard
I have seen this in my...

Never seen nor heard

n=77

Misconceptions surrounding menstruation are
deeply rooted in social and cultural taboos
that continue to equate menstruation with
impurity and disease. Practices such as
restricting menstruators and women from
entering the kitchen, washing their hair, or
visiting temples remain common in many
families. These taboos stem from the belief
that menstruators are impure and must be
separated from daily household activities.

A disturbing trend reported by the participants
was the practice of isolation during
menstruation. 19 out of 77 participants shared
that they have seen such discriminatory
treatment within their own families, often
involving their sisters.




One participant shared that when his cousin's
sister began menstruating, her mother
instructed her to stay in a separate room for
seven days, use separate utensils, and avoid
any interaction with the rest of the family.
Another participant described how, even
today, his home is thoroughly cleaned every
month after his mother's or sister's period
ends, a practice enforced by his grandmother,
who ensures these customs are strictly
followed.

“‘HAAN MAINE DEKHA HAI KI MUMMY HAR MAHINE KUCH DIN BIMAR
REHTI HAI AUR KHANA NAHI BANATI”

[YES, | HAVE SEEN THAT MY MOTHER FALLS SICK FOR A FEW
DAYS EVERY MONTH AND DOES NOT COOK FOOD.]

KBC ADOLESCENT

Additionally, 13 participants said that while such practices had not been seen in
their own homes, they had heard about them from others in their community or
school. For instance, some noticed that their sisters miss school during
menstruation, which they now understand may be due to such restrictive and
stigmatising customs.

Meanwhile, 45 participants stated that they had neither seen nor heard of such
practices, suggesting that either these customs are less visible in certain families or
that discussions around them remain deeply hidden.

® Yes No While 34 participants recognised the
discriminatory nature of menstrual
restrictions, one participant even said that
‘who are we to stop females from doing
anything? he also added that ‘we males
should learn and understand about
menstruation so that we could help and
support them. 43 out of 77 participants
believed that these customs are not
discriminatory towards girls and women.




These respondents justified the restrictions by
stating that if elders, especially parents or
grandparents, are enforcing certain rules, then
they must be respected and followed without
question.

"WHEN MY UNCLE'S DAUGHTER GOT HER PERICDS, WE WERE IN THE VILLAGE. SHE WAS TOLD
TO STAY IN A SEPARATE ROOM AND WAS SERVED FOOD IN DIFFERENT UTENSILS. SHE WAS
ALSOC TOLD NOT TO TOUCH CERTAIN THINGS. WATCHING ALL THIS MADE ME FEEL REALLY BAD
BECAUSE IT DID NOT SEEM RIGHT — PERIODS ARE NOT SOME KIND OF ILLNESS THAT REQUIRES
ISOLATICON. PEOPLE NEED TC UNDERSTAND THIS. BUT WHEN | SPOKE UP ABOUT IT, | WAS TOLD
TO STAY QUIET."

KBC ADOLESCENT

They also expressed that such practices are part of family values, tradition, or
culture, and therefore should not be challenged. They felt that asking menstruating
girls to stay home, avoid cooking, or keep away from others is not unfair, but rather

a matter of obedience and discipline. In their words, “If elders say it's not allowed,
then it must be right.”

Out of 77 participants, 62 expressed that men
and boys should actively be involved in
conversations around menstruation and should
also participate in awareness sessions on the
topic. They believe that such engagement not
only breaks the taboo and stigma surrounding
menstruation but also enables them to develop
a deeper, more informed understanding. Many
participants emphasised that attending these
sessions would help build empathy, reduce
misinformation, and create a more supportive
environment for girls and women in their
families and communities.




“I BELIEVE WE SHOULD ALL HAVE PROPER KNOWLEDGE ABOUT THIS. IN SCHOOLS,
INFORMATION AND AWARENESS ON MENSTRUATION ARE USUALLY GIVEN ONLY TO GIRLS,
WHILE BOYS ARE ASKED TO SIT SEPARATELY. | HAVE NOTICED THAT WOMEN CONTINUE TO DO
A LOT OF WORK EVEN DURING THEIR PERIODS, OFTEN WITHOUT SUPPORT. THIS MAINLY
HAPPENS BECAUSE OF A LACK OF AWARENESS. AT HOME, MY MOTHER NEVER TALKS ABOUT
IT, BUT | CAN SENSE IT FROM HER MCCD OR ANGER, AND | TRY TO HELP BY TAKING CARE OF
HER WORK.”

-KBC ADOLESCENT

However, while a majority showed openness towards engaging in conversations
about menstruation, a mixed response emerged when participants were asked if
they would personally like to attend such sessions. 60 out of the 77 participants
said they were willing to be part of these discussions and eager to learn more
about menstruation. Yet, 17 participants expressed reluctance. They shared that
they felt hesitant to engage in these conversations due to the fear of being mocked
or ridiculed by their peers.

® Yes

"1 DO WANT TO TALK AND LEARN ABOUT PERIODS, BUT | FEEL SHY. AND IF MY FRIENDS EVER
FIND OUT, THEY WILL MAKE FUN OF ME AND SAY, ‘THESE ARE GIRLS’ THINGS.™

- KBC ADOLESCENT




@ | will not do anything
I will help women

| will talk about it

h=77

At the end of the interview, participants
were asked about the solutions to end
the shame and stigma  around
menstruation. 55 participants responded
that they would speak openly about the
issue and encourage their friends to do
the same. They emphasised the
importance of changing the narrative by
spreading awareness that menstruation is
neither a disease nor something to be
ashamed of, as it is a natural and
essential biological process.

Additionally, 12 participants shared that while they may not feel comfortable
engaging in direct conversations about menstruation, they believe in offering
practical support to women and girls during their periods, as they see it more as a
time when care is needed rather than discussion. However, 10 participants

admitted they would prefer not to take any action at all. Their unwillingness
highlights that while awareness is growing, deep-rooted discomfort and cultural
taboos still prevent some boys from participating in meaningful ways. This contrast
points to the ongoing need for safe, inclusive spaces where boys can engage,
question, and unlearn stigma without fear of judgment.

Cooking and
touching food
does not spoil

Its a
biological
process not a
disease

Menstruator
is
not impure

Help and
support
them




Conclusion

Men and boys are considered uneasy discussing menstruation since it has been
considered a women and girls' problem. The above analysis and findings of the
study brings to the surface this persistent yet rarely addressed gap in India’s
approach to menstrual health education with adolescent boys. Despite decades of
advocacy around menstrual hygiene, the silence surrounding boys' involvement
continues to fuel misunderstanding, misinformation, stigma and discriminatory
practices around menstruation still persist. However, there is also a powerful and
promising interest, curiosity to know more, and an empathy and willingness to
learn. This study with 77 adolescent boys across Delhi, Gurgaon, and Panipat
demonstrates that boys are not indifferent to menstruation, but they are
uninformed, excluded, and succumbed to silence by systems that fail to treat
menstruation as a shared social reality. Many adolescent boys admitted to limited
understanding, discomfort, and hesitation in speaking about periods, often shaped
by silence at home and a lack of awareness of it in schools.

The data also highlighted a contradiction: while 42 participants expressed having
some awareness of menstruation, their understanding was often shaped by
rumours, gossips, and cultural myths. Many adolescent boys associated
menstruation with impurity, illness or contamination, not because they choose to
believe these ideas, but because they have never been offered accurate
information. In most schools and homes, menstrual education is limited to girls, and
boys are either asked to leave the room or told that the topic “does not concern
them.” As a result, they are left to rely on social media snippets or observation,
sources that often reinforce harmful stereotypes rather than challenge them.

This lack of knowledge is not an isolated issue; it has far-reaching social
implications. India has one of the world’s largest adolescent populations. According
to the 2024 population projections, there are approximately 120 million adolescent
boys and 111 million adolescent girls. This nearly equal distribution means that for
every menstruating adolescent girl navigating shame, pain, or restrictions, there is
a boy standing beside her who either becomes an ally in her journey or,
unintentionally, a source of ridicule or discrimination. The attitudes boys hold today
will shape the behaviours of future partners, fathers, colleagues, and community
members. Ignoring boys in menstrual education is therefore not just a missed
opportunity; it is a direct barrier to achieving gender equality.




The study findings reflect this reality. An overwhelming 75 out of 77 participants
felt uncomfortable discussing menstruation with their mothers or sisters, citing
shame, lack of knowledge, or fear of saying something wrong. Their discomfort
mirrors the silence they have grown up with. Yet, the same boys expressed a
different attitude when asked about learning: 62 believed men and boys should
actively be part of menstrual health conversations, and 60 said they would like to
attend sessions if given a safe, stigma-free space.

This willingness is critical. It shows that when boys are approached respectfully,
without judgment, they are eager to understand and engage. Their voices highlight
a desire to be responsible, informed, and supportive. Many said they wanted to
learn so they could help their mothers or sisters with chores, understand mood
changes, or reduce their own insensitive behaviour at school. These responses
challenge the stereotype that boys are disinterested; instead, they underscore that
boys’ misinformation is a result of systemic exclusion, not disinterest.

The study also highlights how deeply cultural taboos shape boys’ perceptions.
Nearly 40 participants believed menstruation is unclean or impure, and 63 felt
menstruating girls should not cook, play, or enter certain spaces, citing family
traditions or community norms. Many boys justified these restrictions by saying
that if elders enforce them, “they must be right.” This mindset reflects how cultural
practices grounded in gender inequality continue to influence younger generations.
Without proper education, boys internalise these discriminatory norms, reinforcing
cycles of stigma and shame.

Yet, there were also moments of resistance and reflection. 34 participants
recognised menstrual restrictions as discriminatory, and several expressed
discomfort witnessing their sisters or cousins forced into isolation during their
periods kept in separate rooms, given separate utensils, or excluded from school.
These boys questioned the logic of such practices, acknowledging that
menstruation is not an illness and does not justify exclusion. Their reflections show
that when boys witness discrimination firsthand, they recognise the harm even if
they lack the language or confidence to challenge it.

This is precisely why engaging boys is essential. When boys understand
menstruation accurately, they are more likely to challenge harmful traditions,
support menstruating peers, and contribute to healthier, more equitable home
environments. The participants themselves pointed toward solutions: 55 expressed
commitment to speaking openly, spreading awareness, and challenging stigma
among friends. Another 12 offered to provide practical support, even if discussing
the topic felt difficult. Although 10 participants remained unwilling to take any
action, their reluctance reflects the deep-rooted discomfort and shame that
programmes like KBC aim to transform.



Ultimately, this study highlights the fundamental truth that menstrual stigma is a
social problem that requires social solutions, and boys are an indispensable part of
that solution.

If boys remain uninformed, stigma persists.

If boys are invited in, stigma begins to dissolve.

By providing adolescent boys with accurate information, safe spaces, and trust,
programmes like Kadam Badhate Chalo are doing more than filling a knowledge
gap; they are reshaping gender relations, challenging discriminatory norms, and
cultivating a generation of empathetic and responsible young men. Adolescent
boys are not merely bystanders; they are crucial partners in the movement for
menstrual dignity.

As India continues to push for gender equality, including boys in menstrual health
education must shift from being an exception to becoming the norm. Only then can
we hope to build communities where menstruation is not hidden, feared, or
misunderstood, but accepted as a natural and respected part of life free from
shame, silence, and discrimination.
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