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INTRODUCTION

Menstrual health and hygiene (MHH) remains critically neglected in the
Philippines despite its fundamental role in promoting the well-being, dignity,
and empowerment of women and girls. This persistent lapse disproportionately
impacts the well-being, education, and social mobility of women and girls
across the country. Deep-rooted stigma, outdated land-use practices, and a
lack of gender-sensitive planning have resulted in fragmented and inconsistent
menstrual hygiene infrastructure. While promising initiatives—such as localized
policies, educational campaigns, and innovative digital tools like period tracking
apps—have begun to surface, these efforts remain isolated, lack scalability,
and often face resistance from conservative sectors. This perspective article
highlights the urgent need to mainstream MHH within the country’s public
health and development frameworks. By institutionalizing gender-sensitive
sanitation infrastructure, ensuring privacy and dignity in public spaces, and
adopting inclusive tools such as the Menstrual-Friendly Public Toilet (MFPT)
Toolkit, the Philippines can begin to dismantle systemic barriers in advancing
access to MFPT. Tackling period poverty is an integral step towards building a
more equitable and inclusive society for all.

menstruation, period poverty, public toilets, menstrual-friendly public toilet,
infrastructure, hygiene, WASH, Philippines

Menstruation is an innate and cyclic physiological process among females, experienced by almost half of

RJ

the global population (Critchley et al., 2020). This regular cycle underscores the need for a life-course approach
to understanding menstruation and its multifaceted impact on women and their well-being (Hennegan et al.,
2022). Access to clean, safe, and menstrual-friendly toilets is not merely a matter of comfort or convenience—
it is a critical public health and gender equity issue that needs to be addressed with urgency, especially in
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developing countries (World Health Organization [WHO], 2024). Globally, however, access to menstrual-
friendly toilets is still very limited, particularly in the urban centers (Nguyen et al.,, 2025). This gap is often
attributed to various issues, and one of which is stigmatization. This scenario is also reflected in the Philippines,
where menstruation remains heavily stigmatized, resulting in systemic neglect of the unique needs of women
and girls in policy discourse and social development initiatives (Cifalph, 2024). Consequently, the country's
inadequate menstrual hygiene management (MHM) infrastructure—particularly in public toilets and
sanitation facilities—has placed a disproportionate burden on women and girls. From schools and workplaces
to public markets and transport hubs, the lack of menstrual hygiene facilities reinforces an additional layer of
vulnerability and inequality, compromises health, and hampers the productivity of menstruating individuals.

As the world progresses toward achieving the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs),
particularly SDG 3 (Good Health and Well-being), SDG 5 (Gender Equality), and SDG 6 (Clean Water and
Sanitation), addressing menstrual hygiene should be integral to national public health planning. However,
despite growing awareness of MHM, many Filipino women, particularly those from marginalized communities,
continue to struggle with inadequate access to clean water, soap, private spaces, and disposal facilities. The
consequences of poor MHM go beyond physical discomfort—they include increased risks of infections, school
and work absenteeism, mental health burdens, and the perpetuation of harmful gender norms. In areas affected
by conflict or natural disasters, such as those frequently experienced in the Philippines, menstrual hygiene
becomes even more difficult to manage, exacerbating the vulnerability of women and girls (Limpoco, 2025).

The menstrual hygiene infrastructure in the Philippines is characterized by stark differences between the
three main regions of the country— Luzon, Visayas, and Mindanao— due to geographic challenges, political
inertia, outdated planning practices, and enduring cultural taboos, all of which underscore the urgent need
for improvement (Poledario et al., 2024). In Luzon, for instance, particularly in Masbate and Metro Manila,
schoolgirls face challenges in terms of unreliable access to water, unclean facilities, no proper disposal
mechanisms for menstrual materials, and inadequate latrines (Ellis et al., 2016). In contrast, South Central
Mindanao has exhibited better and more well-maintained facilities, allowing schoolgirls to better manage their
menstruation activities. It is worth noting, however, that despite the shortcomings in the country’s menstrual
hygiene infrastructure, schoolgirls in the Philippines receive support from peers and teachers, allowing them
to leave the classrooms temporarily to change or rest (Evans, 2023). This situation implies that, despite their
relatively low quality, menstrual hygiene facilities in the Philippines are somehow accessible to women and
are still being actively used. Another study also found that, among public secondary schools in Manila, the
quality of school toilets did not affect the frequency of changing napkins among students (Katsuno et al.,
2019).This suggests that, regardless of facility standards, students continue to access and utilize school toilets
for menstrual needs, pointing to a persistent reliance on available infrastructure—even when substandard.

With these backdrops in mind, it is critical to develop and implement inclusive sanitation policies that
prioritize menstrual hygiene and empower women and girls through infrastructure and education. This article
explores the urgent need to address menstrual hygiene through inclusive sanitation policies, highlights the
socio-cultural and infrastructural barriers that persist, and offers a way forward for advancing women'’s access
to menstrual-friendly public facilities in the country.

Gender Disparities and the Feminization of Public Health Neglect

Gender inequality is a persistent global issue, with women often bearing the brunt of systemic gaps
in public welfare. This disparity is especially visible in public health and healthcare, where women face
significant challenges in accessing essential medical and reproductive services. In low- and middle-income
countries (LMICs), over two-thirds of women have limited access to healthcare due to a range of factors,
including marital status, household responsibilities, and the number of children they care for (Terefe et al.,
2025). In central Malawi, for instance, deeply rooted traditional gender roles—often internalized and upheld
by women themselves—continue to limit their ability to seek public healthcare (Azad et al., 2020). Among
other solutions like localized policies, innovative digital tools, and grassroots campaigns, education emerges
to be the key solution.



g (Ogaya, J., Guinaran, R., Alesna, C., Opina, J. D., Pilo, S., Masliyan, V. A., Ong, C. J., De Paz, P. ., Barroso, C. J., Rosales, R., Espafio, A., & Lucero-Prisno IIl, D. E. 203
MULTIDISCIPLINARY RESEARCH JOURNAL

In the Philippines, these gendered disparities are just as evident, especially given the country’s already
strained healthcare system. Low-income women, in particular, face steep obstacles in accessing universal
health coverage, with factors like socioeconomic inequality, entrenched gender norms, and age compounding
the problem (Alcovindas et al., 2022). Filipino mothers and pregnant women are also especially vulnerable,
with those who give birth at home often struggling to receive appropriate postnatal care (Yamashita et al.,
2014). These growing challenges faced by women in healthcare point to a troubling trend—the feminization
of public health neglect. At its core, this issue is fueled by social and economic inequities: gender and age
discrimination, traditional roles and expectations, and limited access to resources. Among the most overlooked
aspects is menstrual health, an intimate and essential part of women's healthcare that remains inadequately
addressed in both policy and practice in the Philippines. Education is thus the key solution proposed to
counter these self-inflicted barriers, a conclusion that other similar studies have also arrived at.

Policy and Legal Landscape: Gaps and Opportunities

Thelegalframework of menstrual healthinthe Philippinesis embedded within the Responsible Parenthood
and Reproductive Health Act of 2012 (Republic Act No. 10354). This legislation aims to comprehensively
bolster the country’s reproductive health services, which include family planning and contraception, among
other things (Cabral, 2013). Although this law was passed, it met significant opposition from the country’s
conservative groups, an issue that persists even today. Recent legislative efforts, such as House Bill 6811, have
also been undertaken in addition to RA 10354 to address menstrual hygiene concerns directly. House Bill 6811
aims to appropriate funds to provide free menstrual products to students in public schools or in public health
centers. This house bill is complemented by Senate Bill No. 2658, which proposes providing free menstrual
products not just to public school students but also to indigent women.

There has been progress in terms of bold initiatives. In fact, recent menstrual health legislation in the
Philippines is not limited to the national level, however, as municipalities and provinces have taken the
initiative towards addressing the issue. In 2022, for instance, La Union became the first province in the country
to implement a “Menstruation Privilege”. This initiative allows female government employees to work from
home for two days during their menstrual periods (Dilim, 2022). On the other hand, at the city/municipal level,
cities like Manila have instituted the Manila Gender and Development Code, which also includes a provision
that allows a 12-day annual menstrual or menopausal leave for women. This code is for women working in
private establishments who have at least rendered one year of continuous service. Likewise, the municipality
of Aklan has also implemented benefits for menstruating women via Ordinance No. 2022-214 alongside
menstrual lectures for the youth to increase awareness about menstruation problems (Cifalph, 2024).

The legislative framework of menstrual health in the Philippines, however, faces a myriad of issues. Firstly,
despite the intentions of the legislation, there are still some observed gaps in the service delivery of RA 10354
(Manaloto, 2014). These gaps are likely due to the opposition that RA 10354 has met, especially from Catholic
Church communities, having caused delays over the implementation of the Republic Act (Estrada et al.,
2024). These tensions highlight the complex intersection between faith-based institutions and public health
policymaking. Notably, a study by Avenido et al. (2013) found that higher public confidence in the Church
is positively associated with greater life satisfaction and quality of life, suggesting that the Church could
meaningfully enhance public health outcomes if it adopts a more affirming stance toward gender equity.

Innovative Solutions and Community Empowerment in MHM

Addressing menstrual health management (MHM) in the Philippines requires a multipronged approach
that leverages both technological innovation and grassroots-level community involvement. Recent years
have witnessed the emergence of promising tools and campaigns aimed at breaking taboos, educating
communities, and providing practical support to menstruating individuals, especially school-aged girls and
those in marginalized sectors. One notable innovation is the Oky Philippines period tracker app. This app was
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co-created by Filipino women alongside UNICEF, the Department of Education (DepEd), the Department of
Health (DOH), and other relevant agencies (Oky Period Tracker Launch, 2023). This provides evidence-based
information on menstruation, with emphasis on Filipino cultural sensitivities, and also includes content
tailored for indigenous and Muslim communities. The Oky Philippines period tracker app has been integrated
into various DepEd initiatives, such as the Comprehensive Sexuality Education and WASH in Schools, that
aim to enhance menstrual health literacy among Filipino youth (Oky Period Tracker App, 2023). Community-
driven efforts, on the other hand, include the collaboration between Action Against Hunger and local
schools to launch a Menstrual Hygiene Management (MHM) campaign in Zamboanga del Norte (Somodio
& Sandajan, 2023). This initiative involves the distribution of dignity kits, interactive learning sessions, and
capacity-building workshops for teachers and parents. These activities aim not only to raise awareness about
menstrual hygiene but also to foster supportive environments where menstruation is normalized rather than
stigmatized.

Meanwhile, local women’s groups, youth organizations, and barangay health workers have also begun
taking active roles in promoting MHM through peer education, advocacy campaigns, and lobbying for better
WAGSH facilities. AIDS Healthcare Foundation (AHF) Philippines and Girls Act Philippines have been proactive
in addressing menstrual health through its community-based HIV and sexual health programs. They help fill
service and education gaps through grassroots efforts, youth mobilization, and rights-based programming.
In several outreach and educational events, AHF has integrated the distribution of sanitary products such as
sanitary pads, hygiene kits, and period underwear with HIV prevention tools, recognizing the intersection
of menstrual health and sexual and reproductive rights. These community-led efforts are instrumental in
creating a ripple effect, influencing public attitudes and fostering policy support for sustainable menstrual
health interventions. Synergistically, these innovative solutions and community empowerment strategies
can form a potent force to address the multidimensional challenges of period poverty in the Philippines. By
combining digital tools, institutional support, and grassroots advocacy, the country is now geared towards
building a more inclusive and responsive MHM ecosystem— one that advances long-overdue gender equity
and social justice.

Rethinking Public Toilet Designs: A Gender-Inclusive Vision

Implementing gender inclusivity and MHM-mindedness in Philippine public toilets entails three key
factors: (1) the inclusion of women in the planning process of public toilets, (2) integration of gender-sensitive
toilets in urban planning, (3) and privacy and security for the users. The lack of women's involvement in the
design of public sanitary infrastructure often leads to male-oriented ‘neutral’ public toilets that exacerbate
existing gender disparities and inappropriate standards that prevent the proper catering to their individual
needs (Suri, 2018; World Bank Group, 2020). Conversely, the inclusion of women in the planning process of
public toilets, or infrastructure in general, has been attributed to improvements in meeting diverse needs,
such as availability, accessibility, safety, and dignity (Lewkowitz & Gilliland, 2024). This is primarily attributed
to the benefits of lived experiences towards the betterment of public sanitation infrastructure, as planners
and engineers are often male and have limited perspectives regarding the needs of women. Furthermore,
the participation of women in these processes allows for improved sustainability of sanitation infrastructure
and facilities, allowing them to maintain quality for longer periods (Dey, 2020). This is a common issue that
persists even for male-oriented public toilets. Furthermore, the inclusion of women in the planning process
of gender-inclusive cities is also a crucial component towards a country achieving SDG 11, as one study
advocates (Rampaul & Magidimisha-Chipungu, 2022).

In conjunction with the inclusion of female perspectives, the inclusion of gender-sensitivity concepts
and gender-sensitive toilets in urban planning is also crucial towards better addressing the menstrual
hygiene needs of women in the Philippines. Public toilet policy’s inclusion in general land use planning is
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argued by one study to be crucial towards meeting the bodily function needs of women, who are typically
disproportionately affected compared to men when it comes to sanitation issues, and potentially improving
education and development goals (Greed, 2016). These benefits are most apparent and evident in developing
countries, where slums are commonplace. Despite these benefits, however, developing countries similar to
the Philippines still largely ignore the need for having toilets (Sikka, 2014). The situation is worse for gender-
sensitive toilets, which have lower priority compared to normal toilets or sanitation facilities. This lack of the
concept of gender-sensitive toilets in land use planning is beneficial to the Philippines, however, as it leaves
room for better planning and more seamless integration based on the experiences of both similar developing
countries, particularly in the Asian and ASEAN region, and developed countries. Also, a major obstacle in
tackling MHM-related disparities affecting adolescent girls and women is identifying the appropriate
institutions or bodies accountable for providing sufficient and MHM-friendly facilities in workplaces and
different settings (Sommer et al., 2016).

One significant way of including gender-sensitive concepts in land use planning is through the adoption
of Menstrual Friendly Public Toilets (MFPTs) in the Philippine context. In particular, the MFPTs designs and
guidelines of the Menstrual-Friendly Public Toilet (MFPT) Toolkit (2024) from the Menstrual-Friendly Public
Toilet Working Group are recommended. This toolkit is available and useful for students, researchers, citizens,
and everyone regardless of background and is highly applicable for a variety of contexts and fields, most
significantly of which being in sanitation, public health, and land use planning. This toolkit defines MFPTs as
toiletinfrastructure that allows for the comfortable management of menstrual activities and may be composed
of one or more stalls in a standalone structure or inside a building. The toolkit provides tools and guidelines
for the audit of public toilets on their menstrual friendliness, which it recommends that practitioners do first
before the construction/renovation of public toilets.

Table 1 presents the basic attributes, menstrual-friendly features, and other inclusive characteristics of
the four main types of toilets: single-stall squat, multi-stall squat, single-stall Western, and multi-stall Western.
Basic features of toilets mainly include signage, basic hygiene equipment, such as soaps and towels, and safety
features, which include doors, sufficient light, and locks for privacy. According to the toolkit, making these
toilets more inclusive entails comfortable changing components in the overall space, such as mirrors, shelves,
and door hooks; the presence of easily-accessible menstrual products; and menstrual product disposal. For
greater inclusivity, the toolkit recommends that public toilets also contain additional components, particularly
location-specific safety features (solid doors, proper outside lighting, and attendants) and inclusive designs
(such as grab bars and appropriate spaces for wheelchairs and baby seats).

It is worth noting that the toolkit emphasizes security in all types of toilets for all purposes. Toilet security,
including access to proper hygiene services and facilities, is also an essential component of women’s lives that
is often not taken into account or overlooked for broader health concerns and toilet construction (Sachan,
2022). Alongside the participation of women in land-use planning, the integration of gender-sensitive toilets
in land use planning practices is crucial for women in low-income areas, Inadequate sanitation puts them at risk
of harassment, violence, and psychosocial stress (O'Reilly, 2015). Toilet security increases confidence, reduces
anxiety, prevents harassment, and promotes dignity among women, with well-designed toilet infrastructure
also linked to increased usage, improved menstrual health management, and overall well-being of women
(Schmitt et al., 2018). Technologies have been explored to achieve these goals in third-world countries. One
study in particular explored the viability of facial recognition software approaches using camera feeds, which
has shown a promising accuracy of 95.84% (Kristiyani & Wijayanto, 2022). Implementation of this technology
will greatly benefit the safety systems of universities, offices, and government buildings in developing
countries like the Philippines. Other studies in developed countries, on the other hand, such as one from a
South Korean startup, offer Al-based toilet privacy solutions that don't require cameras, further increasing the
level of privacy, confidence, and safety among female toilets (Kajal, 2024).
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Table 1. Basic and menstrual-specific components per toilet type
(Menstrual Friendly Public Toilet Toolkit Guidance Note, 2024)

RJ

Toilet
Type

Basic Features

Mainstreamed
Menstruation-Specific
Components

Additional Components

Single-
stall squat

Multi-stall
squat

Single-stall
Western

Multi-stall
Western

Signages

Basic hygiene equipment (hand dryer/paper towel,
soap, bucket/faucet, garbage bin, bucket/pipe, squat
toilet, water tap/bucket/toilet roll)

Safety Features (Internal lighting, openable window,
wall vent/fan, door with lock)

Signages

Basic hygiene equipment (hand dryer/paper towel,
soap, bucket/faucet, garbage bin, bucket/pipe, squat
toilet, water tap/bucket/toilet roll)

Safety Features (Internal lighting, openable window,
wall vent/fan, door with lock)

Signages

Basic hygiene equipment (hand dryer/paper towel,
soap, bucket/faucet, garbage bin, bucket/pipe,
Western toilet, water tap/bucket/toilet roll)

Safety Features (Internal lighting, openable window,
wall vent/fan, door with lock)

Signages

Basic hygiene equipment (hand dryer/paper towel,
soap, bucket/faucet, garbage bin, bucket/pipe,
Western toilet, water tap/bucket/toilet roll)

Safety Features (Internal lighting, openable window,
wall vent/fan, door with lock)

Comfortable space for
changing materials (mirror,
shelf, door hook)

Menstrual products (basket
with/ free products/product
dispenser)

Menstrual product disposal

Comfortable space for
changing materials (mirror,
shelf, door hook)

Menstrual products (basket
with/ free products/product
dispenser)

Menstrual product disposal

Comfortable space for
changing materials (mirror,
shelf, door hook)

Menstrual products (basket
with/ free products/product
dispenser)

Menstrual product disposal

Comfortable space for
changing materials (mirror,
shelf, door hook)

Menstrual products (basket
with/ free products/product
dispenser)

Menstrual product disposal

Location-specific safety
features (solid external door,
external lighting, attendant)

Inclusive design (wheelchair-
accessible space, grab bars,
changing table/baby seat)

Location-specific safety
features (solid external door,
external lighting, attendant)

Inclusive design (wheelchair-
accessible space, grab bars,
changing table/baby seat)

Location-specific safety
features (solid external door,
external lighting, attendant)

Inclusive design (wheelchair-
accessible space, grab bars,
changing table/baby seat)

Location-specific safety
features (solid external door,
external lighting, attendant)

Inclusive design (wheelchair-
accessible space, grab bars,
changing table/baby seat)

CONCLUSION

Menstrual hygiene should no longer remain a peripheral concern in the Philippines’ public health agenda.
Ending period poverty in the country is not merely a matter of improving sanitation, it is a public health

imperative and a basic human rights obligation. Fragmented grassroots initiatives and promising innovations
should be extrapolated across all regions— necessitating a systemic reform to drive a transformative impact
nationwide. Sustainable progress demands a paradigm shift that fully integrates menstrual health into land-
use planning, education, public health, and governance, with women'’s active participation at every level. This
includes institutionalizing gender-sensitive and menstrual-friendly infrastructure across public and private

spaces and embedding menstrual hygiene at the core of development strategies. Prioritizing the rights and
biological needs of women is not optional but essential for achieving the sustainable development goals and

ensuring inclusive and equitable public service.
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