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Appendix -  

The Scottish Government recently committed to make sanitary  
products available for free in schools, colleges and universities in  

Scotland. Young Scot has been working with the Scottish Government  
to gather insight on what young people and students think about  

periods and sanitary products. 

To support the insight gathering, we worked together in a multitude  
of ways. Young Scot developed and hosted a survey to gather a picture of current 

experiences accessing sanitary products for young people in Scotland, as well 
as hosting an open letter entitled ‘Dear Periods’. The letter encouraged open 
feedback around periods, accessibility of sanitary products and individuals’ 

relationships with their periods. 

Following these online activities Young scot delivered two workshops 
 in partnership with the Scottish Government to gather the views  

of Scotland’s young people on accessing sanitary products. 
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What we did                                                                                                                      

Priorities for young people                                                                                                  

From this recruitment Young Scot held two workshops 
with 20 young people from across areas of Scotland such 
as Inverness, Edinburgh, Glasgow and North Lanarkshire. 
The young people that attended the workshops were aged 
between 15 and 24 years old from a range of different 
backgrounds.

Group one was focused on young people who are currently 
at school and Group two was focused on young adults, 17 
to 25 years of age, primarily in college or university. 

The participants considered the types of products and the 
perceptions of each. These included the following:

 Tampons – One of the most common products  
they had heard of, with some positive attitudes  
towards them, seeing them as “clean” and  
useful.

 Sanitary pads - The perceptions towards  
sanitary pads overall were very positive, however  
they did identify that they can be inconvenient.

 Menstrual cups - These were identified to be envi-
ronmentally friendly and a good option for saving 
money but not something more had considered 
using regularly.

 Pantyliners, specialist clothing and  
other products – Several other common products 
were named but in little detail, with many keen to 
hear more about specialist options and may  
consider using them if available.

Family, supermarkets, local shops were considered the be 
the key touch points for young people in Scotland to access 
sanitary products, with wide ranging experiences, both 
positive and negative, of each. Other touch points were 
identified as friends, university bathrooms and freshers’ 
fayres, and more specifically the ‘P card’ scheme in North 
Lanarkshire that was trialled.

Key barriers and opportunities for change were identified 
by the group and included the following:

 Embarrassment and Stigma – This issue came up 
in several different conversations, preventing them 
from accessing information, advice and products.  
By tackling this issue young people will be  
able to access products more freely.

 Cost – All of the participants identified that  
sanitary products overall can be expensive,  
whether that’s not being able to afford them  
at all or not being able to afford the type  
or brand you like.

 Transport – Transport was also identified  
as a key factor, being able to get to a shop  
or not living near public transport links  
or local shops.

 Support – Having a female figure around  
for support and advice was identified as being  
crucial when thinking about accessing  
sanitary products.

 Schools – It was highlighted that having to  
ask for products or support could be a difficult  
experience, but there was a call for periods and  
sanitary products to be a more open conversation 
from a young age, offering support when needed.

 Lack of knowledge – Most felt there was a lack  
of education and understanding for young  
people in Scotland, around periods and  
sanitary products.

Ideas and recommendations were developed by the young 
people involved as solutions and opportunities for change, 
which are presented throughout the report.

 Education for all young people, not just those  
accessing products

 Cost of products and the variety of  
products available

 Transport costs and local shops to access products

 Reducing stigma and embarrassment to empower 
young people to access products confidently

 Flexibility in schools to access products when  
needed but also bathrooms when needed

By focusing and addressing these areas young people in 
Scotland can confidently access sanitary products in a  
way that suits them, and they can afford. 

A group was recruited using Young Scots local online channels, pre-established groups such as the National 
Youth Arts Advisory Group and other Co-design projects, and young people who specifically asked to 
be involved further following their participations in the online activities hosted by Young Scot around 
accessing sanitary products. As well as sharing this opportunity with our Local Authority partners  
through Young Scot Localities Managers.

Young Scot has been working with the Scottish Government to gather insight on what young people and 
students think about periods and sanitary products. Young Scot delivered two workshops to explore the 
views of Scotland’s young people on sanitary products, accessing them and the barriers they might face.

There were many issues and ideas discussed by the groups during the two workshops and there were clear 
themes emerging. The young people felt that it’s important that the Scottish Government focus on: 

Executive Summary                                                                                                           
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Exploring the Topic                                                                                                            

 Issues with schools, specifically around not being  
let out of class to go to the toilet and the     
cleanliness of sanitary bins.

 Having to pay for something they do not choose 
or have control over, feeling like “it’s not  
[their] fault”.

 Embarrassment – in terms of discussing the  
topic, buying products and insecurities.

 The cost of products being too high.

 Lack of understanding from males.

 Lack of education around the topic and  
education for males. 

 Preferred brands of products and their  
availability and cost.

 The stigma around the topic makes it hard  
to talk about.

The group explored the topic of periods and accessing sanitary products and what this means to them. 
This could be from their own experience, the experiences of friends, family and other peers and what they 
know or have heard from other young people in Scotland. 

Embarrassment

Education

The Cost

Types of Products                                                                                                           

Having considered their initial thoughts and perceptions around periods and accessing sanitary products, 
each participant was asked to list the types of products they had heard of individually. They then shared 
their perceptions on each of these.  

Tampons 
All of the participants in group one named  
tampons as one of the most common products  
they had heard of. The group identified a couple  
of specific types, from brands like ‘Tampax’, to a 
variety of sizes from “regular” to “super, super 
tampons”. There was a mix of feelings and  
perceptions around them, from “I love tampons”  
and “tampons are a blessing” to “uncomfortable  
but do the job”. A few felt they were for specific 
situations such as sports and swimming and  
allowed them to be more comfortable in  
their social lives. There were a couple of the 
participants that didn’t feel comfortable  
using them for a variety of reasons, including  
not feeling confident on how to use them,  
“not enough instructions on how to use”. 

Again, all of the participants in the  
second group identified tampons as  
a common product, although they  
were slightly less specific in the  
variety of products, only mentioning  
one brand as ‘Tampax’. The experiences  
and perceptions were slightly different  
to the younger group in that there were  
fears expressed in using them, from  
the fear of potential pain or being  
uncomfortable to a fear of “toxic shock”.  
It was also highlighted that they can be  
expensive and inconvenient too. This  
being said several of the participants felt  
positively towards them, seeing them  
as “clean” and useful for swimming as  
“extra protection”. 

Menstrual cups 
Around half of group one mentioned menstrual  
cups as a product they had heard of, with a couple 
mentioning “diva cups” specifically. These were 
identified to be environmentally friendly and a good 
option for saving money but not something more  
had considered using. Although the participants  
could see the value in using them, they had little 
knowledge around them to make an informed  
decision on them as a potential option. 

Group two almost all identified menstrual cups as  
a product they had heard of or made use of, with  
a couple specifically identifying “diva cups”, and 
“moon cups”. There were mixed views on this  
product as a potential option, with some having  
never considered it and not feeling confident about 
using them and a few having more positive views  
as an option that they do consider due to the 
environmental and financial benefits, “much  
cleaner, one block cost, more environmentally  
friendly in the long run”. 

There were many recurring themes from this and many of the participants mentioned the same thing over again.  
Below shows the most common themes that came out from this.
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Sanitary Pads
The second of the most common products identified  
by both groups were sanitary pads. Group one, again, 
not only identified the products themselves but a 
variety of types, from “night time pads” to “pads with 
wings” and “light”, “regular” and “heavy”. They also 
identified brands such as ‘Bodyform’. The perceptions 
towards sanitary pads on the whole were very positive, 
as the go to option, however they did identify that  
they can be inconvenient, “messy but still useful” 
 and “comfy but not discreet”. 

Group two all identified sanitary pads or “towels”  
as a common product but did not identify anything 
more specific in terms of types or brands. The 
perception of sanitary pads was very different in this 
second group, with more worries shared around 
being uncomfortable and unclean as well as being 
less discreet, “worrying about whether people can 
tell if I’m wearing one”, “noticeable through clothing 
sometimes”, and “unclean and uncomfortable”.  
The group also identified these products as something  
they would be given if they didn’t have their own 
products available, “what your Mum/PSE Teacher/
School office gives you”. Despite the more negative 
views there were still a couple of participants who  
felt more comfortable with this option. 

Specialist Clothing 
A couple of the participants in group one identified 
specialist clothing such as “cotton period pants”, 
“period leggings” and “built in non-leak swimwear”. 
The majority of the participants had never heard of 
this type of product and didn’t have a very positive 
view of them, “never knew they existed, doubt I 
would use them”. A couple of the group participants 
felt they would like to hear more about specialist 
options and may consider using them if available. 

Around half of the participants in group two  
identified “period pants” as a sanitary product they 
had heard of, with a few varieties identified such as 
“pants with insertable pads”, “reusable pants” and 
“pants with recyclable pads”. This group felt there  
was a stigma around them, as“unclean and 
uncomfortable”. One of the participants also  
identified that for transgender young people this  
was a more difficult option to access, “not  
easily accessible for trans people”. 

Pantyliners 
Almost all of the participants in group one identified 
pantyliners as a common product they had heard of, 
with a specific reference to a brand of product too, 
“always discreet”. The majority identified pantyliners 
as a personal choice on whether or not they are a 
useful product, with most agreeing that they are 
beneficial for the start and end of your period,  
“good for start and end, or really light flow”.

In contrast, only a couple of participants from group 
two identified pantyliners as a sanitary product they 
had heard of. It was specifically identified that they 
could be more cost effective and useful for some 
depending on your specific needs, “good for light  
flow, cheaper than pads”, but overall they were  
seen to be less popular. 

Other “products”
Some of the participants from group two also 
identified a variety of less common “products” as 
options they had heard of or considered. There were 
more environmentally beneficial products such as 
“recycled pads”, and “reusable cotton pads”. Although 
these weren’t identified as common products, some  
of the participants could see the benefits, however 
maybe not as an option they would consider, “great 
idea but I 100% wouldn’t wash them”. 

Although not considered to be a product, group 
two also identified toilet paper as an emergency 
solution that they may have been forced to use but 
not something they are positive towards, “do it in 
emergency – worry people are aware I’ve taken  
toilet paper from public toilet”. 

One of the participants also identified “Incontinence 
pads” as something they had used in an emergency  
but not through choice, “have used as a last resort  
if caught out e.g. at grandparents’ house”.

A couple of the participants highlighted  
“free bleeding”, but it was seen to be an unhygienic 
option that was less comfortable and practical a 
solution, “difficult/annoying to clean self and badly 
stained clothes”, “seems a bit uncontrolled and a  
bit unhygienic”. 
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Touch Points of Access to Products                                                                                                  Experiences of Accessing Products                                                                               

The group were then asked to consider the ways in which they access sanitary products. This could be on a 
regular basis or a one off, for a multitude of reasons. Taking each touch point individually the participants 
were asked to consider which sources were their most common forms of access and those that they would 
never consider using.  

In pairs the participants shared an experience of accessing sanitary products, either of their own or of 
someone they knew. The experiences varied from panicked situations to regular monthly experiences. 

In the first group of participants, ‘Mums’ were specifically 
identified as they primary source of accessing sanitary 
products and would be the key person to buy them. 
Interestingly ‘Dads’ were put on the edge of the radar as 
someone they wouldn’t consider asking unless they had 
exhausted all other avenues. This was very much their choice 
rather than not feeling like they were able to ask, “he would 
but I wouldn’t ask”.  The next most common touch point 
identified was going to a supermarket themselves to purchase 
products, most likely a large scale common supermarket. It 
was specifically identified by the group that self service rather 
than a staffed checkout would be preferable. 

The majority of this specific group attended Brannock High 
School in North Lanarkshire where they are currently trialling 
the ‘P Card’ where they are able to access sanitary products 
in their local shops for free. This requires them to take the 
card to a member of staff and ask for the specific kind of 
product they are looking for. This was identified to be the 
next most common touch point, around the midpoint of the 
radar. Again, there was an issue identified of being able to use 
self-service checkouts in these locations and dependent on 
the staff serving them. It was agreed that a female member of 
staff was always preferable, and they would go to the extent 
of waiting for a female member of staff to be available before 
being served. 

Siblings and family were seen to be an option, along with 
friends, although not a preferable choice, sitting slightly 
further out on the radar, again with female friends and family 
being preferable. Right on the edge of what they would 
consider if needing to access sanitary products were the 
school office or a teacher and machines in public places,  
and only in an emergency situation not as something they 
would regularly make use of. 

In contrast to the first group, group two identified that they 
are all most likely to buy any sanitary products required 
themselves from a local store, with Tesco specifically 
identified as a price consideration, “Tesco - they pay the 
tampon tax!” and discount stores such as Poundland and 

Savers. Friends were identified as the next most common 
touchpoint from almost all participants, although mostly in 
an adhoc emergency situation rather then a regular source, 
“asking or stealing from their bathroom in an emergency”. 

Although the first group identified ‘Mums’ or family as the 
key touchpoint, this was slightly further out on the radar for 
the second group, again only if it was required in a one-off 
basis and specifically only female family members. One of the 
participants also specifically identified their partner in these 
cases too, “having to send partner in emergency”. 
Around half of the participants identified university as a 
touchpoint through a multitude of ways, from the university 
bathrooms where they have a free availability scheme or 
through fresher’s fayres and events when they can collect 
freebies. Similarly, a couple of participants identified free 
products available in an ‘honesty basket’ in their workplaces 
or restaurants, although again further out on the radar not as 
a regular touchpoint, although dispensers in public bathrooms 
were even further out on the radar but a more recognisable 
source. 

Local GPs or health clinics were identified as possible sources 
to access sanitary products but were right on the edge of 
touchpoints that would be considered by the participants. 

Outwith the radar space of what would be considered as a 
possible touchpoint were a couple of other sources such as 
through the school nurse or office, foodbanks and ‘Dads’. 

In the first workshop group the experiences shared were 
of having to ask a stranger while camping; having to buy 
products on your own; and using the ‘P Card’ trialled 
through their school. 

One of the participants shared an experience of being 
away on camp and got her period unexpectedly. She was 
shocked and panicked, without any products or access to 
a shop and supplies. She didn’t feel comfortable about 
asking the leader she was with or the reception of the 
facilities. From the embarrassment of it being unexpected 
she also didn’t feel comfortable asking one of the other 
girls she was with, so she made the choice to ask a stranger 
from one of the other groups. She felt more comfortable 
asking someone she didn’t know and was never going to 
see again, than someone she knew. From this stranger 
sharing products with her she felt relief, but it is definitely 
not an experience she would wish to repeat. 

Most of the participants in group one still lived at home 
and relied on their mum to supply any sanitary products 
they need. Several of the group members shared their 
experiences of when their period has started, and their 
mum wasn’t available. The panic of having to break their 
normal routine and source the products themselves, 
was their first reaction, along with the stress of trying to 
decide from the many products available in their local 
supermarket. They felt a sense of embarrassment when 
they were in the aisle of the shops and other members of 
the public could see them trying to make a decision. 

This is definitely something they would like to do more 
privately. The other side to this stressful situation is 
having to pay for the products for themselves. When their 
mums were purchasing the products for them, they never 
consider how much they might cost, but when it’s their 
own money this is a concern. Following purchasing the 
products the embarrassment of it continues if they must 
use a “see through bag”, as they have a fear of other 
members of the public being able to see their purchase. 

Some of the participants shared their experiences of the 
‘P Card to access free products.  One of the participants 
shared their experience of taking the card to a local 
supermarket after school in order to pick up some sanitary 
products. She went to the staff member behind the pay 
point, hoping for a female staff member and “hoping it 
wasn’t the good-looking guy behind the counter”. Who 
served them in the store was a particular worry for the 
majority of the group. The staff member that served 
her was actually very supportive and positive about the 
scheme, which put her at ease in the situation. She worried 
that she may have to explain how it worked to the staff 
member, but this wasn’t the case. The staff member went 
away to find the products she was looking for and handed 
them over. This felt like a positive experience that the 
group felt they would like more of, “I walked home feeling 
happy and confident!”. 

In the second group’s workshop the experiences shared 
were of purchasing products in a shop; being unable to 
afford products; unexpected periods; having an “accident” 
on placement; and regular monthly purchases. 

P
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The experience of purchasing sanitary products in a shop 
was also shared in the second group, with many similar 
issues. The participants agreed that it felt “awkward and 
confusing to look for things in the aisle”, in choosing 
products for themselves. Again, the staff at the register had 
a big impact on their experiences, with most hoping for 
a female member of staff. They didn’t feel like they could 
ask for help or advice in the shop itself and didn’t feel like 
they had enough information to make these decisions 
themselves. This experience was the same very month 
when they went to purchase products. 

Another participant shared the experience of trying to buy 
products from a well known shop, but once they arrived in 
the local shop there were none available. Having to search 
through a couple of other shops and finding they were all 
too expensive to be able to afford the right products, she 
had to ask a stranger in an emergency. The stranger kindly 
offered a product, but it was the wrong type. The proved 
to be a stressful situation for the young person, with the 
results less than what she had hoped for. 

Many of the experiences shared were of unexpectedly 
having to purchase products when they weren’t expecting 
to have to. One participant shared when they unexpectedly 
started their period and had no supplies or money to 
purchase them that day. They felt embarrassed and 
stressed, with no one to turn to for support. In this case 
they had to use toilet paper as an alternative. Although 
this is far from an ideal situation, due to often being unable 
to afford products, it is something the participant had 
experienced on multiple occasions. 

One of the participants also shared a more stressful 
experience of being unable to access products. Her period 
arrived unexpectedly when at work on placement. This 
was particularly embarrassing for her as she had to ask 
permissions to wear her own clothes rather than the 
uniform and let her mentor know the reason for it, so 
that she could access the right products too. Although the 
majority of the staff were female, this still put her in an 
uncomfortable situation. It’s a constant worry for her when 
she is on placement, although this has only happened once. 

A few of the participants wanted to share their regular 
experience of monthly purchases of products, as this 
wasn’t something they felt was stressful, if there weren’t 
any issues to break the routine. The participant went to a 
local shop and used the self-service checkout to avoid any 
embarrassment with staff, and to avoid a male cashier. She 
used money from her parents, so the cost was much less of 
a worry for her and was something she did once a month. 
She recognised that she would rather spend the money on 
luxuries, but it wasn’t a major issue for her. 

Barriers                                                                                                                                

The groups were then asked to think about the barriers and issues young people in Scotland face around 
accessing sanitary products based on the previous activity, their own personal experience and  
initial perception.

There were many barriers the group came up with and again a lot of these were recurring. 

For group one the most common barriers identified were: 

Embarrassment 
This issue came up in several different ways  

from embarrassment when purchasing a  
product, “Going to get them from shops is stressful”  
either because of not wanting to be seen in the aisles  

themselves choosing products, or not wanting to  
be served by staff members at the checkout,  

“if there’s good looking shop assistant  
It’s embarrassing to ask for products”,  

to having to ask to be taken to  
the shop by their Dad or asking  

a stranger for help. 

Cost 
All of the participants identified  

that sanitary products overall can be  
expensive, whether that’s not being  

able to afford them at all, or not  
being able to afford the type or  

brand you like.

Transport
Transport was also identified as an issue  
if they are unable to get to a shop ether  

because they can’t drive or can’t afford the  
transport costs. It was also highlighted that  
many young people in Scotland don’t live  
near public transport links or local shops  

so may not be able to access a  
shop at short notice.

Support
Having a female figure around for support  
and advice was identified as being crucial  
when thinking about accessing sanitary  

products. This could be to buy the products  
for you taking away that embarrassment  

or to ask for advice, “deprived of not having  
a mother or female figure to help out  

or not having anyone around that  
will buy them”. 

 Friends 
Some of the participants still  
felt talking about periods and  
sanitary products was difficult  
with their friends, especially  
male friends, “taboo to talk  

about or ask a friend”.

 Schools
It was highlighted by the group that  

having to ask for products or support through  
the school could be a difficult experience,  

“not feeling comfortable enough to ask the school”.  
The other issue identified in a school context was 

being able to leave class to access products or  
a bathroom, they often felt uncomfortable  
asking a teacher or in front of their peers,  

“feeling awkward when you need  
to leave a class to go”.

This group also mentioned the effect it could have on their 
self-esteem, rather than a barrier to accessing products, it was 
a negative attitude towards their own situations, “feeling bad 
about yourself on your period, dirty, self-conscious etc.”.
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For group two the most common barriers identified included: 

Cost 
 Cost was identified as the more common  
barrier to young people in Scotland access  

sanitary products, with every participant specifically  
highlighting this, “the cost of sanitary products can be  
expensive to buy meaning people may go without”.  
This could also mean not being able to afford other  
basic necessities if sanitary products were required,  

“not having enough money to buy food and  
sanitary products – choosing between necessities”.   

This group also mentioned tax on sanitary  
products as being an issue to consider.

 Stigma 
The participants in this group felt there was  

still a stigma around periods and sanitary products,  
which in turn meant they felt embarrassed about  
accessing products, whether that was in a shop or 
 looking for advice and information, “still a stigma  
around periods and sanitary products – people  
may not want to ask for help and end up in an  

uncomfortable situation”.

  Lack of knowledge 
Most of the participants felt there was a lack of  

education and understanding for young people in Scotland,  
around periods and sanitary products. They felt that they often  

weren’t talked aboutin schools or if they were it was too late  
to be of use, “Not enough education around periods and  

products for young people – some young people are confused”.  
They also felt they didn’t have a good enough knowledge  

of the products available to them in order to make 
 informed choices, “not educated enough about  

different types of products, don’t  
know what to buy”.

 Choice 
A lack of available choices was  

raised as a key issue, with some  
confusion around the benefits  
of each and not being about  
to access the right products  

or the inconsistency  
between shops. 

 Education for  
male figures 

Although education for those using  
sanitary products was identified as a key  
issue, so was education for male family,  
friends and partners. The participants  
felt there was a lack of understanding  

and therefore sometimes a lack  
of support, “refusing to go buy  

some sanitary products”.

 Locality
Location and access to local shops  

was also highlighted as an issue many  
young people in Scotland face,  

“Not living close enough to a store  
or a place where you can  

get products”.

A couple other issues raised by this group 
specifically were access for transgender 
young people, as products are often only 
available in female toilets; experiencing 
homelessness and how to access products; 
and support for those with disabilities to 
access the right products.

Opportunities                                                                                                                   

The group were then asked to think about the opportunities for change and how the Scottish Government 
could address these issues to make sanitary products more accessible to all young people in Scotland.

In the first group of participants the biggest opportunities 
identified to allow young people to have better access 
to sanitary products was cost. This was identified in a 
variety of ways. The cost of the products themselves, 
being lowered or made free, but standardised for all 
young people, “Lower price of products in shops – or even 
better make them free!”. Aside from the cost of products 
themselves was the cost of transport in order to access 
products, allowing young people to access shops for a 
lower cost, or having the products available where they 
didn’t have to pay to travel.  

Schools and education were key opportunities identified, 
by allowing young people to have access to products in 
schools but also being more understanding when having 
to leave class or access products. There was also a call 
for periods and sanitary products to be a more open 
conversation in schools, from a young age, offering  
support when needed. 

By talking about periods and sanitary products the 
participants felt it would help to remove the stigma and 
allow them to access the right information and the  
right products from them, “don’t make a big deal  
about something natural”. 

Mirroring the views of the first group, the second group 
highlighted cost as the biggest opportunity for change, 
although the suggestion for free products rather than 
discounted or cheaper products was highlighted more 
keenly in this group, “free products available more readily, 
in institutions like universities/schools, in workplace 
environments”. There was also the consideration of where 
you should be able to access free products, not just that 
they should be free, highlighting easy to access locations 
like workplaces or educational institutions. The group 
felt strongly that they shouldn’t have to pay for products 
that they don’t have a choice about using, when it is a 
necessary part of life for them, “free accessible as whether 
or not you can afford it, it isn’t our fault we need them”. 

Education was also identified as a key opportunity, 
although there was a clear focus on education for those 
that do not experience periods or use sanitary products,  
“don’t keep protecting men from the realities of periods”. 

Other opportunities identified included removing stigma to 
allow for open conversation and allowing young people to 
more openly access products when needed and affording 
more choice when buying products but also who you go to 
for advice or support when buying products. 
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Developing Ideas                                                                                                             

The young people were split into small groups and were asked to choose one of the barriers and issues 
they had previously discussed. From the issues identified they developed a solution or idea that could help 
solve this using actions sheets to detail what this issue meant for them personally, what they would like to 
change and how they might improve access to sanitary products for young people.

As part of the work delivered by Young Scot we made specific reference to the Scottish Government and 
their commitment to free sanitary products in schools, colleges and universities. 

In total the groups developed ideas for five barriers, from securely accessing sanitary products in bathrooms, to lacking a 
female figure for support and education those that identify as male and do not experience periods. 

Pin Period Processor
This idea focused on young people being able to 
better access sanitary products in bathrooms, 
specifically in school bathrooms. By being able to 
use a specific pin associated with each individual, for 
example your student ID, those who need to access 
products would be able to and products won’t be 
wasted or misused. This would allow young people 
to feel more comfortable, less embarrassed and 
more confident in themselves, as well as free and 
accessible products. 

School toilet access to products
By providing products in school bathrooms it 
would allow young people to access products 
more discreetly, taking away embarrassment and 
discomfort. By working with the school pupils to 
understand the types of products and ways in which 
they’d like to access them, they could ensure that all 
school pupils have access to the products they need, 
and what is actually best for them. 

Support Figure
Many young people in Scotland don’t have someone 
there who is able to support and advise them 
when it comes to access sanitary products. For 
many this means not having the advantage of a 
female figure to help teach them about periods and 
sanitary products. This can make for uncomfortable 
situations, having to ask a dad or stranger. By talking 
about periods and sanitary products in both primary 
and secondary schools, this can inspire confidence in 
young people to talk about it and reduce the stigma, 
allowing them to access the products they need 
without embarrassment. 

Education
The majority of participants felt there wasn’t enough 
education in schools “for girls to understand what 
their periods are and how to deal with them”. PSE 
classes should include information around periods 
and sanitary products, but practical advice for those 
using the products too, and ways to look after their 
mental wellbeing too. This should also include those 
from different cultural backgrounds and those with 
more specific needs, to make sure all young people 
can have access to information support and advice 
around the topic. 

Education to reduce stigma
This was a key issue for the second group of 
participants, to make sure not only that female 
young people have the right information and 
support but that all young people are educated 
around periods and sanitary products, to reduce 
the stigma and stereotypes. It was felt that often 
language used around periods wasn’t supportive, 
“need to stop demeaning language used, if you’re 
upset by something they say, “oh she must be on 
her period” – belittling”. This lack of understand 
can cause stress and embarrassment, meaning they 
can’t always access products when needed. Often 
male and female students are separated for sex 
education, which often included periods, creating 
a lack of understand and stigma. Education needs 
to normalise the topic and allow young people to 
ask questions, supporting them to make informed 
decisions about access products in a confident way. 

Options for free access                                                                                                                    

Participants shared their thoughts on whether the 
suggestions regarding free access would work for them. 
There were five options from the Scottish Government 
tested out with the groups: free in school toilets, in a 
designated location, from a designated person, via a card 
and via a voucher, as well as one other option identified 
through the national survey hosted by Young scot; via 
monthly subscription. 

Accessing sanitary products for free in school toilets was 
identified as a need for young people but there were mixed 
opinions on how to deliver this most effectively. It was 
identified in both groups that “people abuse free options 
‘boys throw it down the corridor’” and that an open 
basket or container wouldn’t work, this is something that 
would need to be controlled or monitored in some way. 
It was seen to be a positive factor not having to leave the 
bathroom and return if you needed to access products, as 
for example if the free sanitary products were stored in the 
main office. It was highlighted in the first group that they 
would be embarrassed to access products in this way if the 
office had male staff in earshot. This would need to be a 
quick and easy option to allow young people to make the 
best use of it. It was suggested that a PIN system, where 
you input a unique number to access products, would 
allow for some sort of monitoring. 

A designated location for accessing products had mixed 
reviews from both groups. Group one felt that leaving 
the bathroom when you were already there and needing 
products made the process needlessly more complicated, 
but as long as you didn’t have to deal with a person 
specifically it could work depending on the location. This 
was echoed by group two, agreeing that interacting with 
someone in this process could be embarrassing. The girls 
changing rooms were identified as a good option, but they 
are often locked between classes or when another class are 
using them. Main offices and house rooms were not seen 
as viable options as they weren’t friendly or approachable. 

Having a designated person to go to for access to sanitary 
products came with more challenges for both groups, as 
depending on the person the young people might not feel 
comfortable approaching them, “option is embarrassing 
because it is not yet normalised”. This would have to be 
bespoke for each school to find the right person to be 
responsible. Group two also identified that this might 
increase the stigma, having to ask permission to  
access products. 

Using a card to access free products in shops was seen 
to be a very positive option for most. Those in group one 
who had trialled the ‘P Card’ had positive experiences 
and felt they would use it regularly following trial if it was 
rolled out further. They clearly identified that schools 
would have to work closely with shops to ensure there 
was a clear understanding and awareness of the scheme.  
Group two recognised that although this solved the issue 
of the cost of buying sanitary products, there was still 
an embarrassment in accessing them, and even more so 
with male staff members. This would stop people taking 
advantage though, as you only access the products you 
need. Having the card on an app that could be used at  
self-service check-outs would allow young people to  
access products more discreetly. 

Similarly, using vouchers in shops to access from products 
would be useful if you were able to make use of them at 
self-service check-outs this would allow for discreet use, 
“much less uncomfortable when it doesn’t have to involve 
someone else”. There was very little distinction in both 
groups between the card and voucher option. 

Group one had positive views on the option of a monthly 
delivery as you wouldn’t have to worry about transport 
availability and cost, as well as not having to interact with 
other people. This would help to alleviate the worries 
of not having a positive female role model and support 
around, as well as the stress associated if you have 
additional support needs as you don’t have to leave your 
home. It was identified in both groups that this would need 
to customisable, not a “one size fits all”. Group two also 
posed the question of this adding to the stigma around 
periods, as it was seen as a “hidden” sources, rather than 
challenging it. 
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Conclusion                                                                                                            

Throughout the two workshops the young people 
identified many issues and ideas under five clear themes. 

These were: 

  Education for all young people, not just those  
accessing products

  Cost of products and the variety of products  
available

  Transport costs and local shops to access products

  Reducing stigma and embarrassment to empower 
young people to access products confidently

 Flexibility in schools to access products when  
needed but also bathrooms when needed

Under each of the themes key barriers were identified that 
stopped young people from being able to access sanitary 
products in a way that suits them, and they can afford. 
The embarrassment of accessing products came up time 
and time again, from not being able to access the right 
information about products that are available and how 
to best access them, to buying products in front of staff, 
members of the public and their peers. 

The cost of products was particularly identified by those 
that didn’t have the support of family and role models, or 
those no longer living at home, but it was clear across all 
participants that this needs to be addressed to allow all 
young people to have fair access to the right products at 
the right times.  Alongside this was the issue of transport, 
from both the point of view of cost and also in terms of 
access to public transport links and local shops. 

 Schools have an important part to play in changing 
attitudes towards periods and sanitary products for all 
young people, not just those who have experience of 
accessing sanitary products, but also in providing products 
in a way that all young people can access them with dignity 
and support.  It was clearly identified that there was a 
lack of knowledge and understanding in young people 
around periods and sanitary products which schools need 
to play a role in addressing. By building up the knowledge 
and understanding of all young people this can address 
the stigma around products and allow young people to 
access what they need without the fear of embarrassment, 
empowering them to make informed decisions confidently. 

Appendix - Young Scot’s co-design experience & approach                                                                                                                 

Young Scot has extensive experience in engaging with Scotland’s young people to seek their views 
and input in the development of the services they use. Young people have a significant role to play in 
encouraging organisations and communities to adopt a more collaborative culture, focusing resources to 
effectively meet the needs of individuals and communities.

Our co-design service involves young people systematically 
creating, designing and delivering solutions in collaboration 
with organisations. Young people are involved much 
earlier in decision making process through a highly 
participative approach developing informed insights, ideas, 
recommendations and solutions for policy and practice.

Supporting people to co-design ideas has been shown to 
have a radical impact on service innovation. We know  
using a co-design approach enables a more distributed,  
decentralised approach to innovation that supports 
Scotland’s ambitions to cede power and responsibility 
directly to young people.

This approach ties into key policy areas including:

  United Nations Conventions on the Rights of the Child

  Public Service Reform/Christie Commission

  Community Empowerment Act

  Getting It Right for Every Child

Explore 
Define by uncovering the issues through 

gathering insights and genuine experiences 
from/by young people

Create 
Generate ideas and co-produce solutions  

with/by young people

Recommend 
Produce influential ideas/solutions 

with young people

Reflect 
Consider the future impact and sustainability  

of the ideas produced

Implement 
Implementation of ideas/solutions  

with young people
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