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ABSTRACT | Period poverty is a problem affecting schoolgirls in South Africa and often results in them missing 
school during menstrual cycles. Concomitantly, discarded clothing is contributing to a growing landfill crisis. 
To mitigate the effect of these problems, the ‘Sustain Her’ voluntary community-based project, an initiative 
by a South African non-profit organisation aimed to utilise discarded clothing to create reusable sanitary 
pads that could be gifted to schoolgirls. This paper aims to answer the research question: How can clothing 
waste be utilised to create reusable sanitary pads and empower communities? This aim is pursued by first 
contextualising the ‘Sustain Her’ project and secondly by contextualising the opportunities and challenges of 
the ‘Sustain Her’ project. The research methodology employed is qualitative autoethnography because the 
author facilitated and participated in the ‘Sustain Her’ voluntary community-based project, and the findings 
of the paper are based on the author’s personal experience and observations recorded in personal reflective 
notes. The ‘Sustain Her’ project showed that it is possible to recycle discarded clothing to create reusable 
sanitary pads for schoolgirls, to mitigate period poverty. To that end, community volunteers appeared eager 
to be involved in the ‘Sustain Her’ project, and seemed empowered to sort clothing, and perform basic cutting 
and hand sewing operations. The volunteers’ machine sewing skills varied which made achieving a consistent 
quality of sanitary pad challenging. Several volunteers appeared eager to develop their machine sewing skills 
but due to various challenges, training was not possible.
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1. Introduction 
 
“Period poverty” is a term that refers to the lack of financial means to obtain menstrual products, such as 
sanitary pads (Department of Women, Youth and Persons with Disabilities, 2019; Michel et al., 2022; United 
Nations Population Fund (UNFPA), 2022; Vardapetyan, 2021). Period poverty is a global problem that 
affects millions of women and girls (Michel et al., 2022; The World Bank, 2023). It is estimated that seven 
million South African schoolgirls suffer from period poverty which results in them missing up to five days of 
school every month (Ekane, et al., 2014; I_Menstruate, 2023; Kgware, 2016; Khamisa et al., 2022; Modise, 
2013). The implication is that period poverty is a potential barrier that may inhibit girls from attaining 
essential education. 
 
Menstrual products can be disposable or reusable. Disposable menstrual products are only used once for a 
few hours and are therefore not environmentally sustainable because they result in large amounts of waste 
(The World Bank, 2023; United Nations (International) Children’s (Emergency) Fund (UNICEF), 2019). 
Disposable menstrual products are often discarded in landfills, flushed down the toilet, which causes 
sewerage blockages, or burned, resulting in toxic air pollution (Khamisa et al., 2022; UNICEF, 2019). 
Reusable menstrual products, however, such as sanitary pads made from fabric and silicon menstrual cups, 
provide a more sustainable alternative because they can be used multiple times and therefore greatly 
reduce waste (UNFPA, 2022; UNICEF, 2019). 
 
Reusable sanitary pads have the potential to provide a long-term solution to period poverty because they 
require less financial investment in the long term than disposable menstrual products and can be 
constructed from fabrics that are easy to obtain, such as from clothing waste. Large volumes of clothing are 
disposed of annually, with two-thirds discarded within one year of purchase (Dean, 2020; Santi, 2023; 
Zurich, 2023). Excessive clothing consumption and disposal, coupled with a lack of textile recycling 
programmes in South Africa, has resulted in an ever-growing landfill crisis (Dean, 2020; Jenkin & Hattingh, 
2022; Nkosi, 2022; Qukula, 2022; Rewoven, 2023; Santi, 2023; Wadula, 2022; Zurich, 2023). To mitigate the 
effect of these problems, discarded clothing could be utilised to create reusable menstrual products and 
potentially empower communities. This was the goal of the ‘Sustain Her’ project, an initiative by a South 
African non-profit organisation (NPO), which aimed to utilise discarded clothing to create reusable sanitary 
pads that could be gifted to schoolgirls to alleviate the effect of period poverty.  
 
This paper embeds itself in the research question: How can clothing waste be utilised to create reusable 
sanitary pads and empower communities? To align with the research question, this paper has a two-part 
aim. Firstly, to contextualise the ‘Sustain Her’ voluntary community-based project and, secondly, to 
contextualise the opportunities and challenges of the ‘Sustain Her’ voluntary community-based project. 
 

2. Literature Review 
 
Menstruation is a normal monthly occurrence for women and girls from the age of puberty to menopause 
(National Health Service (NHS), 2023; UNICEF, 2018). However, due to lack of accurate menstruation 
knowledge, the menstrual experience is often accompanied by feelings of shame and secrecy perpetuated 
by social myths such as ideas that girls are unable to perform everyday activities such as cook food, bathe, 
or sleep in their own beds during their periods (Barrington et al., 2021; Davis et al., 2018; ElGilany et al., 
2005; Hennegan et al., 2021; McMahon et al., 2011; Miiro et al., 2018; Montgomery et al., 2016; Thomson et 
al., 2019; UNICEF, 2019). As a result of these misconceptions and negative attitudes towards menstruation, 
and the embarrassment associated with not being able to afford menstrual products, girls are often 
reluctant to discuss their period-related challenges (Boosey et al., 2014; Dolan et al., 2013; Mason et al., 
2013; McMahon et al., 2011; Montgomery et al., 2016; Sommer & Kirk, 2008). As such, despite much research 
being conducted with regard to the effects of period poverty on schoolgirls, it is possible that the effects of 
period poverty are worse than currently reflected in the literature. However, the literature suggests that 
period poverty has a negative effect on the physical, mental, and socio-economic wellbeing of schoolgirls 
(Department of Women, 2017; Rodriguez, 2021). 
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Studies indicate that, to overcome the effects of period poverty, some schoolgirls may engage in 
transactional sex or use inappropriate alternative menstrual products, which can negatively impact their 
health (Chinyama et al., 2019; I_Menstruate, 2023; Khamisa et al., 2022; Malusu & Zani, 2014; Mason et al., 
2013; Montgomery et al., 2016; Nobelius et al., 2010; Ssewanyana & Bitanihirwe, 2019; Tegegne & Sisay, 
2014; UNFPA, 2022; Phillips-Howard et al., 2015). Transactional sex in the context of period poverty is the 
act of trading sexual relations for menstrual products or for money to purchase menstrual products 
(Tegegne & Sisay, 2014; Tellier & Hyttel, 2018). This behaviour increases the risk of teen pregnancy, early 
marriage and contracting sexually transmitted diseases such as the Human Immunodeficiency Virus (HIV) 
(Mason et al., 2013; Tellier & Hyttel, 2018). Despite these risks, studies indicate that sex in exchange for 
menstrual products is socially acceptable in many countries (Mason et al., 2013; Tegegne & Sisay, 2014). 
 
Alternative menstrual products such as leaves, newspaper, cotton wool and old rags are utilised by many 
schoolgirls when they cannot obtain menstrual products (Chinyama et al., 2019; I_Menstruate, 2023; 
Khamisa et al., 2022; Montgomery et al., 2016; Ssewanyana & Bitanihirwe, 2019; Tegegne & Sisay, 2014; 
UNFPA, 2022). These alternatives are often unhygienic because they disintegrate during use or cannot be 
thoroughly cleaned, which can cause reproductive tract infections and even infertility (Baker et al., 2017; 
I_Menstruate, 2023; Mishra, 2015; Montgomery et al., 2012; Ssewanyana & Bitanihirwe, 2019; The World 
Bank, 2023). 
 
Alternative menstrual products are often ineffective at absorbing menstrual fluid, resulting in leaking and 
staining on girls’ clothing (Chinyama et al., 2019; Montgomery et al., 2016). Studies indicate that visible 
leaks cause shame and embarrassment for schoolgirls and are often the focus of derogatory comments 
from classmates (Boosey et al., 2014; Mason et al., 2013; Miiro et al., 2022; Montgomery et al. 2016). Bullying 
by peers, coupled with the shame of not being able to access menstrual products, causes psychological 
distress and decreased self-confidence in schoolgirls (Department of Women, 2017; Ssewanyana & 
Bitanihirwe, 2019; Tegegne & Sisay, 2014).  
 
The fear of embarrassment and bullying increases the likelihood of girls being absent from school during 
their periods (Boosey et al., 2014; Davis et al., 2018; International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent 
Societies (IFRC), 2013; I_Menstruate, 2023; Mansoori et al., 2020; Mason et al., 2013; Mason et al., 2015; Miiro 
et al., 2018; Montgomery et al., 2016). Studies further indicate that the fear of menstrual leaking decreases 
girls’ ability to concentrate during lessons and reduces their willingness to participate in classroom 
activities (Jewitt & Ryley, 2014; Mason et al., 2013; McMahon et al., 2011; Tegegne & Sisay, 2014; Van Biljon & 
Burger, 2019). Frequent absenteeism and the inability to concentrate in class because of menstrual period 
associated fears, results in gaps in knowledge, decreases academic performance and increases the 
likelihood that girls will leave school before completing their education (Boosey et al., 2014; I_Menstruate, 
2023; Tamiru, 2014; United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), 2015; 
UNFPA, 2022). Lack of education diminishes a girl’s employment options and increases the probability that 
she will remain in poverty (Department of Women, 2017; The World Bank, 2023).  
 
In 2017 the Department of Women, a ministry of the South African government, published the Sanitary 
Dignity Policy Framework (Department of Women, 2017). The aim of this framework was “to promote 
sanitary dignity” and to set out standards for providing menstrual products to those affected by period 
poverty (Department of Women, 2017, p. 3). According to this framework, access to menstrual products to 
ensure dignity during menstruation is a fundamental human right that must be provided for by the 
government (Department of Women, 2017). Since this framework was published the South African 
government, in partnership with the private sector, has launched several campaigns to distribute 
disposable sanitary pads to schoolgirls in low-income areas across South Africa (I_Menstruate, 2023; 
Parliamentary Monitoring Group, 2018a, 2018b; Van Biljon & Burger, 2019). However, the distribution of 
these disposable sanitary pads has allegedly been sporadic and unreliable (I_Menstruate, 2023; 
Parliamentary Monitoring Group, 2018a, 2018b; Van Biljon & Burger, 2019).  
 
Distributing disposable sanitary pads to schoolgirls regularly requires consistent financial investment, 
which makes this type of campaign challenging (Tegegne & Sisay, 2014), whereas reusable sanitary pads 
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overcome the challenges of period poverty whilst simultaneously equipping community members with 
skills and knowledge for future employment (Jenkin & Hattingh, 2022; Ssewanyana & Bitanihirwe, 2019). 
 

3. Methodology 
 
The research methodology employed was qualitative autoethnography. Ethnography is the examination and 
description of social phenomena (Babbie, 2021; Lichtman, 2023; Silverman, 2004). Data is gathered by 
researchers primarily through observation of the social phenomenon, which is recorded in field notes 
(Lichtman, 2023; Silverman, 2004). Autoethnography is a class of ethnography in which the researcher 
records, examines and describes their own experience of a social phenomenon (Çayır, 2020; Poulos, 2021). As 
such, researchers fulfil the dual role of participant and observer in autoethnographic studies (Çayır, 2020; 
Poulos, 2021). Autoethnographic methodology was applied in this paper, because the author facilitated and 
participated in the ‘Sustain Her’ voluntary community-based project, and the findings are based on the 
author’s personal experience and observations, which were recorded in personal reflective notes. 
 
The ‘Sustain Her’ project is an initiative of a Johannesburg-based NPO. The project participants included 
the author, the director of the NPO and community volunteers, including student volunteers from a 
Johannesburg-based higher education institution. The director of the NPO granted permission for the 
names of the project and of the NPO to be included in this paper. However, to avoid any possible negative 
effects because of this paper, and to protect the privacy and integrity of the NPO director, community 
volunteers, the higher education institution and the schoolgirls who benefitted from this project, all 
identifying names of people and associated organisations have been omitted. 
 

4. Contextualising the ‘Sustain Her’ Voluntary Community-Based Project 
 
The ‘Sustain Her’ voluntary community-based project aimed at creating reusable sanitary pads from 
clothing waste to reduce waste discarded into landfills. At the same time, gifting these reusable sanitary 
pads to schoolgirls could potentially reduce the likelihood of absenteeism from school, thereby sustaining 
their educational journey.  

4.1 Clothing Sorting Event 
 
The first phase of the ‘Sustain Her’ project was to sort through clothing donations and determine what 
could be used for the reusable sanitary pads. The clothing sorting event was held on Mandela Day, 18 July 
2023, at a school in Johannesburg. Volunteers were invited to participate in the clothing waste sorting 
event via online groups and social media pages. Three types of fabric were required to create the reusable 
sanitary pads, namely, T-shirting, towelling and waterproof fabric. Volunteers were verbally briefed on the 
types of clothing to sort. Volunteers were advised not to gather light-coloured T-shirts, such as white or 
pastel colours, that could be easily stained by menstrual fluid. Once all the T-shirting, towelling and 
waterproof fabric had been sorted, a large volume of clothing remained. It was then decided by the author 
and the NPO director that these clothing items could be used to create bags in which to carry the reusable 
sanitary pads. 

4.2 The Development of the Reusable Sanitary Pad 
 
The author developed the reusable sanitary pad design, which consisted of four layers; two outer layers, an 
absorbent layer, and a waterproof layer. The outside layers were cut from clothing made from cotton T-
shirting. The outside T-shirting layers of the reusable sanitary pad were oval shaped for easy sewing, and 
also provided ‘wings’ on the sides to wrap around the underwear gusset and were clipped together with 
snap fasteners. Cotton T-shirting was utilised for the outer layers because of its absorbency, ease of 
laundering and comfortability.  
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require a once-off investment because they can be used multiple times, thereby providing a long-term 
solution to period poverty. Studies indicate that the distribution of reusable menstrual products to 
schoolgirls, such as silicon menstrual cups and reusable sanitary pads, significantly reduces incidences of 
school absenteeism amongst girls (Hennegan & Montgomery, 2016; Montgomery et al., 2016; Tegegne & 
Sisay, 2014; Wilson et al., 2014). As such, it is argued that providing reusable menstrual products to girls 
affected by period poverty is likely to improve their school attendance and improve their chances of 
completing their education and escaping poverty.  
 
Menstrual cups are made from medical grade silicon and require specialised knowledge and technology to 
construct (UNICEF, 2019), whereas reusable sanitary pads are constructed from a combination of 
absorbent and waterproof fabrics, that are stitched together by hand or with a sewing machine (Tegegne & 
Sisay, 2014; UNICEF, 2019). This means that reusable sanitary pads can be created by anyone with basic 
sewing skills and access to the appropriate fabrics. Appropriate fabrics are easy to obtain because large 
volumes of clothing are disposed of annually (Dean, 2020; Santi, 2023; Zurich, 2023). It is estimated that the 
rate of fabric and clothing production and the rate at which consumers dispose of their clothing has 
doubled in the past 20 years (Dean, 2020; Santi, 2023; Zurich, 2023). This is projected to increase in the 
future, with approximately 148 tonnes of fabric waste being produced by the fashion industry by 2030 
(Bailey et al., 2022; Dean, 2020; Stanescu, 2021). It is estimated that at the end of their perceived useful 
lives, 85% of clothing will be discarded into landfills and 15% will be donated for reuse or recycling (Bailey 
et al., 2022; Burns, 2019; DeVoy et al., 2021; Ellen MacArthur Foundation (EMF), 2017; United States 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), 2023; Fletcher & Grose, 2012; Kadolph, 2011; Zurich, 2023). 
 
Clothing discarded in landfills decomposes vastly differently (Fletcher, 2000). Natural fabrics such as 
cotton, silk, wool, and linen decompose relatively quickly, within two weeks to five years (Fletcher & Grose, 
2012; Manteco, 2023). This process is, however, retarded by the application of synthetic dyes and chemical 
finishes during production and if natural fibres have been blended with synthetic fibres (Fletcher, 1997; 
Manteco, 2023). Synthetic or manmade fabrics such as spandex and polyester decompose over a much 
longer period, between 20 and 200 years (Fletcher & Grose, 2012; Uren, 2015).1  As synthetic fabrics 
decompose, they break down into microplastics and flow out of the landfill in the leachate (Silva et al., 
2021; Svedin, 2020; Weinstein, et al., 2016).2 Despite leachate being treated before it is released into the 
environment, microplastics are not readily removed during this treatment (Silva et al., 2021; Weinstein et 
al., 2016). This is problematic because, if consumed, microplastics can cause damage to the cells, 
inflammation, and oxidative stress (Danopolous et al., 2022; Gerretsen, 2023; Huang et al., 2021). But since 
synthetic fabrics take a long time to decompose, they contribute to landfills becoming full and being 
prematurely closed (Fletcher & Grose, 2012; Uren, 2015). This is a problem that South Africa is currently 
facing. Large metropolitan areas such as Johannesburg and Cape Town are rapidly running out of landfill 
space (Nkosi, 2022; Qukula, 2022; Wadula, 2022). New landfills could be constructed, but this is a long, 
expensive process, and requires large areas of land, which is in short supply (Wadula, 2022). 
 
In terms of the 15% of used clothing that is donated for resale or recycling, only 20% is suitable for resale 
(Schumacher & Forster, 2022). The remaining 80% is donated to the second-hand market in developing 
countries, recycled into lower-grade fabric goods such as insulation, or discarded into landfills 
(Schumacher & Forster, 2022). Less than 1% is recycled into new fibres for use in clothing (Schumacher & 
Forster, 2022). South African statistics are not available, but since fabric recycling programmes are limited 
in South Africa (Jenkin & Hattingh, 2022; Rewoven, 2023), it is likely that most donated clothing is not fit for 
resale or donation to the underprivileged and is thus discarded into a landfill.  
 
Creating reusable sanitary pads from clothing waste is not only environmentally sustainable, but it also has 
the potential to empower communities. The literature documents several programmes in Africa in which 
schoolgirls and disadvantaged members of the community are taught how to create reusable sanitary pads 
(Ssewanyana & Bitanihirwe, 2019; Tegegne & Sisay, 2014). These programmes empower schoolgirls to 

	
1 Synthetic fabrics are derived from petroleum through chemical processing (Kadolph, 2011). 
2 Microplastics are pieces of synthetic fibres that are smaller than five millimetres (Costa et al., 2010; De Falco et al., 2018). 
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4. Contextualising the ‘Sustain Her’ Voluntary Community-Based Project 
 
The ‘Sustain Her’ voluntary community-based project aimed at creating reusable sanitary pads from 
clothing waste to reduce waste discarded into landfills. At the same time, gifting these reusable sanitary 
pads to schoolgirls could potentially reduce the likelihood of absenteeism from school, thereby sustaining 
their educational journey.  

4.1 Clothing Sorting Event 
 
The first phase of the ‘Sustain Her’ project was to sort through clothing donations and determine what 
could be used for the reusable sanitary pads. The clothing sorting event was held on Mandela Day, 18 July 
2023, at a school in Johannesburg. Volunteers were invited to participate in the clothing waste sorting 
event via online groups and social media pages. Three types of fabric were required to create the reusable 
sanitary pads, namely, T-shirting, towelling and waterproof fabric. Volunteers were verbally briefed on the 
types of clothing to sort. Volunteers were advised not to gather light-coloured T-shirts, such as white or 
pastel colours, that could be easily stained by menstrual fluid. Once all the T-shirting, towelling and 
waterproof fabric had been sorted, a large volume of clothing remained. It was then decided by the author 
and the NPO director that these clothing items could be used to create bags in which to carry the reusable 
sanitary pads. 

4.2 The Development of the Reusable Sanitary Pad 
 
The author developed the reusable sanitary pad design, which consisted of four layers; two outer layers, an 
absorbent layer, and a waterproof layer. The outside layers were cut from clothing made from cotton T-
shirting. The outside T-shirting layers of the reusable sanitary pad were oval shaped for easy sewing, and 
also provided ‘wings’ on the sides to wrap around the underwear gusset and were clipped together with 
snap fasteners. Cotton T-shirting was utilised for the outer layers because of its absorbency, ease of 
laundering and comfortability.  
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require a once-off investment because they can be used multiple times, thereby providing a long-term 
solution to period poverty. Studies indicate that the distribution of reusable menstrual products to 
schoolgirls, such as silicon menstrual cups and reusable sanitary pads, significantly reduces incidences of 
school absenteeism amongst girls (Hennegan & Montgomery, 2016; Montgomery et al., 2016; Tegegne & 
Sisay, 2014; Wilson et al., 2014). As such, it is argued that providing reusable menstrual products to girls 
affected by period poverty is likely to improve their school attendance and improve their chances of 
completing their education and escaping poverty.  
 
Menstrual cups are made from medical grade silicon and require specialised knowledge and technology to 
construct (UNICEF, 2019), whereas reusable sanitary pads are constructed from a combination of 
absorbent and waterproof fabrics, that are stitched together by hand or with a sewing machine (Tegegne & 
Sisay, 2014; UNICEF, 2019). This means that reusable sanitary pads can be created by anyone with basic 
sewing skills and access to the appropriate fabrics. Appropriate fabrics are easy to obtain because large 
volumes of clothing are disposed of annually (Dean, 2020; Santi, 2023; Zurich, 2023). It is estimated that the 
rate of fabric and clothing production and the rate at which consumers dispose of their clothing has 
doubled in the past 20 years (Dean, 2020; Santi, 2023; Zurich, 2023). This is projected to increase in the 
future, with approximately 148 tonnes of fabric waste being produced by the fashion industry by 2030 
(Bailey et al., 2022; Dean, 2020; Stanescu, 2021). It is estimated that at the end of their perceived useful 
lives, 85% of clothing will be discarded into landfills and 15% will be donated for reuse or recycling (Bailey 
et al., 2022; Burns, 2019; DeVoy et al., 2021; Ellen MacArthur Foundation (EMF), 2017; United States 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), 2023; Fletcher & Grose, 2012; Kadolph, 2011; Zurich, 2023). 
 
Clothing discarded in landfills decomposes vastly differently (Fletcher, 2000). Natural fabrics such as 
cotton, silk, wool, and linen decompose relatively quickly, within two weeks to five years (Fletcher & Grose, 
2012; Manteco, 2023). This process is, however, retarded by the application of synthetic dyes and chemical 
finishes during production and if natural fibres have been blended with synthetic fibres (Fletcher, 1997; 
Manteco, 2023). Synthetic or manmade fabrics such as spandex and polyester decompose over a much 
longer period, between 20 and 200 years (Fletcher & Grose, 2012; Uren, 2015).1  As synthetic fabrics 
decompose, they break down into microplastics and flow out of the landfill in the leachate (Silva et al., 
2021; Svedin, 2020; Weinstein, et al., 2016).2 Despite leachate being treated before it is released into the 
environment, microplastics are not readily removed during this treatment (Silva et al., 2021; Weinstein et 
al., 2016). This is problematic because, if consumed, microplastics can cause damage to the cells, 
inflammation, and oxidative stress (Danopolous et al., 2022; Gerretsen, 2023; Huang et al., 2021). But since 
synthetic fabrics take a long time to decompose, they contribute to landfills becoming full and being 
prematurely closed (Fletcher & Grose, 2012; Uren, 2015). This is a problem that South Africa is currently 
facing. Large metropolitan areas such as Johannesburg and Cape Town are rapidly running out of landfill 
space (Nkosi, 2022; Qukula, 2022; Wadula, 2022). New landfills could be constructed, but this is a long, 
expensive process, and requires large areas of land, which is in short supply (Wadula, 2022). 
 
In terms of the 15% of used clothing that is donated for resale or recycling, only 20% is suitable for resale 
(Schumacher & Forster, 2022). The remaining 80% is donated to the second-hand market in developing 
countries, recycled into lower-grade fabric goods such as insulation, or discarded into landfills 
(Schumacher & Forster, 2022). Less than 1% is recycled into new fibres for use in clothing (Schumacher & 
Forster, 2022). South African statistics are not available, but since fabric recycling programmes are limited 
in South Africa (Jenkin & Hattingh, 2022; Rewoven, 2023), it is likely that most donated clothing is not fit for 
resale or donation to the underprivileged and is thus discarded into a landfill.  
 
Creating reusable sanitary pads from clothing waste is not only environmentally sustainable, but it also has 
the potential to empower communities. The literature documents several programmes in Africa in which 
schoolgirls and disadvantaged members of the community are taught how to create reusable sanitary pads 
(Ssewanyana & Bitanihirwe, 2019; Tegegne & Sisay, 2014). These programmes empower schoolgirls to 

	
1 Synthetic fabrics are derived from petroleum through chemical processing (Kadolph, 2011). 
2 Microplastics are pieces of synthetic fibres that are smaller than five millimetres (Costa et al., 2010; De Falco et al., 2018). 
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As soon as enough reusable sanitary pads had been completed, the NPO hosted a kit packaging event 
where high school learners volunteered to pack the reusable menstrual kit components into buckets. 
 

5. Findings: Autoethnographic Reflections 
 
At the beginning of this project, the author and the NPO director explored options to create awareness of the 
aim of the ‘Sustain Her’ project to provide reusable sanitary pads for schoolgirls. It was determined that the 
project would be promoted through a poster shared on social media pages, online groups and at community 
gatherings. The author and NPO director were aware of the culture of secrecy and shame associated with 
menstruation and grappled with word choice and colour selection for posters, to present the topic of 
menstruation and the aim of ‘Sustain Her’ gently to the community. For example, deciding between words 
such as ‘sanitary’ versus ‘menstrual’ and ‘towels’ versus ‘pads’ and using pink rather than red in the posters 
to avoid associations with blood. The project was promoted by the NPO director and community leaders at 
community gatherings. However, when male community leaders promoted the project, they appeared 
uncomfortable and often did not share all the necessary information with the community.  
 
Despite this, the ‘Sustain Her’ project was well supported by the community, with approximately 20 to 30 
people at a time attending the various sorting, construction, and packaging events. Most volunteers were 
women, but there were several young boys and men who participated in the project. Most of the men who 
participated were fathers of daughters. Over time the culture of secrecy surrounding menstruation 
appeared to shift in the community as more women and girls began discussing their menstrual difficulties 
at the ‘Sustain Her’ construction events. Noticeably more men without children began participating in the 
construction events and expressed that this was because they wanted to support their female friends who 
volunteered in the project.  
 
Overall, the sorting, construction and packaging events yielded positive experiences because many 
volunteers appeared eager to get involved and contribute to the project. It was further observed that 
bringing a group of volunteers together to work towards a common goal encouraged a jovial atmosphere 
where people appeared to enjoy the opportunity to meet new people and build relationships in 
communities. In some cases, such as with adolescents, volunteers seemed to enjoy the social atmosphere 
to such an extent that the quality and pace of their work decreased, as the construction event progressed. 
One young man began cutting fabric in the air, because there was no space on the table where he was 
sitting, as it was surrounded by volunteers. He appeared reluctant to move away from the other volunteers 
to another available table, despite encouragement from the author and the NPO director. 
 
However, at the sorting events, volunteers initially appeared to struggle to identify and distinguish between 
the types of fabric. This may be because the author did not show them an example of the reusable sanitary 
pad that was going to be created, to provide visual context of the fabric required. Additionally, most of 
these volunteers had not previously made their own clothes, so this may explain their lack of fabric 
knowledge. To remedy this, the author engaged in a discussion with the volunteers and demonstrated 
which fabrics and related clothing items were required. Thereafter the volunteers appeared to be better 
able to identify and sort the clothing correctly. 
 
A few volunteers expressed apprehension because they lacked sewing skills and were not sure how they 
could contribute to the project. Such volunteers were encouraged and coached to identify and sort the 
different types of fabric, cut fabric, pin the pieces together, iron the components where necessary and 
perform basic hand sewing operations. Most volunteers appeared to acquire these skills relatively quickly. 
However, a large portion of the construction process required machine sewing skills.  
A few volunteers, including the higher education fashion students, had extensive machine sewing experience, 
which was valuable in this project. A notable volunteer was an elderly gentleman in his seventies. His mother 
had taught him how to sew as a young man and he had been creating and tailoring his own clothing for 
decades. This gentleman sat for several hours sewing reusable sanitary pads of excellent quality before he 
asked the author, “What are we making?” The author then explained the goal  
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The absorbent layer was cut from cotton towels and face cloths because the double-knit structure of 
towelling makes it ideal for absorbing menstrual fluid, laundering and comfortability. The absorbent 
towelling layer was cut in a rectangular shape, of the same length as the outer layers, and the approximate 
width of an underwear gusset. This shape ensured that the top and bottom edges of the absorbent 
towelling layer were attached to the outer layers, with minimal bulk at the width to ensure comfortable 
fastening around the underwear gusset.  
 
The waterproof layer was cut from faux leather or raincoat fabric in the same oval shape as the outer T-
shirting layers. However, few raincoats and faux leather clothing were donated to the NPO, so faux leather 
fabric was purchased for the reusable sanitary pads to improve their waterproof properties. Pads made 
with a double layer of raincoat fabric were recommended for light flow days. However, the aim was to make 
most pads with a faux leather waterproof layer.  
 
The reusable sanitary pad was assembled by first stitching the absorbent towelling rectangle onto the oval 
waterproof layer. The oval T-shirting layers were then pinned in place on top of the towelling layer and 
underneath the waterproof layer, and then stitched together. Stitching the edges of the three oval layers 
together ensured that the waterproof layer could not shift inside the pad during wear or laundering and 
that the whole pad was waterproof, to prevent leaks. Once the layers had been stitched together, the outer 
raw edges were overlocked to prevent fraying, provide strength, and promote longevity.3  Thereafter, snap 
fasteners were stitched on either side of the oval ‘wings’ so that the reusable sanitary pad could be secured 
around the underwear gusset.  
 
Since the outer layers looked the same, a mark was embroidered on the top T-shirting layer, above the 
absorbent towelling layer. This was done to identify the absorbent side to be placed against the body, and 
the waterproof side to be placed onto the underwear gusset. To distinguish between the raincoat and faux 
leather reusable sanitary pads, those with two raincoat layers were embroidered with “L” to indicate use 
for light flow days, and those with a faux leather layer were embroidered with “H” for heavy flow days.  
 
Schoolgirls were gifted three light flow pads and three heavy flow pads in a fabric carrier bag as part of  
a reusable menstrual kit. The kit included a small waterproof purse to store soiled pads until laundering.  
A pamphlet with important menstruation and laundering instructions was also included in the kit, 
accompanied by soap and vinegar for washing the pads. The components were packed into a small plastic 
bucket with a lid, to enable discreet washing and storing of reusable sanitary pads. 

4.3 Construction Events 
 
The NPO hosted several reusable sanitary pad construction events, during which volunteers cut the fabric 
layers out of the clothing waste, pinned the layers together, used sewing machines to assemble the 
reusable sanitary pads and applied hand sewing techniques to embroider ‘L’ or ‘H’ on the pads and attach 
the snap fasteners. Large construction events took place every three months on Saturday mornings at a 
Johannesburg school. Workstations were set up where cutting, pinning, machine sewing and hand sewing 
operations were performed by volunteers, in an informal production line. In addition, smaller construction 
events were hosted on weekday mornings, where unemployed parents and pensioners from the 
community volunteered to cut out the fabric layers and complete hand sewing operations on already 
assembled reusable sanitary pads.  
 
In addition to these events, the ‘Sustain Her’ community-based project partnered with the fashion 
department at a Johannesburg-based higher education institution to host machine sewing sessions. These 
sessions took place every Friday morning for a month. In these sessions third-year student volunteers utilised 
their machine sewing skills and clothing construction experience to assemble the reusable sanitary pads.  
 

	
3 Overlocking is a special stitch created with four or five threads which wrap around and enclose the raw edges of fabric to 
prevent fraying.  
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3 Overlocking is a special stitch created with four or five threads which wrap around and enclose the raw edges of fabric to 
prevent fraying.  
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6. Discussion and Recommendations 
 
The literature suggests that menstruation education for all people plays a vital role in removing shame and 
secrecy, as well as breaking down myths associated with menstruation (Khamisa et al., 2022; UNICEF, 
2019). As such there is potential for the ‘Sustain Her’ voluntary community-based project to partner with a 
menstruation education programme as a two-pronged approach to alleviating period poverty in South 
Africa. Perhaps a representative from a menstruation education programme could accompany the NPO 
when the reusable sanitary pad kits are delivered to schools.  
 
The ‘Sustain Her’ project relied on volunteers to create these reusable sanitary pads. As such, the 
production of reusable sanitary pads can be slow and, ultimately, the schoolgirls are dependent on the 
volunteers to elevate them out of period poverty. The opportunity exists to teach schoolgirls how to create 
their own reusable sanitary pads so that they are empowered to elevate themselves out of period poverty. 
However, this would require the provision of the fabric and sewing equipment, in addition to providing 
schoolgirls with sewing lessons. This requires a greater resource investment than is currently available. The 
author is exploring possibilities of creating reusable sanitary pads that can be constructed exclusively 
through hand sewing operations from clothing waste, to overcome the challenges of providing sewing 
machines to schoolgirls.  
 
The literature indicates that several reusable sanitary pad programmes employ community members and 
train them to create reusable menstrual products (Jenkin & Hattingh, 2022; Ssewanyana & Bitanihirwe, 
2019). The possibility therefore exists that the skills acquired by volunteers during their participation in the 
‘Sustain Her’ project will enable them to gain employment in clothing production or to start their own 
businesses creating reusable sanitary pads.  
 
The author and the NPO are further exploring the possibility of creating a social media instructional video 
to provide step-by-step instructions on how to construct a reusable sanitary pad from clothing waste. This 
endeavour may inspire people who possess machine sewing skills to initiate similar projects to reduce the 
effects of period poverty in their communities. 
 
However, it is noted that schoolgirls affected by period poverty likely also lack underwear. Lack of 
underwear makes the use of reusable sanitary pads difficult. As such the author and the NPO director are 
exploring campaigns that can be initiated to obtain funds to purchase underwear so that a pack of 
underwear can be included in each reusable sanitary pad kit.  
 
The potential further exists for researchers to explore and quantify the amount of clothing that is diverted 
from landfill through the creation of reusable sanitary pads, as well as to examine the long-term effects of 
the ‘Sustain Her’ community-based project on breaking down menstruation myths and alleviating the 
effects of period poverty on school absenteeism. 
 

7. Conclusion 
 
Period poverty is a global problem affecting millions of schoolgirls. Not only is period poverty a barrier to 
accessing education, but it also has a negative impact on the physical and emotional well-being of 
schoolgirls. Provision of disposable menstrual products by state and privately funded campaigns is often 
sporadic and unreliable. Additionally, disposable menstrual products produce large amounts of waste, 
which is environmentally unsustainable. Reusable sanitary pads made from clothing waste are a potential 
long-term solution that overcomes the challenges of period poverty faced by schoolgirls and 
simultaneously prevents clothing waste from being discarded. As such, reusable sanitary pads made from 
clothing waste are a sustainable alternative to disposable menstrual products.  
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of the ’Sustain Her’ project to him and he expressed delight at being involved, as he had three adult daughters 
and seemed to empathise with girls affected by period poverty.  
 
A few volunteers had their own sewing machines, but their experience was limited to making basic clothing 
items and home soft furnishings such as children’s dresses, curtains, and pillowcases. The author assumed 
that since the reusable sanitary pad consisted of basic shapes, it would be easy for volunteers with limited 
sewing experience to sew. However, the inexperienced volunteers appeared challenged by having to sew 
multiple layers of fabric of different thickness and stretch properties together, which resulted in untidy 
puckering and gathers at the edges. Over time the author found that allocating a few people to pin the 
pieces together for an inexperienced machine sewer improved the quality of the sewing. This appeared to 
allow the inexperienced machine sewer to focus on sewing without needing to break concentration to pin 
pieces together. The author further found that requiring volunteers to pin two layers together with at least 
ten pins in a radial manner improved the quality of the sewing because the pieces were easier to handle 
during sewing.  
 
The various levels of sewing experience of the volunteers resulted in large quality variations of the reusable 
sanitary pads. For this reason, the author checked that all the pads met a minimum quality standard before 
they were passed on to volunteers for the final hand sewing operations. In some cases, the assembled reusable 
sanitary pad had a few errors, which required the stitches to be unpicked and the pad to be reassembled. 
However, in other cases the pads were poorly assembled and could not be repaired and were discarded.  
 
Volunteers attended these construction events when they were able and arrived and left of their own 
accord. It was therefore not possible to ensure that everyone received the same information and training at 
the same time. This meant that despite attempts to oversee all sorting, cutting, pinning, machine, and hand 
sewing operations, volunteers made errors such as cutting T-shirt layers from white fabric, pinning the 
pieces in the wrong order, not stitching all the layers together, or embroidering the pad on the wrong side. 
In some cases, these errors could be quickly remedied, but in other cases the errors were only identified 
when the reusable sanitary pad was almost complete. In these instances, the reusable sanitary pads had to 
be discarded because they were not fit for purpose. Overall, it appeared as though the sorting, cutting, 
pinning, machine, and hand sewing skills of the volunteers improved as the project progressed because 
over time fewer assembled reusable sanitary pads were discarded. 
 
However, a few volunteers, despite coaching from the author, lacked the machine sewing skills necessary 
to assemble a reusable sanitary pad of sufficient quality that it could be gifted to a schoolgirl. To make the 
most of their machine sewing skills, these volunteers were redirected to assemble the fabric carrier bags, 
which were much easier to sew than the reusable sanitary pads. Constructing these bags appeared to be 
less stressful for the volunteers and they constructed good quality bags at a rapid pace. The construction of 
bags was led by an older woman in the community who, from the beginning of the project, elected to sew 
bags rather than reusable sanitary pads. This woman assumed the role of a leader and mentor, by guiding 
and supporting volunteers in the construction of bags. This enabled the author and NPO director to focus 
on the sanitary pad construction process.  
 
Several volunteers, particularly school learners, expressed a desire to learn how to use a sewing machine. It 
was the intention of the author and the NPO director to encourage this desire to acquire new skills and to 
teach community members to sew. However, time was limited and the primary aim of the ‘Sustain Her’ 
community-based project was to create reusable sanitary pads for schoolgirls. For this reason, instead of 
training volunteers to use sewing machines, such volunteers were trained to identify and sort fabric, cut 
and pin fabric and perform hand sewing operations.   
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train them to create reusable menstrual products (Jenkin & Hattingh, 2022; Ssewanyana & Bitanihirwe, 
2019). The possibility therefore exists that the skills acquired by volunteers during their participation in the 
‘Sustain Her’ project will enable them to gain employment in clothing production or to start their own 
businesses creating reusable sanitary pads.  
 
The author and the NPO are further exploring the possibility of creating a social media instructional video 
to provide step-by-step instructions on how to construct a reusable sanitary pad from clothing waste. This 
endeavour may inspire people who possess machine sewing skills to initiate similar projects to reduce the 
effects of period poverty in their communities. 
 
However, it is noted that schoolgirls affected by period poverty likely also lack underwear. Lack of 
underwear makes the use of reusable sanitary pads difficult. As such the author and the NPO director are 
exploring campaigns that can be initiated to obtain funds to purchase underwear so that a pack of 
underwear can be included in each reusable sanitary pad kit.  
 
The potential further exists for researchers to explore and quantify the amount of clothing that is diverted 
from landfill through the creation of reusable sanitary pads, as well as to examine the long-term effects of 
the ‘Sustain Her’ community-based project on breaking down menstruation myths and alleviating the 
effects of period poverty on school absenteeism. 
 

7. Conclusion 
 
Period poverty is a global problem affecting millions of schoolgirls. Not only is period poverty a barrier to 
accessing education, but it also has a negative impact on the physical and emotional well-being of 
schoolgirls. Provision of disposable menstrual products by state and privately funded campaigns is often 
sporadic and unreliable. Additionally, disposable menstrual products produce large amounts of waste, 
which is environmentally unsustainable. Reusable sanitary pads made from clothing waste are a potential 
long-term solution that overcomes the challenges of period poverty faced by schoolgirls and 
simultaneously prevents clothing waste from being discarded. As such, reusable sanitary pads made from 
clothing waste are a sustainable alternative to disposable menstrual products.  
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of the ’Sustain Her’ project to him and he expressed delight at being involved, as he had three adult daughters 
and seemed to empathise with girls affected by period poverty.  
 
A few volunteers had their own sewing machines, but their experience was limited to making basic clothing 
items and home soft furnishings such as children’s dresses, curtains, and pillowcases. The author assumed 
that since the reusable sanitary pad consisted of basic shapes, it would be easy for volunteers with limited 
sewing experience to sew. However, the inexperienced volunteers appeared challenged by having to sew 
multiple layers of fabric of different thickness and stretch properties together, which resulted in untidy 
puckering and gathers at the edges. Over time the author found that allocating a few people to pin the 
pieces together for an inexperienced machine sewer improved the quality of the sewing. This appeared to 
allow the inexperienced machine sewer to focus on sewing without needing to break concentration to pin 
pieces together. The author further found that requiring volunteers to pin two layers together with at least 
ten pins in a radial manner improved the quality of the sewing because the pieces were easier to handle 
during sewing.  
 
The various levels of sewing experience of the volunteers resulted in large quality variations of the reusable 
sanitary pads. For this reason, the author checked that all the pads met a minimum quality standard before 
they were passed on to volunteers for the final hand sewing operations. In some cases, the assembled reusable 
sanitary pad had a few errors, which required the stitches to be unpicked and the pad to be reassembled. 
However, in other cases the pads were poorly assembled and could not be repaired and were discarded.  
 
Volunteers attended these construction events when they were able and arrived and left of their own 
accord. It was therefore not possible to ensure that everyone received the same information and training at 
the same time. This meant that despite attempts to oversee all sorting, cutting, pinning, machine, and hand 
sewing operations, volunteers made errors such as cutting T-shirt layers from white fabric, pinning the 
pieces in the wrong order, not stitching all the layers together, or embroidering the pad on the wrong side. 
In some cases, these errors could be quickly remedied, but in other cases the errors were only identified 
when the reusable sanitary pad was almost complete. In these instances, the reusable sanitary pads had to 
be discarded because they were not fit for purpose. Overall, it appeared as though the sorting, cutting, 
pinning, machine, and hand sewing skills of the volunteers improved as the project progressed because 
over time fewer assembled reusable sanitary pads were discarded. 
 
However, a few volunteers, despite coaching from the author, lacked the machine sewing skills necessary 
to assemble a reusable sanitary pad of sufficient quality that it could be gifted to a schoolgirl. To make the 
most of their machine sewing skills, these volunteers were redirected to assemble the fabric carrier bags, 
which were much easier to sew than the reusable sanitary pads. Constructing these bags appeared to be 
less stressful for the volunteers and they constructed good quality bags at a rapid pace. The construction of 
bags was led by an older woman in the community who, from the beginning of the project, elected to sew 
bags rather than reusable sanitary pads. This woman assumed the role of a leader and mentor, by guiding 
and supporting volunteers in the construction of bags. This enabled the author and NPO director to focus 
on the sanitary pad construction process.  
 
Several volunteers, particularly school learners, expressed a desire to learn how to use a sewing machine. It 
was the intention of the author and the NPO director to encourage this desire to acquire new skills and to 
teach community members to sew. However, time was limited and the primary aim of the ‘Sustain Her’ 
community-based project was to create reusable sanitary pads for schoolgirls. For this reason, instead of 
training volunteers to use sewing machines, such volunteers were trained to identify and sort fabric, cut 
and pin fabric and perform hand sewing operations.   
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This paper set out to answer the research question: How can clothing waste be utilised to create reusable 
sanitary pads and empower communities? This was pursued by contextualising the ‘Sustain Her’ voluntary 
community-based project, as well as contextualising the opportunities and challenges encountered during 
the ‘Sustain Her’ project. The ‘Sustain Her’ project showed that it is possible that the design and making of 
sustainable solutions can be used as a strategy to recycle clothing that would otherwise be discarded into 
landfills, whilst at the same time empowering communities to develop new skills and potentially support 
the wellbeing of schoolgirls affected by period poverty. 

 
 
Figure 1. Reusable menstrual kit including a bucket, instruction pamphlet, bottle of vinegar, soap and soap dish, waterproof 
purse, six reusable sanitary pads and a fabric carrier bag (underneath the reusable sanitary pads).  
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