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Introduction  

‘In the contemporary industrialized world, women, feminine taste, desire, pleasure, and 

material culture make up a stereotypical gendered package’ (Sparke, 2010, p.171). In The 

Only Way is Pink, Penny Sparke explains how two separate realms for the sexes exist in 

society, and how this influences design of the past and present. The communication 

design we currently encounter in American and British society bombards us with a wide 

range of gender stereotypes, and the normalcy of this allows us to become 

subconsciously accustomed to it. Since the start of advertising, there has been a 

formation of different aesthetics for the sexes, and while this has constantly changed 

overtime, underlying clichés remain constant. 


The feminine imagery we see within the advertising industry has been the result of placing 

women in a domestic sphere, and expecting them to be ‘feminine’. The packaging of 

menstrual products has adopted these gender stereotypes, and when coming across 

these products in a store, one can find an explosion of pastel colours and flowers. To 

accompany their appearance, mainstream feminine hygiene product companies 

commission commercials and printed ads that wrongly portray the experience of 

menstruating. This essay will explore the sexual division that exists  predominantly in 

American and British advertising, how the advertising industry exploits gender 

stereotypes to promote and sell an unrealistic reality to the consumers of menstrual pads 

and tampons, and what is currently being changed in the business to address these 

issues.


In the first chapter I will discuss the evolution of sexism towards women in advertising. 

Through understanding the cultural climate in western countries over the course of 

centuries, it becomes clear how gender stereotypes have formed in advertising. One 
�5



primary book I will be referring to is Gender and the Media, by Rosalind Gill, which breaks 

down the ways in which the female form has been portrayed to viewers. I will also 

address John Berger’s BBC documentary series called, Ways of Seeing, in order to 

explain how advertisers purposely aim to manipulate their audiences. These two sources, 

along with others, help form my explanation of gender roles and expectations that the 

advertising industry has fed to the general public. By also looking at Penny Sparke’s novel 

in depth, As Long As it’s Pink, the evolution of femininity since the victorian era in British 

and American culture can be understood. I will discuss how advertising has been directly 

effected by a shifting political atmosphere and patriarchal environment.  


In the second chapter, I will draw attention to the popular reoccurring imagery, menstrual 

taboos, and overwhelming presence of femininity that exists in advertisements and 

packaging for menstrual hygiene products. I will focus on analysing and comparing ads 

that were printed during the 20th century in this chapter. I will start by addressing one of 

the first Kotex adverts ever printed, and following this I will look at two Tampax 

advertisements, one printed in 1963, and the other in 1999. These visuals demonstrate 

the changes that occurred in the industry, but also how the priority to avoid addressing 

menstruation head-on remained a constant theme throughout the decades. To build my 

argument I will refer to case studies, books, and essays. One main essay I will mention is 

‘Adolescene, Advertising, and the Ideology of Menstruation’ by Debra Merskin, which 

breaks down why menstruation is taboo in society, and how we continue to teach females 

that it is today. A case study I will talk about is ‘Imagery Associated with Menstruation in 

Advertising Targeted to Adolescent Women’, by Havens and Swenson. This study 

analyses menstrual hygiene ads that were printed in Seventeen magazine over the course 

of a decade, in order to conclude the most common methods taken by different period 

products, and the underlying messages in them. 
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In the Third chapter, I will scrutinise some of the positive changes that have occurred in 

period product branding in the 21st century. I will draw attention to three companies, 

which are Kotex, Bodyform, and THINX. Kotex and Bodyform are two examples of 

mainstream companies that are changing their ways to be more practical about 

menstruation. I will compare these two companies to the newer, more radical company, 

THINX. I will look at how all the alternative approaches taken by these groups are helping 

change the narrative about periods in some way. I will be putting a particular emphasis on 

the company THINX, who has sincerely upheld their dedication to humanising 

menstruation since they began. Through examining the advertisements and packaging 

used by these three companies, I will acknowledge their efforts to erase menstrual 

stigmas. Within this chapter I will also question the true motives of the bigger brands, who 

have at one point contributed to creating the stereotypes that they are now trying to 

minimise. 


In a predominately patriarchal society, the menstrual hygiene branding that has surfaced 

since the 1920s has majorly failed to represent the experience of menstruating humans, 

and the true function of period products. In the 21st century we are beginning to see 

change. However, I must question why this shift has taken so long, and who is 

responsible for the misrepresentation. 
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Chapter One: The Female Relationship with Advertising  

To understand the essence of menstrual hygiene packaging and advertising, it is 

important to firstly understand the ways in which women have been conceptualised in 

advertising since the beginning of the industry. While significant progress has occurred, 

women in western cultures have predominantly existed in a male dominated society for 

centuries. According to Gill,’male experience had often been treated unproblematically as 

human experience’ (Gill, 2007, p.29). Men have lived as the dominant sex throughout 

history, and women survived in their world. This was not truly challenged until the second 

half of the 20th century. The unbalanced gender dynamic that existed excluded women 

from decision making within the realm of advertising, the result has been hyper 

sexualization of the female figure, and assumptions about what imagery women will be 

persuaded by. 


According to Smyth, the separation of men and women in society originates from 

‘religious, cultural, and sexual traditions in bourgeois society’ (Smyth, 2008, p.8). The 

strong presence of Christianity in Britain and America has built a good foundation for 

sexism, that has been expanded on by men dominating business and politics. Whiteley 

says, ‘…vast majority of products are designed either by men (producers) for women 

(consumers), or by men for men’ (Whiteley, 1993, p.141). When advertising emerged in 

first world countries, a patriarchal attitude was present in society. However, the 

advertising industry dramatised gender roles and fed them back to the public, helping to 

exaggerate on preexisting beliefs. A core message that the industry created was that 

women are objects that exist for the pleasure of men. 
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Advertising is an art form that exploits the assumed needs and wants of people in our 

western capitalistic society in an attempt to make profits. In John Berger’s BBC television 

series, Ways of Seeing, the creation of advertising and the way it works on society is 

revealed. Berger states, ‘The things which publicity sells are in themselves neutral, just 

objects and so they have to be made glamorous’ (Berger, 1972). The advertising industry 

attaches ideas, dreams, and desires to products in an attempt to make people feel like 

they are incomplete without them. In commercials and printed ads, images of beautiful 

people with amazing lives are displayed. People become attracted to a product because 

they want to obtain the other benefits that advertisers have attached to them. 


Printed ads and commercials display fantasies and idealised realities, which are often 

paired with gender stereotypes. Due to the high volume of ads in society, the public 

naturally absorbs messages from them. In a study by Motschenbacher, 2,000 

advertisements from Cosmopolitan magazine and Men’s Health magazine are compared 

in order to understand the different messages being created. He concludes, ‘According to 

advertising, women are supposed to adorn and beautify their bodies, while men are 

supposed to exercise them’ (Motschenbacher, p.11). The messages and imagery that 

advertisers create completely varies depending on who their audience is. When it comes 

to health, men are encouraged to be their strongest, whereas women are told to look their 

best. Through this, it is implied that men should maintain power through their strength, 

whereas women need to focus on their looks because they are viewed as less than 

human. 


Women are objectified in ads directed at both of the sexes. In advertisements aimed at 

men which involve the female form, the body is usually overly sexualised. Whereas, in 

advertising towards women, a more perfect female figure is displayed with the intention of 
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making the audience want to be like her. The approach of showing a ‘more perfect’ 

human is a technique that is employed for both male and female audiences. However, the 

technique of overly sexualising the opposite sex is less common when the audience is 

female. It is women who must always appear to be sexually available. Gill states, 

’women’s bodies are presented simply as a composite of problems, each requiring a 	             

product- solution. The effect is to deny women’s humanity, to present them not as whole 	

people but as fetishised, dismembered bits’ (Gill, 2007, p.80). Over the course of the 20th 

century, advertisers have produced ads that focus more and more on the body parts of a 

women instead of a woman as a whole. This approach allows women to see themselves 

from an overly critical point of view, and encourages the notion that females are things to 

be examined. This is reinforced by the male gaze, or when a women is existing for a man 

to look at (Williamson, 1978, p.147). When a sexual women exists alongside a product 

and there is no male in the advert, it is inviting male viewers to look. In these instances a 

women and her body falls into the same category as the product that is being sold: both 

are an object. 


Ads have given women harsher standards to meet, as Gill states, ‘while advertisers in the 

past capitalised on women’s guilt over hidden household dirt they now focus on the 

never-ending pursuit of beauty’ (Gill, 2007, p.187). In the first half of the 20th century, 

women were told by advertisements that they are responsible for cleanliness and good 

appearance in the home, whereas in the second half of the century they were to apply 

these same responsibilities to themselves. 


Sparks explains the evolution of the female role in the domestic setting since victorian 

times in her book, As Long As It’s Pink. She says, ‘Beauty, it was generally agreed, was a 

fundamental attribute of women, and therefore women, rather than men, were ideally 
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qualified to inject it into the domestic setting’ (Sparke, 2010, p.xxiii). Victorian woman in 

both England and America found themselves responsible for creating a comforting refuge 

for their husbands and families during a chaotic period of industrialisation. While men 

went out to work, women perfected the home.


This sexist atmosphere kept women only working in the household. Therefore, female 

input in the advertising industry was non-existent. Sparke states:


	 ‘Although advertising grew out of the need for mass - production industry to sell its 

	 goods, and the advertising profession was almost exclusively male, it realised that 	

	 in order for the goods they were promoting to succeed in the marketplace, it had to 

	 understand and appeal to the taste of consumers, who were predominantly 	 	

	 women’ (Sparke, 2010, p.89).


Through existing in the domestic sphere, women since the start of industrialisation 

became the ones in charge of shopping for the home and family. While men could escape 

to work, the only escape for women was the market place. This scenario gave men the 

job of designing ads based on what they thought women wanted. 


Society kept women confined to a domestic sphere for centuries, but in the 1970s the 

women’s movement declared that this system ‘was the key to women’s oppression and 

inequality’ (Sparke, 2010, p. xxii). This movement, alongside feminist critique, allowed for 

women to start breaking free from misogyny and their assigned gender roles. In the 

decades that followed there was a shift in advertising to accommodate new liberated 

female attitudes. 
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In the second half of the 20th century and into the 21st century, women started to see 

more empowering adverts. However, the underlying message that women are sexual 

entities never disappeared. Gill explains the transition as ‘the shift from the portrayal of 

women as sex objects to the portrayal of women as active and desiring sexual 

subjects’ (Gill, 2007, p.89). The advertising industry linked the independent attitudes 

women were embodying at the time with their still relevant societal role to be appealing to 

men. Female models in adverts and printed material began to become more human, but 

the notion that women should prioritise being attractive prevailed. 


The messages in advertisements cannot be avoided. This industry manipulates the public 

by making them believe in a false reality. Gill states:


	 ‘Quite literally they produced and constituted understandings, subjectivities and 		

	 versions of the world. This insight extended to gender: rather than there being a 		

	 pre-exisiting reality 	to the meaning of the categories masculine and feminine, the 	

	 media were involved in actively producing gender’ (Gill, 2007, p.12). 


Due to the exaggerated nature of advertising, the messages that society absorbs from 

ads is not realistic, yet we have normalised them. The visual communication that 

dominates western culture has maintained the concept that women exist in a society that 

is headed by males. While ads have evolved to accommodate the demands of women to 

be acknowledged as equal to men, in reality, a misogynistic approach to advertising is still 

taken. 


In the public realm of capitalism where the advertising industry has traditionally been 

dominated by males, women have been portrayed as second-class objects. Taking this 
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into account, it makes sense that advertising fails to understand the needs and 

experiences of females.


Menstruation interferes with the view that women are supposed to be clean and sexual 

entities. Menstrual hygiene products began being sold in the 1920s, and while there was 

a market for these products, the advertising that accompanied them was faced with the 

challenge of being discrete about the reality of menstruating, in order to uphold existing 

feminine stereotypes. Along with this, initial decisions about how to market these 

products were generated by a group of people who were lacking insight about having a 

period. 
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Chapter Two: Menstrual Taboos in Advertising and Branding  

	 ‘Nearly every religious and cultural tradition stigmatises menstruating women. For 	

	 western societies, the popular reference to menstruation as “the curse” began with 

	 the biblical telling of it being inflicted on Eve because of her sin’ (Merskin, 1999, 		

	 p.944). 


Like gender roles, the stigma of menstruation manifested in American and British culture 

as a direct result of having christian beginnings. However, since industrialisation, 

advertising gradually became more central to culture in Europe and North America than 

religion. Starting in the 20th century, the public began to be more exposed to 

advertisements than religious information on a daily basis. The advertising industry 

chooses to preserve and dramatise the traditional ideologies that have been established 

in the west in order to manipulate their customers, and inevitably make a profit. 


In the book Design for Society, Whiteley discusses the gender divide that exists amongst 

shavers. Producers create more delicate shavers for females that incorporate 

stereotypical feminine colours. Whereas, shavers marketed to men appear to be more 

powerful in nature and stereotypically masculine in colours. According to Whiteley, 

‘manufacturers would argue that they were only responding to consumers demands, but 

this misses the point that these ‘demands’ are socially constructed and 

developed’ (Whiteley, 1993, p.139). In essences, advertisements tell the public what they 

want, and the public responds to what they are told. Advertising for menstrual hygiene 

products indicate to the public that having a period needs to be kept secret, and women 

should maintain old stereotypes that have been created for them. 
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Menstruation has been and continues to be an uncomfortable topic of discussion in 

western society. Experiencing a period once a month has been linked with feelings of 

dread, and females have been expected to handle this occurrence in silence. In a case 

study done by Agnew and Sandretto, menstrual advertisements and puberty education in 

schools comes under question. They state:


	 ‘Much of what we teach during puberty lessons in menstruation focuses on the 	 	

	 need to manage cleanliness and ensuring protection. This focus on hygiene 	 	

	 (re)creates the belief of menstruation as dirty and a threat to the ideal feminine 	 	

	 presentation of delicate freshness and purity’ (Agnew and Sandretto, 2016, p.	 	

	 511).


From a young age, girls receive the message that having a menstrual cycle is unsanitary 

and undesirable. Since they entered the market, pads and tampons were accompanied 

by ads that reenforced the idea that women need to conceal the embarrassment that is 

menstruation, and prioritise maintaining cleanliness and femininity. Concealing the 

experience of the period has been prioritised over actually acknowledging the needs of 

menstruating women for decades in both menstrual product advertisements and 

packaging. 


Kotex was the first menstrual hygiene company to make pads easily accessible to female 

consumers in 1920s America. When Kotex began selling their product, they released a 

series of printed ads.  


This early ad from Kotex (figures 1a and 1b) stresses the concept that females should feel 

self-conscious about their periods. The imagery that accompanies the text displays a 
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terrified looking woman, who is being glared at by ‘the laundress’. This scene condemns 

the common custom of rewashing cloth to use for period blood prior to disposable 

options. This troubling visual encourages fear towards the female period. Women receive 

a message that they are vulnerable. With this ad, Kotex manages to create worry while 

also offering a solution to take it away. 


In the text section of the advert, Kotex names their product ‘sanitary pads’, and explains 

that when purchasing the pads there will be ‘No embarrassing counter conversation’. The 

company implies that menstruation is dirty by naming their product ‘sanitary pads’, they 

also make it clear that feeling shameful and uncomfortable about menstruating is 

inevitable. The company  solves this problem by offering a discrete way to purchase their 

product. Women can simply ask for ‘A box of Kotex’ once they are at the counter of a 
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Figure 1a. Kotex (1921) Kotex Sanitary Napkin Ad. [Museum 
of Menstruation]. 

Figure 1b. Kotex (1921) Kotex Sanitary Napkin Ad. [Museum 
of Menstruation].



store. The company manipulates consumers by giving them both a problem and a 

solution. 


In the decades that followed the first Kotex ads, an array of menstrual advertisements 

were released to the general public. Overall, they maintained the beliefs that menstruation 

is dirty and something that should be hidden. The advertising industry relentlessly held 

onto the taboos associated with menstruation throughout the 20th century. Dahlqvist 

states:


	  ’those who do not menstruate think that menstruation is dirty, we who menstruate 	

	 feel unclean and ashamed. Those who make money from menstrual hygiene 	 	

	 products have a powerful selling point that confirms our sense of dirt’ (Dahlqvist, 	

	 2018, p.36). 


Advertising encourages women to feel unclean, while also sending a message to men 

that menstruating women are flawed. 


In a study done by Havens and Swenson, Ads relating to menstrual hygiene products in 

Seventeen Magazine from 1976 until 1986 were analysed in order to conclude what 

messages teenage girls were receiving from them. In pad advertisements the imagery 

included active women wearing skintight, white clothing, and ‘the photos provided a clear 

view of the buttocks and/or perineal area’ (Havens and Swenson, 1988, p.91). In tampon 

ads, women were mostly wearing white clothes as well, and portrayed as active 

individuals. However, in tampon ads, ‘…participation in activities could not occur (due to 

menstruation) until skill with a tampon was achieved’ (Havens and Swenson, 1988, p.92). 

The models in menstrual hygiene product ads embody perfection. They are happy, 
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attractive, and able to preform at their peak despite being on their periods. The colour 

white is constantly used in these ads as well, representing purity and cleanliness. 

Everything that is shown in these ads contradicts how women actually feel during their 

periods. Advertisers create the illusion that through buying a certain brand of pads or 

tampons, the experience of menstruation will be blissful.


 


In Tampax’s 1963 American tampon ad, two images of a woman on a beach are 

displayed. On the left side of the ad the model is wearing all white swim wear, and on the 

right, she is fully clothed, looking glamorous from both her attire and her body language. 

The woman is luxurious, sexy, and fresh. The background of both images is dominated by 

a bright blue sea. In 1960s America, water became a reoccurring theme in feminine 

hygiene ads. Stein and Kim explain the nature of this trend when they stated, ‘…all 

women need to be ritually cleaned and sanitised after their periods, as if by religious 

immersion in purifying waters’ (Stein and Kim, 2009, p.133). Imagery of women 

surrounded by water helped to continue the established notion that menstruation is 

unclean.
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Figure 2. Tampax (1963) ‘Tampax The Champ in Every Way’. 
[Museum of Menstruation].



In the 1963 ad, viewers were invited to look at an attractive woman who is living a life of 

luxury and not worried about her period at all. The model that we see appears to be 

sexually inviting and her white clothing and environment implies her purity. This Tampax 

advert captures the complete opposite of what women actually experience during 

menstruating. Advertisements with messages like this also have the ability to emphasis 

guilt amongst women who cannot achieve positivity and sexiness while on their periods. 


Even as women became a more relevant part of the public sphere in both America and 

Britain, the misogynistic nature of the feminine hygiene industry prevailed. As advertising 

changed to accommodate a more independent group of females, the underlying notion 

that women are sex objects who should hide menstruate remained intact.
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Figure 3. Tampax (1994) Tampax Ad Promoting use With 
Thongs. [Museum of Menstruation].



In figure three, a British Tampax ad that came out in 1994, again the context does not 

relate to the experience of menstruation. The model is sexualised just like in the 1963 ad, 

but this time in a different way. This advertisement embodies the shift that took place in 

the industry after the women’s movement of the 1970s. Women in ads post 1970s 

appeared to have more control over their sexuality. Gill describes this shift as women 

having ‘the freedom to chose to be a sex object’ (Gill, 2007, p.90). These models were 

aware of their sexuality and seemed empowered, despite the reality that the general 

public is still invited to acknowledge their sexuality more than anything else. 


Similar to Kotex’s printed ad from 1921, the company in this advertisement is both 

creating and alleviating a problem. Tampax implies that by using their tampons, females 

can wear whatever they want, whereas they cannot otherwise. The imagery has changed, 

and some form of empowerment is applied by the end of the 20th century. However, the 

original manipulation of the menstrual hygiene industry prevails. 


Menstrual advertisements throughout history have chosen to display society’s image of 

the perfect woman. The experience of a period is not acknowledged, and females receive 

the message that if they fail to maintain freshness and function like their period is non-

existent, they are incompetent. 


To accompany the advertisements for menstrual products, branding and packaging for 

these companies maintain names and aesthetics that do not correlate with the experience 

of menstruation. When I look through the pad and tampon brands that currently inhabit 

the feminine hygiene aisle of various British shops, I am flooded with pastel colours and 

positive names like ‘Always’ and ‘Carefree’. Along with this, I can continuously find 

packaging with flowers on it. 
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According to Merskin, ‘allegorical images (such as hearts and flowers) are associated with 

feminine hygiene products in order to signify freshness and delicacy’ (Merskin, 1999, p.

947). Pad and tampon packaging consistently embodies characteristics of being 

stereotypically feminine through the use of imagery that has become linked to the sex. 

Flowers have been connected to women since the 18th century, when women were 

expected to collect flowers to bring into the home. In the 1950s, advertising made it 

apparent that pastel colours, and especially pink were assigned to females, both adult 

and child.


The combination of ‘feminine’ visuals and liberating sounding brand names that 

menstrual hygiene companies use seems absurd considering the nature of the products. 

The over abundance of happy colours, flowers, and other symbols that encourage 

freshness appear to be desperately covering up the fact that these products exist to 

collect vaginal blood. 


While women continue to become closer in equality to men throughout the decades, it is 

still true that no-one wants to discuss this very relevant part of their lives. It is such a 

normal part of the female existence, yet we still view it as taboo and filthy. Because we 

live in a society that does not wish to address it, this most likely explains the lack of 

evolution and progression within the menstrual hygiene industries branding. 
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Chapter 3: Menstrual Hygiene Advertising and Branding in the 21st Century 

While most mainstream menstrual hygiene products produce advertisements and 

packaging that seem inappropriate for their context, there are some companies that are 

making big changes in the 21st century. Starting in the early 2000s, there has been some 

shift away from conventional feminine aesthetics, and imagery that implies menstruation 

is dirty and wrong. 


In a Kotex commercial that came out in 2010, the company revealed a new line of 

tampons, pads, and liners, called U by Kotex, which rebelled against typical menstrual 

hygiene ads. The commercial displayed one women who talks sarcastically about ‘how 

her period makes her feel’, while different clips of old pad and tampon commercials 

appear. The commercial condemns the usual imagery of happy, active women, dressed in 

all tight, white clothing. The use of blue liquid that is commonly used for product 

demonstration to represent blood is also addressed as being negative. The packaging for 

this line is predominately black, a very bold contrast from most.


Kotex accompanied this brave new line with helpful information about product usage on 

their website, and encourages their customers to sign a ‘Declaration of Real Talk’. This 

promotes breaking the stigma associated with menstruation by speaking more openly 

about the experience. Kotex also acknowledges that their ads in the past have been 

unsuitable by picking them apart in their 2010 U by Kotex commercial. 


Another mainstream menstrual hygiene company that has made big changes is 

Bodyform, who released a campaign called Blood Normal in 2017. The company revealed 

a commercial which depicted blood being poured onto a pad, and also blood dripping 

down a woman’s legs in the shower. At the end of the Ad, it reads ‘Periods are normal. 
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Showing them should be too’. This was groundbreaking due to the lack of blood in any 

menstrual advertisements throughout the 20th century. Bodyform has evolved as a 

company by supporting transparency about menstruation. However, their branding has 

not entirely caught up with their more contemporary attitude. The packaging for their 

products is very stereotypical. They utilise hearts, ribbons, symbols that imply cleanliness, 

and the colour pink. The packaging is hyper feminine and it also suggests that their 

product will alleviate the ‘dirtiness’ associated with vaginal bleeding. 


A New York based company called THINX, which was founded in 2014, has been very 

forward thinking in their approach to both packaging and advertising. This company is a 

newer, smaller company, that has entered the menstrual hygiene market with fresh ideas. 

Instead of pads and tampons, this group focuses on re-washable underwear that absorbs 

menstrual blood.


THINX has a more realistic approach to menstrual hygiene branding than most of the 

mainstream companies, as they are not afraid to address the reality of having a period. 

Nowhere in their advertising has there ever been stereotypically perfect women, who are 

obnoxiously happy and active while on their periods. Another refreshing aspect of this 

brand is the absence of tight, white clothing on their models. In fact, almost all of the 

underwear they sell is black, and models display the underwear through an array of 

neutral poses, which implies that they are human and not primarily sexual beings. Upon 

visiting the THINX website, customers are met with an abundance of information about 

how the brand aims to make periods more socially acceptable, and provide products for 

women around the world. They also promote using sustainable and organic methods and 

products, made by women for women. There is no box that this company does not tick in 

regards to being socially responsible. 
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In 2015, THINX had trouble when trying to release a series of ads to be displayed in the 

New York City subway. The visuals that were included in the subway ads consisted of 

women wearing the products, and different foods which symbolised either menstruation 

or the vagina. The text that went along with these visuals incorporated the word ‘period’ 

and was explicit in explanation. It was concluded that the ads were inappropriate, and 

they were rejected for display. The CEO of THINX responded to this rejection by implying 

that Outfront Media (the group responsible for approving subway ads) was being 

patriarchal. The predominantly male group found these ads to be ‘too sexual’, but has 

approved other ones that have included women that were not fully clothed. There was 

also an approved ad for breast enlargements which used fruits to reference women’s 

breasts. The real problem with these 2015 ads seemed to be that viewing women as 

menstruating beings is unpleasant. 


The rejection of THINX advertisements goes to show that menstruation is still something 

that makes people feel uncomfortable. In the 21st century, society still gets offended by a 

natural occurrence in the female human body. Luckily, brands like this one are not being 

quite about period prejudice.
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Figure 4a. THINX (2015) If Men had Periods this 
Advert Would Never Have Been Banned. [The 
Telegraph]. 

Figure 4b. THINX (2015) If Men had Periods this Advert 
Would Never Have Been Banned. [The Telegraph].



The company has made progress with advertising since 2015, and they have gone 

beyond poster ads to reach the people of New York City. One of their most recent forms 

of advertising was a pop-up shop in Soho, Manhattan. In December 2018, I visited the 

store in order to gain insight knowledge on the brand. On the outside of the pop-up it 

read, ‘Re-design Your Period’, and the pavement in front was lined with ads similar to the 

ones that were once rejected from being shown in the subway. 


The pop-up space consisted of light wooden shelving units accompanied by white walls, 

this created a very open and calming atmosphere. The obvious priority of the store, and 

the employees that worked there, was to make a more personal and comfortable 

experience for the customers. There were clipboards scattered around which held forms 

for ‘re-designing your period’. These forms allowed people to asses their flows and 

personal preferences to find the best underwear for them. The space also catered to a 

wide range of ages, and their new line of underwear for newly menstruating females was 

on display. THINX’s sets for girls are more playful in design, and comes equip with 

information about menstruating, as well as a period tracker. 


This company embodies the confident way in which women should be viewing their 

periods in 21st century, and despite some of the positive alterations that are being made, 

mainstream companies do not compete with the persona of THINX. While companies like 

Kotex are changing for the better, it cannot be forgotten that they helped form menstrual 

prejudices in western society. The dramatic feminist shift in advertising for Kotex and 

similar mainstream menstrual companies leaves me questioning their genuineness. Gill 

discusses the possibility that period product advertisers are just exploiting feminism. She 

states, ‘have they incorporated or recuperated feminist ideas, emptying them of their 

radical force and selling them back to us as sanitised products or lifestyles to 
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consume?’ (Gill, 2007, p.41). The reality is that big brands can alter their traditional 

advertising approaches to feminine hygiene products in response to more progressive 

companies, and customer disapproval, all while not truly caring about the cause. 


As I mentioned in Chapter Two, when pads and tampons began being sold, the brands at 

the time exploited and dramatised traditional beliefs that existed in western society about 

menstruation. Their tactics helped influence consumers that they will live a more ‘perfect' 

life by purchasing a product. In the 21st century, people have become more aware of the 

ways in which advertising tries to exploit, and manipulate them and their sexuality. The 

shift amongst larger menstrual hygiene brands towards a more empowering attitude 

could just be in response to feminism being more valued amongst western society 

currently. However, if they are taking advantage of the movement just to please 

customers, this is less than ideal. 


It is inevitable that in a capitalistic society the motive behind all advertising is essentially 

to make a profit. The move away from menstrual taboos and feminine stereotypes that we 

are witnessing in menstrual hygiene packaging is still positive for females. By slowly 

eliminating the ill-suited methods utilised in ads since the beginning half of the 20th 
�26

Figure 5. Front of THINX pop-up shop (2018) New York City.



century, people can start to see menstruation for what it really is. By implementing a 

feminist attitude within menstrual hygiene brands, there is hope that the stigmas attached 

to menstruation will eventually be distinguished. 
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Conclusion 

By analysing and comparing the menstrual hygiene advertisements that have been on 

display in developed societies, it can be concluded that from when period products first 

entered the market, they have poorly represented menstruation. The advertisements that 

the public have been exposed to for decades and continue to be exposed to, avoid being 

straight-forward about what having a period is truly like, with the imagery being produced 

by advertising companies desperately attempting to hide the reality of vaginal bleeding. 


Instead of being genuine with their customers, these companies have emphasised the 

belief that menstruation is impure, and the purpose of maintaining out-dated menstrual 

taboos has clearly been in order to influence women to buy their products. Merskin, 

Agnew and Sandretto, Havens and Swenson, as well as Stein and Kim acknowledge that 

periods are still an awkward event to address within society, due to the preservation of 

old-fashioned viewpoints. 


The messages that can be received from decades of period product advertising is that 

women need to keep their menstrual cycles concealed, and they should be able to 

perform at their peak while feeling great. Through purchasing certain pads and tampons, 

it is implied that menstruating females will be transferred to a state of bliss. Without 

buying these products, women should be fearful of what is to come, they should dread 

not being able to stay fresh, since it has been implied that periods are dirty. All of these 

points have been illustrated by examining Kotex and Tampax ads that have been created 

over the 20th century. 
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The presence of advertising in American and British culture are invasive in our everyday 

lives, and because of this, we cannot deny that the messages that are being displayed to 

the public have a lasting impact. Inevitably, people consume content from the visuals that 

exist all around them. Agnew and Sandretto said, ’Our understandings of menstruation 

are socially constructed. This understanding becomes so embedded we generally accept 

it as a common-sense reality that remains unchallenged’ (Agnew and Sandretto, 2016, p.

511). 


The advertising industry has elaborated on traditional notions about menstruation, 

creating a world where we cannot be opened about women having periods. We have 

accepted this way of life for years without challenging it. 


This genre of ads utilises the same, or similar, patriarchal strategies as other ads that are 

meant for a female audience. By analysing the arguments made by Berger, Gill, 

Williamson, and Sparke, an understanding of techniques used in advertising can be 

developed, as well as the various ways in which the public are being manipulated.


Time and time again advertisers have projected the message to customers that women 

are objects that exist to be looked at. This harsh outlook was supported with messages 

that women need to maintain physical beauty, and sexual attraction. 


This reality that the advertising industry created for women does not have room for 

realistically addressing the experience of menstruation. The media has labeled periods as 

wrong because they do not correlate with the beauty and sexual nature they have applied 

to the female sex. The extensive use of stereotypically feminine symbols and colours 
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used in packaging indicates the desperate desire to cover up the fact that vaginal blood 

exists. 


When looking at period product branding in this century, a positive future can be 

predicted. Through analysing the U by Kotex and Blood Normal campaigns, it becomes 

obvious that big menstrual product brands are beginning to understand the 

ridiculousness of their pasts. By deeply investigating the brand THINX, it is relevant that 

younger companies that really prioritise feminism are developing and growing. 


By examining the ways in which the advertising industry works, and acknowledging the 

deep-rooted misogyny that has existed for hundreds of years, specifically in America and 

Britain, one can obtain an understanding of why branding and advertising for menstrual 

hygiene products is so far removed from properly portraying the function of the products. 


Thankfully, in the 21st century, we are seeing brands evolving to produce more practical 

ads and packaging. By carrying on this optimistic narrative, we can expect the taboo of 

menstruation to eventually disappear from society. 
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