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Local Government and Communities Committee 

Call for Views on the Period Products (Free Provision) (Scotland) Bill 

Submission from Emma Roberts, Scottish Funding Council 

The Scottish Funding Council (SFC) is the national, strategic body for the 

funding of further and higher education and research in Scotland. Its purpose 

is to create and sustain a world-leading system of tertiary education, research 

and innovation that changes lives for the better, enriches society, and 

supports sustainable and inclusive economic growth.   

 

The Scottish Government made a commitment in its 2017 ‘Programme for 

Government’ to provide “access to free sanitary products to students in 

schools, colleges and universities”.  SFC announced the first year of this 

funding in August 2018. My role within SFC is to support and monitor this 

provision.  

 

1. The Bill has been brought forward partly in response to concerns about 

"period poverty" - difficulty in being able to afford period products. Do 

you think period poverty is a serious issue in Scotland? Please provide 

any relevant information you may have to support your views.   

Between September 2017 and February 2018, the Scottish Government 

funded a six month pilot of free sanitary product provision in low income 

households and educational settings in Aberdeen, to explore options for 

making this provision available more widely. Evaluation of this pilot found that 

two thirds of participants had had difficulty accessing sanitary products, and, 

when asked if they had ever been unable to purchase sanitary products, 58% 

said they had.  

 

A student survey conducted by Young Scot in 2017/18 also showed that 26% 

of students had struggled to access sanitary products in the previous year, 

and 24% of young people not in education had also had difficulty in accessing 

products. Of those not in education, the majority (61%) cited not being able to 

afford products as their primary reason for not being able to access them. In 

focus groups held by Young Scot, cost was identified as the more common 

barrier to young people in Scotland access sanitary products, with every 

participant specifically highlighting this- “the cost of sanitary products can be 

expensive to buy meaning people may go without”. 

 

This data indicates that period poverty is an issue in Scotland. In educational 

settings, lack of access to sanitary products can negatively impact 

participation and attainment, as students may miss school, university or 

college when menstruating. Inappropriate use of sanitary products (such as 

using them for longer than recommended) can also lead to health issues, and 
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in extreme cases, Toxic Shock Syndrome; research from Young Scot also 

found that up to 69% of students had used ‘alternatives’ to sanitary products, 

such as toilet paper, due to lack of availability.  

 

2. Do you support the overall aim of the Bill - that no one in Scotland 

should have to pay for period products and that this should be set out in 

law? 

I fully support the aims of the Bill. However, it is important that there is clarity 

and consistency of messaging around whether access to free sanitary 

products is for those experiencing period poverty, or if it is universal access. 

Discussions with Hey Girls (a period poverty social enterprise) have indicated 

that many women do not self-identify as living in period poverty; therefore, it is 

important that any scheme reaches those most in need, and does not 

perpetuate stigma around not being able to afford products. 

 

3. The Scottish Government already has a scheme for free period products 

across schools, colleges and universities. Some public bodies also 

provide free products voluntarily. Do you have any experience of such 

schemes? If so, do they seem to you to be effective? 

Following the Programme for Government commitment, since August 2018 

colleges and universities in Scotland have developed and implemented local 

delivery models for free sanitary product provision. These schemes have 

been locally developed by each institution, informed by the following 

Guidance Principles: 

Delivery models should be based on:  

• Protecting students’ dignity, avoiding anxiety, embarrassment and stigma. 

• Making a range of products and different qualities available, giving students  

choice about the products they want to use.  

• A response that is reflective of students’ views and experiences.  

• An efficient and dignified approach which demonstrates value for money.  

• An offer for all eligible students throughout the year to include both term-

time and holidays.  

• Ensuring sanitary products are easily accessible to meet individual needs. 

• Individuals being able to get sufficient products to meet their needs.  

• Gender equality, ensuring anyone who menstruates can access products, 

including transgender men and non-binary individuals, and that language is 

gender neutral. The rollout of gender neutral toilets should also be taken 

account of.  

• Awareness raising and education to both promote the ‘offer’ and change 

cultural norms.  

 

Initial assessment of provision within colleges and universities has indicated 

that it has been effective, with feedback from institutions and students being 

positive and confirming that the scheme is making a real difference. Data 
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collected after 6 months of provision showed that 3,175,078 sanitary products 

had been purchased by colleges and universities for distribution between 1 

September 2018 and February 2019 (approximately an average of 19 

products per student). In line with the guidance principles, most institutions 

have implemented a ‘mixed model’ of delivery, with products being made 

freely available in toilets (either loose in baskets, or through vending 

machines or dispensers) and larger ‘holiday packs’ being made available for 

collection at pick-up points. 

 

Reports at the 6 month stage indicated that uptake had been lower than 

anticipated. However, annual monitoring of the scheme has evidenced that 

uptake of free sanitary products is increasing as the scheme becomes more 

embedded and more promotional and educational activities take place. There 

has also been a noticeable increase in demand for reusable and sustainable 

products due to increased awareness and education.  I would therefore 

advocate that any scheme introduced through the Bill has a focus on 

education, as feedback from the sector has shown this to be a key element of 

successful delivery and adequate uptake of products. 

 

Data has been collected about the full first year of provision in colleges and 

universities- including uptake, costs and effectiveness of delivery models- and 

is currently being assessed and analysed. This data should be taken into 

consideration when considering the design of this scheme and its funding 

model, to ensure that it is effective and the level of funding provided is 

adequate. A student survey, developed by the Scottish Government and 

Young Scot, has recently been distributed to gather student’s views and 

experiences of free sanitary provision within schools, colleges and 

universities. This will also provide valuable further evidence about the 

effectiveness and impact of free sanitary provision when the results are 

available.  

 

4. The Bill would allow the Scottish Government to require organisations 

other than schools and colleges to provide free period products. Do you 

support this? If so, what other organisations should be legally made to 

provide free products? 

I fully support this. Free products should be made available across the NHS, 

and within local community centres e.g. libraries, leisure centres. 
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5. The Bill requires the setting up of a scheme for making free period 

products available. Do you have any views on what elements a scheme 

should include? In answering this question, you might want to take 

account of factors such as the importance of privacy, accessibility, 

value for money and the environment.  

Any scheme should take account of the Guidance Principles outlined in the 

answer to 3 above. Maintaining these principles will also ensure consistency in 

approach and allow continued deliver of the schemes already in place in local 

authorities and schools, colleges and universities which have been developed 

based on these. 

 

From assessing a wide range of delivery mechanisms within the college and   

university sector, the most important aspect of any scheme is visibility and 

accessibility. Privacy is also an important element- some educational 

institutions found that uptake of free products increased when products were 

moved from public areas of bathrooms to the toilet cubicles. This 

demonstrates that the guidance principle of protecting students’ dignity, 

avoiding anxiety, embarrassment and stigma is key. However, it is 

important that any privacy considerations do not continue to perpetuate stigma 

of menstruation.   

 

The Bill suggests the use of a ‘voucher’ or ‘C-card’ scheme model for the 

delivery of free sanitary products. However, within colleges and universities, 

models which required  any form of ‘claiming’ or ‘applying’ for free sanitary 

products had a significantly lower uptake than models in which products were 

made freely available. The most successful models within education settings 

have involved making products freely available in toilets and other accessible 

locations, combined with the option to collect larger packs from pick up points. 

This is consistent with the guidance principle of ensuring sanitary products 

are easily accessible to meet individual needs.   

 

The Bill as introduced states that free sanitary products should be made 

available in “each appropriate toilet in each of those school, university or 

college buildings or other premises that are normally used by the pupils or 

students” (5, (2)(a)). Current models in colleges and universities do not have 

full coverage of all toilets, but still have sufficient uptake by ensuring 

signposting of toilets where products are available. Therefore, requiring full 

coverage of all female and gender neutral toilets will increase the financial and 

administrative burden on institutions. Furthermore, a number of institutions 

have identified other suitable locations to make free sanitary products, so 

requiring products in all toilets may limit their ability to do this, or discourage it. 

Finally, not all toilets are suitable for this (e.g. space limitations), so full 

coverage may not be practical or possible in all cases. Therefore, any scheme 
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for educational institutions should offer more flexibility for local decisions on 

how are products are made available, whilst still ensuring sufficient provision. 

It is also important that and scheme is gender inclusive, and does not exclude 

trans men, or those who may need to access free sanitary products on behalf 

of female family members or those in their care.  This is consistent with the 

principle of Gender Equality. 

 

Environmental considerations are also important, and any scheme should 

encourage the use of reusable and sustainable products. This is a growing 

area of concern and interest, with campaigns being undertaken by Zero Waste 

Scotland for example, and within the college and university sector, demand for 

reusable and sustainable products has increased across the first year of 

provision. Promotion of sustainable products should be accompanied by 

appropriate education and awareness- raising.  

 

6. Do you have any other comments you wish to make about the Bill? 

As discussed, across the first year of implementation of the first year of 

delivery of free sanitary products in schools, colleges and universities, data 

has been gathered by SFC and COSLA  regarding cost per unit, uptake, total 

costs (including on-costs) of delivering the scheme, as well as evaluative 

information about delivery of free sanitary products. This information is still 

being collated. It is important that these findings from existing schemes are 

taken into consideration to ensure the most effective model is adopted, and   

particularly to inform the cost estimates included in the Financial 

Memorandum.    

 


