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Resumé

I dette speciale underseges mands og kvinders hverdagsforstaelser af menstruation.
Formalet er at udforske de sociokulturelle aspekter af fenomenet og hermed, hvilke

idéer, vardier og opfattelser, som henholdsvis kvinder og mend knytter til det.

Baggrund: Menstruation er et multifacetteret f2nomen, nér man ser pa de forskellige
historiske og kontemporzare forstaelser af det. Bade i tidligere medicinsk forskning og
i religiose tekster er menstruation blevet beskrevet i negative termer, hvor det
associeres med forurening og urenhed. Modsat dette, er det ogsé blevet forbundet med
livskraft og den symbolske overgang fra pige til kvinde. Eksisterende forskning peger
desuden p4, at disse modsatrettede idéer ogsa eksisterer i dag, hvor menstruation bade
er et positivt symbol pa kvindelighed, emancipation og styrke, men ogsa noget, som
er tabuiseret, alluderer til skam og underlagt normer sdisom hemmeligholdelse. Det er
tilmed et fenomen, som er dybt forankret i kennede strukturer — ikke kun i kraft af den
biologisk funderede forskel pd mand og kvinder, men ogsd i kommunikative

praksisser og adgang til viden og information 1 hverdagslivet.

Formal: Formilet med indevaerende undersegelse er at udforske, hvilke idéer
henholdsvis mand og kvinder har om menstruation. Det vil sige, hvordan de
grundleggende forstdr menstruation i forhold til levet og kropslig erfaring samt

hvordan de forholder sig til divergerende repreesentationer i samfundet.

Metode: Undersogelsen er forankret i social reprasentationsteori og bygger derfor pa
en grundleggende antagelse om, at der er en dialogisk relation mellem mennesket og
verden. Denne teoretiske forankring fordrer en kvalitativ, multimodal metodologi, som
tager hejde for bade verbal og visuel kommunikation og meningsskabelse.
Undersogelsesdesignet indbefatter to semistrukturerede fokusgruppeinterviews: ét
med fire mand mellem 20 og 30 ar og ¢ét med fire kvinder i samme aldersgruppe.
Fokusgruppemetoden kombineres med to visuelle metoder: deltagertegninger, hvor
deltagerne blev bedt om at tegne deres idé om menstruation, og videoelicitering, hvor
deltagerne blev vist to reklamer for menstruationsprodukter, hvor den ene portretterer
menstruation som emanciperende og den anden skildrer menstruation som noget, der

skal skjules ved at alludere til frygten for at blede igennem.



Fund: Empirien blev bearbejdet gennem en latent tematisk analyse, hvor tre
hovedtemaer blev identificeret i hver gruppe. For mandene var disse ’os/dem’,
“offentligt/privat’ og ‘normal/abnormal’, hvorimod kvindernes interview genererede
hovedtemaerne ’os/dem’, ’offentligt/privat’ og ’frihed/undertrykkelse’. Tilsammen
betegner temaerne ’os/dem’ og ’offentligt/privat’, hvordan bade mand og kvinder ser
menstruation som noget, der skiller kennene ad i hverdagslivet. Men modsat kvinderne
udtrykte maendene ogsé en distance fra medlemmer af deres egen kensgruppe, nemlig,
typer af mand, som har stereotype opfattelser af kvinder og dermed menstruation. For
mandene betegner hovedtemaet ’offentligt/privat’, hvordan menstruation bade er et
privat emne, som alligevel pédvirker alle mennesker samt den svare balancegang
mellem tabu og dbenhed i hverdagskommunikation. For kvinderne indbefatter det,
hvordan menstruation eksisterer 1 et krydsfelt mellem at vare en privat, indre
oplevelse, som samtidig er underlagt udefrakommende forventninger sdsom
hemmeligholdelse. Fellesnaevneren i de sidste hovedtemaer fra begge fokusgrupper
betegner ensket om at udfordre og forandre dominerende negative idéer. For mandene
handler det om, hvordan menstruation ber ses som et mondent og naturligt
hverdagsfenomen, som ikke ber adskille kennene pé et socialt plan. For kvinderne
betegner det tredje hovedtema, hvordan menstruation er underlagt patriarkalske
samfundsstrukturer, og hvordan handlinger i hverdagslivet, sdsom at tale &bent om det
og geore menstruation ’synlig’ verbalt sédvel som visuelt, kan udfordre negative
opfattelser og sédledes udbrede idéen om menstruation som et naturligt og

emanciperende fenomen.

Konklusion: Bade mandene og kvinderne ser menstruation som et tabubelagt emne,
som skyldes samfundsmassige strukturer og stereotype opfattelser af og forventninger
til det kvindelige keon. Begge grupper ensker en forandring af disse negative opfattelser
af menstruation, som socialt adskiller mand og kvinder i hverdagslivet og ger det
sveart at, pa den ene side, navigere i de sociale normer og, pa den anden side, eksekvere

emanciperende handlinger pé en effektiv og hensigtsmaessig made.
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Introduction

Bodily fluids have played a substantial role in human attempts to understand health,
behaviour, mental states, and even to define morality and establish social order
(Douglas, 2001; Hindson, 2009). The revolutionary figure in ancient Greek medicine,
Hippocrates, suggested that diseases are caused by an imbalance between four
humours in the human body — an idea that was further theorised half a millennium later
by Galen who related these to four different temperaments (Jouanna, 2012, p. 335;
Mphl, 2017, p. 556). With pure blood being one of these four humours, women’s
monthly discharge of blood was believed to be a crucial process for the fluid balance
in the female body and thus, already back then, menstruation was considered to be an
important part of women’s health (Newton, 2016, p. 21). Nevertheless, ideas on
menstruation have been related to far more than physical and mental health.

Major world religions have developed diverse and often contrasting ideas about
menstruation and menstruating women. In Shaktism, a Hindu tradition, menstrual
blood is associated with protective power and believed to ward off evil; in Leviticus,
by contrast, it is described as unclean and contaminating (Kamat & Tharakan, 2021,
pp. 262-263). Such religiously rooted associations between menstruation, impurity,
and danger also shaped medical research well into the twentieth century. Researchers
claimed to have found evidence of “menotoxins” that could contaminate substances
through contact and even kill plants (Baumberg, 1929, as cited in Whelan, 1975, p.
106; Hindson, 2009). Although these findings were later disproven (Whelan, 1975),
negative associations between menstruation, uncleanliness, and dirtiness persist today
(Kamat & Tharakan, 2021, p. 262; Mondragon & Txertudi, 2019; van Lonkhuijzen et
al., 2023). Feminist figures have critiqued these negative perceptions for decades. For
instance, in her famous essay “If men could menstruate”, Gloria Steinem (1978)
satirically stated that “men would brag about how long and how much”. Others have
argued that negative cultural and societal conceptions of menstruation are rooted in
patriarchal structures and the societal othering of women (Beauvoir, 1949/1965;
Martin, 1991; Kamat & Tharakan, 2021). Patriarchal structures have also been argued
to be a major contributor to the ‘medicalisation’ of menstruation by framing the female
body as problematic and “in need for medical surveillance” (Newton, 2016, p. 64).

However, recent discussions, both in scientific spheres and societal debates, have



centred on the lack of medical research on women’s bodies and the historical neglect
of menstruation-related issues such as endometriosis and menopause (Vinter et al.,
2026). This indicates that even among the critical voices that problematise negative
ideas and relate them to patriarchal structures, there are contradictory perceptions of
the issues, which lead to different ideals and agendas. Nevertheless, a common
denominator is the fundamental idea that menstruation is intertwined with gender,
ideology, and political values.

When it comes to communicative practices surrounding menstruation today, the divide
between men and women is evident. It remains a topic primarily discussed among
women (Metreveli, 2023, p. 280; Newton, 2016, p. 72), and this tendency is reflected
in how boys and girls learn about menstruation, whether through informal or
institutionalised sources of information. In Newton’s (2016, p. 72) study of everyday
discourses of menstruation, she found that sex education in the UK frames
menstruation as a ’messy, sensitive topic” and conveys the overall message that the
topic is exclusively for girls. When it comes to informal sources of information, it is
usually mothers who introduce their daughters to the subject before menarche, whereas
men primarily aquire deeper knowledge about menstruation from their intimate
partners much later in life (Allen et al., 2013; Peranovic & Bentley, 2017). The idea
of menstruation as a sensitive topic surrounded by taboo is thus something that men
and women learn from an early age, albeit from two very different perspectives.

All this points to the multidimensionality of this bodily fluid. It is interwoven with
ideological ideas, political values, and norms, while at the same time being an
undeniably bodily and lived experience. It disrupts the clear separation between the
biological and the sociocultural (Jenkins, 2016, p. vi) and is positioned as both a highly
private and yet very public phenomenon (Koskenniemi, 2023a).

Given the topic’s heterogeneity, this thesis aims to explore how men and women
understand menstruation in their everyday lives — accounting for prevailing societal
ideas, gendered aspects, and lived as well as bodily experiences. More specifically, the

thesis seeks to answer the following question:

How do men and women understand menstruation in their everyday
lives, and how are these understandings shaped by contradictory

societal ideas and lived as well as bodily experiences?



Menstruation is explored as a sociocultural phenomenon. The thesis primarily consists
of aresearch article. The article is bookended by a frame that elaborates on the research
topic, theoretical framework, methodology of the study, and by a broader theoretical

discussion of my findings and approach.

Structure of the thesis

In the first part of the frame, I will outline the theoretical framework of social
representations, existing research on the topic, and how this informed my research
design. More specifically, this first part aims to 1) provide a thorough introduction to
the methodological foundation of the thesis, including its ontological and
epistemological basis; 2) outline how this guided my choice of methods; and 3) unfold
the methodological landscape of research on everyday understandings of menstruation
as a means to argue for the relevance of employing a multimodal approach, combining
focus group interviews with visual methods. The first part of the frame is followed by
my research article on men’s and women’s everyday understandings of menstruation.
The second part of the frame constitutes the third and last part of the thesis. The overall
aim of the last part is to place my findings and methodological approach within the
perspectives of actions in everyday life and ideological aspects of thinking and
communication. Lastly, I will discuss the usefulness of my findings and suggest how
insights from a small number of focus groups can be extrapolated beyond the situated

interactions.

Frame of the Article: Part 1
A social psychology of change and social knowledge

The theory of social representations offers a social-psychological perspective on how
we make sense of and create meaning in our sociocultural world. In this section, I will
introduce the ontological and epistemological assumptions as proposed by this
theoretical framework and explain how they guided my methodological choices. For
this reason, only a few theoretical concepts will be outlined here, as they will be
described in more detail in the article.

Social representations are defined as a “‘network’ of ideas, metaphors and images,

more or less loosely tied together . . . [that provide us with] an ‘encyclopaedia’ of such
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ideas, metaphors and images” (Moscovici, 2001, p. 153). But what does this
perspective on human existence entail? To answer this question and provide a thorough
introduction to the theory of social representations, it can make sense to outline the
theoretical and methodological context of social psychology at the time of its

development, hereby offering insight into the raison d’étre of the theorisation.

In the 1960s and 1970s, social psychology was considered to be in a state of crisis.
The centre of the dispute stemmed from the difficulty of providing a clear definition
of social psychology as a distinct psychological discipline — an issue that some suggest
continues to this day (van Zomeren & Uskiil, 2025). However, even the crisis itself
has been characterised in different ways, with differing views on its cause (Burr, 2015,
p. 16; Dafermos, 2015, p. 394). Two of the identified problems concerned the
theoretical difficulty of integrating the social and the psychological (Flick & Foster,
2008, p. 196; Markova, 2012, p. 504; Moscovici, 2001, p. 91), alongside criticism of

3

the discipline’s positivist methodology for its neglect of the “’voice’ of ordinary
people” (Burr, 2015, p. 16). Thus, the crisis centred on an essentially ontological issue
concerning the relationship between the social and the psychological, as well as an
epistemological question about what constitutes knowledge and how it should be
generated (Markova, 2003; Markova, 2012). In this scientific context, Serge
Moscovici (2001) developed his theory of social representations. The theory is a
response to the crisis in social psychology and an attempt to solve the problem of
incorporating the social into the psychological, on the one hand, by moving away from
the cognitive, individualistic orientation that characterises, for instance, attitude

theory, and, on the other hand, by avoiding the neglect of the psychological when
acknowledging the social (Flick & Foster, 2008, p. 196; Moscovici, 2001, pp. 5, 91f).

According to Markova (2003, pp. 5, 10), traditional social psychological theories are
grounded in the notion of stability, which gives rise to theorisations that treat
psychological concepts as universal and the mind as ahistorical. Here, change is not
entirely neglected but is regarded as the outcome of social influence (Markova, 2003,
pp- 5, 91). By contrast, the theory of social representations foregrounds change and
highlights that social representations are constantly negotiated because of the dynamic
nature of communication and tensions among ideas held by individuals, groups, and

within society (Gillespie, 2008, pp. 378, 381; Moscovici, 2001, p. 158). This dissolves
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the implicit separation between the individual and the outside world and emphasises
the ontological assumption that mind and society exist in an interdependent
relationship (Moscovici, 2001, p. 109; Markova, 2003, p. 8; Wagner, 2015, p. 20). The
‘social’ is therefore not considered a stimulus from the outside world but an inherent
part of human existence. Epistemologically, this means that knowledge is acquired and
created through dialogical relations among individuals, groups, and society via
symbolic interactions (Markova, 2012, p. 492). Thus, this theoretical perspective
problematises quantitative approaches that assume individuals, groups, and
psychological concepts can be studied as isolated, independent entities (Markova,
2012, p. 497).

The ontological notion of the dialogical relation between mind and society is partly
conceptualised in three interrelated levels: ontogenesis, sociogenesis, and
microgenesis. These denote how social representations are created and maintained at
the individual, societal, and interactional levels, respectively (Duveen & Lloyd, 1990).
These levels can help guide methodological choices in a social representations study.
The genesis in each term emphasises the developmental-psychological aspect of the
theory’s epistemology; every structure is to be understood in terms of its former
structure, which has been transformed in and through communication within and
between individuals and groups in society (Duveen, 2001, p. 17). This means that
regardless of the level of analysis in a social representations study, ideas on the other
two levels indirectly emerge in the ideas expressed at the level in question.

The theory of social representations emphasises communication’s central role in social
psychology (Markova, 2003) and regards communication and meaning creation as
inherently social. The ontological integration of both the social and the psychological
is pursued in the dialogical notion of the human mind which presupposes that
communication and thinking are always oriented toward others (Markova, 2003, p.
103; Moscovici, 2001, p. 109). But what counts as communication within this

theoretical framework?

Communication beyond language

Language plays a crucial role in the creation of social representations (Moscovici,
2001, p. 159). However, when ideas are expressed verbally, words are not to be

understood as direct transfers of meaning between the speaker and the listener
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(Moscovici, 2001, p. 159), which some theories suggest; theorisations that are based
on what Linell (2009, p. 36) has labelled transfer models of communication. Social
representations have a symbolic quality and are systems that enable ideas to be
articulated in ways that create bonds between people and groups (Moscovici, 2001, p.
157). There are different ways in which these systems are created, transformed and
upheld. Specifically, two processes are involved in this: anchoring, in which strange
phenomena are made familiar by drawing on an already known category and thus
creating an anchor between the unknown elements and the familiar category
(Moscovici, 2001, p. 42). Objectification, on the other hand, denotes the process of
making abstract phenomena concrete, for instance, through the creation of images
(Moscovici, 2001, p. 49).

Both verbal and visual expressions are products of figuration (Arruda, 2015, p. 134).
Figuration is the underlying, imaginary capacity of human thought involved in the
(re)creation of social representations (Arruda, 2015, p. 131). It provides the intangible
and unknown with a form through both verbal and visual means of meaning creation
(Arruda, 2015, p. 129). Nonetheless, visual expressions differ from the figurative
products of language because they reveal the iconic quality of the intangible ideas
(Moscovici, 2001, p. 49). Objectifications and anchorings occur in both situated
interaction and in broader societal sources such as media content, policy documents,
and books; thus, both society and its members possess this figurative capacity (Arruda,
2015).

When communication is understood to encompass both verbal and visual routes of
meaning creation and the expression of ideas, it has implications for the methodology
used to study social representations. In one of the following sections, I will elaborate
on the methodological choices behind my study and how I accounted for both the
visual and verbal aspects. First and foremost, this requires a definition of ‘everyday

understandings’ and an outline of the methodological landscape of menstrual studies.

Literature search

What counts as ‘everyday understandings’?

The term ‘everyday understandings’ is informed by the theoretical framework of this

thesis. As noted in the section on change and social knowledge, the theory of social



representations emphasises the need to redefine knowledge by moving beyond
traditional notions of rational and scientific thinking (Moscovici, 2001). The theory
presupposes that “knowledge is socially shared and rooted in people’s everyday
world” (Markova, 2007, p. 14). It entails a critique of cognitive approaches that make
distinctions, for instance, between ‘rational” or ‘objective’ thinking and ‘irrational’ or
‘biased’ thinking (Duveen, 2001; Moscovici, 2001). Thus, the main objective of the
theorisation was to bring back the “voice of ordinary people” (Burr, 2015, p. 16) and
to study common-sense knowledge, i.e., the “knowledge of our habitual thinking,
activities, interactions, communication and life in general” (Markova, 2003, p. 21) —
what could be labelled ‘everyday understandings’.

As might be anticipated, ‘everyday understandings of menstruation’ is not a clearly
defined field of inquiry. For this reason, my exploration of the existing research
involved a consideration of the relevant inclusion criteria that define the characteristics
of the theoretical concept of common-sense knowledge.

The literature search included two search blocks: one focused on ‘menstruation’ and
another on ‘everyday understandings’. Table 1 below lists the different terms that were
used in the latter block and as illustrated, these can be divided into 1) communication-
related terms and 2) terms related to ‘understanding’. As with the ‘menstruation’ block,
the actual search string accounted for the words’ different inflections (Appendix 1). I
decided that the selected studies should be peer-reviewed empirical articles and

include at least one element from each block in the title.

Table 1: Areas that were considered relevant synonyms for ‘everyday

understandings’, used in the second search block.

Communication-related Narratives — discourses — stories — language — talk —
conversations — negotiations — connotations

Understanding related  Everyday — knowledge — meaning creation — views —
ideas — grasping — comprehension — attitudes —
beliefs — value — common sense — vernacular — social
representations’

Initially, this search gave 79 results, of which 49 were excluded due to the language

(other than Danish or English), country (other than Western countries), irrelevance of

! ’Social representations’ was used in an isolated search string to determine, from the very beginning,
whether there were any existing studies on social representations of menstruation
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the research topic (e.g., medical research), articles I did not have access to, and
irrelevant source types, such as nonempirical books and articles. In the article of this
thesis, the findings from these studies will be presented and the primary aim here is to
outline the methodological landscape of the existing research and to critically evaluate
it through the lens of social representations.

The total of 30 relevant studies indicates an increase in research on the topic from the
earliest study by Brooks-Gunn and Ruble (1986) to the six studies in 2024 (Clark &
Southerton, 2024; Dhumal et al., 2024; Kvalem et al., 2024; Laske et al., 2024;
Medina-Perucha et al., 2024; Vancauwenbergh & Franco, 2024) and the five studies
in 2025 (Maclean, 2025; Martin et al., 2025; Prince & Annison, 2025; Pun et al., 2025;
Shay, Richmond & Erchull, 2025). From the first study up until the most recent studies,
ten of them have explored people’s attitudes toward menstruation (e.g., Brooks-Gunn
and Ruble, 1986; Shay, Richmond & Erchull, 2025), whereas others have examined
communicative practices (Cooper & Koch, 2007; Laske et al., 2024), how people’s
biomedical knowledge is related to other aspects (Kissling, 1996a; White, 2013) and
menstrual discourses in TV-series, books and policy documents (Jackson & Falmagne,
2013; Metreveli, 2023; Koskenniemi, 2023a, 2023b).

According to a recent systematic literature review of menstruation-related beliefs,
taboos, myths, and harmful practices across four continents, the most widely used
method is individual interviews (Martin et al., 2025). This partly aligns with the
present literature search, in which all qualitative studies have employed this method
(e.g., Maclean, 2025). However, contrary to Martin et al.’s (2025) study, the most
frequently used method across the studies in my literature search is questionnaires,
both standardised (e.g., Kvalem et al., 2024) as well as questionnaires developed for
the specific study (e.g., Laske et al., 2024). In the following sections, I will put these
two methodological approaches, as well as the widespread focus on attitudes toward

menstruation, under theoretical scrutiny.

Measuring everyday understandings of menstruation

According to Moscovici (1963, as cited in Sammut, 2015, p. 97), social psychology
had been a science of attitudes for many years, which, due to the influence of cognitive
psychology, treated attitudes as stable, individual dispositions (Duveen, 2001, p. 14;
Sammut, 2015, p. 97). This is also reflected in everyday-life related studies of

-8-



menstruation, where attitude scales have been a popular methodological tool — an
approach 1 have prior experience with. In my 4" semester of the bachelor’s in
psychology, my group and I explored Danish people’s beliefs and attitudes towards
menstruation (Lund et al., 2023) using the standardised questionnaire Beliefs and
Attitudes Towards Menstruation (BATM), developed by Marvéan et al. (2006). Based
on the literature search for the present and the former project, a total of six standardised
questionnaires have been developed to measure people’s experiences with, attitudes
towards, or stereotypical beliefs about menstruation (Brooks-Gunn & Ruble, 1980;
Brooks-Gunn & Ruble, 1986; Heard & Chrisler, 1999; Marvan et al., 2006; Roberts,
2004; Morse, Kieren, & Bottorff, 1993). According to a separate literature search
(Appendix 1) focused exclusively on these standardised questionnaires, a total of 65
studies have been conducted using at least one of these scales since 1980, and the vast
majority have explored people’s attitudes toward menstruation. When studying
attitudes this way and asking individuals to respond to predefined items, the social and
dynamic nature of communication in everyday life is neglected (Moscovici, 2001, p.
234). Thus, through the lens of social representations, this widely employed
methodology aligns with the identified problems of social psychology, namely, the
individualistic focus and the underlying presumption that psychological concepts are

stable components that can be studied in a decontextualised manner.

Asking the individual person or particular groups?

Interviews have been conducted to explore several aspects of everyday life, including
how young people learn and seek knowledge about menstruation (Clark & Southerton,
2024), women’s menarcheal experiences (Jackson & Falmagne, 2013), and their lived
experiences with menstruation (Prince & Annison, 2025). As Peranovic and Bentley
(2017, p. 115) note, contrary to questionnaires, interviews and written accounts are
well-suited for providing nuanced insights into people’s understandings of
menstruation. This is especially true when the objective is to explore social knowledge
and avoid foreclosing the heterogeneity, contradictions, and embodied and shared
experiences that comprise everyday understandings.

Different types of individual interviews have been employed to study social
representations such as narrative and episodic interviews (Flick, Foster & Caillaud,

2015, p. 66). However, when it comes to socially shared ideas related to specific
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groups in society, focus group interviews are particularly useful (Flick, Foster &
Caillaud, 2015, p. 67). Focus groups can provide insights into communicative practices
and the shared beliefs that members of a particular group collectively create and
maintain. This method is especially relevant when the objective is to explore everyday
understandings, since it enables interactions that somewhat resemble the dynamic and

spontaneous character of everyday life communication (Markova et al., 2007, p. 32).

Social representations of menstruation

One study from the literature search, conducted by Mondragon and Txertudi (2019),
explored social representations of menstruation and whether these representations are
related to political values. This study used the grid elaboration method (GEM) to
identify the social representations of menstruation among 250 young Spanish people
and to evaluate the extent to which they regard themselves as, on the one hand,
politically liberal or conservative and, on the other hand, feminist as opposed to non-
feminist (Mondragon & Txertudi, 2019, p. 361f).

GEM is a free association method developed by Joffe and Elsey (2014) to explore
social representations by eliciting people’s naturalistic thoughts and emotions. With
this method, people are presented with four blank squares and asked to fill them with
words or images that come to mind when presented with a stimulus (Joffe & Elsey,
2014) — in Mondragon and Txertudi’s (2019) study, the stimulus was the word
‘menstruation’. Afterwards, participants are asked to elaborate on the ideas behind the
drawings or words in the grid. In this way, GEM accounts for the visual aspect of
communication by allowing participants to draw their ideas about the issue in question.
However, this method is informed by a branch of the theory of social representations
called central nucleus theory (Abric, 1993; Joffe & Elsey, 2014), which is a structural
approach to social representations, meaning that social representations are considered
to be organised in a central and a peripheral system (Moliner & Abric, 2015, p. 87). In
short, the central system contains strictly held and non-negotiable values, ideas, and
beliefs. The stability of these components is maintained by the peripheral system,
which modifies contradictory representations by minimising their legitimacy and thus
keeps the core components intact (Joffe & Elsey, 2014; Moliner & Abric, 2015). This
conceptualisation of social representations has been criticised for neglecting the

dynamic and dialogical nature of social representations by foregrounding stability and
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denoting the strictness of social representations (Liu, 2004, p. 253). Thus, Mondragon
and Txertudi’s (2019) study is based on an approach that does not fully align with the
ontological and epistemological assumptions outlined earlier. The structural approach
pays less attention to the processes involved in the transformation and maintenance of
social representations in everyday life. This can be useful when the objective is to
explore temporary, stable understandings and outline the internal organisation of these.
The dynamic approach, on the other hand, invites attention to the different sources of
knowledge that people draw on to make sense of their sociocultural world. Especially
when studying a phenomenon that has biological, political, and embodied dimensions,
it can make sense to employ a methodology that enables these aspects to be expressed.
Contrary to the structural branch of social representations, the objective of my study
was to explore socially shared ideas in a way that enabled participants to express their
ideas dynamically and spontaneously through these different dimensions and to draw
on different sources of knowledge. A central interest, then, was to elicit social
representations in a way that could provide insights into the nuances, contradictions,
and heterogeneity of participants’ socially shared knowledge which is arguably more
limited with the structural approach. To put it shortly: The current methodological
landscape of research on everyday understandings of menstruation indicates a yet
unexplored territory: What ideas men and women share in dynamic and spontaneous
interactions, using an approach that accounts for the potential limitations of purely
language-based approaches — something that is especially important with a
phenomenon known to be surrounded by verbal constraints in everyday
communication.

Based on the points presented so far, I will now address the rationale for using a

multimodal approach.

A multimodal approach

Common-sense communication is shaped by a multitude of sources of knowledge, and
Moscovici (1976/2008, p. 190f) argues that we have become polyglots within this web
of knowledges. In other words, among many other languages, we speak, for instance
medical, political, and psychological languages in our daily lives (Moscovici,
1976/2008, p. 190f). Hence, our sociocultural world comprises an encyclopaedia of

knowledge that we draw on to make sense of objects, phenomena, other people,
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groups, and society. With a physiological phenomenon like menstruation, there is
inevitably an embodied dimension that could serve as a source of knowledge that the
female participants in my study possess, and that the male participants knowingly do
not have access to.

Both the visual and verbal aspects of communication, along with the plethora of
knowledge resources, make common sense inherently multimodal (Martikainen &
Sakki, 2023, p. 491). This, arguably, calls for multimodality in research on social
knowledge of everyday life. As outlined earlier, the two processes, anchoring and
objectification, show how communication and meaning-making involve both verbal
and visual aspects, and the methods employed in my study were selected with these
two aspects in mind. Contrary to visual methods, language-based methods such as
interviews are widely used in qualitative psychological research (Nicholson & Awad,
2024, p. 4). In my study, I combined focus group interviews with two visual methods.
The rationale behind the specific methods will be unfolded in the article. However,
because there is no strictly defined formula for working with visual elements in social
representations research, it requires “creativity and reflexivity from the researcher”
(Arruda, 2015, p. 141). For this reason, I find it relevant to elaborate more deeply on
the theoretical reasoning behind the visual methods employed in my study.

Two visual methods were used: the participant-driven method of participant-created
drawings and the researcher-driven method of video-elicitation. As I have argued
elsewhere (Lund, Wagoner & Murakami, 2026), combining these two approaches is a
way to account for the variety of aspects involved in common sense knowledge by
integrating elements from the three levels of social representations and thereby
considering the dialogicality of everyday life understandings.

Drawing is an objectification process through which abstract ideas are made concrete
(Martikainen & Sakki, 2023). This means that abstract and hard-to-articulate elements,
such as bodily and emotional experiences, can be made tangible through this activity
(Martikainen & Hakokdngds, 2023). Moreover, it utilises figuration and enables ideas
from the individual imaginary to be expressed, thereby “gives fluidity a form that helps
[the participants to cope] with the object” (Arruda, 2015, p. 135). In his definition of
social representations, Moscovici (1976, as cited in Duveen, 2001, p. 12) notes that
social representations enable us to orient ourselves in the physical world. Thus, social
representations are not merely symbolic and social but also corporal (O’Connor, 2017,

p. 4). Research on women’s bodily experience with menstruation suggests that women
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experience a gap between menstrual knowledge disseminated in formal and
institutionalised contexts, on the one hand, and the practical management and bodily
experiential dimension, on the other (Kelland, Paphitis & Macleod, 2017). This
suggests that the bodily dimension plays an important role in women’s everyday lives.
With its capacity to elicit embodied, lived and other hard-to-articulate aspects, the
method of participant-created drawings was considered a highly relevant tool in my
study.

Unlike participant-created drawings, video-elicitation is a researcher-driven method.
This means the researcher selects the material and uses it to prompt answers or
discussions as opposed to participant-driven approaches in which participants produce
or collect data themselves (Martikainen & Hakokdngds, 2023, p. 986). In my study, I
chose two commercials for menstrual products to prompt discussions among the
participants. Media materials such as commercials are products of the social imaginary
(Arruda, 2015), and video-elicitation with existing media content can therefore be a
way to incorporate a sociogenetic element into the interview situation. In sum, the
dialogical relation between the individual imaginary and the social imaginary on the
one hand, and the three levels of social representations on the other, make it

particularly relevant to combine these two methods in a social representations study.

The following section constitutes the research article, which serves as the primary part
of this thesis. The structure and layout of the article are inspired by the layout used in
the target journal.? The article is followed by the second part of the frame, in which

my findings will be discussed from a broader perspective.

2 Culture & Psychology (SAGE publishing, n.d.)

- 13-



Lund (2026) Research Article

Part A: Article

Bloody Images: A multimodal study of men’s and
women’s everyday understandings of menstruation

Freja Lund
Master’s student

Abstract

Menstruation is both a biological and a sociocultural phenomenon. Both dimensions play
an important role in people’s everyday lives — especially women’s. Previous research on
sociocultural aspects, however, has mainly focused on individual, interactional, or societal
levels and often from a female perspective. This multimodal study explores both men's
and women's everyday understandings of menstruation and accounts for several
dimensions: lived and bodily experiences, gender-group aspects, and contrasting societal
representations. Two focus group interviews were conducted: one with four cis men and
one with four cis women. Two visual methods were integrated into the focus groups.
Through a latent thematic analysis informed by the theory of social representations, the
analysis generated three main themes in each focus group: for both groups the first two
themes were Us/Them and Public/Private. The third theme in the men’s focus group was
Normal/Abnormal, and for the women it was Freedom/Oppression. Based on these
themes, the study concludes that everyday understandings of menstruation are
intertwined with gender norms and that it remains a difficult topic in everyday
communication — especially between men and women. Nevertheless, both men and
women have a desire to change prevailing negative representations. The study provides
insights into the multiple dimensions of menstruation in everyday life and suggests how
men and women position themselves within the web of ideas in their sociocultural worlds.

Keywords

Menstruation, everyday understandings, visual methods, social
representations, sensitive topics, gender

Department of Culture and Communication, Aalborg University, Denmark

What is menstruation? Based on today’s biomedical knowledge, the answer would be
that menstruation is a female biological function characterised by a monthly vaginal
discharge of blood and tissue (Pinel & Barnes, 2022). Nevertheless, descriptions of
menstruation extend far beyond the realms of medical knowledge and literature.
Menstruation has been the subject of myths, folktales, societal norms, and religious
practices in all parts of the world throughout history (Baldy, 2017; Kamat & Tharakan,
2021; Martin et al., 2025; Marvan et al., 2006; Salvo, 2021; van Lonkhuijzen et al.,
2023). It remains a topic of public interest and political debates. In Denmark, recent

debates have especially centred on the extent to which menstrual management should
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be a private or public responsibility — a debate marked by conflicting opinions and
initiatives (Folketinget, 2021; Juhl, 2024; Trier, 2025).

As such, menstruation can be considered a rich source of cultural and social-
psychological insights. It invites attention to how people make sense of the
phenomenon in their everyday lives and to the knowledge generated in vernacular
contexts. This domain of knowledge was foregrounded by Serge Moscovici (2001) in
his theory of social representations. He emphasised the importance of studying
everyday understandings, conceptualised as common sense (Duveen & Lloyd, 1990).
Common-sense knowledge operates within a consensual universe, and the traditional
scientific notion of rationality, concerned with logical reasoning and universal truths,
is replaced by norms, trust and a strong emphasis on the affiliative quality of
communication (Markova, 2012; Moscovici, 2001). In other words, it is central to our
existence that we express social affiliations with and distance ourselves from other
people and groups in and through communication (Duveen, 2001), thereby positioning
ourselves within the webs of meaning in our sociocultural world (Markova, 2012).
Drawing on this theory, the present study considers menstruation as a sociocultural
phenomenon and explores how Danish men and women understand it in their everyday
lives, accounting for their shared social knowledge, societal ideas, and their lived and

bodily experiences.

Exploring menstruation as a sociocultural phenomenon

Over the past four decades, several studies on menstrual culture have found that
menstruation is surrounded by taboo and imperatives of verbal and physical
concealment across the globe (Martin et al., 2025), including the United States
(Brooks-Gunn & Ruble, 1986; Jackson & Falmagne, 2013; Kissling, 1996b), Spain
(Medina-Peruchastina et al., 2024; Mondragon & Txertudi, 2019), the United
Kingdom (Newton, 2016), Finland (Koskenniemi, 2023a), and China, Germany, and
the Netherlands (Vancauwenbergh & Franco, 2024).

The pervasive negative ideas can have significant implications for menstruators’ lives.
They impose a concealment imperative that, on an emotional level, induces fear of
embarrassment and shame if people fail to act accordingly, and, on a practical level,
limits access to accurate health information, which, in turn, fosters myths and

potentially harmful menstrual practices (Martin et al., 2025). It is widely argued that
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such negative ideas are inextricably linked to patriarchal values and the historical
subordination of women; values that have structurally positioned the female body as
abnormal and framed women as ’the other’ (Roberts et al., 2002; Martin, 1987; Kamat
& Tharakan, 2021; Charlesworth, 2001; Newton, 2016; Peranovic & Bentley, 2016).
Hence, the gender aspect of menstruation extends beyond the binary biological sex
differences between the male and the female body. Among the limited number of
studies on men’s perspectives, several suggest that boys and men are excluded from
menstrual education and daily conversations on the topic (Allen et al., 2011; Peranovic
& Bentley, 2017). Despite the fact that ideas on menstruation are intertwined with
gender stereotypes, research using male participants is relatively scarce (Martin et al.,
2025). While this may seem unsurprising or even unproblematic, since it only affects
the female body, a lack of menstrual knowledge is related to more negative attitudes
toward menstruation, regardless of gender. This, as described above, negatively
impacts menstruators’ lives (Gundi & Subramanyam, 2020; Lund et al., 2023).
Contrary to the prevailing negative ideas, menstruation is also widely perceived as a
positive symbol of womanhood (Jackson & Falmagne, 2013; Medina-Peruchastina et
al., 2024; Metreveli, 2023; Stubbs & Costos, 2004), and, alongside contemporary
feminist discourses and agendas, new narratives of empowerment and spirituality have
emerged as a reaction to the traditional, negative ideas (Koskenniemi, 2023b; Maclean,
2025; Przybylo & Fahs, 2020).

The coexistence of various negatively and positively laden ideas makes menstruation
an intriguing everyday phenomenon. Amid emerging incentives to transform
traditional societal ideas and given the limited research on men’s perspectives on
menstruation, this study seeks to answer the question: How do men and women
understand menstruation in their everyday lives?

Despite being a topic constrained by verbal norms in everyday communication
(Newton, 2016; Jackson & Falmagne, 2013), qualitative studies of menstrual culture
have relied exclusively on language-based methods. This study explores everyday
understandings of menstruation among four cis women and four cis men using a
multimodal approach, that considers both verbal and visual aspects of meaning
creation. It comprises focus group interviews with two visual methods: the method of
participant-created drawings, used as a means to elicit hard-to-articulate aspects, such

as lived and embodied experiences and emotional aspects, and the method of video-
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elicitation, used to prompt discussions and evaluations of contemporary divergent

societal ideas conveyed by the media.

The article is structured as follows. First, the theory of social representations will be
introduced, with particular attention to the verbal and visual aspects of meaning
creation involved in everyday knowledge. This will serve as a conceptual thread in the
second section, where the methods, design, and analytical approach will be presented.
Thirdly, in the analysis section, the three main themes — later referred to as ‘themata’
— generated from each focus group will be presented. Thereafter, I will discuss the
findings and offer reflections on the study’s limitations and future research. The article
concludes that, although menstruation is conceived differently across the gender
groups, there are clear commonalities between the two focus groups, including a desire
to challenge social norms in everyday life and to change perceived negative societal

1deas.

Theoretical framework: Verbal and visual aspects of
everyday understandings

The theory of social representations offers a theoretical perspective on everyday
understandings that acknowledges the complexity of how ideas in society are created
and shape human thinking and behaviour (Sammut et al., 2015; Duveen, 2001).
Social representations are defined as a system of values, ideas, and practices that
enable communication and allow people to orient themselves in their social and
material world (Moscovici, 1976, as cited in Duveen, 2001, p. 12). Here, the
representational aspect of the human mind is inherently social (Moscovici, 2001). In
this sense, representations are not static, mentalistic properties that reflect the external
world, but rather socially shared and dynamically negotiated in and through
communication (Duveen, 2001; Moscovici, 2001). This conceptualisation of
representation also presupposes the notion of the thinking society, that is, considering
society as a thinking system composed of members who are agentively involved in the
creation and transformation of fluctuating ideas in their sociocultural world (Billig et
al., 1988; Moscovici, 2001).

Common sense is shaped through both visual and verbal means of communication,

which is conceptualised in the two central processes involved in the creation and
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maintenance of social representations: anchoring and objectification (Moscovici,
2001). Anchoring refers to the use of naming and categorisation to turn the unfamiliar
into something familiar, whereas objectification denotes the process of turning the
abstract into something concrete (Moscovici, 2001, p. 42). Anchoring is an interpretive
process that often occurs in language. Verbal tools such as metaphors, euphemisms,
and analogies are familiarisation tools used to increase understanding of an unknown
phenomenon or group by identifying similarities between familiar elements and
unfamiliar aspects (Kronberger, 2015; Moscovici, 2001). For instance, egg and sperm
cells have been described as passive and active, respectively, in medical literature, and
such metaphorical descriptions have served to increase understanding of this
unfamiliar biological process by drawing on familiar gender stereotypes (Bangerter,
2000; Beauvoir, 1949/1965; Martin, 1991; Arruda, 2015). Objectification, on the other
hand, is the process of approximating tangibility and making the phenomenon in
question seem more controllable (Moscovici, 2001). For instance, because the use of
red liquid was banned in most Western countries until 2020, menstrual blood has often
been depicted as blue in TV-commercials (Rostvik, 2022). Given the widespread
attitude that menstruation is disgusting and repulsive (Maclean, 2025; Restvik, 2022),
this objectification can be understood as a means of portraying menstrual blood as
clean and thus more controllable.

Anchoring and objectification are often operationalised as analytical guidelines in
studies on social representations since they are distinct routes of meaning creation
(Devine-Wright & Devine-Wright, 2009; Silva et al., 2020; Martikainen et al., 2024).
Verbal methods, such as interviews, are argued to elicit anchored aspects, whereas
visual methods, such as participant-created drawings, are argued to elicit the process
of objectification (Martikainen, 2019; Martikainen & Hakokongis, 2023; Martikainen
et al., 2024; Milgram & Jodelet, 2014; Silva et al., 2020). The combination of these
two processes lends itself to a multimodal approach to the study of people’s everyday
understandings that accounts not only for the verbal but also the visual aspects of
meaning creation — the latter being widely overlooked in qualitative psychological
research (Nicholson & Awad, 2024; Reavey, 2011). In the following section, I will
describe how these were employed by unfolding the study design and the theoretical

reasoning behind it.
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Study design

Methods and interview design

The study comprised two semi-structured focus group interviews that incorporated two

visual methods, which served as elicitation tools. The overall interview design,

including the order of the elicitation activities, is summarised in Table 1.

Table 1. Interview design

Steps

Content

Introduction

Participant-created drawings

Presentation round

Discussion

Video-elicitation

Short discussion

Video-elicitation

Discussion

Participant-created drawings

Presentation round

Discussion

The objective of the study and focus group
interview were outlined once again

Participants drew their ‘ideas on menstruation’
for 5-7 minutes

The participants presented their drawings

Group discussion based on the drawings and
other ideas emerging in the interaction

The participants watch the ‘traditional’
commercial

Group discussion based on the commercial

The participants watched the ‘new era’-
commercial

Group discussion based on the second and
both commercials

Participants drew ‘their ideas on menstruation’
for 5-7 minutes

The participants presented their drawings

Group discussion based on the drawings and
other ideas emerging in the interaction

Focus groups were preferable to individual interviews because they, to a greater extent,
enable interactions that resemble the informal communication taking place in everyday

life interaction (Markova et al., 2007). Furthermore, working with such, to some



Lund (2026) Research Article

extent, informal discussions means that the focus group interview can be regarded as
a thinking society in miniature (Markova et al., 2007, p. 46).

Since the theory of social representations regards the person-world relation as
inherently social, eliciting everyday understandings of an Object, such as
menstruation, presupposes the epistemological notion that representations of this
Object are (re)created through symbolic communication in Ego-Alter relations
(Markova et al., 2007; Markova, 2012). This means that the Ego (individuals or
groups) always communicates in terms of the A/ter (culture, individuals or groups) to
make sense of the Object (Markova, 2012, p. 491). The creation of social
representations can thus be understood in terms of the Ego—Alter—Object triad
(Markova, 2012, p. 491f). Since the Object of the present study appears to pertain
differently to men and women, the focus groups were divided by gender to enable the
expression of their ideas accordingly and to approximate the everydayness of the

interview situation.

Participant-created drawings

To highlight objectification, the interviews included participant-created drawings in
which the participants were asked to draw their ideas of menstruation, and thereby turn
“the word for a thing into a thing for the word” (Moscovici, 2001, p. 49). This method
enabled the participants to communicate what is difficult to express verbally
(Martikainen & Hakokongis, 2023; Mannay, 2016) and to express these ideas without
interruptions in the otherwise high-paced, spontaneous interaction. Furthermore, as an
embodied activity, participant-created drawings have a unique capacity to elicit
affective dimensions and lived, bodily experiences (Kearney & Hyle, 2004;
Martikainen & Hakokongds, 2023), which makes the method particularly relevant for
the study of a bodily and sensitive topic.

Video-elicitation and material

Social representations are also (re)created and conveyed by macrosocial sources such
as policy statements, books and media content (Duveen & Lloyd, 1990; Martikainen
& Hakokongiés, 2023). To incorporate this element, two commercials for menstrual
products were selected as video-elicitation material. Since the early years of menstrual

product advertising in the 1920s, commercialisation has predominantly relied on
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messages of concealment and has appealed to fear and shame about menstrual leaks
(Przybylo & Fahs, 2020). Within the past decade, however, a new era has emerged
with narratives of empowerment and emancipation (Przybylo & Fahs, 2020). The
video-elicitation material was chosen based on these contradictory messages. The first
commercial the participants watched reflects the traditional tendency, depicting a
woman with a shocked facial expression and a voice-over saying: “afraid of period
leaks? (Always Denmark, 2025, May 14). The second was chosen since it
exemplifies the new era of empowering and liberated menstrual advertising (Przybylo
& Fahs, 2020). It depicts women bleeding from different parts of the body, as they
participate in various sports activities and ends with the caption: “No blood should
hold us back” (Bodyform UK, 2023).

The coexistence of these two tendencies exemplifies the multiplicity of ideas, even
contradictory ones, in the thinking society (Martikainen & Hakokongis, 2023).
Additionally, common-sense knowledge is always in a state of cognitive polyphasia,
meaning it comprises various modes of thinking and communicating (Markova, 2012).
Social representations are therefore also related to alternative representations
(Gillespie, 2008, p. 384), that is, representations of other people’s or groups’
representations. Hence, in everyday life communication, this multiplicity enables
people to evaluate, judge, and argue, and through this heterogeneity, to position
themselves within the webs of meaning in their sociocultural world (Markova, 2012).
As with the method of participant-created drawings, this material was used to prompt
discussions among the participants, with the intent of eliciting evaluations of different

contemporary ideas about menstruation conveyed by the media.

Participants and interview setting

Recruiting participants for research on sensitive topics can be challenging (Lee &
Renzetti, 1990), and this study was no exception. Hence, the participants were
recruited through convenience sampling (Coolican, 2014), particularly via social
media posts (LinkedIn, Facebook and Instagram) and by asking the author’s friends
and acquaintances if they knew anyone who met the participation criteria: people
between 20 and 30 years old, either cis men (people identifying as men with no bodily

experience with menstruation) or cis women (people identifying as women with bodily

3 Original (Danish): ”Bange for at blede igennem?”
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experience with menstruation). As summarised in Table 2, there were four participants
in each group, all between the ages of 23 and 30. This age group was chosen because
it corresponds to the age of the interviewer, and thus chosen with the intent to
approximate homogeneity of the people present during the interviews and to enable
the expression of shared ideas and social affiliations that presumably corresponded to
their everyday lives. It is worth noting, however, that the men’s focus group can be
regarded as a mixed-gender group, since the facilitator and author of this article is
female. Accounting for the potential impact this had on the participants’ responses,
especially how it could deter them from sharing some of their ideas, it was emphasised
both during the recruitment and at the beginning of the focus group interview that there
were no right or wrong answers and that all perspectives were welcome.

It was initially preferred that neither the facilitator nor the participants knew each other
beforehand, since this can affect group dynamics in different ways (Halkier, 2016).
Nevertheless, because it was challenging to find participants who met all the criteria,
it was necessary to compromise on this criterion and include Rie and Clara, who knew
each other beforehand.

Finally, everyone except Ruben was a student in a higher education programme in
North or Central Jutland, and several of the participants also stated that their
participation was partly motivated by their own experiences with how challenging it

can be to find interviewees for a student project.

Table 2. Characteristics of the participants

Female Focus Group Male Focus Group
Name Age Name Age
Clara 23 Morten 23
Rie 25 Ruben 26
Rebecca 26 Dennis 27
Sonja 27 Silas 30

To minimise the risk of interruptions and background noise, both interviews were
conducted in the author’s apartment. Conducting interviews in a private setting, rather
than in an institutional setting such as a university room, also fosters a more relaxed
atmosphere (Halkier, 2016), which was especially preferable given the sensitivity of

the topic and the intent to facilitate informal discussions. Before the interviews began,
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the study’s objective was reiterated, after which the participants gave informed

consent. Each interview lasted approximately 1.5 hours.

Method of analysis

A latent thematic analysis was conducted on both interviews (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
With the latent approach, themes are generated by moving beyond the semantic level
and employing a theoretical lens to identify the underlying ideas that shape the
semantic content of the data set (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The analysis progressed from
outlining the topics, i.e., what was talked about, to themes, i.e., patterns in the topics,
and finally these themes were grouped into themata, interpreted through the lens of
social representations theory (Markova et al., 2007). Identifying themata entails
looking for the underlying cultural presumptions from which the participants think and
speak. Themata are organised in dualistic pairs, and this is a central aspect of the theory
of social representations; humans think in antinomies, which means that we think in
opposites that co-constitute one another (Markova, 2003). This means that opposite
concepts like hot/cold, men/women, and us/them are not considered mutually
exclusive but mutually dependent, since the definition of each concept is constituted
by the definition of its opposite. In common-sense thinking, antinomies become
themata when they are negotiated and problematised in and through public debates
and everyday communication (Markové, 2003, p. 184). Additionally, a social
representation is often comprised of several themata (Markova, 2012). Hence, we think
and communicate from a set of socially shared cultural presuppositions, and when
these are negotiated, we “no longer think and speak ‘from’ them but ‘about’ them”
(Markova et al., 2007, p. 172). The analytical process thus entailed theoretically driven
coding (Braun & Clarke, 2006), and more specifically, the iterative process of
outlining the topics of each data set, identifying themes and finally naming the main
themes, which henceforth will be referred to as ‘themata’ (plural) or ‘thema’ (singular)

(Braun & Clarke, 2006; Markova et al., 2007).

Unpacking shared ideas

The analyses yielded three themata in each focus group. In the following two sections,

the findings from each focus group are presented separately and structured around the
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identified themata. As outlined in Figure 1, the three themata from the men’s focus
group are: Us/Them, Public/Private, and Normal/Abnormal. As outlined in Figure 2,
the three themata generated from the women’s focus group are: Us/Them,
Public/Private, and Freedom/Oppression. It is important to note that, due to the
epistemological triad, the Ego/Alter underpins all other themata. That is, especially the
themes related to the Us/Them in both interviews are more or less explicitly expressed

in relation to the other themata.
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Men’s everyday understandings of menstruation

Topics Themes Themata
Affects surroundings (men) ,

Pain Women's

Women's needs —{ Experience/Men's

Men feeling helpless Responsibility

Do not step on women's toes

Toxic masculine men
Macho culture

Lack of knowledge
Stereotypical views (angry —» Other Men
women)

Traditional gender roles (jokes)
Male chauvinism

We live in a male society Men's Problems as

Health and medicine . '
Research on women's bodies ) pUbIIC/Women S

Lack of knowledge (men) problems as private

Public/Private

Precarious topic
Easy to talk to female friends
Not an everyday topic

Taboo/Open Talk

Ny

Society's fault

Lack of knowledge (men)
Limited access to information
Do not step on women's toes
Vulgar (what is too explicit to
draw)

Does not exist in the media
Pain

Emotions

Every month for 50 years
Everyday life phenomenon N
Natural

You have to strip it to get it

Mundane

Normal/Abnormal

Media

Disaster/Chaos

Horror films

What society does not like

— Extraordinary

Figure 1. Overview of the findings from the men’s focus group, presenting relevant
topics and subthemes (on the left), themes (in the middle), and the encircled

themata they allude to.

Thema 1: Us/Them

The thema Us/Them encapsulates two group divisions repeatedly expressed by the
men. These include the two themes ‘women’s experience/men’s responsibility’ and

‘other men’. In the following, these will be unfolded in that order.
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The men’s ideas were partly based on their secondhand knowledge of the emotional,
physical, and social impact menstruation has on women, and, subsequently, on how
these inner experiences also affect women’s social surroundings — including men. The
emotional and physical experiences were elicited during the first drawing activity, in
which Dennis drew some oscillating scribbled lines and Ruben drew three wavy lines,

both illustrating what they imagine the menstrual experience is like (Illustration 1).

WAV
AN
VI A-

lllustration 1. Dennis’ drawing (left) and Ruben’s drawing (right) of women’s inner
experience in terms of pain, emotions, vibrating abdominal sensations, and "feeling

empty inside” (Appendix 2, p. 114).

When presenting his drawing, Dennis explained that: “When I feel bad, I feel really
bummed. And then if... it hurt at the same time, I imagine a headache or migraine
here, then I would just not be able to contain myself” (Appendix 2, p. 12). He thus
seeks to familiarise himself with the menstrual experience by anchoring it in the bodily
and emotional states he has experienced. These efforts to familiarise and concretise
the menstrual experience show how their ideas of menstruation partly rely on
secondhand knowledge of women’s inner experiences. The anchoring in familiar
bodily experiences alludes to ideas on the relation between the “Us,” i.e., the men and
“Them,” i.e., menstruating women, in terms of how women’s inner experiences affect
their surroundings. Silas called it a “general pain thing” (Appendix 2, p. 7), explaining
how the pain one person experiences in a social situation inevitably affects everyone.
However, due to the unfamiliarity of this bodily experience, the men expressed that

they, at times, do not know how to act supportively without “stepping on women’s

4 The interviews were conducted in Danish and for readability the extracts presented here have been
translated into English by the author.
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toes” (Appendix 2, p. 59). Menstruation is thus understood as something that
transgresses the body of the menstruating woman and thereby creates certain gendered
expectations.

The thema “Us/Them” was also expressed through in-group separation, which
encompasses explanations of what their own ideas do nof include, and of the group
associated with these ideas. The theme ‘other men’ encapsulates the alternative
representations related to the topics of ‘macho culture’ and ‘toxic masculine men’
(Figure 1). This group, ‘other men’, was, for instance, characterised by its members’

inclination to make negatively charged jokes about menstruating women:

Silas: I can just see where you were (Morten: yes) headed (several:
laughing) yeah-yeah

Dennis: And we have all heard it

Ruben: Yes

Morten: Yes (Dennis: Yes)

Silas: Yeah-yeah... Ugh, you are really mad today, are you on your
period?

Dennis: [in an exaggerated, hyper-masculine voice]: @h-he-he-ho
(all: laughing)

(Appendix 2, p. 45)

With this alternative representation, menstruation is objectified as angry women. The
interaction reveals their shared distancing from this objectification. Silas articulates
that he recognises where Morten ‘was headed’; a yet unarticulated idea that Silas
assumes they share. The sharedness of this alternative representation surfaces
immediately afterward, as both Silas and Dennis mockingly imitate these ‘other men’
and Dennis ventriloquises their laugh — what Bakhtin (1986) would call voice.
Furthermore, all participants laugh at this imitation. As exemplified here, laughing at
others with others can happen simultaneously, and, by virtue of the ridiculing tone of
the interaction, it emphasises how laughter can be a way of expressing group
affiliations as well as detachment from other groups (Billig, 2005).

Although this alternative representation also includes the idea that menstruation and
inner emotional experiences are noticeable to others, there is a difference between their

own idea and that of ‘other men’, which reveals different relations in the two Us/Them-
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relations: ‘Other men’ hold stereotypical and traditional gender ideas and consequently
they hold the believe that menstruation is not men’s problem. This contradicts the idea
of menstruation as something that also affects men and makes it a relevant topic and
issue for men in general — thus highlighting their responsibility to manage it as well.

In sum, this offers insights into the heterogeneity of common-sense knowledge
concerning the Object, menstruation, and how this heterogeneity is created through
various Ego-Alter relations. This enables the men to position themselves within the
heterogeneity of meanings in their sociocultural world through group affiliations and

group separations.

Thema 2: Public/Private

The Public/Private thema comprises articulated tensions within the two themes
‘taboo/open talk’ and ‘men’s problems as public/women’s problems as private’.

The participants frequently described menstruation as a taboo topic, surrounded by
norms of concealment in everyday life. Throughout the interview, Silas’ first drawing
of a gate (Illustration 2) served as a reference point for all participants when they
addressed the topics related to this theme. For instance, it served as a metaphor for the
difficulty of navigating the taboo in everyday life communication: “You wouldn’t...
o-open the gate too soon. Like you wouldn’t be, as a man I wouldn’t impose it on
others, (Silas: mhm) so, it’s a bit of a hard. Balancing act” (Morten, Appendix 2, p.
22). Thus, Silas’ objectification not only served as a concretisation of how
menstruation is a gate opener for problems in women’s lives, as he initially stated, but
also as a metaphor for the difficulties of navigating social norms. This reveals a tension
between the themes ‘taboo’ and ‘open talk’ in everyday life communication, making
it a precarious topic for the men. As with the alternative representation related to ‘other
men’, they positioned their shared ideas in relation to society at large (see Silas’ second
drawing, Illustration 2) and distanced themselves from the prevailing ‘taboo’. The
related twofold theme ‘men’s problems as public/women’s problems as private’
encapsulates the idea that menstruation is a female problem and, by extension, is made
private by society. They additionally related this privacy to the lack of knowledge
about menstruation they experience as men, and in this way, the unfamiliarity was

directly addressed by the participants as an outcome of societal structures.
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lllustration 2. Silas’ first drawing (left) of what he called “a metaphorical gate” and his
second drawing (right) of a person, symbolising society, throwing menstruation into a

well with silenced voices at the bottom.

Furthermore, to make sense of the privacy of menstruation, they compared it to bodily
functions they are familiar with. For instance, Morten compared it to faecal problems:
“I wouldn’t say to a person I barely know that I’'m constipated, that would be weird
(several: laughing), so maybe you can compare ... both a bit private, and you, probably
won’t talk about it in public” (Appendix 2, p. 21). In an attempt to make sense of the
acceptable balance between ‘taboo’ and ‘open talk’, menstruation is anchored here in
other private bodily problems. Thus, the Public/Private tension is negotiated as a
means of finding the socially acceptable balance between ‘taboo’ and ‘open talk’ by
anchoring it in a bodily function they are familiar with and that has a seemingly more
well-defined balance. Lastly, the precariousness also emerged after the final drawing
activity. When asked whether there was anything they, for some reason, chose not to
draw, Morten said he initially wanted to draw a naked woman with her legs spread but
decided not to, because he felt it would be “too vulgar” (Appendix 2, p. 51). Thus, the
tension in the Public/Private thema manifests not only in the uncertainty between
‘taboo’ and ‘open talk’ in everyday communication, but also in ideas about what can
be visualised and thus made tangible. As I will outline in the findings from the

women’s focus group, the opposite was the case for one of the women.

Thema 3: Normal/Abnormal

The men considered menstruation a mundane, everyday phenomenon that is

simultaneously treated as if it were the opposite. The last thema, Normal/Abnormal,
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therefore comprised the themes ‘mundane’ and ‘extraordinary’, with the latter
especially emerging as they discussed the two commercials. Surprisingly, both
commercials were criticised by the participants for either portraying menstruation as a
horrific event (traditional commercial) or associating it with injuries from extreme
sport (empowering commercial), both of which comprise the theme ‘extraordinary’.
To underscore their rejection of the alternative representations, they anchored the
criticisable aspects in ‘extraordinary’ categories such as car accidents, an invasion of

Greenland, and war.

O ®

lllustration 3. Ruben’s drawing (left) depicts positive outcomes in the future with

happy people talking openly about menstruation, and Morten’s drawing (right) shows
how pervasive negative ideas can change by opposing extraordinary narratives that

pervade society.

Consequently, the thema Normal/Abnormal was negotiated in future-oriented terms.
This was reflected by Ruben’s and Morten’s second drawings (Illustration 3), where
Morten, for instance, drew the analogy that: “you have to be naked to change your
underwear” (Appendix 2, p. 50), which resonated with the other participants. This
objectification of the desired change toward normalcy involved the presumption that
reaching a ‘mundane’ understanding of menstruation requires unpacking it from its
multitude of meanings, and, as Dennis put it, “strip it to get it” (Appendix 2, p. 53).
The alternative representations which, according to the participants, partly comprise
contemporary everyday understandings, thus paradoxically appear to define

menstruation as a non-everyday phenomenon.
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Women’s everyday understandings of menstruation

Topics Themes Themata

Unfamiliarity
Disgusted —)| Men

Scared

Solidarity

Collective/Group defining
Women helping women —» Women
Individual differences
Positive/Negative talk

Burden
Annoying
Pain

Inside Experience/
Outside
Expectations

NS

Feeling irresponsible
Fight through pain
Having everything under
control

Pain
Gruesome reality (ballerina)

Fear of bleeding through
Stigma

Feminine/clean (ballerina)
Materials in the bathroom

Hidden/Visible Public/Private

Shame
Embarrassment

Fear: making men
uncomfortable

Talking to other women /
Jokes

Uncertain norms

Taboo/Open Talk

Challenging norms

Showing menstruation .
graphically —)| Feminism

Refusing traditional female
tasks

Freedom/Oppression

Capitalism

Control over women's bodies -
Laws —)| Patriarchy

Scare campaigns
Male chauvinism

Figure 2. Overview of the findings from the women'’s focus group, presenting relevant
topics and subthemes (on the left), themes (in the middle), and the encircled themata

they allude to.
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Thema 1: Us/Them

The women’s shared ideas were repeatedly expressed in terms of gender group
affiliations and thereby articulated through the thema Us/Them. This thema comprises
the themes ‘men’ and ‘women’. The differing ideas about the ‘Them’, men, and the

‘Us’, women, were communicated both verbally and visually:

Rie: It’s actually a bit funny that collective thing because, eh, I
don’t know if you have also experienced it when you have
your menstruation at the same time as another person, then
you get like that, ah, high five, wow (laughs)

Clara: Yes... yes, there’s not that thing where, oh no, now there are
two angry [women] (Rie and Sonja: laugh)... like, ey, nice

(Appendix 3, p. 48/)

Here, Clara refers to an alternative representation that was frequently mentioned
during the interview. With this alternative representation, menstruation is
characterised by its negative impact on women’s mood and objectified as angry
women. This view was contradicted by the women’s shared idea of menstruation as a
unifying phenomenon that fosters a sense of experiential bonding in everyday
encounters with other women. This idea was also depicted by Sonja and Clara during

the second drawing activity (Illustration 4).

lllustration 4. Sonja’s drawing (left) and Clara’s drawing (right) both of which depict

a woman providing a menstrual product to another woman.

Both drawings depict an encounter between two women, one who needs a menstrual

product and another who provides it. Sonja called it a “sharing thing... like, the social
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structure” (Appendix 3, p. 48). This suggests that menstruation is understood as a
group-defining phenomenon that manifests in social structures of trust and solidarity,
indicating how the women collectively orient themselves within their social and
material world. Thus, given the mutual dependency in the antinomic pair, Us/Them,
the expression of group affiliations simultaneously constitutes the alienation of the

counter group and the ideas that define this group.

Thema 2: Public/Private

The thema Public/Private encompasses themes that all share the same foundational
tension, which makes menstruation a fraught phenomenon in everyday life. The
women described menstruation as a painful experience and a burden to manage in
everyday life. These inner experiences were especially problematised in relation to
public contexts in which they occur. This reveals a tension between, on the one hand,
the inner emotional experiences and the practical management of menstruation, and,
on the other hand, the social norms of emotional and practical concealment that exist
outside the body. This was depicted by both Rebecca and Clara during the first drawing
activity (Illustration 5).

lllustration 5. Rebecca’s drawing (left) of a woman who hides her menstrual pain at
work, and Clara’s drawing (right) of a menstrual leak that causes embarrassment and

shame.

The drawings express the twofold themes ‘inside experience/outside expectations’ and

‘hidden/visible’. Here, the border between private and public is defined both by, on
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the one hand, the skin boundary, which denotes that menstruation, by its very nature,
is an inner, thus private, experience, and, on the other hand, by socially defined
boundaries that are open to problematisation and negotiation. The drawings thus
encapsulate the social norm of keeping the bodily experience private, i.e., hiding how
the person feels physically and emotionally (Rebecca’s drawing), but also keeping it
concealed physically to avoid shame induced by public scrutiny (Clara’s drawing).

The group solidarity within the Us/Them thema, as unfolded in the previous section,
also pertained to the Public/Private thema. This was, for instance, expressed in the
following excerpt concerning the everyday reliance on other women’s help when

suddenly in need of a menstrual product:

Rie: You become like that type of drug dealer that takes like
(Sonja: yeah (laughs)) ... pulls like out the coat and is like
what-what (all: laughing)

Sonja:  Light flow, small flow, what you want?

Rie: Do you use pads or tampons? (Sonja: yeah (all: Laughing))

(Appendix 3, p. 28)

Using a drug-dealer analogy, menstrual management is anchored in a publicly
unregulated and illegal activity, and by virtue of categorical thought, the familiarised
aspects frame menstrual management as a clandestine operation in everyday life. It is
also noticeable that all the women laugh as Rie and Sonja co-author the analogy,
indicating the humorous quality of the comparison. Additionally, this laughter reveals
how the other participants recognise the unregulated character of this everyday
experience. Considering the pleasurable quality of humour and laughter (Billig, 2005),
their laughter expresses the pleasure of not only helping members of their in-group,
but also of providing help that meets individual preferences and needs — accounting
for both the type of product and the heaviness of the person’s menstruation.

Finally, the relation between the Public/Private and Us/Them themata also shows that
the Public/Private is inherently related to the social context. In terms of verbal
concealment, encapsulated in the themes ‘taboo’ and ‘open talk’, the women mostly
expressed ambivalence about navigating norms when men are present. This was
especially related to the fear of making men uncomfortable or experiencing shame

induced by men’s potentially negative reactions to ‘open talk’.
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Thema 3: Freedom/Oppression

The Freedom/Oppression thema encompasses both ideas about oppressive and
legislative control over women’s bodies and the freedom to be agentic and challenge,
or even change, negative societal ideas. Menstruation was articulated as a political
phenomenon and encapsulated in the themes ‘feminism’ and ‘patriarchy’. The theme
‘patriarchy’ initially surfaced as they addressed how society is structured around men’s
daily hormonal cycle rather than women’s monthly cycle. The theme ‘feminism’, on
the other hand, encapsulates how the women oppose the negative outcomes of
patriarchal structures they experience in their everyday lives, such as internalised
expectations of women in general. Aspects of both themes were objectified by Rie

(Illustration 6).

U @
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lllustration 6. Rie’s second drawing (left), depicting two happy men making laws
about women’s bodies and a sad woman outside the situation, and her first drawing

(right) of a bleeding vagina.

She depicted a sad woman standing outside a legislative setting in which two men
make decisions about women’s bodies. She emphasised that the depicted men
represent all people, regardless of gender, who attempt to control women’s bodies. The
men can thus be seen as an objectification of patriarchal structures in society, and by
placing them in a square, she objectifies the inaccessibility for female citizens, making
them unable to intervene. However, when discussing everyday life issues expressed
through the Us/Them and Public/Private themata, the participants also shared
experiences of how to challenge the status quo. Objectification can be a way of taming
the unfamiliar (Moscovici, 1981, p. 198), and, arguably, a way in which people can

exercise agency. When presenting her first drawing of a bleeding vagina (Illustration
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6), an image that bears a noticeable resemblance to what Morten refrained from
drawing because it would be ‘too vulgar,” Rie said: “I think often you like attempt to
avoid... and, kind of show it graphically (Sonja: Yes) how menstruation is” (Appendix
3, p. 12). Both of Rie’s objectifications can therefore be considered agentic activities;
the former being a way of taming societal control systems, and the latter being an

agentive action toward future change.

Discussion

Considering the focus groups as thinking societies in miniature (Markova et al., 2007),
the common-sense knowledge shared in both interviews reflects the heterogeneity of
ideas that characterises menstruation as a sociocultural phenomenon. Three central
findings emerged from the focus groups: First, as anticipated before the interviews,
both the men’s and the women’s social representations of menstruation were shaped
in and through gendered group affiliations. However, the men’s group affiliations were
fragmented, as they expressed clear in-group separations by distancing themselves
from ‘toxic masculine men’. Second, both interviews revealed a tension between the
private and public aspects of menstruation, which leads women to conceal their
menstrual state and makes the topic precarious for men. The concealment aspect found
here aligns with existing research (Jackson & Falmagne, 2013; Martin et al., 2025;
Mondragon & Txertudi, 2019), and alludes to the idea of menstruation as a ‘hygiene
crisis’, in which management of menstruation is driven by fear of public scrutiny and
potential embarrassment, thereby strengthening the incentive to conceal it verbally as
well as physically (Jackson & Falmagne, 2013). However, the findings also suggest
positive outcomes of this, namely that this management fosters a strong in-group
relation among women. Taken together, the two shared themata between the focus
groups suggest that, whereas women are actively engaged in supporting each other,
both practically and emotionally, and hereby create strong in-group bonds to help
navigate social norms, the men’s ideas are less defined by strong in-group affiliations
and more by the consequences of unfamiliarity, lack of knowledge, and stereotypical
ideas about gender from which they distance themselves — making it all the more
difficult for them to know how to support women and dissolve the rigidly gendered
“us” versus “them”. Lastly, both groups expressed a desire for future change. For the

women, this was related to broader sociopolitical aspects, including laws and
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traditional gender expectations, whereas for the men it included eliminating the
sources of their alternative representations that frame menstruation as abnormal and
create a divide between men and women in everyday communication. These future-
oriented desires support recent findings that point to general incentives to do away
with traditional discourses, images, and views on menstruation (Koskenniemi, 2023bj;
Metreveli, 2023; Przybylo & Fahs, 2020). Such changes in the media and other
macrosocial forms of communication can be identified in everyday interactions and
individual actions (Wagner, 2015; Martikainen & Hakokongds, 2023). The
participants’ discussions of change can thus be considered an expression of the
prevailing and historically rooted tendencies in the thinking society and shows how
the participants are actively engaged in the (re)creation of social representations in

their sociocultural world.

Taboo in everyday life

The findings thus suggest key commonalities between cis men’s and cis women’s
social representations of menstruation, however expressed through different affiliative
lenses. Two overlapping elements are, on the one hand, the difficulty of navigating
social norms surrounding menstruation in everyday life and, on the other, a desire to
challenge these norms and diminish existing taboos. For the men, the social navigation
issues arise from the precariousness of supporting women without causing harm.
Consistent with previous research (Allen et al., 2011; Peranovic & Bentley, 2017),
men report lacking knowledge about menstruation, which the participants in the
present study regard as an outcome of society treating menstruation as exclusively a
female issue, resulting in men having to “collect data” themselves (Appendix 2, p. 18).
The women problematised the taboo in terms of the social, as well as personal,
implications it has — especially arising from the uncertainty of talking openly about it
in the presence of men. The study thus supports previous findings indicating that
menstruation continues to be subject to taboo in everyday life (Martin et al., 2025;
Mondragon & Txertudi, 2019; Vancauwenbergh & Franco, 2024). However, the
juxtaposition of how the two groups socially orient themselves in the tension between
taboo and open talk points to an intriguing dynamic in everyday life. It suggests that
the taboo may be partly maintained by interlocutors who refrain from talking openly

about menstruation for fear of making the other(s) uncomfortable. In other words, the
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perceived taboo in a particular situation is not inevitably attributable to an absence of
a desire to talk openly about it, but rather to the desire not to cause harm or discomfort

to others.

Reflections, limitations and future directions

This study is not without its limitations. In any focus group study, it is important to
consider which characteristics define the group(s) in question (Flick et al., 2015).
Given the study’s objective, it was important that the groups were homogeneous with
regard to age, gender identity, and bodily experience with menstruation. However, the
interviews were conducted by a female interviewer who thus aligned with the
characteristics of the female group, but not with the male group. There is reason to
consider the impact this had on the shared ideas between the four men. Although Silas
expressed that he had not felt “afraid of stepping on [the interviewer’s] toes”
(Appendix 2, p. 59) when asked about his experience of participating in the interview,
the men’s concern about making women uncomfortable may have influenced what
they considered safe or socially acceptable to share in the presence of the interviewer.
Especially when considering their distancing from ‘other men’, they collectively
created a social situation in which they may have been extra careful not to express
ideas that would indicate a relation to this other group. As already noted, to
accommodate the potential impact of the interviewer’s presence, it was stressed from
the very beginning that there were no right or wrong answers and that all perspectives
were welcome. Yet communicative practices surrounding menstruation are, as
supported by the present study and previous studies (Marvan et al., 2006; Newton,
2016; Peranovic & Bentley, 2017), created in and through gender affiliations.
Therefore, future focus group studies on men’s and women’s everyday understandings
of menstruation could benefit from having interviewers of both genders who then align
with the gender of each group. This could diminish potential communicative restraints
imposed by gender-related norms.

Given the dynamic and unstable nature of social representations (Moscovici, 2001), it
is important to note that the present study offers only a momentary insight into the
participants’ ideas. Thus, mere participation in the study contributes to the shaping of
their ideas which they carry with them into the variety of social spheres in their daily

lives afterwards. In other words, the interview should not be regarded as a situation
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detached from their everyday lives but as an integral event that, in itself, is part of the
ongoing shaping of the participants’ ideas. According to the literature search for the
present article, no studies have employed a longitudinal approach to people’s ideas
about menstruation, and this temporal aspect could be an endeavour for future research
to elicit insights into how people’s social representations change over time.
Moreover, there is the question of the everydayness of the study’s methodology.
Several participants doubted their drawing skills or noted that they had not drawn since
childhood. Although Martikainen and Hakokdngés (2023, p. 988) describe the method
of participant-created drawings as a “low threshold method” that does not require
complex skills, it was nevertheless an unusual communicative medium for several
participants and led them to address their lack of drawing skills. Thus, this
operationalisation of objectification can be disrupted if participants do not believe they
possess the technical skills to draw the image they have in mind. Furthermore, visual
methods provide an unusual lens through which ideas can be expressed (Mannay,
2010, as cited in Martikainen, 2019, p. 584), and as such, deviate from the
everydayness of communication. Arguably, the method of participant-created
drawings, when conducted with participants who do not usually draw in their everyday
lives, provides a markedly unusual activity that does not approximate the everydayness
of communication. Other studies have used the visual method of photo-elicitation to
explore people’s social representations (Martikainen & Sakki, 2023) and the meanings
of menstruation (Medina-Peruchastina et al., 2024). Future research on social
representations of menstruation could accommodate the issues with participant-
created drawings by employing photo-elicitation and, as Martikainen and Sakki (2023)
did in their study on social representations of Finnishness, integrate the active element
by asking people to choose the images that most closely correspond to the ideas they
hold. Such a study should, however, bear in mind the beneficial aspects of employing
a generative activity that enables the unique production of a “thing for the word”
(Moscovici, 2001, p. 49), which was a crucial part of the reasoning behind the
methodology of the present study.

Concluding remarks

Considering menstruation as a sociocultural phenomenon, this multimodal study

aimed to explore men’s and women’s everyday understandings of menstruation within
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a social representations framework. The findings support previous research, showing
that menstruation remains surrounded by taboo, intertwined with gender-stereotyped
ideas, yet also linked to incentives to change negative ideas and outcomes. However,
the study not only provides insights into how these ideas are shaped within and through
group affiliations but also suggests that the prevailing taboo may be maintained by
well-intentioned efforts not to overstep the personal boundaries of people belonging
to the opposite gender group. Overall, this study emphasises that menstruation is a rich
source of social psychological insights, which, despite norms of concealment that can
make it less noticeable in everyday life, is a profound part of both women’s and men’s

everyday lives.
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Frame of the Article: Part 2

In this third and final part of the thesis, I will consider two additional perspectives on
my findings and on the overall topic of menstruation as a sociocultural phenomenon.
First, I will unfold how social representations are also expressed in our daily actions,
and second, I will consider the role ideologies play in common-sense thinking and
communication. After that, I will consider how the ontological notion of the dialogical
relation between minds and sociocultural worlds can provide insights beyond situated

interactions.

How can bodily fluids impact actions?

Considering social representations as actions (Wagner, 2015), it is worth noting how
the taboo experienced by both the women and the men surfaced through the act of
drawing and the historical roots indicated by this.

As stated at the beginning of this thesis, bodily fluids have historically had substantial
impacts on notions of morality and the social and material organisation of society.
These effects can be observed in people’s actions in their daily lives — even beyond
awareness. An influential study by Jodelet (1991, as cited in Wagner, 2015, p. 22),
showed how social representations elicited through interviews can be contradicted by
interviewees’ behaviour in their daily routines. Her interviewees, families hosting
mentally ill people, verbally rejected the idea that mental illness was contagious;
however, she observed that their daily routines were organised to separate the mentally
ill from the hosts and minimise the contact with their bodily fluids (Flick, Foster &
Caillaud, 2015). Moreover, the anthropologist, Mary Douglas (2001), has argued that
notions of purity, pollution, and danger in society are related to the idea of the ideal
body as a perfect container. Bodily fluids, then, transgress the boundary between inside
and outside and thus become sources of danger and pollution (Douglas, 2001; Kamat
& Tharakan, 2021). Concealment imperatives and the taboo surrounding menstruation,
as indicated by my findings and previous research (Maclean, 2025), are arguably
related to dirtiness and social norms and, consequently, to what images can be

considered disgusting and vulgar.



Although my study and analysis primarily focused on the ideas shared in the
interactions between the participants, the participant-created drawings brought another
dimension of social representations into the focus group interviews: action. In other
words, besides being a useful method for eliciting embodied experiences (Martikainen
& Hakokongds, 2023), participant-created drawings also revealed how social norms
can be manifested in actions. As briefly noted in the article, Rie’s first drawing
(Illustration 6) bears a resemblance to the image that Morten refrained from drawing
because he thought it would be “too vulgar.” They seem to share a very similar idea;
however, this led to very different actions. It points to an intersection among all
themata: Change-oriented representational action evokes the tension between the
‘public’ and ‘private’, i.e., what can be visualised, and the tension between the ‘us’
and ‘them’, i.e., who can visualise it. The multimodality of the present study thus
enabled insight into the discrepancy between verbally communicated representations
and representational actions. Consistent with Jodelet’s study, it suggests that interview
methods alone provide limited, if any, insight into the behavioural aspects of social
representations. While participant-created drawings may evoke some action-related
elements, it is very likely that my findings offer only a partial view of this dimension
of menstruation in everyday life. This raises questions about how everyday life is
materially organised around menstruation and how people act within these structures
— a potentially intriguing task for future research on social representations of
menstruation. The discrepancy between verbally expressed ideas and actions points to
another aspect of social representations: the dilemmatic quality of everyday

understandings and ideas.

Ideology and dilemmas in common-sense thinking

The desire for future change expressed in both focus groups invites attention to an
intriguing dimension of common-sense thinking and knowledge. As outlined in the
first part of the frame, social representations of menstruation have been found to be
related to ideological factors (Mondragon & Txertudi, 2019). More specifically, in
their study, Mondragon and Txertudi (2019) identified two clusters of social
representations: a traditionalist cluster, comprising stigmatising discourses, and a
progressive cluster, comprising discourses of empowerment, cleanliness, and

naturality. The former was related to conservative values and the latter to liberal

.



values. Together with my findings, this underscores the ideological dimension of
everyday understandings of menstruation; it is thus worth considering the role that
ideology plays in common sense.

Based on the theory of social representations, Billig et al. (1988) argue that common-
sense thinking and knowledge are shaped by ideologies. This extension of the theory
highlights the historical aspect of the human mind (Billig et al., 1988). This means that
dialogue between and within people echoes historically rooted ideologies and debates
over time. However, it is important to note that ideologies do not solely denote
intellectual ideologies, and that these are not transmitted into the minds of members of
the thinking society (Billig et al., 1988). In line with the ideas proposed by Moscovici,
people are actively participating in the ongoing transformation and negotiation of
values, beliefs, and practices in society, and formal ideologies thus exist in a dialogical
relationship with common-sense thinking and communication (Billig et al., 1988).
Both lived ideology, i.e., society’s way of life, and intellectual ideologies have a
dilemmatic quality and contain contradictions (Billig et al., 1988). In modern Western
societies, liberalism and the related values of individualism and equality bear such
contradictions. Under the liberal ideology, which characterises capitalist societies,
freedom, equality, and equal opportunity are highly valued (Billig et al., 1988). The
dilemmatic quality stemming from the internal contradictions within this ideology can
be identified when we consider the gender categories ‘men’ and ‘women’.

The Freedom/Oppression and Normal/Abnormal themata from the two focus groups
both have a moral dimension as they are oriented toward future change and driven by
considerations of alternative representations’ immorally rooted conceptions of women
and, subsequently, menstruation. The pursuit of normality contains the idea of
reducing socially constructed ideas of very clear distinctions between the human
categories ‘men’ and ‘women’. This resembles a branch of feminist theories that Billig
etal. (1988) label minimisers, i.e., the idea that equality can be obtained by diminishing
starkly defined differences between men and women. For instance, despite the fact that
menstruation, by its very physiological nature, divides people into two groups, the men
anchored the pain of menstruation in their familiar bodily experiences and hence
sought to minimise the differences — echoing the liberal values of individualism and
equality. However, the two-fold theme ‘women’s experience/men’s responsibility’
related to the thema “Public/Private” pertains to this incommensurability of the

anchored bodily experiences and the differently distributed positions between the
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genders in the context of social norms. This alludes to the values related to maximisers,
i.e., highlighting the value of acknowledging the uniqueness of women’s perspectives
(Billig et al., 1988). Hence, the shared ideas between the men reveal the dilemmatic
quality of common sense that arises due to the contrasting themes. It suggests that the
ambiguity of social norms surrounding menstruation arises as a consequence of
internal contradictions in dominating Western ideology — the morality of individuality
and equality as well as the morality of respecting women’s unique perspectives.

The moral dimension and the dilemmatic quality of everyday thinking also
underpinned the women’s focus group interview. The Freedom/Oppression thema
comprised the themes ‘feminism’ and ‘patriarchy,” with the latter generated by topics
such as capitalism, legislative control over women’s bodies, and refusal to conform to
traditional female behaviour. The desire to be freed from political decisions and control
echoes the value of individual choice, thereby indicating a morality that minimises the
idea of women as a group with identical wishes, values, and experiences. This was
especially evident when they noted that some women are also involved in legislative
control over women’s bodies. However, as Billig et al. (1988) note, individualism in
its purest form would result in selfishness and social irresponsibility. The topics of
solidarity and menstruation as a group-defining phenomenon, related to the
“Us/Them” thema, emphasise that the value of individuality and freedom exists in a
tensional relationship with the maximiser ideology that embraces sharedness among
women in general. These contradictions in the thinking society, and the dilemmatic
quality they cause, are not meant to demonstrate that human thinking is deficient or
flawed. Quite the opposite; they underline the fundamental prerequisites for thinking,

arguing, and hence the negotiatory quality of communication.

Up to this point, I have outlined different dimensions of the shared ideas from the focus
group interviews. Through the theoretical framework of social representations, it is
possible to uncover the tensions and nuances in men’s and women’s everyday
understandings of menstruation. However, it is worth considering what these insights
contribute, or, to put it more practically: What is the usefulness of the insights gained

from two focus group interviews?



Useful insights? Looking beyond the situated interaction

The question of the extent to which, or more specifically, how findings from a small
sample in a qualitative study can contribute useful insights to society is fundamentally
a question of quality criteria in qualitative research. A variety of suggestions have been
made to define fundamental quality criteria for qualitative research, (Bauer & Gaskell,
2000). However, one is of particular interest in this section. The focus in this section
will be on what has been argued to be the qualitative equivalent to the quantitative
notion of generalisability (Demuth, 2018; Steinke, 2004).

Generalisability in quantitative research refers to the extent to which the results of a
given study can be identified across populations (Bauer & Gaskell, 2000; Coolican,
2014). This criterion denotes the extent to which the findings can meaningfully be
generalised beyond the observed effects (Coolican, 2014, p. 109). Arguably, this
criterion is “useful” in the sense that we can draw conclusions that point to a possible
general tendency in society. However, it is based on a different epistemology than that
found in qualitative psychological research, which often relies on small samples. It is
therefore problematic to apply the quantitative notion of generalisability to qualitative
research (Demuth, 2018, p. 79f). In qualitative research, we often work with small
samples, or ‘cases’, where the goal is to gain deep insights that, by their very nature,
are not generalisable in a quantitative sense. Hence, to claim predictability or
transferability to other contexts or people would be absurd (Demuth, 2018, p. 80). So,
what is the use of insights gained from single cases?

The relevance of such insights can be understood in terms of their transferability (Cena
et al., 2024; Steinke, 2004, p. 184). This involves considering how certain findings
could be applied to other situations and contexts, thereby moving beyond the findings
from the situated interaction (Cena et al., 2024, p. 6). Demuth (2018) suggests that
Linell’s (2009, p. 31) notion of double dialogicality can be a useful concept for this
endeavour. This concept denotes the dialogical interplay between situated interactions
and the traditions of norms and language use in certain situations within the
sociocultural context — these are also referred to as situation transcending practices
(Linell, 2009, p. 62). More specifically: “Generalizability is present in any single case
because people — in their unique situated interactions — act according to situation-

transcending cultural traditions of how to conceive of and react to a given situation”



(Demuth, 2018, p. 89). This is to be understood in terms of the likeliness of how people
act, think, and communicate in a given situation (Demuth, 2018, p. 90).

As outlined in both the first part of the frame and the article, the current landscape of
menstrual studies informed both the study design and offered an indication of what
ideas were likely to arise in the situated interactions. What may also be clear at this
stage is that the ontological notion of the dialogical interplay between minds and
sociocultural worlds bears resemblance to double dialogicality. Thus, the ways in
which people act in a certain situation do not come from nowhere.

The preconceptions that there are gendered differences in communicative practices
were for instance reflected in my study. I designed it this way to create a situation that
enabled the expression of shared ideas in everyday life within each group. One shared
experience was the difficulty of navigating social norms regarding communication
between men and women. The men found it hard to balance open talk with “not
stepping on women’s toes”. Similarly, from the women’s perspective, the difficulty
arose in terms of being cautious not to make men uncomfortable by speaking openly
about it. At the intersection of these two perspectives, we find the prevailing taboo
that, at least in some cases, surrounds menstruation in everyday life. The shared
experiences in each group thus suggest traditions for how to act and communicate
around the topic of menstruation, which is further supported by previous research.
What is socially “safe” is to define menstruation as a taboo topic, whereas acting
against this is a much more socially “unsafe” endeavour. Thus, each participant has a
repertoire of what Linell (2009, p. 16) calls contextual resources, that is, the potentially
relevant phenomena that they can draw on and make relevant in the situation. The
realised contexts are the things that are shared in the situation and hence made relevant
in the given context (Linell, 2009, p. 16).

In sum, looking beyond the situated interaction is possible in terms of the ontological
notion of double dialogicality (Demuth, 2018). This entails considering the resources
participants draw from the sociocultural world they are inevitably embedded in. The
shared ideas, ways of acting and communicating do not come from nowhere, and
participants agentively make aspects of their common-sense knowledge relevant in the
specific type of social situation they find themselves in. Thus, based on these single
cases, we cannot draw any conclusion about how Danish men and women between the
ages of 20 and 30, in general, understand menstruation in their everyday lives. What

we can do is carefully consider how the specific situation enables certain ideas from
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the sociocultural world to be made relevant in the situated interaction. In this way,
findings from single cases can provide insights into aspects of everyday life beyond

the situated interaction.

Conclusion

What can be inferred from this thesis?

My multimodal study of four men’s and four women’s everyday understandings of
menstruation revealed some similar ideas on the topic between the groups, but from
two different perspectives. Both groups’ ideas were shaped in and through gendered
group affiliations. However, the men not only understood menstruation as a group-
defining phenomenon, centred on the key separating factor of bodily experience, but
also expressed in-group separation by distancing themselves from other men who hold
stereotypical ideas about menstruation and women in general. The women, on the other
hand, understood menstruation as something that creates solidarity and bonds between
women — even strangers. A common denominator between the groups was the
experience of menstruation as a taboo topic — something both groups expressed a
desire to change. However, both the men and the women found it difficult to navigate
social norms in a way that is, on the one hand, progressive and oriented towards a
better future for all genders, and, on the other hand, does not make others
uncomfortable, as the women expressed it, and does not overstep women’s boundaries,
as the men put it. In a broader perspective, these findings can be understood in terms
of participants’ cultural and historical embeddedness and provide insights into the
resources available in the participants’ sociocultural world.

In sum, men and women understand menstruation in their everyday lives through
different group affiliations and as a phenomenon existing in a tensional relation
between public and private aspects. Additionally, they distance themselves from
negative ideas, stemming from other groups and societal ideas, and have a desire to
change and challenge these. Both men and women draw on knowledge from different
sources: their lived experiences with formal and informal dissemination of knowledge,
everyday conversations or lack thereof. Bodily experiences also serve as a source of
knowledge, not only for women but also for men who seek to familiarise themselves

with women’s experiences.



As a sociocultural phenomenon, menstruation is a rich source of negotiation and
problematisation in everyday life. Not only does it matter what is communicated, sow
it is communicated, and to whom it is communicated. It also matters what is not

explicitly communicated — what remains silenced in everyday life.
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