
1 of 26Health Promotion Journal of Australia, 2025; 36:e70036
https://doi.org/10.1002/hpja.70036

Health Promotion Journal of Australia

RESEARCH ARTICLE OPEN ACCESS

A Scoping Review and Environmental Scan of Health 
Literacy and Resources Related to Menstrual Health for 
Aboriginal Women in Australia
Talila Milroy   |  Jacqueline Frayne  |  Kate Smith  |  Dawn Bessarab

University of Western Australia, Perth, Australia

Correspondence: Talila Milroy (talila.milroy@uwa.edu.au)

Received: 8 March 2025  |  Revised: 10 March 2025  |  Accepted: 20 March 2025

Handling Editor: Williams Carmel 

Funding: This project was funded by the RACGP Foundation and also received funding from the Women's Health Research Translation Network 
(WHTRN) under the MRFF.

Keywords: aboriginal health | menstrual health literacy | menstruation | scoping review

ABSTRACT
Issues Addressed: Menstrual health literacy is an important aspect of improved engagement, management and social partic-
ipation linked to menstrual health and wellbeing. There is stark evidence surrounding culturally appropriate menstrual health 
literacy for Aboriginal women in Australia.
Methods: This scoping review sought to explore current menstrual health literacy programmes and resources in Australia 
with further interrogation of how these relate to Aboriginal women specifically. This project used the Joanna Briggs Institute 
(JBI) scoping review methodology to systematically map and explore menstrual health literacy programmes and resources in 
Australia and for Aboriginal women.
Conclusions: Seven research articles and nine grey literature reports from Australia met the inclusion criteria. The grey lit-
erature was insightful in relation to community based and culturally appropriate approaches to improving menstrual health 
literacy.
So What? Further research is required to demonstrate how culturally safe menstrual health programmes and health literacy 
resources that address the psychosocial and cultural needs of Aboriginal women, can be appropriately co-designed, evaluated 
and adapted to the diverse geographical contexts, in partnership with and for Aboriginal women.

1   |   Introduction

1.1   |   Rationale

Improving menstrual health and hygiene is a global priority for 
addressing health inequities and barriers to social participation 
for women worldwide [1]. Menstrual health encompasses a state 

of complete physical, mental and social wellbeing [2]. Menstrual 
health is linked with menstrual health literacy, defined as the 
ability to engage with health information, understand men-
struation and when to seek assistance and confidently manage 
menstrual health needs [3–5]. In general, health literacy ‘re-
lates to how people access, understand and use health informa-
tion in ways that benefit their health’ [6] and health education 
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encompasses constructed educational communication and 
health related information designed to improve health literacy 
of both individuals and communities, or related to improving 
health and/or health system utilisation [7].

In Australia, Aboriginal people face barriers in accessing 
culturally safe health care, with Aboriginal women facing 
additional challenges in menstrual health care compounding 
health inequity [1, 8, 9]. The ways Aboriginal women under-
stand and manage their menstrual health is thought to be 
influenced by sociocultural factors and understandings of 
health and wellbeing [1]. Ciccia et  al. [10], in a recent scop-
ing review of the menstrual experiences of Indigenous people 
in Australia, Canada and New Zealand, note that menstrual 
health literacy can be affected by multiple historical, cultural 
and social factors and is generally poor across societal groups 
affected by health inequities, leading to delays in diagnosis 
and care for menstrual health conditions. In their 2019 article, 
Krusz et al. [1] discuss menstrual health challenges that are 
pervasive for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women, 
including cultural norms that may discourage discussion of 
menstruation and the impact of reduced access to menstrual 
health information. In particular, they outline the need for 
culturally appropriate menstrual health literacy resources, 
including the provision of community-designed education 
regarding puberty and women's reproductive health, and to 
engage with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women in 
community leadership roles to share messages around men-
strual health [1]. Barriers to menstrual health education were 
further highlighted in a qualitative study conducted by Hall 
et al. [11] which reviewed water sanitation in several remote 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities, revealing 
the gender inequities that were present, compounded by a 
lack of school and primary health care based education sur-
rounding menstrual health [11]. To improve cultural safety of 
menstrual health resources and programmes, incorporating 
menstrual cultural perspectives and drawing knowledge from 
Aboriginal women's voices regarding menstrual health needs 
and care preferences, are required to enhance care provision 
for Aboriginal women [10, 12].

Given the paucity of published evidence around Aboriginal 
women's menstrual health in Australia [1, 10], this scoping 
review will gather evidence on menstrual health literacy and 
health education resources for women in Australia. This evi-
dence will be further explored for how it relates to Aboriginal 
women specifically. A scoping review aims to descriptively map 
a body of evidence and describe broader concepts and is appro-
priate for this study's research objectives [13]. The summation 
of the available evidence will be valuable in determining knowl-
edge, resource gaps and best practice in relation to menstrual 
health literacy for Aboriginal women, to inform the develop-
ment of culturally appropriate menstrual health education re-
sources for health promotion initiatives.

1.2   |   Objectives

The purpose of this scoping review is to comprehensively doc-
ument the evidence surrounding menstrual health literacy and 

related health education resources for women in Australia and 
specifically for Aboriginal women.

The review will explore the following questions:

	 i.	 What is known from the literature about developing, access-
ing, delivering and evaluating health literacy and health ed-
ucation resources about menstrual health in Australia?

	 ii.	 What does the literature extracted from Question (i) say 
about which health literacy and health education resources 
are effective in improving menstrual health literacy in 
Australia?

	iii.	 What does the literature extracted from Question (i) say 
about menstrual health literacy and health education re-
sources for Aboriginal women?

	iv.	 From the above information what are the knowledge gaps 
regarding menstrual health and hygiene literacy and edu-
cation resources for Aboriginal women in Australia?

2   |   Methods

2.1   |   Protocol and Registration

There are no other registered or previous scoping reviews pertain-
ing to this topic and question. The protocol for this scoping review 
was registered on Centre for Open Science on the 14th November 
2023 (Registration: https://​osf.​io/​ygu2p/​?​view_​only=​).

The scoping review will be conducted in accordance with the 
JBI Evidence Synthesis Guidelines for conducting scoping re-
views [14] and includes the use of the preferred reporting items 
for systematic reviews and meta-analyses extension for scoping 
reviews (PRISMA-ScR Checklist) [15] (Appendix A).

2.2   |   Eligibility Criteria

The inclusion criteria for the review were any literature pub-
lished regarding menstrual health literacy and patient education 
resources in Australia with no specified date range restriction. 
The search focussed on menstrual health literacy and patient 
education to capture publications related to this area generally. 
Whilst the authors were aware of the paucity of information 
related to Indigenous populations, this did not form a restric-
tion of the search. Published research articles and local and 
national guidelines were included. Grey literature boundaries 
were reached by consensus and included sources deemed likely 
to yield information relevant to the topic (Table  1). Exclusion 
criteria included the following: All international literature out-
side of Australia; literature published in languages other than 
English as English is the primary language of Australia; litera-
ture pertaining to women outside of Australia and that focusses 
on menstrual health and its management only without reference 
to health literacy or education, and literature that only focusses 
on contraception, pregnancy, antenatal care and fertility. In ad-
dition, this review focusses on detailing information related to 
Aboriginal women recognising that whilst there are similarities 
with Torres Strait Islander women, the Indigenous authors iden-
tify as Aboriginal, and therefore would encourage Torres Strait 
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Islander led research to complete culturally secure analysis re-
lated to this topic.

2.3   |   Information Sources

The sources of information from the review were interrogated 
for information according to the review questions. The concept 
map for the search strategy for the included databases (Medline, 

Embase, Cinhal, informit) along with the grey literature bound-
aries is shown in Table 1. The search was undertaken between 
10th January 2024 and 17th January 2024. All databases had 
alerts established so new items meeting the search parameters 
were detected. No new articles were detected from the 17th 
January to 29th of March 2024. Grey literature search was last 
done on the 17th of January 2024. The reference lists of included 
sources were reviewed for additional articles, but no new articles 
were detected.

TABLE 1    |    Concept map of search terms.

Population Concept Context

Key Terms Women who menstruate Health literacy Australia

Synonyms/Alternate 
Terms according to 
database

Medline(Ovid) Menstruation (subject heading)
Menstrua* (key word)

Dysmenorrhea (subject heading)
Dysmenorrhea (key word)

Dysmenorrhoea (key word)
Menarche (subject heading)

Health education (subject heading)
Health literacy (subject heading)

Health promotion (subject heading)
Patient education as topic 

(subject heading)
Health education or health 

literacy (titles, abstracts)

Australia (subject 
heading, exploded)

Australia* or 
Queensland or 

Victoria or Tasmania 
or Northern Territory 

or New South 
Wales (key word)

Embase (Ovid) Menstruation (subject 
heading exploded)

Menstruation disorder 
(subject heading exploded)

Menstrua* (key word)
Dysmenorrhea (subject heading)

Dysmenorrh* (key word)
Menarche (subject heading)

Menarche (key word)

Health literacy (subject 
heading exploded)

Health literacy (key word)
Health education (subject heading)

Health education (key word)
Health promotion (subject heading)

Health promotion (key word)
Patient education (subject heading)

Patient education (key word)

Australia (subject 
heading)

Australia* (key word)
New South Wales OR 

Northern Territory 
OR Queensland 
OR Victoria OR 

Tasmania (key word)

CINAHL (Ebsco) (MH "Menstrual Cycle") OR 
(MH "Dysmenorrhea") OR

(MH "Menstrual and 
Perimenopausal Disorders") OR
(MH "Menstruation Disorders")
TI (menstruation or menstrua* 

or dysmenorrhea or
dysmenorrhea or menarche)

AB (menstruation or
menstrua* or dysmenorrhea 

or dysmenorrhea or
menarche)

MH “Health Literacy”
MH “Health Education”

TI (health literacy or health education)
AB (health literacy or 

health education)

MH “Australia+”
MH “Australia”
TI (Australia* or 
Queensland or 

Victoria or Tasmania 
or Northern Territory 
or New South Wales)

AB (Australia* 
or Queensland or 

Victoria or Tasmania 
or Northern Territory 
or New South Wales)

Informit menstruation OR menstrua* 
OR menses OR menarche 

OR dysmenorrhoea OR 
dysmenorrhea (all fields)

“health literacy” OR “health 
education” OR “health promotion” 
OR “patient education” (all fields)

Not required as 
Australian database

Exclusion criteria Non-English studies Non-English studies Non-English studies

Note: Combine columns vertically with OR; Combine each concept horizontally with AND; MH = CINAHL search function for subject headings; TI = CINAHL 
search function for searching of titles; AB = CINAHL search function for searching of abstracts; + = CINAHL function for explosion of subject headings; “ ” used in 
Informit to allow searching of phrases. Grey literature boundaries and sources of information. Annual Australian government health reports. Conference proceedings. 
Australian state-based women's hospitals local guidelines or resources related to management of menstrual health conditions. Health blogs or media articles related 
to Aboriginal women's menstrual health. Theses related to Aboriginal women's menstrual health. Consumer menstrual health education resources available online. 
Patient education resources from Aboriginal Community Controlled Health Organisations available online. Indigenous Health Infonet. Health professional guidelines 
related to menstrual health (Indigenous and non-Indigenous).
*Indicates terms that are truncated to a prefix.
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2.4   |   Search

Key terms and search strategy were reached by consensus by 
master's student T.M. and the supervisory team (J.F., D.B., 
K.S.). TM and DB are Indigenous academics. A research li-
brarian was consulted regarding the search strategy, search 
terms and proposed literature sources. Table  1 includes the 
concept map for the systematic database search. The search 
strategy within the listed databases included the use of key 
terms, both mapped and unmapped to indexed subject head-
ings. The subject headings were expanded to confirm the in-
dexation of the term and the ‘explode’ function was used if 
deemed appropriate. Literature was not limited by date of 
publication. The citation list of relevant publications was an-
alysed to check for additional literature. A full example of the 
search strategy from one database is included in Appendix B. 
Endnote was used to document and manage the references 
throughout the research process.

2.5   |   Selection of Sources of Evidence

Sources of information were screened at the title and/or abstract 
level followed by a full text examination of those that appeared 
relevant. This process was undertaken independently by T.M. 
and J.F. and after their individual screening they met and dis-
cussed the sources that would be selected for inclusion. Excluded 
sources, examined at the abstract or full text level, are included 
in Appendix C with justification for exclusion. A PRISMA flow 
chart [15] is presented in the results as a figure to show the study 
selection process.

2.6   |   Data Charting Process and Data Items

Descriptive data about the included literature is reported in 
Table 2. Descriptive data variables include the citations, aim of 
the study, type of study/information resource, location, sam-
ple size (if applicable), target audience and themes and key 
information. Data extraction was undertaken by T.M. and the 
extracted data items were cross checked by J.F. The use of a pre-
determined set of data extraction items as outlined in the previ-
ously registered protocol aligns with the data charting method 
outlined by Arksey and O'Malley [13]. This approach lends itself 
to consistent charting approach that summarises and collates 
data and allows identification of themes from the included stud-
ies. The previous protocol listed possible topic groups however 
additional themes emerged during the review process and these 
are outlined in the results.

2.7   |   Synthesis of Results

Similarly to the Askey and O'Malley [13] method of synthesising 
data across variable literature types, the template of data items 
was applied across each study source and documented through-
out the review process. A separate table was used to collate 
themes from various resources. These themes initially sat under 
the topic groups that were outlined in the original protocol. As 
each literature source was read at the full text level information 

that fell under the themes was added to the table with the cita-
tion and the relevant textual information.

3   |   Results

3.1   |   Selection of Sources of Evidence

Figure  1 is a PRISMA flow chart that outlines the selection 
of sources of evidence and has been adapted from the 2020 
PRISMA statement [24].

3.2   |   Characteristics of Sources of Evidence

Table 2 shows the sources of evidence chosen with citations and 
presents the characteristics for which data were charted.

3.3   |   Results of Individual Sources of Evidence

Table 2 shows the key points and information drawn from each 
of the included literature sources. Further synthesis according 
to the review questions and objectives and narrative review is 
presented below.

3.4   |   Synthesis of Results

This scoping review aimed to document a comprehensive 
overview of the available knowledge surrounding menstrual 
health literacy resources for Aboriginal women in Australia. 
Four databases were searched according to the search strat-
egy and a total of 7 research articles were included in this 
review. An additional 9 sources of information (websites, or-
ganisational reports, government documents/reports) were 
evaluated from the grey literature. In relation to the review 
questions the following information was found from the in-
cluded literature sources.

Review questions:

	i.	 What is known from the literature about developing, ac-
cessing, delivering and evaluating health literacy and 
health education resources about menstrual health in 
Australia?

In Australia, much of the literature surrounding developing, 
accessing, delivering and evaluating health literacy and health 
education resources about menstrual health in Australia centres 
around delivery of this information to adolescent age groups 
between 12 and 25 years of age, with a predominant focus on 
school-based programmes. This was evident in 6 of the included 
research publications [3–5, 16–18] and several of the grey litera-
ture resources.

The literature defined and measured menstrual health liter-
acy in variable ways (Table 3), and whilst there were common-
alities regarding menstrual health literacy components, such 
as understanding of information, self-care, personal health 
more broadly, ability to engage with healthcare and social 
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 m
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m
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l C
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 m
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 p
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 p
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 p
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 p
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wellbeing related to menstruation [3–5, 19], there was no 
concise definition. Generally for women in Australia gaps in 
menstrual health literacy were identified and included, gaps 
in knowledge about the biological basis of the menstrual cycle 
[3], how to manage symptoms of the menstrual cycle [3, 11] 
and the variability in delivery and quality across school based 
programmes [16].

The benefits of menstrual health literacy was reported and 
included assisting in self-care [3, 5], help seeking [3, 16, 17] 
and identification of pathology [3, 5, 16]. Self-management, 
self-care and increased confidence appeared to be improved 
across two of the included studies [5, 16] and positive repre-
sentations and open discussions of menstrual health through 
education appeared to contribute to overall menstrual wellbe-
ing [5, 16, 19].

	 ii.	 What does the literature extracted from Question (i) say 
about which health literacy and health education resources 
are effective in improving menstrual health literacy in 
Australia?

The included literature sources discussed a range of sources of 
information related to menstrual health literacy and described 
the results of two menstrual health literacy programmes.

In relation to where women sought menstrual health informa-
tion, most engaged with doctors [3], family [3] and the internet 
[3, 17]. Doctors and health professionals were a trustworthy 
source of information [3], but information was mainly sought if 

there was a problem, such as urinary symptoms, that needed to 
be addressed. Kang et al. [17] described the effects of the internet 
and aged-based magazines as a source of important health infor-
mation for adolescents who may form health identities through 
comparison to peer experiences. Raftos et al. [18] also discussed 
how the media is uniquely positioned to deliver health, health 
promotion and lifestyle information to girls and women and 
how certain advertising strategies can create the perception of 
factual and expert knowledge by capitalising on health profes-
sional trustworthiness through the use of clinical imagery and 
language in the context of menstrual product advertisements. 
Schools and teachers were less relied on as a source of informa-
tion despite commonly delivering health and physical education 
classes [3, 11, 19].

Regarding menstrual health literacy programmes two stud-
ies evaluated the effectiveness of an educational programme. 
Armour et al. [16] described a 3-month web-based programme, 
trialled in a national cohort of 75 participants aged between 14 
and 25 years old. The programme delivered menstrual health 
information and discussed self-management strategies and 
showed good feasibility and accessibility due to the high re-
cruitment and retention rates. The authors reported pre and 
post programme measures and surveyed participants to eval-
uate acceptability. Good acceptability of the programme was 
reported with 90% of participants indicating the information 
was ‘very helpful’, but many participants also reported that 
they would prefer delivery through a smartphone app. Roux 
et al. [5] evaluated the MyVitalCycles face-to-face menstrual 
health education programme, concluding it was effective in 

FIGURE 1    |    PRISMA flow chart.
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improving confidence and comfort in managing menstru-
ation. These findings were based on post programme im-
provement in items on a validated menstrual health literacy 
questionnaire and themes drawn from post programme par-
ticipant focus groups. The study found that wrap around in-
volvement of teachers, health professionals and peer support 
in the form of medical students, improved programme deliv-
ery and engagement. These two studies were key examples of 
Australian based cohort interventions specifically evaluating 
the effectiveness of a menstrual health educational and liter-
acy programme.

	iii.	 What does the literature extracted from question (i) say 
about menstrual health literacy and health education re-
sources for Aboriginal women?

Information about Aboriginal women's menstrual health lit-
eracy and health education resources mostly came from the 
grey literature resources, discussed below. The only peer re-
viewed literature that discussed Aboriginal women's men-
strual health literacy specifically was the article by Hall et al. 
[11] and further commentary was included in the report from 
the South Australia Commissioner for Children and Young 
People [20].

Gaps in menstrual health literacy are intensified for Aboriginal 
women by psycho-social factors such as stigma, shame and em-
barrassment [11, 19, 20]. The A Tough Period: Global Report re-
leased by Plan International [21] describes a lack of culturally 
appropriate education, compounded by the ongoing effects of 
colonisation. Hall et  al. [11] reported that lack of knowledge 
about menstrual health was one of the key factors contributing 
to school non-attendance for Aboriginal girls in remote com-
munities. The report from South Australia [20] which had 3% 
of respondents who identified as Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait 
Islander, reported that those surveyed knew little about periods 
before menarche, many could not recall the school-based edu-
cation, and that there was shame surrounding help seeking. In 
addition, young Indigenous people responded that there was less 
trust in the information delivered by schools and teachers about 
relationships and sexual health compared to non-Indigenous re-
spondents [20].

Aboriginal young people may find information from family 
members about menstruation helpful [25], along with more 
neutral or anonymous sources of information, for example 
people external to the community [11]. The Minymaku Kutju 
Tjukurpa Women's Business Manual [23] discusses the im-
portant role women have in discussing sensitive women's 
health issues, including female family members, senior com-
munity women and female health practitioners. The manual 
also suggests consulting with older women about appropriate 
ways to deliver information, culturally appropriate people 
in the community for delivering information and the use of 
community women's only meetings to deliver information in 
a group setting [23], with the use of visual aids to enhance 
discussions about sensitive and traditionally private subjects. 
The Central Australian Youth Link-up Service mission—
Menstrual Health Management booklet suggests that delivery 
of menstrual health information before puberty supports girls 
to be confident and prepared to manage menstruation [26]. 

TABLE 3    |    Definitions and measures of menstrual health literacy 
across sources.

Citation Definition used

Armour et al. [3] ‘health literacy, defined by the 
Institute of Medicine as “the degree to 
which individuals have the capacity 
to obtain, process, and understand 

basic health-related decision.”’

Roux et al. [4] ‘Health literacy includes the 
cognitive and social skills to enable 

an individual to maintain good 
personal health through gathering, 

understanding and accordingly 
using information. As a ‘vital 

sign’, menstruation may reflect 
personal health. Skills in observing, 
interpreting and responding to the 
cycle's biomarkers would constitute 

a specific health literacy’.

Roux et al. [5] ‘The World Health Organisation 
(WHO) defines health literacy as 

‘the cognitive and social skills which 
determine the motivation and ability 

of individuals to gain access to, 
understand and use information in 
ways which promote and maintain 

good health’. The ovulatory 
menstrual (OM) cycle is considered 
a “vital sign” of good health. Skills 

in observing, interpreting, and 
managing the OM cycle would 

constitute a specific health literacy. 
Therefore, OM health literacy can 
be defined as firstly, the discipline 
of applying OM cycle knowledge 
and skills to maintain personal 
health by reference to ovulation 

which drives menstruation and with 
due cognizance of life stage and/or 
stressors, and secondly, confident 

engagement and active co-operation 
with healthcare providers to restore 
good reproductive health as needed’.

Connolly [19] ‘By recognising menstruation as 
central, rather than peripheral, 

to opportunity and participation 
and affecting all aspects of life and 
citizenship, there is scope to elevate 

menstruation as a key education, 
employment and health policy issue’.

Citation Measurement tool used

Armour et al. [16] Period ImPact and Pain 
Assessment tool

Health Literacy Questionnaire
Health Education impact 

Questionnaire

Roux et al. [4] Adolescent Ovulatory Menstrual 
Health Literacy Questionnaire

Hall et al. [11]
Plan International [21]
King and Hall [22]

Purpose designed surveys and 
discussion prompts [11, 21, 22]
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The involvement of teachers in community based education, 
and on Country education, also removes shyness and barri-
ers and appears to allow more open communication between 
teachers and students [26]. Reports from young Aboriginal 
people in South Australia also supported early and consistent 
teaching about menstruation, with delivery from someone 
with confidence and comfort to deliver the information, along 
with opportunities to interact with peers about their experi-
ences [19].

Approaches to delivery of information to Aboriginal women 
have also been described in the grey literature. The Central 
Australian Youth Link-up Service mission—Menstrual Health 
Management booklet outlines a range of activities to engage 
women in discussions and education such as locally developed 
artwork, visual aids and posters and photographs of the men-
strual products on shelving at local shops [26] and other ac-
tivities such as bracelet making, to introduce concepts around 
regular menstrual cycles [25, 26]. Family, community and 
peer support are described and endorsed [23, 26] including 
the use of on Country trips with small groups of girls. The 
Jean Hailes website hosts a range of resources specific for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women including educa-
tional presentations for use by health professionals in individ-
ual or group sessions and patient resources such as pamphlets 
and videos and describes the use of artworks and illustrations 
by Indigenous artists and designers to improve acceptability 
of the resources [27].

	iv.	 From the above information what are the knowledge gaps 
regarding menstrual health and hygiene literacy and educa-
tion resources for Aboriginal women in Australia?

There are several gaps in the evidence surrounding menstrual 
health literacy and education resources for Aboriginal women 
including, the appropriateness of existing programmes for 
Aboriginal women especially across the life span, how pro-
grammes can result in health engagement and behavioural 
change, the most effective platform for delivery of information 
and evaluation of the effectiveness of existing programmes and 
resources.

There are two educational programmes reported that in-
volved delivery of the educational intervention to adolescents 
and young women, but did not include Aboriginal women or 
non-adolescent women. Roux et  al. [5] specifically acknowl-
edge the lack of culturally and linguistically diverse groups 
represented in their study sample. The grey literature gives 
several examples of menstrual education programmes [26, 27] 
but evaluation of their effectiveness or longer term follow up is 
not reported. Armour et al. [16] suggest that behaviour change 
educational models that support empowerment, critical think-
ing and action, along with longer term cohort student to re-
view the lasting impact, are needed to evaluate these literacy 
programmes.

Although, A Plan International Global Report on period equity 
suggested that decolonising attitudes towards periods and cul-
turally safe menstrual health education should be designed and 
led by Indigenous people to achieve period equity, there were 
very few examples provided [21]. Hall et al. [11] outline the need 

for larger, longer-term studies and evaluation of programmes 
that include multiple geographical locations and involvement of 
Indigenous community controlled organisations to ensure cul-
tural appropriateness.

The delivery approaches described above are community based, 
community specific and culturally acceptable, especially in 
the remote communities in which they are being delivered 
[23, 26, 27]. These approaches have not been formally evalu-
ated or as far as the authors can find, delivered in metropoli-
tan settings. In addition, the delivery of online programmes to 
Aboriginal women have not been reported or evaluated in the 
literature even though online delivery approaches and educa-
tional aids appear to be endorsed [5, 16, 26].

An article describing a workshop run with boys at a school in 
a remote community reports that there are gaps in knowledge 
for boys also, who appear to also face challenges of shame 
and embarrassment to discuss menstruation, but would like 
to know and share more [22]. Kang et  al. [17] also describe 
the gaps in delivery of menstrual health information to male 
adolescents.

4   |   Discussion

Improving menstrual health literacy is a key factor in address-
ing inequities in healthcare and improving menstrual health 
and hygiene. For Aboriginal women added challenges surround-
ing provision of culturally appropriate menstrual health educa-
tion and health literacy resources is a serious gap. Understanding 
and responding to these challenges will ensure health promotion 
initiatives are culturally focused and effective. This scoping re-
view aimed to explore the available literature surrounding men-
strual health literacy programmes in Australia and then further 
explore this in relation to Aboriginal women, with an additional 
comprehensive exploration of the grey literature.

This scoping review identified key findings and gaps through-
out the Australian literature that discussed menstrual health 
literacy, menstrual literacy programmes and resources, specif-
ically for Aboriginal women. Findings included: adolescents 
and young women centred in the majority of health promotion 
and health literacy discussions; with gaps in menstrual health 
literacy for Aboriginal women compounded by psychosocial 
and cultural factors. The grey literature especially provided ex-
amples of menstrual health education and resources, and many 
recognised the key role of women in the Aboriginal context 
to deliver information. Gaps highlighted (Table  4) include the 
variable definitions of menstrual health literacy, how to develop 
education programmes that result in behaviour change, how to 
develop and deliver menstrual health education for Aboriginal 
women including across age groups and geographical regions, 
and whether online platforms are an appropriate delivery 
format.

The literature on menstrual health literacy and health educa-
tion resources in Australia are centred around adolescent age 
groups and included two cohort menstrual health programme 
intervention studies [5, 16], a validation of a menstrual health lit-
eracy questionnaire [4] and Kang et al.'s [17] content analysis of 
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emails submitted to a teenage girls magazine. Although adoles-
cents are receiving school-based health education, they are also 
influenced by external sources of health information, including 
media [5, 16–18]. The South Australia survey [19] reported that 
Indigenous respondents experienced unique and amplified chal-
lenges, and thus for Aboriginal women, the adolescent age group 
is important to consider in development and delivery of men-
strual health resources and education. However, the menstrual 
management booklet from Central Australia [26] advocates for 
delivery of menstrual health and hygiene education before ado-
lescence and reaching puberty. The prominent focus in the lit-
erature on adolescent age groups excludes and does not capture 
the potential gaps in menstrual health literacy and health ed-
ucation needs of Aboriginal women across broader age groups 
including into menopause.

The literature sources outlined the known benefits of improving 
menstrual health literacy and health education for women gen-
erally which included assisting in self-care [3, 5], help seeking 
[3, 16, 17] and identification of pathology [3, 5, 16]. In addition 
there are known gaps in menstrual health literacy and health ed-
ucation for women generally which included gaps in knowledge 
about the biological basis of the menstrual cycle [3], how to man-
age symptoms of the menstrual cycle [3, 11] and the variability 
in delivery and quality across school based programmes [1, 16]. 
The study by Hall et al. [11] was the only study in our sample 
that focused on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women 
that discussed the lack of access to information that women in 
the included communities were facing. The grey literature re-
vealed specific psychosocial and cultural factors which com-
pounded access to menstrual health education, such as stigma 
and shame, and described the importance of cultural protocols 
surrounding women's health, and relationships of young people 
with teachers, school and broader community resources [19–21, 
23, 25, 26]. Given the benefits of improving menstrual health 
literacy, addressing the factors that are impacting education ac-
cess and engagement of Aboriginal women with their menstrual 
health highlight that this is an important issue to address.

Grey literature resources provided the most information on 
sources of menstrual health information being accessed by 
Aboriginal women, providing examples of culturally appropri-
ate health literacy approaches and programmes. For women 
generally, health professionals appear to be a trusted source of 
information but may be underutilised. Kang et al. suggests that 
nurses and doctors should invite women and girls to discuss 

their period, even if it is not explicitly raised in a consultation, 
to provide opportunities for engagement [17]. Key approaches 
drawn from the grey literature for Aboriginal women include 
the use of community based, designed and led programmes, 
that draw on local knowledge and social networks including 
peers, family members and senior community women. The 
community-based programmes described [25, 26] show creative 
and culturally safe ways of engagement with Aboriginal women 
but there is difficulty in generalising approaches due to absence 
of evaluation or broader description of use outside of these local 
communities. Evaluation of programmes in the longer term and 
in groups beyond adolescence is lacking in the literature overall.

This scoping review identified several gaps in the knowledge 
surrounding Aboriginal women's menstrual health literacy and 
health education resources including the variable definitions 
of menstrual health literacy which contributes to difficulty in 
evaluation of programmes and resources. In addition, vari-
ability in tools used to measure menstrual health literacy and 
experiences makes programme evaluation difficult. Another 
consideration is how to create programmes that result in be-
haviour change rather than only increased knowledge [16]. 
Additionally, Armour et  al. [16] suggest that any educational 
programme is best complemented with education for teach-
ers, parents and carers to ensure information and messaging 
is aligned. The peer-reviewed literature included in this review 
focussed on interventions in the adolescent age group, but pro-
grammes targeted to women across the life span and geograph-
ical locations requires further exploration. In addition, there is 
limited information on the development of programmes and re-
sources for Aboriginal women specifically, including across age 
groups and geographical regions, and whether online platforms 
are an appropriate delivery format. The literature often dis-
cussed online educational resources which may offer accessibil-
ity but lacks the ability to be locally tailored. Kang et al. [17] and 
Raftos et al. [18] described the effects of magazines as a source 
of important and influential health information for women and 
girls generally. However, given the emergence of online media 
and social media platforms since the time of those publications, 
2009 and 1998 respectively, the applicability of these findings 
may also be more suitably generalised to online engagement 
with health information. Although the grey literature offers in-
sight into locally tailored approaches and programmes which 
may align with Aboriginal women's preferences, any future 
research should also explore the most appropriate format and 
content.

TABLE 4    |    Identified gaps in knowledge and information derived from this scoping review.

Gaps in knowledge and information

Menstrual health literacy definition consensus

Programme content and integration of learning theory that supports behaviour change

Effective educational programmes and resources targeting Aboriginal women

Effective programmes for women across the lifespan or in different geographical locations

The components of effective and culturally appropriate health literacy resources

The application of internet technology and online platforms to effectively deliver menstrual health information
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4.1   |   Limitations

A scoping review is a useful tool in evaluating available infor-
mation regarding a topic that has limited previous information. 
Limitations in this process include comparison of variable types 
of evidence sources that can make cross comparison difficult. 
However, given the paucity of available published information, 
the ability to highlight grey literature, in particular community 
led and culturally appropriate programmes that would otherwise 
be unpublished, is a strength of this review and an opportunity 
to reflect on and recognise the importance of community-based 
approaches to health engagement. The authors acknowledge 
this review focuses on Aboriginal women and suggest that fu-
ture research focus on Torres Strait Islander women specifically 
recognising similarities and diversity that may exist.

4.2   |   Conclusions

This scoping review not only explored the available literature 
surrounding menstrual health literacy programmes and re-
sources in Australia but also interrogated how this can be im-
proved for Aboriginal women. The several examples provided, 
which included community-led group programmes and re-
sources designed in consultation with local women, highlighted 
the significance of the grey literature in providing valuable in-
sights in relation to community based and culturally appropri-
ate approaches. To build on this, further research is required to 
demonstrate how culturally safe menstrual health programmes 
and health literacy resources that address the psychosocial 
and cultural needs of Aboriginal women, can be appropriately 
co-designed, evaluated and adapted to the diverse geograph-
ical contexts, in partnership with and for Aboriginal women. 
Efforts towards this are needed and would be valuable in form-
ing national health promotion initiatives and further research 
is planned to co-design accessible menstrual health resources 
with Aboriginal women to address these findings.
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Appendix A

PRISMA Checklist

Preferred reporting items for systematic reviews and meta-analyses extension for scoping reviews (PRISMA-ScR) checklist.

Section Item Prisma-SCR checklist item
Reported on 

page #

Title

Title 1 Identify the report as a scoping review. 1

Abstract

Structured summary 2 Provide a structured summary that includes (as 
applicable): background, objectives, eligibility criteria, 

sources of evidence, charting methods, results and 
conclusions that relate to the review questions and 

objectives.

2

Introduction

Rationale 3 Describe the rationale for the review in the context 
of what is already known. Explain why the review 
questions/objectives lend themselves to a scoping 

review approach.

3

Objectives 4 Provide an explicit statement of the questions and 
objectives being addressed with reference to their key 

elements (e.g., population or participants, concepts 
and context) or other relevant key elements used to 

conceptualise the review questions and/or objectives.

4

Methods

Protocol and registration 5 Indicate whether a review protocol exists; state if and 
where it can be accessed (e.g., a Web address); and if 

available, provide registration information, including 
the registration number.

5

Eligibility criteria 6 Specify characteristics of the sources of evidence used 
as eligibility criteria (e.g., years considered, language 

and publication status), and provide a rationale.

5

Information sources* 7 Describe all information sources in the search (e.g., 
databases with dates of coverage and contact with 

authors to identify additional sources), as well as the 
date the most recent search was executed.

6

Search 8 Present the full electronic search strategy for at least 1 
database, including any limits used, such that it could 

be repeated.

Appendix B

Selection of sources of evidence† 9 State the process for selecting sources of evidence 
(i.e., screening and eligibility) included in the scoping 

review.

6 & 7

Data charting process‡ 10 Describe the methods of charting data from the 
included sources of evidence (e.g., calibrated forms 
or forms that have been tested by the team before 

their use, and whether data charting was done 
independently or in duplicate) and any processes for 
obtaining and confirming data from investigators.

7

Data items 11 List and define all variables for which data were 
sought and any assumptions and simplifications 

made.

7

Critical appraisal of individual sources of 
evidence§

12 If done, provide a rationale for conducting a critical 
appraisal of included sources of evidence; describe the 
methods used and how this information was used in 

any data synthesis (if appropriate).

Not applicable

Synthesis of results 13 Describe the methods of handling and summarising 
the data that were charted.

7
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Section Item Prisma-SCR checklist item
Reported on 

page #

Results

Selection of sources of evidence 14 Give numbers of sources of evidence screened, 
assessed for eligibility and included in the review, 

with reasons for exclusions at each stage, ideally using 
a flow diagram.

8

Characteristics of sources of evidence 15 For each source of evidence, present characteristics for 
which data were charted and provide the citations.

Table 2

Critical appraisal within sources of evidence 16 If done, present data on critical appraisal of included 
sources of evidence (see item 12).

Not applicable

Results of individual sources of evidence 17 For each included source of evidence, present the 
relevant data that were charted that relate to the 

review questions and objectives.

Table 2

Synthesis of results 18 Summarise and/or present the charting results as they 
relate to the review questions and objectives.

9–14

Discussion

Summary of evidence 19 Summarise the main results (including an overview of 
concepts, themes and types of evidence available), link 

to the review questions and objectives, and consider 
the relevance to key groups.

15–18

Limitations 20 Discuss the limitations of the scoping review process. 18

Conclusions 21 Provide a general interpretation of the results with 
respect to the review questions and objectives, as well 

as potential implications and/or next steps.

18

Funding

Funding 22 Describe sources of funding for the included sources 
of evidence, as well as sources of funding for the 

scoping review. Describe the role of the funders of the 
scoping review.

1

Source: Tricco et al. [15].
Abbreviations: JBI = Joanna Briggs Institute; PRISMA-ScR = preferred reporting items for systematic reviews and meta-analyses extension for scoping reviews.
* Where sources of evidence (see second footnote) are compiled from, such as bibliographic databases, social media platforms and websites.
† A more inclusive/heterogeneous term used to account for the different types of evidence or data sources (e.g., quantitative and/or qualitative research, expert opinion 
and policy documents) that may be eligible in a scoping review as opposed to only studies. This is not to be confused with information sources (see first footnote).
‡ The frameworks by Arksey and O'Malley (6) and Levac and colleagues (7) and the JBI guidance (4, 5) refer to the process of data extraction in a scoping review as data 
charting.
§ The process of systematically examining research evidence to assess its validity, results and relevance before using it to inform a decision. This term is used for items 
12 and 16 instead of ‘risk of bias’ (which is more applicable to systematic reviews of interventions) to include and acknowledge the various sources of evidence that may 
be used in a scoping review (e.g., quantitative and/or qualitative research, expert opinion and policy document).
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Appendix B

Full Example of an Executed Search

MEDLINE (Ovid) SEARCH 10th January 2024.

Database:

Ovid MEDLINE(R) ALL <1946 to January 08, 2024>.

# Query Results from 10 January 2024

1 Menstruation/ 16 534

2 Menstrua*.mp. [mp = title, book title, abstract, original title, name of substance 
word, subject heading word, floating sub-heading word, keyword heading 

word, organism supplementary concept word, protocol supplementary concept 
word, rare disease supplementary concept word, unique identifier, synonyms, 

population supplementary concept word, anatomy supplementary concept word]

72 542

3 Dysmenorrhea/ 4687

4 Dysmenorrhea.mp. [mp = title, book title, abstract, original title, name of 
substance word, subject heading word, floating sub-heading word, keyword 

heading word, organism supplementary concept word, protocol supplementary 
concept word, rare disease supplementary concept word, unique identifier, 

synonyms, population supplementary concept word, anatomy supplementary 
concept word]

7968

5 Dysmenorrhoea.mp. [mp = title, book title, abstract, original title, name of 
substance word, subject heading word, floating sub-heading word, keyword 

heading word, organism supplementary concept word, protocol supplementary 
concept word, rare disease supplementary concept word, unique identifier, 

synonyms, population supplementary concept word, anatomy supplementary 
concept word]

1361

6 Menarche/ 5473

7 1 or 2 or 3 or 4 or 5 or 6 81 627

8 Health Education/ 64 011

9 Health Literacy/ 9595

10 Health Promotion/ 82 144

11 Patient Education as Topic/ 88 391

12 (health education or health literacy).ab. or (health education or health literacy).ti. 52 234

13 8 or 9 or 10 or 11 or 12 260 244

14 exp Australia/ 173 262

15 (Australia* or Queensland or Victoria or Tasmania or Northern Territory or New 
South Wales).mp. [mp = title, book title, abstract, original title, name of substance 

word, subject heading word, floating sub-heading word, keyword heading 
word, organism supplementary concept word, protocol supplementary concept 
word, rare disease supplementary concept word, unique identifier, synonyms, 

population supplementary concept word, anatomy supplementary concept word]

249 177

16 14 or 15 249 177

17 7 and 13 and 16 21
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Appendix C

Excluded Database References With Justification for Exclusion

Article name Reason for exclusion

Alfred, A. and K. Ried (2011). Traditional Chinese Medicine: Women's Experiences in 
the Treatment of Infertility. Australian Family Physician, 40(9): 718–722.

Focussed on fertility specifically.

Armour M., Dahlen H.G., Smith C.A. (2016) More Than Needles: The Importance 
of Explanations and Self-Care Advice in Treating Primary Dysmenorrhea with 
Acupuncture. Evid.-Based Complement. Altern. Med.

Focussed on specific menstrual pathology.

Bourdillon C. (1982). Natural family planning. Cent. Afr. J. Med. 28(11): 284–287. Focussed on fertility specifically.

Button B.J., Patel N. (2004). Phytoestrogens for osteoporosis. Clin. Rev. Bone Miner. 
Metab, 2(4): 341–356.

Not focussed on menstrual health literacy 
resources.

Ching H.L., Burke V., Stuckey B.G. (2007). Quality of life and psychological morbidity 
in women with polycystic ovary syndrome: body mass index, age and the provision of 
patient information are significant modifiers. Clin Endocrinol (Oxf). 66(3): 373–379.

Focussed on specific menstrual pathology. Not 
focussed on Aboriginal women.

Ciccia, D., et al. (2023). Indigenous peoples' experience and understanding of menstrual 
and gynecological health in Australia, Canada and New Zealand: A scoping review. Int J 
Environ Res Public Health, 20(13).

Format is a scoping review. Only original articles 
included.

Cole JB, Beighton FC, Jones IH. (1975). Contraceptive practice and unplanned 
pregnancy among single university students. Br Med J, 4(5990): 217–219.

Related to contraception specifically.

de Costa, C. M. (2011). Out of the shadows—changes in women's reproductive health. 
Med J Aust, 195(10): 620.

Focussed on abortion care specifically.

Dickson, S. & Wood, R. (1995). The perceptions, experiences and meanings rural girls 
ascribe to menarche—Implications for teachers/teacher training. Paper presented at the 
Australian Association for Research in Education Conference, Hobart, Tasmania.

Not focussed on menstrual health literacy 
resources.

Not focussed on Aboriginal women.

Duffy, B., Fotinatos, N., Smith, A., Burke, J. (2011). Puberty, health and sexual education 
in Australian regional primary schools: Year 5 and 6 teacher perceptions. Sex Education, 
13:2, 186–203.

Not related to menstrual health literacy resources 
specifically. Focus is sexual health more broadly.

Elgendy I.Y., Mansoor H., Pepine C.J. (2021). Reproductive lifespan and incident stroke 
risk among post-menopausal women: Is it time for sex-specific risk prediction tools? Int. 
J. Cardiol. 328: 218–219.

Focussed on post-menopausal women and stroke 
risk specifically.

Graham, M. et al. (2001). “Satisfaction with the Outcomes of Hysterectomy” In: 
Politics, Action and Renewal: 4th Australian Women's Health Conference—Proceedings. 
Strathfieldsaye, Vic: Australian Women's Health Network, 2001.

Not focussed on menstrual health literacy 
resources.

Haggerty, C. L. and R. B. Ness (2006). Epidemiology, pathogenesis and treatment of 
pelvic inflammatory disease. Expert Rev. Anti Infect Ther 4(2): 235–247.

Focussed on specific non-menstrual pathology.

Halliday L, Boughton M. (2009). Premature menopause: exploring the experience 
through online communication. Nurs Health Sci 11(1): 17–22.

Focussed on specific menstrual pathology. Not 
focussed on menstrual health literacy resources.

Hammarberg K., de Silva R. (2022). Parenthood aspirations and understanding of 
factors that affect the chance of achieving them: A population survey. Reprod. Biomed. 
Soc. Online.

Not focussed on menstrual health literacy resources 
specifically.

Hammarberg K, Setter T, Norman RJ, Holden CA, Michelmore J, Johnson L. (2013). 
Knowledge about factors that influence fertility among Australians of reproductive age: 
a population-based survey. Fertil Steril, 99(2): 502–507.

Exploring knowledge levels rather health literacy 
resources.

Focussed on fertility specifically.

Harding, C. and J. Ritchie (2003). Contraceptive practice of women with opiate 
addiction in a rural centre. Aust J Rural Health 11(1): 2–6.

Focussed on contraception specifically.

Hawkey AJ, Ussher JM, Perz J. (2020). “I Treat My Daughters Not Like My Mother 
Treated Me”: Migrant and Refugee Women's Constructions and Experiences of 
Menarche and Menstruation. In: Bobel C, Winkler IT, Fahs B, et al., editors. The 
Palgrave Handbook of Critical Menstruation Studies [Internet]. Singapore: Palgrave 
Macmillan.

Not focussed on menstrual health literacy 
resources.

Not focussed on Aboriginal women.

Hawkey, Alexandra J, et al. (2017). Experiences and Constructions of Menarche and 
Menstruation Among Migrant and Refugee Women. Qualitative health research 27(10).

Not focussed on health literacy resources.
Not focussed on Aboriginal women.
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Article name Reason for exclusion

Hillen, Thirza IJ, et al. (1999). Primary Dysmenorrhea in Young Western Australian 
Women: Prevalence, Impact, and Knowledge of Treatment. Journal of Adolescent Health 
40, 25(1).

Focussed on specific menstrual pathology. Not 
focussed on Aboriginal women.

Hobbs, M., et al. (2009). The emergency contraceptive pill rescheduled: a focus group 
study of women's knowledge, attitudes and experiences. J Fam Plann Reprod Health 
Care, 35(2): 87–91.

Focussed on contraception specifically.

Johnson L., Hammarberg K., Crocker E., et al. (2016). “Your Fertility”-evaluation of a 
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