
Any regular cycle length between 21 to 35 days long*
Cycle length normally varies +/- 1 to 4 days each cycle
Nobody is ‘like clockwork’- Make a note of the first day of your period each time, then
count the number of days between them and see for yourself!
Having a 28 day average cycle length is not any 'better' than any other average cycle
length within the 21 to 35 day range

A regular cycle length less than 21 days or more than 35 days on average.
An unexpected increase in cycle length over 10 days
Mid-cycle bleeding

What’s normal? Myth-busting menstrual health

Do you know if what you experience before, during, or after your period is normal- or
a possible sign of a health issue? If not, no problem! Here are the main things you
should be aware of...

1. Cycle length

What’s normal?

Notes: Cycle length can be affected by many things- diet, age, exercise, international travel,
medications, life/ work stress, and weight gain or loss. A one-off delay of anything up to 10
days is usually nothing to worry about, especially if you can identify what might have caused
it and your cycle soon returns to its normal average length. 

Menstrual myths to avoid: Contrary to popular belief, your cycle length is not affected by
the moon/ lunar cycle or other people's menstrual cycles/ hormones.

Fun fact! Other menstruating mammals have different length cycles. The spiny mouse has
a period every 6 to 10 days! Chimps (35 to 37 days), Bonobos (32 to 35 days), Gorillas (30
to 32 days), Orangutans (28 to 31 days), Gibbons (20 to 25 days), Baboons (30 to 35 days),
menstruating bats (21 to 27 days), and the Elephant Shrew (24 to 30 days).

What’s not normal?

Notes: Once natural processes such as pregnancy or perimenopause have been ruled out,
these changes can be signs of common health conditions such as PCOS- Polycystic
Ovarian Syndrome, anorexia, fibroids, or (less often) cancer- please seek medical advice.

* This booklet relates to natural menstrual cycles only- hormonal/ contraceptive medications
and devices can affect the cycle in various ways. If using any medication, please make sure
you read the information booklet regarding side-effects in full (often also available online).
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Anything from very little blood (20 ml) up to 80ml of blood [or 160ml of menstrual fluid]*
per period (this would fill an average clear plastic drinking cup)
Most people lose about 35-40ml blood/ 70-80ml of fluid per period (this would fill a
double espresso cup)
80% of blood loss occurs during the first three days of the period.
Periods normally last between 3 and 7 days in humans. 

Blood loss over 80ml/ fluid loss over 160ml per period (more than an average clear
plastic drinking cup full)
Any unexpected (sudden or gradual) increase in blood loss
Mid-cycle bleeding/ spots of blood in non-period vaginal discharge

Do you often have to change pads or tampons more than once every 2 hours?
Does blood regularly soak right through your clothes, even when using a pad/ tampon?
Does your period regularly last longer than 7 days?

2. Blood loss

What’s normal?

Notes: * Blood makes up only around half of menstrual fluid. Cup users will be able to spot
the clear silky fluid that makes up the other half! Blood colour naturally varies from bright
orangy/ red to dark brown- colour changes are completely normal- they are associated with
the exposure of blood to oxygen.

Menstrual myths to avoid: Menstrual fluid is not 'gross', 'dirty' or something to be
ashamed of... Yes, it can stain clothes, but so do things like pen ink and fruit juice! Disgust
is something that we learn from others rather than naturally feel. Disgust/ shaming
behaviours regarding periods come from societal beliefs created in order to maintain
gendered power inequalities. Try to counter these feelings if you possibly can- why should
we feel ashamed of perfectly natural and healthy human bodies? Our Great Ape cousins
(Gorillas, Orangutans, Bonobos, and Chimps) are not ashamed of their periods- they
would probably think we are very silly for believing these things! 

Fun facts: Contrary to popular belief, menstrual fluid is not full of 'bad' bacteria or germs,
and is only a risky substance if an individual has a rare blood-based disease such as HIV
or Hepatitis and their menstrual fluid somehow gets into the blood system of another
person e.g. through a cut in the skin (which is pretty unlikely!). In fact, menstrual fluid
contains some truly amazing things, such as stem cells- and has even been used to help
save the lives of people at risk of dying from Covid 19!  

What’s not normal?

Notes: These changes can be signs of conditions such as fibroids, polyps, iron deficiency
anaemia, or blood clotting disorders. Measuring blood/ fluid loss is easy with a cup but
otherwise tricky! If any of the following apply to you, please seek medical advice.
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Short sharp uterine/ womb and gut (digestive) muscle cramps, and/ or dull aching pain
in the abdomen, lower back, thighs and sometimes joints, just before and during the
first two days of menstruation
Anything below 5 on the pain scale, perhaps with occasional muscle cramps ranging
between 5-8, but not for longer than 10 minutes at a time or 3 days in a row
Pain should ease with the application of a hot water bottle, or proper use of anti-
inflammatory medications (see p.7)

Regularly severe uterine cramps over 7 on the pain scale, especially if ‘hot/ burning’ or
‘sharp/ stabbing’ pain 
Regularly severe pain that is accompanied by diarrhoea, vomiting, or fainting
Regularly severe pain that persists beyond the first three days of the period

3. Period pain

What’s normal?

What’s not normal?

Menstrual myths to avoid: Regularly severe period pain is never 'normal'. Do not listen to
friends, family, colleagues, or even doctors who tell you that it is. You may well have an
underlying menstrual health issue. Women are more likely to face disbelief in their
accounts of pain than men. Sadly, Black and other racialised ethnicity women are even
more likely to face disbelief in their pain symptoms than White women (in the UK/ Europe/
US). Never normalise/ minimise another person's account of pain.

Fun facts: Although they hurt, and blood is lost (making us iron deficient), periods evolved
to protect us from dangerous, potentially fatal or unviable (and therefore physically costly)
pregnancies. Without them far more people would die during pregnancy and childbirth.

Notes: If regularly severe pain does not ease with the application of a hot water bottle or
anti-inflammatory medications (see p. 7), then you may have an underlying condition such
as fibroids or endometriosis, please seek medical advice.
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At various points during the menstrual cycle you may feel more joyful, sensitive (i.e.
moved by beautiful things or music), cuddly, irritable, anxious, or unhappy- everyone
is different so track your cycle to see what’s normal for you!
Just before, during, or after menstruation, low and anxious moods can be magnified,
and you may feel more irritable- just like you would if tired, in pain for any reason, too
hot, too cold, or hungry
These normal mood changes are mild to moderate and do not significantly disrupt
activities

Regularly severe low, irritable, or anxious moods before, during or just after
menstruation
Suicidal thinking (this is never normal- please seek help immediately)
Mood changes severe enough to significantly disrupt daily activities or personal
relationships

4. Mood change

What’s normal?

Notes: It’s worth tracking what makes you irritable, sad, or anxious at these times so you
can take action to improve the situation. It’s usually loneliness, low self-esteem, or
childcare/ housework/ workplace responsibilities- so you may need to have a chat with
your friends, therapist, partner, or boss…

Menstrual myths to avoid: The so-called 'female' sex hormones (oestrogen and
progesterone- that all humans have) do not cause low or anxious mood changes, or
make women 'crazy', 'irrational', or 'hysterical'. In fact, oestrogen is known to alleviate low
and anxious mood states. External circumstances are far more likely to be the cause of
negative mood changes, which are then magnified by the inflammatory physical
processes involved in ovulation and just before and during menstruation- very similar to
feeling irritable when hungry or overtired.

Fun facts: Tearfulness just before or during periods is often triggered by beautiful and
moving experiences, rather than sad or distressing emotions. If this happens to you, take
notice of what you are moved by- so you can indulge in similar activities whenever you
feel a bit stressed and in need of a good cry/ healthy emotional release!

What’s not normal?

Notes: Please seek medical advice if you experience any of the above. The
inflammation caused by healthy ovulation and menstruation can magnify underlying
health issues such as anxiety and depression. It can also trigger a serious mental health
condition called PMDD (Premenstrual Dysphoric Disorder). Iron deficiency/ anaemia can
also cause negative mood changes so it’s worth getting your levels checked by your
doctor. 

Please cite as: King, S. (2017) What's normal? Myth-busting menstrual health www.menstrual-matters.com 
This fact sheet is Copyright © UK Copyright Service and protected under UK and international law.

4



Clear silky smooth ‘egg-white’ liquid around ovulation- no strong scent (2 weeks
before period)
Red/ brown blood mixed with clear silky fluid and small bits of womb lining during
menstruation- smells like rust (iron) plus your personal body scent
Quick drying clear/ white coloured creamy substance on underwear- no strong smell
other than slight salty/ sour 'tang' plus personal body scent (rest of the cycle)
The amount of discharge you have depends on lots of things; diet, hydration, age,
climate, and cycle phase. What's normal for you may be different to your friends or
family members.

A thick, creamy, yellowy discharge and usually an itchy vulva (outside part of the
genitals), too - this is called thrush!
A watery, clear or greeny/ white discharge with a fishy smell - this is called BV
(Bacterial Vaginosis)!
Mid cycle pink, red, or brown discharge (seek medical advice- this could be an
underlying health issue)

5. Vaginal discharge

What’s normal?

Notes: Discharge is a sign that your vagina is doing its main job, keeping a perfectly
acidic environment full of ‘good' bacteria to help support your reproductive health. 

Menstrual myths to avoid:  Discharge can stain your underwear but it isn't a 'gross' or
'dirty' substance- it's normal and healthy. Your hands and mouth are far more ‘dirty’ and
‘dangerous’ in regard to hosting potentially 'bad' bacteria than the vagina! Most people
don't feel afraid or ashamed when holding or shaking somebody else's hand, or even
exchanging saliva with another person while kissing. We only feel shame about vaginal
discharge because societies position our (reproductive) bodies as impure/ shameful- this
is just another silly belief without any scientific evidence to support it!

Fun facts: The acidic nature of discharge can eventually bleach underwear- black dye
may begin to turn orange and other colours may become lighter! Vaginal discharge and
menstrual fluid are also perfectly safe to taste- in fact, some people with visual
impairments use taste to detect when their period has started because it quickly
changes from a salty/ sour flavour to one that is metallic (due to the iron in blood).
 
What’s not normal?

Notes: Never ever wash or steam your vagina- it is a self-cleaning organ and putting
soap or even just water or steam inside it can cause BV (Bacterial Vaginosis)! Natural
yoghurt (unsweetened) inserted inside the vagina while you sleep can treat thrush, or
you can buy pH-acidifying products or thrush/ BV treatment creams, from a pharmacy. If
the infection lasts a long time or gets worse, seek medical advice.
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Blood loss (less than 80ml or 160ml of total fluid)
Abdominal (period) pain (womb/ bowel/ lower back)
Breast swelling and pain
Muscle/ joint pain 
Headache
Digestive changes (constipation/ diarrhoea/ trapped gas/ nausea)
Appetite change (+/-)
Sociability (+/-)
Weight/ water retention (+/-)
Skin quality (+/-)
Sleep quality (+/-)
Energy levels (+/-)
Tearfulness (due to joy or distress)
Enhanced/ stronger mood (+/-)
Body temperature (+/-)
Mild dizziness/ low blood sugar feeling
Concentration (+/-)
Creativity (+/-)
Sensitivity to light, sound, odour

Blood loss over 80ml (or over 160ml total menstrual fluid loss)
Regularly severe abdominal (period) pain
Regularly severe digestive changes: bloating, constipation, diarrhoea, nausea/ vomiting
Regularly severe back/ muscle/ joint pain
Regularly severe breast pain
Regularly severe fatigue/ lack of concentration
Regularly severe headache/ sensitivity to light/ sound/ odour
Regularly severe low mood/ self esteem
Regularly severe irritability/ anger
Regularly severe anxiety/ tension

6. Pre/menstrual changes

What’s normal?

Notes: These changes are typically mild to moderate, variable from cycle to cycle, and
several can be positive as well as negative (+/-). They do not usually require any
professional medical intervention and respond well to anti-inflammatory approaches (see
p.7).

What’s not normal?

Notes: Please seek medical intervention. If not alleviated by anti-inflammatory lifestyle
changes or medications (see p.7), you probably have an underlying condition such as,
fibroids, iron deficiency anaemia, IBS (Irritable Bowel Syndrome), mastalgia, migraine,
PMDD, depression, or anxiety. 
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Taking medications such as Ibuprofen, or Naproxen, daily from 2-4 days (400-1200mg
per day- always with food) before you expect menstruation to start, will substantially
reduce most cyclical symptoms, especially period pain and blood loss.
Taking high strength Omega 3 oil supplements every day can also significantly reduce
pain and blood loss.
Taking hormonal (contraceptive) medications, which typically reduce all (pre)menstrual
symptoms. You may need to try a few types before you find the one that works best for
you- everyone is different!
Taking iron supplements if your levels are low (ask your doctor to test this if you are
feeling tired, irritable, anxious, depressed or have heavy menstrual bleeding).

7. Improving Menstrual Health

The first step in improving menstrual health is working out what is normal for you. Track
your cycle on an app, calendar, or a (Menstrual Matters) tracking chart for three months. If
you experience cyclical symptoms that are not alleviated by the anti-inflammatory
approaches listed below, please seek medical advice- you probably have an underlying
health condition.

Anti-inflammatory approaches:

If you prefer not to take medications (and/ or dietary supplements), the good news is that
menstrual health responds very well to these four simple lifestyle changes:

1. A healthy anti-inflammatory diet- High fibre, plenty of water, lots of vegetables,
omega oils, but avoid/ reduce caffeine, alcohol, and meat

2. Regular moderate exercise - No need to run a marathon but good to spend 30+
minutes doing something active and getting out of breath at least 3 times per week

3. Improved self-esteem -Countering menstrual/ gender myths and internalised negative
stories about yourself can really help improve your menstrual and mental health

4. Stress-reduction activities -Whatever works for you!- Going to bed early, changing
jobs, sharing childcare with others, reading, watching TV, meditating, yoga, exercise,
socialising, cuddling a pet, or listening to music?

For more details and full references please visit www.menstrual-matters.com
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