
What happens when we leave? 

Improved menstrual health
The Ritu programme aimed to improve the 
menstrual health of girls between 10 and 15 
years old in Bangladesh. The programme com-
bined a set of direct interventions in schools 
and communities in Netrokona district, with 
national level advocacy and (social) media 
campaigns. The direct interventions in schools 
and communities had a positive impact on 
girls’ menstrual health. Girls reported to feel 
less ashamed and more confident during their 
menstruation and to have the skills, knowl-
edge, support, and necessary products and 
service to perform menstrual practices (Ritu 
RCT, 2019, Ritu Final Report, 2020). 

67% 
of girls in the Ritu pro-
gramme feel confident to 
manage their menstruation 
at school, compared to 
43% in the control group 

(RCT data).

Lessons on sustainability learned 
from a menstrual health pro-
gramme in Bangladesh

This paper presents key findings and recom-
mendations from a qualitative study on the 
sustainability of school interventions that were 
part of the Ritu programme in Bangladesh. 

Time line: 

November 2015 - June 2016
Inception phase

July 2016 - July 2019
Implementation 

August 2019 - March 2020
Hand-over of activities to stakeholders

https://simavi.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/20190207-Study-Protocol-Ritu.pdf
https://simavi.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/20190207-Study-Protocol-Ritu.pdf
https://simavi.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Ritu-programme-final-report.pdf


Programme design
The two main interventions in schools were to 
train teachers to provide menstrual health edu-
cation as part of their lesson plans and to work 
with schools to access Government budget to 
realise female-friendly toilets. Head masters, 
teachers, School Management Committees, 
students and Government Education Officers 
were all engaged in the implementation of the 
school activities and we organised training, 
tools, and hand-over sessions for them to con-
tinue the activities beyond the programme.  

Md. Shamsul Islam, Head Teacher, 
Lakshmipur Adarsha High School

 ‘We made a plan for the 
year 2020 to conduct the 
menstrual health sessions 
regularly in our school for 
all of the students.’

Study design
With the support of Simavi and BNPS, Dhaka 
University conducted a qualitative study in 6 
schools that were part of the Ritu programme. 
A total of 55 female and 57 male students, 52 
teachers and 19 School Management Com-
mittee (SMC) members from the 6 schools 
participated in focused group discussions. 
An additional 47 key informant interviews 
were conducted with students, teachers, SMC 
members, and Government Officials. 

Findings and recommendations
It is important to note that schools had been 
in lock-down since the programme ended in 
March 2020, which strongly affected the sus-
tainability of the programme and the research 
itself. However, we were still able to draw some 
conclusions, and we believe it is also worth to 
show the disrupting impact that COVID-19 had 
on the intended continuation of activities.

Programme design
Using an evidence informed and impact-ori-
ented programme design, the number of 
interventions of the programme were kept 
to a minimum. However, from the study we 
can conclude that in addition to the two key 
interventions, menstrual health lessons and 
toilet maintenance, there were still too many 
smaller activities that we had hoped to sus-
tain. In hindsight, it would have been better to 
focus on sustaining fewer activities. Moreover, 
we found that especially for the smaller activi-
ties such as wall paintings, a question box and 
a student forum, stakeholders came up with 
their own alternatives in the interviews. 



Behavioural change
Both the quantitative (RCT, 2019) as qual-
itative evaluations that were administered 
during the programme showed a positive (sig-
nificant) change in knowledge, believes and 
behaviour amongst students, (head) teach-
ers, and parents. Seeing the positive impact 
on girls well-being and school attendance, 
most schools expressed their commitment 
to continue the lessons on menstrual health 
and to maintain the toilets. We did find that 
during the handing-over period, teachers of 
all six schools delivered menstrual health les-
sons at least once a month. The maintenance 
of the toilets was also continued in schools, 
although the level of commitment varied. 
Unfortunately, all activities stopped at the 
start of the lock-down. From the interviews 6 
months later, we found a drop in motivation. 
Some teachers mentioned that their knowl-
edge on menstrual health decreased, or that 
they now felt less comfortable to talk about 
the topic. They also missed being able to call  

programme staff to help them with difficult 
questions. Moreover, teacher felt that stu-
dents showed less interest in the topic. The 
lock-downs were mentioned as an important 
factor in this.

External factors
Several national policies mention and provide 
guidance for menstrual health education and 
female-friendly toilets in schools. However, 
for a variety of reasons these are not widely 
known or fully implemented. For example, we 
had envisioned that the monitoring visits that 
are part of the mandate of local Government 
Education Officers (EO) would provide an 
external motivation. The EOs were provided 
with monitoring checklists and training during 
the hand-over period, but the visits did not 
happen during lock-down. Other arguments 
that were put forward were the lack of incen-
tives, such as menstrual health not being part 
of the national school exam. 

Md. Monjurul Haque, Head Teacher, Shimulati High School (March, 2020)

‘We are changed now. We have created a
wave of change in our school. So, it is not possible

for us to go back or to stop. Already I have discussed 
with the SMC and am taking all the necessary steps

to maintain the female-friendly toilets for the
girl students in my school.’

https://simavi.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/20190207-Study-Protocol-Ritu.pdf


Before the 
first training 

after the refresher 
training this rose to 

12 % 
96% 

of the teachers could explain
what menstruation is; 

(pre- and   
post-tests)

Budget
To maintain the toilets, it is key that schools 
had access to a sustainable source of funding. 
The Ritu programme supported and capaci-
tated schools to access available government 
budgets. However, we found that the process 
is too complex and time consuming for 
schools to continue on their own. In some 
cases, schools initiated a saving mechanism 
to buy pads or individual stakeholders 
donated money. However, in most schools 
lack of budget was mentioned as the main 
barrier to continuing the maintenance of the 
female-friendly toilets and provide soap and 
menstrual products. 

Recommendations
Summing up, we come to the following 
recommendations to increase the likelihood 
that programme activities will be sustained by 
schools: 1) select a small number of impactful 
activities to be sustained after the programme, 
2) make sure that there is a sustainable source 
of (Government) funding available, 3) explore 
how ongoing training, coordination, and 
monitoring can be embedded in existing 
(local Government) mandates. 

The Ritu programme is a collaboration be-
tween Simavi, TNO, RedOrange, BNPS and 
DORP. This study a collaboration between 
Simavi, Dhaka University and BNPS and was 
funded through a small grant from Share-Net 
International.  


