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ABSTRACT 
The Value-Added Tax (VAT) rate for tampons in China is 13%, which is the same as the cigarette tax. The abolition of 
the "Tampon Tax" has been succeeded in several countries, and this has proved that canceling the "Tampon Tax" is 
possible for the government to implement. This paper explores the reason why China should abolish the "Tampon Tax" 
by conducting a questionnaire and analyzing secondary sources. Results show that it is necessary to abolish the “Tampon 
Tax” in China, not only because of the gender inequality in China but also because fewer people can afford menstruation 
products that are not harmful to female health. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

Globally, only a handful of countries have succussed 
in abolishing the tax on menstruation products, including 
Canada, India, Australia, Kenya, and several U.S. states. 
Scotland became the first country in the world to allow 
free access to menstrual products, including tampons and 
pads, and it started in November 2020 [1]. In China, the 
"Tampon Tax" does not have a separate sector in tax 
treatment. It is included in the consumption tax, and has 
an equal Value-Added Tax (VAT) rate as other 
consumption such as cigarettes, at 13% [2]. Less people 
can afford tampons of good quality in the Chinese market. 
This has led to a large number of people in China starting 
to buy tampons only when there are huge discounts. For 
instance, the prices of the goods online during "double 
11" and "618", two famous shopping festivals of Taobao, 
are the lowest throughout the year. However, buying 
cheap goods during those periods is time-consuming, and 
many females complain about why the daily-need goods 
for women are so expensive that they can only afford to 
buy tampons at a discount during the sales. Moreover, 
there is a group of people in poverty regions that still 
suffer from tough living conditions and cannot afford or 
get access to clean and safe female menstruation 
products [3]. 

In this paper, the author would not only advise the 
government to abolish the "Tampon Tax", but also draw 
public attention to this issue, thus enhancing the 
awareness of gender equality. One of the most important 

purposes of this paper is to find out why China should 
abolish the "Tampon Tax", and the author takes an in-
depth look from two angles: 1). reasons behind the 
public's unawareness of "Tampon Tax" in China; 2). 
effects of the cheap tampons on female health. The paper 
will conduct a questionnaire and use secondary sources 
to give explanations. Hopefully, the government can 
consider from different perspectives and discharge the 
tax on female pads or even better-- free the tampon. At 
the same time, this paper attaches importance to women's 
rights and also brings deep thoughts on gender equality 
to the public. 

2. REASONS BEHIND THE 
UNAWARENESS OF TAMPON TAX 

People are less aware of gender inequality in China, 
and that is the main reason why the “Tampon Tax” is still 
existing in China. People cannot change it without 
noticing it. Although it is unavoidable to pay taxes, there 
is one group of people paying more taxes, and they are 
females. Women are required to pay more taxes than men 
because of their menstrual cycle as human beings. There 
is still a large number of people in China being unaware 
of the “Tampon Tax”, and three factors can be considered: 
the period shame, the gender inequality, and the profits 
brought by menstruation products. 
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2.1 Shame to speak up 

Snowball sampling is used to help find out the public 
thoughts towards "Tampon Tax" in China. There is a 
total of 100 valid questionaries, including 30 finished by 
males, 69 by females, and one by a participant who 
prefers not to reveal gender. They are mostly students in 
the university. 

 

Figure 1 The awareness rate of “Tampon Tax” from 
participants in China. 

Menstruation is still surrounded by stereotypes and 
taboos. Even though we have entered the year 2022, the 
period shame from previous generations still remains. 
Regardless of gender, people hardly notice the existence 
of the “Tampon Tax”. Figure 1 demonstrates that around 
80% of participants of both genders do not know the 
existence of the “Tampon Tax”. 

 

Figure 2 The possibility of period shame affecting the 
behaviors promoting the abolition of tampon tax. 

The result of the questionnaire helps the author find 
out that fewer males are willing to fill out the form and 
they are bashful just by looking at the tampon-related 
questions. It seems that period shame not only affects 
females but also males. More males are unwilling to talk 
about the period before doing the questionnaire, and 
there are questions from males such as "are you sure the 
questionnaire is within male's knowledge?" and "is this 

questionnaire anonymousness?" The truth is that some 
people will not even talk about tampon-related issues in 
a normal way in public. Figure 2 shows the public 
thoughts on whether period shame will influence the 
prevalence of "Tampon Tax" and the prices of 
menstruation products. According to Figure 2, 70% of 
the participants believe that period shame influences the 
behaviors that promote the abolition of the tampon tax, 
since some people may feel shame to speak up or be 
afraid to stand up for the basic rights of females. 

In short, the “Tampon Tax” is one of the results of the 
period shame since fewer people stand up to safeguard 
females’ basic rights. It is significant to change this “old 
fashion” in the new era. 

2.2 Lack of gender equality 

In an interview of a popular YouTuber with former 
President Obama, it is mentioned that it was the first time 
for Obama to hear the term “Tampon Tax”, being 
consistent with the result shown in Figure 1 that many 
people do not notice this issue. Besides, Obama also 
replied: “I don't understand why states would tax these 
[tampons] as a luxury. I suspect it's because when these 
taxes were passed, the laws were made by men. I think 
it's very smart for women in those states that you just 
mentioned to try to eliminate those taxes [4][5].” It 
symbolizes the fact of gender inequality in political 
power. 

In the questionnaire, the author set “Do you think 
gender inequality exists in the current social background 
and situation in China?” as the first question. And 91% 
of participants stated that gender inequality still remains 
in China. Participants also make comments that under 
patriarchal society, employment discrimination and pink 
tax (women cost more than men in daily consumer 
products) happen frequently. These phenomena are often 
being ignored by the majority of citizens because people 
lack the concept of gender equality after a long term of 
mind-controlling state by the old thoughts. 

According to Figure 1, the majority of the 
participants have not heard the term “Tampon Tax”, 
suggesting that there is a lack of social protection for 
women’s basic rights. It is hard for the whole country to 
change people’s mindsets and accomplish gender 
equality at one go, but it does not mean we should be 
apathetic about that. There are some other noticeable 
issues in society that express gender inequality. For 
instance, men get the offer of the company more easily 
than women; it is a tradition for women to be housewives; 
and a consumer report in 2010 found that women usually 
spend 50% more than men on certain products such as 
pain killers [6][7]. Meanwhile, girls' toys cost an average 
of 11% more than boys' toys during their childhoods; 
girls' clothes cost more on average than boys about 10% 
during their adolescence; entering the workplace, 
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relevant women's daily supplies cost 48% more than men; 
even for crutches, women’s crutches are 12% more 
expensive than men's [8]. Those are not just numbers but 
the evidence proving that females are treated unfairly. It 
is also worth mentioning that the physiological reaction 
for men such as Viagra is covered by the medical 
insurance, but tampons for female’s physiological 
responses are not included in the insurance which 
provokes a conflict. Fighting for gender inequality is a 
huge step toward social progress. The social and cultural 
atmosphere can influence the behaviors that promote the 
abolition of the tampon tax. 

2.3 Profits brought by menstruation products 

The existence of the “Tampon Tax” in China proves 
that the majority of citizens lack the awareness of gender 
equality, and rule-makers treat sanitary products as 
business products which are something they can earn 
profits from rather than treating menstruation products as 
a necessity for female’s daily life. 

Sadly, while doing the research, there are only a few 
articles on Chinese academic websites regarding the 
“Tampon Tax”. Despite this, the author found several 
proposals from the Chinese government concerning the 
“Tampon Tax”. In August 2021, the Ministry of Finance 
of the People’s Republic of China replied to the public’s 
concerns about the “Tampon Tax”, claiming that they are 
reducing the tax rate for sanitary products. They 
mentioned that “there is no essential difference between 
sanitary products and other goods. To reduce the VAT 
rate or reduce the VAT rate for sanitary products alone 
will certainly cause the policy comparison of taxpayers 
in the pharmaceutical, food and other daily necessities 
industry [9]." The expression of “no essential difference” 
proves that the government and majority of citizens 
would treat menstruation goods as profitable products. 
They also stated that “Tampon Tax” is a neutral tax 
which does not contain any overt gender bias, and it 
cannot eliminate the presence of discrimination [10]. 
Moreover, there are some people criticizing that it is not 
necessary for the government to remove the tampon tax 
since it is not a huge amount of money on a year base. 
From that point, people may have a misconception about 
the reason for the abolition of the “Tampon Tax”. It 
should not be related with anything else but the basic 
right as a female. Because period is one of the female’s 
natural physiological cycles that cannot be chosen to 
have or not have, and it is also an unavoidable process. 
The second point is that the tax in the menstruation 
products categories is higher than the other. Except for 
the VAT, the exported tax of toilet paper is half of that 
on sanitary napkins [2]. Besides, when the product of the 
daily needs for females needs to be paid the same tax as 
luxury goods such as cigarettes, it is gender inequality. 
Additionally, since Viagra is covered by medical 
insurance, there is no reason for the bleeding periods and 

pain killers for the period to be excluded from the 
medical security system. They both belong to the 
physiological response. 

3. HARMFUL SUBSTANCES CONTAINED 
IN DOMESTIC MENSTRUATION 
PRODUCTS 

Article 25 in the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights demonstrates that “everyone has the right to 
access to a standard of living adequate for the health and 
well-being of himself and of his family, including food, 
clothing, housing, medical care, and necessary social 
services” [11]. People may not be aware of the 
components of tampons, but the fact is that they possibly 
contain the substances which are harmful to female 
health. Crucially, there is a group of people who suffer 
from poverty and cannot afford quality tampons. Thus, 
they have to use female menstrual products which are not 
approved as safe products, such as bulk sanitary napkins 
and domestic tampons which have been tested as harmful 
to female health. From that point, it is urgent for the 
government to abolish the “Tampon Tax” and protect 
females’ basic right of getting safe tampons. 

Most females prefer buying taxed tampons imported 
from other regions. This is not only because of the good 
user experience but also the safety of female health. The 
fact is that cheap domestic tampons have a high 
possibility of containing the substances which are going 
to affect female’s health [9-10]. Sanitary products are 
commonly used by women during menstruation, and are 
in direct contact with skin. It is particularly noteworthy 
that, due to the materials contained in female pads and 
the particularity of the use method of tampons, women 
can be exposed to harmful substances, not only through 
the skin, but also through the vulva mucosa, which will 
greatly increase the absorption efficiency of harmful 
substances by the human body [12]. The tampon price is 
correlated with its quality, Chai’s study shows that the 
sanitary products with lower prices have more substances 
which are harmful to female health [13][14]. There are 
two main carcinogenic compounds normally being 
contained in the sanitary pads: Phthalate esters (PALEs) 
homologous and heavy metals [13][14]. PALEs are a 
kind of mass-produced and widely used chemical to 
enhance the ductility of polymers [15]. Heavy metals 
such as Cr, Zn, Co and Cu can be used as anti-mildew 
antibacterial agent [16] to inhibit the growth and 
reproduction of microorganisms [17], and it is 
unavoidable that natural plant fibers also absorb trace 
amounts of heavy metals from water, soil or air during 
their growth, leading to the raw material of the 
menstruation products to be contaminated with heavy 
metals [18]. Although it is inescapable for the adding of 
these harmful materials, as long as the contaminant can 
be controlled under a certain range which is friendly to 
female health, it will be safe. Figure 3 explains the 
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relationship between the tampon price and heavy metal. 
Except for the element Cr, the cheaper price gets a higher 
content of heavy metals. The same result is also 
demonstrated in Figure 4 that the contaminants in 
menstruation pads will possibly affect the price. Both of 
these two figures emphasize that tampons with higher 
prices contain less harmful substances for female health. 

 

Figure 3 Influence of the price on heavy metal content 
in sanitary napkins [14]. 

However, there are more females in poverty regions 
that cannot get access to or afford tampons of safe quality. 
The tampon price has forced females suffering from 
poverty to risk their health. In that case, basic rights for 
females in China are not well-protected for females have 
to pay more to get better quality menstruation products. 
No one would like to risk his or her own health, so the 
policy has put females in a difficult situation in which 
they can either choose to pay more or risk their own 
health. It warns the government of the necessity of 
removing the “Tampon Tax”. 

 

Figure 4 Influence of the price on PAEs in sanitary 
napkins [14]. 

 

4. SUGGESTIONS 

Since the majority of citizens do not notice the 
existence of the “Tampon Tax”, it is essential for both 
genders to raise the awareness of gender inequality in 
society. The government should take actions in order to 
give females in China the confidence that they live in a 
gender-equality society. From the long-term point of 
view, the administration can fund specific departments 
regarding women-protection to build a mature system as 
well as a domestic tampon brand with high quality 
without harmful substances; while in the short term, it is 
more urgent to abolish the tax on tampons. The author 
hopes the government can achieve a society where the 
weak can be respected and live in peace. 

5. CONCLUSION 

The paper demonstrates the possible reasons for the 
populace being unaware of the “Tampon Tax”, and the 
period shame, gender inequality as well as the profits 
brought by menstruation products all play a role in the 
existence of the “Tampon Tax”. It is essential to improve 
the public’s awareness towards unfair treatment between 
genders and protect the basic right as women. The paper 
also lists harmful substances contained in the cheap 
tampons, and proves that those harmful substances in 
menstruation products are correlated with the price. The 
lower the price is, the more harmful substances there will 
be. The author emphasizes the significance of abolishing 
the tampon tax so that more females could use safer 
products, especially the females in poverty regions. 
Therefore, further studies can focus on doing a control 
experiment in the poverty region to explore if cheap 
tampons will affect the female’s health both in the short 
term and long term. 
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