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OVERVIEW 
 

The Reproductive Health Supplies Coalition (RHSC) contracted and provided technical 
oversight to Mann Global Health (MGH) to conduct a costing analysis of menstrual health 
(MH) Mann Global Health (MGH) to conduct a costing analysis of menstrual health (MH) 
products to enhance understanding of the impact of upstream costs—including taxes, 
levies, fees, duties, and other regulatory costs—for manufacturers and suppliers of MH 
products in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs). We aim to assess how upstream 
tax structures and market behaviors shape MH product affordability in LMICs. Those 
findings will inform a framework and methodology for identifying cost drivers, modeling 
policy scenarios, and framing advocacy asks. This report synthesizes our initial findings 
from a global review of existing literature, including over 60 relevant peer-reviewed articles, 
case studies, media reports, policy briefs, and internet articles addressing the 
affordability, tax policy, value-added tax (VAT) reforms, retail price effects, and advocacy 
outcomes of MH and other related products, including in high-income countries where 
lessons can be drawn for LMICs. This report also includes findings from key informant 
interviews (KIIs) conducted at the global level to deepen our analysis of key themes arising 
from the literature review as well as to fill outstanding gaps in our understanding to inform 
our overall methodology and approach for the upstream costing analysis. Please reference 
Annex 1 for a glossary of key terms. 

This literature review is one component of a broader suite of outputs developed by MGH to 
support MH market analysis and policy engagement. These include a detailed upstream 
costing methodology and model, country-level analyses and case studies, and advocacy-
oriented materials. Together, these resources are designed to provide both the analytical 
foundation and practical tools needed to assess cost drivers, model policy scenarios, and 
inform evidence-based decision-making to improve affordability and access. 

How This Report Fits Within the Suite of Outputs 

• Literature Review (this document): Synthesizes global evidence on tax policy, market 
dynamics, and affordability drivers  

• Costing Methodology and Model: Quantifies upstream costs, simulates impact of policy 
scenarios on price and affordability, and provides guidance on how to apply the model for 
analysis and decision-making  

• Report and Country Case Studies: Applies the methodology to specific markets to assess 
real-world dynamics and policy implications  

• Advocacy and Policy Materials: Translates findings into actionable recommendations for 
policymakers and stakeholders 
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A. LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

1. PURPOSE OF THE LITERATURE REVIEW 

This literature review serves as a foundation for understanding the various factors that influence the pricing 
and accessibility of MH products in LMICs. By synthesizing a wide range of sources, the literature review 
highlights key insights on the context in terms of political, structural, and economic/fiscal forces shaping the 
MH landscape, and draws lessons from regional and global tax reform efforts. Additionally, it provides 
valuable input for guiding the development of methodology for the upstream costing analysis and resultant 
tools, as well as on strategic approaches for policy engagement to enhance affordability and improve policy 
outcomes. Finally, the literature review identifies key gaps in data and outstanding questions to guide our 
areas of inquiry for upcoming KIIs. 

Understanding how VAT functions across the value chain is essential to interpreting the mixed evidence on 
price impacts observed across countries. 

Below are more details on the core objectives of this literature 
review: 

• Provides context 

o Provides insights into how political and structural 
factors (e.g., informal markets, market 
dominance, customs classifications, market 
maturity, etc.) shape the pricing and availability 
of MH products in LMICs. 

• Highlights global and regional efforts around tax reform 
and public advocacy for MH and related products in both 
high-income and lower-income countries that can be 
applied to country analysis 

• Informs methodology and approach for an upstream 
costing analysis 

o Informs a thematic structure for analyzing MH 
product pricing, including but not limited to VAT/tax 
design, pass-through behavior, product typology, 
market competition, and supply chain dynamics. 

o Identifies essential modeling considerations, such as 
time-lag effects, exemption vs. zero-rating and input 
tax burdens. 

o Identifies factors informing a framework to assess 
the effectiveness of fiscal reforms (e.g., VAT removal) 
in driving affordability gains. 

o Differentiates between successful and ineffective 
interventions based on country examples (e.g., UK, 
Kenya, Tanzania, India, etc.). 

 

What Is VAT and Why Does It Matter? 

• VAT is a consumption tax applied at 
multiple points along the value chain, 
from production and importation to final 
retail sale. It is typically included in the 
price paid by consumers. 

• In theory, reducing or removing VAT 
should lower the retail price of goods, 
making them more affordable. 

• In practice, however, the impact on 
consumer prices is often limited or 
inconsistent. Price reductions depend 
on how markets function, particularly 
how businesses set prices, how 
competitive the market is, and whether 
cost savings are passed through to 
consumers. 

 
VAT Treatment of Products 
• Standard-rated: VAT is applied at the 

normal rate, and businesses can 
recover VAT paid on inputs.  

• Zero-rated: VAT is set at 0%, but 
businesses can still recover VAT paid 
on inputs, often lowering overall costs.  

• Exempt: No VAT is charged on the final 
product, but businesses cannot 
recover VAT paid on inputs, which can 
increase underlying costs. 
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• Supports strategy around policy engagement 

o Supplies evidence to shape country-specific policy dialogues with Ministries of finance, 
ministries of trade, and customs authorities. 

o Offers strategic implications for designing fiscal policies, coordinating tax reform with industrial 
and distribution incentives, and embedding MH into gender equity frameworks. 

• Identifies evidence gaps and guides KIIs 

o Highlights key areas where data are lacking that would require us to probe for more information 
via KIIs, such as supply chain costs, price pass-through behavior, and the distributive impact of 
tax reforms. 

o Recommends specific sources to track affordability over time, such as MH-specific Consumer 
Price Index (CPI) and household survey data. 
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2. BIG PICTURE INSIGHTS 

The literature review provides valuable insights into the broader challenges and opportunities for improving 
the affordability and accessibility of MH products in LMICs, including the complex role of taxes, market 
structures, and policy reforms in shaping MH product prices. High-level insights are outlined below: 

 

1. MH products are not affordable in most LMICs. Taxes, 
including VAT, import duties, and other fees, contribute to 
costs that put pricing beyond the affordability of most, but 
even without those costs, affordability is a major challenge 
to access to quality MH products. 

2. VAT and import duty policies shape affordability, but 
eliminating them does not guarantee price reduction. 
Changes in VAT and import duties are often not passed 
through to the end user. One study suggests that “a change 
in retail price is more dependent on market competition 
and local production rather than the tax scheme.”i 

3. Even full pass-through of VAT or the removal of other 
taxes or fees would yield only modest price reductions 
when considering the overall cost of MH products. 
When tax reductions have resulted in a full pass-through to 
the consumer, this often only marginally impacts the 
affordability of MH products in LMICs. While subsidies and 
free distribution play a critical role in improving access for 
the lowest-income populations, they are not sufficient on 
their own to address broader affordability challenges. 
Evidence from the literature suggests that sustainable 
improvements in affordability require a coordinated 
approach that combines targeted subsidy mechanisms 
with market-oriented interventions. These include market-shaping efforts to strengthen market 
competition, reduce input and production costs, improve supply chain efficiency, and implement 
effective tax and regulatory reforms. Together, these interventions can help lower costs across the value 
chain while expanding access beyond populations reached through public or donor-funded distribution. 
Additional interventions, such as subsidies or free distribution, are also needed to meaningfully improve 
MH product affordability.ii 

4. Pass-through of tax changes to consumers varies by market structure, competition, enforcement, 
and other factors. The literature suggests reductions in taxes produce a range of pass-throughs based 
on multiple factors. Countries like Australia, Germany, and states in the United States (such as New 
Jersey) have shown successful pass-through of tax reductions, while India, Tanzania, Zimbabwe, and 
other countries have not, often due to macroeconomic factors such as inflation, weak regulation, weak 
competition, and inefficient market structures.iii 

5. Distributors, wholesalers, and retailers often retain the benefit of tax exemptions. Retailers 
especially often use the space created by reductions in VAT or other taxes and fees to increase profits 
rather than reduce prices.iv In many markets, manufacturers cited challenges in controlling price-setting 
by distributors and retailers. 

Key Terms Used in This Report (a full 
glossary is included at end of report) 

• Value-added tax (VAT): A 
consumption tax applied at multiple 
stages of the value chain and typically 
included in the final retail price  

• Import duties/tariffs: Taxes applied to 
goods entering a country, increasing 
the landed cost of products or inputs  

• Para-tariffs and fees: Additional 
charges at import (e.g., handling fees, 
inspection fees, port levies) that 
increase cost beyond formal tariffs  

• Regulatory costs: Expenses related to 
product registration, certification, 
testing, and compliance with national 
standards  

• Upstream cost drivers: Costs 
incurred before retail (e.g., taxes, 
duties, manufacturing inputs, 
logistics) that influence final product 
price 
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6. MH product tax reform campaigns do have broader societal value. In situations where MH product 
tax reforms have not resulted in a pass-through to the consumer, the literature and case studies suggest 
they serve an important advocacy function by raising gender equity awareness, reducing stigma, and 
underscoring the need to make MH products more accessible and affordable. 

7. Policy and advocacy outcomes depend on a multifaceted approach. Successful policy and advocacy 
outcomes usually require several channels, including public engagement to ensure transparency and 
consumer awareness, institutional commitment (of tax bodies to communicate changes), media 
pressure, and private sector pledges to facilitate pass-throughs and achieve meaningful price reductions 
for consumers. 
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3. DETAILED COUNTRY CASE STUDIES ON MH TAX REPEALS 
AND REDUCTIONS 

VAT and sales taxes on MH products are common globally, ranging from ~5.5% (France) to ~27% (Hungary). 
Additionally, beyond VAT, several other fees and taxes greatly impact the price of MH products. Tariffs and 
regulatory charges compound MH product costs, particularly for countries reliant on imports. In countries 
like Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, Nepal, and Nigeria, import duties on MH products can reach 30–60% of the 
product’s cost, insurance, and freight (CIF) value, and in some cases, exceed that. Local production does not 
always reduce prices due to input tariffs on raw materials or lack of economies of scale. Other charges, 
including port fees, inspection levies, and customs agent commissions, can raise effective border costs by 
an additional 10–15% beyond statutory tariffs. Regulatory costs (registration, quality certification) can also 
add 10–20% to retail prices, especially for reusable products. In many cases, MH products are not 
designated under special economic or health exemptions, leading to inconsistent or excessive taxation. 

High tax rates disproportionately affect women and girls, especially in LMICs. Countries have taken varied 
approaches to applying tax exemptions or reductions on MH products. Countries that have removed or 
reduced VAT (e.g., Kenya, Australia, India, Tanzania) show mixed results in pass-through benefits to 
consumers. The following case studies, drawn from the literature, illustrate a wide range of policy shifts, tax 
reforms, and their varied impacts on price pass-through, offering potential insights on how we might model 
the impact of policy reform and reductions in upstream costs on affordability. 

 

Note: In these case studies, product terminology is shown as it appears in the original policy language. 

CASE STUDY: BANGLADESHv 
 

• Type of Reform: Bangladesh instated a policy for VAT and duty exemption on imported raw materials 
for single-use products (2019–2021). The goal was to incentivize local production, lower input costs, 
and, as a result, reduce retail prices, improving affordability and access for women and girls. 
However, the policy’s implementation was contingent upon several stringent eligibility criteria 
(including a minimum investment of USD 8.75 million, the establishment of necessary 
infrastructure, employment of at least 250 local workers, and compliance with regulatory oversight 
by the National Board of Revenue). 

• Impact: Only one company (Square Toiletries) met the eligibility criteria and benefited from the 
exemption due to these high qualification thresholds. As a result, there was a very limited price 
impact, but the reforms did spark increased visibility and further government engagement on MH. 

• Lessons Learned: 

o A well-intentioned policy failed due to overly restrictive eligibility criteria that limited who 
could benefit, implying that the design of tax reform does matter. Large firms can 
disproportionately benefit from reforms if not designed inclusively, sidelining smaller 
producers. 

o Advocates used the language of “Safe Menstruation” to broaden public and policy support 
beyond just product affordability, and this strategic framing around MH helped to increase 
visibility and further government engagement on MH policy. 
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o Partial reforms can fall short without complementary interventions (e.g., price monitoring, 
consumer protection, or competition) because upstream tax relief alone does not ensure 
improved affordability. 

CASE STUDY: KENYAvi 
 

• Type of Reform: Kenya introduced VAT exemption (2004) and import tax exemptions on MH 
products (2011) and raw materials (2016). 

• Impact: There was a minimal observed reduction in retail prices, with major brands appearing to 
retain pre-reform prices. The policy weakened local production after the 2011 reform, which 
contributed to the 2016 decision to remove import tax on raw materials. However, these policies 
spurred the development of a national MH strategy (2019) and the Basic Education Amendment Act 
(2017) that introduced free pads in schools. 

• Lessons Learned: 

o Removing taxes only on finished products can often have unintended consequences that 
negatively impact local manufacturing and production and disproportionately favor 
imported products over those made in-country. 

o Incremental reforms can help sustain advocacy momentum. Even though the VAT 
exemption did not result in a retained price reduction, it was able to generate visibility 
around MH to support further advocacy efforts. 

CASE STUDY: NIGERIAvii, viii 

 

• Type of Reform: Nigeria introduced a VAT exemption on locally manufactured sanitary pads and 
tampons (2020). 

• Impact: No price reductions were reported, and VAT on raw materials remained. However, the 
campaign increased national visibility and created space for public discourse, including prompting 
the formation of a national MHM coalition and emergency pad distribution efforts (e.g., during 
COVID-19). 

• Lessons Learned: 

o Grassroots-led, multi-sector campaigns (e.g., #EndTheTaxOnPads) proved highly 
effective. 

o Strong media advocacy and public petitions were essential. 

o Male champions in decision-making spaces were influential in shifting policy priorities. 

o Complementary policies (e.g., subsidies, MHM education) are needed to increase 
affordability. 

o Weak government enforcement and price control contributed to the lack of an observed 
pass-through. 
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CASE STUDY: SOUTH AFRICAix 
 

• Type of Reform: In response to widespread pushback on VAT increases on MH products, the 
government of South Africa established a panel to make recommendations in relation to a VAT 
reduction. Through research, grassroots campaigning, and media visibility, civil society played a key 
role in influencing panel recommendations, which ultimately resulted in a decision to introduce 
zero-rating of VAT on sanitary pads alongside a commitment to free distribution of sanitary pads in 
schools (2019). 

• Impact: There was some evidence of price reduction, although there was limited monitoring. 
Tampons were excluded due to unclear language in the policy. This policy stimulated the adoption of 
reusable pad standards (2020). 

• Lessons Learned: 

o Effective framing included a shift from economic to gender justice narrative. 

o Coordinated grassroots organizing helped center lived experience in decision-making 
around policy reform. 

o Strong academic and budget justice analysis added credibility to the ask for VAT zero-
rating on MH products. 

o Inconsistent messaging (e.g., vague product references) weakened full policy inclusion. 

o Greater competition in terms of manufacturers, suppliers, brands, and products on the 
market has been theorized to have resulted in price competition that contributed to the 
successful pass-through of tax reductions to consumers. 

o The use of zero-rating rather than VAT exemption may also have contributed to the price 
reduction.x 

CASE STUDY: TANZANIAxi, xii 

 

• Type of Reform: Tanzania introduced a VAT exemption on sanitary pads (July 2018) that was later 
rescinded (June 2019). It was replaced with a temporary reduction in corporate taxes for MH product 
producers (it is unclear whether that reduction is still in place).xiii 

• Impact: VAT removal did not lead to reduced consumer prices due to the complexity and length of the 
supply chain and the fact that most sales happen in small shops, which limits the feasibility of price 
monitoring. VAT was reinstated due to government perception of ineffectiveness. 

• Lessons Learned: 

o There is a need for supply chain engagement and monitoring to ensure price reductions. 

o It is essential to maintain sustained advocacy post-policy win to ensure successful policy 
reform is retained in the long run. 

o Engaging Ministries of Finance and Revenue early is critical for long-term reform. 
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CASE STUDY – RWANDAxiv 
 

• Type of Reform: Partly in response to a successful social media campaign to address MH stigma 
(Free The Period), Rwanda introduced a VAT exemption for sanitary pads. VAT was previously at 18% 
(November 2019). 

• Impact: There was a limited reduction in retail prices. This, combined with limited availability of MH 
products and ongoing stigma around menstruation, meant that women and girls continued to 
struggle with access to MH products. 

• Lessons Learned: 

o Social media and public advocacy are effective in influencing policy. 

o Institutional engagement (e.g., national debates, media) is critical to support sustained 
policy reform. 

o Addressing stigma around MH can enhance policy traction. 

CASE STUDY – NAMIBIAxv 
 

• Type of Reform: Namibia passed a motion in March 2021 to exempt MH products from VAT 
(effective FY 2022/23). The VAT was previously 15%. Tax reform passed following a public petition 
(11,000+ signatures) and campaign that involved engagement with the ruling party and with the 
media and music industry amplifying campaign visibility. 

• Impact: Given how recent the policy reform was, there have not been any comprehensive national 
studies, but preliminary reports suggest that there has been a slight decrease in retail prices, 
although availability remains an issue, especially in rural areas. 

• Lessons Learned: 

o Strategic timing of campaigns with national budget consultations improves the success of 
policy reform. 

o Partnerships with parliamentarians and public figures can enhance the impact of 
campaigns aimed at policy reform. 

o Monitoring post-implementation is key to tracking real outcomes; without this, the true 
impact of the policy reform in Namibia remains unclear. 

CASE STUDY – MEXICOxvi 
 

• Type of Reform: After an unsuccessful attempt in 2020, Mexico eliminated the 16% VAT on MH 
products (effective 2022) and passed additional state-level reforms to supply free MH products in 
schools. The legislative win followed a sustained advocacy initiative delivered via a collective of over 
30 civil society organizations (Menstruación Digna). 
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• Impact: There has not been a formal government or academic evaluation that has quantified the 
pass-through price changes, but media coverage has indicated that there has been no significant 
reduction in retail prices following the reform. 

• Lessons Learned: 

o Persistence pays off. Despite facing setbacks and challenges with passing reform, 
sustained civil society-driven advocacy can ultimately have an impact on successful 
development of policy. 

o The framing of MH product tax as gender discrimination gained traction to facilitate 
policy reform. 

o Legal actions and public education strengthened the policy push. 

o Monitoring post-implementation is key to tracking real outcomes; without this, the true 
impact of the policy reform in Mexico remains unclear. 

 

CASE STUDY – NEPALxvii 

 

• Type of Reform: In May 2022, Nepal’s government announced the removal of the 15% import tax on 
sanitary pads (effective 2022/23). In September 2022, the Government of Nepal completely removed 
the excise duty on imported perforated polyethylene, a raw material used to manufacture sanitary 
pads. VAT remained at 13%. The reform was triggered by a network of youth-led organizations and 
social enterprise engagement. 

• Impact: The anticipated decrease in retail prices was not fully realized due to limited competition, 
varied retail strategies, lack of enforcement, and other supply chain costs (e.g., logistics, 
distribution, regulatory, etc.) being high. In addition, one area of ambiguity remained: cloth pads 
were still not clearly classified, creating uncertainty in the market. 

• Lessons Learned: 

o Social businesses can bridge consumer and policy interests, ensuring that reforms 
address real barriers to affordability and access. 

o Policymakers need to anticipate market behavior to ensure that reforms benefit the 
intended groups; concerns of domestic manufacturers and importers in particular 
should be kept in mind to ensure they do not retain the margins instead of passing the 
savings on to consumers. 

o Transparency and collaboration with civil society and industry are essential in successfully 
passing reform. 

CASE STUDIES – VAT EXEMPTIONS IN OTHER COUNTRIESxviii 
 

• Australia (2019): Goods and Services Tax (GST) removal led to a 9.1% retail price drop; government 
oversight ensured compliance. 

• Germany (2020): VAT reduction from 19% to 7% led to a 10.5% price drop across product types; 
media and retailer commitments played a role. 
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• New Jersey, US (2005): 6.9% sales tax removal led to a 7.3% price drop overall, with greater benefits 
to low-income women. 

• India (2018): GST exemption (not zero-rating) caused loss of input tax credit; no consumer price drop 
was recorded, and importers gained a competitive advantage. 

• Zimbabwe (2018): VAT and duty removal was followed by dramatic price increases due to inflation, 
low local manufacturing, and weak accountability. 

• UK (2001, 2021): A 5% reduction in VAT (2001) followed by zero-rate VAT exemption (2021) had mixed 
results: a partial pass-through by some retailers, revenue from 5% VAT was initially used for Tampon 
Tax Fund, and the UK government promising to provide free MH products in schools, colleges, and 
hospitals to those who might otherwise struggle to afford MH products. 

• Sri Lanka (2020): xix, xx Combined import duties exceeded 62% of CIF value for pads; local producers 
struggled due to equal tax treatment with importers. 

• Nigeria and Ghana (2018–2021):xxi Tariffs on pads ranged from 20–35%; the lack of unified 
Harmonized System (HS) codes enabled inconsistent customs practices. 

• East African Community (EAC):xxii Efforts by the East African regional body to harmonize trade 
regulations and HS code classifications have not advanced, resulting in inconsistent standards 
across Kenya, Uganda, and Tanzania. 
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4. KEY FINDINGS AND STRATEGIC IMPLICATIONS—THEMATIC 
ANALYSIS 

 
The detailed thematic analysis that follows expands upon our overarching key insights based on our 
learnings from the various case studies and other literature by providing a deeper exploration of the factors 
influencing the affordability and accessibility of MH products in LMICs. This literature review informs a 
costing methodology currently being developed as part of this scope of work and broader suite of resources. 
By dissecting these key themes, we aim to unpack how each theme informs the methodology and approach 
for assessing upstream cost drivers, forecasting price pass-through outcomes, and framing policy dialogues 
aimed at improving the affordability of MH products across LMICs. 

THEME 1: TAX POLICY DESIGN AND PASS-THROUGH OUTCOMES IN MH 
 

Pass-through refers to whether—and how much—changes in costs (e.g., 
taxes, duties, fees) are reflected in the final price paid by consumers. 

Tax policy, particularly the application of VAT and other fiscal levers, plays 
an important role in influencing the affordability of MH products. However, 
the impact of tax reforms, specifically VAT reductions and exemptions, on 
the affordability of MH products in LMICs has been inconsistent and is 
frequently undermined by informal, fractured, and noncompetitive 
markets and weak tax administration, resulting in incomplete pass-
through to end users. While tax changes are intended to lower prices, 
evidence from various countries reveals mixed results, with some reports 
indicating modest price reductions and others showing minimal or no 
change at all. In some cases, these policies inadvertently favor importers 
over local manufacturers, which can also impact the affordability of MH 
products. VAT pass-through efficiency is lower in countries where informal retailers dominate the MH supply 
chain, and where exempted goods face embedded input taxation that limits actual price relief for 
consumers.xxiii The following key findings provide an overview of the challenges and complexities associated 
with VAT reforms and their ability to drive meaningful price reductions for consumers. 

 

Key findings 

 

• VAT pass-through varies widely across countries and product categories. While some evidence 
exists of VAT reductions leading to lower MH product prices, VAT pass-through varies widely across 
countries and product categories, even in higher-income countries. A study by the International 
Monetary Fund found that actual pass-through post-reform averages ~30–40%, especially for 
reduced VAT rates or reclassifications, influenced by market structure, the relative competitive 
nature of the market, and retailer behaviors. The paper also shows that time dynamics matter; 
anticipation effects (retailers changing prices before reform) and lagged pass-through can both 
impact retail prices.xxiv Two common failure points in driving pass-through to consumers include (1) 
companies retaining tax savings as profit and (2) VAT exemptions (rather than zero-rating) preventing 
input tax refunds, ultimately limiting retail price drops. Competitive markets with public 

Pass-through refers to 
whether—and how 
much—changes in costs 
(e.g., taxes, duties, fees) 
are reflected in the final 
price paid by 
consumers. In practice, 
pass-through is shaped 
by a combination of 
market and policy 
factors. 
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accountability and transparency (e.g., Australia, Germany, New Jersey) were more likely to see 
successful pass-through of savings. 

 

  

FACTORS IMPACTING WHETHER VAT WILL BE PASSED THROUGH TO THE END 
USER  

(as identified in “An Economic Assessment of Menstrual Hygiene Product Tax Cuts, 2020”) 

 

1. Competitive Market Structure: Markets with many sellers tend to reflect tax cuts in retail 
prices. Example: In the UK, competitive retail chains showed moderate to high pass-through. 

2. Transparent Pricing and Consumer Awareness: When consumers are aware of tax changes, 
it pressures sellers to pass on savings. 

3. Government Monitoring or Price Controls: Regulatory oversight, including public price 
tracking or caps, increases accountability. 

4. Zero-Rating (vs. Exemption): Zero-rated goods allow producers to recover input taxes, 
enhancing affordability across the supply chain. 
 
 

 Other Factors That Limit Pass-Through 

 

1. Retailer Market Power and Margin Absorption: Dominant firms may keep the savings as 
profit, especially with weak competition. 

2. Lack of Government Oversight or Enforcement: Without monitoring, there is no mechanism 
to ensure price reductions. 

3. Low Consumer Awareness: If consumers are unaware of tax relief, sellers face less pressure 
to reflect it in prices. 

4. Exemptions Without Input Tax Recovery: Exempt MH products can still carry embedded 
input tax costs, reducing price relief at the retail level. 

5. High Import Duties or Other Upstream Taxes: Tariffs, port fees, and regulatory costs may 
offset the benefits of VAT reductions. 

6. Timing Effects (Anticipation or Lag): Retailers may adjust prices before or well after tax 
reform takes place, reducing immediate impact. 
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THE FUNDAMENTALS: ZERO-RATED VAT VS. VAT-EXEMPT 

 

• When goods are VAT-exempt, producers cannot reclaim VAT paid on inputs. 
• This “unrecoverable input VAT” then gets embedded in the final price. 
• For exempt goods, consumers may still effectively “pay VAT” indirectly through that higher 

final price. 
• Implication: You must factor in supply chain VAT costs to estimate full price impacts. 
 

Feature Zero-Rated Exempt 

VAT on sale Charged at 0% No VAT charged 

Input VAT (on 
purchases) 

Can be claimed back Cannot be claimed back 

Invoice shows VAT? Yes — shown as 0% No VAT appears 

Good for 
manufacturers? 

Yes — lowers cost by allowing input 
VAT recovery 

No — VAT on inputs becomes a 
cost 

Good for consumers?  Often — prices may be lower 
Not always — prices may stay 
high if VAT is embedded 
(especially manufacturers) 

 

Key Implications - General 

• Zero-rating is better for the supply chain (and often for consumers), as businesses can 
recover VAT paid on inputs. This helps reduce the final price. 

• Exemption increases costs for suppliers (they still pay VAT on inputs but cannot reclaim 
it), which can favor importers over suppliers and often leads to higher prices for 
consumers despite the lack of VAT on the final product. 
 

Key Implications - MH Context 

• Zero-rating MH products means the manufacturer or seller does not charge VAT, and 
they can recover VAT on materials like packaging or shipping. 

• Exempting MH products means no VAT is charged, but manufacturers absorb all VAT paid 
during production, which may keep prices high. 
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• Tax reform alone is insufficient; a multifaceted strategy is needed to improve MH product 

affordability and access. Integration of tax policy with broader market development, subsidy, 
education, or monitoring strategies is required. This can be aided by creating public and media 
pressure using consumer price tracking, advocacy, and naming/shaming to help ensure pass-
through. Strong framing of MH as a public health and gender equity issue also ensures widespread 
coherence around the intended impact of the policy. The Period Tax report and accompanying 
literature conclude that successful pass-through requires more than legal reform; it demands 
government accountability, consumer awareness, media pressure, and sometimes private sector 
commitments to transparency.xxv 

• The complexity of tax systems and product classifications and the limitations of the agencies 
that enforce them present obstacles to a meaningful impact of tax removal on price, even if the 
reduction is fully passed to consumers.xxvi MH-specific examples demonstrate that where there is 
no targeted oversight or binding price regulation, retailers often absorb cost reductions as profit.xxvii 
Tax law reforms were also impacted by imprecise product language, sometimes leading to 
loopholes and exclusion of some MH products (e.g., resulting in tax reductions for menstrual pads 
but not menstrual cups). Exemption from VAT differs from zero-rating. VAT-exempt products cannot 
recover input taxes, potentially embedding tax costs in retail prices, while zero-rated products allow 
for full input tax recovery, making them truly tax-free.xxviii, xxix VAT exemptions are poorly targeted and 
regressive in nature. Wealthier households capture most of the benefits. For example, in Sri Lanka, 
the richest decile gets five times more in cash-equivalent VAT relief than the poorest.xxx, xxxi When 
advocacy campaigns do not specify which tax should be reformed, it creates ambiguity for 
policymakers and room for private sector influence. In Bangladesh, lack of clarity led to distortions in 
implementation.xxxii 

 
Strategic Implications 

 
• A multifaceted approach is needed. Tax reform should be 

part of a broader strategy that includes public education, 
consumer awareness campaigns, and monitoring of market 
prices over time. It is important to support integrated fiscal 
packages that include subsidies, regulatory oversight, and 
further market structure reforms. These efforts help create 
an environment in which tax benefits can lead to real 
reductions in prices. 

• Targeted advocacy and public engagement are critical. Advocacy efforts should focus on building 
public support for tax reforms while maintaining pressure on policymakers. Public engagement, 
media campaigns, and grassroots movements are crucial for ensuring that reforms are sustained 
and impactful. 

• Tax policy changes aimed at improving product affordability must be accompanied by clear 
communication and regulation mechanisms to prevent absorption of benefits solely by private 
actors. 

• Governments and policymakers/advocates need to understand and differentiate between 
exemption and zero-rating and consider the full cost stack, including raw materials and 
corporate tax incentives. 

 

The cost stack refers to the set of 
costs that accumulate along the value 
chain—from production or importation 
through distribution and retail—that 
together determine the final price paid 
by the consumer. 
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THEME 2: PRODUCT TYPOLOGY AND COST COMPOSITION 
 

Cost drivers for MH products vary significantly by product type, with disposable pads and tampons, reusable 
pads, and menstrual cups each presenting distinct market challenges. Product type directly shapes cost 
structure through inputs (materials, packaging, capital), packaging, regulation, and consumer perception.xxxiii 
This theme explores how taxation, duties, and regulatory costs are applied inconsistently across product 
types, leading to inequitable consumer prices and distorted incentives in procurement and manufacturing. 

 

Key Findings 

• Disposable pads dominate the MH market globally, with higher cumulative user costs due to 
recurring purchase cycles.xxxiv 

• Durables were seen to have higher pass-through than non-durables. Disposable vs. reusable MH 
products may behave differently to tax reform. Reusable cups/pads (durables) may show more 
pronounced price changes, whereas disposable pads/tampons (non-durables) may have lower 
pass-through due to frequent replenishment and retailer margin buffering.xxxv, xxxvi 

• Menstrual cups have higher upfront retail prices (due to import tariffs, regulatory approval fees, 
and certification) but lower lifetime costs.xxxvii 

• Reusable pads often face regulatory challenges that cannot be quantified, including inconsistent 
standards for hygiene or quality assurance. 

• Internal use products like menstrual cups may also incur registration and testing fees that add 10–
20% to end user costs in countries with stricter quality regulation, especially if classified as a 
medical rather than commercial product. 

• Local manufacturers of reusable products may benefit from lower material input costs but lack 
economies of scale, affecting pricing and availability. 

 

Strategic Implications 

 

• There is a need to factor in the type of MH product and corresponding business models 
supporting manufacturing (international, regional, and domestic-including cottage industry and 
social businesses) to understand the implications of taxation on retail prices. 

• Better classification and regulation could improve market access for newer MH technologies. 
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THEME 3: HOW CHANGE HAPPENS – ADVOCACY WINS AND THE POWER OF 
PUBLIC ENGAGEMENT 

 
Advocacy and public engagement have been key drivers of policy change in the MH space, with grassroots 
movements, social media campaigns, and multi-stakeholder coalitions playing critical roles in advancing 
policy reforms. This theme explores the transformative impact of advocacy efforts in various countries, 
highlighting how coordinated actions and symbolic framing (e.g., the “tampon tax”) have raised awareness 
and mobilized public support. The power of public engagement, especially in breaking taboos and shaping 
gender justice narratives, is central to understanding how policy shifts occur. Sustained advocacy, strategic 
messaging, and post-reform monitoring are also needed to ensure that the benefits of these policies reach 
those who need them most. Even where tax reform did not result in lower product pricing for the end user, it 
often served as a powerful advocacy tool. 

 

Key Findings 

 
• Advocacy was a decisive force behind policy wins in countries such as China, Kenya, Mexico, India, 

and many others. In China, social media campaigns broke taboos and raised awareness about MH 
affordability, generating mainstream coverage and public debate. In Kenya, coordinated civil society 
action led to early VAT reforms (2004–2016). In Mexico, multi-stakeholder coalitions, including 
feminist economists, journalists, and NGOs, successfully pushed for VAT elimination. 

• Symbolic framing (e.g., “tampon tax”) was instrumental in mobilizing support and driving gender 
justice narratives in both high-income countries and LMIC contexts. 

• Campaigns in Germany and the UK succeeded by tying MH to broader gender equity goals and 
using petitions, celebrity support, and institutional pressure. 

• Post-reform monitoring was generally weak, except in a few cases (Mexico) where civil society 
watchdogs helped track price responses and hold actors accountable. 

 

Strategic Implications 

 

• Advocacy campaigns must clearly define the tax or policy lever targeted (VAT vs. exemption vs. 
input tax) and be backed by technical evidence. To do this, advocates need to be equipped with the 
right data/evidence and advocacy messaging. 

• Evidence-based narratives and storytelling should be paired with cost data and economic 
rationale to influence policy outcomes. 

• Post-policy reform efforts should include mechanisms for price tracking and public accountability. 
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THEME 4: THE ROLE OF SUPPLY CHAINS AND MARKET STRUCTURE IN MH 
PRODUCT PRICING 
 

The pricing of MH products is deeply influenced by the structure of the market and the functioning of supply 
chains. This theme explores how market fragmentation, lack of competition, and reliance on imports can 
hinder the effectiveness of tax reforms in reducing prices. Additionally, it highlights the challenges with local 
manufacturing in terms of logistics, transportation costs, and regulatory challenges in shaping final product 
prices. 

 

Key Findings 
 

• Market structure and lack of competition affect pass-through. MH markets are often small and 
fragmented, with limited competition and high reliance on imported raw materials or finished 
products. This dynamic exposes these markets to heightened risks from global supply chain 
disruptions, foreign exchange fluctuations, and tariff regimes. 

o In many countries, market structures dominated by a few larger brands lead to limited 
pricing competition and less pressure to pass cost savings from elements like VAT to 
users.xxxviii 

o Informal markets can provide cheaper alternatives but often raise concerns over product 
quality, further complicated by a lack of product standards globally.xxxix 

o Price mark-ups along the MH product supply chain are significant contributors to 
affordability. Retail prices are not solely shaped by taxes but also by logistics, distributor 
margins, and retailer behavior.xl 

• VAT pass-through is much higher in formal vs. informal markets. VAT pass-through rates vary 
sharply: 75% in formal stores versus only 16% in informal markets (data from non–MH goods).xli 

• Domestic manufacturing and supply chain costs. Local manufacturing can reduce costs but only 
if economies of scale and tax exemptions are achieved. In LMICs, small-scale producers face 
multiple barriers: input costs, lack of machinery, and limited regulatory support.xlii, xliii Incentive 
schemes (e.g., tax holidays, import waivers) have been piloted but poorly documented (e.g., in 
Bangladesh, input tax relief disproportionately favored a dominant firm; in Nigeria, local MH 
products are VAT-exempt but imported products are not). High cost of capital and unclear demand 
forecasts disincentivize private investment. Transportation, warehousing, and last-mile delivery 
costs also play a significant role in final pricing, and distribution inefficiencies increase landed 
costs.xliv Customs and regulatory issues (e.g., registration delays, unclear product classification) 
further raise costs and limit competition. Finally, in some contexts (e.g., Sri Lanka, Kenya), product 
registration, classification confusion, and inconsistent customs codes have been barriers to 
competitive and transparent pricing. 

Strategic Implications 

 
• Tax reform could be paired with other incentives, such as local manufacturing subsidies or pooled 

procurement, to build scale and competitiveness. 
• If MH products are primarily sold through informal channels, VAT reforms may have minimal 

price impact for the poorest users. 
• Holistic value chain analysis is essential to evaluate the viability of local production. 
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5. EVIDENCE GAPS 

 
While progress has been made in understanding the impact of tax reforms and advocacy efforts on MH 
product pricing, significant gaps in evidence remain. These gaps hinder the ability to fully assess the 
effectiveness of policies aimed at improving affordability and access. Filling these evidence gaps will be 
essential for developing more effective, evidence-based strategies to improve MH product accessibility in 
LMICs. Our costing analysis and methodology/model will need to take these limitations into consideration. 
Key areas where further research is needed are outlined below: 

 
• Data on how tax changes translate into retail price reductions: There is a lack of robust and 

consistent data, particularly in LMICs, in both the short term and over several years, on how tax 
changes translate to retail price reductions. More research is needed on how VAT reductions or 
exemptions affect prices at various points in the supply chain and how these efforts impact the 
affordability and access to MH products in the long-term. 

• Role of media or youth engagement: There is minimal documentation of the role of local media or 
youth engagement in MH advocacy effectiveness. 

• Data on supply chain costs: There is limited disaggregated data on supply chain costs and margins 
across MH product categories. 

• Minimal MH-specific studies on the impact of market structure (e.g., oligopolies vs. fragmented 
distribution) on pricing: More data is needed to understand how different market structures, such 
as the presence of informal markets or market concentration, affect the ability of tax reductions to 
reach consumers. Understanding how local or regional production and competition influence price 
pass-through is crucial. 

  



Menstrual Health Product Policy Simulation and Equity Analysis: Global Literature Review and Key Informant Interview Analysis Report |  23 

6. IMPLICATIONS ON OUR APPROACH, METHODOLOGY, AND 
COUNTRY-LEVEL COSTING ANALYSIS 

 
To effectively assess the affordability and accessibility of MH products in different countries, it is essential to 
take a comprehensive approach to upstream costing analysis. This section outlines key considerations for 
developing country-specific strategies that incorporate the unique factors influencing product pricing, local 
manufacturing, and supply chain dynamics based on the insights from our literature review. 

GENERAL IMPLICATIONS FOR COUNTRY-LEVEL MH UPSTREAM COSTING 
ANALYSIS 
 

• Cost modeling must account for product-specific tax treatment and regulatory fees. 
• Local manufacturers should be interviewed to assess input cost burdens and policy barriers to 

scaling up. 
• MH market strategies should be disaggregated by product type; menstrual cups may need subsidy 

for specific high-need populations and consumer education. 
• KIIs should explore classification issues and informal costs at customs and regulatory authority 

levels, especially for reusables and cups. 
• Standard-setting and quality assurance bodies should be mapped in each country to identify 

chokepoints in product entry. 
• Advocacy efforts must tailor messages to address stigma and awareness gaps, especially for 

reusables. 
• Wholesalers should be targeted as KIIs on mark-up incentives. 
• Supply chain bottlenecks/weaknesses and strengths need to be mapped. 
• The feasibility of common input procurement should be assessed (i.e., bulk procurement of raw 

materials for local production across manufacturers). 
• Small manufacturers and women-led enterprises should be included in regulatory consultation 

processes. 
 

SPECIFIC IMPLICATIONS ON OUR COSTING METHODOLOGY AND 
APPROACH 

 

1. We will map pass-through potential instead of predicting outcomes. 
• In a world of imperfect information and markets, we will shift from forecasting exact price reductions 

to mapping the likelihood of price pass-through based on market typologies. 
• We will draw on factors such as market concentration and structure, the complexity and capacity 

of administrative systems supporting the tax system, and market informality to develop ranges. 
• We will assess countries and markets by the likelihood that cost savings are absorbed at each 

step in the value chain rather than passed through to consumers. . 
 

2. We will integrate market actors’ behaviors and strategic pricing into cost stack models. 
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• We will add a “behavioral pricing component” in the cost model to account for mark-up discretion 
at importer, distributor, and retail levels, factoring in market competitiveness, structure, market 
informality, and other market factors identified in prior MGH landscaping activities. 

• We will use KIIs to understand predictive pricing behavior (e.g., whether retailers adjust prices with 
tax/tariff changes or maintain margins) to understand potential behaviors in a shifting environment. 
 

3. We will draw on real-world experience and context, including price trends, to understand potential 
absorption patterns. 
• Markets, particularly in LMICs, are imperfect. Limited market data is a major challenge; 

infrastructure is constrained; governments struggle to design, implement, and collect on fiscal 
initiatives; and actors struggle to stay competitive and afloat. 

• We will aim to leverage pricing data from VAT/tariff reforms in countries like Mexico, the UK, Kenya, 
Tanzania, and South Africa and apply lessons from higher-income countries (where data is more 
readily available) to LMICs (where markets tend to be more fragmented and less transparent). 
 

4. We will build country evidence to develop use cases to support replicability. 
• We will develop comparative country case summaries where upstream cost reductions were 

translated into affordability gains, absorbed by actors, or are unknown and map them against 
predictive modeling to support replicability and build an evidence base. 

• We will highlight key enabling or limiting factors in our work: e.g., VAT design (zero-rating vs. 
exemption), input tax recovery, consumer protection mechanisms, or media exposure. 

• Drawing on commonly available data and metrics, including the MH Market Maturity Assessment Tool, 
we will ensure countries not included in our analysis will be able to apply the costing model to unique 
market contexts. 
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B. KEY INFORMANT INTERVIEWS 
 

1. PURPOSE OF KEY INFORMANT INTERVIEWS 

 
This synthesis draws on interviews with a range of market actors across geographies and roles involved in MH 
product manufacturing, distribution, regulation, and policy. These interviews take place within a broader 
process that began with a global literature review and will be complemented by structured country-specific 
data collection and cost modeling. The KIIs were designed to surface real-world constraints and 
opportunities related to upstream cost drivers—such as taxes, tariffs, regulatory fees, and market 
dynamics—that shape the affordability and accessibility of MH products. We developed KII guides (see 
Annexes 2 and 3) that drew on findings from the literature review and aimed to flesh out “real-world 
challenges” as experienced by manufacturers, stakeholders, importers, and other actors relevant to the 
modeling work and potential opportunities to address those challenges. The findings inform the structure 
and assumptions of the cost model by identifying real-world constraints—such as unrecoverable input taxes, 
logistics costs, or compliance barriers—that will be quantified through upcoming data collection. These 
insights will also shape targeted policy recommendations aimed at improving equity and cost-efficiency 
across MH product markets. 

 

2. WHO WE TALKED TO 

This list of KIIs represents all interviews completed by November 2025. Additional KIIs will be conducted for 
the two country case studies later in this project scope. 

 

Name Role/Organization Type Key Insights 

Adrian Dongus MH Markets Specialist, 
Sanitation and Hygiene 
Fund (SHF) 

Global Provided synthesis from global stakeholders; themes on tax 
policy, market dynamics, and standards. 

 
Sophia Grinvalds 

MH Supplies Workstream 
Lead, SHF 

Global 
 

Arundati 
Muralidharan 

Founders, Menstrual 
Health Action for Impact 
(MHAi) 

Global (India)  Input on advocacy efforts globally and key considerations 
around global, regional, and country-level efforts for tax reform.  

Tanya Mahajan 

Shivani Swamy Director, Livinguard  Global (India) Manufacturer of reusable MH products; insights on import 
duties, raw materials, HS code classification, and challenges 
with retail price pass-through. 

Torben Holm 
Larsen 

Co-founder, Trine Angeline 
Sig Real Relief  

Global 
(Denmark/In
dia/Asia/Afric
a) 

Reusable pad manufacturer with facilities in Tanzania and 
India; insights on manufacturing cost structures, regional 
barriers, donor market distortion, and regulatory fragmentation. 
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Severine Allute Real Relief  Tanzania  Distributor of reusable pads; insights on manufacturing, 
taxation, and distribution dynamics, with a comparison to the 
Kenyan market. 

Rajiv Joshi Managing Director, SAI 
Pharmaceuticals  

Kenya Local manufacturer of disposable sanitary pads; insights on 
VAT, local production costs, packaging, and duty remission 
schemes. 

Adema Sangale 
Former Executive, Procter 
& Gamble (P&G) 

Kenya Historical perspective on tax reforms, market leadership, and 
strategies to pass on cost savings across the MH value chain. 

Ester Njoroge Founder, Lilicup/MHK  

Kenya Social enterprise focused on menstrual cups; insights on 
product misclassification, excise and VAT, customs delays, 
and consumer education. 

Anthony Sawaya Director of Trade, Embu 
County Government  

Kenya Policy perspective on HS coding, VAT implementation, 
manufacturing competitiveness, and small- and medium-sized 
enterprises (SME) access to tax incentives. 

Caroline Gichinga 
Procurement Officer, 
KEMSA 

Kenya Public sector procurement practices and barriers to MH 
product access via public channels. 

John Muriuki Population Services Kenya  Kenya Social enterprise, recently introduced menstrual cup. 

Thomas Abondo Customs Officer, Kenya 
Revenue Authority (KRA) 

Kenya  Taxation and importation procedures for menstrual hygiene 
products. Insights on the application of duty remission through 
the East African Community Secretariat for raw materials not 
covered under tax exemptions. 

Ken Oduor  Kenya Bureau of 
Standards (KeBS) 

Kenya Classification, regulation, and quality standards for menstrual 
hygiene products; challenges in standard development and 
enforcement, and opportunities for improving product safety, 
labeling, and affordability. 

 

3. KEY FINDINGS 

 
1. VAT exemptions can inadvertently penalize local production. 

 

Input VAT on raw materials and packaging becomes a direct cost to local manufacturers. Local 
manufacturers of MH products are often unable to reclaim VAT on inputs (e.g., machinery, packaging, fabrics 
for reusables) because the final product is VAT-exempt and generates no output VAT to offset the input taxes. 
This creates a structural cost disadvantage for domestic producers relative to importers of finished goods. 
Even when purchasing from domestic suppliers, manufacturers still pay VAT on materials and components, 
which are costs that become embedded in the final product (thus driving up the price) due to the exemption 
status of MH products. The combined impact of VAT on raw materials, packaging, and outsourced services 
can lead to a significantly higher unit cost for locally produced goods (SAI Pharmaceuticals, Livinguard). 
Direct importers face similar challenges when inputs are classified separately. For example, reusable 
kits containing multiple textile components may be taxed under different HS codes and rates (insights from 
Livinguard). 
 
VAT exemption also discourages local value addition and product assembly (especially relevant for 
reusables). Companies that import semi-finished materials (such as fabric for reusable sanitary pads) to 
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assemble MH products locally still must pay VAT on those inputs. 
However, because the final product is VAT-exempt, they cannot 
reclaim that VAT. This means local assembly becomes more 
expensive than importing a fully assembled product that may enter 
duty-free and VAT-free (Livinguard, Real Relief). Large capital 
investments in local production are also affected. SAI 
Pharmaceuticals shared that they paid KES 32 million in VAT on 
machinery alone. Though the VAT is technically recoverable, KRA has 
not issued refunds and instead instructed them to offset the amount against future VAT payable. Market 
distortions from unequal enforcement of tax reforms also disadvantage local manufacturers. Parallel 
importers sometimes benefit from tax avoidance by under-declaring shipments or misusing tax exemptions, 
enabling them to undercut compliant local producers and importers (insights from Population Services 
Kenya, Lilicup). 
 

2. Administrative and compliance hurdles impact all, but small and medium-sized enterprises (SME) 
in particular struggle to navigate complex systems. 
 

Manufacturers often have limited capacity to navigate tax and trade 
systems. SMEs lack legal and tax compliance capacity. Small-scale 
and community-driven enterprises often do not prioritize 
reimbursements due to limited resources, expertise, and bandwidth. 
These enterprises prioritize lower pricing for their target populations but 
may not benefit from formal tax policies like VAT exemptions or rebates 
(MHAi). Without in-house legal or customs experts, many SMEs rely on 
third-party clearing agents, increasing the risk of errors and missed 
incentives. While larger companies have dedicated compliance teams, 
SMEs lack the resources to apply for and follow up on VAT refunds or 
duty remissions (Embu County Government, Kenya). Exemptions must 
be proactively claimed, and many SMEs do not know how. Even 
when tax waivers exist on paper, they must be applied for and 
documented correctly. Many SMEs do not have the resources or 
knowledge to initiate or track these processes (Embu County 
Government, Kenya). Incorrect HS code use leads to denied benefits 
or extra costs. Small importers frequently misclassify MH products, 
leading to rejected exemptions or misapplied taxes (insights from Embu 
County Government, Kenya). Limited awareness among regulators creates further barriers. Some MH 
products (e.g., menstrual cups) face delays because even regulatory agencies like KeBS lack clarity on 
appropriate classification or standards (Lilicup). Finally, no clear technical committee or guidance 
process exists for applying tax exemptions. Delays and contradictory advice from regulatory bodies were 
cited by multiple actors as routine challenges for importers (insights from Lilicup). Unequal tax treatment 
and burdensome remission processes for local manufacturers create an uneven playing field, which 
favors importers of finished products and requires local manufacturers to undergo a burdensome 
application process for annual duty remission on non-exempt raw materials through the East African 
Secretariat in Arusha, Tanzania (insights from SAI Pharmaceuticals). 
  

We’ve accumulated a large 
VAT credit from machinery 
purchases, but KRA hasn’t 
refunded it for three years. 
 
- Rajiv Joshi, SAI Pharmaceuticals 
 

We are quick to tax, but very 
slow to pay back. 

- Anthony Sawaya, Embu County 
Government, Kenya 

Duty remission is given to you 
for one year, but the 
application is very 
cumbersome, and it is not a 
guarantee that it will be 
granted. 

-  Rajiv Joshi, SAI Pharmaceuticals 
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3. Inefficiencies in VAT reclaim systems were cited as a major 
barrier by all interviewed in Kenya. 
 

VAT refund delays tie up capital. SMEs are unable to recover VAT on 
inputs in a timely way, creating serious cash flow issues. Businesses 
are now required to pay VAT in full before claiming input tax, which 
strains cash flows, especially for high-volume sectors like fast-moving 
consumer goods (FMCG) (Population Services Kenya, P&G). Refund 
systems are also often opaque and inconsistent. The approval 
process is unpredictable, non-automated, and lacks transparency 
(Lilicup, Livinguard, Real Relief). Public and donor-funded implementers are also affected. Population 
Services Kenya shared that they carry unrecovered VAT, even on donor-funded programs. In addition, new 
rules make VAT recovery more difficult. Businesses must now pay VAT in full before applying for 
reimbursement, further straining liquidity (insights from P&G). 
 
 

4. Accumulated costs from regulatory fees and delays are a driver of costs. 
MH imports incur a range of regulatory charges, including import declaration fees (IDF), clearance, permits, 
and other compliance costs—even when products are exempt from VAT or duty (insights from Population 
Services Kenya; SAI Pharmaceuticals). 

For local production, input-related costs are a major driver. Import duties on raw materials (typically 8–20%) 
significantly increase production costs, particularly for reusable MH products that rely on cross-border 
sourcing (Livinguard). Packaging materials face similarly high duties and unrecoverable VAT; inputs such as 
polyethylene and polypropylene can attract up to 25% import duty plus VAT and levies, which become 
embedded costs when final products are VAT-exempt (SAI Pharmaceuticals; Real Relief). Semi-finished 
components, such as pre-cut cloth pads or absorbent layers, also face import duties, further increasing 
costs for producers dependent on regional or international supply chains. In addition, import duties on 
manufacturing equipment raise upfront capital costs, constraining expansion of domestic production 
capacity and limiting market entry. 

For finished products, import duties directly affect retail prices and 
market access. In Kenya, prior to the 2005 reforms, imported MH 
products faced a 25% customs duty, contributing to higher consumer 
prices (P&G). In more extreme cases, high tariffs can effectively block 
market entry; for example, Bangladesh imposes duties of up to 80% 
on textile imports—under which pre-cut reusable products are 
classified—making imported products commercially unviable unless 
local sourcing is established (insights from Real Relief). 

Delays and misinformation create additional hidden costs. Delayed approvals, duplicative procedures, 
and poor inter-agency coordination result in storage fees, product aging, and cash flow pressure (insights 
from Lilicup): 

We have a significant surplus 
with Kenya Revenue Authority 
(KRA). They just don’t do 
refunds. We have had to use a 
discount method instead.  

-  John Muriuki, Population 
Services Kenya 

By the time you factor in 
shipping, duty, and marketing, 
you are already at 70% of the 
price. It doesn’t leave much 
room. 

-  Esther Njoroge, Lilicup 
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Logistics and clearance delays as well as other costs 
increase cost-to-market. Shipping, duty, and marketing add 
up to over 70% of final cost; shipping and import duties 
contribute 20–30% of product cost, with marketing adding 
another 20%, leaving slim margins of only ~15% (Lilicup). 
Delays and hidden fees at customs also increase costs. 
Clearance delays can stretch from 3 to 8 days, accruing 
demurrage and storage charges. Informal facilitation payments and unpredictable fees were also cited 
as common (Embu County Government, Kenya). Transport costs penalize smaller shipments. 
Livinguard noted that shipping small quantities (less than container load) drastically inflates landed 
cost, especially across African markets where regional consolidation is limited. Local packaging and 
distribution add further cost layers. Even when products are manufactured abroad, packaging and in-
country distribution steps (e.g., relabeling, kitting, retail logistics) raise final costs (Livinguard). 

 
HS code confusion and misclassification inhibit fair tax 
treatment. Small importers and manufacturers struggle to 
correctly assign HS codes. Without specialized customs 
expertise, SMEs frequently misclassify products or apply overly 
broad categories, leading to missed exemptions or over-taxation. 
Even experienced firms face challenges. Reusable products are 
especially difficult to classify. Pre-cut reusable pad kits are 
treated as textiles. These are taxed under general textile codes, 
attracting duties not intended for finished MH products (Livinguard). Multiple components lead to 
fragmented classification. Reusable kits that contain various fabric types (absorbent core, waterproof 
layer, wings) often require multiple HS codes, complicating documentation and increasing cost (Livinguard). 
Menstrual cups, in particular, are treated as beauty or luxury products under current HS coding, 
triggering 25% excise tax, 16% VAT, and customs duties despite being medically oriented hygiene products 
(Lilicup). A lack of awareness among customs officers worsens inconsistency. Despite official 
exemptions for MH products in policy, poor guidance and lack of harmonization across agencies lead to 
inconsistent application of tax benefits (insights from Lilicup, Population Services Kenya, and Embu County 
Government, Kenya). 

 
5. Regulatory fragmentation and lack of harmonized standards create trade barriers. 
 
Conflicting agency requirements can cause delays. Multiple agencies apply overlapping or inconsistent 
rules. In Kenya, agencies like the Kenya Revenue Authority (KRA) (tax), KeBS (standards), and Pharmacy and 
Poisons Board (PPB) each impose requirements, including unclear guidance on product classification 
without coordination, leading to delays and duplicate approvals (SAI Pharmaceuticals, Population Services 
Kenya). The lack of regional harmonization also blocks market access. MH standards vary by country (e.g., 
ARSO vs. KeBS). Firms exporting within Africa face the burden of recertifying the same product multiple times 
to satisfy national authorities (Livinguard, Real Relief). Products approved in one country can therefore be 
rejected in another. Real Relief’s SafePads, approved in Tanzania by both the standards body and medical 
authority, were rejected at the Kenyan border because KeBS failed to recognize equivalent certification (Real 
Relief). At the global level, MH standards are currently under development via the International Organization 
for Standardization (ISO) but have not yet been rolled out and will still require adoption/enforcement at local 
or regional levels. 
 

Unless we are shipping a full 
container, we can’t make the 
unit costs work. 

-  Shivani Swamy, Livinguard 

If you don’t drill down to the 
specific code, you lose your 
exemption. 

-  Anthony Sawaya, Embu County 
Government, Kenya 
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The burden falls the heaviest on reusables and innovative 
products that fall outside the defined category of single-use pads or 
tampons. Newer MH products, such as reusables, often lack clear 
standards or review pathways, and options like menstrual cups in 
particular face regulatory ambiguity and institutional unfamiliarity, 
slowing time to market (Population Services Kenya). Insufficient 
standards are compounded by market distortion from free (and 
often poor-quality) products. Poor-quality, locally made reusables 
damage consumer trust and the product category’s reputation. For example, in Nigeria, a locally produced 
reusable pad distributed by a major donor was poorly constructed, leading to discomfort, leakage, and 
rejection by users (Real Relief). Such experiences sour perception of reusable products as a whole and erode 
market potential, making it harder for high-quality locally or globally manufactured options to gain traction 
and scale. Similarly, donation programs can often introduce poor-quality products without appropriate 
quality assurance processes in place. 

 
6. Despite these challenges, tax reform can create positive impact. 
 

In Kenya, tax reform in 2005 helped importers pass on savings to end users. VAT exemption to zero-rating 
(from 14%) and elimination of the 25% customs duty on imported sanitary pads were implemented in 2005 
and reported to significantly improve the cost structure for businesses in the sector (P&G). Following the 
2005 reforms, P&G made a deliberate move to reduce prices across the board. As a market leader, the 
company passed cost savings down through the supply chain, with the intention of expanding access to safe, 
affordable MH products. This pricing strategy helped catalyze a shift in consumer behavior, especially among 
women and girls who had previously relied on unsafe, informal alternatives. Competitors followed P&G’s 
lead, anchoring their prices to the new benchmark, which collectively drove market-wide affordability 
(insights from P&G). 

 

As mentioned earlier, imported finished goods are (inadvertently) treated more favorably than locally 
made products. Finished MH products often enter duty- and VAT-free because 
importers benefit from straightforward tax exemptions that apply automatically, without needing to navigate 
complex bureaucratic processes. The process is perceived as being easier to navigate. On the other hand, 
local producers face higher input costs and red tape. Manufacturers must secure quota-based duty 
remissions, post bonds, and wait for approval from revenue authorities, adding both administrative costs 
and uncertainty to production (insights from SAI Pharmaceuticals). 

 
Focusing on regional hubs or global approaches for tax 
reforms could be a successful strategy. In Sub-Saharan 
Africa specifically (e.g., Kenya, Nigeria, South Africa) 
regional approaches to tax reform may have broader ripple 
effects on affordability across the continent. A harmonized 
approach to HS codes and import duties within regions, for 
example, could lead to more significant long-term impacts 
on product prices and availability. Similarly, global tax policy 
advocacy should consider harmonized tax codes and the 
inclusion of all MH products, not just single-use pads. This 
could reduce the complexities of country-by-country 

It’s a long process, and even 
KeBS staff sometimes don’t 
know what standards apply. 

-  John Muriuki, Population 
Services Kenya 

If we try and look at policy change 
across each country separately, it 
will not solve for the upstream 
challenges because most LMIC MH 
supply chains are so import 
dependent. 

 - Tanya Mahajan, Menstrual Health 
Action for Impact (MHAi) 
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advocacy efforts and ensure that tax reductions benefit the full range of MH products available across all 
LMIC markets (insights from MHAi). 
 
Tax reforms may also encourage innovation and diversification in the market rather than direct price 
reductions. Particularly in more competitive markets, manufacturers are likely to offer a broader range of 
products at different price points, even if they do not reduce the price of existing products (MHAi). 
 

7. Fragmented distribution and informal retail undermine affordability. 
 

Multi-tier distribution can reduce price control. Manufacturers lose 
oversight after product moves beyond first-tier distributors. SAI 
Pharmaceuticals noted that once products move beyond primary 
distributors, they cannot enforce or monitor adherence to 
recommended retail pricing (RRP). RRP adherence varies widely by 
location and channel. In rural and informal markets, pricing is often 
left entirely to local retailers who set margins independently, 
resulting in significant mark-ups (Population Services Kenya, Real Relief). P&G used its market leverage to 
influence pricing behavior on MH products in Kenya. While it could not control final prices, P&G aligned 
trade practices with RRPs through distributor incentives and consistent engagement across the value chain. 
Still, pricing in informal markets was not fully enforceable. Ultimately, sellers in kiosks or small shops 
exercised discretion over pricing, especially in underserved areas. Reusable products face limited shelf 
presence and are largely absent from retail pharmacies and supermarkets. Limited visibility and weak 
distribution infrastructure for reusables create additional affordability and access challenges (insights from 
Real Relief). Overall, rural reach is constrained, and demand creation is needed. Without parallel 
investments in awareness and last-mile distribution, tax relief or subsidies alone will not ensure product 
uptake (insights from Population Services Kenya, SAI Pharmaceuticals). 
 
8. The high cost of MH product production in Africa undermines competitiveness and scale. 
 
Core cost drivers of MH product manufacturing include energy, 
labor, and packaging. Electricity and fuel costs remain prohibitive. 
High energy prices were cited across multiple interviews as a core 
deterrent to establishing or expanding MH product manufacturing in 
Africa (insights from Embu County Government, Kenya, Real Relief). 
Procurement of packaging material is also costly and 
fragmented. Finally, stop-and-go production raises unit costs 
because of infrequent or inconsistent procurement, especially from 
donor programs, limiting the ability to run continuous production 
cycles and inflating per-unit costs. Decentralized procurement of MH 
products means that large buyers, like governments, are typically not 
procuring products the way they would for other reproductive health 
supplies like contraceptives or maternal health commodities. 
 
Understanding the challenges faced by raw material suppliers (e.g., wood pulp, textiles) in navigating tax 
policies and imports is also critical. Raw material availability and pricing greatly influence the cost structure 
for finished products, and market fragmentation or reliance on aggregators can complicate efforts to pass on 
tax savings to impact affordability (insights from MHAi). 

We provide RRPs, but 
informal vendors charge 
what they want. 

-  Torben Holm Larsen, Real 
Relief 

Manufacturers often source 
packaging from outside the 
country, adding transport 
costs, clearance delays, and 
duties – it would be much 
easier to access packaging 
near centralized plants in 
India. 

-  Torben Holm Larsen, Real 
Relief 
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Regional hubs offer efficiency but are undermined by 
localization pressures. The push by donors and governments 
for local production increases duplication. Demands for 
country-specific facilities (e.g., Kenya) fragment 
manufacturing and reduce economies of scale, even when 
nearby regional hubs exist (e.g., Tanzania) (Real Relief). Real 
Relief’s India site outperforms African sites on cost and 
efficiency. Their Indian facility benefits from lower labor and 
energy costs, easier access to materials, and uninterrupted 
production lines. In Kenya, underutilized capacity reflects this challenge. SAI Pharmaceuticals reports 1.2 
billion pad manufacturing capacity annually against a need of only 600 million pads, suggesting low 
utilization rates partly due to competition from duty-free imports. Perceived undercutting by imported 
products fuels domestic frustration. Local manufacturers view the influx of duty-free finished products as 
eroding demand for locally made goods. However, regional manufacturing still holds promise, with the 
right support. Real Relief confirms Africa-based production is viable, but policy and coordination must 
improve. While committed to Tanzania, the firm described how regional production is still disadvantaged by 
lack of scale, delayed approvals, and uncoordinated country-specific requirements. 
 

  

Kenya is not competitive on 
manufacturing. Fuel, power, and 
political risk drive firms to 
Rwanda and Tanzania. 

-  Anthony Sawaya, Embu County 
Government, Kenya 
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4. STRATEGIC IMPLICATIONS ON COSTING METHODOLOGY 
AND APPROACH 

These key findings have critical implications on our costing methodology and approach, providing a deeper 
look into the factors that need to be accounted for when estimating the impact of upstream reforms on 
affordability and guiding future policy decisions. Key implications are outlined below. 

• Policy ambiguity and inconsistent application undermine pass-through. Confusion between 
exemption and zero-rating, delayed VAT refunds issued as credit offset while lack of clarity across 
actors and agencies made it difficult for some acgtors to understand what refunds they qualified for. 

o Implication for cost modeling: We will incorporate uncertainty into tax treatment 
assumptions, model scenarios where VAT refunds are not realized or delayed, and highlight 
pricing volatility due to limited planning ability. 

• VAT exemption creates structural cost barriers for local production. Local producers cannot 
recover VAT on inputs (materials, packaging, and, importantly, capital) due to exemption status. 

o Implication for cost modeling: We will model unrecoverable VAT as a direct additive cost 
for local producers and contrast that with lower tax burden on importers of finished goods. 

• Cost savings from tax relief may not reach consumers without downstream controls. Upstream 
tax relief is often lost through fragmented supply chains and lack of RRP enforcement. 

o Implication for cost modeling: We will not assume 100% price pass-through and will apply 
a leakage or dilution factor when estimating retail impact of tax relief via three modeling 
scenarios: no pass-through, partial pass-through, and full pass-through. 

• Input taxes on packaging and services accumulate in local production. Domestic producers pay 
VAT across multiple supply chain points, compounding costs. 

o Implication for cost modeling: We will explicitly model cascading VAT (on packaging, 
transport, energy) as additive costs for domestic production scenarios. 

• VAT refund and exemption access is unequal across actor types. SMEs and social enterprises 
struggle with compliance, delays, and refund systems. 

o Implication for cost modeling: We will segment model assumptions by actor type (e.g., 
SME vs. MNC) and assign higher effective tax rates or frictional costs to less formal players. 

• Regulatory and standards fragmentation, including HS code misclassification, increases 
transaction costs. Misclassification and duplicative standards drive up costs for certification, 
clearance, and redesign. 

o Implication for cost modeling: We will add a “regulatory friction” cost layer, especially for 
reusables, and model duplicated certification costs for multi-country supply chains. We will 
also aim to account for costs associated with HS code ambiguity/misclassification. 
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ANNEX 1: GLOSSARY OF KEY TERMS 

1. Product and Consumer Terms 
 
• Menstrual health (MH) products – Products designed to manage menstruation, including 

disposable pads, reusable pads, menstrual cups, tampons, and other products. 
• Multiple-use MH products – MH products designed for multiple uses, including cloth pads or 

silicone menstrual cups, often with higher production complexity. 
• Affordability – Degree to which MH products can be purchased by consumers without financial 

strain; influenced by production costs, taxes, tariffs, distribution, and retail practices. 
 

2. Regulatory and Policy Terms 
 
• Fragmented regulatory landscape – Lack of harmonized standards or overlapping, inconsistent 

requirements across agencies or countries, creating barriers to trade and market expansion. 
• Excise tax – A tax levied on certain goods, sometimes applied to menstrual cups or other non-

traditional MH products due to misclassification. 
• Harmonized System (HS) code – Standardized international system for classifying traded products; 

misclassification can lead to higher taxes or denied exemptions. 
• Duty remission scheme – Government policy allowing manufacturers to avoid paying import duties 

on raw materials not available domestically. 
• Value-added tax (VAT) – A consumption tax applied at multiple stages of the value chain—from 

production or importation to final sale—where the tax is ultimately borne by the end consumer and 
embedded in the retail price. 

• VAT exemption – Policy removing VAT from certain products (e.g., MH products). 
• Zero-rating – VAT applied at 0% on certain products, potentially allowing input VAT recovery if 

properly structured. 
• Input VAT – VAT paid on raw materials, components, or machinery used to manufacture goods; can 

be unrecoverable for VAT-exempt final products. 
• Unrecovered VAT – VAT paid on inputs that cannot be reclaimed due to final product exemptions, 

increasing costs for local manufacturers. 
• VAT refund system – Process by which businesses claim back input VAT; often cited as slow, 

opaque, and burdensome, especially for SMEs. 
• Trade/import barriers – Obstacles such as tariffs, duties, unclear HS code classifications, or 

regulatory fragmentation that impede the import of MH products. 
• Administrative and compliance hurdles – Challenges faced by manufacturers and SMEs in 

navigating tax, regulatory, and customs systems, including difficulty applying for VAT refunds or duty 
remissions. 

• Tax reform – Changes in government policy aimed at adjusting tax rates or procedures to improve 
affordability, equity, or market efficiency. 
 

3.  Manufacturing and Production Terms 
 
• Manufacturing cost drivers – Key factors influencing production costs, including labor, energy, 

packaging, raw materials, machinery, and compliance costs. 
• Local value addition/local assembly – Manufacturing steps conducted domestically, such as 

assembling reusable pads from imported textiles. 
• Cost-to-market – Total cost incurred to bring a product from production to the point of sale, 

including production, shipping, tariffs, packaging, logistics, and marketing. 
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• Unit cost – Cost to produce a single unit of a product, affected by taxes, import duties, production 
efficiency, and regulatory fees. 

• Regional hub/regional production facility – Centralized manufacturing site serving multiple 
countries to achieve economies of scale. 
 

4.  Market and Distribution Terms 
 
• Multi-tier distribution – Supply chain structure involving multiple levels of distributors and retailers, 

complicating price control and reducing margins for manufacturers. 
• Informal retail/informal market – Sales of products through non-registered shops, kiosks, or local 

vendors where pricing and tax enforcement are inconsistent. 
• Wholesale price – Wholesale price is what manufacturers receive from distributors. 
• Retail pricing/Recommended Retail Price (RRP) – RRP is the pricing suggested for consumers at 

retail points. 
• Market distortion – Situations where competition or pricing is skewed due to uneven tax 

enforcement, donor interventions, or import privileges. 
• Public sector procurement practices – Government purchasing systems for MH products, 

influencing availability, pricing, and access, particularly for underserved populations. 
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ANNEX 2: KEY INFORMANT INTERVIEW GUIDE: 
GLOBAL ADVOCATES & MARKET SHAPERS FOR 

MH PRODUCT COST DRIVERS 
 

I am working with Mann Global Health on a project aimed at understanding the factors that impact the 
affordability of menstrual health (MH) products in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs). The goal is to 
generate evidence on upstream cost drivers—such as taxes, tariffs, and regulatory fees—and provide 
materials to support local advocates in advancing a more enabling regulatory and policy environment for MH 
product manufacturers, distributors, and users. This work is supported by the Reproductive Health Supplies 
Coalition (RHSC) and the Sanitation and Hygiene Fund (SHF). 

As part of this work, we are seeking insights and tools that can help inform our analysis of market dynamics, 
tax policy, and price formation across countries. We are particularly interested in your expertise and would 
greatly appreciate it if you could share insights (AND if relevant) any data, tools, or resources that might be 
useful for modeling the impact of fiscal reforms (such as VAT reductions or exemptions) on MH product 
prices, market competition, and affordability—especially for lower-income consumers. 

Information about the RHSC Menstrual Health Supplies Workstream can be found [here]. Information about 
Mann Global Health can be found [here]. 

 

  Global Market and Policy Context 

• How would you describe the current global landscape for MH product markets working on 
affordability? Who are the key players, and what trends are you seeing in product types and access? 

• Where do you see the greatest gaps or challenges in ensuring affordable MH products for low-income 
populations? 

• Are there specific countries or regions that stand out as examples (positive or negative) for MH product 
affordability or market innovation? 

• What global advocacy campaigns, coalitions, or partnerships are influencing MH product affordability 
and tax reform? 

• What recommendations do you have on how best to deliver and communicate results from this kind 
of analysis to drive change? 
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   Taxation and Upstream Cost Drivers 

• From your perspective, how significant are upstream cost drivers like VAT, tariffs, and para-tariffs (e.g., 
import declaration fees, handling charges, port surcharges, inspection fees, and railway levies) in 
affecting MH product affordability? 

• Have you seen examples where tax reforms (e.g., VAT exemptions, zero-rating) have successfully 
reduced prices for consumers? If not, what were the barriers? 

• Are there cases where tax exemptions exist but prices remain high? What factors might explain that 
disconnect? 

• How do product classifications under HS codes impact tax treatment globally? Are there 
inconsistencies or advocacy efforts to harmonize these codes? 

 

   Production and Market Behavior 

• How do you think manufacturers and distributors typically respond to tax policy changes—do they 
pass savings to consumers, absorb them, or increase margins? 

• What is the role of local vs. international producers in shaping market pricing? Are there patterns in 
how local manufacturers navigate regulatory costs? 

• What are the main operational or regulatory challenges you hear from producers and distributors 
regarding cost structures? 

 

   Equity, Affordability, and Policy Levers 

• How does pricing and tax policy affect equity in access to MH products across different income 
groups, geographies, and demographics? 

• Are there specific data points or tools you use to model equity impacts of fiscal reforms (e.g., RIP, 
affordability thresholds)? 

• What complementary policy measures beyond tax reform are essential to ensure equity (e.g., 
subsidies, public procurement, price caps)? 

 

   Advocacy Messaging and Influence 

• What messages, aids, or data have been most effective in advocating for tax or regulatory reforms in 
MH markets? 

• Who are the key stakeholders and decision-makers to influence in global MH policy reform efforts 
(e.g., Ministries of Finance, Customs, Parliament, consumer advocacy groups)? 

• What role does consumer voice play in shaping fiscal and product policies at the global level? 
• What recommendations would you give to a country team aiming to build a compelling, equity-

focused advocacy case for tax reform in MH markets? 
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   Data, Research, and Monitoring Needs 

• What global data gaps or evidence gaps hinder advocacy for MH product affordability? 
• Are there existing global tools, models, or datasets you recommend using to assess tax pass-through, 

market behavior, and equity impacts? 
• How could cross-country case studies (e.g., Kenya, Tanzania, India) best inform global advocacy and 

policy recommendations? 
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ANNEX 3: KEY INFORMANT INTERVIEW GUIDE: 
GLOBAL MANUFACTURERS OF MH PRODUCTS 
 
I am working with Mann Global Health on a project aimed at understanding the factors that impact the 
affordability of menstrual health (MH) products in low- and middle-income countries (LMICs). The goal is to 
generate evidence on upstream cost drivers—such as taxes, tariffs, and regulatory fees—and provide 
materials to support local advocates in advancing a more enabling regulatory and policy environment for MH 
product manufacturers, distributors, and users. This work is supported by the Reproductive Health Supplies 
Coalition (RHSC) and the Sanitation and Hygiene Fund (SHF). 

As part of this work, we are seeking insights and tools that can help inform our analysis of market dynamics, 
tax policy, and price formation across countries. We are particularly interested in your expertise and would 
greatly appreciate it if you could share insights (AND if relevant) any data, tools, or resources that might be 
useful for modeling the impact of fiscal reforms (such as VAT reductions or exemptions) on MH product 
prices, market competition, and affordability—especially for lower-income consumers. 

Information about the RHSC Menstrual Health Supplies Workstream can be found [here]. Information about 
Mann Global Health can be found [here]. 

 

Purpose: 
To explore how manufacturers of MH products (pads, reusable pads, cups, underwear) experience cost 
drivers—especially fees, taxes, duties, and regulatory compliance—and how these shape product pricing, 
supply chain behavior and affordability. Insights will inform costing models, policy recommendations, and 
potential reforms to reduce end-user prices. 

 

   Product Profile and Market Strategy 

• What MH products/brands do you manufacture (e.g., disposable pads, reusable pads, cups, period 
underwear)? 

• Who are your target markets (e.g., urban/rural, B2C, NGO/government tenders) split out by 
percentage? 

• Do you export your products, or focus on local markets? What is your estimated market share? 
(Rough estimate is fine.) 

• Are MH products a core part of your business or one of several lines? 
• How profitable is this line of business, and what is the growth opportunity? 

 

   Cost Structure and Tax Burden 

• What are your main cost components? (Estimate share of raw materials, equipment, electricity, 
labor, packaging, transport, regulatory compliance, overhead.) 

• Which of your inputs are imported vs. locally sourced? 
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o For imported inputs: What duties/taxes/fees do you pay? 
o Are you able to reclaim input VAT? 
o If not, what is the estimated impact on final price? 

• Are raw materials or finished goods taxed differently? (Probe for awareness of any waivers, 
exemptions, or policies.) 

• Which taxes, fees, or charges are most significant in your cost structure (e.g., VAT, import duties, 
registration fees, port handling, demurrage)? 

• Have you ever benefited from fee/tax waivers? 
o If yes: Did it lower costs? 
o If no: Why not? Was access or eligibility an issue? 

 

   Supply Chain Behavior and Pricing Decisions 

• How do you set prices for your MH products? 
o Who do your products target (wealthier, poorer)? 
o Do you use a Recommended Retail Price (RRP)? If so, how do you communicate it? Do 

retailers/the value chain enable that RRP to be followed? 
o Are there government expectations around affordability? 

• Do your downstream partners (distributors/retailers/NGOs) usually follow the RRP or apply their own 
margins? 

• When your costs increase OR decrease due to new taxes, fees, or delays, how do you decide whether 
to pass them along or absorb them? How long does it take for those changes to hit the user? 

• In your experience, do cost savings (e.g., tax cuts) reach the end user? Why or why not? 
• Have you ever changed sourcing, pricing, or supply strategies in response to fiscal or policy shifts? 
• What is the biggest challenge to making your product affordable and accessible to users? 

 

   Opportunities for Policy Reform 

• If one or more fees/taxes could be waived or reformed, which would offer the biggest relief to your 
business and reduce end user prices? 

• What specific barriers (e.g., regulatory, procedural, market) prevent your company from scaling or 
reducing costs? 

• What kind of support or incentives (e.g., local sourcing credits, VAT reforms, pooled procurement) 
would help you offer lower-cost MH products? 

• From your perspective, where in the value chain is the most untapped opportunity to lower prices for 
consumers? How could you sell more products, still making a profit, that enables affordable access? 
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