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Girls are beginning puberty earlier than a generation ago,

so talking to your daughter about her first period sooner

rather than later can help her develop strong body

confidence as she enters this time of change.

Menstruation 101

Before raising the subject of menstruation, it’s a good idea for you to be clear on the
basics. For most girls, the signs of their first period appear between the ages of eight
and 14. The average length of menstruation is five days but this can vary widely. A
typical monthly cycle is 28 days but it can last anywhere between 22 and 40 days;
however, the first few years of menstruation usually don’t follow a regular pattern.

Every girl is different and it’s normal if your daughter doesn’t fall exactly into these
timelines. What’s important to understand is that this will all be new for her, and this
‘coming of age’ can have an impact on her self-esteem and body confidence,
especially if she feels alone or unaware. By being informed yourself, you’ll have a
better chance of helping her navigate these changes and be comfortable in her
changing body.

First period symptoms

Your daughter’s first period may happen when she starts to develop breasts, grow
pubic or underarm hair or experience white or yellowish vaginal discharge. For more
information, see our article, Breast development and body hair – dealing with the
physical changes of puberty [insert link to article once published]. You may also
notice changes in her behavior, such as increased moodiness or argumentativeness.
These changes are often the result of her body producing reproductive hormones,
preparing her body for the possibility of pregnancy. Talk with your daughter about
these signs before she starts her period. Some girls aren’t aware of the pre-cursors
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to menstruation, and it can be disconcerting if she doesn’t know what to expect. By

discussing these first period symptoms, she can be prepared for what’s to come,

which can help her feel more in control.

How to help your daughter with her first period

For some parents, raising the issue is the hardest part, but starting the conversation

early can help your daughter manage these changes with minimal impact to her self-

esteem. Your first instinct may be to sit your daughter down for a serious discussion

about getting her first period. However, it might be less nerve-wracking for you both

– and easier for your girl to digest the information – if you weave the topic into day-

to-day conversations.

Psychologist Dr Tara Cousineau says: “It’s always wise for parents to prepare their

girls for puberty by having many conversations about it before menstruation occurs,

so they are emotionally prepared as well as practically prepared (with feminine

products in their backpacks).”

There is no right way to launch the discussion, but one good place to start is by

asking your daughter if she knows what ‘a period’ is. If she already knows, you might

try asking whether she knows any girls who have had their first period. Enquire about

what she has heard in school or through her friends. Explore what she knows about

potential first period symptoms. Moms could also share their own experience of

starting menstruation.

Stay alert for opportunities to raise the issue, too. For example, if you happen to find

yourselves watching a TV commercial for a feminine hygiene product, use that as

your springboard. Read How to talk to your kids about puberty, Talking to girls about

puberty and Help your daughter understand puberty for some more information on

this topic.

Encouraging body confidence before and after a girl’s first period

Ensuring your daughter has a good grasp of the physical and emotional changes that

happen during puberty, and how they are connected, can help her develop a healthy

relationship with her body. Being educated allows her to be more prepared for what

lies ahead.

“Helping girls understand that sometimes how they feel is related to the changes in

their bodies prepares them to understand their reproductive health throughout the

lifespan,” explains Dr Cousineau. “It can also help them be kinder toward themselves

at certain times during the month. This is planting the seeds for self-care.”

For example, if she’s been feeling particularly emotional for a few days, or

encountering a bad break-out of spots, help her understand that this is probably

connected to her hormones and isn’t something she should judge herself for.

Instead, over time, she can learn to anticipate mood swings or skin changes and

come up with ways to manage them.

For girls who have had their first period, Dr Cousineau suggests that “mom and

daughter track the menstrual cycle, since it can be sporadic at first. Tracking the

days in the cycle also helps girls with body awareness – being connected with their

physical and emotional experiences and understanding patterns. Tracking helps

predict days when girls may be more sensitive, or chatty, lethargic, or crave comfort

food.”

By monitoring, listening to and understanding her body, your daughter is likely to find

it easier to manage her monthly cycle and feel confident in her maturing body.

Sharon Haywood, health/body image activist and writer

Action checklist:  
Common questions your daughter may ask about

getting her first period
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Knowledge is power, so here are some common questions that your

daughter might ask about getting her first period and suggested ways to

answer them:

“Can I go swimming?”Explain that beginning menstruation does not mean

that she needs to abandon swimming or sport once a month. Indeed, studies

have shown that teens who remain physically active have more positive

relationships with their bodies. Using a menstrual cup or a tampon that

matches her flow will allow her to engage in water-based activities without

worrying others will know she is on her period. That said, she may choose to

take it easy based on how she feels when she’s menstruating.

“Is it safe to have a bath?”Tell your daughter that if she has a bath during her

period, some blood may be released into the water. If this bothers her, she

may prefer to shower. That said, some girls and women like to soak in a hot

tub to relieve menstrual cramps. Encourage your daughter to experiment and

do what feels right for her.

“Should I use tampons or pads?”Even if you haven’t used all the various

types of products on the market, it’s best to let her decide on which works

for her. Explain the pros and cons of pads, tampons and the menstrual cup,

and support her in trying the different options.

“How much will I bleed?”Reassure her that, on average, it’s only two to four

tablespoons of blood spread over the duration of her period, with the

heaviest flow happening during the first few days. Also mention that it’s

perfectly normal for the colour of menstrual blood to range from dark

brown/black to bright red.

What next: action steps to help her be prepared for

her first period

Make this transition a bit easier for her with a girl’s first period starter kit.

Several starter kits are available online or you can put together your own.

Some basic items include a small selection of sanitary towels and teen

size tampons, a pretty pouch to carry them in discreetly, an age

appropriate painkiller, spare underwear and perhaps some body wipes to

freshen up. Go through the kit together in private, explaining what to do

with each item. Encourage her to carry it in her school bag so she will

always be prepared.

Stroll down the feminine hygiene aisle in your local supermarket or

pharmacy/drug store and talk about the different products available. So

many options – tampons, applicators, nonapplicators, pads, liners, cups,

absorbencies and brands – can be overwhelming. Encourage her to

explore certain products for particular times during her cycle, such as

heavyflow products at the beginning of her period and lighter ones

towards the end, special pads at night, a tampon or cup if she wants to go

swimming, or an extra liner if she is worried about leakage.

Introduce her to the topic of PMT, or premenstrual tension, which is

sometimes also called PMS, or premenstrual syndrome. Explain that in the

runup to a period she may undergo a number of symptoms such as

increased irritability, depression, bloating, tiredness, difficulty

concentrating, sore breasts and acne. Remind her that not all girls and

women go through PMT/PMS, but if they do, each experience is unique.

Explain how she might feel during her period and suggest some remedies,

such as using a hot water bottle to help relieve menstrual cramps. Just as

with PMT/PMS, stress that every body is different, and so is each person’s

experience.

If you menstruate, be conscious of how you talk about your monthly cycle.

If you are negative about it, it could cause her undue anxiety and lead her

to expect a similar experience. Help her see that menstruation is natural

and it doesn’t stop you from getting on with your life.

Have a book or pamphlets on hand that you can give to her to review in
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her own time. Examples include the UK Family Planning Association’s
Periods: what you need to know or Alex Frith’s What’s Happening to Me?
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