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Introduction

The proposed research project will explore information across the menstrual cycle. Specifically, |
set out to explore the role of information from the body during the unfolding of the menstrual
cycle. Further, | seek to understand how this information is documented when people record
and/or track their cycles. | ask the following research questions: What happens informationally
across the menstrual cycle? How do people document menstrual information, and what
information is documented?

Literature Review

Menstrual studies within Library and Information Science

In reviewing the existing literature on menstruation within library and information science (LIS),
| found there to be a gap in literature that addresses the menstrual information experience.
That is, there is no literature to date that addresses the menstrual cycle through the lens of
information experience. Indeed, there is little literature within the information field on the
menstrual cycle. Most research in information science regarding menstruation has to do with
period tracking apps (see Becker, 2023; Pichon, 2022; Li, 2022). These articles address the form
and functionality of menstrual tracking apps. While this research is vital for the development of
apps that meet the needs of menstruators, they do not address the affective and embodied
experiences of menstrual information, nor the print and other systems used for such personal
record-keeping.

Health and the body in LIS

Studies of health in the field of LIS have found that the body is a source of information (see
Chen, 2015; Oliphant, et al. 2022; Wella & Webber, 2018). Information from the body can be
measured using an instrument (thermometer, glucose monitor, pregnancy test), and it can be
felt through physical and emotional sensations (stomach aches, intuitive gut feelings, hunger).

Studies of health and the body in LIS raise the validity and value of lived experience and
subjective bodily information. For example, Chen’s (2015) study of people living with
fibromyalgia reported that doctors sometimes dismissed their patient’s pain as “just the fibro”
when the patient was certain it was a different pain (pg. 2-3). Chen (2015) validated their
participant’s experiences through reporting their ability to distinguish fibro pain from other
types of pain.

As many studies in this area are focused on illness, my study builds on this literature by
addressing the health-related topic of menstruation. Menstruation is part of people’s health
and is first and foremost experienced through the body.



Critical Menstruation Studies

Critical Menstruation Studies (CMS) is a new term for an area of study that has been going on
for some time but has been left to the fringes — it was only in 2020 when the Palgrave
Handbook on Critical Menstruation Studies was put together that the term was used for the
first time Bobel et al., 2020). CMS is a multidimensional and interdisciplinary field that aims to
reveal, unpack, and complicate inequalities across biological, social, cultural, religious, political,
and historical dimensions (Bobel et al., 2020). CMS goes beyond menstruation as a biological
process, to consider the meanings of menstruation.

Much of the work done in CMS comes from scholars of the generation previous to mine. They
talk about important issues such as the stigma and silencing around periods. While they
document a positive recent shift occurring in cultural attitudes toward menstruation, much of
the research being done talks about what life with menstruation was like before this shift. There
remains a gap in what the menstrual experience is for my generation. My research will focus on
the menstrual lives of people in their 20s, gathering new accounts of what menstruating is,
contributing to the field of critical menstruation studies.

Information Experience

Information experience will be the theoretical framework informing my research. Recently
emerging within information science, information experience “turns attention toward the
complex, holistic nature of people’s engagement with information in real-world contexts”
(Bruce et al., 2014, 4). Information experience expands what counts as information beyond “an
objective entity identifiable as information, to consider what informs them [people] and how
they are informed” (Bruce et al., 2014, 6). It provides a lens for seeing the complexities and
nuances of what informs people, acknowledges that information encounters carry affective
dimensions, and shows that people’s information experiences are unique and impacted by their
personal, situational, and historical contexts. | seek to expand the study of menstruation within
LIS by using this framework to inform my research.

Time

| believe | can make a meaningful contribution to the concept of time as a framework for
information science. Hartel (2010) presents the idea of temporal arcs — a framework for
information science based on time, proposing that different information activities and
phenomena occur at different time scales. Further, these different time scales, or “arcs,” are
linked and affect each other (Hartel, 2010). Hartel (2010) suggests that when we do not
consider the different temporal arcs of an information situation, we do not get a complete



picture of what is going on. Applying temporal arcs to menstrual information, | identified the
following three timescales:

e The menstrual career, which lasts decades, beginning with menarche and ending with
menopause.

e The cycle arc, consisting of single cycles, which last around a month (but vary from
person to person, and from month to month).

e Events, which exist within cycles, and are made of significant moments within the cycle.

At each of these time scales, menstrual information — content, sources, comprehension,
reception —is different.

Additionally, McKenzie and Davis (2020) discuss how people document their everyday lives in
planners, schedules, and calendars, and how in doing so, they document the “multiple
temporalities that make up their everyday lives” (p. 38). Planners and calendars are customized
to people’s individual circumstances while simultaneously embedded within broader social and
temporal contexts and infrastructures. In these tools of documentation, clock time, seasonal
time, and biological time converge.

Further, McKenzie and Davis (2020) mention this phrase: the “embodied month of menstrual
cycles” (p. 47). By this they mean that people who menstruate experience “menstrual months”
— not calendar months, but months that are an average number of days, rather than a set
number of days. The Gregorian calendar does not correspond with the embodied menstrual
month; there is friction between the physical month and the standardized calendar month.

How does the prevalence of the Gregorian calendar affect menstruators’ understandings and
experiences of menstrual information from their bodies? The prominence of the Gregorian
calendar rules how we perceive the passage of time. In my experience, it has often
overshadowed perceiving embodied time and letting embodied time guide me — | wonder what
this experience is like for other menstruators. | am curious about how other people perceive of
embodied time and its relation to calendar time and other ‘time’ contexts in people’s lives.

Research Questions

To restate, my first research question is: What happens informationally across the menstrual
cycle? With this question | aim to uncover what information is being found, gathered, and used
across the course of a single menstrual cycle. Further, | am curious about when in the cycle
information appears or is sought after; the affective nature of this information; and where this
information comes from (the internet, the body, friends, family, etc.). My second research
question is: How do people document menstrual information, and what information is
documented? | am curious about how people go about recording menstrual information (on



paper, in apps), what information they choose to record, and their purposes for doing so.
Together, these questions get at the experience of menstruation and menstrual information,
and the ways in which these experiences are translated into documentation.

Sampling

My proposed study will explore menstrual information among a non-vulnerable population of
menstruators in their twenties within the city of Hamilton, Ontario. This age range will bring
light to the menstruators whose experience of menstruation occurred within the past 10-20
years, after the cultural shift in attitudes toward menstruation occurring around 2015.

With the intention of gathering rich accounts of menstruation and menstrual information, age
will be the only restriction applied to my population. | welcome informants whose menstrual
cycles are regular, irregular, affected by health conditions such as polycystic-ovary syndrome,
endometriosis, and so on. Through gathering a sampling of menstruators who experience
menstruation in a variety of ways, | will be able to share the stories and experiences of what it is
to menstruate in different contexts, presenting a more encompassing account of menstrual
information.

Recruiting strateqgy

Using convenience sampling, | plan to reach out to people whom | already know, with a poster
that provides information on the research. | will also be handing this poster to friends, as well as
posting it on the social media app, Instagram, following the guidelines set out by UofT’s
research ethics board. Upon people’s expression of interest in participating in the research, | will
send a follow-up recruiting message that includes more detail about the study. Participants will
be selected who meet the age and location criteria, on a first come, first serve basis. | aim to
recruit 8-12 people for this research to balance feasibility and gathering a multitude of
menstrual experiences.

Interview site

The menstrual cycle is ongoing; it does not happen in one place, but in a moving person. As
such, I've chosen the homes of my informants as my interview site — lived-in spaces for a lived-
in topic. The interview site will be included in my recruiting message, allowing potential
informants the space to not participate if they are uncomfortable with my going into their
homes. As | will need to travel to get to people’s homes, | have limited the scope of my research
to people living within my city of Hamilton, Ontario to account for travel time and commuting
costs.

Methodology



Interview quide

The proposed study will use semi-structured interviews and will follow an interview guide.

Interviews will begin with a consent letter informing participants of an overview of the
interview, my supervisor’s and my contact information, compensation, the erasure of
identifiable information from the data, their right to withdraw from the study at any time
without penalty, and the planned outcome of the research. A sample of this letter will be
provided in my Ethical Protocol.

The structure of the interviews will begin with Spradley’s (1979) ethnographic interview
techniques of “grand tour” and “mini tour” questions. Grand and mini tour questions allow for
the informant to get comfortable and situated within the interview through talking about the
context of the topic of the interview — menstruation. My grand tour question will be broad,
allowing the informant maximum space for capturing their relationship with menstruation. My
mini tour question will be slightly more focused on the participant’s history of menstrual
information. Through these questions | aim to bring context to my participants’ stories. They are
listed below.

Grand tour question: Let’s get warmed up by just talking about menstruation. What comes to
mind when you hear menstruation?

Mini tour question: Growing up, where did you learn about menstruation?

Following the grand and mini tour questions, | plan to move onto the larger portion of the
interview with a graphic elicitation tool — a timeline activity. Using graphic elicitation in
interviews encourages participants to go beyond verbal modes of thinking, to think in non-
standard ways, avoiding ‘ready-made’ answers (Bagnoli, 2009). Since the menstrual cycle
unfolds over time, | will be asking my participants to create a timeline of their cycles using a
template. They will be given the choice of a convectional timeline (a straight line), or a circle, to
represent the cyclic nature of a cycle. Additional template labels have not been added, as | do
not want to impose a structure on other’s cycles. | have a series of questions prepared, below.
Multi-coloured pens, pencils, and markers will be supplied, with the intention of letting
participants express themselves through choice of utensil and colour.

Question 1: This is your cycle. Can you take me through your typical menstrual cycle, marking
events on this circle?

Question 2: For each of these events you’ve marked on the circle, can you write or draw in what
it is that informs you that event is happening?

Question 3: Do you track your cycle (ex. Using an app, journal, calendar, thermometer)? If so,
please add in on the circle when you typically do that.



Both during and following the timeline, participants will be encouraged to speak about the
timeline in more detail. | will be asking follow-up questions based on their depictions and their
responses. After the timeline exercise, | will ask the following closing questions:

Question 1: Can you show me the [app, journal, calendar, thermometer] you use to track your
cycle?

Question 2: All that said, what do you feel the most important source of information is for you
during your cycle? Is there one?

Photographic inventory

Menstrual information involves tangible items. In addition to the timeline exercise, | will be
gathering a photographic inventory of any physical manifestations of menstrual information/the
menstrual documentary universe. This includes books in the participants’ home that they use,
read, or have read; cycle tracking paper, apps, or information tools used to track, such as
thermometers. The photographic inventory is meant to supplement the experiences the
participant shares and to bring imagery to what they talk about. During the interview, if | see an
object to photograph, | will ask the informant’s consent to take a photo for use in the research.

Autoethnography

During the data-gathering and data-analysis | will be journalling about my own experiences of
the menstrual cycle. In the final write up of the thesis, | will be using autoethnography to tell my
own story alongside the stories of my informants. Autoethnographic research conveys insights
about the broader culture and society within which the researcher is situated; enables
researchers to be reflexive and engage in analysis of their own communities; and invites
creativity and heart into the research project (Guzik, 2013). As | am part of the demographic |
am interviewing, | believe using autoethnography will assist me in working through what it is to
experience menstruation and menstrual information, and to tell the stories of my informants
with empathy and heart.

Data organization

All digital data from the interviews will be stored in a labelled folder on my personal, password-
protected computer. This includes all interview recordings, transcripts and the photographic
inventory. All paper data will be stored in a designated journal and kept secure in my personal
at-home desk. This includes timelines created by participants, fieldnotes, methodological
reflections, and my autoethnographic record. All identifying information will be removed from
the data to ensure participant anonymity. All data will be destroyed upon completion of the
thesis.

Analysis



My multimodal data set will consist of interview transcripts, fieldnotes, photographs, timeline
drawings, and my own autoethnographic reflections. Inductive thematic analysis will be used to
analyze the collected data. The analysis process below is adopted from Emerson Fretz & Shaw
(1995) and modified by Hartel (2025):

Familiarization with collected data
Asking questions of collected data
Open coding and creation of code list
Writing initial memos

Identifying themes

Focused coding

Writing integrative memos
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Writing a thematic narrative

Synthesis

Findings will be synthesized using the thematic narrative. The thematic narrative is a way of
communicating research findings that “recognizes [the researcher’s] original insights, honors
the experience of informants, integrates concepts from scholarly literatures, reinforces the
credibility of [the researcher’s] investigation, and thoroughly engages readers” (Hartel, 2020;
Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995, 2011). The thematic narrative uses a series of excerpt
commentary units (ECUs) to convey findings. The ECU balances the original accounts of
participants while simultaneously examining these accounts in light of relevant theories and
concepts within the literature (Hartel, 2020; Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995, 2011).

Through the whole thesis process (recruiting, interviews, research, synthesis), | will honor the
three core principles of ethical research: respect for persons, concern for welfare, and justice.
Ethical considerations are expanded on in my Ethical Protocol.

Output

The outcome of the proposed project will be a Master of Information thesis of around 100
pages, alongside a creative project consisting of a display of artifacts within an exhibition case at
the Faculty of Information.

Further, the proposed research project relates to my larger research career. This project is
concatenated upon two studies in my first year of the Master of Information program. The first,
a small-scale exploratory study looking at where people retrieve information on fertility
awareness methods for birth control, The information behaviours of menstruators using fertility
awareness methods for birth control. The second, a small-scale exploratory study on menstrual
information, Menstrual Information Among Menstruators in Early Adulthood. More, | intend to



submit a poster to ISIC based research | do for this thesis, and to continue connecting with
scholars in my field.

Timeline

End of August: Ethical Protocol has been submitted for review by the REB office.
End of August — early September: Submit Thesis Proposal.

Early — mid September: Recruit participants

September — December: Data collection; one interview per week

January — February: Analysis and early writing (themes, chapters, outline)

April —=June: writing and editing

July: Submit thesis

August: Defence
Statement about research methods course requirement:

| chose to use INF2330 Information Ethnography to fulfill the research methods course
requirement. The course syllabus, and a formal endorsement of its appropriateness from the Ml
Program Director, is below. The rationale for using this course was it being taught by Jenna
Hartel, my thesis supervisor. Under her guidance | was able to prepare for this project using
INF2330 as preliminary research project to this thesis.
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