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Arunachalam Muruganantham: A Social Entrepreneur 
Innovating in a Woman’s World 

 
Abstract: Considered taboo in many parts of the world, menstrual hygiene was a subject 
ridden with many myths and misconceptions, especially in a country like India. Arunachalam 
Muruganantham (Muruganantham), was the man who had revolutionised female sanitary 
hygiene and had created a lasting impact on the health and livelihood of women, mostly in 
rural India. With his pioneering and patented invention of a low cost sanitary pad making 
machine, Muruganantham had a vision to make India a ‘100% sanitary napkin using 
country.’ A majority of the Indian women adopted unhygienic methods during their periods, 
increasing the incidence of reproductive tract infection and cervical cancer. Through hard 
work and perseverance, Muruganantham had popularised his invention not only in India but 
also internationally. In doing so, he chose to market his machine mainly to NGOs and Self 
Help Groups (SHGs), who in turn employed women to manufacture the low-cost napkins. 
Operated in a totally self sustaining manner, this direct selling model provided employment 
opportunities to rural women, who also spread awareness about the importance of menstrual 
hygiene. In taking his project forward, Muruganantham faced competition from other NGOs 
who were operating in this field and from multinationals who had launched lower cost 
brands. Also, the Government, which had a key role to play in impacting female hygiene, did 
not seem too encouraging of the SHGs. With awareness levels abysmally low and response to 
sanitary napkin usage quite discouraging, would Muruganantham be able to realise his vision 
to make India a ‘100% sanitary napkin using country’? What he should do to make this 
dream a reality remained to be seen.  
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Case Study 
 
“…from childhood I know no human being died because of poverty - everything happens 
because of ignorance."1 

– Arunachalam Muruganantham, Social Entrepreneur 
 
He was named one of ‘The 100 Most Influential People2’ by the Time magazine for the year 
2014- a rare honour, which catapulted him into the elite group of world leaders and pioneers 
like Narendra Modi, Barack Obama, Ronaldo, Malala, Beyonce, Hillary Clinton etc., to name 
a few. He also received the ‘Best Innovation Award’ from the Former President of India, Smt. 
Pratibha Patil.3 The man behind these accolades was Arunachalam Muruganantham 
(Muruganantham), the founder of Jayaashree Industries, in Coimbatore district, Tamil 
Nadu.4 Muruganantham had revolutionised feminine hygiene among rural women in 
developing countries, with the invention of a simple machine to manufacture low-cost 
sanitary pads, for which he owned a patent. The invention however came at a great cost and 
Muruganantham’s road to fame was a hard and difficult one. With a vision to make India a 
‘100% sanitary napkin using country’5, Muruganantham was forging ahead with plans to 
popularise his machine not only in India but also internationally. In doing so, he chose to 
market his machine mainly to NGOs and Self Help Groups (SHGs), who in turn employed 
women to manufacture the low-cost napkins. In effect, it was a ‘by the women, for the 
women, and to the women’ initiative. The subject of menstruation was still a taboo in many 
parts of India and in many developing countries (Annexure I) and hence, making inroads 
and creating awareness was crucial to positively impacting menstrual hygiene.6 In reaching-
out to the rural poor, the Government played a crucial role in implementing schemes to 
supply low-cost sanitary napkins to women in BPL (Below Poverty Line) families. Also, a 
number of NGOs were operating in this space. With Muruganantham not intending to turn 
his invention into a money-spinner, how he would scale-up his project and realise his vision 
remained to be seen. 
 
Arunachalam Muruganantham: The Rise of a Social 
Entrepreneur 
 
It all started in the year 1998, in a remote village in Coimbatore called Pappanaicken Pudur7, 
when Muruganantham was newly married. One day he observed his wife, Shanthi, hiding 
some ‘nasty cloths’ from him. "I will be honest… I would not even use it to clean my scooter,” 
he confessed. Realising that his wife was using the rags to manage her period days, 
Muruganantham was puzzled why his wife adopted such unhygienic methods.8 ‘You’re an 
educated woman, why aren’t you using sanitary pads?”9He asked her. To this, his wife replied 
that, if all the women in the family bought sanitary pads, it would affect the family budget 
and they would not ‘be able to afford to buy milk.’10 Muruganantham recalled, “Then I was 

                                                             
1 VenemaVibeke, “The Indian sanitary pad revolutionary”,  
http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-26260978, March 4th 2014 
2 ‘TIME 100’ is an annual list of the 100 most influential people in the world assembled by the American news 
magazine Time. 
3 “Welcome to New Inventions - Jayaashree Industries”, http://newinventions.in/index.aspx 
4 “Honorary Award for the Category Product Development Conferred to Jayaashree Industries”, 
https://lassibsociety.org/awards/honorary-awards/jayaashree-industries/ 
5 “Arunachalam Muruganantham”, https://www.ted.com/speakers/arunachalam_muruganantham 
6 “The Indian sanitary pad revolutionary”, op.cit. 
7 Seth Meera, “Case Study: The Game Changer From PappanaickenPudur”,  
http://www.businessworld.in/news/case-studies/case-study-the-game-changer-from-pappanaicken-
pudur/1457123/page-0.html, July 22nd 2014 
8 “The Indian sanitary pad revolutionary”, op.cit. 
9 Nolen Stephanie, “India’s improbable champion for affordable feminine hygiene”, 
http://www.theglobeandmail.com/news/world/indias-improbable-champion-for-affordable-feminine-
hygiene/article4587288/, October 3rd 2012 
10 “The Indian sanitary pad revolutionary”, op.cit. 
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shocked. What is the connection between using a sanitary pad and a milk budget?’” He 
realised that it was a matter of affordability11, but nevertheless, wanting to impress his new 
wife, Muruganantham went to the local pharmacy to buy a pack of sanitary pads for her. The 
pack was hurriedly handed-over to him, as if it was some contraband material. Weighing it in 
his hand, he wondered why ‘10g (less than 0.5oz) of cotton,’ which during that time cost just 
‘10 paise (£0.001), should sell for 4 rupees (£0.04) - 40 times the price.’12 Having come from 
a family of spinners, he wanted to try making a cheaper one, with locally available cotton. 
With waste pieces of cotton, he designed a sanitary pad and gave it to his wife13 to try it and 
asked for immediate feedback. She told him that he would have to wait for some more time. 
Only then did Muruganantham realise that periods were monthly. “I can't wait a month for 
each feedback, it'll take two decades!,” he thought.14 
 
Muruganantham wanted to rope-in more volunteers for his new ‘project’. However, he found 
that very few women in the neighbouring villages used sanitary pads- hardly one in 10. He 
turned to his sisters, but they also refused to try his pads.15 The feedback from his wife was 
not encouraging and she blamed the quality of the pad. “I’m going back to rags”, she said. 
This rattled Muruganantham. “This is the first failure of my life. I can make anything from 
metal16- why can’t I do this?”17With his wife and sisters unwilling to co-operate, 
Muruganantham looked for other volunteers. He had a brainwave to involve female students 
at the local medical college. After much hesitation, he persuaded nearly 20 medical college 
students to test his pads. However, he found that some students were fabricating the 
responses and hence he could not rely on their feedback.18 
 
It was at this point that he decided to test the napkin on himself. "I became the man who 
wore a sanitary pad," he said.19 “Now I am having a title like the first man to set foot on the 
moon. Armstrong. Then Tenzing [and] Hillary, in Everest, like that Muruganantham is the 
first man wore a sanitary pad across the globe”20, he recalled while speaking at a TED 
Conference (Watch video: “The Sanitary Pad Revolution: Muruganandam 
Arunachalam at TEDxGateway”, on the YouTube link: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oQI0TngMm_0). Using a football bladder, he 
created a ‘uterus’ and made some holes in it. He filled it with goat's blood and mixed it with 
an additive that he obtained from a blood bank to prevent the blood from clotting too quickly. 
He could not however control the foul odour. He ‘walked, cycled and ran’ with the football 
bladder tucked under his clothes, all the while pumping blood to test his ‘sanitary pad's 
absorption rates.’ When he went to wash his ‘bloodied clothes’ at the village well, the whole 
village rumoured that he had a sexual disease. “I had become a pervert,” he said, with even 
his friends trying to avoid him. During this time, his wife Shanthi, deserted him and later 
sent a divorce notice. There were many rumours about her husband ‘hanging around the 
college gates, striking up conversations with every girl who passed.’21 "So you see God's sense 
of humour… I'd started the research for my wife and after 18 months she left me!," 
Muruganantham said.22 
 

                                                             
11 Muruganantham Arunachalam, “How I started a sanitary napkin revolution!”, 
http://www.ted.com/talks/arunachalam_muruganantham_how_i_started_a_sanitary_napkin_revolution/trans
cript?language=en, November 2012 
12 “The Indian sanitary pad revolutionary”, op.cit. 
13 “India’s improbable champion for affordable feminine hygiene”, op.cit. 
14 “The Indian sanitary pad revolutionary”, op.cit. 
15 ibid. 
16 He had worked as a helper in a welder’s shop and was adept in welding iron window frames 
17 “India’s improbable champion for affordable feminine hygiene”, op.cit. 
18 “The Indian sanitary pad revolutionary”, op.cit. 
19 ibid. 
20 “How I started a sanitary napkin revolution!”,op.cit. 
21 “India’s improbable champion for affordable feminine hygiene”, op.cit. 
22 “The Indian sanitary pad revolutionary”, op.cit. 
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With his pads not yielding the desired results, he realised that his wife and sisters had been 
telling him the truth that his ‘pad was lousy.’23 He acknowledged that the respect he had for 
women had gone up substantially after having had a real-life experience of a period. “…That 
five days I'll never forget -the messy days, the lousy days, that wetness. My God, it's 
unbelievable”, he said.24 He then stumbled upon another idea- to collect ‘used sanitary pads’ 
and study them. This however, was a much more risky option, especially in a highly 
superstitious community. "Even if I ask for a hair from a lady, she would suspect I am doing 
some black magic on her to mesmerise her", he said. He collected used pads from the medical 
college students and studied them. One day, when he had spread-out his collection in his 
back-yard, his mother happened to see the awkward scene and that was the ‘final straw.’ 
Shocked, his mother left him25, thinking that ‘her son had gone mad.’26 “It was a problem for 
me. I had to cook my own food,” Muruganantham said. Meanwhile the villagers were 
convinced that he was evil possessed, and were about to ‘chain him upside down to a tree to 
be ‘healed’ by the local soothsayer.’ He agreed to leave the village and thus avoided this 
treatment. “My wife gone, my mum gone, ostracised by my village… I was left all alone in 
life,” grieved Muruganantham.27 
 
Even after all this, Muruganantham continued his research. His main problem was to 
determine why the pads that he had made did not yield results, whereas those manufactured 
by the multinationals were effective considering the fact that both were made of cotton. He 
could only pose the question to the multinational manufacturers but it would be as absurd as 
asking Coke, how its cola was made. “It's like knocking on the door of Coke and saying, 'Can I 
ask you how your cola is manufactured?'”, Muruganantham opined. He had also borrowed 
and spent INR 7,000 on making telephone calls to the MNCs. Taking help from a college 
professor28, he contacted the manufacturing companies to find out the raw material used for 
making sanitary napkins. Posing as the owner of a textile mill in Coimbatore and a 
prospective manufacturer, he requested some raw material samples. He received some 
‘mysterious hard boards’ through mail, which was cellulose, derived from the bark of a tree. It 
took Muruganantham nearly two years and three months to find out what sanitary pads were  
made of.29 
 
There was another hurdle that Muruganantham had to overcome. The machine that was 
required to convert the cellulose into usable sanitary pads was costing thousands of dollars.30 
Muruganantham did not give up. After nearly four years of in-depth research, he succeeded 
in creating a low-cost, small-scale sanitary napkin making machine.31 His experience of 
having worked in a welder’s shop, coupled with his determination, helped him in designing 
the machine. “I designed the machine and after much trial and error got it right,” 
Muruganantham recalled.32 As opposed to a large scale production unit that would cost 
nearly  INR 35 million, Muruganantham’s machine would cost approximately INR 75,000.33 
“I was very happy that now I’ve invented something, but no one was there to share my 
happiness,” he recalled.34 His first machine was mainly made of wood and when he took his 
invention to IIT35 Madras, scientists there were doubtful how his contraption would pit 
against the multinational’s technology. Recalling his first model, Muruganantham said, “It 
                                                             
23 “India’s improbable champion for affordable feminine hygiene”, op.cit. 
24 “How I started a sanitary napkin revolution!”,op.cit. 
25 “The Indian sanitary pad revolutionary”, op.cit. 
26 “India’s improbable champion for affordable feminine hygiene”, op.cit. 
27 “The Indian sanitary pad revolutionary”, op.cit. 
28 Muruganantham sought the help of college professor for making calls, because he did not speak much English 
at the time. He repaid the help by doing domestic work for the professor. 
29 “The Indian sanitary pad revolutionary”, op.cit. 
30 ibid. 
31 “Welcome to New Inventions - Jayaashree Industries”, op.cit. 
32 Shekhar G.C., “Inventor prize for school dropout- Honour for sparking hygiene revolution”, 
http://www.telegraphindia.com/1091125/jsp/nation/story_11783178.jsp, November 25th 2009 
33 “Welcome to New Inventions - Jayaashree Industries”, op.cit. 
34 “India’s improbable champion for affordable feminine hygiene”, op.cit. 
35 The Indian Institute of Technology is a premier engineering institute in higher education and research. 
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looks like the Wright brothers' first flight.” He however had confidence in his invention. His 
father, who was a handloom worker, had survived with his simple wooden handloom 
equipment, despite mechanisation36 all around him (Annexure II). This gave him the 
confidence to take-on the multinationals, although his aim was not to really compete with 
them. "We are creating a new market, we are paving the way for them," he said.37 
 
Even without his knowledge, the IIT had sent his invention as an entry in a competition for a 
‘national innovation award.’ Of the 943 entries, Muruganantham’s entry came first. 
Suddenly, he was in the limelight. “It was instant glory, media flashing in my face, 
everything… The irony is, after five-and-a-half years I get a call on my mobile - the voice 
huskily says: Remember me?” It was the voice of his wife, Shanthi. Not fully surprised by her 
husband's success, she said, “Every time he comes to know something new, he wants to know 
everything about it… And then he wants to do something about it that nobody else has done 
before.” She however acknowledged the hardships that they faced in the process, and how it 
had taken-up all his time and money. Apart from not having enough money even to eat 
properly, the family had become the target of village rumours and gossips. “The hardest thing 
was when the villagers started talking and treating us really badly… There were rumours that 
he was having affairs with other women, and that was why he was doing such things”, she 
recalled. After Muruganantham’s new-found success, his mother and the entire village which 
had earlier turned him down also acknowledged his work.38 On November 18th 2009, 
Muruganantham received the ‘Best Innovation Award’ for his mini sanitary napkin making 
machine from Smt. Prathiba Patil, the then President of India, at New Delhi.39 
 
Muruganantham’s Business Model 
 
Despite the recognition, Muruganantham encountered difficulty in trying to sell his napkins 
to local college girls. However, on using them, his wife was convinced of its quality and 
managed to sell all the napkins and asked for more to be manufactured. “I then realised there 
was a market for the napkins and my machine as well”40, he said. He started Jayaashree 
Industries in Coimbatore to realise his dreams.41 Muruganantham then struck on a business 
model, which was a B2B one, involving the rural poor women. “Instead of transporting the 
product to rural markets, we have created a decentralised manufacturing model,” he said. His 
machines were sold to ‘entrepreneurs, NGOs, self-help groups (SHGs) and state governments 
(under the National Rural Health Mission)’, who in turn adopted a unique distribution model 
and created their own local brands. Typically, women were appointed as ‘resident dealers’ in 
every ‘street/locality’. These women informed and educated other women in the village on 
the importance of menstrual hygiene. “It’s done silently and even the male members of their 
families don't know,” said Muruganantham. “They are ready to open the packet and sell 
single also… It's something the big companies don't understand. To compete they need 
passionate staff”, he added. In some cases, sanitary pads were even bartered. Critical of the 
way multinationals such as P&G and Johnson & Johnson, which operated using a high price 
strategy, Muruganantham said, “They are only interested in market shares. They’re very 
secretive; no one is allowed near their plant. For the last 60 years they talked about comfort. 
But what about hygiene?” Women, who could not afford hygienic products, underwent 
suffering due to misconceptions in the society without realising the dangers. “If you don't use 
napkins at adolescence you die at an early age or your uterus is removed. But they won't tell. 

                                                             
36 There were nearly 446 fully mechanised mills in the city then. 
37 “The Indian sanitary pad revolutionary”, op.cit. 
38 “The Indian sanitary pad revolutionary”, op.cit. 
39 “Welcome to New Inventions - Jayaashree Industries”, op.cit. 
40 “Inventor prize for school dropout- Honour for sparking hygiene revolution”, op.cit. 
41 “Welcome to New Inventions - Jayaashree Industries-About Jayaashree Industries”, 
http://newinventions.in/aboutus.aspx 
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No one except the women know. They hide this from the family,” Muruganantham added. He 
called this a ‘triple A problem - Affordability, Availability and Awareness.’42 
 
He had deliberately kept the technology for making the sanitary pads (Annexure III) 
simple and easy to use so that it could be operated by women. (Watch video: “Low Cost 
Sanitary Napkin Making Video”, on the YouTube link: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=d6QxcmVqaLY) With an aim to create 
employment opportunities for rural women like his mother, who was an early widow and 
went through a lot of hardship43, the production process was simplified, so that it could be 
learnt in about an hour’s time.44 “I decided to give it (the technology) to women as poor as 
my mother”45, he said. (Watch video: “DFF #001 "Low-cost Sanitary Napkin 
Machine" by Arunachalam Muruganantham”, on the YouTube link: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-bVkk3TcEb8). Commenting on his model to 
involve the masses in production, he said, “The model of mass production is outdated… Now 
it's about production by the mass of people."46 Abraham Koshy, Professor of Marketing at 
IIM Ahmedabad, agreed that Jayaashree Industries’ B2B model was a ‘sound strategy.’ "In 
the sanitary napkins market, taking on big brands at national level is very difficult. Even if 
you are a small regional player you need distribution muscle… That's where a local 
manufacturer can manage costs. Conversion and marketing costs too will not be as large," he 
said.  
 
His new found innovation was recognised by the National Innovation Foundation (NIF), 
Ahmedabad, which helped Muruganantham obtain a patent for his invention.47 Vipin Kumar, 
Chief Innovation Officer at NIF opined that his invention not only made ‘economic sense’ but 
was also instrumental in instilling a ‘new sense of freedom’ to the rural poor women.48 
Muruganantham, however, did not seem interested in profits. “Imagine, I got patent rights to 
the only machine in the world to make low-cost sanitary napkins – a hot-cake product… 
Anyone with an MBA would immediately accumulate the maximum money. But I did not 
want to…,” he said. Reiterating that he would not sell his patent to a MNC or to a private 
investor, he said, “The purpose was not to exploit the patent. I am using the same IPR to 
empower women in India. I am making them owners of this project, not workers… My vision 
is to make India a 100% sanitary napkin country”, he said. He believes that big business is 
parasitic, like a mosquito, whereas he prefers the lighter touch, like that of a butterfly. "A 
butterfly can suck honey from the flower without damaging it", he says.49 Soon, the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) ordered machines to be supplied to Bangladesh 
and many African countries. Muruganantham did not realise the importance of the order. “It 
was only after a local college professor told me that MIT was the world’s leading inventor that 
the significance of its gesture sank in… I felt thrilled and honoured”50, he recalled. 
 
His machines were sold on a ‘turnkey’ basis,51 with support being given to the buyers, in 
terms of raw material supplies as well as training (Exhibit I). With most of 
Muruganantham's clients being NGOs and SHGs, the napkins were produced based on the 
                                                             
42 Kumar Vikas, “Blood, sweat & a few tears: Arunachalam Muruganantham's lessons for consumer product 
firms”, http://articles.economictimes.indiatimes.com/2012-01-18/news/30639078_1_sanitary-napkins-rags-
menstruating-women, January 18th 2012 
43 She had to sell everything she owned and get a job as a farm labourer. Her earnings of $1 a day was not enough 
to support four children. That was one of the reasons Muruganantham had left school to find work at the age of 14 
44 “The Indian sanitary pad revolutionary”, op.cit. 
45 Lasseter Tom, “India's Sanitary Pad Scarcity Was the Father of His Invention”, 
http://www.businessweek.com/articles/2014-03-07/indias-sanitary-pad-scarcity-was-the-father-of-his-
invention, March 7th 2014  
46 Curwen Lesley, “The first man to wear a sanitary towel”,  
http://www.bbc.com/news/business-19095641, August 6th 2012 
47 “The first man to wear a sanitary towel”,  
48 “Inventor prize for school dropout- Honour for sparking hygiene revolution”, op.cit. 
49 “The Indian sanitary pad revolutionary”, op.cit. 
50 “Inventor prize for school dropout- Honour for sparking hygiene revolution”, op.cit. 
51 “Blood, sweat & a few tears: Arunachalam Muruganantham's lessons for consumer product firms”, op.cit. 
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‘Small is Beautiful’ model (Exhibit II) that would ‘deliver livelihood, hygiene and dignity to 
poor women, and help them strengthen society.’52 The cost of a manual machine was around 
INR 75,000 (£723), whereas that of a semi-automated machine was more. Each machine 
provided employment for nearly 10 women, who could produce 200-250 pads per day and 
could be sold at an average price of about INR 2.5 (£0.025) each53 and also earned a profit54 
(Exhibit III). Each machine also converted nearly 3,000 women to pad usage.55 
Acknowledging that his invention had been co-created56, he said that his idea apart from 
being profitable made him ‘feel good about himself.’57 Talking about the self sufficiency of the 
project, Muruganantham said that the women’s groups who bought his machines with the 
help of bank loans marketed the product to suit specific market needs. Recalling his 
experience as an entrepreneur, Muruganantham said, “I don’t believe in charity or donations. 
I started off with my own meagre funds, aided by bank loans.”58 He admitted to some 
material indulgences, which were in fact necessities- ‘a Bolero that takes him into villages and 
interiors, and an Opel Astra for city use,’ a Blackberry and a laptop, which he always carried. 
"I plan to buy a satellite phone because I am always in the middle of a jungle somewhere," he 
said. Muruganantham, besides being a guest lecturer at India’s premier institutes- the IITs 
and the IIMs59 and around the globe too, had a bigger vision- "I want to create a second white 
revolution," he said.60 

Exhibit I 
Muruganantham Installing the Machines 

 

 

 
Muruganantham trains women to use his machines - he still installs many of them 

himself 
 
 

Source: VenemaVibeke, “The Indian sanitary pad revolutionary”,  
http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-26260978, March 4th 2014 

                                                             
52 “Welcome to New Inventions - Jayaashree Industries- About Jayaashree Industries”, op.cit. 
53 “The Indian sanitary pad revolutionary”, op.cit. 
54 “How Profitable is this?”, http://newinventions.in/profit.aspx 

55 “The Indian sanitary pad revolutionary”, op.cit. 
56 The idea was from his wife. 
57 “Blood, sweat & a few tears: Arunachalam Muruganantham's lessons for consumer product firms”, op.cit. 
58 Ramadurai Charukesi, “Low cost sanitary napkins reach rural women and girls in India”, 
http://www.forumforthefuture.org/greenfutures/articles/low-cost-sanitary-napkins-reach-rural-women-and-
girls-india, March 8th 2014  
59 The Indian Institute of Managements, the premier management institutes in India 
60 “Blood, sweat & a few tears: Arunachalam Muruganantham's lessons for consumer product firms”, op.cit. 
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Exhibit II 

The ‘Small is Beautiful’ Model 
 

 
Muruganantham’s Model 
 

 Builds a viable and sustainable enterprise that can be run efficiently by the 
stakeholders at the grassroots. 

 Delivers an essential commodity – the sanitary napkin – to poor women at 
affordable rates without compromising on the raw material used (which is not 
the unviable cotton) or quality of the product as compared to the 
multinationals. This is an extremely crucial development and can be viewed as 
a breakthrough in positive social engineering. 

 Reduces the players involved in the supply chain – the third person to handle 
the product (from its inception) is the consumer. 

 Thereby makes optimal use of the micro-credit generated by a community. 
 

Source: Welcome to New Inventions - Jayaashree Industries”,  
http://newinventions.in/aboutus.aspx 

 

Exhibit III 
Profitability of the Project 

 

COST BREAK UP 
(To Manufacture 8 Napkins inclusive of Packing) 

Material Rate/Kg 
(Rs.) Consumption Total 

Core Material 51 72 Gms 3.70 

Top Layer 280 7 Gms 2.00 

Barrier Film 180 2 Gms 0.35 

Release Paper - - 0.20 

Gum - - 0.30 

Packing - - 0.60 

Total - - 7.15 

Add wastage + Labour + Power etc. round off to Rs.10.00 
Total cost for 25 days production 

25 x 120 Packets  

3000 Packets x 10 = Rs.30,000.00 

IF The Selling Price Is Rs.12.50 Per Packet 

Total Sales is = Rs.37,500.00 

Profit = Rs. 7,500.00 

IF The Selling Price Is Rs.15 Per Packet 

Total Sales is = Rs.45000.00 

Profit = Rs. 15000.00 
 

Source: “How Profitable is this?”, http://newinventions.in/profit.aspx 
 



oikos free case collection 

 
Muruganantham’s direct selling model had helped in offsetting the inhibitions involved in 
buying sanitary pads from shops usually operated by men. Also, since the customers bought 
the sanitary pads from women who were known to them, information regarding their usage 
could be passed on. The product was, in some cases, bartered for onions and potatoes. The 
branding was done locally by the women, with each producer choosing their own brand 
name. Some examples of brand names adopted were ‘Be Cool, Relax and Touch Free’ 
(Exhibit IV).61 He also added that though the packaging of the sanitary pads marketed by 
these women groups may not be on par with the ‘glossy sophistication and packaging’ of the 
multinational brands, they scored higher in terms of ‘functionality.’ “Our pads weigh 10 gm 
against the 6gm pads by multinationals that sell at INR 3 each. We give double the size at half 
the price,” he said. Another feature offered through Muruganantham’s model was 
‘customization.’ “At different periods of menstruation women need different sizes in different 
days and different times. That's possible in our process."62 While promoting these brands in 
new markets was still a difficult task, Muruganantham was skeptical if television was the 
right media for advertising. "You always have a girl in white jeans, jumping over a wall… They 
never talk about hygiene”63, he said. Arguing that the ‘large brands’ catered to ‘teenagers and 
women working in IT companies’, he said that they could not match his product. “We 
designed it for women working in a farm,” he added.64 

 
Exhibit IV 

Some Brands Created Through The Project 
 

 
Source: VenemaVibeke, “The Indian sanitary pad revolutionary”,  
http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-26260978, March 4th 2014 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                             
61 “The Indian sanitary pad revolutionary”, op.cit. 
62 “Blood, sweat & a few tears: Arunachalam Muruganantham's lessons for consumer product firms”, op.cit. 
63 “The Indian sanitary pad revolutionary”, op.cit. 
64 “Blood, sweat & a few tears: Arunachalam Muruganantham's lessons for consumer product firms”, op.cit. 
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Sustainability Challenges 
 
Muruganantham took nearly 18 months to build 250 machines, which he tried selling in 
some of the poor and underdeveloped states in Northern India – ‘the so-called BIMARU65 or 
‘sick’ states of Bihar, Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan, and Uttar Pradesh.’ In these states, women 
often had to walk long distances to fetch water. They could not do this during menstruation 
and as a result their families suffered. According to Muruganantham, “My inner conscience 
said if I can crack it in Bihar, a very tough nut to crack, I can make it anywhere.” Here, he 
found it difficult to even discuss the subject, being a highly conservative society. “To speak to 
rural women, we need permission from the husband or father… We can only talk to them 
through a blanket,” he said.66 
 
There were several ‘myths and fears’ that surrounded the use of sanitary pads – ‘that women 
who use them will go blind, for example, or will never get married.’ There were also many 
taboos associated with menstruation in India. Women were restricted from visiting temples 
or public places and they were not allowed to even ‘cook or touch the water supply - 
essentially they are considered untouchable.’67 According to a study68 undertaken by AC 
Nielsen titled "Sanitary Protection: Every Woman's Health Right", together with NGO, Plan 
India, “Only 12% of India's 355 million menstruating women use sanitary napkins (SNs). 
Over 88% of women resort to shocking alternatives like unsanitised cloth, ashes and husk 
sand. Incidents of Reproductive Tract Infection (RTI) is 70% more common among these 
women. Inadequate menstrual protection makes adolescent girls (age group 12-18 years) 
miss 5 days of school in a month (50 days a year). Around 23% of these girls actually drop out 
of school after they started menstruating… Around 70% of women in India say their family 
can't afford to buy them.”69 Even those women who used cloth, were too shy to sun-dry them 
and this led to further infection.70 Bhagyashri Dengle71 of Plan India said, “This study reveals 
the dismal state of feminine hygiene care in India and shows rampant unhygienic sanitary 
practices. In comparison, 100% women in Singapore and Japan, 88% in Indonesia and 64% 
in China use SNs.” Insisting that a number of misconceptions surrounding menstruation 
should change in India, ‘97% gynaecologists who participated in the study believed that use of 
napkins reduced the risk of severe RTIs. Around 64% of them also believed that STs (Sic., 
SNs) reduce the risk of cervical cancer.’72 
 
While “millions of women are held back by shame around their most basic sanitary needs,”73 
Muruganantham believed that the empowerment of women had to start at an early age. “Why 
does nobody speak of girls’ empowerment? Why wait till they grow up?”He involved school 
girls and allowed them to work on these machines (Exhibit V). “To speak with rural women, 
I need to go through so many barriers, like her husband, brother, village head and 
community leader. But if the girl makes a napkin at school, she takes it home and convinces 
her older sister and mother much more easily,”74 he said. Cynthia Stephen, State Programme 
Director at Mahila Samakhya75, hailed Muruganantham’s work. “His work is crucial because, 
apart from lowering the cost, this will also promote economic activity among women 
                                                             
65 BIMARU is an acronym formed from the first letters of the names of these states. The term was coined by 
Ashish Bose in the mid-1980s. BIMARU has a resemblance to a Hindi word "Bimar" which means sick. This was 
used to describe the bad state of economy in these backward states. 
66 “The Indian sanitary pad revolutionary”, op.cit. 
67 ibid. 
68 Reviewed and endorsed by community development organisation Plan India, the survey was conducted in 
October 2010 and involved 1,033 women in the menstrual age and 151 gynaecologists from across India. 
69 Sinha Kounteya, “70% can't afford sanitary napkins, reveals study”, 
http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/70-cant-afford-sanitary-napkins-reveals-
study/articleshow/7344998.cms, January 23rd 2011 
70 “The Indian sanitary pad revolutionary”, op.cit. 
71 Executive director, Plan India 
72 “70% can't afford sanitary napkins, reveals study”, op.cit.  
73 “India's Sanitary Pad Scarcity Was the Father of His Invention”, op.cit. 
74 “Low cost sanitary napkins reach rural women and girls in India”, op.cit. 
75 A women’s education and health project supported by the Ministry of Education. 
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everywhere. However, there also a need for education on how to use and discard used 
sanitary napkins correctly.” Disposal of sanitary pads was another major issue and required a 
‘wider cultural shift’ and the creation of the necessary infrastructure. Muruganantham also 
encouraged using locally available biodegradable, surplus materials, like ‘banana fibre, 
bamboo fibre, jute, linter cotton, and other materials’, as a substitute for cellulose, the key 
raw material for making sanitary napkins.76 
 
Muruganantham’s invention cautiously gained acceptance in the villages and had 
significantly scaled-up ever since. As of October 2014, Muruganantham’s Jayaashree 
Industries had installed a total of 600 machines across 24 states in India, having successfully 
created ‘846 local brands surviving against multinational giants.’ As for the social impact, his 
invention had created direct employment for more than 17,500 women and had helped more 
than 6.5 million women shift from unhygienic methods to using sanitary napkins. From a 
current usage of less than 5%, Muruganantham had a vision to make India a 100% sanitary 
napkin using country, thereby creating a million rural employment for poor women.77 Apart 
from this, he had also received invitations from a few African governments to set up his 
machines there. According to him, ‘some of the napkins had even found their way into Saudi 
Arabia, after entrepreneurs in Kerala began exporting them.’78 He attributed his success 
“…entirely down to word-of-mouth publicity… Because this is a problem all developing 
nations face.” Living with his family in a modest apartment, he says that he has no craving for 
worldly possessions. “I have accumulated no money but I accumulate a lot of happiness… If 
you get rich, you have an apartment with an extra bedroom - and then you die,” he said. His 
wife Shanthi who had since joined him was quite supportive in his efforts. During the 
traditional ceremony held at the village when a girl reached puberty, Shanthi always gifted a 
sanitary napkin and explained how it was to be used. “Initially I used to be very shy when 
talking to people about it,” she said. However, she acknowledged that things had changed. 
“But after all this time, people have started to open up. Now they come and talk to me, they 
ask questions and they also get sanitary napkins to try them. They have all changed a lot in 
the village.” Vouching that his wife did a great job, he acknowledged that they were now a 
‘tight unit.’ “My wife, the business - it is not a separate thing, it is mixed up with our life,” he 
said.79 
 

Exhibit V 
Implementing the Project at the School Level 

 
Some Indian school girls are now making their own sanitary pads 

                                                             
76 “Low cost sanitary napkins reach rural women and girls in India”, op.cit. 
77 “Keynote Address by Arunachalam Muruganantham @ TiEcon Delhi 2014”, 
http://www.slideshare.net/TiEDelhi/keynote-address-by-arunachalam-muruganantham-tiecon-delhi-2014  
78 Blood, sweat & a few tears: Arunachalam Muruganantham's lessons for consumer product firms”, op.cit. 
79 “The Indian sanitary pad revolutionary”, op.cit. 
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Scindia Kanya Vidyalaya school principal Nishi Misra talking to women about hygiene 

in Madhya Pradesh 
Source: VenemaVibeke, “The Indian sanitary pad revolutionary”,  
http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-26260978, March 4th 2014 

 
Even as Muruganantham was gaining worldwide recognition, he felt let down when the 
Government of India announced a scheme to supply free and “highly subsidized” sanitary 
napkins to poor women, but did not involve him. The program hoped to reach 200 million 
rural women, who would use nearly 100 sanitary napkins per year, per person. The estimated 
cost of the project was $450 million. Although the Government had not named the supplier, 
it was expected that the order would be given to one of the major manufacturers of sanitary 
napkins—P&G, J&J and Kimberly-Clark. “This is a ‘first of kind’ program where public-
private partnership is being explored to bring high quality products to rural poor at 
affordable rates… The proposed model would envisage a complete reworking of the value 
chain to drive costs down. The intent is for the project to be self sustainable over a period of 
time. The Indian government is in talks with all the major sanitary napkin manufacturers – 
and nothing is finalized as yet,” a spokesman from the Kimberly-Clark said. Muruganantham 
said that if the orders were given to the rural women who worked using his machines, the 
scheme would almost be a zero-cost one. “What I am telling is that if the government permits 
me we are able without subsidy to provide the napkins… Already, we can make napkins for 1 
rupee, 50 paise. If the government comes, we can reduce that by 50 percent,” he argued.80 
However, on launching the scheme for promoting menstrual hygiene among adolescent girls 
in rural India, the Government did include the SHGs. The sourcing of low-cost sanitary 
napkins was done through a ‘Central supply mode’ as well as through the SHG mode.’ The 
‘Freedays’ napkins sourced by the Government of India were sold to the target group at a 
price of  INR 6 for a pack of six napkins by the ASHAs (Accredited Social Health Activists), 
working in the villages. Out of the 152 districts to be covered across 20 states, 107 districts in 
17 States were being supplied through Central procurement, whereas the remaining 45 
districts would be catered by the SHGs.81 The Government however said that it was the 
responsibility of the states to enforce quality norms and ensure that the product was in 
conformance with the BIS (Bureau of Industrial Standards).82 The ‘Freedays’ brand was 
manufactured by HLL Lifecare83. Justifying its move to predominantly source through HLL 

                                                             
80 Overdorf Jason, “Meet A. Muruganantham, India's tampon king”,  
http://www.minnpost.com/global-post/2010/05/meet-muruganantham-indias-tampon-king, May 21st 2010 
81 “Scheme for Promotion of Menstrual Hygiene among Adolescent Girls in Rural India”, 
http://nrhm.gov.in/nrhm-components/rmnch-a/adolescent-health/menstrual-hygiene-scheme-
mhs/schemes.html 
82 “Government Approves Scheme for Menstrual Hygiene- 1.5 Crore Girls to Get Low-Cost Sanitary Napkins”, 
http://pib.nic.in/newsite/erelease.aspx?relid=62586v, June 16th 2010 
83 HLL Lifecare Limited (HLL) (Formerly Hindustan Latex Limited), was a Government of India Enterprise, 
incorporated as a corporate entity under the Ministry of Health and Family Welfare, Government of India. It was 
mainly set-up for the production of male contraceptive sheaths for the National Family Welfare Programme. It 
also manufactured other related health products. 
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Lifecare for the 107 districts  and not from  the NGOs, the Government said that NGOs did 
not have the scale to supply in a sustained manner. Reacting to this view, Anshu Gupta 
(Gupta) of Goonj, an NGO which made sanitary napkins out of waste cloth said, “Why can’t 
the government give some time and seed money to the SHGs and NGOs. Its not a 
manufacturing technique that requires heavy machinery or investment. The government is all 
of a sudden blaming the NGOs for not having the capacity. That's unfair.”84 
 
While the abysmal lack of female sanitation posed a public health crisis to the Government, it 
offered a ‘huge, untapped market’ for the multinationals. To capitalise on this market J&J 
had launched the ‘Stayfree Secure’ brand earlier in 1997 aimed mainly at upgrading those 
using cloth and other unsanitary methods to branded napkins. Soon the low-cost product 
became the ‘largest selling sanitary napkin in the Indian market’ within a span of four years. 
Ever since its entry into the Indian market, P&G had also recorded significant success 
through its sanitary napkin brands, mainly ‘Whisper’. While a major breakthrough was 
required among both the rural and urban poor, P&G had already partnered with the National 
Rural Health Mission (NRHM) to work among the rural poor in India. It was engaged in 
spreading awareness about reproductive health in rural Rajasthan and planned to expand to 
Tamil Nadu, Muruganantham's home state. In its annual report, P&G said, “Significantly, the 
program has been able to convert 85 percent of cloth users to sanitary pad users who used 
WHISPER.” However, PC Vinoj Kumar, a Journalist championing Muruganantham’s cause 
said, “P&G and Johnson and Johnson look at this issue merely in terms of sales turnover… 
But as a social entrepreneur Muruganantham's business model has socio-economic 
objectives. It creates employment for thousands of rural women, apart from promoting use of 
sanitary napkins.” He was actively crusading against the Government sourcing from the 
multinationals.85 
 
The Government had sourced the requirement from HLL Lifecare and also from the SHGs. In 
the first year of the Government scheme’s implementation, the stark demand-supply gap 
came to light. While the requirement for the year 2011-12, was 193 million packets, the need 
increased to 372 million in 2012-13. The Government had sourced the requirement from HLL 
Lifecare and also from the SHGs. Meanwhile, HLL Lifecare, which had the capacity to 
manufacture 200 million packets also supplied to state governments, resulting in a likely 
shortage. It was at this stage that the Government was beset by strong lobbying from the 
multinationals, P&G and J&J. To accommodate them, the Government announced a bidding 
process to source the requirement. However, since the prices quoted by the multinationals 
were high, the contract was bagged by companies from China and Nepal. These companies 
supplied nearly 80% of the requirement. Despite availability of supplies, the scheme seemed 
to hit a roadblock with fall in the demand for napkins (Exhibit VI). States such as Bihar and 
Uttar Pradesh recorded utilization of just 43% and 39% respectively, while some other states 
recorded better usage rates. One of the main reasons cited for the decreasing demand for 
sanitary napkins was the poor quality of the supplies. “We get frequent complaints that the 
product is too thin,” said  Ravi Anand Dubey, ASHA Manager and Nodal Officer of ASHA 
Buxar86 Rekha Singh, community mobiliser in Dhanbad87 added that the main complaint 
from the girls was that it ‘does not last more than three or four hours.’ Officials at HLL 
Lifecare however emphasised that the quality of the ‘Freedays’ brand supplied by them was in 
conformity with the standards specified by the Ministry of Health and Family Welfare. “We 
get all the samples tested at our laboratory as well as the National Accreditation Board for 
Testing and Calibration Laboratories,” an HLL Lifecare official said.88 
 
 

                                                             
84 Ray Kalyan, “Six-pack for rural girls”, 
http://www.deccanherald.com/content/174960/content/219337/bangalore-robbery.html, July 10th  2011  
85 “Meet A. Muruganantham, India's tampon king”, op.cit. 
86 Buxar is a city in the state of Bihar in the eastern part of India bordering eastern Uttar Pradesh. It is the 
headquarters of Buxar District. 
87 A city in the state of Jharkhand, India and the most populous city in the state 
88 Pandey Kundan, “Discomfort zone”, http://www.downtoearth.org.in/content/discomfort-zone, June 15th 2013 
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Exhibit VI 

Falling Demand for Napkins 

 

 
Figures are till May 2013 (Source: district health departments) 

Source: Pandey Kundan, “Discomfort zone”, 
http://www.downtoearth.org.in/content/discomfort-zone,  

June 15th 2013 
 

There was also resistance to paying INR 6 per packet (Exhibit VII). There was a perception 
that the ASHAs who distributed the sanitary pads would be making money out of it. People 
thought that since the Government distributed food grains and contraceptives for free, 
sanitary napkins would also be offered free of cost. Also, the decision to use ASHAs to 
distribute the pads at an incentive of  only INR 1 per packet was questionable.89 Gupta of 
Goonj, said that the ASHAs were in fact overburdened.90 The main barrier however seemed 
to be the lack of awareness. “…They don’t understand menstrual hygiene,” commented  
Babita Kumari, an Auxiliary Nurse Midwife (ANM)91.A number of public health workers 
reported stiff resistance on the field. Following lack of a positive response, officials had 
decided to shelve expansion plans. “… Though the Asha and ANM workers tried hard to 
motivate rural women, they are still not successful in their attempt. Most of the workers have 
complained that many sanitary napkins are lying in the stores for a long time because there 
are no takers. Therefore, we have shelved the plan of rolling out the programme in the other 
28 districts,” stated an official of the State Health Society.92 
 
  

                                                             
89 “Discomfort zone”, op.cit. 
90 “Six-pack for rural girls”, op.cit. 
91 at Keoti primary health centre in Darbhanga district. 
92 Chakraborty Shuchismita, “Women hygiene scheme fails”, 
http://www.telegraphindia.com/1140206/jsp/bihar/story_17903416.jsp#.VREXt_yUeK8,  February 6th 2014 



oikos free case collection 

 
Exhibit VII 

Comparative Prices of Low Cost  Napkins in India  

 
Source: Jamwal Nidhi, “Why are we pretending that there isn’t a growing mountain of 

menstrual waste we need to deal with?”, https://in.news.yahoo.com/why-are-we-
pretending-that-there-isn-t-a-growing-mountain-of-menstrual-waste-we-need-to-deal-

with-111659074.html, January 9th 2015 

Apart from the Government, a number of NGOs were involved in increasing the accessibility 
and affordability of sanitary napkins among low-income groups. Organisations like Aakar93, 
which started by using Muruganandam’s machine and had developed it further, were actively 
engaged in this area. Goonj, another NGO, which started the ‘Not Just a Piece of Cloth’ 
initiative, used waste cloth from urban households, which was later cleaned and recycled to 
make sanitary napkins that were sold at INR 5 ($0.09) for a pack of five. International 
organisations, like the Geneva-based Water Supply & Sanitation Collaborative Council 
(WSSCC), WaterAid, through their WASH projects, were also involved in creating awareness 
about menstrual hygiene. Some social organisations like Samhita Social Ventures, partnered 
with initiatives by multinationals such as Johnson & Johnson’s Stayfree Women for Change 
Program, to create awareness and also provide medical help in urban slums. Even private 
schools and colleges participated in championing the cause of female hygiene. Despite large-
scale interventions by many organisations, the impact was not considerable. Experts pointed 
to the much larger problems in menstrual hygiene, relating to misconceptions and an 
unscientific mindset that prevailed. According to Priya Naik of Samhita Social Ventures, “The 
cause for menstrual hygiene and health does not stop at providing sanitary napkins. It is in 
fact a long process… As a long-term goal, Samhita Social Ventures is looking to create a 
consortium with like-minded companies, including pharmaceuticals and NGOs, to create a 
large-scale impact.”94 
 
While there were a number of reports on Muruganantham’s machines operating successfully, 
there were some challenges too. The Aakar project was a result of improvising 

                                                             
93 Aakar produced low-cost sanitary napkins using agri-waste raw materials such as banana fibre, bamboo and 
water-hyacinth pulp. This method was also advocated by Muruganantham. 
94 Desai Noopur, “Ending the Cycle of Neglect”, http://urbanpoverty.intellecap.com/?p=868, April 19th 2013 
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Muruganantham’s machines. While working95 with an NGO that had established a 
manufacturing unit using Muruganantham’s machines in Khatima block of Uttarakhand, 
Aakar’s founders, Jaydeep Mondal (Jaydeep) and Sombodhi Ghosh (Sambodhi) found that 
Muruganantham’s machine was not designed ergonomically. Women working on the 
machine developed back-pain leading to decreased productivity. They also observed that the 
quality of the napkins was not very satisfactory- they were rectangular shaped and had a 
single-line sealing leading to discomfort and leakages. Many units that had installed 
Muruganantham’s machines faced similar problems. Wanting to improve the machines, 
Jaydeep and Sombodhi went to meet Muruganantham to discuss these issues. However, he 
dismissed the need for any changes to his machine. The duo returned, determined to work on 
an improvised machine, themselves. “Muruganantham’s biggest problem is that he refuses to 
improve his product based on customer and user feedback,” complained Sonia 
Suryavanshi96, a social worker who had set up a unit to manufacture sanitary napkins using 
Muruganantham’s machines.97 
 
After much trial and error, Jaydeep and Sombodhi succeeded in improving the machine and 
launched the Anandi brand sanitary napkins at a cost of INR 20 for a pack of eight. “Our 
product is affordable but we have not compromised on quality even a bit. Anandi sanitary 
napkins is also Bureau of Indian Standards (BIS) compliant,” Aakar’s founders said. Apart 
from ensuring that the machines worked on minimal electricity and also on inverters, (since 
electricity was scarce in most villages), Aakar’s pads incorporated the inverted two-S shape 
and the wings based on feedback. With an improved product98, Aakar was ready to cater to 
orders. Its first deal was struck with Woman on Wings, a Netherlands-based NGO. More 
orders followed and Aakar had signed a contract with the Gujarat Livelihood Promotion 
Company (GLPC) to set-up production centres impacting nearly ‘50 lakh women, create 
11,000 direct jobs and 9,000 indirect commission agent jobs.’ In promoting Aakar, the 
founders decided to commercialise their invention and empower women through it. “We are 
developing a hub and spoke model. For every five units we will have one salesperson to 
coordinate raw material and final output logistics. We will identify one woman from each 
village to stock and sell the napkins in that village on a commission basis,” Sombodhi said.99 
Manufactured using agri-waste such as banana fibre bagasse, bamboo and water hyacinth, 
these sanitary napkins cost only 60% the price of the cheapest sanitary napkin brand in the 
market.100 Aakar’s low cost sanitary napkin-making machine had already been recommended 
as one of the top-five innovations in the family planning and reproductive health sector by 
Millennium Alliance, an initiative of USAID, the Technology Development Board. Also, FICCI 
had recognised its indigenous fibre technology as one of the top three innovations in the 
DST-Lockheed Martin India Innovation Growth Programme 2013.101 
 
Some SHGs that had installed Muruganantham’s machines also faced problems due to 
machine malfunction and decreasing demand. For instance, the Laila gram panchayat in 
Dakshina Kannada district, which had started 'Safety - Feel Free', a low-cost sanitary napkin 
production unit, had temporarily shut down. Set-up at a cost of INR 0.733 million, the unit 
had a capacity to produce 450 napkins per day. The unit was catering to an order of 10,000 
packs from the zilla panchayat to distribute sanitary napkins among school students in the 
district under the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan (SSA) scheme. There was additional production of 
napkins following the health and family welfare department’s decision to include 'Safety - 
Feel Free' napkins in the 'Madilu102' kit. "The unit has been shut temporarily due to problems 

                                                             
95 As part of their  MBA project. 
96 A regional educational consultant of Honeybee Network, an organisation that promoted grassroot innovations 
97 “8 napkins for just Rs 20”, http://www.civilsocietyonline.com/pages/Details.aspx?502, March 2014 
98 The machines were to cost about INR 0.25 million each. 
99 “8 napkins for just Rs 20”, op.cit. 
100 Tiwari Alka, “More safe from now”, http://www.thehindu.com/sci-tech/health/more-safe-from-
now/article4952872.ece, July 26th 2013 
101 “More safe from now”, op.cit. 
102 The Madilu scheme was started by the government to provide post natal care for both mother and child. The 
Madilu kit was distributed to mothers from BPL (below poverty line) families, who delivered at Government 
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in machines and insufficient demand. We are waiting for specialists from Coimbatore for 
repair works. The unit will start production soon," said Prakash Shetty, gram panchayat PDO. 
With discontinuance of the SSA scheme and no demand from private players, the unit 
awaited Government funds to carry out repair works.103 
 
Meanwhile, Muruganantham did not stop innovating. He announced that he was working on 
a machine priced at just INR 25,000. He said that this was for a dual purpose. One, was to 
counter ‘copycats’ who had launched machines similar to his but with minor changes and the 
second was to reach out to ‘women in distress.’ “I’m planning to give the low-cost machines 
to women in areas like Vidarbha (where cotton farmers are facing severe financial crisis). 
Destitute women cannot get bank loans as they can’t provide guarantees,” he said. He was 
also working on herbal pads that contained healing properties and on larger pads for women 
for post-delivery use.104 Muruganantham was upbeat on the popularity of his products and 
that women across India including the Andaman and Nicobar Islands and even Naxal-
affected areas, were using his machines. “We are expanding fast, and big companies are now 
worried,” he said.105 
 
Muruganantham continued to be in international limelight. His latest recognition was from 
the Nike Foundation, which had chosen him as part of ten companies to be mentored, as part 
of the ‘Girl Effect Accelerator’106 initiative.107 When once asked what his ‘proudest moment’ 
was, he said that it was while installing his machine in a ‘remote village in Uttarakhand, in 
the foothills of the Himalayas.’ Here, for many generations, people had not earned enough to 
send children to school. A year after the installation, Muruganantham received a call from a 
woman in that village saying that her daughter had started going to school. "Where Nehru 
failed… one machine succeeded," he said.108 It remained to be seen how a grassroots 
invention could sustain and compete with some of the world's largest multinational 
companies.  
  

                                                                                                                                                                                              
Hospitals. Among other things such as blankets for mother and child, towel, rubber sheet, sweater, socks, gloves, 
bedsheet, soap, powder and coconut oil, the kit also included sanitary pads. 
103 K T Vinobha, “Low-cost sanitary napkin unit shut”, http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/mangaluru/Low-
cost-sanitary-napkin-unit-shut/articleshow/45646570.cms, December 26th 2014 
104 Kurmanath K. V., “Inventor of low-cost sanitary napkin diversifies portfolio”, 
http://www.thehindubusinessline.com/industry-and-economy/inventor-of-lowcost-sanitary-napkin-diversifies-
portfolio/article5207119.ece, October 6th 2013 
105 Jamwal Nidhi, “Why are we pretending that there isn’t a growing mountain of menstrual waste we need to deal 
with?”, https://in.news.yahoo.com/why-are-we-pretending-that-there-isn-t-a-growing-mountain-of-menstrual-
waste-we-need-to-deal-with-111659074.html, January 9th 2015 
106 The Nike Foundation (co-founders of the Girl Effect) and Unreasonable Group have partnered to launch an 
intensive two-week program for entrepreneurs who were leading wildly innovative startups that are positioned to 
benefit millions of girls in poverty. 
107Sommers-Dawes Kate,  
 “Nike Foundation Launches 'Girl Effect' Accelerator to Combat Global Poverty”,  
http://mashable.com/2014/10/02/nike-foundation-girl-effect-accelerator/, October 2nd 2014 
108“The Indian sanitary pad revolutionary”, op.cit. 
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Annexure I 

The Menstrual Hygiene Scene in the Developing World 

 
Source: Petronzio Matt, “Half the World Menstruates. Now, Let's Talk About It”, 

http://mashable.com/2014/05/28/menstrual-hygiene-day/, May 28th 2014 
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Annexure II 

Arunachalam Muruganantham: A Brief Profile 
 

 
Muruganantham (47) hails from Pudur in Coimbatore, Tamil Nadu. When he was young, he lost his 
father, Mr. S. Arunachalam, in a road accident. His mother, Mrs. A. Vanitha, who was a housewife, 
had to work as a farm worker to support the family. Around this time, he discontinued his studies after 
SSLC to earn a living and help his family financially. During his formative years in school, he displayed 
a keen interest in science and astronomy. His science teacher encouraged him to experiment and give 
birth to new ideas. He had participated in a school science exhibition and won an award for a chicken 
incubator that he had developed. Most of his classmates came from neighboring farms. He spent a lot 
of time visiting the farms, learning about farm implements and also tried his hand at modifying and 
repairing them. For over three decades, he faced economic hardships while trying his hand at various 
trades to support his family. He worked in various capacities; as a part time technician at Lakshmi 
Machine Works, Coimbatore, machine operator, insurance agent, farm laborer and yarn selling agent. 
Currently, he runs his firm, Jayashree industries, which he has built from scratch centered around 
commercializing his innovation- the mini sanitary napkin machine. 

 

Source: “Mini sanitary napkin making machine”, 
http://www.vigyanprasar.gov.in/Radioserials/Radio_Serial_Grass_R

oot_Innovations/Episode_1_1.pdf, 2009 
  

Annexure III 
Muruganantham’s Napkin Making Process 

 

 

Product Details 
 

The semi-automatic mini sanitary napkin making assembly deploys four stages to produce the finished 
sanitary napkins. The main raw materials used for making sanitary napkin in this machine include 
wood fiber; thermo bonded non-woven, polyethylene – barrier film, release paper, super bond paste & 
LLDPE 50 GSM – packing cover. 
 

In the first stage, the raw material in the form of wood fiber is taken into a de-fiberation unit (36’’ x 
24"x 30"). The raw material is cut up by 4 blades, fitted on a disc at the bottom of a conical vessel, to 
deliver de-fiberated wood pulp with a filament length of 1 to 1.5 mm. The unit is powered by a 1 HP 
single-phase motor rotating at 10,000 RPM to deliver the cutting action and deliver soft pulp at the 
rate of 150 gm per minute. 
 

The second stage involves compressing the de-fibered pulp to the required shape of the napkin. This is 
done using a core-forming unit (24" x 24" x 30"), operated by a foot pedal. The mould or core block is 
made of food grade aluminum and facilitates making two kinds of sanitary napkin pads; one with a 
variable density and the other with constant or equal density. The variable density pads have more 
density of material at the bottom for better absorption. 
 

The third stage involves sealing the pads in the napkin-finishing machine (36" x 30"x 30"), where they 
are wrapped with non-woven fabrics such as polypropylene and sealed. The operator uses the foot 
pedal to power the unit and seal the pads in three sides. The unit is rated at 40 Watts and seals about 
4-10 napkins per minute using a cam operated limit switch, which facilitates fast heating and cooling 
within two seconds per stroke. 
 
The fourth stage involves passing the sealed pads through a dedicated Sterilization unit. The 
sterilization can be achieved either by manually exposing the pads to the UV lamp or by batch-type 
sterilization unit. The sterilization units consist of a closed container with UV lamps. In the UV 
chamber, sealed pads are sterilized by exposing them for 10 seconds. The UV sterilization is achieved 
by using short wave Germicidal Erasing Lamps with specific wavelengths between 240 - 280 
nanometers with a peak wavelength of 265 nanometers. Once the sterilization is complete, the pads 
are ready for the finishing operations consisting of trimming, position strip fixing, packing and 
dispatch. The machine can produce over 900 sanitary napkin pads per day @ 4 napkins per minute. It 
needs a maximum of three people to operate the three main production stages. The rate of production 
can be enhanced using two core-forming dies. 
 

Source: “Mini sanitary napkin making machine”, 
http://www.vigyanprasar.gov.in/Radioserials/Radio_Serial_Grass_R

oot_Innovations/Episode_1_1.pdf, 2009 


