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In the past few years, I’ve not had the easiest relationship with what we might
euphemistically term “that time of the month”.

My cramps were once so excruciating that I couldn’t stand long enough to warm
a hot-water bottle and my brother had to do it for me, while I curled up and
argued that if men had periods, they would have invented something by now to
definitively take the edge off. It reached the point that I visited my GP in
agony.
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Things have, touch wood, calmed down since then, but I couldn’t help but feel
alone and unsure of where to turn. Even other women were reluctant to meet
me with empathy. They would shrug, breezily saying how some women really
just didn’t have it that badly.

This is true but only around 10 per cent of women glide through their periods
with no discomfort at all. The rest all have some form of premenstrual
syndrome (PMS), ranging from something as mild as a minor headache to what
one physiotherapist described to The Athletic as “a full whack of everything
where you just hate the world”. That we’ve been duped into thinking that 10
per cent figure is much higher is partly where the stigma around period pain
stems from.

That taboo is half the issue. I remember being in sex education at primary
school and asking, “How do you get that tampon up there?” I was told I was
“spoiling the session” by asking a “stupid question”. I’ve been at football grounds
without sanitary bins — and, no, you can’t just flush pads and tampons down
the toilet — which shows that the huge drive to supply female fans with free
sanitary products is only half the battle. And then there are white shorts, which
are “just not made for female football players”.

It can be frustrating when you’re in pain and no one is willing to listen. For
those of us who suffer, it can be intimidating to think that the average woman
has to gear up for more than 400 periods, typically starting every 28 days and
lasting between two and five days, in her lifetime.

I played football on my period dozens of times when I was a teenager. The only
issue I can remember is that my sanitary pad would occasionally chafe. I
remember, when I first started, watching the female lead tear through the streets
in an episode of Doctor Who and thinking, “Amy Pond must have periods at
some point, and she still runs from (or to) danger and acts and does stunts. It
doesn’t have to stop me.”

At the 2019 World Cup, the support staff for the winning US women’s national
team (USWNT) devoted themselves to comprehensively understanding each
player’s cycle and related medical indicators, allowing them to develop strategies
to minimise the impact on performance. Then, Chelsea Women partnered with
sports science company Orreco, which has developed the FitrWoman app to
allow players to log and monitor information around their menstrual health and
granting Chelsea’s coaches unprecedented understanding.

The Athletic understands that several Women’s Super League clubs are also
using the FitrWoman software, alongside the English and Swiss FAs. Orreco is
waiting to see if it will keep working with the USWNT following the change in
head coach and the concurrent departure of support staff since last year’s World
Cup but FitrWoman is also growing increasingly popular among lower-level
coaches and other national federations have expressed interest. Only Chelsea are
using the linked hand-holding consultancy service, but the Confederation of
African Football is working with the app’s founders to run a conference with 30
national teams’ coaches. The conversation is now global.

“Women having periods will follow a fairly typical pattern of fluctuation of the
two key hormones involved in the menstrual cycle,” says Emma Ross, formerly
the head of physiology at English Institute of Sport (EIS), which supplies the
medical practitioners to Team GB. “But when you look at each individual, and
how high their peaks are and how low their troughs are, they are so different.

“Women’s sensitivity to those hormones are different. Things like diet, lifestyle,
how much training you’re doing and how much stress you’re under all affect
how your hormones are influencing you. We use the term ‘hormonal’ to describe
women in the build-up to their period, when they’re usually emotional and a bit
irrational, but we are all hormonal all of the time.”

Before the 2016 Olympic Games in Rio de Janeiro, Ross was tasked with
assessing how the EIS supported its female athletes. The answer was that
practitioners and sportspeople were doing “what they know to be effective, but
that turned out to be what’s effective in men”. Three years ago, the FA, inspired
by Ross’ work in Olympic sport, requested her support, and she convened
several elite football clubs to encourage them to share best practice.

She points out that women, mistakenly, often think their hormones are
challenging them at various points of the cycle and sparking off the litany of
painful symptoms. “But if those symptoms are at the premenstrual phase, it’s
often because those hormones are declining,” she says.

(Graphic: Kirsty Elliott-Sale)

Oestrogen rises during the first half of the cycle, then women ovulate in the
middle of their cycle and oestrogen and progesterone are both elevated. After
that peak, those hormones drop away to end the cycle, and that decline can
bring with it low mood and fatigue. There is a significant inflammatory
response and it can trigger cravings and disrupt the appetite.

During the period itself, cramps may result in intense spasms in the stomach,
back and thighs: the muscular wall of the womb contracts to shed its lining,
cutting off the blood and oxygen supply to the womb to release pain-triggering
chemicals. Progesterone, when high in the second half of the cycle, can
influence coordination and judgement in subtle ways, changing how athletes
comprehend themselves in time and space.

“Men, and therefore women, don’t take the physiological things that are
happening as real,” says Sarah Milner, a physiotherapist specialising in sports
and exercise rehab who has worked with both amateur and elite athletes. “They
just go, ‘You’re on your period, so you’re crazy, or you’re just depressed, or you’re
going to eat the chocolate bar’. Actually, it’s something that’s happening to our
bodies. That is why we need to learn about it and simplify all of it, for everyone.
By changing certain things, you can change that physiological response.”

Inflammation can be reduced through more sleep or via a diet heavy in anti-
inflammatory foods. Activity can boost serotonin, the happy hormone, to
mitigate against the dips in oestrogen and progesterone. The circuits from the
brain that influence movement and coordination — those parts of the brain that
are distorted by fluctuating progesterone levels — can be stimulated through
caffeine, aerobic exercises or warm-ups focusing on coordination. And it’s not
all bad: when oestrogen is high, it creates an anabolic environment favourable to
muscle adaptation and resistance training, and recovery is quicker in the first
half of the cycle. Oestrogen is also key to bone health.

“Eighty per cent of athletes or active women will say symptoms of their cycle
have impacted negatively on their training or performance,” Ross says. “But the
research we have so far suggests it doesn’t affect our performance capacity –
things like max strength and max speed. What we need to do to tap into that
capacity does change.

“If your digestion isn’t working as well – you’re bloated, you’re constipated –
you’re going to tap into some different strategies, whether that’s what you’ve
eaten or how you use yoga to aid your digestion. We can’t have athletes training
all season long to get to a game and go, ‘I can’t manage my symptoms’. It’s not
about how much impact the menstrual cycle has on performance, it’s about how
hard we are working with women to make sure that it doesn’t.”

I tell her that, initially, it was tough getting female players to speak on this issue.
Women’s sport is often behind in certain areas not only because of a historic
lack of funding — and, therefore, research — but because of its attitude to
anything it perceives as a weakness.

“Sport is a place where judgement is rife, because we’re always judged on our
performance,” Ross says. “That means that judgment kind of feels like it
extends into everything, and judgment on the menstrual cycle, in my experience,
is never particularly positive. ‘Ugh – she’s probably hormonal’. Women don’t
want to be judged as being weak or fragile, and not bringing these things up is
the easiest way to prevent that from happening.

“But this is not about women being weak or fragile — this is about everyone
being in tune with their own body and doing what they need to get the best out
of it. There are so many other areas of sport where we accept that, but for some
reason, if people are struggling with their cycle, it’s not something they want to
explore really thoroughly. It’s accepted to go in with an ice pack on your
shoulder, but not necessarily quite as common to see people using strategies to
help around their cycle. But it totally should be — it’s about getting the best out
of yourself.”

It’s common for Olympic athletes to use hormonal contraceptives to suppress
their cycle or manipulate it to avoid coming on around major competitions.
This is a hugely personal decision, and clearly works for some, but Ross worries
that sport is sometimes too eager to frogmarch its players in the direction of the
most extreme solution: that is, stopping the period completely.

“There’s a whole load of middle ground that I don’t think we explore enough
with athletes,” she says. “I think it’s brilliant for athletes to get to a place where
they can have a really healthy menstrual cycle and it can be part of their health
check and their vitality. Using hormonal contraception takes you completely in
the opposite direction. It’s not that I’m for or against it, but how informed are
the girls when they choose that strategy? Do they know the side-effects of the
pill? Are we having good, informed conversations with players? There’s not only
one solution of hormonal contraception.

“If there is any kind of chance that we can get them having a healthy menstrual
cycle it’s an amazing indicator for us, and those supporting them, that they’re
healthy. Often, the first thing that gets disrupted if the balance of your life is too
stressful or you’re not eating right is that you lose your period. They can then
get on top of that before they get ill or injured and take themselves out for a
season.

“I think a lot of things get normalised in sport with women. When athletes stop
getting their periods, that gets normalised in the past in sport. But it’s not fine.
Because we’re not speaking out about it, no one really knows that everyone else
doesn’t experience that. We need to talk about it.“

The Dutch footballer Emma Coolen did not have her period for nine months.
Not because she was pregnant: since being a teenager she had always had a
difficult relationship with food and had never really had regular periods. In her
push to turn professional, she was training harder and harder. Then her periods
stopped.

“It’s kind of a sick way to prove to yourself that you’re doing a lot,” she says now.
“It’s kind of weird because, of course, you know that something’s going wrong.
You know what the long-term consequences can be. But at the same time, I
think a) there’s a bit of a stigma to talk about that stuff, even with people that
are close to you, and b) the trap that I kind of fell into was I thought, ‘Actually,
it’s quite nice not to have a period, so I’m not going to fix this problem’. That
was my excuse not to take the uncomfortable step of doing something about it.”

The week Coolen was due to visit a hospital, her periods recommenced. “But
for the longest time, I only got my period in the off-season. I just figured, naive
as I was and ignorant, that’s the way it’s going to be, and it’s just nice not to
have that inconvenience. Which is ridiculous.”

Some studies estimate that 60 per cent of exercising women experience some
sort of menstrual disturbance, although exercise can also alleviate cramps.
Statistically, Milner says, there will be at least one player on each team who has
periods that are outside the norm: they might be amenorrhoeic (they do not
menstruate), or their periods might be delayed or concerningly heavy.

Aside from her irregular cycles, Coolen has few physical symptoms. “It’s more
the emotional side,” she says. “Sometimes, in training, I just burst out crying for
no reason. But if you’re in a women’s team, everybody at one point in the month
gets to that point.”

It does not mean, though, that periods are always easy to speak about: Coolen
has played in both Belgium and Holland and found — only from her own
experiences, she caveats — vastly different levels of candour in each country.
“Among the teams I’ve been on in Belgium, it’s a bit of a taboo — girls don’t
really talk about it, don’t want to shower with the team when on their period. In
Holland, on the teams I’ve been on, people kind of joke around about it: it’s
kind of like banter in the dressing room.

“I never really got to the point where I would have to talk to a coach about it,
but I think if I had, it would have been no problem for me. If you’re going to be
a coach in women’s football and that makes you uncomfortable, why aren’t you
coaching a men’s team?”

Other English clubs are also following Chelsea’s lead.

Scotland and Leicester defender Sophie Howard, 27, fills out a wellness
questionnaire each morning and the team doctor is “very much involved”,
speaking openly with players who, in turn, exchange tips and ideas. “It’s quite
obvious when people walk around with a hot-water bottle what’s going on,” she
laughs. “It’s not really a secret, and I think it should be talked about. It’s nothing
you should get weird about.”

She describes her symptoms as “manageable”, but “only because I think you
learn to deal with it”. She adds, “I struggle with back pain. My back is sore and
everything around it gets tight. I work with heat or try and release everything to
help my back relax a little bit.” She can be easily agitated and uses painkillers to
help her manage games.

After reading about Chelsea’s work with the FitrWoman app, Howard
downloaded it herself and has used it to track her cycle and manage her
symptoms. “Sometimes it’s about speaking to the people around you and saying,
‘I will be agitated’, and laughing about it. Depending on which stage you’re in,
it’s just being aware that your recovery could take longer. We don’t adjust
training within the club (but) I know myself what I have to do in each phase for
me to perform or be prepared.”

With Howard, Coolen and Milner, each conversation turns, at some point, to
the same issue: white shorts. Howard doesn’t worry about leaking, pointing out
that she can change her sanitary protection at half-time, but says, pragmatically,
“White shorts are just not made for female football players.” Coolen’s teams
would joke about them. “Who in their right minds would give a women’s
football team white shorts?”

Milner plays for fifth-tier Dulwich Hamlet, whose away shorts are white. “And
whenever you’re due on, it’s definitely on the back of your mind, probably pre-
game and then for the first 10-15 minutes of the match,” she says. “It kind of
feels a bit childish to say, but it’s definitely one of the things that I know my
team-mates have felt.”

Shockingly, all bar three of the 13 clubs that have played in the WSL in the last
few seasons have had white shorts as part of their home kits at some stage: only
Chelsea (blue), Liverpool (red) and Tottenham Hotspur (royal blue) are the
exceptions. Women’s sides will often share kits with their partner men’s sides,
which may pay dividends from a marketing perspective but doubtless cause
issues elsewhere.

At Doncaster Rovers Belles, the players approached their board about the fact
they had to play in white shorts and the club happily changed the kit for the
women’s side. “Leaking is a topic in the changing room, I can’t lie,” says Belles
midfielder Kirsty Smith, 28. “It’s the back of everyone’s mind, really. A lot of
girls, including myself, will wear undershorts, just to make sure that if you are
on your period and if anything comes through, you’re covered. But it is a kind of
self-conscious thing: when you know you’re on your period, it’s something
you’re looking for. When you’re not on your period, it’s not.”

The kit change was one of several steps by the fourth-tier side to gain a better
understanding of how periods affect their female players. The club’s manager
Andy Butler and his assistant Nick Buxton recruited the help of a local gym,
Silhouette Personal Training, to provide dietary advice around the menstrual
cycle during pre-season, and educated themselves to the point that they ran
seminars for the team on what players might be experiencing at different stages.

Smith tracks her cycle via an iPhone app and alters her diet accordingly. The
first two weeks of her four-week cycle involve an intake of high carbohydrates
as the body most needs these as a key fuel source, and the last two weeks of her
cycle sees an intake of high fats: the basal metabolic rate, or the amount of
nutrition the body needs, increases in the second half of the cycle.

Her team-mate Jenna McGee, 34, suffers a little more. She is a mother of two
— her eldest son Rory is five and youngest Patrick has just turned nine months
— and returned to football about three months after having a caesarean section.
“My periods have started to get a little bit worse since the pregnancies,” she
says. “I do massively struggle in the build-up to having my period.

“In the week before, it affects my mental health quite badly. My mood can drop
quite low and I can get quite stressed out, which results in me feeling like I
don’t want to do any exercise. I want to overeat and I lack energy, going for food
that’s not part of the diet and not part of the routine.

“The intensity of the pain, the cramps, the bleeding seems to be a lot heavier
since having my second child.  My lifestyle is different now — working full
time, having the kids, the responsibility of running the house — but I never
used to notice it. It sort of results in a week of where I’m not able to train as
what I’d want to effectively.

“On my period, I feel a sense of relief, but then you’re sort of conscious as along
with your period comes bloating, putting on a little bit of weight, feeling
heavier.”

Then there are practical issues, which are especially a concern given Doncaster,
as a lower-division side, often play teams who do not have facilities to which
WSL League clubs are accustomed. Toilets might be portaloos, located a
sizeable walk from the pitch or changing facilities, and there may not be a
sanitary bin.

“Clubs could think about tampon bins and providing them,” says McGee.
“Everything you think about before the game takes focus sometimes from what
you need to be doing.”

What helps her cope? “It’s being kind to yourself. In that week and the build-up
to it, it’s about realising that this is physically happening. I need to acknowledge
it and make some adaptations, some changes, and if I didn’t do my sprint in the
time I wanted to, be kind to myself and think, in the next couple of weeks, I will
do it.”

In the build-up to the World Cup last summer, Georgie Bruinvels, a research
scientist at Orreco, was approached by Dawn Scott, now the England senior
women’s physical performance manager and previously in charge of the high-
performance strategy for the USWNT.

“She came to us with a problem,” recalls Bruinvels. “‘I’m seeing these drop-offs
in performance, and really increased fatigue and delayed onset of muscle
soreness’. She didn’t really know what to do about it and she didn’t want that to
affect performance, so she came to us and said, ‘What can you do about it?’

The FitrWoman app links to a coaching platform to allow staff to monitor
athletes’ cycles. They can see if cycle length variation is occurring if an athlete
loses their menstrual cycle and what kind of symptoms they’re having on any
given day.

“We’re not saying an athlete can’t play today,” says Bruinvels. “We work on their
nutrition, on their recovery, their prehab, their rehab, their sleep, whether they’ve
got a historical injury that we think might be linked to the menstrual cycle,
whether they need to get certain types of physio before, whether we think their
recovery needs to alter. It’s definitely not about tailoring the training, but about
every aspect around training to get them to the pitch in the best state of
readiness.”

The findings around coordination have proved particularly pertinent for
Chelsea goalkeeper Carly Telford, whose position coach Stuart Searle will guide
her through specific exercises, including some with reaction lights and ping
pong machines, to aid her in this area.

“It’s also allowing men to see it from a female perspective,” Telford says. “I think
that’s what Emma Hayes has done really well: educate male staff members.
There are things that Stu has to consider. Sometimes, he’ll be taking volleys and

(Photo: Naomi Baker/FIFA via Getty Images)

Sophie Howard battles against Brazil’s Geyse Ferreira in a 2019 friendly (Photo: Jose Breton/NurPhoto

via Getty Images)

Carly Telford with her Chelsea team-mates (Photo: Catherine Ivill/Getty Images)
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D Derek D. · Nov 12, 2020

The best, and most important, article I've read on The Athletic since I signed up 3 years ago.
I loved Posnanski's Baseball 100, all the pieces about my beloved Toronto Maple Leafs, all of Katie Strang's
vital journalism and so much more, but this is an education all men need, within and beyond sports.
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D Derek D. · Nov 12, 2020

I missed the point with my comment Katie. I did, however, share your article with every woman I know.
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T Ted S. · Nov 12, 2020

@Derek D. Agreed on it being an amazing article, Derek. But let's make sure we share it with our men too!

66

D Derek D. · Nov 12, 2020

I have shared it with every man I know. After talking to several female friends about the article, they told
me that they were not aware of all of the science and have always been pissed off about the denigration
of menstruation

44

K Katie Whyatt · Nov 12, 2020 STAFF

This is great to read - thank you. I definitely learned so much doing this piece compared to what I knew
from school, and think it’s so important that we stimulate wider conversations around this area.
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D Derek D. · Nov 12, 2020

You're very welcome. I've already shared a link to Fitr. If you have any other links to the science you
shared or period positive info, please add to end of the article.
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K Kareem H. · Nov 12, 2020

I’ve learnt more about this topic by reading this article than anything else in my life. Thank you for this great
article !

4949 11

K Katie Whyatt · Nov 12, 2020 STAFF

Ah - thank you, Kareem. The comments today make me wonder if schools / sex education are falling short
in teaching us equally about both sexes, but uplifting to see so many men eager to be part of the
conversation.

2626

D Deema K. · Nov 12, 2020

Thank you for writing an article abt this ! I’m so glad the athletic is giving women’s football and women’s is-
sues in relation sport in general the coverage it deserves!

3333

T Tom C. · Nov 12, 2020

Wow. What an amazing piece. This is exactly the kind of thing I want to see on the Athletic.

2121

C Chelsie S. · Nov 12, 2020

This is why I pay for my subscription, this article is phenomenal. One of the best I’ve had the pleasure of read-
ing on The Athletic. Thank you so much for taking the time to really research this Katie and for encouraging
players to contribute. Can’t wait to tell the girls at training all about this and get our coach involved in the
conversation too. 

Women’s football is a completely different game to the men’s, said it time and time again but not for negative
reasons. We (women) overcome so many obstacles, both societal and biological in order to play the game we
love. We are so resilient. Articles like this provide evidence of that. Thank you.

2020

J Jane S. · Nov 12, 2020

Brilliant article, when I played football the anxiety caused when you are on your period and your team wears
white shorts had as big an impact on your performance as the stomach cramps and muscle aches.

2020 22

Laura Williamson · Nov 12, 2020 STAFF

I always had dark shorts/kit (thank goodness) so had never thought about it before but it now strikes me
as a really important thing that clubs could change to make a positive difference to their female players.

1313

J Jason C. · Nov 16, 2020

@Laura Williamson re white shorts, is it an issue/against the rules to wear a dark coloured inner tights un-
der the white shorts?

11

R Rachel W. · Nov 12, 2020

The worry about stained white shorts is real, but it also says a lot about how much stigma there is around pe-
riods and period blood. A player wouldn't worry if they took a knock or a fall and got blood on their white shirt,
but we still feel embarassed if people know we are on our period or - gasp - can see that sanitary products
aren't perfect. 

I'll never forget having my period at an away game with my rugby team where not only did we have white
shorts but the stadium had squat toilets. A true nightmare.

Excellent article.

1818

T Travis R. · Nov 12, 2020

I used to manage Plymouth Argyle Ladies and the issue of white shorts was one that I kept having to fight to
change to black or green. On at least 3 occasions I had players literally have to run off the pitch to get a
change of shorts. Excellent article.

1717 11

K Katie Whyatt · Nov 12, 2020 STAFF

Thanks so much for this comment, Travis - it’s been a huge education for me to hear just how widespread
the concerns around white shorts are in the game.

88

S Susan V. · Nov 12, 2020

This is a fantastic article. And I’m really heartened by so many positive comments from men. There was a time
you just would not have seen that.

99

N Nick B. · Nov 12, 2020

Fantastic article! If this wasn’t behind a paywall I’d send it to everyone I know.

99

M Mark S. · Nov 12, 2020

Pretty damning indictment of how we teach things like this to kids when I'm almost 32 and learned more from
this piece than anything ever before about such an important thing

88

A Alex J. · Nov 12, 2020

I rarely read the women’s football articles (probably because Wolves are still in the doldrums), but this was a
top read, glad I happened upon it.

88

J Jess K. · Nov 12, 2020

Fantastic article Katie! I think it’s something that definitely needs to be not only spoken about but learned,
and this article shows the movement towards that which is brilliant. The white shorts part is ridiculous and
quite short-sighted, I can’t believe it is ever on the cards with women’s teams. Personally, I really don’t enjoy
playing football when I’m on my period because of the general discomfort and pain I can get. Yet, in the run up
to my period when I’m feeling low, the thing I really need is movement and football that helps me boost out of
those low moods.

77

C Cath T. · Nov 12, 2020

Fab article, thank you Katie. When I played (non-elite), I knew that the week of my period I would lack coordi-
nation, and my touch would desert me. I began to dread match day. If match day coincided with the week af-
ter, I loved it - I felt invincible! What I didn’t know was that that was related to the surge in Oestrogen.
As for football (or exercise generally) helping cramps - codswallop!!! 

😆
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A Alex B. · Nov 12, 2020

Fantastic article, more educational but interesting pieces like this please!

44

L Laura D. · Nov 12, 2020

This is such a fascinating article! It's great that people are really digging into beyond the obvious (periods af-
fect performance) and really trying to figure out the best way to manage it and work WITH hormones.

33

A Alexis M. · Nov 16, 2020

The quote “the world, especially within male-dominated sports, treat women as small men, and that is the
worst thing we could do" really resonates. Great article, thank you!

22

B Ben G. · Nov 13, 2020

This is one of the bravest and most important articles I have literally ever read.

22

James McNicholas · Nov 13, 2020 STAFF

Such a great piece.

11

K Kyle S. · Nov 12, 2020

Absolutely fascinating article. Well done.

11

M MJ L. · Nov 12, 2020

This is a really important article for all women to read, whether they are athletes or coaches, and any men who
coach women. I hope The Athletic makes it widely available and promotes it more. 

BTW, decades ago, I remember reading that women tennis pros would give each other a "string check" in the
dressing room before going out to the court.

11

K Kate G. · Nov 12, 2020

Outstanding article. I've always wondered how professional athletes manage their cycles and this gave me a
great look into it. Thanks so much Katie!

11

C Clarence D. · Nov 12, 2020

Fantastic article, so eye opening!

11

J Jay N. · Nov 12, 2020

Thank you for this article, Katie. It's really interesting to find out how in depth teams are looking at this issue,
because it really is vital.

11

R Rose M. · Nov 12, 2020

Really important topic and very informative read. Thank you Katie.

11

M Mitchell W. · Nov 14, 2020

This is an incredibly insightful article and seriously well written. It’s reading things like this that makes me re-
alise how ignorant we are to the women’s game; really interesting read and definitely helps in breaking some
really tough stigmas.

11

L Luisa G. · Nov 14, 2020

This was so interesting - and I’m a woman! 

I’m so relieved I’m the 1 in 10 that doesn’t suffer. I truly empathise with the other 9. I have had pain during peri-
ods maybe 5 times in 20 years, and it is excruciating. 

The white shorts part was SO interesting, and I didn’t even think about it previously. Good on Donny Belles for
changing the shorts colour!

11
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that’s what Emma Hayes has done really well: educate male staff members.
There are things that Stu has to consider. Sometimes, he’ll be taking volleys and
we’ll be sloppier than usual. He’ll be like, ‘What phase are you in?’ He can just
tell now. It’s even had an effect on him at home with his wife, making sure she’s
all right because he knows so much about it now.”

Chelsea’s players have made it their mission to spread the word publicly so that
other women know that periods are nothing to hide. “It’s every woman’s right to
understand what’s going on with their body,” says Bruinvels. “But for so long,
we’ve just thought, ‘It’s just the card that I’ve been dealt and I’ve got to get on
with it’.

“There are thing you can do to help yourself.”

Footballers are beginning to make use of those strategies, and are reaping the
benefits accordingly.

To take time to understand your period is a lifestyle choice, Milner explains,
that can revolutionise your life. Hormones, at whatever stage of the cycle, are
having some kind of influence.

“I don’t just see it as when I’m on my period for those five days,” Milner says. “I
see it as my whole cycle because my entire cycle affects how I play, live, train…
everything like that.

“The world, especially within male-dominated sports, treat women as small
men, and that is the worst thing we could do. When you actually start reading
about it and learn more about it, you just want to talk about it to everyone who
you know. We can treat people better, train better, make better athletes and
performances, make it more normal and treat periods as though they’re fucking
amazing.

“They’re something men don’t have, and we can boost our performances if we
learn to train around our cycles.”

 

(Top photo: Chelsea Football Club/Chelsea FC via Getty Images)
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