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WOMEN'S HEALTH

The Truth
About Tampons

Could a medical device be introduced to the American market without
being tested for its health effects, go unstudied by doctors for years,
be reforumulated to include potentially harmful substances, cause
injuries and ulcerations, and still remain unquestioned, unrestrained
and the personal choice of 50 million women?

You bet your life.

By Nancy Friedman

The women in the ads are beautifully
dressed, often in white. They smile
confidently and stride with assurance.
They look as though they haven’t a
worry in the world—and if you believe
the texts that accompany the photos,
they have good reason: Each of them,
the ads would have you think, is
carrying a tampon inside her body, and
each tampon is working overtime,
soaking up every drop that might
otherwise seep onto the woman's pris-
tine clothing and announce to a dis-
approving world that she is female and
she is menstruating.

The texts entreat women to trust—
words like ‘‘confidence’” and ‘‘sec-
urity'’ are rife. But is that trust war-
ranted? The question has been raised in
frightening fashion by the deaths
caused by to shock syndrome (TSS),
the new disease that mostly strikes
menstruating women who use tampons.

The tampon brand, Procter & Gam-
ble's Rely, that was found by the federal
government's Center for Disease Con-
trol (CDC) to be associated most
frequently with the disease, has been
voluntarily recalled, and warnings are
being requested on other brands. Still,
the problem is far from a solution. Toxic
shock syndrome is still with us, and
other known and unknown hazards of
tampon use remain unexplored or
ignored. The measures that have been
taken do not approach the root issue:
that tampons, a_ $300-million-a-year
industry, are produced in virtual sec-
recy, with no obligation on the part of
their manufacturers to inform women
about the substances they insert and
leave in their bodies three to seven days
a month, month after month, for 30
years or more.

Within the last few years a growing
number of women have become sus-
picious of tampons. Some have taken on
the formidable task of doing indepen-
dent research. Others have made com-
plaints to physicians:and to the Food
and Drug Administration (FDA).

The experiences and findings of these
women and a, few concerned men are
still only partially documented. Never-
theless, what we have found in the
course of a nine-month investigation is
chilling:

* Deodorant tampons. currently mar-
keted nationally enly by International
Playvtex, Inc., have been associated with
irritation of the mucosal membranes of
the vagina.

* Plastic tampon inserters, used in
Rely, Playtex and Kotex brands, have
been responsible for numerous in-
cidences of vaginal laceration. In at
tampon-inflicted
laceration led to a life-threatening loss
of blood.

least one case, a

* Tampons, at one time advertised as
made of “‘surgical cotton'’, today are
made mostly of superabsorbent natural
and synthetic fibers. The new materials
can be too absorbent, causing the
vagina to become dry and vulnerable to
irritation, infection and even ulceration.

Chronic tampon use—sometimes rec-
ommended by physicians to patients
with vaginal infections accompanied by
discharge—has caused ulcerations of
the vagina and cervix.

* Although tampon manufacturers
carefully avoid claiming that their
products are sterile, they encourage the
belief that tampons are sterile by
packaging them elaborately and wrap-
ping them individually. Yet, according
to Woman Health International, an
independent, Washington, D.C.-based
research group that has been studying
tampons for about a year, several
tampon brands have been rejected in
Japan, where government regulation of
the industry is much stricter than it is in
the United States. The reason: high
bacterial levels. Might American tam-
pons also be ‘‘contaminated’ with
bacteria?

* Even toxic shock syndrome may be
more widespread than it appears.
Patrick Schlievert, a UCLA assistant
professor of microbiology and immun-
ology who has been studying Staph-
ylococceus aureus (the bacterium as-
sociated with TSS) for more than two
years, says the Center for Disease
Control is *‘dead wrong'' about its
definition of TSS. And he hypothesizes
that the illness manifests itself in both
mild and severe forms and is thus far
more widespread than the official
incidence rate (about 3 out of every
100,000 women).

Even though much is made of the fact
that tampons were invented by a doctor,
there is no record in medical literature
that tampons were ever tested before
they were introduced in the United
States. Mot until 1976 did they even
come under the aegis of the FDA's
Bureau of Medical Devices. And. ac-
cording to Lillian Yin of the Bureau of
Medical Devices, it was not until this
vear that the FDA had the right to
request ‘‘proprietary information"—
that is, contents and formulas of
tampons—without a compelling reason.

One thing seems certain: Although it
took toxic shock syndrome, a disease
that has killed 29 women since 1977, to
draw attention to the risks of tampons,
TSS is only the most dramatic mani-
festation of tampon-related illness to
date. The hazards of tampons are more
pervasive and more insidious than even
the most shocking TSS reports would
indicate.

The measures that

years or -more.

have been taken to
combat toxic shock syndrome do not get to
the root issue: that tampons, a $300 million
a year industry, are produced in virtual
secrecy with no obligation on the part of the
manufacturers to inform women about the
substances they insert in their bodies 3 to 7
days a month, month after month, for 30

Tampons have remained immune
from government scrutiny and public
disclosure for more than 40 years.

For most of that time Tampax was the
undisputed leader of the pack. Dis-
creetly packaged, tastefully advertised,
the only product of a staunchly conser-
vative New England firm, Tampax
maintained a virtual monopoly—about
90 percent of the market—through the
mid-sixties.

By the early seventies Kimberly-
Clark Corporation and Personal Prod-
ucts, the stalwarts of the sanitary belt
and napkin business, had started manu-
facturing tampons, as had International
Playtex, Inc., and Johnson & Johnson,
and Tampax's market share fell to
around 70 percent.

Then, in 1972, the National Assoc-
iation of Broadcasters lifted a ban on TV
advertising of sanitary napkins, tam-
pons and douche products: ““Lack of
audience resistance’’ was given as the
reason. Some tampon manufacturers
responded slowly at first, but they soon
made up for their early reticence with
commercials depicting well-groomed
women discussing their vaginas with
unsettling candor. Annual expenditures
for tampon advertising on TV doubled
between 1975 and 1978.

In 1973 the deodorant
actually a perfumed tampon, as it
contained no active deodorizing in-
gredients—was introduced by Playtex.
Like scented toilet paper and flavored
douches, the deodorant tampon was a
classic example of the *‘create a need
and fill it marketing philosophy. Early
magazine ads brought shivers of dread
with photographs of dismayed women
and legends like **When you're wearing

tampon—

a tampon you don't worry about odor.
But should you?'’ (The answer, of
course, is no; odor associated with
menstruation results from the exposure
of menstrual fluid to air, and this
doesn’t happen until the tampon is
removed.) The original box was boldly
marked NO HEXACHLOROPHENE to
reassure women concerned about the
compound then being banned in over-
the-counter preparations. But a number
of women have claimed to have devel-
oped reactions to the fragrance in the
tampons. According to Leonard Berger,
director of consumer affairs at Playtex,
the company picked up these women’s
medical bills. Sacramento Planned Par-
enthood advised that women avoid
tampons with fragrance because of
possible irritation to the vaginal muco-
sae. At some pointi—Berger said he
couldn’t recall exactly when—Playtex
began including ingredient information
on all its tampon boxes with a consumer
warning on the deodorant version to
discontinue use if ‘‘sensitivity or ir-
ritation occurs.”” To this day Playtex is
the only tampon brand that carries-such
product information. -

Other developments, though, have
affected virtually every tampon cur-
rently on the market. These develop-
ments are the plastic inserter and
superabsorbent fibers. The latter, in
particular, has brought about the most
aggressive marketing campaigns in the
history of the industry.

The technology of superabsorbency
was developed in the early seventies,
but it wasn’t until 1974 that a radically
new superabsorbent tampon—Procter
& Gamble’s Rely—was test marketed.
Rely represented the giant conglom-
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