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Abstract 
 
In February 2014, the World Bank released its ‘Gender at Work: a Companion to the World 
Development Report on Jobs’ report. Restrictions on women’s agency was identified as one major 
constraint on female participation in the world of work. This paper explores the challenges facing 
migrant domestic workers in Asia such as coercion, unfair and unsafe workplaces, isolation and 
restrictions on movement and physical, sexual and psychological abuse. It argues that migrant 
domestic workers must be given agency in order to realise the aims of gender equality and 
development. The paper recommends two key priorities for action; implementing better legal 
protections and creating and enhancing networks for migrant domestic workers. 

Recommendations 
 

1. Governments and the World Bank must adopt policies to enhance agency (the ability to 
make choices and act on those choices) for migrant domestic workers. 
 

2. The rights of migrant domestic workers must be safeguarded through regulation and 
robust enforcement in both home and host countries. 
 

3. Networks that give migrant domestic workers a voice must be established and 
encouraged by civil society and governments. 

Introduction 

The World Bank has twin goals of eliminating extreme poverty by 2030 and boosting shared 
prosperity.1 In its World Bank Development Report 2012 – Gender Equality and Development, the 
World Bank advises that in addition to being a core development objective on its own, gender 
equality is a catalyst for economic development.2There is substantial and accumulating evidence 
that gender equality can ‘enhance productivity, improve development outcomes for the next 
generation, and make institutions more representative’.3 

One way to tackle women’s economic exclusion and disadvantage is through the world of work. 
Participation in the work-force can enhance income and purchasing power anddevelop skills and 
self-esteem, advancing decision-making and power in relationships. One study suggests that raising 
female employment to male levels would positively impact on GDP by 27% in the case of India and 
9% in Japan.4 

This paper explores the challenges facing migrant domestic workers in Asia through the lens of 
recommendations of the World Bank’s recent report on Gender at Work: a Companion to the World 

                                                
1
 World Bank Group, the World Bank Group Goals: End Extreme Poverty and Promote Shared Prosperity, 2013. 

Accessed 25 March 2014, available at: http://www.worldbank.org/content/dam/Worldbank/document/WB-
goals2013.pdf.  
2
 World Bank Group, World Bank Development Report 2012 – Gender Equality and Development, 2012 pp. 46-

49. Accessed 25 March 2014, available at 
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTWDR2012/Resources/7778105-1299699968583/7786210-
1315936222006/Complete-Report.pdf. 
3
Ibid, p. xx. 

4
D Aguirre, L Hoteit, et al. Empowering the Third Billion: Women and the World of Work in 2012, Booz & Co, 

2012 available at http://www.booz.com/media/file/BoozCo_Empowering-the-Third-Billion_Full-Report.pdf. 
 

http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTWDR2012/Resources/7778105-1299699968583/7786210-1315936222006/Complete-Report.pdf
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/INTWDR2012/Resources/7778105-1299699968583/7786210-1315936222006/Complete-Report.pdf
http://www.booz.com/media/file/BoozCo_Empowering-the-Third-Billion_Full-Report.pdf
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Development Report on Jobs.5 It argues that migrant domestic workers must be given agency in 
order to realise the aims of gender equality and development. 

First, the paper explains the phenomenon of migrant domestic workers including the economic 
opportunities and the significant disadvantage that these workers experience. Second, key 
recommendations from the Gender at Work Report are analysed with a particular focus on the 
report’s observation that enhancing agency is vital for overcoming persistent gender gaps in the 
world of work. In the third part, the success of the Gender at Work Report’s recommendation about 
enhancing agency is measured in the context of the experiences of migrant domestic workers in 
Asia. Finally, this paper offers recommendations for domestic governments and the World Bank to 
advance agency for migrant domestic workers and promote gender equality in the world of work. 

Migrant Domestic Workers  

Globally there are an estimated 52.6 million domestic workers; 21.5 million of these are employed 
by private households in the Asia-Pacific.6 The vast majority of these workers are women who have 
migrated from developing countries with the promise of jobs and wages that are not available in 
their home country.7 Domestic work covers a range of tasks including cooking, cleaning, laundry, 
caring for relatives and gardening. Therefore the most appropriate definition of their work is ‘work 
performed in or for a household or households.’8 

Sidelined to the informal low-skilled labour market due to economic, educational and gender 
disadvantage, migrant domestic workers often report isolation, overwork, underpayment, no 
payment, abuse and a lack of basic legal protections.9 

Regardless of how a migrant domestic worker is treated in the household, these women are often 
disenfranchised by the very nature of their employment as domestic workers. Domestic work has 
traditionally been unpaid, invisible and unregulated because it occurs in private homes.10 Migrant 
domestic workers, who travel thousands of kilometres to work in overseas households often have 

                                                
5
 World Bank Group, Gender at Work: a Companion to the World Development Report on Jobs, 2013, accessed 

21 March 2014 available at: 
http://www.worldbank.org/content/dam/Worldbank/Event/Gender/GenderAtWork_web2.pdf.(Gender at 
Work) 
6
 M Luebker , M Oelz and Y Simonovsky, Domestic workers across the world: Global and regional statistics and 

the extent of legal protection, International Labour Organisation, 2013, accessed 23 March 2013, available at: 
http://www.ilo.org/public/libdoc/ilo/2013/113B09_2_engl.pdf, pp. 19-39. 
7
Ibid, pp. 28-31. 

8
 See International Labour Organisation, Convention concerning decent work for domestic workers, entry into 

force: 05 Sep 2013, adopted: Geneva, 100th ILC session, 16 Jun 2011, article 1. 
9
 See generally, Human Rights Watch, Swept under the Rug: Abuses against Domestic Workers around the 

World, Human Rights Watch, 2006, accessed on 3 April 2014, available at 
http://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/reports/wrd0706webwcover.pdf. 
10

 International Labour Office, Report VI from the International Labour Conference, 98th Session, 2009: Gender 
equality at the heart of decent work, International Labour Organisation, 2009 accessed 27 March 2014, 
available at: 
http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/@ed_norm/@relconf/documents/meetingdocument/wcms_1051
19.pdf; See also, International Labour Office, Women in labour markets: Measuring progress and 
identifyingChallenges, International Labour Organisation, 2010 accessed 27 March 2014, available at: 
http://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/---emp_elm/---
trends/documents/publication/wcms_123835.pdf p 40. 
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minimal networks outside their domestic workplace, face language and cultural barriers and they 
work alone so experience feelings of isolation.11 

In many destination countries, these workers have few legal rights because domestic work remains 
outside the scope of labour laws.12 Where there are laws, enforcement is another barrier to 
protection.13 Employers have complete control over a domestic worker’s actions, movements, living 
conditions, wages, days off and ultimate employment status. This leads to substantial power 
imbalances in the employment relationship.14 Workers who are eager to keep their jobs are unlikely 
to raise issues with their employer or report unfair conditions or abuse. Language and cultural 
differences exacerbate these difficulties. 

Even before migrant domestic workers reach their destination countries, workers frequently 
experience economic exploitation and abuse from recruitment and training agencies in their home 
countries.15 At the end of an employment contract, workers often bear the expense of repatriating 
themselves, and return home to find remittances have not been saved by family members as 
intended.16 

The World Bank report on gender equality and work 

In February 2014, the World Bank released its Gender at Work: a Companion to the World 
Development Report on Jobs (the Gender at Work Report).17 The report analyses female participation 
in the world of work and records persistent gender gaps and structural barriers to economic 
inclusion. It reveals that: 

The starting point is the recognition that women are disadvantaged globally on 
virtually every indicator in the world of work—earnings, quality of employment, 
employment status, participation—and that these differences matter for 
development. 

The global jobs challenge is also about fostering the types of jobs that add the 
greatest development value. In many low-income countries, unemployment is low 
but underemployment is high, and the available jobs often lack basic rights and 
protections, not to mention opportunities for advancement.18 

The phenomenon of migration for domestic work fits squarely within this analysis.  

                                                
11

 ;H Andrevski and S Lyneham, ‘Experiences of exploitation and human trafficking among a sample of 
Indonesian migrant domestic workers’, Trends and Issues in Crime and Criminal Justice, No 14, 2014, accessed 
21 March 2014, available at http://www.aic.gov.au/media_library/publications/tandi_pdf/tandi471.pdf p. 7. 
12

See International Labour Office, Domestic workers across the world: global and regional statistics and the 
extent of legal protection, International Labour Organisation, 2013; Human Rights Watch, 
Slow Reform: Protection of Migrant Domestic Workers in Asia and the Middle East, Human Rights Watch, 2010. 
13

Ibid. 
14

Human Rights Watch, Maid to order: Ending Abuses against Migrant Domestic Workers in Singapore, Human 
Rights Watch, 2005, pp.68-73. 
15

 For example: women are confined to overcrowded training centres, restricted in their movements and 
forced to work for months on end: E Léone, Cambodian Domestic Workers in Malaysia: Challenges in Labor 
Migration Policy and Potential Mechanisms for Protection, International Organisation for Migration, 2012, p. 5-
9. 
16

F Sondakh and TNaovalitha, The Vulnerable Indonesian Female Migrant Workers: In Search of Solutions, 
World Bank, 2003. 
17

 World Bank Group, Gender at Work. 
18

 Ibid, p. 5. 



 
Enhancing Agency for Migrant Domestic Workers 

Global Voices World Bank and International Monetary Fund Australian Youth Delegation 
Sarah Spottiswood (National Scholarship Recipient) 

 

Page 5 

 

  

Restrictions on women’s agency are identified as one major constraint on female participation in the 
world of work.19 Put another way, enhancing agency allows women, communities and institutions to 
gain maximum benefit from economic opportunities. The Gender at Work Report defines ‘agency’ as 
‘the ability to make one’s own choices and act upon them’.20 It observes that agency may be 
constrained by ‘formal and informal institutions, market failures, and practices in the household.’21 
Women’s agency is constrained when they are prevented from choosing their own movements, 
making sexual and reproductive health decisions, accessing family assets, participating in school, 
work and the formal economy and being free from violence. 

The next section of this paper analyses how, on the one hand, migrant domestic workers can 
experience enhanced agency and, on the other, they experience significant constraints on their 
agency. This will be followed by recommendations of ways to enhance agency for migrant domestic 
workers. 

Enhancing agency through employment as a migrant domestic worker 

In a number of respects, finding work as a domestic worker in a more developed country gives 
agency to a women from less developed countries agency. Obtaining domestic work in foreign 
countries enhances agency in three main ways:  

1. Job creation and workforce participation 
2. Remittances to home countries 
3. Providing opportunities for women in destination countries to obtain more formal 

employment. 
 

Enhanced agency through job creation and workforce participation 

It is no coincidence that migrant domestic worker flows are almost exclusively from less developed 
countries such as the Philippines, Indonesia, Cambodia and Laos to more developed countries such 
as Malaysia, Hong Kong and the Gulf States.22 A number of push factors in less developed countries, 
such as high levels of unemployment, low wages, a lack of access to education and institutionalised 
migration paths make domestic work abroad an attainable employment option for many women.23 

Job creation, especially for disadvantaged women, may enhance agency: increasing income and 
ability to purchase goods and services, contributions to self-esteem, teaching skills, encouraging 
aspirations, advancing decision-making power relationships, control over assets and other life-
choices. Each of these consequences enhances a woman’s ability to make choices that she values.24 

                                                
19

 Ibid, pp. 6-9, 33-47.  
20

 Ibid, p.34. 
21

 Ibid. 
22

See A Kaur, ‘International Labour Migration in Southeast Asia: Governance of Migration and Women 
Domestic Workers’ Intersections: Gender, History and Culture in the Asian Context, Issue 15, 2007; I Blokhus, 
Social Protection for Women Migrant Workers: A Comparative Study among Sending Countries, World Bank 
Office Jakarta, 2004, accessed 24 March 2014, available at:http://www-
wds.worldbank.org/external/default/WDSContentServer/WDSP/IB/2009/10/25/000333037_20091025234855
/Rendered/PDF/512420v10WP0fu10SocialProtectionWMW.pdf. 
23

D Ratha, S Mohapatra and E Scheja, Policy Research Working Paper 5558 - Impact of Migration on Economic 
and Social Development: A review of Evidence and Emerging Issues, World Bank, 2011, accessed on 24 March 
2014, available at: 
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/3328/WPS5558.pdf?sequence=1,  
24

World Bank Group, Gender at Work, p. 6. 
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Enhanced agency through remittances to home countries 

Remittances from migrant workers abroad significantly contribute to the GDP of many developing 
countries. For example, in the Philippines, 2.6 million registered Filipino migrant workers, 2 million of 
whom are female, contributed $6.4 billion US dollars to their home economy through official 
channels.25 In 2011, that figure rose to $20 billion.26 Remittances sent through informal channels 
would increase these figures. Remittances can enhance welfare and reduce poverty in less 
developed countries, and indirectly stimulate developing economies.27 

The ability to send remittances to her family in her home country can give a domestic worker agency 
to make decisions for the health and welfare of her family, including access to food, services and 
education.  

Enhanced agency for women in host countries  

Migrant domestic workers allow members of the household in a host country to participate in the 
labour-force outside the home in formal employment. The contributions of migrant domestic 
workers allow increased agency through economic participation particularly for women in host 
countries who would traditionally perform domestic work unpaid.28 

Restrictions on agency as a result of employment as a migrant domestic 
worker 
 
Despite the ways in which employment as a domestic worker can enhance agency for women from 
less developed countries, there is an even greater diminution of worker’s agency in a myriad of 
ways. The Gender at Work Report argues that: 

…the fact that women are disproportionately concentrated into jobs that offer 
lower earnings, fewer rights and benefits, and less opportunity for skill-building 
and enhancement means that women are not deriving as much agency from jobs 
as men. Jobs among the working poor can even diminish agency when they are 
exploitative or demeaning, because facilities are unsafe, or because they expose 
workers to harassment and violence.29 

Migrant domestic workers have considerable constraints on their agency in a number of ways 
including: 

1. Coercion by recruiters and employers; 
2. Unsafe and unfair working conditions; 
3. Isolation, restrictions on movement and lack of social networks; 
4. Abuse and Violence 

                                                
25

 I Blokhus, Social Protection, p. 11. 
26

E Capones, Assessing Labour Market Requirements for Foreign Workers and Policies for Regional Skills 
Mobility, Presentation given at ADBI-ILO-OECD Roundtable on Labour Migration, Bangkok, Thailand 23-25 
January 2013, accessed 26 March 2014, available at: 
http://www.adbi.org/files/2013.01.23.cpp.sess1.5.capones.labor.migration.philippines.pdf, p. 13. 
27

D Ratha, S Mohapatra and E Scheja, Policy Research Working Paper 5558, pp. 3-7. 
28

 N Piper and S Lee,Contributions of Migrant DomesticWorkers to Sustainable Development, UN Women, 
2012, accessed 24 March 2014, available at: 
http://sydney.edu.au/arts/sociology_social_policy/docs/news/MDW_Final-April_12.pdf, pp. 32-35. 
29

 World Bank Group,Gender at Work, p. 6. 
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This paper aims to distil various reoccurring themes in the experiences of migrant domestic workers, 
but for a more complete picture, in-country studies should be consulted.30 

Diminished agency through coercion 

Forced labour or coercion occurs when workers are forced to work against their will or under threat. 
Recruitment agencies and employers routinely withhold identity documents, wages and deposits 
which have the effect of forcing migrant domestic workers to continue to work in unfair and unsafe 
conditions for fear of accumulating debt or not being paid. 

A recent Amnesty International report describes how Indonesian recruiters routinely demand a full 
recruitment fee of around $1730 US dollars (more than a year salary for a domestic worker in 
Indonesia) if a prospective worker changes her mind about pursuing employment as a domestic 
worker abroad. Identity documents are also confiscated which coerces the worker into accepting 
work abroad, on terms and conditions less favourable to that which she signed up for, in order to 
pay back her debt and retrieve her identity documents.31 The requirement to pay back this 
recruitment fee and other costs associated with migration such as repatriation costs also forces 
workers to continue to work in unsafe or unfair jobs.32 

In Malaysia, it is commonplace for employers to withhold a worker’s passport to prevent her leaving 
her employment and to force her to continue to work for the duration for which the employer has 
paid recruitment fees.33 There are wide-spread reports of employers withholding a worker’s wages 
until the end of her employment contract, not paying the worker enough, or not paying the worker 
at all.34 This means that women may work in conditions of slavery for years without any 
remuneration. Unpaid wages and withholding passports and identity documents forces workers to 
remain in abusive and exploitative workplaces. 

Conditions of forced labour obliterate the agency of a migrant domestic worker. Without wages or 
identity documents, workers have no control over their financial circumstances or the economic 
situation of their families in their home countries and are unable to leave abusive employers.  

                                                
30

See, eg, E Léone, p. 5-9; Human Rights Watch, Help Wanted: Abuses against Female Migrant Domestic 
Workers inIndonesia and Malaysia, Human Rights Watch, 2004, accessed 31 March 2014, available at: 
http://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/reports/indonesia0704full.pdf; Human Rights Watch, Maidto Order; 
Human Rights Watch, “As if I Am Not Human”: Abuses against Asian Domestic Workers in SaudiArabia, Human 
Rights Watch, 2008, accessed 31 March 2014, available at: 
http://www.hrw.org/sites/default/files/reports/saudiarabia0708_1.pdf. 
31

Amnesty International, Exploited for Profit, Failed by Governments: Indonesian Migrant Domestic Workers 
Trafficked to Hong Kong, Amnesty International, 2013 pp. 17-42. 
32

 Ibid. 
33

 Amnesty International, Trapped: the Exploitation of Migrant Workers in Malaysia, Amnesty International, 
2010, accessed 26 March 2014, available at: 
http://www.amnesty.org/en/library/asset/ASA28/002/2010/en/114eba25-6af5-4975-9ea3-
02c22f6bdc5a/asa280022010en.pdf, p. 24; ELéone, p 11; Asia Foundation, Cambodia’s Labor Migration: 
Analysis of the Legal Framework, 2011, accessed 30/3/2014, available at: 
http://asiafoundation.org/resources/pdfs/LegalFrameworkLabourTrafficking.pdf, p. 39. 
34

See, eg, Human Rights Watch, Swept under the Rug, pp. 36-37; P Sakdapolrak, Protection of Women Migrant 
Workers: Policies of Selected Sending and Receiving Countries, World Bank Office Jakarta, 2002, accessed 24 
March 2014, available at http://www-
wds.worldbank.org/external/default/WDSContentServer/WDSP/IB/2009/10/26/000334955_20091026044359
/Rendered/PDF/512560v10WP0Bo1UBLIC10ProtectionWMW.pdf, pp. 12-13; International Labour Office, 
Domestic workers across the world, pp. 55-66. 
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Unsafe and unfair working conditions 

In 2011, the ILO adopted the Convention concerning decent work for domestic workers, which 
entered into force in September last year.35 Member states agreed to basic conditions for migrant 
domestic workers including freedom from violence and forced labour, living conditions that respect 
privacy of the worker, fair terms of employment, a monthly wage, one full day off each week, annual 
leave, freedom of movement and association and safe and healthy working conditions.36 The fact 
that such conditions needed to be made explicit gives an indication of the kinds of working 
conditions that domestic workers experience in their employment. 

There is an abundance of evidence of the appalling working conditions experienced by migrant 
domestic workers. Reports suggest that workers may be: 

 forced to work 20+ hours each day37 

 prohibited from leaving the house or contacting family and friends38 

 denied access to health care39 

 prohibited from practicing their religion40 

 not given any days off or leave41 

 given living space in public family areas so she has no privacy and is more prone to violence 
and abuse42 

 abused, harassed and subjected to physical and sexual violence.43 

Such grave abuses of human rights infringe on almost every aspect of a worker’s agency. Without 
greater protection of these rights, and greater awareness of responsibilities on the part of 
employers, this kind of work will only lead to the kind of constraints on agency that the World Bank 
warns cause persistent gender gaps in the world of work.44 

Isolation, restrictions on movement and lack of social networks 
 
Since domestic work is done in households, migrant domestic workers who have travelled thousands 
of kilometres from their home may find it difficult to connect with others in their host country. 
Language and cultural differences can also exacerbate feelings of isolation experienced by these 
workers. For some, these feelings are compounded by employer restrictions on leaving the house 
and contacting family and friends.45 When workers are prohibited from leaving their place of 
employment and taking days off, it is almost impossible for them to connect with other workers 
from their home country or in the same position. 

                                                
35

International Labour Organisation, Convention concerning decent work for domestic workers, entry into 
force: 05 Sep 2013, adopted: Geneva, 100th ILC session, 16 Jun 2011. 
36

 Ibid. 
37

Human Rights Watch, Swept under the Rug, pp. 39-41; Human Rights Watch, Help Wanted, pp. 38-40; 
International Labour Office, Report IV(1)pp. 20, 46-50. 
38

Human Rights Watch, Swept under the Rug, pp. 72-76. 
39

Human Rights Watch, Swept under the Rug, p. 42. 
40

Human Rights Watch, Swept under the Rug, p. 83;Amnesty International, Exploited for Profit,pp. 57-58. 
41

Human Rights Watch, Swept under the Rug, pp. 38-39; P Sakdapolrak, p. 8; Amnesty International, Exploited 
for Profit,p. 56-57. 
42

Human Rights Watch, Swept under the Rug, pp. 45-46;  
43

Human Rights Watch, Swept under the Rug, pp. 9-20; H Andrevski and S Lyneham, p 6; P Sakdapolrak, pp. 6-
8. 
44

World Bank Group, Gender at Work, p. 6.  
45

Human Rights Watch, Swept under the Rug, pp. 72-76. 
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Without social networks, migrant domestic workers may find it difficult to find information about 
their legal rights, how to negotiate issues with employers and how to seek help. Migrant domestic 
workers may find accessing services in a foreign country daunting or confusing. These restrictions on 
a worker’s agency can have devastating effects on her mental health and make employment 
unbearable.  

Abuse and violence 
 
Violence is perhaps the greatest affront to agency. 

Horror stories of emotional, psychological, verbal, physical and sexual abuse are common place on 
the headlines of newspapers in almost every country that is a major host to migrant domestic 
workers.46 

Sadly, it is only the worst cases of violence and abuse that reach authorities or the media because 
migrant domestic workers often suffer in silence; dependant on wages for their family, bounded by 
debt to recruitment agencies, intimidated from speaking out, unaware of how to seek redress and 
prevented from leaving the abusive circumstances.  

Ways to overcome constraints on agency for migrant domestic workers 

In recent years, awareness of the challenges faced by migrant domestic workers has increased due 
to tragedies reported by the media and governments and the work of NGOs and international 
organisations that agitate for change in both home and host countries. In some countries this 
heightened awareness has achieved positive social and legislative change. This section explores ways 
that migrant domestic workers have been given agency in various countries and recommends that 
such mechanisms be adopted more broadly. 

This paper recommends enhancing agency by: 

1. Implementing greater legal protections, more robust enforcement and increased awareness 
of rights and responsibilities.  This will assist migrant domestic workers from being coerced, 
subject to unfair and unsafe working conditions and abused or harassed. 

2. Creating and encouraging networks of migrant domestic workers in home and host countries 
to overcome experiences of isolation as well as giving women a mechanism to collectively 
advance their interests.  
 

Recommendation 1: Greater legal protections, enforcement and awareness 
of rights and responsibilities 
 
As discussed above, the concealed nature of domestic work means that migrant domestic workers 
are often exploited without protection from laws, governments or their employers.  In many 

                                                
46

 See eg ‘Malaysia police probe fresh Indonesian maid abuse’ Straits Times, 15 November 2012; ‘Couple to 
hang for maid's murder’, The Star, 6 March 2014;‘Indonesian maid in abuse case ‘beaten in head for at least 6 
months’, doctors say’, South China Morning Post, 20 January 2014;‘Sri Lankan maid gives details of abuse in 
Saudi Arabia’, Gulf News 30 August 2010;‘Maid in Malaysia: a story of beatings, abuse’, Sydney Morning Herald 
18 January 2012. 
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countries, domestic work is not covered by labour laws or occupational health and safety 
standards.47 

Further research at a local level is required to identify law reform projects necessary to protect 
migrant domestic workers (including in home countries where harmful recruitment practices occur). 
Whilst some such studies exist,48 to enhance agency of migrant domestic workers such law reform 
projects should be undertaken in consultation with workers and employers. Domestic 
implementation of the International Labour Organisation’s Convention concerning decent work for 
domestic workers in all countries would be a good first step.49 

In countries where the legal rights of domestic workers are protected, enforcing violations in private 
households may prevent workers from accessing their rights. Therefore, an equally important step is 
to identify the best way to enforce these laws at a local level (such as through police, labour ministry 
inspectors, independent watchdogs, consular involvement). Policies should be formed from the 
starting point of enhancing women’s agency, and any enforcement mechanisms should avoid 
punishing victims. On top of this, education of both workers and employers of their rights and 
responsibilities may also enhance agency and protect workers from exploitation.  

Policy-makers can draw on these first steps taken in other countries: 

 Singapore has recently introduced a statutory minimum weekly day off for migrant domestic 
workers.50 

 Jordan has introduced a standard employment contract as well as amending labour laws to 
include domestic workers.51 

 Some countries, such as Lebanon have implemented a standard employment contract for 
migrant domestic workers. Whilst this is a good first step, it is important to note that 
contracts of this kind often provide weaker protections than labour law reform and still have 
enforcement issues.52 

To date, change has been ‘slow and incremental’.53 Vested interests, such as employers who are 
concerned about the costs of greater protections and governments that view migrants as a security 
threat, may hamper progress.54 However, the human rights and development imperatives of gender 
equality make these changes vital.  

  

                                                
47

 See generally, Human Rights Watch, Slow Reform; International Labour Office, Domestic workers across the 
world; I Blokhus, Social Protection for Women Migrant Workers. 
48

Ibid. 
49

 International Labour Organisation, Convention concerning decent work for domestic workers, entry into 
force: 05 Sep 2013, adopted: Geneva, 100th ILC session, 16 Jun 2011. 
50

Employment of Foreign Manpower (Work Passes) Regulations 2012(Singapore). 
51

 Ibid p. 274 citing Jordanian Labor Law, No. 8, 1996, Official Gazette no. 4113, 1173, art. 3(B); and Regulation 
of Workers in Homes, Home Kitchens and Gardens, and Their Like, No. 90, 2009, Official Gazette no. 4989, 
5348, s. 5(a)(5). 
52

N Varia, ‘“Sweeping Changes?” A review of Recent Reforms on Protection of Migrant Domestic Workers in 
Asia’, Canadian Journal of Women and the Law, vol. 23, 2011, 266-287, pp. 274-276. 
53

Ibid, p. 273. 
54

 Ibid, pp. 274-282. 
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Recommendation 2: Encouraging networks of migrant domestic workers 

Although not a panacea, collective action can be an effective expression of agency and a way to 
influence changes in social norms.55According to Evans and Nambiar, there are four main links 
between collective action and advancing women’s agency: it can solve public problems that directly 
impact women, it can enhance opportunities and decision-making power for women, it can 
challenge social norms that affect women and it is an act of associating which enhances women’s 
psycho-social well-being.56 Each of these links can assist with the constraints on agency for migrant 
domestic workers that are discussed above. With social media and online organisation becoming 
increasingly common-place, there are new opportunities for reaching out to domestic workers who 
may be prevented from leaving their house or without in-country social networks. 

The Asian Domestic Workers Alliance, CARAM Asia, Tenaganita and Womens’ Aid Organisation in 
Malaysia, TWC2 and HOME in Singapore and the Hong Kong Federation of Trade Unions in Hong 
Kong all serve an important function of giving voice to migrant domestic workers interests, providing 
refuge to exploited workers who escape abusive employers and organising networks of workers. 
Such organisations provide text message hotlines to allow workers to seek help from her workplace, 
interpreters, emergency shelter, assistance in pursuing claims against abusive employers and 
negotiating with employers.57 In Singapore, the Foreign Domestic Worker Association for Social 
Support and Training (FAST) has created a clubhouse for migrant domestic workers to meet 
socially.58 However resourcing for these vital collective action organisations, as well as mechanisms 
for encouraging collective action and association by migrant domestic workers themselves are 
lacking. Domestic governments and organisations such as the World Bank should promote collective 
action as an important means to overcome the isolating and demoralising experiences of 
disenfranchised migrant domestic workers. 

Conclusion  

It is readily apparent that the issues facing migrant domestic workers conform to the general 
characterisation of the issues facing female employment in developing countries as described by the 
World Bank’s Gender at Work Report. In order to overcome the numerous limitations on the agency 
of migrant domestic workers, action will be required by NGOs, governments and international 
organizations. This report has argued that two priorities for action should be implementing better 
legal protections and enforcement and creating and enhancing networks for migrant workers. 

NGOs have a dual role to play in implementing both recommendations by lobbying governments and 
assisting with creation of networks for migrant domestic workers. The World Bank, in cooperation 
with International Labour Organization must continue to push for improved standards of work for 
migrant domestic workers. Further research will be necessary to establish how the above 
recommendations can be best put into place and to measure whether legal protections are properly 
enforced once they have been implemented. Achieving these outcomes will be a valuable 
investment that reaps a range of economic and social rewards for workers, women and societies.  

                                                
55

 See generally, A Evans and D Nambiar, 'Collective Action and Women’s Agency: a Background Paper’, 
Women’s Voice, Agency& Participation Research Series 2013 No.4, World Bank Group, 2013, accessed 30 
March 2013, available at: 
http://www.worldbank.org/content/dam/Worldbank/document/Gender/Evans%20and%20Nambiar%202013.
%20Collective%20action%20and%20women's%20agency.%20Dec%2017.pdf, p. 4 
56

 Ibid, p. 4. 
57

N Varia, p. 284. 
58

 J Seow, ‘Clubhouse for domestic workers to open later this year’, The Straits Times, 9 March 2014. 
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