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Figure 2. Indicated responsibilities of the FDW 
Note: Multiple responses are allowed 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A good two thirds of the Employer respondents (77 per cent) agreed or strongly 
agreed that their FDW performed her tasks effectively. Most of the respondents (88 
per cent) reported that they rewarded their FDW on top of her salary, of which 73 per 
cent were in kind (e.g., clothes and food), 66 per cent were in cash, and 34 per cent 
treated their FDW to social gatherings with themselves. Only nine per cent of the 
respondents gave additional time off. 
 
 
Figure 3. “Does your FDW perform tasks effectively?” 
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Conflicts with FDW and potential reactions  
During times when Employers have conflicts with their FDW, the largest proportion 
of Employers reported that they would seek advice from the FDW’s agency, followed 
by their family, and/or friends. 
 
Figure 4. Where Employers seek advice when they do get along with FDW 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Three hypothetical scenarios were presented to examine respondents’ potential 
responses when their FDW make a mistake (see also questionnaires in the Appendix). 
 

For Scenario 1, “Your FDW forgot to do an important household chore (e.g., 
wash clothes)”, the most frequent response was to “verbally reprimand/scold 
her”, followed by “not doing anything”. 

 
For Scenario 2, “Your FDW brought a stranger home without the family’s 
consent”, the most frequent response was to “verbally reprimand/scold her”, 
followed by “terminating her employment”. 

 
For Scenario 3, “Your FDW got frustrated with your child or a frail elderly 
household member and slapped them”, the most frequent response was to 
“terminate her employment”, followed by “verbally reprimanding/scolding 
her”. 

 



46 | P a g e  

 

Table 3. Labour conflict in three fictitious case scenarios — responses by Employer  
 respondents 

 Forgot important 
 Brought 

stranger Slap child/elderly 
 Potential reactions household chore 
 

 home (%) household member (%) 
 

 (%)    

‘Not do anything’ 18.5 .9 1.9 
 

‘Verbally reprimand/scold 
her’ 59.3 65.7 50.9 

 

‘Take away her benefits 
(e.g., .0 3.7 4.6 

 

deduct pay)’    
 

‘Make her do more work’ .9 .9 .9 
 

‘Physically punish her’ .0 .9 2.8 
 

‘Terminate her employment’ .9 50.9 63.9 
 

Note: Multiple responses are allowed. Only “Yes” responses are reflected. 
 
FDW working conditions  
In a separate section of the questionnaire, we gauged working hours, rest time, and 
day-off time. We also asked Employers for the specific reasons that motivated them to 
either give a day off or not. We further asked about the impact of the security bond in 
the Employer’s decision to permit a day off. 
 
Most Employers responded that their FDW started work between 6 a.m. and 7 a.m. 
and finished with work between 8 p.m. and 10 p.m. Based on these estimates, they 
worked an average of 14 hours per day, with the majority (85%) falling in the range of 
13 to 16 hours. 
 
 
Figure 5. Start of the average working hours of the employed FDW 
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Figure 6. End of the average working day of the employed FDW 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Slightly more than half of the Employers (57 per cent) indicated their FDW had a total 
of one-two hours of rest time. According to the reporting Employers, the majority of 
the FDW never or rarely leave their residences after finishing their daily work (77 per 
cent). Further analysis showed that the 6 FDWs who received only half an hour or no 
rest period appear to work at least 13 hours a day.  
 
 
Figure 7. Rest time during an average work day of the employed FDW 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Only about half (55 per cent) of the respondents reported that their FDW were given at 
least a day off in a normal month, mostly on a Sunday or public holiday. 85% (29 out 
of 34) of the FDWs from the Philippines received at least a day off in a normal month, 
compared to only 38% (24 out of 63) of the FDWs from Indonesia. Further analysis 
also showed that the number of days off given to the FDW in a month was positively 
correlated with the number of years the FDW has worked for the employer (α =.38, p 
< .01), and the employer’s evaluation of the FDW’s task performance (α =.29, p 
< .01). 
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Figure 8. Number of given days off in a normal month of FDW employment 
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To enable the FDW advocacy organizations to educate the public broadly, we also 
inquired about the reasons behind the decisions pertaining to days off. We invited 
indication of multiple reasons to gauge the wide spectrum of reasons leading to lack of 
sufficient rest periods. Reasons were provided by 59 of the 108 respondents from the 
Employer-households who gave their FDW at least a day off a month. Most of them 
chose the following reasons to explain why they gave their FDW a day off: they 
believed that the worker deserves a day off, she has the right to a day off, and she 
should be allowed to spend time with her friends. 
 
Figure 9. Indicated reasons for giving day/s off 
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Figure 10. Indicated most important reason for giving day/s off 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
When asked whether Employers would consider giving the FDW additional days off if 
the security bond were not required, only eight out of the 59 respondents were 
definitely against giving extra days off. 
 
Figure 11. Would an Employer give additional days off if the security bond were not 
required? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Respondents were also asked for the reasons why they did not give their FDW a day 
off. Reasons were provided by 48 of the 108 respondents from the Employer- 
households who did not give their FDW at least a day off a month. The most frequent 
reasons given were that the FDW did not want to have a day off and that they wanted 
to avoid her ‘falling in bad company’. Other frequently indicated reasons were related 
to the FDW sexuality and reproductive rights. In addition, a third of the respondents 
check-marked the reason that ‘the maid would become too demanding.’ 
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Figure 12. Reasons to refuse day/s off 
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Findings for non-Employers and their households 
 
In the questionnaire for Singaporean residents without FDW at the time of survey, we gauged 
opinions about FDW task performance and rewards for work, potential reaction in case of 
labour conflict, and beliefs about working conditions, including all the issues discussed in the 
correspondent section in the Employer’s questionnaire. 
 
If non-Employers were to employ FDW, 44 per cent would reward the worker on top of her 
salary, mostly in kind (73 per cent) or in cash (62 per cent). Approximately half would treat 
her to social gatherings (47 per cent). A third would give the worker time off (35 per cent). 
Multiple answers were possible. The relative share of those who would reward the FDW for 
her work on top of salary is only half of that in the Employer sample, which makes real 
Employers more generous on average. Employers also scored higher on taking FDW to social 
gatherings when compared with fictitious employers. As a group, the latter also turned out 
more generous than the real employers in terms of giving additional time off. 
 
How did the non-Employers react to the conflict case scenarios presented to the Employers? 
 
In response to Scenario 1, the most frequent response was to “verbally reprimand/scold her”, 
followed by “not doing anything”. 
  
In response to Scenario 2, the most frequent response was to “verbally reprimand/scold her”, 
followed by “terminating her employment”. In response to Scenario 3, most of the 
respondents would “terminate her employment”, and/or “verbally reprimand/scold her”. 
 
 
 
Table 4. Labour conflict in three fictitious case scenarios — responses by non-Employer respondents  
 Forgot important 

 Brought 
stranger Slap child/elderly 

 Potential reactions household chore 
 

 home (%) household member (%) 
 

 (%)    

‘Not do anything’ 8.9 2.1 1.5 
 

‘Verbally reprimand/scold 
her’ 62.0 58.6 51.3 

 

‘Take away her benefits 
(e.g., 

 4.0 10.8 11.4 
 deduct pay)’     

‘Make her do more work’ 2.7 3.0 4.2 
 

‘Physically punish her’ .2 1.1 1.9 
 

‘Terminate her employment’ 3.0 47.0 65.2 
 

Note: Multiple responses are allowed. Only “Yes” responses are reflected. 
 
Finally, what did non-Employers make of FDW working conditions, especially the day-off 
issue? And what were their normative expectations on themselves as potential employers 
compared to what they thought other, real, employers were permitting?  
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On average, respondents who did not employ FDW believed that these workers work 
11.5 hours per day, while they should work only about 10 hours a day. While most 
respondents thought that FDW should have at least a day off per week, less than half 
believed that they actually had at least a day off. 
 
Figure 15. Non-Employers’ guesses of FDW’s number of work days per week 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 16. Non-Employers’ normative beliefs about FDW’s number of work days per week 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
If they were to employ an FDW, most would consider giving the worker a day off per 
week. Notably, about half indicated that they would definitely give her a day off. 
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Figure 17. Non-Employers’ normative beliefs about giving FDW’s day/s off if they were to hire worker 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
19 per cent of the respondents would give their FDW a day off on all public holidays, and 26 
per cent would give her a day off on some holidays, while 8 per cent would not give her a day 
off on public holidays. 18 per cent of the respondents think employers might give their FDW a 
day off if the security bond is not required, while 21 per cent think employers wouldn’t do so. 
 
 
Interpretation of Findings 
 
Overall, the findings reflect the situation well-known from the research that has been done on 
the living and working conditions of FDW in Singapore. We discuss these as well as employer 
attitudes related to the working conditions. We must keep in mind the small sub-sample size of 
the Employer-household respondents and the non-representativeness of the study with respect 
to the entire Singapore FDW-employing population as well as other citizenry. 
 
A large proportion of FDW stems from Indonesia and the Philippines, with the Filipinas being 
more senior and more educated. Half of the FDW reported on are mothers. This measure 
should be improved further, probing for younger children left at home while working overseas. 
The remittance-sending measure suggests that the larger majority of the FDW work to support 
their families back home. 
 
Labour conflict  
Regarding labour conflict, the reactions toward perceived wrong-doings of FDW are similar 
across the respondent categories. Verbally reprimanding the FDW would be the major course 
of action across all kinds of offenses. Slapping children or the elderly family members is 
obviously conceived by the majority as a major offense, which warrants the response of 
employment termination. Bringing strangers to the family home without prior consent is also 
seen as a major offence leading to termination. 
 
Working hours  
In our survey of working conditions, we found that the large majority of FDW (over 92 per 
cent) has started work by 7 a.m. while a large majority of FDW (over 94 per cent) finishes after 
7 p.m. They worked an average of 14 hours, with only a third having three or more hours of 
rest, and another 57 per cent having one-two hours rest. In this sample, six FDWs receive only 
half an hour or no rest period, despite working at least 13 hours a day. Such work hours are 
clearly higher than the expectations of the non-Employer respondents, who on average, thought 
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that domestic workers should only work 10 hours a day. 
 
 
The day/s off  
With respect to the day-off issue, the study of these 582 respondents showed some clear trends 
in popular opinion, albeit we must keep in mind that the study is not representative of the 
Singapore population and definitely not of the Employers of FDW among them. 
  
Most Employers indicated satisfaction with the work of their FDW and cited their own 
readiness to reward the worker on top of her monthly wages. Such rewards mainly stemmed 
from household provisions in terms of consumer goods and cash awards of unnamed size. 
Employers, however, tend to not give additional time off as a reward, which may reflect their 
need of a worker, their lack of perception of time off as necessary leisure time for an 
employee, or the fact that the worker prefers other rewards. Among the non-Employer 
respondents, relatively more respondents would give additional time off. 
 
Filipina FDWs appear more likely to receive at least a day off in a normal month, compared to 
FDWs from Indonesia. Given that at least one day off is a regular feature for a normal 
employee under national labour law, this situation contrasts strongly with the experience of 
most of the population: the monthly day off measure shows that within a month, only 13 
workers reported on by the 108 Employers (12 percent) had at least four days off. Among the 
non-Employers, over 70 per cent (348 respondents) think that workers should receive at least a 
weekly day off (Figure 16). This wide discrepancy between actual and hypothetical is 
important for further public education about days off. Despite the non-representativeness of the 
sample, the gap is large enough to suggest that there is an understanding in the population that 
FDW should have a weekly day off, while it is the employment situation that highly likely 
constrains the realization of this understanding in a real working arrangement. When non-
Employers were pressed harder on the matter of whether in a real work relationship they would 
give a weekly day off, only 46 percent stayed committed, while, however, another 19 percent 
would “strongly consider it” (again 309 people would be committed to or strongly considering 
the day off). This leads to the question of what sort of employment terms and conditions would 
be needed to foster such a commitment to the equalization of the employment relationship of 
the FDW vis-à-vis the normal employee. 
 
Therefore it is important to examine the reasons behind day(s)-off given and not permitted. We 
first discuss the group of 59 Employers who provided reasons for giving a day off. It is 
interesting to note that many reasons are actually obvious to these Employers when it comes to 
the utility of a day off — reasons which overwhelmingly correspond with social benefits of the 
FDW (e.g., spend time with friends) rather than their own needs (e.g., family needs privacy). 
Notably, when asked to provide the most important reason for giving their FDW a day off, the 
largest proportions of respondents believe that she has the right to a day off or deserves a day 
off, reasons which pertain to a general right for workers to have a rest day.  
 
Results from the responses by 48 Employers who provided reasons for not giving days off are 
overwhelmingly directed at the Work Permit Conditions. The majority indicates that the 
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Employer perceives him/herself as the warden of the social and sexual behaviour of the FDW. 
The shares of Employer responses regarding pregnancy and potential intimate relationship (i.e. 
the basic social, sexual and reproductive rights of women around the world) indicate that 
nearly half in this group of day-off denying Employers respond directly to the instructions 
given by the Government. Another large share of nearly two thirds of responses also indicates 
that they see themselves as wardens of morality, as they don’t want to see the FDW “falling 
into bad company”. This is also the most important reason indicated. 
 
The large share of respondents indicating that their FDW does not want to have a day off is a 
finding worth further exploration. Simply asked, why would a hard working individual not 
want to have a day off? But it is possible that this potential rejection is related to contractual 
agreement or that the FDW perceives her social time with the family as leisure time when she 
gets it. This high indication of reasons for not taking day/s off suggests that more work needs 
to be done to understand such reasons in a representative manner. 
 
Elimination of the security bond as stepping stone toward day(s) off?  
Among all 108 Employers, 25 are highly committed to either not giving any additional days off 
or keeping up the practice of not giving any day off. This contrasts with a total of 12 
Employers who would definitely give day(s) off, or add on day(s) off if the security bond were 
eliminated. 
 
More importantly, however, 68 per cent of Employers already giving day/s off and 58 per cent 
of Employers not giving day/s off would probably or strongly consider day/s off in the absence 
of the security bond. This concerns 68 individuals (or 62 per cent) of all Employer 
respondents. In addition, 220 respondents among the non-Employers would definitely give a 
weekly day off in full knowledge of the security bond. Here we can ask the question whether 
on the whole, this sample of Singaporeans is for or against day(s) off in their different roles as 
employers and non-employers of FDW. To examine this issue, we urge the NGOs and the 
Government to undertake a representative poll which clarifies through civic response the 
desirability of the security bond. 
 
 
Limitations and Research Consultants’ recommendations 
 
The major limitations on the study are the overall low response rate, which does not permit 
more detailed analysis, and the potential biases in data collection by the volunteers, which 
made us less confident about the representativeness of the sample. In addition, only 108 FDW 
employer surveys could be included in the final dataset, lowering the information power with 
respect to the study of attitudes, profiles, and working conditions. 
 
We suggest a few potential reasons for the low response rate. The first is the potential 
perception of a low pecuniary benefit for survey completion in relation to the fact that it took 
time and asked about things happening in the private home. Given the public’s awareness 
about misconduct of FDW employers, the survey may have not appealed to those who were 
sharing the role of employer. Some of those who rejected the survey stated that they didn’t like  
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to fill out a survey for UNIFEM. The choice of a low pecuniary incentive should also be re-
evaluated in the context of Singaporean commercial enterprises offering incentives for 
information-sharing about consumer households that are far from the five-dollar voucher given 
away by the NGOs, such as cars and thousands of dollars. While non-employers make up over 
80 percent of our sample, one must also ask what specifically did not appeal to them, as they 
didn’t have to risk getting uncomfortable about questions that can potentially be interpreted as 
inquisitive. The logbook information of the volunteers shows that many people simply refused 
to participate without stating a clear reason. This may be interpreted in the context of a general 
apathy of Singaporeans to engage with political issues at the civil-society level in a society 
where welfare and charity associations’ activity is relatively high when compared to other 
developed countries. Respondent complacency is probably not unrelated to the FDWs’ social 
status. Here we think it is pertinent to work together with the Singapore Government to educate 
the citizens and permanent residents as well as the temporary foreign residents in Singapore on 
the importance of data collection on marginalized social groups. Singapore has a tradition of 
educational campaigns, and collaborating with the government on this may in the long-term 
achieve better treatment of FDW. 
 
Given the relatively low response and the problems with data collection, we suggest treating 
this survey as the pilot survey to a future project, as it generated some knowledge on the 
conditions of surveying on this labour issue. In addition, we suggest that the NGOs team up 
with the Government and employer associations to get a fuller citizen response. Including the 
Government, especially the agency of the Controller of Work Passes, would have the 
advantage of getting a better sampling frame, as FDW can be directly located through the 
information this agency holds. 
 
Furthermore, if the NGOs were to carry out a new survey, we feel that data-collecting 
individuals also need to be remunerated because representativeness is a serious issue in the 
pursuit of information NGOs can use for advocacy and lobbying means. In addition, rather 
than running on a mainly young and/or student workforce, more senior citizens would be 
useful as they are not bound by the priorities of academic and school schedules and would be a 
better match with the targeted respondent population. Indeed, having respectable citizens 
helping with surveys would have an educational effect right at the door. 
 
Given the gap between Employer and non-Employer answers regarding the day-off question, 
we recommend to probe into the matter further by combining focus groups with representatives 
of divergent views. Information on whether gaps are due to differences in levels of exposure to 
and involvement in FDW-employer relationships should be used as basis for more research to 
unfold policy measures addressing obstacles to day-off. 
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ANALYSIS AND RECOMMENDATIONS BY UNIFEM Singapore, HOME AND TWC2 
 
This section outlines the organizations’ analysis of the key findings of the report and their 
recommendations on improving the employment conditions for domestic workers.  
 
1) Work hours and work load 
 
1.1) The data yielded from the survey of 108 employers show that on average, their 
domestic workers work 14 hours per day. Rest time during the day is arbitrarily decided but a 
majority of employers noted that their domestic workers at least have one to two hours rest. 
This suggests that on average the domestic workers who were working for the employers 
surveyed put in 12 to 13 hours of work daily.  

 
A weekly day off is more the exception that the norm with only 12% of the employers 
reporting that their domestic workers take a day off once a week while slightly more than half 
reported that their domestic workers take a day off once a month. Only three per cent of 
employers reported that their domestic workers do not work on public holidays while the rest 
indicated that they work on some public holidays with sixty one per cent reporting that their 
domestic workers work on all public holidays.  
 
Almost all (nine out of 10) of the employers surveyed indicated that their domestic workers do 
general household chores. As multiple responses are allowed, about 90% of employers 
surveyed indicated that their domestic workers also look after school-aged children, take care 
of the elderly, look after infants and take care of pets. It is fair to conclude then that the 
domestic workers of the employers surveyed shoulder at least two main responsibilities, 
performing general household chores in addition to either taking care of school-aged children, 
the elderly, infants or pets.    
 
Given that the survey shows that the average hours of work per day is 14 and taking into 
consideration that a majority of the employers report that their domestic workers have at least 
1-2 hours of rest daily, those domestic workers who do not have access to a weekly day off 
spend 84 hours per week working while those who have access to a weekly day off spend 72 
hours per week working. These figures far supersede the average weekly paid hours of 
employees in Singapore, which have been hovering around 46 hours since 1999, as reported by 
MOM14. It can be concluded that given these findings, on average, a majority of the domestic 
workers of the employers surveyed work extremely long hours performing multiple tasks of 
caring and cleaning without a weekly day off. This does not differ gravely from the findings of 
the Singapore Press Holdings survey in 2003 (see previous section) suggesting that the work 
conditions of paid domestic workers from the two data sets are more or less the same and that 

                                                
14 “Hours Worked” , available at http://www.mom.gov.sg/statistics-publications/national-labour-market-

information/statistics/Pages/hours-worked.aspx), accessed on 10 November 2010) 
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there have not been drastic change in the work hours and work load of domestic workers since 
2003.  
 
Policymakers have argued that it is unrealistic to regulate paid domestic work because of its 
unique nature and the rigidities of some of the work performed for example, taking care of 
young children, sick people and the elderly who need constant care. In addition, adopting a 
more flexible approach to allow for employers and domestic workers to agree on an 
arrangement could also mean that domestic workers be given the space to choose to earn extra 
should they prefer to work instead of enjoying day off as stipulated in the Standard 
Employment Contract introduced in July 200615. We would argue that it is pertinent to accord 
key labour provisions such as a weekly day off and maximum work hours as research findings 
show that paid domestic service is inherently laborious and those who perform it are subjected 
to extremely long hours of work without having any guarantee of a regular day off. Legislating 
such key labour provisions would be a step forward in protecting the basic labour rights of 
domestic workers and in recognizing those who perform paid domestic service as workers. 
 

Recommendations 
 
1.1.1 As an immediate first step, a weekly day off for domestic workers should be made 
mandatory in Singapore. Legislating a day off is necessary as the Standard Contract for 
domestic workers which was introduced in July 2006 is ineffective in improving access to a 
regular day off for domestic workers. With the Standard Contract, employers and domestic 
workers are expected to work out a mutual agreement on how many days off in a month the 
worker can take with one day off being the minimum16. This approach cannot guarantee that 
domestic workers have regular access to a day off as the employer –domestic worker 
relationship is characterized by an imbalance of power. The current structure of recruitment 
where migrant domestic workers are made to take on a loan to service high recruitment and 
placement fees contributes to weakening their bargaining power when negotiating for how 
many days off they should be entitled to.  

 
 

1.1.2  To address the concern that a mandatory weekly day off could deny domestic workers 
the opportunity to earn extra through overtime work, we recommend legislating fair terms of 

                                                

15 Parliament No:11 Session No:2 Volume No:86 Sitting No:8 Sitting Date:2009-08-18 Section “FOREIGN 

DOMESTIC WORKERS (One rest day per month)” available at 

http://www.parliament.gov.sg/reports/public/hansard/title/20090818/20090818_S0007_T0004.html#1, accessed on 

25 November 2010 

16 Basu, R, 30 July 2009, “Relook maids’ pay and benefits”, The Straits Times 
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compensation on par with the benchmarks made in the Employment Act for other workers. The 
compensation must be equivalent to a day’s wage should it be the choice of the domestic 
worker to work on the day off and it must be double her daily wage should the employer 
request the worker to work on the day off.  
 
 
1.1.3 Following the standards stipulated under the Employment Act where it is illegal for any 
worker to do more than 72 hours of overtime work in a month in addition to the 44-hour work 
week17, we recommend that any agreement to sign away all days off in exchange for cash 
compensation for the whole duration of a contract should be made illegal. In addition, it should 
also be legislated that the number of days off that can be exchanged for cash compensation in a 
month should be capped at fifty per cent. These measures are necessary to ensure that domestic 
workers have regular access to a day off and that the standards of employment for these 
workers are more on a par with other manual workers covered by the Employment Act given 
that the average weekly18 hours of work for domestic workers is about 78.  
 
 
1.1.4 In the near future, Singapore should also begin the process of including domestic workers 
under the Employment Act or enacting a separate legislation so that minimum standards of 
other key labour provisions such as regulated work hours, a proper structure of overtime pay, 
access to statutory holidays, medical leave and annual holiday are guaranteed under law 
putting them on par with other workers who are covered under the Employment Act. Such 
legislation should also be in line with international labour standards as outlined in the eight 
ILO core conventions listed below:  
 
 
  

1. C29 Forced Labour Convention, 1930 
2. C87 Freedom of Association and Protection of the Right to Organize, 1948 
3. C98 Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining Convention, 1949 
4. C100 Equal Remuneration Convention, 1951 
5. C105 Abolition of Forced Labour Convention, 1957 
6. C111 Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) Convention, 1958 
7. C138 Minimum Age Convention, 1973 
8. C182 Worst Forms of Child Labour Convention, 1999  

 
 
 
 

                                                
17 Employment Act, Chapter 91 available at http://statutes.agc.gov.sg/non_version/cgi-

bin/cgi_retrieve.pl?actno=REVED-91, accessed on 16 March 2011 

18 This refers to a six day work week 
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2) Attitudes towards day off 
 
2.1) Seventy per cent of the 474 respondents from non-employer households indicated that 
domestic workers should only work at least six days a week. This shows that there is a 
widespread openness to the idea of domestic workers having a weekly day off. However, only 
forty-six per-cent surveyed indicated that they would give their domestic worker a weekly day 
off should they employ one. There are many probable reasons that underscore the significant 
gap between the actual and hypothetical pertaining to granting domestic workers a weekly day 
off. Our findings help shed some light on some of these reasons. 
 
First, our data show that one of the top four reasons cited for not giving domestic workers a 
day off is that the worker does not want a day off. Fifty eight per cent of employers who 
responded to the question chose this reason. There is a strong reason to believe that this is the 
outcome of the implementation of the Standard Contract, introduced in July 2006, (Section 1.1) 
as a majority of the employers surveyed (67%) have only been employing the worker they 
were reporting on for no longer than two years. This supports the point we were making of the 
inadequacies of the Standard Contract as a tool to guarantee that domestic workers have access 
to a regular day off (Section 1.1.1). We do not argue that there are workers who do choose to 
earn extra in lieu of a day off, however, we have also argued that domestic workers may not 
necessarily have a fair choice in choosing a day off given the imbalance of power between the 
domestic worker and employers and the fees incurred in recruitment (Section 1.1.1). As such, 
we have recommended measures that should be legislated so that a fine balance between 
ensuring that domestic workers have access to a regular day off as well as giving them a fair 
choice to earn extra by doing overtime work in lieu of a day off can be achieved (Section 1.1.2 
and 1.1.3).    
 
2.2) Our findings also show that fear of domestic workers falling into bad company, falling 
pregnant or meeting a boyfriend are also among the top four reasons chosen by those who 
responded to the question on why they do not give domestic workers a day off. Sixty per cent 
of the 48 employers who responded to this question said that they did not give workers a day 
off because they fear that workers would fall into bad company, while an average of forty-three 
per cent noted that they fear that domestic workers would fall pregnant and meet a boyfriend.    
This suggests that employers subscribe to a moral panic with regards to the behaviour of 
domestic workers. This moral panic justifies the need to control domestic workers in order to 
avoid being inconvenienced or potentially exposing the family to any threat to their safety and 
security. This moral panic overrides the sentiments of moral correctness expressed by the non-
employers who expressed openness to domestic workers having a weekly day off.  
 
Recommendations 
 
2.2.1 Provide rights-based awareness campaign targeted at all segments of society to effect 
long-term change in the attitudes of employers (and non-employers) towards domestic workers 
having a weekly day off. The campaign’s main mission should be to change the cultural norm 
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whereby a weekly day off is an exception and accessible only by an exclusive group of lucky 
workers to where a weekly day off becomes an employment right enjoyed without question by 
every domestic worker. Such an awareness campaign should emphasize the moral argument of 
the right of domestic workers to a weekly day off. In addition, it should aim to humanize the 
domestic worker and alter the prevalent and deeply entrenched image that domestic workers 
are dangerous bodies that can threaten the safety and security of the Singaporean family should 
they be entitled to any form of freedom and independence.  
 
2.3) Our findings also suggest that there are employers who take into account the legal 
obligations of the security bond in deciding whether or not to give domestic workers a day off. 
Seventeen per cent of the 108 employers surveyed indicated that they would definitely give a 
day off if the security bond was not required while sixty eight per cent would probably 
consider it if the security bond was not required. MOM has revised the terms of the security 
bond conditions, with effect in January 201019. Under the new security bond conditions, 
employers will not lose the bond should the worker fall pregnant, get married to a Singapore 
citizen or permanent resident, get involved in any activity detrimental to the security and well-
being of Singapore, if they can show reasonable proof that they have taken steps to educate 
workers on these work permit conditions and they report such breaches to MOM promptly. 
The amount of money employers stand to lose should the worker abscond was also reduced 
from $5,000 to $2,500 providing that the employer has shown much effort in tracking the 
worker. Whilst these changes are welcomed, we recommend the following to encourage more 
employers to be more opened towards granting domestic workers a weekly day off:   
 
 
Recommendations  
 
2.3.1 Launch a publicity campaign to reassure employers that the risk of having their bond 
forfeited should domestic workers breach any of the work permit conditions stipulated above 
has been minimized under the revised security bond conditions. As another form of 
reassurance, MOM should also publicize the low numbers of employers who have actually had 
their bond forfeited because of such breaches.  
 
2.3.2 Repeal all security bond security bond conditions that demand employers to be 
responsible for workers in observing work permit conditions. Such responsibilities include 
obligation to take steps to educate workers on work permit conditions and to report workers 
who breach any of the conditions to relevant authorities. Being obligated to do these things 
under the security bond conditions present a serious impediment for employer to build a 
professional relationship based on the principles of trust and dignity with domestic workers as 
employers are required under law to carry out policing roles.   

 
 

                                                
19 “Employers obligations tweaked”, available at 

http://www.mom.gov.sg/newsroom/Pages/PressReleasesDetail.aspx?listid=26, accessed on 10 November 2010 
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2.4) The unwillingness of employers to grant domestic workers a weekly day off could also 
stem from constraining employment situations. An example of such a situation would be a 
domestic worker who is employed to take care of a bed-ridden family member. However, it is 
beyond the purview of this research to gain a deeper understanding of how much influence 
such employment situations pose as a barrier to employers granting domestic workers a weekly 
day off. It is important that there should be an in-depth study on identifying gaps in care 
services so that it can inform policies and measures that should be undertaken to close such 
gaps in order to help employers comply easily when a weekly day off for domestic workers 
becomes mandatory. 
 
Recommendations 

 
2.4.1 Conduct further research to identify which employment situations pose constraints to 
realizing a mandatory weekly day off for domestic workers and the proportion of households 
who are constrained by such a situation. The objectives of such a research should be to identify 
gaps in care services that can help employers cope without the service of a domestic worker for 
one day a week and in the longer term become less reliant on live-in domestic workers.  

 
 

 

3) Employer-domestic worker relationship  
 
3.1) The survey found that about half of the employers surveyed would terminate their 
worker’s employment if she brought home a stranger or in a different case scenario, slapped 
the household’s children or senior members. Such actions are serious enough to warrant a 
dismissal, compared with other transgressions made at work such as forgetting to perform 
household chores.  

Media reports have also supported the above findings that bringing a stranger, especially a 
boyfriend, into the employer’s home leads to immediate dismissal. Reports about domestic 
workers abusing the charges under their care have also been highlighted. Such abuses may 
happen because of the domestic worker’s inability to cope with the stress of being a live-in 
domestic worker. As a result, she may take it out on the child or the elderly person she is 
caring for by abusing them. It should be stressed that the survey presented interviewees with a 
hypothetical situation and gives no indication of the actual occurrence of such behaviour.  

The nature of live-in domestic work creates special demands on the employer, the employer’s 
family and the domestic worker. The boundary between the domestic worker’s ‘work’ space 
and ‘personal’ space becomes blurred since she is also living in the premises where she works. 
This living arrangement makes it almost impossible for domestic workers to get time to 
themselves and to totally divorce themselves from work, which adds to the stress of the job. At 
the same time, the presence of a domestic worker in the household encroaches on the personal 
space of employers and their family members, thus making employer-domestic worker 
relationships vulnerable to conflicts.  
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Recommendations 

3.1.1 Enhance efforts to educate employers on employer-employee relationship management, 
and managing the stresses and boundaries associated with employing a live-in domestic worker. 
Even though the Ministry of Manpower has implemented an employers’ orientation 
programme, it is targeted at first time employers only. More efforts should be made to reach 
out to existing employers. Incentives should also be given to employers for attending such 
courses.  Employer associations such as the Singapore National Employers Federation and 
professional bodies such as the Singapore Human Resources Association should look into 
reaching out to employers and conducting courses in collaboration with the Ministry of 
Manpower and employment agencies on such issues.  

3.1.2 Promote the establishment of support networks such as unions for migrant domestic 
workers, to help them cope with the stress of live-in domestic work, improve their ability to 
communicate with employers effectively and inculcate skills to build a positive and 
professional relationship with employers. This is consistent with ILO Convention 98, Right to 
Organise and Collective Bargaining Convention, 1949 which Singapore has ratified.  A weekly 
day off is necessary for this to happen and to ensure that domestic workers will be better able 
to organise themselves and support one another to improve on their skills in carrying out their 
work with a more professional attitude. 

3.1.3 Promote the establishment of social support networks for employers of migrant domestic 
workers to help them build a positive and professional relationship with their domestic worker, 
especially in the areas of dispute resolution, effective communication and management of 
expectations with regard to job scope and behaviour at work. Grassroots organisations and 
workplaces should be encouraged to take a more proactive role in the establishment of such 
support groups.  
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4) The role of employment agencies  

4.1) The survey findings revealed that slightly more than half of the employers surveyed would 
seek advice from employment agencies in the event of a conflict with domestic workers. This 
underlies the important role that employment agencies might play in giving competent, 
professional and effective advice to employers who need help to manage their relationship with 
domestic workers. Cases handled by HOME and TWC2 on their helplines and help desks have 
shown that many employment agencies are typically more concerned with the repayment of 
loans or placement fees by the workers than the difficulties faced by them in the course of 
employment.   
 

 

Recommendations 

4.1.1 Enhance the professionalism of employment agencies dealing with the hiring of domestic 
workers. The staff at employment agencies should be trained in counselling, effective 
interpersonal skills, cross cultural communication techniques, and mediation. Evidence of such 
skills and training should be made criteria for approval of licenses and license renewal. The 
Association of Employment Agencies (AEAS) and Case Trust should take a proactive role in 
professionalising employment agencies by making available appropriate training courses and 
other resources for their members. These organisations should work towards shifting the 
mindset of employment agents from treating domestic workers as products to be sold to clients 
who are deserving of decent services.  
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APPENDIX 
 
Possible biases in the data based on volunteers’ logbook information  

 Biases  

Volunteer- - Volunteers might have not visited all addresses 
dependent biases - Volunteers might not have done enough to get the attention of the 

   residents to open the door or to listen to the volunteer’s invitation to participate 
   

 
-                 Volunteers were choosy about where to go and unwilling to serve in areas they  
                  didn’t live in 

   
 -                 Volunteers were supposed to repeat visit if no one at home but not all did 
  it (some did) 
 -                 In some cluster areas there were just not enough volunteers (some 
  swapping of addresses on the go was done to keep a balance but that was 
  not very effective due to the inflexibility of the volunteers to do what the 
   organization ultimately needed) 
Respondent-based - Respondents don’t like on line surveys, don’t like paper surveys 
biases - Respondents didn’t like to participate in a survey from UNIFEM 

 - Respondents refused to participate 
 -                 Some apartment doors were blocked by guards, there was a guarded condo 
  situation, other barriers, bells without direct communication access (coded 
  doors), etc. 
 -                 Some respondents only spoke Chinese (a questionnaire in Chinese was 
  introduced after a couple of weeks but not all volunteers picked them up 
  from headquarters to pass them on) 
 -                 When visited, some said they would participate by going to the online 
  survey (which was kept open) but might have not done so after all. 
 - Incomplete surveys 
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