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ABSTRACT 

Foreign Domestic Workers in Hong Kong: Identifying Risk Factors, Resilience,  
and Psychological Well-Being 

 
Ka Yan Danise Mok 

Department of Counseling Psychology and Special Education, BYU 
Doctor of Philosophy 

 
 Domestic workers, also known as house maids or handmaids, are a predominately female 
workforce that traditionally provides labor in upper-class households. With the increase of dual 
income families and the global expansion of the middle class, the demand for domestic workers 
increased, which facilitated the practice of importing lower-cost foreign domestic workers 
(FDWs) from developing areas. Hong Kong has the highest concentration of FDWs when 
compared to other metropolitan areas, such as Taiwan, Singapore, or New York. Since the trade 
began in the 1970s, qualitative research and journalistic investigations have reported that FDWs 
frequently encounter exploitation, including emotional, physical, and sexual abuse; being 
underpaid and overworked; and racial discrimination. With sparse quantitative research 
identifying risk factors that predict psychological well-being, this study hypothesized two 
models: (a) racial and ethnic microaggressions, job satisfaction, and family concern predict 
psychological distress and (b) resilience mediates the association in the first model. We surveyed 
478 female FDWs in Hong Kong, and the results suggested that racial and ethnic 
microaggressions, job satisfaction, and family concerns were significant predictors of 
psychological distress, supporting the first hypothesis. The women demonstrated very high levels 
of psychological resilience; however, due to a ceiling effect in the measure of resilience, the data 
collected on resilience were unrelated to job satisfaction and family concerns. Thus, the second 
model was not supported, apparently due to a problem in the measurement of the construct of 
resilience in this sample of FWDs. Overall, FDWs’ working conditions and their level of 
resilience to those conditions did significantly influence their levels of psychological distress. 
These findings serve as pilot data for future quantitative research that investigates female FDWs’ 
employment experience. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Keywords: domestic workers, discrimination, exploitation, job satisfaction 



 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

 This project is part of an ongoing multifaceted advocacy opportunity I have the privilege 

to be a part of. First and foremost, I want to sincerely thank my friends who had kindly extended 

this opportunity to me in 2013. Your resilience and narratives deserve to be heard. Thank you for 

your help in moving this project forward, collecting data, and contributing to the photography 

exhibition. 

 Sincere thanks to my committee: Timothy Smith, Derek Griner, Melissa Goates Jones, 

Mark Beecher, and Jennie Bingham. Thank you for your support, encouragement, and flexibility. 

I have learned and grown from the examples of your commitment to social justice and 

multicultural psychology.  

 My friends and family members have been a tremendous blessing. I cherish the privilege 

to walk with you and spend endless hours in deep conversation. I feel your strength sustaining 

me when I am weary of the weight of injustice. 

 Last but not least, I would like to thank my mother who has sacrificed tremendously to 

ensure I can pursue my education. You taught me critical thinking and liberated me from 

stereotypes and arbitrary expectations. Thank you for your unwavering support and confidence.  

 

 

 

  

 



iv 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

TITLE PAGE ................................................................................................................................... i 

ABSTRACT .................................................................................................................................... ii 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS ............................................................................................................. iii 

TABLE OF CONTENTS ............................................................................................................... iv 

LIST OF TABLES ......................................................................................................................... vi 

LIST OF FIGURES ...................................................................................................................... vii 

DESCRIPTION OF THESIS STRUCTURE AND CONTENT ................................................. viii 

Introduction  .................................................................................................................................... 1 

Statement of the Problem .......................................................................................................... 4 

Statement of Purpose ................................................................................................................ 5 

Research Questions ................................................................................................................... 6 

Method ............................................................................................................................................ 7 

Participants ................................................................................................................................ 8 

Measures ................................................................................................................................... 8 

Procedures ............................................................................................................................... 13 

Data Analysis .......................................................................................................................... 13 

Results ........................................................................................................................................... 14 

Preliminary Analyses .............................................................................................................. 14 

Correlation Analysis ............................................................................................................... 20 

Demographic Differences ....................................................................................................... 20 

Potential Confounding Variables ............................................................................................ 27 

Evaluating the Initial Path Analytic Model ............................................................................ 29 



v 

 

Evaluating the Mediation Model ............................................................................................ 30 

Discussion ..................................................................................................................................... 31 

Overview of Findings ............................................................................................................. 32 

Limitations and Implications for Future Research.................................................................. 42 

Conclusion .............................................................................................................................. 44 

References ..................................................................................................................................... 46 

APPENDIX A: Review of Literature ........................................................................................... 53 

References ......................................................................................................................................69 

APPENDIX B: Survey Packet in English and Indonesian ........................................................... 78 

APPENDIX C: Survey Packet in English and Tagalog ................................................................ 93 

 

 

 



vi 

LIST OF TABLES 

Table 1     Descriptive Statistics and Correlations of Variables ...................................................15 

Table 2     Summary of Demographic Information of Participants ...............................................16 

Table 3     Between Relationship Status Group Differences in Variables .....................................21 

Table 4     Between Level of Education Group Differences in Variables ......................................22 

Table 5     Between Religious Affiliation Group Differences in Variables ....................................24 

Table 6     Between Sexual Orientation Group Differences in Variables ......................................25 

Table 7     Between Debt Ownership Group Differences in Variables ..........................................26 

Table 8     Result of Hypothesized Models Predicting Psychological Distress (Model 1 & 2) .....31 

Table 9     Job Satisfaction Subscale Descriptive Information ..................................................... 36 



vii 

LIST OF FIGURES 

Figure 1.    First hypothesized model predicting relationship between family concerns, 

 experience with racial microaggressions, job satisfaction, and 

     psychological distress ....................................................................................................6 

Figure 2.    Second hypothesized model for relationship between family concerns, 

 experience with racial microaggressions, job satisfaction, and psychological 

 distress while accounting for the mediating effect of resilience ...................................7 

Figure 3.    Result of the first path model of racial and ethnic microaggression, job 

 satisfaction, and family concerns predicted psychological distress ............................29 

Figure 4.   Result of the second path model of resilience, racial and ethnic 

microaggression, job satisfaction, and family concerns predicted 

psychological distress.  ................................................................................................30 



viii 

 

DESCRIPTION OF DISSERTATION STRUCTURE AND CONTENT 

 This dissertation, Foreign Domestic Workers in Hong Kong: Identifying Risk Factors, 

Resilience, and Psychological Well-Being, is written in a hybrid format. The hybrid format 

fulfills the traditional dissertation requirements and provides a publish-ready manuscript. The 

preliminary pages of the thesis reflect requirements for submission to the university. The thesis 

report is presented as a journal article and conforms to length and style requirements for 

submitting research reports to psychology journals. The literature review is included in Appendix 

A, which is followed by consent forms in Appendix B. Appendix C contains the study’s 

instruments.  
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Introduction  

 Domestic workers, also known as house maids, handmaids, or maidservants, are a 

predominantly female dominant workforce that has provided manual labor services to middle 

and upper-class households over the past several centuries. This predominately female industry 

has been shaped by historical factors in which men work for pay outside of homes and women 

remain homemakers (Sayer, Casper, & Cohen, 2004). Although increasing gender equity has 

improved women’s educational attainment and workforce contributions, gender roles have yet to 

change in household labor (Fuwa, 2004; Fuwa & Cohen, 2007; Gershuny, 2003; Knudsen & 

Wærness, 2008; Lincoln, 2008).  

Employment of domestic workers flourishes in major metropolitan cities. This 

phenomenon is particularly distinct in Hong Kong, a major international metropolis with a long 

precedent and an official temporary labor migration scheme of hiring foreign domestic 

employment. In fact, Hong Kong has one of the highest foreign domestic worker (FDW) 

populations in the world, with 336,600 FDWs residing there in 2015, comprising 4.4% of the 

total population (Justice Centre Hong Kong [JCHK], 2016). The majority of the FDW population 

in Hong Kong is comprised with workers who identify as cisgender female (JCHK, 2016) and 

come from the Philippines and Indonesia due to those countries’ close proximity to Hong Kong 

and to historical trade agreements exporting migrant workers to boost their local economies. 

With such a high concentration of FDWs in a confined urban area, the vulnerability to 

exploitation of foreign domestic employment are magnified and easily observed, making Hong 

Kong a suitable case to study FDWs’ experience with employment exploitation.  

International media has portrayed FDWs in Hong Kong as “commodities who are 

inspected, bought, traded, owned, and generally objectified” and “captive laborers abroad” due to 
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the decades-long documented hardships (Constable, 2007, p. 51). The Justice Centre Hong Kong 

conducted the first research assessing FDW population exploitation in Hong Kong and found 

similarly alarming results (JCHK, 2016).  In their study, they adapted their theoretical basis from 

the International Labor Organization (ILO) guideline to define two important distinctions in 

FDW exploitation, which are forced labor and human trafficking for the purpose of forced labor 

(JCHK, 2016). To meet the criteria for forced labor, participants had to indicate positive in at 

least once of the three dimensions, including unfree recruitment, work and life under duress, and 

impossibility of leaving. When participants indicated positive in unfree recruitment in addition to 

work and life under duress or/and impossibility of leaving, they met the criteria for having been 

trafficked for the purpose of forced labor. The result showed that only 5.4% of the participants (n 

= 54) did not indicate any signs of exploitation or forced labor. Meanwhile, 11.3 % (n=113) of 

the participants indicated moderate level of signs of exploitation. Furthermore, 66.3% (n=665) of 

participants indicated strong signs of exploitation, 14% of the participants (n=140) were 

trafficked into forced labor, and 17% of the participants (n=171) endorsed all the indicators for 

forced labor.  

Such results highlighted the vulnerability and commonality of FDW exploitation in Hong 

Kong. Nevertheless, Hong Kong is ironically perceived as one of the best places for FDWs due 

to its unlimited FDW visa quota and most liberal visa requirements.  

Such dramatic journalism has shed light on the adverse circumstances faced by FDWs, 

but to date, a limited amount of academic research has evaluated the experiences and 

psychological well-being of this marginalized population (Bagley, Madrid, & Bolitho, 1997; 

Lau, Cheng, Chow, Ungvari, & Leung, 2009).  Academic research will be necessary to properly 
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understand FDWs’ employment experiences, including exploitation, racial discrimination, family 

disturbance, and psychological distress. 

 Encountering racial discrimination and segregation has made work overseas difficult for 

FDWs. FDWs tend to have darker skin color because of their South Asia heritage, and in Hong 

Kong, individuals with darker complexion are perceived to have lower status, less prestige, less 

beauty, and other negative social stigmas, such as being unrefined, poor, and old (Leong, 2006).  

Racial discrimination is pervasive in Hong Kong and employers often prefer hiring FDWs with 

fairer skin color for social reasons (Leong, 2006).  The racial discrimination faced by FDWs is 

often subtle and follows a systemized method (Law, 2001).  For example, while FDWs are 

required by law to reside in employers’ residences, they can be restricted from accessing 

elevators, swimming pools, amenities or clubhouses of employers’ residences, and bathrooms in 

office buildings (Sautman, 2004). Racial discrimination and segregation often create hostile 

environments for FDWs.  

Given power differentials between employers and FDWs, as well as a lack of 

employment regulatory oversight, incidences of exploitation, abuse, and even wrongful deaths 

have been reported (Chang & Groves, 2000; Constable, 2007). Abusive treatment includes, but is 

not limited to, the deprivation of food or mandatory days off, inadequate living quarters to rest 

(e.g., having to sleep on the kitchen floor, in the closet, in a bathtub), wrongful dismissal, sexual 

abuse, and physical assault (Law, 2001).  

Other hardships identified by female FDWs include loneliness and homesickness 

(Nakonz & Shik, 2009), limited communication with their family members, and major family 

concerns (Nakonz & Shik, 2009). Taken together, these factors likely result in elevated levels of 

psychological distress. 
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FDWs can demonstrate resilience despite the adverse factors of exploitative working 

conditions, racial discrimination, and family problems. Coping strategies used by FDWs to 

increase their resilience include religious devotion, social activities, entertainment, and other 

emotional distractions. The extent to which such coping methods actually buffer distress arising 

from their harmful circumstances has yet to be investigated (Nakonz & Shik, 2009).  

 Past research has suggested that FDWs are clearly a vulnerable population facing racial 

discrimination, negative job environments, and family problems, the next step in academic 

research is to investigate how are FDWs are affected by exploitations and identified protective 

factors.  Understanding which of those adverse circumstances most predict psychological distress 

among FDWs and the degree to which those negative factors can be mediated by psychological 

resilience and effective emotional coping is particularly important at this time. The present study 

was designed to meet that gap in the professional literature and to focus attention on the 

condition of FDWs in Hong Kong. 

Statement of the Problem 

 After almost four decades of burgeoning FDW employment in Hong Kong, little has been 

done to improve FDWs’ working conditions or psychological well-being (Bagley et al., 1997; 

JCHK, 2016; Lau, Cheng, Chow, Ungvari, & Leung, 2009). Public apathy continues to enable 

oppression and exploitation of FDWs (Ho, 2013). With limited rights and power, it is extremely 

difficult for FDWs to advocate for needed changes. Academic research focusing on the 

consequence of FDWs oppression can help to shed light on the pervasive individual and systemic 

nature of that oppression. It can also shed light on how potential protective factors, such as 

resilience, predicts psychological distress.  
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Literature regarding the experiences of female FDWs in Hong Kong is very sparse 

(JCHK, 2016). The majority of published studies regarding this particular population have 

examined FDWs’ experiences through the use of qualitative methods (e.g., Chang & Groves, 

2000; Constable, 2017). These qualitative studies have provided complex information regarding 

the emotions, behaviors, values, and insights of FDWs and have shed light on factors that 

contribute to FDW’s psychological distress (Constable, 2007; Nakonz & Shik, 2009). 

However, to date, the Coming Clean report published by the Justice Centre Hong Kong is 

the first quantitative research studying foreign domestic workers’ employment condition in Hong 

Kong (JCHK, 2016). While qualitative research provides rich and compelling narratives of 

FDW’s lived experience, quantitative research on FDW’s employment experience can provide 

the magnitude and commonality of their experience.  

Furthermore, published literature often focused on risk factors and rarely identified 

protective factors, such as resilience. The benefits of quantitative studies can collect numerical 

data by sampling the FDWs population, illuminating the commonality of their experience while 

maximizing objectivity (Ladegaard, 2017; Steckler, McLeroy, Goodman, Bird, & McComick, 

1992).  

Statement of Purpose 

In recent qualitative studies, researchers have suggested that racial discrimination, low 

job satisfaction, and family concerns are all common sources of FDWs’ psychological distress 

(Cohen, 2000; Ladegaard, 2012; Leong, 2006). These researchers have further suggested that 

resilience and coping strategies can help mitigate risk factors and have a positive influence on 

psychological distress among FDWs in Hong Kong. The purpose of the current study is to design 

a model to better understand how racial and ethnic microaggression, job satisfaction, and family 
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OQ 

FSC 

JSS 

REMS 

concerns predict psychological distress. The results can help us to gain a greater awareness and 

understanding of FDWs’ employment experiences in Hong Kong by assessing their 

psychological distress, risk factors, and resilience through reliable and valid psychometric 

measurements. Furthermore, unions and non-profit organizations serving foreign domestic 

workers can use the model to identify at-risk FDWs. The results of this study will be crucial in 

identifying ways to better understand and subsequently provide data to illustrate current foreign 

domestic workers employment policy. We hope that this research will help FDWs in other 

countries as well. 

Research Questions 

 This study addresses the following research questions: 

1. What are the experiences of FDWs in Hong Kong in terms of job satisfaction, racial 

microaggressions, family distress, resilience, and psychological distress?  

2. To what extent do racial discrimination, family concerns, and job satisfaction predict 

foreign domestic workers’ psychological distress in the presence of one another (see 

Figure 1)? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.  First hypothesized model predicting relationship between family concerns, experience 

with racial microaggressions, job satisfaction, and psychological distress.  
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3. Does resilience mediate the relationship between FDWs racial discrimination, family 

concerns, job satisfaction, and psychological distress in the proposed model (see 

Figure 2)? 

 

 
Figure 2.  Second hypothesized model for relationship between family concerns, experience with 

racial microaggressions, job satisfaction, and psychological distress while accounting for the 

mediating effect of resilience. 

Method 
 

This study was based on a questionnaire assessing FDWs’ employment experiences in 

Hong Kong. The questionnaire and data collection procedures were reviewed and approved by 

the Human Subjects Institutional Review Board (IRB) of Brigham Young University in May 

2016.  

 To protect female FDWs’ identities, this study originally utilized an online survey 

method to snowball sample anonymously without any incentives. The online link to the survey 

was posted on various social media platforms for FDWs. However, the researcher was notified 

OQ JSS 

REMS 

CD-RISC 

FSC 
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that many participants reported difficulties gaining access to stable internet to complete their 

survey on their mobile electronic devices, such that the participation rate was low.  

 An in-person recruitment method was eventually adopted in order to increase 

participation. Since FDWs are not allowed to stay in the employers' residencies during their time 

off (1 day a week for 8 hours), they generally congregate in public areas, such as parks or other 

open spaces to rest and socialize. FDWs were contacted by the primary investigator in these 

public locations, in the absence of employers, and were provided hard copies of the 

questionnaire. Because fluency in English is a required qualification for FDWs, each question in 

the questionnaires was presented bilingually in English and Indonesian (for Indonesian workers) 

or Tagalog (for Filipino workers). For both the paper and online copy, participants were provided 

with an informed consent form explaining the purpose and risks of the study.  

Participants 

We invited individuals who self-identified their employment status as FDW to participate 

in the study. We only included female or transgender FDWs who identified as female since the 

trend in the literature suggests that FDWs are predominately cisgender female (JCHK, 2016). 

Cis-females have been employed in the vast majority of cases as FDWS in Hong Kong due to the 

nature of household responsibilities which are traditionally viewed to be women’s work. In total, 

478 female-identified FDWs participated in the study. 

Measures 

Family Concerns Survey (FCS). This survey measures an individual’s difficult family 

hardships that may potentially impact psychological well-being. This survey contains 18 

questions geared to examine such hardships and includes questions related to having trouble with 

the law, mental health or health struggles, financial stress, disability, abuse, and relationship 
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concerns. For the item inquiring about unemployment, it originally only asked regarding parents’ 

unemployment and we included spouse and children to include different family compositions of 

FDWs. Participants were invited to identify “Yes,” “Unsure,” or “No” on the survey and higher 

scores on this measure indicate having more family concerns. The Cronbach alpha of this scale 

has been measured to be .78 (Kearney, Draper, & Barón, 2005).  

Connor-Davidson Resilience Scale (CD-RISC). The CD-RISC measures an 

individual’s ability to "bounce-back" or the ability to adapt by asking participants to rate how 

they self-identified with the statement by using a 5-point Likert scale (from “not true at all” to 

“true nearly all the time”). A higher total score suggests a higher level of resilience. Sample 

statements were “I am able to adapt when changes occur” or “I tend to bounce back after illness, 

injury, or other hardships.” This scale has been tested for internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha 

= 0.89) and test-retest reliability (intraclass correlation coefficient: 0.87) and has shown 

significant validity in terms of correlation with other acceptable scales such as the Kobsa 

Hardness Measure (Group 3, n = 30; Pearson r = 0.83 p < .0001), the Perceived Stress Scale, 

(Group 3, n = 24, Pearson r = -0.76, p < .0001) the Seehan Stress Vulnerability Scale 

(Spearman r = -0.32, p < .0001), and others (Connor & Davidson, 2003). 

Job Satisfaction Survey (JSS). The JSS is a short questionnaire that measures job 

satisfaction pertaining to occupation pertaining to human service occupations (Spector, 1985). It 

contains 36 statements, and participants rate their response with a 6-point Likert-like scale, from 

“disagree very much” to “agree very much.” Higher scores on the JSS suggest higher satisfaction 

in ones’ current employment. We only used 8 of the 9 subscales, measuring participants’ 

satisfaction with their job, including pay, promotion, supervision, benefits, continued rewards, 

operating procedures, co-workers, nature of work, and communication. Five items were omitted 
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(including the promotion subscale) due to irrelevance to the FDWs’ work experience and we also 

changed wordings of six items to adapt to FDW employment (e.g., item 12 “My supervisor is 

unfair to me” changed to “My employer is unfair to me”). Previous research has found that 

71.8% of the participants (FDWs) earn less that the Minimum Allowable Wage (MAW) and only 

6.1% of FDWs earned more than the MAW. Instead of being the minimal floor to protect FDWs’ 

salary, the MAW becomes the norms that majority of employers abide by, indicating a stagnant 

pay scheme.  

Support for this scale includes testing for internal consistency (total scale coefficient 

alpha of .91) test-retest reliability (correlation coefficient of .71) and an adequate correlation 

between similar subscales of the Job Descriptive Index (JDI) measure (ranging from .61 to .80) 

(Spector, 1985). 

Racial and Ethnic Microaggressions Scale (REMS). The REMS has 45 items, 

measuring 6 areas of microaggressions, including assumptions of inferiority, second-class citizen 

and assumptions of criminality, microinvalidations, eroticization and assumptions of similarity, 

environmental microaggressions, and workplace microaggressions. Participants were asked to 

identify if they had experienced a form of the microaggressions mentioned in the statement in the 

past six months. The more items endorsed, the more frequently the individual had encountered 

various forms of microaggressions. Three items were omitted as they were unrelated to FDWs’ 

context. Analyses of this scale indicate an adequate internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha of 

.912) and validity in measuring racial microaggressions, as supported by a strong correlation (r = 

.464, p < .001) between a similar measure, the RALES-B (Nadal, 2011, p. 473).  

Outcome Measure 45 (OQ-45). The OQ-45 is a self-report measure of global mental 

health distress. The 45 items measure three areas: symptom distress (depression and anxiety), 



11 

 

interpersonal relationship (loneliness, interpersonal conflict, and family difficulties), and social 

role (difficulties at work or home). Participants were invited to rate their response by using a 5-

point scale (never to almost always). The clinical cutoff for significant distress is 63 and higher 

total scores suggest more psychological distress. Scores above 63 suggest a level of distress that 

warrants attention. High intercorrelation between the OQ-45’s three subscales (highest being r = 

.93) and high correlations (r = .72) with similar measures like the Behavior and Symptom 

Identification Scale (BASIS-32) provide support for this scale in terms of convergent validity 

(Lambert, Gregersen, & Burlingame, 2004). 

Demographic survey. We created this demographic survey in order to obtain 

demographic information about participants including nation of origin, relationship status, level 

of education, religious affiliation, sexual orientation, and debt ownership status (and the amount 

participant owned).  

The demographic survey was the last section of the survey. Many FDWs have expressed 

fear of repercussion in previous studies which might potentially negatively affect participation 

rate (JCHK, 2016). By putting the demographic survey towards the last section, participants 

could complete the scales before considering their continual participation in disclosing 

demographic information.  

Translation versions. The CD-RISC was the only scale that had authorized translation 

versions by the authors of the scale. For that instrument, the translation process included scale 

creators working closely with translator under the assumption that the translation would be 

“sufficiently close to the original so as to give the same performance, but not accounting for 

local or population effects” (“The Connor-Davidson Resilience Scale,” n.d.). Laksmita, Chang, 

Chung, and Liao (2018) conducted a study providing psychometric evaluation of the Indonesian 
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translation of the CF-RISC. They surveyed 599 adolescents in Indonesia and found good internal 

consistency (Cronbach’s alpha of .91). 

The overall lack of empirically verified translations in measures reflects the current 

language gap in mental health (Aguilar-Gaxiola et al., 2012; Dingfelder, 2005). Previous studies 

document that language barriers remained as a major challenge in providing cross-cultural 

mental health services. While employing interpreters have been the most prominent attempt to 

close the language gap, it has not addressed the demand of providing mental health information 

in languages other than English (Aboul-Enein & Ahmed, 2006; Garcia & Duckett, 2009).  

Since alternative measures relevant to the study were unavailable, we used a bilingual 

committee approach (Brislin, Lonner, & Thorndike 1973; Wang, Lee, & Fetzer, 2006) with two 

translators producing independent forward translations. However, we encountered unforeseen 

challenges as one of two Indonesians translator dropped out during the forward translation 

process and all of the translators (one Indonesian and two Tagalog) were unable to provide back-

translation due to time constraints. This limited our ability to assess the fidelity and quality of the 

translated scales. 

We include Indonesian and Tagalog translations of scales to supplement the original 

English version. On the survey, the instructions, items, and response options were printed first in 

English and then followed by either Indonesian or Tagalog translations, providing two bilingual 

copies of the survey.  

As English language proficiency is a requirement for FDW employment in Hong Kong, a 

bilingual survey would allow participants to complete the survey in English, which is a language 

FDWs are proficient in while supplementing translations in their native languages (Indonesian 
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and Tagalog). This bilingual format provides additional clarification of the meaning of each item 

in FDWs’ native languages without relying exclusive on the translated versions.  

Procedures 

We initiated the study by sharing the link with the aforementioned measures and 

informed consent on social media sites, including FDW Facebook groups, virtual swap meets, 

and resource websites. However, due to low participation rates and participant feedback about 

lack of access to stable internet connections, we adjusted the recruitment method and provided 

paper copies of the measures and informed consent documents directly to participants. The 

primary author distributed paper copies in different public locations where FDWs congregated, 

such as outside of the Wan Chai Immigration Office, non-profit organization social activities, 

and public parks during their time off on Sundays. The copies were collected shortly after 

participants’ completion. Participants were not compensated with any incentives for their 

participation.  

Data Analysis  

Data management and analyses were conducted using Statistical Package for Social 

Sciences (SPSS). Before statistical analyses were conducted, data were examined for outliers, 

missing information, and alignment with the inclusion criteria. Five participants were excluded 

as they identified as male-identified. 

After data cleaning, descriptive analyses and differences across demographic 

characteristics were examined for all variables (REMS, JSS, FCS, OQ, and CD-RISC). We also 

examined for potential significant differences in survey language and format (online or paper). 

Furthermore, we ran correlation analyses among all variables to confirm that all variables that  
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were to be included in the path analyses were statistically significantly associated with one 

another. 

Results 

Preliminary Analyses 

 Mean scores, standard deviations, skewness, kurtosis, and correlation coefficients for all 

variables in the study are reported in Table 1. Participants’ scores on the Outcome Questionnaire 

(OQ) ranged from 9 to 131 (M = 52.81, SD = 17.21), and the data were normally distributed.  

The average score of the OQ divided by the total number of items was 1.17, which corresponds 

with the indication of rarely experiencing the symptom listed on the OQ. Twenty-three percent 

of the sample (n = 110) reported score at or above the clinical cut-off of 63, indicating 

experience clinical level of psychological distress. Participants’ number of encounters of racial 

and ethnic microaggressions in the past six months (REMS) ranged from 0 to 42 (M = 13.59, SD 

= 8.96), and the data were also normally distributed.  The average item-level response of the 

REMS was 0.32 with the bottom 20% reporting an average of 5 encounters of microaggressions 

in the past 6 months and the top 20% reporting an average of 22 encounters. Participants’ 

responses on the Job Satisfaction Scale (JSS) ranged from 63 to 165 (M = 117.74, SD = 14.35), 

with a normal distribution. The bottom 25% reporting an average of 108 on the JSS and the top 

25% reporting an average of 126. The average score of the JSS divided by the total number of 

items provided an indication to the extent of participants’ agreement regarding job satisfaction; 

the average item rating was 3.77 which correspondent with a neutral endorsement of job 

satisfaction midway slightly disagree and slightly agree.  

Resilience scores (CD-RISC) ranged from 2 to 100 (M = 80.44, SD = 14.81). CD-RISC 

data were non-normally distributed, with skewness of -2.14 (SE = .11) and kurtosis of 6.71 (SE = 
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.22). This distribution indicated a ceiling effect, with many participants indicating high levels of 

resilience. The average item-level response for the CD-RISC was 3.21, suggesting participants 

endorsed often True to resilience statements on the CD-RISC. The bottom 20% of participants 

reported scores up to 74 on the CD-RISC and the top 20% reported scores of greater than 91. 

The average of the bottom 20% of divided by the total number of items on the CD-RISC 

provided an indication of participants’ agreement regarding resilience; the average item rate was 

2.96 which correspondent with an often true response, suggesting high agreement in resilience.  

Lastly, participants’ family concerns (FCS) ranged from 0 to 32 (M = 5.39, SD = 5.83), 

with most participants reporting very few family problems in a non-normal distribution 

(skewness = 1.70; kurtosis = 3.60). The average item rating crossed participants was only 0.3 

indicating there were hardly any family concerns across participants. Twenty percent of the 

participants indicated no family problems and only the top 20% of all participants endorsed an 

average of 5 family concerns out of 18 in total.  

Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics and Correlations of Variables 
 

Variables Mean SD Skew-
ness Kurtosis 1 2 3 4 

1. OQ-45 52.81 17.21 .72 1.08         

2. REMS 13.59 8.96 .61 .13 .24**       

3. JSS 117.74 14.35 .37 .37 -.40** -.29**     

4. CD-RISC 80.44 14.81 -2.14 6.71 -.13** .15** .06   

5. FCS 5.38 5.83 1.70 3.60 .33** .27** -.11 .03 

** p < .01 ***p < .001. 
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 In addition to descriptive data, we also ran scale reliability analyses for all instruments 

across the two different survey forms that differed by language. For the OQ, the English-Tagalog 

version’s Cronbach’s Alpha was .79 and the English-Indonesian version was .96. For the REMS, 

the English-Tagalog version’s Cronbach’s Alpha was .94 and the English-Indonesian version 

was .96. For the FCS, the English-Tagalog version’s Cronbach’s Alpha was .82 and the 

Indonesia version was .95. For the English-Tagalog version of JSS, the Cronbach’s Alpha was 

.80 while the Indonesian version was .91. For the CD-RISC, both English-Tagalog and English-

Indonesian versions yielded a Cronbach’s alpha of .95.  

Remarkably, 175 participants (37% of the total sample) did not report to one or more 

question inquiring demographic information, perhaps due to the sensitive nature of the topic or to 

fear of retribution. In spite of not providing specific demographic information, many participants 

chose to report on several other items of the survey. Rather than disregard the experiences of the 

individuals surveyed, we decided to add a “did not report (DNR)” category for the purpose of 

our analyses. Descriptive information of demographic variables is listed in Table 2.  

Table 2 

Summary of Demographic Information of Participants 
 

 Variable   N (%) Mean Range SD 

Gender             

  Female 302 63.2       

  Transgender 1 0.2       

  Did not disclose 175 36.6       
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Table 2 (continued) 
 

 Variable   N (%) Mean Range SD 

Sexual  
orientation 

            

  Equally attracted to females and males 77 16.1       

  Mostly attracted to females 7 1.5       

  Mostly attracted to males 49 10.3       

  Not sure 19 4       

  Only attracted to females 9 1.9       

  Only attracted to males 90 18.8       

  Did not disclose 227 47.5       

Nationality             

  Filipino 267 55.9       

  Indonesian 29 6.1       

  Other areas 1 0.2       

  Thai 1 0.2       

  Did not disclose 180 37.7       

Age             

  Responded 245 51.3 38 22-63 8.23 

  Did not disclose 233 48.7       
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Table 2 (continued) 
 

    N (%) Mean Range SD 

Relationship Status           

  Married 133 27.8     

  Single (never 
married) 85 17.8     

  Single 
(separated/divorced) 41 8.6     

  Windowed 15 3.1     

  Did not disclose 204 42.7     

Number of children             

  0 281 58.8 1.02 0-20 1.84 

  1 64 13.4       

  2 59 12.3       

  3 41 8.6       

  4 19 4       

  5 7 1.5       

  6 2 0.4       

  7 1 0.2       

  > 7 4 0.8       
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Table 2 (continued)       

  N (%) Mean Range SD 

Highest level of 
education             

  Primary School 5 1       

  Secondary School 120 25.1       

  Bachelor’s Degree 135 28.2       

  Master’s Degree 4 0.8       

  Ph.D. Degree 2 0.4       

  Did not disclose 212 44.4       

Religious 
Affiliation             

  Catholic 85 17.8       

  Christian 67 14       

  Jehovah Witnesses 6 1.3       

  Latter-day Saints 
(Mormon) 102 21.3       

  Muslim 13 2.7       

  Other 1 0.2       

  Did not disclose 204 42.7       

Debt in Hong Kong 
Dollars 
(1HKD=0.13USD) 

            

  Yes 122 25.5 8070.22 
616- 

20000 
6076.31 

  No  132 27.6       

  Did not disclose 224 46.9       
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Correlation Analysis  

Table 1 indicated bivariate correlations between the independent variables (REMS, JSS, 

FCS, and REMS) and the dependent variable, the OQ. The OQ was correlated with REMS (r = 

.24, p < .01), JSS (r = -.40, p < .01), FCS (r = .33, p < .01), and CD-RISC (r = -.13, p < .01). 

REMS also was corrected with all variables, including JSS (r = -.29, p <. 01), FCS (r = .27, p < 

.01), and CD-RISC (r = .15, p < .01). The JSS, however, was not corrected with CD-RISC (r = 

.06, p = .18) and FC (r = -.11, p = .06). In addition, the correlation between FCS and CD-RISC 

was not significant (r = .03, p = .62).  

We also correlated average participants’ age, number of children, and the amount of debt 

incurred with the other variables. The only three correlation coefficients that reached 

significance were age and resilience (r =.19, p < .001), number of children (r =-.13, p < .01) and 

amount of debt with experience of racial and ethnic microaggressions (r = .29, p < .001). We did 

not find any curvilinear patterns in any correlation coefficients between demographic categories 

and scales (CD-RISC, FCS, JSS, RESM, and OQ-45). 

Demographic Differences  

 We performed a series of analyses to ascertain differences among participants regarding 

their level of distress (OQ), experience of racial and ethnic microaggressions (REMS), job 

satisfaction (JSS), resilience (CD-RISC), and family concerns (FCS) on the following variables: 

nation of origin, relationship status, level of education, religious affiliation, sexual orientation, 

and debt ownership.   

 Relationship status. We found significant group differences on the REMS when 

accounting for relationship status of our participants (p < .001; see Table 3). Those who did not 

report their relationship status reported the highest REMS score (M = 15.53, SD = 6.92, n = 204). 
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Among those who did report their relationship status, single (never married) participants had the 

highest REMS score (M = 14.63, SD = 11.47, n = 85), followed by widowed participants (M = 

14.55, SD = 10.50, n =15), followed by single (separated/divorced; M = 12.51, SD = 9.01, n = 

41), and finally married participants (M = 10.19, SD = 8.82, n = 133). 

We further found significant group differences on the CD-RISC (p < .019). The highest 

level of resilience was found among widowed participants (M = 84.43, SD = 15.81, n = 14). 

Similar levels of resilience were found among participants who did not report their relationship 

status (M = 81.97, SD = 9.63, n = 204), identified as married (M = 80.50, SD = 17.26, n = 133), 

and single (separated/divorced) (M = 80.89, SD = 17.73, n = 41). Single (never married) 

participants reported the lowest level of resilience (M = 75.76, SD = 18.21, n = 85). There were 

no significant relationship status group differences for the OQ (p = .74), FC (p = .25), or the JSS 

(p = .05).  

Table 3 

Between Relationship Status Groups Differences in Variables 

  df F p 

OQ-45 4 0.496 .739 

REMS 4 8.144 .001*** 

JSS 4 2.373 .051 

CD-RISC 4 2.976 .019** 

FCS 4 1.351 .251 

Note. * p < .05, ** p < .01, p < .001. 
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 Level of education. We excluded participants who reported having attained a Master’s 

degree, a Ph.D., or Primary education since each of these groups had less than ten members, an 

insufficient number for group comparisons. We found significant differences on the REMS (p < 

.001;csee Table 4) and CD-RISC (p < .004) when grouping participants by different levels of 

education. The group that did not report their level of education had the highest score on the 

REMS (M =15.38, SD = 7.14, n = 212), followed by participants with a bachelor’s degree (M = 

12.72, SD = 10.00, n = 135), and finally by those with secondary/high school education (M = 

11.41, SD = 9.73, n = 120). 

 Similar levels of resilience were found in participants who did not report (M = 81.52, SD 

= 10.41, n = 212) and those who attained bachelor’s degrees (M = 81.51, SD = 15.02, n = 135). 

Participants who identified having secondary education had lower resiliency scores (M= 77.67, 

SD = 19.47, n = 119). There were no significant group differences related to level of education 

on the OQ (p = .91), JSS (p = .50), or the FC (p = .12). 

Table 4 
 
Between Level of Education Group Differences in Variables 
 

  df F P 

OQ-45 5 0.313 .905 

REMS 5 4.142 .001** 

JSS 5 0.883 .492 

CD-RISC 5 3.566 .004** 

FCS 5 1.839 .106 

Note. * p < .05, ** p < .01, p < .001. 
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 Religious affiliation. We found significant group differences on the OQ when examining 

various religious orientations (p < .002; see Table 5). Participants who identified as Christians 

scored highest on their OQ (M = 55.04, SD = 195.98, n = 67), followed by Catholics (M = 54.29, 

SD = 21.13, n = 85), followed by those who did not report their religious orientation (M=52.05, 

SD = 15.34, n = 204), followed by participants who identified as Muslim (M = 52.10, SD = 

19.63, n =13). Participants who identified as members of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-

day Saints (widely known as Mormons or LDS) had the lowest OQ scores (M = 49.99, SD = 

15.63, n = 102). 

We also found significant group differences on the REMS (p < .001; see Table 5). Those 

who did not report had the highest scores on the REMS (M =15.50, SD = 6.92, n = 204). 

Participants who identified as Catholic scored the second highest (M = 13.23, SD = 11.74, n = 

85), followed by Muslim (M = 12.67, SD = 11.94, n =13). The two groups with the lowest scores 

on the REMS were members of The Church of Jesus Christ (M = 11.82, SD = 8.22, n = 102) and 

Protestant Christian denominations (M = 10.57, SD = 9.43, n = 67).  

We further found significant group differences on the JSS (p < .013). Members of the 

Church of Jesus Christ participants reported the highest levels of job satisfaction (M = 121.68, 

SD = 17.90, n =102), followed by Catholic (M = 118.59, SD = 16.71, n = 85), Muslim (M = 

117.36, SD = 18.23, n = 13), those who did not report (M =116.48, SD = 10.50, n = 204), and 

finally Protestant Christian participants, who reported the lowest job satisfaction (M = 115.63, 

SD = 13.77, n = 67). 

Finally, we found significant group differences on the CD-RISC (p < .001). Members of 

the Church of Jesus Christ had the highest levels of resilience (M = 82.18, SD = 15.19, n = 102), 

followed by participants who did not report (M = 82.03, SD = 9.20, n = 204), followed by 
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Protestant Christians (M = 81.34, SD = 13.69, n = 67), followed by Catholic participants (M 

=77.26, SD = 18.48, n = 85), and finally participants who identified as Muslim (M = 62.02, SD = 

35.38, n = 13). 

Table 5 
 
Between Religious Affiliation Group Differences in Variables 
 

  df F p 

OQ-45 6 3.46 .002** 

REMS 6 4.287 .001*** 

JSS 6 2.728 .013* 

CD-RISC 6 5.532 .001*** 

FCS 6 2.066 .058 

Note. * p < .05, ** p < .01, p < .001.  
  

 Sexual orientation. In our analyses of differences across reported sexual orientation, we 

excluded the group only attracted to females since the group only had 9 members. We found 

significant group differences across sexual orientation on the REMS (p < .001; see Table 6) and 

CD-RISC (p < .001). Participants who did not report their sexual orientation scored highest on 

the REMS (M = 15.30, SD = 7.07, n = 227). The second highest group mean was reported by 

participants who indicated being only attracted to males (M = 13.17, SD = 8.79, n = 90). This 

was followed by participants who reported being unsure about their sexuality (M =12.58, SD = 

7.12, n = 19), followed by those who reported being mostly attracted to males (M = 11.90, SD = 

10.09, n = 49), followed by those who reported being equally attracted to females and males (M 

= 11.63, SD = 12.13, n = 77).  
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 Although significant mean differences in CD-RISC (p < .001; see Table 7) was found 

comparing to participants’ who were only attracted to females with other sexual orientation 

groups, only nine participants endorsed being attracted to females which did not meet the 

required number of participants (n > 9) to be included in mean comparison.     

We also found significant mean differences in resilience comparing the rest of the groups, 

including participants who reported being unsure about their sexual orientation (M = 81.37, SD = 

13.39, n = 19), only attracted to male (M = 81.31, SD = 16.55, n = 90), did not report (M = 81.15, 

SD = 10.99, n = 226), equally attracted to males and females (M = 80.65, SD = 16.6, n = 77), and 

mostly attracted to males (M = 80.05, SD = 18.45, n = 49). There were no significant group 

differences related to sexual orientation on the OQ (p = .47), JSS (p = .06), or the FC (p = .10).  

Table 6 
 
Between Sexual Orientation Group Differences in Variables 
 

  df F P 

OQ-45 6 .934 .47 

REMS 6 3.952 .001** 

JSS 6 2.057 .057 

CD-RISC 6 4.683 .001*** 

FCS 6 1.786 .102 

Note. * p < .05, ** p < .01, p < .001. 
  

 Debt free or ownership. We found significant group differences on the OQ (p < .009; 

see Table 7), REMS (p < .002), JSS (p < .003), and FCS (p < .047). There was no significant 

between-group difference on the CD-RISC (p = .14).  
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Participants who did not report (M = 52.48, SD = 16.01, n = 224) and those who reported 

debt ownership (M = 56.51, SD = 18.74, n = 122) had higher scores on the OQ than those 

identified as debt free (M = 49.95, SD = 17.20, n = 132). On the REMS, participants who did not 

report had higher scores (M = 15.10, SD = 7.39, n = 224) than those with no debt (M = 12.71,  

SD = 10.53, n = 132) and with debt (M = 11.79, SD = 9.35, n = 122). Participants with no debt 

had higher scores on the JSS (M=121.45, SD = 6.95, n = 132) than those who did not report (M = 

116.54, SD = 10.62, n = 224) and those who own debt (M = 116.05, SD = 16.54, n = 122). 

Participants who were in debt also reported higher scores on the FCS (M = 6.52, SD = 6.84, n = 

113) when compared to those who did not report (M = 4.74, SD = 4.69, n = 38) and compared to 

those without debt (M = 4.62, SD = 4.94, n = 120). In addition to debt ownership, we found a 

small positive correlation between amount of debt owned and microaggression (r = .29, p < .01) 

Table 7 
 
Between Debt Ownership Group Differences in Variables 
 

  df F p 

OQ-45 2 4.761 .009** 

REMS 2 6.421 .002** 

JSS 2 5.91 .003** 

CD-RISC 2 2.004 .136 

FCS 2 3.092 .047* 

Note. * p < .05, ** p < .01, p < .001. 
  

Missing data. About 39% of the participants (n = 292) reported all of the demographic 

information, with 61% participants missing at least 1 or more questions in the demographic 

survey (n = 186). We therefore examined the influence of missing data on variables through a 
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series of correlational analyses. The only significant correlation coefficient we found was a small 

positive correlation between missing data and family concerns (r = .13, p < .05). Thus, the 

overall results did not differ as a function of participants’ disclosure of demographic information. 

Potential Confounding Variables 

 We identified two potential confounding variables that could potentially impact the 

proposed models. The first potential confounding variable was the format of how participants 

received the survey: 279 participants received a paper copy, and 199 responded to the survey 

online. Significant group differences were found in racial and ethnic microaggressions (t(476) = 

5.24 , p < .001), resilience (t(475) = 2.70, p < .007), and family concerns (t(269) = 3.39 , p < .001). 

We found that participants who completed the survey online reported more encounters of racial 

and ethnic microaggressions (M = 16.07, SD = 7.29, n = 199), more resilience (M = 82.60, SD = 

7.26, n =198), and more family concerns (M = 8.17, SD = 8.34, n = 41). Participants who 

completed the survey on paper copies reported fewer encounters of racial and ethnic 

microaggressions (M = 11.83, SD = 9.60, n = 279), less resilience (M = 78.90, SD = 18.23, n = 

279), and fewer family concerns (M = 4.89, SD = 5.13, n = 271).  

 The potential confounding variable was the language of the survey that participants 

completed. We administered the survey in both (a) English and Tagalog and (b) English and 

Indonesian. Hence, we conducted an independent t-test to analyse group differences. The only 

variable that reflected a significant difference between survey languages was resilience (p < 

.015). We found that FDWs who received a Tagalog version (M = 79.91, SD = 16.54, n = 267) 

reported more resilience than FDWs who received an Indonesian version (M = 71.34, SD = 

27.40, n = 29). No significant between-group differences were found in OQ (p = .56), REMS (p 

= .95), JSS (p = .86), and FC (p = .97).  
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We wanted to further examine language differences and therefore conducted another t-

test analysis by language groups. We grouped FDWs who received copies of the surveys in their 

native language in Tagalog and Indonesian and FDWs who did not receive a copy of the survey 

in their native language. With the new language grouping, we found significant group 

differences in encounters of racial and ethnic microaggressions (t(476) = 5.084, p < .001), job 

satisfaction (t(476) =3.478, p < .001), and resilience (t(475) = 2.591, p < . 01). There were no 

between-group differences in OQ (p = .43) and family concerns (p = .13).  

Participants who received the survey in their native languages (M = 12.00, SD = 9.74, n = 

296) reported fewer encounters of racial and ethnic microaggressions than participants who filled 

out the survey in their second language (M = 16.18, SD = 6.76, n = 182). Participants who 

received the survey in their native languages (M = 118.73, SD = 16.51, n = 296) reported more 

job satisfaction than those who received the survey in their second language (M = 116.13, SD = 

9.72, n = 182). In addition, participants who completed the survey in their native languages (M = 

79.07, SD = 18.01, n = 296) also reported less resilience than their counterparts (M = 82.67, SD = 

6.34, n = 181).  

 Survey format (paper/electronic) and survey language were highly correlated (r(476) = .80, 

p < .001) suggesting that participants who took the paper copy of the survey were very likely 

from the Philippines and Indonesia. The paper copy of the survey also represented an in-person 

recruitment method, as copies of surveys were directly distributed to participants. Since these 

two variables were highly correlated, accounting for both variables in the path analyses would 

have created problems due to multicollinearity. Analyses showed that accounting for either 

variable yielded similar results, so subsequent analyses controlled for language, which was 
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deemed to be more conceptually relevant to participants’ responses than the method of survey 

completion (paper versus online).  

Evaluating the Initial Path Analytic Model  

Based on risk factors suggested in the literatures, which were racial and ethnic 

microaggressions, job satisfaction, and family concerns, we hypothesized that these risk factors 

would predict psychological well-being. Additionally, we also predicted that job satisfaction 

would also be correlated with racial and ethnic microaggressions. These variables were entered 

into a path analysis. This first model examined the extent to which the variables of family 

concerns, racial and ethnic microaggressions, and job satisfaction predicted psychological 

distress while controlling for language. All hypothesized paths were found to be significant in 

the model [F(4,266) = 24.11, p < .001] (see Table 8). Family concerns (β = .25, p < .001), 

experience of racial and ethnic microaggressions (β = .14, p < .05), and job satisfaction (β = .35, 

p < .001) all significantly predicted psychological distress. In addition, experience of racial and 

ethnic microaggressions (β = .29, p < .001) predicted job satisfaction [F(2,475) = 22.47, p < .001] 

(Figure 3). 

REMS 

.140* 

.252*** 

-.352*** 
OQ 

FSC 

JSS 

-.288*** 

Figure 3.  Result of the first path model of racial and ethnic microaggression, job satisfaction, 

and family concerns predicted psychological distress.  
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Evaluating the Mediation Model 

The third research question of the study proposed that resilience mediated the association 

between racial and ethnic microaggressions, family concerns, job satisfaction, and psychological 

distress. However, the data on the measure of resilience exhibited a ceiling effect, such that racial 

and ethnic microaggressions, family concerns, and job satisfaction were not significantly 

associated with resilience [F(4,265) = 2.01, p >.09]; thus mediation did not occur.  

Since resilience was not a significant mediator, we created a subsequent model that 

included resilience as a direct predictor of psychological distress. We found that this model, 

which included resilience as a predictor, was significant (F(5,264) = 22.67, p < .001, β = .25, p < 

.001). In addition to the previously reported statistically significant paths, the path in this model 

between resilience and racial and ethnic microaggressions also reached statistical significance (F 

(2,474) = 16.63, p < .001, β = .25, p < .001). Resilience was a significant predictor of psychological 

distress in the presence of the other variables (Figure 4).  

CD-RISC

OQ 

JSS 

FCS 

REMS

-.202*** 

.165** 

-.337*** 

.236*** 

-.288*** 

.125** 

Figure 4. Result of the second path model of resilience, racial and ethnic microaggression, 

job satisfaction, and family concerns predicted psychological distress.  
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Table 8 
 
Result of Hypothesized Models Predicting Psychological Distress (Model 1 & 2) 
 

  b SE Beta R2 

Model 1:          

  Step 1: REMS—> JSS -.462 .072 -.288*** .86*** 

  Step 2: REMS, .258 .102 .140*   

        JSS -.389 .059 -.352***   

        FC .794 .172 .252*** .266*** 

Model 2:         

  Step 1: CD-RISC—>REMS .075 27 .125*** .066*** 

  Step 2: REMS—> JSS -.462 .072 -.288** .86*** 

  Step 3: REMS .300 .099 .165**   

        JSS -.364 .058 -.337***   

        FC .736 .166 .236***   

        CD-RISC -.202 .052 -.202*** .300*** 

Note. * p < .05, ** p < .01, p < .001. 
 

Discussion 
 

Reports of exploitation of FDWs in Hong Kong have appeared in popular media and in 

the research literature. FDWs have provided rich and complex narratives, which include common 

themes explaining the exploitation pertaining to their employment experience. However, little 

was known about the extent to which FDWs experience psychological distress and the 

association of that distress with their experiences of workplace exploitation and public cultural 

biases (Bagley et al, 1997; JCHK, 2016; Lau, Cheng, Chow, Ungvari, & Leung, 2009). The 
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purpose of the present study was to identify common risk factors for psychological distress 

among FDWs in Hong Kong. 

Based on previous journalistic investigation and research on migrant workers, this study 

focused on three specific risk factors: racial and ethnic microaggressions, family concerns, and 

job satisfaction as well as the potential mediating effect of resilience. Survey data collected from 

478 women were analyzed to test hypothesized models predicting FDWs’ psychological well-

being. The key findings of the study are explained in this discussion section, followed by a list of 

study limitations and implications for future research. 

Overview of Findings 

  According to the OQ, the average level of psychological distress FDWs reported was 

somewhat elevated but within the subclinical range (M = 52.81). This finding suggested that the 

majority of FDWs in this sample were not experiencing clinical levels of distress. Our analyses 

sought to ascertain the extent to which other factors accounted for the distress reported by 

participants. Correlation analyses suggested that the three variables of racial and ethnic 

microaggressions, job satisfaction, and family concerns were significantly and independently 

associated with psychological distress. The women also reported very high levels of resilience.  

We discuss each of these variables separately before interpreting the results of a path analysis 

conducted with all variables simultaneously. 

 Racial and ethnic microaggressions. Correlation analysis revealed a significant positive 

small correlation (r = .24, p < .01) between racial and ethnic microaggressions and psychological 

distress. We found that, on average, FDWs experienced 14 encounters of racial and ethnic 

microaggressions over the course of the previous six months from when they filled out the 

REMS. This result was comparable to a study on perceived discrimination of recent immigrants 
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from Mainland China to Hong Kong (Chou, 2012) and presented the pervasiveness of racial and 

ethnic discrimination. In Chou’s (2012) study, almost two-thirds (65.1%) of participants found 

that people made jokes about them based on their migrant status. Over half of the participants in 

their study (55.9%) experienced discrimination with only 11% of participants reporting that they 

did not feel any discrimination.  

The mean of racial and ethnic microaggressions in this current study is consistent with 

research on the concurrent and cumulative experiences of microaggressions. Results from studies 

focused on the effects of racial discrimination and microaggressions have shown that individuals 

who experienced more racial microaggressions also reported poorer psychological adjustment 

(Mercer, Zeigler-Hill, Wallace, & Hayes, 2011; Torres, Driscoll, & Burrow, 2010). Furthermore, 

Ong, Burrow, Fuller-Rowell, Ja, and Sue (2013) found what they termed a lagged-day 

association of microaggressions. The lagged-day association shows that yesterday’s experience 

of microaggressions has a compounding effect and is correlated with higher negative affect and 

somatic symptoms. The average item-level response reveals that the bottom 20% of participants 

experience an average of 5 encounters of microaggression suggesting racial and ethnic 

microaggressions is common among FDWS. While on average 14 encounters of 

microaggressions over the course of six months may not seem excessive, we have no information 

on the severity of each encounter. Psychologically, it is possible that each new encounter could 

have exacerbated the perceived intensity of previous encounters. Thus, the exposure to 

microaggressions experienced by FDWs likely impacted their psychological well-being in 

negative ways.  

In our study FDWs who experienced racial and ethnic microaggressions were somewhat 

more likely to report higher levels of psychological distress. The strength of the correlation was 
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similar to previous literature reporting FDWs frequent encounters of discrimination in Hong 

Kong, including treatment of second-class citizenship, assumed criminality, and environmental 

discrimination (Hovey & Magaña, 2002; Yeoh, Huang, & Gonzales, 1999). However, the 

strength of the correlation coefficient was weak and did not reflect similar magnitude comparing 

to narratives presented in the previous literature.  

 Job satisfaction. Correlation analysis of job satisfaction and psychological distress also 

indicated a significant negative moderate correlation (r = -.35, p < .001).  This suggests that 

FDWs who have lower scores on the JSS were more likely to report a higher level of 

psychological distress on the OQ.  FDWs in our study scored an average of 117.74 on the JSS, 

which indicated greater satisfaction than the average score of 109 on the JSS. In Spector’s (1985) 

original scale validation study, 3,067 human service employees scored an average of 122.6.  The 

human service employees in Spector’s (1985) study were individuals employed as nurses, 

teachers, social workers and caregivers.  FDWs in our study had slightly lower job satisfaction 

than others in different fields of work. This level of satisfaction warrants further investigation, 

given the likely adverse influence of work exploitation that surprisingly did not result in very 

low levels of work satisfaction. The average item rating of a neutral endorsement of job 

satisfaction may also suggest that the participants felt commonplace regarding their job 

satisfaction, meaning that many have resigned themselves to their situations.  

 Furthermore, we found that those who did not own any debt reported significantly higher 

job satisfaction than participants who owned debt or did not disclose debt. It is possible that debt 

ownership created additional psychological strains and influenced FDWs’ perception of their 

employment experience. This finding is consistent with similar studies among medical doctors 

that student debt at the time of graduation was the only significant predictor of lower job 
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satisfaction (Xu & Veloski, 1998). It is noteworthy that job satisfaction did not correlate with 

other factors, such as age, gender, minority identities, socioeconomic status during upbringing, 

physician parents, financial support from federal or state levels, and gender.  

The mean score for the promotion subscale on the JSS was much smaller than the other 

subscales (see Table 8). There were two possible interpretations of promotion; promotion of 

position and increase of pay. When FDWs are hired, they receive a foreign domestic worker visa, 

which limits their employment status to the domestic worker industry with no exceptions (Ku & 

Pun, 2011). Policies on such visas restrict FDWs to work with the contracted employer for two 

years. The low mean score in promotion might reflect dissatisfaction of stifled promotion 

opportunities or a sense of “dead end” as the hope of switching to a different job is impossible.  

 The low mean on promotion could also reflect FDWs’ dissatisfaction of their wages. As 

it is impossible for FDWs to promote to different roles or positions based on their visas, the wage 

increase is stifled as well. FDWs wages are regulated by the Hong Kong government and the 

FDWs’ minimum allowable wage only had a 3.9% increase from 1998 to 2012 (Kuo, 2014). This 

wage increase is relatively small when compared to the average median monthly income (15%) 

in Hong Kong. The slow and small increase of minimum allowable wage has often been 

criticized by unions and human rights organizations as it resembles second-class citizen 

compensation.  

Taken together, it may be that FDWs may not feel that they can progress in this line of 

work. Both findings mentioned above seem to illustrate how a lack of financial security and 

doubts about obtaining such financial security impact FDWs overall job satisfaction and overall 

mental well-being.  
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Table 9 
 
Job Satisfaction Subscale Descriptive Information. 
 

Subscale Mean SD 

1. Promotion 2.99 1.48 

2. Supervision 16.79 3.34 

3. Benefits 13.22 3.47 

4. Continue rewards 14.33 3.00 

5. Operating procedures 10.38 2.02 

6. Co-workers 11.42 2.05 

7. Nature of Work 17.55 3.29 

8. Communication 15.59 3.65 

 

 Family concerns. The correlation between family concerns and psychological distress 

was found to be significantly moderately positive (r = .33, p < .01).  This is consistent with 

previous research indicating that individuals who have more family concerns are more likely to 

have higher levels of psychological distress (Nakonz & Shik, 2009). The mean number on the 

FCS for participants in our study was 5.38, which suggested that FDWs endorsed nearly one 

third of the items related to familial concerns that we measured.  The correlation between family 

concerns and psychological distress was significant and the two most commonly reported family 

concerns endorsed by FDWs are worth noting.  

 The most endorsed family concerns were “parents or spouse or children unemployed for 

an extended period of time.” Taking the endorsement of this statement by FDWs at face value, 

one interpretation could be that FDWs are concerned about the financial struggles at home. This 

seems likely given that we found that FDWs who reported debt ownership also reported 
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significantly more family concerns than their counterparts who reported being debt free or did 

not disclose. This is consistent with previous studies with FDWs that they face with financial 

struggles at home that include medical expenses, educational tuition, and family debt (Nakonz & 

Shik, 2009). The magnitude of family concerns was possibly increased due to collective cultural 

values and expectations. “Utang na loob” which is a Filipino cultural value, means “an abiding 

and eternal debt of gratitude for favors extended to a member of the family” (Sustento-

Seneriches, 1997, p. 107). If an immediate or extended family member is in financial crisis, 

FDWs are likely to offer or feel obligated to financially assist given this view of forever being 

indebted to their family. In 2016, approximately 26.9 billion US dollars remittances were sent 

back to the Philippines, which demonstrates how common it is for FDWs to contribute to their 

(Rowley, 2017). When female FDWs sacrifice to financial assist their family due to extrinsic 

demands, they reported feeling a lack of power in their decision-making process (Ronquillo, 

Boschma, Wong, & Quiney, 2011). It seems likely that this sense of pressure and helplessness 

possibly explain the connection between family financial concern and psychological distress.  

 The second most commonly endorsed family concern among FDWs in this study was 

“frequent, hostile arguing among family members.” This is consistent with research with FDWs 

in Hong Kong suggesting that individual value changes or adaptation to Hong Kong culture 

might be one cause for these exchanges (Constable, 1999). Despite the potential of being 

exposed to exploitation, FDWs may have developed a new sense of individuality when they were 

able to increase distance from and provide momentary help to their family.  It is possible that 

such changes may create conflict when families at home disapprove or discourage their new 

choices.  
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One example of this is found in the story of Delores, a FDW, who encountered troubles 

during one of her visits home (Constable, 1999). Delores was aware that her husband was 

engaged in an ongoing affair. When she arrived home, she shared being angry and bitter about 

the affair but also appreciative of her husband taking care of their children. She decided to stay 

with her parents for a week to evaluate her relationship and he disapproved of her desire and 

grew furious toward her newfound autonomy. She recounted the violence that followed:  

“I was like a punching bag. I was blue and black all over my face. I was bloating because 

of hits. And how would I take this? And he would say I am so proud to have so much 

money. And I said, ‘No, I am not. If I had a lot of money I would not go back and clean 

other people’s toilets. If I have lots of money I would not go back.’” (Constable, 1999, p. 

213) 

While we do not have direct accounts of the experiences of FDWs in this study, participants’ job 

satisfaction results appear to be consistent with these narratives of low job satisfaction.  

When comparing the manner in which racial and ethnic microaggressions, family 

concerns, and job satisfaction correlated with psychological distress, racial and ethnic 

microaggressions had the weakest correlation coefficient. One possible explanation for the 

higher correlation of job satisfaction and family concerns to psychological well-being is that   

FDWs are more concerned about job-related stressors that potentially include sexual abuse, 

physical assault by employers, inadequate living quarters to rest, and deprivation of food or time 

off. These concerns likely pose a more urgent physiological need that directly impacts their 

likelihood to survive, than their experience of racism and microaggressions. Another possible 

explanation is that this underreporting tendency may reflect an unequal power relationship in 

foreign domestic work employment (Massao & Fasting, 2010). Institutional power is given to 
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employers as the Hong Kong FDW employment system favoring employers without etiquette 

protection for FDWs. Underreporting racial microaggression can be an illustration of FDWs’ 

racially subordinate position as their racial and ethnic identities are not reflected in majority of 

the employers.  

Resilience. We found that FDWs who participated in this study reported an astoundingly 

high level of resilience (M = 80.44, SD=14.81), with 100 being the highest score. In addition to 

high level of resilience, correlation analysis revealed that resilience is positively correlated with 

racial and ethnic microaggression (r = .15, p < .01). This positive correlation indicates that 

FDWs who encounter more racial and ethnic microaggressions will likely report higher level of 

resilience. Combing the two findings, it suggests that despite reporting adversity such as frequent 

encounters of racial and ethnic microaggressions and family concerns, FDWs are resilient and 

strong.  

Missing data. Participants who did not disclose any information in all of the 

demographic categories scored slightly higher on racial and ethnic microaggressions. Previous 

research has suggested that FDWs’ fear negative repercussions from a variety of sources 

including their employers, domestic workers agencies, and the Hong Kong Immigration 

Department (Chin, 1997). Although participants in this research were reminded in the consent 

form that no identifiable information would be collected, close to half of the participants did not 

disclose any demographic information. The decision was made to respect participants’ autonomy 

on demographic information disclosure by making all questions optional – and placing the 

demographic questions at the end of the survey. This practice allowed participants to consider 

their fear of repercussion and decided how to respond to the survey. Nevertheless, the lack of 
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data has posed a serious limitation to model and would need to be considered when interpreting 

the findings of the study, along with other limitations.  

 Path analyses. The first hypothesized model predicted psychological distress from the 

measures of racial and ethnic microaggressions, job satisfaction, and family concerns. The model 

was found to be a good fit, providing support that all three variables are associated with 

psychological distress, as had been anticipated by relevant theory (see Table 9).  

Additionally, racial and ethnic microaggressions was a significant predictor of lower job 

satisfaction. This result aligns with previous research findings that suggest that employees’ lower 

job satisfaction is correlated with experiences of ethnic harassment (Low, Radhakrishnan, 

Schneider, & Rounds, 2007). However, some previous literature had anticipated findings in the 

opposite direction: Adaptation Theory indicated that the effect of racial discrimination in the 

workplace would affect minority employees less because they would have already adjusted and 

adapted to living in a racist community (Helson, 1964). Nevertheless, theories studying racial 

battle fatigue and social identity disputed the possibility of the desensitization effect (Smith, 

Hung, & Franklin, 2011). Rather than desensitization, chronic exposure to racial 

microaggressions could lead to post-traumatic stress disorder, anxiety, frustration, shock, and 

depression. 

 Second, the data failed to support the second hypothesized model as resilience was not a 

significant mediator for psychological well-being. This result contradicted previous findings on 

resilience, which has been found to regular emotion moderate negative effects of stressors and 

facilitate positive adaption (Beasley, Thompson, & Davidson, 2003).  

 What this result suggests could be a reflection of the distribution of resilience rather than 

resilience. We found that the resilience distribution was non-symmetrical with a strong peak, 
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more rapid decay, and heavier tail skewing towards higher scores (skewness of -2.14 and 

kurtosis of 6.71). This suggests a clear ceiling effect, as most scores were very high. With limited 

variance, the correlations between resilience and other variables were attenuated. This ceiling 

effect impeded this study from examining resilience as a mediator because the CD-RISC was 

unrelated to other measures. That was, although the construct of resilience may indeed mediate 

distress, the measure used in this study yielded problematic data that precluded conducting the 

relevant statistical analysis.  

 Another possible explanation for high resilience among FDWs is that their connections 

with their cultures become a protective factor (Hill, 1998). Commonly shared cultural traits, such 

as religiosity, self-confidence, a strong positive identity, are valuable assets for people of color 

overcoming social and economic barriers. These strong interpersonal relationships provide 

psychological and enhance adaptation. A resilience study researching African American women 

who worked as maids in the deep south found that domestic reporting workers reported high 

resilience. Although the domestic workers were poor and legally powerless, they learned and 

found ways to resist oppression without jeopardizing their employment (Van Wormer, Sudduth, 

& Jackson, 2011). One domestic worker shared her strategy of fantasizing a successful and 

rewarding future which provided fulfillment of a dream and comfort. Another domestic worker, 

Mrs. Byrd shared her experience of her employer forbidding her from washing her hands in the 

same wash pan that the family used due to his fear of her germs. After the discriminatory 

encounter, Mrs. Byrd started cooking without washing her hands, per her employer’s instruction.  

 Third, when including resilience as a predictor of psychological well-being in the second 

hypothesized model, the strength of the correlation between racial and ethnic microaggressions 

and psychological distress increased. One interpretation of this phenomenon is the suppressor 
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effect, which is described as a variable that has a weak correlation with the dependent variable 

but accounts for irrelevant variance; therefore, increasing other independent variables’ 

correlations. When resilience was added to the second model as another independent variable, it 

accounted for the residuals, which were left by the model without resilience. As a result, the 

observed R-square increased from Model 1 (R2 = .27) to Model 2 (R2 = .30). Although resilience 

itself was a weak predictor, it seemed to suppress the error of the reduced model.  

 Besides the suppressor effect, another possible explanation was that individuals with 

lower psychological well-being were more likely to be aware of the experience of racial and 

ethnic microaggressions. Unlike blatant racism, racial and ethnic microaggressions are common 

and “innocuous” exchanges or behaviors that can easily be overlooked and unacknowledged by 

people of color due to their pervasive and automatic nature (Sue et al., 2007; Solorzano, Ceja, & 

Yosso, 2000).  

Limitations and Implication for Future Research 

 The study has a number of limitations. First, the issue of linguistic equivalence needs to 

be considered. Surveys were administered in English, Tagalog, and Indonesian. Wordings of 

survey items could possibly have slightly different meaning across languages. Of the several 

instruments used in this study, the CD-RISC was the only one that had empirically validated 

translations. The other measures used in this study were not professionally translated into either 

Indonesian or Tagalog. We asked volunteers who were native Tagalog or Indonesian speakers to 

translate the surveys and the translation of these measures were reviewed twice by the 

volunteers, but these translations were not conducted by professionals and were not validated 

prior to administration. While the measures demonstrated adequate reliability across all versions 
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administered, future research will be needed to refine the translations for these surveys and to 

verify the reliability and validity of translated versions.  

 Second, many survey responses were incomplete. Close to half of the participants did not 

disclose any demographic information. This is a major limitation of this study. It is possible that 

FDWs were fearful about potential negative repercussions of being identified. A factor that 

might have increased the level of non-disclosure was that the primary researcher’s racial and 

ethnic identity is the same as the majority of the local Hong Kong residents who employ FDWs. 

In the current study, one female FDW volunteered to recruit participants. Unfortunately, no 

procedure was completed to keep track of the source of the participant's referral when 

completing the paper survey or the online link to the survey. Future research will need to account 

for the race and ethnicity of the individuals soliciting data to determine if that factor affects 

participation and disclosure of demographic information.  

 Third, data collection procedures resulted in a restricted sample. A major obstacle to data 

collection was that many participants did not have internet connection or access to computers. 

Since data analysis identified significant differences between responses provided via paper copy 

and internet survey, those differences were statistically controlled in the analysis. Future research 

could either eliminate online surveys entirely (by only providing paper copies to standardize 

administration) or provide participants with access to a tablet to complete the survey, although 

the latter method would require additional resources and may perhaps involve other confounds 

(such as participants mistrusting survey confidentiality while the researcher remains nearby or 

when the electronic technology has the capability to capture the image of the participant).  

 A final limitation is that the participants completed the survey under different 

circumstances in different locations. Participants were approached at various locations, including 
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outside of the Wan Chai Immigration Office, non-profit organization social activities, and in 

different public locations during their time off. One possibility is that the location where 

participants were approached might affect the response. For example, FDWs suggested the Wan 

Chai Immigration Office location as an optimal location for data collection because it reflected 

their horrendous work conditions. During the summer, a peak season of contract renewal, FDWs 

will stay on the street outside the immigration office in order to obtain a next day walk-in spot. 

In very hot and humid weather with the closest public bathroom 15 minutes away, FDWs spend 

close to twelve hours on the street. It is therefore possible that being approached while suffering 

from poor physical accommodations might provoke more negative feelings on the survey. Public 

locations also might invoke more negative feelings for FDWs. During their weekly time off of 

approximately twelve hours, FDWs can reclaim their freedom of socializing with friends, 

running errands, and worship. However, they have little time to rest and cannot bring friends to 

their employers’ homes. As a result, FDWs often resort to spending their time congregating in 

public parks regardless of the weather. People on the street outside of the immigration office or 

at a public park are under very different circumstances compared to FDWs who might be 

socializing in a non-profit organization in the company of their peers. Future research should 

analyze the locations where the participants are contacted to ascertain the extent to which survey 

responses differed.  

Conclusion 
 

This study sought to examine the extent to which aspects of FDWs’ employment 

predicted their level of psychological distress. Participants reported elevated but sub-clinical 

levels of psychological distress. FDWs also reported an average of 14 encounters of racial and 

ethnic microaggressions over the course of the six months prior to completing the measures, 
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which to some extent corroborates qualitative narratives of FDWs experiencing racial 

discrimination in Hong Kong. The average number of family concerns reported was five and the 

most endorsed item was spouse or child unemployment, which seemed to suggest financial stress 

at home. These results reflected that FDWs were impacted by multiple risk factors as predicted, 

but they also demonstrated very high levels of psychological resilience.  

We tested two hypothesized models incorporating literature-commended common risk 

factors, including racial and ethnic microaggressions, family concern, job satisfaction, and 

resilience to predict the level of psychological distress. Results only partially supported the 

hypotheses, as only the first model was a good fit. Due to the high overall levels of resilience 

reported by the women, a ceiling effect characterized the data that precluded an accurate 

evaluation of possible mediation. Nevertheless, resilience remained a significant predictor of 

psychological distress in the presence of the other variables evaluated. Thus FDWs’ working 

conditions and their level of resilience to those conditions do influence their overall levels of 

psychological distress. 
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APPENDIX A 

 Review of Literature 

For several centuries, domestic workers have provided manual labor services to middle 

and upper-class households in societies around the globe. Though the responsibilities of such 

workers vary, the general nature of the work done by domestic workers often requires physical 

labor that may include, but is not limited to performing various household chores, child and 

elderly care, cleaning, cooking, purchasing food and household items, laundry, maintenance, and 

any other tasks designated by employers (Anderson, 2010; Clark, 1937). Compensation for these 

services also varies and may include, stipends, wages, and/or shelter.  

 This industry has been shaped by historical, social, and economic factors. The 

predominantly female population in this industry is partly due to the historical gender allocation 

of labor (Lanchance-Grzela & Bouchardd, 2010), which has traditionally been that men worked 

for pay outside of homes and that women were homemakers (Sayer, Casper, & Cohen, 2004). 

Although women’s commitment to education and placement in the workforce has increased due 

to increasing equal rights, it has yet to translate into the delegation of household labor (Fuwa, 

2004; Fuwa & Cohen, 2007; Gershuny, 2003; Knudsen & Wærness, 2008; Lincoln, 2008;). 

Following the tradition that men work outside of the home and that women work as 

homemakers, those who employ domestic workers have typically preferred female domestic 

workers to males. As more women enter the workforce, upper-class households have 

increasingly delegated domestic work to girls and women from lower socioeconomic 

backgrounds. For girls and women from lower socioeconomic backgrounds, domestic work has 

become an increasingly stable and predictable form of employment with the promise of 

increased pay and perhaps an escape from poverty (Black, 2002).  



54 

 

In order to better understand this line of work, why such work is appealing to women 

from lower socioeconomic status, as well as ways that domestic workers are at risk for potential 

exploitation, it is important to have a basic understanding of the origins of domestic workers and 

ways in which this line of work has changed over time. Domestic work can be dated across 

history and time (Musson, 2009; Turner-Bisset, 2001). For instance, during the Victorian era of 

the late 1800s, domestic work was the second most common occupation in England and Wales. 

During that time, domestic employment conditions and regulations were governed by the Master 

and Servants Act in the United Kingdom and other British Colonies, in countries such as 

Australia, Canada, New Zealand, and South Africa (Deakin & Wilkinson, 2005). The act aimed 

to regulate servants and laborers’ performance, which required complete obedience and loyalty 

from domestic workers to employers. Failure to comply with this regulation, even when 

employers’ requests violated domestic workers’ rights, was punishable by law. About 10,000 

workers were prosecuted per year between 1858 and 1875 in Britain while zero employers were 

prosecuted (Jones, 1867). The nature of the legislation in the Master and Servants Act planted 

the historical biases of favoring employers as the details of this Act aimed to discipline and 

repress domestic workers.  

 The oppression of domestic workers has firmly taken root, even as the formalities 

associated with domestic work have evolved with time. After other World War II, the world saw 

an economic expansion in which there was a marked increase in employment among women 

worldwide (Murray, 2000; Hartmann, 1987;). The increasing need of human resources, coupled 

with the progression of equal rights for women, led to the steady rise of women of all ages 

obtaining higher education in surging number of countries around the world (Moore, 1987). 

Industrialization and opportunities for women to be employed in lucrative work opportunities 
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created the need for increased numbers of domestic workers to fill the vacancy in households 

where women, who had traditionally done household chores, were now involved in the 

workforce (Sakhrani, 2002). To solve the domestic worker shortage, a modern form of domestic 

work was implemented by importing lower-cost domestic workers from less developed 

countries. These groups of domestic workers have come to be known as Foreign Domestic 

Workers (FDWs). 

Foreign Domestic Workers Worldwide  

 Foreign domestic employment involves the recruitment, training, and placement of 

international migrants into households seeking help in completing many of the traditional 

household chores mentioned above. The process of hiring and placing FDWs includes the 

following steps: 1) establishing recruiting agencies in developing countries, 2) advertising 

financial advancement opportunities and potential benefits of being involved in domestic work to 

attract potential candidates, 3) selecting qualified candidates, 4) providing training for qualified 

candidates regarding domestic skills needed for this line of work, 5) sending qualified 

candidates’ profiles to prospective employers, 6) arranging employment contracts and obtaining 

the necessary documentation for such employment (e.g., visas and other supporting documents), 

7) providing the transportation needed to get the worker to the designated country, and finally, 8) 

meeting the employers at the agency and following up with employers regarding necessary home 

conditions prior to having FDWs begin work (Constable, 1997). 

The services that FDWs provide have made it easier for women, who would have 

traditionally stayed at home, to participate in the workforce while delegating various domestic 

chores as well as child and elder care responsibilities to a stay-at-home caregiver (Groves & Lui, 

2012). Unlike typical caregivers, most FDWs’ visas are specifically sponsored by their 
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employers and expire as soon as the contract finishes or as soon as the FDWs employment is 

terminated. This gives employers more power and protection in the employment relationship. In 

addition to these unequal power dynamics, legal supervision of the contract that FDWs enter into 

is nearly nonexistent. 

 Without proper legal protection, employment exploitation among FDWs has burgeoned. 

Some examples of the exploitation faced by FDWs include labor law bias, limited social 

mobility, a high risk of becoming victims of human trafficking, and other forms of general 

exploitation (Kuo, 2014). These exploitations have received greater attention recently as they 

have been reported globally by investigative journalism in the last decade (Bell & Piper, 2005; 

Constable, 1997; Constable, 2007). While exploitation of FDWs has occurred over the course of 

decades, one case of FDW exploitation gained international attention when Shanit Gurung, a 

FDW in the United States from India, was awarded $15.6 million in damages by a New York 

district judge in 2012 (Vora, 2012). During her three years of employment, Shanit was 

financially compensated by her employer in the total amount of one hundred and twenty US 

dollars and while working she was required to sleep on the living room floor and eat leftovers. 

Such conditions were far below the minimum wage and compensation requirements regulated by 

the Fair Labor Standards Act and the New York Labor Law. While Shanit’s experience garnered 

international attention, her case was only one of many of FDWs who have been mistreated and 

unfairly compensated for the services they provided.  

 Human Rights organizations around the world are beginning to better document the 

systemic exploitation faced by FDWs. For example, FDWs in Bahrain, Iran, Jordan, Kuwait, 

Lebanon, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab Emirates are supposed to receive 

certain protections through the Kafala sponsorship system (Selk, 2017; Pande, 2013). Under the 
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Kafala system, employers sponsor FDWs’ visas. If FDWs disobey their employers’ instructions, 

even when basic human rights are exploited or violated, employers can threaten them into 

submission by revoking their FDWs’ visa which would essentially cause them to lose their legal 

migrant worker status (Gardner, 2010). The Kafala system resembles the historical Master and 

Servant Acts mentioned previously in that employers are given far more power than FDWs as 

the visa status of FDWs under this system are constantly in jeopardy. Similar visas system are 

employed in the most developed areas of Asia, including Hong Kong, Singapore, and Taiwan, 

creating systemic oppression that leaves FDWs powerless. One female FDW described her 

experience of working for her employer as follows: 

 “Mama would close the fridge; we were not allowed to take any food…… She also 

  beat me if there was anything wrong, like a tiny speck of dust. I worked from 6 a.m. 

 until 1 a.m.” (Selk, 2017, p.1). 

 Some may wonder why FDWs would stay and continue to work when even basic human 

rights such as clean water and physical safety are violated. Research suggests that FDWs are 

legally and socially dependent on their employers, and, as such, are increasingly vulnerable to 

such exploitation (Chuang, 2010; Gibson, Law, & McKay, 2001). The examples shared above 

illustrate the concerns that FDWs face in regard to the exploitation of their basic human rights 

and the subsequent negative impact on their psychological well-being. FDW exploitation has 

spread worldwide. However major metropolitan cities seem to be hotbeds for both FDWs and 

exploitation of FDWs. This phenomenon is particularly apparent in colonial Hong Kong, an 

industrialized city with geographic advantages for import and export businesses which have 

blossomed economically over the past several decades. In addition to its historically established 

foreign domestic employment precedence, Hong Kong also has one of the highest FDW 
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populations in the world. Over the past four decades, FDWs have come to represent about five 

percent of the city of Hong Kong’s overall population (Constable, 1997). With such a high 

concentration of FDWs in a relatively confined demographic area, Hong Kong appears to be an 

excellent location to study and better understand the experiences of and issues related to FDWs.  

Foreign Domestic Workers in Hong Kong 

The rapid growth of the FDW population in Hong Kong began in the 1970s when the 

shift of gender ratio in the workforce in Hong Kong prompted a chain reaction of social changes. 

Although colonial Hong Kong is a fusion of Asian and Western cultures, family structures and 

gender norms are strongly influenced by the prevalence of Confucianism. Domestic labor and 

responsibilities were generally divided by gender, with females typically taking the role of 

homemakers and males taking on the primary role of breadwinners. The emerging normality of 

dual-income households in Hong Kong created the need for hired help to perform household 

chores, child and elderly care, and other specific domestic tasks (Chen, 2005). 

 This increased demand for hired domestic help in Hong Kong coincided with the 

recession in the Philippines. In 1974, the Philippine government negotiated labor migration 

internationally to alleviate a falling GDP (Quizon, 2011). Privatized agencies quickly established 

systems to provide countries in demand of domestic workers with cheap labor from countries in 

need of employment opportunities. This process included recruiting potential candidates in 

developing areas of Asia, providing language and skills training, advertising candidate profiles 

for employer selection, and arranging travel documentation and itineraries for FDWs to 

employment destination. This business model spread across Asia and transformed domestic 

worker employment from a historically localized apprentice system to an international industry 

(Liljas, 2014). 
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 International media has been narrating foreign domestic employment in Hong Kong as 

“commodities who are inspected, bought, traded, owned, and generally objectified” and “captive 

laborers abroad” due to the decade-long documented hardships (Lau, Cheng, Chow, Ungvari, & 

Leung, 2009, p. 572; Constable, 2007, p. 51). Because of the sparse amount of academic studies 

directly researching risk factors in this marginalized population, pairing risk factors identified by 

journalistic investigations with correlated academic research may possibly shed light on female 

FDWs’ employment experiences as well as their experiences related to racial discrimination, 

exploitation, risk factors, and psychological well-being. 

 Racial Discrimination  

 Racial discrimination towards female FDWs is often subtle and follows a systemized 

method (Law, 2001). The FDWs population in Hong Kong is comprised of women from South 

East Asia, such as the Philippines, Indonesia, and Thailand. It is common that women from this 

region tend to have darker skin tones, which has been associated with lower status and negative 

stereotypes in Hong Kong (Law, 2001).  

This same bias can be found in academic research regarding racism and stereotypes 

regarding FDWs. For example, in a study examining the discourse of skin color, Filipinas, and 

Indonesian women’s relatively darker skin colors, compared to that of Hong Kong residents who 

are of Chinese descent, were interpreted in relation to their social status (Leong, 2006). 

Participants reported associating female FDWs’ darker skin to be less beautiful and less delicate 

than Chinese skin. Inferring from these stereotypes and biased beliefs, participants believed that 

these FDWs would be good at performing laborious work, implying lower social status based on 

appearance. FDWs’ darker skin has been associated with negative social factors, such as being 

poor and old. Another form of racial discrimination towards female FDWs is segregation. 
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Although FDWs are required by law to reside in their employers’ residence, they are restricted 

from accessing elevators, swimming pools, amenities, or clubhouses of their employers’ 

residence and bathrooms in office buildings (Sautman, 2011). Biases and discriminatory 

behaviors towards female FDWs targeted their occupation and believed racial identities.  

 Biases and stereotyping tend to cloud the perception of employers, which lead to 

irrational justifications of employers’ withholding rightful treatment. According to labor law, 

FDWs are entitled to one day off per week, in addition to all statutory holidays. In reality, the 24-

hour mandatory day off often turns into eight hours of freedom without access to their 

employer’s residence. On Sunday and statutory holidays, female FDWs are often seen 

congregating in public spaces, including Victoria’s parks, roads in the downtown Central 

financial district, and any open space in communities (Tan, 2001; Grove & Chang, 1999). FDWs 

use this space and time to socialize, share food, and nap. Most of the time, FDWs meet according 

to their racial and ethnic identity, as many are eager to speak in their native languages. This 

implicit social grouping creates a mutual segregation from a macro level (between FDWs and 

local Hong Kong citizens) to a micro level (different racial groups among FDWs). Besides 

minimal contact in business contexts (e.g., selling affordable goods, food, or currency exchange 

shops), local Hong Kongers seldom interact with FDWs outside of employment settings (Ozeki, 

1997). Cross-racial friendships, religious worship, or social interaction amongst FDWs and local 

Hong Kongers are rare and difficult to find.  

 The implicit segregation of FDWs in Hong Kong perpetuates the stereotypes that many 

locals from Hong Kong hold. Tensions between FDWs and locals from Hong Kong have also 

continued to rise as locals from Hong Kong often view FDWs gathering together in public space 
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as hostile and bothersome (Law, 2002). The following quote is one example of how local 

residences perceived FDWs public space occupation.  

“But, on Sundays, Filipino FDWs disrupt the orderly visual space of Central and engage 

in ‘undesirable’ activities such as sitting on straw mats in public spaces, getting haircuts 

and manicures and hawking goods from home. This is also a site where migrant workers 

organizations launch protests to critique policies affecting migrant labor, indicating this 

space is also a ‘site of oppositional social movements’ and ‘a political site separate from, 

and often critical of the state and the economy.’” (Duncan, 1996, p. 130) 

Law (2002) suggested that the competition of public space appropriation became the platform to 

communicate different political messages. FDWs’ temporary appropriation of public space 

during Sundays and the quick evacuation by sunset manifests the competition and power struggle 

between FDWs and Hong Kong residents.  

Employment Conditions and Exploitation  

 As previously noted, racial discrimination has created a hostile environment for FDWs in 

Hong Kong. The portrayal of racial interiority reinforces FDWs’ identity as subservient servants. 

FDWs who are fairly treated by employers consider themselves to be lucky and fortunate (Sun, 

2017). It is very common in the FDW community to avoid reporting employers’ abuse in order 

to secure financial income and legal status in Hong Kong. FDWs’ fear of repercussions has 

caused employers in the working relationship to have notably more power, such that FDWs are 

often silenced psychologically and emotionally and are most susceptible to abusive situations. 

Abusive treatment includes, but is not limited to, the deprivation of food or mandatory days off, 

inadequate living quarters to rest (e.g., having to sleep on the kitchen floor, in the closet, in a 

bathtub), wrongful dismissal, sexual abuse, and physical assault (Law, 2001). Narratives from 
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FDWs have depicted elements of humiliation, traumatic events, and deplorable details of living 

conditions (Constable, 1997).  

For example, one FDW in Hong Kong described being beaten every day for four months 

and was required to work 18 hours daily, surviving on very little food while having to sleep in 

the bathroom. On occasion, she was dragged by her hair across the room and was physically 

assaulted. She was able to record her employer’s confrontation, illustrating the horrific abuse. 

Following is a transcript taken from the secret recording in which the employer confronts the 

FDW (Ladegaard, 2013, p. 45): 

What is missing? What is missing? Huh? Anything? What is missing? Anything? [slap] 

Anything? Huh [slap] Why can’t you [slap] take a look? [slap] Can’t you take a look first 

[slap] to see what is missing before you do the laundry? […] Maybe the butter is missing, 

then bring it out, I didn’t ask you to toast the bread, what’s wrong with you? Should I get 

angry again tomorrow? I have reminded you many times, you have a poor memory, then 

you should check, if anything is missing huh? You better die [slap] Why aren’t you dead? 

You better jump off the building and kill yourself, you better die. You make me so angry 

every day, you better die.  

 In most employment scenarios, employers work with foreign domestic employment 

agencies to select candidates with FDWs knowing little to nothing about their prospective 

employers. However, it is common knowledge among FDWs that some employers require FDWs 

to work at other places and for others than for those to whom they are contractually obligated 

(Mok, 2014). To avoid paying minimum wage, some employers send FDWs to work in multiple 

households or for commercial purposes. When suspicions arise, immigration and the labor 

department are more likely to prosecute FDWs than employers. The inequality of the legal 
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system has trapped FDWs into a dilemma in which they must either violate labor laws in order to 

meet employers’ unjust demands or risk termination from their employment. For many FDWs, 

losing this employment has significant ramifications including not being able to financially 

support families at home, becoming unemployable, and having to pay overcharged agency 

placement fees again.  

 Because of the required live-in employment arrangement, FDWs are more vulnerable to 

the risk of coercion and abuse by employers and family members (Bell & Piper, 2005). The live-

in arrangement also makes it difficult to report and prosecute due to the absence of witnesses and 

lack of willingness to report the perpetrator, who may also be a family member. As domestic 

work requires physical labor, employers often want to ensure and maximize the availability of 

workers. Some countries, such as Singapore, explicitly contracted FDWs to forgo fertility rights 

and to undergo periodic mandatory pregnancy tests. Another FDW in Hong Kong described her 

experience with employer’s invasive behavior as follows:  

When I was throwing out the food then I go to the rubbish but I talk to myself. Maybe I 

can eat it because I’m so hungry. There’s not enough food for me. I put it into a plastic 

bag then I put it in my bag but I don’t know she (employer) is there behind me. She say 

to me ‘what’s that?’ I say to her “the food you want me to throw away ma’am, but I’m so 

hungry I want to eat it. She say to me ‘you stole my things, I say you throw it. why do 

you eat it?. I say ‘I’m so hungry already ma’am. She say to me ‘it’s better to throw away 

than you eat it because you are rubbish.’ She never call me my name. She call me 

rubbish, foolish, crazy, germs. “You are only germs in my house.” When they go out, she 

always say to me ‘bye-bye rubbish’, sometimes ‘bye-bye foolish’. I say to myself ‘it’s 

okay, nobody heard it [cries]. (Ladegaard, 2012, p. 462) 
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Though abusive and inhumane treatment from employers are common experiences for 

FDWs, the lopsided and unequal employment contract makes it more difficult for FDWs to seek 

redress (Tan, 2001). Under the current Hong Kong labor laws, FDWs who report any disputes 

can be punished. Furthermore, as is common with FDWs in other countries, those FDWs in 

Hong Kong have work permits and visas that are sponsored by their employers on a two-year 

contract (Hong Kong Human Rights Monitor, 1996). Once their employment contract is 

terminated under any circumstances, including abuse, they have two weeks to secure another 

domestic work contract before being required to leave Hong Kong (Ozeki, 1997). If FDWs 

dispute the termination or report employers’ contract violation, they are required to stay in Hong 

Kong while being ineligible for any other forms of employment until their case has been legally 

resolved. As the average wait time to begin the legal process in Hong Kong is beyond months, 

many FDWs will forgo justice to secure financial stability.  

Other Stressors  

 Besides racial discrimination and hostile work environment, FDWs in many countries, 

including Hong Kong, experience a host of other stressors. Hardships identified by female FDWs 

include loneliness and homesickness (Nakonz & Shik, 2009). FDWs normally have a two-week 

vacation period to visit their country of origin. The comfort and relief of being home are 

complicated by alienated relationships with family members at home. Some employers 

implement strict curfews, deny FDWs’ right to leave the apartment, and deny FDWs’ rights to 

call home which serves to isolate them even further from their support systems.  

 Having limited communication with their family members, FDWs experience constant 

worries about family concerns (Nakonz & Shik, 2009). Family members’ financial struggles, 

such as medical expenses, educational expenses, and family debt become a source of burden. 
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Since financial security is one of the most common reasons for FDWs’ migration, they 

contribute financially to their family back home, but their contributions to the family are rarely 

reciprocated.  

Moreover, long-distance relationships and marriage are difficult to maintain. While 

FDWs are living abroad in Hong Kong, they worry about their husbands’ possible infidelity. In 

most countries, infidelity is a legal justification for ending a marriage. However, in the 

Philippines, a country that is the native land for the majority of the FDWs in Hong Kong, the 

strong Catholic influence from the Spanish colonial era has made it so that divorce is outlawed 

(Santos, 2015). The only legal option available is annulment, yet it excludes infidelity and abuse 

as legal grounds, making it nearly impossible and very expensive to obtain. Without a legal 

divorce, Filipino FDWs often compromise and remain in their marriages, essentially financially 

supporting their spouses’ affairs. The entrapment many FDWs feel is not only is legal, but 

emotional as well. “Trouble at home” is the term FDWs typically use to describe the dread of 

returning home and leaving behind a new found sense of “personhood,” independence, and 

freedom, even though this was attained in less desirable employment conditions (Constable, 

1999). 

 Cultural homelessness, a term describing cross-cultural tension, is another stressor FDWs 

encounter (Vivero & Jenjins, 1999). To fulfill employment demands, FDWs quickly adapt to 

their host environment, in this case, Hong Kong. They acquire local languages, customs, social 

norms, and adapt to living abroad. When they return home for visits, they experience the brief 

“honeymoon period” as they distribute presents acquired in Hong Kong. The stress of 

maintaining that excitement, re-entering relationships or marriages, and feeling a sense of not 

belonging to their homeland instigates urgency and uneasiness to return to Hong Kong. An FDW 
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recounted her experience being home and the temporary satisfaction she experienced. If her stay 

was longer than the typical two weeks per contract (two years), she began to feel anxious, 

restless, dissatisfied, and stifled (Constable, 1999). Summarizing her experience, this FDW 

described the side effect of constant switching between cultures and languages (code-switching), 

leading to her experience of internalizing self-blame, shame, and alexithymia.  

Resilience  

Studies on migrant worker populations suggest that there are many resilience factors that 

can help to moderate distress, such as financial and material gains, marital status, and social 

support (Wong & Hong, 2008). In previous studies, researchers have found that FDW religious 

worship groups in Hong Kong helped mediate FDWs’ experience of exploitation and difficulties 

(Pargament, 1997). Religious interpretation of suffering provides two main benefits: religious 

reappraisal of hardships and a social support system. More specifically, when individuals believe 

in “a plan of God,” this provides purpose and belief in an external locus of control in which 

difficulties become positive tasks and spiritual opportunities. Besides providing religious beliefs 

and guidance, religious congregations also serve as a social support, providing a social network 

and support among FDWs (Holroyd, Molassiotis, & Taylor-Piliae, 2001). Social activities, 

entertainment, and sharing distractions help FDWs to avoid focusing on their troubles and 

sufferings.  

 Religious congregation not only serves as an emotional buffer but also a physical 

sanctuary. Many FDWs are not informed of their rights or are afraid of asserting their rights. 

Churches can often provide shelter, legal education, and advocates to assist FDWs in legal 

proceedings (Ladegaard, 2013). For example, the Bethune House Migrant Women’s Refuge 
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located in Central, Hong Kong offers temporary accommodation, housing FDWs who have been 

terminated or who have escaped from abusive employers.  

Psychological Distress Among FDWs in Hong Kong 

To identify at-risk migrant workers, studies have begun to investigate the connection 

between migrant worker stressors and psychological distress. Using multivariate analyses, 

researchers found that elevated psychological distress is related to migrant stress, high levels of 

traditional health beliefs, poor social relations with coworkers, self-perceived substance abuse, 

family dysfunctions, ineffective social support, low-self-esteem, lower desire in migration, 

higher level of education, and difficulties in acculturation (Griffin & Soskolne, 2003; Hovey & 

Magaña, 2002).  

Although FDWs make up about 5% of Hong Kong’s population, research studying this 

specific migrant population’s psychological distress is sparse (McCurdy-Lightbound, 2014). 

Within the limited body of research, most of the studies employed various qualitative research 

methods, providing in-depth narratives of struggles and psychological challenges of FDWs. For 

example, Lau, Cheng, Chow, Ungvari, & Leung (2009) examined acute psychiatric disorders in 

FDWs in Hong Kong by interviewing 41 female FDWs. Among all racial and ethnic groups of 

FDW participants, Indonesian FDWs experienced the onset of psychological distress 

significantly earlier than other FDWs after beginning their employment in Hong Kong, with half 

of them being hospitalized within the first 2 years of employment.  

Results also showed that among those interviewed, none demonstrated any help-seeking 

behavior and received help only after they were escorted to the emergency room by employers or 

employment agents after being found unwell. The most common disorder reported in this study 

was Acute and Transient Polymorphic Disorder (ATPD). The second most common diagnoses 
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were acute stress disorder among Indonesian FDWs and dissociative disorder among Filipino 

FDWs. Prior to developing psychiatric illnesses, 88.8% of FDWs who participated in the study 

also reported at least one psychological stressor, such as family problems (death or illness), 

marital discord, dating concerns, abuse and exploitation at work, and financial struggles.  

The high report rate of mental health challenges sheds light on how common FDWs 

encounter stressors and suffer from elevated psychological distress. Another qualitative study 

analyzed the psychological distress of FDWs in Hong Kong through the framework of 

conceptualizing crying as a form of social communication and help-seeking behavior 

(Ladegaard, 2014). Through discourse analysis, seven predominant themes were identified, 

which are fear and anxiety, re-living traumatic experiences, family concerns, 

termination/financial struggle, hopelessness, religious beliefs, and being wrongly accused of 

crimes. These constant precautions and worries create more distress for FDWs in an already 

stressful occupation. 

 While qualitative studies provide detailed narratives and complex analyses of stressors 

contributing to psychological distress, quantitative studies that employ validated psychometric 

measures can provide useful information, such as screening level of psychological distress and 

comparing FDWs’ psychological distress with different populations. Despite their potential 

usefulness, we were only able to find one published quantitative study, conducted by McCurdy-

Lightbound (2014). Results indicated that FDWs’ Brief Symptom Inventory (BSI) Positive 

Symptom Total and Global Severity Index scores were higher than BSI adult non-patient norms 

by two and a half times. Although the study was able to find a significantly higher level of 

psychological distress in FDWs participants, all the hypothesized risk and resilient factors, such 

as financial constraints and church attendance, were found to be unreliable predictors.  
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