
	X Making decent work a reality for domestic workers A

Supported by

	X Making decent work a reality 
for domestic workers in 
the Middle East:
Progress and prospects ten years after 
the adoption of the ILO Domestic Workers 
Convention, 2011 (No. 189)

Regional Brief 
December 2021





	X Making decent work a reality 
for domestic workers in 
the Middle East:
Progress and prospects ten years after 
the adoption of the ILO Domestic Workers 
Convention, 2011 (No. 189)



Copyright © International Labour Organization 2021
First published 2021

Publications of the International Labour Office enjoy copyright under Protocol 2 of the Universal Copyright 
Convention. Nevertheless, short excerpts from them may be reproduced without authorization, on 
condition that the source is indicated. For rights of reproduction or translation, application should 
be made to ILO Publishing (Rights and Licensing), International Labour Office, CH-1211 Geneva 22, 
Switzerland, or by email: rights@ilo.org. The International Labour Office welcomes such applications.

Libraries, institutions and other users registered with a reproduction rights organization may make 
copies in accordance with the licences issued to them for this purpose. Visit www.ifrro.org to find the 
reproduction rights organization in your country.

Title: Regional Brief. Making decent work a reality for domestic workers in the Middle East: Progress and 
prospects ten years after the adoption of the ILO Domestic Workers Convention, 2011 (No. 189)

ISBN: 9789220361597 (print)
 9789220361603 (web PDF)

The designations employed in ILO publications, which are in conformity with United Nations practice, 
and the presentation of material therein do not imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the 
part of the International Labour Office concerning the legal status of any country, area or territory or of 
its authorities, or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers.

The responsibility for opinions expressed in signed articles, studies and other contributions rests solely 
with their authors, and publication does not constitute an endorsement by the International Labour 
Office of the opinions expressed in them. 

Reference to names of firms and commercial products and processes does not imply their endorsement 
by the International Labour Office, and any failure to mention a particular firm, commercial product or 
process is not a sign of disapproval.

Information on ILO publications and digital products can be found at: www.ilo.org/publns.

For ILO publications in Arabic, please contact:
ILO Regional Office for Arab States
P.O.Box 11-4088 Riad El Solh 1107-2150
Beirut - Lebanon
Website: www.ilo.org/arabstates

Cover photo: © Al-Mulla / ILO, 2021

mailto:rights@ilo.org
http://www.ifrro.org/
http://www.ilo.org/publns
http://www.ilo.org/arabstates


i

	X Executive summary 

There are approximately 6.6 million domestic workers over the age of 15 employed in the Arab States 
of the Middle East (hereafter ‘Arab States’),1 representing around 8.7 per cent of the total number of 
domestic workers globally. The sector represents a significant proportion of employment in the region, 
accounting for 12.3 per cent of total employment (in comparison to 2.3 per cent globally). The significance 
of this sector is even more stark in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries, where the sector 
accounts for between a fifth and a quarter of the labour force in most countries. While men outnumber 
women as domestic workers in the region (men representing 63.4 per cent of the sector); domestic work 
is a very important sector for women’s employment – with female domestic workers representing 32.4 
per cent of women’s employment (and 34.6 per cent of women employees) in the Arab States.

Though there is a growing demand for the services provided by domestic workers, this group of 
workers is also among the most under-protected, as they are often excluded from the scope of, or 
actual protections enabled by, national labour laws. The high levels of informality in the domestic work 
sector further exacerbate the working situation for domestic workers. In the Arab States, 99.7 per cent 
of domestic workers are excluded from social protection – the highest proportion of any region globally 
– as compared to 60 per cent of all other (non-domestic) workers in the region.

This regional brief for the Arab States, based largely  on the ILO global report Making Decent Work a 
Reality for Domestic Workers: Progress and Prospects Ten Years after the Adoption of the Domestic 
Workers Convention, 2011 (No. 189), examines the situation of domestic workers in the Arab States,  
in light of the Domestic Worker Convention, 2011 (No. 189) (hereafter ‘Convention No. 189’) and the 
accompanying Recommendation No. 201 (hereafter ‘Recommendation No. 201’) adopted by the 
International Labour Conference a decade ago. The brief estimates the current number of domestic 
workers in the region, levels of formality and the degree to which domestic workers are included in legal 
and social protections, and outlines possible areas for future reform, including implementation and 
enforcement of legislation.

In the last decade, the vast majority of countries in the Arab States region have introduced some 
protections for domestic workers in line with Convention No. 189 and Recommendation No. 201, 
either through the inclusion of domestic workers in the labour law, in separate laws or in subordinate 
regulations concerning domestic work. Additionally, many countries have also introduced standard 
employment contracts for domestic workers. These protections should not be understated. Yet, as they 
usually provide lower standards for domestic workers than for other workers covered under the full 
protection of the labour law, a key focus should be towards giving effect to Article 10 of Convention 
No. 189, pursuant to which States should take measures towards ensuring equal treatment 
between domestic workers and workers generally in relation to normal hours of work, overtime 
compensation, periods of daily and weekly rest, and paid annual leave  (in accordance with national 
laws, regulations or collective agreements, taking into account the special characteristics of domestic 
work). In the context of some working conditions – such as the right to a weekly rest day – reforms have 
reduced the gap in legal protection between domestic workers and other workers. However, in relation 
to most other labour rights, legal protections for domestic workers still fall short. In most countries in the 
Arab States region, this means longer maximum working hours, reduced annual leave, lower minimum 
wages and virtually no social security coverage. 

1 The “Arab States”, for the purposes of this brief, covers Bahrain, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Occupied Palestinian 
Territory, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syrian Arab Republic, United Arab Emirates and Yemen.

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_802551.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_802551.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---dgreports/---dcomm/---publ/documents/publication/wcms_802551.pdf
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Moreover, based on the limited data available, it appears that significant gaps in implementation remain, 
meaning that domestic workers in the region work some of the longest hours in the world, while also 
being excluded from social protection. 

As a job-intensive sector that meets essential and growing household needs for direct and indirect care 
services, domestic work could be an important source of employment in the post-COVID-19 economic 
recovery. The next decade of reforms in the region needs to focus on changing perceptions and practices 
in this sector. In the context of working hours, more priority should be given to issues such as excessive 
working hours among live-in domestic workers, and regulating overtime pay and compensatory rest. The 
right to a weekly rest day and to rest periods should also be upheld by ensuring that domestic workers are 
free to dispose of their rest time as they please, with the right to leave the household during rest periods. 
In closing legal gaps with respect to wages, governments are encouraged to engage with social partners 
to fix an appropriate minimum wage level that accounts for the specificities of the sector. Additionally, the 
scope of social security laws should be reviewed with a view to extending protections to include domestic 
workers. Stronger regulation can be complemented with public awareness campaigns, greater access to 
justice and dispute resolution, and practical tools to facilitate monitoring and enforcement. 

Finally, a future in which decent work becomes a reality for domestic workers must be driven by social 
dialogue as a crucial instrument for addressing the remaining decent work deficits for domestic workers. 
Currently, domestic workers across the Arab States region are denied the right to join – or form their 
own – trade unions. 

To understand the progress made towards achieving decent work for domestic workers and the decent 
work deficits that remain in the Arab States, this regional brief looks at: 

1.  the extent of legal coverage experienced by domestic workers; 
2.  actual wages and working time compared to other employees (to the degree that limited data is 

available); and 
3. 	 the	extent	of	effective	social	protection	coverage,	as	measured	by	employment-related	social	security	

contributions.

Policy recommendations are then provided to close legal and implementation gaps.
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	X1 
Introduction
In June 2011, the International Labour Conference of the ILO 
adopted the Domestic Workers Convention, 2011 (No. 189).
The Conference recognized the significant contribution of domestic workers to the global economy, but 
also acknowledged that domestic work was largely invisible, undervalued and mostly performed by 
women and girls – often migrant workers from less-developed countries or members of disadvantaged 
communities with limited access to formal employment. Although international labour Conventions and 
Recommendations, including the widely ratified eight ILO fundamental Conventions, already applied to 
all workers, including domestic workers, the special conditions under which domestic work is carried out 
made it desirable to supplement the existing standards with standards specific to domestic workers to 
underscore that domestic work is indeed work and to enable domestic workers to fully enjoy their rights 
at work. The purpose of Convention No. 189 and Recommendation No. 201 was to formally recognize the 
particular vulnerabilities of these workers and provide Member States with an agreed framework within 
which to afford domestic workers additional legal protections and remedies. 

All Arab States government representatives voted in favour of the Convention. 2

Ten years on from the adoption of Convention No. 189 presents a good time to assess the extent to 
which decent work has become a reality for domestic workers in the Arab States and the extent to which 
domestic workers enjoy legal protection – namely, their inclusion under key labour and social security 
laws – and the extent to which they can effectively access their rights and protections in practice.

2 With regard to Convention No. 189, 396 delegates voted in favour and 16 against, with 63 abstentions. See: ILO, 
“Press Release on 100th ILO Annual Conference Decides to Bring an Estimated 53 to 100 Million Domestic Workers 
Worldwide under the Realm of Labour Standards”, 16 June 2011. The final record vote on the adoption of Convention 
No. 189 is available in ILO, “Final Record Vote on the Adoption of the Convention concerning Decent Work for 
Domestic Workers, 2011”, 2011.

https://www.ilo.org/ilc/ILCSessions/previous-sessions/100thSession/media-centre/press-releases/WCMS_157891/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/ilc/ILCSessions/previous-sessions/100thSession/media-centre/press-releases/WCMS_157891/lang--en/index.htm
https://labordoc.ilo.org/discovery/delivery/41ILO_INST:41ILO_V2/1246516010002676?lang=en
https://labordoc.ilo.org/discovery/delivery/41ILO_INST:41ILO_V2/1246516010002676?lang=en
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	X 1.1. Regional estimates of domestic workers in the 
Arab States

There are several distinctive features of domestic work in the Arab States, relative to the rest of the 
world. It is estimated that there are 6.6 million men and women performing domestic work in the region, 
constituting 12.3 per cent of all workers and representing the largest share of domestic work in total 
employment globally.

X Figure 1. Number of domestic workers in the Arab States

No. of domestic workers
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86 349
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Occupied Palestinian Territories
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Yemen (2014)

Bahrain (2019)

Lebanon (2019)

Qatar (2019)
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Kuwait (2019)

United Arab Emirates
(2018)

Saudi Arabia (2019)

Note: The numbers of domestic workers for Jordan and Lebanon are derived from labour force survey data and include both 
documented and non-documented (migrant) domestic workers. These numbers are superior to official statistics from the Ministry of 
Labour, as the latter only include documented workers. In Jordan, for instance, the official number of documented migrant domestic 
workers in 2019 is 60,803 (out of whom 55,551 are women). 

Source: ILO 2021a. 

X  Box 1. How was the regional estimate calculated?

The estimates rely on microdata (original labour force and household survey microdata sets) 
from four countries, and published data from an additional four countries in the Arab States 
(see the Annex for the specific sources used). To enhance international comparability, a common 
approach was applied to each country when processing microdata to identify domestic workers. 
As a result, statistics are as far as possible comparable across countries and regions, but the 
ILO’s country estimates of the number of domestic workers may differ from national ones, where 
such estimates exist. To the degree possible, the estimates capture live-in and live-out domestic 
workers employed directly by a household or households; domestic workers employed through 
a service provider; and domestic workers who provide direct and indirect care services. The 
estimates do not include domestic workers under the age of 15. For a detailed explanation on 
the methodology, data sources and limitations, see the global ILO report (2021a) Making Decent 
Work a Reality for Domestic Workers: Progress and Prospects Ten Years after the Adoption of the 

Domestic Workers Convention, 2011 (No. 189).
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In fact, seven countries in the region rank among the ten countries globally with the highest proportion 
of domestic workers within the employed population. The country with the highest share of domestic 
workers in the world is Saudi Arabia, where domestic work represents around 28 per cent of total 
employment. It is also the fourth-largest employer in terms of absolute numbers, with 3.7 million 
domestic workers. In Kuwait domestic workers represent 25.4 per cent of total employment, followed 
by the United Arab Emirates (12 per cent), and Bahrain and Jordan (14.5 and 9.7 per cent, respectively) 
(see figure 2).

X Figure 2. Domestic workers as a percentage of total employment
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Source: ILO 2021a.

X Domestic workers in numbers: Arab States (regional estimates, 2019)

 No. of domestic workers 
(million)

Domestic workers  
in total employment (%)

Domestic workers  
among employees (%)

Share of 
women in 
total (%)

 Region Total    Women    Men Total Women    Men Total Women    Men

Arab 
States

6.59 2.41 4.18 12.3 32.4 9.0 14.8 34.6 10.6 36.6

GCC 1 5.80 2.05 3.74 21.3 47.8 15.6 21.4 48.0 15.6 35.4

World 75.63 57.66 17.97 2.3 4.5 0.9 4.5 8.8 1.7 76.2

1 GCC = Gulf Cooperation Council

Another distinctive feature of the Arab States is that men domestic workers comprise a significant 
proportion of workers in the sector; indeed, the region is the only one in the world in which men 
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domestic workers outnumber women, representing 63.4 per cent of all domestic workers (the region is 
home to 23.2 per cent of the global population of men domestic workers) (see figure 3).

Women, who make up just 36.6 per cent of domestic workers in the region, typically work as child 
caregivers, cleaners and elder caregivers. Men, working as drivers, cooks, gardeners and security guards, 
dominate the sector in some countries in the region (see figure 4). In Saudi Arabia, for instance, where 
women have relatively recently been given legal permission to drive, there is a high demand for men 
drivers, who comprise the majority of all domestic workers in the country. 3 This is not the case in all 
countries – for example, in the United Arab Emirates and Qatar, there are significantly more women than 
men domestic workers. In Lebanon, only women can be recruited as migrant domestic workers. And 
even though men currently make up the majority of the sector, women domestic workers still account 
for a significant proportion of the total number of women in employment in the region, comprising 
32.4 per cent of total women’s employment.

X Figure 3. Gender distribution of domestic workers globally and by region (%)

Panel B.
Distribution of domestic workers by sex 
and region, 2019 (percentages)
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Source: ILO 2021a.

3 Based on data from the General Authority for Statistics, Saudi Arabia, cited in Tayah and Assaf, 2018. 
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X Figure 4. Occupational differences between women and men domestic workers

Proportion of men in occupation X 
> Proportion of women in the 
same occupation

Proportion of women in occupation X 
> Proportion of men in the same 
occupation
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Differences between the proportions of women and men
in a given occupation (percentage points)

Source: ILO 2021a.
Note: The length of bars shows to what extent some occupations performed by domestic workers are gender-specific. It is measured 
by the difference between women and men in the proportions of domestic workers in given occupations. A positive value (on 
the right side of the figure) means that the proportion of women domestic workers in a particular occupation is higher than the 
corresponding proportion among men domestic workers for the same occupation. By contrast, negative values as shown on the 
left side reflect occupations in which men domestic workers are over-represented.
* Including agricultural domestic workers, who represent a significant share of men domestic workers in some countries. Source: 
ILO 2021a.

The vast majority of domestic workers in the region are migrants. According to the ILO’s 2013 global 
and regional estimates on migrant workers, which also included a specific focus on domestic work, 83 
per cent of domestic workers in the Arab States region were migrants (ILO 2015c). Labour migration had 
grown by 5.2 per cent per year between 2013 and 2017, resulting in an even higher number of migrant 
domestic workers coming from an evolving set of countries (ILO 2018). In the GCC, domestic workers are 
almost exclusively migrant workers. For example, in Kuwait, 90 per cent of domestic workers in 2018 were 
from India, the Philippines, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka. Those from India and Bangladesh tended to be 
men (in part because of labour migration policies in those countries and bilateral arrangements); while 
those from the Philippines, Sri Lanka, Nepal, Ethiopia and Madagascar tended to be women. 4 

Recent shifts in international migration patterns for domestic work, both within and between regions, 
have led to growing numbers of workers from East, North and West Africa, who migrate to the Arab States 
for employment in low- and medium-skilled occupations in construction, manufacturing, agriculture, 
food services, retail trade, and domestic and care work (Atong et al. 2018). Although administrative 
data in countries of destination are limited, country of origin data (which have their own limitations) can 
provide some approximate measure of the number of African nationals in the Arab States. For example, 
the 2021 Labour Force Migration Survey in Ethiopia estimated approximately 280,000 Ethiopian migrants 
in Saudi Arabia and approximately 75,000 in the United Arab Emirates (ILO and AUC 2021a). According 
to the Kenyan Ministry of Labour, prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, there were 97,000 Kenyan workers 
employed in Saudi Arabia alone (Otieno 2021), many as domestic workers. In Uganda, the Ministry of 
Gender, Labour and Social Development noted that 21,716 nationals left to take up domestic work in 
Saudi Arabia and Jordan between 2016 and early 2019 (GAATW 2019). 

4 Estimates based on data from Kuwait Central Statistical Bureau, Labour Market Information System, cited in Tayah 
and Assaf 2018.
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The demand for domestic workers has been steadily increasing in the region over the past decade 
but was impacted by COVID-19. Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, the increasing demand for migrant 
domestic workers was frequently attributed to rising labour force participation rates among women, 
growing dependency ratios and large households that historically rely on home-based care. 

Demographic data show an ageing population and a high number of children aged under 14 years, 
despite declining fertility rates (Tayah and Assaf 2018). Recent care policies in the region have tended to 
emphasize part-time work and home-based care. Such policies allow women, who would otherwise take 
on a caregiver role in the family, greater flexibility to participate in the wider labour market, forming part 
of the chain-of-care economy in which lower-paid women work for women in higher-paid jobs. Indeed, 
labour force participation rates for women have increased steadily across the region, reaching 40 per 
cent in Kuwait, 18 per cent in Saudi Arabia, 37 per cent in Qatar, and 30 per cent in Bahrain. 5 Further, 
the general lack of day-care facilities for children and residential care for elderly people has pushed 
many households to hire domestic workers to substitute for the unpaid care work performed by women. 
In some cases, particularly in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries, the demand for domestic 
workers is also a function of the high rate of growth of the expatriate population (estimated to have 
increased by 51 per cent or 18 million people in the last decade), as such households also recruit migrant 
domestic workers (Tayah and Assaf 2018). 

However, it is as yet unclear how COVID-19 and economic crises in the region will impact on employment 
in the domestic work sector. In Lebanon and Jordan, recruitment of new migrant domestic workers has 
drastically fallen, particularly in Lebanon where – exacerbated by a deepening economic and financial 
crisis (Kebebe, Stave, and Kattaa 2020)  – the total number of new and renewed work permits for migrant 
domestic workers decreased by 43 per cent between 2018 and 2020. 6 

An analysis of administrative data in several Arab States shows that although numbers of domestic 
workers in a regular situation had been increasing until 2019, they declined during 2020 (ILO and AUC 
2021a). The decrease was most severe in Jordan and Lebanon as a proportion of total domestic workers in 
the sector, but also affected other countries in the region. For example, the number of domestic workers 
decreased in:

 X Saudi Arabia: from 3,690,719 (Q4 2019) to 3,663,939 (Q4 2020), indicating a less than 1 per cent 
decrease; 7

 X Kuwait: from 706,586 (Q4 2019) to 677,939 (Q4 2020), indicating a 4 per cent decrease; 8 
 X Oman: from nearly 300,000 (Q4 2019) to 252,681 (Q4 2020), indicating a 14 per cent decrease; 9

 X Jordan: from 60,398 (Q4 2019) to 40,295 (Q4 2020), indicating a 33 per cent decrease; 10

 X Lebanon: from 207,757 in 2018 to 119,081 in 2020, 11 indicating a 43 per cent decrease.

5 Based on data from national statistical offices, as compiled by Tayah and Assaf, 2018. 
6 Based on unpublished data from the Lebanese Ministry of Labour on the number of new and renewed work permits 

for migrant domestic workers. 
7 Based on Labour Force Survey data for Q4 2019 and Q4 2020.
8 Integrated Database, Labour Market Information System, Central Statistical Bureau.
9 Based on Royal Oman Police Monthly Statistical Bulletins from January 2021 and January 2020.
10 Based on unpublished data on permit holders by activity sector as of 13 September 2021 provided by the Jordanian 

Ministry of Labour. 
11 Based on unpublished data provided by the Lebanese Ministry of Labour.
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In addition to job losses in Lebanon and Jordan, across the region, domestic workers suffered an erosion 
of working conditions, such as increased working time, and delayed and non-payment of wages. 12 

Many live-in domestic workers had been restricted by their employers from leaving the house for fear 
of contagion, while also requiring them to work more, since entire families remained at home. Those 
workers who contracted the virus could have their contracts terminated with an immediate impact on 
their residence rights. 13 Alternatively, domestic workers may have been required to care for household 
members who have tested positive for COVID-19, exposing them to the risk of infection. Notwithstanding 
the additional risks, there is still the issue of access to essential health services and vaccinations, especially 
in the case of undocumented domestic workers, and the question of payment of wages during lockdown 
and periods of illness. 

For migrant domestic workers in an irregular situation, the context of COVID-19 was, and remains, 
especially challenging. Many were working as ‘freelancers’ and saw their jobs and income evaporate as 
a result of lockdowns and fear of contagion. It is unclear whether many were able to obtain access to 
COVID-19 testing, treatment and vaccines. Those who were in detention or shelters faced a significant 
risk of infection due to crowded living conditions.

12 See, for example, ILO, “Impact of the COVID-19 Crisis on Loss of Jobs and Hours among Domestic Workers”, 15 June 
2020; and ILO, “Beyond Contagion or Starvation: Giving Domestic Workers Another Way Forward”, May 2020; as well 
as an April 2020 ILO brief on the situation in Lebanon: ILO, “Impact of COVID-19 on Migrant Workers in Lebanon and 
What Employers Can Do about It”, 2020.

13 Some countries of origin (for example, Sri Lanka) offered repatriation flights for citizens, but if domestic workers do 
not have access to their passport or a COVID-19 test, they cannot travel.
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	X2
Coverage of domestic 
workers in labour and 
social security laws
It is promising that legal coverage of domestic workers in the 
Arab States has vastly increased compared to 2010, but major 
gaps remain. 

Since Convention No. 189 and Recommendation No. 201 were adopted, governments around the world 
– often in consultation with workers and employers – have made efforts to include domestic workers 
within the scope of national labour laws, either through coverage by the general labour law or separate 
laws regulating domestic work. Legal recognition of the sector is often considered the first and most 
foundational step towards ensuring decent work. After ten years of efforts on behalf of governments, 
workers’ organizations and employers’ organizations, it is promising that legal coverage of domestic 
workers in the Arab States has vastly increased compared to 2010. In the last ten years, at least seven 
countries have included coverage of domestic workers either under several provisions of the general 
labour law (Bahrain in 2012), 14 separate legislation on domestic work (Kuwait in 2015, 15 Qatar and United 
Arab Emirates in 2017 16), or through the adoption of specific subordinate regulations on domestic work 
(Saudi Arabia in 2013, 17 Jordan in 2009 18 and Oman in 2004 19). However, in some parts of the region, 
including Lebanon, domestic workers remain excluded from labour laws and thus the only measure 
regulating the employer–domestic worker legal relationship is the 2009 Standard Unified Contract. 20 

14 Bahrain, Law No. 36 of 2012 on the Promulgation of the Labour Law in the Private Sector.
15 Kuwait, Law No. 68 of 2015 on Domestic Workers. Law No. 68 of 2015 was followed by the adoption of Ministerial 

Order No. 2194 of 2016 Concerning the Executive Rules for Law No. 68 of 2015 on Domestic Workers, and Ministerial 
Order No. 2302 of 2016 on the Rules and Procedures of Enforcement of the Provisions of Kuwait Law No. 68/2015 
Concerning Domestic Workers. 

16 Qatar, Law No. 15 of 2017 on Domestic Workers; United Arab Emirates, Federal Law No. 10 of 2017 on Domestic 
Workers. 

17 Saudi Arabia, Ministerial Decision No. 310 of 1434 regulating the employment of domestic workers. 
18 Jordan, Regulation No. 90/2009 concerning Domestic Workers, Cooks, Gardeners and Similar Categories, and its 

amendments.
19 Oman, Ministerial Regulation No. 189 of 2004 on Labour Rules and Conditions for Domestic Employees.
20 A revised standard unified contract was issued by the Caretaker Minister of Labour on 8 September 2020, but was 

later suspended by the Shura Council, Lebanon’s highest administrative court, and thus is not currently in force.
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Importantly, while domestic workers may be covered by labour laws – whether general labour laws, 
subordinate regulations or specific laws – this does not necessarily mean that they are entitled to 
adequate levels of protection. They may be excluded from specific provisions, or the level of protection 
afforded may not be equal to that enjoyed by other workers. 21 

	X 2.1. Normal weekly hours of work and weekly rest

Working time
Working time is a fundamental issue for all workers; however, domestic workers have regularly been 
excluded from both national and international laws regulating working time. The adoption of Convention 
No. 189 sought to correct these exclusions by calling on ratifying Member States to take measures to 
ensure that domestic workers enjoy working time to the same extent as workers generally, with respect 
to normal hours of work, overtime compensation, periods of daily and weekly rest, and paid annual leave 
(see Article 10). It is through the adoption and implementation of such measures that domestic workers 
should be able to enjoy improved working conditions and the recognized human right to rest and leisure.

In the Arab States, only 6.4 per cent of domestic workers enjoy legal protection of normal weekly hours 
equal to, or more favourable than, those afforded to other workers. Across the region, most workers (in 
the private sector) are entitled to normal working hours of 40 hours per week (excluding breaks), which 
works out to be approximately 8 hours per day in a 6-day week. With the exception of Jordan,22 normal 
weekly hours for domestic workers are longer than for other workers. A summary of limits on normal 
daily hours for select countries in the region is provided in figure 5.

21 Such as in Bahrain, where domestic workers are excluded from most provisions of the Labour Law in the Private 
Sector, 1976.

22 For example, in Jordan, Section 2 of Regulation No. 11 of 2013 amends section 6(a) of Regulation No. 90 of 2009 
concerning Domestic Workers, Cooks, Gardeners and Similar Categories, as follows: “The total actual hours of 
domestic work shall be 8 hours per day, excluding idle time and rest or meal breaks.”
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X Figure 5. Limits on working hours for domestic workers in selected countries in the region

Country  Limits on working hours Breaks included in the 
limit as per legislation? 
(Yes/No)

Bahrain Limits on working hours not specified n/a

Jordan 8 hours per day  No

Kuwait 12 hours per day 1 Yes

Lebanon 10 hours per day 2 n/a

Oman Limits on working hours not specified n/a

Qatar 10 hours per day 3 No

Saudi Arabia 15 hours per day 4 Yes

United Arab Emirates 12 hours per week 5 Not specified

n/a = information not available.
1 Kuwait, Law No. 68 of 2015 on Domestic Workers.
2 As per the Standard Unified Contract, as established by the Unified Contract Decree No. 19/1, 2009, and 
governed by the Code of Contracts and Obligations. 
3 Qatar, Law No. 15 of 2017 Concerning Domestic Workers. This excludes rest, food and worship breaks, 
but can be longer if both parties agree.
4 Ministerial Decision No. 310 of 1434 (2013) regulating the employment of domestic workers does not 
specifically state the maximum working hours per day, but specifies that the total daily rest period should 
be of at least nine hours’ duration.
5 United Arab Emirates, Federal Law No. 10 of 2017 on Domestic Workers.

Source: Compiled by the author.

Maximum working hours are not specified in Bahrain and Oman, with the result that domestic workers 
are expected to negotiate a maximum limit with their employers. 

Weekly rest
The Arab States have made impressive progress in ensuring the legal right to weekly rest for domestic 
workers, with a number of countries having in the last decade extended such measures to grant domestic 
workers rights equal to those of other workers. In Kuwait, since 2015, domestic workers have been 
entitled to one day of rest per week, which is the same as what has been established for workers in the 
private sector. In Qatar, in 2017, domestic workers gained the right to a period of 24 consecutive hours 
of weekly rest, equal to that enjoyed by other workers. In Saudi Arabia, domestic workers have the right 
to one day of rest per week, in accordance with that established for workers generally. Finally, the United 
Arab Emirates also adopted a law in 2017 establishing a domestic worker’s right to one day of weekly rest. 
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	X 2.2. Paid annual leave

In the Arab States, 73.1 per cent of domestic workers are granted some paid annual leave, but generally 
of shorter duration than for other workers, while the remaining 26.5 per cent have the same legal 
entitlements as other workers (ILO 2021a). This improvement in the level of legal coverage in the region is 
the result of changes in law and policy in Bahrain, 23 Qatar, 24 and the United Arab Emirates, 25 which have 
adopted measures to ensure that paid annual leave is equivalent to provisions for workers generally. In 
some cases, while the final entitlements may be equivalent, the regulatory approach differs. For instance, 
in Kuwait, a standard contract for domestic work provides for a period of two months of paid leave 
following two years of service, while the general labour law establishes 30 days of paid annual leave after 
a single year of service. 26 In Saudi Arabia, domestic workers enjoy a shorter period of annual leave (one 
month of paid leave after two years of service, pending renewal of their contract 27) than other workers 
(21 days annually 28).

	X 2.3. Minimum wage and social security protection

Minimum wage
Like any other workers, domestic workers aim to earn an income to secure a livelihood for themselves 
and their families. Yet, despite their significant contributions to supporting households and societies, 
domestic workers typically earn some of the lowest wages in the labour market. The low pay of domestic 
workers has frequently been associated with the undervaluation of domestic work. Convention No. 189 
recognizes this persistent undervaluation in its preamble, associating it with women’s unpaid work in the 
home and discriminatory attitudes towards the groups that typically perform domestic work, namely 
women, girls, migrants, ethnic minorities and the poor (ILO 2021a).

Minimum wages are a common tool to protect workers against unduly low pay and to correct 
asymmetries in bargaining power between workers and employers. Indeed, domestic workers generally 
have a low amount of power to negotiate their wages, whether individually at the household level or 
through collective bargaining agreements (ILO 2015a; ILO 2015b). As such, fixing a minimum wage 
for domestic workers can be essential to prevent them from falling into poverty and to help domestic 
workers and their families meet their needs. To ensure affordability and to avoid potential negative 

23 In Bahrain, article 8 of the Model Contract establishes that domestic workers are entitled to paid annual leave of 30 
days after completing a year of service. If the domestic worker’s period of service is less than one year, they shall be 
entitled to leave in proportion to their period of service. The domestic worker may waive their right to the leave against 
financial compensation. This is the same as established for workers in general in article 58 of the Labour Code.

24 In Qatar, section 14 of Law No. 15 of 22 August 2017 on Domestic Workers establishes that domestic workers shall 
be entitled to three weeks of paid annual leave for every year of service. This is the same limit established in article 
79 of the Labour Law for workers in general.

25 In the United Arab Emirates, article 13 of Federal Law No. 10 of 2017 on Domestic Workers states that domestic 
workers must enjoy 30 days of paid vacation per year. The Labour Law establishes in article 75 that workers generally 
are entitled to: (A) two days of paid leave for each month, starting after six months of service; and (B) 30 days for 
each year, after one year of service.

26 Kuwait, article 70 of the Labour Law of the Private Sector.
27 Saudi Arabia, article 10 of Decision 310 of 1434.
28 Saudi Arabia, article 109 of the Labour Law.
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impacts on employment, some countries have opted to take a gradual approach to extending minimum 
wage coverage. In a small but growing number of countries, such wages have been fixed through 
collective bargaining, and show significant promise in achieving wages that are adapted to the sector.

Unfortunately, two-thirds of domestic workers in the Arab States are excluded from minimum wage 
provisions, and a further 17 per cent are working in countries in which there is no statutory minimum 
wage at all. 29 Only 5.7 per cent of domestic workers in the region now have the right to a minimum wage 
equal to that of other workers (ILO 2021a).

X  Box 2. Minimum wages covering domestic workers

Two important developments with respect to minimum wages for domestic workers can be cited 
in Qatar and Kuwait. In March 2021, a non-discriminatory national minimum wage of 1,000 Qatari 
riyals (US$275) per month took effect in Qatar. 1  The new law applies to all workers, regardless of 
nationality or sector. 2 Kuwait fixed the minimum wage for domestic workers in 2016 at 60 Kuwaiti 
dinars (US$200) per month; however, this is lower than the minimum wage applicable to other 
workers (fixed at 75 Kuwaiti dinars, or US$250). 3

_______

1 Plus 500 riyals per month allocated for accommodation expenses and 300 riyals per month for food, unless 
the employer already provides adequate food or accommodation for the employee.

2 Qatar, Law No. 17 of 2020.

3 Kuwait, Public Authority for Manpower Ministerial Decision 14/17.

Social security
Social security, as a fundamental human right, should be inherent to all human beings. 30 Effective social 
security systems guarantee income security and access to health protection; thereby contributing to the 
prevention and reduction of poverty and inequality, and the promotion of social inclusion and human 
dignity. They do so through the provision of benefits, in cash or in kind, intended to ensure access to 
medical care and health services, as well as income security throughout the life cycle, particularly in the 
event of illness, unemployment, employment injury, maternity, family responsibilities, invalidity, loss of 
the family breadwinner, as well as during retirement and old age. 31 

Social security is an area where, globally, domestic workers face a deficit in coverage, which in many cases 
is made worse by compliance gaps. For the ILO, effective social security coverage is measured by whether 
or not domestic workers and their employers are making contributions to social security. By this definition, 
the Arab States is the worst performing region globally, with nearly all domestic workers (99.7 per cent) 
excluded from social security systems, as opposed to 60 per cent of non-domestic workers in the region. 

29 In many cases, migrant workers are excluded from existing minimum wage provisions, for which only nationals are 
eligible. See for example, ILO 2019.

30 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 1948, Art. 22; International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights, 1966, Art. 9.

31 As per the ILO Social Security (Minimum Standards) Convention, 1952 (No. 102).
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Just two countries in the Arab States include domestic workers under the social security law for at least 
one branch of social security, meaning that less than 4 per cent of domestic workers have such legal 
entitlements. 32 No country in the region provides legal coverage to domestic workers for all branches 
of social security. 

Contributory social protection systems in the region exclude not only domestic workers, but migrant 
workers in general (ILO 2021a). Instead, employer-funded liability solutions, such as end-of service 
indemnities and occupational injury insurance, are available, but these solutions are largely inefficient, as 
they are characterized by several challenges, including coverage being limited to salaried work, minimal 
provisions for benefits and services, low enforceability, and the risk of employers’ inability to pay. In the 
case of end-of-service benefits, the lump sum payments cannot provide migrant workers with long-term 
social protection. In many countries, employers of domestic workers are required to obtain private-
sector insurance; however, this is commonly cost-inefficient, unregulated and characterized by limited 
coverage. Some countries such as Bahrain, Jordan and Saudi Arabia have been shifting towards a more 
inclusive social protection approach, though it remains to be seen whether domestic workers will be 
included (ILO and AUC 2021b). 

No country in the region provides maternity protection, and in many cases, domestic workers also face 
the risk of dismissal when their employers learn of their pregnancy. In some countries, domestic workers 
are in fact prohibited from becoming pregnant, and they can be repatriated back to their country of origin 
if they are found to be pregnant when they arrive. 33 For domestic workers who live with their employers, 
pregnancy can lead to them losing both their jobs and their accommodation. When domestic workers 
lose their jobs or incomes without effective maternity and employment protection, they are left with no 
income replacement. In comparison, globally 74.1 per cent of countries provide equal entitlements with 
respect to maternity leave for domestic workers as for other workers (covering approximately 45 per cent 
of women domestic workers) and 68.5 per cent of countries provide equal entitlements with respect to 
maternity cash benefits (covering 41.2 per cent of women domestic workers) (ILO 2021a).

In view of the fact that many migrant domestic workers in the Arab States are men, it is noteworthy that 
more and more countries are also providing paternity leave and benefits for male domestic workers 
(ILO 2021a).

Conclusion
In summary, the legal gaps in the protection of domestic workers discussed in this section demonstrate 
that much more needs to be done regarding the legal entitlements of domestic workers in relation to 
working time, wages and social security, including maternity protection, in the Arab States region. On 
a positive note, thanks to new or revised regulations, more domestic workers now enjoy guarantees 
regarding weekly rest and paid annual leave, with these rights afforded on an equal footing with other 
workers in some cases. However, in light of the principle of equal treatment referred to in Article 10 of 
Convention No. 189, it is important for countries to make greater efforts to ensure limits on normal 
weekly hours of domestic workers that are consistent with other workers. Moreover, the effectiveness 
of working time regulations is particularly dependent on effective implementation measures and on 
measures to monitor compliance and ensure enforcement, which is addressed in the next section.

32 This can be compared with the vast majority of domestic workers in the Americas, Latin America and in Europe and 
Central Asia, who are covered by sickness benefits and maternity benefits, medical care and employment injury, as 
well as, in many cases, old-age benefits and employment injury benefits. 

33 In Jordan, Regulation No. 12 of 2015 provides for several specific scenarios where an employer may secure from the 
private recruitment agency a replacement worker without additional fees and conditions. These include: if, within 
three months of arrival, the worker fails Ministry of Health examinations or is pregnant.
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	X3
Working conditions 
of domestic workers: 
The current reality
While closing legal gaps is a key priority under Convention No. 189, 
making decent work a reality for domestic workers also entails 
the effective implementation of measures contained in laws and 
regulations.
This section looks at the extent to which decent work has become a reality for domestic workers 
compared to other employees (that is, compliance rather than legal gaps), focusing on actual practice in 
the context of working time, wages, social security, occupational safety and health (OSH) and protection 
from violence and harassment.

	X 3.1. Working time 

As detailed in Section 2 above, working time is one of the areas in which domestic workers face a deficit in 
coverage, particularly with respect to normal weekly hours. These legal coverage gaps are made worse by 
compliance gaps, resulting in domestic workers often working either very long or very short hours. In the 
Arab States, domestic workers are predominately over-represented in terms of working very long hours, 
especially domestic workers in informal employment.

Based on an analysis of national household surveys from six Arab countries and territories for which 
microdata were available, more than three-quarters of all domestic workers (75.2 per cent) are working 
more than 48 hours per week, compared with just a third (33.2) of other employees (figure 6). Focusing on 
very long hours of work, 42.5 per cent of domestic workers work more than 60 hours per week, compared 
to 12.1 per cent of other employees, and such hours are slightly more common among women domestic 
workers (43 per cent) than for men (39 per cent) (ILO 2021a). These long hours can be due to low hourly 
wages, for which domestic workers compensate by working longer hours, as well as the fact that most 
workers are live-in and are thus required to provide “round-the-clock” assistance to the household. As 
noted in Section 2, the legal limits on normal working hours are much higher for domestic workers than 
for other workers or there may be no defined legal limit 34.

34 Bahrain and Oman’s legislation do not contain provisions limiting normal working hours. 
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X Figure 6. Working time patterns among women and men domestic workers compared to 
other employees, Arab States and for the GCC subregion, 2019 (%)

Domestic workers

Other employees

Domestic workers

Other employees

 Composition (%) | Women

Composition (%) | Men

1121391513

51858146

233031107

11275283

Domestic workers

Other employees

 Composition (%) | Total

1423361412

82354104

Domestic workers

Other employees

Domestic workers

Other employees

 Composition (%) | Women

Composition (%) | Men

43311467

21057265

39342332

132348124

Domestic workers

Other employees

 Composition (%) | Total

42331744

122149144

Note: ILO calculations based on an analysis of national household surveys from six countries and territories for which microdata 
were available (Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, Occupied Palestinian Territory, United Arab Emirates, Yemen), representing 50.6 per cent of 
employment and 46.0 per cent of employees in the Arab States. The estimate is weighted by the total number of domestic workers 
and other employees in 2019 in each country. 
Source: Adapted from ILO 2021a.
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	X 3.2. Wages 

Low wages in domestic work have often been attributed to the lack of financial value placed on women’s 
work in the home, as well as to the perception that the work is low-skilled and/or performed by groups 
such as migrants or people with low levels of education. Although data on domestic workers’ wages in 
GCC countries are not available, data from Jordan, Lebanon, Occupied Palestinian Territory and Yemen 
show that domestic workers earn 54.2 per cent of the average monthly wages of other employees (figure 
7). Women domestic workers earn just 41.6 per cent of the average monthly wages of other employees, 
while men domestic workers earn 61.3 per cent of the average monthly wages of other employees – 
significantly higher than their female counterparts (ILO 2021a). It should be noted, however, that these 
monthly wage disparities become even greater when viewed in the light of the long hours of work 
performed by domestic workers compared to other employees.

X Figure 7. Domestic worker wage gap: Average monthly wage of domestic worker expressed 
as a percentage of average monthly wage of non-domestic employees in selected Arab 
States, by sex, 2019 (%)

Domestic workers, women

Domestic workers, total Domestic workers, men

Average monthly wage compared to other 
employees: non-domestic employees = 100

World

Percentage of average monthly wage 
of non-domestic employees

0 20 40 60 10080

51.1

56.4

67.3

Arab States

41.6

54.2

61.3

Note: Based on data from four countries and territories (Jordan, Lebanon, Occupied Palestinian Territory, Yemen) representing 21.1 
per cent of domestic workers and 15.4 per cent of employees in the Arab States. To produce the estimates, the monthly average wage 
among domestic workers was compared to the monthly average of other employees. The difference is expressed as a ratio, and not 
as a pay gap. No comparisons were made with respect to hourly wages, and the results were not controlled for specific features such 
as number of working hours per month. Other parameters, such as education or whether the workers were employed in urban or 
rural areas, were also not considered in the estimates. 
Source: ILO 2021a.
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	X 3.3. Social security 

No data are currently available on the actual practice of social security coverage with respect to domestic 
workers, beyond what is described in section 2.3 above regarding legal coverage. As noted earlier, only 
4 per cent of domestic workers in the region are legally covered by at least one branch of social security.

	X 3.4. Occupational safety and health (OSH)

Central to the working conditions of domestic workers are OSH conditions. Here too, domestic workers 
tend to experience decent work deficits, and are more exposed to the impacts of OSH risks due to 
the characteristics of their work, the nature of their workplaces and the specificities of the sector. It 
is possible to identify some common work-related hazards to which domestic workers are exposed, 
including chemical, ergonomic, physical, psychosocial (including harassment), and biological hazards. 

In performing cleaning and gardening tasks, domestic workers are typically exposed to chemical hazards 
such as bleach or insecticides, which can cause immediate effects (such as intoxication, allergies) or long-
term effects (such as cancer). The work is also physically demanding as a result of such tasks as lifting and 
handling heavy loads, and repetitive postures. Domestic workers also face physical hazards that may be 
especially pronounced in the urban settings of densely populated Arab States, such as working at heights 
and pollution and noise. Maternity protection for domestic workers deserves particular attention, as the 
absence of medical care and lack of OSH prevention measures during pregnancy can involve a serious 
risk for the mother and the baby, and such care and measures may be even less accessible to migrant 
domestic workers. 

These factors are compounded by psychosocial hazards. Among psychosocial hazards, the most 
often mentioned in domestic work is violence and harassment in its different forms, including sexual 
harassment (see next subsection). Nevertheless, other hazards such as communication problems, lack of 
free time, isolation and lack of family contact also put domestic workers at high risk of depression, mental 
fatigue and mental health issues. Adding to this, certain social and cultural characteristics of the domestic 
workers themselves also play a role. For example, domestic workers may not be able to speak or read 
Arabic, and low literacy rates can contribute to difficulties in accessing information, including on OSH. 
The situation is further exacerbated for live-in domestic workers due to workplace isolation, as well as for 
domestic workers in informal employment due to their lack of access to healthcare and social protection. 

Finally, certain characteristics of the workplace also produce an environment that is more conducive 
to OSH risks. For instance, most people do not usually associate housework in their own homes with 
risk, nor do they always perceive their homes as the workplace of domestic workers. The household is 
regularly conceptualized as private, rather than a workplace, and protection of privacy is often embedded 
in legal frameworks, making it more difficult for labour inspectors to enter and inspect such workplaces 
for OSH risks.
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	X 3.5. Violence and harassment 

Domestic workers are particularly at risk of facing violence and harassment at work as a result of a 
confluence of factors: work is performed behind closed doors, in isolation and in working environments 
with deepened power imbalances. When domestic workers are in a situation of dependence on their 
employer, either economically or due to migrant status, they are more likely to tolerate violence and 
harassment. The absence of accessible and gender-sensitive complaint mechanisms, lack of freedom of 
association, exclusion from labour and social protection, and low awareness of rights also mean domestic 
workers are less likely to be able to assert their rights. Despite domestic workers’ susceptibility to violence 
and harassment, few countries have robust monitoring and enforcement mechanisms on violence and 
harassment, nor include these as OSH risks as part of the OSH management system. In addition, only a 
small number of countries consider the health consequences of work-related violence and harassment as 
compensable occupational illnesses under workers’ compensation insurance. This, in turn, often leaves 
workers with incapacitating physical and/or mental health conditions to pay substantial expenses out 
of pocket (ILO 2016).
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	X4
Towards decent work for 
domestic workers – 
Policy recommendations
To effectively improve the lives of domestic workers, laws and 
regulations should be equal to those applicable to other workers 
generally and should be fully implemented, monitored and 
enforced.
This section sets out some of the key policy recommendations to ensure decent work for domestic 
workers in the region, with an overarching recommendation for countries to actively consider ratifying 
Convention No. 189 and effectively incorporating its provisions in national legislation by including 
domestic work in their labour laws.

Reduce working hours and ensure wages are on par with the 
wages of other workers
Closing legal gaps can target such issues as excessive working hours among live-in domestic workers 
by establishing periods of daily and weekly rest, regulating overtime pay and compensatory rest, and 
limiting payments in kind. The right to rest should also be upheld by ensuring that domestic workers are 
free to dispose of their rest time as they please, with the right to leave the household during rest periods. 
Worryingly, research concerning employers of domestic workers in several Arab States revealed that a 
significant proportion of employers took steps to prevent their domestic worker from leaving the house 
unaccompanied, or refused the worker a day off (Kagan 2017).

In closing legal gaps, governments are encouraged to engage with social partners to fix an appropriate 
minimum wage level that accounts for the specificities of the domestic work sector. Equality of treatment 
and non-discrimination – including in the context of wages – is a fundamental principle enshrined in core 
human rights instruments and two ILO fundamental Conventions: the Equal Remuneration Convention, 
1951 (No. 100), and the Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) Convention, 1958 (No. 111). In 
particular, Convention No. 100 – which has been ratified by some countries in the region – obliges ratifying 
Members to “promote ... and ensure the application to all workers of the principle of equal remuneration 
for men and women workers for work of equal value” (Art. 2(1)). The principle is to be applied to all workers, 
including domestic workers, whether nationals or non-nationals, and particular attention should be given 
to ensuring that domestic work is not undervalued due to gender stereotypes (ILO 2021e).
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Adequate regulation needs to be complemented with public awareness campaigns and tools to facilitate 
the monitoring and enforcement of working time and wage provisions in order to ensure their effective 
implementation. This can include capacity-building of employers and domestic workers on monitoring 
working hours, including on the provision of tools that provide a written record of hours worked and wages, 
such as timesheets, work schedules and payslips, thereby supporting compliance with legal limits. Public 
awareness campaigns to establish new social norms on what is acceptable and unacceptable behaviour 
with respect to working time, wages, occupational safety and health, and violence and harassment are also 
considered good practices that help make decent work a reality for domestic workers. 

Another recommendation is to review and revise standard employment contracts that set minimum 
standards and protections for domestic workers. These contracts should be comprehensive and set out 
workers’ rights and responsibilities in line with international labour standards and Convention No. 189 
in particular.

Capacitate labour inspectors to ensure decent working 
conditions, and promote access to justice for workers
It is also important to establish the conditions under which labour inspectors are allowed access to the 
household, and to build the capacity of labour inspectorates to carry out inspections and raise awareness 
of employers in particular. Household labour inspections are challenging, as labour inspectors in the 
region typically need to obtain a judicial authorization to access a household, which undermines the 
possibility of undertaking routine inspections. Even where legislation permits labour inspectors to enter 
the house upon a domestic worker’s complaint (for example, in Jordan), actual household inspections are 
very rare. 35 To address these challenges, some countries are developing new inspection methods that 
can be undertaken without entering the household; for example, reviewing the contractual documents 
or interviewing the domestic worker and the employer at the door. 

Further, labour inspectors, judges and other stakeholders are predominately men, and are rarely 
provided with training on identifying risks of violence and harassment and what can immediately be 
done to deal with these risks. To address this issue, trainings on the specific decent work deficits often 
experienced by domestic workers can be implemented for labour inspectors and other stakeholders.

Other important elements of enforcement require ensuring access to justice by:

a. strengthening the capacity of relevant institutions to resolve disputes between workers and 
employers; 

b. providing avenues for domestic workers to bring complaints and be protected from reprisals; 
c. allowing human rights and other organizations, including workers’ organizations, to 

denounce cases of violence and harassment; and 
d. protecting whistle-blowers. 

Measures need to ensure access to effective remedies by allowing complaints to be brought (safely), 
and not only under criminal law, but also under labour, OSH, and equality and non-discrimination laws. 

Enforcement capacity can be built by:

a. mandating labour inspectors, judges and other stakeholders to address violence and 
harassment, including through household inspections and stopping work; and 

b. training labour inspectors in identifying risks of violence and harassment. 

35 Pursuant to article 11 of Jordan’s Regulation 90/2009, in case the Ministry receives any complaint or information 
regarding the violation of workers’ rights or the obligations of either party, the Ministry shall (whenever the 
complaint is about the accommodation of the worker) inspect the accommodation for compliance with the present 
Regulation by two labour inspectors, male and female, with the consent of the householder.
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X  Box 3. Promising practice in access to justice for domestic workers

A promising practice introduced in Qatar in 2021 is a unified platform for labour-related complaints 
by employees and whistle-blowers, which allows private sector employees and domestic workers 
to file complaints through an electronic system. Complainants (including third parties who witness 
a violation) can report anonymously, and there is a function to enter the address or a Google Maps 
location. The complaints need to be submitted in Arabic or English, although there are user guides 
and FAQs available on the platform website in nine other languages. 1 

In Saudi Arabia, the Musaned platform for recruitment and employment of domestic workers 
contains a multi-lingual complaint system mechanism through which migrant domestic workers 
may initiate a labour complaint or inquire about their contractual rights. 2
_______

1 Government of Qatar, “Report Labor Violation via Unified Platform for Complaints and Whistleblowers”.
2  ILO and IOM. 2021. To date, no data on the number and nature of complaints, or the remedies provided, 

have been provided on either practice.

Additionally, countries could consider ensuring that domestic workers are covered by a wage protection 
system (WPS) or a similar monitoring mechanism, perhaps through the design of a parallel WPS structure 
that ensures that domestic workers are paid regularly and as per the signed contract (which is already 
lodged with the relevant government authority).

Activate the role of employers’ and workers’ organizations
A future in which decent work becomes a reality for domestic workers in the Arab States needs to be 
driven by social dialogue as a crucial instrument for addressing the remaining decent work deficits 
experienced by domestic workers. Freedom of association and the right to collective bargaining are 
fundamental principles and rights at work to which all workers, including domestic workers, are entitled. 
Yet, domestic workers and their employers face important barriers to joining and forming organizations. 
This is especially so because domestic workers are commonly excluded from the labour law. 

There are many examples globally where organizations that represent domestic workers and their 
employers have participated in social dialogue, leading to important advances in decent work in the 
sector. To promote the voice and representation of domestic workers, leadership training has helped 
domestic workers to establish their own representative organizations and build membership levels. 
Workers’ organizations, including the International Domestic Workers’ Federation, have also played an 
important role in supporting the organization of domestic workers by providing leaders with training, 
advice and political support to represent the sector in social dialogue.

Employers’ organizations, particularly those specific organizations that represent the employers of 
domestic workers, have also helped to improve conditions for domestic workers through contributing to 
successful tripartite social dialogue, leading to the adoption of laws and policies in the sector in accordance 
with Convention No. 189 and Recommendation No. 201. Where representative organizations of domestic 
workers and employers of domestic workers meet in good faith, negotiation of bipartite agreements or 
other agreements can take place. The collective agreements that result from such negotiations often 
result in fairer wages, better working conditions and benefits for domestic workers, while also facilitating 
movement towards formalization of the sector, including through skills development and recognition. 
These organizations have also facilitated joint advocacy for increased public investment in domestic work 
and promoted formal employment through the provision of services to private households (ILO 2021a).
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Ensure that workers are free to change their employers, and 
have the unilateral right to terminate their contracts
The kafala (sponsorship) system in the Arab States has received significant attention in recent decades. The 
ILO’s Committee of Experts on the Application of Conventions and Recommendations has noted that the 
system “denies workers the opportunity of obtaining alternative employment, exposes migrant workers 
to abuse and undermines their ability to have recourse to means of redress”.  36 This often leaves domestic 
workers with no choice but to “abscond”, with the result that they fall into irregular status. 

Going forward, it is paramount that domestic workers are included in kafala reforms, including elimination 
of the “no objection certificate” (namely, removal of the obligation to obtain the employer’s permission 
to terminate the contract or change employer), without having to prove the employer’s abuse or non-
compliance with the contract, which is very challenging to do in practice. For example, Qatar’s new laws, 
which were extended to domestic workers in January 2020, 37 enable all workers, including domestic 
workers, to change employers: (a) at the end of their six-month probation period, after giving written 
notice (one or two months depending on their length of service); or (b) during the probation period (one 
month of notice), in which case the future employer is required to compensate the current employer a 
portion of the recruitment fees and a one-way air ticket, not exceeding two months of the worker’s basic 
wage. Furthermore, if the employer has failed to fulfil their legal obligations, the worker will not be bound 
to observe a notice period in order to change jobs. Workers have up to 90 days after the expiry of their 
residence permit to find another job and change employers. 38

Other countries, such as Bahrain and Saudi Arabia, have also introduced kafala reforms that eliminate the 
need for a “no objective certificate” from the employer after 12 months of continuous service; however, in 
case of the latter, the reforms do not currently extend to domestic workers. 

Despite these promising legal changes, there is a credible risk that domestic workers will not take 
advantage of their legal right to terminate the contract or change employers, where it exists, because of the 
fear that their employer will file absconding charges against them in retaliation. Thus, reforms to internal 
labour market mobility must go hand in hand with concerted efforts to eliminate, or at least, overhaul the 
absconding regime (ILO, IOM, OHCHR and UN Women, forthcoming). 

The demand for domestic work is expected to grow in the region in light of demographic changes, population 
ageing and increasing long-term care needs. The requirements for domestic work are also changing. While 
in the past, only a live-in, full-time model of employment was considered relevant, increasingly households 
and domestic workers are looking for more flexible forms of employment, particularly live-out and part-
time employment. The role of service providers may also be changing, with new types of service providers 
and new models of employment emerging through private–public partnerships such as Tadbeer (United 
Arab Emirates) and Wiza (Qatar). This requires a further rethinking of how to ensure the protection of 
domestic workers, whether they are employed directly by households or by service providers.

36 CEACR, Observation – Discrimination (Employment and Occupation) Convention, 1958 (No. 111) – Kuwait, adopted 
2018, published 108th ILC session (2019).

37 Qatar, Law No. 18 of 2020 amending Law No. 14 of 2004 introduced new provisions on termination of employment; 
and Law No. 19 of 2020 amending Law No. 21 of 2015 removed the requirement for workers to obtain a “No Objection 
Certificate” from employers in order to change jobs.

38 Qatar, Ministerial Decision No. 51 of 2020.

https://www.ilo.org/beirut/projects/qatar-office/WCMS_754882/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/beirut/projects/qatar-office/WCMS_754881/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/beirut/projects/qatar-office/WCMS_754881/lang--en/index.htm
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Conclusion
The legal recognition of domestic workers as workers is a 
prerequisite for affording them rights and protection and the 
first step towards formalizing domestic work.

Since 2011, thanks to the extension of laws and policies to cover domestic workers in the Arab States 
region, there has been important progress in closing the legal gaps, particularly with respect to weekly 
rest days. Unfinished business, however, includes the introduction or extension of minimum wages 
(taking into account the specificities of the domestic work sector), and harmonizing regulations on 
working time with those applicable to other workers. Social security laws should be extended in scope 
to cover domestic workers. Efforts should also be placed on ensuring domestic workers are covered by 
OSH laws. Beyond this, societies in the region need to progress towards the elimination of violence and 
harassment in domestic work by ensuring it is both legally and socially unacceptable, and sanctioned 
appropriately. When equality in legal protection has been put in place, effective implementation of labour 
and social security laws remains a requirement to achieve decent work for domestic workers. 

Implementation gaps related to working time, wages, social security, OSH and violence and harassment 
can be addressed through several policy recommendations. These include – but are not limited to – 
the development of adequate regulatory mechanisms, awareness-raising and capacity-building of 
domestic workers and employers, improving domestic workers’ access to justice, and strengthening the 
capacity of labour inspectors. Workers’ and employers’ organizations also have a vital role to play in the 
advancement of decent work for domestic workers. Moving forward, barriers to freedom of association 
must be removed to allow for the full potential of organizations of domestic workers and employers 
within the domestic work sector. 

This regional brief confirms that domestic work remains a critical economic sector across the Arab States. 
Evident progress has been made in the last decade in relation to the identification and protection of 
the legal rights of domestic workers in a number of areas. However, with the demand for domestic 
work likely to continue to grow, there is an urgent need for governments, employers’ organizations and 
workers’ organizations in the region to address the current legal and compliance gaps prevalent within 
the domestic work sector. 
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