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Abstract 
 

A transborder network of households connects individual lives with 
global trends through domestic work. For migrant women, care and 
domestic work is often an entry point into the labour market. Yet 
discrimination and conflicts between policy regimes undermine their 
rights, dignity, and freedoms. Through transborder cooperation, the G20 
can play a paramount role in ensuring decent livelihoods for migrant 
care and domestic workers. This policy brief outlines policy strategies 
related to care work, social protection, decent work, synergetic 
regulatory frameworks, and transnational coordination to guarantee 
migrant care and domestic rights. 
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Challenges 
 

Care and domestic work are crucial for our societies, encompassing 
multiple activities aimed at meeting people’s physical, emotional, and 
psychological needs throughout their lives (ILO, 2018). Despite the 
vital nature of care, those who perform it are usually undervalued in 
terms of recognition and compensation. As women predominantly work in 
the sector, this situation becomes a gender matter.  

Over the years, the internationalisation of care services has created 
“global care chains” (Hochschild, 2000). These chains involve households 
recruiting foreign women as caregivers, and these women then transfer 
their own care needs to other women in their home country. Thus, a 
transborder network of households connects individual lives with global 
trends through domestic work (Caro Sachetti, Díaz Langou et Thomas, 
2022).  

With limited opportunities in their home country, women move abroad 
looking for better life prospects. Domestic work, an extension of social 
reproductive responsibilities (Hennebry, Grass, and Mclaughlin, 2016), 
is often an entry point into the labour market for them. Working in 
private settings implies limited oversight and access to protection 
(Lenard, 2021) and scarce opportunities for collective representation 
(Caro Sachetti, Díaz Langou et Thomas, 2022). Job protection laws often 
grant fewer rights to domestic workers and even fewer to migrants. In 
addition, formal migration schemes usually restrict migrant care and 
domestic workers’ (MCDWs) entitlements compared to those enjoyed by 
citizens and long-term residents in destination countries (Baubock and 
Ruhs, 2021). Thus, discrimination and conflicts between migration, 
labour, and care policy regimes undermine MCDWs’ rights, dignity, and 
freedoms.  

The pandemic has exacerbated inequalities, with migrants experiencing 
a higher incidence of the disease yet lower access to healthcare and 
vaccines (Ghosh and Chaudhury, 2021; Chan and Kuan, 2020). Mobility 
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restrictions also limited emigration, returning home, and family 
reunification (Asis, 2020). The socioeconomic conditions of migrants 
have also severely deteriorated: they experienced higher unemployment, 
lower access to social protection, and limited state support.  

MCDWs have traditionally been more vulnerable and less assisted during 
crises (Rao et al., 2021). Prospective migrants faced uncertainties 
regarding their departure as host countries continued to close borders 
(ILO, 2021). Those who had already migrated experienced multiple 
vulnerabilities. Mobility restrictions reshaped the residential and 
domestic spheres, which often became a space of domestic abuse and 
control. Risks were higher for live-in MCDWs, who increased their 
workload and dependence upon employers, especially those in sponsorship 
systems (Rao et al., 2021). Many households could not afford to hire 
workers anymore, which increased the risks of repatriation. Domestic 
workers’ special labour regimes (if any) and high informality limited 
their access to employment protection and COVID relief programs. 
Furthermore, returned migrants faced stigmatisation and discrimination, 
as people perceived them as a sanitary threat (Hoagland & 
Randrianarisoa, 2021; Harjana et al., 2021).  

While some home and host countries have made efforts to improve the 
situation of MCDWs, guaranteeing their rights still proves elusive. 
Negotiations between independent states with different laws, asymmetric 
bargaining power, and conflicting interests can pose challenges. 
Migrants are also often excluded from decision-making and political 
processes. Overall, global care chains mesh migration, class, gender, 
labour, and care at a transnational level, requiring coherent 
multilateral approaches to guarantee rights.  
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Proposals for G20 
To improve livelihoods for MCDWs, governments and other stakeholders 
must act locally and transnationally by promoting a rights-based 
approach to managing migration. This perspective implies conceiving 
migration as a human-centred process that is life-changing for 
individuals and their families. Given the crucial contribution of MCDWs 
to both countries of origin and destination, these actions can be a 
win-win by contributing to both guaranteeing rights and benefiting 
economies. 

The consequences that host and home countries face grant them rights 
and duties towards migrants. Transborder cooperation can address global 
systemic concerns, ensure decent livelihoods for MCDWs and advance 
gender equality. To this end, a new paradigm in which policies put life 
at their core is necessary. As a crucial forum for multilateral 
cooperation, the G20 can play a paramount role in this endeavour.  

The topic is particularly relevant during the current G20 presidency: 
Indonesia has one of the largest migrant worker communities, estimated 
at around nine million people (World Bank, 2017). Half of them are 
women, usually employed as informal domestic workers. These migrants 
play a vital role in the Indonesian economy, providing remittances that 
can improve their families’ wellbeing and build local economies (World 
Bank, 2017). Yet despite their contribution to development, poor working 
conditions hinder their access to decent work and affect their 
wellbeing. Between 2011 and 2016, Indonesian migrant workers suffered 
more than 200,000 human rights violations (BNP2TKI, 2017), demonstrating 
the urgency to address the many challenges in the lives of MCDWs. 

Prioritising care policies beyond the COVID-19 pandemic 

While economies were described as “stalled” during the first phase of 
the pandemic, the care economy was arguably reaching a peak. Care was 
crucial to prevent the spread of the disease and address its 
consequences, becoming a priority for governments globally. Yet there 
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is still a need to advance from implementing ad-hoc and siloed emergency 
interventions to creating comprehensive care systems. 

A holistic transnational care scheme should recognise the value of care, 
reduce the burden of unpaid work, and redistribute it. This process 
involves not only the genders but also families, the State, the private 
sector, and the community. At the same time, such a policy scheme should 
ensure collective representation for care workers and reward them with 
adequate compensation and decent labour rights (ILO, 2018).  

A comprehensive care scheme should include at least three relevant 
pillars: granting time to care through gender-sensitive parental leaves, 
providing quality childcare and long-term care services, and conceding 
money for families to fulfill their care needs. A necessary complement 
to these interventions would be the training of care workers; for 
migrants, it is also pertinent to facilitate skills portability and 
recognition (Caro Sachetti, Díaz Langou et Thomas, 2022). 

Box 1: The Integrated National Care System (SNIC) of Uruguay 

Uruguay’s care scheme represents a positive experience of national 
comprehensive policies and alliance building (Gammage et al., 2020). 
Launched in 2015 following a lengthy process of negotiation and 
consultation, the SNIC has five priorities (Ministerio de Desarrollo 
Social del Uruguay, 2020): 

• Communication: promoting a cultural shift to value the right to 
care and redistribute care responsibilities more equally. 

• Information and knowledge: advancing data collection, monitoring, 
and evaluation to assess the SNIC’s effectiveness. 

• Regulation: establishing a legal framework for policy 
implementation, ensuring the right to care and decent labour 
conditions for care workers. 

• Training: designing a training strategy for care workers to enhance 
quality and revalue paid care work.  
 



 

7 
 
 

MIGRANT CARE AND DOMESTIC WORKERS DURING THE 
PANDEMIC AND BEYOND: THE G20’S ROLE IN TACKLING 
INEQUALITIES AND GUARANTEEING RIGHTS 

• Services: expanding care services for early childhood, the elderly, 
and people with disabilities, including care facilities, family 
leaves and cash transfers. 

By recognising the intrinsic and instrumental values of care work, the 
State highlighted the role of the SNIC to guarantee rights, promote 
gender equality, and foster wellbeing. The scheme, considered within 
Uruguay’s social protection matrix, had a double approach: to foster 
shared responsibility both within the community and between genders to 
overcome the sexual division of labour and revalue care work. 

Building social protection floors for all, including migrants.  

Social protection is a human right that cannot be denied to people based 
on their labour or migration status. Social protection can also create 
more inclusive and resilient societies by bringing positive effects for 
migrants, their families, and the development. 

As the pandemic revealed the interdependencies of our mutual wellbeing 
and magnified our vulnerabilities (Caro Sachetti, Díaz Langou and 
Thomas, 2022), governments should advance towards universal social 
protection, including all migrants throughout the migration cycle. Such 
an approach should ensure income security, access to healthcare, and 
the portability of benefits across borders.  

Migrants’ access to social protection is often hampered. The main causes 
include their status, citizenship, residence, employment period, 
conflicts between social security and migration laws, scarce 
information, and lack of coordination between home and host countries 
(ILO, ISSA & ILO-ITC, 2021). Granting access to social protection 
before, during, and after migration can facilitate the positive 
experiences of MCDWs in their countries of destination and their return 
and reintegration into their home countries.  
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Box 2: Indonesia’s migrant support at the local level 

During the last decade, Indonesian local governments and NGOs have played 
an active role in providing social protection and information for 
villagers working abroad. Two initiatives stand out: the Village of Care 
for Migrant Workers (Desa Buruh Migran-Desbumi) and the Productive 
Migrant Village (Desa Migran Produktif-Desmigratif).  

Both initiatives place the village at the forefront of efforts to protect 
migrant workers. Through these programmes, village governments work with 
local organisations, prospective and former migrant workers, and their 
families. The institutions provide information on migration options, 
procedures, and rights. They also handle cases and train people to develop 
skills and alternative sources of income. The services attempt to protect 
and prevent migrant workers from relying on inaccurate information from 
brokers or recruitment agencies. 

Moreover, Desbumi and Desmigratif initiatives offer reintegration and 
empowerment programs for former migrant workers in Indonesia. These 
activities include skills training and capacity-building workshops. 
During the pandemic, Desbumi also provided healthcare services and shared 
its profits with its participants as a form of financial support. These 
experiences show how local-level initiatives can enhance the capacity of 
former migrants economically and socially while preventing risks in 
migration procedures. 

Enacting policies to regulate and ensure decent work opportunities for 
migrant care work, granting access to labour rights and entitlements. 

Decent working conditions in the care sector need to be scrutinised 
through a gender transformative lens. Female care and domestic workers 
often sustain relationships with their employers amidst unequal power 
dynamics. The inequalities further manifest among migrants.  

Care workers are underrepresented in policy frameworks (Iyer and 
Chakraborty, 2021). In 2010, only ten percent of the domestic workers’ 
labour force was fully covered by general labour laws (ILO, 2013). A 
year later, the ILO launched the Domestic Workers Convention (C189) and 
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Recommendation (R201), which set standards to ensure decent work after 
a long process of participatory deliberations.  Few countries have 
ratified these instruments; within the G20, only Argentina, Brazil, 
Germany, Italy, Mexico, South Africa and some EU members (Belgium, 
Finland, Ireland, Malta, Portugal, Sweden and recently Spain). 
Protection gaps still abound, especially for migrants. MCDWs have 
restricted access to social security, decent wages, and formal 
opportunities, while they are more prone to situations of abuse and 
exploitative working conditions (ILO-OECD, 2018). 

G20 countries must ratify ILO Convention 189 and monitor yearly 
progress. Each member state should then implement legal frameworks that 
grant domestic workers rights equal to those of other workers. 
Entitlements such as fair pay, employment protection, job stability, 
training, skills certification, social security, and rest days, among 
others, are paramount for decent work. The implementation of these 
policies requires strengthened law enforcement and inspections. 

The G20 should advance a collective agreement that guarantees decent 
labour standards for migrant workers and monitors compliance. The 
process should involve multi-stakeholder dialogue between the 
governments, workers, employers, recruiting agencies, and civil 
society. The G20 offers an extraordinary space for deliberations, 
gathering many of the main sending and receiving countries. Negotiations 
should also envision enhanced social security coordination mechanisms 
that ensure equality of treatment and social security rights for mobile 
workers and their families (ILO-OECD, 2018). 

Box 3: Fostering social dialogue in Argentina 

In 2013, Argentina implemented a special labour regime for domestic 
workers that equated their rights to other workers in the economy. This 
scheme implied a substantial step towards greater equality. For the first 
time, it granted them basic labour rights: a minimum wage, social 
security, written contracts, holidays, and limits on working hours 
(Lexartza, Chaves & Carcedo, 2016).  
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Challenges are still ubiquitous: despite progress, informality reaches 
75 percent of all domestic workers with few bridges between labour and 
migration schemes. Nonetheless, the regime created a space crucial for 
social dialogue: the National Commission for Domestic Work. This group 
gathers workers’ associations, employers’ organisations, and the national 
government to negotiate labour conditions. In its first four years, all 
stakeholders had described the commission, which created the first 
institutional sphere including domestic workers, as a positive experience 
(Pereyra, 2018). Domestic workers have achieved wage improvements and put 
forth claims about working conditions. Official negotiating tables might 
open a future chance to discuss the challenges faced by MCDWs. 

Creating synergetic regulatory frameworks that ensure equal rights and 
dignity for migrant care and domestic workers. 

Around the world, migration law often prevails over labour law. This 
situation aggravates in the case of special labour regimes such as those 
for domestic workers. For this reason, MCDWs with irregular status 
cannot claim their rights as workers (King-Dejardin, 2019).  

Stronger synergies between migration and labour laws can enable better 
working conditions for MCDWs, bearing in mind the weight of migration 
in the care sector. To guarantee migrants’ fundamental rights and 
freedoms regardless of their status, migration regimes need to embrace 
and underscore human dignity. Schemes should promote formal job 
opportunities, regulate recruitment processes, guarantee access to 
justice and dispute settlement, promote family reunification, and ensure 
access to social protection. In certain countries, sponsorship systems 
would need revision to achieve this goal (Caro Sachetti, Díaz Langou & 
Thomas, 2022; Rao et al., 2021). 

Pursuing policy coherence and synergies at the international level can 
also reap benefits. Dialogue and cooperation between governments, civil 
society, and workers’ organisations could foster the assessment of 
transnational consequences of national interventions and prevent 
undesired effects. 
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While G20 leaders have committed to continuing dialogue on migration 
since 2018, concrete actions are needed. Following experiences such as 
the UN’s Migration Network Hub, the G20 could create a community of 
practice to ensure labour standards and social security for migrants, 
including MCDWs. A G20 Global Migration Network (GMN) could strengthen 
collective action by facilitating dialogue, disseminating best 
practices and ensuring better coordination among countries, in pursuit 
of the goals of the Global Compact for Safe, Orderly and Regular 
Migration. 

Box 4: Are migration barriers and bans effective for guaranteeing MCDWs’ 
rights? 

In South Asia, many governments have imposed control over women’s mobility 
and migration as a strategy to protect workers who travel abroad for 
employment. Such policies involve barriers or bans for women from 
migrating based on age, skills, motherhood, or guardianship. For 
instance, India requires an emigration check for all workers with less 
than ten years of education and nursing professionals emigrating to G20 
countries like Indonesia and Saudi Arabia; both groups are mainly women. 
Nepal, in turn, has banned its citizens from travelling to Gulf countries 
for jobs as domestic workers. 

Evidence of the positive effect of bans on migrants’ working conditions 
and livelihoods is weak. These measures have been described as “lazy”, 
as alternatives require an active stakeholder role in bi/multilateral 
negotiations and coordination (Lenard, 2021). Only exceptionally sending 
countries have achieved greater bargaining power.  

Strict, paternalistic regulations, even when meant to be a diplomatic 
tool, increase informal migration and risks for women (Shivakoti, 
Henderson & Withers, 2021). A sizeable proportion of the international 
migration goes underground, as women use clandestine routes or improper 
documentation (Deshingkar, 2021). Migration barriers also raise costs for 
female workers, especially for deprived women. MCDWs then face heightened 
vulnerabilities, further thwarting their ability to access decent working 
conditions abroad and bargain for better wages and social security. 
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The role of the G20 in fostering transnational coordination 

The G20 is a unique forum to promote coherent transnational approaches 
through collective work (Lay et al., 2017). Benefits for migrants, home 
countries, and host countries can only materialise when all the 
interests are fairly represented and accommodated in decision-making 
processes (Baubock & Ruhs, 2021). While not binding, the G20 provides 
a platform to foster multilateral agreements, commitments, and 
exchanges. The involvement of multiple stakeholders offers an 
opportunity to discuss strategies, policies, and transborder 
consequences of domestic measures (Caro Sachetti, Díaz Langou & Thomas, 
2022; Caro Sachetti et al., 2018).  

Migration issues usually entail some kind of power asymmetry, with 
destination countries holding a stronger bargaining position than 
countries of origin and migrants. This situation hampers workers from 
claiming their rights and debilitates the potential of origin countries 
to protect their citizens abroad. The participation of international 
organisations in the G20 could facilitate a convening role in 
discussions that could mitigate this imbalance (Baubock & Ruhs, 2021). 

To maintain priorities across G20 leaderships, the role of the troika 
in defining a shared policy agenda on the topic is vital. The different 
G20 engagement groups could provide inputs to this end, advancing multi-
stakeholder, multi-level alliances and policy proposals.  

Moreover, gender data gaps (Figure 1) influence global migration 
governance and women’s livelihoods (IOM, 2021). The absence of shared 
definitions and the scarcity of reliable data (on migrants’ journeys, 
demographic background, health status, economic contribution, etc.) 
foster policy incoherence, insufficient protection, and lack of migrant-
sensitive policies. 

The proposed GMN could improve data collection, availability, 
integration, and harmonization. Quality, gender-disaggregated data is 
paramount to accurately diagnose the situation, identify migration 
drivers, track migrants’ wellbeing across borders, assess intersecting 
inequalities, and understand the role of countries in global care chains 
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(Caro Sachetti, Díaz Langou & Thomas, 2022). In addition, rigorous 
research is crucial to spot best practices and offer evidence-based 
policy proposals. 

 

Figure 1: Five Key Gender Gaps and Challenges in Migration Data 

 

Source: IOM (2021) 

To collect quality data, the G20 should agree on a common framework 
that establishes common indicators and definitions, integrates data 
frameworks, and employs information technology. In this process, the 
four key interrelated elements necessary for strengthening gender data 
are shown in Figure 2. 

Figure 2: A Framework for Strengthening Gender Measures and Data 

 

Source: ILO (2021) 

As people are increasingly on the move around the world, it becomes 
ever more relevant to discuss novel social welfare schemes beyond the 
nation-state level to guarantee social protection for individuals 
regardless of their place of residence. The demographic transition and 
the increasing need for care will likely keep the demand for care and 
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domestic workers high, turning these schemes especially relevant for 
this population. Multilateral fora such as the G20 provide an 
opportunity to discuss and reimagine social protection and labour 
policies at the transnational level. These debates should include 
considerations for the transfer and portability of welfare benefits 
across borders. Such efforts could scale up current regional approaches 
to address challenges in key migration corridors. 

To foster social, economic, and gender justice across borders, we cannot 
overlook the geographic dimensions of care. The policies outlined in 
this policy brief aim to address the challenges prevailing at the 
crossroads of care, labour, and migration regimes to guarantee the 
rights of MCDWs from a human-centred perspective. By advancing in these 
realms, the G20 can take the global lead in improving livelihoods for 
all. 
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