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This paper links the results of an explorative case study with quantitative data from a survey in order to 
present the complex personal, societal, economic and cultural factors that influence foreign domestic 
workers’ (FDWs) experiences as home-based caregivers. A lack of coordinated, systematic training 
programs for live-in FDWs hinders their social mobility as well as quality of home-care practices. The 
author suggests a paradigm shift towards creating collaborative relationships between professionals in 
healthcare and education, with home-caregivers, in order to create new model of bi-directional education. 
The researcher calls for an examination of lay-knowledge of caregivers in order to advance training 
programs, and in hope to shape new, multifaceted, and inclusive pedagogy required for the future of adult 
education in a globalised world. The author argues that FDWs’ experiential learning and lay knowledge 
should be recognized as valuable, relevant, and integral for future research, regardless of their access to 
conventional modes of accreditation and education.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Economic development, imperatives, and incentives for women to find employment abroad affects the 
migration of domestic workers and home-based carers around East and South-East Asia (Taya, 2016). Low 
fertility rates, an aging demographic, an increase in female employment, combined with long-term health-
care provisions, create changes in lifestyle and a growing demand for home-based caregiving. This trend is 
expected to increase worldwide and will therefore require on-going training and support for home-based 
caregivers.  

This paper focuses on a qualitative case study conducted in Singapore during 2017 to 2018, with five 
Filipina domestic workers who volunteer as caregiving instructors for their peers in a non-formal education 
program that the workers autonomously initiated, developed, and implemented. The results of an additional 
quantitative survey conducted by the author in 2019, of 140 workers from the same program, created a new 
vision for the education of foreign domestic workers (FDWs) who work as caregivers. This paper 
commences with a description of the context of the studies and related literature review, followed by the 
methodology and results, conclusions and recommendations.   
 
The Context: Training Programs for Caregivers at HOME Academy 

The Humanitarian Organisation for Migration Economics (HOME) is a not-for-profit, charity-based, 
non-governmental organization (NGO) that is primarily engaged in the direct service provision of health, 
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education, legal support, and the social advocacy for migrant workers in Singapore 
(http://myvoiceathome.org/tag/home-academy/). The qualitative case study is thereby situated in the 
context of a unique non-formal education program offered to FDWs to support their skills and adjustment 
to their work demands in Singapore. As a grassroots support organization (GSO) providing training and 
education services for FDWs, by FDWs, the HOME Academy provides classes such as but not limited to 
English, computer proficiency, sewing, cooking; built according to and for the interests of FDWs who build, 
and teach, the courses themselves.  

The development of the care-givers’ training program (CTP) at HOME Academy has been in operation 
since 2009 and has evolved based on the needs expressed by the FDWs. The Caregiving program is bi-
levelled—basic and advanced care—focusing primarily on elder-care. A nursing-aide course and child-care 
course are offered to students who prefer to focus in these areas. Despite being the most demanding course 
in terms of time and monetary investment, the CTP’s popularity is credited to the acknowledgement that 
caregiver education provides meaningful opportunities for social mobility (Kehila, 2018). 

The CTP includes both hands-on and theoretical study, focusing primarily on emergency and safety 
procedures, medical conditions, vital-signs, medication management, and soft skills (e.g., holistic care, 
emotional support, and communication skills with care recipients). Students are provided with books in 
English, which include information that the volunteer teachers compile from various sources, and which 
aim to follow the standard of caregiver competency as set by the Singapore government.  

HOME Academy offers an advantage in that it provides students opportunities to engage in long-term 
learning, supported by their peers and teachers from the FDW community. The author’s role as a volunteer 
teacher afforded her membership in the community of FDWs, where she conducted her case study focused 
on caregiver knowledge development, followed by a survey of students, and the on-going development of 
the CTP. 
 
LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

The complex interdisciplinary areas related to transnational migration, domestic work and home-based 
caregiving, and policies/cultural influences in both sending and hosting countries (Choi & Lyons, 2012; 
Constable, 2014; Lam, Yeoh & Huang, 2006) have received more attention by scholars and organizations, 
such as the International Labor Organization (ILO) and the World Health Organization (WHO) due to the 
growing needs for home-based caregiving. The ILO report (Tayah, 2016) highlighted the economic 
contribution of more than eleven-million migrant domestic workers globally. The care chain (Hochschild, 
2000) has evolved from informal, unpaid care to paid home-based care-work (Beneria, 2008; Benhabib & 
Resnik, 2009; Isaksen, Devi, & Hochschild, 2008; Piper, 2008; Tronto, 2002; 2007; 2013; Yeates, 2011; 
2012).   

Despite the relevance of domestic work, and the importance of home-based care-giving, both nationally 
and internationally, there is almost no research literature on the experiences and education of women who 
migrate for domestic work. Most of the literature related to domestic workers focuses on the work 
conditions, human rights, and legal issues (Blackett, 2012; Choudry & Smith, 2016; Devasahayam & Yeoh, 
2007; Elias, 2010; Huang, Yeoh, & Toyota, 2012; Islam & Cojocaru, 2016; Sollund & Leonard, 2012; 
Suleman, 2015). The social relations of care-work, associated with the household to the function of the 
labor market in Southeast Asia, provide insights about the development of significant networks of activists, 
advocacy groups, and NGOs in the region (Carney, 2010; Elias, 2010; Huang, Yeoh, & Toyota, 2012).  

 
Singapore Policies on Domestic Workers and Family Caregiving 

Given that care-work in cultures of East Asia is confined to the private sphere (Carney, 2010; Cortes & 
Pan, 2009; Okamoto, Momose, Fujino & Osawa, 2009; Mackenzie & Holroyd, 1996; Ueno, 2008), FDWs 
are a low-cost solution for Singapore’s care deficit, which remains within the private realm. More than sixty 
percent of families in Singapore employ FDWs as primary caretakers of the household, children, and the 
elderly (Basnyat & Chang, 2017; Østbye, Malhotra, Malhotra, Arambepola & Chan, 2013; Heng, Fan & 
Chan, 2019). Currently, FDWs are the long-term care implementers for the majority of patients with 
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disabilities in Singapore, without recognition or sufficient care-training (How & Fock, 2014; Kehila, 2018; 
Østbye, Malhotra, Malhotra, Arambepola, & Chan, 2013; Tang, Chong, Goh, Chan, & Choo, 2012). The 
relationship between FDWs and family caregivers is characterized by mutual dependency (Basnyat and 
Chang, 2017; Kehila, 2018; Walsh & Shutes, 2013), as care dynamics are negotiated between practices of 
control, surveillance, and recognition (Tan, 2019). 

Since 1978, Singapore has allowed controlled recruitment of FDWs from neighbouring Asian countries, 
such as the Philippines, India, Myanmar, Indonesia, and Sri Lanka (Yeoh, Huang, & Gonzales, 1999), 
resulting in a staggering 255,800 female domestic workers in Singapore on Work Permits as of December 
2019 ((MOM, 2019), serving a total of 1.372,400 million households (https://www.singstat.gov.sg/find-
data/search-by-theme/households/households/latest-data). The exclusion of these workers from The 
Employment Act means that they are not protected and can face various kinds of abuse, lack of care by 
employers and recruitment agencies, and even expulsion from the country (Heng, Fan & Chan, 2019; Huang 
& Yeoh, 2007; Lyer, Devasahayam, & Yeoh, 2004; Wessels, 2015; Yeoh & Huang, 2009). Due to these 
legislative gaps, and despite the significant role of FDWs, their rights and access to resources such as 
education and training is compromised (Kehila, 2018). These gaps also encourage a free market of training 
programs to proliferate with no clear standards and guidelines for quality of care and training. 
 
Care Knowledge and Practice  

The complex field of care knowledge and practice requires on-going exploration and development 
(Salvador-Carulla, 2010; Watson & Smith, 2001) to follow advancements in healthcare technology. Morse 
et al. (1990) identified professional caring as a paradigm unique to nursing, whilst the knowledge of non-
formal home-caregivers is considered lay-knowledge (Given, Sherwood & Given, 2008; Kitson, 2003; 
Lewin, Dick, Pond, Zwarenstein, Aja, vanWyk, & Patrick, 2005). The literature focused on care-work 
emphasizes care skills and tasks, suggesting a range of proficiencies and cultural influences (Hampson & 
Junor,2009; Imamura, Saito & Miyagi, 2010; Given, Sherwood & Given, 2008). Therefore, recognition of 
the prominence of care-work to the well-being of the society as a whole, in both sending and hosting 
countries, is critical to the development of education programs and support for FDWs who work as 
caregivers. 

 
METHODOLOGY 
 

A qualitative exploratory case study was conducted to explore the development of live-in FDW 
caregivers’ lay knowledge. Five Filipina FDWs who volunteer as caregiving teachers for fellow FDWs at 
HOME Academy agreed to participate. This case study drew upon methodological approaches for 
qualitative interviewing and researcher-participant observation (Charmaz, 2001). Data were collected over 
six months, including two semi-structured personal interviews, and one focus group, conducted in a natural 
setting where people were engaged in the process under study. Data were analyzed using a three-step 
ethnographic process of direct observation combined with interview; emphasizing local knowledge, 
context, and direct personal engagement of the researcher with the FDW community. Observations, 
artefacts, and personal memos were collected to support the validation of data from the interviews and to 
deepen analysis.  
 
RESULTS 
 
Influences on Caregivers’ Lay Knowledge Development 

In their narratives, the FDWs described the process and influences on their lay knowledge development 
through various life experiences; prior and along their migration process; as consequences of their 
relationships as caregivers, and as HOME Academy teachers. They highlighted migration as a trigger for 
learning, as well as developmental and behavioral changes which challenged and stimulated self-
development. Hence, care knowledge is not limited to the practice of on-the-job skills, but deeply relates to 
social status, economic mobility, identity development and life experiences that have purpose and meaning.  
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The caregivers articulated their commitment and passion for care practices as a profession bestowing 
life-meaning. However, they did not explicitly prioritize their passion or commitment for creating 
knowledge; but rather for transferring and sharing experiences and knowledge as a way to empower other 
FDWs and further their caregiving skills. The results indicated that their paramount passion and 
commitment was for: (a) caregiving as life meaning and (b) for creating opportunities for social mobility. 
These aspects of care-work are specifically shared between FDWs, teachers and students, during their face-
to face interaction rather than through online learning networks. Hence, although the FDWs may find 
information and support online, their professional identity as caregivers is deeply tied to, and developed 
through, face-to face mentorship in a community of learners. 

The study highlighted gaps and fragmentation in the Filipina FDWs’ knowledge and care practice’s 
implementation. Although the caregivers developed perspective on their own experiences of caregiving, 
they encountered difficulty recognizing their knowledge until it was institutionally articulated as formal 
knowledge. In other words, despite their deep understanding of the reality and challenges involved in home-
based care-work in a multicultural work environment, the volunteer teachers develop their notions of care 
knowledge based on acceptance of existing mainstream training programs for caregivers, which is 
characteristic of the formal and commodified system of care training they encounter in Singapore, their 
home country (Philippines), and online. 
 
FDWS as Learners 

In order to learn about the FDWs’ needs and expectations regarding the training program, a 
questionnaire was administered by the author in September 2019 that related to three areas: a) demographic 
and caregiving education background; b) care, tasks, and responsibilities; c) care-work supervision, 
mentorship, and self-learning practices. Data were collected from 140 students from four CTP classes. The 
results indicated that the students are FDWs from four countries of origin: India, Indonesia, Myanmar, and 
the Philippines, between ages twenty to fifty-five. Despite the Singapore government’s focus on eldercare, 
there are more participants caring for children, in some cases who also care for elderly members of the same 
household. Seven participants reported working with persons with disabilities (PWD). Notably, although 
some elderly persons have disabilities, the FDWs do not consider them as PWD unless they are identified 
medically.   

The data confirmed that the majority of FDWs come to Singapore with no previous training for care-
work. Lack of prior training reflects the lack of related policies, and the approach to home-based care-work 
as unskilled work. This approach ignores the challenges faced by FDWs, not only in terms of their work 
expectations; but who migrate from foreign countries, and who often face communication challenges with 
their employer and care-recipient. The results highlight areas of daily care-work routines the FDWs are 
expected to carry out despite the lack of training. In addition to care-work the FDW have other 
responsibilities in maintaining the household, which may also require specific training and skills, such as 
safety measures, operating equipment, cooking, organisation of daily routines, and reporting practices.  

The data revealed that the majority of FDWs are proactive in searching for information and developing 
their knowledge by using various online tools (such as Google search, YouTube, and Wikipedia), and 
networking through social media (such as Facebook and Twitter) in search of information and guidance 
related to the challenges they face as migrants in foreign country and as caregivers. The FDWs reflected on 
their use of online resources, indicating that they are the main communication channels available to them. 
However, the use of these resources is subject to employer restrictions. The survey results indicated that 
about 77 percent of the FDWs would like to have access to learning opportunities via their mobile devices. 
The areas of training that they are most keen about are using home medical-equipment, understanding 
medical conditions, and identifying vital-signs, learning about diet-management and food preparation, 
dealing with emotional stress, understanding their client, emergency practices, and monitoring medication 
intake.  

The students are highly motivated, strongly connected and supportive of each other, and these links are 
strongly based on nationality. Despite linguistic challenges, 81 percent of the FDWs are positive about 
online training in English. The community contributes to their confidence, empowers participants, moves 
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them to invest some of their small income in these education programs, and motivates their commitment to 
learning and self-development. The students view HOME Academy as an opportunity for professional 
mobility, training and accreditation that may assist them in obtaining better job conditions, status, and 
recognition.  
 
Adult Education for Migrant Care-Workers 

Guo and Lange (2015) argue that adult educators need to understand the complexities of migration and 
immigration and reconstitute educational practices that can expand the application of social justice, human 
rights, social inclusion, community resilience, and reciprocal integration. Recognition of the knowledge 
gained through caregiving experiences, and the contribution of the FDWs to the economies of the sending 
and hosting countries, and to the well-being of the employers’ families, are important to forging identities 
that rely on social mobility and inclusion. The FDWs who become the breadwinners for their families leave 
their home-countries and travel to a foreign place, have to learn new languages, adapt to new cultures, and 
observe and connect with other people in the most intimate ways, while living in their employers’ homes 
and caring for their families. 

It is notable that the majority of FDWs lack access to formal education. Live-in FDWs in Singapore 
often experience isolation, restriction, and control at their employer’s home. In many cases FDWs are not 
given a day-off work; the FDWs are expected to be available 24/7 for the needs of their employers and 
care-recipients. The case study raised the voices, experiences, and perspectives of FDWs, who are members 
of various socially marginalized groups: women, migrants, domestic workers, care-workers, and families 
who are supported by FDWs’ relatives. Another layer of marginalization voiced by this study concerns the 
epistemic warrant of lay knowledge as it is compared with professional institutionalised, and socially 
recognised knowledge. Although Kolb’s (1984) theory of experiential learning, along with other scholars, 
acknowledged experience as a source of informal learning and at the very center of knowledge production 
and acquisition, socially recognised ‘knowledge’ is often predicated upon formal and institutionalised 
training. Thus, denying FDWs from formal education may hinder them not only from being recognized as 
learners by society, but from recognizing themselves as learners in social and work contexts. For this reason, 
this study recognised FDWs’ knowledge and their right to know, highlighting their role in the learning 
community as fundamental to transforming their social class and individual identities.  

Access to education and training is essential to increase caregiver’s effectiveness and their feelings of 
competence as well as reduce caregivers’ subjective and objective burdens (Belgacem, Auclair, Fedor, 
Brugnon, Blanquet, Tournilhac, & Gerbaud, 2013; Chen, Hedrick & Young, 2010; Etemadifar, Bahrami, 
Shahriari, & Farsani, 2014). The gap between available education for caregivers and the needs of FDWs 
reveals the necessity for new methodologies and approaches. While this research presented a model of face-
to-face mentoring for FDWs by FDWs in the learning community of HOME Academy, the challenges faced 
by millions of FDWs around the world suggest that blended education, including online tools, mentorship, 
and social platforms are essential avenues to explore and develop (Argente-Linares, Pérez-López & 
Ordóñez-Solana, 2016). The use of mobile-apps can provide resources for problem-solving and stress 
reduction strategies for caregivers. (Grossman, Zak, & Zelinski, 2018). These platforms and technologies 
may increase access to relevant information from care professionals, and social support from other 
caregivers. Through these tools and strategies, the FDW can share knowledge and experiences with her 
community, develop her hybrid identities; as a woman, as a learner and as a care-worker. Their initiative to 
create a non-formal education program is evident by their motivation and commitment not only to upgrade 
their knowledge and skills in order to care better for their employers, but also to transform the transnational 
care structures in changing social, political and economic systems.  

 
CONCLUSION 
 

Education of home-based caregivers globally requires FDWs to develop complex skills, professionally 
and culturally, in order to be able to communicate and to collaborate in the blurred borders of roles when 
juxtaposed with the intimacy, trust and care involved in their job. It is paramount that adult education 
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programs for FDWs consider language and cultural differences, multiple ways of knowing, platforms and 
technology tools, law, policies, and knowledge systems in both home country and host country of the 
caregiver.  

Learning about the knowledge of FDWs revealed new perspectives on home-caregiving practices and 
the development of caregivers on-the-job and by participation in a transnational migration learning 
community. Recognition of caregivers’ lay-knowledge, their role in advancing training programs for home-
based caregivers and shaping new multifaceted and inclusive pedagogy, is required for the future 
advancement of adult education in a global world. Collaborative innovations between professionals from 
the host country community and the FDWs community may catalyze the bridging of lay and professional 
knowledge. It is important to conduct further research to collect evidence regarding communication 
between employers, workers, and care professionals that explores new avenues for collaboration, develop 
new knowledge and technologies, and apply home-care systems where FDWs play more significant roles. 
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