Securing Protection
for Domestic Workers
in Bangladesh
This case study shows that it is possible to achieve change for even the
poorest and most marginalised women in the face of adversity. It is an
example of a ground-breaking policy that offers rights and protections to
domestic workers in Bangladesh who had recently been explicitly excluded
in the country's Labour Act. It was made possible by nine years of collective
work led by an alliance of diverse CSOs and rights and labour
organizations, including domestic workers. As well as securing the policy
change, the group helped to support and mobilize thousands of domestic
workers to claim their own rights and hold employers and governments to
account for implementing the policy. All of this took place in a context of
constrained space for citizens to exercise their democratic and civil rights.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
In December 2015, Bangladesh adopted a Domestic Workers Protection
and Welfare Policy (DWPWP), setting out 16 provisions to improve the
lives of more than 1.3 million domestic workers 1 in the country, at least
80% of whom are women and a large proportion of whom are children or
young people. 2
The policy means that domestic workers have the right to access welfare
benefits, such as financial support from employers when they are sick,
and four months of paid maternity leave for the first time. It identifies their
rights to a decent wage and rest and leisure time, as well as stipulating
that children (under 14) should not be engaged in domestic work. It also
mandated the establishment of inspection teams to protect domestic
workers, and improved their access to police and state support in the
event of abuse. The need for such protections is considerable given that
between 2008 and 2013 more than 277 domestic workers in Bangladesh
were reported to have died due to mistreatment or abuse by employers. 3
The 2015 policy was hard-won but made possible thanks to nine years of
coordinated efforts from a wide range of civil society actors and affected
domestic workers. They came together under the umbrella of the
Domestic Workers’ Rights Network (DWRN), with the Bangladesh
Institute of Labour Studies (BILS) acting as a secretariat. Today, DWRN
has 26 member organizations, including 14 human rights organizations
and 12 national trade union federations. With the support of national
trade union federations, DWRN organizes activities in Dhaka City and
Tongi, and more than 5,000 domestic workers have been organized and
made aware of their rights so far.
The common aim of actors coming together under the DWRN, is to
prevent the exploitation and abuse of domestic workers and to promote
their labour rights and formal recognition by the state. Their ongoing work
was motivated by the fact that the country’s 2006 Labour Act excluded
domestic workers from the legal protections offered to other workers.
Work is ongoing to secure stronger legal protections for domestic
workers 4 in the form of a legally binding Domestic Workers Act, but the
2015 policy was an important step along the way. It gives some of the
poorest and minority women a framework and support to raise their
voices and demand their rights.
From 2005−2015, work carried out by the DWRN was largely financed by
the Manusher Jonno Foundation (MJF), although the International
Labour Organization (ILO) also provided funding from July to December
2009. The work involved research; drafting concrete proposals for the
government; building a broad base of support among civil society
organizations (CSOs), trade unions and human rights groups; and
organizing more than 5,000 domestic workers to demand their rights.
Oxfam helped to boost existing efforts by providing funding, advocacy
support and running complementary campaign programmes from
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December 2014 onwards as part of its new urban livelihoods programme.
After 2014, the DWRN and allies had significant traction in the media and
with decision makers thanks to a series of high-profile events bringing
domestic workers and policy makers together and bringing hard-hitting
personal stories to journalists.

Key insights
This case study shows that it is possible to achieve change for even
the poorest and most marginalised people in the face of adversity. It
is an example of a ground-breaking policy that offers rights and
protections to domestic workers in Bangladesh who had recently been
explicitly excluded from those rights and protections in the country's
Labour Act. It was made possible by nine years of collective work led by
an alliance of diverse CSOs and rights and labour organizations. As well
as securing the policy change, the group helped to support and mobilize
thousands of domestic workers to claim their own rights and hold
employers and governments to account for implementing the policy. All of
this took place in a context of constrained space for citizens to exercise
their democratic and civil rights.
The policy didn’t only seek to address income poverty or access to
services, it also sought to improve the security of domestic workers and
to increase their voice and influence. Therefore, investing in support
for domestic workers to organize themselves, and directly access
decision makers, was a crucial part of the change strategy. The
DWRN provided training and support to more than 5,000 domestic
workers, helping them to organize across 24 areas of Dhaka City and
Tongi. Workers subsequently became an important pressure group,
meaning they could influence the content of the final policy and demand
justice in the face of abuse when it was passed. The provisions to
implement inspection teams to protect domestic workers were also an
important part of the content of the policy. The DWRN’s campaign also
engaged workers from other sectors − such as garment and construction
workers − in support of domestic workers, by mobilizing trade union
federations. As well as this, the campaign brought male trade union
leaders, human rights activists, community leaders, and employers out in
support of these predominantly female domestic workers.
The DWRN and supporters agreed the realistic but ambitious long-term
target of enshrining the rights of domestic workers in law by amending
the Labour Act. While the 2015 policy alone doesn’t achieve this, it lays
important foundations and makes a future Domestic Workers Act, or
amended Labour Act, possible. Despite some trade-offs and concessions
in the content of the final policy (see Table 1), the DWRN had a strong
negotiating position. If the DWRN, workers and other groups had asked
for less, it is likely the government would not have been willing to go as
far as they did.
Securing the DWPWP required nine years of sustained and coordinated
efforts to put the issue on the government’s agenda, keep up the
pressure and produce quality evidence-based inputs to the process.
Long-term commitment to shared aims and the ability to mobilize funding
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were fundamental to success. It is also important to note that civic space
is constrained in Bangladesh and civil society and active citizens can
face severe consequences for opposing the government. Due to this, the
country is ranked ‘repressed’ on the CIVICUS civil society monitor. 5
Given this context, it was important to highlight the issues thorough
research, build strong relationships with government targets and manage
public campaigns with care.
National and international organizations, such as the MJF, the ILO, the
United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) and Oxfam, supported the
existing movement under DWRN rather than trying to replicate or start a
parallel initiative. This is not a new lesson, but it is an important one to
remember for future influencing programme work.

WHAT HAS CHANGED?
THE CHALLENGE
Domestic workers are some of the poorest and most marginalized people
in Bangladesh. The vast majority of them are women, and a large
number are children. According to the Bangladesh Labour Force Survey
2017, there were 1.3 million domestic workers in Bangladesh, at least
80% of whom were female. 6 Most researchers and civil society groups
also consider official figures to be very low, and estimate that in reality
there are more than two million domestic workers in Bangladesh. A 2006
ILO-UNICEF baseline survey put the total number of child domestic
workers (under the age of 18) in Bangladesh at 421,426 in 2006, which
indicates the scale of domestic work done by children. 7
Income poverty is one of the major reasons why people take on
domestic work, and when they do, they are often forced to subsist on
poverty wages. Although there is a lack of national data on the wage
levels of domestic workers, they are not currently guaranteed any fixed
minimum wage in law, and studies show that remuneration is very low.
For example, a 2015 BILS study on domestic workers, supported by
Oxfam, revealed that only 15% earned more than Tk. 5,000 per month
(approximately $59), meaning that the remaining 85% were living below
the poverty line. 8 The circumstances of many domestic workers mean
they are driven by circumstance to sell their labour in exchange for food,
accommodation and other gifts in kind, and get no financial
compensation for their work at all. This is especially true in rural areas.
Domestic workers have also long been excluded from social safety
nets and basic services. Before the DWPWP was introduced there
were 64 government social protection programmes, but none of them
benefited domestic workers. Medical support was entirely at the
discretion of employers, and research done by BILS found that only one-
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third of domestic workers were provided with medicine when sick, this
being at the discretion of their employer, and only 7% of domestic
workers were taken to the doctor or local family health clinic when they
were sick. 9 They also found in a 2015 study that in 60% of cases
employers deducted any medical costs from the worker’s wages, and in
many cases workers were sent home to their family and effectively
dismissed from their work when they fell ill. 10
Domestic workers also lack adequate protections to ensure their
safety and security. They commonly do hard physical and repetitive
labour and work long hours without sufficient rest or leisure time. BILS
research done in 2005 found that 63% of domestic workers were forced
to do tasks beyond their physical ability and 53% were deprived of
recreational facilities. 11 They have also recorded reports of workers being
deprived of food, rest and social engagement with others. 12 In support of
these findings, one participant from an Oxfam survey of domestic
workers in Dhaka and Chittagong reported ‘My daughter can never go
outside or meet with any person, and the employer rarely allows even us
to meet her.' 13
Domestic workers also face sexual, physical and verbal abuse. The 2005
BILS research found that 47% of domestic workers suffer physical abuse
and are threatened with losing their jobs, and 17% are victims of sexual
harassment. 14 BILS also collected and maintained a database of
domestic worker issues based on evidence gathered from 11 national
newspapers and found that more than 277 domestic workers died
between 2008 and 2013 due to violence on the part of their employers. 15
Widespread poverty and insecurity among domestic workers in
Bangladesh has been driven by a lack of legal protection for them.
The 2006 Labour Act represented huge progress for workers’ rights in
Bangladesh, but it excluded domestic workers. In fact, prior to the 2015
DWPWP there was no law or policy in Bangladesh that defined the term
‘domestic worker’. 16 As well as depriving domestic workers of minimum
wages, minimum working hours, social security benefits and other basic
protections, this lack of legal protection also prevented them from
speaking out against abuse and poor pay and conditions. Even if
domestic workers did speak out, there was previously no provision in law
that would allow labour inspectors to investigate their conditions and
places of work or take action on accusations of abuse.
Lack of legal protection before 2015 also meant that domestic workers
remained deprived of the right to organize through recognized trade
unions, a right that was extended to other workers in the 2006 Labour
Act. Tackling this poverty of voice was crucial to meeting the rights of
domestic workers and to addressing all forms of poverty and exclusion
they faced.
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Round Table Discussion on Domestic Workers during the 16 days of Activism Campaign,
Bangladesh, 2019. Photo by: RedOrange; a partner of Securing Rights project.

POVERTY REDUCTION
Bangladesh adopted its DWPWP in December 2015, setting out 16
provisions to improve the lives of domestic workers. Securing these
provisions involved trade-offs, and in some areas the final policy was
weaker than the 2010 draft policy and 2008 draft Code of Conduct (see
Box 1). However, the final policy is widely considered a positive
milestone in terms of domestic workers’ rights and an important step
towards reducing levels of poverty and exclusion. Also, while the policy
doesn’t go as far as enshrining protection and welfare for domestic
workers in law, it sets out clear responsibilities for employees and the
government for the first time and has paved the way for a Domestic
Workers Act in the future.
Box 1: The 2015 DWPWP: Key provisions and trade-offs
The 16 provisions made in the DWPWP represent negotiated positions
between the DWRN, which advocated for maximum support and protection
for domestic workers, and the Bangladesh Employers’ Federation (BEF), a
coalition representing the interests of employers. The process of agreeing
the final policy involved drafting a Code of Conduct for employers in 2008,
and a draft DWPWP in 2010. In some areas these two documents were
more progressive than the final agreed policy. The main achievements of
the 2015 DWPWP, as well as some of the trade-offs made to get the 2015
policy agreed, are summarized below.
On wages: The policy states that wages should be negotiated by the
employer and worker. This provision is positive in that it stipulates domestic
workers should receive a wage, but it represents a trade-off in that it
doesn’t set a wage level or minimum wage. The 2008 draft Code of
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Conduct stipulated that the government should determine a minimum wage
for domestic workers, and the 2010 draft DWPWP was also more
progressive in that it proposed a negotiated wage would only be ‘unless
and until the government determines a minimum wage’.
On welfare benefits: The policy states that domestic workers are entitled
to welfare benefits; for example, it stipulates that employers are responsible
for treatment and medicines when workers are sick and for providing four
months of paid maternity leave. It also includes a provision that the
government should ensure domestic workers can access the Fund of
Bangladesh Labour Welfare Foundation, which was established in 2006.
On minimum work age: The policy states that children under 14 cannot be
employed for domestic work, but that 12 to 14-year olds can be recruited
for light work with the permission of their parents or legal guardians. This
also represents a concession, as earlier drafts of the policy stated
categorically that children under 14 could not be employed for domestic
work purposes.
On working hours: The policy states that working hours must allow a
domestic worker ‘enough time’ for sleep at night as well as daytime rest
and recreation. This represents a gain, but it is also a trade-off, as it is far
less specific than the 2008 draft Code of Conduct and the 2010 draft policy,
which stipulated that 'Working hours must allow a domestic worker a
continuous 8-hour period of sleep at night and 4 hours for daytime rest and
recreation'.
On education and training: The policy states that ‘the concerned ministry
or government department or private sector entrepreneurs will take
initiatives to provide skills development training to domestic workers so that
they can go abroad and earn remittances’. This represents a gain but also
a trade-off in that the 2010 draft put the emphasis on the employer to take
responsibility for the ‘educational and skills development training’ of their
domestic workers.
On action against abuse: The policy states that the government will take
responsibility for ensuring justice ‘if any domestic worker experiences any
inappropriate conduct while discharging their duties’. The 2008 draft Code
of Conduct and 2010 draft DWPWP proposed going further, stipulating that
the employer would also be held responsible for any abuse from their
family members or visitors, but this was not agreed in the final DWPWP
draft.
On monitoring and inspection: The policy states that ‘local government
bodies will form inspection teams to implement this policy and to take
action in cases where it is breached.’ It also stipulates that inspection
teams will be made up of a range of stakeholders, including local civil
society actors and representatives from human rights and development
organizations, and that these teams will ‘randomly’ visit workplaces. This
represents a significant win, in that it provides a framework to ensure the
policy is implemented.
Source: English translation of the policy and analysis in A. Asharaf (2016). Public Policy
Formulation: A case study of domestic workers in Bangladesh. Retrieved 20 January 2020
from: https://www.gov.uk/dfid-research-outputs/public-policy-formulation-a-case-study-ofdomestic-workers-in-bangladesh
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The policy includes provisions that, where implemented, have the
potential to reduce income poverty, boost access to services and
improve the welfare of domestic workers, and to benefit the more than
1.3 million domestic workers in Bangladesh, of whom at least 80% are
women. 17 The changes it stipulates are significant and promote decent
work, wages, access to benefits and services, and inspection for
domestic workers for the first time in Bangladesh.
The policy has sent a powerful signal to employers that the rights of
domestic workers must be respected, and that there will be
consequences for those who do not act in accordance with the policy. It
has therefore challenged outdated attitudes and behaviours towards
domestic workers and provides an important tool for domestic workers to
hold employers to account and gain support from the government in
doing so.
Work done to empower and support domestic workers and address
poverty of voice among them in the lead up to achieving the policy was
also key. The DWRN provided training and support to more than 5,000
domestic workers across 24 areas of Dhaka City and Tongi,
strengthening their voices and agency and enabling them to hold
employers to account after the policy was passed. Below are two specific
examples from Oxfam in Bangladesh 18 of domestic workers supporting
each other since the policy was passed and, with the help of the DWRN,
speaking out against abuse and demanding the government deliver
justice for abused workers.
Box 2: Success cases
Case 1: Shabnam was just nine years old when her family's extreme
poverty forced her to move from her village to Dhaka to become a domestic
worker. She served the same family, without pay, for 30 years, on the hope
that they would support her to marry and find better work in the future. In
reality, the family dismissed her and threw her out with nothing at the age
of 39. Then Shabnam found the DWRN, and they helped her to make a
complaint to the Central Monitoring Cell of the Ministry of Labour and
Employment, the National Human Rights Commission, the Deputy
Commissioner’s office and legal aid organizations. They also helped her to
tell her story through the media.
Under pressure from the ensuing investigation of the case and huge media
coverage, the employer finally agreed to pay Shabnam what they owed her
for her work. The government has also since introduced a helpline that
allows domestic workers to make complaints directly. These results would
not have been possible before the 2015 DWPWP.
Source: Internal Oxfam Case Study, names have been changed

Case 2: Khaleda lived in a slum with her children with no support. Her
husband was imprisoned in India due to illegal immigration charges and her
father was too old to work. She began work as a domestic worker at a
private household in Dhaka to give her family a better life. But on 4 April
2017, Khaleda was found dead, hanging from the ceiling in a room at her
place of work.
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This case sparked outcry and action from other domestic workers in the
Banasree area of the capital, who took to the streets to demand an
investigation into her death and legal action. The DWRN also spoke to the
media to increase pressure for action to be taken and organized a human
chain to raise awareness. Thanks to continuous advocacy from the DWRN,
and public pressure, the police took swift action and arrested the accused
employers on murder charges.
Source: Internal Oxfam Case Study, names have been changed

In addition, there are some early indications that the policy is helping to
change employer’s behaviours, and to improve the welfare and
security of domestic workers. For example, a BILS survey looking at
instances of domestic worker deaths and injuries due to workplace
violence reported in the media, implies that both have reduced
considerably since the DWPWP was adopted in 2015 (see Table 1). In
2015 there were 39 domestic worker deaths and 39 injuries due to
workplace violence reported, totalling 78 incidents. By 2018 these
numbers were 17 and 24 respectively, totalling 41 reported incidents.
Table 1: Media-reported domestic worker deaths and injuries due
to workplace violence, 2011−2018
Year

Deaths

2011

38

Injuries

Total

20

58

2012

46

32

78

2013

32

24

56

2014

27

28

55

2015

39

39

78

2016

38

23

61

2017

27

23

50

2018

17

24

41

Based on BILS, (2019). BILS Daily Newspaper Survey

Box 3: A note on data
There is no official or regular collection of national data that can further
quantify how poverty and exclusion have changed since the policy was
agreed in December 2015. Firstly, there is a lack of comparable ‘before and
after’ data because domestic workers didn’t have any formal status in the
country before the policy was passed, meaning little official data on them
was collected at all. As domestic workers are still not registered, it is likely
that this lack of comprehensive data will continue. Also, given the DWPWP
is fairly recent, it is still very early to expect to see changes to poverty
levels as a result of the policy.
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STRUCTURAL CHANGES
As discussed above, the DWPWP was the first institutional policy to
help domestic workers claim their rights and guard against abuse through
inspection and investigation.
The policy, and long-term work to achieve it, shifts power relations
between domestic workers and their employers by giving workers greater
rights and a voice. Prior to the policy being implemented, domestic
workers had very little formal or informal power to influence their
employers and no formal mechanisms to hold them to account.
The policy also changes power relations between domestic workers and
policy makers. The DWRN and other supportive organizations used their
own power and connections to put domestic workers in the same room
as decision makers as well as directly in contact with the media. This
meant workers could speak truth to power and demand their rights were
met.
The policy also represents progress for gender inequality and women’s
rights in Bangladesh. Women workers in Bangladesh have long faced
additional gender-specific obstacles, including lower pay than men, lack
of maternity support, an expectation that they should do the majority of
caring in the family, discrimination, and greater vulnerability to sexual
harassment. Given the vast majority of domestic workers are female,
women will disproportionately benefit from improvements as a result of
the policy. The fact that the majority of the more than 5,000 domestic
workers mobilized to take action during the fight to achieve the policy
were women means that the project has bolstered women’s activism and
supported women to claim their rights and have their voices heard.
The policy and the work to achieve it also challenges another major
structural driver of poverty and exclusion, namely longstanding cultural
beliefs, norms and behaviours that mean people see domestic workers
as low status and low value. There has long been a social expectation in
Bangladesh that women and girls should take on the domestic worker
role without full recognition or protection afforded to other workers. Also,
mistreating domestic workers - especially women, girls, and those from
marginalized communities - was seen as ‘normal’. A former Oxfam
employee who worked on the campaign to achieve the DWPWP
recounted what they had heard from some male employers of domestic
workers; ‘When we were stressed, we saw domestic workers as our only
option. She is the only vulnerable person, so we can beat her, we can
hurt her’ (Personal communication with author, January 2020). The fact
that many decision makers are also employers of domestic workers
themselves meant that their personal attitudes and behaviours had to
change, as well as their views on policy.
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HOW CHANGE HAPPENED
TIME SCALE
It took nine years of coordinated efforts from a wide range of civil society
actors and affected domestic workers, alongside support from allies in
the government, to secure the DWPWP in 2015. The success was the
result of intentional influencing strategies by civil society, and a new
coalition coming together with shared aims. Progress towards achieving
the policy was slow and incremental.

SCALING PATHWAYS
The route to scale was both vertical and horizontal. It involved efforts to
change government policy at national level (the DWPWP). It also
involved horizontal changes to strengthen voice or domestic workers,
and shift cultural beliefs, norms and behaviours about domestic workers,
aimed at both enabling the policy change and helping strengthen
implementation.

CHANGE STRATEGIES

19

The exclusion of domestic workers from the legal protections offered to
other workers in the country’s 2006 Labour Act sparked a new movement
in Bangladesh. In 2006, the DWRN was formed, bringing together human
rights organizations and national trade union federations. BILS, an
advocacy group of national trade unions, acted as a secretariat.
Their common goals were to prevent the abuse and exploitation of
domestic workers, to promote their labour rights and formal recognition
by the state and to make as much progress towards a ‘Domestic Workers
Act’ as possible.
Domestic workers formed part of the DWRN and their work for the policy
amplified their voices. The National Domestic Women Workers Union
(NDWWU) is an informal sector trade union with 10,000 members and
was the first to focus solely on domestic workers. One of their advisors
explained why they pursued this change as part of the DWRN, saying:
‘Our major goals are to make them [domestic workers] united and to
secure the recognition of domestic workers as labourers and make them
aware of their rights. Once the domestic workers secure such
recognition, they will be able to demand rights and protection from the
state.'20
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Other trade unions also played an active role. Sramik Karmachari Oikya
Parishad (SKOP) is an umbrella of 12 trade union federations. Dr
Wajedul Islam Khan, coordinator of SKOP, was part of the six-member
core committee of the TCC. He explained their aims in pursuing the
policy as part of the DWRN as follows: 'Our position was demanding
registration, appointment letters, wage increases, 8–10 working hours
[per day], decent work conditions and trade-union or area-wise
registration rights for domestic workers. Simply speaking, we wanted an
embryo for the rights of domestic workers, which would form the core of
domestic workers’ rights.’
Together, the DWRN played a key role in drafting proposals and
providing input to the formal policy process. They produced the 2008
draft Code of Conduct which formed the basis for a draft DWPWP in
2010. This draft was then stalled for four years before being moved to the
Inter-Ministerial Consultation in 2014, and then the Tripartite Consultation
Council (TCC) in 2015 for vetting.
On 20 August 2015, BILS held a national seminar with the support of
Oxfam, on the ‘Recognition of the Contribution of Informal Sectors
Workers’ with a focus on domestic workers, where Oxfam’s then Country
Director gave the introductory speech. At this event, DWRN members
discussed the draft domestic workers policy, and the DWRN then passed
their conclusions on to the MoLE.
The TCC core committee, which represents the government, private
sector and trade unions, produced a consensus document that was
approved by the Cabinet in December 2015.
While the DWRN proposals were not fully represented in the final policy
(see Box 1), their work was key to the negotiations and keeping the
policy as progressive as possible.
The support the coalition gave to domestic workers to organize
themselves was crucial. The DWRN and women’s organization Nari
Maitree, with financial support from Oxfam, gave training and support to
more than 5,000 workers, helping them to organize across 24 areas of
Dhaka City and Tongi. This included training in three trades: work
readiness skills, life skills, and rights issues. These workers became an
influential pressure group that helped raise the profile of the issues and
influence decision makers as well as wider attitudes and behaviour in
Bangladesh. The workers raised their voices in front of policy makers and
the media; they were the right people to tell their story and ‘speak truth to
power’.
They also coordinated advocacy and media events that achieved
significant success. 21 In March 2015, for example, the DWRN organized
an event at the National Press Club in Dhaka with 600 domestic workers,
key ministers, trade unions, and parliamentarians. This event got wide
coverage in national and local newspapers which amplified the impact
and the voices of the domestic workers. In August 2015, DWRN hosted a
national seminar with ministers that also got significant media coverage.
The aim of these events was to put decision makers face to face with
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domestic workers so that their demands would be taken more seriously
and to amplify their demands through media coverage.
Together with allies, including Oxfam, DWRN also coordinated a
significant amount of media work. In addition to the events already
mentioned, they brought hard-hitting personal stories to journalists,
including highlighting cases of abuse and deaths of domestic workers.
This strategy also had to take into account the need to tackle cultural
beliefs, norms and behaviours that stood in the way of progress towards
achieving and sustaining the policy. For example, many decision makers
are employers of domestic workers themselves, and therefore were more
likely to align with BEF’s position and inputs to the policy process. One
government official explained their position in an interview with
researchers, saying: ‘You also have to understand that I employ a
domestic worker. My mother-in-law has sent an orphan to work in my
house. I know she [the domestic worker] comes from a very poor
background. If I don’t employ her simply because she is a child, she will
be pushed to an uncertain future. This personal experience tells me that
an age limit in the proposed DW [domestic worker] policy would simply
be unrealistic. This will create more unemployment and alienate middleclass employers as well as the poorer segments of society'. 22
This reality meant that careful work was required directly with the
government to address political and personal barriers to their support for
the policy. The DWRN identified champions, and through highlighting
employers with a positive attitude towards domestic workers in the media
showed that a different story was possible. Oxfam also introduced
training on the importance of respecting domestic workers into its work
with men across its other programmes in the country in order to start
chipping away at longstanding beliefs about the low status of domestic
workers.

CONTEXTUAL DRIVERS AND
CONSTRAINTS
The main drivers of change were the constant dedication and
determination of the civil society campaigns and awareness-raising
programmes, and support for affected domestic workers to help them
raise their voices and demand change.
There was opposition to change from the Bangladesh Employers’
Federation (BEF) which participated in the policy dialogue. Their
membership comprised 225 individuals and 14 groups, and they had two
delegates on the TCC. Their aims were to ensure a steady supply of
domestic workers and to avoid additional costs for the employers they
represented. They therefore opposed some of the provisions advocated
for by the DWRN, such as a minimum wage, fixed working hours, and the
education provision by employers.
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There was also a lack of appetite for a change to the existing 2006
Labour Act from the Ministry of Labour and Employment (MoLE) which
had significant formal power over the process. They were not active
champions of the policy, as illustrated by their decision to adopt a ‘go
slow’ policy process, and the delays to the policy being finalized. They
were able to buy time and stall the policy process, even after the 2011
action from the Bangladesh High Court, which issued a 10-point directive
prohibiting the recruitment of child domestic workers and endorsing the
draft DWPWP. This action from the High Court came in response to a
public interest litigation filed by a rights-based NGO.
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ANNEX: AT A GLANCE
Case study name

Securing Protection for Domestic Workers in
Bangladesh

Geographical location

Bangladesh
Income: lower-middle-income economy;
national poverty rate of 22% in 2011 (World
Bank, 2020)
Inequality: Palma ratio of 1.27 in Bangladesh in
2016; of 1.29 in Nepal in 2011 (UNU-WIDER,
2019).
Human Development Index: ranked 135th out
of 189 countries (UNDP, 2019).
Gender gap: ranked 50th out of 153 countries
(WEF, 2020).
Civic space: characterized as Repressed by
CIVICUS (CIVICUS, 2019).
Fragility: High Warning (Fund for Peace, 2019)
Climate risk: ranked 7th out of 181 countries for
1999-2018 (Eckstein et al., 2020).
Ecological threat: Medium exposure, ETR
count:2 (Ecological Threat Register, 2020).

Time period

A nine-year period from December 2006 to
December 2015

Theme/systemic issue

Economic Inequality

Type/s of poverty
reduction anticipated

The 2015 policy promotes decent work, wages,
access to benefits and services, and significantly
the inspection of conditions for Bangladesh’s
domestic workers for the first time and therefore
offers the potential for increased:
Income – via provisions for improved wages
and promotes decent employment, which where
implemented improves livelihood security and
the welfare of domestic workers
Access to services – via provisions for social
protection, welfare benefits and essential
services
Greater security– via provisions for inspection
teams to enforce the policy and protect domestic
workers from abuse
Voice – by supporting domestic workers to
organize in pursuit of the policy, giving them the
opportunity to speak truth to power collectively,
as well as increased agency to ensure
implementation of the policy

Scale of poverty reduction
anticipated

16

The policy has the potential to benefit many of
the 1.3 million workers, of whom over 80%
are women in Bangladesh. 23 The initiative
trained 5,000 women workers to take action. An
early indicator that the policy is helping to

change employers’ behaviours is that the
number of reported injuries and deaths of
domestic workers due to workplace violence
have almost halved since the policy was
introduced, falling from 78 in 2015 to 41 in 20191
Structural changes

Power relations between domestic workers
and their employers and policy makers – the
campaign helped empower domestic workers
and the policy provides a powerful formal
mechanism for them to hold employers to
account and gain support from policy makers.
Gender inequality and women’s rights – the
campaign and policy helps strengthens women’s
voice to challenge discriminatory employment
practices such as lower pay than men, lack of
maternity support, an expectation that they
should do the majority of care work in their own
family, discrimination, and greater vulnerability
to sexual harassment.
Cultural beliefs, norms and behaviours – the
policy and campaign sent a powerful signal to
employers and policy makers that the rights of
domestic women workers must be respected
helping shift attitudes, norms and behaviours
towards domestic workers
Institutional policy and practice − prior to
2015, there was no policy to help domestic
workers claim their rights and no inspection
teams to guard against abuse.

Routes to scale

Vertically by the government adopting the
policy at national level
Horizontally by changing cultural beliefs, norms
and behaviours, and power relations in a way
that influenced policy and helps strengthen its
implementation

Types and quality of
evidence

The quality of evidence about the direct impact
of the policy on poverty impacts is weak.
Potential poverty impacts are inferred from
outcomes. There is no wider official national
data to further quantify how poverty has been
reduced among domestic workers since 2015
because there is a lack of comparable ‘before
and after’ data: domestic workers didn’t have
formal status in the country before the policy, so
little official data was collected at all. Since
domestic workers are still not registered, it is
likely that the lack of data will continue. Also,
given that this is a relatively recent policy
change, it is still too early to expect to see
changes to poverty levels. The quality of
evidence about outcomes (structural causes of
poverty) and case study contribution is medium,
inferred from civil society reports and insights
from a previous detailed study into the policy
change 24 in which researchers interviewed all
key stakeholder groups (government, civil
society and the business community).

17

NOTES
1

A domestic worker is someone who does “work performed in or for a household or households” (ILO
Convention 189 definition of domestic work). Broadly speaking, domestic workers provide personal and
household care, which may involve caring directly for other people, and tasks such as cleaning, cooking,
washing clothes, or anything else that is needed to support the functioning of the household. This work can be
paid or unpaid. It can be also part-time, full-time or on an hourly basis, and workers may live in the home of the
employer or not. See: https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/care-economy/domestic-workers/lang--en/index.htm

2

Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics. (2017). Bangladesh Labour Force Survey 2017.

3

This figure is based on news reports of deaths collated by BILS (see end note 3). It is likely to be a substantial
underestimate, as there is no official data and omits all unreported cases.

4

https://www.oxfam.ca/project/securing-rights/

5

CIVICUS. (2016). Monitor: Tracking civil society space. Bangladesh. Retrieved 20 January 2020 from:
https://monitor.civicus.org/country/bangladesh/

6

Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics. (2017). Bangladesh Labour Force Survey 2017.

7

International Labour Organization. (2006). Baseline Survey on Child Domestic Labour (CDL) in Bangladesh.
Retrieved 20 January 2020 from:
https://www.ilo.org/ipec/Informationresources/WCMS_IPEC_PUB_4647/lang--en/index.htm

8

BILS. (2015). Understanding the Demand and Supply Chain of Domestic Service Work in Line with the Urban
and Rural Linkages. Retrieved 20 January 2020 from: http://bilsbd.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/DomesticWork-Rural-Urban-Linkage-Study_BILS_OXFAM_May-2015.pdf

9

BILS. (2015). Understanding the Demand and Supply Chain of Domestic Service Work in Line with the Urban
and Rural Linkages.

10 BILS. (2015). Understanding the Demand and Supply Chain of Domestic Service Work in Line with the Urban
and Rural Linkages.
11 BILS. (2015). Understanding the Demand and Supply Chain of Domestic Service Work in Line with the Urban
and Rural Linkages.
12 BILS. (2015). Understanding the Demand and Supply Chain of Domestic Service Work in Line with the Urban
and Rural Linkages.
13 BILS. (2015). Understanding the Demand and Supply Chain of Domestic Service Work in Line with the Urban
and Rural Linkages.
14 BILS. (2015). Understanding the Demand and Supply Chain of Domestic Service Work in Line with the Urban
and Rural Linkages.
15 BILS. (2015). Understanding the Demand and Supply Chain of Domestic Service Work in Line with the Urban
and Rural Linkages.
16 It should be noted that there is still no definition in law but that the DWPWP represents the first attempt to
define ‘domestic worker’ in government policy in Bangladesh.
17 Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics. (2017). Bangladesh Labour Force Survey 2017.
18 The names of the two women have been changed.
19 This section draws on A. Asharaf, (2016), Public Policy Formulation: A case study of domestic workers in
Bangladesh, and interviews with BILS and Oxfam staff
20

A. Asharaf. (2016). Public Policy Formulation: A case study of domestic workers in Bangladesh.

21 Some examples of media coverage in Bangladesh:
http://www.jjdin.com/?view=details&archiev=yes&arch_date=09-032015&type=single&pub_no=1125&cat_id=1&menu_id=14&news_type_id=1&index=10 http://www.prothomalo.com/bangladesh/article/472015/%E2%80%98%E0%A6%AC%E0%
A7%81%E0%A7%9F%E0%A6%BE%E2%80%99-%E0%A6%A1%E0%A6%BE%E0%A6%95%E0%A6%A8%E0%A7%9F
http://www.samakal.net/2015/03/07/123108
22 Anonymous 2015 interview with a government official reported in A. Asharaf, (2016). Public Policy
Formulation: A case study of domestic workers in Bangladesh.
23 Bangladesh Bureau of Statistics. (2017). Bangladesh Labour Force Survey 2017. Retrieved 20 January 2020
from: https://www.ilo.org/surveydata/index.php/catalog/2047/study-description
24 A. Asharaf. (2016). Public Policy Formulation: A case study of domestic workers in Bangladesh. Migrating out
of Poverty Research Programme Consortium, Working Paper 37. Retrieved 20 January 2020 from:
https://www.gov.uk/dfid-research-outputs/public-policy-formulation-a-case-study-of-domestic-workers-inbangladesh
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