HIRING &
MANAGING GUIDE
for Employers of
Migrant Domestic Workers in HK
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GETTING STARTED
Fast Facts: Migrant domestic workers in Hong Kong
•
•
•

1 in 8 households in Hong Kong employ a migrant domestic worker (MDW).
As of 2021, there are over 340,000 MDWs in Hong Kong, mainly
women from Indonesia and the Philippines.
There are currently over 1,400 employment agencies in Hong Kong.

The Recruitment System
For too long, there have been employment agencies who have
made money from doing a bad job. Employers are charged for bad
customer service, while agencies secretly charge domestic helpers
too. This illegal practice leaves domestic helpers in debt and it
fails employers.
When agencies charge domestic helpers, they are incentivised to
place those who are willing to pay, rather than those who are right
for the job. When a helper is fired or quits, the agency makes
more money by charging replacement workers. Meanwhile the
domestic helper gets further into debt as she borrows more money
for a new job.
Equipped with the right information, employers can ensure that they
are hiring domestic helpers fairly and avoid scrupulous agencies.
This is our aim with this guide. The hiring decision has a direct
impact on your household and your family members. We hope to help
employers navigate this whole process so that they have the best
chance for success with the worker they hire.

3

Am I eligible to hire a domestic worker?
To hire a domestic worker you only need to meet two requirements.
• Be an official Hong Kong resident (Permanent/Working/
Dependent).
• Show that you are ‘financially capable’ of employing a domestic
worker. This means having a minimum total income of $15,000 a
month per domestic worker hired.

Do I need an employment agency?
As a general rule, employers are required to use an agency in order
to process their worker’s employment visa. There are, however,
cases where you do not need to use an agency, this depends only on
the current contract status of the worker.
If you are hiring a domestic worker from Indonesia, the Indonesian
government absolutely requires you to hire through an agency for all
visa processing.
You can choose to process the visa without an agency only when
you are hiring a domestic worker who is from the Philippines, and
is finishing their current contract, or processing a new visa because
of a special reason such as death, financial difficulties or employer
relocation.

How should I choose an employment agency?
Choosing the right agency is crucial. If you choose an employment
agency that is incompetent or unethical, it not only wastes your
money, but also your time.
The sad reality is there are many unethical employment agencies
operating in Hong Kong, Indonesia and the Philippines. Pay attention
if the agency does any of the following:
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•

Offers low prices: If an agency is offering low prices, this
usually means that they’re forcing the domestic worker to pay
or sneaking in hidden costs throughout the hiring process to
make up the difference. When this happens, it can cause a host
of problems for both employer and domestic worker.

•

Offers an ‘exit to Macau’ option: This exposes both the
domestic worker and you to prosecution for violating
immigration

law. Depending on the situation that the domestic worker is
leaving, the law requires them to return to their place of
origin between contracts.

•

Offers unusually fast processing: When an agency promises
extremely fast processing times, more often than not, they
are just using unrealistic marketing tactics. Mainly because
they have almost no control over the processing time.

In order to avoid the agency from taking advantage of you or your
worker, we recommend you to:

•

Get a detailed breakdown of costs for yourself and the
worker. One of the biggest complaints about employment
agencies in Hong Kong, is that they often sneak in hidden costs
throughout the process. Read ‘What should agency fees
typically cover’ on our Get Answers site (See Resources).

•

Ask the domestic worker what they actually paid. Make sure
to cross check your information. In Hong Kong, an employment
agency can legally only charge a maximum 10% of the worker’s
first month’s salary. In the Philippines, there is an outright ban
on employment agencies charging domestic workers. Indonesia
has also banned pre-departure placement fees to workers.
Check with your worker if they were charged in Hong Kong and
if they were charged in their home country.

•

Make sure the worker has access to their passport Passports
are often held as collateral for loan repayments. It is illegal for
a worker’s personal travel documents to be withheld, including
by agencies and employers.
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What are the costs involved in hiring?
There are a number of costs involved in hiring a domestic worker.
Keep in mind that every case is different and there may be
unexpected costs not listed out below.
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•

Hiring: Hiring with the help of an employment agency, can cost
somewhere between HK$7,500 - HK$14,000. The price will
depend on the contract status of the worker and the
contracted agency service.

•

Salary and Food Allowance: The Minimum Allowable Wage
for a migrant domestic worker is HK$4,630 per month, as of
April 2022. The employer must also provide food to the
worker by either sharing their food or paying the worker a
food allowance to purchase their own food. The minimum
food allowance is currently HK$1,173 per month. These
amounts are adjusted every year by the Hong Kong
Government.

•

Mandatory Employee’s Compensation Insurance: Most banks
and insurance providers will have domestic worker policies you
can buy, costing approximately HK$350 - HK$1,000 per year.

•

Flights: You are responsible for a domestic worker’s travel
for them to get to your home at the beginning of the
contract and for them to get to their home at the end. This
cost is typically between HK$2,000 – $5,000 depending on
their country of origin.

•

Medical costs: The public health system covers domestic
workers in Hong Kong, but you as the employer are responsible
for all medical expenses. For this reason, alongside taking
out the Mandatory Employee’s Compensation Insurance, the
Hong Kong government strongly recommends getting medical
insurance for your worker.

•

Replacement costs: If you terminate your domestic worker’s
contract early you may be responsible for more expenses than
you had originally budgeted. For example, you’d have to pay for
a flight home earlier than you expected in addition to paying
more agency fees to hire a replacement. This is one reason why
it is crucial to carefully select the right domestic workers during
the hiring process.

How long does processing the visa take?
You should be wary of domestic worker agencies promising unusually
fast processing timelines. Agencies have very little control over the
processing time, as a large portion of the visa application process is
spent at the HK Immigration Department.
For a worker who is finishing their contract or processing a new visa
because of a special reason such as death, financial difficulties or
employer relocation, the expected processing timeline can be up to
5-6 weeks.
For a worker who is leaving a broken contract, has been
terminated from their most recent contract, or is coming to work
in Hong Kong for the first time, is expected to be 5-6 months.
When an agency promises faster times than these, it usually is a
marketing tactic, as the process is the same for all agencies.
Find out more about the estimated timeline here.

HIRING
Determine your needs and ideal personality fit
Before you hire a domestic worker, if you are clear about what you
want, you’ll have a much better chance of success. Start by
determining and prioritising one or two skills or characteristics that
are most important to you and your family. It’s unlikely that any
domestic worker will be an expert at everything!
We strongly recommend that you: “hire for attitude, train for skills.”
Attitude is the most important thing to look for when hiring. You
should look for adaptability and a willingness to learn. Also, consider
how the applicant will fit into your home and family culture.
Most household chores can be learned, even if the applicant doesn’t
currently know how to do it. Personality, on the other hand, is often
what determines how well suited a domestic worker may be for your
family.
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Understand your management style
Everyone has different expectations for their relationship with a
domestic worker. Some will want a purely professional relationship,
others will prefer a domestic worker who becomes ‘part of the
family’. This really depends on your preference.
Perhaps as a working parent, you need someone who you can rely on
to take initiative in the household while you are out, meaning a
more distant management situation. Or perhaps the worker will
receive closer management from a family member who stays home.
Decide on how you want to provide management to your future
worker.
Make sure you communicate your needs and preferences during
the interview, and look for candidates who seem receptive to
your management style and/or have successful experience with
management styles before.

Interviewing
Once you have determined your needs, ideal personality and fit, and
management style, we recommend this structure for the interview:
1. Situational questions:It is a good idea to find out how the
applicants will react in different scenarios by asking
‘situational questions’. The goal of this exercise is to improve
your understanding of their personality and how they problem
solve.
2. Work experience questions: Next, you should try to understand
the domestic worker’s previous work experience. Try to figure
out the management style of the previous employer. Think about
how this differs from your own style and whether or not the
domestic worker worked well with this.
3. Your schedule: Go over the basic weekly schedule and the tasks
you expect a domestic worker to manage. Make sure to clarify
the anticipated rest day. How flexible is she to changing it if
needed? Does she know when she would be taking her annual
leave?
4. Other important discussion items: Will you give a food
allowance or will you provide food for your worker? Go over
any specific important home rules you have.
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5. Applicant’s questions: The domestic worker may have
questions for you. Make sure you allow some time for her to ask
questions and offer her the opportunity to ask. This will help
her determine if she is a good fit with your family.

MANAGING
Many employers focus a lot of time in finding the right person.
We see greater chance at long-term success when workers are
given the opportunity to develop the right skills with the help of
their employer’s management. When you enter an employment
contract with your worker, you are not only the employer but
also the manager. Management is never an easy job, not to
mention the dynamic and unique working relationship in a
domestic worker context with cultural and language differences.

Before your worker arrives
Ensure you understand Hong Kong domestic worker entitlements
and your responsibilities as an employer. Here’s a quick list and
see more in Resources below:
• Grant all 13 annual statutory holidays. Payment in lieu
of holiday is not allowed by law.
• A rest day is a continuous period of no less than 24 hours.
• The worker should only work at the contractual address.
• Employers are responsible for all medical costs of a domestic
worker during the time of employment.
• Purchase the mandatory Employees’ Compensation Insurance.
There are many options for worker insurance. Compare
worker insurance policies between companies in order to find
the policy which best fits your needs and budget.

On-boarding
•

Be clear about your expectations: Provide these preferably
in writing. Utilise tools such as: a schedule, check-list,
house rules list, cooking recipes.

•

Make practical arrangements: Set a weekly rest day,
appropriate accommodation and food arrangement.

•

Expect a transition period: Even an experienced domestic
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worker will need time to learn new skills and acclimatise to
your household.
•

Keep helpful records: Provide a receipt for payment of wages, food
allowance and medical expenses for acknowledgement. We also
recommend you to keep written track of annual leave, sick leave,
and any other arrangements you might agree on.

Food Arrangements
In addition to salary payments, employers are also required to provide
domestic workers with sufficient food. You can do this in one of two
ways:
•

Pay them a monthly food allowance: This is for the worker to buy
their own groceries. The Hong Kong government establishes a
minimum permitted food allowance, which is set at HK$1,173/month
as of September 2021.

•

Share your food: Make sure to clearly communicate how
the sharing will work. This needs to include the when,
where, what and how much. Keep in mind that you may
need to
ask your worker if she has any allergies or religious diet
restrictions.

Although many employers choose to share their meals, be aware that this
choice won’t bring about the same level of clarity as a monthly grocery
allowance does. Many domestic workers experience hunger because the
worker does not have a clear understanding of what household food they
are allowed to eat.

Communication and Mindset
Regular meetings for constructive job performance feedback and
open communication is important to maintaining a healthy working
relationship. Providing a set time and space to have a conversation
will make it more comfortable for the worker to ask for
clarification or bring up other topics.
When giving instructions, ask your worker to repeat them to make sure
she understands. If your worker fails to meet your expectations for a
certain task, patiently explain the issue and give him/her a chance to
resolve it.
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Common management issues
•

Safety and hygiene: Remember that different families have
different styles and ways of living. Raise the awareness of
the worker to your family’s ways and needs.

•

Loan borrowing: Having financial burden is common. Some
may consider borrowing loan from employers is a “safer”
means than borrowing from external source and a short-term
solution. On the other hand, it may cause difficulties in
managing the employment relationship. Seek help from Enrich,
a Hong Kong charity providing financial education and debt
counselling to domestic workers. (http://www.enrichhk.org/)

Parting Ways
Whether you are finishing up the contract period or terminating
a contract early, here are some things to keep in mind when
parting ways:
•

•
•
•
•
•
•

According to the Employment Contract, either party can
terminate the contract by giving one-month notice or
one-month salary in lieu of notice regardless of the length of
service.
Inform your agency and seek assistance.
Provide a warning letter, if the termination is due to
performance or misconduct.
Understand your legal obligations.
Prepare termination documents and settle
termination entitlements.
Inform immigration within 7 days after the last working date
Required termination
documents: Termination
Form (ID407E)
Letter of termination of a contract
Termination Entitlement Receipt

Other Resources
Fair Employment Agency
• Get Answers: http://www.fairagency.org/answers
Labour Department
• Foreign Domestic Helpers Hotline: 2157 9537
• Practical Guide for Employment of Foreign Domestic Helpers:
https://www.fdh.labour.gov.hk/en/publication.html
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contact us
5/F Connaught Harbourfront House,
35-36 Connaught Road West, Sheung Wan
3568 6858
Unit 1, 15/F Mega Trade Centre,
1-6 Mei Wan Street, Tsuen Wan
3611 2997
10am - 5pm every day
(except Wed)
info@fairagency.org
www.fairagency.org
fairagency

