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About this Technical Note 

This brief provides guidance on the provision of remote services to women migrant workers 
who are at risk of, or subjected to violence. The brief is based on international principles and 
standards of service provision for women survivors of violence, together with emerging 
practice and knowledge on how these can be delivered remotely. The brief complements 
the 16 Essentials for Quality Multisectoral Service Provision to Women Migrant Workers 
Subject to Violence.  It is intended to provide broad-based guidance that is applicable across 
countries and contexts with the understanding that adaptation will be required in the 
implementation to meet the diverse needs of women migrant worker populations in the 
specific contexts that they are living and working in. Recommendations in this brief also 
depend on the government’s investment in gender-responsive services for women migrant 
workers to ensure there is adequate staffing and resources to attend to their needs within 
the host country and upon repatriation.  

https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2015/12/essential-services-package-for-women-and-girls-subject-to-violence
https://asiapacific.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2019/07/16-essentials-for-quality-multisectoral-service-provision
https://asiapacific.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2019/07/16-essentials-for-quality-multisectoral-service-provision
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Introduction1,2,3,4 

Violence against women (VAW) is a human rights violation whether it occurs in the private 
or public sphere. Prevalence rates globally are similarly high across countries and contexts, 
although certain groups of women experience compounded risk as a result of systemic 
discrimination and insecurity in their daily lives. Women migrant workers often face 
multidimensional discrimination from host communities based on their ethnicity, the 
language they speak and because of their status as a “foreigner”.  They may also face direct 
legal discrimination in the destination country, especially if they are irregular or 
undocumented, which impacts their ability to access protection, basic services, material and 
financial support and other benefits that are available to nationals.  Many women migrant 
workers work in informal and precarious jobs, such as those categorized as low-skilled, 
which are often low-paid and with no or few protections (e.g. sick pay and healthcare). In 
addition, they may face risks within the workplace, such as being confined to their workplace 
with little access to information about their rights and entitlements, and isolation from their 
families, friends, networks and other social and cultural comforts.   

As of 2019, women constituted roughly 47.9 per cent of the 10.1 million migrants in ASEAN.5 
They are critical economic agents whose contributions extend well beyond their own 
families to entire economies in both origin and destination countries. These contributions 
include, among other things, filling labour market gaps; caring for children, disabled and 
elderly persons; paying taxes and spending money in the host economy; sending remittances 
to family members back home; and driving up domestic wages.6 Violence and harassment 
harms women and their families and creates losses to businesses and economies.  

Women migrant workers’ risks and experiences of abuse occur at multiple junctures in the 
migration cycle. Women migrate for different reasons, including those linked to poverty, 
lack of education and decent work, displacement due to conflict, disaster and environmental 
factors, as well as violence experienced at home (e.g. early and forced marriage, domestic 
violence, sexual violence). During migration, especially if unaccompanied and through 
irregular channels, there are risks of sexual violence, exploitation and trafficking.  In the 
destination country, women migrant workers can be subjected to work-related abuses as 
well as intimate partner violence.  In Asia, 30-40 per cent of women experience violence and 
harassment at work and statistics from Southeast Asia show that 21% of women experience 
some form of physical and/or sexual violence in their lifetime, usually from an intimate 
partner.7 For a visual representation of the multiple ways in which women migrant workers 
may face intimate partner violence, see the Immigrant Power and Control Wheel. 

 
1 United Nations.2019. Report of the Commission on the Status of Women (63rd Session, E/2019/27-
E/CN.6/2019/19) 
2 United Nations.2019. Report of the Secretary General: Violence against Migrant Workers (A/74/235) 
3 ILO and UN Women.2020. Mobile Women and Mobile Phones: Women Migrant Workers’ Use of 
Information and Communication Technologies in ASEAN 
4 ASEAN Confederation of Employers.2021. A Business Case for Preventing Violence and Harassment 
at Work: Empowering Women Migrant Workers and Businesses. 
5 United Nations. Department of Economic and Social Affairs. International Migrant Stock 
6 UN Women. 2017. Will Women Workers Fully Benefit from Increasing Job Opportunities and 
Mobility in Southeast Asia? 
7 WHO. 2021. Violence against Women Prevalence Estimates, 2018: Executive Summary. 

https://s3.amazonaws.com/fwvcorp/wp-content/uploads/20160121105935/Power-control-wheel-eng-4-w-description.pdf
https://undocs.org/en/E/2019/27
https://undocs.org/en/E/2019/27
https://undocs.org/en/E/2019/27
https://undocs.org/en/E/2019/27
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/A_74_235_E.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/documents/briefingnote/wcms_766629.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/documents/briefingnote/wcms_766629.pdf
http://www.aseanemployers.com/ace_platform/assets/uploads/resources/61.pdf
http://www.aseanemployers.com/ace_platform/assets/uploads/resources/61.pdf
https://www.un.org/en/development/desa/population/migration/data/estimates2/estimates19.asp
https://asiapacific.unwomen.org/-/media/field%20office%20eseasia/docs/publications/2017/08/infographics-will-women-workers-fully-benefit-r01.pdf?la=en&vs=506
https://asiapacific.unwomen.org/-/media/field%20office%20eseasia/docs/publications/2017/08/infographics-will-women-workers-fully-benefit-r01.pdf?la=en&vs=506
https://cdn.who.int/media/docs/default-source/documents/violence-prevention/vaw_report_executive-summary_web_09032021_oleksandr-(1).pdf?sfvrsn=8ee5f68b_5
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The COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in increased cases of violence and harassment against 
women migrant workers perpetrated by employers, partners, law enforcement officials 
and/or front-line service providers.8 The effects of the pandemic have exacerbated the 
known risk factors for violence and victimization, such a, financial distress from loss of 
employment, income or increased medical bills; increased household tension and stress 
from greater care responsibilities (including on domestic workers); movement restrictions 
trapping women with abusers or limiting her access to work and services; harmful 
consumption of substances used as coping mechanisms; and lack of social protection and 
health care.9,10  

 
Women migrant workers who are experiencing abuse are less likely to access in-person 
support services in general and especially in this context. As a result of social distancing 
measures and the closure of in-person shopping and services during COVID, there has been 
an increased reliance on technology and the use of online methods for purchasing, banking, 
medical needs (e.g. telehealth), remote working and virtual schooling.  Mobile applications, 
social media and helplines have proven to be a relatively cost-effective, user-friendly, and 
widely accessible mechanism to meet people’s various needs.  Women migrant workers tend 
to have access to phones and internet, although there are a number of caveats to consider 
when providing services through this method to ensure that privacy and safety can be 
upheld: some women are sharing their phone with other family members; phones may be 
confiscated or monitored by employers; costs to obtain or maintain a phone may be out of 
reach; the technology may be dated or restricted in how it functions and what apps can be 
downloaded or accessed; and women may have little experience on how to use them 
(including how to maintain privacy, block harassers, erase records/traces of 
communications, etc.). For a more in-depth analysis and recommendations on mobile phone 
use among women migrant workers in ASEAN, see Mobile Women and Mobile Phones: 
Women Migrant Workers’ Use of Information and Communication Technologies in ASEAN. 
 
Using remote technologies to provide services to women migrant workers at risk of or 
experiencing abuse requires special technical considerations (see the Safe Technology 
Annex), in addition to adhering to survivor-centred principles. 

Principles 

Non-judgment: Survivors of violence, irrespective of their migration status, are impacted 
in many ways from their experience.  They may feel ashamed, stigmatized, powerless, 
isolated and blame themselves for what has happened to them.  This can make it challenging 
to reach out for support.  For women migrant workers, this can be compounded by a number 
of factors: 

▪ Isolation and disconnection from informal support networks (e.g. family and friends) 
▪ Lack of knowledge of available services 
▪ Fear of mandatory reporting to police or other authorities and deportation 
▪ Language barriers or fears of being discriminated against in service provision 

because of their migrant status and/or ethnicity 

 
8 ILO and UN Women. 2020. Policy Brief: COVID-19 and Women Migrant Workers in ASEAN. 
9 UN Women.2020. Guidance Note: Addressing the Impacts of the COVID-19 Pandemic on Women 
Migrant Workers. 
10 UN Women.2020. Prevention: Violence against Women and Girls and COVID-19 

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/documents/briefingnote/wcms_766629.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/documents/briefingnote/wcms_766629.pdf
https://asiapacific.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/06/policy-brief-covid-19-and-women-migrant-workers-in-asean
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2020/guidance-note-impacts-of-the-covid-19-pandemic-on-women-migrant-workers-en.pdf?la=en&vs=2259
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2020/guidance-note-impacts-of-the-covid-19-pandemic-on-women-migrant-workers-en.pdf?la=en&vs=2259
https://www.unwomen.org/-/media/headquarters/attachments/sections/library/publications/2020/brief-prevention-violence-against-women-and-girls-and-covid-19-en.pdf?la=en&vs=3049
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▪ Fears of losing employment/income for her own family or those she supports back 
home 

▪ Fears of retaliation by the employer (e.g. filing a case against the woman, who ends 
up being prosecuted) 

▪ Fears of losing custody of children or being deported and separated from her children 
▪ Fears of being rejected by her home community, re-entering poverty, persecution or 

other challenging situation if she returns 

Establishing trust is the most important element in providing support to survivors. To 
establish trust, service providers must treat all women with dignity and respect without 
judging the information she is relaying and without any bias towards the social and cultural 
ways that she may be expressing herself. Service providers should emphasize that they are 
there to help improve her safety and provide support based on what she needs; engage in 
active and compassionate listening; employ effective questioning that encourages survivors 
to feel comfortable speaking; use healing statements; and demonstrate throughout that she 
is believed and cared for. For details on these methods, see the Training Module on Providing 
Quality Essential Hotline Services for Women Subject to Violence. 

Safety of women (and their children) is a top priority regardless of the mode of services 
provision. Service providers should aim to enhance personal safety by understanding the 
woman’s context and whether there are opportunities for creating safe zones within her 
home or workplace.  If this is not possible and she chooses to leave, it is critical to have viable 
options for exiting safely in order to access alternative accommodation. Women fleeing 
abuse should not be subjected to lockdown and movement restrictions so that they can leave 
the situation they are in.  Safe exit may require arranging for and providing free modes of 
transportation. It is critical for service providers to have updated information on: 

▪ The types of accommodation that remain open and that are available to receive 
people, especially considering women migrant workers in countries of destination 
and those with irregular status. 

▪ Information on embassy or consular services (including safe spaces/shelters that they 
may have in place) and the support they provide to women migrant workers.  

▪ Whether there is security available at the accommodation to ensure physical safety 
from perpetrators, including employers.  

▪ The length of stay that is permitted and information on post-shelter accommodation 
options or processes for voluntary repatriation to countries of origin. 

▪ Whether staff at the shelter/safe accommodation speak multiple languages and/or 
have interpretation available, in addition to whether there are support groups from 
countries of origin that women migrant workers can be connected with during their 
stay.  

▪ Whether the accommodation is women only; whether she can be accompanied by 
her children (and if there are any restrictions based on age or gender). 

▪ The goods (personal hygiene, food, clothes, cash vouchers or loans, mobile phones, 
internet, etc.) and services (psychosocial counselling, healthcare, legal aid, 
repatriation/voluntary return assistance, employment/re-employment assistance, 

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/19gh--wEOPNsLxeKkPViD_QPfW2xpghh4?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/19gh--wEOPNsLxeKkPViD_QPfW2xpghh4?usp=sharing
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childcare/educational) that are provided either at the accommodation or through 
referral. 

▪ Other critical information (e.g. the shelter/safe accommodation will respect her 
privacy and autonomous decision-making and will not report her to authorities which 
may jeopardize her employment and get her deported). 

▪ Any additional information that will be necessary for the woman to make an informed 
decision about her next steps.  

Confidentiality/Privacy is a core principle related to women’s safety.  All information 
exchanged should be kept between the service provider and the woman, unless the woman 
voluntarily chooses to disclose information to another individual or if her life is in immediate 
danger.  In cases where an interpreter or cultural mediator11 is needed, that individual should 
be equally knowledgeable of how to maintain confidentiality and be accountable to any 
codes of conduct or protocols that exist for service providers.  Keeping information 
confidential begins with ensuring the technologies (e.g. mobile phones, landlines, websites, 
apps, etc.) being used to communicate with women have safety and privacy features built-
in (see Safe Technology for the Provision of Services to Women Migrant Workers at Risk of 
or Subject to Violence) that can be easily managed by service providers and those making 
contact. For service providers working from home, all communications should be 
undertaken from a place where no other individual can overhear the information or see the 
screen. All paper records should be kept in a secure place that can only be accessed by the 
service provider.  In cases where information is entered into online databases, access should 
be password protected, personal information should be encrypted, and names replaced with 
unique identifiers/numbers. Sharing information with other service providers should only be 
done in the context of an already established coordinated response and where information 
sharing protocols are in place.  Any new stakeholders that may be partnering around VAW 
service provision to women migrant workers (e.g. Migrant Resource Centres) should receive 
all the materials and training on the coordinated response.   

Consent/Informed Decision-Making: Feeling at risk of or experiencing abuse can be 
traumatizing and can create feelings of powerlessness, as threats of, or actual violence are 
a means of asserting power and control over someone.  Being in this situation can be 
traumatizing and affect a person’s ability to think clearly and make decisions around their 
well-being, especially when they are juggling multiple concerns related to their children, 
employment, basic needs, etc.  Service providers are key to providing women with trauma-
informed counselling, while supporting her in safety planning, providing information and 
referrals to additional specialized services that she may need, including those related to 
labour violations.  Service providers are skilled facilitators that help women regain their 
sense of control and ability to make decisions based on accurate information that they have 
been given that is tailored to their specific context and stated needs. Service providers must 
respect the rights of women migrant workers to make their own decisions, conveying they 
will continue to provide assistance based on those decisions. 

 
11 A cultural mediator is a person who understands the cultural differences between the populations 
of the host and origin countries.  This person uses that knowledge to help support the delivery of 
appropriate services to migrant women at risk of or subject to abuse.  

https://unwomen-my.sharepoint.com/personal/younghwa_choi_unwomen_org/Documents/young/safe%20and%20fair%202020/___RO/Dina/brief/design/Safe%20Technology%20for%20the%20Provision%20of%20Services%20to%20Women%20Migrant%20Workers%20at%20Risk%20of%20or%20Subject%20to%20Violence
https://unwomen-my.sharepoint.com/personal/younghwa_choi_unwomen_org/Documents/young/safe%20and%20fair%202020/___RO/Dina/brief/design/Safe%20Technology%20for%20the%20Provision%20of%20Services%20to%20Women%20Migrant%20Workers%20at%20Risk%20of%20or%20Subject%20to%20Violence
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What should be in place? 

VAW services need to be conducted by people that have had adequate training and ongoing 
supervision with guidance and tools to respond to women who are at risk of violence or who 
have experienced it.  In addition to the fundamentals of providing services, thought and 
preparation needs to be put into supporting women migrant workers to address the 
particular challenges they might be facing.  

Resources and Knowledge  

It is important for service providers to have certain knowledge and information on hand to 
be able to reference them easily when answering calls or responding to chats and texts. 
These resources include:12 

▪ A background document that is specific to the local context and that outlines the 
common experiences of different women migrant workers, such as the common 
forms of violence and harassment that they may experience and by whom (e.g. 
intimate partners, brokers/recruiters, employers, etc.).  

▪ A document with frequently asked questions received from women migrant workers 
and the information and help that they most often request with ready responses.  This 
should be translated into relevant languages and also be provided to the interpreters. 
It can be updated regularly. 

▪ A template for safety planning that considers the situation women migrant workers 
are in (e.g. employer’s house/domestic work; employer-provided accommodation/ 
agricultural sector; etc.). 

▪ Health factsheets that include information and guidance related to medical help 
(including for COVID), emergency contraception, post-exposure prophylaxis and 
forensic examinations; whether there is any cost involved; whether there is any risk 
of mandatory reporting to authorities; and how they receive women migrant workers. 

▪ Basic legal statutes and processes relevant to migrant rights and how these interact 
with legal statutes and processes related to violence against women and family law. 
If available (through the recruiting agency or government website) become familiar 
with pre-departure orientation information provided by the country of origin.  

▪ Knowledge and connections to social-emotional support groups for migrant 
survivors: ethnic community-based networks, virtual support groups that are 
linguistically, socially and culturally relevant, and (where appropriate) faith-based 
groups, in addition to friends and families. 

▪ A suicide prevention plan.  

▪ Referral pathways and protocols to engage with other specialized services not 
provided by the helpline. This directory should include an updated (every 6 months 
or sooner in a crisis) list of service providers by location. Key details include the name 
of organization and focal point, phone number, email address, physical address, 

 
12 Adapted from IRC. Guidelines for Remote and Mobile Gender-Based Violence Service Delivery 
Guidelines  

https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/GBV-Mobile-and-Remote-Service-Delivery-Guidelines_-final.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/GBV-Mobile-and-Remote-Service-Delivery-Guidelines_-final.pdf
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services offered, hours of service, languages available and any costs of service, along 
with any critical notes specific to women migrant workers.   

▪ A list of partners that can deal with other issues that women migrant workers may be 
experiencing related to wages, working conditions and other labour violations.  These 
entities should be vetted/reviewed for their ability to support women migrant 
workers (including those not documented).  They may include: labour attachés, trade 
union representatives, consular offices or embassies, migrant resource centres, etc.  

▪ A roster of interpreters and cultural mediators and their contact information. 

 
 

Protocols and Standard Operating Procedures 
 
These operational documents are an important part of ensuring that helpline personnel 
conduct their work with a level of standardization that ensures a survivor-centred approach 
is followed.  These documents are critical as there are likely to be changes and turnover in 
personnel (whether paid or volunteer), varying degrees of experience and uneven 
possibilities of training at onboarding. These can include: how to answer a call, how to deal 
with referrals to other services and administrative procedures, among others.  For more 
specific guidance, see: COVID-19 Guidance on Remote GBV Services Focusing on Phone-
based Case Management and Hotlines (pp. 15-17 and 26-29). 
 
 

 

Consider This! 
 
In countries of origin, there are examples of 
returned migrant women’s groups that have 
established support centres or networks for those 
planning to migrate for the first time or who have 
returned.  These groups provide guidance to ensure 
women’s rights based on their first-hand 
experience, along with updated information on who 
to contact for different needs while abroad. They 
also often provide support for re-integration for 
women who have returned. For example, see: 
Bangladeshi Ovhibashi Mohila Sramik Association.  
This is a model that has also been implemented 
through peer networks in Cambodian communities, 
such as Ou Bak Ror Tes commune and will be piloted by UN Women, under the Safe and 
Fair Programme in Indonesia in 2021 
 
Helplines may consider whether such groups in the country of origin exist and whether 
there is an opportunity to link with them to improve cultural competence (see below); 
coordinate for women who may be returning; and explore other avenues of cooperation 
(e.g., linking virtually for additional support during case management or for group 
counselling sessions). 

https://gbvaor.net/sites/default/files/2021-01/covid-guidance-on-remote-gbv-services-04012021.pdf
https://gbvaor.net/sites/default/files/2021-01/covid-guidance-on-remote-gbv-services-04012021.pdf
https://www.bomsa.net/
https://asiapacific.unwomen.org/en/news-and-events/stories/2020/12/solidarity-is-what-we-all-need-not-discrimination
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Developing Cultural Competence 

Women migrant workers may share some common characteristics and experiences related 
to leaving a country of origin and living and working in a host country that is different from 
their own, but they are not a homogenous group.  Women migrant workers comprise diverse 
ethnic, religious, social and cultural backgrounds and, like all women, will have their own 
unique life experiences (the family they grew up in, schooling, partnership/marriage, 
childbearing, faith practices, work, social and leisure outlets, reason for migrating, channels 
of migration, etc.).   

“Increasing culturally competent domestic violence services to immigrant survivors and 
their communities, entails understanding the complexities of survivors’ lives and the 
barriers survivors overcome when deciding to seek help. The research reviewed here 

found that several aspects of immigrant survivors’ lives influence their domestic violence 
experiences. Some of these aspects are specifically linked to experiences and realities of 

being an immigrant woman.” 
- Sheetal Rana 

 
Source: Addressing Domestic Violence in Immigrant Communities: Critical Issues for Culturally Competent 
Services 

 

Cultural competence is a continual process of learning about women migrant’s experiences, 
their social and cultural backgrounds and how these interact with the abuse they are 
experiencing. This process requires reflection and work on both an individual and 
organizational level. Cultural competency entails13: 

▪ Recognizing and being aware of one’s biases and prejudices (i.e., not making 
assumptions or judging her) 

▪ Listening to and building on the strengths of the survivor (which may be different 
from female nationals) 

▪ Recognizing the power that advocates and professionals have over the lives of 
survivors and maintaining a facilitating role rather than being directive  

▪ Accepting that there may be a different set of values, without imposing the values of 
the service provider 

▪ Gathering information on the survivor’s interpretation of her culture to gain a more 
complete picture of her context 

▪ Recognizing one’s own history and the interdependence and independence of 
people, lives, histories and contexts 

▪ Building cooperation and collaboration and reaching out to diverse communities both 
individually and programmatically 

 

 

 
13 Extracted (and slightly adapted) from Family Violence Prevention Fund. Cultural Competency Tips. 

https://vawnet.org/sites/default/files/materials/files/2016-09/AR_DVImmigrantComm.pdf
https://vawnet.org/sites/default/files/materials/files/2016-09/AR_DVImmigrantComm.pdf
https://www.futureswithoutviolence.org/userfiles/file/ImmigrantWomen/Cultural%20Competency%20Tips.pdf
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Perceptions of Women migrant Workers in  
Japan, Malaysia, Singapore and Thailand 

 
Research conducted in 2019 under the TRIANGLE in ASEAN (ILO) and Safe and Fair (ILO 
and UN Women) Programmes solicited the opinions of nationals in Japan, Malaysia, 
Singapore and Thailand regarding migrant workers. The studies found fairly negative 
perceptions of migrant workers despite the important contributions that they make to the 
economy and functioning of society.  Nationals polled across the four countries 
erroneously associated migrants with some of the following: higher crime, threats to 
national heritage and culture, and stealing jobs from nationals.  In addition, many did not 
feel that migrant workers should expect the same pay or benefits as nationals and while 
there was support for better labour conditions for domestic workers specifically, this was 
not reflected in good employment conditions and the provision of work entitlements in 
practice.  A couple of findings from those polled showed that: 

▪ Sixty per cent of Thais, 44 per cent of Malaysians, 34 per cent of Japanese and 32 
per cent of Singaporeans believe that migrant workers have a poor work ethic and 
cannot be trusted. 

▪ Forty-seven percent of Malaysians, 40 per cent of Thais, 32 per cent of Japanese 
and 30 per cent of Singaporeans believed that migrant workers were a “drain on 
the economy”.  

The study also uncovered a promising finding that violence and harassment, regardless of 
migration status, should not be tolerated and that women should receive support. 
Specifically, support for women migrant workers to have access to shelters ranged from 
68 per cent in Japan to 85 per cent in Thailand and support for law enforcement to reduce 
violence against women migrant workers ranged from 67 per cent in Japan to 83 per cent 
in Thailand.  
 
Source: ILO. 2019. Public Attitudes Towards Migrant Workers in Japan, Malaysia, 
Singapore, and Thailand. 
 

 

For additional resources, see: 
▪ Culture Handbook (Family Violence Prevention Fund) 
▪ Clinical Tools (Multicultural Mental Health Resource Centre) 

 

https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/documents/publication/wcms_732443.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---asia/---ro-bangkok/documents/publication/wcms_732443.pdf
https://www.futureswithoutviolence.org/userfiles/file/ImmigrantWomen/Culture%20Handbook.pdf
https://d.docs.live.net/9d496cbfdde52ef7/Desktop/Jobs/Safe%20and%20Fair/2%20-%20Hotline_Tec%20Briefs/Multicultural%20Mental%20Health%20Resource%20Centre


 

12     | 
 

Attending to women 

Helpline14 attendants are generally responsible for listening, providing trauma-informed 
basic counselling, safety planning and providing information about referrals to specialists for 
women to make informed decisions about their next steps.  Women should be able to access 
this support 24 hours a day, 7 days a week.  Ideally, the service should be available in multiple 
languages, even if it requires coordinating with an interpreter.   

Answering the Call/Chat 

whether the communications can proceed without causing her harm or putting her in 
danger.  It is critical to speak in simple language at a pace that is comfortable for the 
caller, checking periodically to make sure she understands what is being communicated. If 
she agrees, it may also be useful to include a cultural mediator in the call/chat who is familiar 
with her social and cultural background and who can help facilitate portions of the 
communication. Using interpreters and cultural mediators can also help maintain privacy and 
disguise the calls so that perpetrators (especially employers) are not aware that she is 
speaking to a violence helpline. Call centres may consider using a guide or protocol for how 
to answer calls/chats, though it is important to maintain an authentic and human interaction 
to build trust. After the initial greeting, it is critical to respond in a tailored way based on the 
individual circumstances of the woman.  

For resources on how to speak with and engage with survivors, see: 

▪ COVID-19 Guidance on Remote GBV Services Focusing on Phone-based Case 
Management and Hotlines (pp. 32-40) 

▪ Training Module on Providing Quality Essential Hotline Services for Women Subject 
to Violence 

▪ Taking a Crisis Call – What to Say and How to Say it (GBVIMS) 

▪ Guidelines for Remote and Mobile Gender-Based Violence Service Delivery 
Guidelines, pages 63-64 (IRC) 

▪ How to Talk to Survivors About Safe Methods of Contact (NNEDV)  

▪ The GBV Pocket Guide, pages 7-10 (Inter-Agency Standing Committee) 

▪ Quick Tips for Working with an Interpreter (Women’s Justice Center) 

Women may call the helpline several times (and throughout the day or night) to receive 
support and before making any other decisions about next steps (e.g., leaving for a 
shelter/safe accommodation; going to the police; engaging legal counsel; seeking labour 
union support, etc.).  For those providing ongoing support, such as case workers, it is 
generally important that if a call or chat session drops/ends, the case worker does not call 
back, as this may be an indication that she cannot communicate safely. At the beginning of 
the call/chat, determine a safe word or a code that can be used to change the subject if 
they feel unsafe or that they are being listened to. It can be something simple such as 

 
14 The term helpline is used in this brief to indicate support lines.  Often, helpline and hotline are used 
interchangeably and may mean the same thing in practice.  However, in some contexts, hotline refers 
solely to a number for reporting abuse or misconduct to authorities. 

https://gbvaor.net/sites/default/files/2021-01/covid-guidance-on-remote-gbv-services-04012021.pdf
https://gbvaor.net/sites/default/files/2021-01/covid-guidance-on-remote-gbv-services-04012021.pdf
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/19gh--wEOPNsLxeKkPViD_QPfW2xpghh4?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/19gh--wEOPNsLxeKkPViD_QPfW2xpghh4?usp=sharing
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LQtAEB0b2Jw&feature=youtu.be
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/GBV-Mobile-and-Remote-Service-Delivery-Guidelines_-final.pdf
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/GBV-Mobile-and-Remote-Service-Delivery-Guidelines_-final.pdf
https://www.techsafety.org/safe-contact-methods
https://www.dropbox.com/sh/5p8fleznbbwpb55/AADlNkgUZbx6i7j-O_WQd_3ba?dl=0&preview=gbv_pocket_guide.pdf
http://justicewomen.com/help_interpreter.html
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discussing health/COVID or something related to music, television, cooking, children’s 
education, etc. or an agreed hand signal if it is a video chat format. If the case worker does 
reach out, there should be no indication that the call is from a violence helpline in case 
someone other than the client picks up the phone. When the woman is on the phone, first 
check that it is safe to proceed with the call/chat. 

Show and remind the survivor how to delete communications from the mobile phone, 
computer, tablet, etc. so that there is no trace of contact or record of the information that 
was exchanged. For details on how to do this, see the Safe Technology Brief. 

Safety Planning15,16,17,18,19 

A safety plan is a personalized, practical plan that includes ways to remain safe at different 
points in time: while in a relationship (this could be with an intimate partner or employer); 
when planning to leave; or after leaving.  Safety planning does not mean that the woman 
wants to leave.  Generally, a safety plan is meant to help women so that there is no violence 
and that her needs (basic, social and emotional well-being) are met. Things to consider in 
safety planning with women migrant workers, include: 

▪ Safe places to stay that are not with the abuser (family, friend, trusted neighbor, 
shelter, hotel, rescue facility, other) 

▪ Safe spaces within their workplace or home, if they cannot leave immediately 

▪ Discussions around routines, schedules and interactions to determine when abuse is 
occurring to brainstorm ways to mitigate those risks 

▪ Plans for an emergency escape  

▪ Instructions on how to disable GPS and any other location services on the mobile 
phone 

▪ Guidance on keeping important contact numbers (helpline, case worker number, 
labour union rep, consular office, women’s NGO line) stored electronically or on 
paper under code names 

▪ Suggestions to pack a small bag (hidden from sight) with essential items, including 
copies of important documents or photocopies of documents (IDs, visa/immigration 
papers, work permits, children’s records, medical records, etc.) 

▪ Thought to childcare plans (with information on legal measures related to migration 
and child custody)  

▪ Guidance on financial safety planning, such as saving money, opening up an 
independent bank account, changing usernames and pins for accounts, cards or 
using digital services that cannot be accessed by partners, employers, etc. 

▪ Identify comforts and encourage socializing with friends and family (virtual if social 
distancing is in place); listening to music; creating spaces for peaceful moments, 

 
15 Mauney, R. Providing Quality Essential Hotline Services for Women Subject to Violence 
16 ASISTA. Enhanced Safety Planning for Immigrant Survivors of Domestic and Sexual Violence 
17 National Network to End Domestic Violence 
18 Davies, J. Victim-defined Safety Planning: A Summary 
19 Madre. From Global Coordination to Local Strategies: A Practical Approach to Prevent, Address 
and Document Domestic Violence During COVID-19  

https://asistahelp.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Enhancing-Safety-Planning-for-Immigrant-Survivors-of-DV-SA.pdf
https://nnedv.org/
https://vawnet.org/sites/default/files/assets/files/2018-07/Victim-Defined-Safety-Planning.1-17.pdf
https://www.madre.org/sites/default/files/PDFs/DV%20Toolkit_8.5.20_ENG.pdf
https://www.madre.org/sites/default/files/PDFs/DV%20Toolkit_8.5.20_ENG.pdf
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getting fresh air (e.g. watering plants, hanging clothes to dry, going for a walk, 
playing with children) and self-care.  

▪ Reminding individuals to have dangerous objects out of sight and locked away if 
possible and avoiding the use of personal items (such as scarves) that can be used to 
harm her. 

 

For resources on safety planning, see: 

▪ COVID-19 Guidance on Remote GBV Services Focusing on Phone-based Case 
Management and Hotlines (pp. 45-48) 

▪ Safety planning for violence against women during the COVID-19 pandemic 
(available in 9 languages) 

▪ Safety Planning with GBV Survivors Over the Phone (GBVIMS) 
▪ The Hotline 
▪ Sanctuary for Families 

 

https://gbvaor.net/sites/default/files/2021-01/covid-guidance-on-remote-gbv-services-04012021.pdf
https://gbvaor.net/sites/default/files/2021-01/covid-guidance-on-remote-gbv-services-04012021.pdf
https://asiapacific.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/05/safety-planning-for-violence-against-women-during-the-covid-19-pandemic
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZBZxf9j6jTg&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZBZxf9j6jTg&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZBZxf9j6jTg&feature=youtu.be
https://www.thehotline.org/create-a-safety-plan/
https://sanctuaryforfamilies.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Safety-Planning-EN.pdf
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Counseling/Crisis Management20,21,22 

There are tremendous psychosocial impacts on women who are at risk of and fear or have 
experienced violence.  For women migrant workers, this may be compounded by additional 
trauma stemming from experiences related to the process of migration and from being 
outside of their home country and away from their usual support networks. Survivors may 
be feeling the symptoms of trauma without recognizing it as trauma.  Some of these 
symptoms are depression, post-traumatic stress and other anxiety disorders, chronic pain, 
palpitations, stomach problems, sleep difficulties, eating disorders, suicide attempts and 
unhealthy consumption of substances (e.g., alcohol), difficulty concentrating, remembering, 
retaining information, organizing thoughts, solving problems, confusion, etc. It can also 
increase feelings of isolation, distrust, anger, fear, irritability, being withdrawn and 
hypervigilance. 

An attendant’s primary responsibility in the area of counselling is to offer non-judgmental 
listening; provide validation and empathy, minimize self-blame, shame, guilt or any other 
harmful feelings of self-deprecation; and support the woman to strengthen her coping 
mechanisms and self-reliance. For longer-term psychosocial support, callers can be referred 
to psychologists, therapists or other counsellors and/or should be referred to support groups 
(especially those that are linguistically and culturally relevant). In the context of remote 
support groups, it is critical that any group sessions, via conferencing platforms or video 
chat, be done in privacy to protect all participants.   

Components of a trauma-informed approach to violence includes: providing survivors with 
information about the traumatic effects of violence (i.e. that what they are feeling and the 
way they may be reacting are normal/common); acknowledge that trauma may have come 
from multiple experiences (but without assuming the specifics of a woman migrant worker’s 
life or asking her to explain her journey); adapting programmes and services to meet 
survivors’ trauma- and mental health-related needs; creating opportunities for survivors to 
discuss their responses to trauma; offering resources and referrals; and reflecting on 
caseworker/attendants’ own practice and the practice of the helpline overall when receiving 
women migrant workers. 

Resources: 

▪ Cognitive Behavioral Therapy Exercises  

▪ Suicide Prevention Tools (WHO) 

▪ Instructions for Developing a Coping Plan p. 65 (IRC) 

▪ Tools for Transformation: Becoming Accessible, Culturally Responsive, and 
Trauma-Informed Organizations an Organizational Reflection Toolkit (National 
Center on Domestic Violence, Trauma and Mental Health) 

 
20 WHO. Violence against Women 
21 National Center on Trauma, Domestic Violence and Mental Health. A Trauma-Informed Approach 
to Domestic Violence Advocacy 
22 Casa Esperanza. Remote Work: Considerations from A Culturally Specific Organization 

https://cogbtherapy.com/cognitive-behavioral-therapy-exercises
https://www.who.int/mental_health/resources/preventingsuicide/en/
https://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/GBV-Mobile-and-Remote-Service-Delivery-Guidelines_-final.pdf
http://www.nationalcenterdvtraumamh.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/NCDVTMH_2018_ToolsforTransformation_WarshawTinnonCave.pdf
http://www.nationalcenterdvtraumamh.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/NCDVTMH_2018_ToolsforTransformation_WarshawTinnonCave.pdf
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/violence-against-women
http://nationalcenterdvtraumamh.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/01/Tipsheet_TI-DV-Advocacy_NCDVTMH_Aug2011.pdf
http://nationalcenterdvtraumamh.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/01/Tipsheet_TI-DV-Advocacy_NCDVTMH_Aug2011.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hGQ2RvLbQw4&feature=youtu.be
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Referral and Coordination23 

 Helplines provide an important first-contact service for survivors.  For some, the support 
received through the helpline may be adequate to meet her needs or may be an important 
first step to seeking additional, more specialized support.  Generally, all women, women 
migrant workers included, should be able to access quality coordinated multi-sectoral 
services.  These services comprise of: health (medical and psychosocial); police/protection; 
consular; justice/legal; and social (safe accommodation/housing, economic/financial, other 
material support to meet the basic needs of the woman and her children). Because a women 
migrant worker may be facing multiple challenges at home and with employers, she may 
prioritize certain needs over others.  This does not minimize the violence she is experiencing 
and the harm that it is likely inflicting, but it is critical to follow her lead and meet her where 
she is.  This is particularly important when providing referrals remotely, as it may be difficult 
to fully gauge her situation over the phone or online, especially in a one-off conversation.   

 

Develop a protocol to respond specifically to the needs of women migrant workers based on 
their lived experiences in the country and after consulting with specialized service agencies 
on their policies and practices related to women migrant workers.  Ensure that any 
restrictions to services or legal barriers related to migration status are communicated clearly 
when providing information. Although there should not be mandatory reporting to 
authorities by any service provider attending to women who have experienced violence, 
some countries continue to require it.  For women migrant workers, fears of detention, 

 
23 ILO and UN Women. 16 Essentials for Quality Multisectoral Service Provision to Women Migrant 
Workers Subject to Violence 

https://asiapacific.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2019/07/16-essentials-for-quality-multisectoral-service-provision
https://asiapacific.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2019/07/16-essentials-for-quality-multisectoral-service-provision
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deportation or separation from their children are the biggest barriers to accessing services. 
Providing accurate information is critical, as is providing alternative support if traditional 
channels pose a problem for women migrant workers’ safety and autonomous decision-
making.   

 
Support Services In-house and through Referral 

 
In Myanmar, Akhaya has established community, township and regional level referral 
pathways with different government departments, such as police, hospitals and the 
Department of Social Welfare, as well as with various NGOs that provide legal and other 
support.  
In Singapore, the organization AWARE, provides women with counselling, dedicated care 
for sexual assault, workplace harassment and discrimination guidance, legal aid and 
connections to support groups. 
 
In Viet Nam, CSAGA operates six counselling hotlines in the country. Referral pathways 
exist at the provincial level with local authorities, the provincial women’s union, police and 
health centres. 
 

 

Helplines should also strive to be familiar and coordinated with organizations and relevant 
government entities that are mandated to support the safety and well-being of women 
migrant workers (both in the country of origin and in the host country), providing they are 
equipped to and are fulfilling these obligations.  These can include any number of partners 
that can be identified through research, knowledge gained directly from women migrant 
workers or with the support of the Safe and Fair programme staff from ILO, UN Women and 
UNODC. Depending on the context, there may be NGOs, migrant resource centres, 
women’s trade or labour unions, consular offices or embassies, among others to connect 
with. These are important partners for labour grievances and protections. 

Resources: 

▪ Essential Services Package for Women Subject to Violence (UN Women, UNFPA, 
WHO, UNDP and UNODC) 

▪ Service directory for women migrant workers in the ASEAN region (ILO and UN 
Women) 

▪ Training Module on Coordinated Quality Services for Frontline Service Providers 

▪ Combating Violence against Migrants: Criminal Justice Measures to Prevent, 
Investigate, Prosecute and Punish Violence against Migrants, Migrant Workers and 
their Families and to Protect Victims (UNODC and IFCRC) 

▪ Migrant Resource Centre Operations Manual (ILO) 

▪ Running an Effective Migrant Resource Centre: A Handbook for Practitioners (IOM) 

https://www.akhaya.org/en
http://csaga.org.vn/
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2015/12/essential-services-package-for-women-and-girls-subject-to-violence
https://www.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2015/12/essential-services-package-for-women-and-girls-subject-to-violence
https://asiapacific.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/09/service-directory-for-women-migrant-workers-in-the-asean-region
https://asiapacific.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2020/09/service-directory-for-women-migrant-workers-in-the-asean-region
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1B0wzYsY5qDiX82TksWN62scUe_zcm5mq?usp=sharing
https://www.unodc.org/documents/justice-and-prison-reform/UNODC_Combating_Violence_against_Migrants.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/justice-and-prison-reform/UNODC_Combating_Violence_against_Migrants.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/justice-and-prison-reform/UNODC_Combating_Violence_against_Migrants.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/justice-and-prison-reform/UNODC_Combating_Violence_against_Migrants.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/justice-and-prison-reform/UNODC_Combating_Violence_against_Migrants.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/justice-and-prison-reform/UNODC_Combating_Violence_against_Migrants.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/asia/publications/WCMS_312450/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/asia/publications/WCMS_312450/lang--en/index.htm
https://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/running_effective_migrant_resource_centre.pdf
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Target women migrant in advertising the helpline  

Raise awareness of the existence of the helplines in the different languages of the migrant 
populations. Develop specific communications materials for the helpline. Thought should be 
given to how to brand the helpline and what short phrases or words can be used to relay 
important information: 

▪ It is non-discriminatory and for all women regardless of their origin or migration 
status. 

▪ it is confidential and the woman’s safety is the top priority. 

▪ attendants are there to help, not make decisions for the caller.  

Promote the helpline through channels that women migrant workers are likely to access 
(including places where they may congregate and in ways that it can be kept secret from the 
abuser). These may include social media channels, community radio or television stations 
and physical locations (e.g. places of worship, pharmacies, grocery stores, etc.).  
Disseminate to all referral pathway partners and to the community and faith-based groups 
that women migrant workers may be accessing, such as migrant resource centres, consular 
offices and others who may be in contact with women migrant workers (e.g. labour 
inspectors, trade union reps, women’s labour federations, etc.). All recipients of the helpline 
contact should be minimally briefed on how to present the helpline with the intent of allaying 
any fears or mistrust in the service and promoting help-seeking. If any changes occur that 
will impact callers, it is important to recommunicate with all points of contact, so that they 
are fully aware of the changes. 

 
Reaching Women migrant Workers with Information on Helplines 

 
In Malaysia, Tenaganita, distributes wristbands that contain the helpline number on the 
inside to women migrant workers during their post-arrival training.  
 
The Philippines has established a Facebook page ‘OFW Help’ specifically for their 
nationals working oversees and who need emergency help and/or are in distress. Among 
other things, the OFW facilitates repatriation through Philippine Embassies and in 
coordination with destination country governments.  
 

Self-care24,25 

Providing services to women who are at risk of or experiencing violence is a challenging 
undertaking that is taxing- physically (long hours with a phone or computer); mentally 
(undertaking active listening and engaging adeptly with accurate and tailored responses) 
and emotionally (hearing harrowing personal stories and providing empathy).  During 
emergencies (e.g. COVID), it is likely that the work becomes even harder, due to increased 
caseloads and increased personal burdens (fears around health, additional domestic 
responsibilities, less mobility and fewer social outlets, etc.). In addition, text and chat 

 
24 Ibid. 
25 GBVIMS. Supervision and Staff Care 

http://www.tenaganita.net/
https://www.facebook.com/OFWHelpPH/?ref=page_internal
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nmu38tcIy_4&feature=youtu.be
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conversations tend to be longer than verbal exchanges and without carefully planned time 
boundaries may extend throughout the day or over several days (as opposed to one in-person 
sitting). It is normal to feel tired, stressed, overwhelmed and possibly angry or sad. The 
physical and emotional wellbeing of staff is crucial so that they are able to provide the best 
service possible. Self-care can take many forms, including: 

▪ Keeping a regular daily schedule with breaks (including safely outside), eating well 
and exercising.  

▪ Keeping a clear separation between work life and home life. This is even more 
important when working from home. 

▪ Keeping in contact with family and friends. 

▪ Making time for leisure activities that bring joy (reading, listening to music, watching 
shows, gardening, etc.) 

▪ Accessing emotional support from a counselor. 

▪ Doing stress-relieving exercises (e.g. meditation, yoga, mindfulness breathing) 

Organizations/helpline centres can: 
▪ Ensure proper rotation of staff with days off to disconnect from work and plan shifts 

so that service providers can attend to caring responsibilities.  

▪ Provide staff with space to discuss their feelings, concerns, needs and ideas for 
addressing them.  

▪ Consider having a psychological expert available to backstop and support staff. 

▪ Creating chat groups or other ways for staff to connect and support each other being 
mindful of when and how staff want to be contacted. 

▪ Make work supervision routine: debriefs on cases (keeping them anonymous); 
supporting with particularly challenging cases; checking-in regularly with staff one-
on-one or through a peer network; and sharing resources for staff to continue 
building their skills. 

 
Self-Care and Support 

 
In Myanmar, Akhaya employs an empowerment model which provides continuous 
training and support to its staff and mentoring to its partner organizations and individuals 
at the community level. 
 

 

 
Remote-Offered Skill-Building Application (ROSA) 

 
ROSA is an app that was designed to serve staff working remotely.  It provides key content 
on gender-based violence knowledge, case management, communication and attitude 
skills.  It offers self or supervisor-administered skills assessments and a community space 
for users to expand their learning through facilitated remote discussions and distance 
supervision. 

https://akhaya.org/en/about-us
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▪ Download the app for IOS  

▪ Download the app for Android 

 
 

Resources: 

▪ Remote Supervision and Self-Care (GBVIMS) 

▪ Self and Collective Care (Horn, J. GBV Prevention Network) 

▪ Doing What Matters in Times of Stress (WHO) 

https://apps.apple.com/us/app/rosa/id1303840802
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=org.rescue.rosa&hl=en_US
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nmu38tcIy_4&feature=youtu.be
https://preventgbvafrica.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Self-and-Collective-Care.pdf
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240003927
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Annex. 10 Things to Know About Violence against Women Migrant Workers 

 

 

https://asiapacific.unwomen.org/en/digital-library/publications/2021/03/10-things-to-know
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Photo: UN Women/Younghwa Choi 



Remote Service Provision for Women Migrant Workers
at Risk or Subject to Violence 

The Safe and Fair: Realizing women migrant workers’ rights and opportunities in the 
ASEAN Region Programme, is part of the Spotlight Initiative to eliminate violence against 
women and girls by 2030, a global, multi-year initiative between the European Union 
(EU) and United Nations (UN). Safe and Fair focuses on ASEAN countries and is 
implemented through a partnership between the ILO and UN Women, in collaboration 
with UNODC, and is delivered at both local and national levels through governments, 
trade unions, employer organizations, civil society organizations and women’s 
organizations, and at the regional level through ASEAN institutions.

The Spotlight Initiative is a global, multi-year partnership between the European 
Union and the United Nations to eliminate all forms of violence against women and 
girls by 2030. It is the world's largest targeted effort to end all forms of violence against 
women and girls. Launched with a seed funding commitment of €500 million 
from the European Union, the Spotlight Initiative represents an unprecedented 
global effort to invest in gender equality as a precondition and driver for the 
achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals. As a demonstration fund for 
action on the Sustainable Development Goals, the Spotlight Initiative is 
demonstrating that a significant, concerted and comprehensive investment in 
gender equality and ending violence can make a transformative difference in the lives 
of women and girls.

For matters related to the Safe and Fair Programme 
please contact:

Deepa Bharathi
Chief Technical Adviser, Safe and Fair Programme
ILO Regional Office for Asia and the Pacific
e-mail: bharathi@ilo.org

Valentina Volpe
Ending Violence against Women Specialist, Safe 
and Fair Programme
UN Women Regional Office for Asia and the Pacific
e-mail: valentina.volpe@unwomen.org

@GlobalSpotlight

@spotlightinitiative

@TheSpotlightInitiative

Spotlight Initiative

www.spotlightinitiative.org/safe-and-fair

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCU_emuTfXelUnZEBQQ7vgPw
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