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Food as power tools: 
How food and mealtimes reflect the power dynamics of a household 
 

By Cheryl L,   July 2023 

 

 

 

1. Introduction 
 

Universally, there is no question over the importance of food consumption in our daily lives. Essential for 

survival, food provides one with the necessary nutrients and sustenance needed to maintain basic bodily 

functions and energy to efficiently carry out daily activities. In the case of foreign domestic workers 

(FDWs), the practice of food consumption is especially important given the labour intensive and physically 

demanding nature of their work.  

 

From performing household chores to engaging in care work, the labour done by FDWs may also be 

considered as mentally and emotionally debilitating. Food or mealtimes, in times like such, may thus be 

regarded as a temporary period of rest and provide them with a moment to refuel and recharge. However, 

when food distribution and dining arrangements within the household are controlled by employers and 

influenced by the power dynamics in the worker-employer labour relationship, food consumption 

becomes symbolic for the determination of one’s social status and inclusion or exclusion in the private 

labour sphere.  

 

The impetus for this research project is to hence explore how food consumption and dining arrangements 

within the employer’s household is a medium through which the employers’ power and authority over 

the domestic worker is exercised as well as the site of negotiation and determination of social standing 

and hierarchy within the worker-employer labour relationship.   

 

 

2. Research method 
 

Research data was primarily collected via an online Google Forms survey (refer to Appendix A) that was 

published on TWC2’s main Facebook page and the Indonesian Family Network (IFN) and Filipino Family 
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Network (FFN) WhatsApp chat groups. Relevant research data was also reaped from personal interviews 

with 8 FDWs - 3 Indonesian domestic workers and 5 Filipino domestic workers - on the last Sunday of June 

and first Sunday of July. Sundays were chosen due to the higher likelihood of the FDWs having the day off 

and thus available for interviews.  

 

 

2.1  Profile of respondents 
 

Nationality 

 

 
Figure 1 

 

Two separate Google Forms surveys in Bahasa Indonesian and Tagalog were distributed and a total of 217 

responses were recorded, with 108 and 109 responses from the Indonesian FDWs and Filipino FDWs 

respectively. 
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Age of respondents 

 

 
Figure 2 

 

The majority of FDW survey respondents (88.0%) are within the age ranges 31 to 50 years old. 5.5% of 

respondents were of the ages 23 to 30 while a mere handful (6.5%) were over 50 years old.  

 

23 years old was also listed as the minimum age in the survey, given Work Permit requirements that 

indicate 23 years old as the minimum age of eligibility to apply for a work permit in Singapore.  
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Years of employment as a domestic worker in Singapore 

 

 
 

Figure 3 

 

Approximately two-thirds of FDW survey respondents have been employed as an FDW in Singapore for 

more than 7 years. Only 4 respondents (1.8%) have only been working as a FDW in Singapore for less than 

a year, while 13.8% have been employed for 1 to 3 years and another one-fifth of respondents (18.0%) 

for about 4 to 6 years.  

 

It is important to highlight that though most survey respondents have been working in Singapore as a 

FDW for more than 7 years, the pie chart and statistics do not reflect the length of employment for their 

current employers. The FDWs may have potentially changed employers within the indicated total duration 

of employment in Singapore and future research efforts may find it beneficial to include the question 

‘How long have you been employed with your current employer?’ to gain a more accurate insight as to 

how the employment experience of FDWs with regards to food consumption patterns and dining 

arrangements might have changed or shifted over their years of employment.  

  



 

Food as power tools, Cheryl L,  July 2023  Page 5 of 54 

2.2  Research design 
 

Survey respondents and interviewees were largely chosen via probability convenience sampling, in which 

the majority of respondents were involved with or at least, aware of the IFN, FFN and TWC2. $10 phone 

top-ups also were granted to the first 50 respondents of each survey as an incentive for FDWs to complete 

and participate in the survey.  The main criteria for respondents included being currently legally employed 

as a domestic worker in Singapore and being of Indonesian and Filipino nationality. Burmese domestic 

workers were considered as potential respondents, but ultimately excluded due to the unavailability of a 

Burmese translator for the translation of the survey that would serve to eliminate potential language 

barriers that could hinder FDWs’ understanding and completion of the survey.  

 

The survey was divided into 3 main subsections, namely - food consumption, dietary preferences and 

employer’s accommodation and dining arrangements.  

 

The first subsection on food consumption attempted to tackle questions revolving around the role of 

FDWs in meal preparation and the purchase of ingredients for meal preparations as well as the quality of 

FDWs’ meals and their attainment or lack thereof of a balanced diet. 

 

The second subsection on dietary preferences addressed the dietary restrictions of FDWs (in particular, 

the Muslim Indonesian FDWs) and the extent of accommodation and consideration their current or past 

employers have had towards the differences between their dietary habits.  

 

Lastly, the third subsection on dining arrangements aimed to explore the different spatial distribution and 

timing of FDWs’ meals in relation and comparison with their employers, investigating to what extent such 

arrangements are self-determined or dictated by employers and the factors that contribute to them. 

 

 

2.3  Strengths 
 

To start, the online surveys were easy to disseminate. Compared to physical surveys that require the 

survey questions to be printed on paper and distributed for respondents to fill out and collected back for 

results tabulation, the online survey on Google Forms was able to reach more members of the target 

research group (i.e. FDWs).  
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The online survey was also kept relatively short with approximately 20 questions in total. 20 questions 

was the maximum number of questions imposed on the survey, taking into consideration the attention 

span of the respondents and to assure the highest level of accuracy in responses.  

 

Additionally, extra measures were taken in order to prevent a potential loophole in the survey that 

allowed multiple responses from the same respondent. An example of which is the collection of phone 

numbers from respondents to act as a check.  

 

Through conducting personal interviews, more detailed information regarding how food consumption and 

dining arrangements have impacted the employment experience of the interviewees was able to be 

reaped. Compared to focus group discussions in which discussion questions are presented to a group of 

research participants, personal interviews were deemed more suitable for this particular research project 

given the sensitive and private nature of the FDWs’ job role, situated within the private sphere (i.e. the 

homes of their employers) as opposed to the public labour sphere.  

 

 

2.4  Limitations 

 
Given that the research survey was disseminated and conducted via an online platform (i.e. Google 

Forms), there was an inability to fully confirm the identity of the respondent and determine if they were, 

in fact, foreign domestic workers. Additionally, no FIN number (which is unique to each domestic worker 

as per their work permit) was collected from the survey which only contributed to ambiguity of the 

respondents’ identity.  

 

The survey, though translated into Bahasa Indonesian and Tagalog to alleviate potential language barriers 

for the Indonesian and Filipino domestic workers respectively, also provided the English version of the 

questions and response options which may have opened up the possibility of having respondents who 

were neither Indonesian nor Filipino and are relatively well-versed in English. 

 

Time constraints were also a significant limiting factor during the data collection process when 

organising and scheduling personal interview sessions with the FDWs. Given their work schedule, the 

FDWs were only available on Sundays. The timeframe in which they were available to participate in the 

interview on Sundays was also relatively narrow due to the FDWs’ personal, external commitments and 

conflicting schedules. 
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3. Survey findings  
 

A gross total of 112 and 113 responses were recorded from both the online surveys disseminated to the 

Indonesian and Filipino FDWs respectively. Upon reviewing the survey responses and removing 

duplicate entries, there was a new net total of 108 and 109 responses. 

 

3.1  Food consumption 
 

1. How important is food and mealtimes to you? 

 

 Indonesian FDWs Filipino FDWs 

No. of 

respondents 

% No. of 

respondents 

% 

Very important 

Fairly important 

Important 

Slightly important 

Not important at all 

91 

4 

13 

0 

0 

84.3 

3.7 

12.0 

0.0 

0.0 

107 

0 

2 

0 

0 

98.2 

0 

1.8 

0 

0 

Total 108 100.0 109 100.0 

 

Figure 4 

 

Food and mealtimes were largely regarded to be important to the FDWs surveyed.  

 

Such a result was unsurprising given the essentiality of food consumption for basic survival and the 

labour-intensive, physically demanding job responsibilities of the FDWs, which typically include doing 

household chores and caretaking duties.    
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2. When you experience hunger, do you let your employers know? 

 

 Indonesian FDWs Filipino FDWs 

No. of 

respondents 

% No. of 

respondents 

% 

Yes 

Sometimes 

No 

19 

29 

60 

17.6% 

26.9% 

55.6% 

19 

27 

63 

17.4% 

24.8% 

57.8% 

Total 108 100.0 109 100.0 

 

Figure 5 

 

More than half of the FDWs surveyed (I: 55.6%, F: 57.8%) reportedly do not inform their employers 

when experiencing hunger while working.  Though a fair percentage have indicated that they 

occasionally let their employers know when they are hungry, it is unclear as to whether by indicating 

‘sometimes’ that this includes only informing their employers of their hunger when asked or approached 

or if informed out of their own initiative.  

 

Numbers of year employed is seen to have little to no impact on the likelihood of FDWs to vocalise their 

hunger to employers, implying that long-term service is likely to have a minimal influence on the 

closeness of the relationship between FDWs and employers or level of comfort felt by FDWs around 

their employers.    
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3. How often do you find yourself delaying your meals? (i.e. Due to other household 

responsibilities etc) 

 

 Indonesian FDWs Filipino FDWs 

No. of 

respondents 

% No. of 

respondents 

% 

Always 

Often 

Sometimes 

Rarely 

Never 

5 

13 

48 

22 

20 

4.6 

12.0 

44.4 

20.3 

18.5 

7 

15 

50 

22 

15 

6.4 

13.8 

45.8 

20.2 

13.8 

Total 108 100.0 109 100.0 

 

Figure 6 

 

Delay of mealtimes due to other household responsibilities amongst the FDWs surveyed are relatively 

uncommon upon reviewing the dataset.  

 

It is worthy to note that such a result may not be indicative of a delay of mealtimes perpetuated by 

employers distributing more household chores and responsibilities to FDWs. The delay of mealtimes 

could potentially be a personal decision in which some FDWs may have a preference to complete any 

remaining tasks before having their meals.  
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4. Do you buy the ingredients for your own meals? 

 

 Indonesian FDWs Filipino FDWs 

No. of 

respondents 

% No. of 

respondents 

% 

Always 

Often 

Sometimes 

Rarely 

Never 

6 

12 

40 

22 

28 

5.6 

11.1 

37.0 

20.4 

25.9 

18 

11 

45 

6 

29 

16.5 

10.1 

41.3 

5.5 

26.6 

Total 108 100.0 109 100.0 

 

Figure 7 

 

FDWs typically do not purchase the ingredients for their own meals. With 83.3% and 73.4% of 

Indonesian and Filipino FDWs respectively indicating that they, at most only sometimes purchase the 

ingredients for their meals, potentially refers to the fact that FDWs largely do not have a hand in 

deciding what they eat or consume for mealtimes. Ingredients for their own meals are likely to be the 

same as that used to prepare the employer’s meals, who may be of a different culture and thus have 

different dietary preferences.  

 

Furthermore, especially in the case of the Muslim Indonesian FDWs, not being able or given the 

allowance to purchase the ingredients for their own meals could mean having to conform to the 

employer’s dietary preferences with a limited range of selection of foods that they may safely consume.  
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5. Generally, do you believe you have a balanced diet? 

 

 Indonesian FDWs Filipino FDWs 

No. of 

respondents 

% No. of 

respondents 

% 

Yes 

Not sure 

No 

43 

39 

26 

39.8 

36.1 

24.1 

68 

24 

17 

62.4 

22 

15.6 

Total 108 100.0 109 100.0 

 

Figure 8 

 

The idea of a balanced diet varies from individual to individual. While a great percentage of Indonesian 

FDWs (39.8%) and the majority of Filipino FDWs (62.4%) indicated a belief that they do have a balanced 

diet, it is unclear as to what was their definition of a balanced diet. A balanced diet may typically be 

referred to as a diet that consists of a variety of different foods that include proportionate amounts of  

carbohydrates, protein, fats and fibre.  

 

When FDWs are under the long-term employment of their employers, their perceived definition of a 

balanced diet may be reflective of that of their employers’ which in turn, may not necessarily fit the 

typical definition of a balanced diet. 
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3.2  Dietary preferences 
 

6. Have you handled food that you do not consume due to personal dietary restrictions? 

 

 Indonesian FDWs Filipino FDWs 

No. of 

respondents 

% No. of 

respondents 

% 

Yes 

No 

55 

53 

50.9 

49.1 

55 

54 

50.5 

49.5 

Total 108 100.0 109 100.0 

 

Figure 9 

 

Most Indonesian FDWs are Muslim and thus, have dietary restrictions related to religious reasons. They 

may only consume halal-certified foods and do not eat pork or products that contain pork. Since the 

majority of the Singapore population is ethnic Chinese, survey results indicating that 50.9% of 

Indonesian FDWs have experienced handling foods that they do not consume due to personal dietary 

restrictions is expected.  

 

What is unexpected, on the other hand, is that similarly 50.5% of Filipino FDWs have noted that they 

have had to handle food that they do not consume due to personal dietary restrictions. It is not known 

what sort of food restrictions that the Filipino FDWs may potentially have.  
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7. How considerate are your employers to your dietary needs? 

 

 Indonesian FDWs Filipino FDWs 

No. of 

respondents 

% No. of 

respondents 

% 

Very considerate 

Fairly considerate 

Considerate 

Slightly considerate 

Not considerate at all 

37 

36 

17 

18 

0 

34.3 

33.3 

15.7 

16.7 

0.0 

53 

19 

22 

11 

4 

48.6 

17.4 

20.2 

10.1 

3.7 

Total 108 100.0 109 100.0 

 

Figure 10 

 

As aforementioned, Indonesian FDWs are likely to have dietary restrictions due to religious concerns. 

This question in the survey is particularly important to explore how accommodating their employers are 

(especially if of a different culture) to their dietary preferences, restrictions and needs.  

 

To summarise, most Indonesian FDWs surveyed have found their employers to be largely considerate of 

their dietary needs with 16.7% indicating a less-than-satisfactory level of consideration by their 

employers. Employers of the Filipino FDWs were largely considerate of the FDW’s dietary needs but a 

small minority (3.7%) purportedly believe that their employers have not been considerate at all to their 

dietary needs. Whether such is referencing a lack of consideration to the FDW’s food preferences or on 

a more serious note, allergies, is uncertain and indiscernible from the survey results. 
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3.3  Dining arrangements 
 

8. How would you rate the quality of your meals that you get from your employers? 

 

 Indonesian FDWs Filipino FDWs 

No. of 

respondents 

% No. of 

respondents 

% 

Very good 

Good 

Average 

Poor 

Very poor 

39 

42 

24 

3 

0 

36.1 

38.9 

22.2 

2.8 

0.0 

54 

32 

23 

0 

0 

49.5 

29.4 

21.1 

0.0 

0.0 

Total 108 100.0 109 100.0 

 

Figure 11 

 

Indonesian FDWs are more likely than Filipino FDWs to rate the quality of food received by employers as 

‘good’ as opposed to ‘very good’.  

 

Generally, Indonesian FDWs find the quality of food to be of acceptable quality, with only 2.8% rating 

the quality of food from their employers as ‘poor’. Given dietary restrictions and preferences stemming 

from religious and cultural differences, such a finding may possibly be attributed to their more specific 

dietary palette. Contrastingly, a significant percentage of Filipino FDWs (49.5%) rated the quality of food 

from their employers as ‘very good’, with no respondents indicating the ‘poor’ or ‘very poor’ option on 

the survey question.  
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9. When do you usually have your meals? 

 

 Indonesian FDWs Filipino FDWs 

No. of 

respondents 

% No. of 

respondents 

% 

Before my employers eat 

With my employers (at the same table) 

With my employers (not at the same table) 

After my employers eat 

10 

24 

42 

32 

9.3 

22.2 

38.9 

29.6 

18 

37 

30 

24 

16.5 

33.9 

27.5 

22.0 

Total 108 100.0 109 100.0 

 

Figure 12 

 

The majority of both Indonesian (77.8%) and Filipino FDWs (66.0%) surveyed do not dine at the same 

time, at the same table as their employers.  

 

The timing of FDWs’ meals, either having their meals before or after their employers, may be indicative 

of a difference in social status and power dynamics within the labour relationship. By having their meals 

only after the employer (I: 29.6%, F: 22.0%), it brings into consideration the potential of FDWs possibly 

consuming only the leftovers of their employer’s meals. The differences in the spatial arrangement of 

FDWs’ meal locations (either at the same table or not at the same table as the employers during 

mealtimes), may also point to the possible exclusion of FDWs from dining at the same table by their 

employers or out of the personal choice of the FDW to dine separately. Both scenarios could signal a 

difference in social statuses in which the employer gets to dictate where the FDW has their meals and 

whether they are seen as an equal for them to dine together or the FDWs’ perception of their relative 

status and position in the labour relationship respectively. 

 

It is interesting however, to note that on average, Filipino FDWs were more likely to dine with the 

employer at the same table than Indonesian FDWs. Perhaps, in order to better figure out why such a 

distinction exists, it may be worthwhile to ask about the profile or background (i.e. race, social status 

etc) of the FDW’s employers in future research studies to understand the origins of certain dining 

practices within the household.   
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10. Where do you usually have your meals? 

 

 Indonesian FDWs Filipino FDWs 

No. of 

respondents 

% No. of 

respondents 

% 

At the dining table 

In the kitchen 

In the living room (not at the dining table) 

In my room 

Others 

35 

64 

1 

4 

4 

32.4 

59.3 

0.9 

3.7 

3.7 

43 

49 

0 

12 

5 

39.4 

45.0 

0.0 

11.0 

4.6 

Total 108 100.0 109 100.0 

 

Figure 13 

 

Most FDWs (I: 67.6%, F: 60.6%) do not dine at the employer’s dining table and instead, have their meals 

in other areas of the house with the majority of Indonesian FDWs and 45% of Filipino FDWs surveyed 

reportedly having their meals in the kitchen.  

 

A free response section (‘Others’) was included for FDWs to note down any alternative locations not 

mentioned within the options provided. It is important to note that the free response section had 

several interesting responses. Amongst them, was the answer ‘dirty/wet kitchen’, which was intriguing 

to note given the availability of the option ‘In the kitchen’ in the survey. Another answer indicated that 

the respondent’s dining arrangements are not fixed but rather dependent on the presence of guests - 

‘eat at the back when guests are around’. It was not specified as to what was meant by ‘eat at the back’.  

 

Other responses included the garden, laundry room and pantry as mealtime locations for both 

Indonesian and Filipino FDWs. 
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4.  Interview findings 
 

Over the course of 2 Sundays, I conducted personal interviews with 8 FDWs - 3 Indonesians, 5 Filipinos. 

Survey results for each group were compiled, summarised in pie charts for easier visualisation and 

reference and shown to the Indonesian and Filipino FDWs interviewed (refer to Appendix B and C). They 

were then asked to input their opinions and thoughts on the survey results with guiding questions, 

providing contexts and potential reasons behind the trend of responses. Interview responses were also 

recorded with the consent of all interviewees and names indicated have all been changed to protect the 

interviewees’ identities.  

 

1. How important is food and mealtimes to you? 

 

Generally, most interviewees believed that mealtimes were important to them, attributing it to the 

need for energy to perform household tasks expected of them by their employers. Only 1 particular 

Indonesian interviewee who has been under employment by a Chinese family for 10 years currently, an 

Indonesian FDW, mentioned that she typically gets by with only a single meal a day. Breakfast for her 

would normally be a single cup of coffee and her first and only meal would only come in the afternoon. 

Throughout the day, if hunger strikes, she would then snack on food items like biscuits or bananas.  

 

When asked if this diet is enough to sustain her for the day, she reasons her single-meal diet by claiming 

that she ‘got used to it already’ and that she would usually rather ‘finish her work then eat’. It was also 

made clear that such a diet was pursued out of the interviewee’s own accord and personal choice. 

 

2. Why do you believe most FDWs do not tell their employers when they are hungry? 

 

There was a consensus agreement amongst all interviewees that most FDWs generally do not tell their 

employers when they experience hunger as indicative from the survey results. Both the Indonesian and 

Filipino FDWs ascribe this unwillingness to approach their employers to a feeling of embarrassment to 

ask for more food and self-consciousness as to how the employers may negatively perceive them as 

being ‘greedy’. 

 

However, in addition to the aforementioned reasons, the Filipino FDWs also brought up the idea of 

feeling ‘grateful’ and ‘lucky for what they have’. In other words, there is a tendency not to vocalise their 

needs and wants (or in this case, their hunger) because of an inherent sense of needing to feel grateful 

for their employment and what they are already being provided by their employers. There is a higher 
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likelihood amongst Filipino FDWs compared to Indonesian FDWs to regard their employment in 

Singapore as a ‘treasured opportunity’. 

 

3. Do you buy the ingredients for your own meals? Are you given the freedom of choice to decide 

your own meals? 

 

There are a range of different arrangements made for the purchase of meal ingredients for the FDWs 

interviewed. 2 out of 3 Indonesian FDWs interviewed were tasked by their employers to purchase the 

ingredients for their employers’ meals and by default, also their own meals. However, freedom of 

purchase is limited by the provision of a preset grocery list provided by their employers.  

 

All personal food purchases were made with the remaining grocery allowance or at times, out of the 

FDW’s own savings. One of the Indonesian FDWs interviewed, who was currently employed by a 4 family 

member household, had an alternative arrangement - she was the one who reviewed what is needed in 

the kitchen and provided her employers with the grocery list as to what to purchase. She also mentions 

not being provided with allowance to buy her own food or snacks, unless her employers are consuming 

pork or pork containing products for their meals. 

 

Being on several grocery trips with her employers, she also mentioned being privy to her employers’ 

conversation about dinner plans and being excluded from their grocery purchase considerations. 

 

‘Sometimes, they will say they want steak then they will buy 4 only (for each member of the employer’s 

family, excluding the FDW). They didn’t ask me,’ an interviewee recalls. 

 

In this case, it is clear that the interviewee’s employer usually does not keep her meal portions in mind 

when making grocery decisions despite years of her employment with the family.  

 

Additionally, the FDW interviewed reported usually being excluded from meals at restaurants. When 

their employers dine out at restaurants, invitations for the FDW to join the employer’s family are usually 

only extended when the restaurant is ‘not so expensive’. This shows that employers, though able to 

splurge on themselves, are typically unwilling to spend more money on food for FDWs despite their 

(almost) daily labour within the employer’s household. 

 

2 out of 5 Filipino FDWs interviewed were given allowances to purchase their own ingredients for their 

own meals on a monthly basis. When asked if the allowance is sufficient, one of the interviewees used 

the concept of rationing and ‘brunch’ (i.e. a combination of breakfast and lunch in a single meal) to 

explain her situation. There was no explicit response that the allowance given was insufficient but meal 
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arrangements for her were such that she had only 2 full meals a day - brunch and dinner. She would 

have a particularly large meal (always consisting of rice) in the late morning or early afternoon and 

dinner in the evening. Such an arrangement was made in order to ensure that her supply of rice lasts 

through the month.  

 

Another Filipino FDW interviewed draws from her personal savings to spend on Filipino snacks she 

purchases for herself. She would reportedly ‘hide’ her snacks in her room as opposed to storing them in 

the kitchen because of her employer’s tendency to ‘calculate the number of snacks in the kitchen’. 

 

‘Sometimes, she nothing to do so she just go kitchen then count everything,’ she complains. Her 

employers do not eat the snacks she purchases but nonetheless, counts the number of snacks remaining 

in the kitchen regularly, which she claims is the reason why she buys her snacks without informing her 

employer and stores them in a drawer in her room.  

 

The same interviewee also shares a personal anecdote in which her employer had once purchased a box 

of biscuits and shared them with her.  

 

‘I just take one then never take again,’ she said, but then continued with indignation, ‘then when the 

cookie finish, she ask me why I eat all!’ 

 

4. Do you and your employers typically have the same portions to eat? 

 

Portion size of meals are typically not regarded as an aspect of their mealtimes that FDWs pay particular 

attention to. All FDWs interviewed responded that the food portions provided by their employers during 

mealtimes were sufficient for them.  

 

There is however, a perceived sense of obligation felt by the interviewees to refrain from eating more 

than the employers in situations when they have meals together. A feeling of shame and self-

consciousness is usually attached to the idea of helping themselves to a larger portion of food when the 

employer is present.  

 

‘Sometimes, you take more you also ‘paiseh1’ when the employer is looking at you eat,’ said one 

interviewee.  

 

 

 
1 Local term derived from the Fujian dialect of Chinese to mean ‘embarrassing’ 
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5. What is your definition of a balanced diet? 

 

Even amongst the 8 interviewees, there were differing opinions on what constitutes a truly balanced 

diet but all mentioned that rice was a staple in their daily diets. The switch to consuming bread for 

breakfast was also cited by almost all interviewees to be a significant change from their traditional diets 

back in Indonesia or the Philippines. 

 

The ability to have 3 full meals a day was found to be largely dependent on the number of tasks required 

of them for the day. FDWs who were employed by families with younger children who were still 

schooling were also less likely to be able to have sufficient time to consume a full breakfast compared to 

FDWs who were employed by families who do not have any children in the household.  

 

Furthermore, FDWs’ meals are often changing depending on their employers’ food preferences. When I 

asked the FDWs if any freedom of choice was granted during meal preparations, all the FDWs 

interviewed stated that the types of meals prepared for the household were decided by the employers. 

One of the Indonesian interviewees has been under the employment of a Chinese family for almost a 

decade and states that the meals she prepares for the family are strictly controlled by the employer.   

 

‘They give me recipe then I just follow and cook.’  

 

6. Have you handled food that you do not consume due to personal dietary restrictions? What sort 

of foods are they? 

 

All 3 Indonesian FDWs interviewed mentioned handling pork or pork-containing products during their 

employment term at the request of their employer.  

 

‘Sometimes the kids want bacon, then I will cook,’ an Indonesian FDW interviewee said. 

 

Generally, aside from occasionally requesting for the FDWs (especially in the case of the Muslim 

Indonesian FDWs) to handle foods that do not fit within their own dietary preferences, most employers 

are typically quite accommodating according to the FDWs interviewed. On the contrary, the situation is 

sometimes reversed with the FDW needing to accommodate their employer’s unique dietary 

preferences and meal arrangements. 

 

One of the Filipino FDWs interviewed is currently employed by a Caucasian family living in Singapore and 

mentions that her employer leads a vegan lifestyle, which is a diet that strictly consists of only plant or 

plant-related products with no poultry, produce or dairy. The interviewee does not share the same diet 



 

Food as power tools, Cheryl L,  July 2023  Page 21 of 54 

as her employers and states that due to this difference in dietary preferences between her and her 

employer, she usually consumes her meals outside of the house or purchases takeaway meals, rarely 

using the kitchen to cook her own meals. Even when she does cook her own meals, her employers had 

provided her with a portable stove to cook her meals outside of the home, which she describes as 

‘inconvenient’.  

 

When asked if FDWs are usually tasked to handle foods that they may be allergic to, all FDWs 

interviewed stated that their employers are generally understanding of any allergies they may have and 

do not put pressure on them to handle foods that do not agree with them. 

 

7. What sort of accommodations have your employers made or not made for your dietary 

preferences or needs? 

 

Special utensils (i.e. designated pans, pots) used to cook pork and non-halal food products are usually 

set aside in the employers’ kitchen to ensure that there is no mixing of halal and non-halal food items.  

 

However, though in the minority, some employers do not segregate different utensils for non-halal food 

items and such a situation as described by one of the interviewees, is usually circumvented by the FDW’s 

own due diligence to keep aware of when the employer has used the kitchenware to prepare pork or 

non-halal food items. Muslim Indonesian FDWs who do not have employers that provide special utensils 

to separate the cooking of halal and non-halal foods typically will have to either purchase their own food 

or wait a few days before cooking and eating from the same pan or pot previously used to cook pork or 

non-halal food items. 

 

It was heartwarming to hear that considerations by employers may sometimes extend over dietary 

needs and preferences. According to one of the Indonesian FDWs interviewed, her employment with a 

Malay Muslim family allowed her to do her prayers freely and openly or even sometimes, with the 

family before meals. 

 

When interviewing the Filipino FDWs, there was a consistent trend of answers amongst all respondents - 

there was a general preference for rice over bread for breakfast. The accordance of a monetary 

allowance to purchase rice and other personal snacks and food items was more common amongst the 

Filipino FDWs, especially amongst FDWs employed by Western Caucasian employers. However, Western 

Caucasian employers were also reportedly more likely to have preferences for more organic or 

perceived healthy food products. Though accommodations are made according to the FDWs’ food and 

dietary preferences out of the employer’s own will and initiative, sometimes these efforts only serve to 

further accentuate the difference in diets between the FDW and employer.  
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‘One time my madam (i.e. employer) buy me brown rice, I said I don’t eat this kind (of rice)!’ one 

interviewee laughed.  

 

8. How would you rate the quality of your meals that you get from your employers? What are the 

differences between what you usually eat and what your employers eat? 

 

‘Usually Malay family food is best,’ an Indonesian respondent said.  

 

All 3 Indonesian FDWs interviewed were of agreement that food quality provided by Malay Muslim 

employers were of the best quality. This is attributed to the high degree of similarity between Malay 

cuisine in Singapore and Indonesian cuisine. Chinese food was described by the Indonesian FDWs as 

‘bland’ and Indian food was described as having ‘a lot of bread’.  

 

According to the Filipino FDWs, spicy and piquant food is not typical to the standard Filipino diet. While 

the Indonesians believed the food of Malay Muslim employers to be ‘best’ and most suitable to their 

taste palettes, the Filipinos were of a different opinion and thought Malay Muslim food to be ‘too spicy’, 

quoting the use of chilli and spices in most traditional Malay dishes. 

 

‘They like to eat the… the small one, chilli… Chilli padi? Yeah, that one I cannot (tolerate it),’ one of the 

interviewees quipped.  

 

Quality of food provided by employers was usually average to good, according to interviewees. When 

they do not like the food provided, they are typically not inclined to tell their employers. Instead, 

according to a Filipino FDW interviewee, they would eat lesser amounts of the food or simply tolerate its 

taste for the moment.  

 

The idea of leftovers was also brought up during both interviewees and both groups of FDWs held 

differing perspectives and opinions on leftover food provided by employers.  

 

The Indonesian FDWs were more likely to view employers’ leftovers from meals outside as an ‘insulting’ 

gesture, especially when the portion size is small and quality of food is perceived to be poor. For 

example, an Indonesian FDW shared a personal anecdote in which she recalled feeling pity for a friend 

who had been provided what she perceived to be ‘pathetic’ leftovers for dinner - including a fish head 

cut as opposed to the body cut with the meat. The Filipinos, on the other hand, are more inclined to 

view the provision of the employer’s leftovers from their meals outside for them as still ‘keeping them in 

mind’ and leftovers are mostly received with gratitude. The reasoning in this case is as follows. 
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‘They bring back (referring to the leftovers) means at least they think of us. They remember us,’ said a 

Filipino FDW. 

 

9. Where do you usually have your meals? Do you prefer to dine with your employers or on your 

own? 

 

Most of the interviewees, both Indonesian and Filipino, did not dine with their employers. Only 1 

Filipino interviewee who has been employed with her current employer for 8 years, mentioned that she 

ate with her employer’s family regularly.  

 

This arrangement segregating the dining locations of the FDWs and the employers largely resulted from 

the exclusion of the FDW from the dining table, like not providing them with a chair or space to dine at 

the table.  

 

One of the Indonesian FDW interviewees recalled dining on the floor of the kitchen when under the 

employment of a previous employer when they did not give her a place to sit for her mealtimes. Upon 

seeing her having her meal on the floor, they did not make a comment or offer for her to sit at a table to 

eat, thereby subtly endorsing such a dining arrangement for the FDW.  

 

Though there exists the exclusion of the FDW from the employer’s dining table and segregation of dining 

locations, all the FDW interviewees indicated a preference to dine alone as opposed to dining with the 

employer. Dining with the employer is usually perceived to be an awkward situation that most FDW 

would ideally avoid, preferring to dine by themselves in their rooms or the kitchen. According to a FDW, 

her employer would sometimes try to start a conversation but the attempts usually fall flat when both 

parties are unable to find a common ground or interest to chat about. She also claims that most times 

when the employer inquires about her day, she is able to tell that these attempts were more so out of 

courtesy rather than genuine interest. 

 

For the Indonesian FDWs, dining alone in one’s room is a much preferred arrangement because they 

would feel more comfortable and more at ease. Mealtime prayers can be done in peace in the absence 

of the employer and the FDW is able to eat with their hands - a way of food consumption that is 

common in Muslim culture - freely and without being under the employer’s scrutiny. 

 

All Filipino FDWs interviewed also indicated a preference to eat alone in their room during meals 

because such an arrangement was, similar to the Indonesians, more comfortable for them. However, 

the main reasons for this preference are different.  
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‘To us Filipinos, family is very important,’ one interviewee said, ‘we always have every meal together. 

Breakfast, lunch and dinner.’ 

 

Dining alone in their rooms would allow the Filipino FDWs to engage in video calls with their families 

back home while they have their meals and simulate a virtual get-together family dinner. The strong 

familial bonds within Filipino families are such that, even after working for a very long time with an 

employer, the FDW does not feel inclined to view them as being a potential fictive kin. The idea of family 

remains strictly blood-related. 

 

‘There will always be a barrier (between the FDW and the employer),’ an interviewee explained. ‘I came 

to Singapore to work, my family is back home.’ 

 

 

5. Discussion 
 

5.1  Food consumption 
 

To start, adequate and sufficient food consumption during mealtimes are largely deemed to be 

important for FDWs to have enough energy to perform their labour-intensive work on an almost daily 

basis for their employers. Despite this great value placed upon proper nutrition and mealtimes and 

similarly even when FDWs are taught to inform their employers if they are still hungry after mealtimes 

during the mandatory Settling-In Programme (SIP)2 held for new FDWs, most FDWs currently employed 

in Singapore do not feel comfortable telling their employers when they are hungry as seen from the 

research survey results and personal interviews conducted with the FDWs.  

 

This discomfort and unwillingness to vocalise their hunger and make a request for more food stems 

from two main concerns - a fear of the employer’s wrath and the employer’s perception of them as 

being ‘greedy’. Even if food and nutrition is a basic human right and the employer is legally required to 

provide the FDW with ‘at least 3 nutritious meals per day3’ according to the Ministry of Manpower 

(MOM), the fear, discomfort and shame that is tied with requesting their employers for more food to 

satiate their hunger triumphs. The idea of possibly becoming a cause of irritation and frustration for the 

 
2 “Complaints to MOM over inadequate food not on the rise.” Ministry of Manpower, 2014, 

https://www.mom.gov.sg/newsroom/press-replies/2014/complaints-to-mom-over-inadequate-food-not-on-the 
3 “Maid Employment Law in Singapore.”  HelperChoice, n.d., https://www.helperchoice.com/c/maid/employment-

law#:~:text=What%20types%20of%20duty%20are,wants%20to%20supplement%20her%20income 
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employer constantly looms over FDWs, inhibiting their ability to speak up for themselves in the presence 

of their employers. Such is due to the potential threat of repatriation should the employers be 

dissatisfied with their service and requests for more food than the employer is willing to provide. With 

their own families to provide for back home and under the Work Permit conditions that bans FDWs from 

seeking other employment4 (including part-time employment), their current employer is perceived to be 

their own main source of income. Additionally, agent fees owed by the FDW (either as a transfer or new 

employee) to their employment agency is incurred whenever a new employment is confirmed as well as 

the monthly deduction of the FDW’s salary by the employer as part of a form of self-repayment from 

having paid the FDW’s employment agency5.  Losing their employment would thus inflict great financial 

burdens on the FDWs and is a situation that FDWs wish to avoid at all costs. 

 

Beside being provided with sufficient portions of food, having a balanced diet is also important for FDWs 

to be able to remain physically healthy and fit for the physically demanding nature of their job role.  

Eating less than ideal portions and unhealthy, convenient meals in order to have more time to complete 

household tasks expected of them will directly impact the dietary intake and overall nutrition of FDWs. 

One interviewee mentioned only having 2 slices of white bread with butter and kaya jam for breakfast at 

close to 1pm on a regular basis. Such a minimal and untimely diet with a lack of nutritional value would 

likely result in long-term health problems for the FDWs such as malnutrition.  

 

Though there may be ways in which FDWs circumvent this problem of insufficient meal portions such as 

eating while preparing meals for the employer, such an arrangement requires the FDW to eat and work 

simultaneously, increasing the likelihood of digestive issues. Other alternative solutions include 

snacking, which may also often be unhealthy given the low nutritional value of traditional and 

commonly named snacks like biscuits.  

 

 

5.2  Dietary differences and employer’s accommodation 
 

Given the multiethnic and diverse society we live here in Singapore, it is surprising to find that dietary 

accommodations for the Muslim Indonesians FDWs given their dietary restrictions of pork and non-halal 

food products are not being made more regularly.  

 

 
4 “Employment rules for migrant domestic workers (MDWs).” Ministry of Manpower, n.d., 

https://www.mom.gov.sg/passes-and-permits/work-permit-for-foreign-domestic-worker/employers-

guide/employment-rules 
5 “Domestic worker dies from abuse and starvation, commentary 2.” Transient Workers Count Too, 2021, 

https://twc2.org.sg/2021/02/26/domestic-worker-dies-from-abuse-and-starvation-commentary-2/ 
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Despite being fully aware of the dietary restrictions of the Islam religion that most Indonesian FDWs 

subscribe to, the practice of using the same cutlery and utensils to prepare non-halal fare is still 

relatively common amongst FDW employers’ households in Singapore. Such a practice greatly increases 

the chances of the mixing of halal and non-halal food products, thereby creating more mental stress and 

pressure on Muslim Indonesian FDWs to remain extremely vigilant to the food they are consuming 

within the employer’s household. According to a Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 

Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) shadow report for Singapore done in collaboration between 

the Humanitarian Organisation for Migration Economics (HOME) and Transient Workers Count Too 

(TWC2) in 2017, some Muslim FDWs have also reported being provided with inadequate dining options 

and hence insufficient food, given the mixing of pork and non-halal foods with most of the dishes 

provided during mealtimes, leaving them with an extremely limited selection of food to choose from6. 

As they are under the direct employment of the homeowners of the house they are working in, 

vocalising their dietary concerns is seen to be difficult given the obvious power imbalance within the 

labour relationship between both parties.  

 

An indifference and lack of concern to the dietary restrictions of FDWs, though a seemingly trivial issue, 

may have dire consequences should these restrictions include severe food allergies. Though most FDWs 

interviewed claimed that employers have generally been understanding towards their different food 

allergy and have made the necessary accommodations for them, some of these accommodations remain 

inadequate. While some employers have allowed FDWs with specific food allergies to refrain from 

coming into contact with the food allergens, others have still required FDWs to handle foods that they 

are allergic to though with the protection of gloves.  

 

When cooking utensils are shared for all food items, it becomes increasingly difficult to prevent cross-

contamination from occurring. In serious cases (i.e. cases of allergies), some of these incidents could be 

potentially fatal. As of July 2023, there are no regulations by MOM to ensure that such dietary 

accommodations will be made for FDWs within the employers’ households. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
6 “Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW) Shadow Report for 

Singapore.” Humanitarian Organisation for Migration Economics (HOME) and Transient Workers Count Too 

(TWC2), 2017, 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5a12725612abd96b9c737354/t/5a6023160852294892176904/1516249890202/

REFORMATTED_HOME%26TWC2_CEDAW_Singapore_2017.pdf 
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5.3  Dining arrangements 
 

As per survey results and data gathered from the personal interviews conducted with FDWs, quality of 

food provided by employers are more likely to be highly rated by Filipino FDWs than Indonesian FDWs. 

While there is the common notion that complaints from FDWs about the quality of foods provided by 

employers is due to the ‘culture shock’ 7and inability of FDWs to ‘adapt’ to the local cuisine of a foreign 

country,8 such an explanation should not be used as the sole explanatory factor for this phenomenon. As 

a multicultural society, food options in Singapore are nothing short of diverse with specialty 

supermarkets and shopping complexes available for different ethnic communities to purchase products 

commonly found in their home countries (i.e. Lucky Plaza for Filipino FDWs, Peninsula Plaza for Burmese 

FDWs etc). 

 

While it is clear from the survey results and subsequently the personal interviews conducted that the 

segregation of dining spaces between FDWs and employers is not enacted unwillingly on the worker’s 

part, the exclusion of FDWs from the employer’s dining spaces must still be addressed. 

 

The spatial exclusion of the FDW in the dining arrangements within the employer’s household occurs in 

2 main ways - when the exclusion is seen from the lack of a space or provision of a chair for the FDW at 

the dining table or when the employer actively creates an alternative dining arrangement for the FDW 

to adhere to such as assigning a designated table away from the dining table for them to dine at. Such 

spatial exclusions of FDWs during mealtimes sheds light on how these workers are still being 

fundamentally seen by their employers as an ‘outsider’. The presence of the FDW is viewed strictly as a 

worker or a servant of the household, with little acknowledgement of the emotional state of the FDWs 

who are far from their own families back in their home country to work for the employer’s family 

instead.  

 

Despite years of working for their employers, it is perceived that such a segregation that has stemmed 

from the start of their employment is the reason for the discomfort still felt by workers around their 

employers. Additionally, the discomfort and awkwardness felt by FDWs when dining with their 

employers and general preference to dine alone even after years of employment by the same employer 

may signal the presence of a complex, underlying power dynamic within the labour relationship. Vice 

 
7 Izza Haziqah Abdul Rahman, “‘I’m 43 but I feel 23’: How domestic workers in Singapore keep fit on days off.” 

CNA Lifestyle, 2023, https://cnalifestyle.channelnewsasia.com/women/singapore-foreign-domestic-helper-mental-

physical-health-362551 
8 “Domestic Workers Lack Adequate Food and Nutrition.” Humanitarian Organisation for Migration Economics, 

2017, https://www.home.org.sg/our-updates/2017/11/30/domestic-workers-lack-adequate-food-and-

nutrition#:~:text=he%20second%20consistent%20complaint%20from,meat%20or%20eggs%20to%20supplement. 
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versa, employer’s perceived unwillingness to dine together with FDWs could also possibly suggest a 

sense of social superiority over the FDW.  

 

It must, however, be remembered that while it may be encouraged for FDWs and their employers to be 

able to share a harmonious professional working relationship,  the formation of complex, intimate ties 

can easily blur the line between obligation and exploitation for both the FDW and the employer. 

Instances of exploitative practices such as requiring the FDW to fulfil additional tasks imposed on them 

by employers outside of working hours or during mealtimes may be falsely perceived by both the FDW 

and employer to be a willing exchange like ‘lending a helping hand’ or ‘volunteering’. It breeds the 

potential of creating unintended expectations within employers for the FDWs to be willing and obligated 

to tolerate exploitative labour practices disguised as ‘favours’.  

 

Returning to the issue of spatial segregation of dining locations within the employer’s household, what 

is most concerning of all, is the idea that some FDWs are not given proper places to eat and nourish 

themselves. Dining locations may be dirty, filthy and unideal hygiene wise. Examples include dining in a 

dirty or wet kitchen, outside in the garden or outside the kitchen toilet - all of which were cited at least 

once by survey respondents as their dining locations during mealtimes. Such an arrangement for FDWs 

is a possible cause for dire health concerns as dining locations with poor hygiene may increase the risk 

of food poisoning and future health problems. 

 

 

6. Conclusion 
 

With effect from 29 August 2021, MOM announced their move to enhance the six-monthly medical 

examination (6ME) for FDWs to better identify and sieve out potential cases of abuse9. A notable 

enhancement made to the 6ME scheme, was the recording of FDW’s body-mass index (BMI). Height and 

weight of the FDW will be recorded to calculate her BMI, which will then be compared against her 

previous BMI 6 months prior. Any significant weight loss observed would be flagged and further 

investigations would be initiated to detect cases of starvation and malnutrition of the FDW.  

 

While certainly a beneficial enhancement in helping to ensure that abuse of FDWs do not go unnoticed 

for long, perhaps establishing a more in-depth medical check-up procedure could be recommended 

where other health indicators like blood cholesterol level, blood pressure, blood sugar levels and sudden 

 
9 “Enhancements to Six-Monthly Medical Examination for Migrant Domestic Workers to help detect abuse.” 

Ministry of Manpower, 2021, https://www.mom.gov.sg/newsroom/press-releases/2021/0805-enhancements-to-6me-

for-mdws 
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weight gain. These additional measures would help to determine the average, estimated nutritional 

value of the FDW’s everyday diet. When FDWs are constantly snacking and thus consuming a relatively 

unhealthy diet either due to a lack of alternative options that fit within the FDW’s dietary preferences or 

insufficient food portions, these measures will help to allow health professionals to provide the 

appropriate and necessary suggestions for mandatory adjustments to be made to the FDW’s diet that 

the employer is obligated and required to adhere to. Additionally, though there are laws by MOM that 

instruct employers to provide ‘adequate’ and ‘nutritious’ meals for FDWs, the perception of these terms 

differ from employer to employer and can be highly subjective. Furthermore, given that the 

employment of FDWs takes place in the private sphere and in the home space, it is difficult to ascertain 

that proper meals and nutrition is provided for the FDWs by the employers which makes such 

improvements to be made to 6ME all the more advisable and needed.  

 

Regulations may also be made concerning the use of separate kitchen utensils and cutlery to 

accommodate the FDW’s dietary restrictions (i.e. possible allergies) if any such as mandating the need 

for employers to provide utensils specifically used to cook foods that the FDW may have an allergy 

towards to prevent potentially fatal cases of cross-contamination and restrict employers from requiring 

FDWs to handle foods they are allergic to.  

 

These suggestions and recommendations are made based upon survey results and findings reaped from 

the personal interviews conducted on the food consumption and dining arrangement situations of FDWs 

working in Singapore. Given the diverse and multicultural nature of Singapore society and how different 

perspectives of their employment experience depended on the racial background of their employer, 

possible future research may delve deeper into how the different ethnic and racial backgrounds of 

employers could be an underlying factor in influencing (either positively or negatively) the nutritional 

health of FDWs in Singapore.  

 

END 
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Appendix A: Google Forms Survey 
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Appendix B: Interview Questions (IFN) 

 

1. How important is food and mealtimes to you? 

 
 

2. Why do you believe most FDWs do not tell their employers when they are hungry? 
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3. Do you buy the ingredients for your own meals? Are you given the freedom of choice to decide 

your own meals? 

 

 



 

Food as power tools, Cheryl L,  July 2023  Page 41 of 54 

 
 

4. Do you and your employers typically have the same portions to eat? 
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5. What is your definition of a balanced diet? 

 
 

6. Have you handled food that you do not consume due to personal dietary restrictions? What sort 

of foods are they? 
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7. What sort of accommodations have your employers made or not made for your dietary 

preferences or needs? 

 
 

8. How would you rate the quality of your meals that you get from your employers? What are the 

differences between what you usually eat and what your employers eat? 
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9. Where do you usually have your meals? Do you prefer to dine with your employers or on your 

own? 
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Appendix C: Interview Questions (FFN) 

 

1. How important is food and mealtimes to you? 

 
 

2. Why do you believe most FDWs do not tell their employers when they are hungry? 
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3. Do you buy the ingredients for your own meals? Are you given the freedom of choice to decide 

your own meals? 
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4. Do you and your employers typically have the same portions to eat? 
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5. What is your definition of a balanced diet? 
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6. Have you handled food that you do not consume due to personal dietary restrictions? What sort 

of foods are they? 

 
 

7. What sort of accommodations have your employers made or not made for your dietary 

preferences or needs? 
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8. How would you rate the quality of your meals that you get from your employers? What are the 

differences between what you usually eat and what your employers eat? 

 
 

9. Where do you usually have your meals? Do you prefer to dine with your employers or on your 

own? 
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