
  
 
                   MENTAL HEALTH AMONG WOMEN MIGRANT WORKERS 

Migration, whether forced or voluntary, creates a strain on individuals and families. The 

process is typically associated with uprooting, leaving some family members behind and breaking 

with social customs and values that have provided a sense of continuity.1 Undoubtedly, the process 

of migration puts a lot of strain on individuals and the people they leave behind and may contribute 

to migrant health issues.  

There is an undeniable phenomenon of social exclusion, discrimination, cultural and 

language barriers in offering, and accessing the health and other services suffered by migrants. The 

complexities of migration have far reaching ramifications in the health sphere. These are primarily 

due to acculturation problems, immigration stresses, and social isolation, exacerbated by low health 

seeking behaviour, as immigrants do not seek medical attention until their mental health status 

compels them to be hospitalised, and more than often, the services are not inclusive or readily 

available to them. The changing environmental and living conditions often prove challenging to 

adapt to, thus either resulting in, or significantly predisposing the migrant to mental instability and 

physical ailments. The different stages of migration may create vulnerabilities and stresses that 

accompany the process of assimilation, acculturation and de-culturation which are necessary in 

adapting to a new socio-cultural environment.2 For example, it has been observed that the incidence 

of schizophrenia is related to stresses produced by migration.3 A study done among Filipinos 

migrating to the United States showed that migrants use less mental health care than other groups, 

regardless of age, gender and geographic locations; drop out of treatment prematurely; tend to use 

services only in crises; have somatic expressions of mental issues; and refuse treatment because of 

severe stigma associated with mental illness.4 Working in a different culture creates conflicts due to 

differences in language, lifestyle, and values; as well as the feeling of isolation from one’s network.5 

The changes in global movements in more recent years, with females moving as much as if not more 

than males, draws attention to the differential characteristics and experiences of female migrants.6 

Oftentimes, women are moving alone, as a consequence of which they find themselves with minimal 

social support. Research has shown this is true among female domestic workers, as they are excluded 

from mainstream society.7 They also experience the violation of contracts and are subjected to 

subservient and dependent positions, sharing ambivalent or abusive relationships with their 

employers. 

Globalisation shapes women’s labour migration to a great extent. Global shifts in 

international trade and investment have had a significant impact on the geographical distribution and 

mobility of the workforce within and between countries. In recent decades we have witnessed a 

dramatic increase in international trade and investment globally. Alongside this, international and 

internal migration has increased, and labour is exploited in both the formal and informal economies. 

While women migrant workers are recruited in both skilled and unskilled jobs in many different 

sectors, the majority are concentrated in low-status jobs at the lower end of the job hierarchy, where 

work is characterised by exploitive working conditions and represents informal and insecure 



  
 
employment. A reality faced by migrant female workers is informalization of labor. This may be due 

to disasters or untimely termination of contracts. When this happens, informal communities are 

formed at the fringes of society making them vulnerable.8 An analysis of internal and intra-regional 

migration patterns shows that many migrant women find work in agriculture and export oriented 

sectors, where women’s relatively low wages constitute a comparative advantage. However, this is 

not incidental, as the hiring of (young, flexible, cheap) women workers forms an explicit strategy of 

governments and big corporations in the export sector. The low wages of women and women 

migrant workers have been fundamental to economic growth and export-oriented development 

strategies in many developing countries.  In the last ten years, there was an increase in number of 

women migrants; women currently represent about 48 percent of the 214 million worldwide 

migrants.9 The increasing proportion of women migrants is most evident in Asia, where hundreds of 

thousands of women – both low-skilled and skilled – emigrate each year. Recent statistics show that 

the main origin countries are Indonesia, the Philippines, Sri Lanka and Thailand and the main 

destination countries and regions are Hong Kong (China), Malaysia, the Middle East and 

Singapore.10 Given the significant numbers of women migrating as domestic workers, there is 

concern regarding their health and general well-being.  

Women migrant workers constitute a unique working population.  A particular subset of 

concern is the community of migrant women domestic workers. The new transnational face of 

domestic workers generates important questions about the even greater vulnerability of this invisible 

community. Their daily interaction with the state, the host society, and their employers can be 

marked by discrimination on the intersecting basis of their ethnicity, nationality, class and gender.11 

The live-in nature of their work isolates them and makes them especially vulnerable to 

abusive working conditions. The work conditions of migrant domestic workers are replete with 

problems, specifically wage differentials, contract violations, poor working relations, physical and 

sexual.12 The absence of legal protection further exacerbates the condition of migrant domestic 

workers. Gender differences were also identified in the conditions faced by female and male migrant 

workers that further disadvantage women migrant domestic workers. These realities impact on the 

physical, social and health conditions of migrant workers. These realities significantly impact the 

mental health conditions of these migrant workers. 

Mental health problems are the result of a “complex interplay between biology, 

psychological, social and environmental factors.”13 Although work-related stress is not usually 

classified as a mental disorder, it can precipitate or eventually lead to depression, chronic anxiety, 

poor concentration and other psychosocial and emotional as well as physical health problems. 

Among the key factors cited by WHO that contribute to work-related stress are excessive workload 

and poor working conditions, conflicting demands of work and family / household life as well as the 

lack of participation and control over income and work policies. 



  
 

A study was conducted among Filipino migrant women workers that aimed to contribute to 

a better understanding of the labor conditions of overseas migrant workers, including the factors 

that make them most vulnerable to physical health problems. These studies have amply documented 

how the human rights of migrant workers have often been compromised, if not violated, due to the 

inability of state parties and service providers, both in sending and receiving countries, to provide 

acceptable, affordable and appropriate measures to protect them from abuse and harm. Problems of 

overseas and mobile workers are also rooted in their lack of awareness of the causes of health risks 

and vulnerabilities as well as their lack of access to enabling information and services, besides the 

stressors associated with migration.  

The most frequently identified physical manifestations of stress while overseas were: fatigue (64.6 

percent); headache (60.4 percent); muscular tension (49.8 percent); upset stomach / indigestion (36.4 

percent); feeling faint or dizzy (36.2 percent); and, inability to sleep (36 percent). 

Significantly, the number of psycho-emotional symptoms reported by the participants 

decreased while in the Philippines compared to when they were abroad. The same trend was 

observed among the reported psychological manifestations of stress. While overseas, the following 

were experienced: loneliness (68.2 percent); desire to cry (66 percent); sadness (66 percent); feeling 

nervous (36.8 percent); and irritability (32.4 percent). While in the Philippines, they reported 

irritability (24.4 percent) anger (23.6 percent); sadness (22.8 percent); desire to cry (19.6 percent) and 

loneliness (15.8 percent). 

The Filipino women migrant domestic workers experience various forms of discrimination 

due to their gender, race and class. Many are isolated and subjected to exploitation, physical abuse, 

sexual violence, maltreatment and labor rights violations, such as contract substitution and non-

payment of wages. Because domestic work is not recognized as work in most destination countries, 

women working in this sector often do not have access to social and legal protection.14 They also 

have the least access to health services and information, including sexual, reproductive and mental 

health. 

Among these workers, studies have shown high incidence of mental illness and job-related 

accidents due to employers’ failure to comply with safety standards resulting in workers’ disability 

and death.15 Unsafe work conditions, long hours of work and strenuous activities, have also resulted 

in lifelong disabilities such as Steven’s Johnson syndrome, enlargement of the heart, and 

hypertension. Their vulnerability to contracting sexually-transmitted infections, including HIV, is 

also present.16 Violence against female domestic workers has also been reported.17 

The range of restrictions and abuses vary from the behavioral, psychological to the sexual. 

While some of the abuses are more serious, such as getting raped, slapped, cursed and being shouted 

at; some are very subtle, e.g., being prohibited from talking to neighbors, prohibited from leaving the 

employer’s house or being asked to wear only specific types of clothing. These types of abuses were 

also identified by post-survey consultation workshop participants and were mirrored in the 



  
 
narratives of selected migrant domestic workers, which are clear evidence of the extent of 

restrictions and abuses that women migrant domestic work may entail. The experiences of abuse 

have far reaching effects, according to workshop and case study participants. Some still feel the 

emotional and psychological pain even after returning home, as seen from stories of flashbacks, 

numbness, sleeplessness, anxiety, and stigma. 

Women constitute a significant number of individuals leaving the country for better 

economic opportunities. Their experience is influenced significantly by their gender identity, as they 

try to straddle the ascribed family role they left behind and their new role as female domestic 

workers in other countries. In the process, they not only confront economic and cultural problems, 

but also psychosocial issues, including mental health and well-being concerns. In understanding the 

mental health status, needs and issues of migrant domestic workers, one needs to look into factors 

that may contribute to their well-being.  Access to healthcare and health seeking behavior are critical 

factors to consider. Many of the respondents reported that they have health insurance, yet most of 

those who experience getting sick did not avail of health services. Most rely on themselves, while 

some depended on friends and co- employees. Self- medication seems to be an acceptable practice 

in dealing with health problems. These health seeking behaviors may be due to cultural barriers, lack 

of information on health services, restrictions posed by employers in accessing services and 

participants’ own fear of getting terminated if they are found out to be ill or unwell. Given these 

findings, recommendations should be drawn along three areas: policy, research and program 

development and intervention. 

WORKS CITED 

1. Carballo, 2007, p.1 

2. Bhugra and Jones (2001) 

3. Odergaard’s Selective Migration Hypothesis (1932) 

4. Sanchez and Gaw (2007) 

5. Murakami (2009) 

6. Carballo (2007)  

7. The Women’s Foundation (2007) 

8. Hirochi (2007) 

9. Human Development Report 2009. Overcoming barriers: Human mobility and 

development; UNDP; 2009 p. 21 

10. 8 ILO 2010: International Labor Organization: A Rights-based Approach , p 28 

11. Martin P / Widgren J, International Migration: Facing the Challenge, Population Reference 

Bureau 2002. 

12. 8th Regional Conference on Migration, 2002 

13. KeyMayor, R. 2008. Untangling the Mental Haywire. Health Alert Asia Pacific edition es and 

Shapiro, 2004 cited in Papalia, Olds and Feldman, 2007, p. 598 



  
 

14. 4 Quesada, A and M. Marin. 2009 Unveiling HIV Vulnerabilities. Filipino Women Migrant 

Workers in the Arab States. ACHIEVE, Inc. 

15.  (8th Regional Conference on Migration, 2002) 

16. ACHIEVE (2006) 

17. The Women’s Foundation (2006) 

 

INVASION OF FALL ARMYWORM IN AFRICA 

Many countries in Africa and Asia are dealing with an invasive species, called the fall 

armyworm (Spodoptera frugiperda). Native to the tropical and sub-tropical Americas, the fall armyworm 

invaded Central and Western Africa in early 2016 via trade or climatic change.1 Since then it has 

wreaked havoc among the farmers for whom the fall armyworm (FAW) is a new pest to deal with. 

This deadly pest was detected in India in 2018, and in 2019 its presence was officially confirmed in 

China, making other countries cautious about its possible spread.2.3 

The fall armyworm is a caterpillar which feeds upon and causes significant damage to maize 

and also affects around 80 other crops. It has an excellent flying ability due to its need to spread 

rapidly. A report from the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), mentions that the FAW had 

spread to 6 African countries within 6 weeks of its invasion. It has a high appetite and therefore 

damages crop rapidly.  Decades of research and sustainable-management practices adopted by 

farmers, have resulted in mitigation of the problem of the fall armyworm in its native region, 

America.4 Thus, America continues to be the largest maize producer.5 

However, broadly speaking invasive species are becoming a serious problem due to 

increasing globalization. One-sixth of the global land surface is highly vulnerable to invasion.6 

Scientists have warned unaffected nations that the problem of the fall armyworm could become 

global.7 Global markets have facilitated the spread of FAW. Dr. Dennis Rangi, Director General for 

development of The Centre for Agriculture and Bioscience International (CABI) blamed 

globalization for the spread of the pest.8 According to various sources, the fall armyworm crossed its 

native range and reached Africa through trade of contaminated produce containing the caterpillars 

and their eggs.9 Also, researchers state that the first countries to confirm the presence of this pest are 

major African air transportation hubs.10 The Belt and Road Initiative of China would further open 

doors for the spread of FAW through ships or planes.11 This ruinous pest, which has spread rapidly, 

is almost impossible to eradicate. Once its presence is confirmed in any region, it can only be 

managed there and not completely wiped off. 

FAW poses a serious threat because it is a new pest for Africa and its natural predators are 

still being discovered. Application of pesticides is one of the most commonly used control methods. 

The government has recommended a few pesticides which the farmers can use, but cases of farmers 

using highly toxic WHO class 1 pesticides have also been reported. In Zambia, about 9% of farmers 

use Monocrotophos, which is a highly hazardous pesticide (HHP) on the Plantwise Pesticide Red 



  
 
List.12 FAO has listed various HHPs which are being used by farmers. Methomyl is one such 

pesticide, which has been labelled a Class 1 toxin by the US Environmental Protection Agency. 

Even in small doses it can cause muscle tremors, chest discomfort, etc.13 Methyl parathion is another 

pesticide used by farmers which can increase cancer risk.14 Pesticides like endosulfan target the 

central nervous system and also lead to death of farm workers.15 Also, farmers often use pesticides 

without proper safety precautions. The resistance of the fall armyworm to most chemicals is the 

main cause of their desperation. This is extremely hazardous, as according to a UN report, 200,000 

people die every year due to pesticide poisoning and at the same time pesticide use has not gained 

success in eliminating hunger.16 Since pesticides pose serious health implications, its usage in fighting 

fall armyworm must be carefully monitored. 

Africa is already battling with drought which has affected millions of livelihoods.17 The 

invasion of FAW has aggravated the food security threat in Africa. Most of the damage is done to 

maize, which is the staple diet of almost 300 million people.18 FAW was first detected in Central and 

Western Africa in early 2016 and has been confirmed in more than 48 African countries within 3 

years of invasion due to high breeding capacity and fight.19 

Food security is a major concern in Africa as they largely rely on maize. In Malawi an average 

of 107 kilograms of maize is consumed by each person every year.20 Also, maize is the main source 

of calories in animal feed. FAW has significantly damaged maize crops; for example, within a year of 

its invasion, it had severely damaged 300,000 hectares in Sub-Saharan Africa. Small-scale farmers are 

worst hit and low production at local level is increasing demands of imports which ultimately is 

leading to price increases. Thus, the main food crop is becoming unaffordable for many. 

According to the 2018 Global Hunger Index, South Saharan region of Africa has a score of 

29.4, indicating a serious level of hunger.21 This region also has the highest undernourishment and 

child mortality rates.22 In Zambia, the level of hunger is alarming.23 Due to hunger and malnutrition 

the immune system becomes vulnerable to various diseases. Kwashiorkor and marasmus are two major 

nutrient disorders whose prevalence is high in Africa. Kwashiorkor is a severe form of protein-

energy malnutrition which mostly occurs in children. Marasmus is also a severe form of malnutrition 

in which body weight is reduced to less that 62% of the normal body weight. These figures clearly 

indicate that Africa needs a high level of assistance in order to eradicate hunger and achieve the 

SDG Goal 2 by 2030.24 But the invasion of FAW, has only intensified the crisis. This is a harsh 

reality that on the same planet there are around 795 million hungry people and at the same time, one-

third of the food produced globally is wasted!25, 26 

With determined efforts and support of FAO, CABI and various other organizations, people 

are finding ways to deal with this catastrophic pest. Due to this invasion, trade is being carefully 

monitored in order to stop the fall armyworm from spreading to unaffected countries.  The first 

shipment of roses from Africa were intercepted in Europe in June 2017, since they were 

contaminated with FAW.27 An application called “FAMEWS” has been developed by FAO to help 



  
 
farmers recognize FAW and find ways to deal with it.28 Spreading awareness about FAW is a must 

and this issue can be tackled with joint efforts. 
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THE RISE OF ANTIMICROBIAL RESISTANCE DUE TO THE INTERNATIONAL 

LIVESTOCK TRADE 

One of the greatest problems humanity faces is the growing threat of antibiotic resistance. 

Bacteria that were once easily curable now lead to an estimated 100,000 deaths in the USA and 

80,000 deaths in China.1,2 It is predicted that more than 10 million people will die due to 

antimicrobial resistant bacteria by 2050. One of the many ways antibacterial resistance propagates is 

due to the growing international livestock trade and the continual flouting of WHO guidelines in 

these industries.3,4 In many countries, agricultural industries uphold employment, trade, and growth. 

This is especially true in developing nations that cannot rely upon tertiary industries for the same. 

Farmers in African countries such as Niger, Madagascar, Malawi and Tanzania depend heavily on 

livestock, with up to three quarters of rural households keeping livestock in 2013.5,6 As communities 

grow richer and the middle-class population grows in the world so does the global meat market. 

Countries like Brazil, India and China profit greatly off these industries, and in doing so have an 

active incentive to maximize margins.7 

The way the meat is being produced has drastically changed over the years. 

Commercialization has led to an increase in harmful methods of meat production. They increase 

their margins by increasing the number of animals they tend to and decreasing the costs of 

maintaining their cages. Producers, in order to ensure maximum production of meat, overcrowd 

animal pens. These pens are unhygienic and cause various infections and diseases that then devalue 

the meat, because if an animal becomes sick its meat cannot be used or it produces less meat in 

general. 

So, to overcome this hurdle in meat production, farmers found an easy way out: they would 

simply buy antibiotics and other medicines and feed it to these animals to ensure they don't get sick. 

It is estimated that approximately 40% of antibiotics are used as additives in livestock feed, a 

majority of these medicines are used on animals that aren't infected at all. This usage constantly 

flouts the caps that the WHO places on antibiotic usage.8 

Because of this usage, many bacteria grow resistant to various antibiotics. The constant, 

unregulated usage of these drugs means some strands of bacteria are able to evolve and grow 

resistant. When these same animals are then processed and the meat is sold worldwide the same 

bacteria spreads around the globe. Even if people don't directly come into contact with the meat the 



  
 
bacteria will still exchange plasmids between each other, spreading resistance to all kinds of bacteria. 

At times this even affects antibiotics of last resort. These are antibiotics that are used as a last resort 

to ensure immunity isn't built up for these antibiotics. In China it was found that bacteria in some 

commercially farmed chickens were resistant to Colistin, a drug of last resort.9 

The effects of antimicrobial resistance are devastating. Some diseases previously thought to 

be eradicated, or no longer a threat, now resurface and have even more devastating consequences. 

Tuberculosis, a disease thought to have a concrete cure, has developed a strand known as multi-drug 

resistant tuberculosis. This means it is resistant to  at least isoniazid and rifampicin, the two most 

powerful anti-TB drugs.10 Multidrug resistant TB poses a global health crisis, with more than 

558,000 cases of the bacterial infection in the past year.11 Similarly, a new resistant strain of malaria is 

ravaging south-east Asian countries, both infections tend to affect lesser developed nations more 

than developed nations.12 

Several highly resistant bacteria have been increasingly involved in fatal infections, these are: 

Enterococcus spp, S. aureus, K. pneumoniae, Acinetobacter baumannii, Pseudomonas aeruginosa 

and Enterobacter spp. Also known as ESKAPE the WHO has listed these bacteria as priority 

antibiotic resistant bacteria and are used to guide research and development of new antibiotics.13 

These bacteria cause more than 2 million infections and 33000 deaths in the USA alone, they 

pose a real global risk.14 To combat this crisis, the WHO has taken a two-pronged approach. Firstly, 

by ramping up research for new methods of curing these diseases. Secondly, by trying to mitigate the 

spread of these diseases. 

Therefore, countries are trading deadly drug resistant bacteria on a large international scale. 

With China’s global trade of pigs and chickens, and the USA’s global trade of beef we can see the 

extent to which these countries are willing to invest in and increase their global market size.15 

Developing nations already face various problems in competing with developed nations on 

the global market. They want to try to be able to capture global livestock market size but are held 

back by their poor sanitary conditions and the prevalence of certain diseases. So, even if a regulation 

on antibiotics will only marginally affect developed nations, who can easily invest in larger farms and 

better conditions, this will adversely impact the livestock industry of many of the lesser developed 

nations.16 

Two major methods of tackling this problem have been discussed. Firstly, enforcing a global 

cap on antibiotic use and secondly, by implementing a global user fee. Research shows that imposing 

a cap of 50 mg of microbes per population correctional units (PCU) could reduce antibiotic usage by 

60%, however this is contingent on nations like China taking up this policy. China is the world's 

largest consumer of antimicrobials in both sheer mass and mass per animal, thus it has the potential 

to drastically change the fight against antimicrobial resistance.17 



  
 

 Imposing a user fee of 50% of the current price on veterinary antimicrobials could reduce 

global consumption by 31%.  The fee could also be applied at the manufacturer or wholesale 

purchases for imported products. The advantages of this implementation are twofold. First, given 

the limited number of drug manufacturers, enforcement would require only limited resources. 

Second, manufacturers are more likely than veterinarians to keep records of volumes traded, 

especially in countries where drugs are used without prescription. However, because user fees would 

also affect the prices of antimicrobial drugs for individual farmers, these could also have adverse 

effects if not accompanied by other measures to reduce the need for antimicrobials in food 

production. Here, we identify that demand for veterinary antimicrobials is on average more elastic in 

lesser developed countries, with the notable exception of China, where demand is inelastic because 

of increased reliance on antimicrobials for food production. Therefore, lesser developed countries 

would be disproportionately affected by a user fee.18 

This essentially boils down to the willingness of developed nations to compromise on their 

global market share and allow developing nations to grow. The rapid globalization caused the 

commercialization of this industry, the harms of trying to cut corners have a global impact. Some 

still argue action needs to be collective and global to truly make a difference. By solving this issue, 

we can find ourselves one step closer to combating antibacterial resistance. 
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