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ABSTRACT 
 

Statistics from Immigration Department of Malaysia has shown that the foreign workers have increased 
tremendously over the past 4 years. Different nationalities of foreign maids usually speak in their own 
mother languages from their home countries. A certain level of communication barrier between the 
Malaysia’s employers and the foreign workers were identified in the previous study. The misunderstanding 
of tasks requested to their domestic maid had led to the communication barrier. The study confirmed 
positively that this communication barrier has occurred between the employer and the maid. In this paper, 
the Mobile-Assisted Instructional for Domestic Maid (MAID-M) is proposed and presented both 
conceptually and physically. Feedbacks of the proposed application is collected and tested. 
Keywords: Mobile Assistant, Mobile Development and Mobile Application. 
 
1. INTRODUCTION  
 

       One of the most common problems with hiring 
foreign workers in Malaysia are they cannot 
communicate in either Bahasa Melayu or English 
(Eugene Mahalingam, 2011). Most of the 
communication conflicts happened is resulting from 
the unclear task instructions to worker. According 
to The Malaysian Insider (2013), there are now 
about 230,000 Indonesian maids in Malaysia and 
the number could reach 300,000 if Indonesian 
Maids continue to return to the country. 

A journal published on TheStar online reported that 
Malaysia’s current employment has about 320,000 
legal foreign maids, which most of them are from 
Indonesia, Sri Lanka, the Philippines, Cambodia 
and Thailand. (TheStar online, 2010). Philimore 
Sdn Bhd’s managing director Liew in Yip, 2008, 
who reported that the employment of Cambodian 
maids had increased over the past two years. He 
also pinpointed that the Cambodian maids are more 
preferable as most of them presented a better 
quality of working attitude even though the first 
weakness are due to the language barrier. (Yip 
Yoke Teng, 2008). 
This study aims to confirm the existing of 
communication barrier existing between the foreign 
maids with their employers in Malaysia, following 
by confirming the need of a solution for this 

problem. After developing a solution on mobile 
application, the apps is tested and verified. 
 
The following parts of this paper are presenting on 
the statistic of language barrier occurring to foreign 
domestic maids in Malaysia. The data analysis and 
interviews outcomes are presented in supporting on 
the solution proposed in reducing the 
communication barrier. Both conceptual and 
physical developments of the solution are 
presented, and feedbacks for system testing are 
attached. The mobile-assistant for foreign maids 
understand their tasks in reducing the 
miscommunication are implemented using video 
assistant.  
 
2.1 Foreign Maid Language 
 
Journalist Shaun Ho mentioned in his journal that 
the biggest handicap is language, and many 
employers of Cambodian maids have to use “sign 
language”. (Shaun Ho, 2010) This journal is written 
about the communication behavior on Cambodian 
maids who are working at an English speaking 
family. According to one of the cases from Shaun 
Ho’s journal, a 22-year-old maid could not speak a 
word of English, so Chwee (the employer) and his 
family had to act out what they wanted her to do. 
(Shaun Ho, 2010). 
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Another case in this journal also proves the same 
problem: Insurance agent Mrs Yew, 51, also said it 
was hard communicating with her maid Nit Trak, 
25, at the beginning. “I would show her how to do 
something and she would nod, but she would do it 
differently,” said Yew. (Shaun Ho, 2010). 
 
One report cited a case happened to Filipino maid 
worked for a Chinese family. A senior executive of 
a foreign-funded enterprise said her maid was very 
hardworking, however, the language barrier 
eventually became too much to handle. (Kimberly 
Jane T. Tan, GMANews.TV, 2008). 
 
"She could not speak Mandarin, not to mention 
Cantonese. My mother found it almost impossible 
to communicate with her," she said in the report. 
(Kimberly Jane T. Tan, GMANews.TV, 2008) In 
addition, the language barrier often exists between 
the elderly and Filipino maids said Joseph Lee from 
Agensi Pekerjaan Raswell Resources Sdn Bhd. 
(Chok Sim Yee, 2011). 
 
Malaysian Association of Foreign Maid Agencies 
(Papa) president Alwi Bavutty said most 
Cambodian maids had little or no education and 
their skills and language levels were low. And 
Employers need to be patient with them. (Shaun 
Ho, 2010). 
 
3. METHODOLOGY 
 
A survey was performed close to Taman 
Connaught, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia and at one of 
the shopping complex near Taman Segar. The 
reason of doing this preliminary survey before 
designing the system is to understand the specific 
problem and the needs of maid employers, and also 
knowing some opinions of building a mobile 
application from the respondents. During the 
survey, the researcher used questionnaire to collect 
data, and also interviewed the respondents and 
some selected cases will be given in later content. 
The main objective is to identify employers’ actural 
needs from their foreign maids and the market 
potentiality of MAID system. 
 
The distribution and collection of questionnaires 
took about four days at places where the population 
flow was high in frequency. For instance, the 
researchers sampled respondents from in and out 
side popular shopping malls, cinemas, restaurants 
such as Chilli, fast food restaurant like 
MacDonald’s, coffe store like Starbucks etc.  
 

There were 100 copies of questionnaires collected 
from those who once hired or are currently hiring 
maid. Only respondents who had the experience of 
hired/hiring maids were qualified to do the survey 
and interview. And our main focus groups are on 
parents, white collars, people who are capable of 
hiring maids, ages between 25 to 55 years old, or to 
those who are accompanied by their maids.  
 
The preliminary questionnaire is a brief 
questionnaire which contains about only 6 
questions for respondents to complete. A brief 
questionnaire was usually more acceptable than 
long content questionnaires. Using the special 
designed questions, the result could identify the 
specific problem and make clear about the source 
reason. The type of question was single choice 
question, they were mainly asking about 
employers’ personal background and their 
satisfactions or attitudes on their maids. 
 
2.2 Related Mobile Assistant 
 
Various related mobile assistant works are 
summarized in Table 1. It is to understand the 
benefit of mobile-assistant as well as to verify the 
gaps among the applications from their limitations. 
The mobile travel assistant by Torrens et. al. (2004) 
integrates context-aware computing and brings a 
convenience to passengers for checking traveling 
status; the mobile personal assistant by Nagata and 
et. al. (2004) supports an intelligent interface that 
consists of a service concept characterized an 
interaction between the user and virtual assistant 
during mobile web tasks. The mobile shopping 
assistant by Wu and Natchetoi (2007), enables 
users accessing data exchange and asynchronous 
communication; the mobile assistant for disabled 
air passengers (PMA) by Darvishy et.al. (2008) 
concerns about in-house guidance within the airport 
for passengers with visual disabilities. The mobile 
solutions are all thoughtfully designed for the 
problems that the researchers have defined. 
 
Ngai and Gunasekaran (2007) in his paper 
mentioned that the most popular mobile-commerce 
application are those supports financial activities, 
entertainment services, and mobile supply chain 
management, but fewer of them relates to culture 
differences. In fact there aren‟t any closed concepts 
of mobile solution that solving communication 
barrier as in this study. This might increase the 
opportunity for MAID to successfully enter the 
market in the future. 
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4. RESULTS ANALYSIS 

 

 
Figure 2: Statistic Of Nationalities Of Maids 

 
Figure 2 shows the statistic of maid nationalities 
hired/hiring among our 100 respondents. It consists 
of Indonesian (32%) and Chinese maids (28%) as 
well as Cambodian maids (14%). This included few 
of other nationalities maids, for instance 
Vietnamese, Iranian, Filipino, etc, who works for 
Malaysian families.  
 
However, this pie chart is just a figure of 
population, which does not represent any 
communication barrier. Therefore, the respondents 
were asked in the next question whether their maids 
speak English. Figure 3 shows that 58% of maids 
do not speak English. 
 
There are over a half of total (58%) do not speak 
English language. Figure 3 illustrates the pie of the 
communication barrier Vs. the English Speaking. 
Out of the 58% (58 respondents) of the 100% (100 
respondents) of foreign domestic maids who do not 
speak English, 55% (32 respondents) of their 
employer does not have communication problem 
with them. The communication problem does exist 
between foreign domestic maids and their 
employers are 45% (26 respondents) only. 
 
In this study, the term “communication barrier” is 
refer to the misunderstanding on an unclear 
instruction by the employer which causing the 
misunderstanding of tasks requested to their 
domestic maid. The pie chart above proved that 
communication barrier does not highly depend on 
language problem. 

 
Figure 3: English Speaking Vs. Communication Barrier 

 
Respondents were asked if the language is the main 
cause of their communications barrier with their 
maid. Figure 3 shows that 53% of them refuse that 
language is the main problem of their 
communication barrier. However, communication 
problem still occurred among the employer and the 
maid as according to Figure 4. What is the main 
reason causing this communication barrier if it was 
not referring to language problem? 
 
 

 
Figure 4: Language Caused The Communication Barrier 

 
At one occasion during the survey, a woman 
outside a barber shop who had once hired a 
Cambodian maid pinpointed that her maid only 
spoke a little English but it was not enough for her 
to understand complicated instruction. She 
mentioned that every time she instructed the maid 
with her way of performing a certain task, the maid 
ended up doing with her own way. She dismissed 
her after three months because of her work 
performance. This might due to the reason of 
misunderstanding of the instructions that might 
require the repetition on the same instruction to 
improve the work performance of the domestic 
maids. Thus, an IT solution that able to repeat the 
instruction and display with clear description to the 
maid’s own mother language should be able to 
serve better in this situation? This question will be 
answered in later section. 
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Table 1: Nationalities Vs. Communication Problem 

 
Besides that, Table 1 shows that 10 (71%) 
respondents who had hired Indonesia maids have 
communication problem with their maid. Follow by 
17 (53%) of who had hired Cambodian maids have 
communication problem with their maid. And the 
other 5(71%) of those who hired Filipino maids 
have communication problem with their maid. The 
women at the barber shop is also included on those 
who hired Cambodian maid. 
 
A 50-year-old Malaysian-Chinese woman 
mentioned that the Cambodian maid she once hired 
was actually educated. The maid had a bachelor 
degree, and was working for a trading company 
before she became a maid in Malaysia. The 
Cambodian maid can speak fluent English and also 
understand Malaysian language. The woman said 
that she has no language barrier with the maid, but 
she eventually still dismissed her cause of the 
maid’s poor working performance. Finally, this 
survey answered that the employers actually have 
difficulty in communication with their maid, and 
assistant is needed. If a tool such as computer 
software or mobile application that can work as the 
assistant for the employer to provide instruction to 
the maid, it will serve a better life. With this, the 
last question of this survey were to verify with the 
assumption to the respondents that if a mobile 
application is produced, do they think that will be 
good to solve the communication problem? 

 
Figure 5: Feasibility Of Iphone Application Development 

 
Figure 5 shows that 47% of the overall respondents 
replied positively toward the development of 
iPhone Application, while 44% reluctantly agreed 
that the iPhone application will be a good solution. 
Only 9% replied that solution is not a good solution 
to solve the communication problem. However, 
before asking this question to our respondents, this 
study had assumed that all the respondents 
understood what iPhone is and what iPhone 
application is. According to Figure 6, there are 80% 
of iPhone users in Asia until May 2010 (AdMob 
Mobile Metrics, 2010). 
 
A survey based on 963 respondents in February 
2010 shows the average number of paid/free 
application downloaded per user per month reaches 
80% (AdMob Mobile Metrics, 2010). Therefore, 
both figures support that this question is valid to 
ask for this study. A stationary shop manager who 
is also a new birth mother mentioned during the 
survey: “it’s too hard to imagine tasks for maid to 
be assigned with an iPhone application”. A middle 
aged couple said: “That must be very complicated 
to use, it might take even more time to deal with it.” 
One other said something similar. However, from 
the outcome presented in Figure 5, 47% of people 
believed that this solution can work and it would be 
effective. 
 
It is significant to know that the communication 
difficulty mainly affects the effectiveness of 
training of employees, motivating employees, 
providing daily instructions, performance 
evaluations and handling discipline problems 
(Erven, 2009). With no common language, two 
people can hardly understand and tell the ideas they 
are trying to explain. The maids‟ poor performance 
might leads to employers‟ dissatisfaction which 
may deteriorate their employment relationship. 
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5. INTERFACE DESIGN 

 
Figure 6 Starting Maid Conceptual Design 

As Figure 6 displays about how to start the system. 
Users may start the system by clicking on the 
MAID icon and enter the user welcome page. The 
system will take users to the next view by clicking 
“Get Started” button. Figure 7 shows the next view 
which is the main task menu that contains six sub 
menus. Clicking on “Cloth” for example, a list of 
tasks related to cloth are presented for user to 
choose. Users may scroll down and up to view the 
complete list.  
 

 
Figure 7 Main Task Menu And Sub Menu Conceptual 

Design 
 

Employers may choose any item they want their 
maids to do. In Figure 8, the researcher uses 
“Ironing” as the employers’ option. An image with 
an iron is presented on the screen, and employer 
may show this image to his or her maid without 
using any language communication, the maid 
would realize iron cloth is the task she should do. 
Two buttons at the bottom of this page for maid to 
check if the maid still doesn’t understand the 
meaning of the image. Video button has complete 
demonstration of how to fulfill the task and 
Description button includes literal explanation in 
maids’ own language. Indonesian language is used 
for first design and testing.  
 

 

Figure 8 Detail Views Conceptural Design 

 
 6. PHYSICAL DEVELOPMENT 
In order to write software for iPhone, the 
programmer used Intel-based Macintosh running 
Leopard (OS X 10.5.6 or later). (Dave Mark & Jeff 
LaMarche, 2009). Thus, the hardware for 
developing this system is a Mac laptop, and 
developing software is iPhone Xcode 3.2.4 and iOS 
SDK 4.1. 
 
Figure 9 shows the physical design of starting the 
system. The main menu is on the first left one in 
Figure 10, each line on the table contains an image 
and an accessory button. The Indicator button is 
used as accessory button to extend the main menu 
view to its submenu view.  
 
There are three types of accessory buttons in Xcode 
programming: indicator button, disclosure button 
and check mark. The researcher didn’t use the other 
two buttons because disclosure button is for 
executing direct actions such as: call a number, 
delete, connect to WiFi or Bluetooth and etc.; check 
mark is for checking a single item or multiple items 
so that the system can execute certain actions to the 
checked data. The indicator button is used to push a 
view to another view, so here using indicator button 
is the best choice. And it is same to the submenu 
view, because the submenus also need something to 
push to the image view.  
 
On the bottom of image view which is at the most 
right side of Figure 11, there are two icons for user 
to choose. The left one is for opening video view 
and the right one is for checking the task 
description. The video player displayed in Figure 
11 can either stay in normal size or be maximized 
to full screen. The description view is similar to e-
dictionaries. Ironing is now described in Indonesian 
for Indonesian Maids. 
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Figure 9 Starting Maid Physical Design 

 
Figure 10 Main Task Menu And Sub Menu Physical 

Design 

 
Figure 11 Video And Description Physical Design 

 

7. SYSTEM EVALUATION/TESTING 

The reviewers of this system were 22 students in 
that class were those who used the application. The 
reason of doing this survey among programming 
students was because they had the programming 
knowledge, background of application designing 
and problem solving perceptions. It is a better 
choice than organizing a group of randomly picked 
users to see and comment on the system. Besides, 
doing evaluation test among these students is cost 
saving. The figures below are the feedbacks 

collected from students depending on User 
Evaluation Form designed by the researcher. 
 
Table 3 shows respondents’ attitude towards the 
design of MAID. 100% of them think that the 
interface design is user friendly. That is a very 
supportive amount to the researcher’s designing 
concept. There are 19 students out of 22 thought 
that the task images applied in the system are vivid 
and are directed understood at first sight, but 3 of 
them did not. This feedback is very significant in 
the function of MAID. Because of maids will 
depend on the images to understand their employers 
meaning. If the images reflect confusing ideas, then 
it makes the solution more complicated and the 
solution should be considered as failed. Therefore, 
19 against 3 indicate positive agreements for the 
images.  
 
20 people agreed that the idea and structure of 
MAID can be easily understood. This question is to 
exam the first impression of users to this system, 
and to measure the acceptance of user friendly 
design. According to the amount of this feedback 
item, the whole system is satisfied to users. 
 

 
Table 3 Maid Interface Design Feedback 

 
Table 4 reflects the user feedback based on 
MAID’s functionalities. 16 people thought this 
system needs to be modified for future 
development. This is a very practical and honest 
opinion for the researcher. The users found the 
system is very useful but still needs further 
creations and development.  
 
There are 20 people agreed that this solution is very 
effective for language barrier and 21 of them has no 
problem or doubts to that. These two figures are 
close to 100% positive agreement, which reflects 
the practical use and effectiveness of the solution in 
users’ opinion.  
 
These two tables show the public recognition of 
MAID to the researcher. But how about the users’ 
attitude during using the system and how do they 
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feel about solving language barriers without the 
system. Figure 16 and Figure 17 display their 
feedbacks. 

 
Table 4 Maid Function Feedback 

 

 
 
 

Figure12 Feedback On Design Complication 
 

 
Figure 13 Maid Solution Feedback 

 
Figure 12 indicates how many of the respondents 
felt the system is quite complicated while using it. 
13.64% of them do feel it is confusing, and 40.91% 
out of 22 didn’t have the feeling. However most of 
them, 45.45% in 22 people, feel a little but not 
seriously. From this feedback, the researcher 
understands that the current system is not 
completely ready to put in practical use. Therefore, 
the researcher will keep this feedback to future 
development and modifications.  
Besides requesting users’ opinions on the design of 
the system, the survey also collected ideas about 
whether the solution itself is complicated. Figure 13 

exams the users’ recognition towards the solution. 
10 of them did not think the solution makes the 
problem more complicated (6 disagree plus 4 
strongly disagree). That is almost a half of the 
participants. In addition, suppose we ignore the 
Neutral option, there were 6 of them chosen agree 
or strongly agree that it is more complicated (2 
strongly agree plus 4 agree). 10 against 6 of the 
amount indicate that there are more people believed 
the solution is useful and simple in use. 
 

8. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
Form the results, we found that some employers 
will not fire their maids, instead of letting the 
communication barrier troubling them, they 
somehow pondering around for the different types 
of solution. Result shows that 47% of the 
respondents from the preliminary survey positively 
looking forward for the creation of this mobile 
solution and 44% intermediately looking forward 
for it, only 13% are not demanding an application 
as the solution. 
 
The study has also verified that the major problem 
of communication barrier with foreign domestic 
maids usually start with misunderstanding that lead 
to their work performance. Thus, the solution that is 
proposed should include items that able to 
minimize the misunderstanding, either by providing 
pictures to each tasks, videos to show the sequence 
of action for a task, or perhaps some simple sign 
language to assist in instructing the domestic tasks. 
Therefore, pleasant results imply the feasibility of 
developing this project. Data shows that it is very 
likely for MAID to gain favorable market shares in 
domestic service business. And in mobile assistant 
application field, it is also a particular innovative 
among other existed applications as compare to 
those reviewed in literature.  
 
Continuously with this survey outcome, MAID 
iPhone application is developed with several 
features and functions. It has been tested among 
Business IT students and received 100% of 
agreements on system user friendly interface 
design. Ninety percent’s of the students believed 
that the solution will work effectively for foreign 
maids, but it will be tested in the market. 
Effectiveness should be measured in terms of this 
application able to reduce the communication 
barrier. Some suggestions on further modifications 
are suggested by the respondents from the system 
evaluation survey and the system can promoted in 
future system upgrading. 
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Below states the limitations that come with 
recommendations for future work: 
 
9. LIMITATIONS AND 

RECOMMENDATIONS FROM SURVEY 
REVIEWERS/RESPONDENTS: 
i. Real pictures should be replaced onto the 

sketched pictures. Some of the respondents 
suggested that real pictures are more vivid 
than sketched. It will make the application 
more delicate and perfect. 

 
ii.  Some respondents suggested that the 

videos should be prepared in different 
languages (use maid languages) and also 
the system is better to be applied in other 
types of phones, for example, Android etc. 

 
Both of the limitations are under consideration on 
future research. The current foreign language 
applied in the system is using Indonesian 
languages. Prototype for testing purpose are to 
confirm the research question, thus those 
suggestion will be recorded for future reviews for 
upgrading purposes. 
 
Besides the above, this study aims to proceed with 
the next application that come with the below 
suggestions. 
 
1. Adding tasks/housework instructions 
Some of the housework requires technique skills, 
for example, how to hold a baby to comfort him/her 
from crying; how to cook a dish; how to check if 
the baby is sick; how to effectively wash off the dirt 
on cloth etc. The instructions can be describe with 
the maid’s specific language to reduce 
communication barrier. 
 
2. Expand the system field from household to other 
fields in future. 
 
This recommendation is considered for future 
development. The “future” here indicates when the 
theme of “household works” is completely 
modified and successfully entered the market. And 
to be reused as another solutions.  
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