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Summary 
 

In this advisory report, the Dutch Advisory Council on Migration advocates a balanced labour 

migration policy that takes economic, ecological and societal interests into account and it 

presents a proposal to that end. While the report is aimed at the Netherlands, its analysis 

and ideas can also support debates in other countries on national labour migration policy or 

the design of labour migration policy at EU level. 

 

The Dutch Advisory Council on Migration calls for a Dutch labour migration policy that is not 

based solely on economic interests but also considers societal and ecological consequences 

– in other words, general well-being. We show how general well-being can be specified as 

an objective of labour migration policy, and what this could look like in practice, in three 

areas: 

 

1. Setting numerical ranges for the number of labour migrants to the Netherlands.  

2. Assessing applications for Dutch work-related residence permits for people from 

outside the EU (direct labour migration policy). 

3. Integrating the labour migration perspective into other policy areas such as economic 

policy and labour market policy (indirect labour migration policy). 

 

A new advisory committee is needed to anchor Dutch labour migration policy in the 

framework of general well-being. It should consist of experts and broad representation from 

society. The United Kingdom (UK) and Canada offer useful examples.  

In this report, the Dutch Advisory Council on Migration does not present ready-made recipes 

for future labour migration policy. Instead, by making the concept of ‘general well-being’ 

concrete, it aims to inform public and political debate. 

 

Labour migration issues arise across the EU, although the specific challenges vary between 

Member States. However, the general-well-being approach proposed in this report (considering 

economic, ecological and societal interests here, now, elsewhere and in the future) for targeted 

labour migration policy is universally applicable. Other EU Member States, and the EU as a 

whole, could also use this approach as a basis for shaping their labour migration policy. This 

report details the approach for the Netherlands, and it may inspire similar work in other 

Member States or at EU level.  

 

Reasons to revise Dutch labour migration policy 

The 800,000 labour migrants in the Netherlands make a major and indispensable contribution 

to the Dutch economy. Without them, the economy would literally grind to a halt. Even so, 

Dutch labour migration policy needs revising for the following reasons:  

• Current labour migration to the Netherlands mostly benefits employers and does not 

necessarily contribute to the level of prosperity. The low-wage economy has expanded, 

even though labour migration could support the desired transition of the Dutch 

economy (towards sustainability and maintaining essential public services) and raise 

labour productivity and innovation. 

• Labour migration brings social costs (spillover effects), such as increased pressure on 

housing. Rising diversity can make living together more complex, especially when 

there is little contact and labour migrants remain in the Netherlands only temporarily.  
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• Serious malpractices persist around labour migration despite the recommendations of 

the Roemer Committee. These include work malpractices – unpaid wages, dismissal 

during illness – and malpractices related to housing. 

• Labour migration policy is highly fragmented and lacks coherence. The knowledge 

workers scheme [‘kennismigrantenregeling’] is based mainly on a salary threshold. 

The current Foreign Nationals Employment Act [Wet arbeid vreemdelingen; Wav] is 

highly selective and applies different assessment criteria to different groups, each 

based on different assumptions. There are few options for attracting ‘skilled 

professionals ’ from outside the EU who do not meet the salary threshold of the 

knowledge workers scheme.  

• Labour migration policy is not sufficiently future-orientated and does little to attract 

migrants who could contribute to Dutch society if Europe’s ‘migration potential’ 

shrinks. Emigration countries such as Poland and Romania are already ageing faster 

than the Netherlands.  

 

In short, a new vision for labour migration to the Netherlands is needed, as also argued by the 

State Commission on Demographic Developments by 2050. This vision should be derived from 

how we intend the future society and economy to take shape in the Netherlands. An 

assessment framework based on general well-being offers tools for this. In this advisory report, 

the Dutch Advisory Council on Migration answers the question of what a future-orientated and 

coherent labour migration policy based on a general-well-being approach could look like. We 

illustrate this with a concrete proposal to inform political and public debate on labour migration 

policy. 

 

General well-being integrates economic, ecological and societal consequences 

General well-being concerns quality of life here and now, without undermining the quality of 

life of future generations or of people elsewhere in the world. In adopting this definition, the 

Advisory Council aligns with the interpretation used by other Dutch advisory bodies and 

knowledge institutions: Statistics Netherlands (CBS), the Netherlands Scientific Council for 

Government Policy (WRR), the planning agencies – Netherlands Bureau for Economic Policy 

Analysis (CPB), PBL Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency (PBL) and the Netherlands 

Institute for Social Research (SCP) – and the Social and Economic Council (SER). The ‘beyond 

GDP’ approach is used at EU level. 

However, general well-being is a broad concept that can lose force without further elaboration.  

 

To make the general-well-being perspective workable and feasible in practice, the number of 

dimensions and indicators must be limited. The Dutch Advisory Council on Migration therefore 

reduces the themes and dimensions (as the SER and WRR also do) to three main categories: 

economic, ecological and societal. Assessing labour migration from the perspective of general 

well-being therefore concerns all effects of labour migration that matter from a societal, 

economic and ecological point of view – not only now in the Netherlands, but also in the future 

and elsewhere in the world, particularly in countries of origin. In this report we focus on the 

Netherlands, but the same method can also be used by other countries. 
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Economic consequences of labour migration in a broader sense 

When assessing the economic consequences of labour migration, the point is not economic 

growth as such, but the effects on the old-age dependency ratio, the affordability of public 

services and the level of prosperity per capita. The distribution of these effects across the 

population also matters. Labour migrants who are more productive than average and possess 

complementary knowledge and skills contribute positively to the economic dimension of 

general well-being.  

 

Ecological consequences with a view to the future 

The ecological consequences of labour migration are important from the perspective of general 

well-being because they influence future general well-being in the Netherlands (or in another 

destination country) and in the rest of the world. The effect of labour migration on the transition 

to a sustainable economy and society depends on the work migrants do (the type of work and 

the economic sector) and on the population growth to which they contribute. The Advisory 

Council notes that research on the ecological consequences of labour migration is still in its 

infancy and therefore deserves more attention. 

 

Social consequences: essential social sectors, housing and social cohesion 

Labour migrants can make an important contribution to essential sectors of society, such as 

the public sector (in particular healthcare). Their arrival can also influence life in the 

Netherlands (or in another destination country) in various ways. Here, we focus on land use 

(especially housing) and social cohesion. The social consequences of labour migration also 

warrant greater research attention, particularly as regards the contribution labour migration 

can make to enrichment – cultural and otherwise – and to the social resilience of society.  

 

Countries of origin 

Labour migration can also affect the three dimensions of general well-being in countries of 

origin. These effects may be positive or negative. Negative effects such as brain drain are 

offset by positive effects such as remittances, brain gain and strengthened trade relations. 

There may also be ecological and social consequences, about which little is yet known. The 

Advisory Council concludes that, in general, neither the positive nor the negative effects 

dominate in countries of origin. 

 

General well-being as the basis for labour migration policy 

In this advisory report, the Dutch Advisory Council on Migration outlines how labour migration 

policy based on general well-being could look in three areas:  

1. Setting numerical ranges for the number of labour migrants to the Netherlands 

(Chapter 2); 

2. Assessing applications for work-related residence permits for people from outside the 

EU and the European Free Trade Association (EFTA) (direct labour migration policy) 

(Chapter 3); 

3. Influencing labour migration through other policy areas, such as economic policy and 

labour market policy (indirect labour migration policy) (Chapter 4). 

Although this framework is being developed for the Netherlands, the same method can also 

be used by other countries. 
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Our proposal is expressly not intended to be a definitive answer on how to measure and weigh 

general well-being or how to apply it to labour migration, but as a suggestion for how labour 

migration policy based on general well-being could look. Our proposals also take policy 

feasibility into account. We also encourage employers who wish to recruit labour migrants not 

to pursue maximum financial return alone, but to contribute to general well-being. Companies 

and institutions that do so can count on being able to attract the labour migrants they need.  

 

Advisory Committee on General Well-Being 

To apply the general-well-being approach in practice, an Advisory Committee on General Well-

Being is needed to develop and weigh up the relevant indicators. This committee can also 

advise on the desired numerical range for the labour net migration level. It will also draw up 

a list of all sectors and occupations, with their scores for the three dimensions of general well-

being. This is not only a scientific matter but also depends on societal and political 

considerations. The Advisory Committee on General Well-Being must therefore have a broad 

membership, including representatives of civil society organisations and subject-matter 

experts. It should not only provide tools for labour migration policy but also for, for example, 

economic policy and spatial planning. 

 

Numerical range for labour migrants 

In its advisory report Realism about Numerical Targets, the Dutch Advisory Council on 

Migration argued for establishing a numerical range for the future number of labour migrants 

to the Netherlands. The general-well-being effects of labour migration offer a tool for 

determining such a range. The Advisory Council itself does not propose a specific numerical 

range for the (net) number of labour migrants that the Netherlands should aim for in the 

coming decades, because this requires balancing several policy considerations that fall outside 

our remit. For example, the desired range also depends on the scope for increasing labour 

market participation, extending working lives or increasing working hours among people 

already in the Netherlands.  

Balancing the dimensions of general well-being – economy, ecology and society – the Dutch 

Advisory Council on Migration does conclude that a selective or targeted labour migration policy 

is needed. We show which economic, ecological and social consequences of labour migration 

need to be included in an assessment framework for determining the number of labour 

migrants in a targeted labour migration policy.  

 

Temporary labour migration not necessarily better for general well-being 

By balancing societal, ecological and economic consequences, it becomes clear that temporary 

labour migration is not preferable to permanent migration. Temporary labour migration is more 

favourable for the financial basis of public services (people leave before retirement), but it 

may be less advantageous for the economy: labour migrants must be repeatedly recruited and 

trained. Permanent labour migration is better for social cohesion: migrants who stay long-term 

are more likely to learn the language and become part of society.  

 

A general-well-being test for admission of labour migrants from outside the EU 

(direct labour migration policy) 

Once the government has a vision for the number and type of labour migrants based on general 

well-being, it is important to admit labour migrants from outside the EU/EFTA who contribute 
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to that general well-being. The Dutch Advisory Council on Migration sets out how a points 

system could look to assess the contribution of potential labour migrants to general well-being. 

This system could replace the tests under the Foreign Nationals Employment Act and the 

knowledge workers scheme. It would offer a single, coherent system that increases 

transparency for public administrators, employers and labour migrants. In our proposal we 

explicitly take feasibility into account, drawing in part on the systems used in other countries, 

such as Canada and the UK.  

 

Two-step assessment: the work and the arrival of a new resident 

A general-well-being test for a work-related residence permit has two steps. First, the work 

the labour migrant will perform is assessed for its positive contribution to general well-being. 

The Netherlands would be unique in doing this, as many admission systems assess only the 

individual and not the work. We maintain the current requirement of a concrete job offer. 

Points are assigned to the potential labour migrant’s work across the three dimensions of 

general well-being: economy, ecology and society. This concerns the contribution of the work 

to the level of prosperity in a narrow sense (GDP per capita), a more sustainable society 

(ecology) and essential social services (society). The assessment uses a list of occupations and 

sectors, drawn up by the Advisory Committee on General Well-being, with their scores on the 

general-well-being dimensions. If the total score exceeds a set threshold, the first step of the 

admission test is positive.  

In the second step, the effects of the arrival of a new resident on general well-being are 

assessed – separate from the work itself. Points are awarded on the basis of housing use and 

knowledge of Dutch, or the intention to learn Dutch.  

Five data elements are required to apply the general-well-being test: salary, occupation, 

sector, the availability and quality of housing, and command of Dutch, or the intention to learn 

it. The combined score for the work and the arrival of the new resident determines whether 

the labour migrant is admitted. The test we propose can be refined, for example by taking into 

account a migrant’s contribution to innovation or the quality of the work. Refinement makes 

the test more precise but increases implementation complexity. The points required for 

admission can be adjusted (annually) to remain within the set numerical range. 

Although the proposed general-well-being test is designed for the Netherlands, its elements 

can also be used by other destination countries. The specific scores will differ by destination 

country, and the command of language element will relate to the language of communication 

of that country. 

 

Partnerships 

Because labour migration can have both positive and negative effects for countries of origin, 

the effects for the country of origin are not included in the general-well-being test. To ensure 

that labour migration does not come at the expense of countries of origin, partnerships can be 

formed in which agreements are made on specific forms of labour migration. The Advisory 

Council has previously argued for this. The general-well-being approach can assist in the 

selection of countries, occupations and sectors for a labour migration partnership. In such 

cases, the general-well-being test for labour migrants from that country can be substantially 

eased. 
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Illustration of the general-well-being test 

We illustrate how the general-well-being test works with three fictional admission applications. 

This exercise shows that although the assessment framework for the general-well-being test 

imposes higher requirements on knowledge workers than current admission criteria, it also 

offers more scope to admit skilled professionals who contribute to socially essential sectors or 

to sustainability.  

 

Design and monitoring  

Following the example of advisory committees in the UK and Canada, the aforementioned 

Advisory Committee on General Well-Being could specifically shape and monitor the application 

of the general-well-being perspective in labour migration policy. The testing system will need 

to be adjusted and improved in practice, with attention to its implementation. The test must 

also be capable of adaptation if new information becomes available or when social, economic 

or ecological developments require it. 

 

Indirect labour migration policy based on general well-being  

Labour migrants from EU/EFTA countries are free to come to the Netherlands and work here 

without a work permit. Even so, this labour migration can be influenced by indirect labour 

migration policy, which is often overlooked. Indirect labour migration policy means taking 

explicit account in other policy areas – outside direct labour migration policy – of the actual or 

potential effects of those policies on the number and type of labour migrants, both from within 

and from outside the EU/EFTA, and the consequences of this for general well-being. It is 

therefore not a separate type of policy, but the integration of the labour migration perspective 

in other policy areas, such as economic policy and labour market policy. This means 

mainstreaming all policies in terms of the effects on and of labour migration.  

 

Economic policy 

This firstly concerns economic policy, including industrial policy, top-sector policy and 

innovation policy. This policy must be based on the question of which types of economic activity 

are prioritised, which types of work we want to create and which occupations this involves. 

The list of scores for sectors and occupations on the dimensions of general well-being can also 

be used for this purpose. If economic activities depend heavily on labour migrants, their effects 

on general well-being through population growth must be taken into account. This includes 

pressure on the housing stock, the ecological effects of additional consumption by labour 

migrants and social cohesion. At local level, the assessment framework for general well-being 

must be applied when new business activities are established or when existing activities are 

expanded. 

 

Labour market policy 

Labour market policy sets minimum requirements for job quality, including pay, job security, 

job content and working conditions. Here, explicit account must be taken of the expected 

effects on the use of labour migrants and the consequences of this for general well-being.  

It is also important to review other policy areas – such as tax policy, housing policy, healthcare 

and education – by mainstreaming them in terms of the effects of and on labour migration. 

The aim is to ensure that labour migration contributes as much as possible to general well-
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being and that labour migration that does not contribute is discouraged. In short, the aim is 

to pursue a targeted labour migration policy. 

 

Conclusion 

We do not present a ready-made recipe but offer a coherent assessment framework for revising 

the current fragmented labour migration policy in the Netherlands, which serves short-term 

economic interests too heavily and pays too little attention to ecological and social 

consequences. We invite social and political actors to build on this. 
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1.1 Reasons to revise Dutch labour migration policy 
 

Labour migrants make an indispensable contribution to the Dutch economy. 

Sectors such as agriculture and horticulture, distribution centres, the meat-

processing industry and hospitality, but also some high-tech sectors, depend 

heavily on labour migrants. Around one in ten employees in the Netherlands is 

now a labour migrant (SEO 2022). This development has not been the result of 

deliberate government or any other policy, but has been driven mainly by demand 

from businesses.  

For a long time, labour migration was hardly questioned. Its economic benefits 

were taken for granted, and most of it – intra-EU mobility – was not subject to 

national control anyway. Today, however, the value and necessity of labour 

migration are high on the political agenda and there are good reasons to reassess 

our labour migration policy. 

First, there are reservations about the economic benefits of current labour 

migration and who benefits from them. Recent labour migration from Central and 

Eastern Europe has largely contributed to the growth of a low-wage economy: 

most labour migrants in the Netherlands earn little more than the minimum wage, 

and half of them work through temporary employment agencies (SEO 2022). Partly 

because of this, the Netherlands has seen the creation of many low-paid jobs in 

recent decades, despite the policy goal of moving towards a ‘knowledge economy’. 

Labour migration to the Netherlands is ‘employer-driven’: employers make most 

of the decisions but bear little of the cost. This is why it is often said that the costs 

of labour migration fall on society while the benefits accrue mainly to employers 

(WRR 2020). Moreover, Dutch labour migration policy is not designed to attract 

the workers needed for the transition of the economy – the climate transition, 

sustainability, addressing the effects of population ageing on essential public 

sectors such as healthcare, and increasing productivity. In short, current labour 

migration does not sufficiently support the transition to the kind of economy that 

the Netherlands wants for the future.  

Second, labour migration brings not only benefits but also costs, and these are 

unevenly distributed across society. Companies that employ labour migrants reap 

the benefits but the costs largely fall elsewhere. Increasingly it is argued that 

employers should bear more responsibility, especially given that not all labour 

migration serves the public interest. The State Commission Demographic 

Developments 2050 refers to ‘spillover effects’, given that labour migrants use 

scarce space, public services and housing. Greater diversity in society, to which 

labour migration contributes, is positive in itself but makes living together more 

complex, according to the WRR (2020). Long-standing residents may feel less at 

home in their neighbourhoods if many labour or other migrants live there, 

particularly when there is little contact because migrants do not speak Dutch 

and/or stay only temporarily in the Netherlands. This can apply both to low-paid 

labour migrants in, for example, horticulture and to well-paid ‘knowledge workers’ 

and ‘expats’. Alongside the significant social benefits of labour migration – Indian 

IT specialists and Polish factory workers, for example, pay taxes and social security 

contributions and do work that many people in the Netherlands cannot or do not 

want to do – there are growing concerns about the social costs that labour 

migration brings.  

 

Third, serious malpractices persist in the employment and housing of labour 

migrants. The Migrant Worker Protection Task Force (Roemer Committee) showed 

this clearly in 2020. More than a decade earlier, similar conclusions had been 
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drawn in a report commissioned by the House of Representatives (Lessons from 

recent labour migration, LURA). Recently, the Inspector-General of the 

Netherlands Labour Authority again sounded the alarm about the poor living and 

working conditions of many labour migrants.1 These malpractices concern both 

work – non-payment of wages, dismissal when ill – and housing – cramped 

accommodation, dependence on the employment contract and deductions of rent, 

often excessive rent, from wages. Among knowledge workers – highly educated 

labour migrants from outside the EU – these problems appear to be less common. 

Even so, the Inspector-General of the Netherlands Labour Authority wrote in his 

commentary on the 2023 annual report that ‘the scheme needs focus to live up to 

its name’ and that this ‘reduces the scope for improper or fraudulent use’. Migrants 

admitted under this scheme are by no means always part of the intended group of 

highly skilled workers. Some work as hairdressers, cleaners or nail-bar employees, 

for whom the scheme was never intended (Netherlands Labour Authority 2024). 

Fourth, Dutch labour migration policy is highly fragmented. Roughly three-quarters 

of labour migrants come from an EU Member State and are therefore free to work 

in the Netherlands. Various European and national schemes apply to labour 

migrants from outside the EU/EFTA. The Foreign Nationals Employment Act is 

highly selective (only 4,000 admissions in 2023) and applies different criteria to 

different groups based on different rationales. Its cumbersome and time-

consuming procedure appears to deter employers from recruiting labour migrants 

through this route. Each year, between ten and twenty thousand people arrive 

under the knowledge workers scheme, which assesses only salary. But this scheme 

offers no option for mid-skilled workers or skilled professionals who do not meet 

the salary threshold, even though it is precisely in those areas that major labour 

shortages exist. There are also specific schemes for the self-employed and for 

students (job-seeking year). In addition, EU rules and frameworks apply to people 

from outside the EU (Blue Card, Single Permit Directive). Different migration 

schemes also have different rules on family reunification and length of stay. 

Accordingly, there appears to be little coherence in Dutch labour migration policy.  

Finally, the question is not only how many and which labour migrants the 

Netherlands wishes to welcome, but also whether they want to come. Is the 

Netherlands an attractive destination for current and future labour migrants? It is 

often argued that, due to population ageing, the Netherlands needs more foreign 

workers, but this concerns limited and targeted labour migration – after all, labour 

migrants themselves also age (see AM 2023). The point is that Europe as a whole 

is ageing (and in a few decades this will also apply to Africa and Asia), which means 

the ‘migration potential’ – the people who can and want to migrate – is shrinking. 

Ageing is progressing much faster in Poland and Romania than in the Netherlands. 

Wages there are also rising. It is therefore uncertain whether the Netherlands can 

attract the workers it needs and whether the country is an appealing destination 

for people from outside the EU/EFTA. Germany, for example, has long been 

developing a competitive migration policy. Germany aims not only to win the 

‘battle for brains’ but also the ‘battle for skills’.  

In short, a new vision on labour migration is needed. That vision should stem from 

how the Netherlands wants its future society and economy to look. This aligns with 

the conclusion of the State Commission that labour migration is necessary but 

must be selective and targeted. The Dutch Advisory Council on Migration (2022) 

has already argued that the Dutch government should seek greater control over 

 
1 https://www.volkskrant.nl/economie/hoofd-arbeidsinspectie-meer-arbeidsmigranten-
kunnen-we-niet-aan~bc1911f6/ 

https://www.volkskrant.nl/economie/hoofd-arbeidsinspectie-meer-arbeidsmigranten-kunnen-we-niet-aan~bc1911f6/
https://www.volkskrant.nl/economie/hoofd-arbeidsinspectie-meer-arbeidsmigranten-kunnen-we-niet-aan~bc1911f6/
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labour migration and decide more actively whom it wishes to invite in the public 

interest. For too long, government has exerted too little influence and has left 

labour migration largely to businesses. Steering within the EU is difficult, but 

certainly not impossible – for example through labour market policy or economic 

policy. As a national state, the Netherlands has – within EU rules – considerable 

control over labour migration from outside the EU, which is likely to become 

increasingly important in the future. It is therefore essential to develop a clear 

vision now.  

Issues around labour migration arise not only in the Netherlands but also in other 

countries, where some issues overlap with the Dutch situation and others differ. 

However, it is essential everywhere to first develop a vision for labour migration 

before shaping policy. 

1.2 General well-being as an objective 
 

The Netherlands must choose what kind of society it wants to be, what kind of 

economy suits that vision, and what form of labour migration fits that economy – 

in that order. Using general well-being as a framework can help to rethink labour 

migration policy. In this advisory report we ask: What might a future-orientated 

and coherent labour migration policy based on a general-well-being approach look 

like?  

The push to adopt a broader notion of well-being accelerated after the 2009 report 

of the Stiglitz Commission, appointed by the then French President Sarkozy. The 

Commission found that social welfare and the sustainability of the living 

environment are ignored when measuring gross domestic product (GDP) and 

therefore advised using a broader notion of well-being as a policy objective.2 Since 

then, the European Commission has worked with this ‘beyond GDP’ approach.3 

Several countries also recognise that GDP is an inadequate measure of social 

progress and have developed well-being frameworks relevant to policies.4  

Following a report by a House of Representative’s committee, the Dutch 

government likewise embraced general well-being as an alternative to GDP. Public 

policy should not focus primarily on economic growth, but should also address 

other dimensions, including ecology and social development. In October 2023, the 

Social and Economic Council (SER) also revised its mission to: ‘the promotion of 

general well-being in which society, the economy and the environment are in 

balance – here and now, later and elsewhere’. 

Statistics Netherlands (CBS) tracks general well-being each year and uses a similar 

definition: ‘general well-being concerns quality of life in the here and now and the 

extent to which this does or does not come at the expense of later generations 

and/or people elsewhere in the world’.5 The three planning agencies (SCP, PBL and 

CPB) are carrying out a multi-year programme to examine how the general-well-

 
2 Report of the Commission on the measurement of economic performance and social 
progress (europa.eu) 
Report; Parlementair onderzoek Breed welvaartsbegrip [Parliamentary inquiry into the 
concept of general well-being] - Parliamentary Monitor 
3 Also see, inter alia: Beyond GDP: delivering sustainable and inclusive well-being - European 
Commission 
4 See Chapter 3 of the Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency’s (PBL) report Brede 
Welvaart en de SDG’s - Overeenkomsten, verschillen, en rollen voor beleid [General Well-
Being and the SDGs- Similarities, differences, and policy roles] (2023). The PBL notes that 
other countries do not use the Dutch term for general well-being – ‘brede welvaart’, but refer 
instead, for example, to well-being, well-being economy or inclusive growth. 
5 Ibid. 

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/8131721/8131772/Stiglitz-Sen-Fitoussi-Commission-report.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/8131721/8131772/Stiglitz-Sen-Fitoussi-Commission-report.pdf
https://www.parlementairemonitor.nl/9353000/1/j9vvij5epmj1ey0/vk3egai04wzy
https://www.parlementairemonitor.nl/9353000/1/j9vvij5epmj1ey0/vk3egai04wzy
https://joint-research-centre.ec.europa.eu/scientific-activities-z/beyond-gdp-delivering-sustainable-and-inclusive-wellbeing_en
https://joint-research-centre.ec.europa.eu/scientific-activities-z/beyond-gdp-delivering-sustainable-and-inclusive-wellbeing_en
https://www.pbl.nl/publicaties/brede-welvaart-en-de-sdgs
https://www.pbl.nl/publicaties/brede-welvaart-en-de-sdgs
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being perspective can be more firmly embedded in central government budgeting.6 

This work will take several more years. In 2023, central government launched its 

Policy Compass, in which general well-being occupies an important place. Civil 

servants must use the Policy Compass when they begin work on a societal 

challenge, a revision of existing policy or a new policy dossier.7  

Although the concept of general well-being is widely supported, its scope and lack 

of precision make it difficult to use as the basis for specific policy choices. It allows 

everyone to pick and choose from it. A vague definition of general well-being opens 

the door to political opportunism: ‘If every politician and every organisation can 

attach their preferred meaning to the concept, each will pursue their own interest 

and no one the public interest’ (Lukkezen, Het Financieele Dagblad, 8 November 

2023). 

At EU level and in individual Member States, the concept is also not yet consistently 

defined. As the PBL8 notes, most countries and entities studied have their own 

general-well-being framework, but that is still a work in progress and there is an 

ongoing search for ways to ensure that policy addresses more than the financial 

and economic dimensions. 

Current efforts by the planning agencies and other organisations to put general 

well-being into practice in the Netherlands are not specifically aimed at forms of 

migration, including labour migration. It is therefore unclear whether the outcome 

of that work will be directly applicable to labour migration policy. The European 

Commission’s ‘beyond GDP’ activities and the general well-being initiatives of 

individual countries are also – as far as we know9 – not specifically directed at 

labour migration policy. 

Much remains to be done in this field. After an earlier publication by the Dutch 

Advisory Council on Migration, Naar een brede-welvaartsbenadering in het 

arbeidsmigratiebeleid (2021)’ [Towards a general-well-being approach in labour 

migration policy (2021)], the House of Representatives adopted a motion by MPs 

Palland and Ceder requesting the government to ‘develop criteria for giving 

practical effect to the general-well-being approach in labour migration policy’.10 

This advisory report can be seen as an initial response.  

In this report we show how labour migration policy could look if general well-being 

were taken as its starting point. We will therefore propose a more specific way of 

applying general well-being, in which different dimensions are taken into account. 

Chapter 3 illustrates how this approach could be applied to the admission of labour 

 
6 See: Verankering van brede welvaart in de begrotingssystematiek [Embedding general 
well-being in the budgeting system] | PBL Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency; 
Kennisnotitie Brede welvaart en kwaliteit van de samenleving [Knowledge paper on general 
well-being and quality of society] | Publication | Netherlands Institute for Social Research 
(scp.nl) 
7 At step 4, staff must use the ‘Impact Scan’ to identify the possible substantive 
consequences of a policy option. The Impact Scan consists of around 60 questions grouped 
under three main themes: People, Society and the Environment. It helps staff link the 
potential effects of policy options to general well-being and to the Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs).  
8 See Chapter 3 of Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency’s (PBL) report Brede 
Welvaart en de SDG’s [General Well-Being and the SDGs] (2023).  
9 In the comparative studies commissioned by the PBL, this theme was not addressed. 
10 Motie Palland/Ceder over criteria ontwikkelen om de bredewelvaartsbenadering te 

concretiseren in het arbeidsmigratiebeleid - Arbeidsmigratie en sociale zekerheid . [Motion 

by Palland and Ceder on developing criteria to put the general-well-being 
approach into practice in labour migration policy – Labour Migration and Social 
Security] 

https://www.pbl.nl/publicaties/verankering-van-brede-welvaart-in-de-begrotingssystematiek
https://www.pbl.nl/publicaties/verankering-van-brede-welvaart-in-de-begrotingssystematiek
https://www.scp.nl/publicaties/publicaties/2024/02/28/brede-welvaart-en-kwaliteit-van-de-samenleving
https://www.scp.nl/publicaties/publicaties/2024/02/28/brede-welvaart-en-kwaliteit-van-de-samenleving
https://www.scp.nl/publicaties/publicaties/2024/02/28/brede-welvaart-en-kwaliteit-van-de-samenleving
https://www.pbl.nl/publicaties/brede-welvaart-en-de-sdgs
https://www.pbl.nl/publicaties/brede-welvaart-en-de-sdgs
https://www.parlementairemonitor.nl/9353000/1/j9vvij5epmj1ey0/vludpggysrzq
https://www.parlementairemonitor.nl/9353000/1/j9vvij5epmj1ey0/vludpggysrzq
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migrants from outside the EU/EFTA. Chapter 4 shows how the approach could also 

be used in other policy areas that affect labour migration. The aim is not to present 

a blueprint for future labour migration policy, but to show how applying the 

general-well-being perspective to labour migration might work in practice. Our 

intention is to demonstrate how using general well-being as a policy objective can 

support well-reasoned and balanced choices.  

Although this report focuses solely on Dutch labour migration policy, it would be 

desirable for general well-being to receive more attention in European labour 

migration policy as well. As noted above, the EU has embraced the concept under 

the banner of ‘beyond GDP’, but it does not yet appear to have taken root in the 

field of labour migration. For example, the revised Single Permit Directive for a 

combined residence and work permit mentions the labour-market situation as a 

possible admission criterion, but not general well-being. The Netherlands could 

argue in Brussels for this to be made explicit in future. 

The approach proposed for the Netherlands set out in this report may also serve 

as an inspiration for other Member States that choose to reform their labour 

migration policy with general well-being as their starting point. 

1.3 What is general well-being? 
 

When we assess labour migration from the perspective of general well-being, we 

look at all its effects that matter from a societal, economic or ecological standpoint. 

This applies not only to the situation in the Netherlands today, but also to future 

impacts and to effects elsewhere in the world, particularly in countries of origin. 

There is still no consensus on which effects of labour migration should be included. 

In this advisory report, we put forward a proposal. We explicitly do not present it 

as a complete or final answer to the question of how to measure and weigh general 

well-being, but as a suggestion for what labour migration policy based on general 

well-being could look like.  

We align our approach as much as possible with the CBS definition cited above, 

the interpretation of general well-being in the annual General Well-Being Monitor 

(CBS 2023), and the operational framework now being developed by the planning 

agencies CPB, PBL and SCP (CPB/PBL/SCP 2022).11 They distinguish several 

themes or dimensions of general well-being. To make the general-well-being 

perspective workable and feasible in practice, the number of dimensions and 

indicators must remain manageable. We therefore group the themes (as the SER 

and WRR do) into three dimensions: 

1. Economic 

2. Ecological 

3. Social  

The economic dimension concerns prosperity in the narrow sense, measured as 

GDP per capita, but it also covers the labour market and the long-term financial 

sustainability of the welfare state.12 

The ecological dimension concerns the desired transition to sustainable production 

and consumption and the protection of nature and biodiversity. This includes 

 
11 See also the recent advisory report (2024) Waardevol regeren. Sturen op brede welvaart 
[Governing with value. Steering towards general well-being] by the Council for the 
Environment and Infrastructure. 
12 One could argue that this belongs under the social dimension. As our focus is primarily 
on the affordability of public services, we classify it under the economic dimension. 

https://www.rli.nl/publicaties/2024/advies/waardevol-regeren


 

   

Balanced labour migration       Advisory Council on Migration – February 2026 16 

contributions to – or efforts to counter – climate change, the use of fossil fuels, 

and harm to nature and the environment. 

The social dimension concerns the effects on society. We interpret this broadly. It 

includes, among other things, social cohesion and integration, pressure on scarce 

housing, other space and public services, and job quality. 

For each dimension, what matters is not only the overall level of general well-

being, but also how it is distributed across the population. 

The economic, ecological and social dimensions are relevant not only for general 

well-being in the Netherlands now and in the future, but also in countries of origin. 

A focus on labour migration requires an understanding of its future effects. The 

arrival of migrant workers in the 1960s and 1970s (‘gastarbeiders’ [guest 

workers]), for example, shows that such effects leave traces in society for far 

longer than expected at the time. We include the rights of migrants themselves 

implicitly, by consistently treating labour migrants as full members of Dutch 

society. The effects for countries of origin must likewise be taken into account – 

for example whether migration leads to brain drain or brain gain. Higher general 

well-being in the Netherlands should not come at the expense of general well-

being elsewhere.13  

1.4 Direct and indirect labour migration policy 
 

Dutch labour migration policy – or, for intra-European labour migration, more 

accurately the absence of such a policy – has in fact remained unchanged for 

twenty years. Yet the number and type of labour migrants have changed 

significantly in that period, as have EU-level policies and the policies of other 

Member States (such as Germany’s Skilled Workers Migration Act). There is thus 

every reason to review Dutch policy critically. The general-well-being perspective 

can guide a revision of the various aspects of labour migration policy. In this 

advisory report, we propose what labour migration policy based on general well-

being could look like in three areas.  

 

First, the government should define a national policy objective that sets out the 

desired number and type of labour migrants. The Advisory Council considers it 

important that labour migration policy is grounded in a clear long-term vision of 

the desired scale and profile of labour migration. Specific policy measures to 

influence labour migration require clarity on the outcomes the government aims 

to achieve. We outline which aspects of general well-being should be weighed up 

when determining the desired range for the level of labour migration. We do not 

propose a specific range, as this depends in part on policy choices that fall outside 

the Dutch Advisory Council on Migration’s remit. For example, the desired level of 

labour migration depends on whether policy alternatives such as later retirement, 

longer working hours and higher labour participation are realised (Chapter 2).  

Once a range has been set, it must be implemented through both direct and 

indirect labour migration policy. Direct labour migration policy concerns the 

admission of labour migrants from outside the EU/EFTA. Which individuals should 

 
13 The CBS and the planning agencies also identify other themes of general well-being that 
do not fit neatly into these three categories. These relate mainly to aspects that are not, or 
only very indirectly, influenced by labour migration, such as subjective well-being, health 
and safety – for example obesity, social contacts, participation, trust, volunteering, feelings 
of insecurity and victimisation. We therefore disregard these themes of general well-being 
here. 
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receive a work-related residence permit for the Netherlands? We propose basing 

this decision on their expected contribution to general well-being. Instead of the 

current focus on income (as in the knowledge workers route) or complex 

procedures (as in the Foreign Nationals Employment) Act), a general-well-being 

test could be introduced. This would consider a limited number of characteristics 

of the prospective labour migrant and of the job they would perform. Such a test 

could take the form of a points system, under which only migrants who achieve a 

minimum score are admitted (Chapter 3).  

Admission based on a general-well-being test would apply only to labour migrants 

from outside the EU/EFTA. Freedom of movement for persons and services applies 

to intra-EU/EFTA labour migrants. Nevertheless, it remains desirable to influence 

the number and type of intra-European labour migrants. This can be done through 

indirect labour migration policy. By this we mean that, in principle, across all policy 

areas that may indirectly affect the arrival of labour migrants from within or outside 

the EU/EFTA, policymakers should explicitly take account of the effects on general 

well-being. Economic policy and labour market policy are key examples. Both 

policy areas strongly influence economic activity in the Netherlands and therefore 

the demand for foreign labour. The design of such policy should therefore take 

labour-migration effects explicitly into account. In other domains – such as 

housing, education and healthcare – policymakers and politicians should likewise 

remain alert to the effects of and on labour migration (Chapter 4).  

Labour migration policy as an incentive for good employment practices 

Our proposals to revise and broaden labour migration policy are not only intended 

to influence the employment of labour migrants in the Netherlands through direct 

and indirect policy measures. They are equally intended to give employers clarity 

about which forms of labour migration are more – and which are less – desirable. 

This clarifies the types of work for which labour migrants are welcome and creates 

a level playing field. It also enables employers to adjust their production and 

staffing strategies accordingly. In this way, the business sector can be encouraged 

not to focus primarily on maximising financial returns, but to contribute to general 

well-being, now and in the future. Companies and institutions that adopt this 

approach can expect to be able to attract the labour migrants they need. 

Other countries are also revising their labour-migration policies, and developments 

are underway at EU level. Germany has introduced several new laws and 

regulations, the most prominent being the Skilled Workers Migration Act. In the 

United Kingdom, the Migration Advisory Committee advised the government on 

which labour migrants should be invited to address post-Brexit labour shortages.14 

France, too, is taking steps in the field of labour migration. Although policymakers 

and researchers in all these countries consider factors that we include within the 

concept of general well-being, the Netherlands can take a leading role in the EU 

by shaping labour migration policy on the basis of that concept. 

At the same time, our proposals to use general well-being as the starting point for 

direct and indirect migration policy are not yet fully developed. They are a first 

step to show that it is, in fact, possible to anchor aspects of general well-being in 

labour migration policy. Making general well-being operational in policy inevitably 

requires trade-offs because it involves several dimensions and a wide range of 

possible indicators by definition. Suitable indicators are not yet available for all 

dimensions of general well-being. Further research is therefore needed. The choice 

of the best indicators and the way they are weighted is not only a scientific matter 

 
14 Final EEA report.PDF (publishing.service.gov.uk). 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5ba26c1de5274a54d5c39be2/Final_EEA_report.PDF
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but also depends on social and political considerations. This report is therefore a 

call for various actors in Dutch society to take this approach further: national and 

local government and the social partners could flesh it out further, while knowledge 

institutions could identify the most suitable indicators of general well-being, 

especially for the social and ecological dimensions. We therefore propose 

establishing an Advisory Committee on General Well-being to develop and refine 

this approach. 

Importance of implementation 

The implementation of government policy – not only, but certainly also in the area 

of migration – is under severe pressure.15 In developing our proposals to take 

indicators of general well-being into account in labour migration policy, we have 

therefore explicitly considered feasibility. It is important to involve the relevant 

implementing bodies in the further elaborating of this approach, so that feasibility 

remains safeguarded. The Netherlands currently has a relatively simple knowledge 

workers scheme that imposes limited requirements on its implementation and the 

country has often been praised for this.16 By contrast, the Foreign Nationals 

Employment Act involves a highly intensive and time-consuming procedure, both 

for employers who wish to use it and for the government bodies responsible for its 

implementation, namely the Employee Insurance Agency (UWV) and the 

Immigration and Naturalisation Service (IND). There is an unavoidable tension 

between assessing as precisely as possible – on broad criteria – which migrants 

are welcome and keeping the implementation of labour migration policy simple 

and efficient. In Chapter 3, we present different versions of an admission test for 

labour migrants, each requiring varying levels of effort for implementation. We 

propose to standardise the admission policy and base it on a single system, rather 

than the numerous schemes currently in place in the Netherlands, to make it 

clearer and more transparent. Our proposal will definitely make implementation 

easier in two respects, because we propose issuing permits for five years in all 

cases and discontinuing the test for the availability of priority candidates. 

If the Netherlands is serious about using labour migration policy to increase 

general well-being, investment in the implementation of that policy is essential – 

both in technology and in staffing. A migration society inevitably requires the 

corresponding implementing bodies, as seen in the UK, Canada and Australia. This 

also includes the need for an independent advisory committee, for which the 

Advisory Council has argued before (and, following on from that, also the State 

Commission Demographic Developments 2050). In this report, we set out in more 

detail what tasks such a committee could perform,  such as determining multi-

year ranges for the labour net migration figure, assessing how the arrival of labour 

migrants affects the dimensions of general well-being, and weighing up those 

dimensions in a general-well-being test for individual labour migrants.   

Method  

The Dutch Advisory Council on Migration is an independent statutory advisory body 

that advises the government and parliament on migration in the broad sense. Its 

advisory and knowledge products concern legislation, policy and strategy. This 

advisory report was drafted on the Council’s own initiative. For the report, we 

examined relevant academic literature on labour migration and general well-being, 

as well as policy documents, current legislation and the opinions of other bodies. 

We also mapped labour-migration policies in several other countries, focusing in 

particular on the admission criteria used. To assess the demographic and economic 

 
15 Example Klem tussen balie en beleid, Stand van de uitvoering [Caught between frontline 
practice and policy. Status of implementation]. 
16 See the OECD for comparison. 

https://www.tweedekamer.nl/sites/default/files/atoms/files/20210225_eindrapport_tijdelijke_commissie_uitvoeringsorganisaties.pdf
https://ind.nl/nl/documenten/05-2023/stand-van-de-uitvoering-2306.pdf
https://ind.nl/nl/documenten/05-2023/stand-van-de-uitvoering-2306.pdf
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effects of labour migration, we carried out calculations based on Statistics 

Netherlands’ population projection.17 Finally, we conducted discussions with a wide 

range of organisations and stakeholders. This report builds on the exploratory 

study Labour migration: Solution for economy and demographics?  (2023). 

Structure of the report 

The next three chapters examine how the general-well-being perspective can guide 

the design of labour migration policy.  

Chapter 2 analyses the effects of labour migration on general well-being in the 

Netherlands and in countries of origin. How does labour migration affect the 

various dimensions of general well-being? This analysis provides pointers for 

identifying a numerical target or a range for the scale and profile of labour 

migration to the Netherlands.  

Chapter 3 focuses on the admission of labour migrants from outside the EU/EFTA. 

We outline what a general-well-being test for the admission of individual labour 

migrants could look like. This test would assess both the job and the arrival of a 

new resident for their effects on general well-being. In principle, this test could 

replace the various existing labour-migration schemes, so that direct labour 

migration policy is based on a single, coherent system.  

By definition, the test in Chapter 3 does not apply to workers from within the 

EU/EFTA, who enjoy free movement of persons and services. Yet it remains 

desirable to influence the nature and scale of intra-European labour migration from 

the perspective of general well-being.  

Chapter 4 sets out options to influence this indirectly through other policy areas, 

particularly economic policy and labour market policy. We propose paying 

systematic attention in these and other policy domains to the impact on and of 

labour migration, from within and outside the EU/EFTA.  

The report concludes with a final reflection (Chapter 5), in which we consider the 

possibilities and limitations of applying the general-well-being approach to labour 

migration policy. 

 
17 This was previously reported in the exploratory study Labour migration: solution for 
economy and demographics? 

https://www.adviesraadmigratie.nl/publicaties/publicaties/2023/12/11/verkenning-arbeidsmigratie-oplossing-voor-economie-en-demografie
https://www.adviesraadmigratie.nl/publicaties/publicaties/2023/12/11/verkenning-arbeidsmigratie-oplossing-voor-economie-en-demografie
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As we noted in Chapter 1, the reliance on large numbers of labour migrants in the 

Dutch economy in recent decades was driven primarily by demand from the 

business sector. There is therefore no doubt that labour migrants have made – 

and will continue to make – an important contribution to the Dutch economy. 

However, when labour migration is driven by demand from employers, there is no 

guarantee that it will contribute to other dimensions of general well-being. What 

benefits the economy in the short term does not necessarily benefit long-term 

economic development, let alone ecological sustainability, social well-being or the 

countries of origin of labour migrants. In this advisory report, we explore what a 

future vision for labour migration could look like if it is based on the perspective of 

general well-being.  

As set out in Chapter 1, a vision for labour migration should ideally flow from a 

broader vision of the desired future society and the economy that suits it. Greater 

or lesser labour migration is not an end in itself; it needs to fit into a wider vision 

of how Dutch society and the Dutch economy should develop in the coming 

decades. 

 

There are three reasons why such a vision must be developed for the long term – 

i.e. several decades ahead.  

First, general well-being concerns both the present and the future. General well-

being today must not come at the expense of it for future generations.  

Second, labour migration can partly address demographic change, especially 

population ageing and the stagnation of the working-age population (see the State 

Committee on Demographic Developments by 2050). Yet demographic 

development is not linear; rather, it unfolds in a wave pattern (as we demonstrate 

below). The effects of labour migration can therefore vary over time.  

Third, labour migration itself can have long-term effects that are not always 

foreseen when migrants arrive. These effects may be demographic: for example 

when migrants settle in the Netherlands for longer periods and raise families there, 

with major implications for the size and composition of the Dutch population. They 

may also be economic: if labour migrants enable economic activities that would 

not otherwise be viable in the Netherlands, this shapes the country’s future 

economic. From the perspective of longer-term general well-being, it is important 

to assess whether those effects on the economic are desirable. 

 

In this chapter, we examine the effects of labour migration on the economic, 

ecological and social dimensions of general well-being in the Netherlands. A key 

principle is that we always treat the labour migrant as a member of Dutch society 

and therefore give the interests and rights of labour migrants the same weight as 

those of people already living in the Netherlands. We then examine the effects of 

labour migration to the Netherlands on general well-being in the countries of origin. 

Here, too, we distinguish economic, ecological and social effects. Although the 

analysis focuses on the consequences of labour migration for Dutch general well-

being and on the specific Dutch context, the method can be applied to other 

destination countries. 

 

Throughout this chapter, we will find that it is difficult to make general statements 

about the effects of labour migration. These effects depend heavily on the 

individual characteristics of the migrant, the nature of the work they will do in the 

Netherlands and their country of origin. It is therefore not useful to advocate, in 

general terms, for greater or lesser labour migration. This leads us to conclude 

that a selective or targeted labour migration policy is needed. The general-well-

being effects of labour migration, as identified in this chapter, can provide a 

framework for determining a numerical target or a range for the future scale of 

labour migration to the Netherlands.  
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In general, more objective and quantifiable information is available on the 

economic effects of labour migration than on the ecological and social dimensions. 

There are significant knowledge gaps in these latter two domains. We therefore 

argue for more information gathering and research in these areas, so that the 

effects of labour migration on each dimension of general well-being can in future 

be assessed with sufficient accuracy. 

 

This chapter does not yet address the question of which instruments could be used 

to achieve the desired scale and nature of labour migration. That is the subject of 

the next two chapters. 

2.1 Economic effects of labour migration  

In the exploratory study Labour migration: Solution for economy and 

demographics? , the Dutch Advisory Council on Migration analysed the effects of 

labour migration on the labour market and the economy in light of long-term 

demographic trends. Here, we summarise the main results of that study that are 

relevant for general well-being. For a fuller substantiation, we refer to the 

exploratory study itself.18  

Population ageing has two major consequences that put future well-being under 

pressure. The first concerns the affordability of public services; the second 

concerns the sustainability of the level of prosperity in the narrow sense. The 

following sections examine the conditions under which, and the extent to which, 

labour migration can mitigate these consequences. 

 

The old-age dependency ratio and the affordability of public services 

As the number of people in the Netherlands above pensionable age increases, 

expenditure will rise for the public services that are used mainly by older people. 

This particularly concerns the state pension (AOW) and spending on health and 

social care services. At the same time, the potential working population (those 

between 20 and retirement age), who must finance this expenditure, will not 

increase on balance until 2040. As a result, the old-age dependency ratio – the 

ratio between pensioners and people of working age – will rise from 30 per cent in 

2023 to 40 per cent in 2040 (assuming a constant state pension age of 67). While 

there are currently three pensioners for every ten workers, by 2040 there will be 

four. This will put strong upward pressure on the tax burden unless substantial 

cuts are made to services for older people. 

 

Labour migrants can help ease this pressure by increasing the working population. 

The exploratory study included illustrative calculations for the effect of a net 

50,000 additional19 labour migrants per year. At that level, the old-age dependency 

ratio would be moderated to just under 37 per cent by 2040 – roughly three 

percentage points lower than it would be without this additional labour migration. 

Over the longer term, however, we must take account of the fact that labour 

migrants also grow older and will eventually reach retirement age. They will 

therefore contribute to further population ageing unless they leave the Netherlands 

before reaching retirement age. The year in which labour migrants who settle 

permanently in the Netherlands start to increase the old-age dependency ratio 

 
18 Dutch Advisory Council On Migration (2023). Exploratory study Labour migration: 
Solution for economy and demographics? The calculations in the exploratory study were 
based on the medium variant of Statistics Netherlands’ 2022 population projection, 
extending to 2070. A new population projection has since been published. The results 
presented here have been recalculated on the basis of this more recent projection. 
19 Additional means over and above the net migration figure in the Statistics Netherlands 
projection. 

https://www.adviesraadmigratie.nl/publicaties/publicaties/2024/02/1/exploratory-study-on-labour-migration-solution-for-economy-and-demographics
https://www.adviesraadmigratie.nl/publicaties/publicaties/2024/02/1/exploratory-study-on-labour-migration-solution-for-economy-and-demographics
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again depends on the age at which they arrive. If they arrive at an average age of 

around 30, they will start increasing the ratio after 37 years – i.e. from 2061 for 

those arriving from 2024 onwards – assuming a pension age of 67. If labour 

migrants form a family in the Netherlands or bring their family over, they will draw 

more heavily on public services for the first twenty to twenty-five years, especially 

for childcare and education. Put differently, labour migrants who form a family in 

the Netherlands increase the youth dependency ratio – the ratio between the 

number of children under 20 and the potential number of workers aged 20 to 

retirement age. The countervailing effect is that after twenty years, these children 

will help reduce the old-age dependency ratio when they enter the working phase. 

If a labour migrant brings a partner from abroad, this reduces the old-age 

dependency ratio (assuming the partner is between 20 and retirement age). 

Whether the partner also contributes to financing public services depends on 

whether they take up paid work in the Netherlands, and how soon. 

 

The above shows that, over the longer term, it makes a substantial difference to 

the development of the old-age dependency ratio whether labour migrants come 

to the Netherlands temporarily or settle permanently. 

In the exploratory study, the Advisory Council showed that the arrival of 50,000 

additional temporary labour migrants per year has roughly the same effect on the 

old-age dependency ratio as the planned step-by-step increase in the state pension 

age to 68 around 2040 and 69 around 2050 (see Figure 1). To achieve the same 

effect as increasing the state pension age to 68, a total of 800,000 additional 

labour migrants would be needed by 2040. By 2050, this rises to 1.3 million 

additional labour migrants or an increase in the state pension age to 69. Figure 1 

also shows that ageing peaks shortly after 2040, after which the old-age 

dependency ratio will fall slightly. With 50,000 additional labour migrants per year 

or a further rise in the state pension age, the old-age dependency ratio will fall 

more sharply after 2040 but will still remain well above its current level. The old-

age dependency ratio will gradually fall after 2040 only if both more labour 

migrants arrive and the state pension age increases, eventually dropping slightly 

below the current level after 2060. As noted above, this assumes that labour 

migrants leave the Netherlands before reaching pensionable age. 

 

Labour migration can therefore play an important role in slowing the rise in the 

old-age dependency ratio and, by doing so, in keeping public services for older 

people affordable. The positive effect is greatest when labour migrants do not form 

a family in the Netherlands and leave the country before retiring or before they 

stop working for other reasons. If labour migrants settle permanently in the 

Netherlands and have broadly the same patterns of family formation and career 

development as the average resident, it is likely that the balance between their 

contribution to, and their use of, public services will not differ from that of Dutch 

residents. In that case, their long-term contribution to the financial sustainability 

of the welfare state will not be positive. Labour migrants will contribute most to 

moderating the effects of ageing in the period up to 2040. In the subsequent 

period, the old-age dependency ratio will fall even without additional labour 

migration, particularly if the state pension age continues to rise. 
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Figure 1. Old-age dependency ratio with constant and rising state pension age and with 
50,000 additional labour migrants per year. 

 

Source: Own calculations based on Statistics Netherlands (Statline) data. 

 

 

The level of prosperity 

The growth of prosperity in the narrow sense is often measured – or even equated 

– with economic growth. However, the rate of economic growth, meaning the real 

growth of gross domestic product (GDP), is not an adequate measure of the growth 

of prosperity, even in that narrow sense. After all, a crucial question is how many 

people must share in that growth. Prosperity in the narrow sense is therefore 

measured as the average GDP per capita: how much income is generated on 

average per resident. This measure is central in this section.20 

 

The percentage growth of GDP per capita is the outcome of three factors: growth 

in the number of workers; growth in labour productivity (these two together 

determine total GDP growth, or economic growth); and growth in the total 

population. The first two factors increase prosperity, while population growth in 

itself lowers the level of prosperity. As labour migration increases both the number 

of workers and the population, it is not a given that it raises the level of prosperity. 

A key principle here is that we count labour migrants as part of the Dutch 

population.  

On the face of it, employing a labour migrant seems by definition to increase 

prosperity. The migrant earns more in the Netherlands than in their country of 

origin, and the Dutch population benefits from the migrant’s additional output. But 

if the labour migrant earns less than the average resident, the average level of 

prosperity will fall (see the text box ‘How employing migrants in low-paid work 

lowers the level of prosperity in the Netherlands’). The level of prosperity will only 

rise if the migrant is excluded from the calculation. Yet that would mean leaving 

part of the population out when determining the level of prosperity. If we applied 

this principle to today’s calculation, we would have to exclude all labour migrants 

 
20 It is debatable whether higher GDP per capita is necessary or advisable to increase 
prosperity. Proponents of degrowth or post-growth argue that it is not. The Dutch Advisory 
Council on Migration does not wish to engage in this debate – important though it is – and 
instead proceeds from the widely accepted assumption that a higher income level per 
capita increases prosperity in the narrow sense. 
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and their descendants. In effect, we would no longer treat them as full members 

of society. If the economy grows because a resident starts working or works more, 

this has a significantly more positive effect on the population’s average level of 

prosperity than the arrival of a labour migrant who performs the same work. 

 

In our analysis, we calculated that only migrants whose annual productivity is 

above €54,000 (roughly equal to a gross salary of €40,000) contribute to a rise in 

the level of prosperity in the short to medium term. This calculation assumes that 

they are actually in work and do not form a family. For labour migrants who settle 

permanently in the Netherlands, it is more realistic to assume that, over time, their 

careers and family formation resemble those of residents. We should then compare 

their contribution to GDP with average GDP per worker, meaning average labour 

productivity. In 2022 this was just over €94,000, which equates to an average 

salary of €69,000. A migrant therefore needs to earn at least €69,000 to help raise 

the average level of prosperity in the Netherlands in the longer term. 

 

If we assume that labour migrants are indeed as productive as the average worker 

in the Netherlands, we can calculate their contribution to the growth in prosperity. 

By way of illustration, take 50,000 labour migrants a year. As long as they remain 

in work and do not retire, they will increase economic growth by about 0.4 

percentage points a year. Because the population also grows, the average level of 

prosperity per capita will rise by no more than a quarter of a percentage point a 

year. The same increase would result from an additional annual rise of a quarter 

of a percent in average labour productivity. The planned rise in the state pension 

age has a smaller positive effect, at around 0.15 percentage points a year.  

 

Labour migrants with average productivity who settle permanently in the 

Netherlands, form a family and eventually retire will not make a positive 

contribution to the average level of prosperity per capita in the longer term. Their 

contribution to economic growth will, over time, match the population growth they 

generate. By contrast, labour migrants with above-average productivity who settle 

permanently in the Netherlands are expected to have a positive effect on the 

average level of prosperity over their remaining lifetime. 
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How employing migrants in low-paid work lowers the level of prosperity 
in the Netherlands 
 
According to Statistics Netherlands, 359,000 foreign workers in the Netherlands 
earned no more than 30 per cent above the minimum wage in 2022. They 
accounted for 3.4 per cent of the total workforce. The added value of their 

production is estimated at just over €11 billion, or 1.2 per cent of gross domestic 
product (GDP).i Yet this group of foreign workers made up 2.0 per cent of the 
total population. As a result, the average level of prosperity in the Netherlands 
was 0.9 per cent lower than it would have been without these foreign workers. 
If we assume that, on average, for every two foreign workers one other foreign 
national who does not work – a non-working partner or a child – also lives in the 
Netherlands, the total comes to 3.0 per cent of the population. In that case, 

average GDP per capita is 2.0 per cent lower than it would have been without 
their presence. 
That the average level of prosperity is lower than it would be without low-paid 
foreign workers does not mean that established residents have a lower level of 

prosperity. The decline stems from the increase in the Dutch population by a 
group of workers with a low level of prosperity. If the same work were done not 

by migrants but by established residents who are currently not in work, this 
would raise the average level of prosperity by 1.2 per cent, because these 
workers would not add to the population. 
The calculation is based on all workers without Dutch nationality. This group 
therefore includes not only labour migrants but also, for example, status holders 
and family migrants who work in the Netherlands.  
Statistics Netherlands does not provide information on the wages of the 500,000 

foreign workers who earn more than 130 per cent of the minimum wage. If their 
average earnings were the same as those of Dutch employees who earn more 
than 130 per cent of the minimum wage, it can be calculated that they would 
raise the average level of prosperity by 1.0 per cent (not counting family 
members). All foreign employees taken together would then have raised the 
average level of prosperity by 0.8 per cent. No data are available on foreign self-
employed workers, so we cannot calculate their contribution to GDP per capita. 

  
i Because many of these employees work part time, their volume of labour corresponds to 
270,400 labour years. On average, they earn 11.8 per cent above the minimum wage or 
€25,000 a year. Employers’ social security charges need to be added to this (on average 
28 per cent). Given that the labour income share in the Netherlands in 2022 was 77.3 per 
cent, we can calculate the added value of foreign workers. 

 

 

The contribution of labour migrants to the level of prosperity is not determined 

solely by their own productivity. Labour migrants may also affect the productivity 

of established workers. If their knowledge and skills complement those already 

existing in the Netherlands, they can raise the productivity of the established 

workforce. This effect depends heavily on migrants’ qualifications and the work 

they do, so it cannot be assumed in advance as a positive effect of labour 

migration. The same applies to any contribution to innovation. If specific 

knowledge and skills brought by certain labour migrants make the Dutch economy 

more innovative, their contribution to future prosperity may be greater than 

suggested by their current productivity or wage. In general, labour migrants make 

a positive contribution to the level of prosperity mainly when they differ from the 

average worker in the Netherlands. We explore this further in Chapter 3. 

 

We conclude that temporary labour migrants – who stay in the Netherlands only 

while they work – raise the average level of prosperity only if their productivity 

exceeds average GDP per capita (which corresponds to a salary of €40,000 a year). 

Permanent labour migrants – who follow a career and family-formation pattern 

similar to established residents – increase the level of prosperity in the longer term 
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if they are more productive than the average Dutch worker, but also if they 

complement established workers and/or contribute to innovation. 

  

Labour shortages are not a criterion for general well-being 
 
Increasing labour shortages and tight labour markets are often cited as reasons 

to attract more labour migrants. Yet in this report, the Dutch Advisory Council 
on Migration does not treat labour shortages as a separate criterion when 
determining the desired scale of labour migration and the admission of non-EU 
labour migrants. Why not? The simplest answer is that labour shortages are not 
a dimension of general well-being. However, they may hinder the achievement 
of general well-being and, in that indirect sense, play a role in assessing labour 
migration. We explain this further below. 

 
In our earlier exploratory study, we pointed out that ‘labour shortage’ is a far 
from clear-cut concept. The term is usually used when employers cannot find 
suitable candidates for vacancies. But this obviously depends heavily on the pay 

and working conditions on offer. If a hospital advertised a post for a surgeon at 
the minimum wage, no one would conclude that there was a ‘labour shortage’ if 

no suitable candidate applied. Why then is the term used for minimum-wage 
jobs in hospitality or horticulture? The argument that the minimum wage is 
below the ‘market pay’ for surgeons but not below the ‘market pay’ for unskilled 
hospitality or horticultural staff is inaccurate. After all, the market pay is the 
wage at which labour supply and demand are in equilibrium. If demand for 
hospitality workers exceeds supply, this simply means that the wage on offer 
(or other terms and conditions) is too low.  

The picture becomes more complex when too few people have the skills required 
for a particular position. But even then, labour demand is not a ‘given’. It 
depends on choices made by employers, for example in how work is organised 
or in the use of new technologies. A labour shortage may also stem from 
insufficient investment in employees’ skills.  
If an employer has a labour shortage, it can impede the continuity or expansion 
of production and reduce the business’s profits. But whether it also harms 

general well-being is not predetermined. To establish this, one must assess the 

economic, ecological and social value of the activity. And if a firm wants to 
attract a labour migrant to meet its staffing needs, the implications of a new 
resident’s arrival for general well-being in the Netherlands and the country of 
origin must also be taken into account. That is exactly what we argue in this 
report. The concept of ‘labour shortage’ is not needed for this purpose.  

 

Distributional effects 

General well-being concerns not only its level but also how it is shared across the 

population. Economic analyses of the labour-market effects of labour migration 

leave little doubt about who benefits most: the firms that employ labour migrants 

and the labour migrants themselves (Borjas 2016). The latter is unsurprising, as 

labour migrants leave their country of origin to improve their prospects. This does 

not mean that their working conditions and terms of employment in the 

Netherlands always match their expectations. Even so, we can generally assume 

that labour migrants prefer working in the Netherlands to the work they did or 

could have done in their country of origin.  

Firms benefit from the additional labour supply. They can either employ workers 

more cheaply than would otherwise be possible or fill vacancies for which there is 

too little suitable domestic labour. A larger labour supply can also depress wages 

for established workers. While this increases firms’ profits, those gains do not 

necessarily benefit society at large.  

 

This would imply that established workers may be disadvantaged by labour 

migration because they earn less. Much research has been done on the impact of 
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labour migration on the wages of established workers, but the findings are 

inconclusive. The effects depend strongly on the specific circumstances in the 

labour market, particularly at local level, and on the characteristics of the labour 

migrants. There is now reasonable consensus that established workers whose 

qualifications and type of work most resemble those of labour migrants face the 

greatest risk of adverse effects of labour migration – either lower wages or fewer 

job opportunities. This applies particularly to less qualified workers when migrants 

also do low-skilled work. Workers who differ markedly from labour migrants may 

benefit from their arrival, especially if the migrants complement them. By this we 

mean that labour migrants raise the productivity of established workers. This can 

occur through various mechanisms. Labour migrants may provide inexpensive 

domestic or care services, such as childcare or cleaning, which relieve higher-

skilled established workers and allow them to work more hours. But labour 

migrants may also have specialist knowledge and skills that are in short supply in 

the Netherlands. Attracting such workers can expand production in sectors that 

depend on them. This, in turn, increases demand for other workers, such as 

support staff, who do not need those specialist skills.  

 

In short, labour migrants and firms gain the most from labour migration. Among 

established workers, the higher skilled are most likely to benefit, while the lower 

skilled face the greatest risks. Labour migration does not generally improve the 

distribution of well-being. It may even widen existing income and other 

inequalities. At the same time, these effects depend heavily on factors such as the 

type of work migrants do and the degree of complementarity with established 

workers. The ultimate distributional impact can therefore be determined only in 

specific cases. 

 

Alternative policy options: working more and longer, retiring later, 
higher productivity 
 
In its exploratory study ‘Labour migration: solution for economy and 

demographics? ’, the Dutch Advisory Council on Migration noted that there are 

alternative policy options that can deliver the same contribution as labour 
migration to the affordability of public services and to maintaining prosperity. 
These include raising the state pension age further, extending average working 
hours and increasing labour participation. Growth in labour productivity is also 
crucial for the level of prosperity.  
In that exploratory study, we calculated that the annual arrival of 50,000 

temporary labour migrants has a similar effect on reducing the old-age 
dependency ratio as the planned rise in the state pension age to 68 around 2040 
and to 69 around 2050. One important caveat applies. The old-age dependency 
ratio is directly relevant to the affordability of state pensions but less so to the 
cost of health and social care. Raising the state pension age reduces spending 
on state pensions, but it does not reduce health and social care costs. These 
costs are determined mainly by the number of people aged over 80, a figure 

obviously unaffected by a higher state pension age. In the exploratory study, 
we showed that 50,000 labour migrants a year therefore have a much stronger 
moderating effect on the ‘80-plus dependency ratio’ – the ratio between the 

number of people aged over 80 and the potential working population – than 
raising the state pension age. 
It can also be calculated that 50,000 labour migrants have the same impact on 
total labour supply as raising the state pension age by 3.5 months, extending 

the average working week by 10 minutes (or by 20 minutes for part-timers), 
and raising net labour participation by 0.5 percentage points a year. If labour 
migrants are as productive as the average worker in the Netherlands, a larger 
labour supply leads to a proportionate rise in GDP. As shown in the exploratory 
study, the effect of additional labour migration on prosperity per capita is only 
about half as large, because the population also grows. The table below sets out 
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which alternative options raise prosperity per capita by as much as the annual 
arrival of 50,000 labour migrants with average productivity. In addition to 
annual equivalent options, we show the cumulative effect of these alternatives 
over a sixteen-year period (2025–2040). 
 
Table 1. Equivalent options that generate the same rise in prosperity per capita as 50,000 
labour migrants with average productivity 

 Per year 2025–2040 

Labour migrants 50,000 800,000 

Average of … minutes more work per week 5 80 

Part-timers working on average … minutes more 10 160 

Increase in state pension age by … months 1.7 27 

Increase in labour participation by … percentage 
points 

0.2 3.7 

Increase in labour productivity by … per cent 0.3 4.5 

Source: own calculations based on data from Statistics Netherlands (Statline) 

 

Other alternative policy options could also be considered. Greater investment in 
preventive healthcare, for example, could reduce the use of care services in the 
long term and allow workers to continue working healthily for longer, which in 
turn would reduce the need for labour migrants (de Beer 2024). 
Compared with labour migration, alternative policy options have the advantage 
that they do not affect population size and therefore do not, in principle, place 

additional pressure on the environment or on available space (see below). Nor 
do they have a negative effect on social cohesion or the distribution of prosperity 
(higher labour participation and more hours for part-timers could even reduce 
income inequality). By contrast, policies that increase the total number of hours 
worked can have a negative effect on people’s ability to provide informal care 

or to volunteer. Professional care services may then face even greater pressure, 
which would adversely affect the affordability of public services. It must also be 

borne in mind that longer full-time working weeks and higher productivity push 
up wages for full-time employees. Because the level of state pensions is linked 
to full-time wage growth, this would in principle raise state pension expenditure 
at the same rate. These options therefore also have only a limited positive effect 
on the affordability of public services. Finally, the options listed in Table 1 – 
apart from raising the state pension age – cannot simply be mandated by 
government; they can only be encouraged. And raising the state pension age 

does not necessarily lead to a corresponding increase in the labour force, as it 
is uncertain whether labour participation among older people can continue to 
rise. 

 

2.2 Ecological consequences of labour migration  
 

The ecological consequences of labour migration are important from the 

perspective of general well-being because they help determine future general well-

being in the Netherlands and elsewhere. The impact of labour migration on the 

transition to a sustainable economy and society depends both on the type of work 

labour migrants do and on the population growth to which they contribute. As 

assessing this is currently difficult because little concrete information is available, 

we recommend more research into the ecological consequences of labour 

migration. 

Whether the work done by labour migrants contributes positively or negatively to 

a sustainable economy cannot be answered in general terms. After all, this 
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depends very much on the type of work they do: the specific role and specific 

sector. It makes a considerable difference whether they work in a company that 

uses large amounts of fossil energy and emits high levels of greenhouse gases, or 

whether they are hired to help make the economy more sustainable. Generally 

speaking, there is no reason to assume in advance that the work of labour migrants 

makes the Dutch economy more or less sustainable.  

 

We can try to compare the ecological impact of a labour migrant’s work in the 

Netherlands with the work they did in their country of origin. Although the 

Netherlands generally does not score well in relation to the sustainability of its 

economic activities, making a direct comparison with the country of origin is 

difficult because this depends strongly on the type of activity and the country in 

question. 

 

We therefore conclude that the ecological consequences of labour migrants’ work, 

taken in general, do not form an argument for more or fewer labour migrants. 

However, when deciding whether to grant a particular labour migrant a residence 

permit for work, these ecological consequences could play a role. We return to this 

in the next chapter. 

 

As the population grows through the arrival of labour migrants, environmental 

pressure in the Netherlands also tends to increase. Because a labour migrant will 

generally earn more in the Netherlands than in their country of origin, their 

consumption is likely to have greater negative ecological effects in the 

Netherlands. This effect can be expected to grow as a labour migrant’s income and 

consumption rise.21  

 

Combining the ecological effects of a labour migrant’s work with the effects of 

population growth, the overall ecological impact is therefore usually negative. For 

individual labour migrants, the conclusion may be different if the work they do in 

the Netherlands contributes positively to the transition to a sustainable economy 

(see the next chapter).  

There is no reason to expect in advance that the ecological consequences of labour 

migration fall more heavily on some population groups than others. Ecological 

effects do differ across generations: it is mainly future generations that will suffer 

the disadvantages if the transition to a sustainable economy is delayed. If labour 

migration were to slow this transition, it would reduce general well-being chiefly 

in the future. 

  

2.3 Social consequences of labour migration  
 

The arrival of labour migrants can affect society in the Netherlands in various ways. 

Labour migrants can help meet staffing needs in essential public sectors – such as 

health and social care services – and thus help maintain the standard of public 

services. The extent to which this happens depends very much on the sectors and 

roles in which they work. In general terms, we cannot say much about the 

contribution labour migrants make to essential public services. In Chapter 3, 

however, this will be an important aspect of the test we propose for admitting 

labour migrants from outside the EU/EFTA.  

The arrival of a labour migrant as a new resident of the Netherlands can also have 

important social consequences, which warrant more attention than they have 

 
21 See Ecorys (2022). Onderzoek Nederlandse inkomens en CO2 voetafdruk. Inzichten uit 
bestaande databronnen [Study into Dutch incomes and the carbon footprint. Insights from 
existing data sources] 
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received in policy to date. There will be more demand for public services such as 

GP care and education. Additional residents also increase pressure on physical 

space. Migration can also affect social cohesion. In this section we focus on two 

types of impact: the use of space (particularly housing) and social cohesion. The 

way these impacts are distributed across the population also matters. 

 

Physical use of space and housing 

Labour migration to the Netherlands increases the population and, with it, the 

physical use of space. It creates extra demand for housing, more traffic, more use 

of public space – all of which add to congestion and environmental pressure. As 

we addressed that last point in the previous section, we will not repeat it here. 

To begin with, the use or additional use of space by labour migrants does not in 

principle differ from that caused by natural population growth (see the State 

Commission Demographic Developments 2050 for a fuller discussion). The most 

urgent issue is the shortage of good, affordable housing. Although the current 

shortage, especially of affordable housing, is not primarily the result of migration, 

a larger number of labour and other migrants by definition increases demand. If 

the supply of housing is fixed, this inevitably leads to greater competition in the 

housing market and either longer waiting times to find suitable accommodation or 

higher rents and sale prices.  

Between 2012 and 2022, an average of about 60,000 new homes were completed 

each year (source: Statistics Netherlands, Statline). Suppose the net inflow of 

labour migrants is 50,000 a year and each labour migrant, temporary or otherwise, 

shares a home with an average of three others.22 New-build production would then 

need to rise by 12,500 homes a year (21 per cent) to meet this additional 

demand.23 The government’s current goal is to increase annual new-build to 

100,000 homes to meet existing demand. With an extra 50,000 labour migrants 

each year, production would therefore have to rise to roughly 112,500 homes a 

year, almost double the average output over the past decade. Compared with the 

target of 100,000 new homes a year, this represents a 12.5 per cent increase. 

Pressure on the housing market will be even greater if labour migrants settle in 

the Netherlands for the long term or permanently. Permanent labour migrants will 

often form a family over time or bring family members to join them, which 

increases their need for housing.24 They will also be less inclined to accept small 

or lower-quality homes or to share accommodation. The arrival of 50,000 

permanent labour migrants a year will therefore, in principle, increase annual 

housing demand by 50,000 homes in the long run. This means housing production 

would need to be 50 per cent higher than the government’s current target. The 

figure will be lower if labour migrants live with a partner who already lives in the 

Netherlands. In that case, they do not, in principle, make extra demands on the 

housing stock (although they may want a larger home). 

 

Only by building housing specifically for labour migrants can further pressure on 

the housing market be avoided. However, such additional construction must not 

 
22 Of the labour migrants who have been in the Netherlands for six months, around 60 per 
cent share accommodation with others. See Manting, D. et al. (2022). Woningdelen of 
zelfstandig een woning kopen of huren: De woonsituatie van migrantenhuishoudens in de 
eerste jaren na aankomst in Nederland (2014-2018)] [Sharing accommodation or buying or 
renting independently: the housing situation of migrant households in the first years after 
arrival in the Netherlands (2014–2018)], Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency 
(PBL), p. 48. 
23 This does not change if labour migrants are housed in existing dwellings. After all, those 

dwellings are then no longer available to the established population, so additional new 
housing will still be required 
24 More than 60 per cent of the labour migrants who have been in the Netherlands for 4.5 
years live in their own homes. See Manting et al. (2022), p.48.  
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come at the expense of new-builds for the established population, for example 

because of a shortage of construction workers. It is also possible that labour 

migrants are attracted precisely to raise housing construction output. In that case, 

labour migrants may even help expand the housing supply. These factors may be 

relevant when assessing individual applications for a residence permit to work in 

the Netherlands (see the next chapter).  

In general, however, we conclude that labour migration has a negative effect on 

the availability of housing for the Dutch population.  

 

The effects of labour migration on the housing market will not be felt equally across 

all population groups. Labour migrants recruited for low-skilled and low-paid work 

are often housed in neighbourhoods where many low-income residents already 

live. This can reduce the supply of affordable homes in those areas. Specialised 

and highly paid labour migrants (including expats) usually occupy expensive 

homes in areas with many high-income households and thus push up prices in 

those neighbourhoods. The disadvantages will therefore mainly be felt by residents 

on middle to higher incomes. 

 

Integration and social cohesion 

A migrant who comes to the Netherlands to work must find a place in Dutch 

society. This requires the migrant to integrate and the receiving society to facilitate 

and welcome this. It is therefore a two-way process that calls for effort on both 

sides. This is widely recognised by the Dutch public: 83 per cent agree 

(Eurobarometer 96.2). In terms of general well-being, this relates both to the 

ability of a labour migrant to integrate and the capacity of Dutch society to receive 

migrants and live alongside them. 

In general, labour migrants integrate more easily than other migrants because 

they are part of a Dutch workplace from the outset.25 This does, of course, depend 

on the type of work, the type of organisation and the colleagues. Those who work 

closely with mainly Dutch colleagues will integrate more easily than those who 

work mostly alone or with colleagues from abroad. 

 

The distinction between permanent and temporary migration matters again here. 

Permanent migration generally offers better prospects for successful integration 

because there is more time for it. Migrants who expect to settle in the Netherlands 

for good also have a stronger incentive to integrate. In particular, proficiency in 

Dutch is strongly linked to how long someone has lived in the Netherlands. With 

temporary migration, new labour migrants will continually arrive at the start of the 

integration process and may have little motivation to integrate if they expect to 

leave again after a short time. However, if permanent labour migrants find a 

partner abroad or bring a partner to the Netherlands, this may slow their 

integration. On the other hand, having children in Dutch childcare or schools and 

finding a Dutch partner can support integration. 

 

The degree of social integration matters not only for the receiving society but also 

for the migrant. As we stated in Chapter 1, we consider labour migrants to be 

members of Dutch society. They must therefore be able to participate fully – not 

only in their work but also outside of it, in their leisure time. Their opportunities 

depend both on their own characteristics – such as their command of Dutch – and 

on the attitude of the receiving society.  

 

 
25 The Netherlands Scientific Council for Government Policy (WRR) (2020). Samenleven in 
verscheidenheid. Beleid voor de migratiesamenleving [Migration diversity and social 
cohesion. Reassessing the Dutch policy Agenda] The Hague: WRR. 
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The Dutch public’s attitude towards newcomers varies across population groups 

and also depends on the characteristics of migrants. Highly educated people are 

generally more positive about migrants than those with lower levels of education. 

People also tend to be more positive about the arrival of highly skilled workers 

than about low-skilled workers. Attitudes are, however, strongly influenced by the 

way other social issues are linked to migration, such as housing shortages. The 

effects can differ across population groups (such as higher- and lower-income 

households), but they also depend on the type of labour migrants involved, as 

noted above. If low-paid labour migrants are housed in neighbourhoods with large 

numbers of low-income residents, this affects not only the availability of housing 

but may also have negative impacts on the quality of life. This can happen, for 

example, when too many labour migrants live in too small houses and cause noise 

or other nuisance on the street. It may also make established residents feel less 

‘at home’ in their neighbourhood.26 A further factor shaping attitudes towards 

labour migrants is the feeling that the government has little or no control over 

migration.27 

 

The arrival of labour migrants makes the Dutch population more diverse in terms 

of origin. Does greater diversity reduce social cohesion and mutual solidarity? A 

crucial condition for social cohesion is that members of a community can identify 

with one another and see each another as equals (de Beer & Koster 2017). As 

differences between people increase and similarities decrease, identification 

becomes harder and cohesion generally weaker. People can, however, differ from 

each other – or resemble each other – in many respects. It is not self-evident 

which characteristics matter most for identification and cohesion. For instance, 

differences in sex and age usually do not impede social cohesion or solidarity, 

although they can do so in particular communities and circumstances. The extent 

to which diversity of origin affects social cohesion can therefore vary. Differences 

in origin can go hand in hand with differences in culture, religion, language or skin 

colour. Whether these differences matter for cohesion in the community in which 

labour and other migrants settle depends mainly on the role such characteristics 

play, especially in the dominant values and beliefs in that community. These are 

not fixed and can change over time (as can attitudes to gender differences), 

influenced by education, public information and both mass and social media.  

 

Contact with people from different backgrounds can also shape the scope for 

identification. According to contact theory, differences between people become 

less salient as contact increases and people get to know each other better. In 

contrast, conflict theory or threat theory assumes that interaction between people 

from different groups can lead to competition and conflict that hinder identification 

(Thijs 2018). Paradoxically, the risk of conflict is highest when migrants and 

established residents resemble one another and pursue similar goals. After all, 

their interests are then most likely to collide, for example when labour migrants 

take jobs once held by established residents or compete for scarce affordable 

homes. If labour migrants differ from established residents in qualifications and 

work-related ambitions, the risk of being perceived as a threat is smaller.  

 

There is extensive research on the effects of ethnic and other diversity on social 

cohesion (see for example de Beer & Koster 2017, pp. 1–2). However, the findings 

are inconclusive. Some studies show a negative effect of diversity on indicators for 

social coherence such as trust, social capital and solidarity. Other studies find no 

effect, and a small number find positive effects. This variation in research findings 

 
26 Idem 
27 Cf. Dutch Advisory Council On Migration (2022). Realism about Numerical Targets 
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suggests that the effects of diversity depend heavily on the specific circumstances: 

the level at which diversity occurs (neighbourhood, municipality, region or 

country); the size or degree of diversity; the respects in which groups differ and 

how marked those differences are; and the strength of the community’s 

socioeconomic position.  

 

The Netherlands Scientific Council for Government Policy (WRR) (2020)28 notes 

that rising diversity and greater mobility make living together more complex. 

Social cohesion is therefore under pressure. This increased diversity affects what 

is sometimes called the ‘capacity of society to incorporate newcomers’. Research 

by Crul and Lelie (2023)29 shows how people without a migration background 

experience life in super-diverse cities, where they are often now a numerical 

minority, and the extent to which they participate in that diversity. Those who do 

engage with it – i.e. where there is contact between different groups – generally 

see this diversity as enriching, in line with the contact theory. Crul and Lelie 

conclude that this is something people can learn.  

 

We note that greater and more varied research is needed on the societal effects of 

labour migration. Current research focuses mainly on social cohesion and far less 

on other potentially important indicators, such as a society’s social resilience or 

the emergence of new perspectives.30  

 

We conclude that labour migration presents challenges for the receiving society 

but does not necessarily weaken social cohesion. Labour migrants have an 

advantage over other groups here because their work can support successful 

integration. If most labour migrants stay only temporarily, integration will be more 

problematic and cohesion more strained than if most settle in the Netherlands 

permanently. 

 

Temporary migration: more drawbacks than benefits?  

A general well-being perspective can also help clarify the trade-offs. In debates on 

labour migration, temporary or circular31 migration is often proposed (see, for 

example, Clingendael 2021). This means that labour migrants come to the 

Netherlands for a limited period and then return to their country of origin, possibly 

coming back to the Netherlands later to carry out further temporary work. One 

argument for temporary migration is that it can prevent possible long-term 

negative effects of labour migration, particularly the additional pressure on the 

welfare state if labour migrants and/or their family members (partner, children) 

start to use services such as healthcare, education and the state pension.  

 

It is important here to distinguish between work that is temporary by its nature 

and ongoing work. The former includes seasonal work such as the harvest in 

agriculture, beach businesses in the summer months and the peak in parcel 

delivery in December. If sufficient workers cannot be found in the Netherlands for 

 
28 In this regard, see the Netherlands Scientific Council for Government Policy (WRR) report 
Samenleven in verscheidenheid, [Migration diversity and social cohesion. Reassessing the 
Dutch policy Agenda] 2020. 
29 De nieuwe minderheid: Over mensen zonder migratieachtergrond in de superdiverse stad 
[The new minority: people without a migration background in the super-diverse city] – 
Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam (vu.nl). 
30 The ten-year research programme on social cohesion awarded by the Dutch Research 
Council (NWO) to the SOCION consortium may make an important contribution to 
generating new knowledge that is relevant to society. 
31 Circular migration generally refers to migrants travelling back and forth several times 
between their country of origin and their destination country, for example to carry out 
seasonal work each year. 

https://research.vu.nl/en/publications/de-nieuwe-minderheid-over-mensen-zonder-migratieachtergrond-in-de
https://www.nwo.nl/nieuws/van-quantum-tot-klimaat-vijf-teams-van-topwetenschappers-ontvangen-summit-grant
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such work, labour migrants could come to the Netherlands each year for a short 

period (a maximum of a few months). When temporary labour migrants are used 

for work that is ongoing in nature, they replace each other periodically – for 

example every one or two years. This gives employers a high degree of flexibility 

in assigning staff. It can be attractive for labour migrants who only want to earn 

some extra money in the Netherlands for a limited period. The advantages of 

temporary labour migration fall mainly within the economic dimension of general 

well-being: temporary migrants contribute to the economy in the short term 

without placing a financial burden on the welfare state in the long term. These 

advantages, however, arise only in the case of relatively low-skilled work that 

requires little or no induction time or experience. If that is so, the migrant leaves 

just as they have become properly trained. Temporary migration may also have 

disadvantages for the other dimensions of general well-being. Temporary migrants 

will generally not, or hardly, integrate into the local community, will not learn 

Dutch and may impose a greater environmental burden because they travel back 

and forth frequently between the Netherlands and their country of origin (though 

this may also apply to permanent migrants). If temporary labour migrants are 

used for work that is ongoing in nature, these effects will likewise not be temporary 

but permanent. After all, departing labour migrants must continually be replaced 

by new ones. From the perspective of general well-being, temporary or circular 

labour migration is therefore not, as a rule, preferable to permanent migration. 

The benefits of temporary migration are greatest for forms of labour migration that 

are often less desirable from a general-well-being perspective. Conversely, if 

labour migrants genuinely contribute to general well-being, not only now but also 

in future, there is little reason to pursue temporary labour migration. 

 

2.4 Effects on countries of origin  
 

Labour migration has effects not only on general well-being today and in future in 

the Netherlands, but also on countries of origin. Some of these effects are the 

mirror image of those in the destination country. For the country of origin, the 

departure of a labour migrant means one fewer actual or potential worker and a 

smaller population (or slower population growth). In this section, we examine the 

extent to which this has positive or negative implications for general well-being in 

the country of origin. As we did for the Netherlands, we distinguish between 

economic, ecological and social effects. We note at the outset that we know less 

about the effects of labour migration on countries of origin than on the destination 

country. There are also large differences between countries of origin, which makes 

general statements difficult. 

 

Economic effects 

Labour migration can produce at least three types of economic effects for the 

country of origin. First, it can affect the labour market and the risk that the most 

talented and highly educated leave (‘brain drain’). Second, the substantial 

remittances sent by migrants to their home countries may influence economic 

development there. Third, labour migrants can help establish and maintain 

international trade relationships between the origin and destination countries. The 

following subsections briefly outline what the available academic literature tells us 

about these economic effects for the country of origin. 

 

Labour market, brain drain and knowledge transfer 

When a labour migrant leaves, the labour supply in the country of origin decreases. 

Whether this benefits or harms economic development in that country cannot be 

stated in advance. 
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Emigration reduces the labour supply. In a well-functioning labour market, this 

would mean wages rise and labour demand falls until a new equilibrium is found. 

Viewed in that light, emigration benefits those who remain in work in the short 

term and disadvantages employers because labour becomes more expensive. As 

with the increase in labour supply caused by immigration (see the exploratory 

study), wages will in principle revert to their original level in the longer term, 

because the return on investment falls and consumer demand declines when 

emigrants leave. 

 

The specific effect of emigration depends heavily on the emigrant’s labour-market 

position in their country of origin. If unemployment is high in that country, 

emigration benefits those who stay. After all, unemployment falls and prosperity 

per capita rises because resources are shared among fewer people. However, this 

applies only if emigrants were either unemployed or can easily be replaced by 

unemployed workers in the country of origin. This positive effect does not occur, 

or is weaker, if the emigrant is more productive – for example, due to higher 

education – than the person who takes over their job. If emigrants have specific 

qualifications that are scarce in the country of origin, the effect on the labour 

market there is negative: their departure increases that scarcity. For example, the 

emigration of medical staff can put the quality of healthcare in the country of origin 

under pressure.  

 

A frequently cited disadvantage for the country of origin is that the emigration of 

qualified workers leads to a brain drain. Emigrants are no longer available for that 

country’s economic development, even though the country has invested in their 

education. Much depends on whether these emigrants had work at their 

qualification level before departing or, despite their education, worked below that 

level or were even unemployed. In the latter case, there is no direct negative effect 

of brain drain because their qualifications were not used in the country of origin. 

But if highly educated emigrants leave jobs for which no other qualified candidates 

are available in the country of origin, this can harm that country’s economic 

development.  

 

Emigration by highly educated people may also encourage young people in the 

country of origin to stay in education longer. On the one hand, the departure of 

emigrants increases job prospects because highly educated workers become 

scarcer. On the other hand, young people may pursue education longer in the hope 

of emigrating themselves later. If only a minority of them ultimately emigrates, 

the number of highly educated people remaining in the country of origin can still 

rise (Docquier and Rapoport 2012). Research suggests that brain gain is more 

common than brain drain. 

 

Opposed to brain drain there is a potential positive effect of knowledge transfer 

from emigrants who acquire experience in the destination country. This sometimes 

happens while they are still working in the destination country, for example if they 

are involved in trade relations or foreign direct investment (FDI) between the 

destination and origin countries. More often, this effect occurs only when the 

emigrant returns to the country of origin. The knowledge and experience of 

returning migrants can, alongside any financial resources (see below), support 

economic development in the country of origin. The extent to which this actually 

happens depends on whether their knowledge and experience can also be used 

productively in the country of origin. 
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Remittances 

Many emigrants send money (remittances) regularly to family in their country of 

origin. Worldwide, these remittances are three times the total amount of Official 

Development Aid (ODA) and are comparable in size to Foreign Direct Investment 

(FDI). By 2023, this was about $650 billion globally, about one-third of the total 

capital flow to low- and middle-income countries (World Bank 2023, p.128). 

Remittances are also generally a more stable flow of income than the other two 

sources. They contribute directly to a higher average level of prosperity in the 

country of origin. In practice, however, only the emigrants’ relatives benefit 

directly, so the distribution across the population can be highly uneven. There is 

greater uncertainty about the indirect and long-term effects of remittances. These 

depend, among other things, on whether the money is spent mainly on goods and 

services produced domestically or on those produced abroad. If the recipients 

spend the money on imported consumer goods – such as televisions, smartphones 

and cars – the contribution to the national economy will be very limited (only the 

trade and distribution sector will benefit). Receiving this money can moreover 

discourage people from earning an income themselves. 

If the money is spent wholly within the country, this stimulates the national 

economy, especially where unemployment is high and there is substantial unused 

labour potential. In the long term, the most favourable outcome for the country of 

origin is when remittances are used for investments that increase production 

capacity and productivity. These include investments in operating assets – such as 

modern machinery, computers and software – and in human capital through 

education and training.  

At macro level, however, a large flow of remittances can also have a negative 

effect: the inflow of foreign currency can cause the exchange rate of the country 

of origin’s currency to rise. Although this makes imports cheaper, it makes exports 

more expensive and may slow the country’s economic development. 

 

The overall effect of remittances is thus uncertain. In a meta-analysis of 95 

published studies containing 538 estimates of the impact of remittances on 

economic growth or development, Cazachevici et al. (2020) conclude that 

remittances have a positive but small effect on average. They also find that positive 

effects of remittances are found mainly for Asian countries, while for African 

countries (especially sub-Saharan Africa) the effects are negative on average. This 

probably depends on whether a country has well-functioning economic and other 

institutions that enable the funds received to be used productively. 

 

Trade relations 

Migrants often play an important role in maintaining international trade relations. 

This benefits the destination country but is equally advantageous for the country 

of origin, as such relations can stimulate the growth of its export sector. This 

positive effect can arise both while the migrant is still working in the destination 

country – particularly if they work for an exporting firm – and after they return to 

the country of origin, through the contacts the return migrant maintains with the 

country where they worked. 

 

Fagiolo and Mastrorillo (2014) find a strong relationship between international 

migration networks and international trade networks. Not only does the number of 

migrants between two countries have a positive effect on bilateral trade, but if a 

country is part of a broader migration network – i.e. its emigrants go to many 

different countries – this also has a positive effect on its trade with any given 

country.  
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Brain drain, which is often mentioned as a disadvantage of labour migration for 

countries of origin, is a real risk only in specific cases. We draw that conclusion, 

based on the available research. Positive effects such as brain gain and knowledge 

transfer can also counterbalance it. Remittances can have positive effects on the 

level of prosperity and economic development in the country of origin but can also 

have adverse effects if they are used solely for consumption and lead to an 

appreciation in the country of origin’s currency, which can slow exports. Finally, 

migrants can play an important role in building and maintaining international trade 

relations, which can promote economic development in the country of origin. The 

economic effects of labour migration for countries of origin are therefore not clear-

cut. Both positive and negative effects may occur. The balance between them will 

differ depending on the characteristics of the migrants and of the country of origin. 

Even so, it is justified to conclude that labour migration does not primarily have 

adverse economic effects for countries of origin. 

 

To increase the likelihood of a positive balance of general-well-being effects for 

countries of origin, the Netherlands could enter into partnerships with specific 

countries of origin and make arrangements on the migration of particular 

occupational groups. Part of such a partnership should be to limit negative effects 

for the country of origin as far as possible and for the Netherlands to support 

positive effects, for example through investment in specific training programmes. 

We explore this further in Chapter 3. 

 

Ecological effects 

As far as we know, little is known about the ecological effects of emigration on 

countries of origin. The main point we can make is that emigration may reduce 

environmental pressure in countries where it is currently high. This applies 

especially to densely populated countries that have too few resources to reduce 

environmental pressure by investing, for example, in energy-saving or cleaner 

technologies. We recommend that further research be carried out to fill this 

knowledge gap. 

 

Social effects 

Emigration primarily affects the size and composition of the population in the 

country of origin. As labour migrants are often relatively young, their share in the 

country of origin’s population declines. Many low-income countries, particularly in 

Africa, have young and rapidly growing populations, so the departure of young 

men and women can provide some relief from population pressure. However, these 

are people in the very age group that can contribute to building the economy and 

society, unlike the often much larger group of children. So the population structure 

does not in fact become more balanced.  

Middle- or high-income countries often have an ageing population that is barely 

growing or even shrinking. Emigration from such countries (including the Central 

and Eastern European countries) intensifies population ageing and decline and thus 

increases the associated problems, such as rising costs for public services. At the 

same time, emigration reduces pressure on physical space because the population 

falls or grows more slowly. However, this is an advantage only for densely 

populated countries. 

If labour migrants emigrate partly because they are dissatisfied with the existing 

institutions or political system in their country, this may reduce the pressure within 

that country to implement reforms. But this generally applies more strongly to 

political refugees than to labour migrants.  

 

Labour migrants who move to well-functioning democratic countries – and may 

later return – can contribute to institutional reform in their country of origin. The 
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World Bank (2023: 123) refers to this as ‘social remittances’ and identifies three 

main forms. First, returnees can use the knowledge and experience they have 

gained to improve institutional quality, provided they are able to play a full role 

within those institutions. Second, returnees may hold politicians and public 

authorities more accountable and oppose harmful practices such as corruption. 

Third, returnees may acquire more liberal gender norms in the destination country 

and try to promote these norms in their country of origin after they return. In all 

these cases, it is crucial that the country of origin is receptive to such social and 

institutional changes. 

 

In summary, labour migration can affect several dimensions of general well-being 

in the country of origin, both positively and negatively. The likely effects depend 

heavily on context: the characteristics of the country of origin and of the labour 

migrants who leave. In general, however, there is no reason to expect labour 

migration to have predominantly positive or predominantly negative effects on 

general well-being in countries of origin. 

 

2.5 Interim conclusion 
 

In short, the conclusion from the previous sections is that labour migration 

contributes positively to general well-being in the Netherlands only if the economic, 

ecological and/or social value of the work performed by the labour migrant 

outweighs the negative ecological and social effects of population growth caused 

by the arrival of a new resident. The same applies to other destination countries. 

We do not expect either the positive or the negative effects to dominate overall for 

the general well-being of the countries of origin.  

The effects of labour migration on general well-being depend mainly on the work 

for which labour migrants are recruited. The more productive their work, the 

greater the likelihood that they will support the sustainability of the welfare state 

and the average level of prosperity in the narrow sense (GDP per capita). They can 

also have a positive effect on the economic dimension when they complement the 

existing workforce – increasing its productivity – and/or when they support 

innovation that boosts future prosperity. The contribution of labour migrants’ work 

to the ecological and social dimensions of general well-being depends on the 

specific work they will do. We cannot make a general statement about these 

aspects. In the next chapter, we therefore argue that they should be included in 

the individual admission test for labour migrants. 

 

It is important to note that the economic contribution of temporary labour migrants 

changes over time. As Figure 1 and the earlier published exploratory study show, 

their contribution in the Netherlands is expected to peak in the 2030s. After 2040, 

the old-age dependency ratio will begin to fall again even without additional labour 

migration, and it will take less effort to maintain prosperity. The likelihood that 

labour migration will have a positive overall balance of economic, ecological and 

social effects in the Netherlands is therefore highest in the period 2030–2040.  

 

Population growth caused by the arrival of migrants in general – including labour 

migrants – increases environmental pressures in destination countries. In 

principle, population growth also has a negative impact on the availability of 

adequate and affordable housing. Social relations become more difficult when 

labour and other migrants arrive, but social cohesion does not necessarily suffer 

in the long run if migrants integrate and the established population is open to the 

arrival of new groups. Temporary migration will put social cohesion under more 

pressure than long-term or permanent settlement in destination countries. 
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The expected effects are not clear-cut for the labour migrant’s country of origin. 

Remittances, brain gain, knowledge transfer and trade relations can have positive 

consequences for prosperity in the country of origin, but these depend heavily on 

specific circumstances. Under less favourable conditions, brain drain may occur 

and remittances may hinder economic development. Emigration can reduce 

environmental pressure, and returning labour migrants may, under certain 

conditions, have a positive effect on social and political institutions.  

 

Because labour migration can produce both positive and negative effects on 

general well-being, we cannot state unconditionally that more or less labour 

migration will be desirable in the future. This depends on the characteristics of the 

labour migrants and the work they will do, and on the question of how we weigh 

the various positive and negative effects. That judgement is ultimately a political 

one.  

 

From an economic perspective – the contribution to prosperity in the narrow sense 

and the affordability of the welfare state – the positive effect is greatest when 

labour migrants stay in the destination country only while they do productive work 

and return before they or their family members draw on public services. In higher-

skilled work, workers’ productivity usually increases with experience, so a longer 

stay can generate a larger positive effect. Labour migrants who stay for a relatively 

short time will often accept shared accommodation with other labour migrants, 

placing less pressure on the housing stock than those who settle for longer periods 

and/or form a family. But temporary labour migrants will generally integrate less 

and will not learn the language of the destination country, which places greater 

pressure on social cohesion. Because both temporary and permanent labour 

migration have advantages and disadvantages, it is not immediately clear which 

form contributes most to general well-being. However, if the work of labour 

migrants is expected to make an important positive contribution to general well-

being in the longer term, it is likely that the positive effects of permanent labour 

migration will, on balance, outweigh the negative effects. 

 

2.6 A numerical range for labour migration 
 

Based on the analysis above, we conclude that it would be unwise to pursue 

unconditional growth in labour migration in future. It would be equally unwise to 

aim for a zero balance of labour migration, let alone a negative balance (where 

more labour migrants leave than arrive). After all, bringing in additional temporary 

labour migrants with above-average productivity and/or labour migrants who 

complement the current workforce or contribute to innovation in the Netherlands 

can support general well-being in the Netherlands without harming general well-

being in countries of origin. This holds true at least for the period up to 2040. The 

same analysis can be applied to other destination countries, although the outcome 

may differ depending on their demographic trends. 

 

Labour migrants who do low-productivity work, by contrast, may help moderate 

the old-age dependency ratio, but they do not raise the level of prosperity (GDP 

per capita) and may even lower it, while the ecological and social consequences 

are largely negative. This applies in particular to low-productivity labour migrants 

who settle permanently in the Netherlands. Labour migrants who do high-

productivity work and/or complement the existing workforce contribute 

substantially both to moderating the old-age dependency ratio and to the average 

level of prosperity. These benefits, especially in the period 2030–2040, may be 
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large enough to offset any negative ecological and social effects. Even so, these 

labour migrants will place considerable pressure on the housing market, so it would 

be desirable to increase housing construction at the same time.  

 

We therefore recommend that the government pursue targeted or selective labour 

migration in the next two decades.32 That selectivity is easiest to achieve with 

labour migrants from outside the EU, who may work in the Netherlands only if they 

meet specific conditions largely determined by the Dutch government. What 

criteria could the government apply to decide which labour migrants from outside 

the EU contribute most to general well-being and should therefore be granted a 

residence permit to work in the Netherlands? We discuss this in Chapter 3. Labour 

migrants from within the EU cannot be selected directly because of free movement 

of persons and services within the EU. Nevertheless, the government can influence 

this indirectly through complementary policies, particularly economic policy and 

labour market policy. We examine this further in Chapter 4.  

 

 
32 Cf. the Social and Economic Council’s (SER’s) recommendation to focus on ‘targeted 
labour migration’ from the perspective of general well-being; see SER (2024). Perspectief 
op brede welvaart in 2040 [Perspective on general well-being in 2040]. 
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How many working migrants are labour migrants? 
 
We often think of labour migrants when referring to working migrants. But many 
migrants who work in the Netherlands did not come specifically for paid 
employment. Family migrants, students and asylum migrants may also enter 
employment in the Netherlands over time. Statistics Netherlands (CBS) does not 

publish figures on the migration motive of all migrants working in the 
Netherlands. 
SEO Amsterdam Economics (2022) classifies those of the non-Dutch migrants 
working as employees in the Netherlands, who are employed within two months 
of first coming to the Netherlands as labour migrants. On this basis, SEO reports 
that the Netherlands had just over 800,000 working labour migrants and more 
than 300,000 foreign employees who came for other reasons in 2021 (p. 8; SEO 

does not give exact numbers, so these figures are derived from a graph). On 
this definition, 63 per cent of foreign employees would have been labour 
migrants in 2021. In 2006, the figure was 53 per cent. It is, however, likely that 
some of those classified by SEO as labour migrants in fact came to the 

Netherlands for other reasons. 
Although CBS does not publish figures for all working migrants in the 

Netherlands, it does record, for all migrants who have arrived in the Netherlands 
since 1999, their migration motive and socio-economic status (if still residing in 
the Netherlands) at the date of entry, and repeats this for each subsequent year. 
On that basis, it is possible to determine how many of these migrants are 
working in the following years (either as employees or as self-employed) and 
what proportion of them had employment as their migration motive. For 
EU/EFTA nationals, CBS derives the migration motive ‘on the basis of activities 

that the migrant undertakes in the Netherlands after immigration’. This is known 
only for ‘resident’ migrants – those registered in the Personal Records Database 
(BRP) (the municipal population registry) – which probably covers about two-
thirds of EU migrants. We exclude immigrants with Dutch nationality. On this 
basis, we can calculate that of the 308,000 migrants who came to the 
Netherlands from outside the EU/EFTA since 1999 and were working in the 
Netherlands in 2021 (thus excluding those who had left), only 63,000 (20 per 

cent) originally came as labour migrants (including knowledge workers) to the 
Netherlands. For working migrants from within the EU/EFTA who are registered 

in the BRP, the figure is 42 per cent. If we assume that all working non-residents 
can be classified as labour migrants, then two-thirds of all working EU/EFTA 
migrants would have come to the Netherlands as labour migrants. This means 
that of all migrants working in the Netherlands, from within and outside the 

EU/EFTA, only half originally came as labour migrants. 
 

 
From the perspective of general well-being, there is no general reason to favour 

temporary over permanent migration. Permanent migration does carry greater 

long-term risks for the sustainability of public services, but these risks are limited 

if labour migrants make a genuinely positive contribution to general well-being 

through their work. Permanent migration also offers important benefits for social 

integration and social cohesion. We therefore propose that labour migrants from 

outside the EU should initially receive a temporary residence permit for five years, 

after which they should have the prospect of permanent residence and the right to 

bring family members.33  

The interests of the labour migrant also play a role here. If the permitted stay is 

shorter, recruitment efforts must increase proportionately (because departing 

labour migrants must be replaced) and labour migrants have little time to become 

established in their work. This makes the Netherlands less attractive as a 

 
33 Cf. the proposal by Segers, G.J. (2024). Deltaplan: Grip op Arbeidsmigratie [Delta Plan: 
Grip on Labour Migration]. OTTO Work Force. This proposal also calls for an initial residency 
period of five years. However, it makes different choices regarding temporary status: no 
prospect of permanent residence and no right to bring family members. 
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destination and may lead them to choose another country. In practice, the 

distinction between temporary and permanent migration is moreover not clear-

cut. For example, the vast majority of labour and other migrants from within the 

EU – who are free to settle permanently in the Netherlands – leave again within a 

few years. After ten years, four out of five labour migrants have returned to their 

country of origin.34 

 

Use the untapped labour potential of other categories of migrants 

 
This advice concerns labour migration policy based on general well-being. But 
there are other categories of migrants who work or could work. We argue that 
this labour potential should be used far more effectively. Doing so could also 
greatly reduce the need for labour migrants. After all, from the perspective of 
general well-being, it is preferable for current residents to do the work in the 
Netherlands instead of recruiting workers from abroad. Part of the available 

labour potential of migrants remains unused because certain groups initially face 

restrictions on access to the labour market. The Advisory Council on Migration 
made therefore an exploratory study of the untapped labour potential among 
migrants living in the Netherlands: Tapping into talent: the untapped labour 
potential of migrants. A statistical analysis (a factsheet available in English). 
Around 330,000 migrants aged between 25 and 65, one fifth of the total group, 

would be employed if their employment rate was equal to that of comparable 
Dutch nationals without a migration background. This number (330,000) 
represents 3% of the overall employed population in the Netherlands, and could 
fill more then three quarters of all current job vacancies. 
The extent of untapped labour potential differs widely between groups of 
migrants, depending on age, gender, migration motive and country of origin. It 
is highest among migrants aged 45 and above, women, and asylum and family 

migrants from outside the EU. Almost half of the total untapped potential 
consists of asylum migrants and displaced persons from Ukraine and their family 
members. By country of origin, nearly 40% of the untapped potential originates 
from three countries: Turkey, Morocco, and Syria. 
 
i SEO Amsterdam Economics (2024a). Ruimere werkmogelijkheden asielzoekers. 
Maatschappelijke kosten-batenanalyse op hoofdlijnen [Broader employment 
opportunities for asylum seekers. A high-level social cost–benefit analysis] 

 

Additional labour migration alone will not be enough to address the impact of 

population ageing on the affordability of public services and on the level of 

prosperity in the Netherlands. The Advisory Council therefore recommends that 

measures also be taken in several other areas to mitigate the consequences of 

ageing. These include raising the state pension age, increasing average working 

hours, raising labour market participation, boosting labour productivity and 

promoting health-related prevention. For each of these options, policymakers must 

also consider the effects on general well-being. The trade-off between the 

advantages and disadvantages of different policy options, and how strongly each 

option should be pursued, is a political choice. With this advisory report, the Dutch 

Advisory Council on Migration aims to provide a framework to support politicians 

in making that choice. 

 

In its advisory report Realism about Numerical Targets, the Advisory Council 

recommended formulating numerical targets as ‘soft immigration targets’ for the 

net migration figure, particularly regarding labour migration. Preferably, these 

should take the form of a numerical range with not only an upper but also a lower 

limit for the desired number of labour migrants. Building on this, when presenting 

 
34 See Realism about Numerical Targets (2022). 

https://www.adviesraadmigratie.nl/publicaties/publicaties/2025/06/26/talenten-benutten-het-onbenutte-arbeidspotentieel-van-migranten
https://www.adviesraadmigratie.nl/publicaties/publicaties/2025/06/26/talenten-benutten-het-onbenutte-arbeidspotentieel-van-migranten
https://www.seo.nl/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/2024-34-Ruimere-werkmogelijkheden-asielzoekers.pdf
https://www.seo.nl/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/2024-34-Ruimere-werkmogelijkheden-asielzoekers.pdf
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its Gematigde groei [Moderate growth] report for the period to 2050, the State 

Commission Demographic Developments 2050 proposed a range of 40,000 to 

60,000 per year for the total net migration figure.35 As this refers to all forms of 

migration, the desired balance for labour migration would need to be considerably 

lower to remain within this range. Regardless of the merits of the State 

Committee’s recommendation, we do not propose a specific immigration target or 

numerical range for the labour net migration figure in this advisory report. We 

have three reasons for this. 

 

First, as shown in this chapter, the desirable scale of labour migration depends 

heavily on the nature of that migration. It is therefore not meaningful to set a 

numerical target for the total volume of labour migration without reference to the 

characteristics of labour migrants and the work they will do. The logic runs the 

other way: a numerical target can be set only once it is clear which labour migrants 

we want to welcome in the Netherlands and for what work. 

 

Second, whether more or fewer labour migrants are desirable to mitigate the 

consequences of an ageing population depends heavily on which other policy 

measures are implemented to address those consequences. As shown in this 

chapter, the need for labour migrants will be lower if established workers retire 

later or work more hours, if labour market participation increases and/or if 

productivity rises more quickly. A numerical range for labour migration can 

therefore only be set in conjunction with measures in these other policy areas. 

 

Third, labour migrants are not the only group that can help mitigate the effects of 

ageing and improve general well-being. Other migrants – residence permit holders, 

family migrants and student migrants – can also contribute when they engage in 

productive work (see the text box ‘Use the labour potential of other categories of 

migrants’). Although no exact figures are available, it is likely that half of foreign 

employees in the Netherlands are not labour migrants (see the text box ‘How many 

working migrants are labour migrants?’). This means that any numerical target for 

working migrants would translate into a substantially lower numerical target for 

labour migrants. The more successful policies are at enabling all migrants to 

participate in the labour market, the lower the numerical target for labour migrants 

can be.36 

 

For these three reasons, we as the Dutch Advisory Committee on Migration Affairs 

do not propose a numerical range for the number of labour migrants – whether 

gross or net – that the Netherlands should aim for in the coming decades. Yet it 

would still be worthwhile for policymakers or politicians to set such a numerical 

target themselves, based on the effects of labour migration on general well-being 

we have discussed here and on alternative policy options. Other destination 

countries could also consider a numerical target based on this methodology. The 

way Canada annually sets numerical targets for immigration volumes for the 

following three years (see the text box ‘Numerical ranges for migration in Canada’) 

can serve as an example. 

 

 
35 State Commission Demographic Developments 2050, (2024). The report itself does not 
mention this numerical range, but it talks on page 386 about total population growth to 
19–20 million by 2050. Elsewhere (p. 127), the report says that, based on Statistics 
Netherlands’ population projection , this amounts to an annual net migration figure of 
40,000 to 70,000 people. 
36 Advisory Council on Migration (2025). Factsheet: Tapping into Talent. The Untapped 
Labour Potential of Migrants. Follow-up qualitative research will focus on identifying the key 
barriers and enabling factors for better tapping into the labour potential of migrants. 
Expected publication October 2026. 
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Numerical ranges for migration in Canada 
 
The Canadian federal government works with numerical targets for permanent 
migration for the coming three years, expressed as numerical ranges.i The range 
for the coming year is fixed, while those for the following two years are more 
flexible. The targets cover both total migration and the different migration 

categories separately – economic, family and humanitarian – as well as the 
specific admission programmes within those categories. There are no numerical 
targets for temporary migration or spontaneous asylum applications. In 2024, 
numerical targets were drawn up for the first time for temporary labour 
migration and study migration, covering the period 2025–2027.ii  
The numerical targets are laid down in the immigration levels plan. This plan is 
revised annually. Each revision adjusts the numerical ranges for the remaining 

two years of the old plan and adds a range for the following year. Immigration, 
Refugees and Citizenship Canada (IRCC), the Canadian federal migration 
authority, is responsible for drafting the plan, which must then be approved by 
the federal government. As part of the annual migration report, the Minister of 

Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship submits the plan to parliament no later 
than 1 November.iii All of this is set out in the Immigration and Refugee 

Protection Act (IRPA).iv 

When preparing the immigration levels plan, IRCC takes account, among other 
things, of the government’s migration priorities as laid down in the IRPA, the 
demand for foreign labour, international obligations, the capacity of IRCC and 
its chain partners to process residence permit applications, and the capacity to 
accommodate and integrate newcomers. Through the plan, the government 
seeks to contribute to a well-functioning system in which the public has 

confidence, which stimulates economic growth, supports diversity and helps to 
build vibrant, dynamic and inclusive communities, while safeguarding the 
security of the Canadian population.v 
IRCC follows a fixed annual cycle for drawing up the immigration levels plan.vi 
The process begins with the collection and analysis of information, including data 
on labour market conditions. Four groups are then consulted: federal, provincial 
and territorial governments (a statutory requirement), stakeholder 

organisations, the general public and federal government departments. The 
precise form of the consultation process may vary slightly from year to year. A 

standard element of this process is an online survey among a large number of 
stakeholder organisations. The results of this survey are published; this is not 
the case for the outcomes of the other elements of the consultation process.vii 
Public consultation takes place through public opinion surveys. On the basis of 

government priorities, the results of the consultations and analyses from other 
information sources, IRCC then drafts a proposed immigration levels plan for 
the next three years. This proposal is submitted to the government for decision-
making.  
The Canadian model for setting numerical targets shows features of a general 
well-being approach.viii This is evident both from the fact that the interests of 
different groups are taken into account and weighed against each other, and 

from the fact that the capacity to absorb newcomers into society is also 
considered alongside economic growth. Ecological considerations are also 
receiving increasing attention, as the aim is for labour migration to contribute 
to sustainability initiatives. IRCC intends to take further steps to broaden the 
consultation process and to work towards an integrated plan for the government 
that also takes account of overall government policy and related priorities. The 

Canadian government refers to this as a ‘whole-of-government, whole-of-

society approach’.ix The Netherlands could draw useful lessons from the 
Canadian model when establishing a future Advisory Committee on General 
Well-being. 
 
i See footnote 5 Immigration Policy Primer (parl.ca) 
ii 2024 consultations on immigration levels - Canada.ca 
iii 2023 consultations on immigration levels – final report - Canada.ca  
Notice – Supplementary Information for the 2024–2026 Immigration Levels Plan - 
Canada.ca 

https://lop.parl.ca/sites/PublicWebsite/default/en_CA/ResearchPublications/202005E
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/corporate/transparency/consultations/2024-consultations-immigration-levels.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/corporate/transparency/consultations/2023-consultations-immigration-levels-report.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/news/notices/supplementary-immigration-levels-2024-2026.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/news/notices/supplementary-immigration-levels-2024-2026.html
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iv See Section 94 of the Immigration and Refugee Protection Act (justice.gc.ca). For an 
explanation of the legal framework and powers within the migration system, see 
Immigration Policy Primer (parl.ca). The most recent annual report is available here: 
Annual-report-2023-en.pdf (canada.ca) 
v 2023 consultations on immigration levels – final report - Canada.ca 
vi See the presentation by IRCC at an expert meeting organised by the Dutch Advisory 
Council on Migration on 17 June 2021. 
vii Nearly 5,000 organisations were invited in 2023 to complete the survey; see 2023 
consultations on immigration levels – final report – Canada.ca. 
viii Also see Dutch Advisory Council on Migration (2021), Naar een brede 
welvaartsbenadering in het arbeidsmigratiebeleid [Towards a general well-being 
approach to labour migration policy]. 
ix See p. 41 of Annual-report-2023-en.pdf (canada.ca) and 2024 consultations on 
immigration levels - Canada.ca 
 

 

 

https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/I-2.5/page-12.html
https://lop.parl.ca/sites/PublicWebsite/default/en_CA/ResearchPublications/202005E
https://www.canada.ca/content/dam/ircc/documents/pdf/english/corporate/publications-manuals/annual-report-2023-en.pdf
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/corporate/transparency/consultations/2023-consultations-immigration-levels-report.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/corporate/transparency/consultations/2023-consultations-immigration-levels-report.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/corporate/transparency/consultations/2023-consultations-immigration-levels-report.html
https://www.adviesraadmigratie.nl/publicaties/publicaties/2021/06/03/naar-een-brede-welvaartsbenadering-in-het-arbeidsmigratiebeleid
https://www.adviesraadmigratie.nl/publicaties/publicaties/2021/06/03/naar-een-brede-welvaartsbenadering-in-het-arbeidsmigratiebeleid
https://www.canada.ca/content/dam/ircc/documents/pdf/english/corporate/publications-manuals/annual-report-2023-en.pdf
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/corporate/transparency/consultations/2024-consultations-immigration-levels.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/corporate/transparency/consultations/2024-consultations-immigration-levels.html
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admitting individual labour 

migrants based on general well-

being 
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Current Dutch policy on residence and work permits for labour migrants from 

outside the EU/EFTA is set out in the Aliens Act [Vreemdelingenwet], the Foreign 

Nationals Employment Act [Wet arbeid vreemdelingen; Wav] and the associated 

regulations. The Wav lays down the criteria that must be met when an employer 

wishes to employ a foreign national. There are, however, possible exceptions to 

this requirement, in which case other criteria apply. One widely used exception is 

the knowledge workers scheme, for which the salary threshold is the principal 

criterion. None of the existing schemes bases admission explicitly on a labour 

migrant’s positive or negative contribution to general well-being, although they do 

contain criteria linked to particular elements of it (such as pay, working conditions 

and housing). The Dutch Advisory Council on Migration argues that this should 

change. In principle, labour migrants who increase general well-being should be 

welcome. 

 

In this chapter, we show how applications for residence and work in the 

Netherlands from people outside the EU/EFTA could be assessed if decisions were 

based on their effects on general well-being. As an alternative to standard 

assessment under the Wav and the exception schemes, such as the highly-skilled 

migrant scheme, we outline a points system in which the potential labour migrant’s 

contribution to general well-being is explicitly evaluated. We reiterate that this 

concerns not only current general well-being in the Netherlands, but also general 

well-being in the future and in countries of origin. Our proposal is not intended as 

a blueprint, but to illustrate that, and how, targeted labour market policy can be 

shaped on the basis of general well-being. 

 

A points system has the advantage of providing a single, coherent method for 

admitting labour migrants from outside the EU/EFTA, improving transparency for 

implementing agencies, employers and labour migrants. This also means we do 

not recommend creating a separate scheme for skilled workers with scarce 

qualifications who do not meet the salary threshold of the highly-skilled migrant 

scheme. If skilled workers contribute positively to general well-being, they can 

come and work in the Netherlands under the assessment we propose. Naturally, 

any Dutch scheme for admitting labour migrants from outside the EU/EFTA must 

fit within the EU legal framework in this field. This applies in particular to the 

recently revised Single Permit Directive37, which includes an optional labour market 

test. We propose broadening this to include the effects on general well-being – 

which naturally covers labour market consequences.  

As noted earlier, general well-being has several dimensions and many aspects. A 

test based on general well-being could therefore draw on a wide range of 

indicators, which would need to be weighed against each other to reach an overall 

judgement of the labour migrant’s impact on general well-being. At present, it is 

not yet clear which aspects should and should not be included in such an 

assessment and, if included, with what weight. We aim to contribute to that 

discussion with this advisory report. 

 

A usable and feasible scheme imposes limits on the number and complexity of the 

indicators that can be used for this purpose. The effects of a labour migrant’s 

arrival on particular aspects of general well-being may also be uncertain, not 

quantifiable or at least not precisely, and, in some instances, completely unknown. 

A feasible scheme therefore cannot achieve the level of precision and detail that 

might be desirable in theory. However, this is not a reason to abandon testing 

against general well-being. An imperfect assessment is, in our view, better than 

not assessing general well-being at all. However, the assessment must be carefully 

 
37 https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/PE-93-2023-INIT/en/pdf 

https://data.consilium.europa.eu/doc/document/PE-93-2023-INIT/en/pdf
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monitored, and it can be adjusted and improved over time in light of experience. 

It is not set in stone. We propose that an Advisory Committee on General Well-

Being should develop the test in detail and monitor it periodically, adjusting it when 

necessary. 

 

The aim of the admission test outlined in this chapter is not to limit labour 

migration from outside the EU/EFTA, but to select more effectively those labour 

migrants who are expected to support general well-being. This may mean that not 

all labour migrants currently eligible under the highly-skilled migrant scheme 

would be admitted – because they do not contribute sufficiently to general well-

being – while other labour migrants, who currently cannot obtain a residence and 

work permit, would be welcome because they contribute, for example, to essential 

public services. The admission test could also help ensure that total labour 

migration stays within the numerical range set by the government (see Chapter 

2). That could also include aiming for a minimum number of labour migrants. With 

an ageing population, demographic decline and rising prosperity in Central and 

Eastern Europe, the Dutch Advisory Council on Migration expects that policy on 

labour migrants from outside the EU will become increasingly important (see 

Chapter 1). 

 

We outline below, in broad terms, what such a general-well-being assessment 

could look like. We present this proposal as an invitation to others to refine and 

improve it. 

 

Although this chapter focuses on Dutch admission policy for labour migrants from 

outside the EU, the proposed assessment and methodology can also serve as 

inspiration for other destination countries seeking to reform their admission 

policies for labour migrants and base them on general well-being. 

 

3.1 A general-well-being test in two steps 
 

To determine the effect of a labour migrant’s arrival on general well-being, it is 

important to distinguish two components: the effect of the work the migrant will 

do, and the effect of the fact that the migrant becomes a new resident of the 

Netherlands. Any positive contribution a labour migrant may make to general well-

being depends largely on the work they will carry out in the Netherlands. This 

means that admission should depend not only on the migrant’s personal 

characteristics, but above all on the characteristics of the job they will do. A 

prospective labour migrant must therefore have a concrete job offer. In this 

respect, we argue for a demand-led labour migration policy, as currently applies 

in the Netherlands (with the exception of the self-employed and the job-seeking 

year for the highly educated; see the text box ‘Make labour migration without a 

concrete job offer more general-well-being-proof’). But we also argue that a 

prospective labour migrant should be assessed on the fact that they will become a 

new resident of the Netherlands and on the consequences of that, including their 

use of scarce space, notably housing. The assessment process must therefore also 

include supply-side criteria. 

 

A labour migrant is therefore to be assessed in two steps. First, the work the labour 

migrant will perform is assessed for its positive contribution to general well-being. 

The second step examines the expected effects of the migrant’s arrival as a new 

resident – separate from the work itself – on general well-being.  

What might a general-well-being assessment look like in practice? Our suggested 

points system aligns as closely as possible with the theoretical concept of general 
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well-being, while remaining simple enough to be feasible and not to impose a 

disproportionate burden on implementing bodies. We then discuss several possible 

refinements and extensions of the assessment.  

We again distinguish the economic, ecological and social dimensions of general 

well-being. Both the work and the migrant’s arrival as a new resident are assessed 

against these three dimensions. We propose that each dimension in the 

assessment should allow for an award of between 1 and 10 points. A score of 1 

means that the work, or the migrant’s arrival, has a strongly negative effect on 

that dimension; a score of 10 indicates a strongly positive effect. Depending on 

how the different dimensions are weighted (we return to this below), a total score 

can be calculated, which is decisive for whether the labour migrant is admitted. 

 

Make labour migration without a concrete job offer more general-well-
being-proof 
 
In the admissions policy for labour migrants from outside the EU proposed in 

this chapter, we assume a concrete job offer that is assessed for its effects on 
general well-being. At present, however, there are two labour-related grounds 
for residence that do not involve such an offer: self-employment and the job-

seeking year for the highly educated.  
Admission as a self-employed worker is based on a points system that looks at 
personal experience, the business plan and the added value for the Dutch 
economy. Innovative start-ups are exempt from this. In those cases, the 
migrant must have an expert supervisor. If the supervisor issues a positive 
statement, the self-employed worker may obtain a standard residence permit 
as a self-employed person after one year. We suggest reviewing the current 

points system for the self-employed to see whether a general-well-being 
approach can also be applied here. This would mean giving weight to the 
economic, ecological and social dimensions of general well-being when assessing 
the activities the self-employed person plans to undertake. How this should be 
designed lies outside the scope of this advisory report.  
Individuals who have recently graduated from a Dutch higher-education 

institution, or who have carried out academic research in the Netherlands, may 

spend one year looking for work and can then obtain a knowledge workers 
residence permit under a reduced salary threshold. Graduates or PhD holders 
from foreign top-200 universities are also eligible for this scheme. Under the EU 
Researchers and Students Directive, the Netherlands must allow researchers 
and students to remain for at least nine months after completing their research 
or studies in the Netherlands so they can look for work or start a business. The 

Netherlands has chosen a broader implementation by setting the period at one 
year and by also admitting graduates and PhD holders from foreign universities 
to the scheme. In effect, this is the only labour-related residence permit that 
allows a person to stay in the Netherlands without having a concrete job offer 
or meeting the conditions for admission as a self-employed worker. We 
recommend reviewing this scheme critically from the perspective of general 
well-being. How best to shape the job-seeking year for the highly educated from 

that perspective is, however, beyond the scope of this advisory report. 

 

Work: the economic dimension 

In assessing work, we must first determine how much it contributes to prosperity 

in the narrow sense – i.e. gross domestic product per capita. Temporary migration 

concerns the contribution to prosperity in the short term. Permanent migration 

concerns the contribution over the longer term. In the latter case, we must assume 

that migrants will eventually rely on public services and will often form a family. 

As we substantiated in the exploratory study Labour migration: Solution for 

economy and demographics? (2023), a temporary labour migrant increases 

prosperity, in principle, only if their productivity exceeds average GDP per capita. 

For labour migrants who settle permanently, we must look at GDP per worker – in 
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other words, average labour productivity per worker. Because the productivity of 

individual workers is difficult to determine, we propose using the wage as a proxy, 

which corresponds, on average, to 73.7 per cent of the added value in the 

Netherlands. Depending on the wage level, the prospective labour migrant receives 

more or fewer points in this dimension. In the exploratory study we showed that 

temporary labour migrants contribute to a higher average level of prosperity per 

capita only if they earn more than €40,000 (2022). For permanent labour 

migrants, the threshold is €69,000. A salary of €40,000, for example, could 

therefore score 5 points, and a salary of €69,000, 8 points. We return later to the 

distinction between temporary and permanent labour migrants. 

 

However, a labour migrant’s economic contribution should not be measured solely 

by their contribution to GDP based on their wages. As noted earlier, labour 

migrants who complement the established workforce can raise the productivity of 

those workers. Their positive effect on prosperity may therefore be greater than 

their wages suggest. This will often involve labour migrants with scarce 

qualifications for which there is a shortage in the Netherlands. Labour migrants 

may also contribute to technological or other forms of innovation. Because 

innovation is crucial for the future level of prosperity, labour migrants who support 

innovation in the Netherlands can make an important positive contribution to 

general well-being even if that contribution is not reflected in their current income 

level. It is difficult to determine the positive economic effects of complementarity 

and innovation at the level of the individual. To take account of this in the 

assessment, we propose that the Advisory Committee on General Well-Being 

draws up a list of occupations that are generally either complementary to other 

occupations or that contribute to innovation. These occupations may then receive 

one or more additional points, which are added to the score based on wage level. 
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Job, company, occupation or sector? 
 
When assessing how the work of a labour migrant affects general well-being, we 
must decide whether to make this assessment at the level of the concrete job, 
the company for which the migrant will work, the occupation they will perform, 
or the sector in which they will be employed. 

At the specific job level, we can determine the contribution to general well-being 
most precisely. But this would require assessing the effect for each migrant 
individually. In practice, this is not feasible. 
The company for which the migrant will work also offers an indication of their 
contribution to general well-being. In the existing system for assessing 
applications for work-related residence permits , the employer must be a 
‘recognised sponsor’ in some schemes. At present, that status is assessed 

mainly on formal and financial criteria, but it is conceivable to also include the 
contribution to general well-being as part of the assessment. The drawback is 
that not all roles at a recognised sponsor necessarily contribute positively to 
general well-being. At a high-tech company, for example, this approach would 

imply that a security officer or administrative assistant is as important for 
general well-being as a technical specialist. 

 
This last concern is addressed by assessing the effect on general well-being not 
at company level but at the level of the labour migrant’s occupation. The 
assessment could also take account of whether the occupation is an 
undersubscribed occupation for which there are insufficient suitable workers in 
the Netherlands and/or the EU. However, the drawback of using occupation as 
the starting point is that its contribution to general well-being may depend 

heavily on the sector in which it is performed. The effect on general well-being 
of an ICT specialist working in a healthcare institution or at the tax authority 
may be judged very differently from the effect of an ICT specialist at a heavily 
polluting chemical company or a platform business. Only occupations that occur 
predominantly in one sector, such as medical, teaching and agricultural 
occupations, tend to show a clear effect on general well-being. 
 

Sectors or industries are distinguished based on the nature of companies’ 
production or service activities. These activities generally have a direct 

relationship with the dimensions of general well-being (economic, ecological and 
social) and are therefore in principle well suited for assessing the effect on 
general well-being. But there can be substantial differences between individual 
branches and companies within sectors. The more detailed the sectoral 

classification (at its most detailed level, Statistics Netherlands distinguishes 
more than 600 business sectors), the more precisely the effect on general well-
being can in principle be determined. Yet because not all potential effects on 
general well-being are available at that level of detail, a less refined classification 
will have to suffice in many cases.  
 
The above shows that every choice of level at which to determine the effects of 

work has advantages and disadvantages. We recommend taking a pragmatic 
approach and making different choices depending on the information available 
and what is feasible. It is conceivable, for example, that the Advisory Committee 
on General Well-Being (see below) draws up lists for both occupations and 
sectors, scoring them on as many relevant aspects of general well-being as 
possible. Depending on the specific dimension of general well-being, the 

assessment can then use one list or the other. 

 

Work: the ecological dimension 

We then assess whether the migrant will make a positive contribution to ecological 

sustainability through their work. This can be determined based on the ecological 

sustainability of the sector in which the migrant will work. Indicators such as 

greenhouse gas and nitrogen emissions and the use of fossil or other energy can 

be used for this purpose. The criterion for a sufficient score is that the sector 

performs better on these indicators than the Dutch economy as a whole. This does 
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not mean the sector must be sustainable in absolute terms (for example, no 

greenhouse gas or nitrogen emissions), but that growth in this sector would 

increase the average sustainability of the Dutch economy.  

It is possible that a company in a sector that scores poorly on sustainability wants 

to attract a labour migrant to help make the company more sustainable. Consider, 

for example, a technical expert who helps convert gas-heated greenhouses to 

sustainable, non-fossil heating. This labour migrant’s work may still score 

positively on the ecological dimension. Assessing this individually is difficult in 

practice, but a list of occupations scored on their contribution to sustainability could 

also be used here. As with complementarity and innovation, extra points could 

then be added on this basis to the ecological score of the work. 

 

Work: the social dimension 

Third, we assess the contribution that the labour migrant’s work makes to the 

social dimension of general well-being. Does the work involve vital or essential 

activities that we want to continue in any case, regardless of the other dimensions 

of general well-being? As noted earlier, this is a political decision on which the 

Dutch Advisory Council on Migration cannot and does not wish to comment. Even 

so, it is reasonable to assume that at least the activities in certain public and semi-

public sectors – such as healthcare, education, law enforcement and the judiciary 

– are considered ‘vital’. Whether the same applies to activities in private sectors is 

ultimately a political decision; a range of considerations may play a role. Politicians 

may, for example, consider it undesirable for the Netherlands to depend on other 

countries for certain strategic products. The aforementioned Advisory Committee 

on General Well-Being could assess the social importance of the goods and services 

that each sector produces and award points on the social dimension on that basis.  

A counterargument to this approach is that the contribution of sectors to general 

well-being cannot be assessed in isolation. Sectors form part of the entire 

‘ecosystem’ of the economy. If a single sector is given fewer growth opportunities 

(for example because it cannot attract labour migrants from outside the EU), this 

may hinder growth in other sectors that are partly dependent on it. In and of itself, 

this observation is correct. Yet we must also bear in mind that the economic 

structure is far from static, and that the Dutch economy forms part of the European 

– and indeed global – economy. Many sectors have also shrunk or disappeared 

from the Netherlands previously without harming the Dutch economy as a whole. 

On the contrary, stagnation or contraction in some sectors can create space – 

literally, and in terms of labour supply – for growth in others. At the same time, 

sectors that currently contribute insufficiently to general well-being (for example 

because they do not produce sustainably) can be encouraged to innovate so that 

they can make a positive contribution in future.  

If the total score of the prospective labour migrant’s work on the economic, 

ecological and social dimensions exceeds a threshold to be determined, the first 

step of the admission test has a positive outcome and the second step can take 

place. If the migrant’s work scores too low, the application for the residence and 

work permit is refused, and there is no need to assess the consequences of the 

migrant’s arrival for general well-being.  

In the second step, we assess the effect that the migrant’s arrival as a new resident 

has on general well-being. This second step also focuses, in principle, on the three 

dimensions of general well-being: economic, ecological and social. 

 

New resident: the economic dimension 

The arrival of a new resident as such (apart from the work) has no direct effect on 

the economic dimension of general well-being. Under this dimension, however, we 

can also include the consequences for the financial sustainability of public services. 

This concerns the balance between the contribution a labour migrant makes to 
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financing public services through the taxes and social security contributions they 

pay and the use that the migrant and any family members will make of these 

services now and in the future. As explained in the exploratory study and in 

Chapter 2, it is important to take a long-term perspective. A newly arrived labour 

migrant with a concrete job offer will generally contribute more – and sometimes 

much more – to the funding of public services than they will use themselves. But 

the longer a labour migrant remains in the Netherlands, the greater the likelihood 

that they will use or make increasing use of public services. In the longer term, 

therefore, the balance between financing and use may shift from a positive to a 

negative outcome. A migrant may need public services because of illness, 

incapacity for work, unemployment or retirement. In addition, forming a family or 

family reunification may increase the use of public services such as childcare, 

education and parental leave. 

 

Extensive research has been conducted on the determinants of dependency on 

various types of public services, not only for the established population but also 

specifically for migrants (including van de Beek et al. 2023, and Boffi, Suari-Andreu 

& van Vliet 2024a, 2024b). Important determinants include educational level, age, 

sex, sector, occupation and type of employment contract. In some cases, use is 

highly predictable (state pension, childcare, education). In others, it depends on 

many uncertain factors (unemployment, incapacity for work). The economic 

context also plays an important role. Many migrant workers (‘gastarbeiders’) who 

came to the Netherlands in the 1960s and 1970s, for example, became 

unemployed or incapacitated in the 1980s due to a deep economic recession and 

a radical restructuring of industry. But does this mean that Polish and Romanian 

labour migrants who have arrived in the Netherlands much more recently and who 

remain in the country face the same long-term risk? That question cannot be 

answered at present.  

 

Although it is possible to add several personal characteristics to the admission test 

for labour migrants that correlate positively with the likelihood of later making use 

of public services, the predictive value of these characteristics is expected to be 

low. The question is then whether it is worthwhile making the test significantly 

more complex for limited gain. The characteristics of the work, which are already 

part of the test, are likely to have the strongest predictive value for the future use 

of public services. After all, when assessing the contribution of the work to general 

well-being, we already take account of long-term effects. If a labour migrant’s 

work scores positively on general well-being, both now and in the future, there is 

a high probability that they will also make a positive contribution in the longer term 

to the sustainability of the welfare state. We therefore propose not to explicitly 

make the expected balance of contributions to and use of public services a 

component part of the test. 

 

New resident: the ecological dimension 

Growth in the Dutch population scores negatively in principle on the ecological 

dimension. As noted earlier, this may be offset by a positive ecological effect in 

the country of origin if environmental pressure there decreases because the 

migrant has left. However, if we assume that the labour migrant will earn more 

and consume more in the Netherlands than in the country of origin, it is likely that 

the ecological impact is negative on balance. As the ecological footprint38 increases 

with income, the negative effect will be greater the more the migrant earns in the 

 
38 In fact, there are several ‘footprints’, including those for land use, greenhouse gas 
emissions and biodiversity.  See Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency (PBL) 
(2022) Halveren van de Nederlandse voetafdruk [Halving the Dutch footprint]. 

https://www.pbl.nl/sites/default/files/downloads/pbl-2021-halveren-van-de-nederlandse-voetafdruk-4270.pdf
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Netherlands. It is unclear, however, whether that footprint increases 

proportionately with income, or less or more than proportionately.39 Further 

research is needed on this. For now, we assume that the ecological footprint 

increases in proportion to income. This means that the score on the ecological 

dimension is the inverse of the score at wage level (specifically, a score of 7 on 

wage would go together with a 4 on this dimension40). How wage level affects the 

assessment then depends on the weighting of these two aspects (we return to this 

weighting below). It is reasonable for the positive economic contribution to carry 

more weight – otherwise we would assume that general well-being in the 

Netherlands is higher when workers earn less. But this does mean that the 

contribution of a high wage to general well-being is smaller when we factor in the 

ecological consequences of consumption than when we do not. 

 

New resident: the social dimension 

The assessment of the social consequences of the arrival of a new resident first 

concerns the pressure on the housing stock. By definition, the arrival of a labour 

migrant increases pressure on available housing. Unless the labour migrant moves 

in with an established resident of the Netherlands, their contribution to the 

available housing is therefore negative. This negative effect carries more weight if 

the migrant moves to a region with a housing shortage than if they move to a 

region with a housing surplus. The negative effect is smaller if the labour migrant 

shares a dwelling with others – usually other labour migrants, but possibly also a 

partner already living in the Netherlands – and greater if they occupy a dwelling 

alone, especially if a foreign partner and/or children join them. It is worth noting 

here, however, that lower pressure on available housing often goes hand in hand 

with lower quality. It is clearly undesirable for labour migrants to be housed in 

substandard accommodation. That is not only undesirable for the migrant but can 

also easily lead to nuisance for local residents. The assessment of housing must 

therefore include a qualitative component. If the accommodation fails to meet 

minimum requirements, that is grounds for refusing the application. The score on 

this dimension could therefore be 1 if the migrant’s housing directly reduces the 

availability of homes for the established population or if the quality of the 

accommodation is unacceptably low. A score of 10 is awarded only if a separate 

dwelling of sufficient quality is built specifically for the labour migrant. 

 

Should we also assess the consequences that a labour migrant’s arrival has for 

social cohesion? As we argued in Chapter 2, the consequences of greater diversity 

resulting from labour and other migration for social cohesion are not clear-cut. The 

arrival of migrants in a local community generally makes living together more 

difficult, owing to language and cultural differences and also to prejudice and 

stereotyping. Yet greater diversity in a community can also have positive effects 

because it offers established residents new perspectives. For example, a narrow 

majority of the Dutch population considers ‘the presence of different cultures [...] 

a gain for our society’.41 

 

The consequences of a migrant’s arrival for social cohesion are determined not 

only, and sometimes not primarily, by the migrant themselves but also by the 

social environment. This is also widely recognised by the Dutch public: 83 per cent 

 
39 See Ecorys (2022). Onderzoek Nederlandse inkomens en CO2 voetafdruk. Inzichten uit 
bestaande databronnen [Study into Dutch incomes and the carbon footprint. Insights from 
existing data sources]  
40As the scale runs from 1 to 10, a score of 10 on one dimension corresponds to a score of 
1 on the other, a score of 9 corresponds to 2, and so on. 
41 Netherlands Institute for Social Research (2023). Burgerperspectieven bericht 2022/2 
[Citizen perspectives report 2022/2]. The Hague: Netherlands Institute for Social Research 
(SCP). 

https://www.scp.nl/binaries/scp/documenten/publicaties/2022/12/29/continu-onderzoek-burgerperspectieven---bericht-2-2022/Burgerperspectieven+bericht+2+2022.pdf
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say that successful integration is a two-way process in which both immigrants and 

Dutch society have responsibilities (Eurobarometer 96.2 of 2020).  

 

Countries that use a points system, such as Germany and Canada, assess factors 

including level of education, age, language skills and the ‘connection’ with the host 

country (for example, in the form of relationships with established residents). 

Should the Netherlands also assess such characteristics? The assumption is that 

these characteristics increase the likelihood of successful integration. Our own 

research shows that younger age, a higher level of education and longer residence 

have a positive effect on integration (in particular, command of Dutch and contact 

with Dutch people). Moreover, it is not simply having a job as such but working 

with many Dutch colleagues that promotes these two aspects of integration. 

Because more than two–thirds of the Dutch population consider ‘being able to 

speak Dutch’ very important for successful integration, we propose taking only this 

aspect into account when assessing the social effect of the migrant. Those who 

already have a good command of Dutch on arrival in the Netherlands score 10. 

Those who do not yet speak Dutch but can demonstrate that they will follow a 

Dutch course, paid for by the employer score 6, for instance, and those who do 

not speak Dutch and have no concrete plans to learn it score 1. 

 

 

Overview of the general-well-being test 

Table 2 summarises the criteria on which a labour migrant from outside the 

EU/EFTA would be assessed for a permit to live and work in the Netherlands under 

our approach. In practice, five pieces of information are needed to carry out the 

assessment: 

 

1. Wage 

2. Occupation 

3. Sector 

4. Availability and quality of housing 

5. Language proficiency 

 

Table 2. Migrant admission test 

 Work New resident 

Economic Wage 
Occupation (complementarity and/or 

innovation) 

[Expected use of public 
services] 

Ecological Sustainability of sector 
Occupation (contribution to 

sustainability) 

Ecological footprint (negative 
effect of wage) 

Social Social importance of activities in the 
sector 

Pressure on and quality of 
housing 

Language proficiency 

Note: Items shown in square brackets [...] indicate possible assessment criteria 

that we do not recommend. 

 

The points system based on general well-being differs substantially from the 

current admission procedure under the Foreign Nationals Employment Act (Wav) 

and from the knowledge workers scheme.  

The comparison with current labour migration policy below shows that this points 

system introduces several new criteria but also removes certain criteria used in 

current policy (such as the priority workforce). See Table 3. 
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Table 3. Comparison of current Dutch labour migration policy with the policy based 

on a general-well-being test. 
 Current labour migration policy Policy based on a general-well-

being test 

Assessment criteria 

for a residence 

permit 

Varies by procedure 

 

Standard procedure (assessment 

under the Wav rules): 

• availability of priority workforce 

• timely notification of the 

vacancy 

• recruitment efforts 

• terms of employment  

• availability of suitable housing 

• any past violations or 

misconduct at the employer 

Various full or partial exemptions 

 

Knowledge workers scheme: 

• high salary 

• salary is market-based 

• employer is recognised 

sponsor 

Few exceptions. 

 

General-well-being test: 

• Economic dimension 

o Wage/occupation 

• Ecological dimension 

o Sustainability of 

sector/occupation 

o Ecological footprint 

• Social dimension 

o Social importance 

of activities in the 

sector 

o Pressure on and 

quality of housing 

o Language 

proficiency 

Exceptions only in the event of an 

international obligation 

 

 

Implementation 

(length of procedure) 

Standard procedure: 4–6 months 

Knowledge workers scheme: 2 

weeks 

Same length of the procedure for 

everyone 

Target group Highly paid employees and a mixed 

set of very specific groups 

Workers who make a positive 

contribution to general well-being, 

not only the highly educated but 

also skilled professionals 

Validity of the first 

residence permit  

Duration of the employment 

contract, up to: 

• 2 years under the standard 

procedure 

• 5 years under the knowledge 

workers scheme 

Duration of the employment 

contract but no longer than 5 years 

for anyone 

Permanent/temporary 

residence 

Right to a permanent permit after 5 

years’ continuous residence, in 

principle, subject to minimal 

assessment  

Same 

Family members Family members may always 

accompany, but access to the 

labour market differs: 

• work permit (TWV) requirement 

if the main person entered 

under the standard procedure 

• no restrictions if the main 

person entered under the 

knowledge workers scheme 

Family members may always 

accompany and always have free 

access to the labour market 

 

The introduction of the proposed labour-migration test must take account of EU 

legislation and relevant developments. One example is the revision of the Single 

Permit Directive, which provides the framework for national labour migration 

policy. EU directives exist for labour-migration routes for specific groups: highly 

skilled workers (Blue Card), academic researchers, intra-corporate transferees 

(ICT), cross-border service providers and seasonal workers. For these groups, the 

Netherlands must apply the assessment criteria laid down in the relevant EU 

directives, so the proposed general-well-being test cannot be used; it can be used 

only for national schemes. It would therefore be desirable for the Netherlands, in 

any future revision of the EU directives, to argue that the assessment criteria 
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should be based more closely on the effects on general well-being. The EU 

directives do allow the validity period of the residence permit to be extended. We 

propose aligning this with the validity period in our proposed scheme, namely five 

years.  

 

Weighting of the dimensions 

The relative weight of the different dimensions must be determined to be able to 

calculate a total score. This poses a difficult question, as it requires weighing-up 

disparate effects. For example, it involves weighing up the economic contribution 

of a highly educated specialist against the negative effect on the availability of 

affordable housing. As we noted above when weighing up the economic importance 

of the wage level against the migrant’s ecological footprint, it is not desirable to 

give all dimensions equal weight. However, there is no objective scientific method 

for arriving at the desired weighting. After all, this is a matter of weighing social 

priorities, over which political decision-makers must ultimately decide.  

We therefore recommend that the Advisory Committee on General Well-Being 

propose these weights. This could involve an iterative or recursive process. By 

starting with equal weights, it is possible to compare the outcome of the test for a 

number of imaginary labour migrant s. If the outcomes are unsatisfactory, the 

weights can be adjusted so that the outcomes become satisfactory. This adjusted 

weighting can then be applied to other hypothetical labour migrants to examine 

whether further adjustments in the weights are needed. Once the outcomes are 

satisfactory, this process can be stopped. At the end of this chapter, we will make 

a tentative attempt to illustrate this. 

 

Advisory Committee on General Well-Being 

In this and the previous chapter, we repeatedly argue that it is desirable to 

determine the contribution that different economic activities make to general well-

being in the Netherlands, now and in the future. In Chapter 2, we argued that the 

contribution of labour migrants to general well-being in the Netherlands depends 

to a significant extent on the type of work they will do. This concerns the specific 

activities that a labour migrant will carry out in a particular company. In this 

chapter, we show what an admission test for labour migrants could look like. This 

test is partly based on a concrete job offer. This test requires a list that sets out 

the contribution that different activities in different sectors make to general well-

being. Both the sector and the occupation may be relevant in this regard. Ideally, 

this list would include indicators for all sectors and occupations that capture their 

contribution to the economic, ecological and social dimensions of general well-

being. This list could be used not only for assessing individual labour migrants, but 

also for other policy areas aimed at promoting general well-being, such as 

economic policy (see Chapter 4). 

On the one hand, drawing up this list requires factual knowledge about the 

economic, ecological and social effects of a wide range of economic activities. On 

the other hand, it requires weighing up the importance of the different dimensions 

of general well-being. The latter is inevitably based on normative judgements 

about the importance of these dimensions and therefore cannot be based solely 

on scientific insights. The indicator for the social value of economic activities is also 

normative to a certain extent. This concerns, for example, determining the social 

importance of sectors such as healthcare, education, hospitality, transport and so 

on.  

 

We propose establishing an Advisory Committee on General Well-Being composed 

of both subject experts and representatives of key social organisations. The subject 

experts – for example from the policy analysis institutes (‘planbureaus’), Statistics 

Netherlands (CBS) and research institutions such as the Netherlands Organisation 
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for Applied Scientific Research (TNO) and universities – would construct the 

indicators used to measure the economic and ecological effects of economic 

activities. The representatives of social organisations – such as employers’ 

organisations, trade unions, local administrators, consumer organisations, 

residents’ organisations and environmental organisations – would assess the social 

importance of these activities in consultation with the subject experts. Together, 

they would then determine the weighting of the different general-well-being 

indicators. It would also be preferable to consult the general public for this 

purpose, for example through a population survey or focus group discussions.  

 

The resulting list of sectors and occupations could be submitted to the government 

as a recommendation. If it so wishes, the government could amend the list on the 

basis of political considerations. It would be desirable to revise this list periodically 

in light of new scientific and social insights and to reflect changes in sectors and 

occupations. In this way, the list could also act as an incentive for sectors that 

score relatively poorly on their contribution to general well-being to make their 

activities more ‘general-well-being-proof’. 

 

The Advisory Committee on General Well-Being should also advise on the 

application of the general-well-being perspective in labour migration policy, as 

previously advocated42 by the Dutch Advisory Council on Migration and, following 

that, by the State Commission Demographic Developments 2050. As we have 

argued, the contribution of labour migrants to general well-being depends not only 

on the work they will do in the Netherlands, but also on the fact that they become 

new residents of the Netherlands. Among other things, this has consequences for 

the ecological footprint, the availability of housing and social cohesion. In addition, 

labour migration may have effects on the countries of origin. The Advisory 

Committee on General Well-Being would be tasked with also considering these 

aspects when determining the contribution of labour migrants to general well-

being. This task is somewhat comparable to that of the UK government’s Migration 

Advisory Committee (MAC) (see the text box). 

 

The Advisory Committee on General Well-Being should also develop the admission 

test for labour migrants from outside the EU/EFTA. The committee can use the list 

of sectors and occupations it has compiled for assessing the labour migrant’s work. 

Additional indicators will need to be developed for the general-well-being effects 

of the arrival of new residents. This will involve a combination of scientific insights 

and normative judgements. The Advisory Committee would also monitor and 

evaluate the practical operation of labour migration policy. This monitoring could, 

for example, result in periodic adjustments to the numerical range for the labour 

net migration figure or to the weighting of the indicators used in the admission 

test. 

 

 
42 Dutch Advisory Council on Migration (2021). Naar een brede welvaartsbenadering in het 
arbeidsmigratiebeleid [Towards a well-being approach in labour migration policy]. 

https://www.adviesraadmigratie.nl/publicaties/publicaties/2021/06/03/naar-een-brede-welvaartsbenadering-in-het-arbeidsmigratiebeleid
https://www.adviesraadmigratie.nl/publicaties/publicaties/2021/06/03/naar-een-brede-welvaartsbenadering-in-het-arbeidsmigratiebeleid
https://www.adviesraadmigratie.nl/publicaties/publicaties/2021/11/01/towards-a-well-being-approach-in-labour-migration-policy


 

   

Balanced labour migration       Advisory Council on Migration – February 2026 60 

Migration Advisory Committee in the UKi  

 

The UK government is advised on migration matters, excluding asylum, by the 
Migration Advisory Committee (MAC), an independent committee. The MAC is 
responsible for providing transparent, independent and evidence-based advice. 
A key part of the MAC’s work concerns advising on which occupational groups – 
its assessments focus on occupations rather than sectors – should be granted 
broader access to labour migration by being placed on the Shortage Occupation 

List (SOL). Occupations on this list qualify for a 20 per cent reduction in the 
required salary threshold for a residence permit as a skilled worker. The 
Shortage Occupation List will soon be replaced by the Immigration Salary List 
(ISL).43 Alongside the change in name, the approach is also being revised, on 
the advice of the MAC.44 The name change helps clarify that this is not a list of 
all occupations with hard-to-fill vacancies, but a list of occupations that are 
important for UK prosperity, for which substantial efforts have been made to 

recruit locally and where good terms of employment are offered. Ultimately, it 
is the government that decides whether an occupation is included on the list. 

Companies lobby the government heavily for certain occupations to be added to 
it. 
To assess the contribution of specific occupations to well-being in a broad sense, 
the MAC looks at GDP per capita and fiscal impact (the economic dimension), as 
well as other non-economic policy objectives such as societal well-being. These 

other policy objectives also include the ecological and social aspects of general 
well-being, but they are less developed than the economic aspects. The 
committee intends to strengthen this part of its work. The MAC does not weigh 
the different indicators against each other, as it considers this to be a political 
matter. It does not look at impacts ‘elsewhere’, as is common in the Dutch 
approach to general well-being. The MAC also consults third parties as part of 

its advisory work, through a call for input, and takes the responses received into 
account in its analysis.  
The example of the MAC shows that an independent advisory committee has the 
advantage of operating at some distance from politics. It is precisely for this 
reason that it can help political decision-makers to make trade-offs. 
 
i The information in this text box is based largely on a conversation with the Chair of the 
MAC held on 27 May 2024. 

 

 

Required number of points 

The premise of the admission test discussed above is that a prospective labour 

migrant must achieve at least a specified number of points to obtain a permit to 

reside and work in the Netherlands. In principle, there are two ways of setting this 

minimum score. 

The first is to determine the minimum number of points on substantive grounds. 

Put simply, the labour migrant must achieve at least a ‘pass’, meaning an average 

score of at least six.45 In addition, a requirement could be imposed that they may 

score a ‘fail’ on no more than one or two dimensions, and, for example, that they 

may not score four or lower on any dimension. Based on practical experience, 

these minimum requirements can be adjusted over time. 

The second method is to derive the minimum score from the annual number of 

labour migrants for whom the government has set a numerical target or range 

(see Chapter 2). Labour migrants would then be admitted in order of the number 

of points achieved, until the desired number is reached. Strictly speaking, this 

would mean that it would only be determined which migrants are admitted at the 

 
43 Rapid review of the Immigration Salary List (publishing.service.gov.uk) 
44 Also see Dentons - Migration Advisory Committee publishes recommendations for the 
Immigration Salary List and Net migration measures – further detail - GOV.UK 
(www.gov.uk) 
45 This is a weighted average, as not all dimensions carry equal weight. 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/65d5c4252197b2001d7fa725/Rapid_review_of_the_Immigration_Salary_List_2024.pdf
https://www.dentons.com/en/insights/articles/2024/february/26/migration-advisory-committee-publishes-recommendations-for-the-immigration-salary-list
https://www.dentons.com/en/insights/articles/2024/february/26/migration-advisory-committee-publishes-recommendations-for-the-immigration-salary-list
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/fact-sheet-on-net-migration-measures-further-detail
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/fact-sheet-on-net-migration-measures-further-detail
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end of the year, once the scores of all applicants are known. It is, however, 

preferable to estimate the number of candidates in a given year who will achieve 

a particular score, and to set the minimum required score on that basis. If the 

actual number of migrants admitted on this basis differs at the end of the year 

from the immigration target, this can be corrected in the following year by 

adjusting the minimum score downwards or upwards.  

Finally, the two methods can be combined. A substantively determined minimum 

score would then form the starting point. If the number of candidates who achieve 

this score becomes, or appears likely to become, greater than the desired 

maximum number of labour migrants, the required minimum score can still be 

increased. 

3.2 Refinements and extensions 

The test we described in the previous section can be refined and extended in 

several ways. Although refinements and extensions in principle make the 

assessment of general well-being more precise – and thus more closely aligned 

with the theoretical interpretation of general well-being – they also make the test 

more difficult to perform. This therefore requires a choice about the optimal 

balance between precision and feasibility, with political considerations forming part 

of that choice. 

 

Assessment of the country of origin 

The assessment procedure discussed above does not take account of the effects 

on the country of origin, even though this is clearly an aspect of general well-

being. The reason is the conclusion reached in Chapter 2 that labour migration can 

have both positive and negative effects on the country of origin, but that overall 

there is no reason to expect either the positive or the negative effects to dominate. 

This means that, on average, the arrival of a labour migrant in the Netherlands 

has no effect on general well-being in the country of origin and therefore does not 

need to play a role in admission to the Netherlands.  

 

This does not, of course, rule out the possibility that the situation may be different 

for individual labour migrants from specific countries of origin. Does this then not 

merit consideration of this aspect of general well-being in individual assessments? 

Ideally, it would. In practice, however, this is not feasible. For each labour migrant, 

it would then be necessary to determine the effect on the country of origin for each 

of the three dimensions of general well-being and for the two aspects of work and 

departure as a resident. This would require information on the work the migrant 

performed in the country of origin and how it scored on economic, ecological and 

social effects; the same would apply to the migrant’s departure. It is not realistic 

to want to carry out such an assessment for every labour migrant.  

 

We therefore propose initially assuming that the effect on general well-being in the 

country of origin is neither positive nor negative and is therefore not part of the 

admission test for labour migrants. Even so, in certain circumstances it may be 

desirable to carry out such an assessment. We refer to this as a ‘red flag’ 

procedure. As long as labour migrants come from many different countries and 

have a wide range of qualifications, it is unlikely that labour migration will have 

major adverse effects for any one of those countries. This changes, however, if a 

relatively large number of labour migrants with a specific occupational qualification 

from a specific country seek to work in the Netherlands. In that case, the ‘red flag’ 

is raised, and it is appropriate for the Advisory Committee on General Well-Being 

to conduct further research into the effects on the country of origin. If those effects 



 

   

Balanced labour migration       Advisory Council on Migration – February 2026 62 

are strongly negative, this can either lead to a deduction of points or result in the 

automatic refusal of applications to live and work in the Netherlands from migrants 

from that country with the relevant qualifications. 

 

The effects on the country of origin may in fact be positive if the Netherlands enters 

into a partnership with that country that includes agreements on labour migration 

(see the text box ‘Partnerships with countries of origin’). Such agreements may 

include arrangements by which the Netherlands compensates the country of origin 

for negative effects, for example by contributing financially to education in that 

country or through knowledge transfer. If such a partnership exists, the general-

well-being test for a labour migrant from that country can be considerably relaxed. 

Finally, consideration could be given to awarding labour migrants extra points if 

they come from a country where they face a genuine risk of persecution or from a 

country affected by war, including civil war. This could help ensure that some 

migrants who are eligible for protection no longer need to resort to irregular 

migration for asylum, with all its associated risks. Instead, they could obtain a 

residence permit through the legal channel of labour migration. 

 

Partnerships with countries of origin 

 

A general-well-being approach to labour migration policy means not only that 
labour migration must benefit the Netherlands and the labour migrants 
themselves, but also that it should not come at the expense of the country of 

origin. One way of achieving this is by entering into partnerships with countries 
of origin that set out agreements on specific forms of labour migration. In its 
advisory report A carefully considered labour migration policyi, the Dutch 
Advisory Council on Migration therefore recommended attracting skilled 
migrantsii for long-term care through partnerships with countries of origin. 
Germany currently has the highest number of such partnerships within the EU.iii 
At present, the Netherlands has no bilateral labour-migration partnerships. 

How can a general-well-being approach help in selecting countries and sectors 
for a migration partnership? A migration partnership should focus on a specific 

sector and/or occupational group, because the contribution of labour migrants 
to general well-being depends on the work they will do in the Netherlands. The 
following selection criteria can then be applied to sectors and occupations: 

• the sector or occupational group scores highly on the general-well-
being test, based on the list drawn up by the Advisory Committee on 

General Well-Being; 
• there are ongoing shortages of workers with the required 

qualifications, despite efforts by the sector to train potential domestic 
supply. 

 
Once a sector or occupation has been selected, a suitable country of origin must 

be approached. In a general-well-being perspective, suitability means that the 
departure of labour migrants does not come at the expense of general well-
being in the country of origin. A country may therefore be selected if it meets 
the following conditions: 

• there are sufficient trained individuals who can work in the selected 
sectors or occupations in the Netherlands; 

• the departure of these individuals does not have negative effects on 

general well-being in the country of origin. 

The selection must therefore consider the specific labour-market situation in the 

country of origin. This means, for example, that care partnerships should not be 
entered into with countries of origin that themselves face severe shortages of 
care workers. The WHO maintains a list of countries and advises against 
recruiting healthcare personnel there.iv Such labour market information will not 
be available for all sectors and/or occupational groups. Further research is 
required in that case. 
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i Dutch Advisory Council on Migration (2022). A carefully considered labour migration 
policy. 
iiIn that report, ‘skilled migrant’ refers to labour migrants with an education level of MBO 
level 3 or higher (part of the Dutch system of senior secondary vocational education). 
iii EMN-OECD inform (2022). Skills Mobility Partnerships: Exploring innovative 
approaches to labour migration. 
iv WHO Global Code of Practice on the International Recruitment of Health Personnel 
HWF Support and Safeguards List 8Jan (LEG)HWF_SAID (who.int) 

 

Assessment of quality of the work 

In discussing the social dimension of work above, we disregarded the quality of 

the work itself, even though this can also be regarded as an important aspect of 

general well-being. The point here is not to admit a labour migrant sooner because 

the work is of high quality, but rather to refuse an application where the work is 

of poor quality.  

It is not feasible to assess the quality of the work individually for all applications, 

as it is often difficult to determine. In practice, only the wage and contract type 

can generally be assessed reliably. However, the wage is already included in the 

economic dimension. As regards contract type, it could be considered to have a 

negative weighting for flexible contracts, such as fixed-term contracts, agency 

work and on-call work. The question, however, is whether this should generally be 

regarded as a negative aspect of work given that around 40 per cent of workers in 

the Netherlands do not have a permanent contract with fixed working hours. But 

it is worth considering to treating an agency relationship as a negative indicator, 

resulting in a deduction of points on the social dimension of the work. The reason 

being that employment through agencies is often associated with malpractices 

and, moreover, makes it harder to determine in which sector the labour migrant 

will actually work and how that work scores in terms of general well-being. An 

option would be to not processing applications for employment through an agency 

at all. 

Other aspects of quality of the work, such as working conditions and job content, 

are difficult to assess before the labour migrant has actually started work. 

However, an employer that has previously been found by the Labour Inspectorate 

to offer work of substandard quality could be excluded from an application. 

 

Another workable option is to determine an average score on a number of 

dimensions of the quality of the work for all sectors and/or occupations. If a labour 

migrant intends to work in a sector or occupation in which the average quality of 

work lies below, or well below, the national average, this would result in a 

deduction of points on the social dimension of the work, unless the employer can 

demonstrate that the quality of the work at the specific company is sufficiently 

high. 

 

Even so, we do not recommend including a separate indicator for quality of the 

work in the admission test for labour migrants. After all, the quality of work should 

be adequate for all workers in the Netherlands. It is therefore more appropriate to 

pursue ‘good work’ as a general objective for all workers, both established 

residents and migrants. We return to this in the next chapter as part of indirect 

labour migration policy. 

 

Assessment of inequality 

A final aspect of general well-being that is not included in the admission test 

concerns the effects of labour migration on inequality. Inequality is by definition a 

characteristic of a group rather than an individual. For that reason, it cannot be 

included in the assessment of an individual labour migrant. Even so, it is plausible 

https://www.adviesraadmigratie.nl/documenten/2022/10/27/a-carefully-considered-labour-migration-policy
https://www.adviesraadmigratie.nl/documenten/2022/10/27/a-carefully-considered-labour-migration-policy
https://www.oecd.org/migration/mig/2022-March-Joint-EMN-OECD-Inform-Skills-Mobility-Partnerships.pdf
https://www.oecd.org/migration/mig/2022-March-Joint-EMN-OECD-Inform-Skills-Mobility-Partnerships.pdf
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/wha68.32
https://cdn.who.int/media/docs/default-source/health-workforce/hwf-support-and-safeguards-list8jan.pdf?sfvrsn=1a16bc6f_14&download=true
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that the aspects of general well-being that are assessed do, on balance, also affect 

the distribution of that well-being. In the exploratory study, we argued that labour 

migrants engaged in low-productivity and low-paid work, in particular, act as 

substitutes for established low-skilled and low-paid workers, thus putting pressure 

on their labour-market position. Because the proposed test also selects on higher 

productivity and/or higher pay, this risk is limited. The assessment of housing 

availability is likewise intended to prevent affordable housing from becoming 

scarcer, particularly for lower-income groups. The contribution that labour 

migrants make to financing the welfare state benefits most those population 

groups that depend most heavily on it. We may therefore assume that labour 

migrants admitted on the basis of the proposed basic test will not increase 

inequality on balance. Nonetheless, it would be desirable for the Advisory 

Committee on General Well-Being to periodically assess the effects of labour-

migration inflows on inequality. If inequality were to increase in a particular area, 

such as access to affordable housing, this could be a reason to tighten the 

admission criteria for labour migrants. It is also conceivable, however, to offset 

growing inequality in other ways, for example by increasing the rent allowance. 

 

3.3 Temporary or permanent? 
 

We have noted several times above that the effects on general well-being of a 

migrant’s arrival may differ depending on whether the migrant stays in the 

Netherlands temporarily or settles permanently. This raises the question whether, 

and if so how, this distinction can and must be taken into account in the 

assessment. By ‘temporary’ we mean that the labour migrant stays in the 

Netherlands only for as long as they are working. All other migrants are regarded 

as ‘permanent’. In practice, this distinction is of course less clear-cut. Some 

temporary labour migrants work in the Netherlands for only a few months, for 

example for seasonal work in agriculture or distribution, while others remain for 

several years. Likewise, a ‘permanent’ labour migrant may at some point – after 

retirement, for example – decide to return to the country of origin. 

The distinction between temporary and permanent residence is relevant for the 

following aspects of general well-being: 

• Temporary labour migrants increase average GDP per capita if their salary 

exceeds €40,000 (2022); for permanent labour migrants this occurs only if 

their salary exceeds €69,000.  

• For temporary migrants, the expected balance between contributions to and 

use of public services is more favourable than for permanent migrants. 

• Temporary labour migrants generally place less pressure on the housing 

stock, because they more often share accommodation with other migrants 

and do not bring over a partner and children from the country of origin. 

• Temporary labour migrants will generally integrate less well and place 

greater pressure on social cohesion than permanent labour migrants. 

• Temporary labour migrants will more often make a positive contribution to 

general well-being in their country of origin if they can use the knowledge 

and relationships acquired in the Netherlands after returning to their country 

of origin. 

 

Two further differences can be added here. Especially in higher-skilled work – 

which the admission test seeks to select for – productivity often increases over 

time as workers become more familiar with their role and build experience. This 

also serves as a justification for the fact that the knowledge workersscheme applies 

a lower salary threshold for migrants under 30 than for those aged 30 and over. 

Temporary labour migrants repeatedly start ‘from scratch’ and have little time to 
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keep developing their skills. In unskilled work this is generally not a problem, but 

in higher-skilled work it is.  

 

A second difference, for a given annual balance of labour migrants, is that 

temporary labour migration requires much greater recruitment and assessment 

efforts. As explained in Chapter 2, if the number of temporary labour migrants 

increases, employers must recruit ever more new temporary migrants to replace 

those who leave and, in addition, to expand the total number of labour migrants. 

This not only demands substantial effort from companies and institutions that 

employ labour migrants, but also from the authority responsible for assessing their 

admission.  

 

Temporary labour migration thus performs better on some effects and worse on 

others than permanent labour migration. Should this be taken into account when 

admitting labour migrants?  

 

Before answering this question, it is important to note that the distinction between 

temporary and permanent labour migrants is not the same as the distinction 

between temporary and permanent residence and work permits. Of the labour 

migrants from outside the EU/EFTA who settled in the Netherlands between 2000 

and 2009, 69 per cent left again after five years. After ten years, this figure rose 

to 81 per cent. Of the labour migrants who arrived between 2010 and 2018, 63 

per cent left after five years (the ten-year figure is not yet known).46 Although the 

share of ‘remainers’ therefore appears to be increasing slightly, well over half still 

leave again within five years. Even if all labour migrants were granted permanent 

residence permits, it is therefore likely that most would in fact stay in the 

Netherlands only temporarily. 

 

For this reason, we recommend not distinguishing between labour migrants on the 

basis of the actual or expected duration of their stay when applying the 

assessment. As under the current system, all labour migrants who are admitted 

initially receive a temporary permit to reside and work in the Netherlands. A period 

of five years would be appropriate, allowing the migrant’s economic contribution 

to be optimised. As is currently the case, extension of the temporary permit or 

conversion into a permanent permit would remain possible subject to conditions. 

It is reasonable to attach additional requirements to permanent residence status. 

For example, does the work still score positively on general well-being? And what 

is the situation as regards housing and command of the Dutch language? We also 

argue in favour of an initial permit duration of five years with the prospect of 

permanent residence in light of the migrant’s own interests and rights, which 

should also be taken into account under a general-well-being approach. Moreover, 

it must be attractive for migrants who contribute to general well-being to come to 

the Netherlands for work. With a shorter residence permit duration and no prospect 

of permanent residence, prospective labour migrants might choose other 

countries. 

 

3.4 No assessment of the priority workforce 
 

Under the Foreign Nationals (Employment) Act (Wav), a labour migrant from 

outside the EU can generally obtain a work permit only if no priority workforce is 

available for the job in question – in other words, if no suitable candidate can be 

found within the EU. Is it desirable to also apply this principle in the admission test 

we propose?  

 
46 Source: Statistics Netherlands (Statline). Also see Realism about Numerical Targets. 
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In Chapter 2, we argued that ‘labour shortages’ are not a convincing criterion on 

which to base the desirability of labour migration, or additional labour migration, 

from a general-well-being perspective. In principle, we therefore argue in favour 

of admitting any prospective migrant who scores sufficiently on the test and 

granting them a work permit. After all, the purpose of the test is to admit only 

those labour migrants who increase general well-being. This positive contribution 

to general well-being does not depend on whether suitable candidates are available 

within the EU. By not assessing the availability of a priority workforce, the 

application procedure also becomes significantly simpler and quicker to implement.  

This general rule could be departed from if, at some point, it were to emerge that 

sufficient Dutch or EU candidates are available for certain roles, while employers 

nevertheless prefer candidates from outside the EU (for example because they 

place fewer demands on terms of employment or working conditions). If this were 

to result in otherwise suitable EU candidates remaining unemployed, this could be 

a reason to add the requirement that employers must first seek suitable candidates 

within the EU. 

 

3.5 How might the test work in practice? 
 

To conclude this chapter, we illustrate how the test we propose could operate in 

practice. Using three fictional non-EU nationals who apply for a residence and work 

permit in the Netherlands, we show how the test would lead to an admission 

decision in each case. 

Earlier, we deliberately left open how much weight should be given to the different 

dimensions of general well-being. In the table below, we put forward a purely 

illustrative proposal. As we have argued, it is for the Advisory Committee on 

General Well-Being to advise on these weightings. We have already noted that a 

migrant’s ecological footprint is likely to increase as their pay rises. If both 

dimensions were weighted equally, their combined score would always average 

5.5 and would therefore make no difference to the outcome overall. This would be 

undesirable. We therefore assume that the economic benefit of high productivity 

(and high income) should weigh twice as heavily as the disadvantage of a larger 

ecological footprint resulting from higher consumption. We also assume that 

proficiency in Dutch is somewhat less relevant to the social impact of a migrant’s 

arrival than the pressure placed on housing. For that reason, we give housing twice 

the weight of language proficiency.  

 

Table 4. Weighting of indicators for the test for admitting a labour migrant 
 Work New resident 

Economic Income/occupation: 1  

Ecological Sustainability of 

sector/occupation: 1 

Ecological footprint: 0.5 

Social Social importance of activities in 

the sector: 1 

Pressure on and quality of 

housing: 1 

Language proficiency: 0.5 

 

 

 

1. Nurse Erlinda 

Erlinda is a 31-year-old operating theatre nurse from the Philippines. The hospital 

in Vrijburg is keen to employ her because it has a shortage of qualified and 

experienced theatre nurses. The hospital can also provide her with an apartment. 

Erlinda does not speak Dutch, but the hospital is willing to pay for a language 

course, which she would like to attend. As a full-time theatre nurse, she would 

earn €40,000 per year. 
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Table 5. Admission test for Erlinda 
 Work New resident 

Economic Income: 4  

Ecological Sustainability of sector: 8 Ecological footprint: 7 

Social Social importance of activities in 

the sector: 9 

Pressure on and quality of 

housing: 6 

Language proficiency: 6 

 

Erlinda’s pay is equal to the average GDP per capita. She therefore does not 

contribute to an increase in the average level of prosperity. In the longer term, the 

balance could even become negative if she were to make use of public services. 

The healthcare sector scores highly on sustainability, as it emits relatively few 

greenhouse gases and nitrogen and uses comparatively little fossil energy. The 

social importance of the sector is high. 

Erlinda’s ecological footprint as a migrant mirrors her income and is therefore 

moderate. Although the hospital has arranged good-quality accommodation for 

her, this does come at the expense of the housing stock available to the settled 

population. Another nurse, for example, could otherwise have occupied the 

apartment. As Erlinda does not speak Dutch but will attend a Dutch language 

course, she receives a score of 6 on this criterion. 

Erlinda’s weighted total score is therefore 33.5, giving an average score of 33.5 ÷ 

5 = 6.7. This is above the threshold of 6 and represents a clear pass. Erlinda would 

therefore be granted a residence and work permit in the Netherlands. 

 

2. Unskilled worker Zurab 

Tomato grower Boekestijn in Spijkerzand wishes to employ Zurab, a 28-year-old 

from Georgia, to pick tomatoes in his greenhouses. He advertised the vacancy 

within the EU, but no candidate applied. He therefore plans to install container 

housing on his premises specifically for Zurab and several other labour migrants. 

Zurab would be paid in accordance with the collective labour agreement for 

greenhouse horticulture and would earn €30,000 per year. As there is no need for 

Zurab to speak Dutch, he is not offered a language course and has no plans to 

attend one himself. 

 

Table 6. Admission test for Zurab 
 Work New resident 

Economic Income: 2  

Ecological Sustainability of sector: 1 Ecological footprint: 8 

Social Social importance of activities in 

the sector: 6 

Pressure on and quality of 

housing: 8 

Language proficiency: 1 

 

Because Zurab would earn significantly less than average GDP per capita, his 

contribution to the average level of prosperity is strongly negative. Agriculture, 

and greenhouse horticulture in particular, performs poorly in terms of emissions 

and energy use. Its contribution to ecological sustainability is therefore also 

strongly negative. The social importance of the sector is open to debate. For the 

time being, however, we assume that it is neither positive nor negative and assign 

it a score of 6. Given Zurab’s low income, his ecological footprint is small in 

comparison with the average resident of the Netherlands, which results in a high 

score on this criterion. Because the employer builds housing specifically for Zurab, 

this places no additional pressure on the scarce housing stock. However, as the 

container housing is very basic, we assign a score of 8. Zurab does not speak 

Dutch and does not intend to learn it. He therefore receives the minimum score on 

this aspect. 
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Zurab’s weighted total score is 24, giving an average of 4.4. That is insufficient for 

admission. In addition, Zurab’s application could be refused on the separate 

ground that he scores below 4 on three of the five dimensions. 

 

If Zurab were not an unskilled worker but a specialist recruited to help make the 

business more sustainable by switching to a renewable energy source, he could 

score much higher on the ecological dimension of the work, for example an 8. Even 

then, this would still not produce a sufficient average score. If he were also to earn 

substantially more and score, say, a 7 on income, his average score would rise to 

6.3. This example shows that greenhouse horticulture is not automatically 

excluded from recruiting non-EU labour migrants, but that strict conditions would 

have to be met. 

 

3. Electrical engineer Anil 

Anil is a 34-year-old electrical engineer from Hyderabad, India. High-tech company 

AR-Vision in Weidehoeven wishes to employ him in its R&D department to 

contribute to the development of a new augmented reality headset. He would earn 

€90,000 per year. AR-Vision provides a guarantee for the construction of 100 

homes in Weidehoeven. As these homes have yet to be built, Anil will, for the time 

being, still place pressure on the available housing stock. AR-Vision does not 

consider knowledge of Dutch to be important, as English is the company’s working 

language. However, Anil does intend to attend a Dutch language course at his own 

expense, as he may wish to settle permanently in the Netherlands.  

 

Table 7. Admission test for Anil 
 Work New resident 

Economic Income: 10  

Ecological Sustainability of sector: 4 Ecological footprint: 1 

Social Social importance of activities in 

the sector: 6 

Pressure on and quality of 

housing: 7 

Language proficiency: 6 

 

The economic contribution of Anil’s work is undeniably substantial. On the basis of 

his income level, we award the maximum score of 10. As he also contributes to 

innovation, he could score an additional two points on that basis, but we assume 

that 10 points represents the maximum score. The electrical and electronics 

industry, to which AR-Vision belongs, performs somewhat better in terms of 

emissions and energy use than the industry as a whole, but nevertheless remains 

one of the less sustainable sectors. As the social importance of the work is difficult 

to determine, we set this score at the average of 6. Given Anil’s high income, we 

assume that his ecological footprint is large and that he therefore scores poorly on 

this dimension. Although AR-Vision is co-financing the construction of additional 

housing, Anil will initially still place pressure on scarce housing in Weidehoeven. 

However, the housing concerned is in the higher price segment, so residents on 

low and middle incomes are not affected. For that reason, he nevertheless achieves 

a clear pass on this dimension. Although Anil does not speak Dutch, he will attend 

a Dutch language course, which means that he also narrowly passes on this 

criterion. 

Anil’s weighted total score is 30.5, giving an average of 6.1. With a minimum 

requirement of 6, this is just sufficient for admission. If a score of 12 could be 

awarded on the economic dimension to reflect his contribution to innovation, Anil’s 

average score would rise to 6.3. 
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3.6 Conclusion 
 

In this chapter, we have outlined how an admission test for labour migrants from 

outside the EU/EFTA could be designed in the Netherlands if it were based on a 

general well-being assessment framework. In doing so, we had to strike a balance 

between, on the one hand, testing the actual and expected effects of labour 

migrants on general well-being as accurately as possible, not only in the present 

but also in the future and in countries of origin, and, on the other hand, the 

practical feasibility of this test. We have proposed a general well-being test that 

places a relatively limited burden on implementation. It takes the form of a points-

based system, which in principle can be based on information relating to five 

indicators: income, occupation, sector, availability and quality of housing, and 

language proficiency or the intention to acquire it. This does require an advisory 

committee to draw up a list of sectoral and occupational scores across the various 

dimensions of general well-being. We have also indicated that other trade-offs are 

possible, for example by adding indicators relating to expected future costs and 

benefits for public services, the quality of work, and effects on the country of origin. 

Different choices can also be made as regards the relative weighting of indicators 

and the minimum number of points required for admission. We suggest that an 

Advisory Committee on General Well-Being advise on these matters. Our proposal 

also simplifies implementation in two respects. First, we propose not to test for the 

priority workforce within the EU. A labour migrant who makes a positive 

contribution to general well-being should, in principle, always be welcome. Second, 

we propose granting all labour migrants a residence permit for five years, which 

can then be converted into a permanent residence permit on the basis of an 

additional assessment. 

 

In this chapter, we have shown what an admission test for labour migrants from 

outside the EU/EFTA based on general well-being might look like for the 

Netherlands. However, the method outlined for translating the general well-being 

approach into a concrete admission test, and the considerations involved, are not 

specific to the Netherlands. Other destination countries could therefore also draw 

inspiration from this analysis if they wish to base their labour migration policy on 

general well-being.
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In this advisory report, the Dutch Advisory Council on Migration argues that Dutch 

labour migration policy should be shaped from the perspective of general well-

being. In the previous chapter, we proposed basing the admission of labour 

migrants from outside the EU/EFTA on a general well-being test. However, the 

majority of labour migrants who come to the Netherlands are residents of the 

EU/EFTA. They benefit from the European fundamental right to free movement of 

persons and services. Their admission to the Netherlands therefore cannot be 

based on the extent to which they contribute to general well-being. 

 

However, this does not mean that the Dutch government has no influence over the 

nature and scale of intra-European migration. As the Council argued in its advisory 

report Realism about Numerical Targets, ‘there are opportunities to influence all 

types of migration, but the policy instruments for doing so are largely to be found 

in the adjacent policy areas that can influence migration patterns’ (Dutch Advisory 

Council on Migration 2022, p. 48). We refer to this as indirect migration policy. In 

this chapter, we focus specifically on indirect labour migration policy. This means 

that, in other policy areas, explicit account is taken of the actual or potential effects 

of those policies on the scale and nature of labour migration, and of their 

consequences for general well-being. Key examples are economic policy and labour 

market policy, but housing policy and tax policy are also relevant. 

 

Indirect labour migration policy differs from direct labour migration policy in that 

it does not concern the admission of labour migrants as such, but rather the effects 

of other policies on the scale and nature of labour migration. Labour migration 

results from the interaction between the supply of potential labour migrants and 

employers’ demand for labour and labour migrants (Netherlands Bureau for 

Economic Policy Analysis (CPB) 2024). In Chapter 3, our outline of direct labour 

migration policy included an assessment of both supply (the characteristics of the 

prospective labour migrant) and demand (the type of work the labour migrant will 

perform). The indirect labour market policy discussed in this chapter does not 

include an assessment of supply, due to free movement of persons. It does, 

however, seek to influence demand for labour migrants, both quantitatively and 

qualitatively, and from within as well as outside the EU, with a view to enhancing 

general well-being. 

Indirect labour migration policy is therefore not a separate policy domain. It 

concerns the integration of a labour migration perspective into other policy areas. 

This can be described as the mainstreaming of labour migration policy, by analogy 

with gender mainstreaming. The latter term is used internationally to indicate that, 

in the design and implementation of all forms of policy, account should be taken 

of their effects on men and women.47 By analogy, we argue that all types of policy 

should take account of the potential impact on and of labour migration. This aligns 

with the Dutch government’s intention to always consider the effects on general 

well-being when designing policy. This is explicitly set out in the Beleidskompas 

(Policy Compass), which has been ‘the central framework for policy-making within 

central government’ since 2023.48 As labour migration affects general well-being 

in various ways (see Chapter 2), assessing policy, whether existing or new, for its 

effects on general well-being also requires consideration of its consequences for 

labour migration. 

 

 
47 ‘The process of assessing the implications for women and men of any planned action, 
including legislation, policies or programmes, in all areas and at all levels.’ 
https://www.unwomen.org/en/how-we-work/un-system-coordination/gender-
mainstreaming 
48 https://www.kcbr.nl/beleid-en-regelgeving-ontwikkelen/beleidskompas 

https://www.unwomen.org/en/how-we-work/un-system-coordination/gender-mainstreaming
https://www.unwomen.org/en/how-we-work/un-system-coordination/gender-mainstreaming
https://www.kcbr.nl/beleid-en-regelgeving-ontwikkelen/beleidskompas
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In principle, all types of policy can influence labour migration. It is therefore 

desirable to mainstream them with regard to their impact on and of labour 

migration (cf. CPB 2024). In this chapter, however, we focus in particular on two 

policy areas that influence the scale and nature of demand for labour in general 

and, therefore, potentially also the demand for labour migrants. These are 

economic policy and labour market policy. The aim of this chapter is not to provide 

a comprehensive discussion of these policy areas, but to indicate how, within these 

domains, account could be taken of the impact on and of labour migration. 

 

Many other policy areas have only a limited impact on labour migration, or an 

impact that is difficult to identify. For that reason, this advisory report does not 

address them in detail. This does not detract from our view that it is important to 

consider whether specific effects on labour migration can be expected in other 

policy areas as well. Examples include housing policy, tax policy and education 

policy.  

 

It is worth bearing in mind that the purpose of mainstreaming labour migration is 

not to restrict or obstruct intra-European labour migration. The primary aim is to 

promote general well-being, while explicitly taking account of the effects of labour 

migration. In practice, mainstreaming may therefore lead to certain forms of 

labour migration being encouraged, because they enhance general well-being, 

while other forms may be discouraged, because they undermine it. The indirect 

labour migration policy also aims to create incentives for businesses to innovate, 

so that production processes and work organisation contribute more to general 

well-being in the future. 

 

The effects of labour migration on general well-being can differ across 

municipalities and regions. Consider, for example, the impact of the arrival of 

labour migrants on the availability of affordable housing. This may mean that 

indirect labour migration policy does not lead to the same priorities and trade-offs 

everywhere in the Netherlands. For that reason, this chapter also addresses the 

regional component of indirect labour migration policy. 

 

This chapter focuses on the Netherlands’ indirect labour migration policy. Here too, 

the analysis and methodology may be relevant for other destination countries. 

Starting points will differ from country to country. For example, economic policy 

and labour market policy are organised differently in other destination countries 

than in the Netherlands. 

 

4.1 Economic policy 
 

By ‘economic policy’ we mean all policy aimed at shaping the structure of the 

economy.49 In other words, it seeks to stimulate and support certain economic 

activities while, where appropriate, slowing or discouraging others.50 In practice, 

this is not a single policy domain but a range of related areas, including industrial 

 
49 The WRR (2023) refers to this as ‘business policy. 
50 The latter may seem like a break with the existing policy, in which no legal economic 
activities are directly discouraged. However, it does happen indirectly, for example in the 
form of excise duties on alcohol and tobacco. 
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policy51, agricultural policy52, top sectors policy53, innovation policy54, SME policy55 

and energy policy. In general, this policy should aim to increase general well-being, 

particularly in the longer term. As we have stressed before, this concerns not only 

the economic contribution of different economic activities but also their ecological 

and societal contribution (cf. The Netherlands Scientific Council for Government 

Policy (WRR) 2023). In line with the State Commission Demographic 

Developments 2050, we argue for the development of a broad vision of the kind 

of society and economy the Netherlands seeks for the future. That vision should 

address which types of economic activity take priority, what kind of work we want 

to create, which occupations this entails, and how policy areas such as education 

should respond. 

 

In Chapter 3 we argued for establishing an Advisory Committee on General Well-

Being. One of its tasks would be to compile a list that scores all sectors, at the 

most detailed level possible, according to their contribution to general well-being. 

This assessment would cover not only economic contribution, measured in terms 

of added value in euros and innovation, but also ecological sustainability and 

societal value or added value. Such a list would not only assist in assessing 

individual applications for residence and work in the Netherlands; it could also 

provide a foundation for economic policy. 

 

In doing so, it is important to take explicit account of the fact that labour migrants 

are used across different economic activities. The growth of some activities 

depends heavily on access to foreign workers. If these economic activities are to 

be promoted because they support general well-being, it must be possible to 

attract the required workers. At the same time, the arrival of foreign workers can 

itself affect general well-being. In Chapter 2, and in the exploratory study Labour 

migration: Solution for economy and demographics?, we argued that the 

contribution of a labour migrant, with a given level of productivity, to prosperity 

‘in the narrow sense’ measured as GDP per capita, is significantly smaller than that 

of an equivalent resident. The reason for this is that migration increases the 

population, so the additional output must be shared among more people. This 

means that where two firms contribute equally to GDP, the firm that relies on fewer 

labour migrants contributes more to the level of prosperity per capita. In addition, 

migration affects general well-being through population growth. As explained 

earlier, this includes pressure on the housing stock, the ecological impact of the 

labour migrant’s additional consumption, and effects on social cohesion. 

These effects are usually not taken into account when designing economic policy.56 

We recommend that they should be considered explicitly. This implies that 

decisions on which economic activities to stimulate or discourage should take 

account of the extent to which those activities depend on recruiting foreign labour. 

This assessment should consider not only the direct contribution of labour migrants 

to output but also indirect effects on innovation and on the productivity of the 

existing workforce, including complementarity. Where economic activities that 

 
51 See, for example https://open.overheid.nl/documenten/ronl-
f083c1c77a651997beadb00de52de79dacaf1c2c/pdf 
52 https://open.overheid.nl/documenten/ronl-261a3c59-1127-498d-bbc2-
e060596471c3/pdf 
53 https://open.overheid.nl/documenten/ronl-884f32e3-1e29-4011-930b-
9907130e1735/pdf 
54 See, for example https://open.overheid.nl/documenten/ronl-c0379248-8472-4355-ab72-
caa676a273d3/pdf 
55 https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/onderwerpen/ondernemen-en-
innovatie/documenten/kamerstukken/2023/04/06/verduurzaming-mkb 
56 None of the policies referred to in the previous notes explicitly refer to migration or 
migrants. 

https://open.overheid.nl/documenten/ronl-f083c1c77a651997beadb00de52de79dacaf1c2c/pdf
https://open.overheid.nl/documenten/ronl-f083c1c77a651997beadb00de52de79dacaf1c2c/pdf
https://open.overheid.nl/documenten/ronl-261a3c59-1127-498d-bbc2-e060596471c3/pdf
https://open.overheid.nl/documenten/ronl-261a3c59-1127-498d-bbc2-e060596471c3/pdf
https://open.overheid.nl/documenten/ronl-884f32e3-1e29-4011-930b-9907130e1735/pdf
https://open.overheid.nl/documenten/ronl-884f32e3-1e29-4011-930b-9907130e1735/pdf
https://open.overheid.nl/documenten/ronl-c0379248-8472-4355-ab72-caa676a273d3/pdf
https://open.overheid.nl/documenten/ronl-c0379248-8472-4355-ab72-caa676a273d3/pdf
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/onderwerpen/ondernemen-en-innovatie/documenten/kamerstukken/2023/04/06/verduurzaming-mkb
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/onderwerpen/ondernemen-en-innovatie/documenten/kamerstukken/2023/04/06/verduurzaming-mkb
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make, or could make, a strong positive contribution to general well-being, now 

and in the future, depend heavily on the expertise of labour migrants, it is clearly 

desirable to make the Netherlands an attractive destination for them. Other policy 

areas also play a role here, including education, culture, healthcare and 

transport(and of course admission policy for migrants from outside the EU).  

 

Conversely, when assessing economic activities that require large numbers of 

labour migrants, the expected return of those activities in terms of economic 

growth, ecological sustainability and societal well-being should not be the only 

factors. The impact on general well-being ensuing from the arrival of labour 

migrants as new residents of the Netherlands must also be weighed. As reliance 

on labour migrants increases for economic activities, the contribution of these 

activities to prosperity, measured as GDP per capita, declines, while the risk of 

negative ecological and societal effects rises. These may include higher greenhouse 

gas emissions, increased pressure on the housing market and potential harm to 

social cohesion. It is therefore essential to consider all direct and indirect effects 

on general well-being. 

 

By way of illustration, consider a sector that relies heavily on low-paid workers and 

depends largely on labour migrants because insufficient people in the Netherlands 

are willing to do the work. Because of what this sector produces, relatively cheap 

goods and services become available to the population of the Netherlands. 

However, this sector can grow only by relying on an ever larger number of 

residents of the Netherlands, including newly arrived ones, who have to get by on 

low incomes. The price of growth for this sector is therefore rising inequality, 

alongside pressure on the housing stock. These effects – cheaper products on the 

one hand and greater inequality on the other – must be balanced to assess whether 

expanding these economic activities truly increases general well-being. 

 

As noted above, societal effects can also vary across regions. The impact of 

attracting labour migrants on general well-being should therefore also play a role 

at local or regional level when authorities grant permits to establish new 

businesses or for the expansion of existing ones. Several municipalities are already 

experimenting with this through impact assessments, as described in the text box 

‘Impact assessment for a new business activity based on general well-being’.57 At 

present, the focus lies mainly on housing for labour migrants recruited for a new 

business activity. In the same way as at national level, municipalities too must 

examine the effects of a new business activity across all three dimensions of 

general well-being: economy, ecology and society. This includes both the impact 

of the additional jobs created and the arrival of new residents, as set out in the 

text box ‘municipal business zoning policy’.  

An additional benefit of regional differentiation in the business zoning policy may 

be that regions facing population decline, which experience more benefits or fewer 

drawbacks from labour migration, become more attractive to firms that rely heavily 

on labour migrants. This can provide an economic boost to those regions. 

 

 
57 https://vng.nl/artikelen/arbeidsmigranten-in-meierijstad-het-gaat-om-mensen 

https://vng.nl/artikelen/arbeidsmigranten-in-meierijstad-het-gaat-om-mensen
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Impact assessment for new business activity based on general well-
being 
 
When companies wish to establish themselves or to expand substantially, it is 
desirable for the permitting authority to consider which workers the company 
intends to employ. When these are labour migrants, the assessment should at 

this stage determine whether suitable housing is available for them in the region. 
To ensure decent accommodation for labour migrants and to prevent further 
pressure on the regular housing market, municipalities need greater insight into 
the expected growth in housing demand arising from new business activity. 
These effects should be weighed up when setting economic and spatial policy 
and when granting permits. In practice, however, housing impacts are often not 
included in the balancing of interests. The Interdepartmental Project on Labour 

Migrants (IPA) asked the Association of Netherlands Municipalities (VNG) to 
develop an initial version of an impact assessment. The resulting tool was tested 
in six municipalities.i  
The purpose of the impact assessment is to facilitate a constructive exchange of 

information between municipalities and companies before the formal permitting 
process, with detailed discussion of the deployment and housing of labour 

migrants. These discussions support decisions on the suitability of a proposed 
business location, based on shared responsibility between the end user and the 
municipality. 
The impact assessment consists of several elements. It begins with a list of 
reference properties, intended to give municipalities an indication of the number 
of labour migrants they might expect from a large-scale business establishment. 
This uses indicative ratios between land use in hectares and numbers of labour 

migrants rather than a dataset. The pilot phase focuses on four sectors: 
agriculture and horticulture, logistics, food processing and the metal industry. 
The instrument also provides tools to help municipalities reach agreements with 
new companies, supported by a discussion guide and a questionnaire developed 
for this purpose. Since October 2023, the impact assessment has been tested in 
the municipalities of Barneveld, Hollands Kroon, Horst aan de Maas, Meierijstad, 
Rotterdam and Zuidplas. At present, the impact assessment focuses on housing 

and does not address issues such as pressure on infrastructure or social 
cohesion. It is recommended that future impact assessments also cover these 

and other dimensions of general well-being.  
 
i Drie jaar na Roemer: Jaarrapportage arbeidsmigranten 2023 [Three years after 
Roemer: annual report on labour migrants 2023] (December 2023). Ministry of Social 
Affairs and Employment. 

 

 

 

Municipal business zoning policy 

Municipalities encourage new business activity within their boundaries for two 
reasons. First, the sale of land generates income, and companies pay taxes that 
enable municipalities to fund facilities for their own residents. Second, 
companies are expected to create jobs for the local population. At least, that is 
the idea.  
In practice, however, many jobs in certain sectors in some regions are filled by 

people from abroad. In distribution centres, for example, which have almost 

doubled in size since 2010, the vast majority of personnel consists of labour 
migrants.i They pose major challenges to the municipalities concerned as well 
as the neighbouring municipalities. Housing labour migrants strains the existing 
housing stock and increases demand for land to build temporary or permanent 
accommodation. Demand for local services, such as GP care, also rises. In 

addition, the rapid arrival of large numbers of newcomers can challenge social 
cohesion, particularly where migration is temporary. 
In the municipality of Horst aan de Maas in North Limburg, where many 
distribution centres have been established, residents have raised concerns and 
the municipality has become less enthusiastic about further expansion. The 
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responsible alderman has acknowledged that new business activity was 
welcomed too eager, without sufficient consideration of housing for new 
workers. The municipal council has since decided to curb the arrival of new 
logistics service providers.ii Elsewhere in the Netherlands, enthusiasm among 
municipalities for new business activity that relies largely on labour migrants 
has also waned, as Marthe Hesselmans and Asya Pisarevskaya note in an essay 

for Binnenlands Bestuur (Local Government). An alderman for social affairs 
questions why the municipality continues to facilitate such companies with land 
and permits when there is already a housing shortage and persistent 
unemployment.iii Lelystad municipality still sees benefits for local employment 
from facilitating new distribution centres. Even there, however, some residents 
are concerned about the impact on quality of life, and the province of Flevoland 
has also expressed criticism.iv  

 
Some municipalities also want to draw a line when neighbouring municipalities 
reap the benefits of businesses but do not house their foreign workforce. A case 
in point is Westland, where 12,000 labour migrants work but only 4,500 live.v 

Those who work in Westland but do not live there often reside in Rotterdam or 
The Hague. Balster, an alderman in The Hague, stated that ‘glasshouse 

horticulture is not sustainable in this way’.vi In his view, companies should only 
be allowed to recruit labour migrants if they also take responsibility for housing 
them – ‘no bed, no job’.vii This underlines the importance of municipalities 
developing a well-considered, active and local business zoning policy. The 
general well-being approach could help with this. 
 
i ‘Verdozing’ gaat sneller dan verwacht: na 2010 verdubbeling distributiecentra’ (nos.nl) 
[The spread of large box-shaped commercial buildings is accelerating faster than 
expected: a doubling since 2010] 
ii Working Group on Housing for Labour Migrants: “Regel als gemeente zélf huisvesting 

voor arbeidsmigranten” - Horst24; Werkbezoek lokaal bestuur en arbeidsmigratie | 
Nieuwsbericht | Adviesraad Migratie; Horst aan de Maas gaat de boeven er echt 
uitgooien, maar voo... - De Limburger [‘Municipalities should organise housing for labour 
migrants themselves’ – Horst24. Working visit on local government and labour migration 
| News item | Dutch Advisory Council on Migration. Horst aan de Maas is set to crack 
down on the rogue operators, but for now... – De Limburger]. 
iii Essay: een economisch kompas voor arbeidsmigratie (binnenlandsbestuur.nl) [Essay: 
an economic compass for labour migration (binnenlandsbestuur.nl)] 
1v 'Verdozing' gaat sneller dan verwacht: na 2010 verdubbeling distributiecentra (nos.nl) 
[The spread of large box-shaped commercial buildings is accelerating faster than 
expected: a doubling since 2010] 
v Housing of labour migrant s | Municipality of Westland 
Vi Martijn Balster, member of The Hague municipal executive: ‘Glastuinbouw is op deze 
manier niet houdbaar’ - DOSSIER ARBEIDSMIGRANTEN de impact van arbeidsmigratie 
[‘Glasshouse horticulture is not sustainable in this way’ – DOSSIER LABOUR MIGRANTS: 
the impact of labour migration] 
vii Strengere controle woonomstandigheden arbeidsmigranten. [Stricter monitoring of 
housing conditions for labour migrants] 

 

 

 

4.2 Labour market policy 
 

Labour market policy has major implications for general well-being in the 

Netherlands. First, it directly affects the quality of work in the Netherlands, which 

is one of the components of general well-being. These include pay and other terms 

of employment, working conditions, job content and labour relations. Second, 

labour market policy indirectly shapes the nature of economic activity in the 

Netherlands and therefore affects not only the economic dimension of general well-

being, but also the ecological and social dimensions. By way of illustration, raising 

the statutory minimum wage may mean that certain economic activities that 

currently rely heavily on low-paid labour are no longer profitable. These activities 

may disappear or need to change fundamentally, for example through 

https://nos.nl/nieuwsuur/artikel/2516051-verdozing-gaat-sneller-dan-verwacht-na-2010-verdubbeling-distributiecentra
https://horst24.nl/2021/01/07/werkgroep-huisvesting-arbeidsmigranten-regel-als-gemeente-zelf-huisvesting-voor-arbeidsmigranten/
https://horst24.nl/2021/01/07/werkgroep-huisvesting-arbeidsmigranten-regel-als-gemeente-zelf-huisvesting-voor-arbeidsmigranten/
https://www.adviesraadmigratie.nl/actueel/nieuws/2022/08/23/werkbezoek-lokaal-bestuur-en-arbeidsmigratie
https://www.adviesraadmigratie.nl/actueel/nieuws/2022/08/23/werkbezoek-lokaal-bestuur-en-arbeidsmigratie
https://www.limburger.nl/cnt/dmf20220824_93957207
https://www.limburger.nl/cnt/dmf20220824_93957207
https://www.binnenlandsbestuur.nl/ruimte-en-milieu/essay-een-lokaal-economisch-kompas-voor-arbeidsmigratie
https://nos.nl/nieuwsuur/artikel/2516051-verdozing-gaat-sneller-dan-verwacht-na-2010-verdubbeling-distributiecentra
https://www.gemeentewestland.nl/aanvragen-en-regelen/ondernemen-en-arbeidsmigratie/arbeidsmigratie/huisvesting-arbeidsmigranten
https://dossierarbeidsmigranten.nl/wethouder-martijn-balster-den-haag-glastuinbouw-is-op-deze-manier-niet-houdbaar/
https://dossierarbeidsmigranten.nl/wethouder-martijn-balster-den-haag-glastuinbouw-is-op-deze-manier-niet-houdbaar/
https://www.denhaagcentraal.net/nieuws/politiek/strengere-controle-woonomstandigheden-arbeidsmigranten/
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technological innovation. Labour market policy and economic policy  should 

therefore be considered in tandem, so that they reinforce each other and do not 

pursue conflicting objectives. 

 

Changes to labour market policy should primarily be assessed on their expected 

effects on general well-being, both now and in the future. This assessment should 

include the impact on the nature and scale of labour migration, as well as on the 

type of work for which labour migrants are recruited.  

 

The fewer restrictions labour market policy imposes on low-quality work – in terms 

of pay, job security, job content and working conditions – the more room there is 

for economic activities that depend heavily on such work to survive or expand. 

These are often low added-value activities that compete mainly on costs, especially 

labour costs. Many of them rely heavily on foreign workers who are willing to work 

under poorer conditions and circumstances than the majority of established 

workers. Statutory minimum standards for pay, job security, working conditions 

and the like therefore shape the nature of economic activities and, indirectly, the 

use of foreign labour. The same applies to the terms of employment agreed by 

trade unions and employers or employers’ organisations in collective labour 

agreements (CLAs). We recommend that they also take the implications for labour 

migration into account.  

 

Labour migrants who come to the Netherlands to work as employees are, in 

principle, subject to the same terms of employment and working conditions as 

residents. This includes the statutory minimum wage, maximum working hours, 

health and safety requirements, and entitlement to social security. They are also 

generally covered by a collective labour agreement if one applies to the company 

concerned. Exceptions apply only to foreign workers posted from another EU 

Member State. During the first twelve months, only a core set of terms of 

employment applies to them. If they are posted through a foreign employment 

agency, the same terms of employment apply as if they were directly employed 

by the employer (see the advisory report Third-class citizens by posting practices 

(2024) by the Dutch Advisory Council on Migration). However, posted workers fall 

under the social security system of the country where their formal employer is 

based, not the Dutch system. As many Member States have less generous social 

security schemes than the Netherlands, social contributions are often lower, even 

significantly lower, than they would be if these workers were insured in the 

Netherlands. 

 

Although there are few formal differences between the terms of employment and 

working conditions of labour migrants and established workers, significant 

differences emerge in practice and give rise to concern. Three factors can lead to 

substandard quality of work by labour migrants. First, employers may evade 

statutory rules. Second, they may misuse existing rules: while practices formally 

comply with the rule, they conflict with the intention of those rules – ‘the spirit of 

the law’. Third, the quality of the work may meet all formal requirements, yet the 

adequacy of the rules themselves may be questioned. In the first case the rules 

are broken, in the second they are interpreted too broadly, and in the third the 

rules themselves fall short. 

 

Preventing labour migrants from working under terms of employment and working 

conditions that fail to meet statutory minimum standards requires more 

monitoring, inspection and enforcement. This is primarily the responsibility of the 

Netherlands Labour Authority. Although the Authority’s capacity has increased in 

recent years, it remains insufficient to inspect all companies employing labour 

https://www.adviesraadmigratie.nl/publicaties/publicaties/2024/03/13/adviesrapport-geen-derderangsburgers.-de-risicos-voor-gedetacheerde-arbeidsmigranten-en-de-nederlandse-samenleving
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migrants on a regular basis. As a result, it mainly reacts to reports of malpractices 

and violations. Only around 2 per cent of employment agencies are inspected each 

year (Migrant Workers Protection Task Force 2020, p. 22). Trade unions can also 

play a useful role by reminding employers of their obligations to comply with 

existing CLAs and reporting violations to the Labour Authority. Stronger 

international cooperation through the European Labour Authority (ELA), including 

action against rogue employment agencies in countries of origin, is equally 

important.  

 

Many labour migrants work in jobs that comply with all statutory requirements but 

can still be described as low quality. For example, 26 per cent of employees who 

are not Dutch nationals earn no more than 115 per cent of the statutory minimum 

wage, and 42 per cent earn no more than 130 per cent. For workers from one of 

the ‘new’ EU Member States – those that joined in 2004 or later – the figures are 

even higher: 37 and 57 per cent respectively. Among Dutch nationals, the 

corresponding shares are only 11 and 20 per cent (source: Statistics Netherlands, 

Statline). Housing costs and other expenses are also frequently deducted from the 

already low wages of labour migrants. In addition, the statutory minimum wage in 

the Netherlands currently stands at 43 per cent58 of the average wage, well below 

the reference value of 50 per cent set as a target in the EU directive on adequate 

minimum wages. 

Labour migrants are also more likely than Dutch workers to have a fixed-term 

contract: 49 per cent compared with 31 per cent. For workers from Central and 

Eastern Europe, the figure rises to 65 per cent (source: Statistics Netherlands, 

Statline). Government policy aims to increase the share of workers with permanent 

contracts. At present, around one in five low-paid jobs and one in five flexible jobs 

in the Netherlands are held by migrants, even though migrants account for only 

about one in ten workers.  

 

There is less insight into the working conditions under which labour migrants work, 

but there is much evidence to suggest that these conditions are often mediocre or 

poor (Migrant Workers Protection Task Force 2020; Cremers & Van den Tillaart 

2021; Netherlands Labour Authority 2023). This risks creating a vicious circle. 

Employers increasingly struggle to recruit established workers for low-quality jobs, 

partly because of labour market tightness. But as long as enough labour migrants 

are willing to do this work – because it pays more than they could earn in their 

home countries – firms have little incentive to improve the quality of the work or 

modernise production processes (Anderson & Ruhs 2012: 39). This sustains a large 

low-value and low-paid segment of the labour market and economic activities that 

contribute little to prosperity in the narrow sense of GDP per capita, while often 

harming other dimensions of general well-being.  

 

Raising statutory standards for the quality of the work can break this vicious circle 

and turn it into a positive one, in which beneficial effects reinforce each other. 

Higher standards force firms to invest in high-quality and sustainable production 

rather than relying on cheap, low-quality production. This can also make the work 

more attractive to established workers and reduce dependence on labour migrants. 

Ultimately, it supports higher levels of general well-being in the Netherlands. 

 

 
58 Eurostat data is 42.6 per cent in 2022: 

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/earn_mw_avgr2/default/table?lang=en&cate

gory=labour.earn.earn_minw 

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/earn_mw_avgr2/default/table?lang=en&amp;amp;category=labour.earn.earn_minw
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/earn_mw_avgr2/default/table?lang=en&amp;amp;category=labour.earn.earn_minw
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We do not set out detailed labour market policy proposals here but highlight 

several themes that merit attention. These largely align with policy initiatives 

launched in recent years (Van Gennip 2023). 

A key issue is to limit the use of flexible working relationships to activities that are 

genuinely temporary. Flexible contracts are currently often used for work of a 

regular or at least long-term nature. Flexible working relationships tend to go hand 

in hand with poorer terms of employment, working conditions and job content, 

partly because workers typically have a weak bargaining position in relation to the 

employer. Employers also tend to invest little to nothing in the development of 

flexible workers, which undermines their future productivity and employability. The 

risk of malpractices and breaches of statutory rules or CLAs is particularly high for 

foreign workers on flexible contracts. Also, they usually have limited opportunities 

to progress through training and earn higher wages (cf. Strockmeijer 2020). 

Restricting flexible work also means restricting self-employed status to those 

situations in which the worker is truly self-employed.59 In cases of bogus self-

employment, workers receive little or no regulatory protection despite often being 

in a vulnerable position. There is limited insight into how widespread this problem 

is among labour migrants. Statistics Netherlands figures show that in 2021, 18 per 

cent of workers born in Central and Eastern Europe were self-employed, slightly 

more than among the Dutch population (Statistics Netherlands, Statline).60 This is 

likely an underestimate, as not all foreign self-employed workers are registered in 

the Personal Records Database (BRP). Stricter criteria for self-employed status, 

combined with stricter enforcement, could significantly reduce unintended and 

improper forms of flexible work and contracting. 

 

Introducing a statutory admission requirement for employment agencies61 could 

help exclude rogue operators while strengthening reputable agencies. Around half 

of European labour migrants are employed through agencies, and relatively many 

abuses seem to occur in this segment. Regulation of the agency market could 

therefore substantially improve labour migrants’ working conditions (Been & De 

Beer 2022). It remains to be seen whether an admission system would be sufficient 

to prevent all abuses. A more far-reaching measure would be to prohibit the use 

of temporary agency workers altogether in specific low-value production sectors in 

which such workers are widely used for regular work. 

Raising the minimum wage is another instrument that could affect demand for 

labour migrants. Increasing the statutory minimum wage to 50 per cent of the 

average wage or 60 per cent of the median wage would align with the EU directive 

on adequate minimum wages. This would amount to an increase of around 17 per 

cent, moving the minimum wage from 42.6 per cent to 50 per cent of the average 

wage, and raising it from €13.27 per hour on 1 January 2024 to approximately 

€15.60. A higher minimum wage not only has a direct effect on the income of low-

paid workers, including many labour migrants, but also creates an incentive for 

firms to invest more in raising labour productivity, through technological 

innovation, training and/or organisational or social innovation. This would also 

strengthen business competitiveness over time. 

 

Labour market policy affects not only the terms of employment and working 

conditions under which labour migrants work, or come to work, in the Netherlands, 

but also the labour market prospects of other migrants living there. Strictly 

 
59 https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/actueel/nieuws/2023/10/06/internetconsultatie-
verduidelijking-en-rechtsvermoeden-zzp-van-start 
60 The figure among Bulgarians is 39 per cent. 
61https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/binaries/rijksoverheid/documenten/publicaties/2023/10/10/
wetsvoorstel-toelating-terbeschikkingstelling-van-
arbeidskrachten/Wetsvoorstel+toelating+terbeschikkingstelling+van+arbeidskrachten.pdf 

https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/actueel/nieuws/2023/10/06/internetconsultatie-verduidelijking-en-rechtsvermoeden-zzp-van-start
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/actueel/nieuws/2023/10/06/internetconsultatie-verduidelijking-en-rechtsvermoeden-zzp-van-start
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/binaries/rijksoverheid/documenten/publicaties/2023/10/10/wetsvoorstel-toelating-terbeschikkingstelling-van-arbeidskrachten/Wetsvoorstel+toelating+terbeschikkingstelling+van+arbeidskrachten.pdf
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/binaries/rijksoverheid/documenten/publicaties/2023/10/10/wetsvoorstel-toelating-terbeschikkingstelling-van-arbeidskrachten/Wetsvoorstel+toelating+terbeschikkingstelling+van+arbeidskrachten.pdf
https://www.rijksoverheid.nl/binaries/rijksoverheid/documenten/publicaties/2023/10/10/wetsvoorstel-toelating-terbeschikkingstelling-van-arbeidskrachten/Wetsvoorstel+toelating+terbeschikkingstelling+van+arbeidskrachten.pdf
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speaking, this concerns integration policy rather than labour migration policy. The 

importance of this is evident from the fact that a large share of migrants in 

employment in the Netherlands did not come to the country as labour migrants 

(see the text box ‘How many working migrants are labour migrants?’ at the end of 

Chapter 2). At the same time, there is substantial untapped labour potential among 

family migrants and asylum migrants. It is entirely plausible that demand from the 

business sector for labour migrants would fall significantly if this potential were 

better used. Although a detailed discussion of this lies beyond the scope of this 

advisory report, it is clear from the perspective of general well-being that 

improving access to decent work for migrants already residing in the Netherlands 

deserves high priority.62  

 

4.3 Other policy areas 
 

In this chapter, we have discussed economic policy and labour market policy in 

considerable detail, because they have a major influence on the nature and scale 

of employment and therefore on the demand for labour migrants. Other policy 

areas mainly have an indirect or derivative effect on the demand for labour 

migrants. At the same time, many other policy areas are affected by the arrival of 

labour migrants – although, in many cases, it makes little difference whether these 

are labour migrants or migrants from other categories.  

As noted earlier, it is desirable to explicitly consider the consequences of labour 

and other forms of migration across all these policy areas. As a detailed discussion 

of each of them lies beyond the scope of this advisory report, we confine ourselves 

in this section to highlighting a number of points for attention. 

 

It is self-evident that labour migration has direct consequences for the housing 

market, since labour migrants also need to be housed in the Netherlands, either 

temporarily or permanently. We therefore included the effects on the availability 

of affordable housing in Chapter 3 as one of the indicators in the admission test 

we propose.  

 

However, the available housing stock is not static. It is shaped to a significant 

extent by public housing policy. It has rightly been pointed out on many occasions 

that the current housing shortage was not caused by the arrival of migrants, but 

by insufficient housing construction (De Haas 2023). When setting targets for 

future housing production, explicit account should be taken of expected future 

inflows and outflows of labour and other migrants. Among other things, this means 

that population and household projections produced by Statistics Netherlands 

cannot suffice on their own as a basis for determining future housing needs. Those 

projections are based on assumptions about future net migration that do not 

necessarily correspond with realistically expected and/or desired migration. In this 

context, a numerical target or range for future migration – including labour 

migration – as advocated by the Dutch Advisory Council on Migration and the State 

Commission Demographic Developments 2050, could provide useful guidance. It 

is, however, advisable to reassess this numerical range periodically in light of 

actual developments. This concerns not only the net migration figure, but also the 

length of stay of labour and other migrants. The longer migrants remain in the 

Netherlands, the more demanding they will generally become in their housing 

requirements. In addition, the longer the stay, the greater the likelihood that 

 
62 See box ‘Use the untapped labour potential of other categories of migrants’ on page 43. 
And recent publication of the Advisory Council on Migration (2025). Tapping into Talent. The 
Untapped Labour Potential of Migrants. 
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labour and other migrants will form families or bring family members with them, 

which further increases housing demand. 

 

When determining the desired level of future housing production, it is also 

important to take account of the availability of qualified workers. If there is 

insufficient construction labour available in the Netherlands, additional efforts will 

be needed either to train more workers, to recruit them from abroad, or a 

combination of the two. Whether it is advisable to recruit foreign workers should 

again be assessed on the basis of the effects on general well-being. 

 

Tax policy already takes labour and other migrants into account in various ways. 

For example, the ‘30 per cent scheme’ grants foreign employees who work 

temporarily in the Netherlands and earn more than €46,107 per year a tax 

exemption on up to 30 per cent of their salary for a period of five years. As an 

alternative, they may deduct the actual costs incurred, referred to as 

extraterritorial costs.63 Posted labour migrants who work in the Netherlands while 

being employed in another EU Member State also pay social security contributions 

in the ‘sending’ country, not the Netherlands.64 These schemes make it more 

attractive for certain groups to work in the Netherlands and more attractive for 

employers to recruit labour migrants on a posting basis (for a recent evaluation, 

see SEO 2024b). However, the A1 certificate also appears to be regularly used 

improperly to reduce labour costs for foreign workers.65 

It is advisable to scrutinise these tax and social arrangements critically from the 

perspective of general well-being. They should be assessed not only in terms of 

the economic benefits of the additional labour migrants they attract to the 

Netherlands (cf. CPB 2024), but also in terms of their effects on general well-being. 

Do these tax breaks actually attract labour migrants who contribute to general 

well-being, without doing so at the expense of general well-being in their countries 

of origin? And do those revenues sufficiently outweigh their costs in the form of 

reduced tax and contribution revenues? 

 

Labour migration can also have major effects in the field of health care, which 

should be taken into account explicitly. On the one hand, labour migrants – like 

other migrants – will also use health care services. This places additional pressure 

on these services, which are already lacking in some areas.66 In this context, it 

does make a difference whether labour migrants come to work in the Netherlands 

temporarily or settle permanently. Temporary labour migrants are generally 

relatively healthy and make little use of healthcare. If they stay longer in the 

Netherlands, the likelihood increases that, as they grow older, they will make 

greater use of care services. For labour migrants who settle permanently in the 

Netherlands, there is no reason to expect either a higher or lower use of healthcare 

than among other residents. On the other hand, labour migrants can also help 

alleviate the substantial staffing shortages in the care sector. Targeted recruitment 

of qualified care professionals could help prevent an ever-growing personnel 

shortage, provided this does not come at the expense of care provision in countries 

 
63https://www.belastingdienst.nl/wps/wcm/connect/bldcontentnl/belastingdienst/zakelijk/in
ternationaal/personeel/u_bent_niet_in_nederland_gevestigd_loonheffingen_inhouden/als_u
_loonheffingen_gaat_inhouden/extraterritoriale_kosten_en_de_30procentregeling 
64 https://europa.eu/youreurope/citizens/work/unemployment-and-benefits/social-security-
forms/index_en.htm 
65 See, for example, FNV, Factsheet A1-verklaring. [A1 certificate fact sheet] 
https://www.fnv.nl/getmedia/a8f1d474-09d8-473c-a81a-7fe6de7612af/Factsheet-A1-
verklaring.pdf 
66 See Pharos: Gezondheid en zorg voor arbeidsmigranten uit Midden- en Oost-Europa 
(pharos.nl) [Health and healthcare for labour migrants from Central and Eastern Europe 
(pharos.nl)] 

https://www.belastingdienst.nl/wps/wcm/connect/bldcontentnl/belastingdienst/zakelijk/internationaal/personeel/u_bent_niet_in_nederland_gevestigd_loonheffingen_inhouden/als_u_loonheffingen_gaat_inhouden/extraterritoriale_kosten_en_de_30procentregeling
https://www.belastingdienst.nl/wps/wcm/connect/bldcontentnl/belastingdienst/zakelijk/internationaal/personeel/u_bent_niet_in_nederland_gevestigd_loonheffingen_inhouden/als_u_loonheffingen_gaat_inhouden/extraterritoriale_kosten_en_de_30procentregeling
https://www.belastingdienst.nl/wps/wcm/connect/bldcontentnl/belastingdienst/zakelijk/internationaal/personeel/u_bent_niet_in_nederland_gevestigd_loonheffingen_inhouden/als_u_loonheffingen_gaat_inhouden/extraterritoriale_kosten_en_de_30procentregeling
https://europa.eu/youreurope/citizens/work/unemployment-and-benefits/social-security-forms/index_en.htm
https://europa.eu/youreurope/citizens/work/unemployment-and-benefits/social-security-forms/index_en.htm
https://www.fnv.nl/getmedia/a8f1d474-09d8-473c-a81a-7fe6de7612af/Factsheet-A1-verklaring.pdf
https://www.fnv.nl/getmedia/a8f1d474-09d8-473c-a81a-7fe6de7612af/Factsheet-A1-verklaring.pdf
https://www.pharos.nl/infosheets/gezondheid-en-zorg-voor-arbeidsmigranten-uit-midden-en-oost-europa/
https://www.pharos.nl/infosheets/gezondheid-en-zorg-voor-arbeidsmigranten-uit-midden-en-oost-europa/
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of origin.67 Finally, good, affordable and accessible care can itself be a factor that 

makes the Netherlands a more attractive destination for labour migrants. 

 

The final policy area we address here is education. One important advantage of 

labour migration is that labour migrants have usually completed their education in 

the country of origin. Labour migration therefore makes it possible to increase the 

number of well-qualified workers in the Netherlands without placing additional 

demands on the domestic education system. However, if labour migrants form 

families in the Netherlands or bring their children with them, this will lead to 

additional demand for education. As some of these children will not be proficient 

in Dutch, this can require extra effort from teaching staff. Labour migration 

therefore has both positive and negative effects on education, which education 

policy should take into account explicitly. Like good care, good education can also 

make the Netherlands a more attractive destination country for potential labour 

migrants. 

 

Finally, we note that foreign students in the Netherlands also constitute a potential 

future labour supply. If they remain in the Netherlands after completing their 

studies to work, this often has the advantage that they are already ‘integrated’ 

and may be proficient in Dutch. When considering whether it is desirable for more 

or fewer foreign students to enrol in higher education in the Netherlands – a 

subject of considerable recent debate – their potential future contribution to the 

Dutch labour market and to general well-being should also be considered. 

 

4.4 Conclusion 
 

In this chapter, we have shown that policy can also influence the demand for labour 

migrants from within the EU/EFTA, who are free to come and work in the 

Netherlands. This indirect labour migration policy can eventually affect both the 

scale and the nature of intra-European labour migration, as well as labour 

migration from outside the EU. The overarching aim is always to ensure that labour 

migration contributes as much as possible to general well-being. To that end, it is 

desirable in principle to mainstream all policy around the impact on and of labour 

migration. 

 

We elaborated on this further in this chapter for economic policy and labour market 

policy, which directly affect the demand for labour and, by implication, the demand 

for labour migrants. We argued that policy in both areas should be based on its 

effects on general well-being, now and in the future, and that the effects of policy 

on the nature and scale of labour migration should be taken into account explicitly. 

We have not put forward comprehensive policy proposals for these areas, as a 

wide range of other objectives and considerations that also play a role are 

unrelated to labour and other migration and fall outside the expertise of the Dutch 

Advisory Council on Migration. Our main aim has been to demonstrate how the 

consequences for and of labour migration can be taken into account in these policy 

areas from the perspective of general well-being. 

Mainstreaming policy with regard to the effects on and of labour migration is also 

desirable in other policy areas, including public housing policy, tax policy, health 

care policy and education policy. 

 

In this chapter, we have shown how Dutch policy in areas other than admission 

policy affects labour migration (indirect labour migration policy) and how the 

 
67 The Dutch Advisory Council on Migration has previously published the report A carefully 
considered labour migration policy on this issue. 

https://www.adviesraadmigratie.nl/publicaties/publicaties/2022/09/27/adviesrapport-zorgvuldig-arbeidsmigratiebeleid
https://www.adviesraadmigratie.nl/publicaties/publicaties/2022/09/27/adviesrapport-zorgvuldig-arbeidsmigratiebeleid


 

   

Balanced labour migration       Advisory Council on Migration – February 2026 83 

labour migration perspective, grounded in the general well-being approach, can be 

incorporated. Although this analysis is written in the Dutch context, the framework 

can also be applied by other destination countries. For other EU countries in 

particular that wish to exert greater influence over intra-EU labour migration, this 

chapter offers points of reference. The same applies to policy design at EU level, 

where greater consideration could likewise be given to the labour migration 

perspective and to general well-being.  
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Since the Second World War, labour migration to the Netherlands has consistently 

been driven by demand from the economy. In the 1960s and 1970s, large numbers 

of labour migrants (‘gastarbeiders’)  came to the Netherlands to meet labour 

needs, particularly in industry. Since the beginning of this century, hundreds of 

thousands of workers from Central and Eastern Europe have arrived to undertake 

mainly temporary work in agriculture, construction, parts of industry and 

distribution. In addition, knowledge workers are recruited for jobs for which there 

is an insufficient supply of qualified staff in the Netherlands. In short, the nature 

and scale of labour migration have so far been determined to a significant extent 

by demand from the business sector. 

 

This has resulted in around 800,000 labour migrants currently working in the 

Netherlands – roughly one in ten workers (SEO Amsterdam Economics, 2022). 

They make an important and indispensable contribution to the Dutch economy. 

Without them, the economy would contract sharply, and in some sectors might 

even grind to a halt. At the same time, we know that many of them work under 

poor terms of employment and working conditions. Half have flexible contracts, 

usually through employment agencies. Almost half earn little or no more than the 

statutory minimum wage, from which high – often excessively high – costs are 

deducted, including rent. The Netherlands Labour Authority regularly identifies 

malpractices relating to pay, working conditions, working hours and housing.68 The 

growing contribution of labour migrants to the Dutch economy therefore goes hand 

in hand with a growing population group that works and lives in poor conditions. 

This does not alter the fact that there is also a growing group of highly educated 

and well-paid labour migrants – usually referred to as knowledge workers or expats 

– who contribute to high-value production and innovation that would otherwise 

have no future in the Netherlands. In general, there is little cause for concern 

about their terms of employment, working conditions or housing. What is striking 

is that few migrants in the Netherlands work in the middle segment of the labour 

market. On the one hand, this shows that EU labour migrants experience little 

upward labour mobility: they remain in low-paid jobs for long periods (cf. 

Strockmeijer 2020). On the other hand, there are few opportunities for non-EU 

residents to work in the Netherlands as skilled workers if they do not qualify for 

the knowledge workers scheme. Yet it is precisely at this level that many sectors 

face labour shortages. 

 

In addition, the benefits and burdens of labour migration are very unevenly 

distributed. Most benefits accrue to businesses, which either profit from cheap 

labour or gain access to specialist knowledge and skills that are scarce in the 

Netherlands. Labour migrants themselves also benefit in general – otherwise they 

would not come to the Netherlands for work. However, for low-value and low-paid 

work, employers increasingly have to look further afield, as this work is becoming 

less attractive even to people from Central and Eastern Europe. The distribution of 

benefits is also uneven among the established population. Higher-income groups 

often benefit most from the cheap products and services delivered with the help 

of low-paid labour migrants, from hospitality services to parcel delivery. They may 

also benefit from working alongside specialised foreign colleagues who increase 

their own productivity (complementarity). However, they may experience 

competition on the housing market from high-earning expats. Lower-income 

groups also benefit to some extent from cheap products and services – affordable 

tomatoes and strawberries – and from labour migrants’ contributions to funding 

 
68 See, for example, this interview with the head of the Netherlands Labour Authority: 
https://www.volkskrant.nl/economie/hoofd-arbeidsinspectie-meer-arbeidsmigranten-
kunnen-we-niet-aan~bc1911f6/ 
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public services. But they most often experience the downsides of labour migration. 

As long as large numbers of labour migrants are available to fill low-paid jobs, 

there is little pressure to create better-paid and more secure employment for 

workers in vulnerable labour market positions. Lower-income groups – including 

many former migrants and their children – are also more likely to be confronted 

with labour migrant housing in their neighbourhoods. This reduces the availability 

of affordable housing, can be accompanied by nuisance, and puts pressure on 

social cohesion. 

 

When labour migration is driven primarily by short-term economic interests, little 

account is almost inevitably taken of longer-term consequences or of effects on 

countries of origin. Those long-term effects can affect all three dimensions of 

general well-being. For too long, it was taken for granted that labour migration 

increases prosperity in economic terms. However, if labour migrants are mainly 

attracted to low-value and low-paid activities, this can slow technological and social 

innovation. The incentive to innovate diminishes when an ample supply of cheap 

labour is readily available. Labour migrants with complementary knowledge and 

skills can, by contrast, contribute to an innovative and resilient economy. The long-

term effects also relate to the ecological and social dimensions. To be clear, these 

effects can be both positive and negative. Labour migrants can contribute to the 

transition to a sustainable economy, to the financing of public services, and to 

staffing essential social sectors such as healthcare. Through their work and 

consumption, however, they can also increase environmental pressures, intensify 

pressure on the housing market, and place demands on public services, including 

healthcare and education. The point is that these non-economic effects play no 

role at all in current policy.  

 

For a long time, the fact that labour migration does not always lead to higher 

prosperity but also has broader societal effects – both now and in the future – 

received little attention in the public debate in the Netherlands or in Dutch policy. 

With this advisory report, the Dutch Advisory Council on Migration shows how 

labour migration policy could be designed if a ‘narrow’ economic approach were 

replaced by a general well-being approach. The economy is not an end in itself. It 

should serve social prosperity and well-being. The explicit aim of a general well-

being approach to labour migration is not to limit the scale of labour migration. 

Rather, the aim is to gain greater control by facilitating forms of labour migration 

that enhance general well-being – now, in the future and in countries of origin – 

and by discouraging forms that undermine general well-being. This applies not 

only at national level, but also at European level. It is therefore advisable for the 

Dutch government to advocate within the EU for labour migration policy to be 

approached more explicitly from a general well-being perspective. Other countries 

could also consider using this perspective when formulating their labour migration 

policies. 

 

The idea that Dutch government policy – and certainly not just labour migration 

policy – should be based on, and assessed against, its effects on general well-

being now enjoys broad support. It is now official government policy to test policy 

initiatives, among other things, against general well-being. Many government 

advisory bodies and knowledge institutions – from the Social and Economic Council 

(SER) to the planning agencies, from the Netherlands Scientific Council for 

Government Policy (WRR) to the Council for the Environment and Infrastructure 

(Rli) – are currently grappling with how to operationalise ‘general well-being’ so 

that it can be used to assess and inform policy. Similar initiatives are underway at 

EU level, under the heading ‘beyond GDP’, and in other countries, under various 

names, to adopt a more general well-being perspective than economic growth 
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alone.   In discussions held for this advisory report with several of the government 

advisory bodies and knowledge institutions mentioned above, we noted that they 

are grappling with similar questions and problems. There is a multitude of possible 

indicators for aspects of general well-being, but which should be selected to keep 

the framework manageable and feasible? And how should the indicators be 

weighed against one another to arrive at an overall assessment of general well-

being? 

  

The Dutch Advisory Council on Migration has struggled with these issues as well. 

We make no claim whatsoever to have ‘solved’ them in this advisory report. On 

the contrary, we believe that these problems are inherent in the concept of general 

well-being. By its nature, general well-being seeks to encompass all socially 

relevant policy effects, not only here and now, but also in the future and elsewhere 

in the world. The list of possible effects of labour migration policy is almost 

inexhaustible – as it is for most other policy areas. It is therefore practically 

impossible to take account of all effects. Moreover, the relative importance of those 

effects cannot be established objectively or scientifically. Ultimately, it requires a 

political trade-off. If this were not the case, policy could simply be based on a 

technocratic analysis of all possible effects and their weighting. Politics – and with 

it democracy – would then be sidelined. This is definitely not the approach 

advocated by the Dutch Advisory Council on Migration. Responsibility for 

formulating labour migration policy ultimately lies with politics. There can be no 

doubt about that. 

 

Does it nevertheless make sense to argue for labour migration policy based on 

general well-being? We believe that it does. In our view, a general well-being 

approach can contribute to better substantiated and more coherent policy, 

including for labour migration, for the long term. It is important, however, to 

recognise the limitations of this approach. Striving for perfection can easily become 

the enemy of the good. Practical proposals should not be measured against a 

theoretical ideal in which all relevant aspects of general well-being are taken into 

account. After all, a general well-being approach is an alternative to an approach 

that in practice bases labour migration policy solely on economic effects. By adding 

ecological and social effects, a broader and more comprehensive perspective on 

labour migration emerges, even if it is not possible to account for all conceivable 

effects. The glass may seem half empty compared with the theoretical ideal, but it 

is half full compared with an approach that entirely ignores ecological and social 

effects. 

 

For this reason, we have deliberately made clear-cut choices in this report by 

focusing on a limited number of specific non-economic effects of labour migration. 

These are choices that can undoubtedly be debated – and that is precisely the 

intention of this advisory report. We do not present a ready-made recipe for a new 

Dutch labour migration policy. Instead, we offer a coherent assessment framework 

to support the revision of our fragmented labour migration policy, which social and 

political actors can build on. Clear choices are necessary to make the general well-

being approach manageable and feasible. Testing policy against general well-being 

is only meaningful if it can be implemented in practice and does not involve overly 

complex procedures that demand excessive time and personnel. The unavoidable 

consequence of this is that not all relevant aspects of, and effects on, general well-

being can be taken into account. As noted earlier, however, in current Dutch policy 

the assessment is far more one-sided, with effects on general well-being not taken 

into account at all, or at least not explicitly. Without concrete proposals, the 

general well-being approach risks drowning in a sea of good intentions. Our 
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proposals aim to show that it is possible to develop new assessment frameworks. 

It is up to politicians to give this further consideration and make decisions. 

 

We have also pointed out that there are currently significant knowledge gaps 

concerning the effects of labour migration on general well-being, particularly 

ecological and social effects. We know little about the impact of the arrival of labour 

migrants in the Netherlands on global ecological issues. Research into social effects 

has so far focused mainly on indicators such as social cohesion, which are often 

assessed negatively, and much less on the question of the conditions under which 

labour and other migration can contribute to social resilience and creativity in 

society. These knowledge gaps can lead to two opposing, yet equally undesirable, 

outcomes. On the one hand, economic effects may once again become decisive in 

practice, simply because only these can be captured in ‘hard’ figures. On the other 

hand, these gaps create scope for subjective interpretations of uncertain social 

effects that cannot be measured objectively, and possibly of ecological effects, 

which may then be treated as decisive. As a result, everyone can ultimately arrive 

at their own personal assessment. In both cases, the concept of general well-being 

loses its added value, because it is effectively reduced to a single aspect. We see 

it as an important task of the Advisory Committee on General Well-Being to identify 

these knowledge gaps and to promote their closing through additional data 

collection and academic research. 

 

It is also important to recognise that there is no need to make a definitive choice 

all at once. Assessing both direct and indirect labour migration policy against 

general well-being can take shape gradually and be refined and adjusted over time. 

Such adjustments are desirable for two reasons. First, new information and 

research on the effects of labour migration on certain aspects of general well-being 

may become available, making it appropriate to adapt the indicators used. Second, 

social circumstances may change, leading to different assessments of labour 

migration. As we noted earlier, labour shortages resulting from population ageing 

are likely to peak in the 2030s. It is therefore likely that labour migrants’ 

contribution to general well-being will be greater in that decade than before and 

after. But that contribution could also change as a result of technological 

developments. At present, for example, it is still uncertain to what extent new 

technologies will reduce future staffing needs in the healthcare sector. Partly for 

these reasons, we recommended establishing an Advisory Committee on General 

Well-Being to advise both on the measurement of general well-being in general 

and on its application in labour migration policy. The Advisory Committee should 

also periodically recalibrate the measurement of general well-being effects, 

including those of labour migration, so that the policy can make optimal use of 

current insights and respond to societal needs.  

 

Do our suggestions also offer a solution to the labour migration issues in the 

Netherlands with which this report began? We make no claim that the identified 

problems around labour migration will simply vanish. However, we do believe that 

steps in the right direction can be taken for each of the issues discussed. If targeted 

labour migration makes a greater contribution to general well-being, it will by 

definition deliver not only short-term economic benefits but also support 

sustainable economic and social development in the long term, without harming 

countries of origin. If ecological and social effects are also taken into account, the 

burdens of labour migration can no longer simply be shifted onto society or 

particular groups within it. In particular, the proposed indirect labour migration 

policy can help ensure that everyone working in the Netherlands enjoys decent 

terms of employment and working conditions, regardless of whether they are 

labour migrants. Work that fails to meet minimum standards undermines general 
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well-being and has no place in the Netherlands. Consistently basing labour 

migration policy on general well-being can make admission policy for non-EU and 

non-EFTA residents more coherent, transparent and consistent. This creates 

greater clarity and a level playing field for employers and potential labour migrants 

alike. The Dutch Advisory Council on Migration expects labour migration from 

outside the EU to become more important in the future, as the pool of potential 

labour migrants in Central and Eastern Europe shrinks. Finally, a general well-

being approach also offers labour migrants who contribute to general well-being 

the prospect of an attractive job, with the security of being able to work in the 

Netherlands for at least five years, and the prospect that the residence and work 

permit will subsequently be converted into a permanent residence permit. In this 

way, the Netherlands can become a more attractive destination for labour migrants 

who contribute now and in the future to essential economic and social activities. 

 

We are also well aware that labour migration cannot be perfectly controlled. 

Greater control does not imply a belief in one hundred per cent ‘social engineering’. 

Labour migration ultimately results from a combination of demand from businesses 

and social institutions, supply from a wide range of countries of origin, and the 

policies of national and international authorities. The fact that the national 

government has only limited influence over the first two factors makes it all the 

more important that the influence it does have is grounded in a clear and consistent 

vision. The general well-being approach to labour migration – and equally to other 

policy areas – is primarily intended to make policymakers and politicians aware 

that policy often has diverse effects that are not confined to a single social domain, 

such as the economy. Viewing policy, both old and new, through the lens of general 

well-being forces them to take explicit account of this complexity. It no longer 

suffices simply to state that ‘labour migration is necessary for the economy’ or that 

‘labour migration is undesirable because the Netherlands is full’. In principle, all 

possible positive and negative effects across different domains must be weighed 

against each other. In this advisory report, we have shown how this could be done 

in practice. It is for others to judge whether we have succeeded, and whether the 

assessment framework we propose provides sufficient points of reference for a 

coherent and consistent future labour migration policy. We look forward to the 

social and political exchange of views on this issue. 

 

This report was written to contribute to the discussion on formulating Dutch labour 

migration policy by developing a general well-being approach. It is therefore firmly 

rooted in the Dutch context and starting position. However, the methodology used, 

and the challenges we encountered, are also relevant at EU level and for other 

countries seeking to adopt a broader general well-being perspective in their labour 

migration and other policies. 
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