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As Dutch society becomes increasingly diverse, we must invest more in 
living together. This calls for a coexistence policy, including and specifically 

for migrant workers, who need to be better embedded in our society on a 
sustained basis.  

Four pillars apply here: 
 

1. Learning Dutch 
2. Knowing and being able to exercise rights and duties 

3. Professional development 

4. Social interaction 

 
Currently, the costs and benefits of labour migration are still unevenly 
distributed. Employers primarily benefit from advantages such as 

inexpensive labour or specialised knowledge. However, employers not only 
have economic interests but also social responsibilities. Good employment 
practices also apply to migrant workers. Employers need to play a more 

active role in implementing these four pillars in the workplace. They should 
make much more specific arrangements in collective labour agreements, for 
example regarding language education for migrant workers. 

 

The burden of labour migration now mainly falls on some of the migrant 
workers and society as a whole. Without a coexistence policy, structural 
inequality will continue to exist and that puts pressure on social cohesion. To 
address the social urgency and the responsibility of all parties involved, we 
need more intensive and sustained cooperation between the central 
government, municipalities, employers and civic organisations. The Advisory 
Council calls on the central government to take the lead by establishing a 
National Coexistence Programme. Its aim would be to invest in language and 

other basic skills, knowing and being able to exercise rights and duties, 
professional development and social interaction. 

 

Investments in living together with migrant workers benefit migrant workers and 

society as a whole. Migrant workers will then be able to find their way in the 

Netherlands better and know and be able to exercise their rights and obligations. 

To meet, understand and communicate with each other is essential for the 

functioning of a society. Moreover, the investments help to utilize the full potential 

of the contribution that migrant workers can make to our prosperity. 

 

Dutch society has become increasingly diverse, partly due to migrant workers. The 

number of migrant workers coming to the Netherlands annually has increased 

sharply, from around 20,000 in 2006 to almost 70,000 in 2022.1 It was assumed 

for a long time that investment in living together with migrant workers was 

unnecessary because they only stay temporarily. This is partly true but far from 

applicable to all migrant workers. In fact, a substantial portion (between one-third 

and slightly more than 50%) still reside in the Netherlands after five years.2 

Therefore, we must consider both migrant workers who leave quickly and those 

 
1 SEO Amsterdam Economics (2025), Life course dynamics of labor and knowledge migrants. 
Distinguishing factors of labor and knowledge migrants and their duration of stay in the 
Netherlands, Amsterdam: SEO, figure 2.1, p. 10. Also see State of the economy and 
economic policy play a key role in shaping migration| CPB.nl, p. 12. 
2 According to data from Statistics Netherlands (cohort 2017), slightly more than one-third 
of EU migrant workers and nearly 50% of non-EU migrant workers who registered as 
residents in the Personal Records Database (BRP) were still living in the Netherlands five 
years later. 

https://www.cpb.nl/en/state-economy-and-economic-policy-play-key-role-shaping-migration
https://www.cpb.nl/en/state-economy-and-economic-policy-play-key-role-shaping-migration
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who stay in the Netherlands for extended periods (see the horizontal axis in the 

figure below). We describe migrant workers who stay in the Netherlands for a short 

period as 'passers-by'. It is not possible to define exactly what is meant by short, 

medium and long stay. One option is to set the limit between short and long(er) 

stays at one or two years. In our view, ‘long-term’ prospects or ‘chronic’ 

vulnerability can only develop after several years. 

 

Besides differences in the length of stay, there are long-standing divides between 

‘vulnerable’ lower-earning migrant workers on agency or temporary contracts and 

those with promising prospects earning above-average incomes with permanent 

contracts (see the vertical axis in the figure below). The preliminary study that 

SEO conducted for this advisory report has revealed that about half of migrant 

workers still earn less than 130% of statutory minimum wage after ten years of 

residence in the Netherlands. Effectively, this means they remain in a financially 

vulnerable position for an extended period and are, therefore, ‘chronically 

vulnerable’. The existence of chronic divides is not only problematic for the 

individuals themselves but also raises concerns from a broader societal 

perspective. After all, structural inequality puts pressure on social cohesion. 

 
Classification of migrant workers based on the length of their stay and prospects 
for development 

 

 
 

Four pillars of coexistence 
 

Four pillars are important for being able to participate in Dutch society: learning 

Dutch, rights and duties (knowing and being able to exercise them), professional 

development and social interaction. These pillars are interconnected and jointly 

form the mechanism that enables good coexistence. 

 

1) Learning Dutch: understanding Dutch is essential for effective communication 

with the government, civic organisations and other citizens. 
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2) Rights and duties: a solid understanding of rights and duties is indispensable 

to assert your rights and fulfil your duties as a citizen. 

3) Professional development: it is important that people can do – and continue 

to do – healthy, motivated and productive work until they retire. Sustainable 

employability of migrant workers not only benefits the well-being of migrant 

workers, but also society as a whole: thanks to a better match between supply 

and demand on the labour market and thanks to lower social costs due to 

reduced dropout of people and lower pressure on social services. 

4) Social interaction: regular contacts create connections between people and 

can lead to social networks with shared values and thus mutual understanding. 

This involves both relationships between people with a shared identity (‘bonds’) 

and relationships between people with different backgrounds (‘bridges’). This 

requires efforts both from migrants and the host society. 

 

When investing in the four pillars, consideration must be given to which policy 

efforts are needed for which group and when, along the axes of ‘length of stay’ 

and ‘prospects for development’. Not everything is necessary for every group at 

every moment. For example, it is not obvious to proactively encourage migrant 

workers who come to the Netherlands for once-off seasonal work, or who are 

temporarily seconded here as knowledge workers in an international company, to 

take Dutch language courses or to ensure that they can make maximum use of 

the available facilities for lifelong learning. However, it is useful to actively inform 

these groups about and practically support them in knowing and being able to 

exercise their rights and duties. After all, this is important for everyone who comes 

to work in the Netherlands, regardless of how long they stay. 

 

Recommendations 

 

Recommendation 1 (to the central government and employers): 

guarantee language education for migrant workers, and make specific 

arrangements about this in collective labour agreements, with employers 

contributing to the cost 

 

In practice, migrant workers have limited access to regular Dutch language 

courses. Recent research estimates that 55% of migrant workers rate their own 

knowledge of Dutch as poor to very poor.3 A better understanding of Dutch is 

essential for migrant workers to use their skills and qualifications effectively and 

for their further career development. Additionally, knowledge of Dutch contributes 

to social cohesion by promoting communication and interaction in the host society. 

 

Recommendation 2 (to the central government and municipalities): 

inform all migrant workers from day 1 and then on an ongoing basis about 

their rights and duties, in a language they understand 

 
3 Het Kenniscentrum Arbeidsmigranten (Centre of Expertise on Migrant Workers) (2023), De 
Nederlandse taalvaardigheden onder arbeidsmigranten, (Dutch language skills among 
migrant workers) p.5. 

https://hetkenniscentrumarbeidsmigranten.nl/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/Eindrapport-De-Nederlandse-taalvaardigheid-onder-arbeidsmigranten.pdf
https://hetkenniscentrumarbeidsmigranten.nl/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/Eindrapport-De-Nederlandse-taalvaardigheid-onder-arbeidsmigranten.pdf
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All migrant workers - both lower-paid workers with an insecure labour market 

position and higher-earners with a more secure position - should receive 

information and support before their arrival in the Netherlands and more 

consistently afterwards in getting to know and exercising their rights and 

obligations (in a language they understand). 

 

The central government and municipalities must jointly determine which rights and 

duties migrant workers must be informed about before coming to the Netherlands. 

As it is employers who already have contact with migrant workers at that stage, it 

makes sense for them to provide this information. 

 

Recommendation 3 (to the central government and employers): Ensure 

that migrant workers can also develop in their careers, make specific 

arrangements about this in collective labour agreements and enforce 

them 

 

In practice, particularly migrant workers with lower incomes and temporary or 

agency contracts have limited access to the extensive and diverse range of support 

for employee training and development. There is a risk that migrant workers will 

eventually drop out of the workforce due to inadequate further training or 

incapacity for work, which benefits neither the individuals themselves nor society. 

Targeted further training can help in assigning migrant workers to sectors and 

professions where shortages exist. 

 

We call on the central government to encourage employers to support the career 

development of their migrant employees more proactively and to make specific 

arrangements about this in collective labour agreements.  

Employers must observe good employment practices more often and actively 

support all migrant workers in their career development after at least one year of 

residence in the Netherlands or even earlier at the migrant worker’s request. 

 

Recommendation 4 (to the central government and municipalities): invest 

much more in fostering interaction, including by providing ongoing 

funding to civic organisations 

 

As migrant workers and Dutch people often live parallel lives, both groups need to 

be encouraged to interact. We call on the central government and municipalities 

to not only provide information and practical support at physical meeting places, 

but also to organise activities there that are accessible to everyone, including 

people who have just arrived. 

 

Additionally, the government must provide more ongoing funding through 

municipalities to civic organisations that also organise low-threshold interaction 

between Dutch people and migrant workers. 
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Recommendation 5 (to the central government): establish a National 

Coexistence Programme 

 

All parties involved have a great social responsibility to establish a coexistence 

policy. Therefore, the central government, municipalities, employers, and social 

organizations must cooperate more intensively on a structural basis. The central 

government has the leading role in this regard. We therefore advocate for the 

establishment of a National Coexistence Programme to last for at least 10 years. 

The aim of that programme would be to strengthen social cohesion in 

municipalities, districts and neighbourhoods by investing locally in the four pillars: 

language and other basic skills, knowing and being able to exercise rights and 

duties, professional development and social interaction. 

We also call on the central government to make coexistence policy an integral part 

of general policy. This requires a tailored approach that addresses local and 

regional issues and challenges. 


