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how is the dutch p opul ation faring?

How is the Dutch population faring? That is the central question addressed in The social 
state of the Netherlands 2009. In this report we describe the present status of the Nether-
lands and the Dutch in a number of key areas of life, and also highlight the changes that 
have taken place in people’s life situation over the last ten years. Have people’s incomes 
improved? Are there more or fewer people in work? And which groups in the population 
have made the greatest progress or fallen behind furthest? Are the educational achieve-
ments of young people improving or deteriorating? What about our (unhealthy) habits 
and lifestyles? How do the Dutch use their time?
People’s own subjective experiences are also explored. How do the Dutch view the 
future? Are they confident or deeply worried? Is social cohesion in the Netherlands frag-
menting? Are some groups in danger of becoming marginalised? Do those in need of 
help receive proper support? And what about voluntary work and club and associational 
life?
By describing all these diverse themes in their mutual interrelationships, we arrive at 
an overall picture of the life situation of the Dutch. Naturally, we also devote attention 
to separate groups – after all, people’s capacities, opportunities and preferences for 
the way in which they structure their lives differ and are related, causally or otherwise, 
to their age, sex, whether or not they are disabled, their ethnic origin and their finan-
cial position. The impact of the financial crisis which began in 2008 is also described 
for those themes for which data were available at the time of writing the report. And 
because Europe is coming ever closer and a great deal of government policy is today 
actually European policy, we indicate in several places how the Dutch compare with their 
European neighbours.

1.1 Monitoring over time

The social state of the Netherlands (ssn) is part of a long and international research tradition 
in which an attempt is made using social indicators to monitor the living conditions and 
quality of life of citizens over time, and to identify trends in these areas. The availability 
and comprehensiveness of data are improving, and this is creating better opportunities 
for charting social trends within the population as a whole. Following a dip in the 1980s 
and 90s, in recent years we have witnessed renewed interest in monitoring social trends 
using social indicators; this is taking place not only in Europe, but also elsewhere, for 
example in the United States, Canada and Australia.
The governments of several European countries have formulated social policy targets, 
including in relation to poverty and social exclusion, improving living conditions, social 
security, equal opportunities for men and women and the prevention of social exclusion. 
Progress towards achieving the targets is monitored closely.
The founding of the European Social Reporting Network (esr n) in 2008, in which the 
Netherlands Institute for Social Research/scp is a partner, is an interesting initiative 
which aims to contribute to the substantive and methodological development and 
improvement of the monitoring of social trends. Social reporting has now become 
accepted practice in the statistical information systems of several European countries, as 
well as international and supranational organisations such as the European Union and 
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the oecd. There are today few countries in Europe which do not practise some form of 
regular social monitoring at national level. A few of the better-known examples, such 
as the British Social Trends, the Italian Rapporti sulla situazione sociale del paese, the French 
Données sociales, the eu report on The social situation in the European Union, and of course the 
Social and Cultural Report (Sociaal en Cultureel Rapport) compiled by scp, have been published 
for almost 40 years now. Of more recent date are comprehensive social reports published 
by countries such as Poland, Hungary, Spain and Switzerland. And in Germany there is 
the authoritative Datenreport, published every two years by the Federal Statistical Office in 
collaboration with two research institutes.

1.2 Both factual situation and subjective perception

We use the term ‘life situation’ to describe people’s quality of life, expressed in terms of 
welfare and well-being. In the first instance, quality of life refers to objectifiable living 
standards, and is reflected in the way people live, spend their leisure time, participate 
in society, exercise and travel. It depends not only on general social, economic and 
demographic trends, but also on all manner of resources to which individual citizens 
have greater or lesser access. Examples of these resources are an adequate education, an 
income and a social network that can be used in order to achieve social advancement. It 
is however also vital that citizens are able to find their way in society, especially one as 
complex as Dutch society. They have to know how to find the available resources, and 
once they have found them, they have to know how to use them. How do you find a job? 
How can you exercise your rights – to housing benefit, to a grant, say? The fact that these 
are skills that not everyone can automatically be assumed to possess is evident from the 
high percentages of citizens who, although they are entitled to a provision such as hous-
ing benefit or exemption from local taxes, do not make use of it (Wildeboer Schut & Hoff 
2007). The high unemployment rate among young members of ethnic minorities also 
demonstrates that securing a job demands more than simply the possession of voca-
tional knowledge and skills.
There is also a subjective side to quality of life. People’s opinions about their own lives, 
their degree of satisfaction with life in general or with specific aspects of their life situ-
ation, also form part of their quality of life. What do people think about their health 
status, their work, their circle of friends? How much do they enjoy living in Dutch soci-
ety? In many cases, the objective situation and subjective perception run in parallel: a 
good education, a job that matches that education level and a good income generally 
contribute to a positive perception of one’s own life. However, this is not always the 
case. Despite the positive aspects, circumstances which people perceive as negative can 
have a negative impact on their overall appreciation of their lives. Such circumstances 
may include the fear that the economy is about to get worse or, as is often found among 
the elderly or immigrants, a sense of not (or no longer) being a part of or genuinely 
accepted by Dutch society. Perceptions and experiences such as these can impair peo-
ple’s quality of life.
In earlier editions of The social state of the Netherlands, another aspect of this subjective 
perception has also come to the fore. People often hold conflicting views about Dutch 
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society, their satisfaction with it and confidence in the government on the one hand, and 
their own lives on the other. The Social and Cultural Report 2004 (Sociaal en Cultureel Rapport 
2004) showed that people’s feelings of satisfaction with their own lives and of happi-
ness were much more positive than their opinions about Dutch society as a whole (scp 
2004: 69). This tension can lead people to shut themselves off from the harsh outside 
world and to create their own safe haven. In this ssn we look at whether this tension is 
still present.

1.3 What determines people’s life situation?

People’s life situation is of course not a static given, and it is precisely the changes that 
are of interest to researchers and policymakers. A person’s life situation is the result of 
the degree to which and the way in which they are able to secure their place in society 
and are willing and able to participate in social activities. This is relevant for three social 
domains, namely the political, socioeconomic and socio-cultural domains. The political 
domain is concerned with citizens having a voice and political influence, as well as with 
their trust in the government. Aspects of the socioeconomic domain include participa-
tion in the labour market, acquiring an income, obtaining good housing and having 
access to sufficient financial resources to facilitate consumption. The socio-cultural 
domain, finally, embraces diverse aspects such as following – and successfully complet-
ing – education taking part in cultural or sporting activities, being prepared to accept 
and respect norms and values, and forming and maintaining social contacts.
The extent to which individuals and groups succeed in participating socioeconomically, 
socio-culturally and politically is determined by a complex interplay of individual and 
societal factors, which can reinforce each other but can also work against each other. 
There may also be wide differences in the speed with which different groups of citizens 
succeed in improving their life situation in one of these domains. This may be due to 
exogenous factors, such as unfavourable macroeconomic developments, but also to 
individual circumstances and behaviours (e.g. incomplete education, use of drugs and 
alcohol) which help to determine whether and how the life situation of the person con-
cerned improves or deteriorates.
Figure 1.1 shows the mutual relationship between the societal factors and the proc-
esses that are relevant for the life situation of citizens. The figure shows the main links 
between people’s resources and their life situation, and also reveals which societal fac-
tors and personal predispositions can play a positive or negative role. The figure is of 
course a simplification of reality, because the various resources naturally interact with 
each other in practice. For example, people who have a high income may find it easier 
to follow certain courses of education or to extend their physical and social radius of 
action. Put simply, having more money can give people access to more resources. The 
model in figure 1.1 is populated in The social state of the Netherlands as far as possible using 
empirical data. It is not possible to present this as a comprehensive model in this book, 
because research data on things such as the relationship between specific personal fac-
tors and life situation are currently not available at population level. We shall attempt to 
improve this situation in the coming years.
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Figure 1.1

Societal factors and processes that are relevant for people’s life situation, and the interactions 

 between them
Figure 1.1
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1.4 Personal factors and societal context

Personal factors strongly determine peoples life situation. These factors are congeni-
tal characteristics and circumstances that are stable or which change little over time. 
Predispositional factors such as these can be of great and direct importance for the 
development of a person’s life situation and the opportunities and possibilities they 
have in their lives. Their influence can also be indirect; they can for example mean that 
certain resources are difficult or impossible to access; for example, members of ethnic 
minorities have virtually no access to certain social networks, while disabled people may 
have difficulty finding an educational course which matches their capacities. Important 
personal factors include age, sex, sexual preference, household composition, social 
status of parents, ethno-cultural background and congenital or early-onset physical, psy-
chological and intellectual characteristics and impairments. Age is of course something 
that does change – getting older is a natural process – but what is meant here is that 
every phase of life brings different opportunities and constraints when it comes to shap-
ing and giving substance to one’s own life situation. A young adult who is just beginning 
his or her working life will for example want and be able to structure their lives different-
ly from someone aged 75. Something similar applies for household composition; people 
who live alone have different opportunities for structuring their lives from people who 
have a family with children.
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The same can be said of people’s personality and appearance. Certain personality traits, 
aspects of appearance and self-image help people to achieve a good life situation and 
happiness, or conversely prevent them from doing so (Walburg, 2008).
People with poor health or limited intellectual and cognitive skills find it more difficult 
to participate in society and build a good life. Health (or lack of it) is in fact not only a 
predispositional factor, but also forms part of a person’s life situation and quality of life, 
and is therefore both an explanatory factor and an outcome.

When we speak of social context, we mean relevant developments at the level of society: 
economic cycles, demographic changes and public opinion. These are phenomena which 
occur almost autonomously and which are difficult or impossible to influence directly 
through policy.
Macroeconomic trends have a major influence both on the lives of individual citizens 
and on the developmental and investment opportunities of society as a whole, or of the 
government as a representative of that society. An economic recession leads to unem-
ployment, constrains many people’s financial capability and puts a growing burden on 
public finances. The present credit crunch and the resultant economic crisis demon-
strate this all too clearly.
Demographic trends also play either a direct or an indirect role. Population ageing, 
dejuvenation and an increasingly multicultural society, alongside changes in the size of 
the population, the average number of children per family and the average age at which 
women have children, are all processes which work through into the labour market, the 
education system, the housing sector and the social security system.
Public opinion, finally, is the sum of peoples feelings and perceptions about society, 
their fellow citizens, and the government and politicians. Public opinion and the opin-
ion climate, i.e. observed public opinion, have an influence on quality of life, or the 
constraints on that quality. It is in fact also not impossible that the converse relation-
ship also applies, i.e. that changes in people’s life situation are able to change public 
opinion. Several studies have shown that if the economy improves and there is more 
employment, opinions about ethnic minorities are more positive than when economic 
times are bad. This is because in times of economic downturn people are more afraid of 
perceived threats to their own job security and well-being; when the economic times are 
better, these negative opinions ebb away.

1.5 Resources (‘capital’) and government policy

When making life choices, people draw on different kinds of resources. These are the 
different forms of ‘capital’ to which people have access or which they have built up 
throughout their lives. Within the social context of economic and demographic condi-
tions as outlined above, and of public opinion, people can still make widely differing 
choices in their lives by utilising the available capital. Our starting point is that the 
ability, willingness and scope to access different kinds of resources goes a long way to 
explaining people’s behaviour and the degree to which they are successful in key areas 
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of life. Having access to and being able to use the different forms of capital determines 
their quality of life.
Of course, when we use the term ‘capital’ we think first and foremost of financial capital. 
That is of course important, but is not an essential necessary condition for achieving a 
good quality of life. Although a minimal financial basis is needed in order to live well, 
and a shortage of money can therefore fundamentally undermine quality of life, the 
converse does not hold, namely that having more and more money is automatically 
associated with an ever higher quality of life. Having too little money may make people 
unhappy, but having more and more money does not necessarily make them happier 
(Veenhoven 2002).

Human capital, i.e. the knowledge and skills that people possess, is a form of capital which 
depends primarily on education and training. There is an assumption that the chance of 
participating successfully in society is influenced by the amount of human capital people 
have amassed. The more individual knowledge and skills people possess, the greater the 
chance that they will be successful in all kinds of areas of society. In addition, if people 
are aware of the importance of human capital for their future success, we may assume 
that they will invest in building their knowledge and skills. In addition, relevant human 
capital also consists of what people contribute by way of personal characteristics, such 
as emotional and social intelligence.

The notion of social capital has been popularised in many areas. It is used to stress that 
the presence or absence of social networks can go a long way to explaining differences in 
economic and social development between groups of people and individuals. There are 
divergent views on how ‘social capital’ should be defined. The central idea is that social 
networks have value, but that different networks can have different value. Interaction 
in family networks, work relationships, club and associational life, voluntary organisa-
tions, and so on, make it possible for people to build a society together, to bond with 
each other and to engage with each other. A key notion in the use of the term ‘social 
capital’ is that people can derive great benefit in the short or long term from a sense of 
belonging and from being able to count on trust and tolerance from others (Field 2003; 
Portes 1998). By making use of and being able to rely on their own social network and by 
actively investing in it, people can achieve goals in their lives which would otherwise be 
unattainable.
Putnam (2000: 19), one of the most widely read authors in this field, stresses that social 
capital, unlike physical or human capital, is not an individual characteristic that refers 
to the connections between individuals (or social networks) and the norms of reciproc-
ity and trust that they generate. Rather he argues that social capital is a characteristic of 
social networks and refers to the relationships which exist within and between differ-
ent social networks, so that members of one network can benefit from the knowledge, 
skills, power and so on of another network. Being part of networks that have good 
or useful ties with other networks enables an individual to develop further or make 
progress in life in some other way. Putnam also points emphatically to the collective 
utility of social capital: social capital and social trust as a means of resolving collective 
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problems. Since people are able to trust that others will also make a contribution or 
reciprocate – now or in the future – a group can achieve more than if the members were 
to behave in an individually rational way.

Social cohesion in a society refers to the presence of social networks which are con-
nected to each other and in which there is mutual trust, commonality and engagement. 
In many cases this has a positive impact on the development of the life situation of 
individual citizens. Conversely, a social network that is socially isolated or perceived 
in negative terms will have difficulty in improving the life situation of its members. 
Shedding light on the bonds within one’s own group, the bridges with members of other 
groups and the links with institutions such as government agencies (Ager & Strang 2004) 
can help clarify the way in which individuals and groups are able to structure their lives 
and participate in society. People who have connections to a relatively large number 
of people and who have access to social bridges, for example, tend to find jobs more 
quickly than people who do not have these resources. Belonging to a social network or a 
family that has high aspirations for the education of its members is a very strong predic-
tor of good educational outcomes and future opportunities (Feinstein et al. 2004).
As early as 1983, Bourdieu pointed out that social capital can also be a means of main-
taining or even reinforcing social inequality (Bourdieu 1983). He used the notion of 
social capital to explain why some people are able to access economic or political power 
and others are not. The explanation lies in the fact that societies (can) contain elites who 
(deliberately) maintain few or no relationships with other social groups, yet who are 
able to do very well, economically or otherwise. A society in which there is only a limited 
degree of social cohesion is thus not by definition unfavourable for all citizens. In the 
Dutch welfare state, the government has the task of guaranteeing access to all manner of 
resources (education, care, income support) for all citizens and preventing or mitigating 
undesirable (excessive) inequality in that access.

The term cultural capital refers to the knowledge and skills needed to structure one’s 
own life in a socially acceptable manner. It also includes the awareness of ‘how things 
should be done’ in interactions with other people, such as neighbours and colleagues. 
Developing cultural awareness by learning about the cultural heritage of a society also 
forms part of cultural capital, as does a person’s view of life or religion and the associ-
ated norms and values. Having a view of life and a set of values that differs markedly 
from what is usual within a society can stand in the way of successful participation and 
have an adverse influence on a person’s life situation.
It should be added here that there is a smooth transition between human and cultural 
capital. Education exists not only to impart useful knowledge and skills, but also to 
enable people to acquire knowledge (and social norms and preferences) which lend 
themselves to the formation of elites and setting people apart from other groups.

Our starting point, namely that the ability, willingness and scope to access resources 
(forms of capital) is important for the ability to achieve a good life situation, requires 
some further additions. For many people having a family, a good job or an interesting 
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network of friends and acquaintances is itself an important factor in determining their 
quality of life. Having access to these resources is thus a value in itself for many people, 
quite apart from the fact that these resources can also contribute to a better life situation 
in terms of health, housing situation or security. The distinction between resources and 
life situation is thus not always a sharp one, and is made in this report mainly for analyti-
cal reasons.

Government policy
The government plays a key role in improving the life situation of all citizens. Through 
all kinds of collective provisions, the government not only increases the total amount 
of the various forms of capital, but also seeks to distribute that capital adequately across 
the different population groups. Education is a clear example of this; the government 
provides a system of education, which enables citizens to develop and subsequently to 
secure a position on the labour market. By maintaining an accessible education system, 
the government thus increases the total amount of human capital in society. At the same 
time, the education system is structured in such a way that, in principle, every child can 
access it without too many impediments; this in turn ensures a wider distribution and 
augmentation of human capital. To what extent that capital is actually used or is able 
to be used on the labour market later on is of course open to question. For example, 
there is the phenomenon of ‘qualification inflation’, in which educational qualifications 
become increasingly devalued on the labour market because more and more people have 
been through higher education. In this case, citizens do not benefit directly from the 
increase in their human and cultural capital.
There are also many financial arrangements and subsidies which are designed to support 
citizens in areas such as housing, care and health. Provisions such as these are intended 
to equip citizens (better) for full participation in society. It is also in the interests of 
society as a whole that its citizens are in good health, live in good housing and have 
adequate financial resources.

1.6 Not focused on evaluation of policy

Although the purpose of The social state of the Netherlands is not to carry out a policy 
evaluation, we are able on the basis of output indicators to determine for a range of 
societal domains whether the formulated policy objectives are being achieved. It is by 
no means always possible to ascertain whether government policy has played a deci-
sive role in this, in either a positive or negative sense. This would require a different 
research approach. In figure 1.1, government policy is just one of the determinants of 
the life situation and quality of life of Dutch citizens. Other ‘working mechanisms’, such 
as acquiring and using resources (capital) or macroeconomic developments, are also 
important. Unravelling the influence of each of these factors falls outside the scope and 
remit of this report.

It sometimes remains unclear whether a policy or intervention is effective, and if so, 
why. In the world of evaluation research, theory-driven evaluations are enjoying great 
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popularity (or a revival) (Pawson et al. 2005). The starting point of this approach is that 
implicit assumptions are often made when determining policy (policy or programme 
theories). These assumptions relate to the behaviour of people or organisations and 
the way in which they will respond to the policy, given the context in which they live or 
operate. In other words, the policymaker assumes that his policy has mechanisms that 
will lead to success. A policy evaluation is then concerned with those working mecha-
nisms and with identifying and making explicit the context in which they operate. The 
question that has to be answered in this evaluation is whether the programme theory 
is correct on the grounds of what is known from the world of science (is the policy or 
programme theory evidence-based?) or whether it has been drawn from best practices, 
and whether the assumptions made are valid. The question is thus also whether the 
policy as such has any chance of success or whether it is might be based on incorrect 
behavioural assumptions. Only when this question can be answered in the affirmative 
with any degree of certainty is there any point in looking at the actual outcomes (effects). 
A common trap for policymakers is that a social development, which may for example 
be ascribed to a reviving economy, is erroneously ascribed to their own policy, whereas 
in reality that policy may have had no effect at all or may even have been counter- 
productive.
A recent example of a theory-driven policy evaluation approach can be found in the field 
of social safety. In Social safety unlocked (Sociale veiligheid ontsleuteld) (Van Noije & Wittebrood 
2008), the authors map out the assumptions made in recent safety policy and confront 
those assumptions with empirical findings on the effectiveness of measures to reduce 
crime, nuisance and perceived lack of safety.
However, there are not many policy evaluations of this kind; where these do exist, refer-
ence will be made to them in this ssn.

1.7 Selection of domains and indicators

The analytical framework given in figure 1.1 cannot (yet) be entirely populated with 
empirical data. A choice has to be made, in which the availability of relevant quantita-
tive data is a crucial factor. In order to be able to establish the life situation of different 
groups of citizens in a meaningful way, it is necessary to look at specific societal 
domains, in which the actual situation and degree of participation – and changes there-
in – can be measured. Empirical research based on the generally prevailing view of what 
is important for life situation/quality of life is one useful means of achieving this.

The Netherlands Institute for Social Research/scp has a long tradition of reporting on 
social trends and life situation. The specific societal domains and indicators chosen in 
this ssn are therefore based largely on earlier empirical research. That research also 
took into account policy considerations when selecting the topics and indicators. The 
task of scp – to explore and monitor social trends that are relevant for the well-being of 
the Dutch population – is reflected in the topics chosen for research. Themes relating to 
social participation and social cohesion, which have been picked up by several govern-
ments, have traditionally been a key element of scp’s research.
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1.8 Structure of the report

The societal domains analysed in this report are education and training (chapter 5); work 
and income (chapter 6); health and care (chapter 7); social participation and engagement 
(chapter 8); culture, media, sport, recreation and tourism (chapter 9); safety (chapter 10); 
and housing and the residential setting (chapter 11).
An indication is also given in all these chapters – in so far as data were available – as to 
how the Netherlands is performing compared with its European neighbours. The cen-
tral plank of each chapter is formed by trends in the past decade (the most recent year 
of observation in the available databases, less approximately ten years). Where relevant 
and possible, the data are broken down by population group. The following groups are 
regarded as ‘vulnerable’, i.e. having relatively few resources: people with a low income; 
people with a low education level; people who are dependent on benefit; people with 
health impairments; single-parent families; and people with an ethnic minority back-
ground.
Preceding these chapters, chapters 2 and 3 outline the social context at macro-level. 
Chapter 2 focuses on economic and demographic trends, while chapter 3 looks at the 
opinion climate. Chapter 4 (Daily life) warrants special mention; this chapter shows 
which changes have taken place over recent decades in the time use of Dutch citizens. 
It looks at the extent to which people’s everyday lives have become ever busier, with an 
increased need for coordination, a greater chance that plans will go awry and the sense 
of being constantly harried that this engenders. We do this for four aspects of daily life: 
combining paid work and care; parent-child relationships; social contacts; and mobility.
Chapter 12 does not look at one specific societal domain, but outlines the trend in life sit-
uation based on a compound life situation index. This summarising measure integrates 
eight indicators of life situation: health, housing, social participation, participation in 
sport; ownership of consumer durables, mobility, leisure activities and holidays. Using 
this index, a single life situation ‘score’ can be produced and it is possible to show which 
population groups have moved ahead or fallen behind in recent years. Here again, a 
comparison is made with quality of life in other European countries.
The concluding chapter (chapter 13) offers a change of perspective compared with the 
earlier chapters. Following a discussion of the most striking developments in society, it 
looks at things which have gone well and gone badly, and at the population groups for 
which this mainly applies.
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– The Dutch population is growing at a modest rate in an international perspective 
(0.5% per annum). Population growth due to net migration is low.

– The proportion of ethnic minorities in the population increased from just over 16% in 
1997 to 20% in 2009. This rise was attributable chiefly to non-Western ethnic minori-
ties.

– Dutch citizens of non-Western origin are concentrated mainly in urban areas. In the 
highly urbanised localities, where 20% of the population live, more than one in four 
inhabitants are of non-Western origin. In the three largest cities, the figure is one in 
three.

– Dutch national income rose by an average of 2.5% per annum in the period 1997-2008. 
However, the credit crisis will cause the level of prosperity in 2009 to fall back to 2007 
levels.

– The share of households in the national income has decreased steadily over time, in 
favour of businesses and the government. Overall, since 1997 free disposable house-
hold income has lagged behind the trend in national income by approximately 16 
percentage points.

– In 1997 the Netherlands was the second best performing economy in Europe (after 
Denmark), and is likely to achieve the same position in 2009 (after Ireland).

– In 2008, the Netherlands achieved the lowest score on the ‘misery index’. Both unem-
ployment and inflation were among the lowest in Europe, as was the budget deficit.

– The proportion of ‘one and a half earners’ rose from 36% in 1997 to 46% in 2007. This 
increase took place almost entirely at the expense of the proportion of single-earners, 
which fell over the same period from 32% to 24%.

2.1 Life situation in social perspective

People’s life situation is determined largely by their social and economic environment. 
The Netherlands is a relatively open society, which means that international develop-
ments also affect people’s life situation. The chapter looks at the key demographic, 
social and economic trends which have occurred at national and international level and 
which help shape the framework within which people’s life situation develops. Particu-
lar attention is given to the conditions that influence individual resources and public 
provisions. In the life situation model which forms the heart of this report, these are the 
most important factors that people can draw upon to improve their life situation.
Demographic and economic trends influence people’s life situation. Population ageing, 
increasing multiculturalism and household dilution have consequences for life situation 
in the domains ‘health’, ‘participation’, ‘recreation’, ‘mobility’ and ‘housing’. In addi-
tion, the growth in prosperity has a major influence on demand driven by household 
purchasing power and on the available government budget. Developments in the Dutch 
economy have a direct impact on labour market participation, earned income and ben-
efit dependency. But the government itself, through tax revenues, is also dependent on 
economic developments, and will gear the level of public provisions, including spending 
on care, education and public safety, at least partially to those developments.
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Changes in purchasing power and household composition also have consequences for 
the holidays that people are able to afford, the housing services they are able to con-
sume, the distances they are able to travel, the sport(s) in which they are able to take part 
and the cultural events they are able to attend. Demographics and economics, together 
with government provisions, thus determine the context within which the social state of 
the Netherlands develops.

2.2 Socio-demographic developments

Population trends
The Dutch population currently numbers 16.5 million people. In the period 1997-2004 
the number of people living in the Netherlands grew by between 0.4% and 0.8% per 
annum (see figure 2.1). The growth rate subsequently fell to 0.2% in 2003, before recov-
ering to 0.5% in 2009. For the next ten years, Statistics Netherlands (cbs) is forecasting 
population growth averaging 0.3% per year.

The number of households grew more quickly as households became ever smaller. Here 
too, however, the growth was lower from 2004 onwards (averaging 0.7% per year). The 
number of homes grew at roughly the same pace as the number of households, but this 
parallel trend ended after 2006.

Figure 2.1

Trend in number of persons, householdsa and dwellings, 1997-2009 (1997 = 100)
Figuur 2.1
Tekst

a Households do not include persons who reside permanently in a home or institution.

Source: CBS (StatLine), SCP treatment (2009: estimate) 
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The slowdown in the population growth from 2004 onwards was caused mainly by a 
reduction in immigration and an increase in emigration; the more recent acceleration 
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in growth is the result of a reversal in this ratio. Where immigration in 2008 totalled 
almost 143,000 persons, in 2007 the figure was 117,000. By contrast, emigration fell in 
2008 to 116,000 persons compared with 123,000 in 2007. These population flows have 
a substantially greater influence on the annual differences in population growth than 
trends in birth and mortality rates among the existing population (3,000 and 2,000 
higher, respectively, in 2008 than in 2007). This makes it difficult to estimate the size of 
the population accurately (see figure 2.2).

Figure 2.2

Net migration balance (immigration – emigration) and birth surplus, by country of birth, 1997-2008 

(as a percentage of the population)
Figuur 2.2
Tekst

Source: CBS (StatLine); SCP treatment
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In the period 1997-2002 there was a migratory surplus in the Netherlands amounting to 
between 0.2% and 0.3% of the total population. The introduction of a stricter immigra-
tion policy subsequently halved the number of non-Western immigrants. As Western 
emigration increased slightly at the same time, the migration balance turned out nega-
tive in 2003; it fell further in 2006 to -0.2%, after which both Western and non-Western 
immigration increased again, so that by 2008 the migration balance was slightly posi-
tive again. A total of 13,400 new asylum requests were submitted in the Netherlands in 
2008; this was almost twice as many as in 2007, when 7,400 people submitted an asylum 
request, the lowest figure since 1988 (cbs 2009c). It is currently unclear how this trend 
will continue in the future.

Emigration predominantly involves people who were originally immigrants to the 
Netherlands. One third of emigrants are indigenous Dutch, Western immigrants and 
members of non-Western ethnic minorities. This means that two-thirds of  emigration 
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is in fact return migration. 40% of indigenous Dutch people who emigrate can be 
described as ‘border migrants’; although they move their base to Belgium on Germany, 
their daily lives often continue as normal in the Netherlands.
The birth surplus is more stable than the migration figures, and is also higher on average 
(0.3% – 0.4%). The non-Western share in the birth surplus grew from around 45% before 
the turn of the millennium to 57% in 2007. This was caused mainly by a marked decrease 
in the indigenous surplus (35% lower than in 1997).

The Dutch population is growing moderately in an international perspective, too, at 
0.5% per annum; only Spain (1.5%) and Ireland (2.0%) have substantially higher growth 
figures over the last decade (figure 2.3). The growth in the two latter countries was 
caused mainly by large-scale immigration – in Spain, mainly from Morocco, Colombia, 
Romania and the uk, and in Ireland mainly from Britain and Eastern Europe.

Figure 2.3

Average annual population growth, 19982008 (in percentages)
Figuur 2.3
Tekst

Source: Eurostat (database); SCP treatment
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Together with France and Ireland, the Netherlands is one of the few countries where the 
population growth is driven largely by internal growth. With the exception of Ireland, 
the increase in the population due to net migration (the balance of immigration and 
emigration) is very low in these countries. In most other countries, the population is 
growing by 0.5% per annum due to a positive migration balance. In Germany, however, 
the growth in the population has come to a halt, while in Hungary and Poland net 
migration no longer compensates for the decline in the natural population. The lower 
natural population growth is due mainly to the falling fertility of the population. 
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Fertility rates are low in Eastern Europe and Germany (1.3 children per woman aged 
15-49 years), average in the Netherlands (1.7 children) and high in France and Ireland 
 (2.0 children).
In the longer term (up to and including 2030), Statistics Netherlands (cbs) expects 
the Dutch population to grow by around 5%. The proportion of non-Western ethnic 
minorities is projected to increase during that period from 11% to over 14%. Although 
non-Western ethnic minority women have a higher fertility rate than indigenous 
women, it is falling and in the second generation is much closer to that of indigenous 
Dutch women.

The life situation of the population depends partly on the age distribution; after income 
and education level, age is the third factor in explaining differences in people’s life 
situation (scp 2007: 285). Young people (especially 18-34 year-olds) score relatively well 
compared with people of middle age on health, sport and leisure time use; older people 
(especially the over-75s) score relatively badly on all life situation domains.

The age distribution of the Dutch population changed markedly between 1997 and 2008 
(see figure 2.4). The biggest change was in the 20-64 age group; 25-40 year-olds were the 
largest group in this age category in 1997, and 48-51 year-olds the second largest.

Figure 2.4

Distribution of the population, by age, 1997 and 2008 (in percentages)

Figuur 2.4
Tekst

Source: CBS (StatLine); SCP treatment
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This picture had changed in 2008, with people in their 40s now forming the biggest 
group. On the left of figure 2.4, showing those aged below 40 years, the groups are a 
quarter smaller than those in their 40s. At the older end of the figure, the group size 
declines up to the end of the 50s and then increases again (the baby-boomer generation). 
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This is followed by a sudden drop among 62 year-olds; these are the people who were 
conceived just after the end of the Second World War. Thereafter the percentages decline 
in a more or less straight line.

Population ageing (the proportion of people aged over 65 in the population) proceeded 
fairly slowly between 1997 and 2008; the percentage of 65-79 year-olds increased from 
10.3% to 11.0%, while the proportion of those aged over 80 rose from 3.1% to 3.8%. The 
growth in the 65-79 age group will accelerate in 2012 as the present cohort of 61 year-olds 
reach the age of 65. The peak of population ageing will not be reached until 2040 (cbs 
2009a), when the present day 40-year-olds those in their 40s today will reach the age of 
65 or older. 65-79 year-olds will then account for more than 17% of the population, while 
the over-80s will account for more than 8%.

When discussing population ageing, it has to be borne in mind that only about a third of 
60-64 year-olds were active on the labour market in 2008 (cbs 2009b). This proportion 
has been growing for a number of years and may well increase further if government 
plans to raise the state retirement age become reality. However, it is certainly not the 
case that every 64 year-old who reaches the age of 65 will mean there is one employee 
less and one pensioner more.
The age distribution not only influences people’s life situation, but also the demand for 
public provisions and therefore the pressure on public spending. Education, care and 
benefits impose a heavy burden on the public finances. The youth dependency ratio and 
the elderly dependency ratio, i.e. the number of 0-14 year-olds and over-65s, respectively, 
as a proportion of the potential labour force, thus constitutes an important indicator 
for the demand on public services. For the younger population this means spending on 
education and family benefits; for the older population it implies spending on care and 
pensions.
The Netherlands is not the only country with fairly high youth and elderly dependency 
ratio (see figure 2.5), though the elderly dependency ratio in the Netherlands is below the 
eu average, while the youth dependency ratio is above it. There are no countries where 
both ratios are high, though there are some countries where the demographic pressure 
is low (particularly the countries of Eastern Europe). There are also countries with a 
high youth dependency ratio (Ireland) or high elderly dependency ratio (Germany, Italy, 
Greece). Forecasts suggest that the elderly dependency ratio will double in the coming 
years from around 25% today to around 50% in 2050 (oecd 2009b). This will demand 
considerable efforts from the countries concerned both to maintain the labour potential 
and to curb spending on care and pensions.
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Figure 2.5

Youth dependency ratio (proportion of 0-15 year-olds in the population) and elderly dependency ratio 

(proportion of over-65s), 2008 (as a percentage of 15-64 year-olds)
Figuur 2.5
Tekst

Source: Eurostat (database); SCP treatment
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Household composition
The distribution of persons across household types correlates strongly with their age. 
Up to age 25, the majority of people still live at home, though the age at which children 
leave the parental home has fallen since 1997. In the 18-22 age group, the percentage 
living at home fell by an average of five percentage points between 1997 and 2008 (see 
figure 2.6). The fall in the percentage of 20 year-olds living at home fell particularly 
sharply, from 73% in 1997 to 66% in 2008. This is equivalent to around 45,000 extra per-
sons aged 18-22 years living outside the parental home (on top of the natural growth of 
around 6,000 18-22 year-olds) – a not insignificant number of people entering the hous-
ing market, where the target figures set by the government for new-build homes are 
between 80,000 and 100,000. The process does appear to have come to a halt in 2005, 
however. The differences in the other age groups are much smaller. This may be related 
to suggestions that people prefer to remain living at home for longer in the (on average 
much larger) parental home, or prefer to wait longer before moving out of the parental 
home because of the waiting lists for rented homes and high house prices.
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Figure 2.6

Proportion of children living at home, 1997-2008 (in percentages)

Figuur 2.6
Tekst

Source: CBS (StatLine); SCP treatment 
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Among 25-44 year-olds, couples with children are the dominant group; this has remained 
unchanged over time, at over 50%. They are followed by couples without children and 
people living alone (see figure 2.7). Couples with children were also – just – the biggest 
group among 45-64 year-olds in 2007, but by 2008 they had fallen to just under 38% of 
the population and had been overtaken by couples without children (over 40%). Couples 
without children are the biggest group among 65-84 year-olds; this group increased from 
just under 54% in 1997 to 59% in 2008. Single persons are the second largest group in 
this age category, at over 30%. The oldest group, the over-85s, shows the biggest changes 
over time. Single persons are increasingly dominant (rising from 42% in 1997 to over 50% 
in 2008); the second group, residents of institutions, has fallen from over 35% to 24%. 
Couples without children are becoming increasingly common (rising from just over 14% 
in 1997 to 19% in 2008). Couples with children thus still dominated the 25-44 age group 
in 2008; couples without children were the biggest group among 45-84 year-olds and 
single persons dominated among the over-85s.

Household composition has a limited but significant influence on people’s life situation. 
Single persons in particular score modestly, a fact that is reflected chiefly in the domains 
‘housing’, ‘consumer durables’ and ‘mobility’.
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Figure 2.7

Distribution of persons across household types, 1997-2008 (in percentages)

Figuur 2.7
Tekst

Source: CBS (StatLine); SCP treatment
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Single persons make up a growing proportion of households. Between 1997 and 2008 
the percentage of single persons among all people aged over 20 rose from 18% to more 
than 20%. There are however wide differences by age, and we therefore devote rather 
more attention to this here (see figure 2.8). The growth in the proportion of single per-
sons in the 30-59 age group was modest, at around 2.5 percentage points. The growth 
was slightly stronger among 20-29 year-olds (four percentage points, partly related to 
people leaving the parental home earlier). Above age 60 the picture is much more varied. 
There were virtually no changes in the 60-69 age group, and among 70-79 year-olds there 
was actually a fall of more than two percentage points, entirely contrary to the familiar 
image of the widowed older person. However, as has been frequently stated, older per-
sons are increasingly ‘growing old together’ (see e.g. Fokkema et al. 2008). The number 
of single persons among 80-89 year-olds does again show an increase (+3 percentage 
points), and there is a very big increase of almost 12 percentage points among those aged 
over 90. This latter age group is fairly small, but is growing steadily. An important reason 
for the growth in the proportion of older people living alone lies in the declining use of 
institutional nursing and care; in 1997 almost 50% of the very oldest age category were 
receiving care in an institution, but by 2008 this had fallen to 37%. In this respect, this 
group are increasingly coming to resemble the 80-89 age group.
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Figure 2.8

Proportion of single persons per age group, 1997 and 2008 (in percentages)
Figuur 2.8
Tekst

Source: CBS (StatLine); SCP treatment
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Immigrants
People’s life situation is also determined by their education level and ethnic origin. 
A low education level and a migration background, especially from non-Western 
regions, generally results in a less favourable life situation in virtually all domains.
The proportion of members of ethnic minorities (the total of first and second-generation 
immigrants) has increased from just over 16% in 1997 to 20% in 2009 (see figure 2.9). 
Members of non-Western ethnic minorities account for most of this increase (up from 
just under 8% in 1997 to 11% in 2009). The growth in the proportion of Western immi-
grants was very small over the same period; this is the balance of growth among Western 
immigrants from the former Eastern Bloc (from 0.8% to 1.5%) and a fall in immigration 
by other Westerners (from 7.8% to 7.4%). The higher proportion of non-Western ethnic 
minorities among young people aged up to 20 years was particularly striking in 2009 
(16.1%). This is due not only to faster growth, but also to a higher starting position in 
1997 (13.2%). The relatively high proportion of young people is regularly linked to higher 
numbers of children among non-Western ethnic minority mothers. The differences in 
the number of children between indigenous and non-Western ethnic minority families 
are however falling (see e.g. Van Praag 2008).
The share of non-Western ethnic minorities among the over-65s is still low, at 2.7%. It is 
also notable that, among Western immigrants excluding the former Eastern Bloc, the 
proportion is falling among people aged under 65 years, and rising amongst the over-
65s (from 7.5% to 9.1%). This is probably attributable to the ageing of this group. The 
number of those originating from the former Eastern Bloc are not growing rapidly in 
absolute terms, but are doing so proportionally; where 0.8% of the Dutch population 
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originated from these countries in 1997, this figure had almost doubled to 1.5% in 2009. 
This increase took place entirely within the groups aged below 65 years. It is difficult to 
forecast the extent to which this trend will continue, though it is clear that these people 
not only came to the Netherlands to work, but to some extent also to settle.

Figure 2.9

Proportion of persons by origin, 1997-2009 (in percentages)
Figuur 2.9
Tekst

a   Estimate.

Source: CBS (StatLine); SCP treatment
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Among the traditional eu countries, Germany, Austria and Spain have seen large 
numbers of immigrants entering over the last ten years, especially from non-Western 
regions. Immigration in France, Finland and the uk has been very limited (oecd 2008). 
Portugal and Denmark have seen modest immigration, in Portugal mainly of non-
Western origin and in Denmark primarily of Western origin. The Netherlands occupies a 
middling position for both total immigration and non-Western immigration.

Figure 2.10 shows differences in education level and ethnic origin by comparing the 
attained education levels of 25-34 year-olds indigenous and immigrant groups. The dif-
ferences are expressed in percentage points, and a negative score means that young 
immigrants are in a less favourable position than their indigenous counterparts (i.e. 
more of them have a lower and fewer have a higher education level). In the Netherlands, 
for example, it can be seen that the proportion of young people attaining no more than 
a secondary education level is 26 percentage points higher among the immigrant than 
the indigenous population. The position of young adult migrants in the Netherlands is 
not very favourable; together with Germany, Austria and Finland, the Netherlands is in 
the leading group of countries where a high proportion of young adult migrants have 
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attained no more than a secondary education level. The picture is also not very encour-
aging for post-secondary education; once again, the Netherlands scores worst along with 
Germany, Finland and Spain. The point should however be made here that Finland has 
few immigrants, and most of them originate from Scandinavia, the Baltic States and 
Russia.

Figure 2.10

Difference in percentage of immigrants and indigenous persons aged 25-34 years, by education level, 

2000
Figuur 2.10
Tekst

Source: OECD (2008)
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Urban concentrations
Almost half the Dutch population live in an urbanised or highly urbanised area, and 
one in eight live in one of the four biggest cities (Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague or 
Utrecht). Not only are large cities centres of social, cultural and economic activity, they 
are also characterised by people with poorer life situations, who are concentrated main-
ly in the old districts. This disadvantage has its origins in the relatively low score these 
residents achieve for factors that largely determine life situation (employment, income 
and education). Immigrants of non-Western origin are a big factor here; the large cit-
ies in particular contain large numbers of people of non-Western origin (figure 2.11). In 
highly urbanised areas, where 20% of the Dutch population currently lives, 27% of the 
population are of non-Western origin. This proportion falls off sharply as the degree of 
urbanisation reduces, with the result that in rural areas (little or no urbanisation) only 
3% of the population is of non-Western origin. These differences by ethnic origin have 
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increased slightly over the years. The proportion of non-Western immigrants in the 
highly urbanised areas has risen by 4.0 percentage points over the last ten years, and by 
0.65 percentage points in rural areas.
The differences are even greater in the three largest cities (Amsterdam, Rotterdam and 
The Hague), where one in three inhabitants are currently of non-Western origin. Ten 
years ago the figure was one in four. This growth occurred mainly in the period 1998-
2004; a reverse trend is expected in the coming years, in which non-Western immigrants 
move to the periphery of the cities or to the surrounding suburban municipalities (Van 
den Broek & Boschman 2008). This is likely to lead to a reduction in the proportion of 
non-Western immigrants living in the 25 biggest cities from 60% today to 50% in 2025.
If the figures are broken down by age group, it becomes apparent that the concentra-
tions by ethnic origin mainly involve young people. For example, 57% of school-age 
youngsters living in Amsterdam are of non-Western origin, compared with the average 
of 16% for the Netherlands as a whole. The figure for Rotterdam is 56% and for The Hague 
48%. A breakdown by ethnic origin makes clear that Surinamese immigrants form the 
biggest group in these cities. In Amsterdam, they are closely followed by Moroccans, but 
in the two other cities by people of Turkish origin.

Figure 2.11

Selected background characteristics, by degree of urbanisation
Figuur 2.11
Tekst
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The large cities are also characterised by slightly higher youth and elderly dependency 
ratios and by a very high proportion of single persons. The youth dependency ratio 
(proportion of 0-14 year-olds) stood at 16.5% in the four largest cities in 2008, compared 
with 18.1% in the rest of the Netherlands; the elderly dependency ratio (proportion 
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of over-65s) was 12.4% in the four largest cities compared with 15.1% in the rest of the 
Netherlands. The differences by family type are however much greater: large cities are 
predominantly the domain of single-person households (figure 2.11). This group make up 
roughly half the population of the four largest cities, around a third in the medium-sized 
cities and roughly a quarter in the less urbanised areas. This higher share is achieved 
almost entirely at the expense of couples without children and families with children. 
These proportions have however changed slightly over time; whereas the proportion of 
single persons living in large cities has stabilised at around 50%, it has been increasing 
gradually in the rest of the Netherlands by around 0.3 percentage points per year.

2.3 Economic trends

Income not only has a major influence on the quality of someone’s life situation, but has 
also become an ever more important determinant (scp 2007:285). Household income 
is in turn very dependent on economic growth. That growth is generally measured in 
terms of the trend in the volume of goods and services produced by a country annually: 
gross domestic product (gdp). According to this yardstick, the Dutch economy grew by 
an average of 2.6% per annum between 1997 and 2007. The rate of growth was slightly 
higher at the start and end of this period and much lower in the middle. This trend is 
reflected in the life situation index, which remained virtually unchanged between 2002 
and 2004 but improved slightly in the other years. Since then the world economy, and 
with it the open Dutch economy, has been battered by heavy weather following the 
credit crisis. This had not yet led to a fall in economic growth in 2008, but the economy 
is expected to shrink substantially in 2009, taking the purchasing power of the average 
household back to the level of 2007.

National income
National income, the financial counterpart of national output, by definition moves in 
line with economic growth. Net national income, adjusted for inflation, increased by 
an average of 2.5% per annum in the period 1997-2008 (figure 2.12).1 This growth was 
however not evenly spread over that period; between 1997 and 2000 it averaged 4.9% per 
year, while in the period 2000-2005 it was 1.3% per annum and in the period 2005-2008 
2.2%. Following the credit crunch in mid-2008, and its impact on the economy, the Neth-
erlands Bureau for Economic Policy Analysis (cpb) is forecasting a reduction of 4.75% in 
gross domestic product (cpb 2009). This will work through into national income.2

Part of the cause of the credit crunch lay in the fact that financial surpluses in the 
emerging Asiatic economies and oil-producing countries were invested in American 
financial products and institutions (cpb 2008). As a result, interest rates and bond yields 
fell and, in a bid to find higher returns, many high-risk transactions were effected on 
the American housing and equity markets.3 The resultant bubbles burst in mid-2008, 
severely undermining the asset positions of financial companies. This in turn caused 
lending to businesses to dry up. The situation was exacerbated by the uncertain finan-
cial position of financial institutions, which in turn put mutual lending in jeopardy. 
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This fear spread through the rest of the economy and the rest of the world. World trade 
fell sharply, leading to the biggest post-war recession, with economic growth falling by 
around 4% in the final quarter of 2008 in the emerging economies, and by around 7.5% 
in the Western economies (i mf 2009). A further fall in world economic output is forecast 
for 2009. The Netherlands has been particularly hard hit because of the open nature of 
its economy, the importance of the banking sector and the relatively high dependence 
on the Anglo-Saxon world.

Around 75% of Dutch national income is currently earned by households. This figure 
has been higher in the past; in the early 1990s, households earned 85% of the national 
income, but businesses and public authorities gradually began taking a bigger slice 
of total earned income – businesses mainly in the second half of the 1990s and public 
authorities across the whole of the period studied. From the income they earn, house-
holds pay tax and social security contributions, but also receive social security benefits 
and retirement pensions in return. What is left is their free disposable income, which 
currently accounts for over half of national income. Households accounted for 65% of 
disposable national income in the early 1990s, but their free disposable income sub-
sequently fell to around 53% in 2007. The rest of the disposable income is generated by 
businesses (16%) and public authorities (30%).

The growing share taken by government in national disposable income is reflected 
mainly in the increasing availability of public services for individual citizens. Examples 
include spending on care, education, culture, transport and housing, all of which 
fall under the banner of ‘benefit from the government’. Adjusted for inflation, this 
expenditure rose by an average of 4.75% per annum in the period 1997-2007. This was 
considerably more than the increase in national income (3.0% per year) and government 
spending on collective services such as defence and public administration (2.25% per 
annum). The greatly increased benefit from the government is represented in the curve 
in figure 2.12 showing the total income of households: this curve represents disposable 
household income plus government spending on public services which benefit individu-
als. This pushes the growth in disposable household income from 1.7% per year, in the 
form of free disposable income, to 2.5% per year, in the form of free disposable income 
and income derived from public services. However, the net effect of this is that since 1997 
free disposable household income has trailed the trend in national income by around 16 
percentage points, and has lagged around six percentage points behind total disposable 
income.

Households have partially compensated for this shortfall in income growth by address-
ing savings or by borrowing. The gap between people’s incomes and their spending was 
particularly wide in the period 2002-2005 (–3% and +2%, respectively), but in the years 
thereafter spending fell more into line with income. However, the difference that devel-
oped over the years has not yet been eliminated; households attach importance to an 
even growth in consumer spending, and in times of relative prosperity will spend pro-
portionately less while in times of relative austerity the proportion spent will be higher. 
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It is notable that the sharp fall in national income from 2008 onwards will not lead to a 
corresponding fall in disposable household income. If government spending for citizens 
is added to disposable income (‘plus benefit’), there was actually a slight rise in 2009. 
This is because of the delayed impact of the credit crisis on households (unemploy-
ment) and the fact that government spending has remained steady (education and care). 
Households are evidently anticipating this, given the sharp drop in spending in 2009.

Figure 2.12

Trend in real national incomes, 1997-2009 (in index figures, 1997 = 100; the figures for 2008 and 2009 

are estimates)
Figuur 2.12
Tekst

Source: CBS (StatLine, National Accounts); CPB (2009); SCP treatment
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Population growth dilutes disposable income because it is more thinly spread. In the 
period 1997-2007, disposable income per head of the population grew by only 1.2% per 
year, and per household by only 0.8%, compared with 1.6% per annum for total dispos-
able household income (see figure 2.13). This means that 0.4 percentage points of the 
annual growth in disposable income is absorbed by population growth and 0.8 per-
centage points by the growth in the number of households. The rise in the number of 
households can be explained partly by population growth and partly by the increase in 
the proportion of single-person households and single-parent families.
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Figure 2.13

Trend in incomes, 1997-2009 (in 2007 prices; figures for 2009 are estimates; in eur)
Figuur 2.13
Tekst

Source: CBS (StatLine, National Accounts); CPB (2009); SCP treatment
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The purchasing power of household income depends among other things on the size 
and composition of the household. That purchasing power has increased over time due 
to the reduction in the size of the average household: a steadily decreasing number of 
mouths to feed in each household. This enabled the average household to achieve the 
same level of prosperity as in 1997 with almost 2% less income in 2009. This means that, 
although households received 7.0% more income per household in the period 1997-2009, 
their purchasing power increased due to family dilution by 9.1% (see the curve represent-
ing ‘disposable income per equivalent household’ in figure 2.13). This gain in purchasing 
power was not evenly spread over time; in the period 1997-2001 there was only a modest 
increase in purchasing power, while between 2001 and 2005 it actually fell slightly. It 
was not until 2006 that purchasing power recovered, improving by 1.9% per year up to 
and including 2008. In 2009, however, households felt the impact of the credit crunch, 
and this is likely to lead to an average loss in purchasing power of 1.0%.4 The net effect of 
these movements is that household purchasing power, stated in euros and at the spend-
ing level of a single person, rose between 1987 and 2007 from eur 23,520 to eur 25,660. 
In 2009, the purchasing power of household income will fall slightly below its 2007 level.

The Netherlands scores reasonably well economically in a European context. The differ-
ences in wealth between different countries are generally expressed in terms of gross 
domestic product (gdp) per head of the population, with a correction being made for 
differences in purchasing power between countries and across years.
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In 1997, per capita gdp in the countries of Northern and Central Europe ranged from 
usd 22,500 (Finland) to usd 27,000 (Denmark) (bottom series in figure 2.14). The 
Netherlands occupied second place after Denmark. Of the Southern European coun-
tries, only Italy tracked the level of Northern and Central Europe. From 1997 onwards, 
Ireland enjoyed by far the strongest economic growth of the then 15 eu member states 
(eu15), averaging 3.9% per annum, and putting it at the head of the Western European 
continent. By the same token, Ireland has suffered the greatest downturn following 
the credit crunch of all countries shown in the figure. Greece and Finland follow a short 
distance behind, with economic growth per head of the population of 3.7% and 3.2%, 
respectively, per annum. The subsequent performance of the Netherlands is by no means 
bad, with average growth of 2.2% per annum. The Netherlands will accordingly probably 
take second place again in 2009, but this time behind Ireland. The very modest relative 
growth in Italy and absolute growth in Portugal is striking, as is the relatively strong 
growth in the new eu member states from Eastern Europe.

Figure 2.14

Growth in per capita gross domestic product (gdp), 1997-2009 (in usd and constant purchasing 

power; the figures for 2008 and 2009 are estimates)

Figuur 2.14
Tekst

Source: OECD (2009a)
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Apart from economic output per head of the population, a countries wealth can also 
be measured by the level of unemployment, the rate of inflation and the government 
budget deficit. These indicators can be standardised and then added together, to serve as 
a sort of ‘misery index’. The resultant average annual score operates on a scale from 0-10, 
where a score of 2 counts as a good performance and a score of 8 as a poor performance 
(see figure 2.15). Using this indexation method shows only relative differences between 
countries and across years.
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Figure 2.15

Scores on a number of key economic indicators (‘misery index’), 1997 and 2008 (standardised with 

equal weights)
Figuur 2.15
Tekst

Source: OECD (2009a)
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The Netherlands achieved the lowest score on the ‘misery index’ in 2008. Both the 
unemployment rate and the inflation rate were among the lowest on the European 
continent, and the budget deficit was also well within bounds, though the Netherlands 
did not occupy the best position here. Denmark also scores relatively well for 2008. The 
weak scores of the Southern European countries (especially Spain) are striking, as are 
those of the Eastern European countries (particularly Hungary). Even in Western Europe, 
however, the weak scores achieved by Belgium and France are anything but enviable. 
Belgian’s biggest problem is high inflation, while France is confronted with high unem-
ployment and a large budget deficit.
The comparison between 1997 and 2008 is a relative one; it shows only rises and falls on 
a scale where the average in both years is 5.0. This comparison once again shows that the 
Netherlands performed well, and also that Denmark came closest to the Dutch perform-
ance, though the other Scandinavian countries also performed well. Spain, together 
with Hungary and the Slovak Republic, were at the bottom of the European pile in 2008.

Activity profile
People are confronted with events during the course of their lives which help determine 
how they live and how they fill their days. These events are generally not spread evenly 
over their lives, but take place mainly at the start (studying, leaving home, moving in 
with a partner, going to work), in the middle phase (starting a family, getting divorced) 
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or at the end of their life course (children leaving home, retirement, loss of partner). 
Not everyone undergoes the same life events, and the events do not happen in the same 
phase of life for everyone. This section looks at the average life-course profile by socio-
economic activity. Since this profile still differs considerably between men and women, 
the average life-course profiles for each sex are shown separately. The profiles were com-
piled on the basis of the category to which the respondents count themselves. They were 
able to place themselves among workers (full-time or part-time, with working 30 hours 
per week as the dividing line), benefit recipients (unemployed or disabled), pensioners, 
students or active in other ways (including working in their own household).

The differences in activity profile between men and women are considerable. Up to the 
age of 21, men’s daily lives are dominated by following education, after which, up to age 
24, they undergo the transition to performing paid work, which is almost always full-
time (figure 2.16). In 2007, more than three-quarters of men aged 24 had begun their 
careers, and this rose to a maximum of 94% by the age of 30. This high figure is main-
tained for a long time, only gradually starting to fall at age 48, to reach 85% by the age of 
55. Thereafter men leave the labour market at an accelerated pace, initially via the disa-
bility benefit route, but from the age of 60 mainly through retirement. The consequence 
of this exodus is that at age 60 only 53% of men are in work, at age 62 only 25% and at age 
64 only 16%.

Figure 2.16

Activity profile of men, by age, 2007 (in percentages)
Figuur 2.16
Tekst

Source: CBS (EBB’07); SCP treatment
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The proportion of women in work never exceeds 72%, and that figure is achieved fairly 
early, at age 27 (figure 2.17). There are no age or cohort effects here, because the peak in 
labour participation was also reached around that age in 1995, albeit at a slightly lower 
level of 69%. Thereafter, the net labour participation rate of women falls gradually to 
57% at age 37. This trend marks the move towards the typical ‘family formation dip’, 
though it would appear that this can no longer be regarded as a real or permanent dip. 
It reaches a maximum of 16 percentage points (at age 41), whereas in 1995 it amounted to 
23 percentage points. The typical family dip for women thus appears to be disappearing. 
There is however a major transition from full-time to part-time work; whereas the aver-
age 27 year-old working woman opts for full-time employment in 85% of cases, this is the 
case for only 48% of 40 year-olds. The family dip appears to have been transformed into 
a ‘full-time dip’ or, perhaps more accurately, a full-time plateau, because the full-time 
labour participation of women remains stuck at about 30% from around the age of 36, 
before falling gradually from age 52 to reach 0% at retirement age. One striking though 
explainable finding is that, compared with men, few women leave working life via the 
early retirement route.

Figure 2.17

Activity profile of women, by age, 2007 (in percentages)
Figuur 2.17
Tekst

Source: CBS (EBB’07); SCP treatment
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Another striking difference in the activity profiles of men and women emerges in rela-
tion to following a course of training or study. Women study more than men. Whereas 
in 2007 more than 76% of men aged 15-20 were studying, this was easily surpassed 
by the number of women studying in the same age group, at over 83%. Women have 
not only made up the gap that existed a relative to men in 1997 (they had done this by 
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around 2001), but have since easily outstripped men. There are also other areas where 
the differences in activities between men and women have changed over time (see fig-
ures 2.18 and 2.19).

Figure 2.18

Changes in the activity profile of men, by age group, 1997-2007 (in percentages)
Figuur 2.18
Tekst

Source: CBS (EBB’97, ’02, ’07) SCP treatment
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Figure 2.19

Changes in the activity profile of women, by age group, 1997-2007 (in percentages)
Figuur 2.19
Tekst

Source: CBS (EBB’97, ’02, ’07) SCP treatment
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Particularly striking among women is the increase in paid employment from the age of 
25. This increase occurs mainly through full-time jobs. As with men, the relative increase 
is greatest among 55-64 year-olds, where the full-time employment rate of women 
almost doubled from 7% in 1997 to 13% in 2007. The participation in part-time work by 
this age group also virtually doubled, however, from 8% in 1997 to 15% in 2007. In terms 
of labour market participation, therefore, great gains have been made in this age group. 
The proportion of women in the 25-34 age group in part-time work fell slightly, while it 
rose slightly in the 35-54 age group. All this means that the stronger focus on the labour 
market by women increases as they grow older: the increase in the labour participation 
rate of 15-29 year-olds remains virtually unchanged; it increases among 30-39 year-olds 
by more than five percentage points, by around 10 percentage points among 40-49 
year-olds and by almost 20 percentage points among 50-59 year-olds. The higher labour 
participation rate of older women also means that the risk of unemployment and inca-
pacity for work has increased.
The increased labour participation rate of women receives wide support from the gen-
eral public (Kalmijn & Scherpenzeel 2009). Only where there are very young children 
(babies) do a substantial proportion of the population (40%) believe that it is better for 
the mother not to work. Mothers themselves, however, have less difficulty with this. 
A generational difference is clearly manifesting itself here, in which older people, in par-
ticular, are keen to maintain the traditional ‘mother figure’. The support for non-workers 
rapidly fades when the children are older, though a substantial proportion of the popu-
lation (30%) believe that mothers should then opt for part-time working.
The greatly increased focus on the labour market by women has led to a drastic fall in 
the amount of time that older women in particular have for other activities (‘working 
in own household’). Simulations using a choice model developed by scp for paid and 
unpaid work suggest that a rising female labour participation rate mainly takes place at 
the expense of voluntary work (Ooms et al. 2009). Looking after their own household, 
looking after the children and leisure time also suffer due to the increased labour market 
participation, but to a substantially lesser extent than voluntary work. Evidently, paid 
work and voluntary work are seen more as a substitute for each other than paid work and 
other activities.

Individual life courses can differ markedly from the average life course presented here. 
These differences have increased over time due to individualisation and emancipation, 
which mean that people make their choices in an increasingly aware and independent 
way. The transitions from one phase to another and from one activity to another have 
also become more flexible. The different activities increasingly compete with each other 
for the available time, and people constantly have to make a judgment between work-
ing, caring for others, studying and leisure activity or combinations of these different 
activities. A recent scp report showed that choices not only depend on age and sex, but 
above all on the presence of (young) children and on the education level of those con-
cerned (Ooms et al. 2009). The presence of young children mainly increases the chance 
that women will perform less paid work, while a higher education level does the reverse, 
increasing the labour market participation of women.
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The life course of women, in particular, has changed markedly in recent decades. More 
and more women go out to work and, following the birth of their first child, combine 
working with looking after the children. This has spawned a wide variety of earning 
types, in which, for couples, the one and a half earner model has gained dominance 
(figure 2.20).

Figure 2.20

Proportion of single-earners and double-earners among couples,a based on their labour market 

participation,b 1997-2007
Figuur 2.20
Tekst

a   Heterosexual couples where both partners are aged 15-65 years.
b   A full-time job is defined here as a job for at least 33 hours per week, a part-time job as a job for 
     between one and 32 hours, a small part-time job as 1-11 hours, and a large part-time job as 12-32 hours. 
     Non-earners are people without a paid job.

Source: CBS (EBB’97-’07) SCP treatment
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The model where the man works (virtually) full-time and the woman has a large part-
time job has become especially popular, increasing from 27% in 1997 to 38% in 2007. The 
gains by this earner model over time have been made almost entirely at the expense of 
the single-earner model where the man is the breadwinner. In 1997, this earner model 
ran in parallel with the one and a half earner model, but in 2007 it accounted for no 
more than 18% of all earner models among couples. The picture is remarkably stable for 
the other earner models, though there has been a slight increase in the proportion of 
double-earners where both partners work part-time, from 3% in 1997 to 6% in 2007, at 
the expense of double earners with two full-time working partners. It is striking that the 
proportion of part-time working men in couples has almost doubled over the last ten 
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years, from 4.5% in 1997 to 8% in 2007. Nonetheless, this is still a very low figure com-
pared with women (50%).

The ties with the labour market are important for women who have children. After all, 
once they have left the labour market, re-entering it becomes more difficult as time goes 
by. The chance that a woman with young children will go back to work rises sharply once 
the youngest child goes to primary school. The chance of re-entering the labour market 
also rises with the mother’s education level, but declines as family income increases 
(osa 2005).

2.4 Trends in public services

The government has three important public tasks: providing an adequate level of public 
services (allocation function); providing financial security and ensuring the spread of 
wealth (distribution function); and seeking to ensure a balanced economy and labour 
market (stabilisation function). Public services accounted for more than 50% of govern-
ment spending in 2007, while the redistribution of income – through levies and benefits 
– took more than 20%. Almost a third of the spending on services is purely collective 
in nature (e.g. defence, police, judicial apparatus, public administration) and does not 
directly benefit individual citizens. On the other hand, more than two-thirds of this 
spending does directly benefit individual citizens, in the form of health care, education, 
culture, and so on.
Partly because of the high staff costs, public services take a large slice of government 
resources. Expressed as a percentage of gdp, public spending remained relatively stable 
in the period 1997-2007 (figure 2.21). There has however been a gradual rise in individual 
provisions, from just under 12% of gdp in 1997 to nearly 15% in 2007.

The fall in collective spending as a proportion of the total (the public expenditure ratio) 
in the second half of the 1990s was caused mainly by lower spending on benefits (espe-
cially in the period 1997-1999) and a fall in the interest rate payable on government debt 
(especially in the period 1999-2001). These two spending categories led to a fall in the 
expenditure ratio of 4.0 percentage points. The ratio returned to a higher level in 2003 
due to the increased focus by the Balkenende government of the day on issues such 
as care (eliminating waiting lists), public safety (more police) and education (smaller 
classes). In addition, economic growth faltered (see figure 2.12) and, with public spend-
ing continuing, this helped drive up the expenditure ratio. After 2003 the ratio fell back 
against slightly; the recovering economy (numerator effect) and the sector-wide govern-
ment spending cuts (denominator effect) were both contributory factors here. The total 
expenditure ratio hardly changed at all in 2007, but spending on public provisions rose 
again sharply, while the expenditure ratios for the other spending categories remained 
unchanged or fell. This increase was however almost entirely artificial and related to the 
transfer of private health insurance to the new Care Insurance Act in 2006.
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Figure 2.21

Trend in public spending, by main categories, 1997-2007 (as percentage of gdp)
Figuur 2.21
Tekst
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Government expenditure on public services totalled 47.5% of gdp in 1997 (figure 2.22). 
After falling slightly in around 2000 to just over 44% of gdp, spending on public services 
was back at its 1997 level in 2003. Thereafter it fell again gradually to reach 45.3% of gdp 
in 2007.

The percentage proportions of most functions have changed little over time, although 
there have been sharp falls in spending on public administration and sharp increases 
in health care spending. The fall in spending on public administration is caused largely 
by a reduction in the interest rate on government debt, which is attributed to the public 
administration in the function classification used by Eurostat; development aid and 
foreign affairs are also assigned to this function. The rise in health care spending is 
paralleled in all countries but, as noted earlier, the sharp rise in 2006 in the Netherlands 
was artificial, being caused by the introduction of the Care Insurance Act. Health care 
includes only care focused on achieving a cure (the ‘cure’ function). The provision of 
other types of care is funded in the Netherlands under the Exceptional Medical Expenses 
Act (aw bz) and is included under social protection (‘benefits’ function). Spending on 
defence fell in the period considered from 1.7% to 1.4% of gdp, while in the same period 
spending on public safety (police, judicial apparatus and fire service) rose from 1.4% 
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to 1.8%. The priority in the period considered evidently shifted from external to internal 
safety and security. Spending on education remained virtually unchanged, as did spend-
ing on housing, environmental protection and economic affairs. Spending on culture 
and recreation jumped slightly in 2000 due to the inclusion of the broadcasting licence 
fee in the tax system. It is somewhat variable, partly because it is sensitive to movements 
in the economic cycle. However, the long-term trend is downwards, from 18.4% of gdp 
in 1997 to 16.3% in 2007.

Figure 2.22

Total government expenditure, 1997-2007 (as a percentage of gdp)

Figuur 2.22
Tekst

Source: Eurostat (database); SCP treatment
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The level of public services, measured by the proportion of gdp that is spent on 
these provisions, is around the European average. It is between 40% and 50% in most 
European countries, including the Netherlands (45%). Only Spain, Ireland and the Slovak 
Republic are slightly below this level, while France, Denmark and Sweden are slightly 
above it. The Netherlands is right in the middle. Most countries managed to reduce the 
proportion of gdp they spent on public services between 1997 and 2007, with Portugal 
and the uk the only countries where the level rose slightly, to around 45% of gdp. The 
biggest falls in public spending took place in the Scandinavian countries, ranging from 
six percentage points in Denmark to ten percentage points in Sweden. The Netherlands 
reduced its level of public spending in the period concerned from 47.5% to 45.3% of gdp.



50

The so cial state of the Ne therl ands 20 0 9

Government expenditure can be broken down by function (figure 2.23).5 the biggest dif-
ferences between countries occur in the categories housing and defence, the smallest in 
health care.

The Netherlands does not occupy an exceptional position for any of the government 
functions, and is firmly in the middle range for all categories, alongside countries such 
as Germany and Austria. Belgium spends a relatively high proportion of gdp on public 
administration (including foreign affairs, development aid and interest on government 
debt) and relatively little on housing. The Scandinavian countries spend relatively little 
on benefits, but no longer occupy an exceptional position for other functions. France is 
also relatively generous with its benefits paid to individuals and households. The picture 
in the Mediterranean countries is variable. Italy and Greece spend a good deal on public 
administration, while Spain spends relatively little. Greece also spends a lot on defence 
at the expense of cultural, recreational and educational provisions.

Figure 2.23

Government expenditure as a proportion of gdp, by function, 2007 (in percentages)

Figuur 2.23
Tekst

Source: Eurostat (database); SCP treatment 

admini-
stration

defence

public 
safety

economy

environ-
ment

housing

health
care

culture & 
recreation

education

benefits

Ne
th

er
la

nd
s

Be
lg

iu
m

Ge
rm

an
y

Fr
an

ce

Au
st

ria

De
nm

ar
k

Sw
ed

en

Fi
nl

an
d

Ita
ly

Sp
ai

n

Po
rtu

ga
l

Gr
ee

ce

Ire
la

nd

Un
ite

d 
Ki

ng
do

m

Cz
ec

h 
Re

pu
bl

ic

Hu
ng

ar
y

Po
la

nd

Sl
ov

ak
 R

ep
ub

lic

0

10

20

30

40

50

60



51  

people, economy and government

2.5 Summary

Demographic, economic and social trends help shape the framework within which 
people’s life situation develops. Population ageing, increasing multiculturalism and 
householder dilution have consequences for people’s life situation in the domains 
‘health’, ‘participation’, ‘recreation’, ‘mobility’ and ‘housing’. Economic growth not only 
influences the trend in purchasing power-driven household demand and the available 
government budget, but also impacts on the labour participation rate, earned income 
and benefit dependency of the population, as well as the level of public expenditure.

The Netherlands had 16.5 million inhabitants in 2009, making up 7.3 million households 
and living in 7.1 million dwellings. The population grew steadily between 1997 and 
2004, rising by 0.6% per annum, but this rate of growth subsequently halved to 0.3% per 
year as the positive migration balance disappeared. Together with France and Ireland, 
the Netherlands is currently one of the few countries where the population is growing 
primarily due to natural growth. In most other European countries, the growth of the 
population is due solely to a positive migration balance.
The age at which children leave the parental home has fallen since 1997; the percentage 
of 20 year-olds still living at home has fallen particularly sharply, from 73% in 1997 to 
66% in 2008. This puts extra pressure on the housing market, with an additional influx 
of around 45,000 persons aged 18-22 years looking for homes. By European standards, 
the youth and elderly dependency ratios in the Netherlands (i.e. the proportion of 0-20 
year-olds and over-65s, respectively, to the number of 20-64 year-olds in the population) 
are relatively modest. Estimates suggest that the elderly dependency ratio will double 
in the coming years, from around 25% today to approximately 50% in 2040. This will 
demand considerable efforts in order to maintain the labour potential as well as to con-
strain spending on care and pensions.
The proportion of immigrants in the Dutch population has increased in recent years, 
from just over 16% in 1997 to 20% in 2009. This increase is due almost entirely to migra-
tion by non-Western ethnic minorities, who account for just over half of all immigrants. 
Non-Western ethnic minorities are concentrated mainly in urban areas; for example, one 
in three residents of the three largest cities in the Netherlands (Amsterdam, Rotterdam 
and The Hague) are of non-Western origin, compared with fewer than one in 50 in the 
typically rural areas. The generally larger families in these households have exacerbated 
the concentration of young people in highly urbanised areas, with 57% of the school-age 
population in Amsterdam, 56% in Rotterdam and 48% in The Hague being of non-West-
ern origin, compared with the average of 16% in the Netherlands as a whole.

The Netherlands has enjoyed a benign economic climate in the last decade and has long 
been one of the top three countries in Europe in terms of economic growth. The only 
time that economic growth came to a halt was for a period of a few years after the turn of 
the millennium; from 2003 onwards, however, the national wealth has increased again 
by an average of 2.6% per year. The credit crunch is expected to produce a downturn in 
2009, which will push the Netherlands back to its prosperity level of 2007. Over time, 
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however, Dutch households have benefited to the decreasing degree from the growth in 
national wealth. That wealth has been spread more thinly, not only because of the rise in 
the number of households, but also because of the increasing share of national income 
taken by businesses and government. As a result, household purchasing power has risen 
by an average of only 1.1% per year since 2003. The credit crisis is likely to cause average 
purchasing power to fall by 1% in 2009.
Its score on key economic indicators such as economic growth, unemployment, infla-
tion and budget deficits currently gives the Netherlands a leading position in Europe. 
The credit crisis will do little to change this, despite the fact that the Dutch economy has 
been hit relatively hard.

Men and women differ considerably in the way they structure their daily lives. At age 24, 
more than three-quarters of men are already in employment, and that proportion rises 
to a peak of 94% at age 30 (in 2007). This high proportion is sustained for a long time, 
only starting to fall at age 48, to reach 85% at age 55. Thereafter, men leave the labour 
market at an accelerated pace, initially chiefly through the disability benefits system 
(being declared unfit for work) and later mainly due to retirement. The proportion of 
women in work never exceeds 72%, and that figure is reached as early as age 27. The 
subsequent pattern closely resembles that of men, except that family formation quickly 
makes part-time working very popular and leaving the labour market through retire-
ment is considerably less common than among men. The typical female ‘employment 
dip’ thus appears to be disappearing and being replaced by a ‘full-time dip’. More and 
more women combine looking after the children with a part-time job after the arrival of 
their first child. This has given a strong boost to the one and a half earner model, from 
36% of couples in 1997 to 46% in 2007. This increase has taken place almost entirely at 
the expense of the traditional single-earner (breadwinner) model, which fell as a pro-
portion of couples over the same period from 32% to 24%. The position for the other 
earner models has shown little change.

Notes
1 Net national income is equal to gdp less depreciation (write-down in the value of capital goods) plus 

income from abroad.

2 The difference between gdp and net national income (nni) is equal to the depreciation (very stable, 

averaging 15% of gdp) and the balance of primary incomes received from/paid to other countries 

(very unstable, averaging 1% of gdp). In 2008 the  balance of these primary incomes reversed from 

a surplus of eur 8 billion in 2007 to a deficit of eur 16 billion as a result of the credit crunch. This 

consisted primarily of dividends and retained earnings on investments.

3 The Netherlands Bureau for Economic Policy Analysis (cpb) cites as other causes the dividing up and 

parcelling of risky loans in order to spread the risks (securitisation), the underestimation of risks by 

credit assessors, failing risk management systems at banks, pro-cyclical effects of regulation and the 

sudden drying up of the credit  markets.

4 cpb (2009) is projecting a (median) purchasing power increase of 1.75% in 2009. However, this figure 

does not include the self-employed (income from profits), who will see a sharp fall in their income in 
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2009 (-42%). They are moreover static figures, which take no account of situational changes (such as 

becoming unemployed).

5 This classification is based on the Eurostat Classification of the functions of government (Cofog).
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– Despite the financial crisis, 75% of the Dutch public believe that the Netherlands is a 
prosperous country. However, only 29% believe that this prosperity will continue into 
the future, though the level of optimism improved again after February 2009. A fairly 
high proportion of people (59%) are satisfied with their own income.

– People regard the five most important social problems as society and antisocial 
behaviour, income and the economy, politics and administration, crime and safety, 
and immigration and integration.

– Items that are high on the agenda of citizens are social security, a stable economy, 
freedom of speech, fighting crime and maintaining public order. People have become 
slightly more tolerant of minorities in recent years, and also slightly less rigid in their 
views about the issuing of residence permits.

– Satisfaction with the government increased between 2006 and 2008 and, following 
the sharp dip in 2002 and 2004, was almost back to its 1998 level, at 76%. Public satis-
faction with the government fell again slightly after November 2008, however.

– The view that the public authorities are functioning well follows a similar trend over 
the last decade and, at 67%, is now back at its 1998 level.

– Trust in the Dutch government has also increased, from 38% in 2003 to 69% in 2008.
– Distrust is greatest in societal institutions (28%) and politics (26%), and to a lesser 

extent the justice system (18%) and the public authorities (17%).
– The not insubstantial group of Dutch citizens who are satisfied with their own lives 

but who distrust politicians is almost impossible to classify in terms of socio-demo-
graphic characteristics.

3.1 The opinion climate as a thermometer

Public opinion is increasingly used as a thermometer by the government, on the one 
hand to provide it with an insight into what exercises the public, and on the other so that 
it can gear government policy to public opinion. Opinion polls have accordingly taken 
on huge importance in recent decades.
This chapter traces developments in the views and beliefs of the Dutch on a range of 
topics over a period of around ten years. What do people think about the trends in pros-
perity? Given the current financial crisis, this is a relevant and topical question. The 
chapter then explores people’s views on social problems (what do people see as the big-
gest problems?) and highlights three specific problems which are high on people’s list 
of priorities, namely norms and values, crime and integration. Attention then turns to 
what people see as desirable policy objectives: where should politicians’ priorities lie in 
tackling problems? We then look at opinions about the government and its policy, both 
in the two specific areas of integration and crime and with regard to 15 more general 
policy domains. Satisfaction with the government and public authorities in general, 
and trust in various institutions, is then explored. Finally, we look in more depth at the 
paradox of personal satisfaction and political distrust; to do this we look more closely at 
the group of Dutch citizens who combine satisfaction with their own lives with political 
distrust.
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3.2 Prosperity and the financial crisis

Although the economic crisis began in 2008, 75% of the Dutch public still think that the 
Netherlands is a prosperous country, and 87% believe that their own family is prosper-
ous. The Dutch are even slightly more optimistic than two years ago, when there was no 
financial crisis: in 2006, 74% and 81%, respectively, held these opinions. For information 
on the data used in this chapter, which are drawn from the Cultural Changes (Culturele Veran-
deringen) series of surveys, see box 3.1.1

Box 3.1 Cultural Changes in the Netherlands 2008/’09
This chapter draws extensively on the Cultural Changes in the Netherlands survey (c v), 
which has been held among the Dutch population since 1975. The most recent survey 
was conducted by Statistics Netherlands (cbs) between November 2008 and May 
2009, right in the middle of the economic crisis. In the figures and tables we refer to 
‘c v ’08/’09’, but for ease of legibility, in the text we refer to the year 2009. It is also 
possible that there is a trend break in the figures, because the surveys in 2008/’09 were 
conducted by cbs (formerly by the opinion research organisations nipo and Intomart 
GfK), using a personal sample rather than an address sample. Many trends in the 
opinions expressed in Cultural Changes are also found in the Citizens’ Outlook Barometer 
(Continu Onderzoek Burgerperspectieven) 2008/’09 (cob). In addition, in 2004 and 2006 
Intomart deployed strategies to enhance response rates in order to persuade hard to 
reach samples and refusals to participate in the survey. On the other hand, one report 
suggests that this had virtually no impact on the outcomes (Verhagen 2007).

The Dutch are much less confident that the prosperity will be maintained in the near 
future: only 29% had confidence in the future in 2009, compared with 68% in 2006. 
Figure 3.1 presents these figures for the last ten years in the form of a graph (percentages 
on the left-hand axis).
The left-hand axis also shows the trend in people’s satisfaction with their own income. 
The fairly high level of this satisfaction (59%) is striking.2 The Citizens’ Outlook Barometer 
(cob; Steenvoorden 2009a) also shows that, despite the crisis, the Dutch are relatively 
satisfied with their own financial situation (87% were satisfied in 2008). The most recent 
figures, from the second and third quarterly cob bulletins from 2009 (cob 2009|2, cob 
2009|3), also do little to suggest that the Dutch are concerned about their own incomes: 
only 17% and 15%, respectively, express concern. It has to be remembered here that 
average family income was also fairly high in 2008 (see chapter 2, figure 2.12), so that 
from an objective standpoint, too, the Dutch had little reason to complain. Another 
possible explanation for the relatively high level of satisfaction is that people had as yet 
barely been affected by the crisis3 – something that will become more of an issue in the 
near future – or that, given the deteriorating circumstances splashed across the media 
regularly, people were thanking their lucky stars for their own income. This latter sus-
picion was confirmed in focus groups which were organised for the Citizens’ Outlook 
Barometer (cob) in the second quarter of 2009. Participants in these focus groups also 
saw positive aspects to the economic crisis: people will learn to re-examine their own 
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lives, which will cause them to realise that they are actually quite fortunate and should 
feel happy with what they have rather than always simply wanting more (Schothorst & 
Ter Berg 2009: 1920).
We then compared people’s views about the near future and about their own income 
with developments in gross domestic product (gdp), in other words economic growth 
expressed as the trend in the volume of goods and services produced annually (see the 
right-hand axis in figure 3.1). Chapter 2 has already touched briefly on this macroeco-
nomic trend.
Growth in gdp was slower in 2008 than in 2006, while for 2009 negative growth of 
–4.75% has been forecast by the Netherlands Bureau for Economic Policy Analysis (cpb) 
(cpb 2009).4 Public opinion on the expected trend in prosperity broadly follows the 
same pattern as the actual trend (though people were perhaps a little too optimistic in 
2002), whereas people’s satisfaction with their income follows a somewhat flatter course 
and does not necessarily run in parallel with macroeconomic developments.
Unlike 2002, when expected prosperity, satisfaction with income and gdp were all low, 
opinions in 2009 are characterised by the fact that, although people are pessimistic 
about the trend in national wealth, they are relatively satisfied with their own income.

Figure 3.1

Expectations on prosperity, satisfaction with own incomea and volume changes in gross domestic 

productb (gdp), population aged 16 years and older, 1998-2008/’09 (in percentages)
Figuur 3.1
Tekst

a   Left-hand axis: agreement with the statement ‘National prosperity will continue in the near future’ and 
     affirmative answer to the question ‘Are you satisfied with your own income?’
b   Right-hand axis: Percentage changes in GDP compared with the preceding year.

Source: CBS StatLine (consulted on 14 July 2009; 2008 = provisional figure); SCP (CV’98-’08/’09)
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The two subjective variables for the crisis months are analysed in more detail in box 3.2.

Box 3.2 Developments in opinions on prosperity during the crisis months
Figure 3.1a looked at the views of the Dutch concerning the trend in prosperity and 
how satisfied they are with their own income, in the period November 2008-May 2009. 
Roughly 300 respondents were interviewed each month, with the exception of the 
month of May (200 respondents). The changes in subjective expectations on prosperity 
are significant (p < 0.05), while the changes in people’s satisfaction with their own 
income are not. The figure shows a clear fall in the expectations as regards prosperity 
in February 2009. This may be connected to the forecast published by the Netherlands 
Bureau for Economic Policy Analysis (cpb) on 17 February 2009, projecting that the 
Dutch economy would shrink by 3.5% in 2009 (cpb 2009). People were slightly more 
optimistic again in March, and by May the optimism had returned to the same level 
as at the beginning of the crisis, with nearly 40% of the population expecting that the 
prosperity will continue. We see this same optimism in the second quarterly bulletin 
of the Citizens’ Outlook Barometer (cob), in which people are less sombre about the 
economy than in the first quarter of the year (cob 2009|2). Although the changes over 
time are just non-significant, people’s satisfaction with their income was higher in 
February and March than in the months prior to the publication of the forecast that the 
economy would shrink. From March onwards, the income satisfaction then appears to 
start falling again.

Figure 3.1a

Expected prosperity and satisfaction with own income,a population aged 16 years and 

older, 2008 and 2009 (in percentages)Figuur 3.1a
Tekst

a   Agreement with the statement ‘The prosperity will continue in the near future’ and 
     affirmative answer to the question ‘Are you satisfied with your own income?’

Source: SCP (CV’08/’09)
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Table 3.1 breaks down the subjective opinions on prosperity further into a number of 
socioeconomic groups.5 Are certain groups more pessimistic about the future develop-
ment of prosperity than others? To obtain an insight into this question, we compared 
the years 1998, 2002 and 2009. We looked at whether the groups differed in their views 
during a period of relative economic prosperity (1998), relative economic weakness 
(2002) and, following a recovery, the start of a new period of relative austerity (2009).

Table 3.1

Expectations on prosperity, population aged 16 years and older, by background characteristics,  

1998-2008/’09 (in percentages)

prosperity will continue
1998 2002 2008/’096

all 50 42 29

men 54 49 32
women 48 35 26

16-34 years 57 45 36
35-64 years 49 42 28
≥ 65 years 40 33 23

no formal education, primary or junior secondary education 44 31 28
secondary education 54 39 31
higher education 58 53 30

in paid work 46 45 32
not in paid work 54 36 25

Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague, Utrecht 51 45 35
rest of the Netherlands 49 41 29

political left 52 49 32
neither left nor right politically 47 34 30
political right 53 43 26

exceptionally/very satisfied with life . . 32
satisfied with life . . 28
fairly/not very satisfied with life . . 25

Source: scp (c v ’98, ’02-’08/’09)
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Men are more optimistic in all years about the trend in prosperity than women, with the 
gender difference being greatest in 2002. The youngest age group are the most optimistic 
about the trend in prosperity in all years; the over-65s are the most pessimistic in 2009, 
even compared with all other groups: only 23% think the current level of prosperity will 
continue. It is also notable that there is little difference by education level in 2009; from 
the highest to the lowest-educated, people are evidently worried about the (bad) future 
economic weather. Only in 1998, when the economy was performing strongly, were peo-
ple without a job more optimistic about the trend in prosperity than those in work; in 
the weaker economic years we see the reverse: working people are then more optimistic 
than those not in work. Residents of the four largest municipalities in the Netherlands 
(Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht) are also slightly more optimistic in 
all years than people living outside these cities. When it comes to political preferences, 
those on the right of the political spectrum in particular are more pessimistic in 2009: 
just over a quarter think the prosperity will continue; in the earlier years this group occu-
pied a middle position. Over the entire period of ten years, those on the political left 
have always remained fairly optimistic. Finally, for 2009 we explored whether people’s 
satisfaction with their own lives influences how optimistic or pessimistic they are in 
their expectations regarding future prosperity. It was found that those who are excep-
tionally and very satisfied are the most optimistic, while those who are fairly or not very 
satisfied are the least optimistic.

Using logistic regression analysis, we then examined whether these group differences in 
opinions on prosperity in 2009 remained intact after controlling for the other variables. 
The effects of sex, age, political orientation and satisfaction with own life were all found 
to be significant. We saw in table 3.1 that these were the groups which showed the big-
gest differences. Only labour market status is no longer significant; this implies that the 
differences found earlier between the different employment groups are caused by other, 
related variables.

3.3 Social problems and policy objectives

Social problems
Numerous surveys have asked Dutch citizens in different ways what they considered to 
be the most pressing problems in Dutch society. The Citizens’ Outlook Barometer (cob) 
used an open question (i.e. without offering set response categories) asking respond-
ents to list the five most important problems facing Dutch society in 2008.7 Table 3.2 
describes the areas to which the problems cited in the responses relate. The first column 
shows the percentage of citizens who listed at least one problem in the domain in ques-
tion; the second column describes the percentage of all problems cited. Most problems 
(20%) relate to present-day society, norms and values. This includes antisocial behaviour, 
‘short fuses’ and individualisation. These topics were also reported by the biggest group 
of respondents (41%). After society itself, the economy (14%) and politics and administra-
tion (13%) were the most frequently cited problems. The economy includes aspects such 
as income inequality and the economic crisis; under the influence of that economic 
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crisis, the economy is increasingly seen as a problem. The topic ‘politics and administra-
tion’ relates to all problems that are specifically connected to bureaucracy, politicians 
and political responsiveness. Problems relating to politics and administration were 
reported with increasing frequency through 2008. This was due on the one hand to the 
fact that the Dutch were concerned in the spring of 2008 about the anti-Islamic film Fitna 
and/or the way in which the Dutch government reacted to it; in the autumn of 2008, 
however, dissatisfaction with politicians reduced due to the actions taken by the govern-
ment in the early days of the economic crisis, with the takeover of the banks a bn a mro 
and Fortis Nederland.

Table 3.2

The most important problems in the Netherlands: distribution of problems cited by respondents 

across domains, population aged 18 years and older, by sex and education level, 2008 (in percentages) 

percent-
age of all 
respon-
dentsa

percent-
age of all 
problemsb

% change 
in problems 
January- 
October 2008

sex education

 male female low middle high

society, norms and values 41 20 -3 19 21 19 21 23
income and economy 33 14 +8 15 13 14 15 12
politics and administration 30 13 -9 16 11 12 12 16
crime and safety 27 11 +1 9 12 13 11 8
immigration and integration 26 10 0 10 10 10 10 10
care and population ageing 21 7 0 5 9 9 8 6
traffic and physical environment 18 6 +1 7 5 7 7 6
youth and family 12 4 +2 3 5 5 4 3
nature and the environment 9 3 0 3 3 2 3 4
education, innovation, arts & culture 8 2 -1 2 3 1 2 4
employment 4 1 0 2 1 2 1 1
Netherlands in international perspective 4 1 -1 1 1 1 1 1
social system (general) 3 1 0 1 1 1 1 1
freedoms 3 1 -1 1 1 1 1 1
other 11 4 +1 4 4 4 4 5

(n)
*

4386
100

3884
0

2002
100

1897
100

1987
100

1158
100

1463
100

1263

a Percentage of respondents citing one or more problems in a domain.
b Average percentage of all problems cited by respondents which relate to the domain in question.
* 88.6% of the respondents cited a least one problem. There is virtually no variation by sex (men: 88.3%, 

women: 88.8%), but wide variation by education level (lower: 81.9%, middle: 89.5%, higher 94.4%).

Source: cob (2008|1, 2008|2, 2008|3, 2008|4)
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Table 3.2 also reveals differences between two social groups. Men cite problems relating 
to politics, the economy and infrastructure slightly more often, while women do so for 
problems in the areas of care, family and safety. The more highly educated are somewhat 
more concerned about society, politics and education, while the low-educated are rather 
more concerned about crime and about care and population ageing. All in all, however, 
these differences are fairly small.

Norms and values, crime and integration
We selected three social problems from the top five in table 3.2 and analysed them over 
time: norms and values, crime and integration. Of the two other problems, income and 
economy has already been discussed (in section 3.2), while views on politics and admin-
istration will be discussed in section 3.4 of this chapter and again in chapter 8.

What is the trend in views on norms and values? In 1998, 68% felt that conduct and mor-
als – a somewhat archaic term for what are today called ‘norms and values’ – were going 
downhill; the percentage in 2009 was somewhat lower, but was still 62% (see table 3.3). 
Qualitative data from the cob also suggest that the Dutch frequently cite norms and 
values and present-day society when explaining why they believe that things in the 
Netherlands are moving in the wrong direction (Schyns 2009; cob 2009|2: 14). Table 3.3 
presents data only for the last three measurement years in the past decade on the variety 
and variability of what constitutes right and wrong. In 1996 (figures not shown in table), 
39% and 33%, respectively, of Dutch people agreed with the statements. Viewed over 
a longer period, therefore, people have become more intolerant in their views, but in 
the short term – compared with 2004 and 2006 – the Dutch have become rather more 
 amenable again.
Trends in opinions on crime in the Netherlands show a downward trend up to 2006; 
fewer people between 2000 and 2006 believed that crime in the Netherlands was 
increasing. If these figures are compared with the crime figures recorded by the police 
(see chapter 10, figure 10.1e), they run nicely parallel: the police records also show a 
reduction in overall crime up to 2006, with a flattening off in 2007. In 2009 we then see 
a slight increase in the perception that crime is rising (unfortunately, recorded crime 
 figures for the most recent period are not available).
Since crime is regarded as a major problem, it is not surprising that between 70% and 
80% of the population agree that crime in the Netherlands is a real problem. One 
possible explanation for the small increase in this figure in 2009 is that the frequent 
appearance of news reports of stock exchange fraud have revived the focus on (white-
collar) crime. Focus group data from the cob from the second quarter of 2009, for 
example, show that people are critical about the level of top salaries in the public and 
private sector and are in favour of the government’s desire to tackle the ‘greed culture’ 
(cob 2009|2).
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Table 3.3

Opinions on a number of social questions in the Netherlands, population aged 16 years and older, 

1998-2008/’09 (in percentages)

1998 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008/ ’09

norms and values
views on conduct and morals in our country are 
steadily declining 68 . . 66 62 62

there are so many different opinions about what is 
right and what is wrong that you sometimes don’t 
know where you are’a . . . 51 51 47
everything is changing so quickly today that you often 
hardly know any more what is right and what is wronga . . . 44 44 40

crime
crime in the Netherlands has been increasing recently . 84 . 77 64 71
crime is a real problem in the Netherlands . . . 79 70 76

integration
there are too many people of other nationalities 
living in the Netherlands . 51 48 47 41 39
would mind having people of a different race/ethnic 
backgroundb as neighbours 49 52 57 44 40 33
there are (very) marked tensions between 
immigrants and the native Dutch . . . . . 66

a Percentage ‘completely agree’ or ‘broadly agree’.
b In the 2008/’09 questionnaire the term ‘different race’ was changed to ‘different ethnic background’.

Source: scp (c v ’98-’08/’09)

The trend in views on integration also shows a slight increase in tolerance over time; 
where roughly half the Dutch felt there were too many immigrants living in the 
Netherlands in 1998, in 2009 the figure was 39%. People are also less concerned about 
having immigrants as neighbours; just under half the respondents ten years ago said 
they would have problems with this; despite an upsurge in the turbulent year 2002 to 
57%, this figure had fallen to a third in 2009. This fall could be due in part to the more 
neutral wording of the question, namely ‘different ethnic background’ instead of ‘differ-
ent race’. On the other hand, the first two cob quarterly bulletins in 2009 show the same 
tentative positive trend in views on integration (cob 2009|1, 2009|2).
Two-thirds of the Dutch believe that the oppositions between immigrants and the native 
population are strong or very strong. As we have no comparative data on this item over 
time, we compare the position of the Netherlands with that of other European countries. 
A European survey from 2003 provides information on tensions between different racial 
or ethnic groups (cbs et al. 2009: 85; Alber et al. 2004: 72). This study also suggests that 
61% of the Dutch feel that there are marked tensions between different groups. This puts 
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the Netherlands in second place after France among countries which report that there 
are racial tensions; the rest of the top five is made up by Belgium, Greece and the Czech 
Republic. The tensions between ethnic groups are moreover cited much more often than 
tensions between other social groups: the Dutch less often perceive tensions between 
rich and poor people (25%), employers and employees (23%), men and women (9%) and 
the old and the young (18%) (cbs et al. 2009: 85).
Finally, the Survey on the Integration of Minorities (Survey integratie minderheden – si m), thanks 
to the greater numbers of members of minorities surveyed, makes it possible to break 
minorities down by ethnic group (Dagevos & Gijsberts 2007). Table 3.4 describes a 
number of opinions on the integration of these ethnic groups.

Table 3.4

Opinions on the integration of immigrants, population aged 15 years and older, by ethnic group, 2006 

(in percentages)

Turks
Moroc-
cans

Suri-
namese 

Antil-
leans

native 
Dutch

immigrants should learn the Dutch languagea 96 95 98 98 99
immigrants must abandon their own culture and customsa 9 7 13 15 22
most immigrants do too little to integrate in the Netherlandsb 39 24 44 43 41

a Percentage ‘(strongly) agree’.
b Percentage ‘most do too little’

Source: Dagevos & Gijsberts (2007: 288)

Like the indigenous population, almost all immigrant groups believe that immigrants 
should learn the Dutch language. There is thus strong agreement here between the 
different groups. However, on average only around 10% of immigrants agree with 
the statement that immigrants must abandon their own culture and customs, with 
Moroccans supporting this view the least. In fact, only a minority (12%) of the indig-
enous population support this statement. Abandoning one’s own culture and customs 
thus turns out to be of a completely different order from learning the Dutch language. 
In response to the question of whether most immigrants do enough to integrate in the 
Netherlands, Surinamese and Antillean respondents believe – to an even greater extent 
than the indigenous respondents – that this is not the case. A large minority of the 
Turkish group also believe that this is not the case. Once again, the Moroccan group are 
the least strict in their views on this point.
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Table 3.5

Most important political goals, population aged 16 years and older, 1998-2008/’09 (in percentages 

and priority ranking in 2008/’09)a 

1998 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008/ ’09

maintaining the level of social security (3) 53 (3) 55 (3) 54 (1) 53 (2) 52 (1) 53
maintaining a stable economy (4) 50 (4) 50 (4) 54 (2) 53 (3) 50 (2) 52 +
protecting freedom of speech (5) 46 43 (5) 47 (5) 50 (1) 55 (3) 50 -
the fight against crime (1) 63 (1) 63 (2) 56 (4) 51 (4) 50 (4) 49
maintaining order (2) 59 (2) 58 (1) 59 (3) 52 (5) 49 (5) 45 -
striving for a friendlier and less impersonal society 44 (5) 44 43 33 40 42 +
bringing about a sharp reduction in unemployment 35 25 30 45 38 41 +
combating environmental pollution 32 33 24 19 26 29 +
combating price increases 20 25 31 32 30 25 -
maintaining a high level of economic growth 21 21 23 31 28 23 -

striving for a society in which ideas are more 
 important than money 23 25 23 20 21 22
giving people a greater say in politics 16 18 18 22 20 17 -

giving people a greater say in decisions at work and 
in their place of residence 18 19 17 18 17 16

ensuring proper reception of (ethnic minority) 
 immigrants 10 11 10 8 11 12
trying to enhance our cities and countryside 7 8 7 6 7 6
ensuring that the Netherlands has a strong army 4 3 5 6 5 5

a The percentages relate to the first five positions in a ranking from 1-16, where 1 is the most 
important and 16 the least important. The five most important objectives for each measurement 
year are shown between brackets as numbers. Together with ‘don’t know’ and ‘not prepared to 
say’ (2% in 2008/’09), the percentages add up to 500%.

Source: scp (c v ’98-’08/’09)

Policy objectives
What the Dutch regard as the most important problems need not necessarily be the same 
thing as what they wish to see placed on the political agenda: not all social problems 
have political priority (Steenvoorden 2009a). Table 3.5 describes what the Dutch consider 
to be the most important political objectives. The same objectives have been in the top 
five for several years now, although their positions interchange. The most important 
objectives are maintaining the social security system and maintaining a stable economy 
(cited by 55% of the Dutch in 2009). These are followed by protecting freedom of speech 
(51%), fighting crime (50%) and maintaining public order (45%). This confirms that, while 
society is regarded as a problem, it is not seen as a political priority. It is in any event 
questionable how much influence the government can exert on the way people interact 
with each other (see cob 2008|4). Freedom of speech is an example of something that is 
high on the list of political priorities but which occupies a modest position in spontane-
ously cited problems (see tables 3.5 and 3.2).
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Compared with 2006, people in 2009 attach less value to protecting freedom of speech 
(–5 percentage points), maintaining order (–4), containing inflation (–5), sustaining 
economic growth (–5) and giving people a greater say in politics (–3) as political objec-
tives. Economic stability (+2), society (+2), combating unemployment (+3) and combating 
environmental pollution (+3) are by contrast cited more often.8

3.4 Opinions on the government and its policy

In this section we look first at a number of normative statements about government 
policy in the two domains discussed earlier, namely crime and integration. As yet, there 
is no government policy to assess in the area of norms and values. We then look at how 
people assess 15 more general policy domains. Following this, we broaden our focus out 
a little more, by looking first at how satisfied people are with the government and public 
authorities and then exploring how much trust people have in various institutions.

Policy preferences with regard to crime and integration
The view that punishments are too light in the Netherlands is one that has remained 
popular through the years (cf. Dekker & Van der Meer 2007), though there is a slight fall 
in the number of people holding this opinion after 2000, from 87% to 77% (table 3.6). 
Imposing alternative punishments on criminals receives fewer supporters, pointing to 
a less tolerant attitude: people in 2009 are slightly less in favour of changing criminals’ 
behaviour rather than punishing them; they are also less inclined to think that perpetra-
tors of sex offences need to be cured rather than punished.
This harder attitude is also evident in opinions on the death penalty: after falling slightly 
in 2006, almost a third of Dutch people in 2009 believe that the death penalty should be 
introduced for certain crimes.
Unfortunately, few international data are available on punishing criminals. In one inter-
national victim survey that did ask about what punishments should be meted out to a 
hypothetical repeat offending burglar (Van Dijk et al. 2007), the Netherlands occupied 
a middle position in 2005, both as regards alternative punishments and in impos-
ing prison sentences. In Europe, people in the United Kingdom and Bulgaria were the 
strongest supporters of imprisonment, and those in Luxembourg and France the biggest 
advocates of alternative punishments (Van Dijk et al. 2007: 148).
In a study carried out in ten countries to ascertain opinions on introducing the death 
penalty for murder, precisely half the respondents in the United Kingdom were found to 
be in favour, whereas the death penalty was supported by a minority in Germany, Italy 
and Spain (35%, 31% and 28%, respectively; Angus-Reid 2007).9 Although the different 
question formulation makes comparison with the Netherlands difficult, we would also 
be inclined to place the Netherlands in the group of countries where the death penalty 
receives minority support.
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Table 3.6

Opinions on two policy domains, population aged 16 years and older, 1998-2008/’09 (in percentages)

1998 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008/’09

crime
crimes are punished too lightly in the Netherlands . 87 . 80 77 77
trying to change criminals is more important than 
simply punishing thema 55 42 46 36 37 33
attempts should be made to cure perpetrators of 
sex offences rather than simply punishing thema . 28 33 25 25 22
it might be a good thing to reintroduce the death 
penalty for certain crimesb . 39 32 33 27 31

integration
the government should be flexible in issuing 
residence permits to political asylum-seekersc . 79 77 81 82 85
the government should be flexible in issuing 
residence permits to economic asylum-seekersc . 33 32 35 39 47

the government should be flexible in issuing 
residence permits to wives of sons of foreigners 
residing legally in the Netherlandsc . 55 33 32 40 44

a Percentage ‘completely agree’ or ‘broadly agree’.
b Percentage ‘(strongly) agree’.
c Percentage ‘very flexible’ or ‘fairly flexible’.

Source: scp (c v ’98-’08/’09)

People in 2009 are slightly more positive in their views on issuing residence permits 
to asylum-seekers who have left their country for political or economic reasons. 
Particularly striking is the increase in positive opinions regarding economic asylum-
seekers, though people are still clearly more tolerant of political than economic 
asylum-seekers. The Citizens’ Outlook Barometer (cob) also found a slightly more posi-
tive attitude to immigration and integration (cob 2009|1: 10; cob 2009|2), but it remains 
unclear what has caused this. Attitudes towards family formation by sons of foreigners 
residing illegally in the Netherlands were harshest in 2002 and 2004; only at around a 
third of the population at that time agreed with the statement that family formation 
should be possible. In 2006 and 2009, people were less harsh in their views and 40% and 
44%, respectively, endorsed the idea of family formation. Of the three policy options, 
people are most tolerant in their views on political asylum-seekers, and clearly less toler-
ant about economic asylum-seekers and marriage migrants. This confirms findings from 
earlier research (Coenders et al. 2004; Dagevos & Gijsberts 2007).
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Evaluations of government policy
The above opinions are focused on two specific domains. However, Dutch citizens were 
also asked how they rate various general policy domains. Table 3.7 shows what percent-
age of the Dutch think that the policy in each domain deserves a score of 7 or more out 
of 10. It should be stated in advance that citizens may not be fully aware of precisely what 
the policy in a specific domain entails, and may therefore base their opinion more on a 
general perception than on substantive knowledge. This does not however prevent us 
from exploring a number of interesting trends, because perceptions help shape people’s 
attitudes and behaviour.
First and foremost, it is striking that in 2009 people were more positive across the board 
about government policy. The most positively assessed policies are vocational education 
policy and the policy on leisure time and sport, which rates a score of at least 7 out of 10 
from more than half the Dutch respondents.
By contrast, government policy on care achieves the least positive score in 2009, with 
only 29% of citizens giving it at least 7 out of 10. This policy does not have a good track 
record according to Dutch respondents in previous years. In addition to the care policy, 
the asylum policy and the policy on living costs receive low scores. These are three 
domains where just over a fifth and a third of the Dutch see the most important prob-
lems in society (see table 3.2). People appear to give the policy lower rating in domains 
about which they are very concerned. This is not however the case across the board. For 
example, the policy on maintaining order is at number 4 on the list of the most impor-
tant problems, but still receives a score of at least 7 out of 10 from 44% of respondents, a 
relatively high rating.

How well or badly does the Netherlands perform at the European level in some of these 
areas? In 2006, people were asked in the European Social Survey for their opinions about 
the present state of health care and education. Although these questions were formu-
lated more broadly than questions about specific government policy, they do provide an 
indication of the opinions of the Dutch about health care and education in a broad sense 
compared with other European citizens. Here again, the figures are not overly positive, 
as the Dutch give low scores for both domains (Van der Meer 2009). On the other hand, 
both scores put the Dutch above the European average; only five countries award at least 
7 out of 10 for both domains, with Belgium scoring well on health care (average 7.4) and 
Finland and Denmark doing the same for education (7.9 and 7.6, respectively). The scores 
for Switzerland and Cyprus are just above those of the Netherlands (Van der Meer 2009). 
In an international perspective, therefore, the Netherlands was not performing too 
badly in 2006.
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Table 3.7

Assessment of policy domains with a score of a least 7 out of 10, population aged 16 years and older, 

1998-2008/’09a (in percentages)

1998 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008/’09

policy on vocational education 48 40 35 35 40 47
policy on leisure time and sport 43 44 39 30 39 47
policy on childcare . 30 31 28 39 46
policy on general education 41 35 31 31 37 46
policy on maintaining order 17 21 13 26 34 44
environmental policy 34 38 28 26 34 43
cultural policy 42 36 34 27 37 43
employment policy 54 62 31 15 38 42
social security policy 36 40 34 17 28 42
public transport policy . . . . 24 36
policy on liveability 23 26 17 19 24 36
policy on car ownership and use . . . . 28 34
asylum policy 30 36 24 25 29 34
policy on cost of living 37 31 14 12 17 30
health care policy 17 13 17 16 20 28

a Ranked according to the opinions in 2008/’09.

Source: scp (c v ’98-’08/’09)

If we look at the Netherlands over time, we see that the assessments of the 15 policy 
domains develop broadly in parallel, starting high in 1998, falling in 2004 and rising 
again in 2006 and 2009 (see curve ‘average’ in figure 3.2), reflecting (delayed) reactions 
to the fluctuations in the economy.

Figure 3.2 highlights three policy domains which show a slightly different pattern. 
Employment policy shows the biggest fluctuations in scores, with 62% of people award-
ing at least 7 out of 10 in 2000 and only 15% in 2004; this policy appears to be the most 
strongly influenced by economic fluctuations. It is also notable that the assessment of 
the policy on maintaining order has improved markedly over a period of just over ten 
years, with an increase of almost 27 percentage points in the scores of at least 7 out of 10 
in 2009. Opinions on health care policy, finally, are structurally low, though have been 
rising slightly since 2004. This is however a relative improvement, since in absolute 
terms this policy has the lowest percentage of good scores (i.e. at least 7 out of 10).
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Figure 3.2

Percentage of respondents awarding scores of at least 7 out of 10 for three policy domains, and 

average across 15 domains, population aged 16 years and older, 1998-2008/’09
Figuur 3.2
Tekst

Source: SCP (CV’98-’08/’09)
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General evaluations of institutions
In 2002 and 2004, general public opinion of politics and government reached a low 
point (Dekker & Van der Meer 2004; Bovens & Wille 2008). The period following the 
murder of the right-wing politician Pim Fortuyn was thus characterised by a low level 
of satisfaction with the government and a low appreciation of the functioning of the 
administration. This can be seen clearly in figure 3.3 from the downward trend in the 
curves, which show that satisfaction with the government fell slightly more between 
2002 and 2004, while the rating of the public administration stabilised. Both general 
scores then improved again in 2006 (Tammes & Dekker 2007), a trend which gathered 
pace in 2009. Opinions in 2009 had returned to the same level as in 1998. If we look at 
developments in the crisis months (see box 3.3), it is apparent that satisfaction with the 
government, though still fairly high in absolute terms, has fallen slightly since February 
2009, while the functioning of the public administration, following a dip in March, has 
returned to the same level as in November 2008. Compared with other countries, sat-
isfaction with the government and the functioning of the public administration was in 
fact still high even during the low point in 2002 and 2004 (Van der Meer 2009).
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Figure 3.3

Opinions on the governmenta and the administration in general,b population aged 16 years and older, 

1998-2008/’09 (in percentages)
Figuur 3.3
Tekst

a   ‘Could you indicate on this card how satisfied you are in general with what the Dutch 
     government is doing – very satisfied, more or less satisfied, fairly dissatisfied, very dissatisfied?’ 
     The first two response categories have been combined.
b   The Dutch public administration functions well. Do you agree or disagree with this statement? 
     Or agree or disagree strongly? The response categories ‘agree strongly’ and ‘agree’ have 
     been combined.

Source: SCP (CV '08/'09)
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Box 3.3 Trends in opinions on the government in the crisis months
During in the crisis months, satisfaction with the government was still fairly high in 
November 2008, at 80%, but then fell very steadily to 70% in May 2009. On average, for 
2008/’09 this still equates to a high score of 76% who are very all more or less satisfied, 
but the trend is downwards (significant change; p < 0.05). The Citizens’ Outlook 
Barometer (cob) reveals a similar trend over time for satisfaction with government 
in The Hague, from an optimistic leap forward in the fourth quarter of 2008, to 
stabilisation in the first quarter of 2009 and a small decline in the second quarter 
(cob 2009|2). The higher level of satisfaction in November is probably related to the 
measures announced by the government at that time to tackle the banking crisis.
Opinions on the functioning of the public administration show a more stable trend, 
though there is a slight fall in March (non-significant) which later recovers. Here again, 
the report of a shrinking economy by the Netherlands Bureau for Economic Policy 
Analysis (cpb) could have had an impact, or perhaps the public view that the public 
administration was functioning rather ineffectually. 
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Figure 3.3a

Opinions on the governmenta and the administration in general,b population aged 16 

years and older, per month, 2008 and 2009 (in percentages)
Figuur 3.3a
Tekst

a   ‘Could you indicate on this card how satisfied you are in general with what the Dutch 
     government is doing – very satisfied, more or less satisfied, fairly dissatisfied, very dissatisfied?’
     The first two response categories have been combined.
b   The Dutch public administration functions well. Do you agree or disagree with this statement? 
     Or agree or disagree strongly? The response categories ‘agree strongly’ and ‘agree’ have 
     been combined.

Source: SCP (CV '08/'09)
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Figure 3.4 breaks down satisfaction with the government by political orientation (with 
people free to position themselves on the left-right spectrum). We can see from this 
figure – which, with a little imagination, can be seen to resemble an origami bird – that 
the three political orientations converge in 2009. As in 1998, there is now almost no dif-
ference in satisfaction with the government between those on the political left or right 
and those who are neither left nor right-wing – despite the fact that the coalition govern-
ment in 1998 was of a different political colour from that in 2009.
Where satisfaction with the government in the period 2002-2006 was fairly polarised, 
these differences disappeared again in 2009. Between 2002 and 2006 the government 
was populated mainly by centre and centre-right parties, with all left-wing parties being 
in opposition. While this may partly explain the sharp dip in trust by those with lean-
ings to the left, it cannot explain the equally substantial fall in trust in the government 
among moderates and those with right-wing leanings.
One possible explanation for this may be the decisiveness of the government actions 
referred to earlier in tackling the financial crisis towards the end of 2008. Qualitative data 
present a variable picture here; on the one hand, the in-depth cob study suggests that the 
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actions of the government explain the increase in individual trust in politicians in 2008 
(Steenvoorden 2009b); on the other hand, focus group data suggest that people do not 
have a clear picture of the crisis measures initiated by the government (cob 2009|2).

Figure 3.4

Satisfaction with the government, population aged 16 years and older, by political orientation, 

1998-2008/’09 (in percentages)
Figuur 3.4
Tekst

Source: SCP (CV’98-’08/’09)
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Table 3.8 looks once again at a number of background characteristics in order to map 
out the differences between groups. Women are slightly more satisfied with the govern-
ment than men, but sex makes little difference to views about the functioning of the 
public administration. 35-65 year-olds are the least satisfied with both the government 
and the public administration. Once again, the over-65s are slightly more positive than 
35-65 year-olds. The better-educated are more satisfied than the lower-educated, but the 
differences are not very great for satisfaction with the government. As we saw in figure 
3.4, there are virtually no differences in satisfaction with the government based on 
political orientation; by contrast, when it comes to satisfaction with the functioning of 
the public administration, those with leanings to the left are a good deal more positive. 
Finally, one striking difference emerges between groups based on satisfaction with life: 
a difference of no less than 20 and 19 percentage points, respectively, emerges between 
those who are exceptionally and very satisfied with their lives on the one hand and those 
who are fairly or not very satisfied on the other. This appears to suggest a top-down 
satisfaction effect, where people who are satisfied with their own lives are also satisfied 
with other domains in their lives (Heller et al. 2004; Leonardi et al. 2005). The reverse 
reasoning, namely that satisfaction with institutions influences the sense of  individual 
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well-being (bottom-up effect) is of course also possible, but would seem rather less 
logical in this case, because political institutions are somewhat further removed 
from people’s daily lives than things such as family, work or health (Heller et al. 2004; 
Easterlin 2006).

Table 3.8

Assessment of government and public administration, population aged 16 years and older, by a 

number of background characteristics, 2008/’09 (in percentages)

satisfied with 
government10

public administration  
functions well11

all 76 67

men 75 67
women 78 68

16-34 years 80 69
35-64 years 74 65
≥ 65 years 78 72

no formal education, primary or junior secondary education 75 65
secondary education 78 67
higher education 76 72

in paid work 77 68
not in paid work 75 67

Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague, Utrecht 73 70
rest of the Netherlands 77 67

political left 76 74
neither left nor right politically 77 64
political right 77 67

exceptionally/very satisfied with life 81 73
satisfied with life 76 65
fairly/not very satisfied with life 61 54

Source: scp (c v ’08/’09)

If we look at the effects of the various characteristics simultaneously, we see that age, 
 living in one of the four major cities and satisfaction with their own lives have inde-
pendent significant effects on people’s satisfaction with the government; and political 
orientation and satisfaction with life have significant effects on satisfaction with the pub-
lic administration. In both cases, satisfaction with one’s own life has the strongest effect.
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Political and social trust
A minimum level of trust – preferably accompanied by a healthy dose of scepticism – is 
essential for the proper functioning of a democracy, the economy and society. Table 3.9 
describes trends in the trust that the Dutch place in 15 public institutions. The table 
shows that the trend in trust in political institutions mirrors the trend in satisfaction 
with the government and the functioning of the public administration: trust in the 
Dutch government, Parliament and the European Union declined considerably after 
2002, before recovering slightly from 2005/’06. In the autumn of 2008, trust in political 
institutions increased substantially, even exceeding its 1999 level. This was probably the 
result of the onset of the economic crisis in the autumn of 2008 and the need for trust 
that stemmed from it.
Trust in non-political institutions generally shows fewer fluctuations. Over the years, 
the Dutch have shown the most trust in the media, the police and the armed forces. 
Political institutions, together with the Church, tend to come towards the bottom of the 
rankings.

Table 3.9

Trust in institutions,a population aged 15 years and older, 1999-2008 (in percentages)

1999 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008

armed forces 71 60 58 55 67 68 75 77 .
radio 81 79 72 69 75 73 72 73 .
police 72 71 61 60 65 73 72 73 .
television 86 72 72 68 69 69 62 63 .
written press 75 67 58 56 63 65 64 62 .
trade unions 61 48 55 52 62 62 62 60 .
central government 66 64 64 38 38 41 49 49 69
justice system 61 63 57 51 58 61 61 67 67
Parliament 65 65 61 43 50 51 54 54 65
European Union 45 47 51 40 50 42 45 53 65
United Nations 62 60 64 53 64 60 59 58 64
regional or local government . . . . . . . . 64
nato . . . . . . . . 62
the Church 48 40 40 39 41 46 49 46 .
political parties 41 34 37 28 35 34 38 35 52

a The institutions are ranked in order of declining trust at the end of 2008 and then at the end 
of 2007. The question was: ‘I would now like to ask you about the trust you have in certain 
institutions. Please indicate for each of the following institutions whether you are inclined to trust 
them or inclined not to trust them.’ The figures shown are the percentages ‘inclined to trust’ of 
those who chose at least ten times between ‘inclined to trust’ and ‘inclined not to trust’ (and who 
therefore scored ‘don’t know’ a maximum of five times).

Source: European Commission (Eurobarometer 51.0 (spring 1999), 55.1 (spring 2001), 57.1 (spring 2002), 
60.1 (autumn 2003), 62.0 (autumn 2004), 64.2 (autumn 2005), 66.1 (autumn 2006), 68.1 (autumn 2007) 
and 70.1 (autumn 2008)) weighted results
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Using data from the Cultural Changes in the Netherlands (c v) survey, we can look more deeply 
at how much trust the Dutch have in institutions. For policymakers, it is useful to know 
which groups most distrust social and political institutions. This information is pre-
sented in table 3.10. We distinguish between civil-society institutions (business, trade 
unions, the Church, newspapers), public administration and semi-public administration 
(civil servants, education, health care), political institutions (government, Parliament) 
and judicial institutions (police, judicial system).

Table 3.10

Distrust in society and politics, population aged 16 years and older, by background characteristics, 

2008/’09 (in percentages) 

distrust of 
civil-society 
institutionsa

distrust of 
(semi-)public 
administration b

distrust of 
politicsc

distrust 
of judicial 
systemd

all 28 17 26 18

men 29 18 26 19
women 27 17 25 18

religious 22 15 19 18
non-religious 31 18 29 19

16-34 years 24 14 21 17
35-64 years 29 18 27 18
≥ 65 years 31 21 31 25

no formal education, primary or junior 
 secondary education 29 20 31 23
secondary education 27 17 25 18
higher education 28 13 19 12

Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague, Utrecht 30 15 24 13
rest of the Netherlands 28 17 26 19

political left 27 14 19 13
neither left nor right politically 28 18 28 19
political right 29 19 27 21

a Percentage ‘very little’ or ‘no’ trust in the business sector, trade unions, churches and newspapers 
(average).

b Percentage ‘very little’ or ‘no’ trust in civil servants, education and health care (average).
c Percentage ‘very little’ or ‘no’ trust in Parliament and the government (average).
d Percentage ‘very little’ or ‘no’ trust in the judicial system and the police (average).

Source: scp (c v ’08/’09)
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The number of Dutch people who say they have little or no trust in the four types of insti-
tutions are and remain a minority. Lack of trust is greatest in civil-society institutions 
(especially the Church) and political institutions. The public administration sector and 
justice system are distrusted less.
The differences between men and women are small: women are more distrustful of 
public institutions, while men are more distrustful of the judicial system. There are also 
few differences between the four largest cities and the rest of the Netherlands: the only 
difference is that distrust in the judicial system is lower in the large cities than in the rest 
of the country. Religious people have more trust in political and civil-society institutions 
than non-religious people; as regards civil-society institutions, this is due to the inclu-
sion of the Church.
Distrust of institutions appears to increase with age. It is unclear whether this is a life-
course or a generational effect. The differences between young and older people are 
greatest for political and judicial institutions. A higher education level is associated with 
less distrust of government institutions, politics and the judicial system, but not of civil-
society institutions. Finally, there are also differences according to political orientation: 
people with left-wing political leanings distrust politics and the justice system (and to 
a lesser extent the public administration sector) less than people with a neutral or right 
wing political orientation.

3.5 Personally satisfied, but politically distrustful

Section 3.4 looked in some detail at the general opinions of citizens about the govern-
ment sector. From a range of institutions, the Dutch show the least trust in politics. But 
to what extent, and above all how, do opinions on politics relate to people’s opinions 
about their own lives?
Earlier in this chapter (table 3.8) we saw a positive correlation between people’s satisfac-
tion with their personal lives and their opinions about politics. However, people’s are 
considerably less satisfied with politics than with their own lives (Dekker et al. 2009). 
Earlier studies have already suggested that Dutch public opinion is characterised by 
personal satisfaction and public dissatisfaction: ‘I’m doing ok, society isn’t’ (Schnabel 
2004: 49; Steenvoorden 2009a). This also implies a substantial undercurrent of people 
who rate their personal lives higher than politics, or even of people who, despite being 
satisfied with their own lives, are dissatisfied with politics.
But how often does this combination of attitudes actually occur? Table 3.11 shows com-
binations of satisfaction with personal life and distrust of the government. If the two 
attitudes show a strong positive correlation, it is likely that people who are satisfied with 
their personal lives trust politics, and vice versa. These combinations are shown in the 
white cells. By contrast, there are also people who, while satisfied with their personal 
lives, have little trust in government. These combinations are shown in the dark-col-
oured cells. The intermediate cases are shown in the light-coloured cells. Together, the 
percentages add up to 100%.
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Table 3.11

Satisfaction with personal life and political distrust, population aged 16 years and older, 2008/’09  

(in percentages)

personal life
satisfied neutral dissatisfied

po
lit

ic
s high/unlimited trust 10 6 2

neutral 26 25 5
little/no trust 9 12 5

Source: scp (c v ’08/’09)

All in all, table 3.11 suggests a positive but weak correlation between people’s satis-
faction with their personal lives and political trust: people who are satisfied with their 
lives are more likely to be trustful, and vice versa. However, there are also large groups of 
respondents who do not fit this picture.
Table 3.11 shows that 25% of the Dutch are neutral about both their personal lives and 
politics. People who are satisfied with their lives and trustful of politics account for 10% 
of the population; those who are personally dissatisfied and politically distrustful make 
up 5%. The dark-coloured cells in the table show the combinations of people who are 
satisfied in one domain but dissatisfied in the other. These are mainly people who are 
satisfied with their personal lives but distrustful of politics: they account for 9% of the 
population. This is the most intriguing group: who are these people who, despite being 
satisfied with their own lives, are distrustful of politics? The groups in the surrounding 
light-coloured cells are also interesting: these are people who are satisfied with their 
personal lives, but neutral in their attitude to politics (26%), and people who are neutral 
about their own lives but have little trust in politics (12%). The three groups at the bot-
tom left of the table together account for 47% of the Dutch population.
Who then are the people who are satisfied with their own lives yet have relatively little 
trust in the government? Table 3.12 describes which groups are overrepresented in the 
three categories. Socio-demographic characteristics provide virtually no explanation 
for the attitudes cited. There are few differences, and those differences that do occur are 
small and not very consistent. Sex and degree of urbanisation appear to have no effect 
at all. We do find slightly larger differences between groups that differ in terms of age, 
education level and political orientation, but again these are not consistent. The only 
consistent difference is that between religious and non-religious people: those who are 
not religious are more often personally satisfied and publicly dissatisfied than religious 
people; 12% of non-religious people are satisfied with their personal lives but have little 
trust in the government; among religious people the figure is only 6%. 14% of non-reli-
gious people are neutral about their personal lives but have little trust in government; 
among religious people the figure is 8%.
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Table 3.12

Personal satisfaction and political trust, population aged 16 years and older, 2008’09 (in percentages)a

satisfied with per-
sonal life, little trust 
in the government

satisfied with person-
al life, neutral about 
the government

neutral about per-
sonal life, little trust 
in the government

all 9 26 12

men 9 28 11
women 9 26 12

religious 6 26 8
non-religious 12 28 14

16-34 years 9 30 10
35-64 years 9 27 12
≥ 65 years 8 23 14

no formal education, primary or junior 
secondary education 9 20 14
secondary education 10 28 12
higher education 7 37 6

Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague, Utrecht 10 29 10
rest of the Netherlands 9 27 12

political left 7 31 9
neither left nor right politically 10 25 12
political right 11 28 12

a  The results are unweighted, since weighting multivariate outcomes can lead to skewed results.

Source: scp (c v ’08/’09)

3.6 Conclusion

In this chapter we have presented an overview of trends in public opinion about various 
social and political issues between 1998 and 2009. On the one hand, 2009 shows a 
continuation of earlier trends in a number of areas. The Dutch appear to be slightly more 
positive in their opinions across the board, with more trust in and satisfaction with the 
government and politics, and slightly milder views about integration. Public opinion in 
2009 closely resembles that in 1998 and 2000, and may mark the closure of the volatile 
period which the Netherlands has been going through since 2002. On the other hand, 
inconsistencies in public opinion have come to light in a number of other areas in 2009.
One apparent inconsistency is that the Dutch regard present-day society (the way people 
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behave towards each other, social norms and values) and the economy as the most 
important social problems, although those same social norms and values are cited much 
less frequently as a political priority; in addition to the economy, the political priorities 
cited are social security, protecting political freedoms and tackling crime. Evidently the 
Dutch do not consider the way people behave towards each other as a matter for politics 
and the government, or else they have little faith in the ability of politicians to exert any 
influence here. A second apparent inconsistency occurs with regard to the economy. In 
2009, the Dutch were more worried about maintaining prosperity than they have been 
over the last ten years, with a particularly marked change in mood compared with 2006. 
At the same time, however, at no point in the last ten years have the Dutch reported 
being so satisfied with their own income as in 2009.
People’s continuing satisfaction with their own income, despite the economic crisis and 
all the negative reporting about it, is striking, but is confirmed in several studies. As well 
as an economic explanation, i.e. that average household income is still fairly high, there 
is a possible psychological explanation for this in that in times of national adversity 
people tend to be slightly more satisfied with what they have. This also emerges from 
qualitative data. The economic crisis has primarily caused the Dutch to be more pessi-
mistic about the national economy, not about their own incomes.
The economic crisis appears to have had a strong influence on public opinion – not only 
about the economy, but also about politics and society. Several analyses (in which the 
research periods were months rather than years) confirm the picture that emerges from 
other studies (Steenvoorden 2009b): several changes have taken effect only (long) after 
the onset of the economic crisis in September 2008. Under the influence of the crisis, 
and possibly of the feeling of being under collective threat (‘all in the same boat’), the 
Dutch show more solidarity after this period than before and have more trust, especially 
in politics and government.
Even if allowance is made for the economic crisis, the support for politics and govern-
ment is remarkable. The trust in and satisfaction with these institutions was at roughly 
the same level in 2009 as prior to 2002 – the year in which both trust and satisfaction 
began to decline. Time will tell whether the increase in trust and satisfaction – notwith-
standing fluctuations in the shorter term – proves to be of a lasting nature. In 2009, 
support for politics was evenly spread across politico-ideological groups. It is normal 
in the consensus-based Dutch democracy that citizens with different political orienta-
tions do not differ greatly from each other in terms of their political trust (Anderson 
& Guillory 1997); this is logical, since the Dutch system of coalition governments and 
compromise means that lots of parties are involved in the decision-making processes. 
The period 2002-2006, under the first three governments led by Prime Minister Jan 
Peter Balkenende, therefore appears to be more the exception than the rule: during this 
period, right-wing citizens had much more trust than left-wing citizens. In 2009, the old 
pattern of small differences appears to have been restored. As a result, the government 
once again had broad support, including in terms of political diversity.
However, we should not ignore the fact that there is also a substantial proportion of the 
population who are dissatisfied with the government and politics and who have little 
trust in them. The Dutch are the least satisfied with health care policy, as borne out by 
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the earlier finding that the Dutch feel that the government should spend more on care 
(cob 2009|2). Also of particular interest is the group of citizens who, although they are 
satisfied with (or neutral about) their own lives, have little or no trust in politics. This 
is a sizeable group, which is not easily classified according to socio-demographic or 
traditional political characteristics: high or low education level, old or young, man or 
woman, political left or right – with the exception of religious background, the political 
dissatisfaction appears to be evenly distributed across different layers of the population. 
In order to understand this group, we will need to carry out more research on the expec-
tations that people have of politics and politicians, and on their concerns about the 
future for themselves and others.

Notes
1. In Cultural Changes 2008/’09 a weighting factor was used for frequency distributions and contingency 

tables, with weights being assigned on the basis of age, gender, civil status, province, degree of 

urbanisation, ethnic origin, household type, employment status and household income (Wouters 

2009). Logistic and multiple regression analyses were carried out without weighting.

2. See also chapter 6.

3. People are often indirectly affected via their own savings, their home and their pension.

4. Figure 3.1 shows only the 2008 figure for gdp.

5. For a breakdown of income satisfaction by different groups, see chapter 6, section 6.5.

6. If we look at this variable over the periods November 2008-January 2009 and February 2009-May 

2009, this leads to broadly the same relative group categories. This breakdown is therefore not 

shown separately in the table. In the first period, people were more optimistic on average than in the 

second period (when the real dip took place in February). It is however striking to see the change in 

expectations on prosperity among those with a left-wing orientation; this fell from 40% in the first 

period to 25% in the second period, whereas the opinions of the other two political groupings on 

prosperity changed only slightly.

7. Unless stated otherwise, the references to the cob cover all four quarters of 2008 together.

8. This ranking of ‘cited in the top five’ is in fact not the same as the ranking of ‘top priority’. In the lat-

ter case, maintaining a stable economy goes to the top of the list (cited by 15% of people), followed by 

the commitment to a friendlier society (14%) and protecting freedom of speech (13%).

9. By way of comparison outside Europe: a majority of people in South Korea, Mexico and the United 

States are in favour of the death penalty (72%, 71% and 69%, respectively; Angus-Reid 2007).

10. If we look at satisfaction with the government separately for the period November 2008-January 

2009 and February 2009-May 2009, this produces exactly the same relative group categories. This 

breakdown is therefore not shown separately in the table. In the first period, people were more 

satisfied with the government than in the second period. Here again, a sharp fall is observed among 

the political groups: the satisfaction of those with a right-wing orientation falls from 82% in the first 

period to 74% in the second.

11. We found no shifts in the groups for views on the functioning of the public administration. Here 

again, people in the first period were more positive than in the second.
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daily l ife:  nicely filled or to o full? 

– A growing proportion of the Dutch population aged between 20 and 65 years com-
bines paid work with care tasks at home (38% in 2005). Women’s daily lives have 
become rather busier over the last 10 to 15 years, and it is they who most often com-
bine tasks. Despite this, in 2005 men were still a fraction busier than women.

– 56% of working women regularly feel rushed, and 31% of them regularly think they 
fall short on the home front. These feelings are slightly less common among working 
men (45% and 21%, respectively).

– The time that parents devote to their children (aged up to five years) is almost 21 hours 
per week for women and 10 hours per week for men; this time has increased in recent 
years. Internationally, the Dutch take the lead in the amount of time they spend with 
their children.

– The vast majority of parents and children take a positive view of their upbringing. 
There are no major differences here between children in breadwinner and dual-earn-
er families. Women in ‘one and a half earner’ families feel they have to bring up the 
children on their own more often than other women.

– The time spent on social contacts outside the family reduced between 1995 and 2005 
from 9.0 hours to 7.7 hours per week. In particular, the Dutch spend less time visiting 
each other.

– Social contacts via the mobile phone and online are increasing steadily. Despite this, 
face-to-face contact is valued more than communication via these media.

– The car is the most important means of transport for day-to-day mobility. Whereas in 
the past the car was a shared means of transport for the entire household, the number 
of cars per household is growing.

– In today’s busy lives, time spent travelling gives people a chance to make the emo-
tional transition between different activities. However, unexpected delays are a 
source of stress because of the need to be on time for the next work or care-related 
obligation.

4.1 A fuller life?

While some people consider it a blessing that they (are able to) lead a quiet life, most 
people today seem to find it more appealing to live their lives ‘to the full’. That will not 
mean the same thing for everyone, if only because of the subjective nature of time use: 
what one person sees as a busy day will be regarded by another as a relatively quiet or 
even empty day. Without going into more detail on such differences in preferences and 
evaluations, which are probably partly related to age and individual capacity, we are con-
cerned here with the question of whether there is a general trend towards a fuller life. 
The word ‘full’ has two connotations in this context: it can have the meaning of ‘rich’, 
but also of ‘busy’.
It may be that busier lives are a result of the desire to lead richer lives: the desire by 
women to reach their full potential on the labour market, the desire by men to be more 
involved in the upbringing of their children, the desire by many to fill their leisure time 
with experiences and to maintain a busy social life – all this is inspired by the desire for 
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a ‘full = rich’ life. When added together, those desires and their realisation can however 
result in a ‘full = busy’ life.
A fuller (i.e. busier) life puts more pressure on people’s schedules, both in terms of time 
and organisation. A schedule that is completely filled requires more planning, with allow-
ance often also having to be made for other people’s schedules. This increases the risk 
that unforeseen events such as meetings that run on late, ill children, unexpected traffic 
jams and delayed trains can throw a spanner in the works by disrupting the planning of 
people’s daily lives. The tighter the planning, the more annoyance such ‘temporal incon-
venience’ is likely to cause. Greater pressure of time and greater coordination pressure 
can then lead to feelings of not having enough time, being rushed and stress.
In parallel with fuller schedules and the concomitant need for planning, there are today 
more opportunities for improvising. Communication by mobile telephone and the 
Internet plays an important role here. Since the middle of the 1990s, virtually the entire 
Dutch population has acquired a mobile phone and Internet access, and increasingly 
people are able to communicate anywhere and at any time. This permanent contacta-
bility enables people to make, adjust or, if necessary, cancel arrangements at the last 
moment. In practice, this ability constantly to (re)arrange timings at the last minute 
applies not only for unforeseen circumstances, but can also be used for planning activi-
ties in general.
In this chapter we explore the extent to which people’s lives have indeed become busier. 
Follow-up questions focus on what consequences such a fuller life has, how people deal 
with those consequences, how they experience this, and what potential problems it 
creates. We investigate this for four aspects of daily life: task combination, parent-child 
relationships, social contacts and mobility. First, we look at the combination of paid 
work and care tasks, and at how women and men experience this. We then focus on 
parents and their growing children, with the central question being whether and how 
the relationship between parents and children comes under pressure due to the com-
mitments on their time. Thirdly, we look at social contacts in leisure time, which are 
increasingly maintained via the telephone and the Internet, especially by young people. 
What does permanent contactability mean? How does it change day-to-day contacts 
with others? And what influence does it have on how people experience social contacts? 
Finally, we turn to the role of geographical mobility in people’s daily lives. Activities take 
place at different locations and therefore demand not just temporal but also spatial coor-
dination. For each theme we look briefly at what has changed over the last 10 to 15 years 
in the way people use their time, how they experience this in their daily lives and where 
things can go wrong.

4.2 Task combination

For many people, combining paid work with (unpaid) care tasks, including looking after 
children, is an important part of their daily lives. The focus in this section is on those 
people whose age means they could be in this situation, namely people aged between 
20 and 65 years. Earlier and later in life, this combination of tasks will occur only very 
sporadically.
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The male employment rate has fluctuated around 75% for many years. The figure for 
women is much more changeable, reflecting the fact that for many years they have 
been engaged in a catching-up exercise on the labour market. For example, the labour 
market participation rate of women increased between 1995 and 2005 from 44% to 53% 
and, after stabilising briefly, has been going up again in recent years, reaching 59% in 
2008 (cbs 2009: chapter 6). Although the economic recession will put the growth in the 
employment rate under pressure in the coming years, the expectation is that women will 
be relatively unaffected (cpb 2009). Paid work thus forms part of the daily lives of more 
and more women and men. This does not however apply literally: many women do not 
work every (working) day of the week; the increase in the number of working women is 
accounted for mainly by part-time jobs for between 20 and 34 hours per week (Portegijs 
& Keuzenkamp 2008). Nonetheless, paid work – often in combination with care tasks 
and other activities – has become part of the normal lives of an ever increasing number 
of people. This means that tasks not only have to be fitted in with each other, but also 
with others (partner, children).
Time use research is teaching us more about the differences in time use between men 
and women. Men account for the majority of paid working hours, while women take the 
lion’s share of the care tasks at home (table 4.1). This division of tasks has been the status 
quo for many years, and also remained unchanged between 1995 and 2005. Some shifts 
have however taken place. The most important relates to the number of hours’ paid 
work performed by women, which has been increasing steadily for several years. Since 
1995, for example, the time devoted to paid work has increased by almost five hours 
per week, reaching almost 18 hours per week in 2005, including travel time. During the 
same period, women cut back particularly on the time they invested in the household. In 
2005, women devoted a combined total of 45.8 hours per week to paid employment, run-
ning the household and looking after the children. Men spent one hour more per week 
on these tasks and were thus is still fractionally busier than women. There has been 
some convergence between men and women in this regard, however: in 1995 the time 
devoted to working and care tasks was 41.2 hours for women and 44.5 hours for men.

Broadly, the time spent by men on paid work has also increased slightly over the years. 
Hardly any shifts have taken place in the area of household work: for several years now, 
men have spent around ten hours per week on this. Like women, men have spent more 
time looking after children in recent years. However, by comparison with women, the 
amount of time spent by men on household care tasks has hardly changed since 1995 
(Cloïn & Souren 2009).
The changes in daily time use mean that the number of men who divide their available 
time and attention between paid and unpaid work has gradually increased.1 Since the 
1990s, the proportion of people spending at least 12 hours per week on paid work and 
combining this with at least 12 hours of care tasks has increased. Since 1995, the propor-
tion of these ‘task-combiners’ has risen faster among women than among men, going up 
from 29% in 1995 to 44% in 2005 for women, and for men from 27% to 32% over the same 
period (Breedveld et al. 2006; Cloïn & Souren 2009).
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Table 4.1

Time spent on paid work, running the household and caring for children, population aged 

20-64 years, by 6, 1995-2005 (in hours per week)

1995 2000 2005

women
paid worka 12.6 15.6 17.8
household work 23.1 21.9 21.3
care for children and other household members 5.5 5.7 6.7
total 41.2 43.2 45.8

men
paid worka 32.9 34.8 34.2
household work 9.7 10.1 9.7
care for children and other household members 1.9 2.2 2.8
total 44.5 47.1 46.7

a Including travel time.

Source: scp (tbo’95-’05)

Task combination readily conjures up the idea of parents with growing children. Yet 
the growing proportion of task-combiners is not due solely to the rise in the number of 
dual-earners (or in reality, mainly one and a half earners) with children. The growing 
numbers of single-person households and dual-earners without children also contribute 
to this increase. Many single people work, after all, and also spend time looking after 
the household (e.g. shopping, cooking, doing administration). Dual-earners and single 
persons with paid jobs are found more often among the task-combiners than people in 
traditional ‘breadwinner’ families (with only the man working), which are often char-
acterised by task specialisation. There are also differences depending on ethnic origin: 
people of Turkish and Moroccan extraction spend less time on paid work, and the task 
division between women and men relatively often follows the traditional pattern, with 
the man working outside the home and the woman taking care of the home (Van den 
Broek & Keuzenkamp 2008). By contrast, Surinamese and Antillean women, in particu-
lar, relatively often run a household on their own, and are well known for their relatively 
high (full-time) labour market participation.
The facts and figures regarding time use and task division say nothing about how people 
experience this balancing act. Research suggests that both women and men are very 
happy with the combination of work and care tasks (Groenendijk 1998; Knijn & Van Wel 
2001), but a full life can also be accompanied by feelings of being short of time, espe-
cially when the planning of activities is unexpectedly disrupted. The fact that problems 
occur here is evident from the fact that people can become particularly irritated when 
their own control over their time is disrupted. Examples of such irritating disruptions 
are being disturbed, having to wait for others, and standing in queues or traffic jams 
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(Breedveld & Van den Broek 2003). The next question is of course to what extent the 
perception of time and pressure of time correlates with the actual time that people 
devote to particular tasks. The feeling of running short of time, for example, occurs 
more among Surinamese, Antilleans and the indigenous Dutch than among people of 
Turkish and Moroccan background, possibly reflecting the fact that the latter devote the 
least time to obligations and also often live in households with a fairly high degree of 
task specialisation between the partners (Van den Broek & Keuzenkamp 2008). Other 
research shows that workers, and especially working women, experience more pressure 
than non-workers. More than half of working women report that they feel rushed with 
some regularity (several times per month or week), compared with 45% of working men 
(Cloïn & Souren 2009). The sense of being rushed increased between 2000 and 2005 
(Breedveld et al. 2006).
Beyond a sense of being rushed, people can feel a sense of failure, because they are not 
fully able to meet their own expectations and/or those of others (Vinken & Ester 2001). 
Part-time working, home-working and control over working hours mean on the one 
hand flexibility and more scope to strike a balance between work and personal life, 
but can also cause the boundaries between these two areas of life to become blurred: 
people increasingly take their work home, and conversely deal with things to do with 
the home whilst at work (Van Rijswijk 2005). Where work and personal life come into 
contact, people are more likely to feel that they are failing on the home front than 
at work (figure 4.1; cf. Van Rijswijk 2005; Van der Lippe et al. 2006). Almost a third of 
working women surveyed report that they regularly (several times per month/week) feel 
they are failing to meet expectations. This applies for just over a fifth of men. However, 
non-working women and men also sometimes feel that they fail to meet expectations, 
suggesting that these feelings are probably not associated only with combining work 
and care tasks.

Men are a little busier than women, but women combine tasks more often. Women 
more often report a sense of being rushed and failing to meet expectations than men. 
This suggests that the composition of an individual’s tasks has more to do with the time 
pressure they feel than the volume of those tasks. Evidently, it is mainly the combining 
of tasks that raises stress levels (Hochschild 1997). This may be because of the need to 
switch more frequently between two different worlds. Another factor could be that peo-
ple who combine tasks automatically feel more responsibility for coordinating family 
life, especially when sudden events such as a sick child or a day off school disrupt that life 
and make coordination more difficult.
Although many men and women live their lives to their own satisfaction, combining 
tasks does not always go entirely smoothly. Women appear to have more difficulty with 
(maintaining) the balance between work and care tasks than men. Does this mean 
that task division is a source of disunity in the day-to-day lives of partners? Not neces-
sarily: three-quarters of women and men say that they rarely or never disagree about 
the division of care tasks. There are no differences between women and men here. 
There are also few differences between indigenous and ethnic minority groups in the 
degree to which they report disagreements about the division of tasks (Van den Broek 
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& Keuzenkamp 2008). Roughly two in ten women and men report disagreements once 
or twice a year with their partner on the division of household tasks; very occasionally, 
such disagreements are more frequent. There appears to be more frequent disagreement 
on the division of childcare tasks, though more than 70% of women and men still say 
that they rarely or never argue about this (Cloïn & Souren 2009: 154). Whether this means 
that the majority have resigned themselves to an unequal division of tasks or whether 
people strive for the egalitarian ideal less emphatically in their own lives than they gen-
erally consider desirable, remains unclear. Women and men agree with the statement 
that women and men should divide paid work and household work equally (equal divi-
sion of paid work: 80%; equal division of household work: 65%; Cloïn & Souren 2009).

Figure 4.1

Feelings of (not) falling short of expectations at work and at home, population aged 16 years and 

older, by sex and labour market participation, 2008 (in percentages)
Figuur 4.1
Tekst

Source: SCP (Emop’08) 
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4.3 Bringing up children and parent-child relationships

Do parents still have time for their children? The growing number of working mothers, 
in particular, has fuelled the public debate on the consequences of the assumption that 
too little time is devoted to children. There are several different views in this debate. 
One view stresses the fear that care for children is coming under pressure because their 
parents lead such busy lives, which is detrimental to family relationships and children’s 
development (cf. Kinneging 2007). A second view is that it is not so much the amount 
of time that parents spend with their children that determines their children’s devel-
opment and bond with their parents, but the quality of that time. If parents are still 
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thinking about work when they are at home, they are less receptive to their children 
than if they leave their work in the workplace (cf. Galinsky 1999; Weikert & Weikert 2003). 
However, positive experiences at work can also have a positive impact on family life. 
According to this view, work and personal life are allies rather than enemies (Greenhaus 
& Powell 2006).
The period during which women and men are looking after young children is the busiest 
phase of their lives (Cloïn & Souren 2009). Yet objectively, there are few grounds for the 
concerns that parents no longer have time for their children, as the time that parents 
of young children (0-5 years) spend looking after their children actually increased for 
women by almost two hours to 20.7 hours per week between 1990 and 2005. Over the 
same period, the time spent by men on care tasks increased by more than 2.5 hours to 
ten hours per week. The Netherlands takes the lead internationally in the amount of 
time that parents spend looking after and supervising their children and on activities 
such as reading to them, playing with them, talking to them and helping with home-
work (Kamphuis & Van den Broek, forthcoming). The Dutch are thus as yet not cutting 
down on the time they spend on childcare. On the other hand, combining paid work 
with looking after children logically entails more organisation and, increasingly, the 
(partial) outsourcing of childcare to a babysitter or childcare facility. Although for-
mal provisions such as day care and before or after-school child-minding facilities are 
increasingly used for this, grandparents are still the most common providers of child-
care. Formal childcare is the most popular choice in households where both partners 
have a large part-time job (24 to 35 hours per week) and those operating the ‘large one 
and a half earner’ model (generally with the man working full-time and the woman 
working 24-35 hours per week; figure 4.2). In 2007, roughly a quarter of parents where 
both partners worked full-time made use of formal childcare facilities. Another quar-
ter made no use of childcare facilities at all, with the parents instead alternating their 
working hours, for example (Keuzenkamp & Faulk 2006). In practice, there are only 7% 
of households with small children where both parents work full-time. In the ‘small one 
and a half earner’ model – the most common working arrangement for couples with 
young children – formal childcare facilities are used less often, though these parents do 
relatively frequently make use of informal care provided by grandparents or other family 
members.

Despite the growing use of formal childcare facilities, this is not the solution for all 
parents: more than half of parents think children are best looked after exclusively by 
their own parents. Others, although they do not object to the principle of using child-
care facilities, think they should be used for a maximum of two or three days per week. 
Only 9% of parents place their child in a day care or out-of-school child-minding facil-
ity on more than three days a week (Cloïn & Souren 2009). More than 40% of the Dutch 
believe that having a full-time working mother is bad for the family. The Dutch do not 
differ from people in other countries on this point, with the exception of Sweden, 
where people do not have such a problem with full-time working mothers (Portegijs & 
Keuzenkamp 2008). Parents appear to be fairly successful in combining work and child-
care without too much stress (Cloïn & Wennekers 2006), though a small proportion of 
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working mothers (7%) continuously have the feeling that they are struggling to manage 
the combination, regardless of the number of hours they work in their jobs each week. 
Most of them do manage it, however, provided there are no unforeseen events: 46% of 
working women become stressed if something goes wrong at home or at work.

Figure 4.2

Use of childcare,a couples with at least one working partner and one or more children younger than 13 

years, by employment arrangements, 2005 and 2007 (in percentages)
Figuur 4.2
Tekst

a   If the parents use several forms of childcare, only the most important form is shown.

Source: CBS (EBB’05-’07)
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The foregoing deals with combining work and care tasks. A slightly different question is 
how parents and children experience the upbringing process. Do working parents find 
bringing up their children more tiring than non-working parents? Are they worse off, 
or might they actually be better off? Research from the perspective of the parents sug-
gests that the vast majority enjoy being parents and are also satisfied with the way their 
children are being brought up. Roughly two out of ten women and men find parenthood 
tiring, and just over 10% find it a heavy responsibility. There are no significant differ-
ences here between single-earners, one and a half earners and dual-earners (Zeijl et al. 
2005), though part-time working women with a partner who works full-time (the women 
in the one and a half earner model) relatively often have the feeling that are faced with 
bringing up their children alone. Partners in traditional ‘breadwinner’ families and in 
‘genuine’ dual-earner households may have divided the tasks more clearly, so that fewer 
frictions arise. The non-working women in breadwinner families derive more satisfac-
tion from parenthood than their breadwinner male partners. Where both parents work, 
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regardless of the number of hours, women and men derive the same degree of satisfac-
tion from being parents.
Another perspective on upbringing is that of the children themselves. Do children draw 
the short straw due to the busy lives led by their parents? To date, no research has been 
carried out in the Netherlands into how children view their working parents. There has 
however been some research on whether children of working and non-working parents 
experience their upbringing differently in a general sense. This is found not to be the 
case. Children from families where one or both parents work are just as happy with the 
atmosphere at home and get on just as well with their parents. There are also no differ-
ences in the way in which they assess their own well-being. They are just as happy with 
their current lives and report emotional and behavioural problems to the same extent. 
These findings suggest that, at least according to their own reports, children of work-
ing parents do just as well children in breadwinner families. Nonetheless, a good deal is 
still unclear about aspects such as the significance of the working hours of the parents, 
whether and to what extent they suffer from work-related stress, the flexibility of their 
working rotas and the type of work they do (Van der Lippe et al. 2003).
What about the way children spend their leisure time? Not so long ago (at the start of the 
21st century), the Dutch foundation for non-commercial campaigns sir e was warning 
about children’s lives being too busy. In practice, however, the schedule of the average 
Dutch child is not overfull: they have an average of one or two leisure time activities 
during the week, when they visit a sports club, cultural organisation, etc. (Zeijl 2001; 
Jehoel-Gijsbers 2009). Children who have busier lives do find that their free time is 
full(er), but generally speaking children are satisfied about the way they spend their lei-
sure time (Zeijl 2001; Crok 2003). A relatively large group (roughly a quarter) actually have 
fairly sparse leisure activities, which is usually related to low household income and low 
parental education level. Policy attention has recently focused specifically on these chil-
dren (Jehoel-Gijsbers 2009).
In most cases, therefore, the daily lives of both parents and children seem to be satisfac-
tory. On the other hand, things do sometimes go badly wrong. Around 5% of children 
in the Netherlands are confronted with serious and long-term problems with their 
upbringing (Stevens et al. 2009). The chance that this will be the case is however not 
related so much to the working situation of their parents or the way in which the work is 
divided between them, but much more to the social position of the parents, for exam-
ple lone-parenthood, low education level, poverty and being of non-Western origin. 
If several of these factors occur simultaneously within one family (e.g. a low-educated 
immigrant mother with a low income), the chance of their being problems with the 
upbringing of the children increases (Zeijl et al. 2005). It is also more likely in such cases 
that youth welfare services will become involved.

4.4 Social contacts

A full life often means a rich social life; we spend much of our time in the company of 
others. To some extent the specific purpose of this is to be with other people, exchange 
ideas and catch up on the latest news: we visit each other, go to parties and receptions 



98

The so cial state of the Ne therl ands 20 0 9

or come together to eat. The time that people set aside for such social contacts outside 
their own family reduced between 1995 and 2005 from 9.0 hours to 7.7 hours per week 
(Breedveld et al. 2006). The reason for this is that we spend less time visiting each other; 
parents with children, in particular, have reduced the amount of time spent visiting, 
which is hardly surprising given the high and increased time pressure in this phase of 
life. The time spent going to parties, dinners and receptions has remained unchanged. 
However, this does not cover the full spectrum of social activity; we also have contact 
with others at work, at school, during sport, when going out and when making day trips. 
It may be that a trade-off has taken place between explicit social activities and other 
activities which have a social character, for example going out to eat together rather 
than visiting one another at home.
Although the Dutch devote less of their shrinking amount of leisure time to social con-
tacts, they have found more time to take part in sport. They still often do this together 
with others, though there is a visible trend towards solo sports, such as running or 
cycling (see chapter 9). This need not be an indication of declining interest in social 
contacts; it may also highlight the need for a flexible way of fitting physical activity into 
a busy schedule: when taking part in non-organised solo sports, the participant is not 
dependent on others for when and where it takes place.
Social contacts, and especially those of young people, increasingly take place through 
various forms of communication media. Since the breakthrough of the Internet and 
mobile telephony in the middle of the 1990s, the Dutch contact each other for longer and 
with ever greater frequency. Between 2000 and 2005 the proportion of the population 
who spent at least 15 minutes of their free time each week on the Internet increased from 
24% to 60%. Internet use has increased fivefold since then, to 2.5 hours per week (as a 
main activity in leisure time), almost half of which is spent on e-mail, chat and msn. The 
increased communication via the Internet and mobile telephone compensates in part 
for the reduction in time spent on face-to-face social contacts (Lenhart & Madden 2007). 
Moreover, it is today much easier to maintain contacts with more friends, to track down 
past friends and to develop friendships with new acquaintances. Personal networks have 
consequently become bigger, the exchange of experiences more direct and the need to 
visit each other to catch up has potentially reduced.
The rise in social contacts via communication media has occurred in all population 
groups, but not to the same degree. In 2007, 80% of Dutch people aged 13 years and older 
had Internet access at home (GfK 2009). However, the increase in computer use during 
leisure time has been greatest among teenagers; in 2005 they spent an average of 8.5 
hours per week online, an average of over six hours per week of which was in their free 
time. Around 60% of that time (3.8 hours per week) was devoted to instant messaging 
(msn). The difference compared with the next age group up, i.e. those in their twenties 
and early thirties, is enormous; the latter groups spent less than ten minutes per day on 
msn or chatting in 2005. Another striking difference in digital communication is that 
people in their thirties and forties prefer to exchange e-mails, whereas teenagers hardly 
use e-mail or send only very short e-mails. More than half of the teenagers have more 
than a hundred people in their msn contact lists, though the number of people with 
whom they are actually in regular contact is a good deal lower than this. msn is used 
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mainly for making plans with friends, followed by staying in touch with friends who do 
not live nearby or go to the same school, and talking about schoolwork. In 2005, half of 
teenagers had met new friends online, and some of them had also met them in real life 
(Duimel & De Haan 2007: 90). Young people are constantly in contact with each other, 
with the communication mode being subordinate to the content of the contact. They 
live in a world of ‘media multiplicity’ (Boase et al. 2006), in which all kinds of social 
contacts complement each other, and in which online and offline contacts merge into 
each other effortlessly. Teenagers also use different modes of contact (msn, e-mail, tel-
ephone, Hyves) alongside each other and alternate these activities with watching t v and 
doing homework. This kind of multitasking, including via the Internet, is normal for 
young people; it is part of life as if things had never been any different (Qrius 2007; spo t 
2007).
Members of ethnic minorities, and especially Turks and Moroccans, lag furthest behind 
in the dissemination of ic t. Yet in these groups, too, Internet use is rising rapidly, and 
especially for communication. Turks are most inclined to communicate with people 
from their own ethnic group and in their own language.
Nonetheless, these users are in the minority in these groups do this (Huysmans & De 
Haan 2008). Young people from ethnic minority families most often compensate for 
the lack of Internet access at home by using a computer at school or at friends’ homes, 
and to a lesser extent in Internet cafes (especially young Moroccans; Van den Broek & De 
Haan 2006). Multitasking is less common among young members of ethnic minorities 
than indigenous youngsters (Qrius 2007).
The decline in face-to-face contacts and the increase in digital social contacts in people’s 
free time hold each other in balance to some degree. This does not however mean that 
different forms of contact are valued in the same way. American research has shown that 
communication via the computer, and especially e-mail, is regarded as less valuable for 
the creation and maintaining of close social relationships than alternatives such as face-
to-face contact or telephone conversations (Cummings et al. 2002). There is no means of 
communication which is valued more than actually meeting others physically (Lenhart 
et al. 2005). Dutch research by Antheunis (2009) also suggests that people regard offline 
friendships as being of better quality than online friendships.
Teenagers in the Netherlands consider meeting each other face-to-face to be the most 
important means of social contact (table 4.2). Their preferred means of communication 
for establishing and maintaining this contact depends in part on the content of that 
contact, the contact frequency and the person with whom they are communicating. For 
short contacts with friends, young people prefer to use msn, but for a serious conversa-
tion the telephone is the preferred option. In these conversations, the sound of the voice 
is important in communicating emotions (Duimel & De Haan 2007: 83). The increasing 
popularity of webcams also encourages users to engage in more personal conversations 
during Internet chat sessions (Qrius 2007). sms and e-mail are the most widely used 
modes for making arrangements or for short messages, and also for communicating 
with adults.
The mobile telephone has grown within a short space of time into an important tool 
for people to coordinate their activities. If they are running late, a quick call can put 



100

The so cial state of the Ne therl ands 20 0 9

both the person waiting for them and themselves at ease. A great many things can also 
be fitted in at the last minute without too much advance planning; the flexibility of the 
mobile phone means people can still achieve the desired activity pattern. The mobile tel-
ephone has also gained rapidly in importance as a means for parents to maintain contact 
with their children. For secondary-school children, a mobile phone almost always forms 
part of their standard equipment. This means that teenagers can be contacted any-
where and at any time; they regard the mobile phone (for both texting and calling) as an 
important tool for maintaining friendships and belonging to peer groups, though they 
still prefer face-to-face contact. Teenagers also consider communication via msn, sms, 
e-mail and fixed-line telephony to be more important for maintaining social contacts 
than calling using a mobile phone (Duimel & De Haan 2007). Mobile phone ownership 
is also growing fairly rapidly among young children (Duimel, forthcoming). It is often 
the parents of these children who take the initiative to purchase a phone, because they 
consider it important to be able to call their child in an emergency and to know that 
their children can be contacted anywhere and at any time. Parents generally call to check 
where their child is and to tell them how late they must be home. Parents hold similar 
conversations about time and place with each other on a day-to-day basis (T-Mobile 
2009). Due to the pressure of time which characterises this phase of life, the mobile 
telephone plays an important role in the coordination of family activities.

Table 4.2

Importance of different media for maintaining contact with friends, secondary-school students, 2005 

(in percentages)

quite or very important

meeting face-to-face 90
msn 77
sms 63
calling on fixed line 54
e-mail 53
calling on mobile 50
sending a letter 10
chatting in chatroom 10

Source: Duimel & De Haan (2007: 83)

Despite the technological possibilities for fast and efficient communication, maintain-
ing social contacts still takes up a bigger portion of our time than in the past. Although 
no trend data are available, it is plausible that people’s social networks have become 
bigger, with more frequent contact via different routes. However, this has done little to 
change the close-knit relationships which form the heart of the social network, even 
though people visit each other less often than in the past. The regularity of intimate 
interaction and the depth of social contact remain largely reserved for face-to-face con-
tact. Changes tend to take place more on the periphery of that network, with numerous 
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but much less intensive relationships. New interaction can be activated at any moment 
from this larger reservoir of ‘standby relationships’. There are more opportunities within 
such a network for people to follow their individual preferences in the choice of people 
with whom they have contact. However, digital communication also means that people 
form part of other networks, where new rules and expectations apply. As people are 
able to communicate with each other at different places and different times via differ-
ent technological networks, meeting face-to-face is no longer a necessary condition 
for people to establish their involvement and express their own identity. Digital com-
munication also brings commitments, however, and other people’s expectations cannot 
be (indefinitely) ignored; friends, acquaintances and colleagues expect replies to their 
e-mails, text messages and Hyves messages. As a result, communication has become a 
larger, more frequent and more diverse part of daily life. The ambition of having a large 
and interesting social life may then occasionally be accompanied by ‘network stress’: 
many of those e-mails, text messages, and so on have to be answered appropriately and 
within a reasonable period of time.

4.5 Travel as a link between daily activities

People live their daily lives in different places. However, travelling between the various 
activities takes time; precisely how much time depends on the means of transport used, 
the reason for the journey, the time of day that the journey takes place and the possibil-
ity of unforeseen events, such as traffic congestion and public transport delays.
In recent years, the car has come to play an increasingly important role in daily mobility, 
both for men and women and regardless of whether they work (full-time or part-time) 
or have other daily activities (see figures 4.3 and 4.4). The Dutch today travel more fre-
quently and over greater distances by car than in the past. This increase in car use has 
occurred in diverse groups across society. There has been a marked general increase in 
the number of people in the Netherlands who hold driving licences, especially among 
women. In 1987, 82% of men aged over 18 had a driving licence, compared with 56% of 
women. In 2007 the proportion of men with a driving licence was virtually unchanged, 
but over 70% of women now also had a licence (Harms 2008). Although older people 
have traditionally not driven very much, they have also begun using cars more and 
more in recent years. The car is also a popular means of transport for members of ethnic 
minorities. This is probably due not only to the importance of the car as a status symbol, 
but also because cycling does not form part of their cultural background. The fact that 
members of ethnic minorities travel fewer kilometres than the indigenous population 
is related among other things to the position of these groups on the labour market. 
Working people travel more kilometres in the car than non-workers, and people with 
a higher education level more than the low-educated. Now that the proportion of both 
workers and better-educated people among ethnic minorities is steadily increasing 
(Dagevos & Gijsbers 2007), the car-based mobility of this group is also rising (Harms 
2006; Olde Kalter 2008).
A notable trend in the day-to-day mobility of the Dutch is that they increasingly travel 
alone in their cars, without passengers. Whereas in the past households generally shared 
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one car, over the years the car has increasingly developed into an individual means of 
transport. Consequently, a growing proportion of households now have as many cars 
as there are members of the household with a driving licence. One in five households in 
the Netherlands already have a second car, and even third-car ownership has increased 
(KiM 2009). The fact that the Dutch are increasingly solo car travellers is related to 
changes in household composition and activity patterns. The growth in the percentage 
of single-person households means that more and more people own a car for their sole 
use. The growing number of working women has also encouraged individual car use for 
commuting to and from work. Although men still use the car more often than women 
for commuting, women have been steadily catching up for some years (Harms 2008; KiM 
2009).

Figure 4.3

Time spent travelling, men aged 12 years and older, by mode of transport, 1997 and 2007 

(in minutes per day)
Figuur 4.3
Tekst

Source: CBS (OVG’97; MON’07) 

1997 2007 1997 2007 1997 2007 1997 2007 1997 2007 1997 2007

working
full-time

working
part-time

unemployed or
looking for work

pupil or
student

working in own
household retired

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

car (driver)

car (passenger) 

train

bus/tram/metro

moped/scooter

bicycle

walking

other main modes
of transport

The car is also gaining ground for use in household and care tasks, for example doing the 
shopping, taking and collecting children to and from school, etc.. In this sense, the car 
seems to have increasingly become a ‘management tool’. In 1975, 37% of the time spent 
travelling for household and care tasks involved the use of a car, while 53% of travel time 
entailed walking and cycling. The increase in car use over the years has taken place at 
the expense of cycling and walking, and in 2005 car use accounted for 50% of travelling 
time, with walking and cycling taking 45%. Public transport has always played a subor-
dinate role, and has fallen further behind in recent years, from 10% in 1975 to 5% in 2005 
(Harms 2008).
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Despite the great popularity of the car, the bicycle is still a deeply entrenched mode of 
transport for household and care tasks in the Netherlands, especially in households with 
growing children. The bicycle has proved itself a reliable mode of transport particularly 
for local journeys. Cyclists are little troubled by traffic congestion and bicycles are easy 
to park close to the destination. These advantages of the bicycle evidently often out-
weigh its limitations, such as sensitivity to weather, low speed, short range and limited 
load capacity (fewer children and goods; Schwanen 2008). The ‘cargo bike’ (bakfiets) is 
less limited for transporting goods and children, which explains its growing increasing 
popularity in the Dutch street scene.

Figure 4.4

Time spent travelling, women aged 12 years and older, by mode of transport, 1997 and 2007 

(in minutes per day)
Figuur 4.4
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Source: CBS (OVG’97; MON’07) 
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People also travel during the week or at the weekend for various other kinds of leisure 
activity. Over 16% of the total time spent travelling by the Dutch is related to social 
contacts. During the week, people often stay close to home and the bicycle is the most 
commonly used mode of transport (e.g. to go to a sports club, bar or theatre). At the 
weekend, people tend to undertake more trips over greater distances, and are therefore 
more inclined to use the car. The modes of transport used for leisure activities also differ 
depending on the age group. Children aged up to 12 years are often transported to their 
leisure activities by their parents in the car. Young people aged between 12 and 17 years, 
who are more independent road users, make frequent use of the bicycle. Adults aged 
18-64 years often use the car, while older people walk relatively often in their free time 
(Harms 2008).
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Many day-to-day commitments take place at a set time and place. In this sense, they 
impose more or less compelling pressure on already full schedules by forcing people 
to travel at specific times. Travel is then first and foremost a functional activity, in 
which efficiency is important. How people experience a journey depends greatly on the 
circumstances. The travel times of individual Dutch citizens as dictated by their commit-
ments often form part of collective patterns, which together lead to traffic congestion. 
For most people, the fact that journeys undertaken during the rush hour take longer 
than at other times is not problematic, as long as the extra travel time can be factored 
in in advance. Rather than becoming irritated, many people who regularly travel in 
traffic jams actually have a sense of being in an oasis of calm, with time to collect their 
thoughts (Harms et al. 2007). The fact that ‘normal’ traffic jams are an accepted part of 
the daily commute is evident among other things from the fact that radio stations in the 
Netherlands normally only report traffic jams that are longer than four kilometres and 
in unusual locations. Many people also find that the commute from work to home is a 
good time to make the emotional transition between their role as a worker and that of a 
parent or spouse, and more generally to make the mental transition between work and 
personal life. People try to make the journey as agreeable as possible, for example by lis-
tening to their favourite music in the car and reading (free or purchased) newspapers or 
books on the train, or sleeping. Thanks to modern technology, people can also increas-
ingly use travelling time to perform work-related activities, such as answering e-mails 
on the train, or holding business telephone calls whilst travelling in the car (Harms 
2008; Watts & Urry 2008).
It is when meetings overrun or people encounter unexpected delays that the resultant 
time pressure can cause them to feel rushed and experience stress on their journeys. 
These feelings are exacerbated if the activity to which they are travelling is an obligatory 
one; for example, the fear of arriving late to pick up a child or for an important meet-
ing at work causes a good deal of anxiety (Schwanen 2008). Longer journey times which 
people cannot anticipate are often caused by unexpected delays, such as abnormal traffic 
jams and public transport delays. Lack of reliable information about the likely length of 
the delay and about alternative travel routes is then the biggest factor that exacerbates 
the sense of irritation among travellers. Delays on public transport cause more irritation 
than delays during car journeys (Harms et al. 2007). More and more technological solu-
tions are becoming available to enable people to estimate journey times accurately, such 
as up-to-date travel information via satellite navigation systems and mobile telephones. 
The Dutch Department of Public Works and Water Management (Rijkswaterstaat) posts 
digital information along motorways stating how long the journey will take to specific 
exits or towns.
In households that consist of more than one person, several activities – and the associ-
ated journeys – have to be coordinated, added to the pressure to be on time. In families 
with children, ferrying the children to and from a childcare facility or school is most 
often done by mothers; where parents share these tasks between them, fathers are 
more often responsible for taking the children than collecting them (Schwanen 2007). 
Collecting the children is found to cause more stress than taking them; this appears 
to be connected to the fact that arriving late to collect children, for example due to an 
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unexpectedly longer journey time, is seen as a bigger problem than arriving late at work. 
This is in line with the finding that working men and women more often have the feeling 
of falling short of expectations at home than at work (see figure 4.1).
The mobile telephone helps reduce the fear of arriving late, because it is possible to com-
municate a delay or make alternative arrangements whilst travelling. Some households 
use the mobile telephone to facilitate an entirely ‘open plan’ approach to planning the 
day. There is then a great deal of telephone contact between the partners, which means 
a decision can be taken at the last minute as to who will do which tasks on that day and 
undertake the associated journeys (Schwanen 2008). This ‘open plan approach’ is how-
ever by no means an option for everyone, because jobs, working hours or journey times 
often offer too little scope for flexible solutions.

4.6 Conclusions

We began this chapter by asking whether people’s lives are becoming busier. Are peoples 
lives today busier than 10 or 15 years ago? And what does this imply for the combination 
of paid work and care tasks, the relationships between parents and children, relation-
ships in leisure time and the mobility that is needed to accomplish all these activities? 
People’s daily lives are indeed found to have become busier: since the middle of the 1990s, 
Dutch people aged 20-65 years spend more time on obligations (paid work, care tasks, 
education). Women’s lives, in particular, have become busier in recent years as a result of 
this trend; the total amount of time they devote to paid and unpaid work now virtually 
no longer differs from that of men, although women do still perform more unpaid work 
and men more paid work. When there are growing children to look after, especially, this 
limits their free time. Part of the reason that people’s lives have become so much fuller is 
that both men and women increasingly combine work with care tasks. The time that par-
ents spend with their children is increasing rather than decreasing, even though mothers 
today more often go out to work. People’s busier lives also result in more car journeys, in 
turn leading to more traffic jams on the roads. Even though there is less time for social 
contacts, the ‘social traffic’ has increased, as contacts with family, friends and acquaint-
ances are increasingly maintained via the computer and mobile telephone.
At the same time, we have seen in this chapter that there are new ways of making it 
easier to coordinate work, care tasks and leisure time activities, to blur the boundaries 
between them and even to perform them at the same time. Childcare makes it possible 
for working parents to combine work with looking after children. There are also other 
strategies, which are perhaps less readily associated with the management of people’s 
daily lives. For example, the mobile telephone makes it possible to firm up or change 
arrangements (both personal and work-related) at the last moment; a message saying 
they will be coming later, changing the location of a meeting, asking someone to take 
over briefly, to collect the children or do the shopping – these are all things that have 
become much easier to achieve in the age of the mobile phone than in the period before 
it. It is even possible to make or change arrangements whilst travelling. People make 
phone calls whilst on the train or in the car, as well as at travel hubs such as airports 
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or railway stations, especially if there are delays. The mobile phone thus offers new 
 coordination possibilities.
Requests that come in via the mobile phone may not always arrive at an appropriate 
moment. The flipside of the coin is that requests made by mobile phone, for example 
asking the recipient to step in to do something, are sometimes difficult or impossible to 
refuse. This ambivalence also applies for other new technologies. For example, working 
from home can be a welcome strategy for combining work and care tasks and avoiding 
traffic jams, but the consequence can also be that it is no longer possible to draw a clear 
distinction between work and personal life. The same applies for e-mail and for the fact 
that WiFi is available in more and more places: no one is surprised any more when peo-
ple take their mobile phone and laptop with them on holiday. The ability to multitask 
anywhere and at any time is slowly but surely becoming a normal part of daily life. This 
applies not only in the sense of arranging work issues at home and vice versa, but also 
in the sense of quickly sending an e-mail or text message to friends, whilst travelling or 
otherwise. The boundaries between the different domains of life are blurring as a result.
The question of how people feel about this is not a simple one to answer. However, 
the impression that emerges from this chapter is that many people like it: people even 
manage to make something positive out of waiting in traffic jams, provided it is not an 
unexpected jam. And therein lies the crux: as long as no unforeseen problems arise, it 
appears that people are generally well equipped to perform and combine several tasks 
and activities in their daily lives, such as paid work, looking after the household, caring 
for children, maintaining social contacts, undertaking activities with friends and fam-
ily, and so on. To help them deal with their increasingly full lives, people look for and 
find support from provisions/facilities and modern technology. Although the Dutch 
visit each other less today than in the past, they have more contact with each other via 
digital channels. Childcare is a provision which can take over part of the care for children 
at home. The time that parents spend with their children has not reduced and is gener-
ally experienced as very satisfactory by both parents and children. People’s lives may 
have become rather busy and rushed, but in some respects they appear to regard that as 
acceptable. The real irritations and feelings of falling short of expectations arise when 
unforeseen, unexpected situations or calamities occur; having someone ill at home, an 
emergency that has to be resolved, a deadline or overrunning meeting at work, unex-
pected traffic jams and delays – these are the things that cause stress. At certain times, 
therefore, people may well long for the calm and regularity of a quiet life. This is appar-
ent, for example, from the great popularity of sports such as yoga and Pilates, and new 
fads such as slow food and spending a period of retreat in a monastery (see Intermediair 
2009). Generally speaking, however, it appears that people wish to live life to the full. 
The occasional bout of irritation and sometimes of serious stress appear to be an inevita-
ble part of this.

Note
1. Unpaid work is defined more broadly than simply care tasks, and as well as household work includes 

looking after children and other household members, as well as diy activities, providing help to rela-

tives and others, and volunteering.
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– Boys perform slightly better in arithmetic at primary school, while girls tend to do 
slightly better in language. While the achievements of immigrant pupils have been 
improving steadily in recent years, they still lag behind indigenous pupils. Vocabulary 
is their biggest problem, especially for pupils who speak only Turkish at home.

– The number of children in special needs education is continuing to increase. The 
number of pupils with severe behavioural problems, in particular, has grown over the 
last ten years: the number is one and a half times higher in primary education, and 
has almost trebled in secondary education.

– The rise in the number of students following senior general secondary and pre-
university education (h avo and v wo) is continuing. In 1997, 35% of 15 year-olds were 
attending these school types; in 2008 the figure was 41%.

– There has been a big increase in the number of pupils receiving support in pre-voca-
tional secondary education (v mbo); 10.5% of 15 year-olds were receiving extra support 
in the 2008/’09 school year, compared with 6.8% in 1997/’98.

– The incremental ‘accumulating’ of qualifications undoubtedly offers scope for slower 
students to progress to higher levels of education, but is not without its problems. 
The chance of dropout among students who accumulate qualifications in order to 
transfer from junior general secondary education (m avo) to senior general second-
ary education (h avo) is twice as high as among other h avo students. Similarly, a 
fifth of students entering higher professional education (hbo) from senior second-
ary vocational (mbo) education drop out, compared with 14% of ex-h avo students. 
Additionally, a fifth of students who transfer from higher professional university 
(hbo) to university give up their studies after a year; this compares with 4% for stu-
dents entering university from pre-university education (v wo).

– The number of people entering higher education is continuing to grow. Today, 60% 
of students go on to a university of professional education or university after leaving 
secondary school.

– The overall education level of the Dutch population is rising, including among immi-
grants. Within the space of ten years, the proportion of people in the Netherlands 
with a higher education has increased from 22% to 28%.

– In the Netherlands as elsewhere in the eu, young women have overtaken young men 
in terms of education level. 38% of women aged 25-35 years have a higher education 
qualification, compared with 34% of men. The figures for the eu as a whole are 34% 
and 27%, respectively.

5.1 Policy objectives: basic skills and quality

Concerns about the quality of education in the Netherlands have been increasing in 
recent years. The public debate is dominated by the view that both teaching and educa-
tional achievement are falling short and that overall educational standards are declining. 
More and more pupils in primary and secondary education have an insufficient com-
mand of basic language and arithmetical/mathematical skills to enable them to function 
adequately in society, and too many children are still going to schools of inadequate 
quality (Inspectie 2008a, 2008b, 2009). The transition between the different educational 
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categories is not a seamless one, partly due to a lack of basic skills on the part of pupils 
and students.

These concerns about the quality of education are reflected in government’s national 
policy objectives. The policy for primary and secondary education is explained in the 
‘Quality Agendas’ published by the Ministry of Education, Culture and Science (oc w 
2007a; oc w 2007b). Both policy documents set out the contours of policy goals and 
ambitions designed to result in an improvement in educational quality and adequate 
educational outcomes.1

The emphasis in the policy proposals for primary education is on basic skills. In addition 
to adequate and good-quality preschool and early-school education for all disadvan-
taged children, the aim is to reduce the language disadvantage of these pupils, to create 
frames of reference for the level of language and arithmetical skills to be attained, and to 
achieve a demonstrable increase in the learning outcomes of all pupils in language and 
arithmetic, as well as instilling good quality assurance in schools.
The policy plans for secondary education are also aimed at improving achievements in 
language and arithmetic/mathematics, but also at developing good and reliable exami-
nations, promoting excellence and ensuring that every student attains an appropriate 
qualification. The policy agenda also includes the development of appropriate and 
good-quality education for students with special needs. The policy aims to halve school 
dropout rates and to ensure that every student leaves school with at least a basic quali-
fication. More pupils and students with special needs must also obtain a qualification; 
attainment targets and education programmes will be introduced for this in special 
needs education.
Reference standards for language and arithmetic will be introduced in the near future 
as part of continuous education programmes. Some reference standards will be linked 
to age and will specifically prescribe the standard that a student of that age should have 
attained.
The attention given to language and arithmetic/mathematics is not limited to primary 
and secondary education. Standards need to be raised in all sectors, and this will also 
improve the links between the different school types. The incremental accumulation 
of qualifications by students who need more time to attain a particular education level 
must be made easier, and the match between education and the world of work also has 
to be improved. Other measures designed to safeguard the quality of education, chal-
lenge students to achieve more and improve the continuity of education include raising 
examination standards in general and vocational secondary education.
Quality is also high on the policy agenda for higher education (t k 2007/2008a). The 
policy plans stress the need to improve student pass rates and to reduce dropout in the 
bachelor phase. The achievement gap between members of non-Western ethnic minori-
ties and indigenous Dutch students (currently 20%) must be narrowed.
There are numerous policy initiatives aimed at ensuring a sufficient supply of well-
trained teachers (oc w 2008a), and finally efforts are being made in all sectors to 
promote excellence among pupils and students.
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In this chapter we explore the situation with regard to participation in education and the 
education level of the Dutch population. Where possible, we will home in on a number 
of central themes in education policy, especially basic skills in language and arithmetic/
mathematics and, more generally, the quality of education.

5.2 Preschool and early-school education programmes

There are various provisions for children in the period before they begin primary school, 
such as childcare facilities and preschool play groups. The primary purpose of childcare 
facilities is to enable parents to perform paid work or follow a course of education or 
training. Preschool play groups provide education for children in a playful way for one 
or two part days per week, helping them to learn to interact with other children and 
stimulating their development. There are also preschool and early-school education 
programmes (v v e) which aim to stimulate the development of young children (aged 
between 2.5 and six years) of low-educated parents. These programmes are provided 
in collaboration with preschool play groups and primary schools. They begin at the 
preschool play groups, when children are aged 2.5 years, and continue through the first 
two years of primary school. Preschool and early-school education has for many years 
been a key element in the educational disadvantage policy, and participation in these 
programmes by Turkish and Moroccan children, in particular, has increased in the last 
decade (Gijsberts & Herweijer 2007). The policy objectives for preschool and early-school 
education programmes are to increase the degree to which the target group is reached, 
so that by 2011 these programmes can be offered to all children from the target group on 
four half-days per week. The four largest Dutch municipalities (Amsterdam, Rotterdam, 
The Hague and Utrecht) and the 27 next largest municipalities already meet this latter 
criterion, but other municipalities still predominantly offer these programmes on only 
three half-days per week (Van der Vegt et al. 2008).
According to a survey of municipalities, 53% of children from the target group were par-
ticipating in the preschool part of these programmes in 2007; this increased to 62% in 
2008 (57% in preschool play groups and 5% in day nurseries). The early-school part of the 
programme reached 67% of the target group in 2007 and 63% in 2008 – although the lat-
ter figure is based on data from far fewer municipalities, many of which were unable to 
provide data or could only provide partial data on the reach of the programmes (Jepma 
et al. 2007; Van der Vegt et al. 2008).
Preschool and early-school education is an example of an initiative whose effective-
ness is influenced by the conditions under which it is implemented. The organisation 
of preschool and early-school education is complex, with several different types of 
institution (day nurseries, preschool play groups, primary schools) being involved at 
both administrative and implementation levels. Moreover, the preschool part of the 
programme is funded in a different way from the early-school part. There is as yet insuf-
ficient evidence in the Netherlands to demonstrate the effectiveness of preschool and 
early-school programmes, and the long-term effects are also unknown (Ledoux & Veen 
2009). Research on the effectiveness of the programmes produces inconsistent results; 
this is because deviation from the strict programme requirements is possible in the 
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practical implementation of the programmes,2 and it is not always known during which 
period and how intensively a child has followed a programme. In addition, it is often 
not easy to find a control group, suitable measurement instruments for young children 
are often not available and there is often a desire to see results too quickly (Ledoux & 
Veen 2009). Despite this, several Dutch researchers, based partly on research from other 
countries, argue that it is plausible that preschool and early-school programmes have 
positive effects, provided they are implemented with care (Doolaard & Leseman 2008; 
Van der Vegt & Veen 2009). Given that the policy is focused so strongly on quantity (in 
the form of targets for the reach of the programmes), the question is whether this is not 
putting further pressure on the quality – and therefore the effectiveness – of the pro-
grammes. The forthcoming Development Opportunities through Quality and Education 
Act (Wet ontwikkelingskansen door kwaliteit en educatie), which will come into force in August 
2010, appears to call for more attention for the quality of preschool and early-school 
programmes, and also seeks to reverse some of the negative consequences of the ‘dis-
connect’3 between the preschool and early-school parts of the programme. Whether this 
will influence the effectiveness of preschool and early-school education will be a matter 
for future research. What is important is that the emphasis on achieving quantitative 
targets should not undermine the quality of the programmes.

5.3 Primary education and special education

In principle, all children in the Netherlands go to school from the age of four years 
onwards. This means that the trend in the number of primary school pupils matches 
that in the number of children aged 4-12 years in the population. Figure 5.1 shows that 
since 1997 the total number of 4-12 year-old children has increased slightly (from 1.75 to 
1.79 million). Children go either to mainstream or special primary schools or to special 
needs schools. Special primary schools were created in the early 1990s by merging 
schools for children with learning and behavioural difficulties (l om schools) and 
schools for children with learning difficulties (ml k schools). Special needs education, 
which is covered by the Expertise Centres Act (w ec), is intended for children with a range 
of disabilities or behavioural problems.
The number of children who do not go to mainstream schools is relatively small (just 
under 8% of 11 year-olds), but within this group the balance between the different types 
of non-mainstream primary education is changing. The proportion of pupils in special 
primary education has fallen as a result of the ‘going back to school together again’ (weer 
samen naar school) policy, under which some of the children who formerly went to special 
schools have been reintegrated into mainstream primary schools. By contrast, special 
needs education has grown more strongly than expected on the basis of demographic 
trends (figure 5.1).
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Figure 5.1

Trend in number of pupils in special primary education, by clustera and in relation to the population 

aged 4-12 years, 1997-2007 (in index figures, 1997 = 100)
Figuur 5.1
Tekst

a   Cluster 1 = visually impaired; cluster 2 = hearing/communicative impairment; cluster 3 = physically and/
     or intellectually disabled; cluster 4 = serious behavioural problems and long-term illness (regardless of 
     the nature of the illness).

Source: CBS (StatLine) SCP treatment
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The special needs schools covered by the Expertise Centres Act (w ec) are divided into 
four categories. Cluster 1 schools are for visually impaired children (blind and partially 
sighted); this is the smallest cluster (see figure 5.1). Cluster 2 schools are for children with 
hearing impairments (deaf and hard of hearing) and communicative disorders (severe 
speech difficulties). Schools in cluster 3 are for children with (multiple) physical dis-
abilities and children with severe learning difficulties. Finally, cluster 4 schools are for 
children with severe behavioural problems, children with a long-term illness (regardless 
of the nature of their illness) and children in schools attached to paedological insti-
tutes. In 1997, 8,200 pupils were assigned to cluster 4; by the school year 2007/’08, this 
had risen to 13,800. This increase is due mainly to a rise in the number of children with 
severe behavioural problems. It is also striking that boys are strongly overrepresented in 
cluster 4 (approximately 80% of the total). Boys also form the majority on the other clus-
ters, accounting or told for two-thirds of all pupils in special needs education. However, 
cluster 4, and within this cluster the schools for children with severe behavioural prob-
lems in particular, take first place. The proportions of boys and girls are most in balance 
in cluster 1 schools, for visually impaired children (around 57% boys).
There is more than one possible explanation for the growth in the number of children 
in cluster 4. One key factor is that more and more is being demanded of children in the 
social and cognitive domain, and that many children are unable to meet these demands. 



118

The so cial state of the Ne therl ands 20 0 9

Another reason is the increase in diagnoses, faster diagnosis and the broadening of 
definitions of disorders from the autistic spectrum and other learning and behavioural 
problems (Gezondheidsraad 2009).
Since the introduction of the personal budget system (known as the ‘rucksack’) in 2003, 
in which the funding ‘follows the pupil’, parents of a child which has been assessed as 
eligible for special needs education have been able to choose between sending their 
child to a special school or a mainstream primary school. The personal budget sys-
tem is intended to enable more pupils with disabilities or behavioural problems to be 
integrated into the mainstream education system. Contacts between children with a 
disability and their peers without disabilities would, it was felt, contribute to the socio-
emotional development of the special needs child. The personal budget system enables 
the extra care needed to be organised within the mainstream school, for example in 
the form of an extra teacher or special lesson material. In reality, the expectations that 
participation in mainstream education would result in less stigmatisation and more 
contacts or friendships with ‘normal’ children have failed to materialise. Pupils with a 
personal budget in mainstream schools are found to develop less well socially and emo-
tionally than comparable pupils in special primary schools (Kroesbergen et al. 2007). 
Despite this, the ‘rucksack’ is a popular measure: whereas in 2001 7,500 pupils were 
receiving ambulatory care, this increased to 9,600 after the introduction of the personal 
budget system in 2003, and in 2008 the figure stood at no less than 22,100 (oc w 2009).
The costs of educating these special needs pupils have accordingly risen considerably (De 
Kam et al. 2009). The government is introducing new policy (‘appropriate education’) 
with a view to using resources more efficiently and raising the quality of education for 
special needs pupils (oc w 2008b). Schools will be required to offer appropriate educa-
tion to special needs pupils within their own school. One of the aims of this approach is 
to curb the growth of special needs education. The government also wishes to set limits 
to the open-ended nature of the personal budget system, though this will meet with 
resistance from both parents and schools.
The expectation that the personal budget funding system would reduce the participa-
tion in the various forms of special education has not really been met. Research by l c t i 
(2007) appears to suggest that the scheme has actually made participation in special 
education easier, and has therefore actually contributed to the sharp rise in the number 
of pupils in cluster 4.

Educationally disadvantaged pupils
The government invests extra resources in education in a bid to counter educational dis-
advantage. The weighting scheme is an important part of this strategy. It was introduced 
in 1985 and is used to determine how much funding is allocated to primary schools to 
combat disadvantage. For a long time, the funding eligibility criteria were equal across 
the board, but some years ago they were modified; originally both the criteria included 
both the education level and ethnicity of the parents, but since 2006/’07 only their 
education level is considered. Schools with pupils who meet the criteria (low-educated 
parents) receive additional funding. Non-disadvantaged pupils are not allocated extra 
weight (i.e. are assigned a weight of 0.0).
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The number of disadvantaged pupils in the education system is generally declining as the 
average education level of their parents rises. In 1998, 30% of all primary school pupils 
were classified as disadvantaged; ten years later the figure was 15% (table 5.1). Since the 
old weighting system applied until the 2005/’06 school year, it is possible to separate 
indigenous and ethnic minority disadvantaged pupils (who were assigned additional 
weights of 0.25 and 0.9, respectively). These categories were phased out in the 2006/’07 
school year and new categories introduced, in which (in addition to the standard weight 
of 0.0), new primary school pupils are assigned weights of 0.30 or 1.20, depending solely 
on the education level of their parents.4

Table 5.1

Disadvantaged pupilsa in primary education, by pupil weighting, 1998-2009 (as a percentage of all 

primary school pupils)

0.25
(indigenous) 
disadvan-
taged pupils 

0.3
(indigenous or 
ethnic minority)
disadvantaged 
pupils 

0.9
(ethnic 
 minority) dis-
advantaged 
pupils

1.20
(indigenous or 
ethnic minority) 
disadvantaged 
pupils 

totalb 
disad-
vantaged 
pupils

totalb dis-
advantaged 
pupils  
(x 1,000)

1998/’99 17.4 12.6 30 465.2
2000/’01 14.7 13.0 28 433.5
2001/’02 13.8 13.0 27 420.6
2002/’03 12.8 12.9 26 402.6
2003/’04 11.9 12.6 25 384.5
2004/’06 11.1 12.4 24 367.5
2005/’06 10.2 12.1 23 350.2

2006/’07c 7.5 2.5 8.9 1.5 21 320.6
2007/’08 4.8 4.4 5.8 2.9 18 279.7
2008/’09* 2.4* 3.0* 5.8* 4.0* 15* 240.2*

a  Pupils who fall into one of the target groups for the educational disadvantage policy.
b  Up to and including 2006, includes a small percentage of bargees’ children and children of caravan 

dwellers; thereafter, total according to new classification.
c  According to the new system
*  provisional figures

Source: cbs (StatLine)

Several trends influence the budget that a school has available for combating educa-
tional disadvantage. The general trend towards fewer parents with a low education level 
has already been mentioned, but factors such as a changing neighbourhood profile or 
pupil population can also lead to fluctuations in the number of disadvantaged pupils at 
a school. The change in the weighting system has also produced a number of redistribu-
tion effects. It was therefore recently decided that, starting from the 2009/10 school year, 
the weighting system would be supplemented by an additional criterion for areas where 
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there is an accumulation of problems, the so-called impulsgebieden (‘social impetus areas’) 
(t k 2008/2009a). An impulsgebied is a region or urban district where there is a combina-
tion of high unemployment and a high proportion of low incomes. Schools in these 
areas receive an additional amount per disadvantaged pupil over and above their regular 
funding under the weighting system. This additional criterion means that more money 
goes to the schools with the biggest problems. In addition, schools can apply for grants 
to enable them to offer extra teaching time to pupils, for example in the form of a sum-
mer school, weekend school or extended school day. This grant scheme is intended to 
counter pupil underachievement.

Testing: withstanding the criticism
In its document ‘Partners in educational outcomes’ (Partners in onderwijsopbrengst), the 
Education Council of the Netherlands refers to the ‘sometimes poorly developed focus 
on outcomes on the part of pupils, teachers and school management teams’ (Onderwi-
jsraad 2008). Comparable sentiments were expressed by the Dijsselbloem Commission 
and the Dutch Inspectorate of Education (Inspectie van het Onderwijs). The Inspector-
ate observed that many schools appear to consider the well-being of their pupils more 
important than their educational achievement, and that schools have an insufficient 
insight into the educational outcomes. More recently, voices have been raised in several 
quarters arguing that schools should have a stronger focus on outcomes, through regu-
lar testing and making adjustments on the basis of the results.
The main test is the primary school-leavers attainment test, or Cito attainment test (Cito 
is the National Institute for Educational Measurement). This test assesses pupils’ attain-
ments in language, arithmetic, learning skills and (sometimes) world orientation. The 
2009 test was completed in early February. Some are currently calling for the test to be 
held later in the school year, in order to make better use of the available teaching time in 
year-group 8.
The debate on testing has its proponents and opponents. Some believe that the tests 
should be scrapped entirely, arguing that they impose an excessive burden on pupils 
(and their parents!). As a result, not all schools administer the attainment test, and some 
schools consider the individual stress to be so great that they exempt their weakest 
pupils from taking the test, even though the test contains special categories for pupils 
such as these. An additional advantage of selective participation for schools is that it 
pushes up the average school achievement and therefore lifts the school higher up the 
performance league table. The main argument for continuing universal participation in 
the attainment test is that it offers the only non-subjective means of measuring a pupil’s 
level of knowledge at this specific and fairly crucial moment in their school lives.

In 2009, more than 18% of pupils who took part in the Cito test achieved a score at 
the highest level (sufficient to go on to pre-university secondary education); just over 
a quarter of pupils achieved scores indicating their suitability for the lower tracks of 
pre-vocational secondary education (v mbo), namely the basic vocational track (basis-
beroepsgerichte leerweg) or the advanced vocational track (kaderberoepsgerichte leerweg) (Cito 
2009) (table 5.2).
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Table 5.2

Distribution of pupils across secondary education types,a based on their scores in the Cito attainment 

test, 2008/ 09 (in percentages)

2008/’09

pre-vocational secondary (vmbo), basic vocational track or advanced vocational track (bbl or kbl) 25.6
pre-vocational secondary (vmbo), theoretical track or combined vocational-theoretical track (tl/gl) 23.4
senior general secondary education (havo) 32.5
pre-university education (vwo) 18.5

a  The figures show the total bandwidth of scores per education type.

Source: Cito/cbs, scp treatment

In addition to the pupil’s score in the Cito attainment test, the provisional recommenda-
tion of the teacher also plays a role in the ultimate recommendation for the best type 
of secondary education for the pupil. If the Cito test – which is admittedly a snapshot 
– provides an objective measure of the most appropriate level of secondary education, 
the teacher recommendation is by definition subjective. In three-quarters of cases, how-
ever, the recommendation of the teacher corresponds with the outcome of the Cito test 
(Stroucken et al. 2008).

A closer look at language and arithmetic achievement in year-group 8
Given the current emphasis placed by government policy on basic skills, pupils in year 
group 4 and year group 8 in mainstream primary schools also undergo annual national 
assessments. The most recent assessment produced the following picture for year 
group 8 (Hemker & Van Weerden 2009). According to the assessments, girls are better at 
languages than boys, with the exception of vocabulary, where boys perform slightly bet-
ter. These effects are however small. The language problems of disadvantaged pupils are 
concentrated mainly in the areas of vocabulary and reading comprehension. The higher 
the weight assigned to a pupil, the lower their score on the vocabulary component. 
The contrast in command of vocabulary is greatest between disadvantaged pupils from 
ethnic minorities and non-disadvantaged pupils. Indigenous and ethnic minority disad-
vantaged pupils achieve comparable scores for reading comprehension, but both groups 
underperform non-disadvantaged pupils. When it comes to spelling, disadvantaged 
pupils from ethnic minorities do slightly better than their indigenous counterparts. The 
more the language of the country of origin is spoken at home, the less well pupils score 
on the component ‘Dutch vocabulary’. This effect is most marked among pupils who 
speak Turkish at home.
Boys perform slightly better than girls in arithmetical skills, but here again the 
effects are small; the only component where the effect is slightly greater is ‘fractions, 
percentages and ratios’. There are also differences between disadvantaged and non-
disadvantaged pupils on the arithmetical components, but here again the differences 
are small; there is no difference in the performance of ethnic minority and indigenous 
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 disadvantaged pupils. One striking finding is that Surinamese and Antillean pupils 
perform worse in arithmetic, especially the components ‘measuring, geometry, time 
and money’. Generally speaking, however, the (negative) effects of pupil weighting 
and of speaking a language other than Dutch at home have reduced in year group 8 
compared with year group 4 (Hemker & Van Weerden 2009).

Development of knowledge and skills
The performance figures show more or less the same pattern across the years. Girls 
generally score better on language, though the difference between the sexes has 
narrowed. By contrast, boys score better on average in arithmetic and world orientation 
(an optional part of the test, containing questions about geography, history and science) 
(Cito 2009). Other trends are that the performance of schools in the four largest cities 
(Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht) lag behind the national schools, 
while the scores of disadvantaged pupils trail those of pupils without a pupil weighting. 
Research by Driessen (2009) based on data from the pr i m a and cool cohort studies 
of schoolchildren shows that between 2001 and 2008 the reading and arithmetical 
knowledge and skills of disadvantaged Turkish and Moroccan pupils improved 
considerably (table 5.3), and to a much greater extent than the achievements of the other 
groups of disadvantaged pupils over the same period.

Table 5.3

Reading and arithmetical achievements of primary school pupils in year group 8, by target group, 

2001-2008 (in standardised differences between target groups and non-target group, size of effects)

2001 2003 2005 2008 2001-2008

reading
low-educated Turkish/Moroccan -1.01 -0.94 -0.87 -0.87 +13.9%
low-educated other ethnic minority -0.75 -0.76 -0.68 -0.70 +6.7%
low-educated indigenous -0.61 -0.59 -0.60 -0.58 +3.3%
total target groups -0.78 -0.76 -0.74 -0.72 +7.7%

arithmetic
low-educated Turkish/Moroccan -0.71 -0.72 -0.55 -0.53 +25.4%
low-educated other ethnic minority -0.63 -0.71 -0.51 -0.59 +6.3%
low-educated indigenous -0.52 -0.53 -0.49 -0.48 +7.7%
total target groups -0.60 -0.63 -0.52 -0.52 +13.3%

Source: Driessen (2009)

International comparison of reading and arithmetic achievement: the Netherlands 
near the top
How do the achievements of primary school pupils in the Netherlands compare with 
other countries, and how are those achievements developing over time? We will look 
first at reading performance. In 2001 and 2006, international comparative studies were 
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carried out to assess the reading skills of nine and ten year-olds (Progress in Interna-
tional Reading Literacy Study, pir l s; oc w 2007). Dutch pupils, who were among the top 
group in 2001, came just below the top group in 2006, but still performed well, with a 
score of 545 in 2001 and 547 in 2006, both well above the independent pir l s reference 
point of 500. As the performance of girls declined, the difference in reading achieve-
ments between boys and girls has narrowed and is no longer statistically significant. 
Girls do however score better than boys in all countries.
Another striking finding is that, compared with other countries, there is little spread in 
the achievements in the Netherlands: few pupils perform badly (only 1% fail to achieve 
the lowest score), but at the same time not many pupils stand out above the average (16% 
achieve the highest score).

The Trends in International Mathematics and Science Study (t i mss), which is conducted 
every four years, provides information on arithmetical achievement (Meelissen & Drent 
2008; Mullis et al. 2008). It is an international study which measures the achievements 
of pupils in arithmetic and mathematics. The tests are carried out in grade 4 in each 
participating country (year group 6 in the Dutch primary education system).5 More than 
4,300 Dutch pupils took part in the t i mss test in 2007. The arithmetical tasks are divided 
across three substantive domains: numbers, geometric forms and measurement, and 
data presentation. Taken across all participating countries, there are no differences 
between the arithmetical achievement of girls and boys (Mullis et al. 2008). Together 
with a number of other countries, the Netherlands forms an exception to this general 
rule, as boys in the Netherlands do perform significantly better than girls.

The average performance score in arithmetic across all participating countries in 2007 
was 473, below the t i mss reference point of 500. With an average of 535, Dutch pupils 
score well above both the international and the t i mss average, placing the Netherlands 
among the top ten countries with the highest scores.6 The top places, with significantly 
higher scores than the Netherlands, are occupied by Asiatic countries such as Hong Kong 
(an average score of 607) and Singapore (599). The Netherlands is in a group just below 
this, though still in the top ten. The uk is the only other eu country also to be in this 
group. Of the participating eu countries, the Czech Republic comes in bottom, with an 
average score of 486.
As with reading literacy, the scores for arithmetic in the Netherlands are very narrowly 
spread compared with other countries: few weak performers, but also few pupils who 
stand out from the crowd. Only 2% of pupils in the Netherlands fail to attain the lowest 
basic arithmetic skills level; but equally only 7% attain the highest level, compared with 
two-fifths of pupils in Singapore.
The Netherlands thus appears to perform well compared with other countries. When 
compared with other survey years, however, this survey suggests that the arithmetical 
achievement of Dutch pupils has declined; the score in 2007 was 14 points lower than in 
1997 (535 and 549 points, respectively.
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Is the Netherlands doing well or badly?
Based on international rankings, Dutch arithmetic/mathematics teaching is regarded 
as being of a high level. The Netherlands is in the top ten countries which participate in 
the t i mss assessments, and in that ranking is hailed as the ‘best of the West’. According 
to Van de Craats (2009), however, this claim is at the very least doubtful, because many 
Western countries, including potentially strong countries such as Finland and Belgium 
(Flanders) are not represented in the t i mss rankings. Moreover, it is argued that the 
Dutch position in the rankings could be inflated by selective participation by schools 
(with more strong than weak schools taking part).7 On top of this, the Dutch perform-
ance in arithmetic and mathematics is still weaker than that of the Asiatic countries. 
The relatively strong position of the Netherlands compared with many other Western 
countries is often ascribed to the ‘realistic’ method that is used for teaching arithmetic, 
but it is questionable whether the much higher achievements in these subjects by Asiatic 
pupils are attributable to this. Van de Craats (2009) suspects that the realistic arithme-
tic instruction method could even be the reason for the decline in Dutch arithmetic 
teaching in an international context. Van den Heuvel-Panhuizen and Treffers (2009) do 
not agree with this viewpoint, arguing that Dutch primary schools were also using the 
realistic arithmetic instruction method in 1995. The authors look for an explanation for 
the differences in the international chiefly in the substantive parts of the tasks set in 
the t i mss study. 60% of the subject matter tested in the t i mss assessment is taught in 
year group 6 in the Netherlands; that is the lowest percentage of all the top ten countries 
(the figure for Singapore is 91%, and for all countries together 66%). The coverage of the 
section ‘geometric forms and measurement’ is actually the lowest of all countries (45% 
in the Netherlands, compared with 64% in all countries together), which means that 
the tasks set in this part of the t i mss assessment match the syllabus taught to pupils in 
year group 6 to only a limited extent. Although the average score of Dutch pupils for this 
section is the lowest (522, compared with 535 for the section ‘numbers’ and 543 for data 
presentation), this is still well above the general average and, despite the low coverage, 
Van den Heuvel-Panhuizen and Treffers claim that this is actually a remarkably good 
performance. At the same time, they acknowledge that there is room for improvement, 
citing as evidence the leap ahead made in the uk, where the arithmetic teaching method 
is modelled on the Dutch example but with less independent working and more instruc-
tion.
In the light of the debate about realistic arithmetic instruction, the Dutch Minister of 
Education recently commissioned a study of the effectiveness of the arithmetic teaching 
methods used in the Netherlands (Onderwijs bewijs).

Basic skills versus other subjects and focus areas
Over recent decades, schools have begun devoting more and more attention to all kinds 
of aspects relating to childcare and upbringing, so much so that this put pressure on 
the actual teaching function of education. Current policy has now shifted focus again 
to place greater emphasis on the task of equipping children with knowledge and quali-
fications; there is some catching up to be done in the area of basic skills (language and 
arithmetic), and the quality of teaching needs to be improved. However, it is anything 
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but certain whether a one-sided emphasis on basic skills will automatically benefit the 
quality of education, and also whether such an emphasis will be detrimental to other 
subjects. This debate is currently also taking place in the uk, where basic skills have for 
some time been a central focus of primary education.8 While a good deal of progress has 
been made in the uk, particularly in arithmetic teaching, there have been victims of this 
one-sided approach: art, music, drama, history and geography. The conclusion in the uk 
is therefore that the increased attention for basic skills has taken place at the expense of 
a broad and full curriculum. The use of tests, and the ranking of schools in league tables 
based on test results, also leads to a one-sided lesson structure and a tendency towards 
‘teaching for the test’. 9 A survey of teachers in the Netherlands has shown that there is 
strong support for a focus on basic skills, but that some teachers are worried that this 
could be detrimental to other focus areas and subjects.

Citizenship
A relatively new subject which the law has required primary schools to teach since 2006 
– and which may well come under pressure almost immediately because of the focus on 
language and arithmetic – is ‘citizenship and social integration’. Teaching in this subject 
is currently being phased in, and recently a test was developed to enable the effects of 
citizenship classes on the pupils’ civic competences to be measured. As yet, few schools 
are using these tests (Inspectie 2009), but the results of a few pilots are interesting. 
For example, ethnic minority pupils score lower on the knowledge component of civic 
competences than other pupils, but do better on the attitude, skills and reflection com-
ponents (Ledoux et al. 2008). Other observed effects10 were that pupils assess themselves 
to be particularly socially competent (in terms of attitude and behaviour), and that girls 
appear to do better on a number of measures than boys, especially as regards knowledge 
and attitudes (Roede et al. 2008). Specific programmes were moreover found to impart 
more knowledge and skills to pupils in dealing with (social) differences (Bogaard & Der-
riks 2009).

Opinions of pupils and parents on primary schools
As far as we are aware, no national data have been compiled on how primary school 
pupils assess the quality of their school or the teaching they receive. The t i m ms 2007 
assessment does however show how primary school pupils feel about their school. These 
pupils assess the learning climate at primary school positively, with girls liking school 
more often than boys (90% versus 84%). Pupils are less positive about things at such as 
bullying at school; young members of ethnic minorities, in particular, have come to 
regard school is unsafe in recent years (Meelissen & Drent 2008).
The way in which parents assess the quality of their children’s primary schools is meas-
ured annually in the ‘Education Meters’ (Onderwijsmeters). For many years now, parents 
have scored the quality of their children’s school as good; in 2008 the overall score was 
7.5 out of 10. This does not however alter the fact that over a third of parents have con-
cerns about the quality of their children’s education. The current emphasis on basic skills 
appears to meet the wishes of some parents: in 2008, 34% of parents felt that more atten-
tion should be given to these skills; in 2007 the figure was just over a quarter (ocw 2008c).
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5.4 Segregation in education

Preventing segregation in primary education is a goal of the government Coalition 
Agreement, is high on the policy agenda and is a core focus area for the Dutch State 
Secretary for Education, as evidenced by numerous proposals aimed at combating seg-
regation. From a social perspective, it is considered desirable that children should go to 
a mixed school and that the primary school population should as far as possible reflect 
the population of the neighbourhood where the school is located. The idea is that it 
will teach children from diverse backgrounds to interact in a natural way, thus prevent-
ing stereotyping and social segregation and fostering integration and social cohesion. 
Additionally, the criterion that the school population should reflect the neighbourhood 
population legitimises the phenomenon of ‘ethnic’ and ‘non-ethnic’ or ‘indigenous’ 
schools: it is almost inevitable that a school located in a neighbourhood where a major-
ity of the school-age population are from ethnic minorities, as is the case in many 
neighbourhoods in Amsterdam and Rotterdam, will be an ‘ethnic’ school. It is only 
regarded as a problem if schools contain too many ethnic minority pupils in relation to 
the neighbourhood in which they are located, so that white parents from the neighbour-
hood send their children to another, non-ethnic school in a different neighbourhood. 
The practical result of this is segregation.
National research shows that more than a third of the school populations in the 38 larg-
est municipalities in the Netherlands do not reflect the population profile of the district 
where they are located. Almost two-thirds of primary school pupils are at a school 
where the school population does represent the neighbourhood population; this of 
course implies that this is not the case for over a third of primary school pupils. A dis-
crepancy between the school and neighbourhood populations occurs more frequently 
in the Randstad metropolitan region, which contains the four largest cities Amsterdam, 
Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht (Wolfgram 2009). Half the primary schools in 
Amsterdam and Rotterdam are either much more ‘ethnic’ or ‘non-ethnic’ than the popu-
lation of the local district. It should be noted that there are a number of objections to 
using the ‘reflection criterion’, for example because it is a fairly crude measure of segre-
gation.
Local authorities and school boards are required by law to address these segregation 
problems. Several local authorities have therefore set up (government-funded) pilots 
aimed at countering segregation in education. The municipalities of Amsterdam and 
Nijmegen are experimenting with a central enrolment system for primary school 
pupils, with the aim of achieving a mixed school population of 70% pupils without and 
30% with educational disadvantage, and engendering support for this among parents. 
Whether this method will prove successful remains to be seen. There are in any event 
clear downsides; for example, placing overly rigorous constraints on parents’ freedom to 
choose their children’s school could in the most extreme cases cause parents to leave the 
city in favour of one which offers greater freedom of school choice (Rutten 2009).

Segregation in secondary education is different from that in primary education and 
therefore demands a different approach. Students are placed in different categories 
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of school (pre-vocational secondary (v mbo), senior general secondary (h avo) or pre-
university (v wo)), depending on their achievements, linguistic ability and intelligence. 
Secondary schools are not tied to specific neighbourhoods in anything like the same 
way as primary schools, if only because there are far fewer of them. For this reason, 
government policy is focused on combating educational disadvantage and preventing 
premature school dropout. Nonetheless, the problem of segregation is still a factor 
in secondary education; in the 2005/’06 school year, for example, fewer than half the 
indigenous students from neighbourhoods with a high ethnic concentration actually 
attended an ‘ethnic’ school (table 5.4; cbs 2008).
Segregation in secondary schools also stems from the way in which the education is 
organised. Only 17% of secondary schools offer v mbo, h avo and v wo programmes 
on the same site. Only one in three programmes in the lower v mbo tracks can be 
followed at a site where h avo and v wo students are also following their education 
(Herweijer 2008).
Table 5.4 shows the profile of the Dutch secondary school population. The last columns 
illustrate that the chances of students with different socio-cultural backgrounds meet-
ing each other are limited. A secondary school student in Amsterdam, for example, 
will have an average of 50% non-Western ethnic minority schoolmates; broken down 
by ethnicity, however, an indigenous Amsterdam student has only 32% ethnic minority 
schoolmates, whereas an ethnic minority student has 67%.

Table 5.4

‘Ethnic’ schools and ethnic minority schoolmates in secondary school,a 2008/’09 (in percentages)

total 
number 
of 
schools

> 50% 
non-West-
ern ethnic 
minority 
students

> 80% 
non-West-
ern ethnic 
minority 
students

average 
percentage 
of ethnic 
minority 
schoolmates

percentage of 
ethnic minority 
schoolmates of 
an indigenous 
student

percentage of 
ethnic minority 
schoolmates of a 
non-Western ethnic 
minority student

Netherlands 1141 8 4 14 10 34
Amsterdam 55 47 29 50 32 67
The Hague 35 34 17 37 25 55
Rotterdam 52 54 29 44 23 66
Utrecht 20 45 15 35 23 55

a  Including Agricultural Training Centres (aoc s)..

Source: cbs (StatLine)

The one-sided profile of many secondary schools probably also has an adverse effect on 
the command of the Dutch language by ethnic minority students, whereas these adverse 
effects have reduced over time at ‘ethnic’ primary schools (Gijsberts 2006).
Research on the influence of secondary school profile on student achievement is com-
plex because of the mix of concentrations and differentiation by education level or 
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school type. Accordingly, there is hardly any research of this kind. Students at schools 
with large numbers of non-Western ethnic minority students do however have a height-
ened risk of leaving school prematurely (Herweijer 2008).

5.5 Secondary education

Shifting participation in different education levels
After leaving primary school, children continue their school careers at secondary school 
where, based on the recommendation from their primary school and their attain-
ment level, they are distributed across the different levels of secondary education. They 
often spend the first years at secondary school in a mixed transitional class (brugklas), 
but around the age of 15 most students are placed in the school type in which they are 
ultimately expected to complete their school-leaving examinations. Figure 5.2 shows 
the distribution of 15 year-old students across mainstream and special education over 
the past decade.11 Participation in pre-university (v wo) and senior general secondary 
education (h avo) is still growing. The biggest shift has occurred in the lowest level: 
participation in special needs education (clusters 1 to 4 inclusive) doubled to 3% and the 
number of secondary school students receiving extra support (leerwegondersteuning) rose 
from 6.8% to 10.5%; the participation practical training (praktijkonderwijs) has remained 
unchanged in recent years (3%), and as a result participation in the mid-range tracks 
(pre-vocational secondary education (v mbo)) has fallen sharply (–9 percentage points). 

Figure 5.2

15 year-old school students, by school type, 19972008 (in percentages)Figuur 5.2
Tekst

havo = senior secondary vocational education; vwo = pre-university education; vmbo = 
pre-vocational secondary education; lwoo = extra support in vmbo; lom = students with
learning and behavioural difficulties; pro = practical training; mlk = children with learning 
difficulties

Source: CBS (StatLine) SCP treatment
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It has to be borne in mind here that students receiving extra support are included as part 
of pre-vocational secondary education (v mbo), and in particular in the two lowest tracks 
(basic vocational track (basisberoepsgericht) and advanced vocational track (kaderberoeps-
gericht). The total number of 15 year-old students in pre-vocational secondary education, 
including those receiving extra support, fell by more than five percentage points 
between 1997 and 2008.

Growth of special education
We saw earlier that there has been strong growth in special primary education, 
especially in cluster 4. This is also the fastest growing cluster in secondary education, 
though clusters 2 and 3 are also growing strongly (figure 5.3). In the 1997/’98 school year, 
5,200 pupils were assigned to cluster 4; in 2007/’08 this had trebled to almost 15,800. 
The number of pupils in cluster 3 rose over the same period from 6,100 to 17,600, while 
in cluster 2 it increased from 1,200 to 1,900. Cluster 1 is of modest size, with around 
200 pupils, a number which has remained fairly stable for many years.

Figure 5.3

Trend in number of pupils in special (secondary) education, by clustera and in relation to the 

population aged 13-18 years, 1997-2007 (in index figures, 1997 = 100)
Figuur 5.3
Tekst

a   Cluster 1 = visually impaired; cluster 2 = hearing/communicative impairment; cluster 3 = physically 
     and/or intellectually disabled; cluster 4 = serious behavioural problems and long-term illness (regardless 
     of the nature of the illness).

Source: CBS (StatLine) SCP treatment
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Pupils with special needs can be referred for extra support (leerwegondersteuning) , prac-
tical training (praktijkonderwijs) or special needs education (speciaal onderwijs). Personal 
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budgets are also available (the ‘rucksack’), where the funding follows the pupil to enable 
the necessary services to be ‘purchased’. Although the personal budget is less used in 
secondary than primary education, it is becoming more popular there, too; where in 
2001 3,200 children were receiving ambulatory support in mainstream secondary educa-
tion, after the introduction of the personal budget system this figure rose from 4,300 in 
2003 to 17,000 in 2008 (oc w 2009) (www.cijfers.minocw.nl).

Ethnic minority students in secondary education
14% of secondary school students are from ethnic minorities, though this figure is much 
higher in the four largest cities (Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht): 35% of 
all non-Western ethnic minority pupils go to secondary school in these cities. Moreover, 
they are not equally distributed across the different education types. For example, rela-
tively more ethnic minority pupils are in pre-vocational secondary education (v mbo), 
while indigenous pupils are found more in senior secondary vocational (h avo) and pre-
university education (v wo). Indigenous and ethnic minority pupils also differ in their 
choice of programmes in the higher years of secondary education. The differences are 
not so marked in h avo and v wo, but as figure 5.4 shows, a striking number of ethnic 
minority pupils in v mbo opt for economic disciplines. That preference has moreover 
barely changed over the last five years.

Figure 5.4

Choice of educational profile by indigenous and ethnic minority pupils in the senior years of vmbo,a 

2003/’04-2008/’09 (in percentages)
Figuur 5.4
Tekst

a   Pre-vocational secondary education (VMBO) without extra support (leerwegondersteuning), 
     VMBO years 3 and 4.
*   Provisional figures

Source: CBS (StatLine)
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Premature school dropout
Preventing and reducing school dropout has been high on the Dutch policy agenda 
for many years, for both national and local government. Combating school dropout 
is a focus of European policy, too, and was laid down as one of the ‘Lisbon objectives’. 
Premature school dropout occurs when a child leaves school without obtaining a basic 
qualification, i.e. without successfully completing an upper secondary education pro-
gramme (senior general secondary education (h avo), pre-university education (v wo) or 
level 2 senior secondary vocational education (mbo-2). In fact, three targets are in circu-
lation in the (national) policy on preventing school dropout, and this makes it somewhat 
difficult to judge the (likely) success of the policy (Herweijer 2008). At national level, the 
goal is to halve the number of premature school-leavers to 35,000 by 2012. At European 
level, the target is to halve the current percentage of premature school-leavers aged 18-24 
years. In addition, an indicator is in use in the eu aimed at raising the percentage of 
students obtaining a basic qualification from 72% in 2000 to 85% in 2010. Although the 
objectives are formulated in quantitative terms, for a long time there was a lack of data 
on which to base an accurate assessment of the number of premature school-leavers. 
Thanks to the ‘education number’,12 these data are now available and it is possible to 
monitor trends. In the 2004/’06 school year there were 60,500 premature school-leavers; 
in 2007/’08 there were 48,800. The conclusion is that things are moving in the right 
direction, but that it will probably not be possible to attain the formulated targets on 
time (Herweijer 2008).

Students in the lower tracks of pre-vocational secondary education (v mbo) are at the 
greatest risk of dropping out, especially students who need extra support. Dropout 
rates from senior secondary vocational education (mbo) are also above the norm; 10% 
of students leave these courses early and ultimately 35% leave without obtaining a basic 
qualification. Part of the reason for this lies in the high number of students transferring 
from pre-vocational (v mbo) to senior secondary vocational education (mbo); some of 
them do so without having obtained a v mbo diploma, and it is precisely among these 
students that dropout rates are high: one in three students who drop out from mbo do 
not hold a v mbo diploma.
Several factors influence school dropout. Herweijer (2008) points out that the quality 
of the school and profile of the student population are significant (weak schools have 
higher dropout rates, as do schools with a high proportion of ethnic minority students), 
and that dropout rates in large cities are higher than elsewhere. By contrast, school size 
is not relevant: contrary to what is sometimes suggested, dropout rates at large schools 
are no higher than at small schools. The Netherlands Scientific Council for Government 
Policy (w r r) (2009) points to the accumulation of problems for some what it calls ‘over-
burdened’ young people, causing them to leave school early. Research by the Research 
Centre for Education and the Labour Market (roa) (2009)13 suggests that dropout is 
primarily the result of an incorrect study choice, but also points out that school dropout 
has a strong gender and ethnic component: dropout rates among boys and members 
of ethnic minorities are higher than among girls and indigenous students. Leaving 
school before obtaining a qualification in order to take a job is more common among 
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 indigenous boys (27%) than among girls and ethnic minority students (both around 
10%), though the financial necessity of working (and thus to break off education early) 
actually weighs more heavily on ethnic minority than indigenous students. Dropping 
out of school in order to care for relatives or because of health problems is much less 
widespread, though a relatively high proportion of ethnic minority girls leave school 
early because of pregnancy or in order to care for family members (roa 2009).
To help the ‘overburdened’ student group, the idea of ‘school-plus’ was created: a school 
at v mbo or mbo level which seeks to offer structure and a sense of connection to this 
specific target group with a view to preventing dropout. Students are assigned a dedi-
cated mentor, care and support agencies work closely together and the practical training 
given is closely tailored to the local labour market. Another recently announced govern-
ment measure is that v mbo students no longer have to obtain their diploma within five 
years. Under the old system, many schools found themselves forced to allow children to 
leave school without a diploma once the maximum permitted period of five years had 
expired. This measure will not only counter premature school-leaving, but will also give 
late developers the chance to obtain a higher v mbo diploma within their present school, 
making the transition to senior secondary vocational education (mbo) easier.

Compared with other eu countries, the Netherlands is performing no better than aver-
age in reducing school dropout. In 2006 almost 15% of 18-24 year-olds in the Netherlands 
left school early, roughly the same as in France and Great Britain. Finland and Austria 
(eu member states) and – outside the eu – Switzerland and Norway managed to keep the 
figure below 10%. With 75% of students obtaining a basic qualification, the Netherlands 
performed below the average in 2006, whereas in 2006 there were some countries that 
were already achieving the Lisbon target of 85% (Herweijer 2008).

Success in secondary education
Non-Western migrant students pass their school leaving examination less often than 
their native Dutch counterparts. The difference is particularly marked in senior general 
secondary (h avo) and pre-university (v wo) education; in 2008, 80% of ethnic minor-
ity candidates passed the h avo school-leaving examination and 81% passed the v wo 
examination, compared with 91% and 93%, respectively, of indigenous candidates. Ten 
years ago just over 70% of candidates from ethnic minorities passed the h avo or v wo 
school-leaving examination.
The government plans to raise examination standards and improve school examina-
tions. The discrepancy between the marks achieved in school examinations and the 
national examination has to be reduced, and the average mark in the h avo/v wo school-
leaving examinations must be raised to a pass. Moreover, in the future students will only 
be allowed to fail one of the subjects Dutch, English and mathematics in both the school 
examination and the national examination. Proposals are also on the table to raise 
examination standards in due course in the basic subjects in pre-vocational secondary 
education (v mbo).14 The arguments for this move relate among other things to improv-
ing the match with the follow-on programmes in senior secondary vocational education 
(mbo). Examinations will also be introduced in mbo schools in language and math-
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ematics in 2013, starting with the higher tracks, with examinations being introduced in 
the lower levels later.
If examination standards are raised and there is no change to the way pupils are pre-
pared for the examinations, the pass rates will fall sharply. Takkenberg and Kapel (2007) 
have calculated that under those circumstances, the percentage of ethnic minority 
pupils who have passed the h avo examination in 2006 would not have been 78%, but 
just 52%, and that the pass rate in the v wo examinations would have fallen from the 
85% actually achieved to only 61%. The pass rates of indigenous pupils in that year would 
have fallen under those conditions to 67% for h avo and 75% for v wo. Raising quality 
standards by making examinations more difficult thus has a negative impact on the suc-
cess rates in secondary education, unless the quality of teaching and preparation for the 
examinations is also raised.

Views of pupils and parents on secondary education
In recent years, pupils themselves have been pressing for an improvement on the qual-
ity of their education. According to the National Pupils’ Action Committee (l a k s), 
this needs to happen first, before examination standards are raised (www.laks.nl). For 
pupils, however, it is not only important that they receive good teaching and obtain their 
school-leaving certificate, but also – and often more importantly in their view – that the 
atmosphere at school is good. In the 2007 National Pupil Monitor (Nationale scholieren-
monitor), secondary school pupils gave their opinions on a range of topics, including their 
sense of well-being and the educational climate at school (Van der Vegt et al. 2007).15 A 
majority are happy with their current school (73%) and positive about the quality of the 
lessons (80%); only 8% believe that the lessons are poor.
For several years parents have also expressed a positive opinion about the quality of their 
children’s school (scoring 7.3 out of 10 in 2008). Compared with 2007, they were slightly 
less concerned in 2008 about the quality of their children’s education, though 45% felt 
that more attention ought to be given to language and mathematics (oc w 2008c).

5.6 Further and higher education

The vast majority (92%) of children who successfully complete their secondary education 
career go on to further (vocational) or higher education. 94% of children leaving pre-sec-
ondary vocational education (v mbo) progress to senior secondary vocational education 
(either vocational training (bol) or day release (bbl)); just under one in ten (first) go on to 
a higher track of general secondary education (table 5.5). If they did not go on to further 
education of some kind, children leaving pre-vocational secondary education (v mbo) 
would not attain the defined standard of a basic qualification (startkwalificatie). Certifi-
cate-holders from senior general secondary (h avo) and pre-university (v wo) education 
do meet the criteria for the basic qualification, but many of them also go on to further or 
higher education, with students from senior general secondary education mainly going 
on to higher professional education (hbo), while those leaving pre-university education 
largely go on to university.
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Table 5.5

Transfer of qualified pupils from secondary education, by further education type,a 2006/’07

to
havo vwo mbo (bol) mbo (bbl) hbo wo none total

from
vmbo 9 71 12 7 100
havo 5 4 78 12 100
vwo 15 71 124 100

a  Provisional figures. Census date: 1 October.

vmbo = pre-vocational secondary education; havo = senior general secondary education; vwo = pre-
university education; mbo = senior secondary vocational education; bol = vocational training; 
bbl = day release; hbo = higher professional education; wo = university

Source: cbs (StatLine)

The incremental ‘accumulating’ of qualifications, with pupils for example progressing 
from junior general secondary (m avo) via senior general secondary (h avo) to higher 
professional education (hbo), has been regaining popularity in recent years, after hav-
ing become much less common towards the end of the 20th century. This long route into 
further and higher education was regarded as inefficient and was discouraged, while 
the introduction of educational ‘profiles’ and the ‘independent study centre’ (studiehuis) 
at senior general secondary and pre-university level made it more difficult to make the 
transition from lower levels (Bronneman-Helmers et al. 2002). Accumulating qualifica-
tions is today once again being seen as a suitable means of enabling pupils who develop 
more slowly to attain a higher education level. A quarter of Turkish and Moroccan pupils 
who obtain a junior general secondary education (m avo) certificate go on to senior gen-
eral secondary education (h avo), while a fifth of native Dutch pupils follow this route 
(cbs a, 2007/’08 school year). This step is however not always successful: ‘accumulating’ 
students in h avo level 4 drop out of their courses more often than those who enter via 
the direct route, and a proportion later switch to senior secondary vocational education 
(mbo). Students who enter h avo through accumulating qualifications are twice as likely 
not to complete their programme as those who follow a direct route (Van Esch & Neuvel 
2007; Herweijer 2008).
Transferring from senior general secondary (h avo) to pre-university education (v wo) 
via the ‘accumulation’ route is less common (approximately 5%), probably because for 
h avo students wishing to go on to university, the route via higher professional educa-
tion (hbo), with a one-year foundation course followed by the switch to university, is a 
more attractive route than via v wo (which involves two years’ study followed by another 
final examination).
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Direct entry16 to higher professional education from senior secondary vocational 
and general education
In the 2007/’08 academic year, just under a third of first-year students in higher pro-
fessional education (hbo) had previously been mbo (senior secondary vocational 
education) students; three-quarters of these students had entered higher professional 
education directly. The discipline or study profile followed at secondary level (mbo and 
h avo) largely determines the choice of higher professional education programme. For 
example, most students with an mbo certificate in education, economics or health care 
choose an hbo programme in the same discipline. There are some exceptions, however, 
for example in relation to courses in engineering and ic t, social services and personal 
services; boys who have followed engineering and ic t programmes at secondary level do 
still frequently go on to study these disciplines at higher professional level, but only one 
in three girls do so. The number of young people who qualify at secondary level in per-
sonal services or social services and then go on to study the same disciplines at higher 
professional level is smaller, ranging from roughly a third (personal services) to just over 
half (social services).
The educational ‘profile’ chosen by students has much less influence on the number 
of students entering higher professional education from senior general secondary 
education (h avo); students with the same profile are spread across a wide range of 
different disciplines. Students who opted for a profile combining economics and soci-
ety or science and technology at h avo level tend to continue these courses at higher 
professional (hbo) level. An exception to this are girls with a profile in science and tech-
nology, a large majority of whom opt for an hbo sector other than technology and ic t 
(Takkenberg & Kapel 2008).

The number of students entering higher education has been increasing for several 
decades; in 2007/’08, almost 60% of the relevant generation (average number of 18-20 
year-olds) entered higher education. Analysing these figures, the number of students 
entering higher professional education (hbo) is almost twice as high as the number 
going to traditional university, and higher professional education has also seen a bigger 
increase in student numbers and universities over the last decade (figure 5.5).

However, the percentage of young adults who actually obtain a higher education degree 
is considerably lower than the number entering higher education. The figures for higher 
professional education (hbo) show that after seven years, two-thirds of students have 
graduated. The percentage for universities, where courses are longer, is around 75% after 
eight years (for students beginning in 2000). Not all of these have obtained a university 
degree; roughly 8% will have transferred to hbo and obtained a degree there. The suc-
cess rate will increase slightly as students spend longer in the programmes, but not by 
much.
Boys do less well in higher education than girls. They more often leave without obtain-
ing a degree, or have still not completed their studies after seven years. Around 60% of 
boys have obtained a higher professional (hbo) degree after seven years, compared with 
three-quarters of girls. This difference is also mirrored in university education, where 
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two-thirds of male students and three-quarters of female students have successfully 
completed their studies after eight years.

Figure 5.5

Student intake in higher education,a, 1997-2008 (in percentages)
Figuur 5.5
Tekst

a   First-year students in higher education, excluding intake into Master’s and follow-on 
     programmes, as a percentage of the average number of 18-20 year-olds.
*   Provisional figures

Source: CBS (StatLine); SCP treatment
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The Dutch government has set a target of 50% of 25-45 year-olds going into higher educa-
tion by 2020 (t k 2005/2006). scp has already pointed out that if the intake and success 
rates do not increase, the proportion of people who complete a higher education 
programme will stick at around 45% (Herweijer & Bronneman-Helmers 2007). The risk 
has also been pointed out that higher education standards will fall if an increase in the 
accessibility of higher education and the success rates is not accompanied by additional 
investments in tutoring and customisation (Bronneman-Helmers & Herweijer 2004). 
The question can also be raised here of whether the enormous increase in the number 
of students in higher education has had an impact on quality. Many students lack the 
knowledge needed to follow a course of study successfully, and many institutions are 
accordingly having to provide special classes or are setting higher entry standards for 
prospective students. Where this does not happen, students sometimes complain about 
the low standard of their course. Yet others are critical about the standards of pre-univer-
sity education (v wo) and claim that their mathematical knowledge or language skills are 
inadequate for their studies.
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Participation by ethnic minority students in senior secondary vocational and 
higher education
The percentage of ethnic minority students in senior secondary vocational education 
(mbo) is high, though both male and female students are often found in the lower tracks 
and are less numerous in day-release schemes. Ethnic minority women often prefer to 
follow programmes in secretarial and information skills, and constitute the majority of 
students on these courses. Ethnic minority men also prefer administrative courses; in 
2007/’08, almost half the students on bookkeeping and business administration courses 
were from ethnic minorities (cbs 2009a, 2009b). As for native Dutch participants, 
46% follow a programme at the highest level (a middle management or specialist pro-
gramme), compared with 36% of ethnic minority participants.

The percentage of students from non-Western ethnic minorities in higher professional 
education (hbo) has increased strongly in recent years. To some extent, however, this 
is a demographic phenomenon (there are more members of ethnic minorities in the 
relevant age group). Their number had doubled in the 2007/’08 academic year compared 
with 1995/96. Business studies and administration is a particularly popular course, 
and despite the high dropout rate, the number of graduates is increasing. After five 
years, approximately 40% of ethnic minority students in higher professional education 
have successfully completed their studies, though this is still well below the figure for 
indigenous students, of whom 60% have graduated after five years. After seven years, 
55% of ethnic minority and 70% of indigenous students have completed their studies 
(cbs 2009b).

The share of students from non-Western ethnic minorities in university education has 
also increased markedly, more than doubling since the 1995/96 academic year to almost 
26,000, with women forming the majority. Courses such as business studies and law are 
popular with this group. In university education, too, despite the number of students 
dropping out, more and more ethnic minority students are successfully completing 
undergraduate or Master’s programmes. Here again, the proportion of indigenous 
students graduating is higher than that of ethnic minority students; after eight years, 
65% of ethnic minority students have completed their studies, compared with 79% of 
their indigenous peers. On the other hand, once they enter the labour market, non-
Western ethnic minority graduates earn more than indigenous Dutch graduates; this 
is largely because of the type of studies followed, the fact that they are slightly older on 
average and the fact that they work more hours each week than indigenous graduates 
(cbs 2009b).

Dropout from higher education
Reducing dropout rates in higher professional and university education is part of gov-
ernment policy. At present, around 8% of students entering university leave after one 
year without a degree (starting years 2000 to 2006 inclusive, cbs 2006; cbs a). The high-
est dropout rate is among higher professional education (hbo) graduates who take up a 
university course of study; a fifth of them have dropped out after one year. Around 4% of 
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students who enter university from pre-university education (v wo) give up after the first 
year.
Dropout rates from higher professional education are higher than those from uni-
versity: around 15% of hbo students give up after one year. Students entering higher 
professional education from senior secondary vocational education (mbo) are the 
most frequent dropouts, with around 20% leaving higher education after one year; the 
dropout rate among those entering higher education from senior general secondary 
education (h avo) is around 14%, and among those coming from pre-university educa-
tion (v wo) it is approximately 7%.
According to the Netherlands Association of Universities of Applied Sciences (hbo -
raad), these figures suggest that senior secondary vocational education (mbo) is too 
focused on access to the jobs market and too little on progression to higher professional 
education. To create a better link with hbo programmes, the Association argues that 
more attention should be given to acquiring language and mathematical skills (hbo -
raad 2009).

Quality of teacher training programmes in higher professional education
Following criticism of the quality of students on primary school teacher training pro-
grammes, a compulsory mathematics and language test was introduced. If students do 
not pass the tests within a year, they receive a binding negative recommendation on the 
continuation of their studies (Inspectie 2008c). The tests are one of the measures aimed 
at raising the starting level of the teacher training programme. In the first year after their 
introduction (2006/’07), three-quarters of students passed the mathematics test and only 
half the language test. The percentages were even lower for students with a senior sec-
ondary vocational (mbo) background and ethnic minority students. The propensity of 
ethnic minority students to drop out is seen as a major problem given the aim of increas-
ing the number of these students in education. The first results of these tests, together 
with concerns about the quality of mathematics and language teaching, prompted the 
government to raise examination standards in secondary education (see section 5.1).
Apart from the quality of primary school teacher training programmes, concerns 
have also been expressed about the grade-two secondary school teacher training pro-
grammes taught at universities of professional education (hbo), and plans are in hand 
here, too, to improve the level of students both on entry and on leaving the programmes 
(oc w 2008a). If it is left up to the Education Council of the Netherlands (Onderwijsraad 
2009), national standards will be introduced to assess whether students on teacher 
training programmes possess sufficient subject knowledge. At present, organisers of 
the teacher training programmes themselves decide where the threshold between pass 
and failure lies. The Education Council believes that the standards and examinations 
should apply both for primary school teacher training students and for students on hbo 
secondary school teacher training programmes. No concerns have been raised about the 
standard of university-based teacher training programmes.
The quality of teacher training programmes is crucial in ensuring a supply of good teach-
ers and lecturers in the future. Research by Vogels (2009) moreover shows that the wave 
of retirement that will hit the teaching profession over the next few years is not just a 
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quantitative issue, but will also produce problems in relation to quality: present second-
ary school teachers who will soon be retiring are often better qualified and generally 
possess more subject knowledge than younger teachers.

Views of students on higher education
The range of study programmes offered in higher education is exceptionally wide – so 
wide that many new students are unable to take in all the possible options, with the 
result that many of them later switch courses. Despite this, most students in higher 
professional and university education are reasonably satisfied with their programmes, 
despite some criticisms. A study by the Centre for Higher Education Information for Con-
sumers and Experts (Centrum Hoger Onderwijs-Informatie voor Consument en Expert 
– choice) of trends and patterns in the satisfaction of higher education students with 
their studies shows that students’ views on the quality of higher education as a whole 
remained very stable in the period 1996-2005 (choice 2008), awarding a score of 7 out of 
10 for higher education in both 1996 and 2005. However, university students are consist-
ently more positive in their views than students in higher professional education (hbo), 
and the gap is widening. On the other hand, hbo students appreciate different aspects 
of their studies from university students. For example, university students consider the 
content of their courses to be of good quality, while hbo students take the opposite 
view. It provides food for thought that primary school teacher training courses are par-
ticularly appreciated by higher professional education students because they consider 
these courses easy, but that at the same time they find the content of the courses not 
very interesting or challenging. Students in grade-two (senior) secondary school teacher 
training programmes in higher professional education have become steadily more nega-
tive over the last ten years about their choice of study, the content of their courses, the 
timetables and the examinations. Within universities, scientific and medical courses 
receive the highest satisfaction scores, although many students find these studies 
 taxing.
The choice survey (2008) also shows that relatively low satisfaction scores correlate 
with high student numbers. The massive increase in the number of students on univer-
sity courses such as law and communication studies and hbo courses in economics has 
resulted in high student/staff ratios and complaints about the number of contact hours, 
leading to increasing dissatisfaction among students on these courses.

5.7 Trends in the education level of the population

The education level of the general population in the Netherlands rose sharply in the 
twentieth century: where two-fifths of the population aged 75-85 years had completed an 
education to at least secondary level, the figure among 35-45 year-olds was three-quarters. 
Figure 5.6 shows that the education level has risen further over the past decade, albeit at 
a slower pace. The percentage of people with a higher education level increased over this 
period by seven percentage points, while the proportion of those with a secondary educa-
tion background increased by two percentage points; the percentage of people who had 
completed no more than primary education fell by six percentage points.
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The chief reason for the rise in the education level in the twentieth century was that, 
driven by emancipation processes, latent talent in the indigenous population was less 
often wasted. The improvement that is currently taking place is driven mainly by ethnic 
minority population groups.

Figure 5.6

Education level of the population aged 25-74 years, 1997-2007 (in percentages)
Figuur 5.6
Tekst

wo = university; hbo = higher professional education; havo = senior secondary vocational 
education; vwo = pre-university education; mbo = senior secondary vocational education;
lbo = junior secondary vocational education; vbo = pre-vocational education; mavo = junior 
general secondary education

Source: CBS (EBB’97-’07)
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Young women better educated than men; fewer poorly educated members of 
ethnic minorities
Men in the Netherlands are currently still better educated than women, but this is 
changing. Just under a third of men (32%) aged between 25 and 65 years have a higher 
education background, compared with 28% of women. In the younger generations, how-
ever, women are better educated than men: 38% of women in the 25-34 age group had 
completed a higher education, compared with 34% of men.
The education level of ethnic minorities is slowly but surely rising. This improvement 
can be largely ascribed to the fact that more and more members of ethnic minorities are 
completing their entire educational career in the Netherlands (Turkenburg & Gijsberts 
2007). Those who were educated (partly) in their country of origin have a lower educa-
tion level on average. The big leap forward is being made by young Turks and Moroccans: 
fewer than one in three in the 25-35 age category have a very low education level, 
whereas among Turks and Moroccans aged 55-65 years the figure is 85%. The number of 
members of ethnic minorities qualifying at pre-vocational secondary education (v mbo) 
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level, in particular, has increased. By contrast, the number who have completed a higher 
education is currently still modest: 9% of Turks and Moroccans in 2007, for example 
(Turkenburg & Gijsberts 2007).

Education level of the population in an international context
Figure 5.7 compares the percentage of the population who have completed a higher 
education in 19 eu countries. The figures should be interpreted with some caution and 
treated as indicative only, because the definition can vary from one country to another. 
In the Dutch education system, for example, higher education includes both higher pro-
fessional and university education. The age range 25-34 years has been chosen, because 
most young people in this age group have completed their education, and their educa-
tion level when they enter the jobs market is known. Compared with other eu countries, 
the Netherlands is one of ten countries where the education level of the population is 
higher than average; the eu average is 30%, while in the Netherlands it is 36%.

Figure 5.7

Population aged 25-34 years with a high education level,a eu member states, 2006 (in percentages)
Figuur 5.7
Tekst

a   In the Netherlands this means an education at higher professional or university level.

Source: OECD (2008); SCP treatment
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Dutch men occupy second position in the ranking of eu member states (after Denmark), 
while women occupy ninth place. Women in the Scandinavian countries enter higher 
education earlier than in the Netherlands, and are more often highly educated than 
men. Women aged 25-34 years are now ahead of men in all eu countries; the average 



142

The so cial state of the Ne therl ands 20 0 9

percentage of women with a higher education across the eu is 34%, compared with 27% 
for men.

5.8 Quality and basic skills; a few notes of caution and dilemmas

In the past, schools have drifted too far away from their task of equipping children with 
knowledge and qualifications. It is right that this task has now once again been placed 
at the heart of policy, with particular attention for basic language and arithmetic/
mathematical skills. Complaints by secondary school pupils, higher education students 
and teaching staff at schools or further education establishments make clear the urgency 
of this.
Yet it remains to be seen whether primary and secondary schools will now begin en 
masse to place the emphasis on language and arithmetic/mathematics. Schools where 
pupils are already performing well have little need to make rigorous changes to their 
curricula. Moreover, school boards and management teams have often invested in a 
specific profile for their school, for example dance and music, sport and exercise, a 
broad cultural focus or a specific educational approach (Turkenburg 2008), and parents 
and pupils often choose a school precisely because of its specific profile. On the other 
hand, schools which are weak in language and/or arithmetic/mathematics and schools 
with a high proportion of disadvantaged pupils do need to focus more attention 
on language and mathematics. At these schools, too, however, it is important that 
pupils come into contact with a wider range of subjects. Research in other countries 
suggests that an overly one-sided focus on the basics can lead to impoverishment of the 
curriculum. Focusing heavily on basic skills will undoubtedly improve the language and 
mathematical performance of pupils; however, increased emphasis on basic subjects 
need not always require more teaching time. The biggest gains probably lie in targeted 
instruction, more effective methods and good teaching. This will then leave time for 
other focus areas and subjects.

The focus on quality in current education policy sometimes appears at odds with the 
quantitative targets that are also set out in the policy, for example with regard to the 
reach and content of preschool and early-school education programmes: by 2009, 70% 
of children from the target group must be offered at least three half-days per week on 
such a programme, and by 2011 all children of low-educated parents must be offered four 
half-day sessions per week. The full range of services must be available earlier than this 
in the ‘special focus’ neighbourhoods (krachtwijken) in the four largest cities (Amsterdam, 
Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht) and in certain regions of the country. Placing the 
emphasis so heavily on achieving targets and providing a wide range of content means 
there is a danger that the quality of preschool and early-school education will be pushed 
to the background. The programmes have to meet strict standards, which are not always 
attainable in practice. An overly one-sided drive to reach the entire target group whilst 
not being able to achieve the required quality standards will not lead to the envisaged 
effects for disadvantaged children. Put differently, there is no point in the ‘light variants’ 
(Van der Vegt & Veen 2009).
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The quality/quantity dilemma also plays a role in relation to the themes of the personal 
budget (‘rucksack’) and appropriate education. Many parents of children with a disability 
or learning difficulties want a place for their child in a mainstream school, and the 
personal budget system makes this possible. Parents regard the ‘rucksack’ as a means of 
enabling their child to avoid the stigma of special education, to develop and maintain 
‘normal’ friendships and to follow education designed to equip them with knowledge 
and qualifications. Schools can make good use of the extra funding, though in practice 
it is not always possible to offer appropriate content to every child, since not all pupils 
are currently able to make optimum use of the opportunities offered by mainstream 
schools. However, the fact that the expectations of the ‘rucksack’ cannot always be 
met does nothing to reduce its popularity. Nonetheless, counter to expectations, not 
only is the number of children with a personal budget increasing, but also the number 
of children participating in (expensive) special education. As a result, the costs are in 
danger of becoming unmanageable. New planned policy (‘appropriate education’) is 
intended end the open-ended nature of this provision. However, parents fear that this 
will harm the quality of their children’s education, because fewer resources will mean 
less individual attention for their child. For their part, schools fear that they will have to 
accommodate more children with disabilities and learning difficulties, without having 
adequate funding to do so.
Achieving good-quality education as well as a big increase in the number of people going 
through higher education are policy objectives which do not appear easily reconcilable. 
The problem of quantity versus quality was described by Bronneman-Helmers and 
Herweijer (2004) as a trilemma, reflecting the threefold nature of the problem: promoting 
access to education, raising the educational success rates and maintaining educational 
standards. Making examinations more difficult – or, for example, requiring new students 
to take language and mathematics tests – is a form of selection and implies that no 
concessions need to be made with regard to educational standards. On the other hand, 
selection conflicts with the objective of having more people in higher education.
Another dilemma arises in the efforts to resolve the threatened shortage of second-
ary school teachers. Under the motto ‘better someone than no one in the classroom’, 
unqualified or insufficiently qualified teachers are already often deployed, bringing 
risks to educational quality. Here again, stricter selection and higher quality standards 
is also likely to lead to fewer rather than more students and to less well-qualified school-
leavers.
Finally, a word can be said about the stepless transition from pre-secondary vocational 
(v mbo) to senior secondary vocational education (mbo). While this offers more pupils 
the chance of obtaining a basic qualification, it also increases the risk that they will 
leave school without any qualifications at all: the dropout rates in this specific group of 
mbo students, as with other students who progress through education by incrementally 
accumulating qualifications, is higher than among students who progress directly 
through the education system. If stepless entry to higher levels of secondary education 
and accumulation of qualifications are to be successful, this demands at the very least 
intensive and better supervision of the pupils and students concerned.
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Notes
1 ‘Educational outcomes’ refers to a characteristic of the school, namely the achievement of what is 

set out in the core objectives, standards and examination programmes, not just in a cognitive sense, 

but also in terms of the development of social skills. Educational outcomes in a broader sense en-

compass all that which schools add to these statutory requirements and all that they achieve in this 

regard (Onderwijsraad 2008).

2 The programmes not only have to start earlier, but also have to continue for longer (the ‘progressive 

line’); the content must be intensive and must be delivered by qualified staff, in groups that are not 

too large, preferably as part of an integral approach, and the parents must be involved in the process.

3 The local authority is responsible for the preschool part of the programme, while school boards are 

responsible for the early-school part.

4 Under the old system, Dutch primary school pupils were assigned a weight of 0.25 if their parents had 

a low education level. Pupils who belonged to what was called a ‘cultural minority’ (‘cumi-pupils’) 

and parents with a low educational and occupational level were assigned a weight of 0.9.

 Under the new system, pupils are assigned a weight of 0.3 if the education level of their parents is a 

maximum of junior secondary vocational (l bo) or pre-vocational education (v bo), practical training 

or pre-vocational secondary education (v m bo) (basic vocational track or advanced vocational track 

(bbl/kbl), or if both parents have spent a maximum of two years in another form of secondary edu-

cation following on from primary education, for example junior secondary technical school (lt s), 

trade school (ambachtsschool) or domestic science school (huishoudschool).

 Pupils are assigned a weight of 1.20 in the following circumstance:

– one of their parents has followed a maximum of primary education or (secondary) special educa-

tion for children with learning difficulties; and

–  the other parent has followed the same educational programme or has followed junior secondary 

vocational (l bo) or pre-vocational education (v bo), practical training or pre-vocational second-

ary education (v m bo) (basic vocational track or advanced vocational track (bbl/kbl), or has spent a 

maximum of two years in another form of secondary education following on from primary edu-

cation.

5 The t i m ss tests are taken in grade 8, i.e. the second year at secondary school. In 2007, the 

Netherlands only took part in the primary school study.

6 The scores for the test as a whole are presented in the t i m ss on an internationally standardised scale 

with an average of 500 and standard deviation of 100. The international average, i.e. the average of 

the schools in all participating countries, deviates from the scale average of 500. The international 

average is in fact less a suitable as a reference point, because the same countries do not take part in 

each year of the test (Meelissen & Drent 2008).

7 The Netherlands did not meet the minimum sample requirements of the t i m ss: too many schools 

from the original sample did not take part and had to be substituted using comparable schools from 

a reserve list. It is plausible that more weak than strong schools will have refused to take part (Van de 

Craats 2009).

8 This was prompted by the reports from the Cambridge Primary Review by Cambridge University as 

well as the government-commissioned study by the Rose Committee. A start was made in 2006 on 

the Cambridge Primary Review of the English primary school curriculum.

9 Sources used: Cambridge Primary Review (2009), Alexander (2008), Veen (2009) and Curtis (2009).
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10 The authors (Roede et al. 2008) warn that the conclusions should be treated with caution given the 

small effects and small number of schools, especially secondary schools.

11 Since practical training and special education do not use school years but rather attendance years, in 

order to obtain a total overview 15 year-old pupils were taken as a basis, rather than pupils in school 

year 3.

12 Everyone who is in education in the Netherlands is assigned a personal number on enrolment, some-

times referred to as the ‘education number’. Schools are required to use this number in their admin-

istrative records.

13 A total of 5,700 young people without a school-leaving certificate were approached in the school year 

2005/’06. The total response was 28%.

14 The requirement of a maximum final mark of 5 for Dutch and English should apply for the mixed and 

theoretical tracks in junior general secondary education (m avo). For the vocational tracks (basic and 

advanced) the requirement should apply for Dutch in the vocational subjects. The first years of pre-

vocational secondary education (v m bo) should also include a general arithmetic test, the result of 

which would have to be stated on a standardised certificate supplement.

15 Approximately 5,100 pupils and 37 school heads from 45 schools took part in the pupil monitor-

ing survey. The pupils ranged from he was in the first and third classes of pre-vocational secondary 

education (v m bo) to pupils in the first, third and fifth years of senior general secondary (h avo) and 

pre-university (v wo) education (Van der Vegt et al. 2007).

16 ‘Direct entry’ is understood here as the intake into higher professional education (hbo) of pupils 

from senior secondary vocational (m bo) and senior general secondary education (h avo) in the 

academic year following the year in which they attained their school-leaving certificate.
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– The average household income in the Netherlands increased between 1997 and 2007. 
Couples with children and single-parent families have seen a proportionally strong 
rise in their incomes since the beginning of the present decade.

– Income inequality and the share of total income taken by the better off have remained 
fairly stable since 1997. The poverty rate has declined slightly.

– The labour force participation rate in the Netherlands has grown in the past decade, 
especially among women, older people and members of non-Western ethnic minori-
ties. The government target of increasing the share of people in work or seeking 
employment by a further six percentage points over the coming seven years is ambi-
tious: the target is twice as high as the increase since 2000.

– The unemployment rate among older people (55-64 years) was always low in the past, 
but has increased to average over the last four years. As older unemployed people 
have little chance of finding work again, the consequences of the present recession 
are likely to be prolonged for them.

– The total number of benefit recipients remained fairly constant between 1998 and 
2008, at between 3.9 and 4.1 million. The rise in the number of people in receipt of 
old-age pension is offset by a fall in those claiming disability benefit, social assistance 
benefit and surviving dependants’ benefit.

– The ratio of people in work to the number of economically inactive people (excluding 
oa ps) has improved; in 1998 there were 32 economically inactive people for every 100 
workers, while in 2008 this had fallen to 25.

– In late 2008/early 2009, 59 % of Dutch citizens were satisfied with their income. The 
satisfaction rate was higher among pensioners (71%), and substantially lower among 
benefit recipients younger than 65 years (28%).

– Over the years, around two-thirds of the population have taken the view that income 
differentials should be reduced. 72% of the population held this view in 2008/’09.

6.1 Policy objectives

It was observed in The social state of the Netherlands 2007 (De sociale staat van Nederland 2007) 
that, in terms of their precision, there was considerable divergence between the govern-
ment policy aims in the fields of income and employment (scp 2007: 123-125). The 2009 
national budget marked a step forwards in this regard, setting out the objectives for the 
individual policy elements and also describing the results that the government hoped to 
achieve in the period 2007-2011 (t k 2008/2009a: 27-117).
In the area of incomes, the government formulates objectives at the most general level, 
such as ensuring a balanced and activating trend in incomes and offering adequate pro-
tection against financial risks in the event of illness, unemployment, disability or need. 
With regard to this latter objective, it is also the explicit aim that there should be a focus 
on ‘activating conditions’ for social security: the financial protection provided must not 
deter people from accepting paid work. This idea is also a central plank of the labour 
market policy, where increasing the labour force participation rate is the chief aim.
Naturally, the way in which such abstract aspirations are translated into actual policy 
is key. There is considerable variation in this regard. To be able to assess whether the 



152

The so cial state of the Ne therl ands 20 0 9

objective of ‘ensuring adequate protection, with activating conditions, against financial 
risks in the event of loss of income’ (t k 2008/2009a: 62) is being realised, it must be 
clear when financial protection can be regarded as adequate, and how far the activating 
conditions in the social security arrangements are permitted to infringe upon that pro-
tection. If this is not made clear, such an objective will by definition be achieved: all that 
is needed then is for an arrangement to exist, and for (potential) benefit recipients to be 
encouraged in some way or other to accept paid employment.
As regards income trends, the government is not explicitly committed to reducing or 
increasing income differentials, with the exception of the attempts to maximise top 
incomes in the public and semi-public sector. The general policy objectives aimed at a 
balanced trend in incomes can be interpreted as a desire to stabilise the present income 
distribution. The policy may however deviate from this in order to protect the income 
position of specific groups (e.g. people with no prospects on the labour market, house-
holds with children), or in order to reduce the poverty trap.
The ambitions of the policy on poverty are more specific in a number of respects. For 
example, in both 2008 and 2009 the government set aside eur 40 million in a bid to 
halve the number of children who are unable for financial reasons to take part in sport, 
culture or other leisure activities. scp is conducting a study to assess the success of this 
endeavour, and earlier this year published a ‘reference report’ describing the baseline 
situation (Jehoel-Gijsbers 2009). The practical detailing of the policy on poverty will be 
placed in the hands of local authorities, which are largely responsible for the implemen-
tation of the Work and Social Assistance Act (Wet werk en bijstand – w w b). As a result, the 
Netherlands Court of Audit has warned that the precise content of the objectives of the 
policy on poverty, and the extent to which they are achieved, are in danger of becoming 
rather unclear at national level (t k 2008/2009b).
The aim on the supply side of the labour market is to substantially raise the gross activity 
rate, i.e. the proportion of working people and jobseekers (immediately available for 
work for at least 12 hours per week) in the age category 20-64 years. The intention is that 
this proportion should increase from around 74% today to 80% in 2016. The government 
is also committed to helping an additional 200,000 people with poor prospects on the 
labour market to find work. Precisely which categories will be targeted is however not 
entirely clear. In its recent Explanatory Letter, the government stated that the economic 
recession will influence the achievement of the first of these objectives, but that it is still 
achievable. The government does however believe that achieving the target of having an 
additional 200,000 people in work within the envisaged period will be extremely dif-
ficult (a z 2009).
The purpose of the reintegration policy is to get people into paid work and, if that is not 
(yet) possible, to encourage them to engage in other forms of social participation. 
More specifically, the goal is that 60% of those who have received reintegration support 
should move into a mainstream job by 2011. This applies for people on disability benefit 
and unemployment benefit, as well as for those in receipt of social assistance benefit and 
jobseekers with no entitlement to benefit. There has been much discussion in recent 
years about the effectiveness of the reintegration policy; its added value often appears 
limited, and the relationship between the resources deployed and the results achieved 
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is rather unclear (sz w 2008a; rw i 2008). The policy is accordingly aimed at using 
reintegration funds in a more selective and targeted way, and at improving the flow of 
information, among other things by developing a benchmark.
The recent economic recession has led to the introduction of new policy in some areas 
of work and income.1 This is not discussed at length here, because The social state of the 
Netherlands (ssn) is concerned primarily with mapping out the long term trends that 
affect the Dutch population. However, it is of course important that this exercise takes 
into account the most recent developments possible, given the potentially major social 
impact of the economic downturn on the issues that are the central focus of this report. 
This is however easier for some topics than others; for example, the unemployment 
figures published by Statistics Netherlands (cbs) are available for much more recent 
periods (quarterly figures for 2009) than the income data (which are based among other 
things on tax returns from earlier years).

6.2 Income

The government’s aspiration with regard to income is to achieve a balanced trend. This 
appears to be a modest ambition, and there is a reason for that: the direct influence 
that the government can exert on income levels is limited. Its arsenal consists mainly 
of tax measures, though it can also intervene by adjusting the level of the minimum 
wage and benefits, and can also declare the pay agreements negotiated in Collective 
Labour Agreements (c aos) to be binding, if need be for an entire sector. At least as 
important, however, are the dynamic processes which take place in society more or less 
autonomously: divorce, household formation, retirement, accepting or losing a job are 
all events that have a great influence on income and consequently on the prosperity of 
individuals and households.

Disposable income
Table 6.1 shows the average disposable household income in the period 1997-2007. To 
correct for differences in household composition, the amounts have been standardised 
and then assigned to the individual members of the household. The incomes have been 
corrected for inflation, which means they can be compared over time. All incomes are 
stated at 2007 price levels.
In table 6.1 the period 1997-2007 is divided into five shorter periods, which track the 
course of the economic cycle and the unemployment rate. In the period 1997-2000, the 
economy was growing strongly and unemployment fell sharply. In 2001 and 2002 the 
economy cooled off (see also figure 6.1), but unemployment remained low. Tax reforms 
were also introduced in 2001, from which most citizens benefited considerably. In the 
period 2002-2005 there was initially virtually no economic growth, but from 2004 the 
economy began to recover. Unemployment rose sharply in this period, reflecting the 
delay with which the labour market always reacts to developments in the economy. 
Economic growth continued in 2006 and 2007 and unemployment fell.
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Table 6.1

Household income, by a number of background characteristics, 1997-2007 (in euros per year  

(2007 prices) and percentages)a, b

standardised disposable household  
income (average x 1,000)

standardised disposable house- 
hold income (average x 1,000) income change (%)

1997 2000 (before revision) 2000 (after revision) 2002 2004 2005 2006 2007c 1997-2000 2000-2002 2002-2005 2005-2007 2000-2007

income quartile
1st income quartile  9.8 10.6 10.7 11.2 11.0 10.9 11.4 11.6 7 5 -3 6 8
2nd income quartile 15.1 16.1 15.8 16.6 16.5 16.4 17.0 17.4 6 5 -1 6 11
3rd income quartile 20.4 21.6 21.0 22.1 21.8 21.7 22.3 23.0 6 5 -2 6  9
4th income quartile 31.5 33.6 33.9 36.1 36.0 35.9 36.8 38.8 7 6 0 8 14

household composition
single person < 65 years 15.8 17.2 17.1 18.1 17.7 17.4 18.0 18.6 9 6 -4 7 9
single person ≥ 65 years 16.4 17.8 17.5 18.1 18.4 18.5 18.8 19.0 9 4 2 3 9
single-parent family 12.3 13.3 13.4 14.5 14.4 14.3 14.8 15.4 9 8 -1 8 15
couple < 65 years, no children, single earnersd 19.5 20.5 20.5 21.4 20.5 21.2 21.3 21.5 5 5 -1 2 5
couple < 65 years, no children, dual earnersd 26.0 27.2 26.5 28.3 28.2 28.0 28.5 29.9 5 7 -1 7 13
couple < 65 years with children, single earnersd 15.7 16.2 16.1 16.6 16.7 17.4 17.8 18.5 3 3 5 7 15
couple < 65 years with children, dual earnersd 19.7 20.8 20.4 21.6 21.8 21.7 22.8 24.0 6 6 0 11 18

main source of income
business profits 25.5 26.8 27.5 27.7 28.3 28.7 29.6 30.9 5 1 4 8 12
wage 20.9 21.8 21.2 22.6 22.5 22.2 22.8 23.4 5 7 -2 5 10
benefit 11.6 12.0 12.8 13.3 13.2 13.1 13.5 14.0 4 4 -1 7 9
unemployment benefit . . 15.9 16.0 15.0 14.7 16.1 17.5 . 1 -9 19 10
disability benefit . . 14.3 14.9 14.9 14.9 15.1 15.8 . 4 0 6       11
social assistance benefit . . 11.1 11.5 11.3 11.1 11.5 11.8 . 4 -3 6 6
pension < 65 yearse 19.8 21.0 19.4 20.6 20.9 20.8 21.6 22.1 6 6 1 6 14
pension ≥ 65 years 17.4 18.6 17.7 18.5 18.8 18.9 19.3 19.6 7 4 2 4 11

ethnicity
indigenous Dutch 19.7 20.9 20.8 22.0 21.9 21.8 22.4 23.3 6 6 -1 7 12
Western immigrant, 1st generation 18.5 19.9 19.9 21.0 20.6 20.5 21.0 21.6 8 5 -2 5 8
Western immigrant, 2nd generation 19.6 20.9 20.7 22.2 21.6 21.6 22.3 22.9 7 7 -3 6 10
non-Western ethnic minority, 1st generation 13.5 15.2 15.2 15.9 15.6 15.5 16.2 16.8 12 5 -3 8 11
non-Western ethnic minority, 2nd generation 13.3 14.4 14.9 15.7 14.7 15.1 15.8 17.1 8 5 -4 14 15

all households 19.2 20.4 20.3 21.5 21.3 21.2 21.8 22.7 6 6 -1 7 11

a  Excl. households in residential homes and institutions; incl. housing subsidies. d  Children: minors (0-17 years). 
b  The income statistics were revised in 2000. As a result, the figures from the 1997-2000 series e  Incl. surviving dependants’ benefit and early retirement/pre-pension.
 are not entirely comparable with those from the 2000-2007 series.
c  Provisional figures.
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The income distribution was broadly balanced, in the sense that in the period 1997-2007 
everyone saw their income improve, even if this applied more in some groups and in 
some periods than others (see below).
In the period 1997-2000, the income of the population increased by an average of 6%. 
This also applied for many groups in the population individually, though there were 
some outliers, on both the upside and the downside. The first generation of non-West-
ern ethnic minorities, in particular, saw a relatively big increase in their incomes (+12%). 
However, their starting level in 1997 was low, averaging just over eur 13,000 per annum 
(2007 prices) compared with just over eur 19,000 euros for the population as a whole. 
The sharp increase in the incomes of this first generation of non-Western ethnic minori-
ties meant that by 2000 this gap had shrunk slightly. The same pattern – a low starting 
level combined with a relatively sharp increase – is also found to a lesser extent for sin-
gle people (both younger people and those aged over 65) and single-parent families (an 
increase of 9%). Single earners with children and benefit claimants are the downward 
outliers; their incomes improved the least (+3% and +4%, respectively). These groups also 
had low incomes in 1997, especially benefit claimants, and the relatively small increase in 
their incomes meant that the gap relative to the rest of the population increased slightly.
The average increase in incomes in the period 2000-2007 was 11%, though the rise was 
substantially greater for dual-earner couples with children (+18%) and, to a lesser extent, 
single-parent families (+15%). Single earners with children – in contrast to the period 
1997-2000 – also saw their incomes improve more than the average. The improvement 
in the incomes of the first generation of non-Western ethnic minorities was roughly the 
same as that of the population as a whole; the average income of the second generation 
increased by 15%. Social assistance benefit claimants and single earners without children 
did much less well, with increases of 6% and 5%, respectively. The average income of 
dual-earner couples with children was virtually the same in 2000 as that of the popula-
tion at large, at just over eur 20,000 per annum. The sharp increase in their income after 
2000 widened the gap between this group and the general average (eur 24,000 for dual-
earner couples with children, eur 22,700 for the population as a whole). The increase in 
their income meant that the relative position of single-parent families improved slightly 
after 2000 (from eur 13,400 in 2000 to eur 15,400 in 2007). The income of social assist-
ance benefit claimants was already relatively low (eur 11,100 in 2000), and the lower than 
average growth in their income caused them to fall further behind the rest of the popu-
lation after 2000.
The individual sub-periods within the period 2000-2007 reveal a number of interesting 
differences between the various groups. The less prosperous years after 2002 led to an 
average fall in incomes of 1%, but had a negative impact particularly on the incomes 
of unemployment benefit claimants (a fall of 9%). By contrast, the increase in the 
incomes of single earners with children in this period is striking (+5%). It is difficult to 
put a finger on the precise reason for the changes in the incomes of single earners and 
unemployment benefit claimants; they may perhaps be the result of compositional 
effects (e.g. a larger proportion of people on low pay).
The years 2006 and 2007 amply compensated for the loss of income in the preced-
ing years for those on unemployment benefit (+19%) and for the second generation of 
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non-Western ethnic minorities (+14%). The income of dual earners with children also 
increased sharply, going up 11%. Single earners without children benefited least from the 
economic upturn (+2%).

Income inequality and poverty
The skewed distribution of incomes across the population can be summarised in meas-
ures of inequality, such as the Gini and Theil coefficients (table 6.2).

Table 6.2

Income inequality, poverty and wealth of persons, 1997-2007 (in coefficients and percentages)a

1997

2000
(before 
revision)

2000
(after 
revision) 2002 2004 2005 2006 2007b

income inequality
Gini coefficient 0.228 0.229 0.242 0.241 0.244 0.245 0.241 0.251
Theil coefficient 0.085 0.087 0.111 0.107 0.110 0.110 0.106 0.120

poverty (share of persons, %)
according to ‘basic needs’ criterionc 3.6 3.6 2.9 3.2 3.5 3.4 3.1 3.0
according to ‘modest but adequate’ 
criterionc 7.0 6.4 5.4 5.7 5.9 5.9 5.0 4.7

single-parent families 31.3 26.8 21.5 22.0 20.6 22.5 20.0 19.4
benefit claimants 32.7 30.3 27.1 26.2 25.4 26.3 22.5 22.5
non-Western ethnic minorities 25.8 20.2 17.9 16.9 17.3 17.1 14.9 13.7
children (0-17 years) 10.6 9.5 8.2 8.8 9.0 8.8 7.4 7.0
single persons 12.0 10.0 9.2 8.8 8.7 9.2 8.3 7.8
over-65s 4.2 3.6 3.3 2.9 2.4 2.5 2.0 2.0

wealth (%)
share of richest 10% in total 
earned income 18.8 19.5 21.1 21.0 21.3 21.6 21.3 22.5

a The income statistics were revised in 2000. As a result, the figures from the 1997-2000 series are 
not entirely comparable with those from the 2000-2007 series.

b Provisional figures.
c See Soede (2006); Soede & Vrooman (2008).

Source: cbs (ipo’97-’07) scp treatment 

A trend break can be seen in the table in the year 2000; this is the result of a change to 
the income panel survey (ipo) by Statistics Netherlands (cbs). Between 1997 and 2000 
the income inequality remains fairly constant according to both measures, but increases 
slightly after 2000. The Gini coefficient rises from 0.242 in 2000 to 0.251 in 2007, while 
the Theil coefficient increases from 0.111 to 0.120.
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The income distribution at the lower end of the scale is also reasonably stable. According 
to the ‘basic needs’ criterion developed by scp, the poverty rate fluctuates consistently 
between 3% and 3.5%. When the more generous ‘modest but adequate’ criterion is 
applied, the percentage of people in poverty reduces slightly. Ignoring the trend break, 
the poverty rate fell by more than two percentage points between 1997 and 2007. The 
percentage of poor single-parent families declined relatively sharply in the period 1997-
2000 (from 31.3% to 26.8%), as did the percentage of non-Western ethnic minorities in 
poverty (from 17.9% to 13.7%). The low percentage of people aged over 65 living below 
the poverty line is striking (just over 4% in 1997, 2% in 2007). The percentage of children 
in poverty fell by more than one percentage point both between 1997 and 2000 and 
between 2000 and 2007.
Table 6.2 also shows the share taken by the wealthiest 10% of the population in the total 
income distribution. In the years after 2000 this share remains fairly constant, at just 
over 21%. Provisional figures suggest a slight increase to 22.5% in 2007.

All in all, the trend in incomes between 1997 and 2007 does indeed appear to be fairly 
balanced. Some groups, particularly dual earners without children, did rather better 
than others, such as single earners without children and social assistance benefit claim-
ants.
It remains to be seen how far this stable picture continues in the coming years. The 
number of unemployed people will rise sharply, while the indexation of supplementary 
pensions is under pressure (and in some cases pensions have already been frozen). Time 
will tell whether the consequences of the economic downturn for incomes can be spread 
evenly in the years ahead.

6.3 Labour market trends

6.3.1 Demand for labour

The economic climate still looked healthy at the start of 2008. The economy was grow-
ing and was predicted to continue doing so in 2009, albeit at a slightly lower level (see 
e.g. cpb 2008a; dnb 2008; European Commission 2008). Following the economic dip 
in 2002/’03, the number of jobs had grown steadily (see table 6.3). By 2008, there were 
almost 8 million employee jobs on average, more than ever before; ten years earlier there 
were roughly a million fewer. Owing to the high rate of part-time working in the Nether-
lands, the increase was less marked when expressed in full-time equivalents.
There was a labour market squeeze in recent years. The job vacancy rate, i.e. the number 
of vacancies per 100 employee jobs, lay between 3.0 and 3.2 from the fourth quarter of 
2006 to the third quarter of 2008 (see figure 6.1) – the highest it has been for the last 
35 years.2 The second highest peak in this period occurred in 2000 and the first half of 
2001, just before the last recession in 2002/’03, when the dot-com bubble burst. The job 
vacancy rate then ranged from 2.7% to 2.9%. However, that peak had been preceded 
by almost seven years of economic growth (cpb 2006); this time, the peak in the job 
vacancy rate was reached after only two to three years of strong economic growth. The 
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expectation was that the squeeze on the labour market would only intensify as a result of 
the forthcoming retirement of the post-war baby-boom generation.

Table 6.3 

Trends in demand for labour, annual averages, 1998-2008 (in absolute numbers x 1,000)

  1998 2000 2002 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008

number of employee jobsa, e 6986 7410 7607 7472 7497 7626 7841 7973
number of self-employed jobsb, e 1304 1270 1244 1251 1272 1294 1313 1315
employment volume (employment years)c, e 6266 6534 6620 6480 6478 6583 6732 6812
number of unfilled vacancies 135 203 149 118 150 195 240 239
number of unfilled vacancies that are hard to filld . 91 32 19 . 63 . 92

a  A job is a position that is occupied by a working person. Since a person can have more than one job, 
the number of jobs is greater than the number of working persons. Jobs performed for only one or a 
few hours per week are also counted.

b  This was calculated by deducting the number of employee jobs from the total number of jobs 
(employees and self-employed).

c  The number of employee and self-employed jobs in a year, converted to full-time equivalents.
d  Figures for the third quarter of each year.
e  Provisional figures from 2007 onwards.

Source: cbs (StatLine: National Accounts and Quarterly Vacancy Survey) scp treatment

In mid-2008, however, the problems in the financial world began to impact on the rest 
of the world economy (see chapter 2). Banks saw their capital being eroded by a combina-
tion of bad debt write-offs and falling share prices (cpb 2009a). This made them more 
nervous about lending money to each other, while businesses found it more difficult to 
obtain credit (n v b et al. 2009). It also became more difficult to hedge the risk of payment 
defaults by foreign business partners (a bn a mro 2009), and world trade slumped. The 
heavy dependence of the Dutch economy on world trade meant the Netherlands was hit 
hard by these developments (cpb 2009a). The Dutch economy began shrinking from the 
second quarter of 2008; initially the downturn was modest, but from the fourth quarter 
of 2008 until the second quarter of 2009 the decline was more dramatic (see figure 6.1).
The labour market always reacts to economic growth and shrinkage with a time lag, as 
employers first wait to see whether the trends will continue before adjusting the size 
of their workforce. From the fourth quarter of 2008, however, the impact of the reces-
sion began to manifest itself in the demand for labour, and the job vacancy rate fell (see 
figure 6.1). Although the number of jobs continued to rise slightly, from the next quar-
ter it began to fall. This is a typical pattern: when the economy shrinks, the number of 
vacancies first falls, and later the number of jobs. The same thing happened during the 
dot-com recession in 2002/’03, although that time it took longer for the number of jobs 
to decline, possibly because the economic downturn was less steep.
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Figure 6.1

Trend in economic growth, job vacancy ratea and number of employee jobs, per quarter, 1998-2009

(in percentages and absolute figures x 1,000)
Figuur 6.1
Tekst

a   The job vacancy rate is the number of seasonally adjusted vacancies expressed as a percentage of the 
     number of seasonally adjusted employee jobs.

Source: GDP and vacancies: CBS (StatLine: National Accounts and Quarterly Vacancy Survey); 
jobs: CBS and Eurostat (National Accounts)
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6.3.2 The supply of labour

The consequence of the economic downturn is rising unemployment; the Netherlands 
Bureau for Economic Policy Analysis (cpb) is forecasting an unemployment rate of 6 1/2% 
in 2010 (cpb 2009b). This compares with a rate of 4% in 2008 (see table 6.4). 2008 was 
the first year in which the unemployment rate returned to the low rate seen prior to the 
dot-com recession in 2002/’03, when it remained at 4% for four years in succession (1999-
2002). This time, by contrast, the unemployment rate remained at 4% for only one year.
Unemployment rose only slightly in the first quarter of 2009, but increased sharply in the 
second quarter (see figure 6.2). There was a big increase among men aged between 15 and 
25 years. This group consists in part of school-leavers looking for their first job, a group 
who always have difficulty finding work in economically weaker periods. Moreover, those 
young people who do find work relatively often have flexible employment contracts, and 
they are the first to lose their jobs when employers are forced to rationalise. The same 
naturally applies for young women, but they are more often employed in sectors which 
are less affected by the recession, such as the care and welfare sectors. As a result, young 
women were less often unemployed than young men in the first half of 2009.
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Table 6.4

Trends in the labour supply, population aged 15-64 years, 1998-2008a (in absolute numbers x 1,000 

and percentages)

  1998 2000 2002 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008

population 10,606 10,729 10,863 10,925 10,940 10,952 10,963 10,970
labour forceb 6,941 7,187 7,337 7,398 7,401 7,486 7,603 7,714
working labour force 6,587 6,917 7,035 6,919 6,918 7,074 7,259 7,410

full-time (≥ 35 hours per week) 4,599 4,694 4,540 4,370 4,344 4,405 4,479 4,516
part-time (< 35 hours per week) 1,988 2,223 2,494 2,549 2,575 2,669 2,781 2,894
employees 5,850 6,116 6,175 6,018 5,998 6,131 6,292 6,428
permanent employment contract 5,244 5,584 5,711 5,569 5,518 5,602 5,717 5,851
flexible employment contractc 606 532 465 449 480 529 575 577
self-employed 737 801 858 901 919 943 966 982

unemployed 354 270 302 479 483 413 344 304
registered unemployedd 287 188 170 319 311 260 182 145

long-term (> 1 year) 155 82 55 114 118 106 81 55

gross participation (%) 65 67 68 68 68 68 69 70
men 78 79 79 78 78 78 78 79
women 53 55 56 57 58 59 61 62
20-64 year-oldsf . 71 72 73 . 73 74 .
55-64 year-olds 30 35 38 40 41 42 45 47
15-24 year-olds 45 47 49 45 44 44 44 45
non-Western ethnic minorities 55 54 57 58 59 58 59 62
primary education 36 40 .g 40 39 39 40 41
pre-vocational secondary/senior 
secondary vocational level 1 or 
equivalent (vmbo/mbo-1) 56 55 . 55 54 54 54 56

net participationh (%) 62 65 65 63 63 65 66 68
men 75 77 76 74 73 74 75 76
women 49 52 53 53 53 55 57 59
55-64 year-olds 29 34 36 38 38 40 43 45
15-24 year-olds 41 44 44 39 38 39 40 41
non-Western ethnic minorities 47 48 52 49 49 50 53 57
primary education 31 37 . 34 34 35 36 37
pre-vocational secondary/senior 
secondary vocational level 1 or 
equivalent (vmbo/mbo-1) 52 52 . 50 49 50 51 53

unemployment (%) 5.1 3.8 4.1 6.5 6.5 5.5 4.5 3.9
men 3.7 2.7 3.4 5.7 5.6 4.5 3.6 3.3
women 7.3 5.4 5.1 7.6 7.8 6.9 5.8 4.8
55-64 year-olds 3.4 3.0 2.9 5.0 6.0 5.7 5.4 4.6
15-24 year-olds 8.6 6.7 8.5 13.5 13.2 10.7 9.2 8.7



162

The so cial state of the Ne therl ands 20 0 9

Table 6.4 (continued)
  1998 2000 2002 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008

non-Western ethnic minorities 15,5 11,0 9,8 15,9 16,4 14,3 10,3 9,0
primary education 12,2 7,6 . 13,0 12,7 12,3 9,2 8,9
pre-vocational secondary/senior 
secondary vocational level 1 or 
equivalent (vmbo/mbo-1) 7,1 5,0 . 8,6 9,0 7,3 6,5 5,6

a  Statistics Netherlands (cbs) now uses a new weighting method for the Labour Force Survey (ebb). 
The figures have been revised with retroactive force from 2001 onwards. The figures for registered 
unemployment have not been revised.

b  Workers with a job for at least 12 hours per week plus jobseekers looking for work for at least 12 
hours per week.

c  Employment agency staff, stand-by/supply staff and persons with a temporary employment 
contract for less than one year.

d  Jobseekers looking for work for at least 12 hours per week and registered with uw v werkbedrijf.
e  Labour force as a percentage of the total population aged 15-64 years.
f  Source: cpb (2008b); cbs (2009)
g  Statistics Netherlands (cbs) has not yet made revised figures available on the participation by 

education level in 2001 and 2002.
h  Working labour force as a percentage of the total population aged 15-64 years.
i  Unemployed persons as a percentage of the labour force aged 15-64 years.

Source: cbs (StatLine: ebb’98-’08); scp treatment

The unemployment rate among men aged between 25 and 45 years also increased 
sharply, albeit to a lesser extent than in the youngest age group. This group of men are 
still at lower risk of becoming unemployed than the average employee. The rising unem-
ployment rate in this group is probably due to the fact that the recession has mainly 
affected typical male employment sectors, such as industry, construction, the wholesale 
sector and the transport sector (a bn a mro 2009; cpb 2009a; ing 2009; Rabobank 
2009). The only sector which is not typically dominated by male employees but which 
has been just as badly affected is the hospitality industry.

Despite the recession, unemployment in the Netherlands is still among the lowest in the 
European Union (Eurostat 2009a, data for second quarter of the 2009). Ten years ago that 
was also the case. Women and non-Western ethnic minorities have made up ground over 
the last decade; where women were between 1.9 and 2 times as likely to be unemployed 
as men between 1998 and 2001, between 2002 and 2008 this had fallen to between 1.3 
and 1.6 times. Similarly, while members of non-Western ethnic minorities were 3.7 times 
as likely to be unemployed as the indigenous population in 1998, today this has fallen 
to 2.8 times. By contrast, the percentage of unemployed over-55s has risen over the last 
ten years (see table 6.4); in 1998 they were less often unemployed than the average, but 
today the percentage of unemployed people in this age category has risen to the average. 
As noted in the previous social state of the Netherlands (De sociale staat van Nederland), this may 
be due to the restrictions on the alternative exit routes available to older workers (early 
retirement, disability benefit; scp 2007). Since older people have less chance of finding 
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work again once they become unemployed (Corpeleijn 2009), unemployed older people 
are likely to suffer from the present recession for a long time. The unemployment rate 
among the low-skilled has not changed structurally over the last ten years.

Figure 6.2

Quarterly trend in unemployment rate, seasonally adjusted, 2001-2009
Figuur 6.2
Tekst

*   Provisional figures.

Source: CBS (StatLine: EBB’01-’09); SCP treatment
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The Netherlands also performs well compared with other eu member states when it 
comes to the labour participation rate. The share of 15-64 year-olds with a job for at least 
12 hours per week – the net participation rate – was 68% in 2008, a figure only exceeded 
in Denmark (Eurostat 2009b, data for 2008).3 The net participation rate has risen by six 
percentage points over the last ten years (see table 6.4), largely due to the increased 
employment rate among women as well as the increased labour participation rate of 
older people and members of non-Western ethnic minorities.
The Dutch government wishes to increase the labour participation rate further and has 
set a target of raising the gross participation rate from 74% in 2007 to 80% in 2016 (t k 
2008/2009a: 27-117). The gross participation rate is the percentage of people working for 
at least 12 hours per week or actively seeking and immediately available for work. In con-
trast to the usual figures from Statistics Netherlands (cbs), the government target does 
not relate to 15-64 year-olds, but only to 20-64 year olds. The aim is to raise the gross par-
ticipation rate by six percentage points over the next nine years. It is debatable whether 
this is achievable, given that the gross participation rate of 20-64 year-olds has increased 
by only three percentage points in the last seven years (see table 6.4).
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The government target differs from the target formulated at European level in 2000, 
which states that the percentage of 15-64 year-olds working for at least one hour per week 
should be at least 70% across the eu as a whole. Jobseekers are therefore not counted in 
the European target, but persons with a small job (between one and 11 hours per week) 
are. Moreover, 15-19 year-olds are also included; this group depress the average labour 
participation rate because they are often still in full-time education. According to the 
European definition, the Netherlands has in fact had a labour participation rate of more 
than 70% since 1999 (Eurostat 2009b).

6.4 Provisions in the field of work and income

6.4.1 Income replacement arrangements

Until around 15 years ago, the main purpose of benefits was income protection. From 
the middle of the 1990s, however, governments have also placed great emphasis on 
encouraging benefit claimants into employment. This has led to a tightening up of the 
conditions for receiving benefit and to increased emphasis on the reintegration function 
of social security (see 6.4.3). However, the take-up of benefits only partially reflects the 
effects of such policy interventions; that take-up is driven in large part by social trends 
which are entirely or almost entirely immune to influence from policy (population age-
ing, the economic cycle, individualisation). Table 6.5 shows the number of benefits paid 
under the main income replacement schemes in the period 1998-2008.
The number of benefits (excluding sickness benefit) was 3.9 million in 2008, several tens 
of thousands less than ten years previously. After peaking at almost 4.1 million in 2004, 
the total benefit volume fell by 50,000 to 100,000 per year. The figures for 2008 buck this 
downward trend, with a slight increase in the total benefit volume.
The total figures present a fairly stable picture on balance – fluctuating in the period 
considered here between 3.9 and 4.9 million benefit years – but mask a number of differ-
ent trends. Fairly large changes took place in disability, unemployment and retirement 
benefits, which offset each other to some extent. The total number of disability benefits 
rose to almost one million in 2002, but fell short of 835,000 in 2008 (-16%). In 2004 the 
number of unemployment benefit years was 700,000 (including social assistance ben-
efit); four years later this had fallen to 471,000 (-33%). By contrast, take-up of the biggest 
benefit, old-age pension, grew steadily, from just over 2.1 million in 1998 to 2.3 million 
in 2004 and almost 2.5 million in 2008.
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Table 6.5

Dependent on income replacement benefits, 1998-2008 (number of benefits x 1,000, unless stated 

otherwise)

1998 2000 2002 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008a

disability
wao/wia*disability benefits (x 1000) 729 769 803 766 703 658 634 618

owing to partial disability 216 234 261 257 238 214 200 185
share of psychological disability (%) 30 33 34 34 33 28 36 35

new benefit recipients 100 100 92 59 20 32 34 34
moving off benefit 81 76 82 79 82 77 58 58

waz** disability benefits (x 1,000) 58 57 56 56 53 47 43 39
owing to partial disability 24 22 21 21 21 18 16 15

share of psychological disability (%) 16 18 19 19 18 16 20 20
new benefit recipients 10 7 8 6 5 1 1 1
moving off benefit 8 7 7 7 7 7 6 5

Wajong*** disability benefits (x 1,000) 118 127 134 143 147 156 167 179
owing to partial disability 3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3
share of psychological disability (%)b 45 48 55 61 63 43 68 65
new benefit recipients 10 10 8 8 10 14 15 16
moving off benefit 4 4 4 5 6 5 4 4

total disability 905 953 993 964 904 861 844 835

sickness
sickness absenteeism (%)

private companies 5.0 5.5 5.4
central government 7.7 6.8
total 4.3 4.3 4.4 4.4 4.3

unemployment and social assistance
unemployment benefit (ww) (x 1,000) 280 194 205 322 307 249 192 171
social assistance benefit (x 1,000) 412 354 342 363 355 329 305 292
duration longer than one year (%) 79 81 79 78 81 83 83 82
paid to over-65s (%) 4 5 6 7 7 9 10 11
ioaw/ioaz**** (x 1,000) 24 23 21 16 13 8 7 8

total unemployment and social assistance 
benefits (x 1,000) 717 570 568 701 675 587 504 471

old-age
old-age pension (aow)c (x 1,000) 2132 2174 2221 2290 2330 2368 2415 2472
reduced (%)d 5 6 7 7 8 8 8 9

other
surviving dependants’ benefit (Anw)c (x 1,000) 168 157 147 135 128 121 114 107
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Table 6.5 (continued)

1998 2000 2002 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008a

total (excl. sickness and old age)
(x 1,000) 1790 1680 1707 1739 1707 1570 1463 1413
total (excl. sickness) (x 1,000) 3922 3854 3929 4089 4037 3938 3878 3885

I/A ratioe 68.7 65.5 65.2 67 67.6 66.1 64.3 63
ditto, excl. old-age pension 32.4 29.9 29.3 29.8 29.7 28 26.2 24.7

a  Provisional figures.
b  The increase in 2007 is due to the use of a new diagnostic system, leading to a large decrease in the 

category ‘unknown’.
c  Domestic benefits.
d  Because of uninsured years.
e  Number of economically inactive persons per 100 economically active persons (older than 15 years).
* wao = Disability Insurance Act; wia = Work and Income according to Labour Capacity Act
** wa z = Disability Insurance for Self-Employed Persons Act
*** Wajong = Disablement Assistance for Handicapped Young Persons Act
**** ioaw = Older and Partially Incapacitated Unemployed Workers Income Scheme; ioa z = Older and 

Partially Incapacitated Former Self-employed Persons Income Scheme

Source: cbs (StatLine), scp treatment; uw v (2009a, 2009b); cpb (2009c)

The fluctuations in benefit volumes are caused by three trends: population ageing, the 
growing emphasis on active integration of benefit claimants and the economic cycle. 
Population ageing is an important driver of the growth in take-up of old-age pension; 
this trend will continue until around 2040 and is expected to lead to a doubling in the 
percentage of people aged over 65. Despite this, the Netherlands has a relatively young 
population compared with other European countries. The number of pensioners with a 
reduced pension because they spent part of the time living abroad between the ages of 
15 and 65 rose from 5% in 1998 to 9% in 2008. If this reduced pension pushes them below 
the guaranteed minimum income, they can apply for supplementary social assistance 
benefit.

How much pressure population ageing places on the benefit volume becomes apparent 
when the number of old-age pensions is left out of consideration. It then transpires that 
there has been a sharp fall in the benefit volume over the last ten years: leaving aside old-
age pension and sickness benefit, the total take-up of benefits in 1998 was 1,790,000; in 
2008 this had fallen to 1,413,000 (-21%).
Population ageing also exerts an indirect influence on the take-up of disability benefits 
and continued salary payment during sick leave. An older labour force is less healthy 
and, all things being equal, will therefore make more use of these provisions. The sec-
ond trend which has had an influence in recent years appears to have slowed down the 
take-up of provisions, namely the growing emphasis on active integration of actual 
and potential benefit claimants. The sickness and disability benefit schemes have been 
radically overhauled in recent years (for an overview see Jehoel-Gijsbers 2007: 20-21). 
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Of particular importance was the steady increase in the length of time for which the 
employer had to continue paying the salary of the employee in question; in 1994 this 
was between two and six weeks; in 1996 it was raised to one year; and in 2004 it was 
increased again to two years. In addition, after many years of discussion, the Disability 
Insurance Act (wao) was replaced on 1 January 2006 by the Work and Income according 
to Labour Capacity Act (w i a), which sets stricter eligibility conditions.
The volume of disability benefits started to fall in 2002 and reached a provisional low 
point in 2008 (835,000 benefit years). This downward trend was due mainly to a reduc-
tion in the number of disability benefits paid pursuant to the Disability Insurance Act 
(wao) and the Work and Income according to Labour Capacity Act (w i a), the largest 
provision in this area. The decline in disability benefit volumes has levelled off in recent 
years owing to an increase in the number of benefits paid pursuant to the Disablement 
Assistance for Handicapped Young Persons Act (Wajong), which rose from 118,000 in 
1998 to 179,000 in 2008. Of particular note is the number of new claimants of this ben-
efit (8,000 in 2004, 16,000 in 2008.4 This increase can be ascribed to greater familiarity 
with the scheme, but also to the denser institutional network for young disabled per-
sons,5 improved diagnosis of certain disorders and the growing complexity of society 
(see Suijker 2007). Substitution effects following the introduction of the new Work and 
Social Assistance Act (w w b) are also relevant here: the new Act provides incentives for 
local authorities to admit as few people as possible to social assistance benefit, making 
it more attractive to refer a proportion of potential claimants to ‘Wajong’ benefits. If 
present policy remains unchanged, take-up of these latter benefits is expected to con-
tinue rising until 2023, when the first benefit claimants from 1976 will reach the age of 
65 and move on to old-age pension (Suijker 2007). In order to limit the number of new 
‘Wajong’ benefit claimants, the government has amended the scheme on a number of 
points from 1 January 2010.
The influence of the cyclical economic development manifests itself mainly in the trend 
in the number of unemployment and social assistance benefits. In the period 2000-2002, 
take-up of these benefits amounted to approximately 570,000 benefit years. It then 
rose rapidly to reach 700,000 in 2004, since when it has fallen back again, to 471,000 in 
2008. This could prove to be a temporary low point: in its Macroeconomic Forward Study 
(Macro economische verkenningen), the Netherlands Bureau for Economic Policy Analysis 
(cpb) forecasts an increase in the unemployment rate to 6 1/2% in 2010 (cpb 2009b).
The active integration policy also appears to have had some effect on unemployment 
benefits. Total take-up of these benefits during and shortly after the first economic 
low point of the present century (2002-2004) was virtually the same as in 1998 (around 
700,000), even though the latter year was an ‘ordinary’ year. The Work and Social 
Assistance Act (w w b), which was introduced in 2004, places the emphasis on restrict-
ing the number of people moving on to social assistance benefit and increasing the 
number moving off it. In the final evaluation report on the introduction of this scheme 
(Bosselaar et al. 2007), it is estimated that the social assistance benefit volume was 4% 
lower in 2006 than would have been the case without the introduction of the Work and 
Social Assistance Act.
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The I/A ratio serves as a sort of summarising measure of benefit dependency; it is the 
ratio of economically inactive to economically active persons (i.e. people who are not 
in paid employment and people who are). This ratio also indicates the extent of the 
financial supporting base for the various benefit schemes, because it can also be seen as 
the ratio of the number of benefit recipients to the number of people paying the taxes 
and social insurance contributions which help to fund those benefits. In 1998 the I/A 
ratio stood at 69, which means that there were 69 non-workers for every 100 workers. In 
2008 the ratio had fallen to 63, suggesting that the financial supporting base improved 
substantially over the ten-year period. The I/A ratio is determined to a large extent by 
the volume of the biggest benefit scheme, namely old-age pension, and is therefore also 
sensitive to population ageing. If the over-65s are left out of consideration, the I/A ratio 
in the period considered here fell even more sharply, from 32 in 1998 to 25 in 2008.

6.4.2 Sheltered employment

Under the Sheltered Employment Act (Wsw), people with physical, intellectual or psy-
chological disabilities are offered the opportunity to perform paid work under specially 
adapted conditions. Traditionally, people assessed as falling within the scope of the 
Act were offered placements in sheltered workshops. Since the end of the last century, 
however, the emphasis has shifted more towards placement in subsidised jobs with 
mainstream employers. The number of people making use of the Sheltered Employ-
ment Act has increased in recent years, and there has also been a general increase in the 
number of young people making use of support because of a disability or impairment 
(sz w 2009).
The policy objectives with regard to the Sheltered Employment Act are not set out in 
detail in the national budget (t k 2008/2009a). The small number of people leaving shel-
tered workshops, the corresponding growing waiting lists, the relatively high costs of 
the instrument and the fact that large groups of people with disabilities are not eligible 
for the provision have led to a reassessment of the regulations on sheltered employ-
ment. A number of changes were introduced in early 2008, in which local authorities 
were given greater control over the administration of the Sheltered Employment Act and 
the target group itself was given a bigger say. However, in order to improve the opera-
tion of the Act in a more structural way, the De Vries Committee was set up in early 
2008. Following publication of the Committee’s report and based on the outcomes of 
a number of pilot projects, a final decision will be made on the future of the Sheltered 
Employment Act (see sz w 2008b, 2009).
Table 6.6 shows that more than 100,000 persons were employed under the Sheltered 
Employment Act in 2007. Most of them were working in a sheltered workshop or on 
secondment (96%), with a small proportion (4%) having a supported employment 
contract with a mainstream employer. The number of persons employed in sheltered 
workshops did not increase in 2007, whereas the number of supported workplaces with 
mainstream employers grew by 40%.
Turnover in sheltered employment is low. Most of those leaving take (early) retirement 
(25%), are placed back on the waiting list (24%) or move on to sickness or disability 
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 benefit (16%). Government policy in recent years has placed more emphasis on max-
imising the opportunities for people to move to mainstream jobs. However, given the 
long-lasting physical, psychological and/or intellectual disabilities of the target group, 
this is a slow process; only 4% of the total number of people leaving sheltered employ-
ment in 2007 moved to a mainstream job.

Table 6.6

Sheltered employment: participation, numbers leaving and destination of those leaving, 2001-2007 

(in absolute numbers and percentages)

2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007

participationa 93,375 94,950 96,520 98,310 99,200 99,313 100,471
increase/decrease (%) +0.9 +1.7 +1.7 +1.9 +0.9 +0.1 +1.0
numbers leaving 5,260 5,495 5,510 5,655 5,715 5,610 5,875

of whom to mainstream jobs (%)b 13 8 5 3 3 4 4

a Number of participants at the end of the year in question.
b Percentage compared with total numbers leaving.

Source: Bolhuis & Flapper (2007); Van Santen et al. (2008)

6.4.3 Reintegration of benefit recipients

The effectiveness of the reintegration efforts by local authorities and the Employee 
Insurance Agency (u w v) came under heavy fire in 2008 (see Mallee et al. 2008). A reinte-
gration policy review published at the start of that year (Beleidsdoorlichting re-integratie) 
reported on the limited effect of reintegration programmes in the period 2001-2005 
(sz w 2008a), and the Netherlands Court of Audit (Algemene Rekenkamer) expressed 
criticism of the available information on the efficiency of the reintegration budgets 
(Algemene Rekenkamer 2008). A number of changes were made with effect from 1 Janu-
ary 2009, intended to improve the results of the reintegration policy. Among other 
things, the Centres for Work and Income (c w i) were merged with u w v to create a new 
body under the name u w v w er kbedrijf. In addition, the Participation Budget Act (Wet 
participatiebudget) came into force in early 2009, bringing together the three existing local 
authority budgets for reintegration, civic integration and training into a single ‘partici-
pation budget’. The Participation In Employment (Incentive) Act (s ta p) makes it possible 
for both local authorities and u w v to use participation places and wage cost subsidies 
for the reintegration of benefit claimants. The introduction of the Work and Income 
Implementation Structure Act (su w i Act) in 2002 imposed a duty on u w v and local 
authorities to outsource their implementation and reintegration tasks to reintegra-
tion companies in the private sector. This duty was lifted for local authorities in January 
2006. The changes in the su w i Act in early 2009 also gave u w v the freedom not to use a 
reintegration company for clients who are relatively easy to place on the labour market.
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Reintegration via uw v
Table 6.7 presents data on the number of reintegration programmes begun for unem-
ployment and disability benefit claimants in the period 2005-2008. The number of 
people on unemployment benefit who began a programme in that period fell substan-
tially. However, the sharp drop between 2005 and 2006 was caused partly by the launch 
of a differentiated service delivery at the end of 2005, in which individual products were 
used for clients who did not require a full programme (e.g. short courses or training ses-
sions). The falling unemployment rate also meant that fewer programmes were initiated; 
the number of programmes begun for those with a disability fell by more than 29,000 
in 2008, following a period of stability. The placement rate shows what proportion of 
the completed programmes resulted in a paid job. For the unemployed the figure has 
been around 50% in the last few years, while for those on disability benefit the number 
of placements has risen over recent years, reaching 42% in 2008. These percentages need 
to be qualified somewhat, however, since many of the completed programmes had been 
running for several years.

Table 6.7

Reintegration programmes for the unemployment and disability benefit claimants, 2005-2008  

(in absolute numbers and percentages)

2005 2006 2007 2008

programmes for unemployment benefit claimants
programmes started 53,272 27,218 18,908 14,742
programmes completed 43,324 42,151 32,434 26,261
ongoing programmes 62,088 47,111 33,584 22,065

placed in jobs 17,055 17,213 16,425 13,221
placement percentage (%)a 39.4 40.9 49.6 51.2

services initiated . 9,544 20,356 26,288
services ended . 2,763 12,414 27,092
ongoing services . 7,006 14,945 14,060

programmes for disability benefit claimants
programmes started 33,034 32,101 33,078 29,076
programmes completed 35,257 33,775 28,821 25,756
ongoing programmes 49,742 45,135 47,925 44,904

placed in jobs 11,832 10,200 10,584 10,805
placement percentage (%) 33.6 30.2 36.7 42.0

a  The placement percentage is the number of placements expressed as a percentage of the number 
of completed programmes.

Source: uw v (2009c)
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As already mentioned in section 6.1, the target is that by 2011 60% of people who receive 
reintegration support should move into mainstream employment within two years. The 
present status as regards this target is not known precisely. What is known is that 42% 
and 31%, respectively, of unemployment and disability benefit claimants who began a 
programme in 2006 had been placed in jobs by the end of 2008, i.e. within two to three 
years. Compared with two years earlier (begun in 2004 and placed in a job in 2006), this 
represents an increase of only seven and two percentage points, respectively. Based on 
this indication, the target of 60% placements within two years appears very ambitious.

Reintegration via local authorities
Data on the programmes implemented on behalf of local authorities have been recorded 
in the Local Authority Reintegration Statistics (srg) since 2005. A programme is defined 
in these Statistics as a period in which one or more provisions are used to help a client 
into employment (e.g. training, childcare services, reimbursement of expenses). 
Table 6.8 shows the trend in participation in and exit from reintegration programmes 
in the period 2005-2008. A distinction is made between jobseekers with no benefit 
entitlement and people in receipt of surviving dependants’ benefit on the one hand and 
social assistance benefit claimants and other local authority clients on the other.
The number of programmes initiated for jobseekers with no benefit entitlement and 
those on surviving dependants’ benefit declined in the period 2005-2007, but rose again 
in the second half of 2008. It is not possible to determine on the basis of the available 
data how this trend relates to the number of jobseekers without benefit entitlement 
who registered with local authorities. The exit into mainstream employment increased 
up to 2006, but remained virtually unchanged thereafter. The number of programmes 
for social assistance benefit claimants and other local authority clients stood at over 
200,000 in the second half of 2008, an increase compared with the previous year.
Recently there has been a good deal of attention for the reintegration of jobseekers 
with no benefit entitlement. The fact that financial responsibility lies with local 
authorities may mean that they focus mainly on the reintegration of social assistance 
benefit claimants; research suggests that local authorities are generally conservative in 
their policy with regard to jobseekers with no benefit entitlement (see e.g. Commissie 
arbeidsparticipatie 2008; Groot et al. 2007; Bakker & Bunt 2007; Hersevoort et al. 2007).

Table 6.8 also shows the number of wage cost subsidies deployed as part of the reintegra-
tion provision. The introduction of the Work and Social Assistance Act (w w b) in 2004 
brought an end to subsidised employment based on the Jobseekers Employment Act 
(w i w) (‘w i w-jobs’) and the Entry-level and Step-up Jobs Scheme (‘id -jobs’). The budgets 
for subsidised employment were absorbed into the flexible reintegration budget allo-
cated pursuant to the Work and Social Assistance Act, leaving local authorities free to 
decide how far they (continue to) use wage cost subsidies as a reintegration instrument. 
Consequently, a large part of the wage cost subsidies after 2004 are a continuation of the 
old arrangements (see Rienstra et al. 2008). Table 6.8 shows a reduction in the number of 
wage cost subsidies.
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Table 6.8

Reintegration programmes and wage cost subsidies for clients of local authorities (jobseekers with 

no benefit entitlement/surviving dependants’ benefit recipients and other), 2005-2008 (in absolute 

numbers and percentages)

2005
1st 
half

2005
2nd 
half

2006
1st 
half

2006
2nd 
half

2007
1st 
half

2007
2nd 
half

2008
1st 
half

2008
2nd 
half

reintegration programmesa

no benefit entitlement/surviving 
dependants’ benefit
participationb 17,780 16,240 14,740 14,750 13,520 10,110 10,100 10,490
exitc 3,460 4,350 2,510 3,140 2,460 2,250 1,730 1730

of whom to mainstream jobs (%)d 22 16 22 31 30 30 28 29

social assistance and other
participationb 202,760 215,850 217,100 218,140 212,660 213,200 213,380 218,350
exitc 29,990 37,510 35,790 40,840 47,150 37,810 36,760 37,090

of whom to mainstream jobs (%)d 22 22 22 27 21 27 26 23

wage cost subsidies
no benefit entitlement/surviving 
dependants’ benefit
participationb 7,940 6,390 6,450 7,000 6,650 4,350 3,990 3,500
exitc 780 1,050 560 790 780 650 440 780

of whom to mainstream jobs (%)d 23 16 21 33 26 29 32 24

social assistance and other
participationb 38,120 33,240 33,770 31,560 31,650 31,170 30,840 28,640
exitc 3,590 5,160 4,090 4,790 4,780 5,150 4,760 6,630

of whom to mainstream jobs (%)d 20 22 25 34 35 32 37 26

a Incl. wage cost subsidies.
b Number of programmes/wage cost subsidies at the end of the measurement period.
c Number of programmes completed in the measurement period.
d Percentage of total exit.

Source: cbs (srg’05-’08); scp treatment

The former subsidised jobs (w i w-jobs and id -jobs) were often long-term in nature 
and were aimed primarily at social activation. The current forms of wage cost subsidy 
are aimed much more at bridging the gap between the client and the labour market, 
with a more explicit focus on mainstream employment. The number of people moving 
from subsidised to mainstream employment on an annualised basis as a percentage of 
the total number of people leaving subsidised employment remained fairly stable on 
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 average in the period 2006-2008; in 2008, 27% of jobseekers with no benefit entitle-
ment and recipients of surviving dependants’ benefit found mainstream jobs (compared 
with 27% and 28%, respectively, in 2007 and 2006); the figure for social assistance ben-
efit claimants and other local authority clients was 30% (compared with 34% and 30%, 
respectively, in 2007 and 2006).

6.5 Public opinion on work and income

6.5.1 Income and social security

A number of the individual beliefs and opinions prevailing among the Dutch public were 
explored in chapter 3. Here we look in more detail at opinions relating to income and 
social security.

Table 6.9

Satisfaction with own income, by labour market position, education level and household 

 composition, population aged 16 years and older, 1998-2008/’09 (percentage ‘satisfied’)

1998 2000 2002a 2004 2006 2008/’09a

total 53 49 44 52 52 59

labour market positionb

working 53 50 44 53 55 59
on benefit 38 30 26 28 22 28
retired 70 60 66 64 61 71
other 48 48 38 48 47 57

education level
elementary (none, primary or junior secondary) 50 47 38 48 48 54
senior secondary 52 48 43 47 49 58
higher 59 56 50 62 59 67

household composition
single person 50 47 39 47 45 54
couple without children 64 57 54 62 62 67
couple with children 50 47 42 49 51 57
single person with children 23 42 28 38 44 34

a The methodological approach was slightly different in 2002, which may have influenced the results 
(see Verhagen 2007). This also applies for 2008/’09 (see chapter 3).

b The question about the labour market position was formulated differently in 2008, which means 
the categories are not entirely comparable. In 2008, persons working at least 12 hours per week 
were counted as working; in previous years the threshold was 15 hours per week.

Source: scp (c v ’98-’08/’09)
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Income
In late 2008/early 2009, 59% of the Dutch population were satisfied with their own 
income (table 6.9), the highest percentage at any time in the last ten years. It may be that 
when the economy is doing badly, people are more likely to be satisfied with what they 
have. However, the figures need to be interpreted with caution because of a possible 
trend break in the last year (see chapter 3).

Difficulty making ends meet
Table 6.10 shows what proportion of Dutch households report that they find it difficult or 
very difficult to make ends meet from their net household income, and what proportion 
of households report that they have payment arrears. In 2007, the proportion of house-
holds that had difficulty making ends meet was 11%, a reduction compared with the 
previous year. The share of households with payment arrears rose slightly in the period 
2000-2007, from 3% in 2000 to 6% in 2007. Single-parent families, in particular, are at 
great risk of financial difficulties: four out of ten say they have difficulty making ends 
meet and 14% have payment arrears.

Table 6.10

Proportion of households that have difficulty making ends meet and that have payment arrears, by 

education level (of the main breadwinner), income group and household composition, 2002-2007  

(in percentages)

difficulty making ends meet payment arrearsa

2000 2002 2004 2006 2007 2000 2002 2004 2006 2007

total 9 10 13 15 11 3 3 5 6 6

education level
elementary (none, primary or 
junior secondary) 17 17 24 22 18 4 4 10 7 6
senior secondary 6 9 13 14 9 2 3 6 6 6
higher 4 4 5 8 6 3 2 3 5 5

income group (standardised)
20% lowest income group 23 26 30 35 28 8 8 13 12 12
20% highest income group 1 2 2 2 2 1 0 1 2 3

household composition
single person 13 15 16 21 15 6 4 7 8 7
couple without children 5 4 5 6 6 2 1 2 5 6
couple with minor children 5 8 11 12 8 2 3 6 6 5
single person with minor children 32 33 45 46 41 13 12 22 18 14

a Payment arrears on rent or mortgage and/or gas, water and electricity and/or payment for 
purchased articles.

Source: cbs (sep’00-’02; pol s’03-’04); Eurostat (eu-silc ’05-’07)
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Opinions on income inequality and social security benefits
The social security system is based on the principle that people who are unable to make 
ends meet have a right to support in their basic needs. This system is only sustainable if 
the entitlement to care or social provisions is regarded as legitimate by the majority of 
the population. In this section we look at the opinions of the Dutch public on income 
inequality and the level of social security benefits.
Table 6.11 shows that through the years a majority (approximately two-thirds) of the 
population consistently feel that income differentials in the Netherlands should be 
reduced. 

Table 6.11

Opinions on income inequality (‘income differentials should be reduced’), by labour market position, 

education level and household composition, 1998-2008/’09 (percentages ‘agree’)

1998 2000 2002a 2004 2006 2008/’09a

total 67 68 67 65 66 72

labour market position
working 64 67 64 63 65 71
on benefit 83 81 78 75 71 84
retired 65 74 73 68 68 76
other 68 65 66 65 64 68

education level
elementary (none, primary junior secondary) 71 70 73 69 70 73
senior secondary 65 71 69 68 65 74
higher 61 60 59 59 62 67

household composition
single person 68 71 70 64 68 68
couple without children 66 70 66 67 66 74
couple with children 66 66 65 65 63 72
single person with children 75 72 72 68 70 74

a The methodological approach was slightly different in 2002, which may have influenced the results 
(see Verhagen 2007). This also applies for 2008/’09 (see chapter 3).

Source: scp (c v ’98-’08/’09)

The proportion of people holding this view increased between 2006 and 2008/’09 from 
66% to 72%. This increase may reflect the slight rise in actual income inequality between 
2006 and 2007 (see 6.2), but may also be related to the public debate on top incomes. 
Allowance also has to be made for the differing methodological approach in 2008/’09 
referred to earlier, which may have influenced the results. State old-age pension, social 
assistance and disability benefits are regarded as inadequate by four out of ten people 
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(table 6.12). Unemployment benefit is less often regarded as inadequate. This pattern is 
fairly consistent throughout the years.

Table 6.12

Opinions on social security benefits, population aged 16 years and older, 1998-2008/’09  

(percentages ‘agree’)

1998 2000 2002a 2004 2006 2008/’09a

state pension is inadequate 51 46 32 44 48 39
social assistance benefit is inadequate 51 45 32 43 44 38
unemployment benefit is inadequate 24 19 17 27 28 28
disability benefit is inadequate 44 39 31 39 42 39

a The methodological approach was slightly different in 2002, which may have influenced the results 
(see Verhagen 2007). This also applies for 2008/’09 (see chapter 3).

Source: scp (c v ’98-’08/’09)

6.5.2 Quality of work

The Dutch government sees it as its task to promote safe and healthy working condi-
tions and a proper approach to sickness absenteeism. Unfortunately, it is difficult to 
determine how the quality of work has developed in recent years; Statistics Netherlands 
(cbs) surveys after 2005/’06 no longer contain questions on this subject. Alternative data 
sources suggest that trend breaks have occurred recently.6 Table 6.13 is therefore limited 
to data from 2008. The table shows that 21% of employees regularly have to use physical 
strength in their work, while 31% work under high pressure of time. Working in noisy 
conditions or in an uncomfortable position is somewhat less common. Around 70% of 
employees have varied work. Relations with work colleagues are generally good.

The government has formulated a number of targets for the working conditions policy of 
employers and for the number of accidents at work (t k 2008/2009a: 27-117). At the time 
of writing, only the progress made in achieving the target on occupational accidents was 
known. The target is to reduce such accidents from 3.2 per 100 employees in 2007 to 2.9 
in 2013. In 2008, however, there was no improvement: the number of occupational acci-
dents was 3.4 per 100 employees (Koppes et al. 2009).
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Table 6.13

Proportion of employees who report favourable or unfavourable aspects of their work, 2008  

(in percentages)

  2008

physical working conditions
having to use a lot of strength regularly 21
working in noisy conditions regularly 7
working in an uncomfortable position regularly 11

job content
working under high pressure of time regularly 31
able to determine order of work self regularly 66
able to decide self how to carry out the work regularly 65
able to set own work rate regularly 61
varied often or always 72
emotionally demanding often or always 12

labour relations
manager concerned about the welfare of staff agree 80
colleagues are friendly agree 97

Source: tno (Nationale Enquête Arbeidsomstandigheden 2008); Koppes et al. (2009)

6.6 Conclusion

As the previous recession in 2002/’03 showed, it takes a while before an economic down-
turn begins to impact on incomes and employment, and that impact then continues 
for some years after the recession has ended. After adjusting for inflation, incomes 
continued to fall between 2002, the first year of the recession, and 2005, two years after 
economic growth had resumed. The labour market showed the same delayed reaction: 
unemployment did not reach a peak until 2004 and 2005. It then took until 2008 before 
unemployment had fallen back to the same level as before the recession. In the present 
recession, too, it will take some time before incomes are affected and unemployment 
peaks; this is not likely to happen until 2010 and later years. The subsequent recovery is 
then also likely to take some time to materialise.
At the time of writing, the risk of unemployment had risen most strongly among men 
aged up to 45 years. This is probably because the recession has so far mainly hit typically 
male employment sectors, such as industry. Government policy is currently focusing a 
great deal of attention on combating youth unemployment. This is logical: young people 
are relatively often unemployed anyway, and in times of economic recession are the first 
to be affected. Once the economy picks up, however, youth unemployment falls again 
quickly. By contrast, older employees have little chance of finding work again once they 
become unemployed. Ten or 20 years ago this was not such a problem, because older 
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people became unemployed less often than average and they had access to many alterna-
tive exit routes, such as disability benefit and early retirement. Today, however, those 
exit options are much more restricted and the unemployment rate among older workers 
is just as high as the average. Older unemployed persons are therefore likely to suffer 
lasting effects from the present crisis.
The sombre outlook brought on by the present recession should not however cause 
us to forget that developments in the last decade were fairly positive. After adjust-
ment for inflation, incomes rose by an average of 6% between 1997 and 2007, although 
some groups did rather less well than others, such as single earners without children 
and social assistance benefit claimants. The poverty rate fell slightly. 59% of the Dutch 
are satisfied with the level of their income. However, despite the increase in average 
incomes, the proportion of Dutch households with payment arrears has increased by 
a few percentage points. The labour participation rate has grown and is now among 
the highest in Europe, with women, older people and members of non-Western ethnic 
minorities, in particular, all working more often today than in the past. The ratio of 
the number of people in work to the number of economically inactive people (exclud-
ing pensioners) has improved. The percentage of unemployment and disability benefit 
claimants in reintegration programmes that lead to work within three years has 
increased slightly in recent years, though the qualifying comment has to be made here 
that it is not known to what extent these people would have succeeded in finding work 
even without help. It would in any event have been easier to find work in the strong eco-
nomic climate of recent years.
The government has formulated targets for a number of the above domains. The most 
important are that the income trend must remain balanced, that the labour participa-
tion rate must increase and that reintegration must more often lead to placement in 
mainstream employment. Whether a balanced income trend is achievable is uncertain in 
the light of the present economic downturn. Inflation-adjusted incomes could fall in the 
coming years as a result of the recession, and it remains to be seen whether the pain can 
be shared out evenly.
The two other targets would be ambitious even without the present severe economic 
downturn. The government target states that the labour participation rate should 
increase by six percentage points over the next eight years, from 74% to 80%. As stated 
earlier, the Netherlands already has a high labour force participation rate compared with 
other countries, but the government is keen to increase it even further in order to keep 
social provision affordable. The other target is that the percentage of people moving 
into mainstream employment from a reintegration programme within two years must 
increase to 60% by 2011. At present, the percentage is at most between around 30% and 
40%. Both targets require a bigger increase – in the case of reintegration a much bigger 
increase – than has been achieved in recent years. It is therefore questionable whether 
these targets are achievable.
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Notes
1. In response to the economic downturn, the government introduced measures in October 2008 

aimed at improving the functioning of the economy (e.g. capital injections, share acquisitions, credit 

facilities). Measures were also taken to alleviate the crisis on the labour market, including the special 

working hours reduction scheme, the arrangements for part-time unemployment benefit and the 

setting up of a national network of mobility centres, linked to u w v w er kbedrijf offices (sz w 2009).

2. In the period 1969-1971 the job vacancy rate was even higher (see cpb 2009a). However, the figures 

from before 1997 exclude the sectors ‘government’ and ‘education’, where the job vacancy rate is usu-

ally somewhat lower.

3. The European Union statistical office, Eurostat, uses a different definition of labour force participa-

tion than Statistics Netherlands (cbs), in that it includes people who work for fewer than 12 hours 

per week. According to this definition, the Netherlands and Sweden achieved a participation rate of 

79% in 2008, while Denmark had a participation rate of 81% (Eurostat 2009b).

4. Around 20% of the increase in the number of new claimants from 2004 onwards can be explained 

by statistical factors. From that year, the figures for the number of people moving onto and off ben-

efit increased by almost 600 benefits because they were counted each time they moved onto or off 

benefit within one calendar year. In addition, a change in the registration system in 2006 following 

the linking of the databases of the tax authorities and u w v lead to a one-off increase of 1,000 in the 

number of new benefit recipients (see Suijker 2007).

5. Suijker (2007) refers in this context to the ‘Regulations governing contributions towards the upkeep 

of disabled children living at home’ (t og) – which serve as a gateway to benefits payable under the 

Disablement Assistance for Handicapped Young Persons Act – practical training, special secondary 

education and ‘rucksacks’ (personal budgets) in mainstream education.

6. In the National Survey of Working Conditions (Nationale enquête arbeidsomstandigheden) a trend break 

occurred in 2007 due to changes in large parts of the questionnaire. There was consequently a trend 

break even for many questions which had themselves not been changed (Van den Bossche et al. 

2008). A trend break could have occurred in the data from the Labour Supply Panel compiled by the 

osa Institute for Labour Studies (osa Aanbodpanel) in 2004 due to the switch from a verbal to a written 

questionnaire.
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– The Dutch have begun leading healthier lives in several respects since the start of this 
century (smoking, alcohol consumption, exercise), though the trends have recently 
stagnated. The number of overweight people has increased slightly, now accounting 
for more than half the population.

– Average life expectancy increased over the last decade, but the number of years of life 
without chronic disease decreased.

– Eight out of ten Dutch citizens feel healthy. A large group of Dutch people with long-
term disorders also feel healthy.

– There are wide socioeconomic differences in health status. People with lower socio-
economic status have less healthy lifestyles, live shorter lives and enjoy less good 
health than those with a higher status. The differences are increasing in some areas 
(physical disabilities, good perceived health); in other areas they are reducing (over-
weight, alcohol consumption, inactivity) or remain unchanged.

– Members of non-Western ethnic minorities are generally less healthy (overweight, 
inactivity, child mortality, diabetes), though some groups are healthier in some 
respects than the indigenous population (smoking among Moroccan women, mortal-
ity risks of middle-aged women, cardiovascular disease among Moroccans). Members 
of ethnic minorities are also more negative in their opinions of the quality of medical 
care and care for the elderly.

– The percentage of Dutch people using prescription medicines rose sharply over the 
last decade, especially among the over-65s. There was also a slight increase in the 
number of people who had contact with a specialist, whereas contact with the gp fell 
slightly.

– The financial costs payable by individuals have virtually no influence on the accessi-
bility of care services in the Netherlands. Only a small percentage of Dutch people do 
not seek medical care because of the costs, though people with a chronic condition 
more often report problems in paying care bills than those without such a condition.

– The Dutch are critical of the Dutch care system, but have faith in the actual care 
provided. They believe that the quality of medical service delivery has remained 
unchanged, while the quality of care for the elderly has declined. Care users are more 
satisfied with the care services than non-users.

7.1 A healthy country with a healthy care system

The ambition of the government is to make the Netherlands a healthy country with 
a good care system, based on solidarity, which is adequately equipped to meet the 
demands that will be placed on it in the future. Prevention and quality of care are high 
on the political agenda. The expectation is that social and demographic trends, such 
as medical innovations and population ageing, will translate into an ever increas-
ing demand on care provisions. The government’s policy is aimed at safeguarding the 
quality, accessibility and affordability of care (v ws 2008). Based on the idea that preven-
tion is always better than cure, and the desire not to (over)burden the care system, the 
government policy of prevention is intended to help people stay healthy for as long as 
possible. The aim is to increase both life expectancy and the number of healthy years of 
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life. The government expects citizens to take their own responsibility here with regard 
to their (healthy or unhealthy) lifestyle. The core focus areas of the policy are smoking, 
problematic alcohol use and overweight (diet and exercise). Two diseases have also been 
given the status of core policy focus, namely diabetes and depression. The policy also 
devotes special attention to differences in health status and lifestyle between the various 
socioeconomic and ethnic groups; the aim is to reduce the ‘health gap’ between people 
from low socioeconomic classes and ethnic minorities and the rest of the population 
(v ws 2006, 2007b, 2008).

7.2 Unhealthy lifestyle

The government regards citizens as being primarily responsible for their own health 
(v ws 2007b). However, not everyone feels they have sufficient control over their own 
health. Moreover, for many Dutch people health and healthy living mean more than 
simply meeting the recommended norms for smoking, alcohol consumption and exer-
cise (Kooiker & Van der Wijst 2009). In this section we describe the lifestyles of the Dutch 
and whether they meet the relevant norms. We do this on the basis of a number of deter-
minants of health (including the core focus areas from the prevention policy) for which 
statistical material and trend data are available. With regard to the core focus areas, 
a number of specific policy targets have been set, and where possible we will discuss 
whether or not these have been achieved.

Smoking, alcohol, drugs and unprotected sex
More than a quarter of the Dutch population aged 15 years and older smoke (figure 7.1). 
Men aged 20-64 years smoke more often than women, 15-19 year-olds and the over-65s. 
People with a lower education level are more often smokers (29%) than the better edu-
cated (20%); this applies for both men and women (s t i voro 2009b). Moroccan women 
hardly smoke at all (≤ 3%). The percentage of women of Turkish origin who smoke is 
comparable with that of indigenous Dutch women, but Turkish men smoke much more 
often than native Dutch men. The figures for Moroccan men are comparable with those 
for indigenous Dutch men (Hosper et al. 2007; Willemsen & Van Leent-Loenen 2007).

The percentage of the population who smoke declined over the last decade, but appears 
to have stabilised since 2004 or decreased only slightly (figure 7.1). The percentage of 
smokers fell from 34% to 28% between 1998 and 2004 and then remained stuck at the 
latter figure. The ambition of the government that a maximum of 25% of the Dutch pop-
ulation would be smokers by the end of 2007 was thus not achieved (v ws 2006). The only 
group where the percentage of smokers appears still to be falling is 15-19 year-olds, but 
this trend is not consistent. The other recent falls among 20-34 year-olds and the over-
65s, and among men from the lower social classes (not shown in figure), are very small. 
Data from Statistics Netherlands (cbs) for the period 2001-2008 confirm the stabilisation 
in 2004, but do show a slight further fall in 2007 (cbs 2009).
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Figure 7.1

Percentage of smokers by age, 1998-2008 (in percentages)
Figuur 7.1
Tekst

Source: STIVORO (2009a)
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9% of Dutch people aged 12 years and older consume excessive amounts of alcohol, 
which means they drink three or more glasses per day on average. One in ten Dutch 
people drink six glasses or more on at least one day a week. In both cases, men display 
this behaviour more often than women. The high percentage of heavy drinkers among 
18-24 year-olds is striking: almost a quarter of this group drink six glasses or more on 
at least one day per week (cbs 2009). People of Turkish or Moroccan origin consume 
alcohol much less often than the indigenous population, an observation explained by 
socio-religious factors (Hosper et al. 2007; Trimbos-instituut 2009).
Despite legislation and regulations and the advice that young people should not drink, 
at least not before the age of 16 (see www.alcoholinfo.nl), in 2007 80% of 12-16-year-old 
boys and 75% of girls in this age group had drunk alcohol at some time. Young people 
begin drinking early, and drink regularly and in large quantities. Most secondary school 
pupils start drinking between the ages of 11 and 15 years, and 16% report that they had 
their first drink at the age of 11 or younger. Almost half of 12-16 year-old and 85% of 
17-18 year-old pupils had drunk alcohol in the month prior to the survey. Two-thirds 
of them had occasionally drunk five or more glasses in one session (binge drinking) 
(Monshouwer et al. 2008).

The Dutch have moderated their drinking habits in recent years; between 2000/’01 and 
2008, the percentages of excessive and heavy drinkers fell slightly. This decline occurred 
among both men and women, and in almost every age group and for every education 
level. The over-65s were the only group where the percentage of heavy drinkers increased 
slightly, from 3% to 5%; despite this, this is a group with relatively few drinkers (cbs 
2009). The percentage of drinkers among Moroccans in Amsterdam increased between 
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1999/2000 and 2004, whereas it fell among Turks in Amsterdam (Trimbos-instituut 
2009).
The government wishes to reduce the level of alcohol consumption among young people 
aged below 16 years to its 1992 level (v ws 2006). Although this target has not yet been 
achieved, the percentage of people in this age group who have had a drink at some time 
(the ‘lifetime prevalence’) has fallen since 2003, as has the proportion who had had an 
alcoholic drink in the month prior to the survey (the ‘monthly prevalence’; see figure 
7.2). The decline follows an increase between 1999 and 2003 and occurred only among 
pupils aged 12-14 years. Alcohol use among older age groups is stable (Monshouwer et al. 
2008).

Figure 7.2

Alcohol consumption by 12-16 year-olds in secondary education, 1992-2007 (in percentages)
Figuur 7.2
Tekst

Source: Monshouwer et al. (2008) 
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Use of illegal drugs in the general population is low and remained stable between 1997 
and 2005. The most widely used drug is cannabis: in 2005, 5% of 15-64 year-olds had used 
this drug in the 12 months prior to the survey. The use of cannabis, cocaine and ecstasy 
is most common among teenagers and young adults (in nightspots). In 2005, one in ten 
15-24 year-olds had used cannabis in the preceding 12 months, compared with 6% of 
25-44 year-olds and 2% of 45-64 year-olds. The average age of recent1 users of cannabis, 
cocaine and ecstasy did increase between 1997 and 2005 by between three and four years. 
Heroin enjoys little popularity among young people and school pupils in nightlife areas, 
and the population of users is ageing (Van Laar et al. 2007, 2008).

Having sex without a condom brings a risk of infection with hi v or another s t d 
( sexually transmitted disease), though the risk is not the same for all sexual contacts. 
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A total of 7% of the adult population (15-70 years) had been exposed to a heightened risk 
of infection in the six months prior to the survey (8% of men, 6% of women). They had 
had unprotected sex with a casual partner or with one or more other partners in addition 
to their regular partner, or they themselves had not had any other sexual partners but 
their regular partner had, and they did not consistently use condoms with that regular 
partner. The size of the at-risk group is probably an underestimate, because the (not 
inconsiderable) group who state that they do not know whether their regular partner 
has had sex with others is not included in the estimate. Compared with 2006, a higher 
proportion of women reported in 2009 that they used condoms in sexual contact with 
casual partners. It is not yet clear whether this is a genuine trend or a one-off finding, 
possibly attributable to chance (Bakker et al. 2009).
Among young people (aged 12-25 years), 34% of boys and 42% of girls display potentially 
risky sexual behaviour: they had had sexual intercourse or anal sex without using a 
condom with their most recent partner. This is probably an overestimate of the at-risk 
group, because some of these young people were not actually at risk, for example where 
this was the first (unprotected) sexual contact for both partners (Bakker 2005). Risky 
behaviour is more common among school-age boys of Antillean origin, a relatively 
high proportion of whom have unprotected sex; moreover, a relatively large number of 
Antilleans boys have sex with other partners whilst in a steady relationship. School-age 
Moroccan boys, Surinamese youngsters and Antillean girls may also be at greater risk 
of s t ds than their Dutch and Western peers. Moreover, Antillean and Surinamese girls 
more often experience unwanted pregnancy and abortion (De Graaf et al. 2005; Bakker 
2006). The number of teenage pregnancies in the Netherlands fell between 2003 and 
2007, with the number of babies born to girls from non-Western ethnic minorities fall-
ing particularly sharply (Van Lee et al. 2009)

Overweight, exercise and diet
Half of Dutch men aged 20 years and older, and two in five women, are overweight.2 One 
in ten men and 12% of women are seriously overweight (obese) (cbs 2009).3 The percent-
age of overweight adults increases with age; 57% of the over-65s are overweight and 14% 
are seriously overweight (figure 7.3).

Being overweight is also common in young people, however; in 2005, 8% of primary 
school pupils in year group 8 and 11% of 12-16-year-old secondary school pupils were 
overweight (Van Dorsselaer et al. 2007), while 15% of 2-4 year-olds were overweight 
(Boere-Boonekamp et al. 2008).
Toddlers who are overweight more often have a non-Western background, an overweight 
mother or a mother on benefit (Boere-Boonekamp et al. 2008). There are also differences 
based on social class among adults: (serious) overweight is more common among the 
lower-educated than the highly educated (Visscher & Gommer 2008; cbs 2009). People 
of Turkish and Moroccan origin are more often overweight than the indigenous popula-
tion. Although this is already the case at a young age – among children and young adults 
(Hosper et al. 2007; Schokker et al. 2007) – the differences are particularly marked from 
the age of around 40. 83% of Turks aged over 55 years are overweight, while the figure 
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for Moroccans is 78%. Antilleans in the 40-54 age group and those aged over 55 are also 
more often overweight than their indigenous peers, though the differences are smaller. 
Surinamese aged over 40 show the smallest differences compared with their indigenous 
peers (Dagevos & Dagevos 2008).

The percentage of the population aged over 20 suffering from (serious) overweight 
increased slightly between 2000 and 2008 (figure 7.3). No increase was observed among 
45-64 year-olds and people with only primary education. In percentage terms, the 
increase in overweight was greatest amongst men, 20-44 year-olds and those with a 
secondary education level (cbs 2009). The percentage of children aged six years and 
older who are overweight or obese rose between 1997 and 2002-2004 (Van den Hurk et al. 
2006).

Figure 7.3

Overweighta among the over-20s, by age group, 2000-2008 (in percentages)
Figuur 7.3
Tekst

a   Body Mass Index of 25 or higher.

Source: CBS (StatLine)
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People become overweight when they take in more calories than their body uses. 
Exercise and a healthy diet are thus key factors in the battle against overweight. With this 
in mind, the government is keen to see people engaging in more sport and exercise (v ws 
2006, 2007a). Exercise norms have been developed which indicate the minimum amount 
of physical exercise needed to maintain and improve health and fitness (see chapter 9 for 
figures). Inactivity is also a useful indicator, as physical inactivity is a key risk factor for a 
number of chronic diseases such as type 2 diabetes (Poortvliet et al. 2007; Wendel-Vos et 
al. 2007). A person is classed as inactive if they do not meet the norm of at least 30 min-
utes’ moderately intensive physical exercise on any day of the week.
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In 2007, 5% of the Dutch population aged 18 and older were inactive according to this 
 criterion. The over-75s, people not in work, people with a low education level and mem-
bers of ethnic minorities are relatively often inactive. Turks and Moroccans are more 
often inactive than Surinamese and Antilleans. Young people exhibit inactive behaviour 
more often than adults. This is partly because the norms of the young people are set 
higher: they are expected to exercise for at least 60 minutes per day. In 2006/’07, 10% of 
4-11 year-olds and 16% of 12-17 year-olds were not sufficiently physically active on any day 
of the week (Hildebrandt et al. 2008).

The percentage of inactive adults fell between 2000 and 2007 from 9% to 5% (figure 7.4). 
This means that the government target for 2012 has already been achieved (see also 
Chapter 9; v ws 2007a). Following a sharp fall in 2005, the figure now appears to be 
stabilising, and the percentage who are inactive actually increased again among 
pupils and students aged 18 years and older and among members of ethnic minorities 
(Hildebrandt et al. 2008).

Figure 7.4

Inactivity in the population aged 18 years and older, by country of origin, 2000-2007 (in percentages)
Figuur 7.4
Tekst

Source: Hildebrandt et al. (2008) 
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Dietary habits not only affect people’s weight, but also constitute a risk factor for 
chronic disease. For example, the consumption of large amounts of saturated fats and 
insufficient nutritional fibre leads to an increased risk of type 2 diabetes, whereas fruit, 
vegetables and low-fat dairy products may reduce the risk (Poortvliet et al. 2007). No 
recent (trend) data are (yet) available about the dietary habits of the general population.
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7.3 Life expectancy, diseases and disabilities

In this section we describe the health of the Dutch population on the basis of a number 
of objective indicators. As well as life expectancy and quality of the expected years of life, 
we discuss the presence of diseases and physical disabilities. Building on this, section 
7.4 looks in more depth at people’s own perceptions of their state of health (subjective 
health status). Special attention is devoted to the focus areas ‘diabetes’ and ‘depression’ 
from the prevention policy.

Life expectancy
In 2007, life expectancy at birth in the Netherlands was 78.0 years for men and 82.3 years 
for women (table 7.1). The life expectancy of women is comparable with the average for 
the 27 member states of the European Union (eu27),4 but lower than that for the eu15.5 
Dutch men do better in an international comparison: their life expectancy is compara-
ble with the average in the eu15 (and higher than that in the eu27). The relatively less 
favourable position of Dutch women is explained by the unhealthy lifestyle (smoking 
and alcohol consumption) which became common among women in the 1960s and 70s 
(Harbers et al. 2008).
The difference between the sexes is more than four years, and is largely the result of the 
lower mortality risk of women aged over 65; at age 65, the remaining life expectancy 
for Dutch men is 16.6 years, while for women it is 20.0 years (cbs 2009; Poos 2008a). 
However, life expectancy is not dependent solely on gender, but also – and to a greater 
degree – on socioeconomic status. People with a high education level live longer on 
average than people with a low education level. In the period 1997-2005, the difference 
between men with a higher education background and men who had only completed 
primary education was no less than 6.9 years. The difference for women was smaller, but 
still amounted to 5.7 years (cbs 2008).
Figures for the period 2002-2006 show that Turkish, Surinamese and Antillean men 
generally have a higher mortality risk than indigenous Dutch men. By contrast, from the 
age of 45, Moroccan men have a lower mortality risk. The mortality rates of non-Western 
ethnic minority women of middle age compare favourably with those of their indig-
enous peers. The infant mortality rate is between a quarter and a third higher among 
non-Western ethnic minorities than in the indigenous population. There are also indica-
tions that Turkish and Moroccan children (up to age 15) have a higher mortality risk than 
their indigenous peers (cbs 2007; Foets & Van der Lucht 2008).

Life expectancy at birth has been rising for a long time and has increased steeply since 
2002. Between 1997 and 2007, life expectancy for men increased by 2.8 years and for 
women by 1.7 years. The remaining life expectancy at age 65 increased in the same period 
by 1.9 years for men and 1.2 years for women. The differences between the sexes have 
thus narrowed. One reason for this is a reduction in the differences in smoking behav-
iour between the sexes (cbs 2009; Poos 2008b).
There has never been such a prolonged period of declining mortality in the Netherlands. 
Since 2002, despite population ageing, the number of deaths has fallen each year. 
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This decline in the mortality risk occurred in virtually all age groups, but was greatest 
among 70-79 year-olds. The decline in mortality was not limited to the native popula-
tion, but was even more marked among non-Western ethnic minorities (cbs 2007; 
Garssen & Van der Togt 2008; Poos 2008b).

The average life expectancy of women is longer than that of men, but this does not mean 
that they live more years in good health. In fact, the healthy life expectancy at birth is 
actually higher for men than for women (table 7.1).

Table 7.1

Life expectancy and healthy life expectancy, by sex, 2007 (in years)

men women

at birth 78.0 82.3

life expectancy in good perceived health 64.7 63.4
life expectancy without physical limitations 70.7 69.9
life expectancy without chronic diseasesa 47.9 42.3

at age 65 16.6 20.0
life expectancy in good perceived health 11.2 11.5
life expectancy without physical limitations 13.1 12.1
life expectancy without chronic diseasesa 4.4 3.6

a  Selection of chronic diseases: heart disease, myocardial infarction, asthma, chronic bronchitis, 
pulmonary emphysema, copd, cancer, stroke, diabetes, severe or persistent intestinal disorders, 
arthritis, severe or persistent back disorders, osteoarthritis of hips or knees, high blood pressure 
and migraine or regular severe headache.

Source: cbs (StatLine)

Average life expectancy in good self-perceived health is 64.7 years for men and 63.4 
years for women. Life expectancy without physical limitations is also slightly higher 
for men than for women. If we look at the expected number of years without chronic 
diseases, the difference between the sexes is greater, at 47.9 years for men and 42.3 years 
for women. This is because the proportion of women with chronic diseases is higher 
than of men (cbs 2007; see also table 7.2). At age 65, too, men can expect to live slightly 
more years without physical limitations and chronic diseases than women (table 7.1). The 
longer life expectancy of women compared with men thus on average comprises years 
spent in less good health (cbs 2007).
The differences by education level are considerable. People with a higher education 
background spend more years in good health than lower-educated people. In the period 
1997-2005, the difference in healthy life expectancy between the different education 
levels was between eight and 19 years for men and a between five and 16 years for women 
(cbs 2008).
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Compared with other European countries (the eu256), life expectancy in good self-per-
ceived health is relatively high in the Netherlands for both men and women. As regards 
life expectancy without chronic diseases, the Netherlands occupies an average position 
(Harbers et al. 2008).

The number of years that the Dutch live without physical limitations and in good 
perceived health has increased since 1997 (figure 7.5); between 1997 and 2007, life expect-
ancy without physical limitations increased by almost two years. The expected number 
of years in good perceived health increased by 3.6 years for men and by 2.2 years for 
women. On the other hand, life expectancy without chronic diseases fell, by 1.4 years for 
men and by no less than three years for women. The increase in the number of years with 
chronic diseases can be explained by earlier detection/diagnosis and better treatment 
methods, so that people are able to live for longer with a disease (Bruggink et al. 2009).

Figure 7.5

Healthy life expectancy (le) at birth, by sex, 1997-2007 (in years)
Figuur 7.5
Tekst

Source: CBS (StatLine) 
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Diseases and disorders
More than a quarter of Dutch people have a chronic disease (table 7.2); this is equivalent 
to almost 4.5 million patients with chronic diseases (Hoeymans et al. 2008). According to 
care records from 2003, the most common or prevalent diseases and disorders are neck 
and back complaints, contact eczema, arthritis, coronary heart disease and diabetes 
mellitus (De Hollander et al. 2006). As reported in the previous social state of the Nether-
lands (Sociale staat van Nederland) (Van Campen & Den Draak 2007), disease patterns in the 
Netherlands have shifted since the 1990s. In the period 1993-2003, the biggest increase 
in prevalence occurred for asthma, diabetes mellitus, depression, anxiety disorders and 
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strokes (De Hollander et al. 2006). Forecasts suggest that the growth in and ageing of the 
Dutch population will lead to a sharp increase in the number of patients with chronic 
diseases in the period 2005-2025 (Blokstra & Verschuren 2007).

Women more often have chronic diseases than men (table 7.2). Chronic diseases are also 
more common in older people; no fewer than half of 65-74 year-olds and almost three 
out of five over-75s have a chronic disease (Hoeymans et al. 2008). In addition, people 
with a low education level more often have chronic diseases than the highly educated 
(De Hollander et al. 2006).
Non-Western ethnic minorities are generally in poorer health than the indigenous popu-
lation, but not all disorders are more prevalent among ethnic minorities. Cardiovascular 
diseases are for example less common among Moroccans, but occur more frequently 
among Turks and Surinamese. Antilleans show no difference compared with the indig-
enous population on this point. Like Surinamese and Moroccans, however, Antilleans 
more often suffer from schizophrenia, whereas Turks do not differ from the indigenous 
population here (Van der Lucht & Foets 2008).

Table 7.2

Chronic diseases,a by sex and age, based on gp records, 2003-2007 (in absolute numbers and 

percentages)

number of chronic diseases number of people with multimorbidityb

 % %

total 4,486,000 27.5 1,310,000 8.0

men 1,958,000 24.3 535,000 6.6
women 2,536,000 30.8 778,000 9.5

0-14 years 566,000 18.8 56,000 1.9
15-24 years 329,000 16.9 39,000 2.0
25-54 years 1,629,000 22.9 351,000 4.9
55-64 years 739,000 38.1 347,000 12.7
65-74 years 628,000 50.0 279,000 22.2
≥ 75 years 594,000 57.5 328,000 31.7

a  Based on a selection of thirty chronic diseases: tuberculosis, hiv/aids, cancer, ulcer of the 
stomach or small intestine, inflammatory intestinal diseases, visual impairment, hearing 
impairment, congenital heart defect, ischaemic heart disease with angina pectoris, heart 
failure, stroke (incl. t ia), chronic neck and back disorders, rheumatoid arthritis, osteoarthritis, 
osteoporosis, congenital neurological disorder, multiple sclerosis, Parkinson’s disease, epilepsy, 
chronic alcohol abuse, dementia, schizophrenia, anxiety disorder / other neurosis / p tss, 
depression, anorexia nervosa, learning disability, copd, asthma, eczema and diabetes mellitus.

b  Multimorbidity: the presence of more than one (chronic) disease

Source: Hoeymans et al. (2008); nivel (l inh’03-’07)
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Approximately 1.3 million Dutch people, or 8% of the population, have more than one 
chronic disease (table 7.2).7 They are thus confronted with multimorbidity; the care they 
need is more complex and results in lengthier hospital stays and higher care costs than 
for people with a single chronic disease (Schellevis & Hoeymans 2008). Women are con-
fronted with multimorbidity more often than men, and it is also more common in older 
people, affecting one in five 65-74 year-olds and almost one in three over-75s. By contrast, 
multimorbidity is relatively rare (< 5%) below the age of 55 (Hoeymans et al. 2008).

In addition to lifestyle factors, the government’s prevention policy also focuses specifi-
cally on two diseases, namely diabetes and depression (v ws 2006), i.e. a physical and a 
psychological disorder. Between 1993 and 2003, diabetes and depression were among 
the fastest growing disorders in terms of prevalence (number of people with the disor-
der) and, in the case of diabetes, also of incidence (number of new cases each year) (De 
Hollander et al. 2006).8 The two disorders are held responsible for making a relatively 
large contribution to the number of years of life that people in the Netherlands spend 
suffering from illness; as a result, they contribute to loss of quality of life (Hoeymans et 
al. 2006a, 2006b).

Diabetes and depression
It is estimated that in 2007 there were 740,000 people in the Netherlands who had been 
diagnosed with diabetes (Baan & Schoemaker 2009). Both the self-reported prevalence 
and the prevalence according to gp records have increased since the turn of the cen-
tury. Population ageing and improved and more active diagnosis by gp s undoubtedly 
play a role here, but there is also a relationship with the increase in overweight in the 
population (Baan & Poos 2005). The number of Dutch citizens with diagnosed diabetes 
is expected to rise above 1.3 million by 2025. This increase is related to the above factors 
and to the anticipated improvement in life expectancy of the population in general, and 
of diabetes patients in particular (Baan & Schoemaker 2009).
Approximately 90% of the diabetes cases in the Netherlands involve type 2 diabetes.9 
No correlation has been demonstrated between type 1 diabetes and socioeconomic 
status, though people who have followed only primary education are two or three 
times more likely to contract type 2 diabetes than the well-educated. Turks, Moroccans 
and Surinamese (including Hindustanis) also have a heightened risk of type 2 diabetes 
(Poortvliet et al. 2007; Van der Lucht & Foets 2008).

An estimated 738,000 people in the 12-75 age category suffer from depression. The one-
year prevalence among 18-65 year-olds is 5.8%. A bout of depression lasts for six months 
on average, but in 20% of cases it lasts longer than two years. There are 357,000 new 
cases of depression in the Netherlands each year (Trimbos-instituut 2007). Research 
among the Dutch population does not suggest an increase in the percentage of people 
suffering from depression or feeling depressed. However, the number of people who are 
known by gps to suffer from depression has increased strongly over the last ten years. 
This is partly due to improved recognition and diagnosis of depression by gp s, while bet-
ter information means that people are more likely to seek help earlier (Van Wieren et al. 
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2008). Social and cultural factors can also play a role, such as the influence of pharma-
ceutical and scientific activities, the competitive nature of modern society and the idea 
that every individual can achieve perfection (see Dehue 2008).
People with a low education level or low income are at greater risk of depression 
(Trimbos-instituut 2007). Adults and older Moroccans and older Turks are also more 
prone to feelings of depression than their indigenous appears (Schoemaker et al. 2005).

Physical disabilities
One in eight Dutch people are confronted with long-term physical limitations, with 
women, older people and the low-educated suffering more often than others (cbs 2009). 
In the period 2000-2008, slight fluctuations can be observed in the percentage of peo-
ple with long-term physical limitations, with marked fluctuations among the over-75s. 
The percentage of low-educated persons with limitations increased during that period, 
whereas the percentage of highly educated people remained more or less stable, apart 
from a few slight fluctuations. The differences between those with a low and a high 
 education level have therefore increased over the last eight years (figure 7.6).

Figure 7.6

Persons with moderate to severe physical limitations, population aged 12 years and older, by 

education level, 2000-2008 (in percentages)
Figuur 7.6
Tekst

vbo = junior vocational education; mavo = junior general secondary education; havo = senior 
general secondary education; mbo = senior secondary vocational education; vwo = pre-univer-
sity education; hbo = higher professional education

Source: CBS (StatLine)
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7.4 Perceived health

Roughly one in ten Dutch people feel healthy or very healthy (cbs 2009). This puts 
the Netherlands in the top group of eu countries (eu25), with Ireland, Greece and 
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Denmark the only member states where more people feel healthy (Harbers et al. 2008). 
There are however differences across population groups in the Netherlands. Five out 
of ten persons aged 75 years and older feel healthy (still half!), as do seven out of ten 
people with a low education level (primary education or junior vocational education) 
(cbs 2009).
No significant changes took place in the perceived health of young people in the period 
2000-2008 (figure 7.7). The perceived health of 45-65 year-olds remained stable in the 
first half of this decade, before rising steadily. The perceived health of 65-75 year-olds 
also increased from 2004, though this increase has levelled off in recent years. The trend 
in perceived health among the over-75s shows fluctuations; it increased from 2005 
and subsequently fell from 2007 onwards to reach its 2000 level. The socioeconomic 
health differences between the low-educated and well educated did not reduce between 
2000 and 2008, and in fact actually increased after 2007 (cbs 2009).

Figure 7.7

Proportion of persons with good or very good perceived health, population aged 12 years and older, 

by age, 2000-2008 (in percentages)
Figuur 7.7
Tekst

Source: CBS (StatLine) 
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People’s perceived health also correlates with the social cohesion10 in the neighbour-
hood where they live. People in neighbourhoods with the least social cohesion are 44% 
more likely to perceive their health as poor than those living in neighbourhoods with 
the most social cohesion. If allowance is made for the socioeconomic status of residents 
and the average socioeconomic status of the neighbourhood, the influence of social 
cohesion reduces, but people in neighbourhoods with the lowest social cohesion are 
still 27% more likely to feel unhealthy than people in neighbourhoods with the most 
social cohesion (De Hollander et al. 2006).
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Perceived mental health
When people are asked about their health, they think in the first instance about their 
physical health. The figures reported in figure 7.7 therefore correspond more with opin-
ions about physical health than about mental health.11

It is less easy to draw sharp distinctions between subjective and objective opinions about 
mental health. This is logical, since subjective feelings of despondency, feeling down, 
feeling restless and unhappy also form part of the (objective) diagnosis by psychiatrists. 
Figure 7.8 shows a few trends in subjective feelings among the population.

Figure 7.8

Proportion of people who felt less well mentally a in the last four weeks, population aged 12 years and 

older, by different moods, 2001-2008 (in percentages)
Figuur 7.8
Tekst

a   The lines in the graph show the percentages of people who answered ‘yes’ to the ques-
     tions: ‘Did you feel very nervous?’; ‘Did you feel so down that nothing could cheer you up?’;
     and ‘Did you feel despondent and sombre?’ (response categories: ‘continually’, ‘most of 
     the time’ and ‘often’) and ‘no’ to the questions: ‘Did you feel calm and at peace?’; and ‘Did 
     you feel happy?’ (response categories: ‘sometimes’, ‘rarely’ and ‘never’). All questions rela-
     ted to the respondent’s mental state in the preceding four weeks.

Source: CBS (StatLine)
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The trends suggest that perceived mental health, like perceived physical health, has 
remained fairly stable in the Dutch population. The percentage of people who do not 
feel happy (or calm and at peace) is higher than the percentage who ‘felt so down that 
nothing could cheer them up’. Roughly one in six had felt unhappy often or continually 
during the preceding four weeks.
How happy people feel serves as a measure of mental well-being in the population. 
Perceived positive mental health in the population can thus be measured by asking 
members of the public how happy they feel (Walburg 2009).12 Figure 7.9 shows how many 
people felt happy in the four weeks preceding the survey, broken down by age group.13 
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This makes clear that feelings of happiness decline with advancing years. Nine out of ten 
young people feel happy, and this figure actually increased between 2005 and 2008. In 
fact most age groups up to 75 years show a rising trend in happiness since 2005. The over-
75s are clearly the least happy group; almost a quarter of them do not feel happy.14

Figure 7.9

Proportion of people who felt happya in the past four weeks, population aged 12 years and older, by 

age, 2000-2007 (in percentages)
Figuur 7.9
Tekst

a   Persons who answered ‘yes’ to the question: ‘Did you feel happy?’ (response categories: 
     ‘continually’, ‘most of the time’ or ‘often’). The question related to the mental status of the 
     respondent in the preceding four weeks.

Source: CBS (StatLine)
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People with a high education level feel happier than people with a low education level. 
This observation showed virtually no change in the period 2000-2008 (cbs 2009). 
Socioeconomic differences are thus also reflected in mental health. It is striking that, 
with the exception of those with the highest education level (higher professional and 
university graduates), the feelings of happiness have increased in all groups since 2005.

People with health problems: diabetes and depression
How is it possible that the prevalence of disorders in the Netherlands is rising, whereas 
the subjective health of the Dutch remains stable (and in some age groups is actually 
increasing slightly; see figure 7.7)? Evidently, objectively diagnosed health does not cor-
relate entirely with subjective or perceived health.15 The following cases of diabetes and 
depression show that the presence of serious and lasting disorders does not always mean 
that the persons in question necessarily also feel physically and mentally unhealthy.
The expectation would be that people suffering from diabetes or depression would 
feel unhealthy. Table 7.3 therefore compares the subjective health of these groups with 
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the subjective health perceptions of persons without these disorders.16 Persons with 
 diabetes and persons with depression were asked how they had felt physically and men-
tally in the preceding four weeks. A majority of those with diabetes (63%) said they had 
felt healthy in the past month, and almost three-quarters (74%) had felt happy.17 Two-
thirds of those who had been treated for depression in the previous year reported that 
they felt healthy, and 44% had felt happy in the previous month.18 Table 7.3 makes clear 
that objective and subjective health are different issues and that many people with a 
long-term disorder feel just as healthy as many people without those disorders.

Table 7.3

Perceived health and happiness of persons with and without diabetes or depression, population aged 

12 years and older, 2007 (horizontal percentages)

feels healthy feels happy (n)

diabetesa *  *   
yes 63 74 (261)
no 89 83 (5633)

total 88 82 (5894)

depressieb * *
yes 66 44 (314)
no 90 84 (5580)

total 88 82 (5894)

* p < 0.01
a  Diabetes: has been treated for diabetes by a gp or medical specialist during the past year.
b  Depression: has been treated for depression during the past year

Source: cbs (pol s’07) scp treatment

7.5 Use of care services and satisfaction

The Dutch government has set itself the target of safeguarding the accessibility and 
quality of care. The next two subsections discuss the accessibility of care using figures 
on use and non-use of care services. The quality of care is discussed in the subsection on 
satisfaction with care.

The shortages of gp s, medical specialists and geriatric specialists that still existed 
in 2000 had virtually disappeared by 2007. There were however still major shortages 
in a number of specific areas, such as doctors for the mentally handicapped, gastro-
enterologists and rehabilitation specialists. Staff shortages have been projected to 
rise in the future in the nursing and care sector, and there are signs that this is already 
happening. For example, in 2007 29% of nurses and carers believed there were too few 
staff to guarantee patient safety. The view of clients in nursing and residential care 
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homes is that availability of staff is the most important point requiring improvement 
(Westert et al. 2008).

Care use
Table 7.4 shows how much use the Dutch make of a number of medical provisions. 
Almost three-quarters have been in contact with the gp in the past year, two in five have 
had contact with a specialist and two in five had taken prescribed medicines in the two 
weeks preceding the survey. The observation that care use increases with age is not sur-
prising, reflecting the greater risk of health problems in later life.
Between 1998 and 2008, the share of the population who had had contact with a 
specialist or taken prescription medicines increased, except among the young (table 7.4). 
The increases were greatest among the elderly (over 65); this may be related to the 
growing share of people aged over 80 in the elderly population. Not only is the use of 
medicines rising, but also the length of time for which they are used. Figures on the 
average prescription duration and the number of repeat prescriptions processed by 
public pharmacists show that chronic use of medicines is growing (Van Wieren & Griens 
2008). This is likely to be related to the increase in (diagnosed) chronic disorders in the 
population, especially among older people, and the treatment methods developed for 
them. The proportion of Dutch people who have had contact with their gp has fallen 
slightly since 1998, but rose again in 2008. It is too early to say whether this is a chance 
fluctuation or marks the start of a new trend. Other research does however confirm the 
higher consultation frequency. The increase may be connected with the introduction of 
the new health insurance system in 2006 (Van Dijk et al. 2009).

Table 7.4

Care use,a by sex and age, 2000-2008 (in percentages and percentage points)

gp specialist hospital admission
use of prescription  
medication

1998 2008
1998-
2008 1998 2008

1998-
2008 1998 2008

1998-
2008 1998 2008

1998-
2008

total 75.6 73.3 -2.3 38.1 41.2 +3.1 5.9 6.8 +0.9 32.6 39.6 +7.0

men 69.7 68.4 -1.3 34.9 38.3 +3.4 5.1 5.9 +0.8 28.6 36.5 +7.9
women 81.4 78.1 -3.3 41.3 44.0 +2.7 6.7 7.8 +1.1 36.6 42.6 +6.0

0-19 yrs 71.2 68.2 -3.0 31.5 30.2 -1.3 4.0 4.3 +0.3 16.3 17.4 +1.1
20-44 yrs 73.8 70.3 -3.5 33.5 36.6 +3.1 4.9 5.5 +0.6 23.9 28.2 +4.3
45-64 yrs 77.8 75.2 -2.6 41.7 45.3 +3.6 6.3 6.9 +0.6 44.0 51.3 +7.3
≥ 65 yrs 85.6 85.8 +0.2 58.7 62.7 +4.0 11.7 14.3 +2.6 69.4 82.2 +12.8

a  Contact with specialist or hospital admission in the past year; use of medicines in the past 14 days

Source: cbs (StatLine)
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Socioeconomic differences in care use correlate with the statistical probability of care use 
(e.g. the probability of visiting the gp during the reference period) and the amount of care 
used by users (e.g. the number of visits or overnight stays during that period). The ‘care 
volume’19 is greater among the low-educated than for people with a higher education 
level with regard to gp visits, overnight hospital stays and use of prescription medicines. 
There are also significant differences in visits to specialists based on household income. 
These differences are caused by both the probability of receiving care and the amount 
of care received. If allowance is made for age, sex and health status, the differences in 
gp visits and hospital admission decline sharply and the differences in use of medicines 
disappear. People with low socioeconomic status (ses) are also found to visit a specialist 
less often than people with roughly the same health status but with a high ses (Kunst et 
al. 2007).20 This latter picture is confirmed in another analysis (Westert et al. 2008).
Non-Western ethnic minorities visit their gps more often than indigenous citizens and 
also have a greater probability of receiving at least one medical prescription. In addi-
tion, they have a greater probability of visiting a specialist or being admitted to hospital, 
but this is offset by a lower number of visits and overnight hospital stays. If allowance is 
made for age, sex, health status and ses, the differences in care volume for gp visits and 
use of medicines disappear. Non-Western ethnic minorities then still less often spend 
a night in hospital or visit a specialist than indigenous Dutch citizens with comparable 
health status and ses (Kunst et al. 2007).21 The picture is not entirely clear, however: 
another source suggests that indigenous Dutch citizens visit gps and medical specialists 
more often, but that Turks and Moroccans aged 55 years and older visit medical special-
ists less often (De Hollander et al. 2006; Westert et al. 2008).

Differences can be observed across population groups not only in the use of cure provi-
sions, but also with regard to home care services (care provisions). In 2007, 4.8% of the 
Dutch population aged 18 years and older used home care services.22 The take-up of these 
services is highest among the very elderly (40%), older people aged 65-79 years (12%) 
and single-person households (14%). This is related to the poor health status of older 
people and the lack of fellow household members who could provide help. Indigenous 
citizens and Western immigrants also use this care more often than non-Western ethnic 
minorities, though there are differences by country of origin; for example, Surinamese 
more often use home care services than Moroccans, Turks or Antilleans/Arubans (cbs 
2009). These total percentages are somewhat distorted by the age profile of the various 
ethnic population groups; older Surinamese (especially 65-79 year-olds) use home care 
services more than older indigenous citizens, while 65-79 year-old Antilleans/Arubans 
are comparable with their Dutch peers (figure 7.10). The percentages for home care use 
in all age groups are lowest among Moroccans and Turks. The fact that older people of 
Surinamese origin resemble indigenous citizens in their use of care and that older Turks 
and Moroccans make relatively little use of home care services confirms the findings of 
earlier research (Schellingerhout 2004).
The percentage of home care service-users remained unchanged between 2004 and 2007. 
Older persons aged 65-79 years were the only group to show a slight fall, while the per-
centage among the very elderly rose slightly (cbs 2009).
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Figure 7.10

Use of home care services,a population aged 18 years and older, by country of origin and age, 2007 

(in percentages)

Figuur 7.10
Tekst

a   Domestic care, personal care and/or nursing care funded under the Exceptional Medical
     Expenses Act (AWBZ) or the Social Support Act (Wmo) for which a client-contribution has
     been paid.

Source: CBS (StatLine)
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Non-use of care
There are several reasons why people defer or decline use of medical care that they need. 
One reason might be that they regard it as unaffordable; around 1% of the Dutch public 
say they have declined to visit a doctor in the last year because of the costs; 2% decline 
a recommended visit or treatment for the same reason and 2% do the same for use of 
medication. These percentages are very small and compare very favourably with other 
countries (table 7.5). On the other hand, people in the Netherlands with a chronic disor-
der report that they have difficulty paying care bills more often (7%) than people without 
such disorders (3%) (Grol & Faber 2007).

Most people with a psychological disorder do not receive help for it. European research 
from 2000-2003 – the most recent figures available – shows that 50% of adults in the 
Netherlands with a serious anxiety, mood or dependency disorder do not receive help for 
this. The percentages are even higher among persons with moderate or mild variants of 
these disorders, at 69% and 84%, respectively. The Dutch percentages are high, but are 
average when compared with other Western European countries (Belgium, Germany, 
France, Italy and Spain) (Wang et al. 2007; Westert et al. 2008).
Despite these percentages, it is not necessarily the case that psychological disorders are 
being undertreated. Not everyone wants or needs care. A bout of depression, for exam-
ple, may in many cases pass by itself, without treatment. Treatment can however shorten 
the duration of the episode (Lemmens & Kooij 2003; Van ’t Land et al. 2008). 
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Table 7.5

Affordability of care, population aged 18 years and older, 2007 (in percentages)

nl Aus Can Ger nz uk us

during the past year has been put off by the costs from
visiting a doctor 1* 13 4 12 19 2 25
a medical examination or (follow-up) treatment 
recommended by a doctor 2* 17 5 8 13 3 23
buying or taking medicines 2* 13 8 12 10 5 23
dental care 6* 35 21 9 42 18 33

had difficulty/was unable to pay medical care bills in the 
past year 5 8 5 4 8 1 19

*  p < 0.05
nl =  Netherlands; Aus = Australia; Can = Canada; Ger = Germany; nz = New Zealand; uk = United 

Kingdom; us = United States

Source: Grol en Faber (2007); Schoen et al. (2007); Westert et al. (2008)

International studies show that current treatment methods can remove only a limited 
part of the burden of depression at population level, even where the reach is greater. For 
this reason, the government is targeting prevention of depression (Andrews et al. 2004; 
Trimbos-instituut 2007).

Satisfaction with care
The Dutch are less satisfied with their health care system than people in Germany and 
Britain. A majority believe that essential changes are needed or that the system should 
be reconfigured. Only 40% believe the system functions well; this view remained more 
or less unchanged between 2002 and 2006. This latter figure is in fact higher than in 
 Germany (20%) and the United Kingdom (35%), but lower than in France, Finland, 
 Belgium, Austria and Luxembourg (> 60%) (Grol & Faber 2007; oecd 2005).

Although people are critical about the health care system, they do have confidence in 
the delivery of care itself. In response to the question: ‘How confident are you that, if you 
should become ill, you would receive first-rate, safe medical care?’, six out of ten people 
answer ‘very confident’ – a higher percentage than in the other countries.
The Dutch are not equally satisfied with all the sectors of health care, however; they 
are more satisfied with medical services (gps, medical specialists, hospitals) than with 
care for the elderly and disabled (Pommer et al. 2008). When asked about changes in the 
quality of care, a majority of respondents feel that the quality of medical services has 
remained unchanged and that the quality of care for the elderly has declined (Pommer et 
al. 2008: 70).23 A few groups hold different opinions, as supplementary analyses of these 
data show.
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Non-Western ethnic minorities are more negative than indigenous citizens in their opin-
ions on trends in the quality of hospitals, medical specialists and care for the elderly. The 
over-65s take a more positive view of trends in medical services and care for the elderly 
than younger persons.
Part of the explanation for the negative views of care for the elderly is that many 
respondents do not make use of this care and base their opinions on reports in the 
media, which are almost always negative. Of all public services in the Netherlands, 
nursing and care homes receive by far the most negative opinions: 63% of respondents 
believe their quality has deteriorated over the last five years (Pommer et al. 2008: 163), 
whereas only a few of those respondents actually live in such institutions and can there-
fore speak from experience.
If a distinction is drawn between people who have used care services in the past year 
and those who have not (figure 7.11), it emerges that care-users are more positive in their 
opinions than non-users. The differences are particularly large for care for the elderly, 
which is used by only a small proportion of the population (5%). Despite this, 46% of 
users of home care services24 also believe that the quality of care for the elderly has 
deteriorated over the last five years. It is striking that those who share a household with 
home care clients are just as negative in their opinions about care for the elderly as peo-
ple who do not make use of home care services.

Figure 7.11

Opinions on the trend in the quality of care over the last five years, persons who have and have not 

made use of care services in the last year,a 2006 (percentages)
Figuur 7.11
Tekst

a   The category ‘care for the elderly - yes’ consists of users of home care services; the category
     ‘care for the elderly - other person in household’ comprises people sharing a household with
     users of home care services.

Source: SCP (KQS’06)
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The finding that users of care services hold more positive views than non-users is 
confirmed by other research. Residents of care and nursing homes awarded a score of 
between 6.7 and 7.8 out of 10 to residential care homes in the period 2002-2006, while 
nursing homes received a score of 6.5 (Stichting Cliënt 2005; Wiegers et al. 2007). Clients 
of home care organisations awarded a score of 8 out of 10 in 2004 and 2006 (Wiegers 
et al. 2007; p wc 2005). scp research also found that around three-quarters of users of 
home care services were satisfied with the service they received in 2006 (Pommer et al. 
2008: 76).
It can be concluded that people generally are very negative in their opinions about care 
for the elderly in the Netherlands, but users of that care are moderately (nursing homes) 
to very positive (home care services). Those sharing a household with users of home 
care services are also negative in their opinions. Confidence in care for the elderly also 
declined between 2000 and 2006 (Van der Maat & De Jong 2008).

7.6 Conclusion

The Dutch government places great emphasis on prevention and on people’s own 
responsibility for their health and lifestyle (v ws 2006). While it is not possible to evalu-
ate this policy, it can be demonstrated how public health and care in the Netherlands 
have developed over the last decade, and which population groups have been relatively 
left behind. A number of trends stand out which beg the question of what influence the 
policy has had on them. These trends relate to the lifestyle of the Dutch, health differ-
ences by socioeconomic status and the number of healthy years of life.
The Dutch have begun living more healthily in this century in several respects (smoking, 
alcohol consumption, exercise), but the trends have stagnated recently. There has been 
a slight increase in the percentage of overweight adults, with almost half being over-
weight in 2008. Socioeconomic health differences have not diminished (see also rob et 
al. 2009); people with a lower socioeconomic status live less healthily, less long and in 
poorer health than those with a higher status. These differences are increasing in some 
areas (physical disabilities, good perceived health) and reducing in others (overweight, 
alcohol consumption, exercise) or remain the same.25

It is difficult to say precisely what role policy has played in these trends. Several research-
ers and authors cast doubt on the ideal of achieving ‘perfection’ and the obligation to 
seek to do so that implicitly underlies the policy (see e.g. Dehue 2008; Kooiker & Van der 
Wijst 2009), questioning both the desirability and achievability of this. Some believe that 
aiming for this ideal is one of the underlying causes of the present ‘depression epidemic’ 
in the wealthy countries (see Dehue 2008). Moreover, not everyone feels they have suf-
ficient control over their own health, while for many Dutch people ‘health’ and ‘living 
healthily’ means something different from the (limited) health criteria applied by the 
government (Kooiker & Van der Wijst 2009). A large group of Dutch people also feel that 
the government is adopting a ‘nannying’ attitude with some health-promotion meas-
ures, such as the smoking ban in bars and the possibility of a ‘fat tax’ (Trouw 2008).
It is however clear that the differences across different socioeconomic groups remain 
considerable and need to be addressed. The Dutch Public Administration Council 
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(rob), the Education Council (Onderwijsraad) and the Council for Public Health and Care 
(Raad voor de Volksgezondheid & Zorg) (rob et al. 2009) believe that more is needed than 
the present policy measures in order to reduce socioeconomic health differences and 
have called for an intersectoral health policy focusing on reducing these differences. 
According to these Councils, it is more important that interventions and measures have 
considerable reach in the lowest socioeconomic groups than that they apply for all citi-
zens (rob et al. 2009).
Another trend is that while the average life expectancy of the Dutch has increased, the 
additional years are not by definition healthy years: the number of expected years of 
life without chronic diseases has actually declined. This decline is not in line with the 
policy aims. Paradoxically enough, the explanation for these trends is partly in line with 
the policy: the increase in chronic diseases in the population correlates with changes 
in lifestyle and overweight in the past, but also with population ageing and population 
growth, increased awareness and earlier detection/diagnosis, improved treatment meth-
ods and the increased life expectancy of people with a disease or disorder (see Blokstra & 
Verschuren 2007; Baan & Schoemaker 2009; Bruggink et al. 2009).
These trends have not (yet) had an effect on the perceived health of the Dutch, which is 
reasonably stable; eight out of ten Dutch people still feel healthy. In section 7.4 we saw 
that a large group of people with long-term disorders (diabetes, depression) also feel 
healthy. Early detection of disorders means that people become patients without severe 
symptoms, while improved treatment methods maximise patients’ ability to continue 
functioning well.
The foregoing highlights the complexity of trends in the life situation domains ‘health’ 
and ‘care’. Given that complexity, it is not surprising that a number of trends and obser-
vations are (apparently) contradictory. The following are examples:
– the percentage of physically inactive people in the Netherlands has fallen in recent 

years, while the percentage who are overweight has increased slightly since 2000;
– despite population ageing, mortality rates have been falling since 2002;
– the expected number of years of life without chronic diseases has declined, while life 

expectancy in good perceived health has increased;
– members of non-Western ethnic minorities aged 40 years and older have relatively 

favourable mortality rates, but are more often overweight.
While it may be possible to think of explanations for these contradictions, they illustrate 
that trends are not simple or unambiguous and that they can lead to unexpected 
outcomes.

With its heavy focus on prevention, the government is aiming to reduce care use and 
prevent an unnecessary burden being placed on care provisions. It believes this will 
better guarantee the accessibility, affordability and quality of care. Population ageing 
will increase the demand on care services; however, as we saw from the trends described 
above, focusing on prevention does not necessarily lead to cost savings and reduced care 
use. Over the past decade, the (long-term) use of prescribed medication has increased, 
especially among the over-65s. The percentage of adults seeing a specialist has also 
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increased slightly. On the other hand, the percentage of Dutch people aged below 
65 years who consulted a gp has reduced slightly.
To date, the contributions that citizens have to pay towards their care have had virtually 
no influence on the accessibility of care in the Netherlands. The percentage of Dutch 
people who do not seek medical care because of the costs is small, though people with 
a chronic disorder more often report having problems paying medical bills than people 
without such a disorder (Grol & Faber 2007). People are critical of the Dutch care system, 
but have confidence in their personal care professionals. Finally, care-users are more 
positive than non-users about the quality of care.

A recurrent theme is the difficulty of assessing the influence of the government on 
trends in public health and care use. That influence will moreover be limited, given how 
difficult it is to get a grip of the complex interplay of sometimes contradictory trends.

Notes
1. In the past year.

2. Overweight: Body Mass Index of 25 and over. Seriously overweight: Body Mass Index of 30 and over.

3. The percentages may be higher, because the figures cited are based on self-reported weight, and it is 

known that this is often underestimated (Visscher et al. 2008).

4. eu27: Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, 

 Germany, Greece, Hungary, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, Netherlands, 

Poland, Portugal, Romania, Slovenia, Slovak Republic, Spain, Sweden and United Kingdom.

5. eu15: Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Ireland, Italy, Luxembourg, 

Netherlands, Poland, Portugal, Spain, Sweden and the United Kingdom.

6. eu25: the countries of the eu27 excluding Bulgaria and Romania.

7. The results depend on the selection of diseases made. In this case a selection has been made of 30 

chronic diseases as registered by the gp practice. A study in the 1990s which was based on a much 

longer list of disorders found multimorbidity of 30% in gp records (Hoeymans et al. 2008).

8. Based on care records.

9. Type 1 diabetes mostly begins at a young age. The precise causes are not known, but genetic predis-

position plays a role. Type 2 diabetes begins in middle age or later. Important risk factors are over-

weight, lack of physical activity, smoking, an unhealthy diet (too much saturated fat and too little 

dietary fibre) and genetic predisposition (Poortvliet et al. 2007).

10. Social cohesion includes things such as the degree of contact with neighbours and other local 

residents, the closeness of the community and the extent to which people living in a neighbourhood 

know each other (De Hollander et al. 2006).

11. The survey question about perceived health shows a high correlation with the component on physi-

cal functioning in the sf12 measurement instrument and a low correlation with the component on 

psychological functioning. The latter component shows a high correlation with the survey question 

on happiness (Van Campen et al. 2006).

12. Measuring positive mental health produces substantially different results from measuring psycho-

logical disorders (Huppert et al. 2005).

13. It should be noted that this measure of happiness differs from that used in chapter 12. The data 

sources are also different.
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14. The trends in feelings of happiness show more fluctuation than the trends in perceived health. 

This is probably due to the more specific question formulation on happiness, in which the frequency 

of these feelings within a short period was asked.

15. People base their subjective health status on comparison with others in their environment. 

Treatments and aids mean that people with disorders can also feel healthy.

16. It should be noted that the Periodic Life Situation Survey (p ol s) asked about both the disorder and 

perceived health. p ol s contains no records of diagnoses. The questions about diabetes and depres-

sion and their treatment in the year prior to the survey are however a good indicator for the diagno-

sis (otherwise people would not have been treated for them).

17. Earlier research has also shown that people with diabetes perceive their health to be poorer than 

people without chronic diseases. However, the perceived quality of life with diabetes is better 

than with most other chronic diseases such as epilepsy, multiple sclerosis and pulmonary diseases 

(Baan & Schoemaker 2009).

18. The finding that people with depression are happy appears contradictory, but is explained by the fact 

that these people are undergoing treatment, for example with antidepressants and psychotherapy, 

and subsequently feel happy.

19. This is the product of the probability of using care at least once and the amount of care used.

20. The results are taken from a recent study based on data from 2001-2003.

21. The results are taken from a recent study based on data from 2001-2003.

22. Domestic care, personal care and/or nursing care funded through the Exceptional Medical Expenses 

Act (aw bz) or the Social Support Act (Wmo), for which the client pays a contribution. Data taken 

from the records of the Central Administrative Office for Exceptional Medical Insurance (c a k) and 

the Municipal Personal Records Database (gba) (see cbs 2009).

23. These figures predate the introduction of the Social Support Act (Wmo) in 2007, when household 

care was transferred from the Exceptional Medical Expenses Act (aw bz) to the Wmo.

24. Users of home care services make up the bulk of the users of care for the elderly in the Netherlands, 

which consists primarily of care provided to the elderly by home care agencies, residential care 

homes and nursing homes.

25. Two different mechanisms underlying the socioeconomic health differences: a) low socioeconomic 

status leads via different determinants (including lifestyle) to poor health; and b) poor health leads 

via negative effects on education and work to lower socioeconomic status. The first of these mecha-

nisms is the more important from a quantitative perspective (rob et al. 2009: 14).
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– Both political interest and trust in fellow citizens are high in the Netherlands compared 
with other countries. When it comes to participation in political debates, the Dutch 
occupy an average position in Europe; as regards participation in elections for the 
European Parliament, the Dutch come below the average.

– Compared with other European countries, more Dutch people are members of civil-
society organisations and are willing to make donations to them. Membership rates 
have however been falling since 1995; this applies to both ideological organisations and 
interest organisations as well as recreational organisations.

– The Netherlands is also a leader in Europe in terms of the percentage of volunteers. 
The largest number of volunteers are active in the field of sport, hobbies and the 
amateur arts (together 20%). This picture is remarkably stable.

– The percentage of Dutch households supporting good causes financially has risen from 
71% to 88% since the end of the 1990s. In 2007, each household was donating an aver-
age of eur 260, and the total amount in money and goods came to eur 1,945 million. 
The most favoured good causes are church and ideological institutions; and the popular 
causes relate to health, international aid and institutions working for the environment, 
nature conservation and animal protection.

– The vast majority of the population maintain regular social contacts and derive emo-
tional support from them. Around 4% say they have little contact with relatives, friends 
or acquaintances; 3% feel isolated from other people.

– Public support for strong leaders increased between 2000 and 2004 (from 33% to 61%), 
after which it fell slightly (to 55% in 2009). By contrast, there is little change in the num-
bers of people who would like to hold referendums on important questions (four-fifths 
of the population), people who consider protests against what they regard as unjust laws 
acceptable (two-thirds) and people who are themselves willing to protest (half ).

– Organised social participation is substantially lower among Dutch citizens of Turkish 
and Moroccan origin than among the indigenous Dutch. 35-37% and 69%, respectively, 
of these two ethnic groups are members of a civil-society organisation or do voluntary 
work. For people of Surinamese origin the figure is 46%, and for Antilleans/Arubans 49%.

8.1 Forms of engagement

Government policy objectives relating to participation are varied and have assumed a 
changing perspective over the years. The focus may be on participation in paid work and 
the labour market, or on unpaid activities in people’s free time, on activities for others 
or for society. The policy aims may be concerned with integration – from establishing 
contacts between individuals to social cohesion and social support in a broader cents – 
achieving collective goals such as maintaining provisions via volunteering or meeting 
care needs through wider use of informal help – or they may be about emancipation and 
empowerment of disadvantaged groups or about mobilising the knowledge and experience 
of stakeholders in order to improve the policy or public services.

The Social Support Act (Wet maatschappelijke ondersteuning – Wmo) came into force in the 
Netherlands on 1 January 2007. Its general aim is to help enable all citizens to participate 
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in society. According to the text of the Act, this can be interpreted very broadly, for 
example to include activities to promote social cohesion in neighbourhoods. In real-
ity, however, the Act is mainly concerned with promoting participation by people with 
an impairment or disability. The way this ambition is put into practice and facilitated is 
left mainly to local authorities. The Wmo is a genuine participation law, both in terms 
of its aims and the method of its implementation. Giving citizens a say is an important 
element, as is government support for voluntary work and informal care. The Act fits in 
well with the objectives of social cohesion and strengthening voluntary care for others, 
which occupy an important place in the present government policy. Under the motto 
‘Working together, living together’ (samen werken, samen leven), they are a central plank of 
the government Coalition Agreement.
In the most recent Social and Cultural Report (Sociaal en Cultureel Rapport), social cohesion is 
defined as ‘the degree to which people give expression in their behaviour and percep-
tions to their engagement with social connections in their personal lives, as citizens in 
society and as members of the community’ (Schnabel & De Hart 2008). Social cohesion 
and aspects relating to it are often associated with ‘individualisation’, a term applied 
to a process in which all manner of traditional social ties (village, neighbourhood, 
class, family, church) lose their mandatory force and people acquire the freedom to 
configure their lives according to their own needs and insights. The term has been 
used and described in many fields; it has been associated among other things with 
changes in value orientations and morals, developments on the labour market and in 
social security, lifestyles and consumer behaviour, youth cultures, parenting models 
and educational curricula, shifts in the care sector, primary life connections, housing, 
neighbourhood life and relationships, religion and ideology, leisure time use and the 
spread and use of ic t. Several reports by the Netherlands Institute for Social Research/
scp describe individualisation as an important long-term process, which also manifests 
itself in the area of social participation and associational life (e.g. Schnabel 1999, 2000; 
Dekker et al. 2004; Dekker & De Hart 2007).
When it comes to social participation, individualisation is seen as a sign of fragmen-
tation of many traditional organisational models (churches, women’s associations, 
political parties, broadcasting associations) and the spread of smaller, more informal 
and more flexible forms of participation where people’s own individual biographies are 
often a key source of inspiration.1 Individualisation is not the same thing as the total 
disappearance of social engagement. It does not mean that people no longer maintain 
any social relationships, do not wish to be part of a greater whole or no longer have 
any social motivations; but it does mean that people have developed a greater desire to 
determine for themselves which relationships, forms of collectivity or social objectives 
they become involved in, whichever ambition is socially legitimised.

Participation in the labour market is left out of consideration in this chapter (see chapter 
6 for this); instead, we attempt to map out the field in more detail: from informal social 
contacts up to and including political activism, and from more or less consumptive 
memberships up to and including giving money and time. This cannot be other than a 
selective exercise, and also very much a descriptive one.
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8.2 The Netherlands in Europe

Before exploring actual social participation, in figure 8.1 we present combinations of 
two forms of engagement, namely a positive attitude towards other people (social trust) 
and interest in politics. These attitudes broadly cover a field within which all manner of 
forms of participation occur, from informal social contacts to pure political activities.
In line with earlier research (cpb/scp 2006: 55-60), the Scandinavian countries and the 
Netherlands exhibit a high level of social trust. Of the 20 countries compared, politi-
cal interest is highest in Denmark, Sweden and the Netherlands. By contrast, Portugal, 
Poland and the Slovak Republic score low on both counts.

Figure 8.1

Social trusta and political engagementb in 20 European countries, 2006/’07
Figuur 8.1
Tekst

AT = Austria, BE = Belgium, CH = Switzerland, DE = Germany, DK = Denmark, EE = Estonia, ES = 
Spain, FI = Finland, FR = France, HU = Hungary, IE = Ireland, NL = Netherlands, NO = Norway, PL = 
Poland, PT = Portugal, SE = Sweden, SK = Slovak Republic, SL = Slovenia, UA = Ukraine, UK = 
United Kingdom

a   Social trust is a score of 6-10 on a 10-point scale, from 0 (‘you can’t be too careful’) to 10 
     (‘most people can be trusted’) in answers the question ‘do you think that in general most people 
     can be trusted, or that you can’t be too careful in dealing with people?’
b   Political interest is the answer to the question ‘How interested are you in politics?’

Source: NSD (European Social Survey round 3)
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Table 8.1 shows the levels of social and political participation. The figures on member-
ships, giving money and time and discussing politics are taken from a Eurobarometer 
survey from 2004. These are the most up-to-date figures available for the entire 
European Union and for such a diversity of forms of participation.2 The differences in 
participation rates are considerable: roughly six times as many people in Sweden (93%) 
are members of an association as in Bulgaria (16%), and there are five times more volun-
teers (50% in Sweden versus 10% in Bulgaria). The pattern in table 8.1 corresponds with 
that seen in earlier studies (for an overview, see Van der Meer 2009): associational life is 
flourishing in the Scandinavian countries in particular (Sweden, Denmark, Finland), as 
well as in the Netherlands and Luxembourg. By contrast, the countries of Southern and 
Eastern, and especially Southeastern Europe generally come at the bottom. The different 
forms of participation (membership, voluntary work, donation) correlate strongly with 
each other: people who do voluntary work for an association or club are almost always 
members of that association. There are however differences in the national participation 
patterns. For example, Malta does not score exceptionally high on membership and vol-
unteering, but has the highest percentage of donors. The Netherlands scores equally well 
as a volunteering country (especially for sports and recreational clubs) and for donations 
(relatively often via idealistic ‘mailing list organisations’ in the fields of international 
aid and the environment). The wide differences in civic participation in associational 
life can largely be attributed to differences in population profile and the institutional 
environment (Van der Meer 2009). People become active when they have the resources 
to do so, including a good income and good education level, but also an extensive social 
security system and civil rights. Democratic government is good for associational life; 
widespread corruption is bad for it.

By way of a ‘hard’ measure of political participation, the last columns of table 8.1 show 
the turnout at European Parliamentary elections. Viewed over the longer term, the turn-
out shows a downward trend, partly due to the accession of countries where turnout is 
lower and partly due to an declining trend in turnout in the ‘old’ member states.3 In 2009 
the turnout in the Netherlands was 37%: relatively low, as in the two previous elections. 
The eu average in 2009 was 43%, though this varied from 20% (Slovak Republic) to 79% 
(Malta) and 90-91% in countries with compulsory voting (Belgium and Luxembourg). 
Interest in European elections is substantially lower almost everywhere than in national 
Parliamentary elections. European elections are regarded as ‘secondary’, and people’s 
readiness to turn out to vote and their choice of party is not driven by specific election 
issues, but more by what is happening in the national political arena and the need to 
express general preferences and feelings of loyalty or dissatisfaction. Of course, interest 
in European politics is also a motivating factor for some voters .4

If we return to the organised civil society of membership organisations and voluntary 
work, the Netherlands can be characterised within Europe as a highly modernised civil 
society: support for traditional organisations such as the Church, trade unions and 
political parties is limited, while international idealistic mailing list organisations such 
as Amnesty International, Greenpeace and w w f enjoy great popularity (scp 2000:135). 
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Table 8.1

Social and political participation in countries of the European Union, 2004 (in percentages and 

ranking)

member/
shipa

giving
moneya

voluntary
worka 

political
debateb % turnout ep

% ranking % ranking % ranking % ranking 1999 2004 2009

at Austria 58 7 57 8 43 5 24 22 49.4 42.4 46.0
be Belgium 57 9 48 14 38 8 36 8 91.1 90.8 90.4
bg Bulgaria 16 27 17 26 10 27 34 11 . . 39.0
cy Cyprus 39 15 55 11 23 16 30 16 . 72.5 59.4
cz Czech Republic 35 17 23 24 23 18 29 19 . 28.3 28.2
de Germany 57 10 56 10 35 10 36 9 45.2 43.0 43.3
dk Denmark 90 2 56 9 42 6 48 1 50.5 47.9 59.5
ee Estonia 26 16 33 16 22 14 29 4 . 26.8 43.9
el Greece 28 21 17 19 15 19 23 18 70.3 63.2 52.6
es Spain 37 19 35 25 28 24 38 23 63.1 45.1 44.9
fi Finland 76 4 66 5 46 4 33 12 30.1 39.4 40.3
fr France 55 12 50 13 36 9 36 7 46.8 42.8 40.6
hu Hungary 21 25 32 20 16 22 27 21 . 38.5 36.3
ie Ireland 59 6 70 4 41 7 16 25 50.2 58.6 58.6
it Italy 33 18 33 17 23 17 16 26 69.8 71.7 65.1
lt Lithuania 22 24 46 15 16 23 35 10 . 48.4 21.0
lu Luxembourg 75 5 73 3 47 3 37 5 87.3 91.4 90.8
lv Latvia 27 20 27 22 22 20 39 3 . 41.3 53.7
mt Malta 43 13 82 1 28 13 29 20 . 82.4 78.8
nl Netherlands 84 3 79 2 49 2 31 15 30.0 39.3 36.8
pl Poland 25 22 26 23 20 21 33 13 . 20.9 24.5
pt Portugal 23 23 33 18 11 25 16 27 39.9 38.6 36.8
ro Romania 19 26 16 27 10 26 32 14  . . 27.7
se Sweden 93 1 61 6 50 1 45 2 38.8 37.9 45.5
si Slovenia 57 8 51 12 33 12 36 6 . 28.4 28.3
sk Slovak Republic 39 14 30 21 27 15 30 17 . 17.0 19.6
uk United Kingdom 56 11 57 7 33 11 22 24 24.0 38.5 34.7

a  From a list of 14 organisations, respondents were asked whether they were members, whether they gave 
money to them (not a membership contribution) and whether they were active or performed voluntary work for 
them. The percentages shown are for a positive response for at least one organisation.

b  Generally discusses politics and current affairs at least several times a week.

Source: ec (Eurobarometer 62.2); for the turnout figures: www.europarl.europa.eu/parliament/
archive/elections2009

Several attempts have been made to compare national civil societies more broadly. 
A comparison by the Civicus organisation (www.civicus.org) and an international 
comparative study of national nonprofit sectors by Johns Hopkins University 
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(www.jhu.edu/~ccss) reveal the Netherlands to be a country with a well-equipped civil 
society with limited impact and, in the latter study, as the best out of 34 countries 
(see also Dekker 2009: 78-83).

8.3 Trends in engagement

Social relationships
Table 8.2 shows the outcomes of life situation surveys by Statistics Netherlands (cbs). 
Around 85% of the Dutch public report that they have contact with relatives at least once 
per week; two-thirds see their neighbours at least once a week; and eight out of ten have 
contact with friends or acquaintances at least once per week. Some 4% of the Dutch pub-
lic have contact with relatives, friends or acquaintances less than once per month. These 
figures have remained fairly stable over the last ten years. These are however fairly coarse 
measurements; time use surveys produce considerably richer data (see chapter 4). It tran-
spires that the Dutch invest less time in social contacts than ten or 15 years ago, mainly 
because they visit each other less.

Table 8.2

Frequency and evaluation of social relationships, population aged 18 years and older, 1997-2007  

(in percentages)

  1997 2003 2007

frequency of social contacts
with relatives

at least once per week 82 85 86
less than once per month 5 3 4

with neighbours
at least once per week 67 70 68
less than once a fortnight 22 20 21

with friends or acquaintances
at least once per week 77 79 81
less than once per month 6 4 4

evaluation of social contacts (% yes)
I have people I can turn to 94 94 95
I have people I can talk to 92 92 93
I have people who really understand me 87 87 90
I am part of a group of friends 71 72 73
my social contacts are superficial 19 17 17
I feel isolated from other people 3 3 3

Source: cbs (pol s ’97-’07)
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The bottom part of the table reports on the feeling of belonging to social networks 
and on feelings of loneliness. The percentage of respondents reporting social isolation 
corresponds almost exactly with the percentage who have only sporadic contact with 
friends and family. The majority of Dutch people appear to be satisfied with their social 
relationships as a potential source of emotional support; at the same time, however, 
around 17% of respondents characterise their social contacts as (generally) superficial. 
Closer analysis show that it is the elderly and disabled in particular who more often show 
signs of social isolation. They have less frequent contact with friends and acquaintances 
and more often describe the contacts they do have as superficial. Older and unemployed 
people, like members of ethnic minorities and the low-educated, are substantially less 
likely in all years to be members of civil-society organisations.

Memberships, giving behaviour and voluntary work
Organised memberships have been falling since the middle of the 1990s (see table 8.3). 
The most popular organisations are those concerned with employment, sport and 
nature or the environment. The trend is downwards across the board. With the excep-
tion of nature and environmental organisations, half the population were affiliated to 
one or more organisations in 2007, compared with 58% in 1995. If nature and environ-
mental organisations are included, then according to the most recent survey 45% of 
people are not members of any organisation; this again marks an increase in the number 
of non-members compared with 2003 (+5 percentage points). The fall in memberships 
affected both idealistic organisations and interest and recreational associations. The 
latter sector shows a pluralistic pattern: the general picture for sports clubs is one of sta-
bility, while youth clubs, hobby clubs and women’s associations, in particular, are faced 
with declining levels of interest.

Table 8.4 presents various figures from the study Giving in the Netherlands (Geven in Nederland 
– gin) carried out by v u University Amsterdam (see Schuyt et al. 2009). These are largely 
estimates, with sometimes wide differences between years. The general picture can be 
summarised as follows. Since the end of the 1990s, the percentage of Dutch households 
giving financial support to good causes has risen from 71% to 88%, but the amounts 
donated reduce after 2003. In 2007 the average given per household was eur 260, with 
a total of eur 1,945 million in cash and goods, of which 85% (eur 1,650 million) con-
sisted of financial gifts. Apart from a brief dip in 2005, the trend in the amount from 
1999 onwards is broadly upwards. Top of the list of good causes supported are church 
and ideological organisations, to which more than a third of households give money (an 
average of eur 350), and half of all the money donated by households and individuals 
(eur 840 million) goes to these institutions. Other popular good causes are health (16%), 
international aid (13%) and organisations active in the fields of the environment, nature 
conservation and animal protection (10%). Together with other sources of contributions 
(in addition to households, legacies, funds, businesses5 and lotteries), the total amount 
given to good causes came to eur 4,174 million in 2007, equivalent to 0.8% of Dutch 
gross domestic product.
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Table 8.3

Membership of organisations, 1979-2007, population aged 18 years and older (in absolute numbers 

and percentages, weighted outcomes)

1995 1999 2003 2007
% change
1995-2007

idealistic organisations total 15 12 12 12 -20
political parties or political associations 7 5 4 5 -29
organisations with specific social objecta 11 9 9 9 -18

interest organisations total 26 26 22 21 -19
employees’/employers’ organisations 20 22 17 17 -15
educational or school associations 11 9 8 7 -36

recreational organisations 42 41 39 35 -17
sports clubs 30 29 29 28 -7
singing/music/theatre groups 9 9 7 7 -22
hobby clubs 9 8 5 4 -56
women’s associations or unions 8 6 4 4 -50
youth associations, clubs, scouts 5 4 2 1 -80

nature/environmental organisations . . 21 21 .
other types of association 19 19 16 15 -21

not a member of any of above organisationsb 42 43 46 50 +19
member of one of above organisationsb 34 34 34 32 -6
member of two or more of above organisationsb 24 23 20 18 -25
number of memberships per 100 persons 110 100 80 80 -27
number of memberships per 100 members 190 170 150 150 -21

regards self as member of a church 63 63 61 60 -5

population ≥ 18 years (x 1,000) 12,039 12,298 12,599 12,794 +6

a  Action groups,, Wereldwinkel, Amnesty International, etc.
b  Excl. nature/environmental organisations.

Source: scp (avo’95-’07)
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Table 8.4

Giving behaviour, 1999-2007 (in percentages and euros)

1999 2001 2003 2005 2007

percentage of households giving money 71 82 84 83 88
average amount in euros per giving household 252 263 269 254 260
good causes as a percentage of the financial donations by households:

church and ideological 33 42 46 43 51
health 19 15 17 15 16
international aid 18 17 14 21 13
environment, nature conservation and animal protection 8 8 10 10 10
education and research 1 1 2 2 1
culture 1 2 1 2 1
sport and recreation 2 3 2 2 2
community and social causes 5 7 6 3 5
other 3 4 2 2 1

total financial donations by households in millions of euros (=100%) 1211 1482 1576 1506 1650
gifts in kind by households in millions of euros 203 306 323 349 295
total gifts by households 1414 1788 1899 1854 1945

other contributions to good causes
legacies 213 231 189 182 243
funds 329 237 196 431 339
businesses 1466 1359 2271 1513 1353
lotteries 369 396 394

total contributions to good causes (x eur million) 3422 3615 4924 4376 4274
ditto as percentage of gross domestic product 0.9 0.8 1.1 0.9 0.8

Source: vu (Geven in Nederland; taken from: Schuyt et al. 2009: 28, 31, 32, 35 and 14)

In total, therefore, almost eur 4.3 billion was donated to good causes in 2007, of which 
more than 45% was given by households. Businesses account for just under 31% of dona-
tions, followed at some distance by lotteries (9%), funds (8%) and legacies (6%).

Based on data from life situation surveys by Statistics Netherlands (cbs), table 8.5 shows 
the distribution of volunteers across a variety of voluntary work sectors over the last ten 
years. The biggest number of volunteers are active in the fields of sport, hobbies and the 
amateur arts. The picture is remarkably stable. We will look at differences between popu-
lation groups later in this chapter.
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Table 8.5

Participation in voluntary work, population aged 18 years and older, 1998-2007 (in percentages) 

1998 2001 2004 2007

total active for organisations 44 43 43 44
of whom in the fields of

politics, employment and ideology 12 12 10 11
politics 1 1 1 1
labour organisation 3 3 2 2
ideological group 9 9 8 9

sport, hobby and culture 21 20 19 20
sports club 14 13 13 13
hobby club 6 5 4 5
cultural organisationa 5 5 5 5

youth work, school and care sector 15 16 16 16
youth work 4 5 4 4
schoolb 9 9 9 9
care, nursingc 6 8 8 8

other organisationsd 8 6 7 13

a  Singing, music, theatre.
b  Parents’ committee, school board, working in library, reading assistant, etc.
c  As part of an organisation.
d  In 2007 a number of areas of voluntary work were added.

Source: cbs (pol s´98-́ 07) weighted results

Political engagement and participation
Table 8.6 contains opinions that say something about engagement in politics and the 
influence that people believe they have and would like to have on politics, as well as a 
few measurements of participation and inclination to participate. Later, in table 8.8, 
membership of political parties is explored.
Political interest and following political news in the newspapers show marked fluctua-
tions. This also applies for the opinions suggesting that people have a low estimation 
of their own influence on politics. As stated in chapter 3, given the database used here, 
the possibility cannot be entirely ruled out that observed changes in opinions stem in 
part from changes in the fieldwork and small changes in the question formulations. 
This is not applicable for the questions used here, however, nor for the question about 
how much of a say people would like, which after rising between 2004 and 2006 shows 
a sharp fall in 2009. The majority who would like a greater say in the administration of 
municipalities and provinces has shrunk substantially. This does not however apply for 
the preference for directly elected mayors and for referendums; both ideas still enjoyed 
the strong support in 2009 that they had ten years ago and more. One striking trend 
break occurs with regard to the contrasting formulation on ‘strong leaders’; after falling 
steadily over the last quarter of a century, support for this idea doubled between 2000 



229  

so cial and p olit ic al partic ipation and eng agement

and 2004, and has fallen only marginally since.6 Fairly stable, by contrast, is the accept-
ance by around two-thirds of the population of protest behaviour if someone believes 
a law to be completely unjust; an equally stable proportion of around 50% say that they 
themselves would probably protest if they held that view. The actual participation in 
collective actions shows fluctuations, though local themes are consistently a good deal 
more popular than national and international issues.

Table 8.6

Political engagement, opinions on politics, and participation, population aged 16 years and older, 

1998-2009 (in percentages)a

1998 2000 2002 2004 2006 2009

political interest
considers own political interest strong or normal 49 43 55 51 48 53
regularly reads about national politics, e.g. in newspapers 39 34 46 44 42 51
agrees with the statement ‘People like me have no 
influence over what the government does’ 46 52 49 54 50 51

political influence
agrees with the statement ‘I don’t think mps and 
ministers care much about what people like me think’ . 48 46 51 46 41
thinks citizens should have a little or a lot more say in the 
running of municipalities and provinces 71 71 74 71 78 62
agrees with the statement ‘Mayors should be elected by 
the residents of the municipality’ 71 . 73 . . 72

agrees with the statement ‘The voters should have a say 
in decisions that are important for our country, through a 
referendum’ 80 . 81 . . 82

agrees with the statement ‘What we need are fewer 
laws and institutions and more courageous, tireless and 
dedicated leaders whom the people can trust’ . 33 . 61 56 55

political protest

would approve if someone were to decide to impede the 
work of the government by protesting because of a law 
they considered unjust 65 61 . 69 68 69
would probably try to do something if they thought that 
Parliament was passing an unjust law 52 48 52 51 49 55

collective actions
has taken action with others during the last two years for 
an issue of national or international importance 12 9 13 12 10 9
has taken action with others during the last two years for 
an issue of local importance 26 25 28 19 21 23

a  If no neutral response category was offered, ‘don’t know’ at up to 100%; otherwise, this category is not 
counted.

Source: scp (c v ’98-’08/’09)



230

The so cial state of the Ne therl ands 20 0 9

8.4 Trends in civil society

The focus in the last section was on the outcomes of population surveys, but almost all 
organisations hold their own records of membership numbers and donors. We will look 
at this in this section, with the exception of recreational organisations and sports clubs, 
which are discussed in chapter 9.
Table 8.7 shows changes since 1994 in memberships of larger organisations (i.e. organi-
sations with 50,000 members or more) active in six areas. The figures are based on 
information provided by the organisations themselves (mainly in their annual reports). 
As with the survey outcomes discussed earlier (see table 8.3), these institutional  figures 
suggest a declining trend in memberships in a number of areas of society. Taken 
together, the organisations have around 20 million members, a number that has been 
declining for some time. The decline of the large, older churches and broadcasting 
 associations has been going on for a long time. As we shall see shortly, despite the 
general picture of decline in some sectors (institutionalised politics, church life, broad-
casting system) there are still some political parties, religious groups and broadcasting 
associations that are growing.

Table 8.7

Members and donors of five types of larger organisations, 1994-2008 (in absolute numbers x 1,000 

and percentages)

          % change

  1994 2000 2006 2008
first study  
year-2000

last study  
year-2000

employees (fnv, cnv and Unie mhp)*
total 1,605 1,789 1,674 1,695 + 11 - 5
ditto as % of the labour force 25 25 22 22

 political parties (cda, PvdA, sp and vvd)**
total 241 218 216 216 - 10 - 1
ditto as % of the population ≥ 18 years 2 2 2 2

churchesa

total 9,406b 7,756 6,749 - - 18 -13
ditto as % of the population ≥ 18 years 63 49 41 -

nature and environmentc

total 2,541 3,256 3,295 3,359 + 28 + 3
ditto as % of the population ≥ 18 years 22 26 26 26

 broadcasting organisations (tros, kro, eo, 
avro, ncrv, vpro and vara)

total 3,977 3,586 2,923d 2,852e - 10 - 20
ditto as % of the population ≥ 18 years 33 29 23 22

sport and recreation (excl. hccf)
total 4,786 5,259 5,491 - + 10 + 4
ditto as % of the population ≥ 18 years 40 43 43 -
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Table 8.7 (continued)
          % change

  1994 2000 2006 2008
first study  
year-2000

last study  
year -2000

total 22,556 21,864 20,348 - -3 -7
size of population 15,342 15,864 16,334 16,405 + 3 + 3
population ≥ 18 years 11,978 12,373 12,752 12,859 + 3 + 4

a  Roman Catholic church, Protestant Church in the Netherlands (pkn), Protestant Reformed church 
(Christelijk gereformeerde kerken), liberal reformed church (gereformeerde kerken vrijgemaakt), 
reformed communities (gereformeerde gemeenten), several Pentecostal and Evangelical 
communities together.

b  Figure for 1990.
c  Organisations with at least 50,000 members/donors in one of the years. As regards dual 

memberships, it is estimated that around 100,000 persons are members of three or more 
organisations; on average, people are members of fewer than two organisations.

d  Figure for 2004.
e  Figure for 2009.
f Computer hobby club (more than 140,000 members), founded in 1977.
*  fnv = Trade Union Federation; cnv = Christian Trade Union Federation; Unie mhp = Federation of 

Managerial and Staff Unions
**  cda = Christian Democratic Union; PvdA = Labour Party; sp = Socialist Party; v vd = People’s Party 

for Freedom and Democracy

Source: Own calculation based on information from the organisations; Van den Berg & De Hart 
(2008: 18)

Political parties
The Netherlands has long been characterised by a rate of political party membership by 
eligible voters which is very low by European standards. During the 1990s, the number of 
members of political parties fell by 15%. The peak in membership numbers was reached 
in around 1960, when almost 10% of the electorate were members (which means that, 
even then, no fewer than 90% were not), a percentage that declined rapidly to 4.5% in 
1970 before plummeting further to 3% in 1990 and 2.4% according to the most recent 
figures. There is much talk of a crisis in politics, but this appears to be manifesting itself 
mainly in institutionalised politics, in the form of falling turnout at elections, a more 
unstable opinion climate and less loyal voting behaviour, and also in the form of less 
inclination to join a party.
Over the last ten years, membership of the Christian Democratic Union (cda), the 
People’s Party for Freedom and Democracy (v v d) and Democrats 66 (D66) has plum-
meted; the Labour Party (PvdA) has had difficulty keeping up its membership numbers 
and the slight increase in membership of the Christian Union (ChristenUnie) has kept 
pace with the growth in the electorate (table 8.8). The Calvinist Party (sgp) saw some 
increase in membership (+13%), while the Green Left Alliance (GroenLinks) boosted 
membership by no less than +84% and membership of the Socialist Party leapt ahead by 
+129%.



232

The so cial state of the Ne therl ands 20 0 9

Table 8.8

Membership of Parliamentary political parties, 1998-2008a (in absolute numbers and percentages)

  1998 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008
% change  
1998-2008

cda  (Christian Democratic Union) 89,000 82,000 78,000 77,000 69,000 69,200 -22
ChristenUnie (Christian Union)b 26,498 26,359 27,250 24,889 24,156 27,683 +4
D66 (Democrats 66) 13,747 12,027 12,188 13,507 11,059 10,370 -25
GroenLinks (Green Left Alliance) 11,873 13,855 15,037 20,503 21,383 21,901 +84
PvdA (Labour Party) 61,720 60,621 57,374 61,935 61,913 59,327 -4
sgp (Calvinist Party) 23,800 23,800 25,907 25,700 26,400 26,906 +13
sp (Socialist Party) 21,975 26,198 27,291 43,389 44,853 50,238 +129

vvd (People’s Party for Freedom 
and Democracy) 52,197 49,280 47,441 44,099 40,157 36,832 -29
lpf (Pim Fortuyn List) , , -  ± 4,000 1,274 - .
PvdD (Party for Animals) , , , , , 6,972 .
De Groenen (Green Party) 563 ± 400 , , , , .
aov (General League of the Elderly) 1,500 , , , , , .

Ouderenunie/Unie 55+ (Senior 
Citizens’ Union/ 55+ Union) 2,400 , , , , , .

total 305,273 294,540 290,488 311,022 300,195 309,429 +1
as % of population ≥ 18 years 2.5 2.4 2.3 2.5 2.4 2.4

a  The pv v (Party for Freedom and Progress) has no members; it is not possible to become a member of this 
party.

b  In 1998 and 2000 the figures for the gpv (Reformed Political Association) (14,366 and 13,687, respectively) 
and the sgp (Calvinist Party) (12,132 and 12,672, respectively) have been added together.

Source: dnpp (yearbooks)

Trade unions
It is not only the inclination of the Dutch electorate to join political parties which is low 
compared with other European countries; the percentage of the Dutch working popula-
tion who join organised labour movements also clearly lags behind the rest of Europe. 
This applies for the entire post-war period, and especially since the 1970s. Membership 
rates in the Scandinavian countries were and are much higher, and as a result the role 
of the trade unions in protecting social security has always been much more direct, 
reflected among other things in the fact that unemployment benefits are paid by the 
unions themselves. The falling memberships since the 1970s have not only occurred in 
the Netherlands, but also in other countries (including the United Kingdom, Germany, 
France and Italy). In most European countries, trade union membership fell during the 
1980s in both absolute and percentage terms (calculated on the basis of the total number 
of recipients of salary or benefits). Just after the start of the new millennium, Dutch trade 
union membership reached a peak of over 1.9 million (table 8.9), but as a percentage 
of the labour force the downward trend was already under way. The loss of members is 
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largely due to the ageing of the membership; retiring workers often give up their trade 
union membership and young people less often join. An earlier report looked at the 
history of the trade union movement over the last hundred years (De Hart 1999). If this 
is taken into account, the present membership rates are approaching those of the 1920s 
(in the 1950s, 60s and 70s the percentage of the labour force who were members of trade 
unions was exceptionally high, ranging between 35% and 39%).
The number of women trade union members has more than doubled over the last two 
decades; this is attributed to the increased labour participation of women. Despite this, 
the percentage of female trade union members is stuck at around 32%. The membership 
rates of men and women are converging slightly; by contrast, membership among work-
ers aged between 45 and 64 years is more than three times as high (35%) as that of young 
people aged between 15 and 24 years (10%).

Table 8.9

Membership of trade unions, 1998-2008 (in absolute numbers x 1,000 and percentages)

  1998 2000 2003 2006 2008
% change  
1998-2008

fnv (Trade Union Federation) 1224 1225 1205 1171 1192 -3
cnv (Christian Trade Union Federation) 357 357 355 342 334 -6
mhp (Federation of Managerial and Staff Unions) 186 207 169 161 169 -9
other 148 124 191 192 203 +37

total 1914 1912 1921 1866 1898 -1
as % of the labour force 18.0 17.8 17.6 17.0 17.3.

Source: cbs (StatLine)

Churches
In 2000, a majority of people living in Amsterdam did not regard themselves as belong-
ing to any church. At the same time, the city housed no fewer than 350 different religious 
communities (Van Eijnatten & Van Lieburg 2005: 379). There has traditionally been a 
large number of religious groups in the Netherlands. Neither religious fervour, plural-
ity and a desire for separation, nor religious distance and ideological individualism are 
new phenomena. On the other hand, the steep rise in secularism in the second half of 
the 20th century is in stark contrast to the previous hundred years, with their ideologi-
cally inspired mass mobilisations and the almost complete organisation of society along 
ideological, political and religious lines. Today the Netherlands has a low percentage of 
church members by international standards (particularly compared with the Catholic 
south of Europe; see Becker & De Hart 2006). The percentage of regular churchgoers is 
considerably lower than this: 16% of the population in 2006 (25% and 40%, respectively 
in the Roman Catholic church and the Protestant Church in the Netherlands (pk n); see 
Bernts et al. 2007: 18).
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Table 8.10 gives an impression of the trends with regard to the church in the Netherlands 
since 1970. According to institutional records, the number of Dutch people who are 
members of a church has fallen from three-quarters of the population in 1970 to 44% 
today. Where the number of church members was still rising in absolute terms in the 
1970s, it began to fall in the 1980s in both percentage and absolute terms, and this 
decline has accelerated since the 1990s. Hardest hit have been the progressive church 
communities and churches belonging to the Protestant Church in the Netherlands 
organisation. There are also some positive outliers, however: some Evangelical and 
Pentecostal churches have seen an increase of 138% in their membership since 1970, 
while membership of ‘pietistic’ churches8 grew substantially faster than the Dutch popu-
lation as a whole. Compared with the 170,000 members lost each year by the Catholic 
and Protestant churches together, only 14,000 people join these churches from other 
religious circles.

Table 8.10

Membership of Christian church communities, 1990-2006 (in absolute numbers x 1,000 and  

percentages)

1990 2000 2006
% change  
1990-2006

Roman Catholic Church 5,560 5,106 4,406 -21
Protestant Church in the Netherlandsa 3,495 2,271 1,944 -44
orthodox reformed churchb 220 230 238 +8
pietistic reformed churchc approx. 137 approx. 145 221 +61
evangelical and Pentecostal churchesd approx. 107 135 143 +34
progressive churchese approx. 34 24 19 -44
other church communitiesf approx. 147 approx. 153 163 +11

 
total 9,699 8,063 7,133 -26
Dutch population 14,893 15,848 16,334 +10
% of Dutch people who are members of a church 65 51 44

a  Added together until 2000: Dutch Reformed Church, synodal reformed churches and Evangelical/
Lutheran church.

b  Total: Protestant reformed churches, liberal reformed churches, reformed churches in the 
Netherlands (restored) and progressive reformed churches in the Netherlands.

c  Total: reformed communities, restored reformed church, reformed communities in the 
Netherlands, old reformed communities in the Netherlands, free old reformed communities, 
independent reformed communities.

d  Total: Evangelical brotherhoods, Union of Baptist communities, Seventh-day Adventists, 
Salvation Army, Union of Free Evangelical Communities, Brotherhood of Baptist communities and 
various Pentecostal and Evangelical communities.

e  Total: Mennonite Church, Progressive religious community npb and Remonstrant Brotherhood.
f  Anglican church, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Geredja Indjili Maluku, Eastern Orthodox churches, 

Apostolic Society, New Apostolic Church in the Netherlands, old Catholic Church and Mormons.

Source: Knippenberg (1992); Becker & De Hart (2006: 30-31); Bernts et al. (2006)
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Estimates of the number of non-Western Christian immigrants in the Netherlands vary 
from 700,000 to 800,000; the total number of Christian immigrants is estimated at over 
1.3 million (Wijsen 2003; Ferrier 2002; Stoffels 2008).9 In the present-day Netherlands, 
between 930 and 1,100 immigrant churches are active (most of which do not have their 
own building), in addition to 200 churches providing services in a foreign language (Van 
den Broek 2004; Euser et al. 2006). According to Euser et al., the number of Christian 
migrants attending church, at at least 24,000, is almost ten times higher than the 
number of regular churchgoers attending the Dutch Protestant churches (pk n) (Euser 
et al. 2006: 40). Figures such as these appear to show that, under the influence of migra-
tion processes, major shifts are taking place at the basis of church life, especially in the 
large cities. The Netherlands has traditionally been a country of many different religious 
schools. Church records suggest that 44% of the population today is Christian; Muslims 
account for around 5% of the population and some 2-3% are members of the other 
major religions. In 2007/’08, recent estimates suggested that there were around 825,000 
Muslims in the Netherlands (cbs 2009: 35 ff.). The number of Hindus was estimated at 
99,000; the number of Buddhists and Jews was estimated by the Catholic Institute for 
Socio-ecclesiastical Research (k a sk i) at 170,000 and 43,000, respectively, in 2006 (Van 
de Donk et al. 2006: 91).

Broadcasting associations
Since the early 1990s, the Netherlands has had a dual broadcasting system, with both 
public and commercial broadcasters. The number of channels has increased rapidly since 
then. The plurality of broadcasting associations in the Netherlands is unique. Once every 
five years, broadcasting associations can apply for a licence, which entitles them to part 
of the broadcasting time and budget of the public broadcasting service. This opportunity 
came around again in 2009, so that recent figures are available on membership numbers.
Between 1992 and 2004 the total membership of broadcasting associations fell from 
just over 3.7 million to just over 3.2 million, whereas the number of households in the 
Netherlands increased over the same period from 6.2 million to over 7.0 million. This 
means that in 2004 only 46% of households were members of a broadcasting associa-
tion (in 1992 the figure was 61%, in 1997 59% and in 2000 54%).10 Table 8.11 shows that the 
number of members has been rising again since then. This is primarily due to the growth 
of a number of recent additions to the broadcasting family – bnn (+40%), m a x (+268%) 
and Llink (+194%) – while the newcomers PowNed and Wakker Nederland together have 
111,000 members. The old broadcasting organisations lost more than a quarter of their 
members on average.
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Table 8.11

Membership of broadcasting associations, 1997-2009 (in absolute numbers x 1,000 and percentages)

  1997 2000 2004 2009
% change  
1997-2009

tros 574 502 431 465 -19
kro 615 569 476 456 -26
eo 592 603 476 439 -26
avro 577 491 393 404 -30
ncrv 544 498 365 366 -33
vpro 493 459 362 362 -27
vara 508 464 420 360 -29
bnn . 107 216 303 .
max . . 65 239 .
llink . . 52 153 .
PowNed . . . 52 .
Wakker Nederland . . . 59 .

total 3903 3693 3257 3660 -6
total number of households 6581 6801 7049 7242 +10
% of households 59 54 46 51

Source: Annual reports of broadcasting organisations; Commissariaat voor de Media

Nature and the environment
While memberships may be falling in the political and employment arenas, in other 
fields membership numbers in the Netherlands are strikingly high. This applies, for 
example, for international aid and human rights, for sport and consumer interests, and 
for organisations such as the Dutch branch of the World Wild Fund for Nature, Green-
peace and the International Fund for Animal Welfare which, calculated per head of the 
population, have the highest memberships in the Netherlands of any other country.
The Dutch join a limited number of organisations active in the fields of nature and the 
environment: the ten biggest organisations account for 80% of the total number of 
members; the three biggest (World Wide Fund for Nature, Natuurmonumenten (preserva-
tion of nature reserves) and Greenpeace) already account for almost 60%. In total, more 
than 4 million Dutch people are members of (more than a hundred) national nature and 
environmental organisations. For some years the biggest has been the World Wide Fund 
for Nature. In the early 1990s, Greenpeace was far and away the biggest organisation (at 
that time with around 830,000 donors), and today is approaching half a million donors. 
The peak for ‘green’ organisations was reached in 2003, when organisations together 
counted 4.1 million members; the 20 biggest, shown in table 8.12, had a combined total 
of 3.7 million members. Several organisations remark that, due to the economic crisis, 
interest in their causes is waning, after initially being favourably influenced by the global 
attention for Al Gore’s film An inconvenient truth.
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Since 1995, the contribution by private households has risen from eur 102 million 
to eur 158 million (figures for 2005; Schuyt & Gouwenberg 2007). Protecting nature 
through acquisition and management appeals most to the public. The three organisa-
tions which do this (Vereniging Natuurmonumenten (preservation of nature reserves), 
Provinciale Landschappen (preservation of provincial landscapes) and the World Wide 
Fund for Nature) together account for 87% of donors focusing on nature. The shifts that 
have taken place in this area and the trend towards individualisation of engagement 
is reflected in the sharp decline in the old youth organisations for nature and environ-
mental studies (Jeugdbond voor Natuur en Milieustudie and Nederlandse Bond voor 
Natuurstudie) since the 1980s. Together, these two organisations currently number 
around 800 members.

Table 8.12

Number of members and donors of the 20 biggest nature and environmental organisations, 1997-

2008 (in absolute numbers x 1,000 and percentages)

  1997 2000 2003 2006 2008
% change 
1997-2008

World Wide Fund for Nature 708 773 825 920 927 +31
Natuurmonumenten (nature reserves) 870 965 960 873 882 +1
Greenpeace 611 666 699 580 547 -10
*Dierenbescherming (protection of animals) 188 192 201 194 195 +4
International Fund for Animal Welfare (nl) 220 291 325 190 194 -12
Vogelbescherming (protection of birds) 102 125 125 130 147 +44
Stichting aap Foundation (protection of primates) 43 58 91 86 109 +153
World Society for the Protection of Animals (nl) 8 26 32 65 95 +1088
Milieudefensie (environmental protection) 34 43 71 92 88 +159
Zeehondencrèche Pieterburen (protection of seals) 43 48 50 58 61 +42
Zuid-Hollands Landschap (landscape preservation) 39 43 47 55 58 +49
Proefdiervrij (anti-animal experiments) 20 26 37 51 54 +170
Landschap Noord-Holland (landscape preservation) 40 40 40 44 48 +20
Waddenvereniging (Wadden Islands) 48 49 52 45 44 -8

Geldersch Landschap & Kastelen (preservation of 
landscape and castles) 36 37 38 43 42 +17
Brabants Landschap (landscape preservation 22 26 32 33 33 +50
Nivon (nature conservation) 43 42 39 32 31 -28
Fietsersbond (cyclists’ association) 33 33 33 31 31 -6
Bont voor Dieren (anti-fur) 29 31 29 32 28 -3
Biologicaa (organic farming and food) 1 0 2 26 27 +2600

total 3,135 3,513 3,728 3,580 3,642 +16
as % of the population 20 22 23 22 22

a  Incl. ‘Adopt a chicken/an apple tree’.

Source: var a (Vroege vogels parade ’97-’08)
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Sport
In 2007, 88 sports federations were affiliated to the sports umbrella organisation 
noc*nsf, 16 of them as associate members. At that time, around 27,000 sports clubs 
were members of those federations, each with an average of 181 members. Table 8.13 
shows the membership numbers for the biggest federations. In total, the sports fed-
erations bring together just under five million members: 4,745,538 to be precise; the 
Netherlands Protestant Sports Union (ncsu) and the Netherlands Catholic Sports Fed-
eration (nk s) (both of which have dual memberships) are left out of consideration here. 
More than a third of the members are younger than 18. 39% of all members practise team 
sports, 40% individual sports and 20% a semi-individual sport. The number of members 
engaged in individual sports has grown much more strongly since 1996 than the number 
of members participating in team sports (+31% versus +11%). This difference can be attrib-
uted to the enormous growth in golf; if the Dutch Golf Union is left out of consideration, 
the increase in individual sports between 1996 and 2007 was almost the same (+10%) as 
that for team sports.

Table 8.13

Number of members of the 15 biggest sports federations (absolute numbers x 1,000 and percentage 

change compared with 1996)

1996 2001 2007
% change
1996-2007

team sports 1,505 1,528 1,667 +11
knvb (Royal Netherlands Football Association) 1,031 1,038 1,130 +10
knhb (Royal Netherlands Hockey Association) 126 147 197 +56
nvb (Dutch Volleyball Federation) 151 130 127 -16
nbb (Netherlands Bridge League) 103 116 116 +13
knkv (Royal Netherlands Korfball Association) 94 97 97 +3

semi-individual sports 919 882 856 -7
knltb (Royal Netherlands Lawn Tennis Association) 728 702 691 -5
Watersportverbond (Water Sports Federation) 100 104 102 +2
Nederlandse Badminton Bond (Dutch Badminton Federation) 91 76 63 -31

individual sports 995 1,179 1,300 +31
ngf (Dutch Golf Union) 78 169 291 +273
kngu (Royal Netherlands Gymnastics Federation) 253 288 280 +11
knhs (Royal Dutch Equestrian Federation) 121 151 196 +62
knsb (Royal Dutch Skating Association) 153 184 150 -2
knzb (Royal Dutch Swimming Federation) 155 150 146 -6
Atletiekunie (Dutch Athletics Federation) 82 92 126 +54
nskiv (Dutch Ski Federation) 153 145 111 -27

total top 15 3,419 3,589 3,823 +12
total other federations 1,058 1,255 1,283 +21
total noc*nsf 4,477 4,844 5,106 +14

Source: noc*nsf (slt ’96-’07); Breedveld et al. (2008: 128 ff.)
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The findings presented in this section appear to point to a changing relationship with 
civil-society organisations, or at least to a partial shake-up of civil society. A number of 
traditional ways in which large parts of the population were organised (membership of 
a church, broadcasting organisation or political party) have been struggling for some 
time. This does not mean that the Dutch have lost all interest in the causes supported 
by such organisations, nor that they no longer wish to be members of organisations. 
For example, although the membership of the cda and v v d political parties has fallen 
over the last ten years, as has the membership of the traditional broadcasting associa-
tions, membership of the Socialist Party doubled over the same period, membership of 
the Green Left Alliance also grew strongly and new parties (e.g. Party for Animals) and 
broadcasters (e.g. bnn and m a x) have emerged. Membership of the major churches 
(Roman Catholic, Protestant) have also shrunk markedly, but this does not apply for 
memberships of the ‘experiential’ reformed churches or the evangelical and Pentecostal 
churches. In the area of nature, the environment and animal protection, several organi-
sations have seen a massive increase in membership numbers, such as the Dutch branch 
of the World Society for the Protection of Animals (+1088% since 1997), the Stichting a a p 
foundation and the already large World Wide Fund for Nature. In sport, the Dutch Golf 
Union has seen membership numbers grow spectacularly (+273% since 1996).

8.5 Differences between population groups

In this section we compare the social participation and engagement of a number of 
groups in the population. We first present a general overview and then look in more 
detail at ethnic minority groups. Table 8.14 shows deviations from the population aver-
age for six measures of engagement and participation.11 Substantial differences between 
the sexes are found only for self-assessment of political interest: ranked against a minor-
ity of 45% of women with a strong or normal political interest is a majority of 61% of men 
with such an interest. With regard to age categories, young people stand out because 
of their low participation in informal care provision and voluntary work. People with 
a lower and higher education level differ quite markedly on most indicators. 37% of 
the low-educated display social trust, compared with 63% of the highly educated; 20% 
of the low-educated do voluntary work, and 21% have taken part in a collective action; 
the figures for the highly educated are 32% and 37%, respectively. There is no difference 
between the two groups when it comes to providing informal care. The income-related 
differences are in line with the educational differences. As regards self-assigned social 
positioning, students stand out because of their low social trust, informal care and 
volunteering; the unemployed and disabled stand out due to their low social trust and 
frequency of informal care; and housewives and house-husbands stand out because of 
their low political interest and willingness to protest. Frequent churchgoers often do 
voluntary work; less frequent churchgoers are characterised more by their participation 
in collective action.
The different categories in table 8.14 overlap each other. If allowance is made for this, 
some differences diminish (for example, after correcting for the educational effect, little 
probably remains of the greater political interest of the better off ), and other differences 
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become larger (if young people were not better educated on average, they would do even 
less voluntary work).12

Table 8.14

Social participation and engagement, population aged 16 years and older, 2008/’09 (in percentages 

and percentage points deviation)

social 
trusta

Informal 
careb

voluntary 
workc

collective 
actiond

political 
interestd

willingness 
to protest d

percentage of the population 51 22 26 27 53 54

sex
male +2 -3 +1 +2 +8 +3
female -2 +3 -1 -2 -8 -3

age
18-34 years -3 -8 -9 -3 -4 +0
35-64 years +4 +1 +4 +4 +4 +5
≥ 65 years -1 +5 +3 -2 -1 -5

education level
primary, extended primary (lo, vglo) -14 +1 -6 -6 -11 -8
secondary, secondary vocational (mo, mbo) -1 +1 +1 -1 -2 +2
higher professional, university (hbo, wo) +22 -2 +6 +10 +18 +8

household income
lowest tertile -9 -1 -4 -6 -5 -5
middle tertile -1 +2 +3 +1 -2 -1
highest tertile +10 -1 +2 +5 +7 +7

social self-situation
student -12 -10 -11 -6 -1 +3
paid work > 12 hours per week +5 -2 -1 +2 +4 +5
unemployed/unfit for work -14 +10 -2 +1 -0 -2
housewife/househusband -8 +6 -3 -12 -21 -20
retired -4 +2 +1 +1 -4 -3

church attendance
never +0 -3 -6 -4 -2 +1
less than once a month -0 +3 +0 +5 +7 -1
once a month -1 +4 +9 +14 -3 +1
more often -0 +6 +19 +5 +1 -5

a  Answered ‘can be trusted’ to the question ‘Do you think that most people can generally be trusted or do you 
think you can’t be too careful in dealing with people?’

b  Provides care at no cost to sick or disabled relatives, acquaintances or neighbours.
c  Has taken action during the last two years together with others for a local, national or international cause.
d  See table 8.6; collective action is a combination of action for a local and/or national/international cause.

Source: scp (c v ’08/’09)
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Table 8.15 compares groups with different countries of origin. We restrict ourselves here 
to differences in the extent of frequency of social contacts, memberships and voluntary 
work, without considering the composition of the groups to which people belong.13 
Dutch citizens of Moroccan and Turkish origin have more frequent contacts and par-
ticipate in religious gatherings more than indigenous citizens and also more than 
Antilleans/Arubans and Surinamese. The situation reverses when it comes to involve-
ment with civil-society organisations; across the board, indigenous citizens are now 
the most active group and Turks and Moroccans the least. ‘Activity’ need encompass no 
more than an occasional visit to meetings or matches. If we look only at memberships, 
the differences tend to increase rather than decrease. The balance between the groups is 
more or less the same when it comes to performing voluntary work. For the combination 
of memberships and volunteering, the social participation among Turks and Moroccans 
is 35-37%, 46-49% for Surinamese, Antilleans and Arubans and 69% among the indig-
enous population. These differences correspond closely with earlier measurements 
among ethnic minority and indigenous city-dwellers.14

Finally, table 8.15 shows self-assessment of political interest. This is highest for the indig-
enous Dutch and lowest for Turkish Dutch citizens. However, the frame of reference can 
vary across the groups. The low percentage of very politically interested Turks could be 
caused by the fact that people in this group consider a high level of involvement normal 
and do not therefore readily assess themselves as having an above-average level of inter-
est. There is a lack of objective behavioural criteria here to facilitate a comparison.

There are of course differences within the groups in table 8.15. Table 8.16 portrays these 
differences for three characteristics. Men participate more than women; the figures 
range from a negligently small difference among Antilleans and Arubans to a substantial 
difference among Turks. Better-educated people consistently participate substantially 
more than the lower-educated. Among Turks and, to a greater degree Moroccans, young 
people participate more than older people, suggesting a progressive integration of 
better-educated second-generation ethnic minorities in Dutch civil society.



242

The so cial state of the Ne therl ands 20 0 9

Table 8.15

Social participation and engagement of groups from different countries of origin, population aged 

15 years and older, my background characteristics, 2006 (in percentages)

 
Moroc-
cans Turks

Antil-
leans/
Arubans

Suri-
namese

indig-
enous

has at least weekly contact witha

family not living at home 77 75 74 78 70
friends and acquaintances 78 82 79 75 73
neighbours and local residents 71 77 60 61 68

religious participation
does not regard self as member of a religion 4 5 34 29 50
attends a gathering less than once per year 34 24 21 27 11
attends a gathering a few times per year 21 26 16 24 17
attends a gathering at least monthly 42 44 29 20 23

involvement in civil-society organisationsb

sports club 28 24 35 33 42
leisure organisation (hobby, music, theatre, dance) 5 5 13 10 22
neighbourhood or community association or tenants’ 
association 6 8 5 6 12
trade union, professional association or comparable interest 
organisation 3 2 5 6 13
organisation of or for ethnic minorities 6 7 3 4 1
political party or other political organisation 2 1 2 3 4
religious organisation 11 17 14 15 17
organisation for nature, environment or international solidarity 1 0 2 3 7
other organisation(s) 2 4 5 6 11
is involved in at least one organisation 42 47 55 52 71
is a member of at least one organisation 33 32 43 41 63

does voluntary workc 8 9 15 14 29
is a member and/or does voluntary work 37 35 49 46 69

interest in politics: 
not interested 41 55 46 32 22
slightly interested 40 34 37 46 57
very interested 19 11 17 21 21

a  ‘Contacts’ means ‘people that you go to visit, that you telephone, to whom you write or with whom you 
exchange e-mails’.

b  Is a member of and/or occasionally takes part in meetings and activities of these organisations.
c  Currently occasionally does voluntary work, i.e. ‘work for which you are not paid, such as voluntary work at 

a school, in a hospital or in a library’.

Source: scp (sim’06)
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Table 8.16

Social participation of groups from different countries of origin, population aged 15 years and older, 

2006 (in percentages and percentage points deviation)

 
Moroc-
cans Turks

Antilleans/
Arubans

Suri-
namese

indig-
enous

is a member or does voluntary work (see table 8.15) 37 35 49 46 69
of which deviations

by sex
women -7 -10 -2 -5 -4
men +6 +9 +2 +5 +3

by age
15-29 years +7 +4 -0 +0 -3
30-49 years -1 -1 +2 -0 +3
≥ 50 years -16 -7 -4 +0 -1

by education level:
low -9 -9 -13 -11 -11
middle +7 +6 - 2 - 6 - 1
high +15 +15 +15 +20 + 6

Source: scp (sim’06)

8.6 Conclusion

The present economic recession is undoubtedly leaving it to mark on voluntary work, but 
precisely how these effects operate is not so clear. This will depend among other things 
on the extent and duration of the recession and the forms of volunteering. It is quite fea-
sible that many volunteers will begin looking for paid jobs or will be willing to expand 
their existing paid employment, as family budgets or the subsidy on voluntary activities 
come under pressure. People may cut back on contributions or donations, sponsors 
reduce their contributions and local authorities look at their subsidy policy again, with 
the result that the financial position of many associations can be undermined. On 
the other hand, the economic downturn means there is a growing reservoir of people 
without paid work – people who could in principle make time available for volunteer-
ing, even if only temporarily. Knock-on effects such as this, in which the economic 
malaise also manifests itself in civil society, can have a different impact depending on 
the aspect or domain of social participation involved. Two examples may illustrate this. 
The recession in the early 1980s was accompanied by stagnation of the strong growth 
in the export sector, and a similar scenario could be on the cards now according to the 
W.J.H. Mulier Institute. In March 2009, the Institute calculated that one in five partici-
pants in sport are considering giving up their memberships, that 2,400 clubs (9% of the 
total) report that they would no longer be financially healthy at the end of 2009, and 
that a third of sports clubs are projecting a substantial decrease in income from sports 
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sponsorship.15 In the same month, the Movisie research bureau also carried out a survey 
aimed not at members of sports clubs, clubs themselves and sports practitioners, but 
based on a survey of volunteer centres. The main conclusion was that both the demand 
for volunteers and the willingness to perform voluntary work had increased substantial-
ly under the influence of the economic crisis. This conclusion was confirmed in a repeat 
survey in July 2009.16

This chapter has explored the engagement of the Dutch public with politics, civil-society 
organisations and their fellow citizens, using data gathered both from individual 
citizens and from civil-society organisations. The figures discussed here do not allow 
empirical conclusions to be drawn on relationships with the present recession; the data 
were gathered before the present credit crisis struck and have also not been related to 
earlier economic downturns. The figures do however show that, compared with other 
European countries, the Netherlands can be said to be a country with a high level of 
political interest and a widespread tendency to trust others. Large numbers of the Dutch 
are members of organisations and there is also a widespread willingness to give money 
or time to those organisations and to good causes. On a personal front, the majority of 
the Dutch are satisfied with the quality of their social relationships.
Yet Dutch civil society is not a worry-free utopia in which people can sit back in har-
monious satisfaction recalling the good old days. Recent developments cut across that 
picture, and some population groups have for some time remained stubbornly margin-
alised from the rest of civil society. The number of Dutch people who are not members of 
an organisation has been growing steadily since the middle of the 1990s, and this declin-
ing level of organisation manifests itself across a broad front: in politics, in the world of 
work, in education and in leisure (sport, hobbies, amateur arts, women’s associations, 
youth associations). The total amount donated to good causes has fallen from over eur 
4.9 billion in 2003 to less than eur 4.3 billion, probably due to a sharp dip in donations 
from businesses. Low-educated and low-income groups display substantially less trust 
in their fellow citizens, a lower level of political interest and much less social activism 
than people with more economic and intellectual capital. The picture is not much better 
as regards social capital: the unemployed and disabled, in particular, often show signs 
of social isolation and relatively few of them are members of civil-society organisations; 
this potentially makes them more difficult to reach for policy aimed at breaking through 
disadvantage and social alienation. It is not so much social isolation that is a problem for 
non-Western ethnic minorities, but again the relatively low social participation by these 
groups, yet again mainly among those with the lowest education level.

Notes
1. For the consequences in the various areas of volunteering, see also e.g. Dekker & De Hart (2007, 

2009).

2. See Pichler & Wallace (2007) for a more detailed analysis of this database. They look not only at the 

formal social capital of connectedness with organisations, but also at the informal social capital of 

networks of friends and informal care. The Netherlands has large amounts of both. Measuring or-

ganisational memberships and activities in an internationally reliable way has proved to be difficult 



245  

so cial and p olit ic al partic ipation and eng agement

(depending on the exact question formulation, very different frequencies are measured). However, 

strong support for civil-society organisations is consistently found in Northwestern Europe (see e.g. 

Dekker 2009; Van Ingen 2009; Van der Meer 2009).

3. Between the first elections in 1979 in what were then the nine member states, and the most recent 

elections in June 2009 in the present 27 member states, the turnout by the European electorate has 

fallen from 62% to 43% (via 59% in 1984, 58% in 1989, 57% in 1994, 50% in 1999 and 45% in 2004). In 

the Netherlands, the turnout figure has fallen from 58% in 1979 via 50% in 1984, 47% in 1989, 36% in 

1994, 30% in 1999 and 39% in 2004, to 37% in 2009.

4. See cpb/scp (2009: 39-52), including for further analyses of the backgrounds to turnout and the gap 

between the European preferences of the electorate and the preferences as perceived by their parties 

of choice.

5. Contributions from businesses include not only donations, but also sponsorship.

6. It is not possible to determine the extent to which the increased support for the statement stems 

from a stronger desire for leadership, a stronger rejection of bureaucratic laws and institutions, or 

a declining sensitivity to the authoritarian tone of the formulation. It is interesting that the prefer-

ence for strong leaders, far from being lower, is actually greater among people who at first sight are 

in favour of more democracy. For example, of the people who favour more say for citizens in 2009, 

60% favour strong leaders, compared with 47% of people who are not in favour of a greater say for 

the public; similarly, 58% of those in favour of directly elected mayors also favour strong leaders, 

compared with 49% of those who are not in favour of elected mayors; and 56% of those in favour 

of referendums would prefer strong leaders, compared with 53% of those who are not in favour of 

referendums. It is likely that the preferences for greater public influence and for strong leaders both 

stem in part from (populist?) distrust of the existing system and of incumbent politicians.

7. Dual memberships contribute to an overestimate of the number of members, but there are also argu-

ments which suggest that the figures cited are not too high. Research has for example shown that 

twice as many people say they are members of Natuurmonumenten as the actual number of members, 

something which is found to be attributable to family memberships. The Vroege Vogels data were 

moreover gathered only from national organisations; local associations (of which are far more Dutch 

people are members) are left out of consideration (cf. http://vroegevogels.vara.nl).

8. A distinction is drawn between experiential and orthodox reformed churches. The former interpret 

religion first and foremost on the basis of direct intervention by God in their personal lives. These 

people generally tend to distance themselves from the world, politics, culture (avoiding rather than 

joining the world). Orthodox groups regard religion primarily as the complete endorsement of a 

particular religious creed. Orthodoxy can be seen in terms of the struggle that has raised its head 

consistently through the centuries between the strictly orthodox and the moderates, which on 

several occasions has resulted in church splits.

9. Stoffels’ estimate is based on the percentages of believers in the countries of origin. Estimated using 

the same methodology, the number of Muslims in the Netherlands would be one million.

10. Since 1997, subscribers to broadcasting organisation magazines are no longer automatically 

members of the broadcasting association, but have to give their consent separately to becoming 

members.

11. In this and subsequent tables we do not indicate significance scores, but in order to give an idea 

of these: for sex, differences in volunteering and collective action are not statistically significant 

(< 0.05), but the other differences are.
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12. We do not look here at the cleaned-up effects of combinations of characteristics, but for volunteer-

ing see e.g. Dekker & De Hart (2009: 32-36).

13. The data used here on social contacts were analysed precisely with a view to ascertaining the degree 

of mixing of indigenous and ethnic minority groups, in order to be able to say something about 

socio-cultural integration (Dagevos et al. 2007).

14. See Dekker (2008), including for other quantitative analyses of backgrounds. Pels (2009) provides 

more information on organisational trends, as well as a forward study.

15. www.verenigingsburo.nl/newsletter/index.php?id=176&soort=Nieuwsbrief&bid=45 (consulted on 10 

August 2009).

16. www.nov.nl/onderwerpen/vrijwillige_inzet/docs/Gevolgen%20kredietcrisis%20voor%20het%20

 vrijwilligerswerk.pdf and www.nvdo.nl/nvdo/nvdowbwebroom.nsf/cf0c7df65f3c5feac1256bae00

4dbb0e/1d11c09a0e9739a2c12575f90023c827/$f il e/20090720%20Gevolgen%20Kredietcrisis.pdf 

( consulted on 10 August 2009).
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– Leisure time not only occupies a quarter of our lives, but has also become an increas-
ingly important aspect of our life situation in recent decades.

– Audiences for popular music and cabaret are growing. The interest in canonized cul-
ture is stable. Practising of the arts in free time is growing modestly, thanks to the 
rise of pc-based artistic activities.

– The emphasis in the time people spend on media is shifting from printed and audio-
visual media to the Internet. Young people are turning their backs on television and 
the other conventional media to a greater degree than older people.

– More and more adults are taking sufficient exercise, but young people lag behind. 
Participation in sport is growing, but memberships of sports clubs are not keeping 
pace.

– Recreation parks are falling out of favour; the number of visitors fell from 47% in 1995 
to 38% in 2007.

– Government contributions to culture appear to enjoy broad support, but this largely 
evaporates as soon as it is set against government contributions to other policy 
domains.

– Cumulative non-participation in culture, sport and recreation is found mainly among 
people with a low income, low education level, members of ethnic minorities, older 
people and people with a disability. These groups are underrepresented among those 
with a broad leisure repertoire.

– Compared with other European countries, the Netherlands has a high proportion of 
people who visit cultural events, practise an artistic discipline themselves in their 
leisure time, take part in sport, have access to and regularly use the Internet.

9.1 Leisure time: a quarter of our lives

Leisure time constitutes a not inconsiderable part of life. A week contains 168 hours; 
in an average week, roughly half of that time is spent sleeping and on personal care, a 
quarter on obligations (looking after children, running the household, work and educa-
tion) and a quarter consists of free time. Naturally, these proportions are not the same 
for everyone; or, more accurately, people do not have the same amount of free time in 
all phases in their life course. For example, for double-earners with young children, 
combining obligations has a bigger impact on their time than for pensioners, who have 
the most free time. Nonetheless, across the board at least a quarter of life consists of free 
time, which is therefore an important part of people’s life situation. Moreover, the way 
in which people spend their free time has become increasingly important. A good illus-
tration of this is the increased mention of leisure activities in contact or lonely hearts 
advertisements (Zeegers 1990). Whereas in the 1950s it was enough to give a concise 
description of sex, religion and income, in later decades contact ads have become more 
personal and leisure activities are described in some detail (travel, cycling, city trips, 
nature, etc.). The growing leisure market also illustrates how important free time has 
become.
Leisure time use is a broad field. Four aspects of this part of people’s life situation will 
be briefly discussed here: culture (section 9.2), media (9.3), sport (9.4) and tourism and 
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recreation (9.5). In each case, trends in policy, possible activities and participation 
are discussed, with an emphasis on the latter. In order to put the Dutch situation in a 
European perspective, European participation figures are also presented for culture, 
media and sport. The prevailing policy objectives are not presented in a separate sec-
tion, but at the start of each individual section. This is because there is no specific leisure 
time policy, but there is policy aimed at individual components of leisure time, such as 
cultural policy and sports policy. The common thread running through the policy is the 
stimulation of activities that are seen as a valuable and which it is assumed are not being 
provided sufficiently by the market. Where possible, the importance attached to these 
activities and the policy concerned is also explored. The chapter concludes with an anal-
ysis of patterns of participation and non-participation in these leisure activities (9.6).

9.2 Culture

According to the Dutch Cultural Policy Act, the minister with responsibility for cul-
ture is required to create the conditions for the maintaining, development, social and 
geographic distribution or dissemination in some other way of cultural expression, 
with considerations of quality and diversity being key. According to the same Act, the 
minister must inform Parliament at least once every four years about the main lines of 
the cultural policy. The Minister of Education, Culture and Science, Ronald Plasterk, 
did this in the policy memorandum ‘The art of living’ (Kunst van leven) (oc w 2007), the 
core objectives of which include cultural participation, excellence and innovation. This 
policy memorandum devotes more attention to the amateur arts than earlier cultural 
policy memoranda. Cultural participation in general and practising the amateur arts in 
particular have already been explicitly referred to earlier in the government Coalition 
Agreement ‘Working together, living together’ (Samen werken, samen leven), which puts 
the objectives of cultural policy in a broader perspective: ‘Cultural policy contributes 
to social cohesion and a vital economy. A rich cultural life is a source of creativity and 
strengthens the international settlement climate. It is essential in creating pride and a 
sense of community in our society.’

There are a lot of opportunities to participate in culture in the Netherlands. So many and 
so varied are they that the precise number of opportunities to visit exhibitions, attend 
performances or take part actively in culture is not known.
The number of museums in the Netherlands grew for many years until 1997, though 
determining the precise number was made more difficult by definition changes. 
According to the present definition of a museum by Statistics Netherlands (cbs), the 
number of museums has fallen since, from 942 in 1997 to 775 in 2004. The number of 
exhibitions organised by museums peaked in 1999 at 2249, before falling back to 2,041 in 
2005 (cbs StatLine).
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Figures from the Dutch Association of Theatre and Concert Hall Managements 
(vscd 2008) show a rise in the number of members between 1996 and 2007 (124 and 155, 
respectively), in the number of venues (205 and 279, respectively, in the number of seats 
in those venues (105000 and 132,000, respectively) and in the number of performances 
(27,000 and 39,000, respectively). However, this is not the whole story: according to an 
estimate by the vscd, the available information covers only 60% of the number of per-
formances. A cbs survey suggests different figures (cbs StatLine), but these also show an 
upward trend. No good trend data are known on pop performances.
There are many opportunities for people to practise an arts discipline themselves. A total 
of 425,000 people followed courses in an arts discipline at an arts centre in 2003; the 
figure in 1997 was 379,000. The number of lessons and students in clubs, at adult educa-
tion centres, on distance courses, etc., is unknown.
The total number of cinema auditoria was 630 in 2007, compared with 596 in 2002, 
an increase of 5.7%. Over the same period, the number of seats in those auditoria fell 
from 109,700 to 106,100 (European Audiovisual Observatory 2008: 19-20). Having more 
auditoria of smaller average size allows distributors to show large numbers of films 
simultaneously to smaller audiences, which in principle increases the diversity of the 
supply.

The participation in cultural activities is considerable, but by no means encompasses the 
whole population. Since 1995 the participation figures have either shown signs of con-
solidation or slight growth (table 9.1; see Van den Broek et al. 2009 for more details on 
cultural interest in the Netherlands). The reach of museums in the Netherlands increased 
from 35% in 1995 to 41% in 2007. The share of visitors to each type of museum has 
increased since 1995, except for folklore museums. The percentage of visitors to stage 
performances also increased over the same period, from 48% to 53%. This growth has 
occurred only in the ‘lighter’ segment, namely pop music (including musicals) and caba-
ret. The reach of theatre and ballet remained unchanged, while that of classical music 
was lower in 2007 than in 1995.
Cinemas attracted growing audiences in the period studied, first mainly in mainstream 
cinemas and more recently primarily in filmhouses. Many people are themselves actively 
involved in the arts in their free time (e.g. singing, music, theatre, drawing, modelling, 
film/photography). The percentage of people practising an arts discipline in their free 
time has grown, though only in the area of creative (multi)media use, first due to the 
growing popularity of photography and film, and later due to the rise of digital image 
processing on the pc.
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Table 9.1

Participation in cultural activities in the 12 months prior to the survey, population aged six years and 

older, 1995-2007 (in percentages) 

1995 1999 2003 2007

visits to museums (total) 35 37 38 41
historical museums 20 - 21 23
art galleries 17 - 20 20
folklore museums 8 - 9 8
natural history museums 11 - 13 13
technology/science museums 6 - 7 8
other museums 12 - 14 18

visits to performing arts (total) 48 50 51 53
theatre 26 28 26 27
ballet 4 4 5 5
classical music 17 15 14 14
pop music 25 28 31 34
cabaret 11 13 13 15

cinema 49 54 57 56
cinema 48 53 56 55
filmhouse 6 6 9 10

practising the arts (total)a 38 42 46 44
music 20 24 21 21
theatre 5 8 5 4
visual arts 23 26 25 23
(multi)mediab 7 10 15 14

- = no data
a  In 2003 and 2007 incl. graphic work on a computer as part of the arts discipline (multi)media; in all 

years excl. creative writing and dance.
b  For photography and film, the question stated that this did not include family and holiday snaps.

Source: scp (avo’95-’07)

How does cultural participation in the Netherlands compare internationally? 
International comparison is possible thanks to data from a report by the European 
Commission (ec 2007). The European figures suggest a much higher level of cultural 
interest in the Netherlands than our own figures. Assuming that this distortion applies 
for all countries, these figures still provide a reliable picture of the level of cultural inter-
est in the Netherlands compared with that in the rest of Europe. In all respects, that 
level of interest is much higher in the Netherlands than the European average. The level 
of cultural interest in Southern and Eastern Europe, in particular, is lower than in the 
Netherlands (table 9.2).
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Table 9.2

Participation in cultural activities in Europe in the 12 months preceding the survey, population aged 

15 years and older, 2007 (in percentages)

museum or 
gallery

historic
monument

ballet, dance, 
opera theatre concert

practising  
the arts

Netherlands 62 71 26 58 56 78
Europe 41 54 18 32 37 62

Denmark 65 76 27 40 58 79
Finland 51 63 23 48 51 82
Sweden 62 75 26 47 40 93

Bulgaria 20 30 9 21 28 21
Estonia 48 63 23 49 62 87
Hungary 39 45 16 31 31 48
Latvia 47 62 21 41 59 57
Lithuania 33 51 20 27 52 44
Poland 32 48 12 18 29 38
Romania 27 40 8 20 28 42
Slovenia 39 60 16 36 49 68
Slovak Republic 40 64 16 37 37 83
Czech Republic 44 68 20 44 45 73

Belgium 42 54 17 33 40 78
Germany 48 65 19 37 42 77
France 43 54 19 23 35 80
Ireland 38 51 13 33 49 59
Luxembourg 54 64 27 40 53 84
Austria 39 50 18 42 43 66
United Kingdom 49 61 20 41 53 73

Cyprus 25 35 10 25 29 53
Greece 25 33 12 30 21 39
Italy 34 49 20 26 31 51
Malta 34 47 28 25 32 51
Portugal 24 35 9 19 23 27
Spain 38 50 12 25 34 46

Source: ec (2007)

Both in the Netherlands and elsewhere in Europe, the level of cultural interest shows a 
consistent relationship with age and education level. Similarly, everywhere in Europe 
young people display more cultural interest than older people, and better-educated 
people more than people with a lower education level.
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The observation that large parts of the population engage in cultural activities does 
not however say anything about the importance that they attach to those activities, nor 
about what role people see for the government here. It transpires that culture in the 
immediate residential setting is not considered very important (table 9.3). People do 
however consider it important that the government supports culture, especially cultural 
heritage (75% consider this important), but also the arts (63%) and media (60%). People 
believe that artists should above all ‘make attractive things’ (74% agree) and should ‘do 
what they want’ (65%); ‘providing entertainment’ is less often seen as their main task 
(29%) and ‘improving the world’ receives the least support (25% agree, but 39% disagree). 
Government support for the arts should emphasise neither the experimental nor the 
traditional, but both to an equal degree.

Table 9.3

Opinions on various cultural topics, population aged 15 years and older, 2007 (in percentages)

very unim-
portant

unimpor-
tant neutral

impor-
tant

very im-
portant

how important do you consider it to live near a 
museum, theatre and/or concert hall 18 30 32 15 4
architecture 19 32 33 13 3
historical environment 16 28 33 18 5

how important do you think it is that the 
government … supports

media (broadcasting, newspapers, 
magazines, books) 4 9 26 44 16
heritage (historical museums, historic 
monuments, historic town centres) 2 5 18 44 31
the arts (art galleries, theatre, music) 4 8 27 44 19

disagree 
completely disagree neutral agree

agree 
completely

art and artists should above all 
do what they want 5 8 22 36 29
make attractive things 2 4 20 46 28
provide entertainment 11 21 39 21 8
improve the world 15 24 36 16 9

if the government supports the arts, it should 
support 

only 
traditional 
art

mainly 
traditional 
art neutral

mainly 
experi-
mental
art

only
experi-
mental 
art

8 16 74 2 1

Source: scp (avo’07)
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It is known that people are inclined to overestimate the importance of something if that 
‘something’ does not have to be set against other important issues. Time and money can 
however be spent only once, so that in practice people are often forced to make choices. 
In earlier research, people have been asked about the importance of 12 aspects of their 
direct residential setting: in addition to culture and heritage, these included safety, 
shops, green spaces and schools. Cultural amenities and historical character came at the 
bottom of the list, at 10 and 12 (Van den Broek et al. 2005: 26-28). Recently, scp asked 
citizens in the Citizens’ Outlook Barometer (cob) to indicate for 17 policy domains 
whether they think central government should spend (a lot) less or (a lot) more on them. 
Culture (‘stimulating art and culture’) came out as one of the two main policy areas 
where people felt the government should spend less money. Only ‘contributing to inter-
national military missions and conflict management’ was more popular as an area where 
spending should be reduced (Dekker et al. 2008). The importance that people attach to 
government support for culture and the media evidently melts away as soon as choices 
have to be made.

9.3 Media, information and communication

Government policy in relation to media, information and communication impinges 
on all aspects of the communication process: the sender, the message, the distribution 
channels, the receivers and even the (potential) consequences of media use for those 
receivers. Since media, information and communication are interwoven with many 
areas of life, media policy is also to some extent cultural policy, economic policy and 
technology/infrastructure policy. The government monitors and controls the playing 
field, finances and coordinates public broadcasting associations at national, regional 
and local level and in this way acts as a correcting influence over pure market forces, in 
order to safeguard values such as plurality and accessibility.
The new Media Act which was published at the end of 2008 is primarily intended to 
remove restrictions which hinder traditional mass media such as broadcasters and news-
paper publishers in expanding their activities into the digital domain. Some restrictions 
are still imposed on the operation of the free market, however; the most notable is the 
formulation of a public media task (Section 2.1 of the Act), which allows for the main-
taining of a public media domain alongside the commercial domain within the scope of 
the European Directive.
In this period of recession, the suboptimal functioning of the free market is particularly 
evident in the world of newspapers. The problem of circulations which have been falling 
gradually for years has now been exacerbated by a sharp drop in advertising revenue. As 
online newspapers currently generate little or no income, the search for a new business 
model has suddenly become urgent. A recently formed committee has forwarded pro-
posals for the best way of encouraging innovation in the newspaper industry (Brinkman 
Committee 2009).

The media world is characterised by both expansion and convergence. The production 
of information (in a broad sense) worldwide is growing strongly year-on-year. Estimates 
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range from growth of 30% per annum, which represents a doubling of the total amount 
of information in three years (Lyman & Varian 2003), to no less than a tenfold increase 
within five years (idc 2008). The growth in the traditional mass media is less marked, 
but here the picture is dominated mainly by convergence within the digital domain of 
what were previously technologically and operationally separate worlds of the printed 
media and radio and television broadcasting.

All this without doubt makes the field of media, information and communication one of 
the most rapidly changing areas of modern society. This makes it difficult for research to 
keep up; in order to address this and attempt to map out recent developments, the long-
term scp measurements in table 9.4 are supplemented with data from other sources. 
These are not entirely comparable with data from the scp research, but they do nonethe-
less provide an impression.
Table 9.4 paints a broad picture of a rapid rise of the Internet, largely at the expense of 
the more traditional media. The decline in reading newspapers, magazines and books 
began before the emergence of the Internet as a home medium. Reading books does 
appear to have stabilised somewhat in recent years, however; while the number of books 
borrowed from public libraries continues to fall, the number of books sold is increas-
ing. The Dutch also spent less time reading magazines in 2005 than ten years earlier. 
This trend is not reflected in the circulation figures; the combined circulation of general 
magazines and professional journals has remained more or less stable since the turn of 
the millennium (www.hoi-online.nl). The competition from the Internet is being felt 
most in the newspaper industry. Posting articles online still generates very little reve-
nue, while circulations of printed newspapers are falling – at least if the free newspapers 
are left out of the picture. However, it is precisely these free papers which are being hard 
hit by the economic recession, since they derive their income entirely from the collapsed 
advertising market.
The picture for radio and television is less clear-cut, mainly because the statistics show 
different things. The Time Use Survey (t bo) conducted by scp was already showing 
a decline in radio listening before 1995, a trend which has continued since then. The 
Continuous Listening Audience Survey (cl o), which measures listening to the radio with 
greater precision, shows a more or less flat trend, and at a much higher level. The t bo 
also shows a downward trend in t v viewing since 2000. This can be related directly to 
the increase in the amount of time spent using the Internet; the fall was greatest among 
young people, among whom the rise in Internet use was greatest. By contrast, the 
Continuous Viewing Audience Survey (cko), which publishes television viewing figures, 
shows a slight fall which only began in 2006.
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Although the total amount of time devoted to the various media types changed in the 
period 1995-2005, the differences across population groups remained roughly the same. 
Particularly striking are the age differences among users of the oldest and newest media 
types, i.e. the printed media and the Internet. For the time being, the Internet is and 
remains primarily the domain of men, young people and the well-educated – though 
the differences by education level shrank between 2000 and 2005. That also holds for the 
differences by sex, though the difference remains considerable.
Printed media have long been the domain of the well-educated. It is therefore remark-
able that in 2005 the low-educated devoted just as much time to printed media as the 
well-educated, though it should be borne in mind here that education level masks an age 
difference; low-educated people are more often found in the oldest age-group, which 
has much more free time than the younger age groups. After the statistical correction for 
this age difference, the well-educated are indeed found to devote more time to printed 
media.
According to figures from the Time Use Survey (t bo), radio and sound carriers (here 
including mp3 players) have lost many users (Breedveld et al. 2006). This decline is most 
marked among the young, older people and residents of large cities. The national public 
broadcasters, as well as other broadcasters, including local and regional, have lost a 
particularly large number of users among these groups (Van den Broek et al. 2009).

Young people are turning their backs on television and image carriers to a greater degree 
than older people. This would appear to be a mirror image of the growing amount of 
time spent by young people on the Internet. The distribution in viewing time is also 
slightly more skewed based on education level; viewing time grew slightly among the 
low-educated in the study period, while in the other groups it fell slightly. Residents of 
the four largest cities (Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht) watched slightly 
more television in 1995 than people living in less urbanised areas, and continued to 
do so.
Image and sound carriers (which in the t bo include mp 3 players) have received strong 
competition in the last decade from sound and images stored on hard drives and in flash 
memories, as well as from streaming audio and video. The t bo survey in 2005 showed 
that the amount of time people spent listening to audio and music and watching audio-
visual content on a pc (offline or online) was still very low, though there may have been 
some underreporting.

Compared with other European countries, the television landscape in the Netherlands is 
highly competitive. At the same time the Netherlands, like the Scandinavian countries, 
is at the forefront as regards (broadband) Internet in private homes. However, availabil-
ity and access say little about actual use; to ascertain this, we look at the European Social 
Survey (ess) from 2006, which provides information on the use of television, radio, 
newspapers and the Internet (table 9.5).
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Table 9.5

Media and Internet use in the Netherlands and in Europe, population aged 15 years and older, 2006  

(in hours per day and percentages of daily users)

  television radio newspapers Internet

  (hours/day) (hours/day) (hours/day) (% daily)

Netherlands 1.9 1.3 0.5 46
Europea 1.9 1.4 0.5 28

Denmark 1.9 1.5 0.5 50
Finland 1.7 1.2 0.7 39
Sweden 1.6 1.2 0.6 47

Bulgaria 2.4 0.8 0.5 12
Estonia 2.0 1.5 0.7 38
Hungary 1.9 1.4 0.5 16
Poland 1.8 1.6 0.4 19
Slovenia 1.5 1.6 0.5 29
Slovak Republic 2.0 1.8 0.5 18

Belgium 2.0 1.6 0.4 35
Germany 1.9 1.4 0.6 23
France 1.9 1.2 0.3 33
Ireland 1.9 1.8 0.8 26
Austria 1.7 1.7 0.7 37
United Kingdom 2.3 1.4 0.6 33

Cyprus 2,4 1,4 0,5 10
Portugal 1,9 0,9 0,4 15
Spain 1,8 1,1 0,3 22

a  Weighted average by population size for these 19 eu countries.

Source: European Commission (ess06, round 3)

The Netherlands comes out as average with regard to newspapers, radio and television. 
The 1.9 hours spent each day watching television, 1.3 hours listening to the radio and 0.5 
hours reading a newspaper deviate little if at all from the European average (weighted by 
population size). The greater access to the Internet in the Netherlands does indeed trans-
late into actual use.
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9.4 Sport and exercise

The central planks of the government policy on sport are that more people should 
exercise and that more people should participate in society (v ws 2005, 2006). A policy 
statement on sport (De kracht van sport – ‘The power of sport’) (v ws 2007) builds on the 
government Coalition Agreement ‘Working together, living together’ (Samen werken, 
samen leven). For the first time, policy objectives have been formulated in terms of per-
centages of the population. Explicit attempts are made to integrate sport in the policy 
of other departments, as for example in the ‘Action plan powerful neighbourhoods’ 
(Actieplan krachtwijken (w w i 2007). This cooperation has been achieved in the ‘Commu-
nity schools, sport and culture initiative’ (Impuls brede scholen, sport en cultuur) (oc w & v ws 
2007) and in the policy framework on sport, exercise and education (Beleidskader sport, 
bewegen en onderwijs) (oc w & v ws 2008). The various programmes focus on different 
target groups (people in disadvantaged neighbourhoods, pupils, employees) or interme-
diaries (sports clubs, schools, employers, health insurers). The added value attached to 
sport is clearly reflected in the Olympic Plan 2028 (Olympisch plan 2028) (noc*nsf 2009). 
The government supports this ambitious plan for sport. It has also linked to it its own 
ambitions to enable not just sport, but also other areas of life, to benefit (Kabinet 2009).

People who take part in sport have access to 9,500 sports facilities (table 9.6). The 
number of fitness centres and riding stables has grown strongly in recent years, which 
for fitness centres is clearly reflected in the participation figures (12% of the population 
in 1995, 22% in 2007). The total number of other sports facilities remains more or less 
stable, partly due to the multifunctional use of halls and the laying of (high-frequency 
use) artificial turf playing fields.

Table 9.6

Availability of sports facilities, 1994-2006 (in absolute numbers)

1994 1997 2000 2003 2006

open-air facilities 4190 4090 4040 4000 3730
indoor facilities 2040 2115 2210 2160 2135
swimming pools 720 730 760 770 725
riding stables - 900 1160 1190 1460
fitness centres 823 951 1012 1146 1398

Source: cbs (so’94-’06; sz s’94-’06); KvK (2007)

One of the government policy objectives is to persuade more people to exercise and 
to reduce physical inactivity. There has indeed been an increase in recent years in the 
percentage of adults who meet the ‘combinorm’ exercise standard (table 9.7). The 
combinorm means that people undergo intensive exercise for 20 minutes at least three 
times per week, and/or half an hour of moderately intensive exercise on at least five days 
per week (one hour for young people). There is also growing scientific evidence that 
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intensive exercise (including sport) is important for health (Haskell et al. 2007). This 
raises the question of whether the drive to increase exercise should be focused more on 
intensive activity.

The same percentages of men and women meet the combinorm, though women often 
exercise less intensively. Those with a secondary education level more often take suf-
ficient exercise than those with a low or high education level, and indigenous citizens 
more often than the ethnic minority population. The combinorm is set higher for young 
people than for adults, requiring them to exercise for at least one hour per day rather 
than half an hour. However, the percentage meeting either the half-hour or the one-hour 
norm is lower among young people than adults.
Insufficient physical activity costs Dutch society eur 907 million per year in health 
care costs alone (Bernaards et al. 2008). No allowance is made in here for the costs of 
absenteeism, adaptations to the residential setting and quality of life. The percentage of 
physically inactive adults has fallen over recent years, with the result that the target for 
2012 that only 5% of the adult population should not engage in sufficient exercise on any 
day of the week has already been achieved (see also chapter 7). On the other hand, physi-
cal activity itself can also entail costs. The direct medical costs of sports injuries come to 
eur 230 million per year, of which 30% is spent on physiotherapy and 25% on specialists 
or outpatient clinics (Bernaards et al. 2008). In addition, it is estimated that loss of pro-
duction, expressed in terms of absenteeism resulting from sports injuries, costs eur 360 
million per year. By way of comparison, absenteeism resulting from personal injuries 
costs eur 700 million per year (Toet et al. 2009).

Table 9.7

Norm activity and inactivity,a population aged 12 years and older, 2000-2007 (in percentages)

2000/’01 2002/’03 2004/’05 2006/’07 target 2012

adults ≥ 18 years
meet the combinorm 52 54 61 66 70
inactive 9 9 7 5 5

young people aged 12-17 years
meet the combinorm (30 minutes) 42 44 54 47 50
meet the combinorm (60 minutes) - - - 38 50

a  ‘Inactive’ means not engaging in moderately intensive physical activity for at least 30 minutes 
(60 minutes for young people) on any day in the summer or winter.

Source: tno (obiN’00/’07); v ws (2008)

If the threshold for participation in sport is set at a low level, e.g. participating at least 
once during the last 12 months, we see that participation in sport has increased in recent 
years, rising from 64% in 1995 to 71% in 2007. Policy objectives are now based on a higher 
threshold, namely engaging in sport a minimum of 12 times per year; this is known as 
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the r so norm (the r so is a survey of participation in sport). In scp fieldwork, respond-
ents were asked for the first time in 2003 how many times they had taken part in sport; 
as a result, no earlier data are available on this.

In 2007, 65% of the population met the r so norm, which means the target for 2012 
had almost been achieved (see table 9.8). Differences in participation in sport remain 
between the lower and higher-educated, between the indigenous and immigrant popu-
lation, and between residents of different neighbourhoods. It is often thought that such 
differences can be largely explained by personal factors (attitude, social environment, 
motivation to engage in sport), but factors such as neighbourhood and household are 
also relevant. Safety and social cohesion are particularly important at neighbourhood 
level in determining whether people participate and continue to participate in sport 
(Kamphuis 2008). When people begin participating in sport, their motives are usu-
ally health, pleasure or social contacts, while health and social contacts are important 
motives for continuing to participate (Hoekman et al. 2007).

The sports club is an important location for meeting others and for social participation. 
For this reason, a great deal of energy and money is invested in strengthening sports 
clubs, for example via the ‘Community schools, sport and culture initiative’ (Impuls in 
brede scholen, sport en cultuur) (oc w & v ws 2007). This is not yet being translated a growing 
percentage of the population becoming members of a sports club. Volunteering is also 
a form of connectedness to society. The percentage of the population who do voluntary 
work in a sports club is stable and is not (yet) increasing towards the target of 13% by 2011 
(table 9.8).

People who engage in sport at a club or sports facility (table 9.8) consider it important 
that the trainer or instructor is expert, friendly and helpful. In addition, great value is 
attached to having clean showers and changing rooms. Generally, people are very happy 
with the quality of their trainer or instructor. They are slightly less satisfied with the level 
of hygiene in changing rooms, but still assess this as adequate. The presence of a cater-
ing facility and the ability to take part in competitions or other subsidiary activities are 
considered less important. People are least satisfied with the prices charged (tuition and 
contribution fees, entry fees or the cost of drinks) and the speed with which complaints 
are dealt with (Lucassen & Tiessen-Raaphorst 2006).

Comparative research in which people were asked about their participation in the 
past week shows that the percentage of Dutch people who take part in sport (52%) is 
well above the average in the European Union (38%). More people take part in sport in 
Scandinavia, and fewer in Southern Europe (eec 2004).
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Table 9.8 

Participation in sport, membership, volunteering and use of sports facilities, population aged 

6-79 years, 2003 and 2007 (in percentages)

2003 2007 target 2011

participation in sport (at least 12 times per year) 61 65 66

membership of a sports club
population 35 34 37
participants in sporta 54 52 -

volunteering in the sports club
population 11 10 13
participants in sporta 18 16 -

use of sports facility (participants in sporta)
official facility (e.g. sports hall, swimming pool) 72 72 -
gymnasium 10 9 -
indoor facility that is not used exclusively for sport  
(e.g. community centre, village hall, bar) 4 4 -
in the open air, not on an official sports ground 52 50 -
at home or in the garden 8 7 -

a  At least 12 times per year.

Source: scp (avo’03 and ’07); v ws (2008)

9.5 Tourism and recreation

Tourism policy in the Netherlands is first and foremost economic policy, aimed at 
attracting foreign tourists and encouraging Dutch people to holiday in their own 
country. Tourism and recreation account for 3.0% of gross national product (gnp) and 
provide 375,000 jobs. According to the tourism document Holland, meesterwerk aan het 
water (‘Holland, masterpiece on the water’) (e z 2008), the goal of tourism policy is to 
achieve a combination of growth in the volume of incoming tourism (more tourists) 
and to raise the client value (the average spend by specific target groups). At the request 
of the State Secretary for Economic Affairs, the Netherlands Tourism & Conference 
Bureau (nbtc) prepared a strategic marketing plan for the initiation, coordination and 
implementation of promotional activities abroad, together with partners from the 
tourism industry. Organising major international events is perceived as another way 
of contributing to increasing the infection of the Netherlands as a tourist destination 
(nr i t  2008).
Recreational policy is focused more on the Dutch population than tourism policy. Its 
aim is to achieve social objectives such as health, integration of population groups, 
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strengthening the rural economy and increasing the accessibility of rural and urban 
areas (nr i t 2008: 74-86).

The number of overnight accommodation units in the Netherlands more than doubled 
between 1995 and 2008, from 3,238 to 7,096. In addition to the increased availability 
of overnight accommodation, tourists in the Netherlands have access to a wide range 
of daytime attractions. In the summer, many Dutch and foreign tourists head for the 
beaches, but other nature reserves also draw lots of visitors. The historic town centres 
are also a big attraction, not just because of the old buildings, but also as a backdrop for 
‘retail therapy’ and restaurant visits. The Netherlands has a wealth of amusement parks, 
festivals and other leisure destinations. More and more regions are giving themselves 
over to organised entertainment (Metz 2002).
In the period 1995-2008, the number of overnight stays by foreign tourists rose from 
19.7 million to 25.2 million (+28%). However, an even larger share of the growth in the 
number of overnight stays in hotels, on campsites and in other accommodation was 
taken by the Dutch themselves; the number of overnight stays by Dutch visitors rose 
from 42.2 million to 59.2 million (+40%) (cbs StatLine).
In 2007 more than 80% of Dutch citizens took one or more holidays. The figure in 1995 
was slightly lower, at 77% (figure 9.1). Dutch people together accounted for around 35 
million holidays. The proportion of holidays taken in the Netherlands fell from 57% in 
1995 to 50% in 2007. In most cases (more than 60%), holidays were for more than four 
consecutive nights (‘long holidays’) according to the Continuous Holiday Survey (c vo). 
The Dutch went on holiday an average of 2.8 times in 2007, slightly more often than 1995 
(2.6 times).

Figure 9.1

Participation in holidays, Dutch population, 1995-2007 (in percentages)
Figuur 9.1
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Source: CBS (StatLine)
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The Dutch not only visit (urban) recreation areas, woodlands, heathland and other 
(protected) nature reserves during holidays, but also on days off and at the weekend. 
Cultural/historical destinations are also popular, as are amusement parks, zoos and 
other attractions. Compared with the middle of the 1990s, a slightly higher proportion of 
the Dutch population visited an attraction in 2007 (table 9.9). This increase had already 
occurred in the second half of the 1990s, since when the percentage has remained con-
stant. Visits to interesting buildings and historic town or village centres have also been 
included in the programme for a holiday, weekend trip or day out slightly more often 
since the middle of the 1990s.

Table 9.9

Visits to various tourist destinations, population aged six years and older, 1995-2007 (in percentages)

  1995 1999 2003 2007

attractionsa 54 57 58 57
nature areas and protected nature reserves 71 70 75 74

(protected) nature areasb 35 35 . .
woodland, heathland, polder landscape or lakesc 69 67 . .

urban park or urban woodland 42 41 37 41
other man-made recreational areas 47 43 42 38
interesting building, village or urban area 43 42 45 45

a  Such as zoos and amusement parks.
b  Up to and including 1999, the question referred to ‘protected nature reserves’ such as the Hoge 

Veluwe or Kennemerduinen; from 2000 the question referred to ‘nature areas’.
c  No longer asked from 2003 onwards.
.  no data

Source: scp (avo’95-’07)

Woodland, heathland and nature areas draw more Dutch visitors than attractions, inter-
esting buildings and historic town centres. Almost three-quarters of the population visit 
a nature area at least once a year, regardless of whether it is a protected nature reserve 
such as the Hoge Veluwe or an area without protected status. This distinction in status is 
difficult for many Dutch people to make; partly for this reason, since 2003 respondents 
have no longer been asked separately about protected nature reserves. The changed 
question formulation makes it difficult to compare visits to nature areas in the period 
1995-2007.
Apart from a dip in 2003, urban parks and woodlands attract a constant 40% of the Dutch 
population. When asked, a steadily declining number of people say they visit other 
man-made recreation areas. Whether this signifies a genuine decline in these visits or 
whether a decreasing number of people recognise these sites as man-made, is unclear. 
Many of the areas laid in the 1970s or earlier have now taken on the guise of natural envi-
ronments, which would be difficult without knowledge of their history to distinguish 
from other well-maintained nature areas.
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The term ‘recreation’ appears to be just as dated. Originally linked to the idea of spend-
ing leisure time in a green environment, the term has increasingly become a container 
concept, which also encompasses cultural and sporting activities, as well as visits to 
events, amusement parks and festivals. The term ‘leisure’ is also increasingly being used. 
This also relates to leisure activities outside the home, but then with the emphasis on 
the use of commercial amenities. The conceptual broadening of the term ‘recreation’ 
leads to an overlap with the content of sections 9.2 and 9.5 on culture and sport. For this 
reason, the emphasis above has somewhat conventionally been placed on recreation in 
green spaces.

9.6 Taking part, not taking part and policy

Of the total of 168 hours in a week, roughly a quarter can generally be regarded as free 
time. This means it is not possible to take part in all forms of leisure time activity: choic-
es have to be made. Within those choices, patterns of participation can be recognised, 
which suggest that individual leisure time repertoires are influenced by more factors 
than just the available time. Broadly speaking, the forms of leisure activity explored here 
attract more highly educated than low-educated people, more young people than older 
people, more indigenous than immigrant citizens, more people with a high than a low 
income and more people without than with (severe) physical impairments (table 9.10). 
There is one exception to this general picture, which will be discussed later in this sec-
tion. Attention here, at the end of this chapter, is focused primarily on adding together 
the participation in culture, sport and recreation in the two right-hand columns in 
table 9.10. This provides a summary of the groups who take part in none or all three 
of the forms of leisure activity listed. Unfortunately, media use could not be included, 
because the data derive from a different database.
Only a small proportion of the population (7%) report ‘cumulative non-participation’: 
no cultural activities, no participation in sport (more than 12 times a year) and no visits 
to attractions or nature and recreation areas. Conversely, just under half the population 
(46%) have taken part in all three forms of leisure activity. Neither the group of non-par-
ticipants nor the group with a wide leisure repertoire are a proportional representation 
of the population. On the contrary, the composition of both groups is skewed, making 
them each other’s mirror image. People with a low income, low education level, mem-
bers of ethnic minorities, older people and people with a disability are overrepresented 
among the non-participants; these are precisely the groups that are underrepresented 
among those with a broad leisure repertoire.
In a supplementary multivariate analysis, the number of the three accumulated forms of 
leisure time use in which people participate is also explained by the personal character-
istics listed in table 9.10. It then becomes apparent that age (bèta: –0.30) and education 
level (bèta: 0.27) have far and away the biggest influence on that participation. The 
younger and better educated someone is, the greater the number of forms of leisure 
activity in which they participate. Less predictive, but still relevant, is ethnicity, followed 
at some distance by income and disabilities. Sex has only a minor influence, while the 
size of the town or village where someone lives has no influence at all.
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One exception to the general pattern is that cultural activities and media use do show a 
distinction by sex, whereas that distinction was missing when the various activities were 
added together. Culture and ‘old’ media attract more women than men, while for new 
media the reverse is the case. ‘Old media’ refers here to the printed media (newspapers, 
magazines and books) as well as public radio and television broadcasting, while ‘new 
media’ refers to the Internet and commercial radio and television broadcasters such as 
rt l and sbs. The participation threshold for these activities is set higher than for the 
other activities, to prevent the participation percentages being too high and to allow 
some differentiation to be seen. For income and ethnicity, the data used do not permit 
further refinement.
Men display a preference for new media, while women divide their attention evenly 
between the old and new media. Low-educated people are the most fervent media users, 
as evidenced by their leading position for both media clusters (the same applies for the 
well educated for the old media). The most striking differences are found for age; teenag-
ers (12-17 years) show a clear preference for commercial broadcasters and the Internet at 
the expense of printed media and public broadcasting. Among older people, the balance 
is weighted in the opposite direction.

A number of trends appear to have started in the field of culture which, if they continue, 
will bring reality and policy goals closer together. Compared with the middle of the 
1990s, a larger percentages of the population visited a museum or stage performance 
at least once in 2007 and more people practised an artistic discipline in their free time. 
Classical music and theatre did not share in this growth; partly as a result of future 
demographic trends, especially the disappearance of the baby-boom generation, 
participation in these two forms of culture could come under pressure in the future. 
Conversely, the strongest growth in cultural reach was recorded in fields where the 
government plays a relatively minor role: pop music, cabaret and film.
The ‘digital revolution’ means that the field of media, communication and information 
is in such a state of transition that there is great uncertainty about the extent and type 
of government intervention needed. There are concerns about the position of journal-
ism in an increasingly digital media landscape, and about the poor reach of public 
broadcasting in some parts of the population (especially young people and the socially 
disadvantaged). The convergence of the traditional mass media, information services 
and communication platforms on the Internet make government policy difficult in this 
area. The ever-present danger is that government actions will prioritise old media and 
services at the expense of the innovation that stems from new media and services.
Sport and exercise is an area that is receiving a great deal of attention, partly in the 
light of the Olympic Plan 2028 (noc*nsf 2009) and the government standpoint on this 
(Kabinet 2009). Exercise receives special mention because of its value to health. Policy 
objectives are focused on achieving more active and fewer sedentary people in the 
Netherlands. The target for adults will definitely be achieved, but additional efforts will 
be needed to achieve the target for young people (50% meeting the norm).
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Table 9.10

Participation and non-participation in leisure activities and accumulation of culture, sport and recrea-

tion, population aged six years and older (in percentages of participantsa per year)

culture (performances, 
museums and practising 
the arts)

books, newspapers, 
magazines, public radio and tv
(ave. ≥ 1 hr/day, 2005)

Internet, commercial  
radio and tv
(ave. ≥ 1 hr/day, 2005)

sport (at least  
12 times in last  
12 months)

recreation (attrac-
tions, nature and 
recreation areas)

culture + sport + recreation
none of the  
three activities all three activities

all 78 37 46 64 84 7 46

sex 
men 76 33 51 65 84 8 45
women 81 41 42 63 85 7 47

income
lowest 20% 67 . . 50 73 16 32
20-80% 80 . . 64 87 5 47
highest 20% 87 . . 77 90 3 59

educationb 
none, primary or junior secondary 62 41 53 42 73 15 24
senior secondary 80 30 50 62 89 4 44
higher 91 41 35 73 94 1 61

ethnicity
indigenous Dutch 80 . . 66 86 6 48
Turkish/Moroccan 56 . . 50 73 14 26
non-Western ethnic minority 67 . . 57 67 15 33

health
impairments 55 51 56 34 64 23 18
no impairments 81 37 46 65 87 5 49

size of municipality
four largest 81 35 40 61 81 9 44
fifth-twenty-first largest 74 34 48 59 81 10 41
rest of the Netherlands 79 38 47 66 86 6 47

age
6-17 yearsc 87 10 73 84 90 2 65
18-34 years 81 8 45 71 87 5 54
35-64 years 79 42 43 59 87 6 43
≥ 65 years 63 80 43 39 67 20 22

a  For media use, the perspective applied is not once per year but the percentage who spent an average
 of one hour or more on the media in question during one week.
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Sport is regarded in policy mainly as a means to an end (based on the argument that it is 
good for health, integration, norms and values, etc.). However, the main objectives are 
formulated in terms of participation percentages. The target for participation in sport is 
within reach. By contrast, achievement of the target for participation in volunteering for 
and membership of sports clubs is still a long way off.
The present recreation policy concentrates on the creation of recreational green spaces 
around urban areas. These ‘green lungs’ are regarded as important for several social 
objectives such as well-being, integration and health. The wide interest in nature areas 
by the Dutch population suggests a substantial need for these areas. Man-made recrea-
tion areas are less visited, but the figures for this are somewhat dubious because not 
all man-made areas are recognised as such (and therefore distinguished from ‘natural’ 
nature areas). The government acknowledges the importance of green amenities, includ-
ing in urban areas. It is therefore expected that investments in these amenities will 
contribute to resolving urban problems (t k 2008/2009). Visits to green spaces in the city 
have remained constant for a long time. To what extent ‘green recreation’ contributes 
to the government objectives cannot be determined at present. It is also too early to 
say what the influence of the economic recession will be on the extent of incoming and 
outgoing tourism, nor how it will impact on tourist spending.
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– The overall crime rate in the Netherlands showed a slight fall in 2008. The crime 
rate in the Netherlands has fallen continuously since 2002, both according to public 
opinion surveys and according to police records. This can be attributed largely to the 
decline in property crime. By contrast, vandalism and public order offences show a 
rising trend. The number of violent crimes has fluctuated in recent years. Financial 
and economic crime (embezzlement, forgery, fraud) was recorded more frequently by 
the police in 2007.

– Antidiscrimination bureaus received 4,247 complaints about discrimination in 2007, 
fewer than in the two preceding years. The police also recorded fewer cases of dis-
crimination, with 520 incidents. Race, ethnic origin and skin colour are the most 
common reasons for discrimination. Discrimination on the grounds of age, sex and 
sexual proclivity were reported relatively more often in 2007 than in earlier years.

– The police clear-up rate improved in 2007 (23% of crimes committed). 57% of people 
who had contact with the police in 2008 were satisfied or very satisfied with their 
experience. This percentage has been rising gradually in recent years. The overall 
public image of the police has improved since 2004, and is now reasonably stable. In 
2008, 44% of citizens were satisfied or very satisfied with the general functioning of 
the police.

– Despite the falling crime rate, the Public Prosecution Service dealt with more cases 
in 2007, with a smaller percentage (45%) being settled by the Service itself. A smaller 
proportion of suspects were found guilty by the courts in 2007 (92%). Fines were the 
most commonly imposed sanction by the courts. Fewer prison sentences and more 
community service orders were imposed in 2007.

– The perception of safety by Dutch citizens has been improving for several years, and 
there were again fewer people in 2008 who sometimes feel unsafe (20%). On the other 
hand, the group of people who often feel unsafe has not reduced (3%). Compared 
with other Europeans, the Dutch see crime more as a social than a personal problem.

10.1 Prevention and cure

The end of 2007 saw the launch of the Dutch safety project ‘Safety begins with pre-
vention’ (Veiligheid begint bij voorkomen), as part of the overarching policy programme 
‘Working together, living together’ (Samen werken, samen leven) (2007-2011). The fourth 
government under Prime Minister Jan-Peter Balkenende moved away from the safety 
programme ‘Towards a safer society’ (Naar een veiliger samenleving), which had been 
espoused by the first three Balkenende governments (2002-2007). ‘Safety begins with 
prevention’ adopted the central objectives of that safety programme and also, where 
appropriate, measures that had already been implemented. It still devotes a great deal 
of attention to crime in the public space, which affects citizens directly. The target is 
that crime and nuisance must have fallen by 25% nationally in 2010 compared with 2002. 
By the same year, subjective safety (how safe citizens feel) must have increased substan-
tially. The ‘Safety begins with prevention’ project does however mark a clear change 
of course in the strategy for achieving these goals. This change is characterised by the 
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greater importance attached to prevention, whereas the previous safety programme 
sought mainly to restore order through law enforcement.
When the fourth Balkenende government took office, there was a good deal of optimism 
regarding the effectiveness of the earlier safety programme; crime had fallen and the 
public felt safer (see also Van Noije & Wittebrood 2007). However, this optimism was not 
shared by everyone. As early as 2006, the Netherlands Court of Audit stressed that it was 
‘… almost impossible to determine what contribution government policy was making…’ 
(t k 2005/2006: 6). An evaluation study of the safety programme (Van Noije & Wittebrood 
2008) confirmed the lack of clarity regarding the precise contribution of government 
policy to the observed improvement. The study also targeted the one-sided emphasis on 
repressive measures, most of which are focused on short-term results. Where the pri-
mary aim in the safety programme was to remove frequent offenders from the streets, 
attention in ‘Safety begins with prevention’ is focused more on preventing repeat 
offending in this group, among other things ‘by creating a positive connection with soci-
ety’ (a z 2007). An important argument for this change is of course that there is no longer 
a need to place the emphasis on law enforcement, because the capacity of the criminal 
justice system – the police, the Public Prosecution Service and the prisons system – is 
now adequate (a z 2007: 62). At the same time, it is recognised that frequent offenders 
‘are largely resistant to the usual government interventions, such as prison sentences’ 
(Justitie/bz k 2007: 2). This underlines the fact that a comparable focus on tackling crime 
through the criminal justice system is neither necessary nor desirable in ‘Safety begins 
with prevention’.
To achieve the target of a 25% reduction in crime and nuisance in the public space on 
time, the ‘Safety begins with prevention’ project devotes extra attention to tackling 
juvenile crime, violence and repeat offending. Efforts are being made to set up a national 
network of ‘safety centres’, where local authorities, youth support and care agencies, 
police and judicial officials work together. The aim is to build a comprehensive safety 
net of person-centred prevention and repression for at-risk young people and offenders. 
Measures are taken to combat the risk factors for violence, such as alcohol and drug use 
by minors, as well as measures to promote ameliorating factors such as education and 
employment. The neighbourhood-specific approach is being expanded. Citizens are 
called upon to make an active contribution to boosting respect for others in the neigh-
bourhood, for example through codes of conduct or neighbourhood mediation. The 
number of community police officers is being increased in the most problematic neigh-
bourhoods, not least in order to build trust between public and police and to improve 
social cohesion. Finally, the aim is not only to tackle crime in the public space, but also 
to devote more energy than in the past to combating less visible forms of serious crime, 
such as cybercrime, financial and economic crime, dealing in child pornography and 
organised crime.
Both objective and subjective safety are important for the quality of daily life. Both are 
therefore used as yardsticks to measure the success of policy. In this chapter, the life 
situation of Dutch citizens will be viewed from the perspective of how safe they are and 
how safe they feel, which trends have taken place in this objective and subjective safety 
and which measures contribute to this.
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10.2 Extent of and trend in crime

How much crime is there in the Netherlands? This question is easier to ask than to 
answer. To start with, different data sources can be consulted; the two most important 
sources in relation to national crime rates, with figures over a long period, are victim 
surveys and police records.1 Each source has its pros and cons, as will become clear 
in this section. If we outline the trend in crime using victim surveys, we encounter a 
technical complication: the introduction of a new, uniform national survey, the Safety 
Monitor (Veiligheidsmonitor), in 2005. This trend break means that from 2005 it is no long-
er possible to compare the number of crimes as perceived by the population with the 
level of crime in the preceding years.

Actual crime
There were an estimated 5.2 million criminal offences in the Netherlands in 2008. 
More than too-fifths of these incidents related to vandalism, mainly involving vehicles. 
Roughly a third involved crimes against property, especially bicycle theft. Crimes of 
violence accounted for just over a fifth of the total, with the most common offence in 
this category being threatening behaviour. The total crime figures have been falling 
since 2002 (see figure 10.1). Although the Safety Monitor reports a higher crime rate than 
the preceding survey due to the trend break, the trend between 2005 and 2008 is still 
downwards. Property crime, in particular, shows a strong and consistent downward 
trend since 2005. The number of bicycle thefts, in particular, has fallen since 2005, but 
the total number of property crimes in 2008 was also lower than in 2005. The number of 
violent crimes has also fallen; this downturn is consistent across the years 2003 to 2008 
inclusive, apart from an increase in 2007. The number of sex offences showed the biggest 
drop in 2008. The initial reduction in the number of cases of vandalism between 2005 
and 2007 was due mainly to a fall in the number of incidents of vandalism against cars. 
In 2008 this fall had reversed into a slight increase.



280

The so cial state of the Ne therl ands 20 0 9

Figure 10.1

Incidence of crime per 1,000 people in the population, 1997-2008 (in absolute numbers)a

Figuur 10.1
Tekst

a   Left: based on victim surveys, population aged 15 years and older (the data for 1997-2004 and for 2005-2008 
     cannot be compared directly).
     Right: based on police records, population aged between 12 and 79 years.

Source: CBS (POLS ’97-’04, VMR’05-’08, Politiestatistiek ’97-’07)
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A key advantage of victim surveys as a source of information is that they are based on 
people’s actual experiences; it is not important for these surveys whether or not these 
experiences of crime were subsequently reported to the police. In fact, many incidents – 
an average of two-thirds of the total number of crimes – are not reported. Police records 
thus do not include these incidents and therefore systematically underestimate the 
true level of crime. In 2008, around 35% of crimes were reported to the police. Crimes 
against property are most frequently reported (47%), largely because victims often need 
evidence to present to their insurance company. The willingness to report crimes of 
violence has increased gradually over the last decade, but was lower in 2008 (30.4%) than 
in the three preceding years. Vandalism was also less often reported in 2008 than in the 
preceding years (25.2%). People may have different motives for not reporting offences, 
including minor loss or damage, not considering the incident important enough, not 
realising that the incident constitutes a criminal offence, having little faith in the police 
and judicial system, or seeking to protect the perpetrator where this is someone known 
to them (see also Goudriaan et al. 2005).
To be entered in the police records, it is not enough for a crime simply to be reported to 
the police: the police must also draw up an official report (Wittebrood 2006). Whether 
or not this happens in turn depends on the type of offence. According to victim surveys, 
just over half the violent crimes reported to the police in 2008 were actually recorded 
(52%), far fewer than the number of reported property crimes (81%) or cases of vandalism 
(67%). There is a clear trend showing that the police are drawing up official reports more 
quickly, especially in the case of crimes of violence. It is therefore striking that the will-
ingness to record violent crimes was lower in 2008 than in both 2007 and 2006 (57% and 
53%, respectively), whereas the increase in the readiness to record crimes against prop-
erty which occurred in 2006 and 2007 (80% and 74%, respectively) continued in 2008, as 
did that for vandalism (67% and 64%).

Recorded crime
The disadvantage of victim surveys is that they do not paint a picture of all possible 
crimes, but are limited to crimes to which private households fall victim. This leaves out 
both victimless crimes where companies or organisations are the victims. Police records 
offer an alternative here. Of the 1.2 million offences recorded by the police in 2007, 9% 
were crimes of violence; 56% were crimes against property and 18% involved vandalism 
and public order offences. Total recorded crime has fluctuated around the same level 
over the past decade (see figure 10.1e-h), though it began to fall in 2002, only levelling off 
in 2006. If we look at individual categories of crime, however, the picture changes; there 
has been a steady rise in the number of recorded crimes of violence over the last decade, 
with a tentative fall in 2006 being followed by a resumed increase in 2007. The increase 
can largely be attributed to a rise in the number of physical abuse cases and threats. The 
number of sex offences recorded has fallen sharply. The rising trend in recorded cases of 
vandalism and public order offences continued until 2007, mainly due to a rise in vandal-
ism involving cars and on public transport. The recent fall in total recorded crime thus 
appears to be a predictable almost entirely to the decrease in a number of crimes against 
property since 2002.



282

The so cial state of the Ne therl ands 20 0 9

Summarising, the picture of recent trends in crime that emerges from the victim sur-
veys is rather more favourable than that presented by the police records. One possible 
explanation for these differences lies in the policy priorities formulated by previous 
governments which in specific areas, such as crimes of violence, set stricter targets for 
the performance of the police and Public Prosecution Service, especially between 2002 
and 2005; this translated into increased activity within these focus areas. Recorded 
crime then increases under the influence of the greater willingness to act on the part of 
the police and judicial agencies (see e.g. Wittebrood & Nieuwbeerta 2006).

Crime in an international perspective
If we compare crime in the Netherlands with that in other countries, a number of new 
challenges arise with regard to gathering data. There may be wide differences in the 
way in which the police in different countries supply figures on recorded crime. This is 
because of the way in which each country measures the crime rate and how the figures 
are treated statistically. The various legal systems also apply different definitions of 
crimes. For example, a Dutch public prosecutor will be more inclined to prosecute a 
serious crime of violence as attempted murder and manslaughter than a European col-
league, who may classify the same offence as grievous bodily harm. Consequently, the 
same offence can end up in different categories in international victim surveys (Smit 
2008). Differences of this nature mean that at best, only an impression can be obtained 
of trends and attitudes. Eurostat, the statistical agency of the European Commission, 
will be working in the coming years on creating a harmonised system for recording 
crime (see Tavares & Thomas 2008). To circumvent these methodological problems, in 
this section we use the International Crime Victims Survey (ic vs), which uses a standard-
ised respondent questionnaire across countries. These figures are available until 2004.
Crime is broken down into three main categories: vehicle-related crime, other crimes 
against property and crimes of violence. Vehicle-related crime, in particular (largely 
bicycle theft), is responsible for the fact that, after England and Wales, Northern Ireland 
and Ireland, people in the Netherlands experienced the highest crime rate of the then 
eu member states in 2004. Burglary and attempted burglary occurred less than average 
in the Netherlands. Crimes of violence occurred with above-average frequency due to 
the relatively large number of threats and cases of assault. Britain had the highest level 
of crime, followed by the Netherlands, Belgium and Denmark, all of which were close 
together. With the exception of Belgium, actual crime fell across Europe between 1999 
and 2004. The decline in the Netherlands was average, at 17%, largely due to a reduction 
in economic crime. To put the relatively high position taken by the Netherlands in the 
ic vs in perspective, we compare it, with the caution described earlier, with recorded 
crime according to Eurostat (Tavares & Thomas 2009). Based on these police statistics, 
the Netherlands came in seventh position in the then eu in 2004, and again occupied 
seventh place in 2007.
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10.3 Focus on less visible forms of crime

When talking about crime as in the previous section, we are quickly inclined to think of 
offences such as burglary, bicycle theft, assault or vandalism. Accordingly, these com-
mon types of crime take up a large share of the crime figures. Large categories such 
as violent crime or crimes against property sometimes hide types of crime which may 
follow a different trend, but which are suppressed in the figures by the more frequently 
occurring offences. White-collar crime and cybercrime are examples of this, and since 
the publication of ‘Safety begins with prevention’ have figured high on the political 
agenda (Justitie/bz k 2007). As stated, although crimes against businesses are included 
in the police records, they are not as a rule distinguished from crimes against private 
individuals. White-collar crime is also included in the police records, but is often not 
recognised as such because it tends to be placed in the same category as street crimes 
such as burglary or bicycle theft.
However, there are several other reasons why victim surveys and police records 
sometimes fail to reflect some crimes fully. Offences such as domestic violence or 
discrimination, for example, lead to emotional stress or are not recognised as criminal 
offences. As a result, people not only find it difficult to report them to the police, but also 
to survey interviewers. When it comes to cybercrime, the problem is that the perpetrators 
are technologically ahead of the investigators. Moreover, there is a time lag before new 
forms of cybercrime can be incorporated in the Netherlands Criminal Code. All this 
makes central recording of this relatively new phenomenon more difficult. This section 
seeks to shed light on some of the less visible forms of crime, in so far as figures are 
available.

Crime against businesses
The victim surveys referred to earlier relate to crime against individual citizens. In recent 
years, victim surveys have also been held among businesses and organisations. In addi-
tion to a few one-off studies, in 2002 the Dutch Ministry of Justice and the Ministry of 
the Interior and Kingdom Relations commissioned a baseline study for the ‘Businesses 
and Organisations Monitor’ (Monitor bedrijven en instellingen) (Visser et al. 2002). The ‘Busi-
ness Crime Monitor’ (Monitor criminaliteit bedrijfsleven – mcb) has been conducted since 
2004. This shows that in 2008 a third of all business premises in the sectors studied were 
confronted with one or more forms of crime (mcb’08).

The retail and hospitality sectors are relatively often victims of crime, business services 
and the construction industry relatively rarely. There was a decline in the number of vic-
tims of crime in all sectors between 2004 and 2008, and more especially in the transport 
sector. In 2008, vandalism was the greatest problem for the hospitality industry (24% of 
businesses were victims). The transport and hospitality sectors are the most frequently 
confronted with burglary (14% in both sectors). Theft is far and away the most common 
crime in the retail sector (28%). It is striking that although the number of victims has 
fallen, the number of thefts rose sharply in 2008. This suggests that a small group of 
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retailers were hard hit. Finally, with 9% of total victims, violence occurs most commonly 
in the hospitality industry.

White-collar crime
If we look in more detail at the police records, we obtain a tentative indication of the 
trend in what is popularly referred to as white-collar crime. These are financial and 
economic offences carried out by perpetrators with a high social status. White-collar 
criminals are caught less often than ‘petty thieves’ or ‘blue-collar criminals’, and prob-
ably because of this, much of this crime remains hidden. The statistics cited here do no 
more than provide an indication of white-collar crime, because in the available crime 
categories, the same offences can also be committed by an ‘average’ citizen. Moreover, 
the boundary between white-collar crime and organised crime is not always clear-cut. 
Crime against property includes forgery and counterfeiting, as well as embezzlement 
and fraud. To flesh out the picture, the trend in extortion is also presented, which is 
classed as a crime of violence. Extortion is usually accompanied by threats and evokes 
associations with organised crime. The extent of and trend in environmental offences is 
also shown; this is the most important group of offences within the Economic Offences 
Act. Here, the perpetrator is often not an individual white-collar criminal, but a com-
pany. The question now is to what extent the general trends from figure 10.1 can be 
extrapolated for this kind of crime.

Figure 10.2

Incidences of four financial/economic crimes and extortion, 1999-2007 (in absolute numbers)
Figuur 10.2
Tekst

Source: CBS (Politiestatistiek’99-’07)
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Environmental crime (economic offence), and above all extortion (crime of violence) 
pale into insignificance compared with the three property offences associated with 
white-collar crime (see figure 10.2). Extortion has been declining since 1999, with the 



285  

so cial safe t y

exception of the year 2004); in 1999, the police recorded 1,073 cases, but only 666 in 
2007. The number of environmental offences has also fallen markedly, from 3,506 in 
2004 to 2,592 in 2007. Although the trend in forgery and similar crimes shows a much 
more variable trend, both forgery and embezzlement increased between 2000 and 2003, 
followed by a decline until 2005, when both increased again, rising to 5,659 and 8,101 
cases, respectively, in 2007. In contrast to embezzlement, the number of forgery-related 
crimes is substantially lower after 2005 than in the six preceding years; fraud is the most 
common crime. Not only is the number of recorded cases many times higher than for 
the other offences, but that number has only been increasing since 1999, reaching 23,779 
cases in 2007, and this trend has accelerated since 2005. Since fraud includes decep-
tion and swindling, this offence category is a fairly important indicator for white-collar 
crime. If we add together the recent increases in forgery and embezzlement, we arrive 
at an unfavourable conclusion regarding the trend in white-collar crime. This stands 
in stark contrast to the sharply declining trend in crimes against property in general. 
Within the category of property crime, the commonly occurring blue-collar crime is 
declining, but the smaller category of white-collar crime is increasing.

Discrimination
The Dutch police recorded 520 reports of discrimination in 2007. This is far more than 
the 429 official police reports drawn up in 1999, though does represent a slight decrease 
since 2005 (535 reports). However, police records present only a limited picture of dis-
crimination in the Netherlands; in 2007, for example, only 12% of the complaints to 
antidiscrimination centres found their way into the police records. On the other hand, 
recording discrimination has received special attention from the police since the pub-
lication of the Discrimination Directive (Aanwijzing discriminatie 2007) by the Board of 
Procurators General (Tas & De Wit 2009), and it is likely that the number of recorded 
cases will increase in the future. The antidiscrimination centres function as a first, 
low-threshold point of contact, making them an interesting alternative for obtaining a 
picture of discrimination in the Netherlands. Art. 1, the national association for the pre-
vention and combating of discrimination in the Netherlands (since 2007; formerly, the 
National Association of Anti-discrimination Centres, lva db), collected 4,247 complaints 
that had been lodged with antidiscrimination centres in 2007. In 1997 the number was 
3,202 (see figure 10.3). The figures from the antidiscrimination centres follow a similar 
trend to the police records: after 2005, which with 4,433 reports had the highest number 
of reports in one year, discrimination in the Netherlands appears to have fallen slightly. 
This trend in the number of reports can however not be linked entirely to the preven-
tion of discrimination in the Netherlands, because as the Association itself stresses: 
‘Fluctuations in the number of complaints submitted (increase or decrease) correlate 
with changes in the coverage of all antidiscrimination centres, changes in equal oppor-
tunities legislation and initiatives at local level (such as information campaigns)’ (lva db 
2006). The Association adds: ‘The social climate, the awareness of and familiarity with 
the opportunities to complain also influence reporting behaviour’ (Art. 1 2008).
As in earlier years, by far the highest number of complaints in 2007 related to discrimina-
tion on the basis of race, origin or skin colour (43%). This is five percentage points fewer 
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than in 2005, as reported in The social state of the Netherlands 2007 (De sociale staat van Nederland 
2007). Age discrimination was also common in 2007 (23%), with slightly more cases than 
in 2005. Discrimination on the grounds of gender and sexual orientation, at 6.7% and 
6.1%, respectively, were much more important grounds for discrimination than in 2005 
(4.3% and 3.6%, respectively). By contrast, religion (especially Islamophobia), at 5.7%, fell 
from third to fifth place (6.3% in 2005, 8.6% in 2004). Anti-Semitism has also declined on 
average in recent years, to reach 1.7%. The final ground for discrimination worth mention-
ing is discrimination against those with a disability or chronic disease, at 3.9%.

Figure 10.3

Complaints about discrimination logged by antidiscrimination centres (left-hand axis) and incidents of 

racist violence (right-hand axis), 1997-2007a (in absolute numbers)
Figuur 10.3
Tekst

a   Data on racist violence in 2004 not available.

Source: Art. 1 (2008); Wagenaar & Van Donselaar (2008)
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Underlying the above complaints are various serious or less serious offences. Since 
discrimination on the basis of race, origin or skin colour accounts for by far the high-
est proportion of complaints, we outline here the trend on racist violence in the 
Netherlands on the basis of data from the Racism & Extremism Monitor (Monitor racisme 
& extremisme) (Van Donselaar & Rodrigues 2008). In 2007, 223 instances of racist violence 
occurred2, of which 138 were directed against persons. The number of crimes involving 
racist violence has fallen sharply since 2000. After a relatively high number of incidents 
in 2005, this decline has recently continued (see figure 10.3), a finding which appears 
to correspond with the trend in discrimination complaints just described. Data for the 
full year 2004 are not available, though it is known that in the month of November 2004 
alone, after the murder of the filmmaker Theo van Gogh, 173 incidents took place.
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Cybercrime
Cybercrime is a form of high-tech crime in which information technology is used as a 
means of committing often traditional forms of offence, such as theft. Where the com-
puter is both the means and the end, the term ‘computer crime’ is often used (Van der 
Hulst & Neve 2008). The most central data source on cybercrime is Govcert.nl (www.
govcert.nl), a Dutch government team dedicated to preventing and dealing with security 
incidents in the field of ic t. Govcert.nl began publishing an annual trend report only 
in 2007. However, this report mainly comprises a description of substantive trends in 
popular techniques, such as phishing and botnets, as well as trends in preventing and 
combating computer crime. Research at present cannot go much beyond expressing the 
likelihood that high-tech crime will claim ever more victims in the coming years and 
generate ever greater profits for the perpetrators (see Van der Hulst & Neve 2008). There 
is a need for a data source which provides a statistical insight into the extent of and trend 
in this phenomenon.

10.4 Suspects and victims

The foregoing sections give an impression of the extent of and trends in crime in the 
Netherlands. Since crime is a human activity, the section looks at the people behind 
these anonymous crime figures. Who are the people who are responsible for crimes and 
who is affected by them?
The Identification Service System (hk s) used by the Dutch police contains information 
on reports of crimes and suspects from police reports. The hk s (k l pd/ipol 2009) shows 
that the growth in the total population of suspected criminals has outstripped the 
growth in the population at large over the last five years, rising from around 215,000 sus-
pects in 2003 to 245,000 in 2007. In section 10.2 we saw that, by contrast, fewer crimes 
were committed over the same period. Van Mantgem et al. (2008) observed that a larger 
number of suspects need not mean more crime, but may be the result of a successful 
repressive policy, with a more active approach to investigation and arrests.
Young people aged between 12 and 25 years are even more overrepresented in the total 
suspect population, at 39% in 2007, compared with 36% in 2003. The rise in the propor-
tion of young suspects is attributable mainly to underage offenders, the proportion of 
whom increased by 35% over five years. All four governments under Prime Minister Jan 
Peter Balkenende have focused special attention on tackling youth crime, and this could 
partly explain the increase (tk 2002/2003; Justitie/bzk 2007). Young people are increas-
ingly suspects in violent crimes, vandalism and traffic offences (Van Mantgem et al. 2008).
The share of women among suspects is small; in 2007, 17% of suspects were women. 
Women have however begun catching up, with the number of female suspects rising by 
26% between 2003 and 2007. The share of female suspects is particularly high among 
underage offenders, at 20%. The proportion of suspected offenders of Dutch and foreign 
origin is roughly equal among men and women suspects. Female suspects are much less 
commonly addicts or frequent offenders. The only crimes which are committed more 
often by women than men are property crimes not involving violence (Van Mantgem et 
al. 2008).
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The ethnic origin of suspected offenders is indigenous Dutch in 59% of cases. Traditional 
non-Western ethnic minorities (in the hk s, ‘traditional’ refers to the countries of ori-
gin Morocco, Turkey, Suriname, the Netherlands Antilles and Aruba, which have been a 
source of immigration for a relatively long time) represent 20% of all suspected offend-
ers; 8% are of other non-Western origin and 13% are of Western (non-Dutch) origin. 
People of non-Western origin are overrepresented among suspected offenders. 5.4% of 
traditional non-Western migrants aged 12 years and older are suspected offenders; the 
figure for other non-Western migrants is 3.5%, and 1.3% for the indigenous population. 
Antilleans and Arubans (especially from the first generation) have the greatest chance 
of being suspected offenders, followed by migrants of Moroccan origin (especially the 
second generation). After the indigenous population, people of Indonesian, Western-
European, North-American and Asiatic origin have the least chance of being recorded as 
suspects (Van Mantgem et al. 2008). The percentage of suspected offenders increased in 
virtually all ethnic groups in the period 2003-2007. For the Dutch population as a whole, 
the likelihood of being suspected of committing an offence increased from 1.2% in 1998 
to 1.4% in 2003 and 1.6% in 2007. The biggest relative increase took place among the 
indigenous Dutch.
The traditional non-Western migrant groups are most often suspected of violent 
offences, including property offences involving violence, violence against persons and 
violent sexual offences. Indigenous offenders are the most involved in traffic offences, 
vandalism, public order offences and non-violent sex offences. Property offences not 
involving violence are most often committed by other non-Western migrants, while 
offences involving opiates are most often committed by Western migrants. Most addicts 
and frequent offenders are found among the traditional non-Western migrants, and 
recidivism is also highest among these groups (Van Mantgem et al. 2008). According to 
Blom et al. (2005), almost half the overrepresentation of migrants among adult suspects 
can be explained by the relatively high proportion of young men within this group. This 
does not however explain the differences among minors. Socioeconomic status also plays 
a big part in explaining the differences between migrants and the indigenous Dutch.
The final personal characteristic of suspected offenders discussed here is whether or not 
they have a dependency (alcohol and/or drugs). When a suspect volunteers the informa-
tion that they are dependent, they are recorded as such; this means the figures are likely 
to be underestimated. The number of dependent suspects fell by 22% between 2003 and 
2007. Recidivism is considerably higher among addicts than non-addicts. It is striking 
that the average age at which the first offences committed is much lower among addicts 
(21 years) than non-addicts (28 years). In similar vein, the age at which the most recent 
offence was committed is much higher among addicts (40 versus 32 years). In other 
words, the criminal careers of addicts span a much greater part of their lives. Addicts are 
guilty of all types of offence more often than non-addicts, except for traffic offences and 
sex offences. The differences are greatest for property offences not involving violence 
(Van Mantgem et al. 2008).

In 2008, 25% of the Dutch population aged 15 years and older had been victims of crime 
in the preceding year. This percentage remained fairly static from the second half of the 
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1990s until 2004, apart from a peak in 2002. From 2005 onwards, when around 29% of 
the population were victims, the Safety Monitor shows a fall. Vandalism and property 
offences claimed the most victims in 2008, with 12% for both offences. This means that 
vandalism claimed roughly the same number of victims as in the years immediately 
prior to 2008. With the exception of pickpocketing, there were fewer victims of property 
offences compared with 2005 and 2006. At 5%, substantially fewer people are at risk of 
becoming victims of violent crimes. This risk declined after 2005, especially the risk of 
being a victim of threats. Since then, the risk has remained stable.
Not everyone is equally at risk of becoming a victim. Some population groups are 
affected more often than others because they relatively often exhibit social charac-
teristics that appear to increase the risk of becoming a victim. Age, sex, ethnicity and 
household income are particularly significant. Young people relatively often become 
victims of violence and theft. In 2008, 42% of young people aged between 18 and 24 years 
had been victims in the preceding year, compared with only 13% of 65-74 year-olds. Men 
are at greater risk than women; in 2008, 26% of men were victims, compared with 24% 
of women. Men are particularly affected by assault and threats, while women are more 
often the victims of sex offences and pickpocketing. Members of single-parent families, 
single persons, the highly educated and city-dwellers are also relatively likely to become 
victims (Wittebrood 2006; v mr’08). Even if allowance is made in the analysis for the fact 
that there is a relationship between certain characteristics (e.g. young people are usually 
unmarried), these differences remain. However, as also stated with regard to migrants 
as suspected offenders, the observation that migrants are more often victims than indig-
enous persons is largely explained by the fact that migrants more often live in cities, 
where crime is relatively prevalent (Wittebrood 2006).
The increased risk of being a victim is an indirect rather than a direct consequence of 
the above social characteristics. Victimhood is mainly explained by day-to-day activities 
and lifestyles, which in turn correlate with characteristics such as age and education 
level. Young people, for example, more often frequent high-risk nightlife areas, and a 
high percentages of migrants live in the cities, where the risk of encountering crime is 
greater. Common routine activities and lifestyles also help explain why the perpetrator 
and victim populations partially overlap: many perpetrators themselves become victims 
(Wittebrood & Van Wilsem 2000). For example, it is often young people who, under the 
influence of drink and drugs, create victims in those same nightlife areas.

10.5 Preventing and fighting crime

The emphasis in the fight against crime shifts with the changing mood of the times and 
with successive governments. Until the end of the 1970s, governments invested mainly 
in law enforcement. From the second half of the 1980s, more faith was placed in preven-
tion and measures to prevent young people embarking on criminal careers. Around 
the turn of the millennium, the focus in safety policy once again shifted towards law 
enforcement. The present government, too, is more in favour of a combination of law 
enforcement and early intervention programmes aimed at young people and neighbour-
hoods at risk.
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As high priority has been given to the functioning of the police, the Public Prosecution 
Service and the courts again in recent years, we look in this section at key trends in the 
progress of offences through the judicial chain. That chain begins with the reporting of 
an offence to the police and ends, after investigation and prosecution, with adjudica-
tion. Chart 10.1 shows this process for 2003 and 2007, giving the numbers for each step.3

Chart 10.1

Flow chart of the judicial chain, 2003 and 2007a (in absolute numbers)
Schema 10.1
Stroomschema van de strafrechtelijke keten in 2003 en 2007

CRIMES RECORDED BY THE POLICE

number of crimes solved

number of cases filed with Public Prosecution Service

number of cases filed with courts (of first instance)

number of court convictions

number of sentences imposed 
(possibly in combination)

1.37 million 1.21 million

number of suspects interviewed by police

INVESTIGATION

PROSECUTION

ADJUDICATION

2003 2007

270,000 273,000

2003 2007

135,000 128,000

128,000 118,000

191,000 175,000

2003 2007

280,000 276,000

346,000 354,000

2003 2007

a The figures have been rounded off 
     to the nearest thousand.

Source: CBS
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Investigation
In 2007 there were 329 police officers for every 100,000 inhabitants in the Netherlands, a 
considerable increase from the 280 officers per 100,000 inhabitants in 1997. In 2003 the 
rise in police strength reversed, but resumed from 2005 onwards. The number of police 
officers actually carrying out ‘hands-on’ police tasks (surveillance officers, uniformed 
officers and detectives) increased between 1997 and 2007 from 210 to 220 per 100,000 
inhabitants, but started to fall in 2003 and after 2005 remained virtually unchanged. 
Their share in the total police apparatus has shrunk steadily since 1997.
Since 2003 the police have been held strictly to account for their clear-up rates. The 
National Dutch Police Frameworks (Landelijke Kaders Nederlandse Politie) for 2003-2006 and 
2007 established ‘performance contracts’ between the joint force commanders and the 
Ministers of the Interior and Justice, in which it was stipulated that the police had to pass 
40,000 more suspects to the Public Prosecution Service in 2006 and 2007 than in 2002. 
The National Priorities 2008-2011 (Landelijke prioriteiten 2008-2011), the present agreement 
between the Minister and the police, also prescribes a minimum number of suspects 
that must be handed to the judicial authorities (250,000).
A crime is regarded as solved if at least one suspect is known to the police, regardless 
of whether that suspect is on the run or denies having committed the offence. Slightly 
fewer crimes were solved in 2007 than in 2003, but the number of crimes was also con-
siderably lower. As a result, the clear-up rate increased between 2003 and 2007 from over 
20% to just under 23%. Crimes against property, at just 10%, are least likely to be solved; 
the clear-up rate for vandalism and public order offences is 15%. Crimes of violence are 
not readily reported by victims or recorded by the police, but in 2007 59% of these crimes 
were solved. To arrive at this clear-up rate, around 354,000 suspects were interviewed 
in 2007, some 8,000 more than in 2003. Given the lower number of offences and solved 
cases, a relatively large amount of time was spent on interviewing suspects.
It is sometimes considered desirable to keep suspects of relatively minor offences out-
side the judicial circuit. The police can then impose an alternative punishment directly. 
Between 35% and 40% of all underage suspects in recent years have been referred by the 
police to community service centres for young offenders (h a lt or Stop). h a lt is aimed 
at young people between 12 and 18 years who have come into contact with the police for 
the first or second time and have committed offences that are not overly serious. Stop 
(since 2001) is intended for young people below the age of 12 who have committed an 
offence that is eligible for h a lt. The number of h a lt referrals has increased sharply 
over the last decade, from 20,867 in 1997 to 23,341 in 2007.4 In addition, there were 
2,018 referrals to Stop programmes in 2007. The police can also deal with adult suspects 
outside the judicial circuit, by offering them a ‘transaction’, a compromise that is con-
ditional on things such as payment of a fine or successful mediation. Other reasons for 
not proceeding with a prosecution are insufficient evidence against the suspect or low 
seriousness of the offence.

Prosecution
If an offence is considered serious enough and the police have been able to gather 
sufficient evidence against the suspect, the case will be handed to the Public Prosecution 



292

The so cial state of the Ne therl ands 20 0 9

Service (om) for prosecution. The number of filed cases dealt with by offices of the Public 
Prosecution Service initially fell from 251,000 in 1997 to 233,000 in 2000, after which it 
increased again to 273,000 in 2007.

Figure 10.4

Number of cases dealt with by the Public Prosecution Service and the courts, 1997-2007 (in absolute 

numbers x 1,000)
Figuur 10.4
Tekst

Source: CBS (Statistiek rechtbankstrafzaken ‘97-’07)
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It is up to the public prosecutor to decide in each individual case whether referral to 
the courts is appropriate. The choice between having the case dealt with by the Public 
Prosecution Service and adjudication by the courts is based in part on policy goals and 
criteria. For example, efforts have been made in recent years to increase the number of 
cases dealt with by the Public Prosecution Service, in order to relieve the pressure on 
the judiciary (om 2003; t k 2002/2003). A case may be dismissed because there is insuf-
ficient evidence (technical dismissal) or because prosecution is not considered desirable 
or efficient (policy dismissal). A case may also be settled with a transaction. In 1997, 52% 
of cases were dealt with by the Public Prosecution Service; in 2007 the figure was 45%. 
Since 2003, more cases have been dealt with by the courts than by the Public Prosecution 
Service (see figure 10.4).

Adjudication
In recent years, most cases have been brought before the courts. In these cases, the 
suspected offender is summoned by the public prosecutor to have the question of guilt 
decided by the courts. Between 1997 (106,372 cases dealt with) and 2003 (134,631), the 
courts have been used more each year. In absolute terms, the courts dealt with 127,579 
cases in 2007, in other words a further slight reduction (see figure 10.4). The proportion 



293  

so cial safe t y

of convictions has fallen in recent years, to 92% in 2007, after standing at 95% for many 
years.

In the case of a conviction, a sanction or court order is always imposed. Often a combi-
nation of punishments and court orders is imposed. Between 1997 and 2003 the absolute 
number of punishments and court orders increased strongly, from around 145,000 to 
191,000 sanctions. In the subsequent years, this number fell gradually by 16,000.

Figure 10.5

Cases settled by the courts, by type of sanction, 1997-2007 (in percentages)
Figuur 10.5
Tekst

Source: CBS (Statistiek rechtbankstrafzaken ‘97-’07)
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Fines account for the lion’s share of these sanctions in all years (50,615 fines); in 2007 
they accounted for 29% and, although this percentage has fallen over the last ten years, 
it has remained more or less stable since 2003 (see figure 10.5). 23% of sanctions involve 
imprisonment (40,530 cases). The number of prison sentences has fallen sharply in the 
last three years in particular. The percentage of community service orders imposed has 
risen sharply over the years, to reach 23% (40,610 orders). 2007 was the first year in which 
more community service orders than prison sentences were handed down.
The court’s view of the seriousness of an offence is reflected not just by the type but 
also by the severity of the punishment imposed. The length of (unconditional) prison 
sentences imposed has fluctuated widely over the last ten years. Between 1997 and 2000 
the average number of days’ detention fell from 154 to 130, before rising again to reach a 
new peak of 153 in 2004; since then the average sentence length has fallen again slightly, 
reaching 147 days in 2007. Since 2004, the only offences for which the length of deten-
tion has increased are traffic and economic offences. The length of detention for crimes 
of violence has fallen consistently over the last decade. Relatively fewer short prison 
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sentences have been imposed since 2000 (shorter than a month), and the proportion of 
medium-length sentences (between one and six months) has increased. The proportion 
of prison sentences for longer than six months has remained reasonably stable for many 
years.5 The size of fines, by contrast, has fallen in recent years. The proportion of small 
fines (up to eur 226) fell from 25% in 1997 to 23% in 2001, before rising again to 29% 
in 2007. The proportion of heavy fines (eur 453 and upwards) rose from 39% in 1997 to 
43% in 2002. In 2007 the proportion was only 37%. A possible explanation for changes in 
the level of punishments is not so much that lighter or heavier punishments are being 
imposed, but that more or fewer serious crimes occur more or less often.

10.6 Victim support

The first priority of the police, the Public Prosecution Service and the courts is to inves-
tigate, prosecute and adjudicate perpetrators. Since the end of the 1970s, more attention 
has gradually been paid to the position of victims in the judicial process (Boutellier 
1993). Several measures have been introduced aimed at ensuring that victims are less 
likely to be pushed to the background, that they receive help in coming to terms with 
their experience and in obtaining emotional or material compensation. Following on 
from the judicial chain just discussed, in this section we look at some of the measures 
that the government has introduced to involve victims in the judicial process. This is 
followed by an exploration of the quality of the agencies involved, measured by the satis-
faction of victims and citizens.

Provision for victims
Following the nationwide introduction of the Criminal Injuries Compensation Fund 
(Provisional Scheme) Act (Wet Terwee) and the Victim Support Directive (Aanwijzing 
slachtofferzorg) in 1995, current policy with regard to victims has made great strides. 
The main responsibilities assigned to the police and judicial authorities in this regard, 
which were tightened up further in 2003, are as follows:
1. treating victims with respect and providing them with adequate information;
2. arranging compensation settlements between victims and perpetrators;
3. strengthening the position of victims in the judicial process;
4. providing help and support to victims (t k 2003/2004).
In 2007 the government spent a total of eur 40 million on victim support, equivalent to 
an increase of 154% compared with 1995 (Molenaar 2008).

Providing adequate information (1) is primarily a task for the police and the Public 
Prosecution Service. The police are expected to inform victims about the progress of the 
case, to advise them of the options for victim support, and to give prevention advice. 
In 2008, respondents stated that they were given information about the progress of 
their case in 29% of offences reported to the police. This is hardly any more than in 
2005, when the figure was 28%. Respondents also report that in 2008 they received 
prevention advice during the reporting process in 13% of cases; this compares with 
9.5% in 2005 (v mr’05-’08). The Public Prosecution Service itself reports that it informed 
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145,900 victims in 2007 about the possibility of becoming involved in the judicial 
process (e.g. by claiming compensation or asserting the right to speak), an increase of 
8% compared with 2004. This figure fell by 6% in 2008 to 136,900, possibly due in part to 
a reduced intake of cases (om 2009).
Victims must also be given support by the police in seeking compensation from perpe-
trators as quickly as possible (2). We have no information on how often the police and 
Public Prosecution Service manage to arrange a compensation agreement between the 
victim and perpetrator before the court session. If they fail to do so, the public prosecu-
tor can submit a claim for damages. In 2007 the Central Judicial Collection Agency (cjib) 
received 12,271 requests to collect damages from perpetrators. Of the total number of 
compensation claims settled in that year (15,037), 80% were paid in full. The total amount 
to be collected was around eur 22.5 million. By way of comparison, in 1997 there were 
3,865 requests from the Public Prosecution Service, involving a total amount of just eur 
3 million (Kalidien 2008). Complete or partial compensation is awarded or the cases are 
still being dealt with in a quarter of all compensation claims (Huys 2008). An alternative 
way of compensating for the damage for victims of deliberate violence involving seri-
ous physical or mental injury is the Criminal Injuries Compensation Fund (Schadefonds 
Geweldsmisdrijven), which was introduced in 1975. The maximum amounts payable 
from this fund are currently eur 22,700 for material damage and eur 9,100 for non-
material damage. A total of 7,776 (first) requests for compensation were submitted in 
2007, compared with just 1,500 in 1990. However, by no means all requests meet the 
criteria. In 2007, 4,689 (first) requests were awarded, and more than eur 13 million was 
paid out (Schadefonds 2008).
The opportunity offered to victims to have a say in the judicial process (3) has been 
greatly expanded in recent years. Since 1 May 2004, victims have the right to have a 
written victim statement drawn up by the Dutch Victim Support Service (Slachtofferhulp 
Nederland – shn), in which they can inform both the court and the defendant of the 
impact that the offence has had on them. This statement is added to the case file and 
may be partially read out during the court hearing by the public prosecutor or the 
judge. In 2005, 2,721 people submitted a victim statement under the guidance of shn. 
On 1 January 2005, the right of victims to speak in court was added. 168 people made use 
of this opportunity in 2005 via shn (Leferink & Vos 2008). In 2007, shn offered support 
in 3,741 cases in preparing a written or verbal victim statement (shn 2008). Provisional 
figures for 2007 suggest that the use of the right to speak has at least doubled within 
the space of two years (Leferink & Vos 2008).6 The reticence that was reported in The 
social state of the Netherlands 2007 (De sociale staat van Nederland 2007) appears to have reduced 
substantially.

The Dutch Victim Support Service (shn) was created to offer support and guidance to 
victims (4), something which the police and judicial authorities are relatively poorly 
equipped to do. shn provides victims with practical and legal advice and offers initial 
emotional support. In 2007, shn supported 109,000 people, a number that has grown 
year on year. By far the biggest group comprises victims of violence (45%), though 
victims of property crimes (22%) and traffic offences (20%) are also significant groups 



296

The so cial state of the Ne therl ands 20 0 9

(shn 2008). Most people received emotional support, followed at some distance by prac-
tical support.

Opinions on police and judicial apparatus
In this section we look at the opinions of victims and citizens about the police. As we 
have no figures on how victims assess the judicial system, we conclude this section with 
a look at the degree of trust that the judicial system enjoys among the population as a 
whole. In 2008, 57% of people who reported that they had had contact with the police 
said they were satisfied or very satisfied with the most recent contact. This reflects a 
gradual increase compared with 2005, when 52% reported that they were satisfied or very 
satisfied (v mr’05-’08). Pommer et al. (2008) identify the reasons for dissatisfaction with 
the police on the basis of an scp survey (‘Quality of the public service sector’ – Kwaliteit 
van de quartaire sector, kqs’06). Almost half the dissatisfied respondents in 2006 cited lack 
of information on the progress of the case as the reason. This was followed in second 
place by the fact that the case had not been solved (47%), in third place by failure to 
detain the perpetrator or the release of the perpetrator (41%) and in fourth place by the 
fact that the police did nothing (40%). The actions of the police themselves, including 
their accessibility (23%), the fact that they were unable to do anything (25%), the long 
waiting times (25%), the fact that the police had too little time or paid too little attention 
(33%) and the fact that the case was not important enough (35%) were less significant 
reasons for dissatisfaction.
The general picture is that the opinions of citizens on the functioning of the police have 
been very stable since 2005, fluctuating by at most a few percentage points (see figure 
10.6). The preceding period 1997-2003 was largely characterised by a decline in satisfac-
tion. 44% of respondents in 2008 were satisfied or very satisfied with the functioning of 
the police, a minimal improvement from the score of 43% in 2005 and 2006. The trend 
between 1997 and 2003 was negative, but the level of satisfaction rose strongly in 2004. 
50% of respondents believe that the police do their best at neighbourhood level; this 
is a minimal improvement compared with 2005, when 49% held this view. The number 
of people who agree with the statement that the police respond to problems initially 
rose after 2005, but satisfaction fell back to its 2005 level of 45% in 2008. In that latter 
year, 41% of people felt there was too little visible police presence on the local streets, 
compared with 42% in 2005. The biggest improvement relates to the view that the police 
have too little time. In 2008, 29% held this view, compared with 34% in 2005. While more 
and more people between 1997 and 2004 felt that the police did not act firmly enough, 
this dissatisfaction reduced sharply between 2005 (28%) and 2007 (25%), though rose 
again slightly to 26% in 2008.

All in all, satisfaction with the functioning of the police was fractionally higher in 2008 
than in 2005, but this positive trend comes to a halt after 2007 for all statements (see 
figure 10.6).
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Figure 10.6

Opinions on the functioning of the police in the residential neighbourhood, population aged 15 years 

and older, 2005-2008 (in percentages ‘agree’)a
Figuur 10.6
Tekst

a   The total satisfaction with the police is indicated by the percentage ‘satisfied’ and ‘very 
     satisfied’.

Source: CBS (VMR’05-’08)
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Using figures from the Eurobarometer (eb) survey gives us an idea of how the views of 
the Dutch about the police compare with those of other Europeans on their own police. 
In the Netherlands, no fewer than 73% of respondents in 2007 stated that they trusted 
the police (eb 68). That represents a small increase compared with 1997, when 70% said 
they trusted the police (eb 48). It also compares favourably with the European average of 
64% in 2007.
The Eurobarometer enables a comparison to be made between the trust placed by differ-
ent populations in their national judicial system, both over time and across countries. In 
2007, 67% of Dutch respondents reported that they trusted the Dutch judicial system (eb 
68). This shows a clear increase over the last decade, from 54% in 1997 (eb 48) and 55% 
in 2002 (eb 57). Compared with other European member states, too (47% average), the 
trust placed by the Dutch in the judicial system can be described as very strong. Only the 
Danes (85%, the Finns (77%) and the Austrians (76%) report more trust in their judicial 
apparatus.

10.7 Perception of crime by the population

Members of the public do not have to experience crime in order to be afraid of it. They 
pick up enough signals about (lack of ) safety from their environment to feel safe or 
unsafe, for example the level of urban decay in their residential setting, the degree of 
anonymity in the neighbourhood or reports in the media. Feelings of not being safe 
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can produce a distorted picture of the actual safety situation and have a major negative 
influence on people’s quality of life.
How safe people feel is influenced among other things by their perception of how preva-
lent crime is in Dutch society. The longitudinal survey Cultural Changes in the Netherlands 
(Culturele veranderingen in Nederland – c v) carried out by scp contains several questions 
which seek to ascertain how worried the population is about crime as a social problem. 
This reveals that those worries have for a long time been moving in the desired direc-
tion, but that the trend was not continued in the most recent year. Where 86% of the 
population believed that ‘crime has increased recently’ in 1995, in 2004 and 2006 the 
percentage had fallen substantially (to 77% and 64%, respectively). In 2008, however, 
it was back up to 71%. A comparable trend can be observed in the percentage of Dutch 
people who believe that crime ‘is becoming a real problem’. 84% of the population held 
this view in 1995, compared with 79% and 70%, respectively, in 2004 and 2006. In 2008, 
76% of the population agreed with this statement.

Figure 10.7

Feelings of being unsafe, population aged 15 years and older, 1997-2008 (in percentages)
Figuur 10.7
Tekst

Source: BZK/Justitie (PMB’97-’04); CBS (VMR’05-’08) 
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In order to ascertain whether people occasionally fear for their personal safety, we use 
the Safety Monitor (Veiligheidsmonitor). Both before and after the trend break between 
2004 and 2005 it was clear that the number of people who occasionally feel unsafe has 
fallen each year since 1999 (see figure 10.7). In 2008, 20% of the population stated that 
they sometimes felt unsafe. Of these, roughly one in six often feel unsafe (3%). This pro-
portion also fell consistently between 1997 and 2007, but remained unchanged between 
2007 and 2008. The proportion of people who occasionally feel unsafe is at its lowest 
level since 1997, with a sharp downturn especially since 2005, when it reached 27%. 
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People feel most unsafe around groups of young people on the streets; in 2008 14.8% of 
people felt unsafe in such situations. Yet even this number is declining, because in 2005 
it stood at 19.5%.

Feeling unsafe correlates among other things with a person’s physical and mental 
vulnerability, earlier experiences as a victim and lifestyle. Key predictors for these char-
acteristics are age and sex (see figure 10.8). Contrary to what is often assumed, older 
people do not feel particularly unsafe; young people tend to be much more anxious 
about crime. Women feel demonstrably less safe than men, and non-Western migrants 
feel considerably less safe than the indigenous population. This latter finding is largely 
due to the fact that migrants relatively often live in highly urbanised areas; if a correc-
tion is made for degree of urbanisation, migrants and indigenous Dutch citizens report 
feeling occasionally unsafe just as often as the other. Migrants do however still report 
more frequently that they often feel unsafe (Eggen & Kalidien 2008). A supplementary 
general finding from research is that feelings of being unsafe reduce as people’s educa-
tion level rises (Oppelaar & Wittebrood 2006).

Figure 10.8

Feelings of being unsafe, population aged 15 years and older, by sex, age and origin, 2008 (in 

percentages ‘occasionally feel unsafe’)
Figuur 10.8
Tekst

Source: CBS (VMR’08)
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Finally, the extent to which the Dutch feel unsafe can be measured by how much they 
change their behaviour in order to avoid risks. Once again, we see an across-the-board 
decline in avoidance behaviour based on safety considerations (figure 10.9). People 
with children younger than 15 years most often regularly stop their children from going 
somewhere because of safety concerns. The percentage who did this was 19.1% in 2008, 
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slightly less than in 2005 (20.3%) and slightly more than in 2007 (18.7%). The possibil-
ity cannot be ruled out that this concern about child safety is partially related to traffic 
safety. The number of people who do not open their front doors in the evening or at 
night fell from 14.6% in 2005 to 12.7% in 2008. In 2008, 8.8% of people left valuables at 
home because of concerns about being mugged on the street, compared with 12.6% in 
2005. Over the last ten years there has also been a gradual reduction in the number of 
people who avoid certain localities in their residential environment or who take a diver-
sion whilst walking or driving because of safety concerns; the figures for 2008 are 6.5% 
and 5.4%, respectively. Only 2.1% of people in 2008 refused to travel on public transport 
for safety reasons, compared with 3.2% in 2005.

Figure 10.9

Avoidance behaviour, population aged 15 years and older, 1997-2008 (in percentages ‘happens 

frequently’)a
Figuur 10.9
Tekst

a   The question of whether the children were stopped from going somewhere was only put to
     respondents with children below the age of 15 years.

Source: BZK/Justitie (PMB’97-’04); CBS (VMR’05-’08)
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Citizens use avoidance behaviour as a strategy for keeping out of the way of criminals, 
but sometimes the criminal comes to the citizen. In that case, the citizen can also seek 
recourse to technical security measures. In 2008, 84% of people reported that they had 
fitted additional locks, and 81% had installed extra external lighting. Far fewer people 
use door and window shutters (17%) or have applied for and been awarded the Safe & 
Secure Home quality mark (Keurmerk Veilig Wonen) (16%). Only 12% have a burglar 
alarm. All these private initiatives increased in number between 1997 and 2008, which 
may have contributed to the decline in the number of burglaries over the same period.
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Perceived lack of safety in an international perspective
We have seen that a declining proportion – though still a fifth – of Dutch citizens report 
that they occasionally feel unsafe. It is difficult to determine whether that is a high or 
low figure; comparing the Dutch with other nationalities gives a better impression of 
this. The Eurobarometer survey asks European citizens what they feel to be the two most 
important social issues facing their country at the time of the survey. In the autumn 
of 2008, crime was cited by 26% of the Dutch as an important theme; this is very high 
set against the 17% of European citizens who cited crime. Only the economic situation 
scored higher, in the light of the current economic crisis. At the end of 2008, only Croats 
(62%), British (34%) and Bulgarians (30%) more often cited crime as an important social 
issue. It is striking that when the Dutch are asked which two themes are most important 
for them personally, crime slips a long way down the rankings, being cited by 10%, only 
just above the European average (8%).
The international comparison changes somewhat when it comes to fear of crime. This 
comparison is based on the International Crime Victims Survey (ic vs) and the European 
International Crime Survey (eu ics), which were last held in 2004/’06 and 2005, respec-
tively (Van Dijk et al. 2007). People in these surveys were asked how safe they feel when 
walking alone in their neighbourhoods in the dark. The average in the 30 participating 
countries (including the non-European countries Japan, the United States, Canada, 
Australia, New Zealand and Mexico) was 27% in 2004/’06. The Dutch figures compare 
favourably with this average, with 18% of Dutch citizens reporting that they would feel 
unsafe or very unsafe in such a situation. Only in the Scandinavian countries Iceland 
(6%), Finland (14%), Norway (14%), Denmark (17%), and also Canada (17%) are there fewer 
citizens who feel unsafe. Citizens of Bulgaria (53%), Greece (42%), Luxembourg (36%), 
Japan (35%) and Italy (35%) feel the most unsafe. The international average originally fell 
from 29% in 1992 to 22% in 2000, but rose again to 27% in 2004/’06. The percentage in 
the Netherlands fell consistently, from 22% in 1992 to 18% in 2005.
Summarising, the picture that emerges is one in which the Dutch are concerned mainly 
about crime as a social problem, and consider it to be a more serious problem than citi-
zens in other European countries. In their personal lives, however, the Dutch hardly see 
crime as a burden more than other Europeans. Not only that, but they feel considerably 
safer on the streets in their own locality than the average resident of the Western world.

10.8 Wind in the sails

There have been many positive statements in recent years about the trend in crime in the 
Netherlands, including in earlier editions of The social state of the Netherlands (De sociale staat 
van Nederland). The State Secretary for Justice, Nebahat Albayrak, even announced plans 
to close down some prisons owing to a surplus of cells. Not everyone finds this so easy 
to believe. Many people still believe that society is becoming harder, a belief reinforced 
by current affairs as reported in the media and the political debate, such as the recent 
attention for violence against public officials and support workers. In this chapter we 
have shown that overall crime rates are indeed lower than a few years ago. Yet we cannot 
avoid the fact that the decline in crime has come to a halt since 2006 as regards a number 
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of offences. According to both police records and victim surveys, the modest decline in 
overall crime in 2007 and 2008 is due to a fall in the number of crimes against property. 
By contrast, both recorded and actual cases of vandalism and public order offences have 
increased. The trend in violent crime is less easy to interpret. Although police records 
and victim surveys for 2007 both suggest an increase in violence, according to citizens 
this negative trend was completely cancelled out again in 2008.
The slight positive trend in objective safety is outstripped by the trend in subjective 
safety. Fewer people occasionally feel unsafe and fewer people display risk-avoiding 
behaviour. There are however just as many people who frequently feel unsafe. 
Internationally, the Dutch show relatively little concern about their personal safety, 
though they are relatively critical about crime as a social problem, and those concerns 
have been increasing again for some time. People’s sense of personal safety is probably 
of particular importance for their individual life situation. Broadly, both perceived lack 
of safety and crime figures have been moving in the same positive direction in recent 
years. Yet this is not a self-evident trend: feelings of being unsafe are influenced by many 
more factors than the actual crime figures (e.g. Oppelaar en Wittebrood 2006).

Tackling youth crime is a key priority for the present Dutch government, alongside 
tackling violent crime. Minors are heavily overrepresented in the crime statistics and 
their share is growing. They are also increasingly involved in violent crime. The growing 
proportion of underage offenders does not translate on a one-to-one basis into grow-
ing youth crime, because these young people are also being caught more often thanks 
to the intensification of the policy. Non-Western migrants are still heavily overrepre-
sented among suspected offenders. However, although the proportion of suspects has 
increased in recent years among Dutch citizens of both non-Western and indigenous 
origin, the biggest relative increase has occurred among the indigenous Dutch. The 
groups which produce the most offenders are also the groups which are at greatest risk 
of themselves becoming victims of violent crime. In addition, migrants face discrimina-
tion more often than the indigenous population on the grounds of race, skin colour or 
religion. In 2007 the Dutch government promised that more attention would be given to 
discrimination. The figures from 2005 which were known at that time showed an alarm-
ing increase in discrimination and racist violence (Van Noije & Wittebrood 2007). Since 
then, discrimination and violence on the grounds of race and religion have declined, in 
contrast to discrimination on the grounds of age, sex and sexual orientation.
In 2007 the government decided that the capacity of the Dutch legal system had been 
restored to the desired level. As a result, the heavy emphasis on raising productiv-
ity in the police and judicial system was no longer needed. There has indeed been an 
improvement in recent years in the throughput of cases in the judicial chain (Wittebrood 
& Oppelaar 2005; Van Noije & Wittebrood 2007). The clear-up rate improved in 2007. 
Despite the lower number of recorded crimes, the police also interviewed more suspects 
and passed more cases to the Public Prosecution Service. In absolute terms, fewer cases 
were referred to the courts. The fact that the courts less often see cause to find suspects 
guilty is a qualifying comment to the pressure on the police to pass on more suspects 
and cases.
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Despite this, a number of trends do not sit comfortably with the government targets. 
Although the police strength grew in 2007, the relative number of police officers car-
rying out hands-on police work has fallen relative to the number of support staff. And 
although violence has a high priority, the willingness of the police to draw up formal 
police reports of violent crimes also fell sharply in 2008. This will temper the violent 
crime statistics to be published for 2008. By contrast, the readiness to record other 
offences has actually increased. In fact, the willingness to record violent offences also 
increased substantially in 2007, and this contributed to the high statistics for violent 
crime in that year. The Public Prosecution Service also does not always succeed in 
handling a higher proportion of cases itself. This need not always be a matter of produc-
tivity; sometimes the cases do not meet the necessary criteria. The reduced burden on 
the courts in 2007 was thus mainly the result of a drop in the number of cases, not of an 
increase in the number of cases dealt with by the Public Prosecution Service.
Little by little, victims appear to be acquiring a recognised position in the judicial chain. 
The provision of information by the police and judicial system is slowly improving. More 
damages are being paid out, and more use is being made of the possibility for victims 
to submit a written or verbal statement in court, as well as of the Dutch Victim Support 
Service. This progress appears to be translating into a more positive view about contacts 
with the police. In summary, the biggest challenge for the police and judicial system 
appears to be maintaining the results achieved, including when setbacks occur and if the 
crime rate should rise.

Finally, we would venture an explanation for the reduction in crime since 2002. Could 
a shift be taking place from frequently occurring crime committed against citizens 
to other, less visible forms of crime? This does not appear to be the case; businesses 
also report that they are less often falling victim to crime. Financial/economic crimes: 
embezzlement, forgery and particularly fraud have increased recently, but despite this 
the number of property crimes of which they form part has fallen sharply. It is also 
not probable that cybercrime has replaced the more regular forms of crime, because it 
involves very different perpetrators. If anything, it is more likely that cybercrime is a new 
addition, about which reliable figures are not yet available (see also Vollaard et al. 2009).
Vollaard et al. (2009) point out that the group of heroin addicts in the Dutch popula-
tion is ageing and therefore shrinking. This is the most likely explanation for the falling 
crime rate since 2002. In line with the findings, this would have an effect mainly on 
property crime, not on violence. The increased private security measures have also prob-
ably contributed. The authors also see indications that the more stringent safety policy 
since 2002 has contributed to the decline, due to more targeted police action, a higher 
chance of being caught and sentenced, and longer periods of detention. Locking up fre-
quent offenders has a largely temporary effect on property crime. It is interesting to note 
that the crime rate after 2002 does not appear to have responded to the economically 
driven fluctuations in people’s labour market prospects in that period. This provides 
hope that the sharp rise in unemployment in the present economic crisis will have a 
minimal effect on crime in the period ahead. Only if the higher unemployment proves 
to be more permanent in nature – as did the improvement in the mid-1990s – will this be 
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likely to have an adverse impact on crime rates (Vollaard et al. 2009). It would however 
be naive to ascribe all changes to the Dutch circumstances or Dutch policy; crime, and 
especially property crime, has also declined in other countries.

Notes
1. The figures cited in this section can be found on the website of Statistics Netherlands (cbs) (StatLine, 

www.cbs.nl) and on the website of the Ministry of Justice Research and Documentation Centre 

(www.wodc.nl); see also Eggen & Kalidien (2008).

2. The Racism & Extremism Monitor defines racist violence as: ‘the form of violence in which the victims or 

targets have been selected because of their ethnic, racial, ethno-religious, cultural or national ori-

gin’ (Van Donselaar & Rodrigues 2008: 19).

3. The various data sources used to describe the judicial chain here are not always readily comparable. 

First, the units in which the numbers are expressed may be different; for example, the police record 

offences, while the court statistics record cases. Second, the criteria used to classify an offence may 

vary; for example, the police may classify a case differently from the Public Prosecution Service. 

Thirdly, there is a time lag between the handling of an offence or case in the different parts of the 

judicial chain. This means that an offence that was committed in one year may only be filed with 

the Public Prosecution Service in the following year and it may be another year before it is settled. 

Finally, deficiencies in the various records may play a role.

4. The trend in the number of h a lt referrals is largely explained by the increase in the number of 

eligible offences. In addition, the new police guidelines state that the police can only issue a caution 

for very minor offences and that for other offences a h a lt referral must be used. Furthermore, 

cautions may only be issued once; the second offence must immediately lead to a h a lt referral 

(Bol & Ter Horst-van Breukelen 2001).

5. The number of life sentences imposed has by contrast increased sharply in recent years; where life 

sentences were imposed five times between 1950 and 1990, this was done seven times between 1990 

and 1999 and 16 times between 2000 and April 2005. Given the small numbers involved, however, 

this trend is not visible in the general statistics. In the Netherlands, ‘life’ also means ‘life’: there is no 

system of early release.

6. Both forms of participation are intended only for victims (and their families) of crimes which qualify 

for a prison sentence of at least eight years, plus a few other offences prescribed in detail by the law.
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– Housing construction in the Netherlands reached a peak in 2008, with 79,000 new 
homes completed. The number is expected to fall to 70,500 in 2009 and 58,500 in 
2010.

– The proportion of owner-occupied homes in the Netherlands as a whole has risen to 
57%. Most of these homes are situated outside the densely populated Randstad metro-
politan region in the west of the country; the majority of rented homes are located in 
the four major cities (Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht).

– The housing market is not expected to collapse as a result of the credit crisis. 
However, rising unemployment, falling purchasing power and declining consumer 
confidence will cause house prices to fall.

– A first global exploration of the life situation in residential neighbourhoods dating 
from the 1960s and 70s appears to reveal a less sombre picture than initially expected.

– Residential neighbourhoods from the 1960s and 70s contain relatively few shops.
– Residential neighbourhoods from the 1960s and 70s contain a relatively high propor-

tion of people aged over 50; the proportion of non-Western ethnic minorities in these 
neighbourhoods is rising, and the degree of social disadvantage has increased mark-
edly.

– The proportions of non-Western ethnic minorities, single persons, older people and 
crime suspects are greater in the disadvantaged neighbourhoods than in neighbour-
hoods from the 1960s and 70s.

11.1 Housing and neighbourhood policy

The social state of the Netherlands 2007 (De sociale staat van Nederland 2007) looked extensively at 
the housing situation of the Dutch population and at how satisfied citizens were about 
their home and their residential environment. That satisfaction is an important factor 
in people’s life situation. Almost 90% of households are satisfied or very satisfied with 
their home. The biggest increase in satisfaction is taking place in the group which has 
the most ground to make up, namely non-Western ethnic minorities. Home ownership 
is increasing rapidly among Dutch citizens of Moroccan, Turkish and Surinamese origin, 
and they are making up their disadvantage in terms of housing quality. Home owner-
ship is barely increasing among households with low incomes, and is strongest among 
households with the highest incomes. A great many owner-occupier homes, mostly 
apartments, have been built in the four largest Dutch cities (Amsterdam, Rotterdam, 
The Hague and Utrecht) in recent years. Although single-family dwellings (houses) are 
preferred to apartments, those living in owner-occupied apartments are nonetheless 
satisfied with their home. The urban residential environment is being better maintained 
and the nuisance caused by fellow residents is declining, especially in the large cit-
ies. The neighbourhoods which are at the greatest disadvantage are making the most 
progress. The disadvantaged neighbourhoods in the four major cities were also more 
appreciated in 2006 than in the past (Bijl et al. 2007: 245).

How satisfied are residents of disadvantaged neighbourhoods and neighbourhoods dat-
ing from the 1960s and 70s with their homes and their residential setting? How do most 
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people live? What kind of home do they live in and what can be said about the neigh-
bourhoods concerned?
When the present government took office, it made tackling disadvantaged neighbour-
hoods one of the core focuses of its policy. Whereas during the previous government 
term 56 neighbourhoods were identified as having a high priority for improvement, the 
present government has reduced the selection to 40. The selection was based on figures 
describing the seriousness of the socioeconomic and physical problems in all neigh-
bourhoods, with the selected 40 neighbourhoods achieving the lowest scores on factors 
such as education, work, income, housing quality, nuisance and urban decay, opinions 
of residents about the residential climate in their neighbourhood, their fear of unsafe 
situations, how much they would or would not like to move home, and so on. Under 
the motto ‘creating powerful neighbourhoods’, the responsible minister made agree-
ments with 18 Dutch cities on financial contributions to help fund this neighbourhood 
approach. Housing associations in these neighbourhoods will make available an aver-
age of eur 250 million per year over a ten-year period; housing associations outside the 
selected 40 neighbourhoods have had a levy imposed by the minister which is intended 
to raise eur 75 million per annum. All told, the government has made eur 300 million 
available for the period up to and including 2011 (Huinder 2009: 26).
It is currently believed that there are around a hundred disadvantaged neighbourhoods 
in the Netherlands where residents have difficulty in improving their life situation (see 
www.minvrom.nl). The difference compared with the 40 neighbourhoods referred to 
earlier is that problems in the remaining 60 neighbourhoods are less serious. However, 
precisely which neighbourhoods these are remains unclear; the interactive map to 
which the website of the Ministry of Housing, Spatial Planning and the Environment 
(v rom) refers offers no clarity in this regard.
In his letter to the Lower House of the Dutch Parliament dated 24 October 2008, the 
Minister of Housing, Spatial Planning and the Environment expressed his concerns 
about the possibility of new problem neighbourhoods arising (v rom 2008). He was 
referring to neighbourhoods that were built in the 1960s and 70s, which are felt to have 
fallen behind in terms of their level of amenities and to be characterised by their monot-
onous architecture and imbalanced population mix. To prevent these neighbourhoods 
falling behind, the Minister has made eur 60 million available. This chapter presents 
the results of a global exploration of the social status of these neighbourhoods. First 
however, a few key data are presented on housing, namely the size and characteristics 
of the housing stock, the degree of confidence in the housing market and a comparison 
of the Dutch housing market with that in other European countries. It then looks at 
the social state of the neighbourhoods from the 1960s and 70s and compares this with 
that in the disadvantaged neighbourhoods. In doing so we look not only at the aspects 
highlighted by the Minister of Housing, Spatial Planning and the Environment in his 
letter, but also at aspects such as social safety, the quality of the housing stock and the 
residential environment, property values, the ratio of rented to owner-occupied homes, 
the degree of nuisance and urban decay and the level of amenities.
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11.2 The housing stock in the Netherlands

The Dutch housing stock grew from 6.2 million to 7.1 million homes between 1995 and 
2009 (see table 11.1). The social state of the Netherlands 2001 (De sociale staat van Nederland 2001) 
reported that the increase in the housing stock in 2000, with 70,000 new homes being 
built, had reached a historic low point, but the number of new homes completed each 
year was even lower in the period 2002-2005. The number recovered subsequently, 
with more than 70,000 homes being built each year from 2006 onwards. In 2008 
almost 79,000 new homes were completed; the figure for 2009 is expected to turn out 
a 70,500, while in 2010 the projected figure is 58,500, a drop of 17% (Bouwkennis 2009). 
The number of homes demolished is still low in proportion to the new-build volume, 
though it has increased steadily since 2000 (from 13% to approximately 20%). Between 
1995 and 2007, 3.4% of homes were withdrawn from the housing stock, mostly through 
demolition, but also through events such as fire or changes of use. A relatively high 
proportion of homes have been removed from the housing stock in the northeast of 
the province of Groningen, with the highest percentages in the province being seen in 
Delfzijl (16.4%), Winschoten (12.0%) and Appingedam (10.3%). In the Randstad, the densely 
populated metropolitan region in the west of the Netherlands containing the four major 
cities Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht, the demolition rates in the three 
largest cities stand out; restructuring projects have led to many homes being withdrawn 
from the housing stock in Rotterdam (9.5%), Amsterdam (7.5%) and The Hague (6.8%) 
(Planbureau voor de leefomgeving 2009).

Table 11.1

Housing stock as at 31 December, new-build and withdrawals from stock, 1995-2008

housing stock new-build Withdrawals

1995 6,276,045 96,836 13,688
2000 6,650,911 70,650 13,529
2001 6,709,732 72,958 15,555
2002 6,764,066 66,704 16,410
2003 6,809,581 59,629 17,763
2004 6,858,719 65,314 19,313
2005 6,912,405 67,016 19,057
2006 6,976,046 72,382 21,656
2007 7,028,606 80,193 23,840
2008 7,106,564 78,882

Source: cbs (StatLine); vrom (figures on housing online)

The share of owner-occupied homes in the housing stock is rising steadily. In 1998 this 
share was 51%; ten years later it had risen to 57%. The proportion of owner-occupied 
homes is highest in the provinces outside the Randstad metropolitan region, with the 
southwestern province of Zeeland leading the way, at 68%. The rented sector, both 
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social housing and private rented accommodation, is best represented in the province 
of Noord-Holland, where social rented housing accounts for 36.7% and private rented 
accommodation 15.1%. One of the reasons for this is the low proportion of owner-
occupier homes in Amsterdam. Although the percentage of owner-occupied homes has 
doubled in recent years, from 13% in 1998 to 26% in 2008 (O+S 2008: 415), compared with 
the other major cities this is still low. Utrecht and The Hague have the highest percent-
ages of owner-occupier homes (48% and 45%, respectively); Rotterdam scores low with 
28% (O+S 2008: 527; figures for 2007). Across the Netherlands as a whole, the percentage 
of owner-occupier homes is 57%.

The majority of homes in the Netherlands date from the post-war period; only a fifth 
of the housing stock is pre-war. A proportionally large number of homes date from the 
1970s; the percentage of homes from that one decade almost equals the total percentage 
of pre-war homes from the 20th century.
The number of homes withdrawn from the housing stock is high in the pre-war seg-
ment, which accounts for over 40% of all demolished homes and redeveloped buildings. 
The remaining demolished homes mostly date from the post-war years up to 1980, and 
account for 56% of the total (source: a bf Research, Vastgoedmonitor, scp treatment).

Table 11.2

Share of new-build homes per construction period (in percentages and absolute numbers)

share of homes (%)

prior to 1945 21.0
1945-1959 10.8
1960-1970 16.5
1971-1980 17.1
1981-1990 15.6
1991-2000 12.1
2001 and later 6.9
housing stock 2008 (31 December) 7,106,564

Source: vrom (figures on housing online)

The extensive housing construction programmes in the period after the Second World 
War reflected the relatively strong population growth. Between 1948 and 1970 the Dutch 
population increased by 3.25 million; by contrast, the growth in the period 1970-1990 
was less than 2 million (see chapter 2).
The average housing occupancy rate in the Netherlands is 2.4 people per home. The aver-
age occupancy rate is lowest in the (major) cities; homes in Amsterdam, Rotterdam and 
The Hague house around two occupants. The housing occupancy rate in rural areas such 
as De Veluwe, De Achterhoek and parts of the province of Noord-Brabant is relatively 
high. Outliers are the municipalities of Urk, Staphorst and Tubbergen, with an average of 
more than three persons per home (Planbureau voor de leefomgeving 2009).
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At the end of the 1960s and in the 1970s, the baby-boom generation began looking for 
(independent) housing. As they did not form such large families as their parents, the 
average housing occupancy rate fell. In addition, a proportion of this group remained 
single or became single again after the ending of a relationship. The other factor which 
caused the housing occupancy rate to fall was the onset of population ageing in the 
1970s. A growing number of families entered the ‘empty nest’ phase, while widowhood 
led to an increase in the number of older people living alone. Figure 11.1 shows the trend 
in the average housing occupancy rate since 1998. In recent years, the rate has been fall-
ing consistently.

Figure 11.1

Trend in average housing occupancy, 1998-2008
Figuur 11.1
Tekst

Source: CBS (StatLine)
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Of the 78,882 new-build homes (see table 11.1) 61% in 2008 were single-family dwellings 
(houses as opposed to apartments). The highest proportion of single-family dwell-
ings are built in the province of Drenthe, in the northeast of the country. The smallest 
number of single-family dwellings are (and traditionally have been) built in the urban-
ised western provinces: 53% of new-build homes in the province of Noord-Holland 
and 54% in Zuid-Holland. In the provinces outside the Randstad metropolitan region, 
Groningen stands out for its relatively low proportion of single-family dwellings (57%). 
The proportion of owner-occupier homes is highest in the province of Flevoland and 
lowest in Groningen. The proportion of owner-occupier homes is also relatively high in 
the provinces of Zeeland and Utrecht.
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11.3 Confidence in the housing market

The deep recession which manifested itself at the end of 2008 can be partly seen as a 
crisis of confidence. The question is what influence the recession has on the functioning 
of the housing market and people’s confidence in it. In a recent publication by the Neth-
erlands Bureau for Economic Policy Analysis (cpb), the authors predict that the housing 
market will not collapse. Although the Netherlands faces rising unemployment, falling 
consumer confidence and declining purchasing power, all of which will put downward 
pressure on house prices, the modest level of house prices and limited number of newly 
built homes make a collapse unlikely. Nonetheless, house prices are still expected to fall, 
and a growing number of owners are likely to be unable to continue meeting their mort-
gage payments.

Figure 11.2

Confidence indices, 2005-2009
Figuur 11.2
Tekst

Source: VROM/WWI (Early warning kredietcrisis & woningmarkt), based on CBS (20-7-2009, 28-7-2009), 
VROM/CenterPanel; Vereniging Eigen Huis
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People’s confidence in their future life situation also plays a role. The impression is 
that the crisis is causing people to postpone buying a home, either because they expect 
prices to fall further or because they anticipate a deterioration in their own financial 
situation. Expectations regarding the likely trend in interest rates – which are currently 
low – also have an effect. In addition the banks, due to a lack of confidence in the future, 
are imposing stricter lending rules, making it less easy for people to obtain a mortgage. 
Accordingly, the number of homes sold has slowed drastically, and in mid-2009 had 
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halved compared with in 2007. Construction of new homes is also faltering as projects 
are deferred or even scrapped altogether. It is here that the effects of the crisis are 
currently most visible (Van Ewijk & Teulings 2009: 91-108).
Confidence in the housing market can be portrayed using indices.1 Figure 11.2 sets 
the confidence indices for housing against those for consumer and manufacturer 
confidence.

In 2008, consumer confidence in the housing market was lower than their confidence in 
the economy. The v rom Koopwoningenindex housing index stood at -25 in June 2008, 
slightly below consumer confidence. Currently, this index is tracking the index of gen-
eral consumer confidence. The Housing Market Indicator (Eigen Huis Marktindicator) 
published by the Dutch National Association of Home Owners (Vereniging Eigen Huis) 
was unchanged for the third successive month in July, at 73. This stabilisation follows a 
slight recovery which began in early 2009.

11.4 The Netherlands in Europe

Not surprisingly, the European countries with the biggest populations also have the 
biggest housing stock. Germany has almost 39 million homes, France almost 30 million, 
Italy nearly 27 million. There are of course also countries with large numbers of second 
homes, such as Spain, France and Italy.
With just under seven million homes in 2003, the Netherlands occupies a middling 
position. Compared with several other countries in Northwestern Europe, the average 
owner occupancy rate in the Netherlands is high, but compared with Southern European 
countries it is low. The still sizeable social rented sector in the Netherlands means that 
the number of owner-occupier homes as a proportion of the total housing stock is low. 
Denmark, Germany, Sweden and the Czech Republic are the only countries where the 
proportion of owner-occupier homes is lower than in the Netherlands (table 11.4).

Compared with other European countries, the Netherlands has a young housing stock: 
32% of its homes date from after 1990. Of the eu member states presented in table 11.4, 
only Ireland (over 40%), and Finland (34%) have more recently built homes. As might be 
expected, many homes in Germany were built just after the Second World War. Belgium, 
Denmark and the United Kingdom are countries with a relatively high proportion of 
older homes; in Belgium and the United Kingdom around a third of the housing stock is 
pre-war, while in Denmark the figure is 41%.
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Table 11.4

Housing stock, total and per 1,000 inhabitants, housing occupancy rate and proportion of owner-

occupier homes, 2008 (in absolute numbers and percentages)

housing stock  
x 1 million

number of 
homes per 1,000 
 inhabitants

occupancy rate 
(persons per 
dwelling)

owner-occupier 
homes
%

post-1990 
homes
%

Belgian 4.8 460 2.4 68 24
Denmark 2.6 480 2.2 53 18
Germany 38.9 470 2.2 45 14
Finland 2.6 500 2.2 63 34
France 29.5 500 2.4 58 22
Greece 5.5 510 2.8 74 33
Hungary 4.1 400 2.5 92 29
Ireland 1.6 390 2.9 77 42
Italy 26.5 440 2.8 66 20
Netherlands 6.8 420 2.4 55 32
Austria 3.3 400 2.4 58 30
Poland 11.6 330 3 58 32
Portugal 5.3 510 2.9 75 44
Slovenia 0.8 360 2.5 84 26
Slovak Republic 1.9 310 3.2 74 28
Spain 20.9 510 2.9 82 30
Czech Republic 4.4 430 2.6 47 27
United Kingdom 25.6 430 2.3 69 23 
Sweden 4.4 490 2.1 46 18

Source: vrom (figures on housing online)

The number of newly built homes is of course high in the large European countries. 
Despite this, it was not the biggest European country where the most houses were built 
in 2004, but Spain, where 12.8 new homes were built for every 1,000 inhabitants, mostly 
apartments. Another Mediterranean country, Greece, also completed lots of new homes: 
11 per 1,000 inhabitants, again mostly apartments. With around four new-build homes 
per 1,000 inhabitants, the Netherlands occupies a middle-ranking position. Countries 
such as Germany, Poland, Slovenia, the Czech Republic, the United Kingdom and Sweden 
built fewer than four new homes per 1,000 inhabitants in 2004.
A large number of single-family dwellings (i.e. houses rather than apartments) are built 
in the Netherlands; in 2004, three-quarters of newly built homes were of this type. 
Ireland is the only country with a higher proportion of new-build single-family dwell-
ings (table 11.5).
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Table 11.5

Characteristics of new -build homes in Europe, 2004 (in absolute numbers and percentages)

new homes completed
x 1,000

new homes completed 
per 1,000 inhabitants

share of single-family 
dwellings
%

Belgian 46.2 4.4 51
Denmark 26.6 4.9 57
Germany 278 3.4 57
Finland 30.7 5.9 42
France 363 6 62
Greece 122.1 11.1 31
Hungary 44 4.3 47
Ireland 81 20 78
Italy 255.8 4.4
Netherlands 65.3 4 75
Austria 42 5.2 55
Poland 108.1 2.8 42
Portugal 82.3 7.9 37
Slovenia 7 3.5 43
Slovak Republic 12.6 2.3 68
Spain 543.5 12.8 25
Czech Republic 32.3 3.2 49
United Kingdom 206 3.5
Sweden 29.6 3.3 39

Source: vrom (figures on housing online)

11.5 Residential neighbourhoods from the period 1960-1980

As stated in section 11.1, the Dutch Minister of Housing, Spatial Planning and the Envi-
ronment has expressed concern about developments in neighbourhoods other than the 
40 designated disadvantaged neighbourhoods, and therefore wishes to intensify the 
existing neighbourhood improvement programme. The focus is primarily on neigh-
bourhoods dating from the 1960s and 70s. In sharing out the budget of eur 60 million 
that the Minister has made available for this, the 31 largest municipalities (the ‘G31’ 
municipalities) will be given priority, with the exception of municipalities contain-
ing a designated disadvantaged neighbourhood. In a secondary tier, the money is also 
intended for municipalities outside the G31 municipalities which are not part of the 
neighbourhood improvement programme.

It is an obvious fact that homes grow older; the question is when that ageing process 
has reached such a stage that housing begins to become impoverished and decay. This 
is influenced by many factors, such as the quality of the housing, how it is occupied, its 
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location, etc. During the last decade a great deal of attention has been focused on the 
regeneration of neighbourhoods built just after the Second World War, when many of 
the designated disadvantaged neighbourhoods were built.

In discussions around the rise and fall of neighbourhoods, the reasoning goes that decay 
sets in after an initial period of flourishing success; the idea is that the decline of these 
neighbourhoods is initiated by the building of new homes, which are more attractive 
than the existing housing stock. More recently built homes moreover offer facilities 
which are not standard in older homes (such as central heating, a second toilet, heat and 
sound insulation, cable t v connections and Internet access), and also offer more space, 
particularly compared with homes from the early post-war period (Knol 1998).
Since, according to this reasoning, recently built homes are often more appealing than 
older homes, those on higher and middle incomes tend to move to new homes in more 
attractive neighbourhoods, and are replaced by lower-income groups. Demand for older 
homes in old neighbourhoods declines, and even those on lower incomes aspire to move 
out of the neighbourhood. Finally, the groups that are left are those which have virtually 
no other options (Kullberg 2006). This scenario also often leads to vacant properties.
A number of criticisms can however be levelled at this line of reasoning. It is by no 
means the case that every old home in every old neighbourhood is less attractive than 
a new home in a new neighbourhood. Bay window homes built in the 1930s, for exam-
ple, have become so desirable that many new-build neighbourhoods actually contain 
retro-versions of them. Moreover, a combination of an attractive location and attractive 
architecture can raise the status of older neighbourhoods because occupiers buy these 
homes and improve them (Knol 2006, 2008).
In the following sections we will look first at the social state of the neighbourhoods 
dating from the 1960s and 70s, and will then compare them with the designated disad-
vantaged neighbourhoods and the urban averages.2 The disadvantaged neighbourhoods 
include several which were built in the 1960s and 70s, and in order to avoid overlap, these 
neighbourhoods will be referred to only as disadvantaged neighbourhoods. This means 
they do not appear in the analyses of neighbourhoods dating from the 1960s and 70s. 
They are neighbourhoods in large and medium-sized cities which, in line with the gov-
ernment’s urban policy, are classified as municipalities with at least 50,000 residents.

11.5.1 Neighbourhood housing stock

The housing stock in neighbourhoods dating from the 1960s and 70s has been described 
by the housing minister as one-sided, which means that certain dwelling types are 
overrepresented. We accordingly look first at the characteristics of the housing stock: 
the number of apartment blocks, the proportion of small dwellings, the proportion 
of owner-occupier homes and property values (based on the official fair market value, 
or woz-value). First, these proportions in the neighbourhood groups are compared 
by construction period with the average for Dutch cities. The proportion of apartment 
blocks in the designated disadvantaged neighbourhoods is very high, at 74%. By con-
trast, the proportion of apartment blocks in neighbourhoods built in the 1960s and 70s 
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is comparable with the urban average (45%), although this proportion has not declined 
in these neighbourhoods as it has in the others. For example, the proportion of these 
dwelling types declined in the designated disadvantaged neighbourhoods by almost two 
percentage points between 2000 and 2008, while the total decline for the cities was one 
percentage point (table 11.6). This does not seem much, but an increase or decrease in 
the number of apartment blocks is only possible through a laborious process of demoli-
tion and/or new construction, accompanied by major investments.
The share of small dwellings (i.e. homes with a maximum of three rooms) is particularly 
high in the designated disadvantaged neighbourhoods (54%), and is also increasing 
(by 2.2 percentage points between 2000 and 2008). Outside these neighbourhoods, the 
proportion of small dwellings is no higher than the average for all cities, at 38%; 36% 
of homes in neighbourhoods built in the 1960s and 70s are small. This share increased 
slightly between 2000 and 2008 (by 1.2 percentage points; table 11.6).

Table 11.6

Housing stock in disadvantaged neighbourhoods and neighbourhoods from the 1960s and 70s, 

compared with the total for the cities and with the Netherlands, by a number of background 

characteristics, 2008 (in percentages and euros)

Netherlands cities
neighbourhoods 
built 1960 -1980

disadvantaged 
neighbourhoods

% apartment blocks 29.5 45.1 45.0 73.0
% small homes 
(≤ three rooms) 28.5 37.6 35.9 54.4
% owner-occupier homes 56.9 47.7 42.1 25.6
property value (euros) 240,843 210,222 181,836 142,709

Source: abf Research (Vastgoedmonitor 2009); cbs (woz-bestand 1999-2008)

The proportion of owner-occupier homes in the designated disadvantaged neighbour-
hoods is low, accounting for a quarter of the housing stock, compared with around 48% 
in the cities. The share of owner-occupier homes in neighbourhoods from the 1960s 
and 70s is also lower than the urban average, at 42%. The proportion of owner-occupier 
homes increased sharply everywhere between 1999 and 2008, with the biggest rise being 
in the disadvantaged neighbourhoods (8.5 percentage points), bigger than the average 
increase in all Dutch cities (7.4 percentage points). The increase in the neighbourhoods 
built in the 1960s and 70s was comparable with that of the cities as a whole (7.1 percent-
age points; table 11.6).
Average property values are lowest in the designated disadvantaged neighbourhoods, 
being to eur 143,000 in 2008. Market values are also relatively low in the neighbour-
hoods from the 1960s and 70s, but are still higher, at eur 182,000. The average for all 
Dutch cities is over eur 210,000. Not only do neighbourhoods from the 1960s and 70s 
have relatively low values, they have also seen in the smallest increase (in 2008 property 
values in these neighbourhoods were 2.8 times as high as in 1999; across all Dutch cities 
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they were 3.1 times as high). The biggest rise in property values was in the designated 
disadvantaged neighbourhoods: in 2008 this was 3.3 times as high as in 1999 (table 11.6).

11.5.2 Neighbourhoods from the 1960s and 70s with considerable social 
disadvantage and with many small and cheap dwellings

The 40 disadvantaged neighbourhoods were selected by the Ministry of Housing, Spatial 
Planning and the Environment on the basis of a number of criteria. There are two objec-
tive criteria:
– socioeconomic disadvantage, for which three indicators are used: income, employ-

ment and education;
– physical deprivation, for which three criteria are also applied: small, old and cheap 

dwellings.

The other criteria are based on the satisfaction of occupiers with their homes and resi-
dential setting, as well as their views about the presence of different types of urban decay 
and nuisance. To ascertain the extent to which disadvantaged neighbourhoods can also 
be identified within the neighbourhoods from the 1960s and 70s according to these 
criteria, comparable objective criteria were applied. Social disadvantage was determined 
by the status score (see note 3), while property values were based on official fair market 
values in 2008. The size of the home was indicated by the number of rooms it contained.
Neighbourhoods with a high degree of social deprivation (a deprivation score greater 
than 1) more often date from the 1960s and 70s than the other neighbourhoods3 (28% 
versus 14%). They are also more often neighbourhoods which contain a high proportion 
of small and cheap homes4 (16% versus 6%) (tables 11.7a and 11.7b).

Table 11.7a

Proportion of neighbourhoods from the 1960s and 70s with social disadvantage, 2006  

(in percentages)

social deprivation  
score ≤ 1

social deprivation  
score > 1 (n)

not neighbourhood from 
1960s/70s 86 14 (936)
neighbourhood from 1960s/70s 72.2 27.8 (108)

Source: Wegener dm 2006; abf Research (Vastgoedmonitor 2009)
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Table 11.7b 

Proportion of neighbourhoods from the 1960s and 70s with lots of small and cheap homes, 2008  

(in percentages)

few small and cheap 
homes

lots of small and 
cheap homes (n)

not neighbourhood from 
1960s/70s 93.9 6.1 (938)
neighbourhood from 1960s/70s 84.3 15.7 (108)

Source: Wegener dm 2006; abf Research (Vastgoedmonitor 2009)

However, if the criteria are combined, only seven neighbourhoods from the period 1960-
1980 fall into the group of neighbourhoods with both small and cheap homes and a high 
level of social disadvantage.

11.5.3 Population trends in the neighbourhoods

In the letter to Parliament mentioned earlier, the Dutch Minister of Housing, Spatial 
Planning and the Environment expressed the view that neighbourhoods dating from 
the 1960s and 70s had an imbalanced population mix, though without indicating where 
that imbalance might lie. Generally speaking, a population mix is regarded as balanced 
if it corresponds as closely as possible to the population mix at a comparable or higher 
geographical scale (measured by a number of characteristics such as age, household type 
and ethnicity). Using this criterion, urban neighbourhoods would have to have a popula-
tion mix which was a reflection of the urban population as a whole. Little attention is 
generally paid to the question of whether there are problems which are dependent on 
the population mix and, if so, what those problems are.
Below we look at the population profile of neighbourhoods dating from the 1960s and 
70s in cities with more than 50,000 residents. The criteria used are age (proportion of 
over-50s, to see whether certain neighbourhood types have an older population than 
others), social disadvantage and ethnicity. We also look at single-person households and 
at families with children.
In 2008, 39% of the population of neighbourhoods dating from the 1960s and 70s were 
aged over 50; the average for the cities as a whole was 32%. The population of the dis-
advantaged neighbourhoods is relatively young, with the over-50s making up just over 
a quarter (27%). The size of this group increased in neighbourhoods dating from the 
1960s and 70s between 2000 and 2008; this increase was in line with that in the cities as 
a whole, at three percentage points. Their share in the population remained stable in the 
disadvantaged neighbourhoods (table 11.8).
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Table 11.8 

Population profile and socioeconomic position of residents of disadvantaged neighbourhoods and 

neighbourhoods from the 1960s and 70s, compared with the total of all cities and with the Nether-

lands, 2008

Netherlands cities
neighbourhoods 
built 1960-1980

disadvantaged 
neighbourhoods

population
% over-50s 34.8 32.4 38.8 26.9
% non-Western ethnic minorities 10.8 17 18.1 48.4
% single persons 35.5 42.1 39.7 50.7
% partners with children 34.5 31.1 31.2 28.6

socioeconomic position
social deprivation score 0 0.35 0.68 2.20
standardised net household  
income (euros) 20,815 22,090 20,419 18,487

Source: abf Research (Vastgoedmonitor 2009); Wegener dm 2006

As expected, the percentage of non-Western ethnic minorities is high in the disadvan-
taged neighbourhoods. Moreover, that percentage increased strongly between 2000 and 
2008 (from 42% to 48%). The share of ethnic minorities in neighbourhoods dating from 
1960-1980 is slightly higher than the average in the cities (18.1% versus 17.5%). As in the 
cities, the share of ethnic minorities is increasing in these neighbourhoods, though to a 
relatively greater degree (4.6 percentage points versus 2.6 in the cities; table 11.8).
The disadvantaged neighbourhoods stand apart from the other neighbourhoods 
through the high level of social deprivation (a combination of low income, low 
education level and high unemployment). The average deprivation score in these neigh-
bourhoods is 2.2, compared with 0.35 for the cities.5 The social deprivation score in 
neighbourhoods from the 1960s and 70s is relatively high, at 0.68. Although this is still 
below 1,6 a score that is often used as a threshold for classifying neighbourhoods as dis-
advantaged, the social deprivation in these neighbourhoods has increased considerably 
(from 0.2 in 1998 to 0.68 in 2006; table 11.8). In addition to a relatively high level of dep-
rivation, the disadvantaged neighbourhoods are also characterised by low average net 
household incomes. Compared with the cities as a whole, people living in neighbour-
hoods from the 1960s and 70s also have low incomes (table 11.8).

The disadvantaged neighbourhoods also stand out because of the high proportion of 
single persons in the total number of households, at 50% (Schreven & Rienstra 2008). 
This percentage barely increased in the first decade of the 21st century. The share of 
single-person households in neighbourhoods from the 1960s and 70s is slightly lower 
than in all Dutch cities as a whole (40% versus 42%). The single persons living in the dis-
advantaged neighbourhoods are often younger than those in neighbourhoods from the 
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1960s and 70s, with over 40% being younger than 35 compared with just over 30% in the 
neighbourhoods from the 1960s and 70s (woon’06, scp treatment). On the other hand, 
there was a relatively substantial increase in neighbourhoods from the 1960s and 70s 
between 2000 and 2008 (3.1 percentage points, versus 1.6 percentage points for Dutch 
cities as a whole; table 11.8).
The proportion of families with children in neighbourhoods from the 1960s and 70s is 
the same as the average for the cities (31%). In the disadvantaged neighbourhoods it is 
slightly lower, at 28.5%. The percentage of families with children fell in neighbourhoods 
from the 1960s and 70s by 1.8 percentage points between 2000 and 2008, compared with 
an average decline in the cities of 0.7 percentage points. The percentage in the disadvan-
taged neighbourhoods remained stable during this period (table 11.8).
Residents of urban neighbourhoods from the 1960s and 70s are just as satisfied with 
their home and residential setting as residents of the cities in general, but are less satis-
fied than the Dutch population as a whole. They are also slightly less satisfied with the 
population mix in the neighbourhood than urban dwellers overall, and are definitely 
less satisfied than the Dutch population in general. The most dissatisfied residents 
(though still less than 50%) are found in the disadvantaged neighbourhoods. These resi-
dents are often particularly dissatisfied about the population mix in the neighbourhood 
(table 11.9).

Table 11.9

Satisfaction with a number of aspects in disadvantaged neighbourhoods and neighbourhoods from 

the 1960s and 70s, compared with the total for cities and with the Netherlands, 2006 (in percentages)

Netherlands cities
neighbourhoods  
dealt 1960-1980

disadvantaged  
neighbourhoods

residential environment 85.6 81.3 81.9 63.7
home 90.4 87.1 88.2 73.2
population mix in the  
neighbourhood 85.1 80.5 78.4 59.8

Source: vrom (Woon’06)

11.5.4 What amenities do the neighbourhoods have?

According to the Minister of Housing, Spatial Planning and the Environment, there is a 
lack of amenities in urban neighbourhoods from the 1960s and 70s. He provides no fur-
ther hint as to what he understands by amenities. Here, we define amenities as follows: 
shops for day-to-day needs, the presence of gp s and dentists, and the presence of physi-
otherapists. We also map out the trend in those amenities. In addition, we present data 
on sports halls and swimming pools (in 2008).

The number of shops for day-to-day needs is particularly high in the disadvantaged 
neighbourhoods, with more than two shops for every 1,000 residents. There are rela-



324

The so cial state of the Ne therl ands 20 0 9

tively few shops in the neighbourhoods from the 1960s and 70s (1.34 per 1,000 residents). 
The average for the cities as a whole is 1.83 per 1000 residents; this figure fell slightly 
between 2002 and 2008 (by 0.08 sales outlets per 1,000 residents). On the other hand, 
the number of shops in the disadvantaged neighbourhoods has increased (by 0.12 per 
1,000 residents; table 11.10).
The number of gps per 10,000 residents is lower in both neighbourhoods from the 1960s 
and 70s and the disadvantaged neighbourhoods than the average for the cities as a whole 
(5.94). In the neighbourhoods from the 1960s and 70s there are 5.36 gps per 10,000 
residents, and 5.62 in the disadvantaged neighbourhoods. On the other hand, neigh-
bourhoods from the 1960s and 70s were the only ones to see a relative increase in the 
number of gps between 2001 and 2008 (by 0.24 per 10,000 residents; table 11.10).

Table 11.10

Presence of amenities in disadvantaged neighbourhoods and neighbourhoods from the 1960s and 

70s, compared with the total cities and with the Netherlands, 2008

per number 
of residents Netherlands cities

neighbourhoods 
built 1960-1980

disadvantaged 
neighbourhoods

retail outlets for everyday 
goods 1,000 1.73 1.83 1.34 2.38
gps 10,000 5.76 5.95 5.36 5.62
Dentists 10,000 4.31 4.82 4.71 3.57
Physiotherapists 10,000 6.63 7.42 7.30 6.59
sports halls 100,000 4.56 3.33 4.31 2.21
swimming pools 100,000 5.12 2.89 3.35 2.08

Source: abf Research (Vastgoedmonitor 2009)

The relative number of dentists is also low both in the disadvantaged neighbourhoods 
and in neighbourhoods from the 1960s and 70s, at 3.57 and 4.71, respectively. The 
number of dentists per 10,000 residents declined everywhere between 2001 and 2008, 
with the steepest drop in the disadvantaged neighbourhoods (a reduction of 2.07 den-
tists per 10,000 residents). The reduction was fairly small in the neighbourhoods from 
the 1960s and 70s, at 0.34 dentists per 10,000 residents. In the cities as a whole there was 
a reduction of 1.4 dentists per 10,000 residents (table 11.10).
The number of physiotherapists per 10,000 residents in neighbourhoods from the 1960s 
and 70s is comparable with the average for the cities (7.3 and 7.4, respectively). The 
relative number in the disadvantaged neighbourhoods is fairly low, at 6.59 per 10,000 
residents. The number of physiotherapists per 10,000 residents fell everywhere between 
2001 and 2008, but in the neighbourhoods discussed here the reduction was more lim-
ited than in the cities as a whole (a fall of 0.33 physiotherapists per 10,000 residents in 
the neighbourhoods from the 1960s and 70s, of 0.18 in the disadvantaged neighbour-
hoods and of 0.54 in the cities as a whole; table 11.10).
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The number of sports halls and swimming pools per 100,000 residents was relatively 
high in 2008 in neighbourhoods from the 1960s and 70s (4.31 and 3.33, respectively). 
The average for the cities as a whole was 3.32 and 2.89. By contrast, the relative numbers 
of sports halls and swimming pools in the disadvantaged neighbourhoods was low 
(2.21 and 2.08, respectively, per 100,000 residents; table 11.10).

11.5.5 Urban decay and safety

Urban decay was measured using three scores. The first indicates how much nuisance 
people experience from things such as dog fouling, graffiti, vandalism and litter in the 
streets (physical decay). The second score indicates how much people are troubled by 
nuisance caused by neighbours, other local residents or young people hanging around 
in groups (social decay). The third score relates to nuisance caused by odours, noise and 
traffic (environmental factors). The figures relate to 2002 and 2006. In addition, we map 
out the trend in shop vacancies (number of square metres of vacant retail space).
The nuisance caused by physical decay is greatest in the disadvantaged neighbourhoods 
(score 1.69); in neighbourhoods from the 1960s and 70s it is comparable with the average 
score for the cities (1.33 and 1.30, respectively). Physical decay has reduced everywhere, 
most notably in the disadvantaged neighbourhoods.
Social decay is also highest in the disadvantaged neighbourhoods (score 1.02). There 
is a relatively little social decay in the neighbourhoods from the 1960s and 70s (score 
0.70). There was however a sharp reduction in social decay in the disadvantaged 
neighbourhoods between 2002 and 2006 (from 1.12 to 1.02), which did not occur in the 
neighbourhoods from the 1960s and 70s; in the cities as a whole the score fell from 
0.73 to 0.70 (table 10.11).
The nuisance caused by environmental factors is once again highest in the disadvan-
taged neighbourhoods (score 1.13 in 2006). In the neighbourhoods from the 1960s and 
70s the score is 0.80, and in the cities as a whole 0.89. Once again, however, the level of 
nuisance has fallen sharply in the disadvantaged neighbourhoods: the score in 2002 was 
1.24. In both the cities as a whole and neighbourhoods from the 1960s and 70s, the score 
for perceived nuisance is relatively stable (table 11.11).

The increase in shop vacancies was greatest in the disadvantaged neighbourhoods, 
where the vacant retail area in 2008 was 1.2 times as great as in 2003. Vacancy rates in 
the neighbourhoods from the 1960s and 70s also increased, but this increase was mod-
est and comparable with developments in the cities: in both cases vacancy rates in 2008 
were 1.1 times as high as in 2003 (table 11.11).
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Table 11.11

Urban decay in disadvantaged neighbourhoods and neighbourhoods from the 1960s and 70s, 

compared with the cities as a whole and with the Netherlands, 2006 (in scores and percentages)

Netherlands cities
neighbourhoods  
built 1960-1980

disadvantaged  
neighbourhoods

physical decay 1.08 1.30 1.33 1.69
social decay 0.58 0.71 0.70 1.03
environmental nuisance 0.79 0.89 0.80 0.70

increase in m2 vacant re-
tail space 2003-2008 (%) 21.2 16.0 12.0 22.5

Source: vrom (Woon’06)

More general information on social safety can be found in chapter 10. Here we limit 
ourselves to data on citizens who are suspected of committing crimes. According to 
figures from the Identification Service System (hk s) published by the National Police 
Agency (k l pd), disadvantaged neighbourhoods contained the highest relative number 
of suspects in 2007 (3.1% of the population). The share is considerably lower in both 
neighbourhoods from the 1960s and 70s and in urban areas as a whole (1.7% and 1.8%, 
respectively). The disadvantaged neighbourhoods also stand out with a relatively strong 
increase of 1.1 percentage points in the number of suspects between 2000 and 2007. This 
compares with an increase of 0.70 percentage points in neighbourhoods from the 1960s 
and 70s and 0.62 percentage points in cities generally (table 11.12). Relatively speaking, 
the disadvantaged neighbourhoods contain the highest number of suspects, neighbour-
hoods from the 1960s and 70s the lowest.

Table 11.12

Safety in disadvantaged neighbourhoods and neighbourhoods from the 1960s and 70s, compared 

with cities as a whole and with the Netherlands, 2007 (in percentages of neighbourhood residents)

Netherlands cities
neighbourhoods  
built 1960-1980

disadvantaged  
neighbourhoods

suspects with home address in 
the neighbourhood 1.40 1.76 1.73 3.13

Source : klpd (hk s-bestand 2009)
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11.6 Conclusion

The consequences of the credit crisis for the housing market are difficult to predict, but 
will in all probability be modest. To date, those consequences have been most visible in 
a fall in the number of homes sold and stagnation in new housing construction, which is 
expected to fall by 17% in 2010. Although house prices are likely to fall further, a housing 
market collapse appears unlikely. To what extent homeowners experience problems in 
meeting their repayment commitments is difficult to predict.
Compared with Dutch cities in general, neighbourhoods built in the 1960s and 70s 
contain a relatively high proportion of people aged over 50, have seen a relatively sharp 
increase in the proportion of non-Western ethnic minorities and have undergone a 
marked increase in social deprivation. The number of single persons living in these 
neighbourhoods is increasing, and in parallel with this the number of families with 
children is declining. There are relatively few owner-occupied homes in these neigh-
bourhoods, though the percentage of these homes is increasing more strongly than in 
the cities as a whole. The values of homes in these neighbourhoods are low compared 
with cities as a whole and are rising less quickly than elsewhere. There are also propor-
tionally few shops providing for people’s day-to-day needs, few gp s and few dentists. The 
percentage of people suspected of committing offences is almost twice as high in disad-
vantaged neighbourhoods as in neighbourhoods built in the 1960s and 70s.
Where there are deviations from the average for the cities, they do not appear to justify 
according a special place to all neighbourhoods from the 1960s and 70s. This is all the 
more true since on almost every indicator used the disadvantaged neighbourhoods devi-
ate markedly from both neighbourhoods from the 1960s and 70s and all cities together. 
For example, the percentages of non-Western ethnic minorities, single persons, 
multiple-family dwellings, rented homes and suspected offenders are high in the dis-
advantaged neighbourhoods and have remained high over the recent period. To a large 
extent, however, this is the result of the specific criteria used to classify disadvantaged 
neighbourhoods, whereas for neighbourhoods from the 1960s and 70s only the year of 
construction of the homes was used. For this reason, to facilitate comparison between 
the disadvantaged neighbourhoods and neighbourhoods from the 1960s and 70s, we 
have looked in this chapter at the presence of social deprivation and at the number of 
cheap and small homes. It then becomes apparent that there is no social deprivation in 
most neighbourhoods from the 1960s and 70s, and there are no or few cheap and small 
homes.
The picture that emerges from this initial exploration of neighbourhoods from the 1960s 
and 70s is mixed. Neighbourhoods from these decades which do not have the status of 
disadvantaged neighbourhood appear at first sight to be in a better position than ini-
tially thought.
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Notes
1. For the passage on confidence, use was made of a figure and a reworking of the text supplied by the 

Ministry of Housing, Spatial Planning and the Environment (via Valentin Neevel).

2. The disadvantaged neighbourhoods were identified on the basis of four-digit postcodes (a coarser 

definition than applying the full six-digit postcodes used in the Netherlands). There are 83 such post-

code areas which can be regarded as disadvantaged. In the lists up to 40 neighbourhoods, different 

postcodes are combined. The postcode database of the disadvantaged neighbourhoods was supplied 

by the Ministry of Housing, Spatial Planning and the Environment.

3. Apart from the disadvantaged neighbourhoods, the earlier policy category of 56 neighbourhoods is 

also excluded here.

4. These are neighbourhoods with homes with an official fair market value (woz-value) of less than 

eur 170,000 and where more than 43% of the housing stock consists of small dwellings. They repre-

sent the lowest and highest quartile (25%-group) of the distribution in the cities.

5. The scores for social deprivation (or, expressed more positively, social status) are based on data 

from w dm (w dm Nederland bv, formerly Wegener Direct Marketing Nederland bv), bureau 

Geomarktprofiel. This bureau conducts telephone interviews with one person in each postcode area 

of six positions. This person is then treated as an informant for the environment. All Dutch postcode 

areas are covered. w dm then aggregates the data to the level of the four-digit postcode. The whole 

country is covered in this way over a period of four years. This means that the database from 2006, 

for example, covers the period 2002-2006. The basic data are converted to a score using factor analy-

sis (principal component analysis), which is carried out in the same way for each measurement year. 

The scores can therefore be read as factor scores with an average of 0. The scores 1 and -1 can be read 

as one times the standard deviation (2 and -2 are then twice the standard deviation, and so on). There 

is no substantive criterion that could serve as a basis for placing the scores in categories, but the 

standard deviation can serve as an (arbitrary) classification criterion.

6. A score of 1 is equal to one times the standard deviation of the average of the scores.
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– People’s life situation improved by 5% between 1997 and 2008; the index rose from 
100 to 105.

– 55-64-year-olds, people in the lowest income quartile (20%), single-parent families, 
the over-75s and people in the most urbanised areas saw the biggest improvement in 
their life situation between 1997 and 2008.

– By contrast, the improvement in the life situation of young people and those in the 
highest income quartile was less than average.

– The differences in life situation between those with high and low incomes, high and 
low education levels, those in work and those not in work are narrowing.

– Fewer and fewer people face an accumulation of social disadvantage; here again, the 
differences in life situation are narrowing.

– The most urbanised areas have made up their disadvantage in terms of life situation 
compared with the rest of the country.

– There is a positive relationship between life situation on the one hand and subjec-
tive views on safety, aspects of life situation (such as the home and circle of friends), 
resources, Dutch society and the government on the other: the better a person’s life 
situation, the greater their satisfaction.

– People with a poor life situation became more satisfied between 2006 and 2008; this 
is less the case for people with a good life situation.

– Individual life situation has improved since 1997, as has people’s satisfaction with it; 
by contrast, satisfaction with society has reduced.

– There is a group of people who are dissatisfied both with society and the government; 
their life situation is worse than that of people who are satisfied with these aspects. 
In particular, they participate less and are less engaged with society (less volunteer-
ing, less membership of associations, more social isolation).

– 84% of the Dutch consider themselves happy or very happy. Their life situation is 
better than that of people who consider themselves not happy.

– Compared with other European countries, the quality of life in the Netherlands is 
high.

12.1 The life situation index

This chapter presents a summary of the life situation of people in the Netherlands. Each 
of the preceding chapters has looked at one aspect of life situation; in this chapter we 
integrate eight domains of life situation into one index: the life situation index. This 
index contains information on people’s housing situation, health, leisure time use, 
social participation, participation in sport, holiday activities, ownership of consumer 
goods and nobility (see Boelhouwer 2008 for more information on the construction 
of the index). Viewing the different domains in their interrelationship allows us to say 
something about trends in life situation as a whole: have people’s life situations as a 
whole improved or deteriorated? Moreover, we can compare the social situation of dif-
ferent groups and see whether there are groups with an accumulation of disadvantage.
A compound index can be helpful in the public and political debate, for example where 
terms are used which are difficult to measure and are not unidimensional. Examples 
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of complex social concepts include social exclusion, sustainability, social cohesion, 
liveability and life situation. Making such concepts measurable enables a picture to 
be painted of the situation in which people, cities or the Netherlands as a whole exist, 
the changes in that situation over time, and the way in which groups relate to each 
other. The present government Coalition Agreement, entitled ‘Working together, 
living together’ (Samen werken, samen leven), also contains a number of complex concepts 
about the social aspects of life in of the Netherlands, such as ‘a dignified existence’, 
‘well-being’, ‘quality of life’ and ‘quality of society’. These concepts are not defined, 
but are related to each other; they (also) relate to the social domain. In The social state of 
the Netherlands we describe that domain, focusing primarily on people’s life situation. 
We describe that life situation on the basis of objectified indicators in a number of key 
domains of life in present Dutch society. Using the life situation index, we present an 
overall picture of developments in a number of these domains, as well as describing 
society using indicators that say something about how people appreciate and evaluate 
their situation. By describing both the objective and subjective aspects, we are able to 
give an impression of quality of life in the Netherlands.
A good deal of interest has been shown recently in taking a broader view of welfare and 
the development of the Netherlands as a nation. In the past, it was often sufficient to 
describe economic indicators, using gross domestic product (gdp) as an overall meas-
ure; today, there is growing consensus that attention also needs to be paid to social 
indicators. This perspective is spawning all manner of new initiatives, not just in the 
Netherlands but also internationally, for example under the auspices of the oecd and 
the European Commission (Measuring the progress of societies and Beyond gdp).
Individual countries, too, such as Great Britain, where a think tank has been created 
(New Economics Foundation), are carrying out targeted research on the policy relevance 
of well-being. Another example is France, where President Sarkozy appointed a com-
mission in 2008 headed by the economists and Nobel Prize-winners Sen and Stiglitz to 
devise a different way of measuring welfare from gdp (cmepsp 2009). The debate is also 
gathering pace in the Netherlands, among other things because the Netherlands Bureau 
for Economic Policy Analysis (cpb) devotes attention to happiness in its ‘Macroeconomic 
surveys’ (Macro economische verkenningen) (cpb 2007), the political leader of the Green Left 
Alliance party (GroenLinks) has published a book on the subject (Halsema 2008), and the 
de Volkskrant newspaper has called in an economic agenda for a different way of measur-
ing welfare (Volkskrant 2009).

As in earlier editions of this report, in this chapter we describe the life situation of 
citizens using the analytical framework shown in figure 12.1. At the centre of the 
framework is life situation, as measured using the life situation index. This is influenced 
by individual characteristics and by resources (education, training, employment, 
health). The government plays an important role in seeking to prevent disadvantage and, 
if it occurs despite government efforts, compensating for it as adequately as possible. 
Social security or care provisions play a major role here. As in the rest of this report, 
we look not only at the actual situation, but also at people’s subjective perceptions. 
Are people with a good life situation happier and more satisfied than people with a 
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poor life situation? In addition, we look at the relationship between individuals and 
their surroundings; people do not after all live in isolation, but belong to networks and 
groups, and live in neighbourhoods and cities.
At the end of the chapter we compare quality of life in the Netherlands with that in other 
European countries. Since the life situation index is focused only on the Netherlands, we 
use other criteria for this comparison, such as the Human Development Index and the 
level of happiness in different countries.

Figure 12.1

Analytical framework for describing life situation
Figuur 12.1
Tekst

environment
- physical
- social

provisions
- compensatory
- supportive
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being
- satisfaction
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The data presented in this chapter mainly cover the period up to and including the end 
of 2008. This means that when the final group of people were interviewed, the economic 
recession had just begun. However, the consequences of the recession are barely visible 
in this chapter, partly because a large part of the population were not (yet) feeling any 
effects of the recession at the end of 2008, and partly because any consequences work 
their way through into the life situation index with a time lag.

12.2 Life situation in 2008 and developments since 1997

This section looks first at the situation in 2008; we then turn to developments over the 
last two years and after that to developments in the last ten years. Attention then focuses 
on the groups whose life situation has shown the greatest and the least improvement. 
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We look for the causes of this, by considering individual domains that together make up 
the life situation index, which provides an overview incorporating people’s housing situ-
ation, health, social participation, participation in sport, holiday activities, ownership 
of consumer goods and mobility.
The life situation of the Dutch population has improved over the last ten years; having 
been set at 100 in 1997, the life situation index in 2008 stood at 105. Since we use data at 
individual level, we are also able to look at the life situation of different groups in soci-
ety. It then transpires that, as in previous years, the life situation of the highly educated, 
young people, people in employment and families with children was better than average 
in 2008, and less good for the low-educated, older people, the unemployed and single 
persons.
If we home in on developments since the last edition of The social state of the Netherlands, 
we see that life situation improved from a score of 104 in 2006 to 105 in 2008 
(see figure 12.2). Figure 12.2 includes a number of groups whose life situation shows the 
greatest or least improvement. What stands out is that, against the general trend, the life 
situation of the highest income groups, young people and the over-75s has deteriorated. 
By contrast, the life situation of those on lower incomes and people with a low education 
level has improved more than average.

In The social state of the Netherlands we are concerned primarily with developments over the 
last ten years. The life situation of most of the groups distinguished here was better in 
2008 than in 2007; however, not everyone has seen the same degree of improvement in 
their life situation. Young people and those in the highest 20% income group have for 
example seen their life situation improve by less than average (see figure 12.2). On the 
other hand, these are of course groups whose life situation is still good. The relatively 
small improvement in the life situation of young people is seen in all eight domains con-
sidered. There is a relative decline particularly with regard to sport; this does not mean 
that young people now participate less in sport, but rather that they deviate rather less 
from the average (mainly because older people have begun participating more in sport; 
see Breedveld et al. 2008).
For the highest income groups, health is the only domain where there has been a rela-
tive improvement (see also chapter 7 on increased socioeconomic health differences); 
however, this improvement was insufficient to compensate for the relative lag in other 
domains. The improvement in the life situation of those on the highest incomes lagged 
behind the other groups in all other domains, and especially in ownership of consumer 
goods. This does not mean they possess few goods, but rather that they have increased 
their ownership of consumer goods to a lesser extent than the other groups. A sort of 
ceiling effect is operating here: most people with a high income already own all the 
consumer goods that are included in the life situation index.1

The following groups have seen their life situation improve by more than the average 
over the last ten years: the over-75s, people living in highly urbanised areas and, above 
all, 55-64 year-olds, single-parent families and people in the lowest 20% income group. 
Of these latter three groups, 55-64 year-olds have caught up in all eight domains, and 
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especially as regards ownership of consumer goods. The picture for those on the lowest 
incomes, and particularly for single-parent families, is mixed: they have not progressed 
(in relative terms) in all domains. For those on the lowest incomes, car ownership in par-
ticular has increased. It is also notable that single-parent families have caught up in the 
domains relating to participation (leisure activities, social participation and support).
Although there is some overlap between single-parent families and those with the low-
est incomes (despite the relatively big rise in their income, a relatively large number of 
single-parent families still have to manage on a low income; see chapter 6), the trends in 
the different domains of life situation are thus not entirely in parallel. In section 12.3 we 
look in more detail at the relationship between different background characteristics.

Figure 12.2

Trend in life situation of a number of groups in society which have shown the most or least 

improvement, 1997-2008 (in index scores, 1997 = 100 for the whole population)

1997 1999 2002 2004 2006 2008

Figuur 12.2
Tekst

The vertical line indicates that there was a trend break between 2002 and 2004 (see 
SCP 2005). The life situation for 2004 has been equated to that for 2002 (index 
score = 102).

Source: CBS (POLS-SLI’97-’02; SLI’08) SCP treatment; SCP (CV’04 and ‘06)
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Unfortunately, no data are available for 2008 on the life situation of different ethnic 
groups. We are therefore unable to say whether the trend of a better than average 
improvement in the life situation of non-Western ethnic minorities continued in 2008. 
If we look at trends in the different domains, however, that is certainly the expectation. 
For example, the housing situation of ethnic minorities has improved greatly (Kullberg 
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et al. 2009) and their participation in sport has increased more than average (Breedveld 
et al. 2008). We can also look at recently published data on developments in life situation 
in Amsterdam (O+S 2009); these show that the life situation of Turks and Moroccans, in 
particular, has improved more than the average in the last two years.

12.3 Determinants of life situation

The life situation index does not include income, education or employment. These are 
regarded as resources (determinants of life situation), and the assumption is that the life 
situation of people who have access to many resources will be better than that of people 
with few resources (Mootz & Konings-van der Snoek 1990).2 If we look at resources, wide 
differences in life situation emerge; the life situation of people with a high income and/
or a high education level, of people in work and of healthy people is much better than 
that of their opposites (see table 12.1).3

Table 12.1

Resources and life situation, 1997-2008 (in index scores, 1997 = 100 for the whole population)

1997 2002 2004 2006 2008

all 100 102 102 104 105

lowest income decile 87 88 86 90 91
highest income decile 112 113 115 115 115
difference 25 25 29 25 24

low-educated (max. primary  
education) 87 88 84 85 89
highly educated (higher  
professional or university) 108 109 110 111 113
difference 21 22 26 26 24

not working 92 93 94 96 97
workinga 106 107 107 109 109
difference 14 14 13 13 12

perceived health very goodb 106 108 108 110 111
perceived health poor/very poor 87 86 83 83 89
difference 19 22 25 27 22

a ‘Working’ means persons who work for 12 hours or more per week. There is in fact little difference 
in life situation between people who work more and people who work fewer than 12 hours per 
week.

b As the indicators for health before and after 2004 differ, and can thus not be compared, no 
statements can be made about the difference in life situation by objective health status. The 
difference in perceived (i.e. subjective) health status is therefore included here. Subjective health 
status is in fact a good predictor of objective health status.

Source: cbs (pol s-sli’97 en ’02; sl i ’08) scp treatment; scp (c v ’04 and ’06)
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In considering differences in life situation by income, we look consistently in this 
chapter at income deciles (10% groups). However, we can also look at indicators that say 
something about poverty. We use the low-income threshold for this, because we have 
no data to enable us to calculate other poverty lines. If we compare people below the 
low-income threshold with people above it, the difference in life situation between 
1997 and 2008 narrows from 14 points to 10 points (mainly because the group below the 
low-income threshold made up a lot of ground). The percentage of poor people has also 
fallen (see also section 6.2 in chapter 6).

The differences in life situation by income and work have reduced since 1997, but the dif-
ferences by health and education level have increased – though it should be noted here 
that these differences, too, reduced between 2006 and 2008.

Index for social disadvantage
The various resources are presented separately above, but are of course related to each 
other: a person with a high education level generally has a greater chance of being in 
work and (consequently) having a higher income (see section 6.2 in chapter 6). We there-
fore look here at a combination of resources, using an index for social disadvantage. 
This index is a simple summation of having a maximum of a primary education level, 
a low income and not being in work. The index ranges from 0 (no disadvantage) to 3 
(maximum disadvantage). Since there are few people (still) working over the age of 65, 
we leave having worked out of consideration for this age group (the maximum score for 
them is 2).
In previous editions of The social state of the Netherlands we have compared the group 
without disadvantage with the group with maximum disadvantage. This time, as the 
disadvantaged groups had become very small in 2008, we compare the group without 
disadvantage with a group with disadvantage on two or three indicators (for the over-
65s this therefore means that we look simply at disadvantage versus no disadvantage). 
For the sake of comparability, we do the same for all earlier years. This change has no 
consequences for the main conclusion, namely that a decreasing number of people in 
the Netherlands are faced with an accumulation of social disadvantage (table 12.2). If 
we relate social disadvantage to life situation, we see a varying difference over the years 
among the over-65s between those with and those without disadvantage. The difference 
among people younger than 65 years is fairly stable (17 or 18 points).
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Table 12.2

Accumulation of disadvantage in a number of resources (income, education, labour market) and 

average life situation, by age category, 1997-2008 (in percentages and index scores, 1997 = 100 for the 

whole population)

percentage average life situation

1997 2002 2004 2006 2008 1997 2002 2004 2006 2008

all 100 102 102 104 105

persons younger than 65 years
no disadvantage 54 62 57 61 70 108 108 109 110 110
disadvantage on 2 or 3 
indicators 19 13 13 11 3 91 90 92 92 92

difference in life situation 17 18 17 18 18

persons older than 65 years
no disadvantage 41 51 56 65 73 90 94 96 98 95
disadvantage 59 49 44 36 27 79 80 78 82 85

difference in life situation 11 14 18 16 10

Source: cbs (pol s-sli’97 en ’02; sl i ’08) scp treatment; scp (c v ’04 and ’06)

Influence of the determinants
In addition to the resources discussed above, age and household composition also play a 
role in life situation. Together, these characteristics and the resources explain more than 
half the differences between people’s life situation (table 12.3). Since 1997, education and 
income have been the most decisive factors determining life situation, followed by age. 
Until 2006, the importance of income increased consistently. This is no longer to be the 
case in 2008, though this may have to do with the different way in which income was 
measured in that year (see note b in table 12.3).
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Table 12.3

Influence of resources and a number of other background characteristics on life situation, 1997-2008 

(multivariate anova analysis, beta coefficients)

1997 2002 2004 2006 2008

agea 0.26 0.25 0.24 0.22 0.27
incomeb 0.28 0.30 0.34 0.38 0.26b

labour market positionc 0.10 0.11 0.07 0.05 0.06
educationd 0.26 0.27 0.27 0.24 0.30
household compositione 0.12 0.13 0.08 0.08 0.13
income sourcef 0.10 0.06 0.12 0.12 0.13
healthg . . 0.14 0.18 0.15

explained variance (%) 56 55 59 54 52

.  unknown
a 18-24 years, 25-34 years, 35-44 years, 45-54 years, 55-64 years, 65-74 years, ≥ 75 years.
b In deciles. Until 2008, household incomes were measured at the moment that people were 

interviewed. Prior to 2008 incomes are only known for the year 2006. In contrast to other years, 
however, an income is now known for most people based on data from the tax authorities (prior 
to 2008 income was unknown for around 15-20% of respondents).

c Does not work; does work.
d Primary/extended primary / (lo)/vglo); lower secondary (mulo) (now obsolete), junior general 

secondary education (mavo), pre-university year 3 (v wo-3); junior secondary vocational 
education (lbo); senior secondary vocational education (mbo), senior general secondary 
education (havo), pre-university education (v wo); higher professional education (hbo), 
university.

e Single person; couple without children; couple with children; single-parent family; other.
f In 1997, 1999 and 2002: salary; profits; early retirement benefit; personal/state pension; social 

security benefit/grant payment; other. In 2004 and 2006: salary; profits; early retirement benefit; 
state pension; surviving dependents’ benefit, unemployment benefit, incapacity benefit, social 
assistance benefit; student grant; other.

g Does or does not have a long-term disorder, disease or disability; data are only available from 
2004 onwards.

Source: cbs (pol s-sli’97 and ’02; sl i ’08) scp treatment; scp (c v ’04 and ’06)

12.4 Life situation and the social and physical environment

The life situation index is an individual index, i.e. it reflects the life situation of individu-
als. However, those individuals do not of course live in isolation, but are embedded in 
their environment. They form part of a group (friends, acquaintances, colleagues) and of 
a neighbourhood, city and province. Some are more active in using and exploiting that 
environment than others; some are more involved in it than others (see also chapter 8). 
The life situation index includes data on the nature of people’s social networks. For 
instance, it includes indicators relating to voluntary work and the degree to which peo-
ple live in social isolation.
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Social environment
The measure of social isolation as included in the life situation index is not concerned 
with the size or ‘quantity’ of the social network (frequency of contacts) but with its 
quality: does the person concerned feel that they belong somewhere. If we look at the 
frequency of people’s contact with others, we find that it is greatest with relatives, fol-
lowed by friends and acquaintances and finally neighbours (chapter 8). If we take a high 
frequency of contact of at least once per week as a basis, we find that there are 20% who 
have contact with all of these groups and 11% have no contact with any of them (see 
table 12.4).
There is also a clear relationship with life situation: the life situation of people who 
have weekly contact with one of the three groups above is better than that of people 
who rarely or never have contact. And a person’s life situation is even better if they have 
weekly contact with all three groups. It is likely that age plays a role here, but this is 
found to be only partially the case. Contact with friends is more extensive among the 
young than among older people; the reverse is true for contact with neighbours. Older 
people also more often occupy an extreme position as regards contact with all three 
groups: they are overrepresented in both the group that has little contact and the group 
that has lots of contact.

Table 12.4

Average life situation, by frequency of social contacts, 1997-2008 (in index scores, 1997 equals 100 for 

the whole population)

1997 2002 2004 2006 2008

all 100 102 102 104 105

contact with relatives
once per week (73%) 100 102 103 105 106
rarely or never (2%) 84 86 89 86 94

contact with neighbours
once per week (42%) 100 103 101 104 105
never (11%) 94 95 97 98 101

contact with friends and acquaintances
once per week (56%) 102 103 104 105 107
rarely or never (3%) 79 77 83 81 92

contact once per week with non-of the 
groups (11% ) 89 86 97 98 101

contact once per week with all three 
groups (20%) 102 104 103 105 108

Source : cbs (pol s-sli’97 and ’02; sl i ’08) scp treatment; scp (c v ’04 and ’06)

Taking all contacts together, there is a (small) proportion of the population who report 
that there is no one with whom they are able to discuss personal or intimate matters. 
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This group (4%) have a life situation score of 92, compared with a score of more than 
107 for people who have at least two persons with whom they can discuss personal or 
intimate issues (85% of the population).
The quantity of social contacts thus does bear a certain relationship to the quality of 
those contacts. It is then logical to assume that having many contacts leads to a better 
life situation; the chance of being part of a close-knit group and avoiding social isolation 
(something that is included in the life situation index) is after all greater as the contacts 
become more numerous and more frequent. If we add the frequency of contacts to the 
factors that influence life situation (from table 12.3), this assumption is indeed found 
to hold: the frequency of contacts has an independent influence on the life situation, 
independently of other characteristics such as age, education and income. However, the 
relationship can also operate in the other direction: for example, doing voluntary work 
(which is included in the life situation index) can lead to more – and more frequent – 
social contacts.

Social cohesion in the neighbourhood
Earlier we looked at the contacts that people have with their neighbours. People are 
generally satisfied with the social cohesion in their residential neighbourhood, both as 
regards the population mix and the contacts that people have with each other and the 
main ways in which people interact (table 12.5). On the other hand, there is a group of 
around 20% who feel that people in the neighbourhood barely know each other and that 
there is no sense of community.

Table 12.5

Social cohesion and life situation, 2008 (in percentages and index scores, national average = 105)

proportion life situation index
(completely) 

agree
(completely) 

disagree
(completely) 

agree
(completely) 

disagree

I have lots of contact with my immediate 
neighbours 54 21 105 105

people in this neighbourhood get on well 
together 79 5 106 100
I live in a friendly neighbourhood with a 
strong sense of community 47 19 105 105

people in this neighbourhood barely 
know each other 20 53 103 107

I am satisfied with the population mix in 
this neighbourhood 76 9 106 103

all questions positive 25 107
all questions negative 1 99

Source: scp (c v ’06)
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There is not always a relationship between life situation and social cohesion at neigh-
bourhood level; people who have lots of contact with neighbours and people who have 
little or no contact, or who live or do not live in a neighbourhood with a strong sense of 
community, are found to have the same life situation score. For the other items, there 
is a positive relationship with life situation: social cohesion correlates with a better life 
situation. If we regard social cohesion as a determinant of life situation (and add it to the 
characteristics in table 12.3), it is found to have an effect, albeit a small one.

The differences in life situation between groups that take a positive and negative view 
of the social cohesion in the neighbourhood have reduced compared with 2006. The 
biggest differences are still found with regard to contact with each other: do people in 
the neighbourhood know each other (difference of 4 points on the life situation index) 
and are they pleasant to each other (difference of 6 points). In 2006, the difference in life 
situation was bigger, at 6 and 9 points, respectively.
On the one hand, the question of whether people get on well with each other in the 
neighbourhood produces the biggest difference in life situation between people with a 
positive and a negative opinion on this; on the other hand, this question produces the 
smallest proportion of people with a negative opinion – perhaps surprisingly small, 
given that the way in which people live together in today’s society has for a long time 
been at the top of the list of the biggest problems in the country. Those problems are 
however not location-specific and need not relate to people’s own local neighbourhood 
(see cob 2009).

Physical environment
Social cohesion is just one aspect on the basis of which we can look at neighbourhoods. 
We can also consider the question of whether life situation varies depending on the 
concentration of social deprivation in a neighbourhood. To do this, we classify neigh-
bourhoods on the basis of a status score developed by scp (Knol 1998). This score is a 
combination of the percentages of people in the neighbourhood who have low incomes, 
who are unemployed and who have a low education level.4

We saw earlier that fewer and fewer people face an accumulation of disadvantage 
(section 12.3). This is also reflected in the percentage of people living in a low-status 
neighbourhood, which has fallen from 17% in 2006 to 14% in 2008. However, 24% of 
people with a poor life situation live in a low-status neighbourhood, compared with 7% 
of people with a good life situation. In other words, there is a concentration of people 
with a poor life situation in low-status neighbourhoods.
The average life situation in low-status neighbourhoods follows the general trend and 
has risen by five percentage points since 1997 (table 12.6). The average life situation has 
risen to a slightly lesser degree in high-status neighbourhoods.
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Table 12.6

Life situation, by socioeconomic disadvantage of the neighbourhood, 1997-2008 (in index scores, 

1997 = 100 for the whole population)

1997 2002 2004 2006 2008

all 100 102 102 104 105

neighbourhood with low status 94 96 95 98 99
neighbourhood with average 
status 100 103 103 105 106
neighbourhood with high status 106 107 108 108 110

Source: cbs (pol s-sli’97 and ’02; sl i ’08) scp treatment; scp (c v ’04 and ’06)

The number of people with an accumulation of disadvantage is greater in large cit-
ies. The expectation linked to this, namely that life situation will also be poorer in 
large cities than elsewhere, is found to be true. The differences are however becoming 
ever smaller: life situation in the four largest cities of the Netherlands (Amsterdam, 
Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht) was the same in 2008 as that in the 21 largest munici-
palities (G21).5 Although the life situation in these cities is still less good than elsewhere, 
the difference is small. This becomes completely clear if we look at the degree of urbani-
sation of the municipality where a person lives. Where in 1997 the most highly urbanised 
areas scored below the average for the Netherlands as a whole, this was no longer the 
case in 2008. Urban areas have caught up particularly in the last two years, mainly 
because of an improvement in people’s housing situation, increased leisure activity and 
the fact that more people went on holiday.
If we look not just at the degree of urbanisation of the municipality, but also take into 
account the individual characteristics of the people who live there (as cited in table 12.3), 
the influence of urbanisation on life situation disappears. For example, if allowance is 
made for the socioeconomic status of the population, the distinction between the large 
cities and the rest of the Netherlands is no longer relevant for life situation in 2008, 
in contrast to 1997. On the other hand, the socioeconomic status of a neighbourhood 
does have relevance. Multilevel analyses show that life situation is worse in socioeco-
nomically deprived neighbourhoods than might be expected on the basis of individual 
characteristics alone. However, this effect is very small (see scp 2003).

12.5 Satisfaction, happiness and feelings of safety

In section 12.4 we looked at social cohesion and accumulation of disadvantage in 
neighbourhoods. We did not explore how people perceive the level of safety in their 
neighbourhood. When asked whether there are streets or localities in their district or 
neighbourhood which they would rather not enter alone in the evening, 27% of respond-
ents answered ‘yes’. The average life situation of this group is worse than that of the group 
who answered ‘no’ to this question (a score of 102 versus 106 on the life situation index).
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The life situation index contains no indicators for how people assess their own situ-
ation. The index is concerned primarily with the factual situation, not with people’s 
satisfaction with that situation. Accordingly, feelings of being unsafe are not included in 
the index. Chapter 10 showed that the percentage of people who feel unsafe has fallen 
since 1997. Despite this, one in five people in 2008 still reported that they sometimes 
feel unsafe. The life situation of this group is worse than that of people who do not feel 
unsafe (a score of 102 versus 106; see table 12.7). Moreover, a divergence has been visible 
since 2004: the life situation index of people who feel safe is rising, while that of people 
who feel unsafe is falling. This may be because the group who feel unsafe is shrink-
ing and is increasingly dominated by people with a relatively poor life situation. There 
is a difference in life situation within the group who occasionally feel unsafe; the life 
situation of people who often feel unsafe is substantially worse than that of those who 
sometimes or rarely feel unsafe.

Table 12.7

Average life situation, by feelings of being unsafe, 2002-2006 (in index scores, 1997 = 100 for the 

whole population)

2002 2004 2006 2008

do you sometimes feel unsafe?
yes 101 104 103 102
no 102 101 104 106

do you often, sometimes or rarely feel unsafe?
often 90 93 94 80
sometimes 102 102 101 102
rarely 106 108 109 104

Source: cbs (pol s-sli’02; sl i ’08) scp treatment; scp (c v ’04 and ’06)

To gain a good impression of quality of life, it is also important to include people’s 
satisfaction with and assessment of their situation in the description. Following the 
descriptive figures on resources and life situation presented earlier in this chapter, 
we are concerned here with evaluative figures. In addition to the subjective feelings 
of safety discussed above, we look at people’s opinions on a number of aspects of life 
situation, resources and society as a whole. Minor shifts have taken place over the last 
ten years in people’s opinions about their social position, their financial resources 
and Dutch society as a whole (table 12.8). The low point for these topics lay in 2004, 
something that can be explained by the economic crisis at the time (the bursting of the 
dot-com bubble) and the tensions in society resulting among other things from the 
assault on the Twin Towers in New York (2001), the murder of the Dutch right-wing politi-
cal leader Pim Fortuijn (2002) and the growing debate on the integration of Muslims. 
After 2004, the scores returned to their 1997 level.



347  

l ife s ituation and qualit y of l ife

People’s opinions on their home, their residential setting and their circle of friends and 
acquaintances are more stable (and higher). People’s satisfaction with their education 
level has been rising continuously since 1997 and corresponds with the sharp increase 
in the education level of the population (see section 5.7 in chapter 5). Satisfaction with 
life at the present time has also risen continuously since 2004 (the first year that it was 
expressed as a score), reaching 7.9 out of 10 in 2008.
As in previous years, satisfaction with things that are close by is greater than with things 
that are further removed; satisfaction with Dutch society and with the government score 
considerably less well (6.5 and 6, respectively, out of 10) than people’s satisfaction with 
their own home or their circle of friends and acquaintances, for example (both 8 out 
of 10).

Table 12.8

Satisfaction with aspects of life situation, resources and Dutch society, 1997-2006 (in scores out of 10)a

1997 2002 2004 2006 2008

home 7.9 7.9 8.0 8.0 8.0
circle of friends/acquaintances 7.7 7.9 7.9 8.0 8.0
residential setting 7.7 7.7 7.6 7.7 7.8
social position 7.4 7.5 7.3 7.4 7.6
financial means of household 7.4 7.4 6.9 7.1 7.3
education 7.0 7.2 7.3 7.4 7.5

life at this moment . . 7.6 7.7 7.9
Dutch society 6.6 6.4 6.2 6.5 6.5

a 1: worst score; 10: best score.

Source: cbs (pol s-sli’’97 and ’02; sl i ’08) scp treatment; scp (c v ’04 and ’06)

Not all groups are equally satisfied; for example, people with a poor life situation are 
less satisfied on all aspects than people with a good life situation (table 12.9). In fact the 
difference amounts to a full point or more when it comes to things that are related to 
resources, such as social position, financial means and education.
In 2006 it was observed that people with a poor life situation were less satisfied on all 
aspects than in 1997, with the exception of education. In 2008 this was no longer the 
case; even people with a poor life situation were more positive about their home, resi-
dential setting and circle of friends and acquaintances than in 1997. The satisfaction of 
people with an average or good life situation changed little between 2006 and 2008.
Satisfaction with Dutch society is still lower in 2008 than in 1997 in all groups. This 
implies that an improved individual life situation is accompanied by a perception that 
society is deteriorating. ‘I’m doing fine, but society is getting worse’ seems to be the 
maxim.
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Table 12.9

Opinions on a number of components of life situation and on Dutch society, by quality of life 

situation,a 1997 and 2008 (in scores out of 10)

poor life situation average life situation good life situation
1997 2008 1997 2008 1997 2008

home 7.6 8.0 7.9 8.0 8.2 8.3
circle of friends and acquaintances 7.3 7.4 7.8 8.0 7.9 8.2
residential setting 7.5 7.8 7.7 7.7 7.9 8.0
social position 6.8 6.7 7.4 7.6 7.8 7.9
financial resources of household 6.6 6.4 7.4 7.2 7.9 7.9
education 6.2 6.6 7.0 7.5 7.5 7.9

life at this moment - 7.3 - 7.8 - 8.2

the government - 5.6 - 5.9 - 6.4
Dutch society 6.3 6.1 6.7 6.5 6.9 6.7

a Poor life situation: index score < 85; average life situation: index score 85-115; good life situation: 
index score > 115.

Source: cbs (pol s-sli’’97; sl i ’08) scp treatment

Dissatisfaction, happiness and life situation
Between 2006 and 2008, then, a change occurred in the satisfaction of people with a 
poor life situation, with their average level satisfaction improving substantially in a 
number of areas. One of the conclusions in The social state of the Netherlands 2007 (De sociale 
staat van Nederland 2007) was that there was a ‘substantial – and perhaps more important, 
more than likely permanent – minority in the population who are dissatisfied with and 
distrustful of the government, have difficulty with the shrinking of the welfare state 
and with the increased multiculturalism of the Netherlands, and who do not feel they 
are taken seriously’ (Bijl et al. 2007: 305). Is there a similar group in 2008, who are dis-
satisfied across the board? And if so, is there a relationship with their life situation or 
components of it?
If we define dissatisfaction as a score of less than 6 out of 10, there are no people who are 
dissatisfied with all listed aspects of life situation or resources; on the contrary, 80% are 
satisfied with all aspects (and score everything at least a 6; 13% are dissatisfied about only 
one component). This changes if we look at dissatisfaction with Dutch society combined 
with dissatisfaction with the government: 12% are dissatisfied with both and a further 
18% are dissatisfied with one or the other. If we relate these groups to the life situation 
index, we see that the life situation of the group who are satisfied is considerably better 
than that of the group who are dissatisfied with society and the government (table 12.10).
The next step is to look at the individual domains of life situation. Are there specific 
domains where the dissatisfied group show greater deviations than the satisfied group? 
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The differences between the groups are found to be greatest in the domains that relate 
to participation in and engagement with society. The difference is 7 points for the 
domains relating to voluntary work, social isolation and membership of associations, 
and 6 points for sport.
The group that emerges here as dissatisfied with society and the government is thus 
also a group that participates less in and is less engaged with society than other groups. 
The proportion of people in the dissatisfied group who do not feel happy is also much 
greater (11%) than in the group of satisfied people, where this figure is only 2%.

Table 12.10

Life situation index and domains, by dissatisfaction with society and government, 2008 (index scores)

all satisfied
dissatisfied with 
one or the other

dissatisfaction 
with both

life situation 105 107 102 99
domains of life situationa

housing 103 104 101 100
leisure activities 101 103 99 96
participation 99 101 96 93
sport 101 103 99 97
holidays 103 104 101 99
ownership of consumer durables 106 106 106 105
mobility 102 103 102 100
health 100 102 98 97

a  The average scores for the domains have been set at 100 per domain for 1997.

Source: cbs (sl i ’08) scp treatment. 

Of the population as a whole, 3% say they are not happy in 2008 and 84% say they are 
happy or very happy (table 12.11). Compared with 2006, this is a slight improvement: 
slightly fewer unhappy people and slightly more happy people (5% and 82%, respectively, 
in 2006).
The life situation of people who say they are happy is in line with the Dutch average 
and has increased by five points since 1997. By contrast, the life situation of people who 
consider themselves unhappy has improved by more than average, although there was 
a downturn in the life situation of this group between 2006 and 2008. This may be due 
to the shrinking size of this group: the most unhappy people have the poorest life situ-
ation; as the group becomes smaller, they are the ones who are left behind in it, not the 
people who are just on the cusp.
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Table 12.11

Average life situation, by general feeling of happiness, 1997-2006 (in index scores, 1997 = 100 for the 

whole population, percentages in 2008 between brackets)

1997 2002 2004 2006 2008

all 100 102 102 104 105

happiness
very happy (16) 105 107 108 109 110
happy (68) 101 102 103 105 106
not happy/not unhappy (14) 90 91 95 96 99
not so happy/unhappy (3) 80 82 87 90 88

Source: cbs (pol s-sli’97 and ’02; sl i ’08) scp treatment; scp (c v ’04 and ’06)

Does life situation influence happiness? To a large extent it does not: together with 
resources and other background characteristics, the life situation index explains 16% of 
the differences in happiness. A large part of people’s happiness is therefore determined 
by other factors. Research suggests that happiness depends among other things on sat-
isfaction with constituent aspects, on what others have, and on a positive attitude to life 
or personal characteristics (see e.g. Huppert et al. 2009; Layard 2005; Plagnol & Easterlin 
2008; Veenhoven 2002). On the other hand, of all characteristics considered, the life 
situation index has the greatest influence on people’s happiness, and therefore most 
definitely contributes. The correlation between the life situation index and happiness is 
also greater than that between the individual indicators and happiness (with the excep-
tion of the scale for social isolation).
Life situation influences people’s satisfaction with their circle of friends and acquaint-
ances and with their social position more than it influences their happiness. In both 
cases, whether or not the person concerned is socially isolated plays an important role.

12.6 Whose situation has improved and whose has deteriorated?

Who have been in the winners and losers in the last ten years? Which groups have seen 
their position improve and which has seen it deteriorate? In this section we look at the 
development of the life situation of the various groups in a different way from in section 
12.2. There we were concerned with the development in the average life situation of 
groups; here we look at the extremes: what percentage within the group has a poor life 
situation and what percentage a good one?
The general trend over the last ten years has been a positive one: fewer people in 2008 
had a poor life situation than in 2007 (9% versus 17%), and more people had a good life 
situation (27% versus 19% – see table 12.12 for a selection of groups). The consequences 
of the last economic crisis (between 2002 and 2004) are visible in table 12.12; during that 
period the decline in the percentage of people with a poor life situation came to a halt, 
as did the increase in the percentage with a good life situation.



351  

l ife s ituation and qualit y of l ife

Table 12.12

Proportion with a poor life situation and with a good life situation, by population group, 1997-2006  

(in percentages)

 poor life situation good life situation
1997 2002 2004 2006 2008 1997 2002 2004 2006 2008

average life situation 
(index score) 74 74 74 75 75 119 119 119 119 119
all 17 13 14 12 9 15 19 19 25 27

lowest 20% income 46 40 43 34 29 3 3 3 6 9
highest 20% income 2 1 0 1 1 38 42 48 52 50

18-24 years 5 4 7 4 2 21 22 11 31 28
45-54 years 12 6 10 9 5 19 24 25 27 35
65-74 years 34 27 28 24 18 3 5 10 15 14
≥ 75 years 77 69 64 49 53 1 1 3 1 2

single person 38 33 33 28 25 5 3 6 8 10
single-parent family 28 26 17 21 12 5 15 15 22 17
couple without children 17 12 13 10 9 12 18 20 26 26
couple with children 6 4 6 4 2 22 28 24 31 36

primary education 43 43 54 48 34 2 4 2 3 1

higher professional, 
university 5 3 3 3 2 31 36 35 41 45

works 12 hours per week 
or more 4 3 4 3 3 21 25 26 33 32
does not work 35 32 30 25 23 6 8 8 12 13

rest of the country 15 12 13 10 9 17 21 19 27 29

21 largest municipalities 
(G21) 20 17 15 12 10 13 16 21 22 21

four largest municipali-
ties (G4) 20 17 22 17 11 10 14 15 15 21

very highly urbanised 19 17 21 14 10 12 14 15 17 26
non-urban 15 11 10 12 10 15 21 19 24 28

male 14 11 13 10 8 17 21 18 26 26
female 19 16 16 13 11 13 18 19 24 27

Example from table: 46% of people with the lowest 20% of incomes had a poor life situation in 1997.

Source: cbs (pol s-sli’97 and ’02; sl i ’08) scp treatment; scp (c v ’04 and ’06)
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It emerged in section 12.2 that the people on the lowest incomes had made relatively 
good progress, while those on the highest incomes had lagged behind in relative terms. 
The same thing is found for those on low incomes in the falling percentage of people 
with a poor life situation, accompanied by a rising share with a good life situation. The 
increase in the percentage of people on high incomes with a good life situation slowed 
over the period. It should however be noted here that by this time half of all people on 
high incomes are already in the group with a good life situation and there is virtually no 
one left who falls into the group with a poor life situation.
We see almost the reverse for people aged over 75 years: almost no one has a good life 
situation in 2008 and roughly half have a low life situation score. This is still significantly 
less than in 1997, however, when the figure was 77%, so this group, too, are among the 
winners. Both the percentage with a good life situation and the percentage with a poor 
life situation increased between 2006 and 2008, however, and it therefore remains to be 
seen whether the over-75s manage to maintain the positive trend.
Single-parent families are also among the winners in the last ten years. The percentage 
of this group with a poor life situation fell from 28% to 12% over the period, while the 
percentage with a good life situation increased from 5% to 17%. In fact, that latter figure 
represents a fall compared with 2006, when 22% of single-parent families had a good 
life situation. The positive trend for this group therefore appears vulnerable. Finally, 
inhabitants of very highly urbanised areas are also among the winners. The percentage 
with a poor life situation fell from 19% in 1997 to 10% in 2008, while at the same time the 
percentage with a good life situation rose from 12% to 28%.

12.7 Quality of life in Europe

The life situation index presents an overall picture of life situation in the Netherlands 
and of changes in that situation over time. In addition, we have looked at happiness 
and satisfaction. This gives us a broader perspective on quality of life than when using 
economic indicators alone. However, the life situation index is available only for the 
Netherlands, which means we are unable to make comparisons with other countries. 
In this section we therefore look at different measures in order to be able to compare 
quality of life in a broader, international context. The number of available indicators and 
indices for comparing countries has grown explosively. A familiar economic indicator is 
gross domestic product (gdp), but there are also any number of individual indicators and 
systems of indicators in circulation, each of which enable country comparisons to be 
made (a number of examples can be found in the report ‘The Netherlands in the world’ 
(Nederland in de wereld) by the Innovatieplatform (Innovation Platform), which looks among 
other things at gdp per hour worked, profitability of businesses, percentage of busi-
nesses which innovate, and so on (Innovatieplatform 2008).
In addition, a large number of compound indicators or indices are available (see e.g. 
Hagerty et al. 2001 and Sharpe & Smith 2005). A few examples are the Sustainable 
Society Index developed by the Sustainable Society Foundation, the ecological footprint 
(indicates how much nature and land are used to meet human needs), the Corruption 
Perception Index (from Transparency International), a freedom index (from Freedom 
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House), the Global Competitiveness Index (from the World Economic Forum), and 
Government Effectiveness (from the World Bank).

From all the available indicators and indices, we have selected three which fit in well 
with The social state of the Netherlands, because they seek to measure quality of life not just 
on the basis of economic indicators, and also because they contain data for 27 eu mem-
ber states (eu27).
The first, widely used indicator, is happiness: how happy are people in the different 
countries? It is reasonably well known that the Netherlands is one of the happiest 
countries in Europe (Veenhoven 2009a); of the 144 countries which appear in the World 
Database of Happiness, the Netherlands shares 13th position, and if only countries in 
Europe are counted it moves up to a shared sixth place (beaten only by the Scandinavian 
countries, Austria and Luxembourg).
Another well-known measure for saying something about quality of life is the Human 
Development Index (hdi) produced by the United Nations Development Programme 
(undp 2007). This index is based on ideas developed by the economist and Nobel Prize-
winner Amartya Sen, and measures the options and opportunities that people should 
have. The index relates to health, income and education (‘resources’ in life situation 
terminology). The data from the hdi are presented each year in Human Development 
Reports, each of which devotes attention to a specific topic. In 2007/’08 the Report 
looked at climate change and solidarity in a divided world; in 2006 it focused specifically 
on water shortage, and in 2005 on international cooperation. The most recent edition, 
dated October 2009, deals with mobility and migration. The most recent figures from 
the hdi relate to 2005. At that time, out of a total of 177 countries, the Netherlands occu-
pied ninth place (third place if we look only at the eu27). Once again, the Scandinavian 
countries come at the top of the rankings.
Finally, there is the Quality of Life Index from the Economist Intelligence Unit 
(eiu 2005). This is the most extensive of the indices discussed here and covers health, 
family life, neighbourhood life, material well-being, political stability and certainty, as 
well as climate, job security, political freedom and gender inequality. The Netherlands 
occupies 16th place in this index out of a total of 111 countries (eighth place if we consider 
only the eu27 countries). This time the ranking is headed by Ireland, Switzerland and 
Norway.

If we plot happiness against gdp per head of the population, this produces a figure that 
is widely used to indicate that a higher national income does not bear a linear relation-
ship to greater happiness (see figure 12.3). Although Luxembourg has far and away the 
highest national income per head of the population, it is not as happy as Denmark. On 
the left-hand side of figure 12.3, happiness does increase rapidly with rising national 
income, but the higher the income is, the more the increase in happiness levels off (in 
fact the picture does not change at all if Luxembourg is left out).
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Figure 12.3

Happiness plotted against gdp per head of the population
Figuur 12.3
Tekst

Source: Veenhoven (2009a); IMF (2006)
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By contrast, a linear relationship is found to exist if we plot happiness against the 
Human Development Index: the higher the score on the index, the greater the happi-
ness (see figure 12.4). Apart from this, the picture is largely the same: the most recent 
member states of the European Union make up the bottom group on the hdi, while the 
Scandinavian countries, Austria, Ireland, Luxembourg and also the Netherlands are in 
the lead group.
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Figure 12.4

Happiness plotted against the Human Development Index
Figuur 12.4
Tekst

Source: Veenhoven (2009a); UNDP (2007)
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There is also a positive correlation between happiness and the Quality of Life Index 
from The Economist, though this is weaker than the relationship between happiness and 
the hdi (figure 12.5). When the Quality of Life Index is used, Italy and Spain stand out by 
heading the ranking, while once again the most recent member states of the eu come in 
at the bottom.
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Figure 12.5

Happiness plotted against the The Economist Quality of Life Index
Figuur 12.5
Tekst

Source: Veenhoven (2009a); UNDP (2007)
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The individual and the group
Earlier in this chapter we saw that the opinion ‘I’m doing fine, but society is getting 
worse’ still applies. The Dutch are satisfied with their own personal situation, but not 
with Dutch society as a whole (section 12.5; see also scp 2003, 2004). A comparable 
confrontation, but at a different level, arises with the question of whether there is a 
difference between the well-being of countries and the well-being within countries; a 
positive relationship is then found between these two (Veenhoven 2009b). Well-being 
within countries was defined in that study as ‘happy years of life’. Numerous indicators 
were used to measure the well-being of countries, including the effectiveness of the gov-
ernment, political stability and the degree of corruption.
These indicators, and the indices we discussed above, compare countries on the basis 
of data from various data sources. It is therefore not possible to examine relationships 
at individual level, but only at group or country level. There are only a few indices that 
are constructed at person level: this would require all necessary indicators to be present 
in the same study. The life situation index is an example of such an index; there are not 
many other examples, and none at all for comparing countries (Noll 2002).
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To conclude this section, we look at two indices which are entirely based on one sur-
vey: the European Social Survey (the indices were developed by the New Economics 
Foundation; nef 2009). One index measures personal well-being – things such as posi-
tive and negative emotions, satisfaction, self-confidence, etc. – and the other measures 
social well-being – supportive networks, trust and feeling at home (see Huppert et al. 
2009 for the precise indicators for the two indices: 41 questions in total). This is there-
fore not so much a comparison of well-being within countries versus well-being of 
countries, but more of personal well-being versus interpersonal well-being (satisfaction 
with others).
The individual scores for each country were averaged. The scores on both indices are 
plotted against each other in figure 12.6. This shows that Denmark does well on both 
fronts (some eu27 countries are absent because they do not take part in the European 
Social Survey). By contrast, although Spain scores high on the social well-being index, it 
does much less well on the personal well-being index.

Figure 12.6

Personal well-being plotted against social well-being
Figuur 12.6
Tekst

Source: NEF (2009)
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It is by no means the case that personal well-being always goes hand-in-hand with social 
well-being. This does however apply for the Netherlands, which occupies sixth place on 
both indices.

12.8 Conclusion

Life situation in the Netherlands in 2008 was again better than in previous years; it has 
never been so good. Moreover, virtually all groups studied were better off in 2008 than 
in 1997, even though the country was in the midst of an economic crisis with one item 
of bad news following another. There are several reasons for the fact that the crisis is 
not reflected in people’s life situation according to our survey. First and foremost, most 
people are quite simply still doing well. With the exception of people who have recently 
become unemployed, the crisis has had little impact on the lives of most people. Second-
ly, there is always a delay before an economic crisis impacts on people’s life situation. 
Initially, the consequences affect what we have called resources here: employment and 
income; people become unemployed or their (disposable) income falls. It is only in a lat-
er phase that this can have consequences for their life situation – as measured using the 
life situation index – as people become less economically active, are forced to sell their 
home, are unable to go on holiday as often or cannot afford so many consumer goods.
The previous two crises, namely the oil crisis in the 1980s and the bursting of the 
dot-com bubble in 2002-2004, led to only a temporary downturn or slowdown in the 
improvement in people’s life situation. After around four years their life situation had 
reached the same level as before the crises, and subsequently rose further. At the present 
time, however, it is difficult to say what effect the present crisis will have on people’s life 
situation, though it may be that we can draw on the developments that occurred in dif-
ferent groups in society during the previous crises to say something about the groups 
which will be affected by the present crisis.
In the 1980s, life situation in the Netherlands deteriorated; hardest-hit were 25-34 year-
olds, 55-74 year-olds, those not in work, the low-educated, single-parent families and 
those on lower middle incomes (second and third octiles). It was notable that the over-
75s at that time lost ground several years earlier than the other groups, and this was also 
the case in 2008.
Between 2002 and 2004 it was partly the same groups whose life situation deteriorated: 
the low-educated, non-workers and those on lower middle incomes (fourth and fifth 
deciles), supplemented this time by 18-24 year-olds and couples with children.
These are largely the same groups that are hit first and hardest in an economic recession; 
it is therefore logical to assume that this will be the same this time around. They are 
people at the start or end of their jobs or careers, low-skilled people and people who 
are already unemployed. While it seems likely, it is not possible to say for certain 
whether their life situation will also deteriorate the most this time due to the crisis; the 
differences between the consequences of the previous crises are just too great for this. 
A good deal will also depend on the measures taken and whether those measures lead to 
a balanced spread of the burden.
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It is moreover uncertain how the present crisis will impact on people’s satisfaction. The 
economic crisis in the 1980s had virtually no consequences for the happiness of the 
Dutch. Since 1997 we have seen that satisfaction with some components of life situation 
has improved, but that at the same time the level of satisfaction with society as a whole 
has declined. It is only since 2006 that people with a poor life situation have also been 
more satisfied with things close to them than things further removed. Whether that will 
remain the case if the consequences of the economic crisis affect them in particular, 
remains to be seen.
There are virtually no people who are dissatisfied across the board. There is however a 
group who are dissatisfied with both society and the government. This group is charac-
terised by lower participation in and engagement with society, and is therefore a group 
which demands continual attention from policymakers.

Despite the qualifying comments above, quality of life in the Netherlands appears to 
be relatively high compared to other countries in the European Union. Regardless of 
the measurement instrument used to compare quality of life, the Dutch, together with 
Austria, Luxembourg and Ireland, come in just behind the lead group, which is occupied 
by the Scandinavian countries.

Notes
1. In 1997 13% of people with a high income owned none of the household articles in the index (micro-

wave, dishwasher) and 0.5% had none of the hobby articles (p c, dv d player) (for the lowest income 

group the percentages were 54% and 26%, respectively). In 2008, 1% of the highest incomes owned 

none of the household items and 3% none of the hobby articles (for the lowest incomes the figures 

were 18% and 19%, respectively). Some of the hobby items in 1997 were different.

2. Health is both a resource (having or not having a disability/impairment or serious disorder) and a 

component of life situation (being impaired in daily activities or leisure activities; see scp 2005).

3. The figures in this chapter may deviate slightly from figures we have published in earlier years. This is 

because we have this time removed a number of outliers (people who deviate strongly (a very limited 

number)) from the analysis, so that rounding-off differences could occur.

4. The status scores are based on information from the Geomarktprofiel bureau, part of Wegener 

dm. This bureau asks one informant in each complete postcode (six characters) about his or her 

immediate environment. Using factor analysis (principal component analysis), the indicators are 

then combined to a single score. The most recent factor analysis (2006) produced the following 

outcomes: average income: –0.82; percentage low income: 0.83; percentage without occupation: 

0.71; percentage low education level: 0.59. The explained variance is 55%. The analysis produced one 

factor outcome.

5. If we break down the four largest municipalities, we find that there are also differences between the 

individual cities. Utrecht and The Hague scored clearly above average in 2008 and have shown the 

biggest increase since 2006 (+5 and +6, respectively, in contrast to Amsterdam and Rotterdam: +3 and 

+2, respectively).
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What is the quality of life in our country?

The life situation of the Dutch has improved over the last ten years and progress has been 
made in key social domains. Disadvantage has been reduced, oppositions have abated. 
These are some of the important conclusions to emerge from this edition of The social 
state of the Netherlands (ssn).

The Netherlands is a country where unrest and uncertainty have always been tempered. 
Social and political conflicts are neutralised by a well-regulated system of consultation 
between the government and representatives of employers and employees, a system 
known as the ‘polder model’. Today, that orderly polder model system is being temporar-
ily frustrated by the debate about raising the retirement age, but it seems safe to assume 
that this will ultimately prove to be no more than a ripple on the pond. People in the 
Netherlands cannot do without each other.

The other major tempering mechanism is the Dutch welfare state, which guarantees a 
minimum standard of living, education and retirement pension for every citizen, reduc-
ing the risk of excesses and the concomitant unrest and dissatisfaction. There are no 
situations in the Netherlands, even in disadvantaged neighbourhoods, which pose a 
fundamental threat to the rule of law, in contrast to the situation in the French banlieues 
or the American slums.

However, it is by no means the case everything in the garden is rosy. It is a fact that we in 
the Netherlands enjoy a very good standard of living, that our constitutional democracy 
generally functions well and that differences of opinion are usually resolved without 
violence. But there are also many differences within the Netherlands, and many inequali-
ties in the opportunities that citizens have to participate in that high standard of living 
and to realise their individual ambitions and aspirations. Sometimes these differences 
are desirable or tolerated, but sometimes they result in unequal opportunities and out-
comes, despite major policy efforts to eradicate that inequality. In this chapter we will 
highlight some of the most notable of the many results presented in this edition of the 
ssn.

According to the United Nations, Norway is the best country in the world in which to 
live. This is revealed in the most recent report by the United Nations Development 
Programme (undp 2009). The Netherlands occupies sixth place in the ranking, behind 
Australia, Iceland, Canada and Ireland. Other sources also suggest that life in the 
Netherlands could be a lot worse. In chapter 2 we saw that in 2008 the Netherlands 
achieved the lowest score on the ‘misery index’. The level of unemployment, the rate of 
inflation and the budget deficit are among the lowest in Europe. The Netherlands also 
scores well in Europe on the happiness of the population and on quality of life in broad 
terms (chapter 12). In the present time of crisis, the economic basis is also proving to 
be solid and the outlook for the next few years is more favourable – or perhaps more 
accurately, less unfavourable – for the Netherlands than for most other eu countries. 
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However, not everything is positive. In terms of human capital, the Netherlands occu-
pies a middling position in Europe, and for a country which likes to portray itself as a 
knowledge-based society, that is a point for concern. Although the Netherlands is one 
of the ten European countries with a better than average general level of education in 
the population (36% in the Netherlands compared with the eu average of 30% among 
25-35 year-olds), chapter 5 showed that most western and northern European countries 
score better on this point than the Netherlands.

Modern daily life is becoming ever busier. Chapter 4 shows that a growing proportion of 
the population aged between 20 and 65 years are combining work and care tasks (38% in 
2005). Part-time work, working from home and more control over working hours give 
people flexibility and more scope to combine and coordinate their work and personal 
lives, but at the same time cause the boundaries between the different areas of life to 
become blurred. The Internet has grown hugely in importance in the daily lives of more 
and more citizens within a short space of time. People increasingly take their work 
home, and conversely occupy themselves with issues to do with the home whilst at work. 
When work and personal tasks clash, both women and men feel they are falling short 
on the home front more than at work. The daily lives of women have become somewhat 
busier over the last ten to 15 years, and it is they who most often combine tasks. 56% of 
working women regularly feel rushed and 31% regularly feel they fall short on the home 
front. These feelings are slightly less common among working men.

Despite the heated political debate about the integration of ethnic minorities, and in 
particular those with an Islamic background, and despite the wide attention given to 
that debate in the media, the Dutch population, perhaps contrary to expectations, has 
actually become more open over the years. Where in 2000 more than half the Dutch 
population felt there were too many immigrants living in the Netherlands, that has 
since fallen to 39% (see chapter 3). Learning to adapt to differences takes time. It has to 
be borne in mind here that a decade is a short period, especially if we remember that 
the system of ‘pillarisation’ – the vertical division of Dutch society along ideological, 
religious and political lines – with its strict segregation of different sections of the Dutch 
population and the associated mutual intolerance, distrust and prejudices, has only 
recently faded into the past.

This is not to say that the relationship between the different population groups is now 
one of complete harmony. Two-thirds of the Dutch consider the opposition between 
the indigenous population and non-Western migrants to be great or very great. In this 
respect, the various migrant groups also do not differ much from the indigenous Dutch 
in their views about integration; they, too, attach great importance to learning the 
Dutch language, for example. And the vast majority of both indigenous and immigrant 
Dutch citizens disagree with the statement that members of ethnic minorities should 
abandon their own culture and customs.
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It appears that a more pragmatic approach to integration is gaining the upper hand. 
People are starting to ask themselves what is needed to be able to participate in society. 
Migrants need to master the necessary skills; beyond this, it is up to the individual 
how they choose to structure their lives. The stricter admission rules introduced by 
the government to restrict the number of ‘imported brides’ entering the country fit in 
with this picture. The aim is to prevent people coming to the Netherlands who will play 
little or no part in Dutch society in the longer term and will therefore be condemned to 
remain on the margins of that society. On the other hand, there is still a long way to go 
as regards the socio-cultural aspects of the integration process. Mutual perceptions and 
stereotyping, and the social distance between different population groups, are hard to 
shift and difficult to change on both sides (indigenous and immigrant). Many incidents 
have occurred in recent years which underline this, such as the debate about the dual 
nationality of Moroccans and their supposed lack of loyalty to the Dutch constitutional 
democracy, and also the continuing tensions between young members of ethnic 
minorities causing nuisance and local native residents who feel threatened by their 
behaviour.

Although this social state of the Netherlands shows once again that the Dutch are a pre-
dominantly happy and healthy people, we are not entirely free of worries, and also not 
blind to the things that could be better (arranged) in the Netherlands. The conflict-
ing developments taking place in the Netherlands are striking. On the one hand, a 
Mediterranean-style joie de vivre increasingly seems to be developing, as evidenced by the 
rise in the pavement cafe culture, the growth in the number of better quality restaurants 
throughout the country and the readiness with which people are prepared to spend 
considerable sums of money on eating, drinking, leisure activities and holidays. In 2007, 
for example, more than 80% of the Dutch went on holiday one or more times. Alongside 
this apparently relaxed lifestyle, however, a degree of entrenchment and lack of perspec-
tive can be observed in the mutual relations between the different population groups. 
Calls for ‘respect’, concerns about people’s ‘short fuse’, impatience and being quick to 
feel badly done by, are growing hand over fist in our social interactions. People by no 
means always like each other, and frequently voice that dislike in no uncertain terms. 
At the same time, a degree of ambivalence is emerging: the Citizens’ Outlook Barometer 
surveys (cob’09) reveal that there is both a majority of citizens who lament the decline 
in respect for others in Dutch society, and a majority who think there is still a great deal 
of willingness in Dutch society to help one’s fellow citizens.

Social engagement and participation

The level of social engagement has traditionally been high in the Netherlands. More 
than in other European countries, large numbers of Dutch citizens are affiliated to 
civil-society organisations and are willing to give donations to good causes. On the 
other hand, the percentage of citizens who are members of an organisation has been 
falling since 1995; this applies both for ideological organisations and for interest and 
recreational groups. The Netherlands is also in the lead in Europe when it comes to 
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volunteering; the greatest number of volunteers (20% altogether) are active in the fields 
of sport, hobbies and the amateur arts, and that figure has remained remarkably stable 
over the years.

Yet there are also dark clouds gathering on the horizon of Dutch civil society 
(see chapter 8). There have for some time been a number of groups in the population 
who remain stubbornly distanced from society. The number of Dutch people who are 
not members of an organisation has been increasing steadily since the middle of the 
1990s. This declining membership is manifesting itself across a broad front: in politics, 
the world of work, education and the leisure sphere (sport, hobbies, amateur arts, 
women’s associations, youth associations). Over the same period, the total contributions 
to good causes have fallen since 2003, mainly due to the sharply reducing donations by 
businesses. The present economic crisis will add a further negative twist to this spiral. 
People with a low education level and those on low incomes show much less trust in 
their fellow citizens, lower political interest and much less social activism than people 
with more economic and intellectual capital. Things do not look much better when it 
comes to social capital: the unemployed and those who are unfit for work in particular 
often show signs of social isolation and are relatively rarely affiliated to civil-society 
organisations; consequently potentially more difficult to reach with policy aimed at 
breaking through disadvantage and social alienation. It is not so much social isolation, 
but more the relatively low social participation which we also find among non-Western 
ethnic minority groups, and once again this is mainly evident in the groups with the 
lowest education level.

Despite the high level of prosperity that is visible across the board, there are still 
hundreds of thousands of people in the Netherlands who participate little or not at 
all in society. Chapter 9 showed that ‘cumulative non-participation’ affects 7% of 
the population, which means that within a year these people had not participated 
in any cultural activities, nor in sport, nor had they visited any attractions or nature 
and recreational areas. Among these non-participants there is an overrepresentation 
of people with a low income, a low education level, members of ethnic minorities, 
older people and people with an impairment or disability. In some cases this non-
participation will be voluntary, where people have no interest or feel that activities 
do not fit with their own culture. But there will also undoubtedly be people who are 
unable to participate for financial reasons or who are socially isolated and are therefore 
unable or lack the courage to participate. In the last edition of the ssn (Bijl et al. 2007) a 
warning was given about the waste of human capital due to the social marginalisation 
of groups of citizens. The present economic recession will lead to a further rise in the 
number of people who are excluded.

A different kind of social engagement is found in that section of the population who 
feel they are not being heard or understood by administrators and politicians. In the 
ssn 2007 we highlighted the fluctuations in the trust and distrust shown by citizens 
in politics and government. This trend has continued in the years since then. When 
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the Dutch government stepped in to support the banks at the end of 2008, there was a 
considerable rise in trust in the government. This was due not so much to a belief that 
the measures deployed would prove effective in defeating the crisis, but more to the fact 
that measures were being taken at all, that the government was showing demonstrable 
initiative. This increased the trust of citizens in the government because it met their 
expectation that the government will take measures in exceptional circumstances, such 
as the present crisis, in order to protect its citizens. This revival in trust was however 
short-lived, and even appears among a sizeable minority of the population to have 
metamorphosed into distrust, for the banks have turned out not to have improved their 
lives and have once again begun helping themselves to huge bonuses ‘paid for from our 
taxes’, while at the same time citizens are being asked to make major financial sacrifices 
in order to restore the health of the public finances. The mood has swung from one of 
admiration for the decisiveness of the government to anger at the powerlessness of the 
government to control the conduct of the banks.

Uncertainty and confusion about their own future make citizens susceptible to 
simplistic solutions and to finding scapegoats for what they perceive to be their own 
position of disadvantage. In the previous ssn (Bijl et al. 2007: 305) we observed that 
there is a sizeable and permanent minority of people in the Netherlands who are 
dissatisfied with and distrustful of the government, who have difficulty with the 
shrinking of the welfare state, do not like the increasing multiculturalism of the 
Netherlands and feel they are not taken seriously. This group have a loud and clear 
presence in the media, and their voices have been heard on both the left and the right 
of the political spectrum. Although statements by politicians are somewhat populist, 
the views of these citizens could be characterised as ‘modern conservatism’ (Schnabel 
2009). They want to preserve the achievements of Dutch society, such as the protection 
of citizens by the welfare state, retaining the equal social position of women and gays, 
preventing the Dutch culture and identity from being subsumed in a greater European 
whole, and so on. In their eyes, the threats to these liberties and achievements assets 
come from ‘Europe’, ‘Islam’ or ‘the elite in The Hague’. It has become clear that this 
group is rather diverse in its composition, but contains an overrepresentation of 
people with a low education level. Whether political movements such as the Party for 
Freedom and Progress (p v v) and Proud of the Netherlands (ton), and political parties 
such as the Socialist Party (sp) will manage to hold on to the support of these citizens 
long term depends partly on whether they succeed in contributing to finding solutions 
for the crisis. Zijderveld (2009) recently pointed out that populist movements are 
generally against something or someone, and that this negativity has a uniting effect. 
As soon as solutions have to be found and responsibility has to be taken, the highly 
diverse backgrounds and interests of the supporters of these parties or movements 
can drastically undermine that unity. For the time being, the political landscape in the 
Netherlands is highly fragmented and polarised, and it is notable that the established 
parties of the centre ground can do little about it.
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Work and income: tensions between employment and the need for informal care

The sombre outlook stemming from the present recession should not however cause 
us to forget that development over the last decade were fairly positive (see chapter 6). 
The purchasing power of people’s incomes rose by an average of 6% between 1997 and 
2007. Since the start of the decade, the growth in purchasing power was relatively strong 
among couples with children and a single parent families, though some groups did rath-
er less well than others, such as single-earners without children and social assistance 
benefit claimants. The labour participation rate in the Netherlands has grown and is now 
among the highest in Europe; women, older people and members of non-Western ethnic 
minorities, in particular, now work more often than in the past. The ratio between the 
number of people in work and the number of economically inactive people (excluding 
pensioners) has improved. Income inequality in the Netherlands has remained fairly sta-
ble since 1997, as has the proportion of wealthy people in the total income distribution. 
Poverty has declined slightly.

The government has formulated targets in several of the above areas. The most impor-
tant are that the trend in incomes should remain balanced, that the labour participation 
rate should increase and that reintegration efforts should more often lead to main-
stream employment. Whether a balanced income trend is achievable is uncertain in the 
light of the economic downturn. After correction for inflation, incomes could fall over 
the next couple of years as a result of the recession. Time will tell whether the pain can 
be shared out evenly.

The two other targets would be ambitious even without the present severe economic 
downturn. The labour participation rate of 20-65 year-olds would have to increase 
by six percentage points over the next eight years, from 74% to 80%. As stated, the 
Netherlands already has a high labour participation rate compared with other countries, 
but the government is keen to increase it further in order to keep social provisions 
affordable. To achieve this, it is aiming among other things to increase the number of 
people moving off benefits and into paid work. The target is to increase the number of 
people moving from a reintegration programme to mainstream employment within 
a maximum of two years to 60% by 2011; currently the figure is no more than 30-40%. 
Both targets will demand a bigger increase, in the case of reintegration and much bigger 
increase, than has been achieved in recent years, making it questionable whether these 
targets are achievable.

Slowly but surely, the downsides are beginning to emerge in the debate about the labour 
market and the drive to increase the labour participation rate, for example by encourag-
ing women to increase the average number of hours they work each week and having 
people continue working until a later age (Sadiraj et al. 2009). It is being recognised that 
such policy measures are putting pressure on the number of people available to provide 
informal care. There is a danger of a dilemma arising in government policy: if a higher 
labour participation rate leads to a reduction in the number of informal carers – some-
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thing which is already a problem because of population ageing – the necessary care will 
have to be provided by (expensive) professionals. The commitment to raising the labour 
participation rate is at odds with the government objective of keeping the number of 
informal carers at least constant.

Health: personal freedom of choice and costs to society

The Dutch have begun living healthier lifestyles since the start of this century. We smoke 
less, drink less alcohol and exercise more. Worryingly, however, these trends have now 
ground to a halt. Moreover, the socioeconomic health differences are still wide; people 
with a low socioeconomic status live more unhealthily, have a lower life expectancy and 
enjoy less good health than people with a higher socioeconomic status. On some health 
aspects, the differences between people with a high and low socioeconomic status 
are increasing (physical impairments, good perceived health); in other areas they are 
reducing (overweight, alcohol consumption, physical inactivity) or remain unchanged. 
The Council for Public Administration (Rob), the Education Council of the Netherlands 
(Onderwijsraad) and the Council for Public Health and Health Care (rv z) recently called 
for an intersectoral health policy, with at its heart the ambition to drive down socioeco-
nomic health differentials. According to these Councils, the most important thing is that 
interventions and measures reach the lowest socioeconomic groups, rather than seeking 
to reach all citizens to an equal degree (Rob et al. 2009). Given the stubbornness of these 
health differences, this would appear to be wise advice.

Although the Dutch are living longer on average, that longer average life expectancy 
is accompanied by a decline in the number of years likely to be spent in good health. 
Growing (very) old in good health is thus often not the reality.

One recurring point of concern is the often poorer health status of non-Western ethnic 
minorities (e.g. in terms of overweight, inactivity, child mortality and diabetes). On the 
other hand, some ethnic minority groups are healthier in certain areas than the indig-
enous Dutch population (less smoking among Moroccan women, lower mortality risks 
for women of middle age, less cardiovascular disease among Moroccans). Immigrant 
Dutch citizens are generally more negative in their opinions about the quality of medi-
cal care. Evidently the Dutch care system is not yet succeeding in serving these groups 
adequately across the board.

In the public debate about health and care – and the costs involved – the often conflict-
ing interests of the individual and society are increasingly coming to the fore. On the 
one hand, it is generally accepted that citizens must have wide scope to determine for 
themselves how they live and how they behave. Someone who wishes to smoke can 
do so; someone who wants to drink, drinks. On the other hand, it is argued that this 
individual freedom can impinge on the rights of fellow citizens, not only because of 
the nuisance and harmful effects it may cause, for example through passive smoking, 
but also because of the costs of treating disorders resulting from unhealthy lifestyles. 
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Those costs are borne by taxpayers, including those who do live healthily. Chapter 7 
shows that present government policy leans heavily on the ideal of the ability to ‘mould’ 
the individual and their health, and the duty incumbent on people to take their lives 
into their own hands. However, question marks can be placed alongside both the desir-
ability and the achievability of such an ideal. In many cases, illness is something that 
simply affects people and over which they themselves have little control. Moreover, for 
many Dutch people health and healthy living has a different meaning from the (limited) 
views on health as espoused by the government. A large group of Dutch citizens believe 
that the government is adopting a nannying attitude in its health promotion measures, 
such as banning smoking in bars and the possibility of a ‘fat tax’. This dilemma between 
personal freedom of choice and the social costs of unhealthy lifestyles appears to have 
sharpened in recent years.

Education: ever higher education level, but still disadvantage and high dropout 
rates

It emerged in chapter 5 that young women have overtaken young men in terms of their 
education level, not just in the Netherlands, but also elsewhere in the eu. Among 25-35 
year-olds in the Netherlands, 38% of women have a higher education level, compared 
with 34% of men. Across the eu the figures are 34% and 27%, respectively.

The overall education level of the Dutch population is rising steadily, including among 
ethnic minorities; for example, the percentage of students from non-Western ethnic 
minorities in both higher professional and university education has increased sharply in 
recent years. Courses in business administration, law and administration are especially 
popular, and despite the high dropout rates compared with indigenous students, the 
number of ethnic minority graduates is increasing.

One very encouraging sign is the positive trend that is manifesting itself as early as in 
primary school. Between 2001 and 2008 the reading and arithmetic skills and knowledge 
of disadvantaged Turkish and Moroccan pupils improved substantially. This means that 
the starting position of these pupils has improved. However, immigrant pupils are still at 
a disadvantage on average compared with native Dutch pupils.

There is also inequality in secondary education, with relatively more ethnic minority 
pupils following pre-vocational secondary programmes (v mbo) and more indig-
enous pupils in senior general secondary (h avo) and pre-university education (v wo). 
Non-Western ethnic minority pupils less often pass their secondary school leaving 
examination than indigenous pupils, a difference that is particularly marked in senior 
general secondary and pre-university education.

Compared with other countries in the European Union, the Dutch education system 
performs no better than average in reducing premature school dropout. In 2006, almost 
13% of 18-24 year-olds in the Netherlands left school early, roughly the same proportion 
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as in France and Great Britain. Finland and Austria have managed to keep the figure 
below 10%. With 75% of pupils obtaining a basic secondary school qualification, the 
Netherlands occupies a middling position and is still far from achieving the Lisbon tar-
get of 85%. Here again, the disadvantaged position of ethnic minority pupils stands out. 
At the greatest risk of dropping out of secondary education are pupils in the lower tracks 
of pre-vocational secondary education (v mbo), and more especially pupils requiring 
extra support. Another problem area is senior secondary vocational education (mbo); 
10% of students drop out of these courses each year, and ultimately 35% leave without 
obtaining a basic qualification. The reason for this must be sought partly in the high 
rate of transfer from pre-vocational secondary education (v mbo) to senior secondary 
vocational education (mbo), which to some extent it is a stepless move, i.e. a proportion 
of students enter senior secondary vocational education without having obtained a pre-
vocational secondary education certificate, and it is precisely in this group that dropout 
rates are high.

Targets in relation to educational quality and quantity are sometimes at odds with each 
other. For example, the commitment to accessibility and increasing the number of peo-
ple in higher education is putting educational standards under pressure. The emphasis 
now is heavily on improving educational quality and raising the basic skills of pupils and 
students, but this could lead to more selection, which in turn goes against the objective 
of improving accessibility and the desire for a better-educated population.

Crime and victims

Many positive statements have been made in recent years about the trend in crime in 
the Netherlands, including in earlier editions of The social state of the Netherlands. Despite 
this, many people still feel that society is becoming harder, a feeling that is reinforced 
by the media and the political debate, as for example in the recent attention for violence 
against public officials and care workers. In this ssn (chapter 10) we have shown that the 
overall crime rate is indeed lower than a few years ago. At the same time, there is no get-
ting round the fact that the fall in crime rates has come to a halt since 2006 for a number 
of offences. According to both police records and victim surveys, the modest decline 
in overall crime rates in 2007 and 2008 is attributable to a reduction in the number of 
property crimes. By contrast, the number of cases of vandalism and public order offences 
recorded and experienced has risen.

The slight positive trend in objective safety is surpassed by the trend in subjective safety: 
fewer people than two years ago occasionally feel unsafe, and there are also fewer people 
who display risk-avoidance behaviour. On the other hand, there are just as many people 
who often feel unsafe. Compared with other countries, the Dutch appear to be relatively 
unconcerned about their personal safety. They are however very critical about crime as a 
social problem compared with other countries, and those concerns have increased again 
after a long period of stability.
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The finding that minors are strongly overrepresented in the crime statistics and that 
their share in those statistics is continuing to rise is a growing social problem: criminals 
are getting younger. Increasingly, minors are also guilty of violent crime. The growing 
proportion of underage offenders does not however translate into a one-to-one rise in 
youth crime, because the intensification of the policy efforts means that these young 
people are detained more quickly than in the past. Crime by women is also rising. Non-
Western migrants are still strongly overrepresented in the offender population. On the 
other hand, although the number of suspects has increased in recent years among both 
non-Western migrants and the indigenous Dutch, the increase is relatively stronger 
among the latter group.

The groups which produce the largest number of suspected offenders are also at great-
est risk of themselves becoming victims of violent crime. Migrants are also confronted 
more than the indigenous Dutch by discrimination on the grounds of race, skin colour 
or religion. Up to 2005, discrimination and racist violence were rising at an alarming 
rate. Since then, discrimination and violence on the grounds of race and religion (both 
Islamophobia and anti-Semitism) have been falling, in contrast to discrimination on the 
grounds of age, gender or sexual preference.

Financial crisis, social consequences

In The social state of the Netherlands we always look back in time to investigate whether the 
quality of life of Dutch citizens has improved or deteriorated. This edition of the ssn 
is no exception. Inevitably, however, the question in this time of crisis is where things 
are heading, how the present economic crisis will affect the life situation of the Dutch. 
This edition of The social state of the Netherlands appears at a time when the world has been 
plunged into an unprecedented recession. How unexpected and uncontrollable this crisis 
is and will remain for the immediate future, is evident from the forecasts for the Dutch 
economy produced by the Netherlands Bureau for Economic Policy Analysis (cpb). At the 
State Opening of Parliament (Prinsjesdag) in September 2008, cpb was predicting that the 
Dutch economy would grow by 1.25% in 2009. Three months later, when the full scale 
of the turmoil on the financial markets had become apparent, this growth forecast was 
adjusted downwards; and in June 2009, cpb was projecting that the Dutch economy would 
shrink by almost 5% in 2009. What consequences the crisis will have for Dutch citizens 
is difficult to say at the present time. Opinions on the duration and depth of the crisis 
vary widely. The international financial markets have by no means returned to calmer 
waters, and the question of whether the economic recovery has already begun or whether 
the upturn in mid-2009 will be followed by a second dip, is something that is currently 
being hotly debated by politicians and economists. With so many uncertainties, it is also 
difficult at this moment to predict how the life situation of Dutch citizens will develop. 
Although crises are always temporary, the end of the crisis does not mean the immediate 
end of the misery for citizens. Unemployment, for example, is likely to rise, albeit with 
some time lag, from just under 4% at the end of 2008 to a possible 9.5% by 2010 – almost 
as high as in 1983 and 1984. And on the housing market, we are already seeing an increase 
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in the number of forced sales of homes where owners are no longer able to meet their 
mortgage payments. The number of bankruptcies is also rising. In other words, the social 
consequences of the crisis will continue to be felt for years to come.

It is not only the forecasts of the lasting financial damage to society which diverge, 
but also the related opinions on the spending cuts that the government will have to 
impose in order to restore health to the public finances. There is anything but a con-
sensus among economists that the crisis will cause permanent damage to society and 
therefore to the government budget. cpb estimates the lasting damage at around eur 
9 billion. Economic growth in the future will be 9% lower than originally thought: 5% 
shrinkage over two years rather than an average growth of 2% per year as was the case 
before the crisis. This is equivalent to a reduction of around eur 50 billion in gdp. 
Governments and businesses have absorbed the first shocks, but most of this will be fed 
through to citizens in the form of higher unemployment, pay moderation and spend-
ing cuts (amounting to approximately eur 35 billion in the coming years, or more than 
eur 2,100 for every Dutch citizen). It is still unclear how much of a burden the public 
will have to bear – and which groups will be worst affected – by the envisaged changes 
in the social security system, spending cuts in education, health care, safety, mortgage 
interest tax relief, child benefit, patient health cost contributions and lowered ambi-
tions or deferral of projects in other areas of society. And it should not be forgotten that 
future generations will also feel the effects of choices made today – for example plans to 
raise the state retirement age, or proposals to raise the financial threshold for access to 
(higher) education, or to cut measures to promote sustainable energy. The government 
has appointed 20 working groups of civil servants, tasked with analysing various policy 
themes and developing policy alternatives. For each policy domain, at least one variant 
must be developed which brings about a structural reduction of 20% in the net spend 
compared with 2010 (Kamerbrief Heroverwegingen, 25 September 2009). The proposals 
must be on the table by the spring of 2010. The solutions found for the current financial 
problems will have major social consequences, both now and many years into the future.

How bad is it? And for whom?

The Dutch economy has gone through a period of positive development in the last dec-
ade. Although the economic growth came to a standstill for a few years after the turn 
of the millennium, it has grown by an average of 3% per annum since 2003. The credit 
crunch is expected to translate into a downturn in 2009, which will take us back to 2006 
levels of prosperity. The crisis is also likely to reduce average purchasing power by 1% in 
2009.

The Netherlands has done well in recent years compared with other European countries. 
Its score on key economic indicators such as economic growth, unemployment, infla-
tion and budget deficits has given the country a position in the top three in Europe. The 
credit crisis will do little to change this situation, despite the relatively hard hit taken by 
the Dutch economy.
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From a macroeconomic perspective, then, the situation does not seem too bad, and all 
that has happened is that the Netherlands has gone from being a wealthy country to a 
(temporarily) less wealthy country. However, a macro-approach such as this hides the 
fact that the damage will not be felt to the same degree by all citizens: the distribution of 
the suffering is very unequal. People who lose their jobs, are forced to sell their homes or 
have seen much of their pension pot go up in smoke are likely to be far less philosophi-
cal and will see a very considerable dent in their income. Many citizens, and especially 
those on middle incomes, will have to drastically revise their future plans – stopping 
work earlier, travelling the world once they reach the age of 60 – and although grinding 
poverty such as occurred in the crisis years of the 1930s, symbolised by the long queues 
of people standing at the soup kitchens, will not return, some groups in the population 
will be harder hit than others by the crisis or by the measures taken to restore order. If 
we take the impact of previous crises on life situation as a basis, it is likely that people 
at the start and end of their employment careers, people with a low education level and 
people who are already unemployed will bear the brunt (see chapter 12)).

As the recession in 2002/’03 showed, it takes a while before people’s incomes and the 
employment rate are affected by an economic downturn, and the effect of the downturn 
continues for several years. After correcting for inflation, incomes started to fall in 2002, 
the first year of the recession, and this fall continued until 2005, a full two years after 
economic growth had resumed. The labour market showed the same delayed reaction: 
the peak in unemployment lay in 2004 and 2005. It then took until 2008 for unemploy-
ment to fall to its level prior to the recession. In the present recession, too, it will take 
some time for incomes to be affected and for unemployment to reach its peak – and for 
the subsequent recovery to materialise.

Some sectors of the labour market are already being badly hit by unemployment (the 
construction industry, the transport sector), while others are being affected to only a 
very limited extent (education, the care sector). Self-employed persons without staff and 
temporary staffing agencies are also being hard hit; one of the first steps taken by com-
panies is to stop taking on temporary staff. Anyone who finds themselves working in the 
‘wrong’ sector, who loses their job or who goes bankrupt and who owns their own home 
will find themselves in great difficulties. They may no longer be able to pay the mortgage 
and be forced to sell their home, but may then find that the market has collapsed. Just 
how rapidly the situation on the housing market has changed is evident from the fact 
that in August 2009 over 38% fewer existing homes changed hands than in August 2008 
(source: cbs website: www.cbs.nl ). Sales of all home types and in all provinces are down 
sharply; the total number of transactions has fallen by almost 28% compared with July 
2008. Prices achieved for existing homes sold in August 2009 were 5.6% lower on average 
than in August 2008. People who are forced to sell their home or who have built up lit-
tle or no equity run the risk of being landed with debt for many years to come. Whether 
the damage caused by the crisis to the housing market will be substantial and lasting, or 
whether the problems prove to be short-lived, is impossible to say at present.
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Many citizens are much less clear about the consequences that the crisis will have for 
their future pension. The credit crisis has wiped around eur 200 billion off the value of 
pension funds. The coverage, the accrued assets of the pension funds relative to their 
pension commitments, must be a minimum of 105%; this enables all pensions to be paid 
and provides an adequate buffer for setbacks. The Dutch Central Bank (De Nederlandsche 
Bank) supervises this. In early 2009, the coverage of more than half the pension funds 
in the Netherlands had fallen below 100%, though by September, rising share prices had 
pushed it back up to 103%. In addition to the recovery in share prices and interest rates, 
there are broadly three ways of bringing the coverage back to the required level and 
keeping it there: raising pension contributions, wholly or partially suspending indexa-
tion of pensions for a number of years, or cutting pension benefits. Whichever option 
is chosen, there will be losers. In some cases it will be mainly those (still) in work who 
pay the price, through having to pay higher contributions which will not translate into 
higher pensions in the future. In other cases it will be pensioners who bear the heaviest 
burden because their pension is frozen or even cut; even then, however, workers will 
be hit, because the pension they can look forward in the future will be lower than they 
had hoped. A recent cpb publication (Van Ewijk & Teulings 2009) shows that the way in 
which pension funds plan to distribute the pain across the different members is still very 
much on the drawing board. The fact that the consequences for people’s incomes could 
be considerable for a very long time is beyond dispute. It also remains to be seen who 
will be hardest hit: younger or older people, workers or pensioners.

Crisis and self-reflection?

It is striking, then, that for the time being a majority of Dutch citizens are fairly relaxed 
about the crisis. It may be that this applies primarily for those (the majority) who have 
not lost their jobs, are at little risk of doing so and who do not have large share port-
folios. A survey in the third quarter of 2009 (Van der Meer et al. 2009) showed that 40% of 
citizens expected the Dutch economy to deteriorate over the next 12 months; six months 
earlier the figure was 65%. The majority are equally unconcerned about their own finan-
cial situation; only 15% expect it to deteriorate. Young people are more optimistic about 
the crisis than older people; they also undergo fewer of its negative consequences. The 
basic attitude of the Dutch is fairly consistent: crisis or no crisis, people are personally 
content, socially concerned and politically dissatisfied (Dekker et al. 2009). Trust in 
Parliament (57%) and the government (53%) is still higher than at the beginning of the 
economic crisis and slightly lower than just before the crisis began. Recent Eurobarom-
eter surveys put the Netherlands in joint fifth place out of the 27 eu member states when 
it comes to trust in the government. Trust in institutions such as trade unions, large 
corporations, newspapers, television and the judiciary is remarkably stable; two-thirds 
of Dutch citizens state that they have sufficient trust in these institutions (Van der Meer 
et al. 2009). Trust in large corporations, which had fallen sharply since the start of the 
crisis, recovered just as sharply in the third quarter of 2009.
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At present, most citizens regard the crisis as something that mainly affects other people. 
The delayed impact of the crisis referred to above – unemployment will begin rising 
sharply from the end of 2009 and will probably not reach its peak until 2010 – and the 
contradictory reports in the media and political circles regarding the impact of the crisis, 
appear to have blinded many people to the seriousness of the situation. Moreover, at 
first sight the crisis also appears to have some positive sides; many prices have fallen, 
which is of course good for consumers.

The 2009 Citizens’ Outlook Barometer (cob) (Steenvoorden, 2009) confirms this view 
that there are also positive aspects to the economic crisis: participants in the survey say 
they are learning to look at their own lives differently, that they have a greater aware-
ness of how well off they are and are starting to regard themselves as fortunate to have 
what they have rather than simply always wanting more. Increasingly, businesses and 
the government are called upon by politicians and civil society to view the crisis not only 
from the perspective of the inconvenience and misery it has brought, but also to bear in 
mind the opportunities offered by the crisis to reform the economy in a way that makes 
it more sustainable. It is now becoming apparent that the crisis could also prompt indi-
vidual citizens to a moral reflection and could help them learn to look at their own lives 
and lifestyles from a different perspective. Or to use the words of us Secretary of State 
Hillary Clinton,: ‘never waste a good crisis.’

Towards 2011

What consequences the economic recession will have for social conditions in the Nether-
lands, and to what extent the differences and oppositions between different population 
groups will increase, is something we do not yet know. Which groups are hit, and how 
hard, will also depend on the solutions chosen by politicians. The answer will only start 
to become apparent in the spring of 2010.

The make-up of Dutch society is diverse. It is always tempting to speak in terms of ‘the 
Dutch’ and ‘the citizen’ and their opinions and behaviour. However, things are not that 
simple and we have attempted to resist that temptation in this social state of the Netherlands. 
As in previous editions, in this ssn we again recognise many common factors, a 
substantial common denominator, when it comes to the engagement of citizens with 
each other. Generally speaking, the Dutch want to be open towards each other and 
to offer a helping hand to those who need it, but on their own terms and as long as it 
does not disrupt their own lives too much. In the Social and Cultural Report 2008 (Sociaal en 
Cultureel Rapport 2008) (Schnabel et al. 2008) this is described as ‘relative engagement’. Life 
in the Netherlands is relatively calm and the social oppositions are generally kept within 
bounds and manageable. In this respect, life in the Netherlands is agreeable for most 
citizens. This does not however alter the fact that Dutch society is becoming ever more 
polarised, that and there are many citizens who are not able to participate in society, 
or to participate fully, and that there are large groups of citizens who look to the future 
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with little confidence and who distrust politicians. It will not be a simple matter for the 
government to create support for measures intended to tackle the crisis.
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