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ABSTRACT
This paper focuses on the labour disparities between Sub-Saharan
African immigrants in the Netherlands, a hitherto undescribed
ethnic group, and the native Dutch population. Using unique data
with nationwide coverage, the analysis reveals that the labour
market position of Sub-Saharan Africans displays an exceptionally
large disparity with the native Dutch, compared with discrepancies
found in previous research on other immigrant groups. The
outcomes also show great differences across the Sub-Saharan
groups with Cape Verdeans and South Africans deviating the least
from the native Dutch, Ghanaians occupying an intermediate
position, while people from Somalia, Eritrea, Congo, Sudan and
Sierra Leone are in the worst position. Most importantly, we found
that the conventional human capital model does not account
for much of the disparity between Sub-Saharan Africans and the
native Dutch, even when the model is expanded with language
proficiency as an additional variable. Considering these findings, we
suggest that alternative explanations, such as society of origin, the
operation of norm images and ethnic concentration in specific
sectors impeding mobilities should be researched further.
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1. Introduction

The difference in labour attainment between native populations and immigrants has been
a persistent concern in Western societies. There is a gap across the board, pertaining to
human capital, labour attainment, job quality, prospects offered by the jobs, and ultimately
mobility. Immigrants are often driven into the less promising labour markets, although
there may be substantial differences across the groups. However, despite the fact that
the second generation shows an increase in competitive capacity, as indicated by their
higher level of education, and despite the diversification of their social networks, as well
as their familiarity with the language and culture of the receiving society, the gap
between this generation and the native population may have diminished, but still persists
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(Andriessen, Fernee, and Wittebrood 2014; Dagevos and Huijnk 2016; Holland and De
Valk 2017; Van Ours and Veenman 2004).

Most of these findings were established with reference to established minorities. With
regard to the Netherlands, these included former guest labourers (Turks and Moroccans
mainly) and people from former colonies (Surinam and the Netherlands Antilles).
However, in the last decades, several different categories of immigrants have entered
the Netherlands. Some are highly skilled, such as ICT-workers from India, while the
resources of others, notably from Sub-Saharan Africa, remain unknown and are under
researched (Choenni 2004; Van Heelsum and Hessels 2006). That there is reason for
concern is underscored by the fact that over half of the adult Somalis and Eritreans
depend on social assistance (Dourleijn and Dagevos 2011; Statistics Netherlands 2016;
see also Appendix 1). Moreover, Widmaier and Dumont (2011) reported that the
largest unemployment gap in Europe between natives and Sub-Saharan Africans is
found in the Netherlands. Highly skilled Sub-Saharan Africans encounter many barriers
when looking for a job, due to their lack of knowledge of the local labour market and
the underappreciation of foreign education.

The traditional models based on human capital factors have been widely tested, but
only on settled immigrants. In order to disclose the labour market position of Sub-
Saharan Africans in the Netherlands, and departing from the persistent feature of a gap
between immigrants and the native population, we set out to address not only the gap
in labour market attainment between the native Dutch population and the beforemen-
tioned African immigrants, but also to address disparities across African immigrants.

Consequently, this paper focuses on the labour disparities between Sub-Saharan
African immigrants in the Netherlands, a hitherto undescribed ethnic group, and Dutch
natives. Considering the impact of human capital in reducing the disparities as demon-
strated in previous research (Andriessen, Nievers, and Dagevos 2012; Bovenkerk, Gras,
and Ramsoedh 1995; Dagevos and Huijnk 2016), we first sought to establish the size of
the impact of human capital. The central hypothesis is that differences in human
capital will account for the disparities in labour attainment between Sub-Saharan Africans
and the native Dutch. Other possible explanations for labour participation of migrants
exist apart from their less favourable human capital. Limited command of the host coun-
try’s language, less effective social networks, labour market segmentation (Doeringer and
Piore 1971; Dagevos 1998; Bevelander and Nielsen 2001), labour market discrimination
(Phelps 1972; Van Beek 1993; Veenman 2010; Andriessen, Nievers, and Dagevos 2012)
and the effects of different welfare systems in different countries play a role in the over-
representation of migrants among the unemployed.

Using unique data with nationwide coverage, the analysis reveals that the labour market
position of Sub-Saharan Africans displays an exceptionally large disparity with the native
Dutch population. Most importantly, unlike previous research, we found that the conven-
tional human capital model does not account for much of the disparity between Sub-
Saharan Africans and the native Dutch, even when the human capital model is expanded
with an additional variable that highlights the language skills of the participants. Considering
these findings, we suggest society of origin, the operation of norm images and ethnic concen-
tration in specific sectors impeding mobility as alternative explanations for further research.

In the next section, we elaborate the hypothesis that human capital explains the gap
between the Sub-Saharan Africans in the Netherlands and the native Dutch. In the
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section after we outline the methodology, specifically the origin of the data and the use of the
Fairlie decomposition method. Section four presents descriptive statistics, while section five
tests the main hypothesis. The final section suggests some lines for further research.

2. The labour market: hypothesis

The human capital theory is by far the most popular theory to account for differences in
labour market performances. The theory stipulates that education, in addition to work
experience, is the key to success (Becker 1962, 1975; Mincer 1974). People need to
invest in their schooling in order to obtain a higher income in the future. From this, it
may be inferred that high unemployment rates among immigrants can be accounted
for by their low educational level or limited work experience. In this context, Duleep
and Regets (1999) argued that education obtained in less developed countries is less
valued in western countries. Hartog and Zorlu (2009) and Duleep and Regets (1999)
found that vocational skills and low education levels are more easily transferable than
higher education. Language and accreditation of diplomas by employers remain proble-
matic. As a result, newcomers tend to initially accept jobs below their level.

Language proficiency is also considered a form of human capital with positive econ-
omic effects (Geurts and Lubbers 2017). The economic gains in the form of job opportu-
nities depends on the investment in local skills, which is related to the duration of stay and
the place where immigrants were educated. Borjas (1999) argued that migrants will assim-
ilate more the longer they reside in the host country, or in other words, the more they
invest in specific local skills such as the language, the higher the probability of being
employed. The duration of stay impacts the intention to invest in language proficiency.
It is worth noting that this investment is related to its economic returns. Immigrants
take into account the potential benefits before they invest in learning or improving
their language skills. When the economic gains are expected to be higher, the investment
made will also be greater. Hence immigrants who intend to stay for a long time in a new
country are more open to invest in their language proficiency. So long-term immigrants
will invest more in their language skills. This expectation is supported by research of
Geurts and Lubbers (2017). Their study shows that migrants who do not intend to stay,
or who plan to circulate between their country of origin and the Netherlands, invest
less in their language proficiency. Therefore the variable ‘duration of stay’ affects the immi-
grants’ adjustments, such as fluency in the language.

Likewise, it has been argued that education in the host country is important in narrow-
ing the unemployment gap between natives and immigrants. Based on their empirical
research in the Netherlands, Kanas and Van Tubergen (2009) showed that the economic
returns to schooling acquired in the country of origin are much lower than returns from
schooling in countries of residence. The education system not only prepares individuals
for work, but also socialises them into the culture of the receiving society (Vermeulen
and Penninx 1994; Engbersen 2003). Esser (2004) argues that it is impossible to integrate
into a new labour market without some knowledge of the rules of the receiving society.
Therefore, schooling gives new migrants the opportunity to build and extend their
human capital. Schooling in the host country is considered necessary for establishing eth-
nically diverse relationships. Immigrants enrolled in a the host country schooling system
increase their contacts with natives. These contacts are presumed to positively impact on
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their networks and social influence. Immigrants may take advantage of these networks for
job-matching processes or to collect information on job offers. However, studies that
addressed the impact of networks and education are controversial. Research conducted
by Kanas and Van Tubergen (2009) among four ethnic minority groups in the
Netherlands did not confirm the importance of the networks. They concluded that
higher returns to host-country schooling cannot be explained by increased social contacts
with natives.

We argue that familiarity with the Dutch language is a form of human capital that
enhances the likelihood of having a job. This familiarity with Dutch culture, including
the command of Dutch language, is reflected in education, but is indicated by the duration
of stay and generation. In addition to education and labour market experience, labour
market performance of immigrants benefits from a longer duration of stay, notably when
they are born in the host-country. Hence, ‘generation’ is used as a proxy for language skills.

We therefore formulate our hypothesis in accordance of the human capital explanation:
low education is positively related to a low attainment of jobs. Note that the relationship
between the possession of human capital and job attainment is expected to vary across
African nationalities because of differences in human capital and familiarity with Dutch
culture. This hypothesis addresses the topic of the paper and will disclose the gap
between recent immigrants from Sub-Saharan Africa and the native Dutch, as well as
the gaps between African groups.

In spite of its popularity, the human capital theory suffers from a few flaws. The major
flaw is the excessive focus on the job seeker. Studies on job allocation reveal that education
and work experience only affect the stage of recruitment and selection. Personal charac-
teristics appear to be decisive for the job interview, the offering of a probation period
and the making of a final job decision (Ballafkih 2017). Secondly, preferences relating
to group features, such as gender or ethnicity profiles, are conspicuously absent in this per-
spective (Van Beek 1993; Veenman 1995; Blau 2012; Gowricharn and Çankaya 2017). Job
allocation cannot be reduced to individual features, but needs to include group character-
istics as well. Neglecting these group characteristics would render the persistence of ethnic
hierarchy in the labour market incomprehensible (Gowricharn 2002). Thirdly, the human
capital theory centres the explanation of labour market performance at the supply side of
the market. Consequently, this bias does not account for the preferences of the employer,
the key player in the labour market (Atkinson 1970; Dagevos 1998).

It has often been reported that labour market disparities are due to racial or ethnic dis-
crimination. This account is based on the reasoning that identical factors generate similar
outcomes across ethnic groups. When discrepancies are observed, these are likely to be
attributed to discrimination, besides other unmeasured factors (Arrow 1973; Veenman
2006; Lang and Lehman 2011). This has been corroborated by Dutch research, using a
variety of methods and perspectives (Van Beek 1993; Veenman 2010; Andriessen,
Nievers, and Dagevos 2012; McGinnity and Gijsberts 2017). In this context, Spörlein
and van Tubergen (2014) suggest that differences in societies of origin might be a powerful
explanatory variable, since more highly developed societies may connect easier with the
host society. In addition, one can also argue that not every ethnic minority group is
accepted in the same manner by the host population, as some ethnic groups are preferred
above others (Veenman 1995). Therefore, it ought to be noted that the unaccounted dis-
crepancies reflected in residuals can never be taken as an indicator of discrimination.
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3. Data and method

This study focuses on the labour participation of Sub-Saharan Africans. The occupational
background of the research population is provided by the Social Statistical Database (SSB),
which matches information at the individual level with data from other sources: the
municipal population registers, the tax authorities, the social security administration,
labour force and household surveys. Moreover, it provides information on the sociodemo-
graphic characteristics of workers, such as gender, date of birth, marital status, place of
residence and household composition. We managed to link the SSB with the education
administration databanks, notably students in higher education (CRIHO), students who
took an exam in general secondary education (ERR), monthly registration of job-
seekers (ERR), and students with grants (UWV, WSD). This exercise enabled us to
produce information on education at the individual level and differentiate it by Sub-
Saharan nationalities.

The data covered the period 2006–2012. The statistics comprised Sub-Saharan immi-
grants and the native Dutch population. The African sample focuses on the eleven
countries with the largest number of immigrants: Nigeria, Angola, Somalia, Eritrea, Ethio-
pia, Ghana, Cape Verde, Sudan, Congo (DR), Sierra Leone and South Africa. According to
the official definitions of Statistics Netherlands (Statistics Netherlands 2016), the immi-
grant population consists of the first generation, described as persons born outside the
Netherlands and with at least one foreign-born parent, while the second generation
refers to persons born in the Netherlands with at least one parent who was born
outside the Netherlands. Because the education level is the main explanatory variable
for the labour market participation, individuals for whom the level of education was
unknown (26.7 thousand Sub-Saharan Africans, see Appendix 2) or for whom job infor-
mation was missing were excluded from the selected population. This category included
fulltime students, the self-employed without personnel and persons under 15 or over
64. In this newly constructed database, the remaining population consists of about 24
thousand Sub-Saharan and 1.9 million native Dutch persons.

3.1. Dependent variables

The dependent variable consists of the labour market participation. This variable dis-
tinguishes between the economically active and inactive populations. The economically
active group includes persons who are employed and for whom work represents their
main source of income. The self-employed are excluded from the research population
as self-employment is marginal among Sub-Saharan Africans and amounts to about
0.1% (according to our own calculations) versus 15% in the case of the native Dutch in
2012 (Statistics Netherlands 2012). The inactive population are persons without paid
work or whose main income comes from social security benefits, such as old age pensions
or unemployment, disability or sickness benefits.

3.2. Independent variables

The independent variables consist of the human capital and individual variables, edu-
cation level, age, gender, generation, and duration of stay in years as proxy for language
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skills. We included controls for household composition, ethnic origin, province of resi-
dence, immigration motive (status). These variables are expected to be causally related
to attaining a job. The native Dutch population functions as the reference group. The edu-
cation level of the individual is based on the highest diploma obtained.

Persons with foreign degrees may submit a request to the credential evaluation infor-
mation centre (IDW) for recognition of their diplomas or an evaluation of their level of
education. The evaluation, according to the Dutch education system, is based on the inter-
national Lisbon Recognition Convention. Subsequently, the recognised level of education
is registered in the education administration database, which is matched with the SSB
database. For most young persons, there are integral observations of registrations at
schools or universities. Data from surveys such as labour force market surveys is used
to complete missing education information in the SSB database. The file is continuously
supplemented with the most recent data. In the absence of a credentials request or
when no education has been followed in the Netherlands, the level education is registered
as unknown in the national education register.

One might argue that the level of education is unknown for 27.5 thousand Sub-Saharan
Africans, which is not negligible. This is 52.8% of the research population. And a third is
from South Africa and Cape Verde. We realise that the number is large but let’s not forget
that the limited amount of quantitative research on the labour market position of Sub-
Saharan Africans in the Netherlands is related to the poor information on their education
level (Van Heelsum and Hessels 2006) and the small size of the samples for whom the edu-
cation is known. Information about education level is registered and provided by national
education registers. Statistics Netherlands enriches this information with education infor-
mation from the most recent surveys in order to increase the population for whom the
education level is known. Therefore it is improbable that the coverage of the known edu-
cation would have been higher than for this study. In addition, none of the previous
studies have taken into account such a large Sub-Saharan population. So a coverage of
47.2% is undoubtedly a big step forward. This data reinforces the quality of the present
study and makes it unique for this hitherto undescribed ethnic group.

The highest level of education is measured in three categories: lower education (less
than secondary level), secondary education (secondary vocational, general and post-sec-
ondary) and higher education (college or university).

Gender: the small size of some immigrant groups in the sample, i.e. Eritreans, means
that running two separate models for men and women leads to problems for quantitative
analysis and to privacy issues. Therefore, only one model has been displayed for both
genders.

Household composition is represented by seven groups of variables: singles, singles
with children, not married without children, married without children, not married
with children, married with children and others, including the institutionalised
population.

The place of residence is a twelve categorical variable distinguishing the Dutch pro-
vinces. Four age groups are compared to account for the influence of age (15–34; 35–
44; 45–54 and 55–64 years). We do not use age as an indirect measure of labour
market experience. Note that this measure for potential work experience falls short for
new immigrants and women as they have not had a continuous labour market activity
in the host country. It is common that new immigrants need some time before they
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can integrate into a new labour market or that women stop paid work temporarily to give
priority to the family responsibilities.

Generation: the immigrants’ generation is identified by their place of birth as indicated
before. Two categories identify generation: first and second. We are aware that the two
chosen identities oversimplify matters. Immigrants who immigrated at a young age
have experiences closer to second generation immigrants. They are as socialised as immi-
grants born in the host country, they go to school in the host country and probably have
the same language fluency as their peers.

Length of stay: we introduce nine categories for the length of stay. It is measured in
years since someone’s arrival in the Netherlands. As stated before, generation and the
length of stay are also used as a proxy of language skills accumulation. The ethnic
origin of the Sub-Saharan Africans is represented by the eleven countries cited above
and the native Dutch.

3.3. Method

A conventional decomposition technique widely used is the Blinder (1973)-Oaxaca
(1973). This technique decomposes the gap in labour market attainment between two
(demographics) groups into the disparity a) accounted for by differences in measured
characteristics, and (b) those resulting from unmeasured characteristics (e.g. discrimi-
nation or labour segmentation).

The dependent variable in this study is a binary variable that distinguishes the economi-
cally active and inactive populations. However, the conventional Blinder-Oaxaca
decomposition method cannot be implemented if the outcome is binary and the coeffi-
cients are from a logit or probit model (Fairlie 2005). In the same line as Gomulka and
Stern (1990), Fairlie (2005) proposed an alternative decomposition method, where the
coefficient estimates from a logit or probit model can be used directly in the decompo-
sition specification. Concerns exist about the ordering of variables and the robustness
of the method because of the non-linearity of the decomposition (Fortin, Lemieux, and
Firpo 2010, 49). These are addressed by Fairlie (2005, 2017).

Fairlie suggests to first use the pooled coefficient estimates in order to calculate pre-
dicted probabilities for each black (Immigrants) and white (Natives) observation in the
sample. Subsequently, it is sought to draw a random subsample of Natives equal in size
to the full immigrants sample (NB). Each observation in the native subsample and full
immigrant sample is then separately ranked by the predicted probabilities and matched
by their respective rankings. This procedure matches natives, who have characteristics
placing them at the bottom (top) of their distribution with immigrants. The decompo-
sition estimates obtained from this procedure depend on the randomly chosen subsample
of natives. In practice, Fairlie advice is to draw a large number of random subsamples of
natives, match each of these random subsamples of natives to the black (immigrant)
sample, and calculate separate decomposition estimates.

The effect of ordering variables in the decomposition may lead to variation in the
results (Fortin, Lemieux, and Firpo 2010, 49). This is known as the index problem. In
order to control the robustness and solve the index problem, Fairlie (2017) suggests ran-
domising the ordering of variables. By using a large number of simulations, the procedure
approximates the averaged composition across all possible orderings of variables.
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Following Fairlie, we used a random ordering of the variables in addition to the 1000
random subsamples.

3.3.1. Fairlie method
The decomposition of the non-linear-differences in the expected labour market partici-
pation, non-linear equation Y = F(Xb̂ j), where Y is the average value of the dependent
variable, can be written as:

�YW − �YB =
∑NW

i=1

F(XW
i b̂

B
)

NW
−
∑NB

i=1

F(XB
i b̂

B
)

NB

[ ]

=
∑NW

i=1

F(XW
i b̂

W
)

NW
−

∑NW

i=1

F(XW
i b̂

B
)

NW

[ ] (1)

where, �Yj is the average probability of the binary outcome for race j and �Xj is a row vector
of average values of the independent variables and b̂ j is a vector of coefficient estimates for
race j.

The first term in brackets on the right-hand side represents the contribution of the
observed characteristics (age, gender, education, generation, household composition,
ethnic origin and residence). The second term in brackets represents the contribution
of the coefficients of the difference in the expected labour market participation between
natives and immigrants. The second term also reflects the contribution of the gap due
to unobserved characteristics. It captures the unexplained part, which can be the result
of unobservable characteristics and/or discrimination between natives and immigrants.
The standard errors for the estimates can be written as follows:

D̂1 = 1
NB

∑NB

i=1

F(XWW
i b̂∗)− F(XBW

i b̂∗). (2)

The variance can be approximated as:

Var(D̂1) = dD̂1

db̂∗

( )′
Var(b̂∗) dD̂

db̂∗

( )
. (3)

Where X̂i is a row vector of average values of the independent variables and b̂ j is a vector
of coefficient estimates for race and f is the logistic probability function.

dD̂1

db̂∗ = 1
NB

∑NB

i=1

f (XWW
i b̂∗)XWW

i − f (XBW
i b̂∗)XBW

i

NB: immigrant sample and Nw: native sample
We assume that NB =Nw;
Ŷi : calculate predicted probabilities, for each black (Immigrants) and white (Natives)

observation.
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4. The gap in labour market attainment: descriptive analysis

Table 1 shows the comparison of the labour market participation of Sub-Saharan Africans
and Dutch natives. The descriptive analyses aim to identify any gap (sub-question 1). The
results show that only 27.6% of the Sub-Saharan immigrants are active on the labour
market versus around 81% of natives. The highly educated are more often employed
than the less educated, but highly educated Sub-Saharan Africans suffer a greater
penalty than their native-born peers. There is a greater difference in labour market partici-
pation among the highly educated natives and immigrants (51% points) than among the
less educated (47% points).

The outcomes show stark contrasts across age categories. Native individuals aged 15–34
and 35–44 have a higher activity rate (about 86%) than individuals aged 55–64 (74%).

Table 1. Labour market participation of natives and Sub-Saharan Africans in the Netherlands, 2012.

N (sample)

Native Dutch Sub-Saharan Africans

Gap % points

1,948,502 23,849

Employees % Employees %

Total population 1,573,851 80.8 6579 27.6 53.2
Education
Lower 311,172 65.5 3042 20.4 45.1
Secondary 680,563 81.6 2388 39.3 42.2
Higher 582,116 91.0 1149 40.1 51,0

Gender
Man 855,177 90.4 3659 31.9 58.5
Woman 718,674 71.7 292 23.6 48.1

Age
15–34 73,261 85.2 493 6.8 78.4
35–44 6571 87.7 2543 29.4 58.4
45–54 502,693 77.3 2736 43 34.3
55–64 340,797 73.6 807 51.9 21.7

Number of children
0 526,153 81.6 265 23.7 57.9
1 548,054 81.3 163 34.9 46.4
2 384,294 80.8 1464 34.7 46.1
3 97,057 76.7 623 27.8 48.8
4 14,828 69.4 160 17.1 52.3
> 4 3465 61.9 52 8.8 53

Province of residence
Zeeland 24,181 80.2 48 13.1 67.0
Flevoland 27,881 81.3 137 15.6 65.7
Drenthe 38,284 77.1 44 12.3 64.9
Groningen 48,482 75.6 98 15.8 59.8
Friesland 52,668 76.5 72 11.1 65.4
Limburg 81,66 80.6 136 15.2 65.3
Overijssel 90,493 81.8 110 13.1 68.7
Utrecht 104,573 86.5 311 23.2 63.4
Gelderland 154,258 82.4 274 17.1 65.3
Noord-Brabant 193,873 84.7 454 19.5 65.2
Noord-Holland 196,245 84 1749 33.6 50.4
Zuid-Holland 242,317 83.9 2426 39.2 44.7

Household composition
Single 189,562 78.6 1534 20.2 58.4
Not married without children 153,263 85.3 659 31.6 53.7
Married without children 173,191 83 375 35.4 47.6
Not married with children 18,292 84.1 1025 37.8 46.3
Married with children 771,065 82.4 1743 34.2 48.2
Single with children 93,713 62.6 1161 24 38.6
Other household 10,137 63.5 82 19.1 44.4
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Among immigrants, the older individuals have the highest activity rate (about 52%).
Another key result is the deviation among age categories: among young and older immi-
grant groups it ranges from 6.8% to 51.9%, while among natives it is a more modest 73–
85%. In other words, being older is more favourable for immigrants than for natives.

Other interesting findings are the variation in employment participation with respect to
the presence of children. More than two children substantially increases the inactivity rate.
In the reference group, the activity rate ranges from 77% to 62% with more than three chil-
dren. With fewer than three children, the observed occupation rates are about 82%. Strik-
ing differences were found when there are no children. While the labour activity is the
highest among natives without children (82%), immigrants with no children have an
even lower participation rate (24%) than the group with three children (28%). Age and
duration of stay could be the explanation. Immigrants without children are often
young. Their short duration of stay and limited experience on the Dutch labour market
hamper them.

Marital status is not relevant to the activity rates of either group, but the presence or
absence of a partner and children hampers the participation rate of both. Compared to
households with children and a partner (range 32–38% for immigrants), the participation
rate of single-parent households drops to 24%. Among natives, 63% of the single-parent
households have paid work versus 53% of households with children and a partner.

The place of residence is also key. The highest activity rates – about 84.5% for natives –
are found in the provinces Utrecht, Noord-Holland, Zuid-Holland and Brabant. For Sub-
Saharan Africans, Noord – and Zuid-Holland offer the best job prospects (33.6% and
39%). Table 2 displays large variations by Sub-Saharan ethnic origin (sub-question 2).
South Africans and Cape Verdeans have participation rates of 55% and 61%. Among
the remaining groups, it varies from 44% (Ghanaians) to 5.1% (Eritreans and Sierra
Leone). Interestingly, the gap in participation rates with natives gradually disappears
after an extended stay: from about 78% points after five years to 10% points after thirty
years. Second generation Sub-Saharans almost reach parity with natives, with an activity
rate of more than 72% – three times higher than that of the first generation. Another
finding is that economic migrants participate more often than refugees or immigrants
for family reunification. However, the migration motive is known only for 10% of the
immigrants because the Dutch Immigration and Naturalisation Service (IND) only
started recording it in 1999. So this is not representative for immigrants who arrived
earlier.

5. The explained part

The gap in labour market disparities is addressed on the basis of the hypothesis formulated
in section two. The first analysis dealt only with the variable ‘level of education’ whilst in
the second analysis the variable ‘level of education’ is extended with the differences in
accumulated language skills between natives and Sub-Saharan Africans.

5.1. Human capital

Literature research reveals the importance of human capital as the main factor explaining
the disparity between demographic groups. The hypothesis is whether and to what extent
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level of education and the individual and control variables i.e. gender, age, household com-
position and place of residence contribute to the gap. Table 3 shows the labour market
participation estimates using the non-linear decomposition technique. The gap between
natives and Sub-Saharans is 53%.What comes as a surprise is that all explanatory variables
mentioned before account for just 8.9% of that gap. Although low education is the major
cause of poor labour market attainment among immigrants, education contributes an esti-
mated −0.0072 (13.6%) to the explanation of ethnic disparities. Age contributes about
7.2% (0.03823) to ethnic disparity. The rest of the variables scarcely contribute. This
limited contribution of the human capital variables suggests that they cannot explain
the position of new migrants on the Dutch labour market.

The comparison by ethnic origin reveals that the smallest gap in labour market partici-
pation is found for Cape Verdeans (0.1954) and South Africans (0.2583). The gap for the
others varies from 0.4124 to 0.6644. Unexpectedly, ethnic origin only plays a limited role
in explaining the gaps (0–15.3%). The highest contribution is found for Cape Verdeans
(15.3%). But even for this group, education level (14.1%) is the main explanatory factor.
Cape Verdeans have a much longer migration history in the Netherlands and elsewhere
in Northwest Europe than any of the other Sub-Saharan group. None of the selected vari-
ables can explain the gap for South Africans.

Table 2. Labour market participation of Sub-Saharan Africans by demographic characteristics, 2012.
Population

Native Dutch |N1 = 1,948,502 Sub-Saharans N2 = 23,849

Employees % Gap % points

Ethnic origin
Native Dutch 1,573,851 80.8 –
Sub-Saharans 6579 27.6 53.2
Eritrea and Sierra Leonne 107 5.1 75.7
Somalia 362 6.8 74
Sudan 189 13.5 67.3
Congo 203 14.1 66.7
Angola 215 22.9 57.8
Nigeria 449 24.1 56.7
Ethiopia 655 26.5 54.3
Ghana 1405 39.5 41.2
South Africa 1056 54.9 25.8
Cape Verde 1938 61.2 19.5

Duration of stay (1st generation)
<5 years 119 2.4 78.4
5–10 190 5 75.8
10–15 527 11.2 69.6
15–20 1382 38.8 41.9
20–25 1860 60.4 20.4
25–30 765 55.8 25
30–40 960 70.1 10.6
> 40 168 74.7 6.1

Generation
1st 5979 26 54.8
2nd 600 72.5 8.3

Motive of immigration (1st generation)
Family reunification 135 2.9 77.9
Asylum seekers/refugees 222 3.7 77.1
Economic migrants 226 37.9 42.9
Others 36 3 77.8
Motive unknown 5360 50.8 30
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5.2. Language skills

The next analysis pertains to differences in language skills accumulation between natives
and Sub-Saharan Africans. Sub-Saharan Africans are grouped by duration of stay and gen-
eration to be used as a proxy for the accumulation of language skills resources.

When the immigrant population is grouped by generation, the outcomes (Table 4)
reveal some interesting findings. To start, differences in labour market attainment
between the first generation (0.5178) and natives are larger than for the second generation
(0.0831) and natives. The explanatory variables account for 7.7% of the gap for the first
generation and for 44.7% of the gap for the second generation. The gap for the first gen-
eration is mainly caused by the lower education level (15.4%), while that for the second
generation is predominantly explained by age (49.2%). The second generation of Sub-
Saharans is in fact a relatively young group with little labour market experience.

The first generation Sub-Saharan population was also sampled by duration of residence.
One major finding of the non-linear decomposition is that the gap decreases with the dur-
ation of stay. For migrants whose stay was shorter than 25 years, the native/sub-Saharan
gap ranges from 0.7834 (78%) to 0.3193 (32%). For migrants whose stay exceeded 25 years,
the gap ranges from 0.1782 to 0.0611. Immigrants almost reach parity with natives after 40
years of residence, the gap is then only 6%. A second finding is that the human capital

Table 3. Fairlie non-linear decomposition of Native Dutch and Sub-Saharan Africans in labour market
attainment, 2012.

% Model 1

Sample

Sub-Saharan/natives

All sub-Saharan Africans Cape Verde South Africa Ghana Rest

N 23,849 3165 1922 3554 15,208
Rate Native Dutch 0.8077 0.8077 0.8077 0.8077 0.8077
Rate Sub-Saharan Africans 0.2759 0.6123 0.5494 0.3953 0.1433
Gap Sub-Saharan/natives −0.5319 −0.1954 −0.2583 −0.4124 −0.6644
Contributions from group/demographics differences in:

coefficient
Education −0.0724 −0.0276 0.0001 −0.0002 −0.0611
Standard errors 0.0006 0.0027 0.0000 0.0000 0.0065
Contribution to gap (%) 13.6 14.1 0.0 0.0 9.2

Gender −0.0118 −0.0001 0.0000 −0.0001 −0.0025
Standard errors 0.0001 0.0002 0.0000 0.0000 0.0008
Contribution to gap (%) 2.2 0.1 0.0 0.0 0.4

not sig.
Age 0.0382 0.0005 0.0001 0.0001 0.0306
Standard errors 0.0004 0.0001 0.0000 0.0000 0.0030
Contribution to gap % −7.2 −0.3 0.0 0.0 −4.6

Number of children 0.0030 −0.0031 0.0000 0.0000 0.0020
Standard errors 0.0000 0.0002 0.0000 0.0000 0.0002
Contribution to gap % −0.6 1.6 0.0 0.0 −0.3

not sig.
Region of residence 0.0006 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0005
Standard errors 0.0001 0.0001 0.0000 0.0000 0.0001
Contribution to gap % −0.1 0.0 0.0 0.0 −0.1

Household composition −0.0051 0.0004 0.0000 0.0000 −0.0072
Standard errors 0.0002 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0005
Contribution to gap % 1.0 −0.2 0.0 0.0 1.1

All included variables −0.0475 −0.0298 0.0000 −0.0003 −0.0379
Contribution to gap % 8.9 15.3 0.0 0.1 5.7

(*) not significant.
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Table 4. Fairlie non-linear decomposition of Native Dutch and Sub-Saharan Africans by generation and duration of stay in labour market attainment, 2012.

% Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Sample
Sub-Saharan/natives Natives/generation Natives/duration of stay (1st generation)

All sub-Saharan Africans 1st generation 2nd generation <5 years 5–15 years 15–25 years 25–40 years >40 years

N 23,849 23,021 828 4901 8505 6638 274 225
Rate Native Dutch 0.8077 0.8077 0.8077 0.8077 0.8077 0.8077 0.8077 0.8077
Rate Sub-Saharan Africans 0.2759 0.2597 0.7246 0.0243 0.0843 0.4884 0.6296 0.7467
Gap Sub-Saharan/natives −0.5319 −0.5480 −0.0831 −0.7834 −0.7234 −0.3193 −0.1782 −0.0611
Contributions from group/demographics differences in :

coefficient
Education −0.0724 −0.0841 −0.0152 −0.0049 −0.0045 −0.0779 −0.0783 0.0092
Standard errors 0.0006 0.0003 0.0001 0.0005 0.0002 0.0016 0.0017 0.0141
Contribution to gap (%) 13.6 15.4 18.3 0.6 0.6 24.4 44.0 −15.1

Gender −0.0118 0.0112 0.0103 −0.0013 −0.0027 −0.0116 −0.0282 −0.0107
Standard errors 0.0001 0.0000 0.0001 0.0001 0.0001 0.0002 0.0017 0.0124
Contribution to gap (%) 2.2 −2.0 −12.4 0.2 0.4 3.6 15.8 17.5

Age 0.0382 0.0361 0.0409 0.0059 0.0052 0.0125 −0.0111 −0.0207
Standard errors 0.0004 0.0003 0.0003 0.0006 0.0003 0.0003 0.0004 0.0013
Contribution to gap % −7.2 −6.6 −49.2 −0.7 −0.7 −3.9 6.2 33.9

Number of children 0.0030 −0.0037 0.0012 0.0007 0.0004 −0.0040 −0.0028 0.0008
Standard errors 0.0000 0.0000 0.0000 0.0001 0.0000 0.0001 0.0002 0.0008
Contribution to gap % −0.6 0.7 −1.5 −0.1 −0.1 1.2 1.6 −1.3

Region of residence 0.0006 0.0009 0.0005 0.0000 0.0000 0.0004 0.0000 0.0001
Standard errors 0.0001 0.0001 0.0001 0.0000 0.0000 0.0001 0.0000 0.0001
Contribution to gap % −0.1 −0.2 −0.6 0.0 0.0 −0.1 0.0 −0.2

Household composition −0.0051 −0.0015 −0.0006 −0.0008 −0.0007 −0.0018 0.0013 −0.0024
Standard errors 0.0002 0.0001 0.0000 0.0001 0.0000 0.0001 0.0001 0.0004
Contribution to gap % 1.0 0.3 0.7 0.1 0.1 0.6 −0.7 4.0

All included variables −0.0475 −0.0410 0.0371 −0.0005 −0.0023 −0.0823 −0.1191 −0.0237
Contribution to gap % 8.9 7.5 −44.7 0.1 0.3 25.8 66.8 38.8

(*) not significant.
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variables are important explanatory factors for migrants who have lived in the Nether-
lands for more than 15 years explaining 25.8–66.8% of the gap with natives. For immi-
grants whose stay is shorter than 15 years, the included variables explain less than 0.3%
of the gap.

For the 15+ year group, the largest contributors to the difference in labour market
attainment between natives and immigrants are education level, gender and age. The
importance of these variables varies depending on the duration of stay. Only education
level is relevant for immigrants residing in the country between 15 and 25 years, as it con-
tributes to 24.4% of the gap. For the 25–40 year residence group, almost half of the native/
immigrant gap is attributed to education, whilst gender accounts for 15.8%. The 40 year+
residence group almost reached parity with natives (contributions gap 0.0611). Age seems
to play a more salient role than education in explaining the gap for this 40 year+ residence
group, accounting for a third thereof. Another third is explained by education and gender
together. However, conclusions for this group should be drawn with caution because of the
small sample size.

6. Discussion

The hypothesis is that low education is positively related to a low attainment of jobs. The
results reveal that only a minor part of the variations in job participation between natives
and immigrants are explained. Even when all variables are included in the analysis, the
human capital model explains only 9% of the gap. Analysing closer, the importance of
the human capital variables turns out to differ among Sub-Saharan groups. When the
human capital is extended with accumulated language skills, the explanatory power of
the model becomes slightly stronger.

We started from the assumption that higher education increases the likelihood of
having a job. However, Venturini (2017) questions whether it would not be better to
refer in terms of ‘having a good job match’. If higher education is positively related to
having a job, Venturi warns that over-education is an element which should not be over-
seen. In fact, over-education among immigrants decreases the likelihood of having a good
job match, while not having higher education increases the likelihood of having a better
job match. For the highly educated immigrants, the years they studied in the host
country helps them to align their human capital to the local demand on the labour
market, which enhances their job match.

For more recent immigrants, about 80% of the first generation in this study, education
does not explain their position on the labour market. Probably, at this early stage, other
non-measurable factors play a more important role as mentioned earlier in section two.
Results show that the 25+ years resident group experiences less language skills disadvan-
tages. This means that new immigrants who invest in language proficiency at an early stage
will benefit from education in the long-term. But it will still take more than 25 years for
them to significantly reduce the gap with natives. Even so, it is worth to promote language
command as early as possible.

Another interesting result is the small gap between long-term migrants and natives. Pre-
vious research identified the low return of human capital variables for Sub-Saharan Africans.
Research conducted in the UK (Clark and Drinkwater 2008) revealed that the gap in the
probability of employment between immigrants and natives is due to differences in
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return of human capital characteristics. For the same employment differentials between
immigrants and natives, the return of their human capital variables is higher among
Chinese immigrants than among Sub-Saharan Africans and Pakistanis. The question is
why does a higher age of the immigrant seem to reduce the employment gap between immi-
grants and natives? The human capital theory states that the higher the age is, the more job
experience is acquired. However, age enhances more than just professional knowledge
among immigrants. In addition this group acquires cultural knowledge about the Dutch
labour market and social institutions, favouring their job prospects (Edin, Lalonde, and
Aslund 2000; Venturini 2017). The variable age measures the accumulation of human
capital and professional knowledge among immigrants. This accumulation of human
capital reduces the labour market differentials with their natives in the same age category.

We departed from the logical inference that human capital will account for a significant
part of the gap. However, the explanatory power of these variables appears to be rather
poor. This has a compelling implication for the residual that is now large: 90% of the
gap remains unexplained. The existence of a gap is a familiar finding in labour market ana-
lyses (Andriessen, Dagevos, and Iedema 2008; Fortin, Lemieux, and Firpo 2010; Kogan
2010), who have reported an unexplained gap of about 35% between natives and
Turks/Surinamese. The significant unexplained part of 90% makes the case of Sub-
Saharan Africans intriguing.

The literature suggests that discrimination is in play, whether or not related to group
preferences. However, the residual between natives and Sub-Saharan immigrants is too
large (a difference between 35% and 90%), to credibly attribute it only to discrimination.
We find it more likely that other unobserved factors impact the size of the gap.

The large size is not the only remarkable finding. The differences across the groups are
equally intriguing. Figure 1 displays the labour market participation of Sub-Saharan Afri-
cans with low and secondary education levels by country of origin. As expected, ethnic
groups with larger numbers of lower educated individuals have the lowest rate of
labour market attainment. South Africans have the fewest low and secondary education
levels, accounting for about 60%, and the highest rate of active persons. One interesting
aspect of Figure 1 is the exceptional position of Cape Verdeans, who have the lowest edu-
cation level, of about 93.7%, while displaying the highest rate of labour attainment (60%).
South Africans also contrast favourably with other groups, but their education level is
higher, while their labour attainment is slightly lower compared to the Cape Verdeans.
At the other extreme, we find Somalians, Eritreans, Sudanese, Congolese, and Sierra Leo-
neans. Their human capital as well as their labour attainment contrast negatively with the
South Africans and Cape Verdeans.

Since an explanation in terms of ‘capital’ does not suffice, we wonder what other
alternative explanations are available. We have the following three suggestions. The first
relates to the specific properties of the researched groups. Note that immigrants from
Somalia, Eritrea, Sudan, Congo, and Sierra Leone have been fleeing from war zones.
That may have affected their social way of life in the Netherlands, for example, by
forming closed groups or conversely, by seeking social isolation. Since the allocation of
labour is accounted for from a market perspective, these historical and contextual
factors are hardly considered. Also the size of the community seems relevant for their inte-
gration. Previous research has confirmed the negative relation between large communities
and labour market integration. de Palo, Faini, and Venturini (2006) showed that less
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contact with natives due to large communities limits the opportunities to learn the native
language and to enlarge a network. Still, the role of the ethnic community is not obvious as
it depends on the case study. In the study of Strøm, Venturini, and Villosio (2013), the
number of workers and non-workers have been measured in order to assess the size of
the community. The researchers found a positive effect between the size of the community
and the economic integration of members of the community in the UK. Research in
Sweden conducted by Edin, Fredriksson, and Åslund (2003) found that living in an
enclave plays a positive role on labour market outcomes for less-skilled immigrants in
Sweden. So, the large community of Cape Verdeans in the city of Rotterdam (where
about 60% of Cape Verdeans in the Netherlands live) might improve the integration of
its members.

A second explanation is provided by Gowricharn (2002), who suggests the concept of
cultural norm images in the labour market. He argues that the members of an ethnic group
are accepted by employers when they fit a culturally desired profile, including work ethos,
dress, manners, and other properties, not all necessarily relevant for the job. From this per-
spective, the labour market inclusion of Cape Verdeans is comprehensible since this group
is the oldest among the Sub-Saharan groups and better assimilated. Since we do not know
whether South Africans consist of whites or blacks, it is unclear whether cultural norm
images account for their favourable position.

A third possible explanation is raised by Spörlein and van Tubergen (2014), who
suggest that the society of destination may account for differences in acceptance. Dutch
people, for instance, give more credit to people from societies they are familiar with,
such as Europe, the USA, South Africa and former Dutch colonies. This variable is
often not considered but needs to be included in a credible account of labour market
disparities.

Figure 1. Occupational attainment of low and secondary education of Sub-Saharan Africans, 2012.
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7. Conclusion

This paper addressed the issue of gaps in labour market performance between the indigen-
ous Dutch population and Sub-Saharan Africans. These gaps predominantly consist of
differences in education and command of the language. Consequently, conventional
approaches account for this disparity in terms of differences in human capital, notably
differences in education. We extended this human capital model by including both dur-
ation of stay and generation as indicators for the degree of language control. Individual
characteristics, such as age and gender, and control variables have been added to the
model. This model has been used to account for the differences between the native
Dutch and Sub-Saharan Africans, expecting that a significant part of the disparity
would be accounted for by these two variables. Using nation-wide data, the results of
our test revealed that the independent variables hardly accounted for the gap and that
the unexplained part was about 90%, an astonishingly large size.

This outcome is at odds with most research, including Dutch studies that report an
unexplained part hovering around 35% (Andriessen, Nievers, and Dagevos 2012;
Dagevos and Huijnk 2016). Since the explanatory power of the independent variables is
inversely related to the residual, the question comes up as to why the independent
account for so little. We suggest three explanations that may apply differently for the
researched groups: specificities of the ethnic groups, i.e. that many of them come from
African war zones; the operation of cultural norm images; and the impact of the societies
of origin. The precise explanation for these concepts is in the dark, hence we suggest them
as directions to look for explanations. To these suggestions, we can add the impact of sec-
toral and regional concentration of the Africans, the state of the economy and differential
access to the labour market.

From our results, we suggest two lessons. First, the strong deviations from conventions
suggest that the human capital accounting for labour market participation requires specifi-
cation. There is too much research corroborating these relations to reject them. But this
relationship may not be valid in all places, at all times, under all circumstances or for
all ethnic groups. Second, large residuals sensitise at variables not included. This is con-
ventional wisdom, but in the case of the labour market participation of ethnic minorities,
some crucial variables are often omitted. In our view, all three suggested additional expla-
nations, group specificities, societies of destination and cultural norm images, contribute
to a better explanation. Future research will corroborate whether our belief is true.
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Appendices

Appendix 1. Sub-Saharan Africans in the Netherlands by country of origin, 2000–
2016.

2010 2012 2016
Eritrea 359 2133 8151
Sierra Leonne 1432 6008 5776
Sudan 3919 6268 6711
Angola 4477 8575 8365
Congo 6115 8134 8390
Nigeria 5180 11,466 12,252
Ethiopia 8997 12,270 16,347
South Africa 12,524 18,224 19,877
Ghana 15,609 21,922 23,168
Cape Verde 18,242 21,550 22,157
Somalia 28,780 34,631 39,465
Total Sub-Saharans (research population) 105,634 151,181 170,659
Other Sub-Saharans 16,901 29,634 27,305
Total sub-Saharans 122,535 180,815 197,964

Appendix 2. Share of education level by ethnic group (16–64 years), 2012.

Low Secondary Higher
Total population
education known

Education
unknown Total

% Level education
known

South
Africa

269 867 786 1922 3333 5255 36.6

Cape
Verde

1875 1092 198 3165 4997 8162 38.8

Ghana 2533 757 264 3554 4274 7828 45.4
Somalia 4623 556 137 5316 5596 10,912 48.7
Nigeria 844 581 438 1863 1961 3824 48.7
Eritrea 348 68 25 441 461 902 48.9
Ethiopia 1326 739 407 2472 2250 4722 52.4
Angola 623 257 57 937 825 1762 53.2
Sudan 712 396 291 1399 1142 2541 55.1
Congo 798 456 185 1439 1033 2472 58.2
Sierra
Leone

959 303 79 1341 860 2201 60.9

Total 14,910 6072 2867 23,849 26,732 50,581 47.2
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