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In this paper, the relationship between education 
and labor market positioning for Surinamese Dutch 
in Amsterdam, the Netherlands, is explored. The 
relationship is measured at two points with a 10 
year interval. Over these years, little change can be 
noted in labor market positioning, while educational 
achievements increase drastically. In the discussion, 
several explanations are suggested. The relationship 
between education and labor market positioning in 
the country today is used to conclude that in Amster-
dam and the Netherlands, the relationship between 
education and labor market positioning is not linear 
and local data are needed to understand local labor 
markets to the fullest.
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Introduction

The economic incorporation of migrants into the 
(host) society is a topic where different views on 
the route to economic parity are advocated. One 
of the agreements is that education is important 
in the way up on the occupational ladder. In this 
paper I first explore the relationship between edu-
cation and labor market positioning for Suriname-

se-Dutch in Amsterdam. This analysis is followed 
by a discussion on the position of minorities on the 
Dutch labor market today. 

The data: SPVA 1991 and 2002

Although the Netherlands does not have a Census, 
there is extensive data available on the Surinamese 
population. The survey Sociale Positie en Voorzie-
ningengebruik Allochtonen (SPVA – Social Position 
and Utilization of Provisions by Allochtones) is a 
longitudinal survey held among the four largest mi-
nority groups in the Netherlands (Dagevos 1998). 
It is an in-depth survey on education, labor market 
position, social-cultural aspects, and interactions 
with autochthones. The questionnaire includes a 
detailed overview of (national) background, age, 
marital status, household composition, education 
in and outside of the Netherlands, diplomas, rea-
sons for lack of diplomas, labor market history, 
participation, type of employment, unemployment 
and its reasons and time period, income, housing, 
knowledge of language, and other aspects. The 
data sets from 1991 and 2002 were used. The main 
benefit of the SPVA is that subsamples can be se-
lected by postal code: because of the changing glo-
bal economy, and with the changed local economic 
systems of cities, the urban context had to be se-
lected. The nature of the receiving economy and 
the local labor market are important in the litera-
ture on migrant mobility (Lipset and Bendix 1967; 
Sassen 2000; Wallerstein 1995; Wilson 1987). 

Surinamese in Amsterdam

Surinam was a Dutch colony until 1975. Migration 
increased dramatically in the period around inde-
pendence, and with the increase, the character-
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istics of the group changed. 
Before decolonization, Suri-
namese migration to the Neth-
erlands was largely linked to 
educational opportunities in 
the Netherlands; post-colonial 
migration is characterized by 
a more diverse composition 
of the group. In the 1980s, the 
group was in a disadvantaged 
position, had large unemploy-
ment rates, an estimated high 
percentage of female-headed 
households, high dependency on welfare, and high 
poverty rates (Reubsaet 1982; Reubsaet and Krop-
man 1983; Reubsaet, Kropman, and Mulier 1982; 
Reubsaet 1988). 

In 1966, 6, 496 Surinamese lived in Amsterdam 
(van Amersfoort 1968). In the 1970s these num-
bers increased as migration to the Netherlands in-
creased: while in 1973 the Surinamese population 
formed only 2.1 percent of the population of Am-
sterdam, this increased to 3.7 percent in 1982, and 
in 1988 the percentage was already 7.2 percent. In 
1991 the total population of the city was 702, 731 
people, and of these, 58,010 were of Surinamese 
descent, a little over 12 percent (van Amersfoort 
1992)1. In 1999 25 percent of all Surinamese in the 
Netherlands lived in Amsterdam, i.e. 65,000 peo-
ple (van Amersfoort and Cortie 1996; van Niekerk 
2000b; van Praag 2003).

Results

The SPVA focuses on the main cities in the Nether-
lands, and on the main minority groups. To select 
Surinamese in Amsterdam, two filters had to be in-
posed on the data2. A second step involved the se-
lection of Surinamese population of working age. 
The International Labour Office (ILO)3 defines the 
1In the case of this article: Surinamese citizens, Dutch 
born in Surinam and children from head of family 
born in Surinam.
2“etngroep” was limited to  value ‘3’, Surinamese; 
Amsterdam: gemeente =1
3From: www.ilo.org/public/english/employment/
strat/kilm/

working age population between the ages of 15 
and 64. This restriction excludes those parts of the 
population that are too young or too old to be part 
of the labor force. The total number of respondents 
is reduced by these necessary restrictions, to 196 in 
1991 and to n=179 in 2002.

Education Levels 

In order to look at the data in a internationally com-
parative way, education levels have been recatego-
rized (Table 1).

Looking at education levels in the two years (Ta-
ble 2), there is an overal increase. In 1991, a large 
percentage (35 %) did not achieve more than basic 
education, in 2002 this percentage was reduced to 
about 15 %. The percentages that completed high 
school remained stable, while there is an increase 
in people attaining higher education. Category 4, 
bachelor degrees and higher, has almost doubled 
in percentage over the 10 years. Overall, education 
levels increased between 1991 and 2002.

The question is if this increase in education lev-
els has resulted in improved labor market participa-

Table 1: Educational categories.
Amsterdam US categories

1 Less than primary education
Primary education

Less than high school

2 Secondary education, lower level High school completed
3 Secondary education, upper level Some post secondary education

Tertiary education, lower level 
4 Tertiary education, upper level Bachelor’s degree or higher
From: DiPrete, Graaf, Luijkx, Tahlin, and Blossfeld (1997).

Table 2: Education levels of Surinamese in Am-
sterdam in 1991 and 2002, %.

1991 2002
1 36 14
2 30 29
3 24 37
4 10 20
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tion for Surinamese in Amsterdam. Labor market 
participation has been studied in two ways. First, 
unemployment levels at both time points and per 
educational group are studied. Second, positioning 
has been looked at using ILO-categorizations. The 
latter form of measurement gives an impression 
of what jobs or what types of jobs people are em-
ployed in. Employment in itself is not necessarily a 
sign of an equal or good position in society.  

Education and Employment

General unemployment levels went down for the 
group in the survey: in 1991 the percentage of un-
employed among the Surinamese was 46.9  %, al-
most half of the potential labor force. In 2002 this 
percentage was reduced to 33.5  %, a third of the 
Surinamese in Amsterdam of working age was un-
employed. There are variations across educational 
groups (Figure 1).  

The groups with education level 2 and 3, as de-
scribed in table 1, have seen the largest decrease 
in unemployment levels, unemployment for the 
groups with highest and lowest levels of educa-
tion is relatively stable. The percentages remain 
high and the pattern has not shifted. In 1991, the 

unemployment percentage for those with elemen-
tary education only, was around 65 %. In 2002 this 
percentage only slightly changed to 63 %. For those 
with lower secondary education, the percentage 
of unemployment was a little over 50 % in 1991, in 
2002 it was reduced to around 45 %. For those with 
middle secondary education levels, the change was 
smaller: from about 27 % to 20 %. Finally, the unem-
ployment percentage for those with higher educa-
tion in the sample remained stable around 15 %. 

Education and Occupation Levels

As with education, a recode was needed for occu-
pation. The analysis is performed using the ILO-cat-
egorizations of labor (Table 3).

While there is a shift in occupational positioning, 
the pattern seems to focus around the middle cat-
egories, categories mainly related to lower level jobs 
in the service industry. (see Figure 2) The increase in 
category 8 is small and there is a decrease in the per-
centage of Surinamese is category 7. The increase 
in category 6 is high, the percentage of Surinamese 
holding technical/associate professional occupa-
tions in 2002 has almost tripled since 1991. Category 
5 (clerks) has seen an increase, and in category 4, the 

percentage of Surinamese remained 
high: over 30 percent of the Suri-
namese in the samples hold a service 
job. Categories 2 and 3 have declined, 
while the percentages in category 1 
are stable over time. 

Changes in occupational means 
are measured per educational cate-
gory. (Figure 3) People with a bach-
elor’s degree or more were able to 
improve their occupational posi-
tion (as a group). For those that had 
more than high school, but less than 
a bachelor’s degree, occupational 
levels went down. The occupational 
classification for the group with a 
high school education stayed very 
much the same. For those with little 
education (less than a high school 
diploma), the occupation levels de-
creased.  

BA and 
higher 

some post 
secondary 

high school 
completed 

less than 
high school 

Highest level of education 

0.70 

0.60 

0.50 

0.40 

0.30 

0.20 

0.10 

1991 
2002 

year of study 

 
 Percentage unemployment 

Figure 1: Unemployment levels per educational category in 1991 and 2002.
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A bifurcation in opportunities seems to be tak-
ing place: for those with the highest education, oc-
cupational positions have improved, for the three 
other groups, positioning in the occupational lad-
der has remained stable or decreased. On the other 
hand, looking at employment changes, this bifurca-
tion is less visible. While unemployment is lower for 
those with more education, the numbers remained 
high and were stable over the period of study. 

Conclusions and Discussion

In Amsterdam, educational levels 
have increased for the Surinamese, 
but occupational positions have not 
followed. This can be due to the short 
period of time of the study: the effect 
of changes in education levels might 
take longer to appear on the labor 
market. On the other hand, structural 
changes seem to have had an effect on 
occupational positions: a polarization 
is emerging, as postulated by Hamnet: 
“The post-industrial societies can ex-
perience two alternative kinds of po-
larization. In the strong welfare states 
the polarization is between a small, 
but highly upgraded insider structure 
and a large outsider surplus popula-
tion. In the other case, a large service 

Table 3: Occupation Levels by ILO-categorization
General Description of Occupation:

1 Elementary Occupations
2 Plant and Machine Operators and Assemblers
3 Craft and Related Trades Workers
4 Service Workers and Shop and Market Sales Workers
5 Clerks
6 Technicians and Associate Professionals
7 Professionals
8 Legislators, Senior Officials and Managers

Figure 2: Occupational changes, Surinamese, 1991 to 2002. (Levels, see Table 3).
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Figure 3: ‘Average’ occupation level per education level in 1991 and 2002. 
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class proletariat will constitute the pivotal source of 
polarization” (Hamnet 1998), 25).

The apparent polarization in unemployment 
percentages and in labor market opportunities can 
also be due to discrimination on the labor market. 
The perseverance of discrimination on the Dutch 
and on local labor markets is documented in dif-
ferent studies (Bovenkerk and Breuning-van Leeu-
wen 1978/1979; Dagevos 1998; Gras and Bovenkerk 
1999; van Niekerk 2000a). On a more positive side, 
the increase in education can implicate a better fu-
ture for Surinamese in Amsterdam. The higher edu-
cation levels might mean that in the (near) future, 
the “catching” up with the general population can 
be completed. As discussed, the numbers did not 
reveal a linear upward trend. The problem seems 
to persist today: in 2010, the national unemploy-
ment percentages continue to show a much higher 
percentage for minority unemployment than for 
groups of a (non-migratory) minority background: 
11 % versus 4 %. Youth unemployment is even higher 
for all those that are defined as ethnic minority in 
the Netherlands: 21 % compared to 10 %.

Education should give a reduction in unemploy-
ment levels: on a national scale this is a trend. Un-
fortunately, this trend is not the same for all edu-
cational groups and based on the data two conclu-
sions can be reached. The first is that education re-
duces the unemployment levels. The second con-
clusion is that while the absolute numbers show 
that with higher education unemployment per-
centages decrease, the decrease is very different 
for the groups. Education does not generate the 
same advantage for minorities. These findings are 
confirmed by an article from the New York Times 

(December 2009): “Education, it seems, does not 
level the playing field – in fact, it appears to have 
made it more uneven” (www.nytimes.com). The 
author emphasizes two explanations: discrimina-
tion and search modes.

A final conclusion is on the importance of sam-
pling. National data are showing different trends, 
that are confirmed in a city as Amsterdam. The im-
portance of local contexts is illustrated in different 
studies, and even in a small country as the Nether-
lands, local labor markets are important for local 
populations. It is imperative that local government 
monitor trends in their city or region. 

The Dutch data confirm the more complex, non-
linear relationship between education, unemploy-
ment and origin. A positive message comes from 
the changes in levels of education: the second (and 
third) generation minority groups are higher edu-
cated than their parents. Over time, an increase in 
education levels has been seen. 
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