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Abstract 

This thesis aims to demonstrate how female migrant partners of Dutch citizens make sense of their 

integration process in the Netherlands. Despite partner migration being a common reason for migrating, 

the experiences of the integration process, developing feelings of belonging and challenges to the identity 

of the migrant partner have been overlooked in research and policymaking. Building on theories of 

integration and assimilation and loss of career identity and independence in analysing the results, I 

emphasise the need for a deeper understanding of belonging in a mobile world. I follow an interpretivist-

constructivist approach and use fifteen semi-structured interviews with migrant partners from ten 

countries, EU and non-EU, to answer the research question. The results highlight how most migrant 

partners do not perceive their migration in terms of desire but often a life decision or a necessary sacrifice 

for their partner and/or children. Migrant partners found government integration policies ineffective, and 

many pushed back against those who expected them to perform an idea of ‘Dutch identity’. Although EU 

migrant partners experience privilege in their transnational mobility, there was no distinction in the level 

of performed ‘Dutch identity’ that was expected of them in their local environment. Most migrant partners 

felt more integrated when they could re-join the workforce and regain (financial) independence in their 

daily lives, most did not seek belonging through performing a cultural identity but in contributing to 

society through employment.  

Keywords: Partner migration, integration, assimilation, immigration and integration policy in The 

Netherlands, interpretivist-constructivist ethnography, partner dependence in migration 
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Introduction 

The aim of this research was to explore how female migrant partners of Dutch citizens make sense of their 

integration in the Netherlands. This research question originated from my everyday experiences as I am a 

migrant who has moved to the Netherlands for my Dutch partner. During my five Dutch language courses 

over the course of three and a half years I met others here for the same reason with stories like mine. 

Despite similarities in our stories, there was a great variance in how we understood our integration process 

in the Netherlands.  

I believe who I am matters in this research both in how I have generated and analysed data. I am a 

tertiary-level educated, White woman from an English-speaking country, married to a Dutch man. At the 

time of writing I have lived in the Netherlands for almost four years. Prior to moving here I worked in 

different roles in education, mostly as an English teacher in four different countries. Migrating was 

familiar territory for me and despite this I struggled upon migrating to the Netherlands. The reason I 

believe who I am matters in this research is because it will be research that focuses on people in liminal 

spaces, like myself. Although I am not Dutch, I have a Dutch family that I love very much. I see myself 

and others like me as simultaneously inside and outside of Dutch society. Therefore, I believe being in a 

liminal space has been advantageous both with attracting research participants as well as in generating the 

data according to an interpretive design (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2012, pp. 95-100). In this way I see 

this research as navigating the edges and margins, never fully at the centre (Beals, Kidman & Funaki, 

2020). Although I qualify as a member of the research group, I do not believe this is unfavourable for the 

research process or data generation and interpretation, as I will go into more detail in later sections. Being 

a member of the research group allowed me to gain the trust of my participants quickly and was my 

inspiration and motivation for conducting this research. Throughout this thesis I will go into considerable 

detail of my methodological approach and process, how I approached analysing the data to demonstrate 
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transparency, and provide the reader with a ‘thick description’ of data (Geertz, 1973, p. 1) to provide a 

“backdrop for a developing understanding of what is going on” (Neyland, 2008, p. 17) with the aim of 

establishing trustworthiness and rigor in my research.  

Research Focus, Questions and Approach 

I have focused on migrant partners for this research, by that I mean people who have moved to the 

Netherlands to be with their partner, who would otherwise not have moved/stayed here. I have chosen to 

focus on female partners as historically and still now it is more common that the woman migrates to live 

in their partner’s country than vice versa (Heikkilä & Rauhut, 2015, p. 11). I also consider that given the 

time limitations of my fieldwork, focusing on women maximised research-relevant variety in my exposure 

of the different experiences of female migrant partners (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2012, p. 85). As I am 

already a member of the research group, I entered the field with “considerable knowledge of the general 

context in which the study object is located” allowing me to engage in an inductive ethnography despite 

the shorter timeframe in comparison to a traditional ethnographic study (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2000, p. 

45).  

How do female migrant partners of Dutch citizens make sense of their integration in the Netherlands? 

My research question was exploratory in nature. As already mentioned, I took an interest in this 

area from my own life experience of being a migrant partner in the Netherlands and feeling surrounded 

by ‘integration talk’, which despite having lived in four other foreign countries, I had never consciously 

thought about the concept of integration prior to moving to the Netherlands. I was disappointed by how 

little research had already been conducted into the experiences of those who migrate for love and couldn’t 

help but notice that much of what has recently been written on the topic of partner migration focuses on 

the male partner who does not migrate and whether their partner choice is evidence of their lack of 
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integration (Charsley, Bolognani, Ersanilli, & Spencer, 2020, p. 2). I will discuss this further under 

academic relevance. Therefore, I aimed at producing a thesis that would focus on how migrant partners 

themselves understood their integration process as my main research question, and with sub questions 

revolving around whether they felt integrated and how and what allowed them to feel integrated. I 

conducted my research following an interpretive-constructivist approach that “privileges human 

consciousness as an inevitable and useful part of knowledge-making, and it accompanies the researcher’s 

physical, cognitive, and emotional presence in and engagement with the persons and material being 

studied” (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2012, p. 98) and recognises how data and knowledge generated from 

research is “co-constructed” with research participants and highlights the importance of positionality of 

all involved (Ybema, Yanow, Wels, & Kamsteeg, 2009, p. 9). I will go into further detail of my theoretical 

approach and methodology in the following sections of the thesis. 

Societal and Academic Relevance 

I consider this research to be societally relevant as our transnational lives make migration and partner 

migration more common or at least easier to begin a transnational relationship (Heikkilä & Rauhut, 2015, 

pp. 6-7), therefore more relevant to societal trends. The Netherlands among other European nations is on 

the brink of a huge demographic change in the workforce for a number of reasons including but not limited 

to aging populations, longer life expectancy and declining fertility rates (Adema & van Tilburg, 2019; 

Aiyar, Ebeke, & Shao, 2016; European Commission, 2020; Smit, Tacke, Lund, Manyika, & Thiel, 2020, 

pp. iv, 4, 19). There is currently a severe need of workers in several core sectors in the Netherlands such 

as education, healthcare, construction, industry, hospitality, and information and communication 

technology (Business Insider Nederland, 2019; UWV, 2019, p. 4). Thus migration or at least (temporary) 

labour migration (Vermeulen, 2020; Vermeulen & Martel, 2020) could be beneficial for the Netherlands 

as incoming migrants could join the otherwise declining workforce. This would not solve this issue 
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completely but could be used in tandem with other strategies to address it. However, it makes sense that 

migrants and in the case of my research, migrant partners, would not want to stay in a country where they 

do not feel happy or fulfilled. Therefore another reason for partner migration warranting more attention 

would be to address the importance of mental health, sense of self-worth and social support among 

migrants (Bhugra, 2004; Lönnqvist, Leikas, Mähönen, & Jasinskaja‐Lahti, 2015). So that we are not 

looking at people purely for their economic worth but valuing them in society as human beings (Kofman, 

2000). 

I see this research as academically relevant as I believe academia should be relevant to what is 

happening in society (Davis, 2015, p. 315) and interesting enough to increase the chances that it is both 

read and motivates those who read it (Bartunek, Rynes, & Ireland, 2006). An aim of this research is to 

address the knowledge gap to this type of migration in academia. In academia less attention has been paid 

to partner migration even though it is increasing (Heikkilä & Rauhut, 2015, pp. 7-8). In the Dutch context, 

and Europe in general, most research on partner migration has focused on women from non-Christian 

backgrounds marrying either Dutch/European men or second/third generation Dutch immigrants (e.g., 

Casier, Heyse, Clycq, Zemni & Timmerman, 2013; Hooghiemstra, 2001; Liversage, 2012; ter Wal, de 

Munnik & Andriessen, 2008; Timmerman, Lodewyckx, & Wets, 2009). Much of the focus of current 

research concerns whether the partner choice of the second-generation immigrant is evidence of their lack 

of integration in the local society in which the spotlight is normally on the male partner in the country 

receiving the migrant rather than the partner who migrates, who is usually female (Charsley et al, 2020, 

p. 2). Another area of research has centred on how the transnational relationship affected the marriage of 

both partners (Heikkilä, 2015; Milewski & Kulu, 2013; Obućina, 2015; Sirkkilä, 2015), which I do 

recognise as a valid area to consider in research, but here the focus is either on both partners or specifically 

from the perspective of the male partner, who did not migrate. I intend to place the migrant partner’s 
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understanding of their integration process as the focal point of this research, as I see this absence as a clear 

knowledge gap in academia. There is also a lack of research on partner migration from other European 

countries and North American, even though overall migration from these countries to the Netherlands is 

increasing (DutchNews.nl, 2017; 2018; 2020) as it becomes easier to move within Europe as part of the 

freedom of movement right that is attached to EU membership (Koikkalainen, 2011). An exception to this 

would be Isaakyan and Triandafyllidou’s article (2014) examining how female Anglophone partner-

migrants experience integration and expat nationalism in Italy and Greece.  

Due to a lack of research in this area, there is very little known about how migrant partners 

experience integration and what aids their integration into their partner’s country. This is invaluable on a 

societal level to help migrant partners to feel belonging and self-esteem in their new home and reach self-

actualisation as we become more aware of the effects of migration on one’s mental health (Bhugra, 2004). 

Despite partner migration’s prominence throughout history (Heikkilä & Rauhut, 2015, p. 5) it often 

receives the least attention (Siegel, 2021) with most thinking of forced or labour migration before partner 

or family migration. This limited attention and assumption that all migrants have chosen to move to 

another country in search of a better life or were forced to leave their country means that there is little 

attention in academia or in policy for how migrant partners make sense of integration policy in the 

Netherlands. What is at stake is that those unaffected by partner migration, both in society and academia, 

will not be aware that these problems exist for the migrant partner. Therefore, understanding the 

integration experience of migrant partners from their perspective requires exploration as transnational 

relationships are only likely to increase in the coming decades and government integration policies will 

need to adapt to the coming population changes (Adema & van Tilburg, 2019; Aiyar et al, 2016; European 

Commission, 2020; Smit et al, 2020, pp. iv, 4, 19). 
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I will not claim that my research provides a general view of a broad selection of people, this is by 

intention a zoomed in look at a specific group of people, in a specific place and moment in time. I consider 

this a “modest ethnography” as I consider this research to be partial in relation to both my partiality as a 

researcher and the partiality and incompleteness of the ethnography itself (Neyland, 2008, pp. 60-61). My 

aim is to provide valuable insight into this underexplored area and to invite others “to pursue questions 

left unanswered by the study” (Neyland, 2008, p. 61). I have tried to be as detailed as possible not just in 

reference to academic terminology but in cultural knowledge, so someone with little knowledge of the 

Netherlands would not be confused or ‘out of the loop’ in reading this thesis. For this reason, an important 

goal of this thesis is not just to address what I see as an overlooked group in society and academia, but for 

it to be accessible to all. During my fieldwork, I was made painfully aware of how inaccessible many 

websites and materials designed to be used by migrants are, mainly because they are usually in the Dutch 

language (even if the website is designed to be used by newly arrived migrants such as Net in Nederland1). 

Participants also spoke of assumed knowledge of cultural practices and references they were expected to 

have, particularly that of mothers. Thus, I have included language translations and explained cultural 

references specific to the Netherlands in footnotes throughout the thesis.  

The structure of the thesis will be as follows: first I will describe the theoretical framework I used 

to address the research question, then I will outline the research methods used to answer my research 

question. I have gone into detail in describing each stage of the research process to facilitate possible 

replicability and demonstrate transparency. I then give a thorough review of relevant literature, including 

a comprehensive history of immigration and integration policy measures in the research context of the 

Netherlands. Following this I will present my results. In an attempt to impose order on what most 

 
1 Translation: Just [arrived] in the Netherlands. It is part of a national broadcasting station’s initiative to teach ‘newcomers’ 
about the Netherlands. It is only available in the Dutch language, with a few sentences in Arabic explaining what the site is 
about (NPO Kennis, n.d.).  
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participants described as a very confusing, emotional, and messy stage in their lives, I have structured my 

results under different levels of analysis. A macro level revolving around state government, a meso level 

of local community, environment and extended family and a micro level of immediate family and the 

individual. I have included as much ‘thick description’ of data in the results to highlight similarities and 

contradictions among participants, with the aim of telling this story in a way that illustrates the experiences 

of my participants as I interpretated it, and for the reader to see, hear and feel as I did during the process 

(Van Maanen, 1988, p. 103). Finally, I will finish with a discussion and conclusion section where I 

summarise my results, reflect on the research process and discuss further possibilities for research in this 

area.  
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Theoretical Framework 

I have followed an interpretivist-constructivist approach in this research. As my research was exploratory 

in gaining insight into the experiences of migrant partners, this interpretivist-constructivist lens allowed 

me to focus on the “participants’ views of the situation being studied” (Creswell, 2003, p. 8). This method 

is appropriate for my research as I sought a “complexity of views rather than narrowing meanings into a 

few categories or ideas” (Creswell, 2003, p. 8). This framework allows for a focus on the context that the 

participants live in, both physical location and historical time (Creswell, 2003, p. 8). In accordance with 

this interpretive-constructivist approach is questioning the idea that researchers can be ‘blank slates’ that 

are interchangeable with one another as though there is a starting point that can be seen as pure, unbiased 

objectivity, instead Schwartz-Shea and Yanow argue that self-awareness and reflexivity are key to the 

researcher generating their data (2012, p. 98). 

Using this framework I will address my positionality as a researcher, how my background, 

experiences and ideological and political views influence my interpretation of the data, as well as the 

positionality of my research participants (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2000, p. 8; Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 

2012, p. 98; Ybema et al, 2009, p. 9). Throughout this thesis I will refer to my interview participants as 

‘participants’, as I believe interviewee would diminish their role in constructing the data, they were not 

merely relaying information but a core part leading my research, guiding me in what themes I zoomed in 

on (Ybema et al, 2009, p. 9).  

I noticed while writing that I had used different terms to describe my research group throughout 

the written thesis including, but not limited to migrant, international, immigrant, expat, foreigner, alien, 

and non-native. I considered changing these to the same word for the sake of cohesiveness but decided 

this would be limiting in how the participants described themselves and the broad number of terms they 
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used during interviews. Many participants spoke of feeling like many of these terms at different times, 

like a hat that you wear depending on the situation. Accordingly, I found it fitting to keep the multitude 

of terms as part of the interpretivist-constructivist lens, to give the reader a sense of the “multiplicity of 

voices and interpretations” among research participants (Ybema et al, 2009, pp. 8-9). 
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Methodology 

In this section I will outline the methods used in my research and describe their applicability to answering 

my research question. I will start by giving an outline of the research process, then go into more detail of 

data generation and analysis methods and how these methods suit the theoretical framework of my 

research. Then I will discuss my positionality as a researcher, the limitations of this research, reflect on 

the research process and ethical considerations that I made throughout the research process. 

This research process lasted around seven months. This began in December 2021 with ideas of 

what my research question would be until present day. Throughout this time I reconstructed and rebuilt 

my research question for it to be aligned with revelations from my research participants, however at its 

core the question stayed the same: How do female migrant partners of Dutch citizens make sense of their 

own integration in the Netherlands? For the duration of the research process I considered several factors 

for framing the research question: migrant partner stigma, neoliberalist integration policy in the 

Netherlands, pressured assimilation, White and Western privilege and loss of career identity and 

independence until I realised that to truly capture the integration experience of my participants all factors 

were simultaneously at play, to focus on just one element of their experience would be a disservice to the 

participants and would fail to show the interconnectedness of the issues they face.  

Over the course of three months I sought out interview participants in multiple ways which I will 

describe further below, and I conducted 15 semi-structured in-depth interviews. I also briefly volunteered 

at an organisation that helps families organise playdates, this organisation is by default focused on 

international families or families where one parent is international, and I attended an expat fair for 

fieldwork experience. At the conclusion of the fieldwork, I began to fully immerse myself in the data I 

had generated, organising it into themes and how I could best structure my thesis into one cohesive tale. 
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Due to the interpretive-constructivist nature of this research I do not believe true replicability can be 

achieved (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2012, pp. 81-82). I have however aimed to be as detailed as possible 

in my descriptions of the research process which I will go into fuller detail through the rest of this 

methodology section.  

Participant Profile  

I began with creating a criteria that I wanted all participants to fit, and this was a non-Dutch woman whose 

primary reason for living in the Netherlands was her Dutch partner. This was not limited to a male partner, 

however all my participants do have male partners. I initially made the criteria women who had moved to 

the Netherlands for their partner but later included those who had stayed in the Netherlands for their 

partner. Two of my participants came here initially as a master’s student and extended their stay after 

meeting their partner. I considered this an important demographic to include as Dutch universities, like 

higher education elsewhere, market themselves as an attractive destination for international students 

(Altbach & Knight, 2007), therefore increasing the possibility to form transnational relationships between 

native Dutch and non-natives.  

Although I have used literature that uses the term marriage migration, I did not require that my 

participants actually be married to their partners, hence why I use the term migrant partner in the research 

question. I do not require this for several reasons, firstly in many countries, including the Netherlands, 

marriage is not necessary to obtain a partner visa, as they are viewed to “live in marriage-like conditions” 

(Heikkilä & Rauhut, 2015, pp. 7-8). Secondly, as more couples, particularly from the millennial 

generation, choose cohabitation over marriage or delay getting married for numerous reasons (see Akers 

& Kohm, 2018; Khan, Zubair, & Koseoglu, 2020) limiting my research participants to only married 

migrants would exclude a large number of people forty and younger. Their experiences to integration may 

be far different than those forty plus. If I had limited my research to only married participants I may have 
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lost out on these different experiences. Lastly, on a personal note, I believe that one person uprooting their 

life from where they live to be with their partner in another place/country is already a strong display of 

commitment to a relationship that deserves to be recognised and qualifies them to be participants in this 

research. 

While creating the participant profile I began working on my interview questions and tried to order 

the questions in a way that the interview would feel like a conversation and each question would feel like 

it organically followed the previous one (Hermanowicz, 2002), (see Appendix 1 for interview questions). 

The questions in the appendix should be viewed as a guide I used during the interviews, not a strict 

interview schedule (Neyland, 2008, p. 114). The questions were broad in nature to allow participants to 

construct their meanings of the situation they were in, in line with an interpretivist-constructivist approach 

(Creswell, 2003, p. 8). The questions were adjusted several times during the first six interviews and the 

copy in the appendix is the finale version I used from interview seven onwards. Not all questions were 

asked in the same way, many were rephrased around what the participant had already stated (Neyland, 

2008, p. 114) to both show attentive listening and to stress that I wanted fuller elaboration on a topic for 

example, “And then you mentioned about, they have a hard time integrating socially. So, what does 

integration mean to you?” (Interview 7). I designed the questions so that the participants had time to get 

comfortable and answer questions they are familiar with before moving on to more thought-provoking or 

personal topics (Hermanowicz, 2002). Despite having arranged the questions in a particular order, I 

remained flexible with the order as I wanted the participant to lead the interview as part of an 

interpretative-constructivist approach to determine what they considered important to discuss (Schwartz-

Shea & Yanow, 2012, p. 41).  

After creating the profile for participants and the interviews questions I conducted my first two 

pilot interviews with women I already knew who fit the profile. I then reached out to over 40 Dutch 
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language schools in the country and posted requests for interview participants in Facebook groups for 

expats or internationals in the Netherlands. It was during this time that it became clear that everybody 

agreed there were many people that fit the profile I was looking for, but they did not want me looking for 

them at their school or in their Facebook group. The only Facebook group that allowed me to post my 

request for research participants was dedicated to Irish people in the Netherlands, no doubt helped by the 

fact that I am Irish. During this time I also joined a Dutch course at a language school in the Netherlands 

and from this I found five of my participants both from my course and students from other courses that 

my teacher introduced me to. I found several of my interview participants through one of the women I had 

already interviewed as they had a friend or international/country specific network where they could find 

people that fit my profile.  

The Participants and Confidentiality 

The participants come from ten countries: Brazil, Canada, Colombia, Germany, Ireland, Japan, Poland, 

South Korea, the United Kingdom, and the United States. However in the table on page 20 I have listed 

them as EU or non-EU to both ensure confidentiality (Creswell, 2013, p. 174) while still including in my 

analysis the difference it made where someone was from. I have given all participants pseudonyms to 

protect confidentiality (Creswell, 2013, p. 59), but also to personalise their stories, to give each person a 

name that can be used with their story instead of being a number between one and fifteen. I allocated what 

I considered relatively common names that I did not associate with any particular country, in alphabetical 

order of the interview number. Although in retrospect I would have asked participants to choose their own 

pseudonyms (see Allen & Wiles, 2015). Most quotations include the pseudonym of the participant, 

however some do not as I believed the specific details, they gave in combination with other information 

could risk their anonymity. I have listed the participants as residing in either a major international city or 

a smaller city/town to include the impact living in an international place in the Netherlands can make 
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while keeping identifiable information limited. As some participants live in regions with fewer foreign-

born residents, listing specific places risked some participants being identifiable. Major cities were those 

with a population of over 300,000, while smaller cities and towns had population ranges between 5,000 

to 250,000 residents. The participants were different ages and had lived here different lengths of time 

which proved useful in analysis as in combination with other factors such as where they were from, 

currently living and whether they had children, all participants displayed striking similarities in their 

experiences. All of the participants were very highly educated, with all having some form of tertiary level 

education, at least seven participants having a masters as their highest qualification, three with PhDs. This 

was not intentional. Those with PhDs and masters completed in the Netherlands often had better 

employment opportunities and could work in academia as higher education in the Netherlands is promoted 

to internationals (Altbach & Knight, 2007) giving them a professional environment to work in the English 

language. Otherwise level of education did not produce a clear pattern in this research in how the 

participant experienced or discussed the integration process. I will discuss in my results section how this 

level of education may have influenced the positionality of my participants. 

I sent each participant a copy of an informed consent agreement by email before the interview (see 

Appendix 2). In the consent form I promised anonymity to all participants. I remained vague about the 

goal of the research while posting participation requests online and emailing with potential interview 

participants as I wanted the input from the research participants to guide the scope of the research in line 

with an interpretative-constructivist approach (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2012, p. 41). I maintained that 

the aim of my research was to gain a better understanding of the integration experience from those who 

undergo it first-hand. This had the pleasant effect that participants came to the interview with different 

expectations of what was expected of them, some came ready to confide in me about how difficult their 

experience had been or still was, some came with a critical stance against the high frequency of integration 
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talk in Dutch society and some seemed more focused on explaining how they had successfully integrated 

with advice they would give newcomers.  

The Interviews 

I conducted fifteen interviews in total: eight online through Zoom calls, five in public places and two at 

the home or place of work of the participant. The interview locations were chosen by the participant unless 

they requested that I find a location. The normalisation of meeting people through video calls allowed me 

to easily meet with people who lived in various parts of the country and with mothers who needed to mind 

their children in the evening. Both of which proved to be important aspects of their experience of 

integrating. I was alone with participants during the interviews, except for a few, who I interviewed in 

their homes or online, sometimes had their children coming and going during the interview. Of the five 

interviews that took place in public places, three were restaurants or cafes with table service. During these 

interviews I waited for the participant to speak to staff first and followed her lead in which language she 

spoke to staff in. This was to avoid the interview participant feeling pressured to perform a more integrated 

Dutch speaking role if that was something they were not comfortable with, and I wanted to avoid which 

language I spoke being considered a sign of being ‘for’ or ‘against’ integration (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 

2012, pp. 63-63). During interviews I tried to maintain a balance of being warm and sympathetic while 

not reacting too strongly to their stories to avoid leading them to tell me more about some aspects of their 

experience over others (Hermanowicz, 2002; Neyland, 2008, p. 114). I only allowed myself to give a more 

shocked reaction when they told a story where a shocked reaction was clearly expected based on how they 

told the story. 
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Participant Information 

 

*Although identifies as her non-EU nationality, she also has an EU nationality of a third country, which exempts 

her from government mandated civic integration. 

**Cities with a population of more than 300,000 residents. 

***Some live in or in the outskirts of smaller cities, while others live in the countryside or small towns. 

 

 

Pseudonym Current Age             
Range 

Years in NL Nationality 
Category 

Current Residence in 
NL 

Alison 
 

26-30 2.5 Non-EU Major city** 

Bethany 51-55 5 
 

Non-EU Major city 

Catherine 26-30 6 EU Major city 

Diane 46-50 20 EU Smaller 
city/suburbs*** 

Emma 41-45 14 EU Major city 

Frances 36-40 6 EU Smaller city/suburbs 

Grace 31-35 2 Non-EU Major city 

Helen 56-60 3 Non-EU Smaller city/suburbs 

Isabella 41-45 10 Non-EU Smaller city/suburbs 

Julia 51-55 5 Non-EU/EU* Smaller city/suburbs 

Kate 26-30 2 Non-EU Major city 

Lily 26-30 6 EU Smaller city/suburbs 

Michelle 46-50 11 EU Smaller city/suburbs 

Nicole 41-45 20 Non-EU Smaller city/suburbs 

Olivia 26-30 4.5 EU Major city 
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Data Analysis and Writing 

All interviews, bar one, were recorded and transcribed. I had around 15 hours’ worth of recordings, 

totalling in 348 pages or 135,684 words of transcriptions, excluding notes made during and after 

interviews and extensive interview notes made for one of the interviews that was not recorded per request 

of the participant. Recording the interviews was instrumental in the research process as it allowed me to 

take fewer notes and follow the flow of the interview with the participant and for analysis of the interview 

(Hermanowicz, 2002). Having said that, I found that if after a participant answered a question and I looked 

down and took some notes, this quiet time and looking away gave the participant an opportunity to 

continue talking without the added pressure of me looking at them as they formulated their thoughts 

(Hermanowicz, 2002). If I had the feeling they wanted to say more, I would sometimes implement this 

silence as a strategy to give them more time to answer (Hermanowicz, 2002, p. 485). After each interview 

I would record notes on the interview experience in a notebook or in my phone on the way home from the 

location and I would consult these notes when looking for relevant literature, these notes proved to be 

very useful as they noted what stood out to me the most immediately after each interview. I would later 

transcribe the interviews. Although I used a transcribing software to assist in this, I still spent on average 

three to ten hours polishing the transcription of each interview such as correcting spelling and adding non-

verbal cues such as pauses and laughs and adding what the software had missed. This process proved 

extremely useful as listening to each sentence repeatedly, highlighted themes that were present in the 

interview, emphasised comparisons across participants and gave me the chance to notice meaningful 

details or comments that I had missed during the interview itself or that I only considered meaningful after 

it was repeated by more participants. 

After all interview transcriptions were complete, I began coding the interviews using qualitative 

coding software. First, I began with inductive coding of the first two pilot interviews, after this I had 329 
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long, specific codes. I then began to categorise these codes into groups that represented repeated themes 

in the interviews such as: (in)dependence, financial costs, (loss of) career/education status, motherhood, 

comparing to other migrants, partner’s network, government, choice, etc. I created coloured papers with 

notes of key similarities or contrasts that were apparent from both the interviews I had coded, and my 

memory of other interviews. I continuously wrote and rewrote notes by hand on the data while coding 

(Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2000, p. 28). I continued inductive coding for the third and fourth interview and 

then later categorised these codes into groups that were already made or reformed wording of group names 

if necessary. After merging the longer codes into shorter ones that represented the most important themes 

throughout the interviews, I then began to deductively code the rest of my interviews to mark where 

themes were present and added or edited codes where necessary in an “iterative-recursive fashion” 

(Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2012, pp. 26-28).  

After I had a more concrete idea of the themes present, I then began working on how I could best 

structure my findings in a cohesive way that displayed how multi-layered the experience of integration 

for migrant partners could be. In line with the argumentation of Hammersley and Atkinson, the data did 

not arrange themselves into neat “chapters and sub-headings” (1995, p. 240), but required ‘ordering’ (Law, 

1994, p. 31). Therefore I have presented the findings in the layers of integration that participants alluded 

to during interviews. I aim to show that this ‘ordering’ of the writing and the writing itself is also part of 

this interpretive-constructivist approach to researching (Yanow, 2006, p. 16). The macro layer being 

government agencies, the meso layer as their local communities, environment and extended family and 

the micro layer as more individual and their nuclear family. Thus with each layer the experiences and 

findings tend to become more personal and intimate in a complementary way to how most interviews 

progressed, as beginning with more procedural, official questions to finishing with more private and 

emotional questions.  
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Positionality of the Researcher 

My positionality as a researcher is essential in this research for several reasons. Fitting the profile was not 

only my inspiration that sparked my interest in this topic but my position as a non-Dutch woman gave me 

the chance to quickly build trust among participants (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2009, pp. 57-58). As a 

White woman and an EU citizen I have the privilege of being exempt from institutionalised exams to live 

in the Netherlands (Suvarierol & Kirk, 2015, p. 252). This could influence how other migrant partners 

without this privilege relate to me. One benefit of Ireland having been colonised by the United Kingdom 

(not a sentence I thought I would ever write) was that many of the participants were under the impression 

that because of Brexit I was no longer an EU citizen and therefore also lived here on a partner visa. 

Normally I find it very frustrating when people do not know Ireland is an independent country but here it 

was quite useful.  

Most participants knew before the interview started that I was also a migrant partner, some because 

they already knew information about me through the person that put us in contact or because they asked 

before the start of the interview, many also assumed it and asked to confirm at the end of the interview. 

This commonality was key when they began to discuss the more personal aspects of their experience such 

as feeling pressure from family-in-law to assimilate and feeling a loss of independence in their everyday 

lives. This was highlighted in the amount of times participants began sentences with ‘Well I’m sure you’ve 

had that situation where…’ or ‘Yeah you know how it is with Dutch in-laws…’. I had expected that I 

would have needed to ask them to expand more on what they meant but most were eager to elaborate on 

points without prompt. Many stressed an unspoken understanding between fellow migrant partners, that 

they ‘get’ what each other are going through and it seemed clear that by most I was quickly accepted as 

‘one of them’, as I am one of them, and they felt at ease opening up to me. Many felt comfortable enough 

to ask for elaboration or clarification on a question when they were unsure. For this reason I do not believe 
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the research could be easily replicated by any researcher. Some respondents stated directly or alluded to 

having to self-censor themselves when they are talking about the Netherlands with Dutch people to avoid 

offending them. Some mentioned specific experiences where a native Dutch person reacted negatively 

when they criticised something about the Netherlands such as a participant stating they were 

uncomfortable or unhappy with the healthcare system.  

Limitations and Reflections 

The limitations of this study are primarily in finding a broad range of participants. While posting online I 

asked for women who came to or stayed in the Netherlands primarily for their Dutch partner. This was to 

sift through those who came here primarily for a job and later developed a relationship with a Dutch person 

and those who came/stayed here primarily because they had a Dutch partner. This initial recruiting 

question asking for women who had come to or stayed in the Netherlands for their partner could be quite 

confronting for a ‘modern career woman’ as it requires the female participant to admit that they have 

moved countries for their (male) partner, male in the cases of my participants, this goes against the 

“feminist ideal” of the woman who balances her career and family (Rottenberg, 2018, pp. 71-72). 

Therefore even those who participate in the research may avoid wanting to be viewed as victims without 

agency, but instead be more inclined to retrospectively view their move as something that was the right 

decision for them personally and not something they have done for someone else (Rottenberg, 2018, p. 

73). During the interviews, several participants would begrudgingly admit that their partner was their 

reason for being here and some would try to focus on the positive outcomes that have come from moving 

here for their partner. For this reason I hypothesize this initial question to filter potential participants could 

repel some who fit the criteria.  
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I found a third of the participants through Dutch language classes, two of these were in a class for 

above B2 level2 thus there is no legal obligation to study the language after achieving a B2 level, therefore 

this could impact the importance integration played in their interviews. As a third of the participants were 

dedicating their time (and money) to studying Dutch, they could be considered people more eager to 

integrate. However of the remaining ten participants found through other means, all stressed learning a 

certain level of Dutch as a priority for improving their daily lives or high importance to improve career 

prospects or out of respect to their partner and the country. Those who were partaking in language classes 

were not more or less concerned with integration itself in comparison to the other participants, unless they 

had to complete a state mandated civic integration exam.  

While seeking out participants I stated that I was interested in hearing about the migrant partner’s 

experience with integration, however if the migrant partner is not required to do a civic integration exam 

nor concerns themselves with integration otherwise then it would follow deductive reasoning that they 

would not be interested in volunteering an hour of their time for an interview about said topic. As a result 

I would (likely) have a group of participants that all consider some level or principal of integration 

relevant. 

As already stated above under positionality of the researcher, the replicability of the research is 

complicated by the special relationship or understanding I, the researcher, had with the participants as 

both a non-native in the Netherlands and a migrant partner as well as by following an interpretative-

constructivist approach. I have tried to give as much ‘thick description’ of both my research process and 

the data as possible to aid any possible replicability in future research.  

 
2 This is a language level according to the Common European Framework for Languages (CEFR). I will be referring to levels 
A1, A2, B1 and B2 throughout this thesis. For a brief explanation of what these terms mean in the Dutch language see 
TeamDutch, 2021 in references.  
For more information on the CEFR see Council of Europe, n.d. in references.  
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For future research on the topic I would have aimed to do follow-up interviews with each 

participant as most stated at the end of the interview that I had given them a lot to think about what they 

hoped to gain in the future here and others described it as a therapy session where they did not realise how 

much they had to say or ‘let out’. I believe many participants would have had more to say in a follow-up 

interview soon after the first, this was also evident from the participants with whom I spoke to in informal 

contexts several weeks after the interview who had more to say or who further reiterated their stances with 

more examples. Unfortunately, I did not have time to conduct formalised follow-up interviews with my 

participants. 

The biggest change I would address in reflecting on my interviews would be the second last 

question I asked, asking participants to give an example of their most positive experience involving 

integration or Dutch culture in general. It was designed as a way to end the interview on a more positive 

note (Hermanowicz, 2002), not necessarily for my data collection, however in reviewing my data I realised 

that those who answered the question with ease gave examples of general things they liked about Dutch 

culture such as being practical, direct or less expectation to wear makeup, whereas those who took the 

question to heart struggled to think of a positive experience as they had just given an hour long interview 

discussing a difficult transition in their lives where I asked questions that often brought up negative 

memories. I did not realise this until I finished data collection because it had not been a question I 

considered as important for the research. If I were to redo any question it would be to end the interview 

on a more positive note by asking a vague question to name something about Dutch culture that they like 

and why they like it, as I speculate for some, struggling to name a positive experience was as, if not more, 

confronting than discussing negative experiences. 
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Literature Review 

The Research Group: Partner Migration 

Although partner migration is a universal phenomenon that is applicable to many countries (Heikkilä & 

Rauhut, 2015, p. 5), for reasons already stated in the introduction, I will focus on female migrant partners 

in the Dutch context. Partner migration is often explained by globalisation, but it has a long history, going 

back to before ancient Greece or the Roman Empire when fathers married their daughters to men from 

other areas with the aim of forming strong economic alliances through family (Heikkilä & Rauhut, 2015, 

p. 5). Still to this day it is not considered unusual when the woman moves to the country of her partner as 

opposed to the other way around (Heikkilä & Rauhut, 2015, p. 6). As stated in the introduction this is why 

I have chosen to focus my research on the experiences of women. For the purposes of this research I will 

be defining partner migration as migrating to another country with the intention of reuniting with a partner 

from said country. Partner migration is often overlooked in migration research, with forced migration, 

irregular migration, and labour migration taking precedence (Siegel, 2021).  

Most of the current research on partner migration has focused on women from non-Christian 

countries marrying EU citizens, who are second generation Turkish or Moroccan men, who choose to 

marry a women from their parents’ country of origin (Casier et al, 2013; Hooghiemstra, 2001; Liversage, 

2012; ter Wal et al, 2008; Timmerman et al, 2009) This same research is primarily focused on the 

experience and decisions of the partner who is not migrating (usually the man) and whether their partner 

choice is evidence of a lack of integration in their country of residence. An exception to this would be 

research on the experiences of women from the former Soviet Union in the United States (Ryabov, 2016). 

Again this is research that is devoted to both the partner who migrates (usually the woman) and the partner 

who is not migrating (usually a man) and the impact of migration on their relationship. Heyse (2010) does 
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focus on the identity processes and intersectionality of Russian migrant partners in Belgium as well as the 

experience of being a transnational couple in Belgium. Another area more frequently focused on in partner 

migration is in relation to government policy and control measures (Scheel & Gutekunst, 2019), including 

but not limited to addressing measures to test the ‘genuineness’ of said marriages, with most drawing 

emphasis on how political discourse on migrants in general has increased policing on migrant partners 

(D’Aoust, 2013; Eggebø, 2013; Hoogenraad, 2021; Zonca, 2017). Aside from Isaakyan and 

Triandafyllidou’s article (2014) examining how female Anglophone marriage-migrants experience 

integration and expat nationalism in Italy and Greece, there is little research that focuses entirely on the 

experience of the partner who migrates and how they make sense of their integration in the new country. 

I do not assume this research will fill any gap on how the process of migration and integration is 

experienced by the partner who migrates but will instead point out that a gap exists and start a discussion 

on this topic.  

Van Bochove and Burgers (2015) highlight the difference between migrants of choice and stigma, 

they note how highly skilled migrants who have travelled for opportunities are viewed and view 

themselves differently than middle class migrants of Surinamese, Turkish or Moroccan decent in the 

Netherlands. However one area that became apparent during this research was how most participants did 

not describe their migration as chosen or desired, while this was how natives in their environment had 

perceived it. Although these were not forced or arranged marriages that does not mean that their decision 

to migrate was a clear-cut choice. Many described it as an ‘only choice’ situation, which is an oxymoron 

as this cannot be considered a true choice, by definition of the word choice (“Choice”, n.d.). Participants 

described how they had fallen in love with a man from another country and therefore decisions about who 

moved where needed to be made or were still under consideration. Some described how it was simply a 

given that they would move to his country. More research is needed on how this affects migrant partners’ 



Page 29 of 109 
 

motivations for integrating, need for organisational support, as well as seeing how migration and 

integration affects the relationship between the partners. 

Hack-Polay, Mahmoud, Kordowicz, Madziva, and Kivunja (2021) discuss how forced migrants 

avoided being described as refugees due to its negative connotation and fought to define themselves and 

that “discarding or suspension of a certain identity in favour of more beneficial ones was transactional and 

situated” (p. 8). This was apparent in this research as most participants rejected identifying as a ‘migrant 

partner’ as they saw it as stigmatised in (Dutch) society, with one participant describing the word migrant 

as ‘loaded’ and another participant feeling discriminated against by the immigration department when she 

tells them she is here on a partner visa. Many instead sought ways to define themselves outside of their 

partner or visa status. 

Assimilation and Integration  

These two terms assimilation and integration are often used interchangeably but refer to vastly different 

concepts. Following Berry’s definitions of the terms, assimilation means that the migrant abandons their 

previous cultural identity or that the national society the migrant has moved to expects migrants to fully 

adopt the culture of the national society (1997, p. 9), “there are no loose ends” as one of my participants 

phrased it. Integration is when there is an interest in both the migrant maintaining their cultural identity 

and becoming an integral part of the larger social network, often by joining the labour force and becoming 

a socio-economical member of the national society (1997, p. 9). Acculturation meaning that both the host 

society and the migrant groups adapt to each other, therefore change can happen on both sides not just on 

the part of the migrant (1997, p. 7), “meeting halfway” or feeling like a bicultural family as several of my 

participants phrased their experiences. In figure 1 below you can see how integration and assimilation can 

be compared. Berry stresses that “integration can only be ‘freely chosen’ and successfully pursued by non-

dominant groups when the dominant society is open and inclusive in its orientation towards cultural 
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diversity” (p. 10) Thus a mutual accommodation is required for integration to be attained, involving the 

acceptance by both dominant and non-dominant groups of the rights of all groups to live as culturally 

different peoples within the same society, to create a plural society where multiculturalism is possible (pp. 

10-11). I will discuss multiculturalism and its history in the Netherlands further in the following section. 

Figure 1 

 Acculturation strategies (Berry, 1997, p. 10) 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I began this research around the concept of integration as this is the term used by the Dutch 

government, Inburgering meaning civic integration in English. Despite not having to pass civic integration 

exams EU citizens and native Dutch tend to be familiar with the term integration because of its frequent 

use in Dutch politics and media since 2002 (Lucassen & Lucassen, 2015). In the following sections I will 

go deeper into the history of integration and assimilation talk and the different approaches that have been 
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implemented in the last 60 years, how integration became a frequently used term here and more details on 

civic integration requirements and who is required to complete them. 

The Dutch Context: History of Immigration and Integration Policy in the Netherlands 

The experiences of my participants and the people in their environment are a product of the policy and 

political talk they live in, both in place and time. To discuss current policy measures and attitudes towards 

assimilation without explaining their origin or what they are a reaction to would fail to give the full picture 

of the situation. Therefore background information on the history of immigration and integration policy 

is essential in the context of my research site: a specific country in a specific time. I will try to be brief yet 

informative in this history, show how this history resulted in new policies being introduced and relate how 

this has impacted current integration and political talk in the Netherlands, with the later coming to fruition 

in my results and discussion sections where I show how integration and political talk impacted how my 

participants made sense of integration. 

Immigration to the Netherlands has a long history, going back five centuries as Leo and Jan 

Lucassen describe in their book on the history of migration in the Netherlands (2018). I will not go this 

far back in recounting the history but what is relevant from this long history is that the Netherlands greatly 

profited from immigrants coming to the country with the authors stating there may not have been a Golden 

Age3 in the Netherlands if not for skilled immigrants flocking to Amsterdam and other cities (2018, p. 

47). The immigration that is mostly discussed in the Netherlands is that of the guest workers. In the 

aftermath of World War Two, there was a desperate need for building both because of the destruction 

 
3 A period of time from the late 16th to late 17th century when the Netherlands became very prosperous due to their success 
in trade, art, and science. The Golden Age is frequently referred to in discussions about Dutch history, the prosperity that 
came as a result of the trade of humans is discussed somewhat less, but there has been a growing awareness of how the 
slave trade enabled the Netherlands to become the ‘economic powerhouse’ it then was. For more information on The 
Golden Age in English see Holland.com, 2021 in references. 
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during the war and the baby boom that followed (Lucassen & Lucassen, 2015, p. 76). ‘Guest workers’ 

were recruited to help with this rebuilding, with the majority coming from Southern Europe, Turkey, 

Tunisia, and Morocco (p. 77). They were called guest workers as the idea was that they would only stay 

for as long as there was work and then they would leave, thus temporary labour migrants (p. 77). This 

ended up not being the case as many from Morocco and Turkey ended up staying long-term and bringing 

their families with them. This was possible because of decisions made by a previous right-leaning 

government as they prioritised efficiency and productivity in Dutch workplaces and wanted to keep the 

Netherlands competitive in attracting labour migrants. Thus there was no time limit on how long guest 

workers could stay working in the Netherlands, which allowed them to build up social rights as they lived 

here longer. Secondly, the then government also allowed the families of migrants to join them here as 

family was sacred in the eyes of God and should not be separated (pp. 77-80). During this time there was 

no expectation of integration or assimilation from these labour migrants as the government wanted them 

to keep their cultural identity so that they could move back to their countries of origin (Bruquetas-Callejo, 

Garcés-Mascareñas, Penninx, & Scholten, 2007, p. 13). Due to these policies when a recession began in 

the 1970s, instead of leaving the Netherlands because of lack of work, many guest workers from Morocco 

and Turkey stayed in the Netherlands because if they returned to their countries of origin they would lose 

the social rights they had built up and would not be able to re-enter the country due to new border control 

measures being enforced to decrease immigration to the country (Lucassen & Lucassen, 2015).  

This increase in immigration from Morocco and Turkey in the 1970s coincided with the 

decolonisation of Suriname, when several hundred thousand people emigrated from Suriname to the 

Netherlands (van Meeteren, van de Pol, Dekker, Engbersen, & Snel, 2013, p. 116). However during this 

time there was not an increase in anti-immigrant talk in the public sphere, Lucassen and Lucassen (2015) 

state that there was a growing awareness among Dutch people of both war crimes that were committed in 
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the name of defending colonisation and the staggering numbers of Jewish people who had been sent to 

concentration camps from the Netherlands. This awareness of what racism and discrimination can lead to 

is referred to as the “ethical revolution” (Lucassen & Lucassen, 2015, p. 83) and because of the new 

sensitivity to racism, issues around immigration were considered taboo to discuss, discussing immigration 

or expecting assimilation from migrants was considered far-right politics (Lucassen & Lucassen, 2015, p. 

84). This increase in immigration during a recession meant that the main intent of integration policy was 

to “soften the effects [of the recession]...through housing, education and income assistance” (p. 86) and 

to avoid the politization of immigration, as there were fears “that anti-immigrant sentiments could easily 

lead to racism and discrimination and should be avoided at all costs” (Lucassen & Lucassen, 2015, p. 88). 

Multiculturalism, the notion that several separate cultures can co-exist peacefully but separately (Rattansi, 

2011, Introduction), took hold in Dutch immigration policy, with the goal of “integration with retention 

of identity”, where migrants could retain their cultural identities (p. 10).  

Disillusionment among the Dutch public around integration policy and multiculturalism became 

more widespread throughout the late 1990s and early 2000s (Lucassen & Lucassen, 2015, p. 94). This 

disapproval of then policy measures happened in tandem with the rise of neoliberal government policies 

all over the world as well in the Netherlands (Harvey, 2005, pp. 2-3) which brings us to current 

immigration and integration policy. Both the backlash towards previous ‘failed’ integration, 

multiculturalist policies (Schinkel & van Houdt, 2010, p. 697) and the newfound interest in marketisation 

and privatisation of what were previously government roles resulted in ‘citizenship’ and 

‘responsibilisation’ becoming the leading concepts in integration policy (Bruquetas-Callejo et al, 2007, p. 

20; Schinkel & van Houdt, 2010). Despite more far-right politicians being excluded from joining ruling 

parties, they can still sway public opinion and make migrant integration a focal point in political 

discussions (Bruquetas-Callejo et al, 2007, p. 30; Kremer, 2019, p. 93).  
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Recent Immigration and Integration Policy in the Netherlands 

Integration policy became something that the migrant was supposed to do independently, that there should 

not be government or welfare support. The migrant had to prove they had earned their place and was 

encouraged to play an active role in Dutch society, prove they were a loyal and ‘good’ citizen, this was 

emphasised as being their “individual responsibility” (Schinkel & van Houdt, 2010, p. 697). Schinkel and 

van Houdt (2010) state that this ‘responsibilisation’ of migrants is a form of neoliberal communitarianism 

where the migrant is governed through their community and through responsibility. This neoliberal 

communitarianism focus on ‘earned’ citizenship is also present in other Western European countries such 

as the U.K. and France (see van Houdt, Suvarierol & Schinkel, 2011). 

The ‘failure of multiculturalism’ was used as evidence that previous integration strategies had 

failed (Schinkel & van Houdt, 2010, p. 697) and Dutch integration policy went from “state responsibility 

to individual and market-based responsibility”, from being about equality and emancipation to citizenship 

and loyalty (pp. 703-704). In 1994, the Outline Integration Ethnic Minorites Policy Paper stated that a 

new type of relationship was needed between the state government and citizens, that “more autonomy and 

responsibility” were expected from citizens and local government (p. 701). In 1998 the Civic Integration 

Newcomers Act (Wet Inburgering Nieuwkomers) was introduced, this meant migrants were obligated to 

participate in civic integration and languages courses (p. 702). Following the Civic Integration Act (Wet 

Inburgering) in 2007, passing civic integration and language exams would be the new requirement (p. 

705). The aims of these policies were said to emancipate those of a migration background and prevent 

them and their children ‘falling behind’ Dutch natives. In reaction to anti-immigrant and anti-welfarism 

talk in politics, integration policy prioritised migrants being able “to cope for [them]selves in society” and 

emancipating themselves (Schinkel & van Houdt, 2010, p. 702). Since 2005, migrants from some 

countries have needed to pass the first level of this civic integration and language exams prior to arrival 
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to gain permission to live in the Netherlands (van Meeteren et al, 2013, p. 122). EU citizens are exempt 

from state mandated integration controls to live in the Netherlands due to the freedom of movement and 

residence law between EU member states4.  

Previously public civic integration schools became privatised believing this would both streamline 

and improve the integration process, however like other neo liberalised systems that were previously 

public, this privatisation meant that these schools became more profit-focused with schools having 

“production targets” to meet to prove integration was happening (Suvarierol & Kirk, 2015, p. 258). 

Suvarierol and Kirk go into detail how this system strained all participants in the integration process, from 

the students to the teachers, the school, and the local governments (2015, p. 258). Deception, coercion, 

and manipulation of students being rampant, many signing contracts without understanding them nor 

knowing what the consequences of breaking the contract were (p. 256). Some students claimed they were 

intentionally misinformed and put in classes they would easily pass as opposed to what they needed to 

feed these ‘production targets’ placed on schools (p. 256). Upon being placed in low quality classes or 

classes not suited to their level students could not leave said class without losing access to their welfare 

benefits, this resulted in them feeling distrustful of the system (pp. 256-257). Therefore the system that 

was intended to ‘responsibilise’ migrants with the choice of the ‘free’ market and make them responsible 

for their integration resulted in many feeling less in control. With migrants and refugees being vulnerable 

members of society (p. 256) many also fell victim to fraudulent schools. Investigations conducted by 

journalists such as those published in De Volkskrant5,  have shown how easy it has been to defraud the 

system that lacked effective government oversight (DutchNews.nl, 2018; RTL Nieuws, 2018b; Stoffelen 

& de Zwaan, 2020; Stoffelen, de Zwaan, & van Uffelen, 2020). In some of these cases the migrant or 

 
4 This has not stopped some Dutch politicians from attempting to introduce integration mandates for EU citizens, they have 
not succeeded as this is against the EU freedom of movement and residence law (de Waal, 2017). 
5 Major Dutch newspaper. 
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refugee was willing to engage in fraud to access funds that were intended for their integration courses, but 

many were unwilling and confused victims of fraud. Shpaizman (2010) stresses that although integration 

policy became typically neo liberalised in that the (financial) responsibility is that of the migrant and the 

free market maintains civic integration and language schools, it is simultaneously against neo liberalist 

ideals in that state government oversight pressures migrants, schools and local government to meet 

‘production targets’ (p. 23). Meeting these said targets to give the appearance of control over immigration 

and integration in reaction to the perceived lost control in the late 20th century (Bruquetas-Callejo et al, 

2007, pp. 24-25; Shpaizman, 2010, p. 25). 

In reaction to the belief that those from migrant backgrounds did not ‘fit in’ Dutch society and 

their children were ‘falling behind’, integration talk became increasingly focused on “‘culture’, ‘norms 

and values’ and proper definitions of ‘Dutchness’ and of ‘Dutch society’” (Schinkel & van Houdt, 2010, 

p. 703). The efficacy of promoting a national ‘Dutch identity’ was critiqued by the Netherlands Scientific 

Council for Government Policy (Wetenschappelijke Raad voor het Regeringsbeleid - WRR) in a report 

published in 2007 where they suggested “focusing on processes of identification in education, in the labour 

market, and in the community” would be more effective (Kremer, 2019, p. 84). This developed into further 

controversary after a speech made by then Crown Princess Máxima6 at the unveiling of the report (p. 84). 

As a fellow migrant partner, who had made integration one of her causes that she wanted to help with as 

a royal (Hoedeman, 2005), she agreed with the report and stated that “The typical Dutch person doesn’t 

exist” (Kremer, 2019, p. 88), she further elaborated that the typical Argentinian does not exist either and 

that Dutch identity is far more multi-faceted and complex, and we should not present national identities 

in stereotypes and clichés (p. 88). Unfortunately most in the media focused on the former remark, with 

 
6 Now Queen Máxima, originally from Argentina, moved to the Netherlands to marry the then Crown Prince Willem-
Alexander, who is now King of the Netherlands. 
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some taking it as an insult that there was no such thing as Dutch identity (p. 88). This public outrage over 

the report would come to influence as to how immigration and integration policy enactment would need 

to consider public opinion on immigration in the future (pp. 91-92).  

This brings us to the current learning materials, exams and ceremonies for the Participation 

Declaration (Participatieverklaring) and civic integration (Inburgering). The Participation Declaration is 

a recent development in the civic integration process, becoming mandatory for all new migrants since 

2017. The aim of it is for the migrant to become acquainted with the ‘core values of the Netherlands’ such 

as freedom of speech, equality, solidarity, and participation in society (Ministry of Social Affairs and 

Employment, 2014). Non-EU migrants must participate in a Participation Declaration Trajectory 

(Participatieverklaringstraject – PVT) and thereafter sign a document stating they agree with these ‘core 

values of the Netherlands’ (see appendix 3 for a copy of the participation declaration in English). Although 

it is stated on the government website that all who have to do civic integration must follow the trajectory 

as well as sign the form (Dienst Uitvoering Onderwijs, n.d.a), citizens from some ‘Western’ countries can 

be exempt from the trajectory and just sign the document after participating in a ‘ceremony’ where they 

state they agree with these values, as was the case for one of my participants. This privilege will be 

discussed in the next section. De Waal (2017) offers a critique of why the signing of the Participation 

Declaration is unnecessary as it covers the same information in the current civic integration programme, 

directly contradicts rights established in the Dutch Constitution and the European Convention on Human 

Rights, therefore ineffective in producing its desired goal of ‘better integrated’ migrants. Ogier (2020) 

draws attention to how the language in the learning materials for the Participation Declaration emphasises 

an ‘us versus them’ mentality (Ybema, 2020). In the pamphlet introducing the participation declaration, 

the reader (the migrant) is reminded how the Netherlands was the first country in the world to legalise gay 

marriage (Ogier, 2020, pp. 38-39). Ogier (2020) draws attention to references of gender and sexuality in 
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the learning materials, with all Dutch people assumed to be open and tolerant and the migrant being 

assumed to be homophobic and against equal rights for women. Throughout the study material it is 

presumed that the migrant is less tolerant and needs to become more like the Dutch, so instead of 

welcoming them to join Dutch society, a clear distinction is made between the migrant and the native 

Dutch, reinforcing an ‘us versus them’ mentality (Ybema, 2020) and the idea of a ‘one-Dutch culture’ 

(Ogier, 2020, pp. 38-39). 

The civic integration course consists of six separate exams, four for language skills (reading, 

writing, listening, and speaking) and two others for knowledge of Dutch society (Kennis van de 

Nederlandse Maatschappij – KNM) and the Dutch labour market (Oriëntatie op de Nederlandse 

Arbeidsmarkt - ONA) (Dienst Uitvoering Onderwijs, n.d.b). In practice exams for knowledge of Dutch 

society, a stereotyped idea of national identity is encouraged with questions such as what do you bring to 

a Dutch person’s house when you come for dinner, what religion are half of the Dutch population and 

“who is the boss in the Netherlands” (Knoestertrainingen.nl, 2015, pp. 108; 40; 23). Suvarierol and Kirk 

(2015) describe how this notion of a ‘one-Dutch culture’ teaches those participating in these courses that 

they need to ‘play along’ if they want to stay in the country and they question whether this neo liberalised 

civic integration education system fulfils the “policy goal of creating self-reliant citizens”, that what the 

courses promote is “submissiveness to state and market authority” (p. 263). They conclude that migrants 

learn integration is solely their responsibility, and they should not expect help, they add that perhaps this 

is the image of integration that anti-immigrant populations would like to see implemented (p. 263). This 

brings me back to how the ‘pessimistic turn’ (Lucassen & Lucassen, 2015) in immigration and integration 

attitudes from the 1990s onwards continues to influence current policies that migrants face and how they 

experience integration both on a larger state government level to a local, community, family level. These 

authors show that migrants in the Netherlands are under increasing pressure to perform an idea of Dutch 
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culture and to ‘prove’ they are worthy to native Dutch. In my thesis I will go on to argue how migrant 

partners of Dutch citizens, in particular those who become/are mothers, are under increasing scrutiny to 

assimilate into Dutch society. I will also argue that this ‘responsibilisation’ of migrants in reaction to the 

‘failure of multiculturalism’ has increased migrant partners’ dependency on their (male) partners rather 

than ‘liberate’ migrant women. 

White, Western and EU privilege in Migration and Integration Process 

There is a clear privilege in how those coming from Western, majority White nations experience 

integration in the Netherlands, with requirements to attain a partner being easier for those from wealthier 

nations. An example of this would be how some migrant partners are required to begin their civic 

integration prior to entering the country (van Meeteren et al, 2013, p. 122). This requirement is not 

expected of all migrant partners to attain a partner visa, with one participant from a Western and majority 

White nation stating it just required ‘some storytelling’ about their relationship and had met people who 

had been waiting years to bring their partner from a South American country here. Weiner remarks how 

colonial history still impacts how people of colour are viewed in the Netherlands, and therefore impacts 

how migrants experience integration and multiple cultural identities (2014, p. 733).  

Another area of privilege that became apparent in this research is EU privilege, those who were 

internal EU migrants have the right to live in the Netherlands without a visa, due to the freedom of 

movement right that comes with EU membership. This EU privilege mostly became apparent in my 

interviews in how much of an absence the role of the government played in their integration process. Non-

EU migrants had more to say about visa requirements and civic integration exams as it was something 

they dealt with unlike EU migrants. This EU privilege is gaining more attention in research since the full 

implementation of Brexit, as both EU migrants living in Great Britain and Britons living in EU countries 
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have to find new ways to remain legal residents post-Brexit (Barnard, Butlin & Costello, 2022; Sigona, 

Craven, Benson, & Zambelli, 2022). 

Although there were clear privileges in respect to dealing with government bodies or in ‘passing’ 

as Dutch in the migration process, there was no clear privilege in treatment in how participants 

experienced integration or pressured assimilation, in their workplace or their partner’s network of family 

and friends. I will discuss this further in the second part of the results section. 

Loss of Career Identity and Independence 

Skorikov and Vondracek define occupational, or career identity as I will be referring to it, as one’s 

awareness of oneself as a worker (2011, p. 693). They consider it a core element of one’s overall identity, 

as one’s occupation is often seen, at least in the global North, as more than an income but as one’s main 

means of social integration and personal development (2011, p. 697). Roodt, Jansen and Crous state that 

it has the potential to provide one with stability in an ever-changing world (2015, p. 1). We can see the 

importance of career identity in how unemployment can be an enormous threat to one’s identity, as one 

moves to a socially stigmatised group [the unemployed] in society (Breakwell, 1986, pp. 51-63). Föbker 

(2019) discusses the career-related difficulties faced by an accompanying partner, who migrates with their 

partner for the benefit of their partner’s career. She focuses on the often-gendered nature of these career 

sacrifices and how these partners adjust their career plans post-migration. I consider the loss of career 

identity essential to this research as how one socially and culturally integrates into another country can be 

related to whether their career identity provides them with stability during the integration process (Roodt 

et al, 2015, p. 1), if they face extra hurdles in gaining employment (Fearfull & Kamenou, 2010; Föbker 

2019) and if their identity feels threatened from loss of access to a social group they were previously a 

part of (Breakwell, 1986, p. 51). This was evident in two-thirds of participants who had experienced a 

direct loss to their career or education status upon moving to the Netherlands. Many resorted to education 
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and ‘upskilling’ to regain employment mobility and those who were long-term unemployed7 frequently 

referring to their work status or ethic that they identified with in their previous country of residence. This 

threat to their identity can come from within or from external forces (Breakwell, 1986, p. 192) as was the 

case in my research with some participants expressing feeling less capable after working in unskilled 

labour for many years in the Netherlands or after natives had implied to them that they may find higher 

education in a Dutch university too difficult in comparison to their country of origin. 

Kofman’s (2000) article highlights how even highly skilled female migrants may have difficulties 

with job opportunities and in their work environment. She points to evidence that the educational 

qualifications of female migrants are on the rise, with many female migrants being more highly educated 

than their male partners, which was also in the case in many of my research participants. Kofman states 

that earlier feminist research may have unintentionally encouraged a view of female migrants as unskilled 

and without agency in their migration (p. 54). Kofman remarks that though domestic work is considered 

unskilled labour, many of the female migrants who perform it are not unskilled but become classified as 

unskilled in the devaluation of their previous education (p. 55). This was the case for several of my 

participants who upon moving to the Netherlands their masters or graduate degree was no longer 

recognised, with one migrant partner with a master’s degree in social work working as an au pair and then 

later in a supermarket.  

This loss of career identity was accompanied with a loss in independence as the migrant partners 

have both a dependency on their partners with language barriers and a loss of financial independence that 

comes with stable employment. This relates to how Berry (1997) describes integration as socio-economic 

in how a migrant becomes part of the host nation, with most participants describing how finding work, 

 
7 Unemployed for 12 months or more.  
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specifically work that gave them a sense of ‘who they are’ and matching a career identity they associated 

with (Collinson, 2003, p. 530; Hoyer, 2020) being the most important part of integrating in the 

Netherlands. The earlier mentioned ‘responsibilisation’ of migrants in Dutch integration policy (Schinkel 

& van Houdt, 2010) had a gendered approach where migrant women are shown to need emancipation 

(Roggeband and Verloo, 2007). Although their research focused on the experiences of Muslim women in 

the Netherlands, their work is applicable in the case of other migrant women as this ‘responsibilisation’ 

policy applies to all migrants (particularly noticed by non-EU migrants) and mirrors that of neoliberalist 

feminism (Rottenberg, 2018). Roggeband and Verloo stress that history has been rewritten to suggest 

Dutch women liberated themselves, with state support for this group since the 1970s being forgotten and 

that migrant women are expected to follow in their footsteps and liberate themselves and their families 

(2007, p. 283). This financial and mental cost of this ‘responsibilisation’ was felt by many participants, 

particularly those who arrived after state financial aid for language learning ended and those whose partner 

was not already a homeowner, as they struggled to pay for rent on top of language and/or civic integration 

courses. 
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Results 

The Choice of the Migrant Partner 

I didn’t choose the Netherlands, I chose him. – Nicole 

Part of my reason for choosing this research group was that I wanted to look at a group that had chosen to 

come to the Netherlands and therefore had more reason or desire to be part of society than someone like 

a refugee who had been forced to leave their country because of war, persecution, or climate destruction. 

However, over the course of my interviews it became progressively clear that this is no straightforward 

choice. Early in the interviews I would ask “Why did you decide to move here?” and more often than not 

the answer would describe how they were more flexible than their partner, because their partner had 

children here from a previous relationship or he wanted to be with his aging parents: 

So it was kind of a little bit of a make or break kind situation to how do we…how do we go forward? And he 

also has a daughter here. So he has to spend half of his time here. So yeah, he didn't have a lot of flexibility, 

whereas I did. – Frances 

We were looking for the solution… which is better, that he comes to [her country], or I come to the 

Netherlands… the result is that it’s better that I go to the Netherlands… And also he has children so and, 

also grandchildren …I thought that…is better...for me to go to the Netherlands and also that is also my 

challenge…to experience new things and the new, to encounter new culture. – Helen 

Some said that they had thought that she would have an easier time finding work in the Netherlands than 

he would in her country or that adapting to his country would be easier for her as she was less rooted or 

more adaptable and that it made sense for her to come here: 

We thought it would be much easier for me to get a job in the Netherlands than for him to get a job in the 

[her country]… and then he was like born and raised in Amsterdam. His brother lives in our neighbourhood, 

his parents, you know, all of that, where I grew up in the military. So we moved every two to three years. – 

Grace 
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I'm not good in long distance relationships. So I knew that's not going to work for me... But still, I wanted to 

stay because, yeah, I liked it here. And I knew it's easier for me to stay here than for him to move to [her 

country]. So we are speaking about it, but I don't know how realistic it is. And yeah, I know the Netherlands, 

I know Amsterdam and all of that. So it's, yeah, it makes more sense that I stay here then that we would go to 

[her country] I think, that's the reasoning at the moment. – Olivia 

For some the choice is not about what is best for them or their partner but their children and this decides 

for them. When asked if they had plans to leave the Netherlands several mentioned that they would stay 

here until their children turn eighteen and perhaps after that they would move somewhere else: 

I actually thought about quite hard. And of course, a lot of things were going on in my… What is actually 

most important is actually the kids continued good quality of education because their age was like 12 and 14 

and is very sensitive. And that was the I found, that is a most critical moment that we have to make a decision. 

Either you come now, or you cannot come, because later is too late. – Bethany 

I know this is a better place for a child to be reared. So I'm happy to stay here with her for the foreseeable 

future. And then once she hits eighteen, I don't know, we'll see. – Emma 

Some expressed how daunting and tiring the prospect of moving again would be and how starting all over 

again was also undesirable. So although some had chosen to initially come here to study, now that they 

had somewhat settled they did not want to move again in case it still did not improve their prospects: 

Then you're starting all over again, and that's what I sort of realised like, once I started to make friends here, 

it's like okay, I can dream of green pastures in [another country] or wherever. But I'm gonna have to go 

through that same hard process and you never know which way it's gonna go... I mean it’s hard to, I don't 

want to start over again. – Catherine 

No, I think…I think we will live here permanently... I'm fed up with moving around so. – Bethany 

Nicole stated explicitly that when people would meet her and one of their first questions would be “Why 

did you choose the Netherlands?”, she would think “I didn’t choose the Netherlands, I chose him”. Nicole 

and her partner thought it would be easier for her to move because of her personality, that she was more 

suited to it. I recognised myself in Nicole’s words and began to view this type of migration as less of a 
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choice migration, at the very least more of a ‘Sophie’s choice’. Where is the choice when you are choosing 

between the person you love and the place where you are living comfortably or where your career or 

education is more valued? For many this does not feel like a choice at all. Twelve of the fifteen participants 

acknowledged they have sacrificed a lot to move here for their partner, whether it was a successful career, 

the value of their education, being near their family, in particular being apart from their own mothers when 

they became mothers themselves. Some of these sacrifices will be discussed throughout the rest of the 

results section of this thesis. The choice to migrate is less black and white than it is often portrayed, this 

goes for labour migration as well. Although none of my participants were forced to come here, many did 

not see themselves as having chosen the Netherlands but having chosen the relationship. I see this as an 

important distinction in discussions on partner and labour migration in comparison to lifestyle migration 

and should be kept in mind while reading the rest of the thesis. 
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Responsibilised Bodies 

Oh, you’re in luck if you don’t know what the M form is. – Grace 

As I have already mentioned in the section on immigration and integration policies, the Dutch system has 

since the 1990s moved from integration and identification as a “state responsibility to individual and 

market-based responsibility” (Schinkel & van Houdt, 2010, p. 701). Schinkel and van Houdt (2010) attest 

to how since the 1990s migrants are expected to responsibilise themselves in this system by assimilating 

to Dutch ‘norms and values’ to become a moral citizen and to responsibilise themselves to integrate. If 

migrants succeed in doing this, then they would begin to ‘earn’ their place in society. When I asked 

participants if they felt responsible for their integration all said yes, completely. Many stated that if they 

did not do it, then who would do it for them, “It was sort of just obvious” (Lily). Despite feeling an 

internalised push to integrate into Dutch society without receiving support, many participants 

simultaneously struggled to remain independent in the process. Many had lived independently prior to 

moving to the Netherlands to be with their partner and spoke of how they struggled to maintain this here 

or even blamed themselves for having lost some of their previous independence. 

[In the last country she lived in] I bought a house by myself… And so I did everything by myself. Obviously, 

there was no one else, you know, bills, tax, all the legal stuff, everything. And I think it's so important, 

especially as a woman to be really just, you know, not independent from someone, just independent. And then 

I came here, and I've gotten so lazy, and it's completely my own fault. – Michelle 

This theme of independence runs throughout the results section as it cannot be compounded into just one 

area of someone’s life. Here I will focus on the dependence that was the result of not knowing the ‘system’ 

or the language and near the end I will look at the financial dependence that came with migrating and 

integrating in the Netherlands.  
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Blue Letters 

Many struggled in particular with navigating the tax system independently. Some did not have a problem 

with their husband taking charge of their finances while others wanted to do things independently as they 

had in their previous countries of residence but were unable to. They resorted to getting help from their 

partners or their partner’s parents or paying a professional to do it for them. Several described this as 

losing a skillset: 

“But my previous life was an accountant so and that was frustrating. Because [in previous countries she 

lived in] I always did my own taxes. And then I came here, I couldn't do it… There's another skill set gone, 

almost, you know, because of…I never had to pay anyone to do my taxes, but this time I did.” – Frances 

“They send you out a fucking 16-page book with size seven print front and back in Dutch…you cannot fill it 

out with the kind of simpler online system. You have to go through this really, really intensive… it’s just so 

unintegration unfriendly for that purpose.” – Catherine 

“Oh, you are in luck if you don't know what the M form is. It's your migration form. It's your tax form for 

your first year. It is only available in paper, it is only available in Dutch. And if you call the belastingdienst8 

they are legally not allowed to speak to you in any language except Dutch. So I gave that paper M form which 

we requested from the belastingdienst to my partner. And he spent like, an entire weekend trying to decipher 

it. And he was still unable to do so. So now I have to hire somebody to do my taxes for me.” – Grace 

Some showed the fear they felt when dealing with the tax office and other government administrative 

things they need to do. Although the same argument of being afraid of dealing with the tax office could 

be made about any country, the recent case of the childcare benefits scandal9 and the tax office admitting 

to putting those with dual citizenship under extra scrutiny (Holligan, 2021), has reinforced the feeling that 

the tax office and government institutions are to be feared by foreigners who do not know ‘the system’, 

 
8 Translation: Tax office. 
9 Childcare benefits scandal (toeslagaffaire). For an explanation of this in English see Dutch childcare benefits scandal, n.d. 
in references. 
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particularly ethnic minorities. This was most notable in the participants who had tried to do their taxes 

independently first:  

They sent me a letter with like an estimate of how much they thought I owed them based on not knowing 

anything about my company, which is basically zeros and zeros. And they sent me this estimate and it was a 

bill for 5,300 euros, and I just freaked the fuck out… thankfully, my father-in-law worked at the 

belastingdienst10 for 40 years. So he went and sorted it out and got them to like nullify it, but since then, I 

was just so scared that the Dutch system, like the powers that be that send out the blue letters are just gonna 

like, screw me over because I don't understand. – Catherine 

“Kennisgeving inburgeringsplicht” 

While at a workshop at an expat fair to hear more about the official state language exams (Staatsexamen 

Nt2) at B1 and B2 level, the women running the presentation said that even if people only have to study 

to A2 level Dutch for their civic integration11, it is recommended to study to B1 level as “All government 

communication is at B1 level”, the pamphlet they were handing out with information about doing this 

state exam was also only available in Dutch. If you go to their website12 although the homepage is 

available in English, the instruction films are narrated in Dutch, and the rest of the website with 

information on where you can study the language to prepare for the exam is also only available in Dutch. 

So in order to effectively use the government website about doing a state regulated Dutch exam at B1 

level, you need to already know the language at a B1 level. The irony of this is not lost on some of the 

participants I interviewed, many of which expressed their disbelief and anger over how the integration 

system is designed: 

Your first response to your migrants is a Dutch letter in official, formal Dutch with huge words like 

inburgerings…it fucking blows my mind… because then what I do is I open the letter, I browse, okay, and I 

 
10 Translation: Tax office. 
11 Those who started their integration trajectory after July 1st 2021 will need to study the language to at least B1 level as a 
new law passed that increased the level required to integrate from A2 to B1. 
12 Link to website: https://www.staatsexamensnt2.nl/ 



Page 49 of 109 
 

put it to the side, because I’m like, obviously I can’t read this. I’m gonna wait till [partner’s name] comes 

back or I’m gonna wait to translate it when I have time. – Alison 

Figure 2 

 A photograph of a letter a participant received from the government. 

           

Figure description: A photograph of a letter a participant received from the government instructing her on 

how she needs to begin her civic integration process. This is sent to newly arrived migrants who need to 

begin their integration process. Name has been blacked out and notes made on the document by the participant 

have been whited out. 

While at the workshop to learn more about the state language exams they advised us, their audience, to go 

‘check out’ some of the booths of the language schools that were also at the expat fair, as they have 

included going to classes at a language school as a suggestion in their PowerPoint on how to learn Dutch. 
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They do not make any suggestions for good schools or any other advice regarding picking a language 

school. It is our responsibility to find a language school. As I have already lived here over three years at 

the time of writing, I have already done some Dutch language courses at one of the bigger language schools 

in Amsterdam and having worked as an English as a foreign language teacher in four countries I was not 

impressed. I did not think all my teachers seemed qualified or at least not qualified to teach adults the 

language, so I had some questions for the people who ran the state exam information workshop. After the 

workshop finished, I approach one of the women to ask her if there are any state requirements to become 

a Dutch as a foreign language teacher because I had taken classes at language schools where the teacher 

did not seem to be qualified. She responds nervously “Oh, that’s not good”, and says yes, they have to get 

certified to teach Dutch as a foreign language called the NT2 Certificering13or NT2 certificate. She says 

all the schools with a registered trademark should have qualified teachers. So I ask, “So schools are 

randomly inspected to check they are following government regulations?”, she responds “They have been 

approved”.  

With this information I decide to start visiting the language school booths as they suggested. I go 

to the first of four language schools that have a booth at the fair. I ask one of the people at their booth 

what qualifications do they ask for their Dutch teachers at their school, she is quite taken aback by my 

question, it is definitely not for a FAQ page, although it should be. She tells me how they look at several 

different qualities that a teacher needs to have, do they fit with the vibe of their school, are they a pleasant 

person, are they gezellig14… I ask her so “Is there no state required certificate?”, she answers confidently 

“No, there is no state requirement to become a Dutch teacher”, that the schools decide what is necessary. 

I bite my tongue and carry on to the next booth.  

 
13 Nt2 Certificeering (Nt2: Nederlands als tweede taal) translation: Dutch as a second language [teaching] certificate. 
14 Gezellig, an adjective often falsely translated as cosy, but it means so much more than that. No direct translation in 
English but the closest would be that of a feeling of companionship or togetherness. Gezelligheid in noun form. 
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The second one I visit has the biggest booth of them all as it is a well-known language school in 

the city. I ask, “What qualifications do you require of your Dutch language teachers?”, the woman recoils 

at my question. She asks me to repeat the question. I cannot tell if she is confused or annoyed with the 

faces she makes, with her eyes squinting and one side of her mouth pulled down. After I repeat the question 

she answers, “Why? Do you want to teach Dutch?”, I respond politely, “No, I’m just curious, I used to 

teach English as a foreign language so I’m wondering if teachers here have an equivalent for the 

CELTA15”. Then she tells me they pick teachers who are highly educated and experienced or show certain 

personality traits. They want to make sure that the teachers are kind and patient so the NT2 certificate 

does not matter that much to them.  

This one is the school where I studied Dutch, where I spent approximately 2,400 euro to study to 

a B2 level. Four courses, six teachers, several of which were neither patient nor qualified in their teaching, 

I can specifically remember one stating on the first day of class that she was not a teacher, she was an 

artist. She would become visibly frustrated with students who asked questions about grammar and I 

remember how one student did not speak English and would frequently remind the teacher (artist) this 

when she would resort to translating something to English because she could not explain it in Dutch, this 

student would have been lost if not for other students in the class who would translate from English to 

Spanish for her. This is not what is considered experienced or skilled language teaching by those in the 

profession. This is just to give a snapshot of some of the Dutch as a foreign language teachers some 

supposedly reputable language schools employ. 

After a continued back and forth with the woman at the fair, for every question I ask about their 

teachers, she asks me a question back. She then tells me another reason why they do not require teachers 

 
15 CELTA is an internationally recognised certificate to teach English as a foreign language similar to TESOL. For more 
information see Cambridge, n.d. in references. 
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to have an NT2 certificate like English teachers require a CELTA. It is because Dutch is not a world 

language like English. She says there are people in some countries who “maybe know a few words of 

English and call themselves an English teacher” so for English you need a worldwide recognised 

certificate but that “isn’t necessary for Dutch”. She says they can make their own standards and they 

follow personality more. I hide my rage behind a smile and thank her for her time before moving on.  

I still have two more language school booths to visit. I begin with the same question “What 

qualifications do you require of your Dutch language teachers?”, without a second to think she responds, 

“They have to have the NT2 Certificate”. I could have hugged the woman. What a relief to know one of 

the schools here follows government mandated regulations. Last school left to ask, I ask the same question 

and she responds without hesitation 90% have the NT2 Certificate, the rest have some other teaching 

certificate like the CELTA that they consider makes the teacher qualified to teach Dutch as it is more 

about the didactic method. Not fully in line with regulations but they also did not interrogate me for asking 

the question to begin with, so I feel quite happy with this school. I take special care noting which schools 

hire qualified teachers for my own interest and for future recommendations to friends. 

So of the four language schools the government employees recommended that we go ‘check out’, 

only two of them are following government regulations for what is considered a qualified teacher, and of 

those two one admits that they do not follow it one hundred percent. One school outright lied to a potential 

student about what is required of Dutch language teachers by the state and the language school with the 

biggest booth admit to having their own ‘standard’. The migrant or expat, in the case of this fair, is 

expected to suss out for themselves this language school market. When I met up with a friend of mine 

who also came to the fair, I told her about the encounters I had just had with the language schools. She is 

also interested in studying Dutch and was shocked at what I told her, she said it would never have occurred 
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to her to ask that question because she would just assume all language teachers at recognised schools 

would be qualified. 

Unfortunately, this fits with research conducted by Suvarierol and Kirk (2015) into civic 

integration schools and how the marketisation of the schools has a damaging effect on the quality of the 

courses, as costs are cut resulting in unqualified teachers among other downsides. As part of an inspection 

conducted for the Rotterdam Court of Audit, five course providers in Rotterdam were inspected for the 

quality of the courses and the qualifications of their teachers. 50 to 75 percent of teachers had no NT2 

qualification or other related training in three of the five course providers. In fact the only course provider 

that scored ‘good’ was the ROC, which were previously state-funded regional education centres that are 

now semi-public (Suvarierol & Kirk, 2015, p. 260). Several Dutch media sources have published articles 

about the high level of fraud committed by one in three language schools that are supposed to be preparing 

newcomers for civil integration exams (DutchNews.nl, 2018; RTL Nieuws, 2018b; Stoffelen et al, 2020; 

Stoffelen & de Zwaan, 2020).  

Although this research was conducted looking at how fraudsters can easily use refugees for their 

own financial gain as they are one of the more vulnerable groups in society (Suvarierol & Kirk, 2015, p. 

257), it is worth noting that this applies to many types of migrants. While at the expat fair I did not speak 

Dutch to anyone as I intentionally wanted to see how I would be treated if people thought I had no way of 

independently researching in Dutch something they told me, and I was lied to by a school about what 

qualifications are required of Dutch teachers. Several participants were acutely aware of this vulnerability 

as a migrant here in their daily lives and some said part of their reason for learning the language was to 

gain back control: 
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I think you become so vulnerable, in a way, you don't know what other people talking about, you know, and 

you…you are putting yourself in a… already you are foreigner. And if you don't know these kind of things 

that you're putting in your position, more vulnerable, weaker position. – Bethany 

I think it's boundaries and I'm setting up in order to protect myself a little bit. Because I know that I'm a 

vulnerable person as a migrant … As soon as I could hear, as soon as I could, like, really, strongly understand 

what someone was saying to me, without like, having to look them in the eye, or like, really focus, I 

immediately felt an amount of freedom that I did not have before. – Alison 

Many spoke about how they had invested thousands on Dutch courses over the years among many reasons 

to improve their career prospects, their level of comfort and freedom in their daily lives, to feel part of the 

society and out of respect to their partners but still found the courses an enormous financial burden that 

was difficult to manage, this was especially felt by those obligated to pay for civic integration and language 

courses in order to stay. Despite supporting the concept of integration, some felt that since it is a 

government mandated policy there should be some form of financial assistance because it is so expensive: 

It’s too much of a financial burden for an individual to go through the integration. It's a government policy, 

then you have to sponsor it. And I found that, that's ridiculous because it's so expensive. I spent…I spent, I 

think, at least three thousand euros or something. – Bethany 

I did Dutch lessons. Every single year, I would invest in doing Dutch lessons for like the set semesters or 

periods, I spent thousands of euros over I think about six years, every year investing more and more… I did 

all the different degrees, just to try and help me. And it was just a case of no matter how much you tried to 

learn Dutch, no one actually speaks Dutch to you. And I couldn't get a job in Dutch because they're like, ‘No, 

you need to speak Dutch’. And it's like, well, I'll make coffees to learn better Dutch to be in your office if you 

will hire me and they're like, ‘No’. – Emma 

Some found that what was sometimes taught in classrooms was not what they needed in their daily lives, 

but they were the only high level courses available: 

The level of Dutch they teach in the books… You read it to a normal Dutch person you work with, they say ‘I 

never said this word in my life’. Of course, I understood this. Yes. Really I brought [her Dutch textbook] to 

my office. They said, ‘Come on. Who says this? Who says that?’ ... So I find them a bit far away from reality 

in a way. – Isabella 
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Many participants felt that native Dutch people did not understand how hard the language learning and/or 

integration process was. Not just the financial costs of studying but also trying to maintain work-life 

balance while studying Dutch: 

I mean, I really don't think that people get it. That you're sitting planning a conversation in your head in 

another language so that you can come out and say it right. When you don't say it right or if you don't come 

out and say it, then you're in your head about it and like, I don't think people realise that that's kind of what 

happens. – Catherine 

Having to balance work and integration. So there was this long period of time. So I… the last time I took a 

Dutch class was in June 2020... And then I didn't take another Dutch class until what was this February... 

Because I was just so busy with work… also with academia, like on paper, you work 40 hours a week, but in 

practice, it's like 60 … I think trying to balance working full time, which is required for my visa. And actually 

learning the language has been very, very difficult. Yeah. And so right now I'm doing both and I'm sleeping 

about four hours a night, which is not pleasant. – Grace 

And I'm feeling like people are starting to make a judgement. People will text me in Dutch, when I don't 

respond in Dutch…there's moments where I'm definitely feeling like they're saying, ‘What now?’, making 

suggestions even... there's part of me that's like, wants to scream at them. I am literally in a master's 

programme. That is in English. I do not have time to worry about my [Dutch] grammar. – Alison 

Some described situations where they felt infantilised while learning the language, despite knowing it was 

not the intention of others: 

He'll [her partner] offer to check like my writing assignments, and which is very sweet. And I do appreciate 

it, but it also makes me feel like infantilised to like some degree. And I don't like that. – Grace 

Some expressed issues with speaking Dutch in a professional setting as they feared they would not be 

taken seriously as a professional in Dutch as they would be in English. This area of work will be explored 

further in the final part of the results section:  

I'm not really pushing it that much in the professional sense anymore because that's really hard to come 

across professional when you're forgetting a verb every sentence or a word. And that's really frustrating.  – 

Catherine 
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Many described lonely experiences at social engagements, where they felt isolated while surrounded by 

people because they did not understand what was being said around them or that they felt people did not 

see who they really were because they came across differently when the conversations were in Dutch, 

where they felt limited in how much they could express themselves:  

The first year I was here, there were multiple times where I broke down and told my boyfriend, like, what, 

like, what do you expect of me in these social situations, I have never felt more lonely because I'm staring at 

people. And they're right there. But we are having zero connection because there's a language barrier. – 

Alison 

Everybody would start out speaking English to you and then after like the kind of niceties or simplicities, 

which just revert to Dutch, and you could be sitting for a whole evening saying nothing and you're trying so 

hard to understand every word or but you don't even know the context of what people are talking about. So 

it was yeah, I mean, I…I can remember just not wanting…not wanting to go places. I can remember being in 

a room and just wishing I was not there. Like, just wanting to cry, like, get me out of here, please. And, and 

it was just like you feel a little bit invisible, you know, and then it's just very difficult to kind of pull yourself 

together to kind of get over that… I just felt that people didn't know me, like who I really was, because I'm 

not a quiet person, by nature. And I felt that I was presenting outwardly a different character than who I 

would be if I was myself. – Diane [Emphasis in the original] 

Some described how they were initially received well because natives believed they were trying but they 

were sometimes openly confronted if there was a lack of improvement in their language level: 

The first topic he [partner’s friend] brought up was my Dutch and learning Dutch and why I was or was not 

learning it... But he was talking about somebody new and how, like, this couple had really chosen to learn 

Dutch even before they had set foot in the Netherlands and how they speak it all the time. And so I really 

thought at that moment that he saw me as like a non-Dutch person, like I…I definitely had work to do …  

When it was new, and it was that first year, people were impressed.... ‘Oh, wow, your Dutch is really good.’ 

‘Oh, you've really progressed’, you know, like, ‘We're so amazed, you're like Máxima’, like, the golden idol 

of Dutch, you know, ‘Oh, you came into our country and you're beautiful, and you learn Dutch’. And…and 

now I'm not working at it. So now I'm losing that kind of idyllic status. – Alison  

This comparison to Queen Máxima is not an uncommon one for natives to make as she had initially made 

integration of migrants one of her causes as a royal (Hoedeman, 2005). There is a video of Máxima 
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speaking to a group of refugees at a language school talking about how she learned the language, she 

mentions practicing a lot, reading one or two articles in Dutch everyday, just listening to Dutch television 

and bringing her dictionary everywhere with her (NOS Nieuws, 2016). It is surprisingly difficult to find 

further details of how exactly she underwent her integration and language learning, however the above 

description does not include the very expensive language school she went to in Brussels after requesting 

that her then employer Deutsche Bank relocate her there (Dumonde, n.d.a), and then having an ‘intensive’ 

private civic integration course with aid from those assisting the royal family (Meijer, 2004). If you try to 

look up details about her learning the language, you will mostly find websites and articles that compliment 

how much her Dutch has improved over the years (NPO Radio 1, 2021) and how adored she has won over 

the Dutch people with her personality, fashion sense and spontaneity (Dumonde, n.d.b). 

The students in the class are encouraged to ask her questions, one man, who has a lower level of 

Dutch, asks her a question about some of the sounds in Dutch that are difficult to make and addresses her 

with the informal ‘you’ in Dutch, his teacher quickly corrects him and repeats the formal ‘you’ that he 

should use, because she is the queen, she should always be addressed with a formal ‘you’ (NOS Nieuws, 

2016).  

Why is a queen considered the standard with which less privileged migrants should be compared 

against? How are ‘regular people’ supposed to meet this impossible standard without help? Afterall, many 

people, including Dutch language teachers publicly comment on how much the Queen’s Dutch improved 

after years of living here (NPO Radio 1, 2021), years living here on taxpayer money in a house provided 

by the state (Ministerie van Algemene Zaken, 2022b), on an income that is not taxed (Ministerie van 

Algemene Zaken, 2022a). The difficulty of balancing work and studying Dutch for both time and financial 

reasons was a common theme throughout the interviews. I imagine many people trying to learn Dutch 

would gladly read two articles a day and watch Dutch television everyday for a year if they did not need 
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to work or study fulltime as well as manage taking care of their children without childminders. Recent 

polls show she is the most popular royal, not just in the Netherlands but in Europe overall (Jones, Henley, 

Rankin & Willsher, 2022). The Dutch people’s favourite migrant is arguably their most expensive one 

too, as the Dutch Royal Family costs the Dutch taxpayers almost 350 million euro per year (RTL Nieuws, 

2018a). I say this not out of dislike of Queen Máxima, nor do I envy her position, but I say this to point 

out the irony that the migrant who is used repeatedly as the golden example of what is expected of all 

migrants, the one that is rolled out to show refugees just how possible it all is, is also one of the ones that 

had the most help. Those in positions of privilege, who must only be addressed with a formal ‘you’, are 

not suitable examples to show other migrants that learning the language is possible if you just work hard 

enough and “repeat, repeat, repeat” (NOS Nieuws, 2016).  

Many participants spoke of feeling like natives did not understand how hard it was to learn the 

language, perhaps this is made worse by the fact that the most famous migrant partner here lives in a 

‘golden cage’ and has to be careful what she says about her integration after the controversy that ensued 

after the speech she made for the earlier mentioned government report (Kremer, 2019, p. 84). Instead 

migrants of different means are measured by the same yardstick.  

“The IND?” 

Alison: …you know, going into the IND, like, I think even getting the… 

Researcher: The IND, what is that? 

Alison: It’s the immigration department.  

Migrant partners coming from EU member state countries do experience a privilege in this system in that 

they have the right to live and work in the Netherlands without a visa. They are also not obligated to take 
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part in civic integration courses or sign a Participation Declaration16. The above excerpt from my first 

interview shows how as an EU migrant myself I was unaware of some of the abbreviations that are 

common use for non-EU migrants, it is not part of my daily lingo because it does not affect me. While 

coding interviews for mentions of dealing with government bodies there was a clear pattern in how much 

of an absence the government played a role in the experiences of EU migrant partners in comparison to 

non-EU migrants. Many non-EU migrant partners discussed the stress of meeting the visa requirements 

for a sponsor visa while moving, especially if they moved here when they and their partner were older, 

and their partner had difficulty in securing a job because of his age to secure her a sponsor visa: 

The problem was my visa…. The husband is the sponsor, right? So the sponsor needs to have a job in order 

to bring your…your partner as a foreigner. So firstly, when I came, I had like three months visa… But then I 

had to quickly apply to the resident visa. The problem was because he didn't have a job. – Bethany 

Another who had come here on a highly skilled migrant visa, as she wanted to come here independently 

if it were possible, described the challenges of meeting her highly skilled migrant visa requirements while 

studying the language and trying her best to integrate. Although the government does not require any 

integration from her as a highly skilled migrant, those in her local environment such as her partner’s family 

still do: 

There is no expectation that I'm going to stay. That is more of the attitude, is you have, is you're here for your 

like five years in the Netherlands, you have your 30% ruling, you have your temporary residence permanent 

permit. And after that you leave. So if I want to start integrating before those five years, it is on me or anybody 

else in my position as well. Yeah. Which is interesting, though, because then socially, people are like, ‘Oh, 

you've been here for x amount of time, why don't you already do these things or already know these things?’ 

But that's more of a like, social expectation, rather than like, policy or legal expectation. – Grace [Emphasis 

in the original] 

 
16 Although the Participation Declaration was initially intended to be used for internal EU migrants, but as this contradicted 
the freedom of movement act within the EU, it was then scraped for use with EU migrants and later implemented towards 
non-EU migrants (de Waal, 2017). 
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Some expressed how much easier they thought the visa process was for someone coming from a Western 

non-EU country: 

But we’re common law, like we’re not married we didn’t even have to prove anything other than like an 

address together and within 3 months we had a visa, and I came like 4 months after that, whereas like, I know 

people who’ve tried to bring partners over and are still trying and it’s been like 4 years and it’s cause like 

their partner’s from Venezuela or something…. I just want to make it very clear how easy it was for me to 

come here and how that might interfere with my experience... I don’t think it was EU level easy, but it was 

definitely like very easy. And like being from a Western background. – Alison 

Yeah, so as a highly skilled migrant, I don't need to take the inburgering, I don't need to take NT217, I don't 

need to. And then if I ended up marrying my partner, because he's Dutch, it is also not necessary. And I think 

this is a really, like, privileged position. So like a White, I'm a White lady coming from a like, developed, like 

Western country. A lot of the things that I thought I would have to do, I don't. – Grace 

This privilege experienced by non-EU migrants from more developed countries becomes even more 

apparent when that privilege is not recognised. One participant described how her partner, who brought 

her to where she needed to partake in the Participation Declaration ‘ceremony’, was annoyed upon 

witnessing the ceremony “he even said to the guy like, she’s from [non-EU Western country], like, she 

believes all this stuff”, she later described how witnessing some of her experiences here has confronted 

her partner with what is asked of migrants coming here, that people are forced to partake in this ceremony 

to state they agree with ‘Western values’. She remarked on how she needed his help to translate the letters 

she was receiving from the government, how she needed him to drive her to the location of the ceremony 

because it was outside the city, and she does not drive here and the added cost of the trajectory depending 

on the region: 

I do think him watching my experience, like that Participatieverklaring18 it really moves him all of a sudden, 

and then he starts to think. Okay, well, what if you know, a refugee who lives in the middle of [city name], 

with a bike, had to go do this, you know, the letter came in Dutch. … But he's [government worker] like, ‘Oh, 

 
17 NT2 State exam (Staatsexamen NT2) mentioned earlier, it tests people at B1 and B2 level Dutch. 
18 Translation: Participation Declaration. 
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you're lucky you live in [city name] because we don't make you pay’ and it's really chill. And I was like, 

‘Pay?’ ‘Pay to say I have Western values?’ Like, that's another story. 

This privilege became most clear with one participant who although she comes from a non-EU country 

and fully identifies with that nationality, she also has an EU citizenship through ancestry. So although she 

introduces herself as someone from a non-EU country and practices that culture, she moved to the 

Netherlands with her EU nationality and experiences the immigration and integration process through the 

eyes of an EU migrant. She therefore had much less to say about what was not required of her, but was 

required of others from the same country of origin who I also interviewed with. 

The privileged position of not having to know or deal with immigration and the financial burden 

of civic integration courses came full circle for me in my last interview with an EU migrant partner. I 

accidentally said IND when I meant to refer to the tax office and she mirrored my exact reaction to the 

abbreviation:  

Researcher: But in the beginning, before you started learning the language, and if you needed like, when you 

did things with the IND, did you call yourself then and try to do it in English or? 

Olivia: The IND?  

Researcher: Sorry not IND, the belastingdienst19… 

Although there is a clear privileged position for EU migrant partners over non-EU migrant partners when 

dealing with government bodies and gaining the right to live and work in the Netherlands. I found no clear 

distinction between how EU and non-EU migrant partners experienced integration on a meso or local 

societal level, in their communities and with their partners’ families. This will be explored in the next 

section. 

 

 
19 Translation: Tax office. 
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Pressured Assimilation 

You can’t expect a…person to suddenly have the…characteristics of someone who’s lived here their whole 

life. – Lily 

The Importance of Integration 

When asked about what integration means to them and whether integration was their goal, all the 

participants expressed wanting to respect and adapt to the societal norms of the Netherlands, they wanted 

to learn the language, learn about the history, the culture and contribute to society. Many participants went 

to great lengths throughout the interviews to stress the high importance they placed on integration and 

how they expected this of themselves. I have included lengthy quotations from many interviews to show 

the priority this had in their representation as well as to show the multiple understandings of what 

integration meant to them. Despite some differences in their descriptions of integration most fall in line 

with Berry’s (1997) definition of integration mentioned earlier: 

I believe that if you want to live in a certain society, you need to put the efforts to understand where you are 

going into that society... So I think the important thing, is you need to understand where you are going into 

and the basic understanding of the culture, history, language. I think it's essential… the integration process 

is necessary. – Bethany 

When you just try and become part of the team in a way where you're respecting the culture, joining in, also 

trying to learn the language, accepting how others behave, and…  realis[ing] why people think sometimes 

different to you, and how you have to have a bit more patience for that. – Lily 

I suppose integration to me means that you adapt to the cultures and the societal norms of the country that 

you're living in… But I think it's being culturally aware, culturally sensitive, learning the language and being 

interested, you know, at least knowing a little bit about the country, the geography, the background, the 

history, the art. – Michelle 

A few participants stressed how integration is not something that could be easily measured or implemented 

but something that both happens organically and spontaneously in society:  
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It's a society thing, spontaneous from people… You shouldn't be bound to, to rules or predefined things in 

your mind… Integration happens…when you move, integration, let's say from my point of view, of the 

immigrant point of view, and also the society point of view. It happens. – Isabella  

It's about interacting with people on a daily basis, like to have a joke… just to say something funny, or if 

someone needs help, or something like that, and so that, like, I put a lot of effort into learning the language, 

because it has helped me a lot and I had barriers to integration...you have to accept that there's other cultures 

and other ways of doing things. And unless you are willing to be open to that, and I think you'll be either in 

a bubble, or desperately unhappy. – Frances 

Many expected integration of themselves and figuratively or literally distanced themselves from other 

migrants that they viewed as not respecting the culture or making the same effort to integrate: 

I do not like the people who only gather with their ethnic group, doing their own activities, creating their 

own, you know, your own world and continuing their own values and all these things. I think if you…if you 

do it in parallel, understanding where you are, that's fine. But without knowing properly, if you try to keep 

your…those values and things, I think it's very dangerous. And I think the country can go…fragmented, 

everybody just pursuing their own beliefs and resisting integration. – Bethany 

I actually can't understand people who are internationals here and don't speak the language, I really don't 

understand it. Because I know people that are like 12 or 20 years, 25 years here, and they don't speak Dutch. 

– Frances 

So I think they [international friends] often describe like Dutch people as standoffish, which I, I kind of get, 

I get where they're coming from. But they, there is a… they also live in neighbourhoods that are very expat 

centric, like De Pijp20, where you don't need to know Dutch people. – Grace 

Some understood integration as something that has different tiers, scales or levels to it, with some levels 

being more attainable than others: 

But I think the integration is also has a different tier. And I think also depending on the individuals they can 

go, they can pursue different level and dimensions of integration. Not everybody has the same ability in a 

situation to do it. So I think though, what government can do is the first tier that the people try to learn what 

they mean. You know what it is and things like that. That's the basic. – Bethany 

 
20 A neighbourhood in Amsterdam. 
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I guess scales of integration maybe. Like if you're…in a social context or something that you can understand 

what a conversation is going on… – Catherine 

The Rejection of Assimilation 

A common theme among most participants when talking about integration was a fear of losing themselves 

in this process and having to defend why they should not have to change who they are as people:  

I think it's extremely important to integrate, but it shouldn't change the person you are… It’s irritating that 

you have to explain and that it's not really respected or accepted or ‘Yeah, but you're in Holland now’, that 

for me, the integration part, it has to come from two ways. I'm doing my best, but I'm still an Irish person 

who has come here. And you can’t expect a whole Irish person to suddenly have the, what would be 

characteristics of someone who’s lived here their whole life. Yeah, I don't think that's possible, actually. And 

again, you shouldn't have to change who you are, I think. – Lily 

Do I want to assimilate? No. But is that integration? …I do see how integration and assimilation can…be 

like kind of interchangeable… I think …what's made integration, kind of like a bad word almost is that like, 

it's now associated with assimilation, where I was like, you can integrate and keep some of your culture, I 

would hope, whereas I see assimilating is like, no, that's a loose end… I like being [her nationality]. I don't 

want to change and…and sometimes I forget that when I'm only around Dutch people, because the sense is 

that you'd want to be like them and be like your peers. And then once I'm back home… And I feel like so 

comfortable, I think, yeah, I love this place. Why don't I want to bring a little bit of my loudness? It's okay if 

someone shushes me, like, you know, it's okay. If something is weird, weird as good. I am weird… I think it 

makes up too much of what makes me, me. – Alison  

I suppose people do it to a varying degree, I'm happy to live in another country, I never tried to become that 

nationality… I don't think you should lose your own culture, unless that's something you want to do… I 

definitely never want to be Dutch in the same way that didn't try to be [other nationalities of countries she’s 

lived in]. I, for the first time have the feeling that it bothers people and certainly in my husband's family, 

which has been really disappointing for me because… I didn't come here with the intention of trying to be 

Dutch. – Michelle 

This perceived pressure to assimilate into Dutch society can be seen as evidence of how the term 

integration has been co-opted in political talk and how the perception among Dutch natives when talking 

about integration is not in fact integration but an expectation to assimilate into Dutch society (Bruquetas-
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Callejo et al, 2007, p. 30; Kremer, 2019, p. 93). Many participants felt pressure from those in their 

community, especially their partners’ families to speak Dutch at all times, and for things to be done the 

‘Dutch way’. This pressure to assimilate in terms of family life was particularly apparent in participants 

with children with their Dutch partner who expressed feeling pressure to do things the ‘Dutch way’ while 

in their own homes with their children, describing extended family as having a ‘Dutch first’ mentality 

where their own language and traditions were expected to come second. Although both the participants 

and their partners tended to view their families as bicultural and bilingual, their extended families did not. 

Many participants, both those with and without children, described situations with family members 

expressing disappointment or annoyance with them when they spoke their native language to their children 

or when their own family were visiting or in general if the migrant partner did not always speak Dutch 

when around the extended family: 

She [partner of her father-in-law] comes… when they come to visit us… She will walk through our door and 

say, ‘We're speaking Dutch’… and then like when I had my child and we went to visit them, she is like, ‘Oh, 

you speak English to her [the child]’. – Emma 

When we have the kids parties, I would automatically normally be the one carrying the cake and I would 

start singing happy birthday and I get corrected and you know Dutch is kind of shouted over and you think 

okay, we'll do English next, I've been with my husband's family, and I will always speak to my kids in English, 

[her husband] will always speak to them Dutch so we're truly bilingual in that sense… But if there are other 

people here who don't speak English, then I will you know, join the conversation in Dutch of course, but I've 

you know been corrected, you know, ‘Oh, she's speaking English again’. And, and to the point where once at 

[her son’s]’s birthday party… I just snapped and said, this here is international territory, you can speak 

whatever language you like, I will speak whatever language I like, but my parents don't speak Dutch. So I 

will speak in English…. But I've felt very pressured here to be more, you know, well, if you don't do that, 

that's what we do in the Netherlands. – Michelle  

[Discussing natives pressuring her to speak Dutch] That ‘You have to speak Dutch!’, ‘Why your Dutch is not 

improving?’ I think that's none of their business… I don't like it at all, because one of my sisters-in-law, she 

behaves like that. And then I can speak Dutch, but I don't speak Dutch then. I choose to speak English, and I 

tell her that, ‘OK, then I can choose whatever language I speak. You can choose what language you want to 
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speak’. And then she speaks Dutch to me. Then I speak English back. And then she was like, ‘Why are you 

not speaking Dutch?’ – Bethany 

Some described how being pressured and told they ‘had to’ speak Dutch and do things the Dutch way 

caused them to push back and resist what they saw as a ‘have to’ mentality or a colonial attitude: 

I actually reached the end of B1 in five months. And I would hear ‘Ah yeah, everything is so good, so good’. 

I said ‘Yeah, it's nice’. It's going to be smooth, to just come and arrive and have my life here. But then I 

started realising that ‘je moet, je moet Nederlands praten21’, je moet22, moet.’ … It [people’s ‘have to 

mentality’] pushed backwards. Yeah, this ‘moeten23’ doesn't help. But maybe it's me. – Isabella 

One participant stressed that she believed what the government asks of migrants in civic integration is 

fine, but it was the attitude of some Dutch natives that she saw as going too far: 

It's like you are in my country. Therefore, you must speak my language. You must…you should talk to me, 

Dutch only. And that's also good for you because you should...speak Dutch. You know, you should look like 

me. And I think helping the immigrants to learn about their country and culture and language, I think that's 

a great initiative and I think that's quite friendly. But I think eventually the decision how far you know this 

person want to invest and how much you want to go for assimilation, that's the decision of the immigrants, 

not the person in the country. So what I can imagine the government requests... I think that's fine. – Bethany 

Some participants pointed to double standards that they felt existed in the integration discourse. That 

assimilation is expected from non-White, non-Europeans: 

I feel, and I think the general feeling that if you're not white and European, I'm going to be controversial, 

then it's assimilation here. It's not integration. Whereas I can get away with not learning the language, right. 

If it's another country. Yeah. They have to do it. I feel, I feel it's a bit assimilation actually. – Frances 

[Emphasis in the original] 

Another participant, who spoke very highly of The Netherlands, and was objectively the most eager to 

move to the Netherlands faced experiences of being pressured to assimilate. Despite being eager to 

 
21 Translation: ‘You must/have to speak Dutch’. 
22 Translation: ‘You must/have to’. 
23 Full infinitive of the verb ‘must/ have to’ in Dutch. 
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embrace Dutch culture, even saying she cannot believe she does not have some Dutch ancestry because 

she feels so at home here, she is openly judged for what she eats for lunch at work and feels uncomfortable 

because of how her colleagues react: 

I would eat warm meals during lunch… something like spaghetti bolognese… They [her colleagues] will all 

look at me eating at work, and they will literally say ‘Are you having bread for dinner?’ … and I find it very 

difficult because I'm the only [non-Dutch] person, I hate when people look at me eat. 

“You’re not half anything, you’re both!” 

While at one participant’s house for an interview, her children come and go into the room, eager for her 

attention and they seem curious about who I am. At one point during the interview her son is in the room 

with us. She turns to him and asks him what nationality he is, something she mentioned earlier that he can 

be very playful about, he starts saying he is half-Dutch, half-Irish to which she playfully responds, “You’re 

not half anything, you’re both!”. This concept of being both, not choosing between cultures but embracing 

both was something that all participants expressed a desire for. Many saw their lives and the lives of their 

partners and (future) children as bilingual and bicultural, a blend of both cultures, most distanced 

themselves from thinking of their families as being one or the other, of being ‘half’ of a nationality: 

I have a son and I want him to have his Irishness… And I see also with our son, our son will say ‘Oh, Papa, 

kijk vogel’, and then ‘Oh mammy look a birdie’. That's the main yeah…you really see that we're not fully 

Dutch. Yeah, and I really don't, I don't really care when I'm in the supermarket. I'll speak English to [her 

son]. – Lily 

We've been living near [smaller city in the Netherlands] for five, six years. So I think when we were in 

Amsterdam, there was much more of an English language influence. And definitely since we've moved there, 

it's much more of a Dutch influence. And of course, they see my family regularly…and we would be home 

[her country] regularly. So there's a fierce sense of pride with the youngest now for St Patrick’s Day…and 

we'll have a big party we’ll have people in and he's very, so he’s making sure he knows, you know, the history, 

etc., … But the Irish things, but when you're there with the family [extended family], you see it comes out 

more that they appreciate it. – Diane 
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If I have kids, I don't want them to be in one place, you know, and I think my partner probably feels the same 

way that he's like, I don't want to raise kids only in [her country], what are they going to know about the 

Netherlands, you know, like, he'll feel some sense of loss, as I would feel some sense of loss. – Alison 

Participants with children often compared themselves to Dutch mothers. With several stating there was 

often an expectation of assumed cultural knowledge that was taken for granted, such as arranging 

playdates on half day Wednesdays24 or bringing a cake to school on their child’s birthday. Some 

mentioned not wanting to disappoint their children being a foreign mother or not wanting their children 

to stand out because they have a foreign mother, that this would not be fair on the child. Some expressed 

difficulty in ‘keeping up’ with Dutch mothers such as in arranging how they would pick up their children 

from school on a half day Wednesday when they worked, or in reading the weekly school newsletters: 

I would say to my husband, ‘Look, can you just go through it, and like, highlight the important bits’, because 

every week this thing comes through, it's the same things repeated but sometimes with different wording. It's 

unnecessarily long. You know, the kids go to school from Monday to Friday. It's not even anything that I 

thought was particularly relevant. But then there's the one you know, ‘Don't forget to bring in the cakes for 

the bake sale’. And I would miss that line. And the night before my daughter would say, ‘Oh, I can't wait to 

bring the cakes to school in the morning’. Like…what? – Michelle 

This pressure on mothers to fulfil cultural traditions was a recurring theme throughout several interviews. 

This attitude that the mother will be the primary caregiver is reinforced in the practice civic integration 

exams, where three times as many parenting questions are phrased as something the mother has to do in 

comparison to the father (Knoestertrainingen.nl, 2015). With examples such as Ms den Braber thinks her 

son would enjoy going to kindergarten, how should she arrange this (p. 138), or where should Klara go 

for help over her crying baby that causes her and her husband to have frequent arguments (p.46). Whereas 

questions directed at fathers were in the form of Hassan’s daughter would like to become a hairdresser, 

which type of high school is most suitable for this (p.172) or questions with clear racial or religious 

 
24 Dutch primary schools usually have half days on Wednesdays, sometimes also Fridays but this depends on the school. 
Many have the possibly that the children will go home for lunch (NOS Nieuws, 2015).   
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overtones such as is a father allowed to take their child out of school at 12 or 15 to make them work in 

their shop or get married (pp. 172; 50 respectively). Much of the questions directed towards mothers in 

the civic integration exam revolve around raising their children the ‘Dutch way’, with some questions 

having nothing to do with the Netherlands at all, questions such as ‘do all babies need the same amount 

of sleep’ (p. 123). One participant expressed that she had to insist on having her children in a hospital and 

having pain relief, at the time being asked if she was sure about this as this was not normally how it is 

done in the Netherlands and having to sign paperwork to state that this was what she wanted. This 

gendered view of parenting according to the practice civic integration exams confirms how many of these 

migrant mothers seemed to feel more responsible for cultural education (Roggeband & Verloo, 2007, p. 

286) as well as the unpaid labour of childrearing in the home than their native partners. 

“Everyone is entitled to their own opinion” 

Many participants, in particular those who had to do civic integration exams or sign a Participation 

Declaration found the process to be paradoxical. They considered the pressured signing of the 

Participation Declaration to enforce tolerance from migrants as an example of intolerance from modern 

Dutch society: 

If we react in a non-tolerant way, that's your culture…then the culture isn't what history says,, your culture 

now, like the Zwarte Piet25 issue. I don't think we need to erase Dutch culture. But if we look at that particular 

issue, and we have stubbornness, on getting rid of it, no one sees a historic old, beautiful story of Christmas, 

they see a Dutch culture that still supports blackface, and then that becomes your culture. – Alison  

They just don't tolerate anything that doesn't fit into the model in some ways, it's a huge paradox. Like say 

you should be yourself, but you should be a certain way. – Frances  

 
25 For more information on Zwarte Piet (Black Pete) in English see de Vries, 2018 and Ishak, 2021 in references. 
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Some participants were uncomfortable with how much of the civic integration course reinforced racial 

stereotypes. Isabella told me how she thought the idea of in civic integration course was nice, that you 

would learn about the history, language and how society works but that most of the questions seemed to 

be directed towards Muslims, “Ninety percent is related to, I think, Muslims or Arabians in a way, because 

it’s like ‘Fatima needs to bring Mohammed to the doctor. Where does she go? A: Pharmacy; B: Hospital; 

C: General Practitioner’”. Nicole remarked how she felt the part of the civic integration that covered 

culture was unnecessary, as it covered trivial things that were neither helpful nor important.  

In the leaflet about the ‘Core values of Dutch society’, the migrant is given “an overview of the 

most important values, social rules and basic rights in the Netherlands” (Ministry of Social Affairs and 

Employment, 2014, p. 1). In this leaflet it is stated that “Dutch society is very open” (p. 4) and that 

“Everyone is entitled to their own opinion” (p. 6), however many participants described feeling pressure 

that they had to ‘become Dutch’ and change who they were. Under a section on equality and 

discrimination, the migrant is reminded that “The Netherlands was the first country in the world to permit 

this.” (p. 10). Ogier (2020), in reference to Wendy Brown (2009) points to how this is an example of how 

tolerance is used as a marker between the civilised Dutch culture and the other uncivilised cultures. That 

this description of tolerance is used to gain “a sense of superiority over other intolerant cultures” (Ogier, 

2020, p. 39). 

 As mentioned in the literature review, in sample exams for the knowledge of Dutch society section 

of the civic integration exams a similar theme emerges. Participants are encouraged to reproduce a 

stereotyped view of Dutch culture. Some participants hinted at this feeling of needing to fit a mould and 

that being different was not accepted in Dutch society. Again this idea of integrating into a ‘one-Dutch 

culture’ comes up, the same limiting idea of national identity that the WRR report (Máxima Report) 

wanted to prevent became the prevailing feeling among many participants: 
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They [partner’s family] come and say, ‘Hey, let's speak Dutch. I'm going to help you to speak Dutch’, I say 

‘Why?’, ‘Because you need to learn’, ‘But why?’, ‘Because you live here so you have to’, is this like, 

integration lessons now? Like, am I at school again? Can we just talk? Like don't you want to know me, and 

I want to know you and we talk? It had to be about how well you integrate. – Isabella  

The topic of mental health came up in many interviews, and how it played a role in their integration 

journey. Those at the organisation which arranges playdates among internationals, were trying to 

arrange for a therapist to speak with mothers there, as part of a post-partum programme, as many were 

struggling with new motherhood on top of their integration or migration transition. I will further 

elaborate on the topic of mental health and integration in the next section. 
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Women Who Used to Work 

It was not getting a job. That to me was like the biggest challenge because as I said, like that's crucial for my 

mental health, because it was my status throughout my 20s. Like, because of my job, it like, that's who I was, 

and then to give everything up… That, to me was the most, the hardest thing for me was just the fact that I 

couldn't... I felt I needed to contribute to society through a job. 

Pseudonyms will not be given in this section to limit identifiable information such as previous work or 

personal information in combination with other information that I have provided. Much of this section can 

be considered as how a migrant partner experiences migration as well as integration and much of the 

experiences such as devaluation of education is not specific to the Netherlands, but can apply to many 

places. 

Losing Employability and Career Identity 

Two thirds of participants stated that they had lost some if not full employment mobility upon migrating 

to the Netherlands. For most if not all language barriers played a role in this, with many stating that to do 

their previous work in sales in the Netherlands they would need to speak “beautiful Dutch” or those who 

are trained psychologists would need to at least complete the B2 level state exam to be allowed to work 

as a psychologist. Otherwise they were limited to teaching and research roles in academia:  

I do plan on taking the higher Staatsexamen26, eventually… and that is just because in order to be licenced, 

as a psychologist, I need to speak Dutch and they need to prove that I can speak Dutch at like a B2/C1 level. 

So that is really my motivation for that. So it's more like my personal career prospects. 

I've given up my career, 12 years of a career… I was trying to get a job here. And literally for years, I couldn't 

get a job. I was just freelancing. And I just couldn't get any… and it was just, it was really depressing. Trying 

to just even get a job here. So, I many times I was like, you know, this isn't… I was getting job offers back in 

Ireland, and I couldn't get one here. 

 
26 Translation: [NT2] State exam mentioned earlier. 
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Because I love sales, I love sales. Here for, to work with this I need to talk in beautiful Dutch because of this, 

I’m a little…frustration. 

For some this was because their education qualifications were devalued in the Netherlands. One 

participant from a South American country with a bachelor and master’s degree in social work has the 

equivalent of a HBO bachelor degree27 in the Netherlands. Another participant from a South American 

country had an M.D. specialising in homeopathy and gynaecology as well as a PhD, but cannot practice 

medicine here without retraining, this devaluation of education was more common among non-EU 

participants who spoke of degrees or diplomas that ceased to exist or were not ‘good enough’:  

I have to, first I quit from my job in Japan. It’s… that is totally completely end. And then I came here…and 

then I have to start from the actually, for the junior clerk. So it's a totally, it's totally break it’s… much lower 

[position], it's a clerk and…just because of, I don't speak Dutch... And then I encounter the problem. 

So…here, I have no, no diploma. I studied in Japan, so I have no diploma.” 

“I have a master's degree in Colombia. That is another thing that bothers me here, because my master’s 

degree here is not enough for them. So here I have the highest level in HBO Bachelor, I still don't understand, 

my boyfriend says that is a high level, I say, ‘Yeah, but it's not a master’s degree here’. 

Another participant who had years of experience working in hospitality in two different countries, who in 

her own words was at the stage in her career where she would have the knowledge of knowing how to 

open and run her own restaurant, was left frustrated when waitressing jobs were suggested to her as people 

did not recognise her level of hospitality experience as that of a career in hospitality, she felt that blue-

collar work was less valued in the Netherlands compared to other countries where she had lived. Another 

participant struggled with finding a job despite having decades of experience as an executive in several 

types of organisations and only found employment where she sought out companies that were of her 

 
27 HBO translates to a University of Applied Sciences degree, not considered the same as a WO bachelor’s degree within the 
Netherlands. A HBO degree is considered more practical orientated education while a WO degree is research orientated. 
Both HBO and WO degrees are generally accepted as bachelor’s degrees abroad. For more information on the differences 
see Maastricht University, n.d. in references. 
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nationality, despite initially not wanting to work exclusively with people of her nationality. EU migrants, 

given they had studied in the EU, and some had completed their masters in the Netherlands did not 

encounter their education being devalued to the extent as some of the non-EU migrants. However most 

still encountered difficulties with finding jobs in their chosen field due to their level of Dutch, with many 

of those who retained their career status working in international organisations or in a Dutch company 

outside of the major cities where their native/high level of English was of high value in the organisation, 

as a high level of English is less common among Dutch people where they live.  

For those who still could not find employment this way they became increasingly dependent on 

their partners, both financially and for help with translating or paperwork as mentioned earlier. This was 

felt most strongly by those who lost employment mobility and the financial independence they had 

previously known. Many spoke about experiencing a drastic shift in who they were as they did not feel 

like the same woman they were when they met their partner, that they had previously prided themselves 

on and identified with their profession and work ethic. Many expressed being unhappy with the level of 

financial independence they had lost since moving to the Netherlands due to not finding employment in 

their field, or at all: 

But for me, it was kind of a really sour and disappointment in my life at this age after this, so much a luxury 

life… And then we come here, I stay with my mother-in-law house three months, until the container arrives 

and… we manage to get a small apartment…I had my career, but I…stop because all this… And so I was 

very angry... There was a kind of a disappointment that, …over 20 years [work experience] and then coming 

in… and then start building a proper, so to speak, more stable life [in the Netherlands]. But we were never 

stable. 

I honestly felt like a job means something. I felt like it was it was a label. And it's a case of, I felt like…a 

complete waste. Like I was hanging around. I was living off my savings. I was living off my husband, well my 

partner at the time. I honestly just felt like I couldn't that like I couldn't integrate. 
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I know like it sounds silly, but like having money like doing that regular life stuff like living life, as though 

I…I was living back home like having a bank account here. That was huge. Before I was always struggling 

to pay for things, you know, having a bank account… I'm also someone who is quite independent, who is 

quite feminist, who like really identifies with profession and work and like what I'm doing. 

With some stating directly or alluding to feeling like an ‘import bride’. In line with Breakwell (1989, p. 

192), some hinted that this feeling came from within, that they did not blame others for making them feel 

this way whereas some felt stigmatised for being a migrant or migrant partner specifically when dealing 

with school or government institutions: 

I feel like I have to, like, really work hard to be my own person. Otherwise, I look like an import bride like I, 

you know, like, there's little things like that, that no one would assume, but I'm definitely feeling that way. 

[Referring to calling with the immigration department] And when you say you have a partner visa, then 

you're definitely Fatima. You know that person that doesn’t know how to read or write, is the sixth wife of 

the Mohammed, that's going to be thrown in the streets because he’s going to change partners. It’s all 

assumed. [Emphasis in the original] 

What I did not like was the school administration... And I found that they're very…they're very unfriendly 

and... They were like a treating me like, sorry to say, like a refugee, you know, like a… and you can see that 

this person assumed that my education level is low. And then the status is low, you know, all kind of, the way 

writing was really improper. So, I was very angry, and I brought this up to the to the course coordinator. I 

made an official complaint … And I say, ‘This is unacceptable’ and so I explain, you know, I have two 

master’s degrees, blah blah blah. I work and da da da, and for me, this is a ridiculous that I have to be treated 

like this. It's the same for other students assuming that everybody has a, you know, same background. Even 

so, you have no right to treat people like this. 

Many participants spoke of mental health issues since they had moved to the Netherlands, with three 

participants having been diagnosed with burnout and several others referring to emotional breakdowns 

while speaking with friends. Many expressed that from the stress of integrating and not being able to work 

or be financially or otherwise independent had a damaging effect on integrating as they began to withdraw 

more (Breakwell, 1989, p. 109):  
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My friend actually made a statement that when I was going through like a dark patch in, after giving birth, 

or whatever, she just said, you know, ‘In all these years, it just sounds like you're surviving, you're not 

thriving’. And I was like, crap, like, I've never heard that phrase before. And unfortunately, you know, that 

sits with me. 

And I actually had a burnout. So, I had to, I actually had to go into therapy for a year and also on 

medication.... It was, it was a really hard time. Like I went from 2016 being a very confident person, in March 

2016, and then in 2017 I went to Rome for my best friend's wedding. And I went for dinner with her and her 

future husband. And they said to me, ‘There’s something not right with you’ and I just broke down crying. I 

was like this, this is not working out. Like, you know, this is I wouldn't even call it a burnout. I think it was a 

very emotional breakdown. It was, it was really bad actually, if I'm honest with you. Um yeah, cause you just 

feel like you're not good enough, because you're not matching an identity, I guess, that’s…that’s set, and you 

just want to be yourself, but you can't. 

“So it was yeah, I mean, I…I can remember just not wanting…not wanting to go places. I can remember 

being in a room and just wishing I was not there. Like, just wanting to cry, like, get me out of here, please. 

And, and it was just like you feel a little bit invisible, you know, and then it's just very difficult to kind of pull 

yourself together to kind of get over that ... So even the fact that I could be upset, being out at a social event 

was like, a big self-awareness thing for me. I mean, that had never happened to me, I'm usually fairly 

confident going out. 

One participant explicitly stated how grief is part of the migration process: 

I read once about the process of immigration as a process of mourning... immigration also has maybe similar 

phases, the denial, the… the kind of thing. So I think what you left your house, the house you left, is not there 

anymore, you… you became different. You're not the same person, that life doesn't exist anymore, everybody's 

10 years ahead and here is still not your house. I’m still in between.  

Some claimed to have become more introverted since moving to the Netherlands, despite describing 

themselves as extroverts in the past. With some stating how this did not help them with learning the 

language as they either found more comfort in being alone or had less interest in talking with people than 

before: 

As someone who's always considered herself quite independent, I think it took a lot of major blows. Like, I'm 

not a very physically emotional person. However, I found myself many times, like out of the blue almost like 
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crying or feeling like quite dejected by something that I didn't feel the capacity to do alone …. I think my 

confidence has dropped a lot. I've become a more introverted person as well. I find a lot more energy being 

alone now. And before I never spent time alone, like really, I lived outside my house. 

And I definitely feel I've changed. Yeah, I'm definitely a lot more introverted. 

I mean my confidence is not what it was, but I mean, some of that has to do with integration factors. 

One participant spoke of the irony of the migrant, as migration requires a lot of confidence and 

independence in order to do it, but the difficulties that come with the migration process can have a negative 

impact on that same confidence and independence that enabled the person to be capable of that migration 

in the first place: 

It’s kind of ambivalent because you get more self-confident and more independent. And you're, you're just 

doing something that's, I guess, more difficult than just staying in your home country. But…at the same time, 

it also has maybe a bit of a negative impact because it's [migrating] very hard and it's very difficult… So you 

are more independent, because you do that [migrating]. And it asks for a lot of independence in order to be 

able to do it. 

The positionality of my research participants may affect how they spoke about this loss of career/education 

status. Several openly stated that they did not take pleasure it admitting to people that they had moved 

here for their partner, even those who had found professional achievement here. Some hinted at a feeling 

of shame in admitting to having migrated for a partner, in that it goes against the idea of the ‘modern’ 

feminist woman who balances career and family (Rottenberg, 2018, pp. 71-72). 

I’d love to say I came here for this great job, but I didn’t, I came here for a man. 

 Whether explicitly or implicitly most participants made distinctions between themselves as women who 

worked and women who did not work. Many repeated that they considered being a housewife perfectly 

acceptable for some, but it was not what they wanted for themselves. All participants including those 

looking for work stressed that they wanted to work outside the home. Most distanced themselves from 

being seen as a housewife, with one participant who had been long-term unemployed since moving to the 
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Netherlands continually referred to her previous work experience and work ethic as how she identified 

(Breakwell, 1989, p. 81). She made frequent jokes about how ill-equipped she is at housework, such as 

forgetting to do the laundry and made frequent reference to how well suited her husband is to housework 

in comparison to her, as well as to how she identified with her previous career and work ethic in her 

country of origin:  

I work hard since I was 20 years old …so the first time, cause in [her country] we study, we work in the day 

and at night we go to the university because you need to pay your university, so I never had one time only to 

study the whole day, I never did this, not since I was a child. I never had this so for me it was most surprising. 

Now I want to work because now five years [unemployed]. 

Reclaiming Agency 

Many participants stated outright or gave examples of how they had sought to differentiate themselves 

from their partner, with many stating they needed to find their own reasons to live here and many reclaimed 

agency in their lives by ‘upskilling’ through education. Although all had studied Dutch to a certain level, 

some above B2 level, only three stated that it had helped their employability in the Netherlands. However 

of these three, one arrived long enough ago that the government subsidised her integration and language 

classes so she could study intensively within three months of arrival. Another of the three lives in a region 

where fewer Dutch people have a high level of English, and the third does not feel comfortable speaking 

Dutch in professional settings because she makes mistakes, but her company is happy that she can read 

and write documents in Dutch. For this reason many participants focused on improving their employability 

through further training and education in other areas, with six participants having gone back to university 

to improve their job prospects or change careers and one more planning on it in the future in order to go 

back to her original field of work, with one participant remarking that she is a “PhD, M.D. doing a HBO”. 

Many participants spoke about this journey as ‘starting all over again’ after giving up the career 

progression they had attained in their previous country of residence.  
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Another way participants reclaimed agency was by moving within the Netherlands to an area they 

were happier in such as to a more international city where they felt more accepted or capable of living 

independently or out of what was their partner’s house and moving to an area where they were known in 

the neighbourhood as ‘Rebecca’ instead of ‘John’s Rebecca’: 

I think I even walk differently now like it's…it's night and day and I'm trying to give you like some real 

contextual evidence of why that is. And I just think it's because my life administration and the everyday tasks 

I'm doing, I don't feel like an outsider. I don't stand out, I don't feel like I'm trying to blend in, or…or seem 

capable. Like I belong. 

To have my own, this is my house, I have my own self-identity, I have my own identity based on this house in 

this place. Whereas before I was under…I felt like I was being compared to… And then to be able to walk 

out into a new community with the language and…and introduce myself as Rebecca28 and not Rebecca of 

John. Do you, do you know what I mean? I'm just Rebecca you know. 

A common theme among many participants was the need for self-acceptance and self-awareness in their 

journey of integrating in the Netherlands. The realisation that they would not be able to fit a ‘mould’ and 

that it would take time to adjust to a different place, with some stressing the importance of slowing down 

their integration process when necessary and being kinder to themselves in the process: 

I mean, you could be then stronger and say, ‘No, I'm doing it’, and just not let it all get to you. But I think 

there are rarely people who actually are like that. And I'm definitely a person who always says okay, I'm 

gonna get up again and try it again and try it again and try it again, until it works. So I could be much worse 

but sometimes you're just your own enemy in a way to just expect too much of yourself maybe and then that 

also slows down the integration... Maybe you should also just relax for a moment and say, ‘Okay, that was 

just not a great experience. Let's just wait a few days and then start again’. 

Acceptance. Yeah, accepting who I am in the sense of… it's also okay to be different. Yeah, you're gonna…you 

feel you’re blue or something when you walk on the street and, and you cannot respond, or you cannot reach 

where you want. And then suddenly when you can. Yeah, then you fit into your skin again and then it goes 

smoother, and you find peace, and that's amazing. 

 
28 Pseudonyms have not been used to protect identifiable information. 
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I have to say, in the past couple of years, and I'm just more myself, you know, I’m more comfortable…  I think 

the language helped. I think support helps, like, even people, people on the street, you know, that you're able 

to joke with someone, the community, like, I'm a big believer in community. …. but I thought I had to fit a 

mould, and I didn't fit it…. I thought I had to fit a mould for years. And then I just, and then I got sad about 

that. And, and, and then eventually, I just like, okay, well, you can be super down and, and super sad. Or you 

need to make a change. Or you just actually just be yourself. And then they need to change. And they need to 

accept it. So and that's where I am at the moment. 

Feeling Integrated  

When asked about when they felt integrated in the Netherlands most spoke about when they were able to 

work as they felt like they had a role in society, financial freedom that they had before and a place to meet 

people and build their own communities. Several mentioned home ownership as helping them feel like 

they belonged: 

I think the integration was the work, in the work. I feel that I have the role, I feel like I have. I'm given a space 

to stand in the society. Yeah, that was quite… and earning by myself. Yeah, and the ability to decide to spend 

money. I mean, that's quite an important feeling right. 

Working is the best way to do it [integration]. You need to work, only way to integrate. I can’t imagine how 

someone could integrate without working. 

If you have a job, if you're able to sustain to maintain your own income. We bought this house seven years 

ago. So it increases the sense of belonging of I have my piece here, I have my…my corner. This is mine. And 

it's part of the rest. Yeah, that was definitely important. When people asked me what to do or know what not 

to do, the first thing is yeah, well it takes the language and find the job.  

Many found comfort and freedom in their daily lives from having learned the language and they could do 

more independently without their partner’s help: 

As soon as I felt like I could walk around and do the things that I needed to do without a partner, I yeah, I 

felt super empowered... I can't even explain to you like even my partner finds me sexier now because I just 

can do everything that I used to do, if that makes sense. I'm not held back by anything. 
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But when it came to feeling integrated it came back to work and building one’s own community and 

network, including people from their country of origin or other migrant partners and not wanting this to 

be misconstrued as being ‘unintegrated’. Many spoke about these relationships as giving them support 

and relief in stressful periods, or even as a way to visit home without leaving the country:  

And so we sometimes meet and chat and have like jokes in Korean and that actually it made me very happy, 

because I can laugh really, truly like, ‘Oh yeah, that's very funny’, cause always speaking English, it's not 

my tongue. And so when you gather at school, we go for eating and then the people we share all sort of funny 

jokes and I almost cry. I…it was so funny. 

I have like one like good American friend here, and just being like, oh, yes, this is actually such a relief where 

we can eat like ranch dressing… And we will eat proper pickles, none of those like sweet pickles that like 

Dutch people like to eat and call pickles they are so gross. That was really nice. And like I said, I didn't know 

I missed it until I had it… That has been like really… really refreshing. 

But I think also what your, what your long-term plan is, and how you choose to kind of make your own 

community so I wouldn't, I don't think I'd ever even I never even went to an Irish Pub in [other countries she 

lived in for a long time] But here, I've got a really like precious Irish community. And I think, I'm not 100% 

sure, I think it's largely, it's definitely due to the kids. But I think it's largely thanks to them that I..that I keep 

it up. But in the last few years, maybe it's more for me, because I'd see the mums now without the kids. And 

before it was always with the kids… And it's brilliant, because we used to have, and, you know, dinners and 

whatever. But we used to help pair up new mums, and new mums would arrive and say, you know, I'm 

whatever, 22, I've just come from Meath, I'm pregnant with my first baby. And so we would say, ‘Oh, you 

should meet blah, blah, blah, and she's here’ and that kind of thing. And so it's nice to kind of have that 

network. 
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Discussion and Conclusion 

How do migrant partners of Dutch citizens experience integration in Dutch society? 

In my research, I found that migrant partners of Dutch citizens understood their integration process in 

multiple levels or stages, with most arguing reaching some stages as more difficult than others, but that 

the government could help with the first stage. Most viewed their initial migration here differently from 

how native Dutch people in their environment did, most participants did not see their migration to the 

Netherlands as a desired choice but as the outcome from choosing between their partner/children and their 

lives in their previous countries of residence.  

Many participants expressed anger and frustration over how dependent they became on their 

partners upon moving to the Netherlands and felt current government policies directed at migrants 

encouraged them to be more dependent on their partners. As the state relinquishes responsibility for 

migrants and they are supposed to responsibilise themselves (Bruquetas-Callejo et al, 2007, p. 20; 

Roggeband and Verloo, 2007, p. 282; Schinkel & van Houdt, 2010), many expressed feeling that they 

could not take responsibility for their integration when they received government letters about their 

integration in B1 level Dutch, therefore they are left to become dependent on their partner. There was a 

clear privilege between the migrants who were required to deal with immigration and civic integration 

exams and those that did not because they had an EU nationality. Those coming from Western non-EU 

countries noted differences in what was required of them to acquire a partner visa or to gain future 

citizenship in comparison to those from non-Western, non-EU countries. Nevertheless despite different 

requirements for different migrants many felt the same standard of performing an idea of ‘Dutchness’ was 

expected of them (Schinkel & van Houdt, 2010, p. 703). 
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All participants found the core tenets of integration important from the outset, even those who 

disliked using the term integration as they associated its use with assimilation in the Netherlands. Many 

disliked the frequency of integration talk among those in their local environment and on a state level 

(Schinkel & van Houdt, 2010, p. 703). Most described the government mandated integration as a process 

of ticking boxes and passing exams that reinforced an oversimplified idea of Dutch culture, instead of 

being about engaging with people in their local community. Some began to distance or pull away when 

they felt pressured to assimilate into Dutch society. This was particularly apparent in those who had 

children with their Dutch partner, as they felt some native Dutch  in their environment did not recognise 

their family as multicultural or their homes as ‘international territory’. As the migrant partner begins their 

journey to the country with their native partner, their partner acting as a bridge between them and the new 

country, this should in theory allow for a smoother transition period. However with this bridge comes the 

partner’s network and different expectations. When the migrant has children with their Dutch partner, it 

is assumed that the birthing process and childrearing will follow the ‘Dutch way’, implicit assumptions 

that the migrant will give up who they were and ‘become Dutch’. Many were frustrated by integration 

materials that promote an us versus them mentality (Ybema, 2020) and push traditional gender roles in 

the home (Knoestertrainingen.nl, 2015). 

As already mentioned, many participants expressed annoyance or distain at their level of 

dependency on their partner, with many describing an internalised migrant partner stigma or feeling self-

conscious of this being how others viewed them. Many struggled with not feeling like the same 

independent woman they were when they met their partner, seeing a sharp contrast in their lives pre- and 

post-migration. While some, aware of their risk of dependency, actively focused on remaining 

independent where they could.  
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For some this internalised migrant partner stigma was intensified by a loss of career identity or 

education/work status. This challenge to their identity in combination with their integration process  

resulted in mental health issues or a self-awareness  of their vulnerability  and damaged self-confidence. 

Many sought to regain agency in their lives through education. All viewed learning Dutch as important 

for improving their happiness and ease in their daily lives and some considered it beneficial to regain their 

previous career or education status. However several believed the level of Dutch required for their re-

entry to their previous career would be extremely high and difficult to compete with native Dutch speakers 

and thought their employability would be improved through other skills and qualifications. Roggeband 

and Verloo (2007) problematise how in government statistics Dutch women are compared against migrant 

women in terms of labour-force participation. Previously Dutch women were compared against Dutch 

men, but when compared with migrant women it gives the appearance than Dutch women have been fully 

emancipated and migrant women are the problem (p. 282). This rewritten history ignores the government 

support that was given to Dutch women since the 1970s, reinforcing an agenda that it is possible for 

migrant women to emancipate themselves as Dutch women did without any state support (p. 282). This 

research confirms that a more nuanced approach is needed when viewing the labour-force participation of 

migrant women in the Netherlands. 

 Another way participants reclaimed agency was through moving to different areas within the 

Netherlands that provided them with better living opportunities, such as moving to an international city 

where they had better living and/or work opportunities or to a house they had chosen themselves, instead 

of living in the house their partner already had. Some still had plans that they may leave in the future or 

had not fully settled on the idea of living in the Netherlands indefinitely. 

Most participants stated they felt more integrated and engaged when they were able to work as 

they viewed work as important to how they identified and saw it as a tangible way to contribute to society. 
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When asked if they felt they belonged in the Netherlands, most claimed that they would never ‘become’ 

Dutch nor did they want to or think it was possible but instead viewed their connection to the Netherlands 

as something that was added to who they already were, not being ‘half’ of anything but both. Those who 

stated they felt they belonged, associated the belonging to the community they had built. Many participants 

stressed a need to have people who shared their experience in their lives and not wanting these 

relationships to be misconstrued as being ‘unintegrated’. Many recovered their independence and self-

confidence in building their own network that included other non-native Dutch people. 

This research fills a noticeable gap in the literature on how migrant partners makes sense of 

integration in their partner’s country using the Dutch context as an example. As integration has been a 

‘hot’ topic in the Dutch political landscape since 2002 (Lucassen & Lucassen, 2015), this makes the 

Netherlands a useful field to research this topic as both natives and non-natives are somewhat familiar 

with the word integration, despite sometimes having vastly different definitions of what it means.  

As all my participants stressed that for them it was a given that they would learn about the country, 

culture, and language out of respect for their partner and because it was what they believed anyone should 

do when they move to another country. Therefore it would seem from my small yet broad group of 

participants that migrant partners have a very strong internal motivation to integrate into society, however 

many began to feel more frustrated with the integration process when they saw it as assimilation. This 

research highlights how the ‘responsibilisation’ of migrants is a poorly rationalised policy decision made 

in reaction to the supposed ‘failure of multiculturalism’, as one participant highlighted the migrant has 

already proven a high level of competency and independence in migrating in the first place as it is often 

more difficult than staying in your own country. All participants stressed that they always considered their 

integration their responsibility, what slowed down their integration process was an expectation to 

assimilate from those in their local environment or difficulty in affording Dutch language lessons due to 
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financial or time restraints. Adriaanesens and Derchsen (1993, pp. 202-203) wrote nearly twenty years 

ago that one of the ways to increase labour-market participation in the Netherlands with the coming 

changes in age demographic would be through education of ethnic minorities, from Dutch as a second 

language to other forms of education. Similar to what the WRR report suggested in 2007 that the focus of 

identification in the Netherlands should be “in education, in the labour market, and in the community” 

(Kremer, 2019, p. 84). Providing free Dutch language lessons to partner and labour migrants coming to 

the Netherlands would aid this labour force participation. The current loan system puts a financial strain 

on migrants, the system can still be manipulated by fraudulent schools (DutchNews.nl, 2018; RTL 

Nieuws, 2018b; Stoffelen & de Zwaan, 2020; Stoffelen, de Zwaan, & van Uffelen, 2020) and according 

to one participant will only cover courses to a B2 level, when several participants wanted to study to a C1 

level. The same loan system was introduced for Dutch university students and has recently been abolished, 

being phased out from September 2024 (Kerr, 2022). I think the loan system for migrants learning the 

language should follow the same route. 

As for integration procedures and attitudes this thesis corroborates much of what has already been 

said regarding how the financial burden of civic integration courses and exams has a damaging effect on 

how quickly they are able to accomplish the intended goal of becoming “self-reliant citizens” (Suvarierol 

& Kirk, 2015, p. 263). One result that can be applied to all migrants coming to the Netherlands that have 

to follow a civic integration trajectory is if the migrant partner, who we’ll say has personal access to a 

Dutch translator at home, feels overwhelmed and stressed when receiving letters that begin with the 

subject line ‘Kennisgeving inburgeringsplicht’, then how are those coming here without a Dutch partner 

going to feel? As one of my participants suggested a QR code at the bottom of the letter that she could 

scan to get a translation of the document would be much friendlier to non-natives, especially if the letters 

are designed to be given to a recently arrived migrant. 
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Further Research 

Comparing and contrasting the experiences of EU and non-EU migrant partners was enlightening in the 

similarities expressed by both groups, despite the clear privilege afforded by those with an EU nationality. 

For further research focused on the state level integration process I believe research into non-EU migrant 

partners from Western and non-Western countries would be a great addition to academic debate on the 

topic of integration. Including those who come on partner visas and those who come on highly skilled 

migrant visas. 

The eagerness shown by so many participants to be interviewed cannot be overstated. During 

fieldwork I had many language schools and Facebook groups for internationals tell that they did not want 

to ‘bother’ people with being asked to participate in my research. However I found with many participants 

thanked me for the interview and stated how much it had made them think about their past and future 

journey. Several remarked that this is not the type of story they get to share as most people in their lives 

do not ask questions about integration further than ‘How long are you here?’ and “Are you studying 

Dutch?’. Therefore having someone willing to listen to them describe a pivotal time in their lives seemed 

to have an emancipatory effect. Not only did many thank me for meeting with them but many said they 

were happy someone was researching this topic because it was such a huge experience in their lives. This 

speaks to a larger issue in that policy decisions are often not made in consultation with those it affects 

when they are the ones who can describe what works for them.  

The aim of this research was to gain a better understanding of how migrant partners make sense 

of their experience of integration and to address the gap in current literature on the integration process 

from the perspective of the partner who migrates. As my research was exploratory in nature, I had no 

hypothesis that I set out to prove but instead began with asking questions around broad themes that I 

considered may be relevant based on previous stories I had heard from migrant partners. Although I have 
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tried to create a clear beginning and end to this story because of my positionality this research began 

without me realising it and it does not end with my conclusion. It starts and ends in the middle. I have 

provided a snapshot of a journey that continues long after the interviews ended. I do not make claims that 

this is a generalised overview nor was that my intention. This is a zoomed in look at the lives and 

experiences of a specific group of people, in a specific place and period in time.  
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Appendices 

Appendix 1: Interview Questions 

1. Age, how long here, how long with partner, etc. 

2. How did you meet your partner? / What was your first experience in the Netherlands? 

3. Why did you decide to move here? 

4. Do you have a plan/idea how long you will stay here? / Do you consider leaving the 

Netherlands? 

5. Do you think moving here is different for someone with a Dutch partner than it is for people who 

move here without a Dutch partner? If yes, how so, can you give any examples of how it’s 

different, what it changes? 

6. What does integration mean to you? / Do you think integration is necessary? 

7. Is integration your goal/a realistic goal? 

8. Do you think integration is expected of you? If so, why? 

9. Have you received any social support (support groups, religious groups, neighbours, family, 

friends) for your integration? 

10. Have you received any organisational support (work, government, school) for your integration? 

11. Do/did you feel responsible for your own integration? If so, what makes/made you feel 

responsible for it? 

12. Does that responsibility have a motivating or demotivating effect when you think about your 

integration? 

13. Have you experienced periods of isolation since moving here? 

14. Has migrating had an effect on your self-esteem or self-confidence? 

15. Are you dependent on your partner for help here?  
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16. Have you participated in any inburgering/Dutch language courses? Mandatory or by choice? 

17. What did you think of these course(s)?  

18. Did you feel you learned a lot about Dutch culture/society/language from these courses? 

19. Did you feel a stronger connection to Dutch culture/society/language after the course(s)? 

20. Other than official courses, what else has brought integration into your life here? 

21. Has working in the Netherlands contributed to your integration process? If so, how? 

22. Has migrating had an effect on your career? / Have you experienced unemployment while living 

in the Netherlands?  

23. Has anything stimulated/pushed forward the integration process for you? 

24. Has anything slowed down the integration process for you? 

25. Has migrating had an effect on your family life? / Has your partner’s family been influential to 

your integration here? 

26. Do you feel a sense of belonging here? 

27. Have you experienced challenges since moving here? What was/were the biggest challenge(s)?  

28. How have you coped with these challenges? 

29. Do you think the process of (trying to) integrate has changed you as a person? How so? 

30. What has been your most positive experience with integration or Dutch culture until now? 

31. Is there anything relating to your experience of integration that we haven’t discussed yet that you 

would like to share? 
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Appendix 2: Informed Consent Agreement 
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Appendix 3: Participation Declaration in English 

                


