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Although 2050 is still a long way off,  
we already know that in the next thirty 
years the number of older people in  
the Netherlands will increase much 
faster than the working age population. 
A scenario analysis shows the possible 
effects of future policy choices  
concerning labour migration, labour  
force participation and a reduction in  
the growth of the demand for healthcare. 

The demand for care increases sharply with age. The healthcare costs of people 
80 years and older are considerably higher than the costs of 65 year olds. Among 
seniors (65+) there will be a sharp increase in the number of people over 80, which 
will in turn lead to a similar increase in the demand for care. Because the popu-
lation will grow more strongly during periods of high migration than during low 
migration, we can expect a simultaneous sharp increase in the demand for care. 
A high net immigration of around 90 thousand persons per year on average until 
2050 will lead to a population growth over this period of 19 per cent, while under 
the conditions of a low net immigration of around 20 thousand persons per year the 
population in 2050 will be only one per cent larger than it is now. With a high net 
migration, the combination of population growth and ageing leads to a 28 per cent 
increase in the demand for care, and under conditions of a low net immigration to 
an increase of 17 per cent. 

With a high net immigration including a high share of labour migrants, the labour 
force will increase by 11 per cent over the next thirty years. With a low net immi-
gration, the labour force shrinks by seven per cent. In this projection, we have 
assumed that the labour force participation rates distinguished by age, gender, 
migration background and education level will be the same in 2050 as in 2019; in 
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which case, the growth of the working popu-
lation will be lagging behind the growth of the 
demand for care. The figure above shows that 
with low immigration, the ratio between the lev-
el of demand for care and the size of the labour 
force will increase by 25 per cent in the next 
thirty years, whereas with high migration, by 15 
per cent. A high level of immigration therefore 
reduces the tension between the demand for 
care and the working population, but does not 
prevent the growth of the working population 
from lagging behind the growth in the demand 
for care.

Higher labour force participation
The growth of the labour force depends not only 
on the level of migration, but also on chang-
es in employment rates. We have calculated 
three ‘what-if’ scenarios that show the effects 
of higher employment rates for people with a 
migrant background, the elderly and women. 
For migrants, we assume that the difference in 
their labour participation compared to the pop-
ulation without a migration background will 
decrease by 50 per cent by 2050 and that the 

participation of the children of migrants will 
then be just as high as the population without 
a migration background. For the elderly, we 
assume that older workers will continue to work 
for the same number of years as the increase in 
the statutory retirement age (which is linked to 
the increase in life expectancy at age 65). For 
women, we assume that the percentage of wom-
en in paid work in 2050 will be the same as the 
current percentage for men and that the differ-
ence in the proportion of women working part-
time compared to men will decrease with 50 per 
cent by 2050.

The figure shows that the higher labour par-
ticipation of women in particular has a major 
effect. With low net immigration, high female 
labour participation leads to an increase in the 
ratio between the level of care demanded and 
the size of the labour force by 14 per cent instead 
of 25 per cent. This is almost the same as with a 
high net immigration balance without a change 
in the labour participation rate. In terms of the 
size of the labour force, the effect of a higher 
labour force participation by women is there-
fore comparable to the effect of higher net immi-
gration.

Health improvements
The tension between the level of the demand 
for care and the size of the working age popula-
tion can also be reduced by curbing the growth 
of the demand for care. The demand for care by 
people with lower levels of education is higher 
than that of people with a higher level of edu-
cation. We have calculated a ‘what-if’ scenario, 
in which we assume that the health of the lower 
educated will improve to such an extent that the 
differences in the demand for care according to 
education levels will disappear by 2050. In this 
scenario, the demand for healthcare would be 
ten per cent lower in 2050 than if the health 
inequalities were not reduced. In terms of size, 
this is comparable to the effect of higher female 
labour participation.

Policy choices
Population ageing means that the tension 
between the demand for care and the size of the 
working population is increasing, but the ten-
sion can be reduced by a mix of higher labour 
immigration, higher labour force participation 
and a reduction in health inequalities. Migration 
is a hot topic in Dutch public debate. If policy-
makers want to admit fewer migrants, they must 
realize that labour force participation must 
increase in order to maintain the working pop-
ulation. To achieve this, investments are need-
ed in education and the promotion of healthy 
lifestyles. This may also contribute to slowing 
down the growth in the demand for care.
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Ratio of the demand for care(a) and the labour force(b) in 2050 (2019 = 100), three labour supply scenarios

Notes: (a) it is assumed that the demand of health care workers increases by the same percentage as the volume of health care expenditures; (b) in 

terms of full-time equivalents.

Source: NIDI/Statistics Netherlands. 
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Noot voor abonnees/lezers: dit is een 
eenmalige uitgave van Demos in het Engels. 
Volgende nummers zullen gewoon in het 
Nederlands verschijnen.
Note for readers: this is a one-time issue in 
English. Subsequent issues of Demos will be 
published in Dutch.




