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Meritocratization in The Netherlands: how 

to handle it with care 

he Netherlands is increasingly 

applying meritocratic principles 

throughout society. A meritocratic 

society can lead to advantages, but also to 

some serious disadvantages. Moreover, it 

does not seem to take away social 

inequality. However, other factors like 

social origin are still at play and still 

influence social inequality. More 

importantly, the Dutch society prefers a 

meritocratic society over a society based 

on social origin and it values principles 

like one’s effort and educational level – 

the key “ingredients” to merits. Policy 

makers are making policy with a 

meritocratic society in mind. However, in 

order to reach a more nuanced meritocratic 

society, this policy brief proposes the 

following recommendations: create more 

equal chances by providing more support 

for those who need it, reduce the emphasis 

on “the individual”, and broaden the scope 

of merits. 

Introduction 

The Netherlands is becoming more and 

more of a meritocratic society (De Beer & 

Van Zijl, 2016: 235). In a meritocratic 

society, your social position is not 

determined by your social origin; instead it 

is determined by your merits. The more 

individuals do for society, the more they 

are rewarded. A meritocracy also offers 

optimum opportunities for individual 

development, because everyone, regardless 

of one’s origin, has equal opportunities for 

that. Moreover, a meritocracy ensures that 

talent and merit optimally benefit society, 

because the right people end up in the right 

positions (Swierstra & Tonkens, 2011: 38). 

Looking at a meritocracy from this point 

of view, it would seem that a meritocracy 

would result in a democratic, equal and 

representative society. However, a 

meritocracy can still lead to social 

inequality (Swierstra & Tonkens, 2011: 

37). For example, one’s educational level 

is highly important in determining your 

social position in a meritocratic society. In 

a meritocracy, one’s educational level is 

influenced by one’s talents. So, less 

talented individuals will end up in less 

beneficial social positions (De Beer & Van 

Zijl, 2016: 235). Moreover, talent is for a 

big part genetic so this backlog is passed 

on from generation to generation (De Beer 

& Van Zijl, 2016: 235). Other dangers 

meritocratic practices pose to society are 

decreasing solidarity between winners and 

losers, which can lead to these groups 

living separately from each other; 

(Swierstra & Tonkens, 2011: 37); unequal 

chances in the labour market; and having 

an unrepresentative government (De Beer 

& Van Zijl; 2016: 242). Through these 

mechanisms, social inequality remains 

present in a meritocracy (Swierstra & 

Tonkens, 2011: 37). However, these 

effects are all downsized, which will be 

made clear later on in the policy brief. The 

main threat (to social equality) directly 

coming from a meritocracy is the fact that 

it can lead to a winner versus loser society. 

The recommendations – explained in more 

detail at the end - are mainly directed at 

this effect.  
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Background and purpose 

More and more societies are applying 

meritocratic principles in education, the 

labour market, and in recruiting public 

servants, among which The Netherlands 

(De Beer & Van Zijl: 2016). This is 

because a meritocratic society brings 

forward certain advantages: it provides 

equal starting chances, it is more 

democratic than a society in which your 

social origin matters most (De Beer & Van 

Zijl, 2016; Swierstra & Tonkens, 2011), it 

reduces corruption, public servants are 

qualified for the job, individuals work 

more in light of common goals instead of 

personal goals, and they are more 

motivated (Jindra & Vaz, 2019: 659). 

However, a meritocratic society also poses 

threats to society, even when the ideal type 

of a meritocratic society – as described 

above – is realized. Even though a 

meritocracy offers equal starting chances, 

the pursuit of achieving this seems to lead 

to social inequality (Swierstra & Tonkens, 

2011: 37). Even the creator of the concept 

of meritocracy, Michael Young, warned 

for the dangers meritocracy can cause to 

society (Swierstra & Tonkens, 2011: 38). 

Yet the meritocratic ideal is strongly 

embraced in Dutch society and more and 

more policy is being made with a 

meritocratic society in mind. The aim of 

this policy brief is to provide some insight 

into how a meritocratic society can create 

social inequality – although it seems that 

the meritocratization of society does not 

seem to be the main explanation for this in 

The Netherlands (yet) – and to provide 

some recommendations on how to 

overcome these downsides.  

Findings 

Importance of education 

In a meritocracy, your level of education 

largely determines your social position. 

Your level of education is determined by 

your individual talents. The problem with 

this is that talent is, for a big part, 

hereditary (De Beer & Van Zijl, 2016: 

235): high educated children often have 

high educated parents and lower educated 

children often have lower educated 

parents. This lead or backlog is transferred 

from generation to generation (De Beer & 

Van Zijl, 2016: 235) and, therefore, 

provides children with high educated 

parents with a head start. Less talented 

people are ‘stuck’ with less attractive 

social positions, and because of the genetic 

aspect, their children probably are too. 

However, this inequality can also arise 

from social origin instead of meritocracy, 

since social origin is linked to one’s level 

of education and social position (De Beer 

& Van Zijl, 2016: 236).   

Unequal chances in the labour market 

In The Netherlands, the extent to which the 

society is meritocratic is decided by the 

importance of the level of education (De 

Beer & Van Zijl, 2016: 239). The Dutch 

labour market is also becoming 

increasingly meritocratic, so level of 

education is also important for determining 

one’s position in the labour market (De 

Beer & Van Zijl, 2016: 240). Figure 1 and 

Figure 2 (De Beer & Van Pinxteren, 2016: 

106-108) show that unemployment is less

common among high educated people. In

addition, high educated people occupy

better and more influential positions in the

labour market. However, this effect has

been around for years and it does not seem

to get worse, based on Figure 1 and Figure
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2 (De Beer & Van Pinxteren, 2016: 106-

108). 

Figure 1: Unemployment rate of 30-49 year 

old men and women by birth cohort and 

level of education 

Note. Reprinted from “Hoe meritocratisch is de 

arbeidsmarkt?”, by De Beer, P., & Van Pinxteren, M., 

2016, pp. 106-107. In P. De Beer, & M. van Pinxteren 

(Reds.), “Meritocratie. Op weg naar een nieuwe 

klassensamenleving?” 

https://doi.org/10.5117/97894629833971 

 Meritocracy in government

The level of education is also of great 

importance in politics. 91 percent of 

members of parliament are high educated. 

This has not always been the case. 

Looking at Figure 3, from the late 1930s 

onwards the percentage of high educated 

politicians increased, while the percentage 

of low educated politicians decreased 

(Bovens & Wille, 2016: 168). In an 

absolute sense, the representativeness of 

the government is very low: 80 percent of 

MPs are academics, while only 10 percent 

of the voters are academics (De Beer & 

Van Zijl, 2016: 242). In a relative sense, 

however, representativeness has not fallen 

1
 No English version available of the figure 

Figure 2: Average professional level of 30-

49 year old men and women by level of 

education and birth cohort 

Note. Reprinted from “Hoe meritocratisch is de 

arbeidsmarkt?”, by De Beer, P., & Van Pinxteren, M., 

2016, pp. 107-108. In P. De Beer, & M. van Pinxteren 

(Reds.), “Meritocratie. Op weg naar een nieuwe 

klassensamenleving?” 

https://doi.org/10.5117/97894629833972 

sharply, because the number of high 

educated people is also increasing (De 

Beer & Van Zijl, 2016: 242). However, the 

proportion of the population with a low 

level of education is very little represented 

in the government, because over the years 

a so called “diploma democracy” has 

emerged: a class of practically only 

academically trained politicians (De Beer 

& Van Zijl, 2016: 242). Even though this 

new kind of political elite is not very 

representative, the right people do end up 

in the right positions because of it.  

2
 No English version available of the figure 

https://doi.org/10.5117/9789462983397
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Figure 3: Members of the Lower House by 

 previous education 1849-2012 (%)

Note. Reprinted from “De meritocratisering van de 

politieke elite”, by Bovens, M. & Wille, A., 2016, p. 167. 

In P. De Beer, & M. van Pinxteren (Reds.), 

“Meritocratie. Op weg naar een nieuwe 

klassensamenleving?” 

https://doi.org/10.5117/97894629833973 

Winners and losers 

Besides the fact that a meritocratic society 

distinguishes between high and low 

educated citizens, it also distinguishes 

between winners and losers. This is maybe 

the biggest threat a meritocracy can pose 

to society. In a meritocratic society, 

success is constantly interpreted in terms 

of one’s own merit, while failure is 

attributed to a lack of talent and effort 

(Swierstra & Tonkens, 2011: 39). 

According to this logic, winners 

completely owe their success to 

themselves and losers completely owe 

their failure to themselves (Swierstra & 

Tonkens, 2011: 39). When the winners 

apply this principle to every bit of success 

they have, the solidarity they have with the 

losers can decrease (Swierstra & Tonkens, 

2011: 41). In the eyes of the winners, the 

losers owe their position in society to 

themselves, so why would they help them 

if they do not put in the same effort as the 

winners? Besides this loss of solidarity, 

3
 No English version available of the figure 

making a distinction between winners and 

losers can lead to another downside: 

winners not taking into account the wants 

and needs of the losers (De Beer & Van 

Zijl, 2016: 244). In a meritocracy the 

winners are generally the ones who hold 

influential positions, so they have the 

power to make decisions for others. When 

they stop taking into account the wants and 

needs of the losers, this will also be 

reflected in the decisions they make. This 

can ultimately lead to winners and losers 

living in separate worlds, in which they 

feel less and less connected to each other 

and to society as a whole (De Beer & Van 

Zijl, 2016: 244). Since The Netherlands is 

increasingly working towards becoming a 

realized meritocracy, the chance of this 

happening to the Dutch society is also 

increasing.  

Conclusions and recommendations 

It has been made clear that The 

Netherlands is increasingly turning into a 

meritocratic society. Although a 

meritocracy comes with certain 

advantages, it does not take away social 

inequality. However, the importance of 

one’s social origin is still present in The 

Netherlands and still has an influence on 

individuals’ social positions and thus on 

social inequality; so, inequality is not 

entirely attributable to meritocratization. 

Since a meritocracy does not only lead to 

negative outcomes – and it is not entirely 

clear yet to what extent the downsides are 

completely attributable to 

meritocratization – and is preferred over a 

society based on social origin (De Beer & 

Van Zijl, 2016: 243) this policy brief will 

conclude with some recommendations on 

how to reach a meritocratic society without 

it ending up in a winner versus loser 

society, which can happen if the 

https://doi.org/10.5117/9789462983397
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meritocratization process is not handled 

correctly.  

o Create more equal chances by

providing more support for those

who need more support: whether

this is in education or later on in

life, having equal chances is the

foundation of a meritocracy. Equal

chances for all do not exist yet, but

if The Netherlands wants to

continue the meritocratization

process, equal changes are highly

important to realize.

o Building upon the first

recommendation, it is important to

reduce the emphasis on the fact that

only the individual is responsible

for personal success or failure to

avoid society splitting up in

winners and losers. This also

makes it very personal. Prevent a

winner takes it all-society from

happening by letting others help

each other; in other words, make

sure solidarity keeps on existing.

o Broaden the scope of merits:

currently, individuals’ level of

education is key in deciding his or

her social position. Other skills like

artistic skills, personal traits or

practical skills are not considered.

Educational results are focused on

too strongly.
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