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Improve the housing situation of internationals

How can we make Groningen more welcoming?

Make Groningen more 'sticky' in term of work

Open up city living to internationals

Communicate better with internationals



average 
annual 

international 
student 

spending 
€11.400.

6.500 
international 
students in 
Groningen 
(approx.)

*
€74 
MILLION
per year

International students’ economic impact

INTRODUCTION

Groningen is growing, and fast. A large part of 
this growth is due to a steadily increasing 
international population. Driven by active policy of 
the RUG and the Hanze, as well as the growing 
internationalisation of the knowledge economy, 
the trend is likely to increase and consolidate. How 
can the partners of the Akkoord optimally manage 
this internationalisation process, so that Groningen
continues to be a thriving and resilient city?

Why internationalisation?
Groningen needs to internationalise because of two 
main, related phenomema: demographics 
and globalisation. The population decline 
of the surrounding provinces means that the 
traditional recruitment basin for the city’s crucial 
educational sector is shrinking. At the same 
time ongoing processes of globalisation mean 
that Groningen increasingly needs to operate 
in an integrated world economy, within 
international knowledge networks and 
globalised technologies, in order to remain a 
player in the knowledge economy.

But internationalisation also offers at least two key 
new opportunities for Groningen: 
improved attractiveness and innovative capacity. 
Increasingly important in destination choice for 
knowledge migrants are liveability factors such 
as affordable housing, shorter distances, lower 
pollution, cost of living etc.

The focus on liveability offers Groningen a golden 
opportunity to profile itself internationally as an 
attractive city for international knowledge migrants. 
Additionally, diversity is now widely considered as a 
key driver of creativity and innovation in city 

development, so we can expect – and in fact 
already witness (have a look at the diversity of 
nationalities in Ben Feringa’s lab) – how 
internationalisation contributes directly to 
innovative capacity. Both these factors can have a 
large structural positive impact on the city, and can 
also interact to form a positive feedback loop where 
high liveability fuels innovative capacity and vice 
versa.

How to manage internationalisa-
tion?
The key goal is to make Groningen more ‘sticky’ for 
international residents. This devolves to the need 
for an active programme regarding the following 
four aspects of life in Groningen, with focus on 
particular aspects of them:

1. housing: increased quality control, accessibiility
to housing market for international students.
2. work: opening up local labour markets for
internationals.
3. city living: improving navigation of public
space, social integration, cultural access.
4. communication: integrating and improving
online information and communication.

This report provides an analysis of these aspects of 
Groningen life, as well as proposals to address the 
identified problems, based on desk research 
combined with depth interviews.  Please note that 
we focus on knowledge migrants: international 
students and international knowledge workers. We 
do not provide any specific analysis for tourists, 
asylum seekers, labour migrants or other 
international groups in Groningen.

Ben Feringa. Dutch winner - international team

(Source: Elmer Sterken, DVHN).



HOUSING

Internationals coming to Groningen often struggle 
to find suitable accommodation. Since housing is a 
person’s most basic need, it is of key importance to 
ensure that Groningen can offer internationals ade-
quate and fairly priced housing options, as well as  
enough information regarding the housing market.

Student housing supply

International students have two options for housing 
in  Groningen:  SSH  Student  Housing or rooms via  
the private market. 

In 2015 the SSH replaced the Housing Office. For 
many exchange and first-year students, it is the 
‘go-to’ housing provider. However, it offers only 
about 1,700 rooms, much less capacity than the 
approx. 6,500 international students resident in the 
city. Hence, the majority of international students 
are referred to the private market. Compared to 
other cities in the Netherlands, private landlords 
have an exceptionally large share of the student 
housing market (around 80%). This percentage is 
much lower in other student cities.

In the private market international students 
compete for the same rooms as their Dutch 
counterparts. The latter enjoy greater knowledge 
of the market and its workings, and a wider social 
support network. In addition, many landlords only 
allow Dutch students in their housing. 
Consequently, international students often have 
much more difficulty than local students finding a 
room. This struggle is covered prominently in local 
media.

Student housing quality
Recent studies and media coverage have 
questioned the 'value for money' of SSH housing. 
International residents of SSH pay more for 
housing than their Dutch counterparts, ostensibly 

because of additional services provided by SSH. 
But this discrepancy has recently been protested 
against by dissatisfied student groups.  

Information about the housing market

Renting a house from the various local housing 
associations typically requires prospective tenants 
to wait in line for several years. Therefore, 
internationals (either students or expats) usually 
resort to the private housing market. Although 
highly regulated, information about the private 
market supply, regulations and tenants' rights is 
largely unavailable to internationals in English.

Current developments
1. A new international student complex is being
built by SSH XL in Zonnelaan, while Diaconessehuis
was closed this summer. The Zonnelaan will not
dramatically increase the total number of student
rooms, and in the interim the supply is less than
usual.
2. Private developers move in on this market gap.
An example is The Student Hotel which offers
short-term rooms for relatively high rent (above
€700 per month).

Projects proposals
1. Provision of more and better information
regarding actual housing supply, as well as general
information about the housing market, regulations,
and tenant rights. The need for this has already
been recognised by the city council, and is further
taken up in the chapter on communication (see
Nota 4a).
2. Empower the existing working group with a wider
mandate and more resources to tackle issues in
housing quality (see Nota 1a).

26% SSH Rooms
International Students

The Student Hotel (Source: thestudenthotel.com)
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WORK

Why?
Internationalisation of the economy of the northern 
provinces is increasingly important. There are 
two primary reasons for this, as mentioned 
above: demographics, and globalisation. The 
population in the surrounding provincial areas 
is ageing and shrinking (OECD report, 2013). 
In this sense local human capital is a diminishing 
resource. At the same time, the ‘war on talent’ 
means that Groningen’s knowledge economy 
needs to operate at a global level. To stay com-
petitive in a globalised knowledge economy, it 
needs to attract and retain international talent. 

“A [city’s] human capital endowment 
can be a more important determinant 
of its long-term success than virtually 
any other resource” - WEF Human Capi-
tal Report, 2016

The good news is that Groningen already has a 
sizeable international population. This is a mostly 
young and highly educated group, representing 
valuable human capital for the city. A key problem 
is that the majority of these international 
inhabitants leave within three to five years. 
Hence, the quickest way to nurture a knowledge-
intensive local economy is to better access and 
retain the human capital Groningen’s resident 
international population represents. 

Increasing the level and length of economic 
activity of this  group offers  growth potential for 
the local economy, via demographics, innovation, 
and culture, amongst other factors (Open 
Cities monitor, 2010, SER report 2013, a.o.) In 
general, increased talent retention can lead to 
better creativity and innovation indexing, cultural 
diversity, ambassadorial reach, and global 
competitiveness, which in turn contributes to 
Groningen’s ability to attract international talent: 
a positive feedback loop.  As we will see, there 
are several factors at play which mean this 
potential is not yet fully being tapped. Below we 
identify the key factors to stimulate this 
development.

Who?
Employment opportunity concerns various groups. 
We consider the most interesting group for the 
pur-poses of this report to be international 
students already living in Groningen, including 
graduate students and post graduates on 
temporary con-tracts.

This group is young, highly educated, open to 
or actively interested in remaining in Groningen 
for work, and (partially) integrated already.  In the 
‘war on talent’, this is a key group to work with.   
Groningen is doing well in the 'war:' between  
2009 and 2013 the number of international 
students in the city of Gron-ingen increased by 
almost 50%, from 3400 to 5000 (Decisio, 2015). 
This is a much higher rate than the national 
average over the same period.  The rate of 
increase of international students is also rising. 

Another important group is partners of internation-
als. “Retention rates of skilled migrants can be 
further improved if spouses have better 
opportunities in the Dutch labour market" . 
(OECD review, 2013). Since the position and 
prospects of expat partners overlaps partially with 
this group we assume that measures for 
international students can and should aim also to 
reach this group.

1. actual employment opportunity

2. access to the local job market

3. motivation to stay on in the city (liveability,
integration etc)

Catawiki currently has 54 vacancies.

How?
Several factors impact on whether international 
students will in fact stay and work here:



WORK

1. Employment opportunity in and
around Groningen for internationals

Job availability is the factor on which Groningen 
scores lowest in the EU quality of life survey (PBL 
2016) and employment opportunity in the region is 
generally viewed in the national context as weak: 
the job market is smaller than in the ‘randstad’ and 
parts of the province have negative economic pros-
pects. However we are optimistic that there is more 
to the job market for internationals than meets the 
eye, for several reasons outlined below.  

In most sectors employment opportunity is increas-
ing (UVW, 2016).  Additionally, although the local 
labour market remains ‘spacious’ (ruim), for the 
sectors which require academic education the 
labour market is fairly ‘cramped’ (krap). Most oppor-
tunity is found in IT and education, both of which 
are growing sectors, as well as in hospitality, trade 
and business services. Finally, CBS studies have 
indicated the below-average export rates in the 
Northern provinces - the recruitment of internation-
al workers locally thus represents an opportunity for 
export-oriented SMEs.

Finally, employment conditions are becoming more 
flexible and contracts are shortening. Given the 
cultural expectations of international workers we 
expect this to be an unproblematic development 
for this group, provided the path to self-employ-
ment is facilitated well.

In sum, international jobseekers are in general not 
worse positioned, and perhaps even slightly better 
positioned in some aspects, than local jobseekers, 
but potential obstacles lie in access to the job 
market and facilitation of self-employment. We 
suspect that the employment potential for interna-
tionals is even stronger, but more research is 
needed to determine this.

2. What kind of access to the job market
do international students have?

Good access to the local job market is probably the 
biggest obstacle for international jobseekers. This is 
not a local problem: 70% of international students 
across the country would like to stay on after their 
studies and work here; only 28% succeed in doing 

so. Moreover, the problem goes both ways: compa-
nies and organisations often have difficulty in 
attracting international students. (Euroguidance, 
2016).  These findings have been confirmed in a 
recent regional fact-finding event (Make it in the 
North, 2015) which identified the minimal connec-
tions between local companies and local interna-
tional community to be the primary obstacle to find-
ing work; hindering access and nurturing mutual 
misperceptions and lack of communication.

Several studies have addressed exactly this issue. 
We know that early labour market experience, 
acquired through internships and ideally related to 
the field of study, means students are more likely to 
stay after graduation. Information on how to find 
and apply for jobs largely determine the success of 
international students in their job search in their 
"new" home. Moreover, research from i-graduate 
shows that employability, career advice and the 
opportunity to gain work experience within the 
study programme are the three most important 
drivers for recommending the international study 
experience, again feeding into the positive feed-
back loop mentioned above (Wit & Ripmeester, 
2012).

There are measures already being taken to 
address access to the local job market, such as for 
instance the  Make It in the North event, RUG’s 
Dual Career support and NEXT career services, 
as well as the Experience Groningen event for 
international students. These measures are mostly 
small-scale and fragmented.

A large-scale, well-resourced, and coordinated 
programme to bridge the student and business 
worlds in the Northern Provinces would no doubt 
be the single most effective measure to increase 
stayrates for international students. This prog-
ramme should include the facilitation of 
internships, business projects, mentor and trainee 
programmes, access and stimulation of local 
employer networks, (legal) support to SMEs so that 
they can benefit from knowledge migrants, as well 
as an active agenda of networking and talent 
support events.  More research would elucidate 
the path to a successful large-scale programme; 
the current proposal for a regional project, 
spearheaded by IWCN, is presented in the 
appendix.



WORK

STARTED

3. Motivation: How do people feel about
staying on in Groningen?

All international students who were interviewed for 
this study expressed the desire to stay in Gronin-
gen; almost all cited work as the primary reason 
they foresee this might not happen. Additionally, 
although the wide offering of English-language pro-
grammes is an advantage for Dutch universities, it 
also has a flip side: not many internationals master 
Dutch. Many expressed that a limited ability to 
advance in Dutch language skills is a discouraging 
factor when it comes to the finding work in or 
around Groningen. This also feeds into limited 
social and professional networks which again reduc-
es access to the job market, as described above.

“I might move to Amsterdam when my 
contract ends because there are more 

English speaking jobs there, but ideally I 
would like to stay in Groningen”  - 

Jeremy, United Kingdom

Chief obstacles to staying mentioned by our inter-
view subjects were similar to findings from other 
studies (Tendensor, 2014):  language barriers in 
finding work,  insufficient professional networks and 
perception of not being opportunity rich, and to a 
lesser extent limited  social integration (and the 
impact of this for professional networks). Reasons 
for wanting to stay include  general high quality of 
life and lower costs of living, size and ease of mobil-
ity (bikes!), sense of safety and ‘feeling at home’.

Primary lines of action here are to make it easy and 
attractive to learn Dutch, and invest in cultural and 
social integration through networking and match-
making organisations. For more on this please see 
the chapter on city living.

Projects proposals
Given the fundamental twin developments of 
demographics and globalisation, it is clear that 
Groningen needs to embrace and stimulate the 
participation of international workers in the local 
labour market in order to maintain and further 
develop a strong city economy. 

Increasing stay rates for international talent is not 
only an fundamental means to increase the benefits 
for Groningen from internationalisation; it is a 
prerequesite for the city to continue thriving in the 
medium term.  Investment in better access and 
alignment for internationals to the local job market 
is the main need identified here.

1. Make it in the North - improving the knowledge
transfer between internationals, companies,
research institutions and government to retain
talent for the north. With the help of the program,
businesses will be able to realize their international
growth ambitions. This will strengthen the regional
economy and assist the region in the global "war on
talent” (see Nota 2a).
2. Given the importance of social integration for
work opportunities and decisions, we refer you to
the proposals associated with this topic in the City
Living chapter (see Nota 3a).



CITY LIVING

According to Richard Florida’s Creative Class 
theory, the conventional industrial theories that 
opine that “people will go to where the jobs/facto-
ries are” are not valid anymore. Young creatives are 
attracted to cities with a tolerant atmosphere, low 
housing costs, and high liveability; existing job 
opportunity is a secondary factor in deciding where 
to live.

Groningen is a lively and vibrant city. Despite being 
relatively small in global comparison, it offers a lot 
when it comes to city living: public spaces, green 
areas, culture and shopping. By emphasizing these 
virtues and making them more accessible to 
internationals, Groningen has the potential to 
attract these young international creatives.

How can Groningen become more welcoming to 
international? After housing and work, people want 
to integrate into society, participate in cultural 
events, and experience the public space.

Integration
The need for social and cultural integration has 
been an overlooked aspect of the 
internationalisation process so far. In the 
interviewed subjects almost all expressed not only a 
strong desire to move beyond the international 
student or expat bubble and to connect to the local 
population, but also registered large difficulty in 
doing so. This finding aligns with recent findings by 
NEXT and RUG HR, both of which also identified 
the explicit wish of most internationals to integrate 
better both socially and culturally.This is not only a 

problem for internationals themselves, it is a 
fundamental obstacle to making Groningen more 
‘sticky’ and increasing the stay rate.  A recent study 
of factors affecting retention rates underlines this 
fact:  “two principal reasons are relevant in 
residence decisions: career perspective and 
personal factors, such as having a Dutch partner or 
circle of friends” (Funk & Walenkamp, 2013).  By 
extension, active support and stimulation of 
language learning and facilitation of social networks 
can be an exceptionally valuable ‘soft’ instrument in 
the improvement of stay rates for internationals.

A primary instrument in this is language learning. 
Speaking good Dutch is a key factor contributing to 
integration and improving access to the job market, 
yet it is minimally supported. Dutch courses in 
Groningen are unsubsidized except of the first 
course for students and discounts to university staff. 
The fee for reaching an academic level in Dutch can 
reach over 2.000 EUR.  Hence, the level level of 
Dutch stagnates after the first course. Many 
interviewees have expressed a frustrated desire to 
learn to speak better Dutch and to progress in 
conversational and social contexts.

“Groningen has good values, that's very 
good about this place. What could be 

improved: it should be easier for people 
to integrate. Internationals should get 
opportunities to meet Dutch people” - 

Rachel, Germany

Another instrument is the facilitation of social 
networking opportunities. To this end we suggest 
the active support of existing organisations (such as 
Humanitas who offer language support), as well as 
bottom-up networks such as the Facebook group 
“Groningen Mamas” which has over 100 expat 
members. Finally we propose a ‘umbrella’ 
co-ordinator to help newcomers make connection 
to the relevant networks.  In the associated nota a 
preliminary proposal is made to address the related 
topics of better language acquisition and social 
integration.

Groningen’s public space is safe and friendly.


