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Preface 

Before you lies my master’s thesis ‘Ethnic Discrimination in the Workplace: 

Testing the Integration Paradox at the Municipality of Amsterdam’. I have worked on this 

thesis from February to June 2024.  

 

During the writing of this thesis, I was doing a research internship at the Verwey-Jonker 

research institute. The main project I worked on was a quantitative research the municipality 

of Amsterdam asked us to do, looking into the experiences of discrimination and other forms 

of undesirable behaviour among employees of the municipality. This kind of behaviour and 

experiences are problematic and the municipality wants to tackle this issue and create better 

policies. For this, more insights in this kind of behaviour and experiences is needed. I had the 

same motivation writing this thesis. (Perceived) discrimination is a complex problem with 

many possible negative consequences for individuals, organisations and society. My 

internship gave me the opportunity to do research on the topic of perceived discrimination in 

the workplace with the large and unique dataset of the study for the municipality. Within the 

research field of ethnic discrimination, the integration paradox has fascinated me since I first 

read about it, and it shows the complexity of the issue of perceived ethnic discrimination. This 

fascination drove me to focus my thesis on ethnic discrimination and incorporate the 

integration paradox in the research. I am very grateful for the opportunity to do this internship 

at Verwey-Jonker and to use this dataset for my master’s thesis.  

 

Thank you for reading, I hope you will enjoy it and learn something about the complexity and 

importance of this topic.  

 

Hannah Hartgerink 

Utrecht, June 24, 2024 
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Abstract 

Dutch employees with a non-western migration background perceive high levels of 

discrimination in the workplace. This can have many negative consequences, such as lower 

levels of job satisfaction. Current research looked into a non-western migration background 

leading to lower levels of job satisfaction, through higher levels of perceived discrimination in 

the workplace, and if this was different for first- and second-generation immigrants. It also 

looked into whether the effect of a non-western migration background on perceived 

discrimination was stronger for higher educated and for female employees. This was tested 

among employees at the municipality of Amsterdam. First- and second-generation non-

western immigrants both reported lower levels of job satisfaction than native Dutch 

employees, through higher levels of perceived discrimination. For first-generation, a direct 

effect not explained by perceived discrimination also remained. There were no differences 

found between first- and second-generation non-western immigrants. The effect of a non-

western background was stronger for higher educated employees, and among second-

generation immigrants it was weaker for female employees. Given the importance of the 

subject, more research should be done. 

 Keywords: Job Satisfaction, Perceived Discrimination, Workplace Discrimination, 

Integration Paradox, Gender 
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Ethnic Discrimination in the Workplace: Testing the Integration Paradox at the 

Municipality of Amsterdam 

In 2021, the Netherlands Institute for Human Rights (2021) wrote that there appeared to 

be an increased awareness and recognition of the existence of (institutional) racism in the 

Netherlands. In 2020, the Prime Minister of the Netherlands publicly acknowledged the 

existence of institutional racism in the Netherlands, being the first government representative 

to ever do that (The Netherlands Institute for Human Rights, 2021).  

The Dutch society is an ethnically diverse one. In 2019, almost 25% of the Dutch 

population had a migration background. 13% of the population has a non-western 

background. Among this group, the largest groups are people with a Turkish, Moroccan, 

Surinamese, or Antillean background (Andriessen et al., 2020). As acknowledged by the 

Prime Minister in 2020, the problem of racism certainly exists in the Netherlands (The 

Netherlands Institute for Human Rights, 2021). According to the 2020 report of experienced 

discrimination of the Netherlands Institute for Social Research, people with a migration 

background experience discrimination relatively often. 8% of Dutch citizens experienced 

discrimination on ethnic grounds, and of all ethnic groups, people with a Turkish or Moroccan 

background most often experience discrimination. This discrimination takes place in different 

domains, one of which is the workplace (Andriessen et al., 2020).  

Persistent inequalities between ethnic groups exist on the Dutch labour market. Compared 

to native Dutch people, people with a migration background in the Dutch labour market are 

more often unemployed, work more often in lower-status jobs, and have a lower income than 

people without a migration background (Thijssen et al., 2020). Various experiments have 

shown ethnic discrimination in the hiring process in Dutch organisations (Ramos et al., 2021; 

Thijssen et al., 2020; Thijssen et al., 2021a; 2021b). Not only when looking for work, but also 

in the workplace these groups more often experience discrimination. The Netherlands 

Institute for Social Research found that people with a non-western migration background 

experience discrimination in the workplace significantly more often than people without a 

migration background. Especially people a with a Moroccan background (57%) and people 

with a Turkish background (59%) felt discriminated against at work (Andriessen et al., 2020).  

Experiments like those of Thijssen et al. (2020; 2021) and Di Stastio et al. (2021) study 

objective discrimination, showing how certain groups have less chances in the Dutch labour 

market. Many other studies focus on subjective discrimination, like publications from the 

Netherlands Institute for Social Research (Andriessen et al., 2014; 2020) or Statistics 

Netherlands (CBS, 2023). The focus is then on people’s experiences. Sometimes, people 
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perceive discrimination when it did not happen. For certain outcomes, whether it actually took 

place is not what is relevant. Perceptions of discrimination can have effects on a potential 

victim’s (mental) health for example, regardless of whether this person was or was not 

discriminated against (Small & Pager, 2020; Yassine et al., 2023). Being the target of 

prejudice and discrimination can lead to lower self-esteem (Major et al., 2007). Also, it can 

lead to anxiety, psychological stress, depression, and lower feelings of overall well-being 

(Andriessen et al., 2014; Paradies et al., 2015; Schmitt et al., 2014). These are negative 

consequences for the individual experiencing discrimination, but when many individuals 

experience these consequences, it can also turn into a societal problem (Busfield, 2018; 

George et al., 2015; Herrman & Jané-Llopis, 2005). Moreover, the more people experience 

discrimination in different areas, among which the workplace, the more they will withdraw 

from society and have less trust in institutions such as the government, judges and the police. 

This is a societal problem, since institutional trust is seen as the glue holding a democratic 

constitutional state together (Andriessen et al., 2020). 

Furthermore, minority employees repeatedly experiencing discrimination in the labour 

market are less likely to be satisfied with their job or be committed to the organisation they 

work for (Ensher et al., 2001; Lippens et al., 2022). Where high job satisfaction leads to more 

productivity and work engagement, low job satisfaction leads to decreased morale and 

productivity (Lee et al., 2021). The perception of unfairness in the workplace can lead to 

emotional suffering and exhaustion, which can in turn lead to more absenteeism, work 

alienation and alcohol abuse (Howard & Cordes, 2010). These are not only negative 

consequences for the individual perceiving discrimination, but also for the employer. A 

diverse workforce can have multiple benefits. Different perspectives can lead to the ability to 

offer a broader range of products and represent a larger variety of clients, and can thus bring 

economic benefits, but a diverse workforce also indicates social justice and equal 

opportunities. These benefits do not materialise, or less, when discrimination takes place in 

the workplace (Ellemers & Rink, 2016).  

Besides experiencing discrimination, witnessing discrimination of others in the workplace 

can also lead to a lower job satisfaction and less wellbeing (Nielsen et al., 2024). Also, 

discrimination within organisations can negatively influence the work effort of employees 

being advantaged by it too, causing them to believe less strongly that work will impact their 

chances of reward (Heiserman & Simpson, 2023). Dutch law requires employers to care for 

good working conditions for their employees and to prevent or limit undesirable behaviour 

from happening (Peereboom & Horsten, 2015). 
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All this shows the importance of finding out more about discrimination in the workplace, 

the effects of it, and which factors play a role, so that better policy can be developed to tackle 

this problem. The first question this study seeks to answer is “To what extent do employees in 

the Netherlands experience discrimination in the workplace?”  

This research will not only look into ethnic discrimination and its effect on job 

satisfaction, but also into different factors that are of possible influence on this perceived 

discrimination. Literature shows that the relationship between integration and perceived 

discrimination is complex (Diehl et al., 2021; Schaeffer & Kas, 2023). Where classical 

immigration theories suggest that integration will lead to a stronger sense of belonging and 

positive attitudes toward natives and the host society, some research shows a reverse effect. 

This phenomenon is called the ‘integration paradox’ (Verkuyten, 2016). Current study will 

add more knowledge and empirical evidence to this complex field of study. Literature is often 

about the relationship between perceived discrimination and host society disengagement 

(Verkuyten, 2016). This research will add to this by focusing on discrimination in the 

workplace and including the effect of perceived discrimination on job satisfaction. Moreover, 

the effect of gender will also be analysed since gender-specific difficulties may add another 

layer of complexity to the issue of perceived discrimination (Berdahl & Moore, 2006; 

Kofman et al., 2009).  

The other questions this study seeks to answer are “To what extent does having a non-

western migration background influence job satisfaction for employees, and to what extent is 

this effect mediated by perceived discrimination?”, “To what extent is this effect different for 

first- and second-generation immigrants?”, and “To what extent is the effect of a non-western 

migration background on perceived discrimination moderated by education level and 

gender?” 

This will be researched among employees of the municipality of Amsterdam, one of the 

biggest municipalities in the Netherlands. By studying employees of one organisation, in all 

layers of that organisation, this study uses a unique dataset. The workplace and organisational 

policies are the same for all employees in this study. This enables us to for example study 

differences between people in higher and lower salary scales within the same organisation. 

This research will give better insights into the relationship between job satisfaction and 

perceived discrimination in the workplace among people with a non-western migration 

background in the Netherlands, and factors influencing this.  

In addition to adding scientific knowledge, the results of this research are useful for the 

Dutch government and policymakers trying to address the bigger problem of ethnic 
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discrimination, and also for specific organisations trying to decrease perceived discrimination 

and increase job satisfaction among their employees. The last question this study will answer 

is “What can Dutch organisations do to improve the job satisfaction of employees with a non-

western migration background, when looking at the effect of perceived workplace 

discrimination?” 

Theory 

Ethnic discrimination 

Like mentioned in the introduction, people with a non-western ethnicity are more often 

discriminated against in the Netherlands than people with other ethnicities (Andriessen et al., 

2020). Different theories explain this behaviour. An important notion in explaining ethnic 

discrimination is that of homophily, the tendency for individuals to be attracted to others with 

similar characteristics (Schaffer, 2003). This can be about attitudes or beliefs, but also 

demographic characteristics. A related concept is that of ingroup favouritism, a preference for 

relations and contact with individuals from the same social group (Thijssen et al., 2022).  

Models of taste based discrimination focus on these, economically irrelevant, contact 

preferences. In the setting of the workplace, employers, colleagues and customers can 

experience these preferences toward people from their own group, and a distaste from 

interacting with people from outside their group. Individual prejudice toward people from 

other groups can be related to these preferences. This taste based discrimination has been 

shown in studies where for example individuals were willing to give up some amount of wage 

to avoid working together with colleagues of a different ethnicity or where discrimination was 

reduced when a financial penalty for discriminatory behaviour was introduced (Lippens et al., 

2022).  

Theories that explain the underlying mechanisms of this taste-based discrimination are 

social identity theory and social categorisation theory (Lippens et al., 2022; Tajfel & Turner, 

2004). These are based on the assumption that individuals define themselves as a member of 

different types of groups using different characteristics like demographics or values. They 

categorise themselves and others similar to them as the ingroup, and people dissimilar to them 

as an outgroup. These social categorisations help the individual to order the social 

environment and make social comparisons (Schaffer, 2003; Tajfel & Turner, 2004). 

According to these theories, individuals want to have and keep high self-esteem, and it is thus 

important that their social identity is a positive one. They therefore have a tendency to make 

comparisons between groups that positively improve their own ingroups. This is done by 

differentiating themselves from the characteristics of outgroups, and this can be the basis for 
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stereotypes and polarisation (Lippens et al., 2022; Schaffer, 2003; Tajfel & Turner, 2004). As 

a result of these mechanisms, employees often connect and form friendships with others who 

are (demographically) similar to them, and minority employees are often excluded from social 

networks and more often feel discriminated against. Employees demographically different 

from their supervisor often perceive less support and trust, which could also lead to more 

perceived discrimination (Avery et al., 2008). Small & Pager (2020) emphasise that 

discrimination does not have to be conscious and intentional, but can also come from implicit 

biases.  

Where ethnic homophily and social categorisation theories predict ethnic discrimination 

towards ethnic outgroups, there are also theories predicting differences in behaviour towards 

different ethnic outgroups. According to ethnic hierarchy theory a hierarchy of ethnic groups 

exists, in which the position of a minority group depends on its socioeconomic status and its 

cultural difference from the majority group. Groups that deviate most from the majority in 

these aspects will be stereotyped most negatively and be most discriminated against and 

socially excluded (Thijssen et al., 2021b). An example is Muslims in western countries, who 

stand out because of their different culture and more conservative ideas. In much of these 

countries very negative sentiments exist around Muslims (Thijssen et al., 2022). The same 

could count for non-western minorities more broadly, who differ more from western 

majorities than western minorities do.   

Lastly, group threat theory states that members of the majority group will discriminate 

against ethnic minorities when they feel threatened by them. This threat can arise from 

conflicts about economic goods like jobs, but also from conflicts about cultural values and 

customs. The economic threat could apply to all minority groups, but the cultural threat only 

applies to minority groups with different cultural beliefs, for example those with different 

beliefs about homosexuality or gender equality (Ramos et al., 2021). Helbling and 

Traunmüller (2020) for example find that negative attitudes toward Muslim immigrants are 

partly caused by the fact that they are seen as a treat to western liberal values, secularism and 

democracy. Flores (2015) and Diehl et al. (2020) argue that as immigrants become more 

familiar with the culture of the majority, they will be discriminated against less. However, 

they also argue, this will not happen or happen less for those visibly distinct from the 

majority. Lundström (2017) argues that non-white immigrants cannot liberate themselves 

from being part of the migration discourse in western countries like white immigrants can. 

People who are visibly ‘different’ keep struggling within the discourse of ‘belonging’ and 

‘not belonging’. 
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Following this overview of theories, in this study, employees least similar to the native 

Dutch employees are expected to perceive significantly more discrimination in the workplace 

than others. This leads to the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 1: Employees with a non-western migration background experience more 

discrimination in the workplace than employees with no migration background. 

Job satisfaction 

Like discussed in the introduction, perceiving discrimination in the workplace can lead to 

many different negative effects for the victim. One of them is lower job satisfaction (Ensher et 

al., 2001; Lippens et al., 2022). Indyastuti (2019) proposes that an important explanation for 

this negative effect on job satisfaction is satisfaction of basic psychological needs. These 

needs are the need of autonomy, competence and relatedness and they are universal, 

fundamental needs. In the workplace, satisfaction of these needs is found to be related to a 

higher job satisfaction. Perceiving discrimination has a negative effect on the feeling of 

autonomy, competence and relatedness, and would thus lead to lower job satisfaction. In their 

study, they find this mediating effect of basic psychological needs for autonomy and 

relatedness, but not for competence. 

Other research has found that the experience of racial discrimination leads to feelings of 

less control of one’s life, which may lead to lower levels of job satisfaction (Valentine et al., 

1999). Moreover, studies have shown that lower levels of self-esteem are related to lower 

levels of job satisfaction (Kuster et al., 2013; Lee et al., 2021). Employees with high self-

esteem are likely to perform better in their careers and are more likely to earn promotion. 

This, in turn, is positively related to job satisfaction. On the other hand, employees with low 

self-esteem are more likely to choose a task that is below their competency level to avoid 

failure and criticism (Lee et al., 2021). Like mentioned in the introduction, perceiving 

discrimination may lead to lower levels of self-esteem, and following the literature, this 

would lead to lower levels of job satisfaction. Following these findings, the following 

hypothesis was drawn: 

Hypothesis 2: The more discrimination employees perceive in the workplace, the less 

satisfied they are with their job.  

Combining the first two hypotheses, the mediation hypothesis that follows is: 

Hypothesis 3: Employees with a non-western migration background are less satisfied with 

their job than employees with no migration background, through higher levels of 

perceived discrimination. 

Integration Paradox 
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One of the explanations for discrimination of people with a non-western migration 

background is that their culture is so different from that of the native Dutch (Ramos et al., 

2021; Thijssen et al., 2021b). Following this, the more immigrants acculturate, the more they 

become familiar with local culture and language, the less they would be expected to 

experience discrimination (Flores, 2015).  

During the 1960s, a theory often referred to as ‘conflict theory’ predicted that the more 

immigrants acculturated into host societies, the more they would become aware of their 

disadvantage and discrimination, and would thus perceive discrimination. Following this and 

related theories, Flores (2015) predicts and finds that as acculturation of immigrants in Spain 

increases, immigrants report less cultural discrimination, but those who are visibly distinct 

increasingly report racial discrimination. Visibly distinct immigrants that are highly 

assimilated could realise that they still face rejection despite them sharing many cultural 

attributes with natives. This could cause them to understand this rejection or differential 

treatment as being based on their race.  

The ’integration paradox’ describes the phenomenon that the better immigrants integrate, 

the more emotionally distant they become from the host society. The main mechanism behind 

this is perceived discrimination. Better integrated immigrants report more instead of fewer 

experiences of discrimination (Diehl et al., 2021; Verkuyten, 2016), especially those visibly 

distinct from the majority (Flores, 2015). Two important factors influencing perceived 

discrimination of non-western immigrants can explain this phenomenon. The first is exposure; 

better integrated immigrants have more contact with majority members (potential 

discriminators) and are thus at higher risk of experiencing discrimination (Diehl et al., 2021; 

Schaeffer & Kas, 2023). Also they more often use the local media and are thus more exposed 

to the negative discourse surrounding immigrants (De Vroome et al., 2014; Schaeffer & Kas, 

2023). The second factor is attributional processes, under which different mechanisms fall. 

Firstly, immigrants who know the language are better able to understand their surroundings 

and thus to recognise and perceive discrimination. They are more aware of and sensitive to it. 

Secondly, better integrated immigrants identify and compare themselves more with the 

majority than with disadvantaged minorities, which causes them to be more demanding of 

equal treatment (Diehl et al., 2021; Schaeffer & Kas, 2023). 

Migration generation 

Generational status is one of the most important indicators of integration (Schaeffer & 

Kas, 2023). All these factors and mechanisms should thus apply to second-generation 

immigrants when compared to first-generation immigrants, having more contact with majority 
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members, being more aware of and sensitive to discrimination, and being more demanding of 

equal treatment (Diehl et al., 2021; Schaeffer & Kas, 2023).  

In line with the integration paradox, Banerjee (2008) expects and finds that immigrants 

who have been in Canada for longer periods of time are more likely to experience 

discrimination than new immigrants. She explains this by stating that new immigrants have 

low expectations since their comparison group is likely people in their home country or other 

new immigrants. They may therefore be less aware of their rights in the host country and less 

likely to perceive discrimination. As they integrate more, the comparison group will shift 

more to the majority group and they will become more aware of their rights. If these 

immigrants find they are still disadvantaged after many years, they will be likely to attribute 

this to discrimination. Following this literature, the fourth hypothesis is: 

Hypothesis 4: Among employees with a non-western migration background, second-

generation immigrants report lower levels of job satisfaction, through higher levels of 

perceived discrimination in the workplace. 

Level of education 

The factors mentioned above, exposure and attributional processes, do not only apply to 

second-generation immigrants compared to first-generation, but also to higher educated 

immigrants compared to lower educated, who are often better integrated in multiple domains. 

They have more contact with the majority, are more aware of and sensitive to discrimination, 

and more demanding of equal treatment (Diehl et al., 2021; Verkuyten, 2016). Higher 

education implies higher cognitive sophistication, which is related to awareness of processes 

in society, and higher educated can, in contrast to the lower educated, claim that their lack of 

success is caused by a lack of opportunities and discrimination, instead of a lack of efforts and 

skills. Education provides immigrants with tools to critically challenge discrimination and 

policies causing group disadvantages (De Vroome et al., 2014; Verkuyten, 2016). Moreover, 

Diehl and colleagues (2021) name another mechanism that could apply to higher educated 

immigrants. Attributing a negative event to discrimination can be a way of coping that is not 

threatening to the self-esteem. Higher status aspiration can lead to greater motives for this 

coping, and thus to perceiving events more often as discrimination.  

Banerjee (2008) also expects and finds higher educated immigrants in Canada to perceive 

more (workplace) discrimination. They likely compare their situations to the majority and 

have higher expectations for success. If they find that they are being treated unequally or have 

less chances, they may interpret this as discrimination. Following this theory, the fifth 

hypothesis for this study is: 
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Hypothesis 5: The effect of a non-western migration background on perceived 

discrimination will be more pronounced for higher educated employees than for lower 

educated employees. 

Gender 

In the labour market, female immigrants do not only face the same difficulties as male 

immigrants, such as lack of language skills or human capital, but also gender-specific 

difficulties such as lower appreciation of their capital. Migrant and ethnic minority women 

face different forms of unequal opportunities that may reinforce and interact with each other 

(Kofman et al., 2009). Literature on the ‘double jeopardy hypothesis’ states that women of an 

ethnic minority face double discrimination since their ethnic- and gender-based discrimination 

add up. The multiplicative version of this hypothesis predicts that gender and ethnicity are not 

independent and additive categories, but that the disadvantages of both gender and ethnicity 

multiply each other, making the effect of belonging to both groups even greater than just 

adding up the separate effects. It predicts an interaction effect between gender and ethnicity 

on discrimination. Following this hypothesis, minority women should be more vulnerable to 

ethnic discrimination than minority men (Berdahl & Moore, 2006).  

Other literature suggesting a difference between minority men and women in perceived 

discrimination is about vigilance (Himmelstein et al., 2015; Kaiser & Major, 2006; Pichardo 

et al., 2021). Vigilance is a coping mechanism, in response to experienced discrimination, 

continuously monitoring one’s surroundings and anticipating discrimination (Himmelstein et 

al., 2015). Having experienced discrimination in the past can activate discrimination-related 

thoughts and cause individuals to be more likely to interpret ambiguous situations as 

discrimination (Major & Kaiser, 2006).  

Following these lines of reasoning, it is very plausible that having a non-western 

migration background will not have the same effect on perceived discrimination for men as 

for women. It is expected that this effect will be stronger for women than for men. This leads 

to the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 6: The effect of a non-western migration background on perceived 

discrimination will be more pronounced for female than for male employees.  
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Figure 1 

Graphical Representation of the Conditional Process Analysis 

 

 

Methods 

Sample 

Data for this research were collected through a survey by researchers from the Verwey-

Jonker Institute. The target group was employees of the municipality of Amsterdam, 

including interns, trainees, temporary workers, freelancers or people with a flexible contract. 

They were recruited via the municipality, and could fill in the survey online via a link they 

received in their email or via a QR-code they could scan from posters and flyers at location. 

At fourteen locations of the municipality, there was the possibility to fill in the survey 

physically, with pollsters from an external research organisation.  

At the time of data collection, there were 22.685 employees working at the municipality. 

10597 of them started the survey, and 6897 completed it. This is a response rate of 

approximately 30%. Since respondents had the opportunity to not answer certain questions, 

there were relatively many missing values. For this study, all respondents with missing scores 

on one or more of the variables included in the analysis, were excluded from the final sample. 

The final sample consisted of 6141 respondents working for the municipality. 3467 of them 

were women (56,5%), 2571 were men (41,9%), 40 were non-binary (0,6%), and 63 answered 

to be ‘something else’ (1,0%). 1,3% was aged between 16 and 24 years old, 15,7% was aged 

25-35, 22,9% was aged 35-44, 27,5% was aged 45-54, 29,5% was aged 55-64, and 3,2% was 

aged 65 or older. 4540 respondents were native Dutch (73,9%), 363 had a western migration 

background (5,9%), and 1238 had a non-western migration background (20,2%). Of those 
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with a migration background (26,1%), 842 were first-generation immigrants (13,7% of the 

total sample), and 759 were second-generation immigrants (12,4% of the total sample).  

Ethics 

The Ethics Committee of the VU Amsterdam reviewed the study by Verwey-Jonker. 

Ethical approval for this study was granted by the Ethics Review Board of the Faculty of 

Social and Behavioural Sciences at the University of Utrecht. At the beginning of the survey, 

respondents were shown an information letter about the goal and topic of the study, the fact 

that the survey was totally anonymous, the fact that they could skip questions or drop out of 

the study at any moment, and whom to contact in case of questions or concerns. They were 

asked to express their informed consent before they could continue with the survey. 

Instruments & Operationalisation 

The survey used for data collection was constructed with Survalyzer. For the analysis, 

SPSS Statistics was used.  

Independent variable 

Migration background and migration generation were operationalised by a new variable 

computed out of the questions about where the respondents themselves and their parents were 

born. The categorisation was based on the terminology of Statistics Netherlands (Centraal 

Bureau voor de Statistiek, 2022; n.d.a; n.d.b; n.d.c). Respondents who answered that they 

themselves and both their parents were born in the Netherlands were coded as native Dutch. 

Those who answered to be born outside of the Netherlands were coded as first-generation 

immigrants, and those who answered to be born in the Netherlands and answered that one or 

both of their parents were born in another country were coded as second-generation 

immigrants. Respondents who answered that they and/or one or both of their parents were 

born in Turkey, Morocco, Surinam, the Dutch Caribbean, or another African country were 

coded as non-western. Respondents who answered that they and/or one or both of their 

parents were born in Indonesia or another European country than the Netherlands were coded 

as western, unless they or one or both parents were born in a non-western country. 

Respondents with a migration background in Asia and America/Oceania were left out of this 

categorisation, since the Statistics Netherlands categorisation could not be followed for these 

areas. According to Statistics Netherlands, a Japanese background is western, whereas the rest 

of Asia is non-western. This distinction could not be made since the answer option was 

‘Asia’, without asking about specific countries. The same problem occurred for a background 

in America or Oceania, where people from Middle or South America would be non-western, 

and people from North America and Oceania would be western. 
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Mediator 

Perceived discrimination was operationalised by a new variable computed out of the 

question whether they had ever felt discriminated against during work in the last 12 months 

and the follow-up question people received when they answered yes asking them how often 

they had felt discriminated against in the last 12 months. Respondents who answered to have 

not experienced discrimination or that they were not sure if it was discrimination were coded 

with value ‘0’. For the respondents who answered ‘yes’ to the first question, the answers to 

the second questions were coded as follows: ‘one or two times’ was coded with value ‘1’, 

‘sometimes’ with value ‘2’, ‘often’ with value ‘3’, and ‘all the time’ with value ‘4’. Perceived 

discrimination was thus operationalised by a 5-point scale, ranging from zero (never), to four 

(all the time).  

Moderators  

Since the survey did not ask for respondents’ education level, salary scale was used as a 

proxy. This was operationalised by asking respondents what their salary scale was. The 

answer possibilities were scale 1 to 16, 17 and higher, and ‘I don’t know’. The last answer 

option was coded as missing. Based on information provided by the municipality, salary is a 

fair proxy for educational level; scale 1 to 4 require primary education, scale 5 and 6 pre-

vocational secondary education (VMBO), scale 7 and 8 secondary vocational education 

(MBO), scale 9 to 11 higher professional education (HBO), and scale 12 and higher require 

university education (WO).  

For gender, the variable ‘woman’ was computed from the question “What fits best with 

how you see yourself and how you feel?” Respondents who answered ‘woman’ were coded 

‘1’. Respondents who reported ‘man’, ‘neither man or woman’, ‘both man and woman’, or 

‘something else’ were coded ‘0’. This means that non-binary people were also included in the 

‘non-female’ category. This was not in line with the theory, which was about the difference 

between men and women. However, since the number of respondents that answered 

something else then ‘man’ or ‘woman’ was very small, the decision was made to keep these 

respondents included in the variable and not exclude them from the sample.    

Dependent variable 

Job satisfaction was operationalised by a single item ‘I am satisfied with my job at the 

municipality’, as research suggests this is an acceptable and accurate way of measuring job 

satisfaction (Wanous et al., 1997). An example of a former study using this single item 

measure is that of Rogelberg et al. (2006). In current study, it was a 7-scale item ranging from 

0 ‘totally disagree’ to 7 ‘totally agree’. 
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Control variable 

Besides ethnicity and gender, age is the most common characteristic associated with 

reported discrimination (Ayalon, 2014), also when looking specifically at the Netherlands 

(Andriessen et al., 2014). Specifically in the labour market or at the workplace, older people 

experience more discrimination. This can for example entail unequal access to employment, 

training or promotion (Andriessen et al., 2014; Kroon et al., 2019). Since age can thus 

influence the level of perceived discrimination, it could be of significant influence on the 

outcomes of this study, particularly if there are significant differences in age between the 

different categories of the independent variable. Therefore, age was included in the analysis as 

a control variable.  

Analysis 

To answer this study’s research questions, a conditional process analysis was conducted. 

This analysis is also called a moderated mediation analysis, since it is a mediation analysis in 

which one or multiple effects are moderated (Hayes, 2022). This analysis thus makes it 

possible to analyse the mediation hypotheses, about migration background and generation 

having an effect on job satisfaction through perceived discrimination, and the moderation 

hypotheses, about the effects of migration background and generation on perceived 

discrimination being stronger for female employees and employees with a higher salary scale, 

in one model. Adding these moderators would not be possible in a regular mediation analysis. 

The mediation part of the analysis showed, with relative direct, indirect and total effects, 

whether employees with a non-western migration background reported significantly lower 

levels of job satisfaction and whether this effect was mediated by higher levels of perceived 

discrimination. Also it showed whether, when looking at employees with a non-western 

migration background, second-generation immigrants reported lower levels of job satisfaction 

and whether this effect was mediated by higher levels of perceived discrimination. The 

moderation part of the analysis showed, with interaction effects, whether in this mediation 

model the effect of migration background and generation on perceived discrimination was 

more pronounced for employees with a higher salary and female employees.  

Assumptions for regression were checked and only the assumption of normality was 

violated. Because of the large size of the sample and because of the use of bootstrap intervals 

in the conditional process analysis, this violation was not problematic for the analysis (Hayes, 

2022).   
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Results 

Descriptives 

After filtering out the missing values on all variables used for the analysis, the final 

sample consisted of 6141 respondents. The overall mean scores of perceived discrimination 

(M = .30) were very low. The mean scores of job satisfaction (M = 5.84) were quite high. 

One-Sample T-Tests showed that both means were significantly different from the midpoint 

of the scales (p < .001). The mean reported salary scale, which ranged from scale 1 to scale 17 

or higher, was 10.12.  

One-Way ANOVA 

A one-way ANOVA with post-hoc test (Bonferroni) showed the mean scores for 

perceived discrimination and job satisfaction per category of migration background and 

generation (table 1). For perceived discrimination, the means were significantly different 

across the five groups, F(4, 6136) = 109.86, p < .001. The mean score for first-generation 

non-western immigrants (M = .73) was significantly higher than the means of native Dutch 

(M = .19) and of first- (M = .29) and second-generation (M = .32) western immigrants (p < 

.001). The mean score for second generation non-western immigrants (M = .68) was also 

significantly higher than the means of native Dutch and of first- and second-generation 

western immigrants (p < .001). This means that respondents with a non-western migration 

background, both first- and second-generation, reported significantly higher levels of 

perceived discrimination in the workplace than the respondents of the other three groups. 

However, mean scores of .73 and .68 on a scale from 0 to 4 still do not indicate very high 

levels of perceived discrimination. The means of first- (M = .73) and second-generation (M = 

.68) non-western immigrants did not differ significantly from each other. The means of native 

employees and employees with a first- or second-generation western background all did not 

differ significantly from each other. 

For job satisfaction, the means were also significantly different across the groups, F(4, 

6136) = 20.79, p < .001. The mean score of first- (M = 5.53) and second-generation (M = 

5.61) non-western immigrants were significantly lower than the mean of native Dutch (M = 

5.92) (p < .001). This means that respondents with a non-western migration background, from 

both generations, reported significantly lower levels of job satisfaction than native Dutch 

respondents. However, mean scores of 5.53 and 5.61 on a 7-point scale still do not indicate 

very low levels of job satisfaction. The means of first- (M = 5.53) and second-generation (M 

= 5.61) non-western immigrants did not differ significantly from first- (M = 5.75) and second-

generation (M = 5.72) western immigrants and from each other. The means of first- and 
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second-generation western immigrants were also not significantly different from the means of 

natives and from each other.  

 

Table 1 

Descriptive Statistics per Category 

  M(SD) 

Perceived discrimination Native Dutch  .19 (.64) 

 1st-generation western  .29 (.72) 

 2nd-generation western  .32 (.83) 

 1st-generation non-western .73 (1.17) 

 2nd-generation non-western .68 (1.11) 

Job satisfaction Native Dutch  5.92 (1.13) 

 1st-generation western 5.75 (1.25) 

 2nd-generation western 5.72 (1.44) 

 1st-generation non-western 5.53 (1.53) 

 2nd-generation non-western 5.61 (1.35) 

 

Correlation 

The correlation (Pearson) between perceived discrimination and job satisfaction (-.336) is 

negative and significant (p < .001). This correlation is in the expected direction, meaning that 

the higher the level of perceived discrimination, the lower the level of reported job 

satisfaction is.  

Conditional Process Analysis 

A conditional process analysis was conducted with a multicategorical antecedent 

(migration background and generation), using PROCESS v4.2 by Andrew Hayes (Hayes, 

2022). The categories were dummy coded. This coding entails that all categories were 

compared with a reference category. The first analysis, with native Dutch as reference 

category, showed the differences between employees with a first-generation non-western 

migration background and those without a migration background (this effect is called ‘X1’ in 

table 2 and 3) and that between employees with a second-generation non-western migration 

background and those without a migration background (this effect is called ‘X2’ in tables 2 

and 3). The analysis was run again with first-generation non-western migration background as 

the reference category, to see if there were significant differences between employees with a 
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first- and second-generation non-western migration background (this effect is called ‘X3’ in 

tables 3 and 4).  

Differences between non-western immigrants and native Dutch in perceived discrimination 

and job satisfaction 

The analysis of the relative total effects of migration background and generation on job 

satisfaction when comparing the groups to the native Dutch respondents showed that 

respondents with a first-generation non-western migration background reported significantly 

lower levels of job satisfaction than native Dutch respondents, b = -.10, p = .036. This was in 

line with the expectations. There was no significant difference in job satisfaction between 

respondents with a second-generation non-western migration background and native Dutch 

respondents, b = -.09, p = .109. This was not in line with the expectations. 

The analysis of the effect of migration generation and background on perceived 

discrimination (the mediator) showed that there was no significant difference in perceived 

discrimination between respondents with a first-generation non-western migration 

background and those without a migration background, b = .21, p = .102. The effect of a 

second-generation non-western migration background was positive and significant, b = .37, p 

= .025. This means that this group reported significantly more perceived discrimination than 

native Dutch respondents. The first hypothesis, the expectation that employees with a non-

western migration background would experience more discrimination than native Dutch 

employees, was thus partly confirmed, since it was only confirmed for second-generation 

immigrants.  

The effect of perceived discrimination on job satisfaction was found to be negative and 

significant, b = -.50, p < .001. The second hypothesis, the expectation that the more 

discrimination employees would perceive, the less satisfied they would be with their job, was 

thus confirmed.  

The analysis of the direct effect (the effect that remains of the total effect after accounting 

for the mediation) of migration generation and background on job satisfaction showed that 

respondents with first-generation non-western immigrants reported significantly lower levels 

of job satisfaction than native Dutch respondents, b = -.10, p = .036. This means that for this 

group, a direct effect on job satisfaction remained that did not work through perceived 

discrimination. The relative direct effect of a second-generation non-western migration 

background on job satisfaction was not significant, b = -.09, p = .106.  

The last effects that are needed to draw conclusions about mediation are the indirect 

effects of migration generation and background on job satisfaction. These are the effects that 
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work through the mediator. The analysis showed a negative significant relative indirect effect 

of a first-generation non-western migration background compared to no migration 

background for all values of the moderators. Since the direct effect was also significant, the 

effect of a first-generation non-western migration background was partially mediated by 

perceived discrimination. The relative indirect effect of a second-generation non-western 

migration background compared to no migration background was also negative and 

significant for all values of the moderators. The effect of a second-generation non-western 

migration background was thus fully mediated by perceived discrimination, as the direct 

effect was not significant. The third hypothesis, the expectation that employees with a non-

western migration background would report lower levels of job satisfaction, through higher 

levels of perceived discrimination, was thus confirmed. The effect was mediated by perceived 

discrimination for both generations, but for first-generation immigrants an unexpected direct 

effect on job satisfaction remained.  

In regard to the covariate (age), the analysis showed that this did not significantly 

influence the effects on job satisfaction and perceived discrimination.  
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Table 2 

Conditional process analysis with natives as the reference category 

Outcome Perceived 

discrimination 
 Job satisfaction (total)  

Job satisfaction 

(direct) 

 B SE  B SE  B SE 

Constant .482*** .065  6.105*** .054    

1st-generation non-western migration 

background (X1) 
.210 .128  -.104* .050  -.1047* .050 

2nd-generation non-western migration 

background (X2) 
.372* .166  -.086 .053  -.086 .053 

Perceived discrimination    -.504*** .019    

Salary scale -.031*** .005       

Female gender -.003 .023       

Age .006 .009  -.025 .013    

X1 x salary scale .038** .013       

X2 x salary scale .035* .016       

X1 x female gender -.094 .066       

X2 x female gender -.333*** .073       

R2 .077  .115   

F 34.259***    132.613***   

Note. Two-sided * p < .05 ** p < .01 *** p < .001 

 



ETHNIC DISCRIMINATION AND THE INTEGRATION PARADOX IN THE WORKPLACE  23 

 

Table 3 

Conditional indirect effects on job satisfaction through perceived discrimination 

 Female with low salary  

(-1 SD) 

Non-female with low salary (-1 

SD) 

Female with high salary  

(+1 SD) 

Non-female with high salary 

(+1 SD) 

 B(SE) 95% CI B(SE) 95% CI B(SE) 95% CI B(SE) 95%CI 

1st-generation non-western migration 

background (X1) 
-.211(.034) [-.279, -.148] -.258(.043) [-.346, -.175] -.298(.046) [-.393, -.212] -.350(.053) [-.451, -.246] 

2nd-generation non-western migration 

background (X2) 
-.158(.033) [-.223, -.095] -.326(.057) [-.442, -.220] -.237(.047) [-.333, -.146] -.405(.062) [-.532, -.288] 

2nd-generation non-western migration 

background (X3) 
.053(.043) [-.032, .139] -.068(.066) [-.206, .062] .061(.061) [-.055, .178] -.060(.076) [-.216, .084] 

Note. Significant indirect effect if the 95% CI does not include zero 
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Differences between first- and second-generation non-western immigrants 

When comparing the groups to the respondents with a first-generation non-western 

migration background, the analysis of the relative total effects showed that there was no 

significant difference in reported level of job satisfaction between respondents with a first- 

and second-generation non-western migration background, b = .02, p = .794. This was not in 

line with the expectations. 

The analysis of the effects on perceived discrimination showed that there was no 

significant difference in perceived discrimination between respondents with a first- and 

second-generation non-western migration background, b = .16, p = .405.  

When comparing these two groups, the direct effect of a second-generation non-western 

migration background on job satisfaction was also not significant, b = .02, p = .794. This 

means that also when accounting for the mediator, there is no significant difference in 

reported level of job satisfaction between respondents with a first- and second-generation 

non-western migration background.  

The relative indirect effect of a second-generation non-western migration background 

compared to first-generation was not significant, for no values of the moderators. For this 

effect, no mediation of perceived discrimination thus occurred. The fourth hypothesis, the 

expectation that among employees with a non-western migration background, second-

generation immigrants would report lower levels of job satisfaction through higher levels of 

perceived discrimination, was thus not confirmed.  

In regard to the covariate (age), the analysis showed that this did not significantly 

influence the effects on job satisfaction and perceived discrimination.  
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Table 4 

Conditional process analysis with first-generation non-western as the reference category 

Outcome Perceived 

discrimination 
 Job satisfaction (total)  

Job satisfaction 

(direct) 

 B SE  B SE  B SE 

Constant .692*** .121  6.001*** .071    

2nd-generation non-western migration 

background (X3) 
.162 .194  .018 .068  .018 .068 

Perceived discrimination    -.504*** .019    

Salary scale .008 .012       

Female gender -.097 .062       

Age .006 .009  -.025 .013    

X3 x salary scale -.004 .019       

X3 x female gender -.240** .093       

R2 .077  .115   

F 34.259***    132.613***   

Note. Two-sided * p < .05 ** p < .01 *** p < .001 

 

Moderation by salary and gender 

When looking at the effects of a first- and second-generation non-western migration 

background on perceived discrimination compared to no migration background, the analysis 

showed that the effect of a first-generation non-western migration background on perceived 

discrimination was significantly moderated by salary scale, with a positive interaction effect, 

b = .04, p = .004. Having a first-generation non-western migration background thus had a 

stronger effect for those with a higher salary. The effect of a second-generation non-western 

migration background on perceived discrimination was also significantly moderated by salary 

scale, with a positive interaction effect, b = .03, p = .031. Having a second-generation non-

western migration background thus had a stronger effect on perceived discrimination for those 

with a higher salary as well. The fifth hypothesis, the expectation that the effect of a non-

western migration background would be more pronounced for higher educated employees, 

was thus fully confirmed, for both generations, with salary scale as a proxy for level of 

education.  

The effect of a first-generation non-western migration background on perceived 

discrimination was not significantly moderated by gender, b = -.09, p = .155, which means 

that the effect was not stronger or weaker for women than for men. The effect of a second-
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generation non-western migration background on perceived discrimination was significantly 

moderated by gender, b = -.33, p < .001. The negative interaction effect means that having a 

second-generation non-western migration background had a weaker effect on perceived 

discrimination for female respondents, which is the opposite of the expected moderation. The 

sixth hypothesis, the expectation that the effect of a non-western migration background would 

be more pronounced for female employees, was thus rejected.  

Conclusion 

First-generation non-western immigrants reported lower levels of job satisfaction than 

respondents without a migration background did. This effect was partially explained by higher 

levels of perceived discrimination, but a direct effect also remained. Second-generation non-

western immigrants also reported lower levels of job satisfaction than respondents without a 

migration background, which was fully explained by higher levels of perceived 

discrimination. Overall, employees with a non-western background thus were less satisfied 

with their job than native Dutch employees. For those born in the Netherlands, this was fully 

explained by perceiving more discrimination. For those born outside of the Netherlands, there 

is also something else causing less job satisfaction. There were no differences found between 

first- and second-generation non-western immigrants, neither in job satisfaction nor in 

perceived discrimination. 

The effect of having a non-western migration background on perceived discrimination, 

leading to higher levels of perceived discrimination compared to no migration background, 

was found to be stronger for employees with a higher salary. Gender did not influence the 

effect of a first-generation non-western migration background on perceived discrimination, 

but did influence the effect of a second-generation non-western migration background. The 

effect of this background and generation leading to higher levels of perceived discrimination 

than natives was weaker for female employees.  
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Figure 2 

Conditional Process Model 

 

 

Discussion 

Dutch society, and thus also the Dutch labour market, is very ethnically diverse. People 

with a migration background, especially those with a non-western background, face 

discrimination most often, in general and in the workplace (Andriessen et al., 2020). Being 

the target of discrimination can have many negative consequences for the individual 

(Andriessen et al., 2014; Major et al., 2007; Paradies et al., 2015; Schmitt et al., 2014), but 

also for society (Andriessen et al., 2020; Busfield, 2018; George et al., 2015; Herrman & 

Jané-Llopis, 2005) and for the employer (Howard & Cordes, 2010; Lee et al., 2021).  

Literature shows that the relationship between integration and perceived discrimination is 

complex (Diehl et al., 2021; Schaeffer & Kas, 2023). Better integrated immigrants, like higher 

educated or second-generation immigrants, might perceive more instead of less discrimination 

(Verkuyten, 2016). Moreover, gender seems to also influence perceptions of ethnic 

discrimination (Berdahl & Moore, 2006; Kofman et al., 2009). This research tried to add to 

the existing knowledge in this complex field of study by looking into workplace 

discrimination of non-western immigrants in a specific organisation and the influence of 

migration generation, level of education and gender, and by adding job satisfaction as an 

outcome.  

Following social identity theory, social categorisation theory (Lippens et al., 2022; 

Schaffer, 2003; Tajfel & Turner, 2004), ethnic hierarchy theory (Thijssen et al., 2022), and 
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group threat theory (Ramos et al., 2021), employees with a non-western migration 

background were expected to perceive more discrimination in the workplace than native 

Dutch employees. This study found that only second-generation non-western immigrants 

reported more discrimination than natives. Those from a first-generation did not. This 

difference in findings between first- and second-generation could possibly (partially) be 

explained by literature on the integration paradox, suggesting that second-generation 

immigrants might perceive more discrimination because of more contact with to natives and 

higher sensitivity and awareness of discriminatory behaviour (Diehl et al., 2021).  

Based on the literature, higher levels of perceived discrimination were expected to lead to 

lower levels of job satisfaction (Indyastuti, 2019; Lee et al., 2021; Valentine et al., 1999). This 

expectation was confirmed in the analysis. The expected mediation of the effects of a non-

western migration background on job satisfaction by perceived discrimination was found for 

both first- and second-generation immigrants. For second-generation immigrants the lower 

job satisfaction than natives fully followed the expected pathway through more perceived 

discrimination. For first-generation immigrants the lower job satisfaction was only partially 

explained by more perceived discrimination. Assumably, other factors also influence the 

lower job satisfaction of these immigrants compared to natives, like lower levels of language 

proficiency (Bloemen, 2014), or not working in jobs that they are qualified for. The latter 

especially happens when education was gained in another country (Donegani & McKay, 

2021), and could thus more often be the case for first-generation immigrants. It could also be 

that their lower job satisfaction is explained by objective discrimination like unequal chances, 

but that they, in line with the integration paradox, perceive this less as discrimination than 

second-generation immigrants. 

Following literature on the integration paradox (Diehl et al., 2021; Schaeffer & Kas, 

2023), employees with a second-generation non-western migration background were expected 

to be less satisfied with their job through more perceived discrimination in the workplace than 

employees with a first-generation non-western migration background. These expected 

differences and the expected mediation were however not found. This could mean that some 

mechanisms from the literature do not apply to the employees of the municipality of 

Amsterdam. It might for example be that those from a second-generation do not have more 

contact with natives than first-generation immigrants. They is plausible since they all work in 

a Dutch municipality. Moreover, the argument that the second-generation is better able to 

understand their surroundings because of better language proficiency does not hold for this 
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sample. Since the survey was only available in Dutch, first-generation immigrants in the 

sample must have some knowledge of the Dutch language as well.  

Also following the literature on the integration paradox (Banerjee, 2008; Diehl et al., 

2021; Verkuyten, 2016), the effect of having a non-western migration background on 

perceived discrimination was expected to be stronger for higher educated employees. This 

expectation was confirmed, using salary scale as a proxy for education level. This implies that 

the mechanisms that might not have applied to second versus first-generation immigrants, did 

apply to higher versus lower educated employees with a non-western migration background. 

They might thus indeed have more contact with the majority, be more aware of and sensitive 

to discrimination, and be more demanding of equal treatment than lower educated non-

western immigrants.  

Lastly, literature on the double jeopardy hypothesis (Berdahl & Moore, 2006) and 

vigilance (Himmelstein et al., 2015; Kaiser & Major, 2006; Pichardo et al., 2021) led to the 

expectation that the effect of a non-western migration background on perceived 

discrimination would be stronger for female than for male employees. When comparing 

female gender to non-female, findings showed that there was no influence of gender on the 

effect of a first-generation non-western migration background. For second-generation, there 

was an effect of female gender, but in the other direction than expected. The effect on 

perceived discrimination was weaker for female employees. This could mean that the theory 

does not hold in this context. Another possible explanation is that women already perceive 

that much more discrimination in the workplace than men, that having a non-western 

background is less of an influence in causing even more perceived discrimination than it is for 

men. Since the measurement of perceived discrimination was not about ethnic discrimination 

perse, this could be an explanation. This however does not explain why this was the case for 

second-generation but not for first-generation immigrants.  

Limitations 

A first limitation is the representativeness of this study. While the dataset consisting of 

employees from all layers of one organisation certainly was a strength, it is also a weakness in 

that the generalisability to other organisations is not very good. In different organisations, 

with different policies, in different parts of the Netherlands, the outcomes could be different. 

The findings can however still be useful for better understanding of the issue, also for 

different kinds of organisations.  

Furthermore, this study had some issues with the operationalisation of some constructs. 

As was already mentioned, the dummy variable for female gender compared women with 
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both men and non-binary. Although non-binary respondents were a very small portion of the 

sample, the operationalisation would have been more accurate if women would have online 

been compared to men. Another slightly problematic construct was migration background and 

generation. Firstly, respondents with a migration background in Asia, one of the Americas or 

Oceania were left out of the sample because these regions were not specified. Since some 

countries within these categories are western and other non-western (Netherlands (Centraal 

Bureau voor de Statistiek, 2022; n.d.a; n.d.b), these respondents could in this study not be 

categorised. This might have had an influence on the outcomes. Secondly, although the 

categorisation of western and non-western is certainly of meaning and fits with the theory, it 

does not show the differences between non-western countries. It might be the case that the 

effects differ significantly between employees from different non-western countries. Lastly, 

this study did not look into possible differences in countries between first- and second-

generation non-western immigrants. If for example the one group consisted mostly of people 

with a background in Muslim countries, and the other more of people from Christian 

countries, this could have influenced the outcomes of the groups and thus the comparison of 

first- and second-generation immigrants.  

A last limitation to consider is the measurement of perceived discrimination. Respondents 

were not asked about ethnic discrimination explicitly, but about perceived discrimination in 

general. While the comparison of the ethnic groups is accurate, this measurement does allow 

for other factors to possibly explain findings on perceived discrimination. Furthermore, 

respondents had the option to answer ‘I don’t know if it was discrimination’, and those who 

did were coded as having never experienced discrimination. This might have led to an under-

estimation of perceived discrimination. Another factor possibly causing under-estimation is 

the fact that it is psychologically challenging to recognise discrimination against yourself or 

your ingroup (Crosby, 1984). Moreover, the way of measuring discrimination was now with 

an abstract question ‘did you experience discrimination’, instead of giving concrete examples 

of discriminatory behaviour is easier to recognise. This might have affected the answers, 

especially those of lower educated respondents.  

Future research  

Future research could thus look into possibilities of combining the study of perceptions 

with experiments or other ways to study objective discrimination. This would give a more 

complete understanding of the size of the problem of ethnic discrimination in the workplace, 

and also give more insights into how subjective and objective discrimination relate to each 

other.  
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With regard to the operationalisation of migration background, it would be interesting to 

collect a dataset large enough to be able to study the effects of a background in different non-

western countries separately.  

With regard to the generalisability, future research could replicate this study in different 

organisations and/or compare outcomes of different kinds of organisations. The more 

knowledge, the better organisations can tailor their policies to their own context.  

The difference in job satisfaction between natives and immigrants in Western European 

countries has not been studied much yet (Piccitto & Avola, 2023). It would be valuable for 

future research to look into this and into other mechanisms than perceived discrimination in 

the workplace causing lower job satisfaction among people with a migration background, 

especially since this study found that for first-generation non-western immigrants a direct 

effect remained.  

Lastly, the role of gender in this complex issue should be studied more. It would be good 

to not only measure perceived workplace discrimination in general, but also perceived ethnic 

and gender discrimination separately, to gain more insights into this. In these studies, 

attention could be given not only to the role of gender in perceiving ethnic discrimination, but 

also to the interplay between gender and other factors. For example like this study found that 

gender had a moderating effect for second-but not for first-generation non-western 

immigrants. What mechanisms cause this difference?   

Conclusion 

The answer to the first research question of this study is that Dutch employees experience 

workplace discrimination to some extent, but not at very high levels. The answer to the 

question of the mediated effect of a non-western migration background on job satisfaction is 

that employees with a non-western migration background were less satisfied with their job 

than natives, and that this effect was mediated by perceived discrimination. The first-

generation was less satisfied with their job, partly explained by more perceived 

discrimination. The second-generation was also less satisfied with their job, but fully 

explained by more perceived discrimination. The answer to the same question for second-

generation non-western immigrants compared to first-generation is that there was no 

difference between these groups in job satisfaction or in perceived discrimination, and thus 

also no mediated effect. The answer to the questions of moderation are that the effect of both 

a first- and second-generation non-western migration background on perceived discrimination 

compared to no migration background was stronger for higher educated employees. The effect 

of a first-generation non-western migration background was not stronger or weaker for female 
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employees. For second-generation, the effect was weaker for female employees. Given the 

importance of the subject, more research should be done. Even the relatively low levels of 

perceived discrimination this study found give reason to do so, given the seriousness of the 

possible consequences for each individual perceiving discrimination.  

Policy recommendations 

One of the goals of this study was to answer the question “What can Dutch organisations 

do to improve the job satisfaction of employees with a non-western migration background, 

when looking at the effect of perceived discrimination in the workplace?” Ethnic 

discrimination of people with a non-western background in the workplace is part of a large 

societal problem of ethnic discrimination in general. Unfortunately, there is not a simple 

solution to this big problem, partly because ethnic discrimination seems to be human 

behaviour, helping individuals deal with the world surrounding them (Schaffer, 2003; Tajfel 

& Turner, 2004). By focusing on specific environments, small steps can be taken, influencing 

the perceptions and behaviour of individuals.  

Organisational procedures and formalising these can counter discrimination to some 

extent since it eliminates some of the unconscious preferences people have (Lippens et al., 

2022). When it comes to for example selecting, evaluating or promoting employees, 

formalised organisational procedures are thus recommended. But since changing peoples 

(unconscious) behaviour is difficult, another important organisational approach should be to 

improve reporting procedures for employees wanting to report experiences of discrimination. 

This way, the organisation gets a more complete picture of perceived discrimination in their 

workplace, and victimised employees feel heard and helped, which can already reduce the 

negative effects for them.  

The more insight into the problem, the more concrete measures can be taken. Therefore, 

organisations should research experiences of discrimination in their workplace themselves 

and monitor the effects of measures that are taken by researching the experiences regularly. 

This study showed that experiences definitely matter, independent of the intention of the 

perpetrator. For improving job satisfaction, this is thus an important thing to focus on. 

Organisations could give trainings and start internal campaigns to make employees aware of 

the difference between intention and experience and of the impact experiences can have, 

independent of the intention. At the same time, this research showed that perceived 

discrimination is not the only factor influencing job satisfaction. Maintaining good contact 

with employees, knowing what bothers them or affects their job satisfaction, is important to 

do something about it. Special moments could be created for this, in groups or one-on-one 



ETHNIC DISCRIMINATION AND THE INTEGRATION PARADOX IN THE WORKPLACE  33 

 

with a manager. Moreover, this study also showed that perceptions do not say everything. If 

for example higher educated employees are more attentive to discrimination, this does not 

mean that they are treated less fair than lower educated employees. 

This study showed that issue of perceived workplace discrimination is complex and that 

experiences can be affected by many different factors. The most important thing about 

organisational policies is thus that they should have attention for individuals and their 

different experiences and perceptions. This way, more and more organisations can hopefully 

reduce the problems of discrimination and low job satisfaction, getting closer and closer 

towards a society in which all individuals can feel happy and safe at work.  
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Appendix  

Table 5  

Indices of Moderated Mediation 

 
 

Index of moderated 

mediation 

  B(SE) 95% CI 

X1 > PD > JS by salary scale  -.019(.009) [-.038, -.001] 

X1 > PD > JS by female gender  .047(.049) [-.049, .140] 

X2 > PD > JS by salary scale  -.018(.012) [-.041, .005] 

X2 > PD > JS by female gender  .168(.056) [.060, .282] 

X3 > PD > JS by salary scale  .002(.014) [-.026, .030] 

X3 > PD > JS by female gender  .121(.073) [-.020, .267] 

Note. Significant index of moderated mediation if the 95% CI does not include zero. 


