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NEIGHBOURHOODS AND YOUTH: THE NEIGHBOURHOOD CONDITIONS OF YOUTH 
IN THE NETHERLANDS AND THEIR ASSOCIATION WITH EDUCATIONAL 
ACHIEVEMENT 

Brooke Sykes 

 

1. Introduction 

Over the course of our lives, we are embedded in a range of different social contexts that can 
have important influences on our development and future outcomes. Theories of human 
development have pushed forward this notion, drawing attention to the multiple and 
interrelated contexts – including families, schools, neighbourhoods, peer groups, and 
communities – which are thought to be particularly relevant for young people 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1988; Brooks-Gunn et al., 1993). This notion of a more contextualized 
framework of individual development strengthened interests in the extrafamilial contexts of 
children and youth, including that of the neighbourhood (Jencks & Mayer, 1990; Leventhal & 
Brooks-Gunn, 2000). 

A growing amount of empirical research has considered the role that the neighbourhood may 
play in helping to shape the opportunities, behaviour, and outcomes for children, youth, and 
adults. In this field of research, scholars investigate the relationships between neighbourhood 
characteristics and various individual social, cognitive, health, and behavioural outcomes, 
seeking to find out whether neighbourhood effects can be detected and through which 
mechanisms these effects might operate. Children and youth have held a prominent place in 
this research, as their lives are thought to be particularly embedded in their local contexts 
(Brooks-Gunn et al., 1993). 

This paper examines the neighbourhood conditions of adolescents in Netherlands and tests 
whether they are associated with individual educational achievement. This study aims to give 
an indication of the extent to which neighbourhood conditions vary for different groups of 
youth and whether these conditions might have an effect on youths’ educational outcomes. 
While research in the Netherlands has examined neighbourhood effects on adult outcomes, 
such as social mobility (Musterd et al., 2003) and ethnic integration (Van der Laan Bouma-
Doff, 2007), few studies have focused on children and youth, and no large-scale studies have 
examined neighbourhood effects on youth educational outcomes.  

In this paper, a nationally representative dataset of Dutch secondary education (the Voortgezet 
Onderwijs Cohort Leerlingen, VOCL’99) is used to examine the following research 
questions: 
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1. To what extent do youths’ neighbourhood conditions vary across individual 
socioeconomic status (SES) and ethnicity?  

2. Are youths’ neighbourhood conditions associated with their school achievement, after 
taking individual and family background characteristics into account?  

 

The next section provides an overview of the theories underlying neighbourhood effects 
research. Some of the relevant findings from the literature are then highlighted, followed by a 
description of the current study’s methodology and analytical approach. Descriptive results 
are then reported, followed by results from a series of multilevel models. The paper ends with 
discussion of the findings and a conclusion. 
 

2. Theoretical background 

In research investigating neighbourhood effects on children and youth, the underlying notion 
is that the neighbourhood could be a relevant source of influence in the lives of these 
individuals and their families. While the family context is known to be the most immediate 
and important context for children and youth, there is a large base of evidence showing that 
the broader contexts in which families and individuals are situated in can also play relevant 
roles (Jencks & Mayer, 1990; Kohen et al., 2008).  

The mechanisms and pathways thought to link individuals’ behaviours and outcomes to their 
residential environments can be grouped into ‘social-interactional mechanisms’ and 
‘institutional and external mechanisms’ (Galster, 2008; Sampson et al, 2002). In the first 
instance, effects arise when the behaviours, characteristics, or attitudes of one neighborhood 
resident has a direct influence on other residents, for example, by socialization, shared norms, 
social cohesion and collective efficacy, parental supervision and monitoring, peer influences, 
and social networks. In the second instance, effects are determined by larger structural forces 
which may be external to the neighborhood, for example, stigmatization, local institutional 
resources (e.g. schools, parks, libraries), spatial mismatch concerning job and education 
opportunities, and public services and facilities (Galster & Santiago, 2006).  

In the case of children and youth, research has also highlighted the indirect influence that 
neighbourhoods may have through effects on family and parenting factors (Kohen et al., 
2008; Pinderhughes et al, 2001). Brooks-Gunn et al. (1993) posit that neighbourhood 
conditions influence three (broad) aspects of family life, which can then filter down to 
children: family economic resources, parental characteristics, and parenting behaviour. 
Illustrative of this notion are the findings of a longitudinal study of Canadian children, in 
which Kohen et al. (2008) found neighbourhood deprivation to have effects on family 
functioning and maternal emotional health, which in turn had consequences for children’s 
outcomes. Parents’ perception of neighbourhood quality and safety have also been shown to 
influence their decisions about when and where they allow their children to play outside, 
whether they discourage play with local peers, and what schools and activities they bring their 
children to – factors which could, in turn, also have effects on children (Furstenberg, 1993; 
Pinkster & Droogleever Fortuijn, 2008). 
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Although only briefly introduced (for more detailed descriptions, see Galster and Santiago, 
2006; Jencks and Mayer, 1990), the above mechanisms reveal some of the complexity that 
exists when trying to measure and understand neighbourhood effects. What becomes apparent 
in the discussion of why and how neighbourhoods matter, is the broad nature of 
neighbourhoods; they can encompass or overlap with other social contexts – such as the peer 
group, school, and family. The interrelationships between the multiple contexts important to 
young people mean that teasing out the effects of one of these contexts is a difficult task 
(Evans et al, 1992; Hanushek et al, 2003). Despite these challenges, a growing body of 
evidence supports the notion that neighbourhoods do play a role in shaping individuals’ 
opportunities, behaviour, and outcomes. Some of these findings will be summarized below.  
 

3. Findings from the literature 

There is a stronger tradition of neighbourhood effects research in the US, although the field is 
present, and growing, in Europe. American research generally supports the existence of 
neighbourhood effects on youth, particularly on educational outcomes (Leventhal & Brooks-
Gunn, 2000; Gephart, 1997); however, huge gaps in knowledge exist – such as who is most 
susceptible to neighbourhood effects, which neighbourhood characteristics matter most, and 
how effects are transmitted. Much of the (quantitative) research has also been called into 
question, due to the stringent methodological requirements that should be met in order to 
identify causal neighbourhood effects (Dietz, 2002). However, even taking the 
methodological constraints into account, a good deal of qualitative and quantitative research 
supports the notion that neighbourhoods matter (for reviews, see Gephart, 1997; Jencks & 
Mayer, 1990; Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000; Sampson et al., 2002). 

In terms of European research on neighbourhood effects on youth education, Garner and 
Raudenbush’s (1991) analysis of 2,500 Scottish youth found neighbourhood deprivation 
levels to have a significant influence on youths’ educational attainment. They identified the 
effect as empirically modest, but in practical terms, large enough to substantially improve 
youths’ prospects in obtaining future employment. In Sweden, Andersson (2004) found the 
socio-demographic character of individuals’ residential areas during adolescence to be 
associated with later levels of education attainment. In a later study, Andersson and 
Subramanian (2006) also found support for neighbourhood effects on educational attainment 
in Sweden. Using a dataset of over 200,000 youth, they found neighbourhood socioeconomic 
resources and demographic instability to be significantly related to youths’ school attainment, 
after adjusting for individual, household, municipal, and country level effects. A recent study 
by Brännström (2008) support the findings that neighbourhood conditions are associated with 
youth school achievement in Sweden. He examined secondary school achievement for 26,000 
youth, and found that while neighbourhood conditions are associated with school outcomes, 
most of this effect is attenuated by the school context. The variability in achievement 
associated with the neighbourhood-level was drastically reduced upon inclusion of the school 
context in the analysis – findings which point to the role of schools as mediators of 
neighbourhood effects. 
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In Kauppinen’s (2007) multilevel analysis of neighbourhood effects on youth education in 
Helsinki, he found significant effects of the neighbourhood in terms of the type of secondary 
school education completed by pupils, but not on the likelihood of completing secondary 
school. Kauppinen (2007) calls this a ‘soft’ neighbourhood effect, and suggests that this might 
be indicative of the types of neighbourhood effects present in Western Europe, or at least in 
European contexts with strong welfare states, and low levels of income differentiation and 
segregation. Building on his earlier research findings, Kauppinen (2008) further explored 
neighbourhood effects in Helsinki, incorporating youths’ school contexts into the analysis. 
His findings were in line with those of Brännström (2008) and with theoretical discussions of 
neighbourhood effect mechanisms: the school context is one of the pathways through which 
neighbourhood conditions affect educational outcomes. While the school context attenuated 
much of the neighbourhood effect, Kauppinen found evidence of unique neighbourhood 
effects as well, driven by differences in neighbourhood socioeconomic structure. In Britain, 
McCulloch and Joshi (2001) found some support for the effects of neighbourhood deprivation 
on young people’s cognitive test scores. Associations between neighbourhood deprivation and 
test achievement could be identified, however, they were non-uniform across different age 
groups (i.e. effects could be identified on the 4-5 year old group, to a limited extent on the 10-
18 year old group, but not on the 6-9 year olds).  
 

4. The present study 

4.1 Data sources and sample characteristics 

This paper is based on data derived from a longitudinal study of secondary education in the 
Netherlands, the Voortgezet Onderwijs Cohort Leerlingen (VOCL’99). This VOCL follows a 
cohort of students from their first year of secondary school (average age 13 years) until they 
leave full-time education. This paper focuses on the cohort that began in 1999. All students 
who entered the first grade of a sample of 126 secondary schools belong to the cohort, 
totalling 19,391 students (Kuyper et al., 2003). Statistics Netherlands (CBS) designed the 
sample, recruited the schools, and is responsible for data collection. The sample has been 
found to be representative of schools and students in Dutch secondary education (Berkel, 
1999). 

Using students’ postcodes recorded in the VOCL’99, neighbourhood data was merged into 
the dataset, in order to match a set of neighbourhood characteristics to each student. All 
neighbourhood data came from Statistics Netherlands. The original size of the sample was 
reduced based on the following criteria: (a) no missing values on the dependent variable 
(school achievement); (b) no missing or erroneous home postcodes (used to identify students’ 
neighbourhoods); and (c) students’ neighbourhoods were not missing essential data. These 
three criteria reduced the original sample size to just under 18,000 students. 
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4.1.1 Individual-level predictors 

Student background characteristics came from a parent questionnaire and school 
administrative data in the VOCL’99, and include: age, gender (0=boy, 1=girl), ethnicity 
(Dutch, Moroccan, Turkish, Antillean/Surinamese/Aruban (ASA), Rest), family SES (five 
categories, based on highest level of parental educational attainment, from 1=primary school, 
to 5=university or postgraduate degree), and family structure (1=married, 2=registered 
partnership or living together, 3=divorced, widowed, not married, unknown/missing). 
Students’ ethnic background was based on whether they, or one parent, were born abroad. 
The ‘rest’ ethnic category includes students from countries which do not fit into the other 
ethnic groupings, and for which there were too few students to make a new category; this 
includes students from Asia, Western and Eastern Europe, and so on. 

The individual outcome measure of interest in this study is students’ educational achievement, 
represented by their score on a standardized test taken in the first year of secondary school, in 
February and March 2000. The test was developed by the Dutch Institute for Educational 
Testing (CITO Groep) and consisted of three components: Dutch language, arithmetic, and 
information processing (Kuypers et al., 2003). The maximum test score that could be 
achieved was 60; the mean score was 36.5 (SD = 10.8) and the range, 5 to 60. The test was 
found to be a highly reliable measure of achievement, with an alpha coefficient of .90 
(Kuypers et al., 2003). 

4.1.2 Neighbourhood-level variables 

The neighbourhood unit used in this study is the ‘buurt’ – an administrative sub-unit 
representing the lowest neighbourhood level in the Netherlands. In 1999, there were 10,737 of 
these neighbourhood units in the Netherlands, with a mean population of 1468. The students 
in the VOCL sample resided in 3085 of these neighbourhoods, representing around 29 percent 
of all neighbourhoods in the Netherlands. 

A range of socioeconomic, housing, and demographic data were available for these 
neighbourhoods, from which the following variables were selected: the share of high-income 
residents, low-income residents, non-active workers receiving unemployment benefits, mean 
income per income-earner and per resident, housing tenure (share of homeownership), mean 
home value, share of non-Western immigrant-background, and urbanicity (address density). 
The high- and low-income cut off points are defined by Statistic Netherlands as the top 20 and 
bottom 40 percent, respectively, of national income earnings. 

Due to high multicollinearity among these variables, a principal components analysis (PCA) 
was conducted to explore the relationships. After this analysis and a series of preliminary 
models, two variables were chosen to represent the dimensions of neighbourhood ‘affluence’ 
and ‘disadvantage’ in the main analysis: the share of high-income residents, and the share of 
unemployment benefit recipients. In the PCA, these variables were found to load the highest 
on these two dimensions, and were also the strongest predictors of youth achievement in the 
preliminary models. The share of residents with a non-Western background had a highly non-
normal (positively skewed) distribution, and was therefore retained as a categorical predictor. 
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The level of urbanicity is based on the average addresses per square kilometre, and was used a 
control variable to take differences between more and less urban neighbourhoods into 
account. To say something about the wider context in which neighbourhoods are situated, a 
set of dummy variables were created, based on the population of the surrounding 
municipality, from ‘small city/rural’ (1 = < 50,000) to ‘large city’ (3 = >150,000). 

While the VOCL’99 was designed to be representative of schools and students in 
Netherlands, additional analyses were performed to assess the representativeness of the 
neighbourhoods appearing in the dataset. Compared to neighbourhoods in the Netherlands in 
general, students in the dataset live in areas that are very representative in terms of 
socioeconomic characteristics and ethnic composition, but are somewhat more urban in 
character, with higher levels of population and address density and slightly lower shares of 
homeownership. Table 2.1 shows the mean values on these neighbourhood characteristics for 
neighbourhoods appearing in the dataset, and those in the rest of the Netherlands. Using 
Cohen’s effect size d, the differences between all income measures, unemployment, and 
ethnic composition, are negligible (less than what is considered a ‘small’ effect). 
Homeownership and the density measures have ‘small’ and ‘medium’ sized effects, based on 
Cohen’s suggested guidelines (Cohen, 1988).  

Table 1 - Characteristics of neighbourhoods in the study sample and in the rest of the Netherlands
Neighbourhood Characteristics VOCL Sample Netherlands

High-income (%) 22.15 22.47
Low-income (%) 39.14 40.24

Mean income / resident (1000 euro) 10.13 9.97
Mean income / income earner (1000 euro) 15.56 15.16

Unemployment benefit recipients (%) 17.31 18.38
Mean home-value (1000 euro) 92.47 92.78

Homeownership (%) 60.36 67.93
Non-western migrants (%) 6.39 6.73

Address density 1337 671
Population density 3957 1775

n 3085 3122-7411
Source: Author's own calculations. Note. The 'n' for the Netherlands varies due to missing data 
or undisclosed data in neighbourhoods with very few residents  

 

4.2 Analysis 

Two analytical strategies were employed. First, descriptive analyses were first used to 
illustrate and compare the different neighbourhood conditions in which youth live and grow 
up, and how these conditions vary across individual SES and ethnicity. This addresses the 
first research question. The second and main methodological strategy was a series of 
multilevel regression models, used to test for associations between youths’ neighbourhood 
conditions and their school achievement outcomes. 

After running the descriptive analysis, a two-level regression model was specified, with 
students (level-1 units) nested within neighbourhoods (level-2 units). In dealing with 
hierarchical data, there are a number of advantages of multilevel modelling over traditional 
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regression or alternative analyses. One key advantage is that multilevel modelling partitions 
the variance in the dependent variable among the two (or more) levels, allowing us to 
distinguish between individual-level and context effects. The dependency that often exists 
among observations that share the same context (e.g. students in classrooms or residents in 
neighbourhood) is also taken into account, while traditional regression assumes that subjects 
are independent of one another (Raudenbush and Bryk, 2002; Snijders and Bosker, 1999). 

The first step in a multilevel analysis is to run an ‘unconditional’ model. This model is 
estimated to determine the amount of variance in the dependent variable attributed to the 
individual and neighbourhood level, and to determine the initial model fit for later reference. 
The variance values from this model are used to calculate the ‘intraclass correlation 
coefficient’ (ICC), a measure of the proportion of the total variance that is accounted for by 
(observed and unobserved) factors operating at each of the two levels. After running this 
unconditional model, individual and family characteristics were added to the analysis. This 
gave an indication of the importance of background characteristics such as age, SES, and 
gender, in predicting educational achievement. The next step was to add in the neighbourhood 
predictors, in order to address the main research question about the influence of 
neighbourhood characteristics on youth educational outcomes.  
 

5. Results  

5.1 Descriptive results 

Table 3.1 displays the means and percent shares for the individual-level variables used in the 
analysis. The average age in the sample is 13 years old, the sample is split equally by gender, 
81 percent of students have a native Dutch background, and the vast majority have parents 
who are married. The family SES category with the highest frequency is ‘secondary school 
education’ in the higher stream, with 43.5 percent; 9.5 percent of students have parents with a 
primary school education or less, and 9.2 percent have at least one parent with a university or 
postgraduate degree.  
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Table 3.1 - Descriptive statistics: Individual variables
Mean/  

Percent SD

Individual-level variables ( n = 17,815 students)
Outcome variable

Educational achievement 36.52 10.84
Predictor variables

Age 13.0 0.50
Gender (1=girl, 0=boy) 50.0 0.50
Etnicity -

Dutch 81.1 -
Turkish 2.3 -
Moroccan 2.4 -
ASA 3.1 -
Rest 11.1 -

Family SES
Primary school or less 9.5 -
Secondary education, lower stream 16.5 -
Secondary education, higher stream 43.5 -
Higher professional education 21.3 -
University or postgraduate 9.2 -

Family structure 
Married 76.6 -
Registered partnership, cohabitation 3.4 -
Divorced, widowed, never married 9.3 -
Missing 10.7  

5.1.1 Neighbourhood conditions across subgroups of youth 

How neighbourhood conditions vary across subgroups of youth was explored. This gives an 
indication of the different environments in which youth grow up, and in which they may, for 
example, make friends, play, and use local services such as parks, libraries, or schools. The 
first table (Table 3.2) shows the mean neighbourhood conditions across levels of family SES. 
As expected, youth from families with higher levels of SES live in neighbourhoods with more 
advantageous socioeconomic conditions, including larger share of residents with high-
incomes, higher levels of homeownership, and smaller shares of unemployment benefit 
recipients. Youth with lower levels of SES live in neighbourhoods with significantly more 
non-Western migrants – youth in the lowest SES category live in areas with almost three 
times as great shares of non-Western migrants. All F-ratios (not shown) revealed that the 
group differences among these SES categories are significant on all measures.  
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Table 3.2 - Mean values of neighbourhood characteristics across levels of youth SES
Neighbourhood Characteristics SES1 SES2 SES3 SES4 SES5

High-income (%) 16.4 18.5 21.2 24.2 27.2
Low-income (%) 43.3 41.4 39.1 37.1 35.3

Mean income / resident (1000 euro) 9.4 9.5 9.8 10.3 11.1
Mean income / income earner (1000 euro) 14.3 14.7 15.2 16.0 17.0

Unemployment benefit recipients (%) 22.9 19.1 16.4 15.1 14.8
Mean home-value (1000 euro) 71.2 78.8 87.1 95.0 105.9

Homeownership (%) 43.3 52.7 59.4 61.6 60.5
Non-western migrants (%) 14.8 8.9 6.1 5.4 5.8

n 1694 2936 7753 3787 1645  
 

The same type of table was produced to present the differences in the neighbourhood 
conditions of students of different ethnic backgrounds (Table 3.3). The first two columns 
show the means for a dichotomous grouping of native Dutch/non-native youth, and the 
following columns show the ethnicity categories which make up the ‘non-native’ grouping. 
Here, all F-ratios for between group differences were also significant. Students with a native 
Dutch background stand out as living in the neighbourhoods with the highest levels of SES, 
homeownership, and mean home values, although students in the ‘rest’ category have similar 
values on some of these characteristics. Students with Turkish, Moroccan, and ASA 
backgrounds live, on average, in areas with the weakest socioeconomic conditions. 
Particularly in terms of unemployment benefit recipients, homeownership, and share of non-
Western migrants, are the differences between these three groups and students with native 
backgrounds large. 

Table 3.3 - Mean values of neighbourhood characteristics across youth ethnic background
Neighbourhood Characteristics Dutch Non-native Turkish Moroccan ASA Rest

High-income (%) 22.2 18.6 14.2 14.5 16.1 21.1
Low-income (%) 38.6 41.4 45.0 44.5 43.1 39.5

Mean income / resident (1000 euro) 10.0 9.8 9.3 9.5 9.4 10.1
Mean income / income earner (1000 euro) 15.5 14.9 13.9 14.0 14.3 15.5

Unemployment benefit recipients (%) 15.9 21.0 26.8 26.6 25.3 19.1
Mean home-value (1000 euro) 90.3 76.2 62.4 64.5 65.0 84.7

Homeownership (%) 60.7 43.3 31.1 30.5 34.4 51.0
Non-western migrants (%) 5.1 16.2 25.3 23.7 24.0 10.5

n 14452 3363 409 418 560 1976  

5.2 Multilevel results 

The results from a series of multilevel regression models estimating youths’ educational 
achievement are displayed in Table 3.4. From the unconditional model (Model 1), the total 
variance can be decomposed into the individual and neighbourhood level by calculating the 
ICC. The ICC was found to be 0.28 (33.19 / (87.21 + 33.19)*100 = 27.6), meaning that 28 
percent of the variability in educational achievement is associated with differences between 
neighbourhoods. This is considered a large ICC and indicates that there are substantial 
differences in educational achievement across neighbourhoods. An ICC of this size also 
indicates that the hierarchical structure of this data is meaningful (Snijders and Bosker, 1999). 
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In Model 2, the individual level (level-1) predictors (age, gender, nativity, SES, family status) 
were added. Age has a strong negative effect on achievement, reflecting the fact that older 
students mainly be those who were held back in school due to weak performance or having 
arrived more recently to the country (e.g. newcomer migrants), and the very youngest would 
be those who were put ahead because of outstanding performance. The insignificant gender 
coefficient reveals no consistent difference in this achievement outcome for boys and girls. 
Having a native Dutch background is associated with higher achievement compared to a non-
native background. Relative to native Dutch students, having a Moroccan background is 
associated with the largest performance gap, followed by the ASA category. Family SES has 
a significant and strong effect on achievement. Each increasing level of SES is associated 
with significantly higher achievement. The coefficients for family structure reveal that having 
unmarried parents in a cohabitation, or a missing family status, is associated with lower 
achievement, relative to having married parents. This model reduces the individual-level 
(within-neighbourhood) variance by 21 percent and the between-neighbourhood variance by 
46 percent. The significant unexplained variance remaining in the model indicates that even 
after controlling for students’ background characteristics, significant differences in 
educational achievement exist between neighbourhoods.  

In the next model (Model 3), all neighbourhood-level predictors were added. These predictors 
lead to a significant improvement in the model fit and explain a further five percent of the 
between-neighbourhood variance in achievement. The two neighbourhood predictors of main 
interest (share of high-income residents and share receiving unemployment benefits) both 
have significant associations with achievement. After taking the above individual background 
characteristics into account and controlling for other neighbourhood conditions, a one-
standard deviation increase in the level of neighbourhood unemployment is associated with an 
average decrease in achievement of 0.62 marks, or 0.06 standard deviations. For 
neighbourhood ‘high-income’ the association is slightly less, with one standard deviation 
increase associated with a gain of 0.47 marks on the test (0.45 standard deviations). 

Neighbourhoods with the greatest shares of residents with non-Western immigrant 
backgrounds (i.e. 11-20% and >20%) appear to have significant and positive associations with 
achievement, relative to the reference category (2-5%). However, reduced models (not 
shown) reveal that these positive effects are only apparent if differences in neighbourhood 
socioeconomic conditions have been controlled for. Without controlling for neighbourhood 
socioeconomic conditions, it is the least ethnically concentrated areas that are associated with 
a positive effect on achievement. The neighbourhood urbanicity predictor is not significant, 
but the control for the wider context suggests that living in a neighbourhood located in a 
medium sized city is associated with lower achievement, relative to living in a small city/rural 
area (or large city). The unexplained variance remaining in the final model is significant, 
indicating that the model can be improved and achievement can be further explained by the 
inclusion of additional variables. 
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Table 3.4 - Multilevel model of neighbourhood and individual-level effects on educational achievement
Parameter
Fixed Effects
Intercept 36.64 *** (0.14) 36.69 *** (0.16) 36.64 *** (0.25)
Level 1 (student-specific)

-4.88 *** (0.16) -4.85 *** (0.15)
-0.24 ns (0.14) -0.25 ns (0.14)

Nativity (ref: Dutch)
Turkish -1.62 *** (0.49) -1.54 *** (0.50)
Moroccan -2.54 *** (0.49) -2.50 *** (0.50)
ASA -2.48 *** (0.41) -2.40 *** (0.42)
Rest -0.88 *** (0.23) -0.84 *** (0.23)

Family SES (ref: Secondary edu., higher stream) 
Primary school or less -3.62 *** (0.27) -3.48 *** (0.27)
Secondary education, lower stream -3.08 *** (0.20) -3.00 *** (0.20)
Higher professional education 3.19 *** (0.18) 3.14 *** (0.19)
University or postgraduate 5.32 *** (0.26) 5.20 *** (0.26)

Family structure (ref: Married)
Registered partnership, cohabitation -0.75 * (0.38) -0.67 ns (0.38)
Divorced, widowed, never married 0.01 ns (0.24) 0.12 ns (0.24)
Missing -0.76 *** (0.23) -0.75 *** (0.23)

Level 2 (neighbourhood)
High-income (%) 0.47 *** (0.13)
Unemployment benefit recipients (%) -0.62 *** (0.15)
Ethnic minorities (ref: 2-5%)

0-1% 0.88 * (0.31)
6-10% 0.03 (0.36)
11-20% 1.40 *** (0.45)
>20% 1.64 * (0.63)

Neighbourhood urbanicity 0.26 ns (0.17)
Wider setting (ref: Small city/rural)

Medium city (50 000-150 000) -1.44 *** (0.31)
Large city (> 150 000) -0.45 ns (0.52)

Random Parameters
Within-neighbourhood variance 87.21 *** (1.00) 77.53 *** (0.88) 77.62 *** (0.88)
Between-neighbourhood variance 33.19 *** (1.49) 18.00 *** (0.96) 16.44 *** (0.91)

2*log likelihood

Note . Standard errors are in parentheses. Neighbourhood predictors standardized (z-scores)
Ref=reference category, SE=socioeconomic, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, and ***p < 0.001

132976.82 130357.30

Model 3

13130144.50

A

ns 

ge
Gender (1=girl, 0=boy)

Model 1 Model 2
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6. Discussion and conclusion  

The aim of this paper was to give an idea of the different neighbourood contexts in which 
Dutch youth reside, and to test for associations between these conditions and youth 
educational achievement. The descriptive analysis revealed what is generally assumed to be 
the case: higher SES youth, and youth with native Dutch backgrounds, live, on average, in 
more socioeconomically advantaged neighbourhoods than do their peers with lower SES and 
non-native backgrounds. There are large gaps in the neighbourood conditions of low versus 
high-SES youth and native versus non-native youth. After describing the different residential 
contexts of youth, the multilevel analysis aimed to test whether these neighbourhood 
conditions might have an effect on youths’ achievement outcomes, after taking individual 
background characteristics into account. This was achieved by first examining the clustering 
of achievement at the neighbourhood level, and then testing for associations between 
individuals’ neighbourhood conditions and their educational achievement.  

Achievement was found to be significantly clustered at the neighbourood level, with more 
than one quarter of its variance attributed to differences between neighbourhoods. This 
reveals a relatively large potential for factors associated with the neighbourhood to affect 
youth achievement. Much of this clustering was explained by differences across 
neighbourhoods on the individual-level predictors in Model 2, revealing that a large part of 
the variation between neighbourhoods in achievement can be attributed to differences in the 
characteristics of the people who live there (i.e. composition effects). However, support for 
neighbourhood effects above and beyond these characteristics was also found. The 
neighbourhood-level predictors in this study accounted for around five percent of unique 
neighbourood variance in achievement, which is in line with past research findings (Leventhal 
& Brooks-Gunn, 2000; Kauppinen, 2007; Oliver, et al., 2007). The inclusion of 
neighbourhood-level predictors improved the model fit from that of a model with individual-
level predictors only, also indicating that neighbourhood conditions help to explain some of 
the differences in youths’ educational achievement. 

The individual-level predictors in our model reinforce the well-known importance of 
background characteristics, particularly SES and ethnicity, in predicting achievement. Family 
SES in particular has a very strong effect on achievement, highlighting the role that parental 
educational attainment and related family factors play in shaping young people’s educational 
outcomes. The two neighbourood predictors of primary interest both had significant 
associations with achievement, and support commonly held ideas about neighbourood effects 
– high-income areas are associated with better outcomes, while conditions of unemployment 
are associated with worse achievement. These associations are apparent even after controlling 
for a set of relevant individual background characteristics and other neighbourhood 
conditions.  

In line with most of the European findings in this field, the estimated neighbourhood effects 
found in this analysis were of a modest magnitude. Slight differences in neighbourood 
conditions are not associated with sizable consequences for achievement, however, larger 
differences can have meaningful impacts. For example, the difference in achievement 
associated with a change in the level of neighbourhood unemployment could have the same 
magnitude of an effect as a one-level increase in family SES (e.g. the effect associated with a 
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10th to 90th percentile change in the share of neighbourhood unemployment). It has also been 
pointed out that studies, such as this one, which rely on official data to describe 
neighbourhood conditions, might be undercutting the role that neighbourhoods play due to 
these data serving as weak proxies for the actual processes and dynamics underlying 
neighbourhood effects (Brooks-Gunn et al, 1997). As these processes, such as collective 
efficacy and social control, are difficult to measure across a wide set of neighbourhoods 
(particularly at the national scale), official data are generally used as proxies. To the extent 
that these data serve as weak proxies, the role of the neighbourhood may be underestimated 
(Sampson et al, 2002). A number of additional obstacles stand in the way of accurately 
measuring and identifying neighbourhood effects, which mean that there are several reasons 
why the associations in this study may be misestimated. These challenges have been 
described at length elsewhere (see Dietz, 2002; Vartanian and Buck, 2005; Galster, 2008), 
and include, most importantly, the related issues of endogeneity, selection bias, and omitted 
variable bias. Given these challenges, the results from this study cannot be interpreted as 
causal effects of the neighbourhood environment, but rather as correlational and predictive.  

While this paper has provided some insight into the different residential conditions in which 
youth inhabit and the associations between these conditions and their school achievement, the 
results say nothing about the mediating processes driving these potential effects. To better 
understand how neighbourhoods may affect youth outcomes, more research is needed which 
considers the relationships between youth, neighbourhoods, schools, and families. It is 
evident that the daily contexts in which youth live and spend time differ to a great extent; with 
these differences in neighbourhood conditions comes probable differences in such dimensions 
as the types of role models, social networks, and peer groups available, the level of social 
capital, shared norms, the composition of local classrooms, and the services and programmes 
available or targeted to these neighbourhood. As the neighbourhood is a broad context, which 
intersects and overlaps with several other contexts important to youth, to understand its 
potential role in shaping individuals’ opportunities and outcomes, we need to examine it in 
relation to these other contexts. Looking at the links between family/parenting factors and the 
neighbourhood context, for example, can further our knowledge about how parents may act as 
mediators or moderators of neighbourhood influences on children (Furstenberg, 1993; Kohen 
et al., 2008). Several recent studies have also documented the mediating role that schools can 
play in transferring neighbourhood effects (Brännström, 2008; Kauppinen, 2008), supporting 
the theory of institutional pathways of neighbourhood effects. In conclusion, the results from 
this study add to the European evidence that neighbourhood effects may be at play, even in 
contexts with relatively strong social welfare policies. The results from this study justify 
looking more deeply into neighbourhood effects, in the Dutch context and elsewhere. 
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