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ABSTRACT
Young minority men from low-income neighbourhoods are often
perceived as a uniform, disaffected group with antipathy towards
mainstream education and occupations, while their own experiences
are generally overlooked. Through in-depth interviews, we investigated
how 14 minority young men (aged 16-23) from low-income
neighbourhoods experience and navigate the impact of the
neighbourhood social environment on their educational and
occupational aspirations. Despite facing several challenges, the men felt
that those conditions did not strongly affect their aspirations. Their
narratives provided a nuanced picture of how the neighbourhood
facilitated connections that influenced their aspirations and how this
social environment was navigated by the young men in different and
dynamic ways.
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Introduction

The successful transition from youth into adulthood has drawn the interest of many social scientists
over the last decades (Evans 2002; Shildrick and MacDonald 2007). A country’s future lies with its
young people, prompting societal concern with their well-being and developmental outcomes.
Mainstream media and policy documents depict young people – particularly young minority
men from low-income neighbourhoods – as disconnected from society (McKendrick, Scott, and
Sinclair 2007; MacDonald and Marsh 2001; Raco 2009; Wyn and Woodman 2006). The notion
of disaffected youth is often associated with individual characteristics (such as the intersection
between their minority status, socio-economic position, gender and age) as well as social climate
in the neighbourhood they are from. It is said that low-income neighbourhoods do not form a con-
text for ‘mainstream’ educational and occupational aspirations, and thereby lack opportunities for
successful transitions to adulthood (Lupton and Kintrea 2011; McKendrick, Scott, and Sinclair
2007; Shildrick and MacDonald 2007). In the Dutch policy literature, it has been assumed that
young people who live in low-income areas have limited occupational aspirations and opportunities
(Van Ham and Manley 2010), but scientific literature offers little evidence to support this
assumption.
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Against the backdrop of these prevailing assumptions, there is a need to investigate how young
people experience and navigate low-income neighbourhoods. Young people have different percep-
tions of disadvantage than adults (Levitas et al. 2007) and policies are generally based on middle-
class values of ‘good’ transitions into adulthood (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992; Archer, Holling-
worth, and Halsall 2007; Brown 2013). According to Barry (2005, 108), ‘the model of transition
rarely incorporates the lived reality for disadvantaged young people’. Moreover, research among
youth – and particularly young men – has focussed on risk (such as deviant or criminal behaviour)
and specifically on those who are already ‘problematic’ (Morrow 2008). Little is known about how
non-defiant young people navigate the social context of their low-income neighbourhood. Finally,
most studies on neighbourhood effects depict a rather static situation rather than elucidating how
the neighbourhood context is experienced and navigated in dynamic ways (for exceptions see
Anderson 2000; Cahill 2000; Gunter 2008; McKenzie 2015; Visser, Bolt, and van Kempen 2015).

The success of future governmental strategies depends on ensuring that policies to improve the
opportunities of these young people really address their lived experiences. Without a good under-
standing of how disadvantage is experienced and navigated, policies might not support the target
groups but rather stigmatise them. Therefore, the following question is central to this paper:
How do young minority1 men (aged 16-23) living in low-income neighbourhoods in Utrecht, the
Netherlands experience and navigate the impact of the neighbourhood social environment on their
realistic educational and occupational aspirations?We distinguish between experience and navigate,
discerning how young men feel an impact of the neighbourhood on their aspirations as well as how
they deal with it – their personal agency.

In our studyweuse ‘aspirations’ to cover desires to achieve something in the future, with the impli-
cation that theywill drive actions in the present (Quaglia andCobb 1996). The literature distinguishes
between idealistic and realistic aspirations. The former encompasses desired outcomes that are not
limited by constraints or resources. Idealistic aspirations, are however tempered by knowledge of
structures, norms and opportunities, and as such become more realistic aspirations (Baars 2014).
Accordingly, Gottfredson (1981) suggests that aspirations are better seen as reflections on, rather
than determinants of occupational or educational opportunities. Similarly, St Clair and Benjamin
(2011) suggest that aspirations have performative value: they are determined by genuine expectations
for the future, but also by the needs of the moment, and reflect the expectations and constraints
inherent in different settings. We adopt a similar perspective in our study, as young men’s imagined
futures are likely to be influenced by social structures, such as the neighbourhood social environment,
as well as by group-based expectations inDutch society (Gutman andAkerman 2008).While keeping
educational and occupational aspirations central to the study, we also look into aspirations that focus
on other forms of self-fulfilment, such as roles in the family or community (Brown 2011).

Our focus is on young men with minority backgrounds in deprived neighbourhoods. Given the
intersection of their status as a visual minority, of their age, gender and neighbourhood of resi-
dence, they are often lumped together as a group with aspirations that deviate from the norm
(MiMen 2015). We draw attention to how the young men experience and navigate the neighbour-
hood dimension of this stereotype. The two neighbourhoods in this study are characterised by a low
socio-economic status, many residents with a non-western migration background2, and poor scores
on perceived safety, nuisance from youth and drug use (CBS 2017), and are therefore seen as posing
a risk to the aspirations and opportunities of young people. At the same time, the neighbourhoods
have quite close-knit (ethnic) social networks and the young residents feel a strong sense of place
attachment (Koster and Mulderij 2011).

Determinants of young people’s aspirations

Aspirations are often described as goals, wants or future desires (Brown 2011; Marzi 2018). Young
people’s aspirations have been examined in many studies (Hardgrove, Rootham, and McDowell
2015; Gorard, See, and Davies 2012; Lupton and Kintrea 2011) and are generally deemed relevant
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predictors of educational and occupational outcomes (Gutman and Akerman 2008; Gorard, See,
and Davies 2012; Schoon and Parsons 2002). In this sense, Gewirth (1998) describes aspirations
as vectorial – or action-guiding. Research suggests that aspirations play a role in the reproduction
of inequalities. Quantitative studies show that socio-economic status is often negatively associated
with aspirations (Croll 2008; Schoon and Parsons 2002). Some qualitative studies focus on how
aspirations among groups with low socio-economic status differ from those of their middle-income
peers, and find that they are less specific and more influenced by material considerations (Abrams
2010; Nayak 2006; Threadgold and Nilan 2009). There are also ethnic dimensions to aspirations.
Often, young people with minority backgrounds or those from deprived neighbourhoods have
been labelled as ‘low aspiration’ by those in positions of power (McKendrick 2015; MacDonald
andMarsh 2001). At the same time, studies show that ethnic minority youth or children of migrants
express higher educational and occupational aspirations than their native peers (Feliciano and
Lanuza 2016; Salikutluk 2016; Teney, Devleeshouwer, and Hanquinet 2013). Finally, gender is
also important: educational and occupational aspirations are often shaped by discourses about mas-
culinity and femininity (Archer, Hollingworth, and Mendick 2010). Burke (2006), for example,
shows how young men’s aspirations are produced through their masculine identifications, such
as what they perceive as acceptable careers for men or family expectations.

In addition to individual level characteristics, there is an ongoing discussion regarding the ways in
which the neighbourhood of residence influences the aspirations of young people. In the United
States, several studies have found associations between neighbourhood disadvantage and educational
and occupational achievement (see Sharkey and Faber 2014). Results on neighbourhood effects in
Europe are more mixed: some studies have found that concentrated poverty (Andersson et al.
2007) or ethnic concentration (Musterd et al. 2008; Van der Laan Bouma-Doff 2008) had an impact
on occupational achievement, but these effects seem to be smaller than in theUnited States (VanHam
andManley 2010). Aspirations are often regarded as an important mediating factor. Looking specifi-
cally at neighbourhood effects on aspirations, the results are less convincing than for educational and
occupational achievement. Furlong, Biggart, and Cartmel (1996) showed that low-income neigh-
bourhoods have an impact on occupational aspirations, mostly for males, though other studies did
not find evidence for a link (Lupton and Kintrea 2011; Kintrea, St Clair, and Houston 2015; McKen-
drick, Scott, and Sinclair 2007; Sinclair, McKendrick, and Scott 2010).

In the literature on neighbourhood effects, it is assumed that young people’s educational and
occupational aspirations and outcomes are shaped by neighbourhood social networks and social
capital as well as educational and occupational norms in their immediate surroundings (Galster
2012; Sharkey and Faber 2014). First, some studies capture people’s social networks and the poten-
tial of these structures to deliver social capital such as information, personal connections and
material resources (Baars 2014). It is assumed that residents of low-income neighbourhoods are
locally oriented for their social contacts and, further, that these social relations would not be
able to provide relevant educational and job-related information and support (Granovetter 1973;
Lin 1999). Secondly, some studies suggest that young people would develop certain norms regard-
ing school and work based on the jobs that are held by the people around them and the extent to
which these jobs are seen as desirable and achievable (Harding 2009; Lewis 1959). We can link this
strand of research to Bourdieu’s concept of habitus: young people perceive what is ab/normal, un/
desirable and im/possible for ‘people like them’, based on past and present experiences (Bourdieu
and Wacquant 1992; Pimlott-Wilson 2011; Reay 2004; Archer, Hollingworth, and Halsall 2007).
The concept encompasses both individual and collective experiences and thus captures the neigh-
bourhood context.

Navigating the neighbourhood as a place of connections

Face-to-face exchanges between individuals form a core component of any neighbourhood, as do
habitual actions of daily life (Martin 2003). We therefore approach the neighbourhood as a place of
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connections and explore how relationships and interactions garner meaning and influence aspira-
tions. The paper investigates these effects in the light of calls for greater appreciation of the rela-
tional geographies of everyday life and considers how neighbourhoods become places of
possibility as well as restriction. This relational lens lets us view space not as an objective surface
or container but rather as a set of relations that are continually made and re-made (Jones 2009).

By adopting this approach, we move beyond the idea of an unconditional relationship between
neighbourhood and aspirations. We look into how young people negotiate neighbourhood influ-
ences, or in other words, their personal agency (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 2002; Giddens 1984;
Threadgold 2011; Woodman 2009). Our perspective is informed by Giddens’ (1984) notion of
structuration, which emphasises the importance of both structure and agency to social formations.
Recently scholars have moved away from a dichotomy between structure and agency to emphasise a
middle ground, also termed ‘bounded agency’ (Evans 2002, 2007; Threadgold 2011). That middle
ground constitutes ‘socially situated agency, influenced but not determined by environments and
emphasizing internalized frames of reference as well as external actions’ (Evans 2007, 93). In this
paper, we will therefore focus on describing young migrant men’s aspirations and how they are
influenced by neighbourhood social structures, but also pay attention to perceptions of agency in
navigating these structures. Central to this are the young men’s own experiences. Insight into
the complex and rich experiences and negotiations of young men may clarify what is valued and
important within these neighbourhoods and how different aspects of the neighbourhood are
being navigated (Vigh 2010). At the same time, it may reveal what is missing there and how
young men adjust their actions to compensate for what they do not have (McKenzie 2015).

Finally, central to our approach is that the relation between the neighbourhood context and
young people’s aspirations is bidirectional. As shown in earlier studies (Gotham 2003; Chaskin
2013; Visser, Sichling, and Chaskin 2016) neighbourhood life is reciprocal: human practices create
space while space helps create those practices. As Horton and Kraftl (2006, 88) state: It becomes
obvious that children (and adults) are constantly creating, or co-creating their geographies. Spaces
are never finished, never containers waiting to be filled, never discrete blocks, segments or ‘fields’.
There are all sorts of complex, contingent and on-going connections that always make spaces (an)
under-construction. In this study, we apply reciprocal thinking to aspirations, focusing on how indi-
vidual aspirations are influenced by young men’s socially-experienced neighbourhoods, but also on
how through their behaviour and choices they reproduce or challenge the aspirations prevalent in
the neighbourhood.

Context

The research was carried out in two adjacent neighbourhoods in Utrecht (Overvecht and Zuilen),
the Netherlands. With 359,376 inhabitants, Utrecht is the country’s fourth largest city, and 12% of
the children live in a low-income household (below 125% of social minimum, Gemeente Utrecht
2017). Even though this portion is low, the concentration of poverty in neighbourhoods such as
Overvecht and Zuilen is high. In Overvecht the child poverty rate is 35%. Some areas in Zuilen
are gentrifying: child poverty is only 6% in some areas compared to 26% in other parts of Zuilen.3

Seventy percent of the children growing up in poverty in Utrecht have a migration background
(Gemeente Utrecht 2017).

About 22% of the inhabitants of Utrecht have a non-western migration background and 11%
have a western migration background. The largest groups are migrants or their children from Tur-
key, Morocco or Surinam and the Dutch Antilles. These groups also concentrate in certain neigh-
bourhoods. In Overvecht, 50% of the population has a non-western migration background; in
Zuilen this share is 15% in the gentrifying and 34% in the non-gentrifying sub-neighbourhoods.
Western migrants comprise 10% of both neighbourhoods (BRP 2021).

The extent of disadvantage should be seen in context. Because of the Dutch welfare system, pro-
blems related to education and drop-out, unemployment and social disorganisation are not as dire
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as reported for low-income neighbourhoods in, for example, the UK or USA. Nevertheless, both
Overvecht and Zuilen experience several social problems, such as relatively low educational levels,
low labour market participation and issues of crime and safety. Their severity is reflected in the
attention they get in national and municipal plans to combat problems in low-income neighbour-
hoods (Gemeente Utrecht 2018). To illustrate, while the share of low-educated people is 20% in
Utrecht overall, this percentage is 40% in Overvecht and between 20% and 31% in Zuilen. In
Utrecht in general, 63% of persons aged 15–75 are active on the labour market. With 49%, Over-
vecht scores well below the average, whereas in Zuilen the labour market participation is about
average (58-70% in the different sub-neighbourhoods; CBS 2018). Also in terms of crime and safety
both neighbourhoods deviate from the city average. While Utrecht records 43 crimes per 1000
inhabitants, this figure is 60 in Overvecht and ranges between 49 and 52 in Zuilen (Politie Utrecht
2019). In Utrecht 30% of the inhabitants sometimes feel unsafe; this rises to 46% in Overvecht and
ranges between 33% and 35% in Zuilen (Gemeente Utrecht 2019).

Methods

Young adults were taken as the focus of the study not only because they are in the midst of making
choices about their future but also because they are able to look back at educational and occu-
pational choices made when they were younger. This is not the case for early teenagers – who
are still in the early stages of making choices about their future – or older adults for whom the
decision-making might be too long ago to really remember and reflect upon. Of the participants
included in this study, five were recruited through a community centre, three by posting outside
a vocational school, two by posting outside a school for higher general and pre-university edu-
cation, and one through the personal network of one of the researchers. From that baseline
additional participants were found using snowball sampling, during which we made sure that
not too many came from the same social network.

In total, we interviewed 23 individuals, including four females and five males with a native Dutch
background. Given the argumentation of this paper and to cover one specific group of young adults,
we decided to focus on the 14 male participants with a minority background. These participants
were between 16 and 23 years old and from diverse ethnic backgrounds: some can be classified
as western migrants, whereas most had a non-western migration background.4 All 14 were enrolled
in education at the time of the interview, which corresponds with the fact that drop-out rates are
generally rather low in the Netherlands: in 2017–18 only 3,0% of young men left school without
having obtained a diploma (SCP 2020). We, however, cannot rule out that the young men who
agreed to participate were already positively embedded in neighbourhood social networks (e.g.
through community organisations) and therefore had more mainstream aspirations than others
in the same neighbourhood.

In-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted to better understand their aspirations,
obstacles, resources and personal agency. They were asked about their aspirations regarding school
and work; about the role of gender and migration background in forming and achieving these
aspirations; and about the role of family, friends and the social neighbourhood context. Regarding
the neighbourhood, the focus was on three concepts: socialisation, stigmatisation and social capital.
Each session took between 30 and 60 minutes and was held in a small office in the community
centre, at the participant’s home or at some other quiet place such as an outdoor bench or in a par-
ticipant’s car. Realising that the researchers’ white, middle-class norms and values could influence
the questions asked and the interpretation of the results, we aimed to account for this as much as
possible by using Milner IV’s (2007, 388) framework to ‘consider dangers seen, unseen, and unfore-
seen’. This requires a critical attitude towards power relations in the field, the nature of social inter-
action between the researcher and the researched, and the interpretation of data. Moreover, it
includes cultural self-reflection as well as researching the self in relation to the community under
research. Therefore, we sought to elicit the experiences of the participants themselves and allowed
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them to be the experts on their neighbourhood. When interpreting our results, we aimed to high-
light the heterogeneity and complexity of the young men’s experiences, vulnerabilities and positions
(see also Charsley and Wray 2015).

All were informed of the aim of the research before agreeing to participate and again at the start
of the actual interview. They were asked if they agreed with the session being audiotaped and used
for scientific research, and were told that their privacy would be protected. Moreover, all respon-
dents knew that they could refuse to answer questions they were uncomfortable with and that
they could withdraw from the study at any time. The participants were assigned pseudonyms,
and these are used throughout this paper to protect their privacy. During the recruiting process
we initially encountered some distrust among potential participants. Several of those we
approached had negative experiences with journalists and researchers. This wariness came up in
the interview with Emre:

you are being put in a bad light. They just come by… You (the researcher) asked to interview me, but some-
times people simply don’t ask. To film you, or to record you. If you treat us with respect, you’ll get respect
back. If you don’t treat us with respect, then eeehhh…well, there are many people that have a temper here.

Posting outside the schools sometimes led to unrest among the youth present; they asked a
researcher to ID himself to make sure he was not police. In the end we were able to gain the
trust of the respondents by adjusting the register of communication: approaching them in an infor-
mal manner, making jokes and using street language. In particular, one of our young male research-
ers was able to gain the trust of the youth in this way.

The interviews were transcribed and then coded in NVivo. A grounded theory approach consist-
ing of several rounds of coding was adopted. First, general patterns in the data were identified, and
these were refined during subsequent rounds. Various themes were distinguished: educational and
occupational characteristics; the impact of the young men’s age and gender; the impact of parents;
the role the neighbourhood played in forming young men’s aspirations (socialisation, stigmatis-
ation and social capital); and how the young men navigated the neighbourhood context. The inter-
views were initially coded by two graduate students, as the study consisted of two graduate research
projects. Afterwards, the two coding trees were combined with input from one of the senior
researchers (first author). As the interviews were conducted in Dutch, the coding was based on
the Dutch transcripts. The citations used in this paper were translated into English. When translat-
ing, we tried to stay close to the original wording while conveying the meaning and emotions,
humour etc.

Our study received approval from the Ethics Assessment Committee of the Faculty of Social
Sciences at Utrecht University (FETC18-070) in 2018.

Results

The young men’s narratives offer insights in their educational and occupational aspirations and
how these relate to the neighbourhood social environment. The first section considers their aspira-
tions on the individual level: what did they find important and which choices did they make for
school, work or (resisting) deviant behaviour? The second section considers the ways in which
the neighbourhood social environment influences the formation of these aspirations, as well as
the ways in which these influences are navigated by the young men.

Young men’s educational and occupational aspirations

When speaking about their educational and occupational aspirations, it was clear that most were
positive about their own futures. Except for one respondent, none had negative attitudes towards
school or work. In fact, most had very conventional desires: as the Dutch saying goes, ‘huisje-
boompje-beestje’ (‘a house, tree (garden) and a pet’). As expressed by Rayan: ‘Ten years from
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now… I hope to have finished my hbo [university of applied sciences]. And I think I will move toward
a permanent job. And I hope to be married. Well, that’s about it’.

All except one were currently in secondary education, either vocational or higher general, and
had aspirations for continuing education that fit their current level (see Table 1). Most aimed to
finish at least their (vocational) post-secondary education, even though it was no longer compul-
sory. While the educational trajectories of some young men were far from linear – dropping out
and starting school again – the majority were convinced that finishing their education was the
way to achieve their aspirations for the future. This reflects their belief that, in the end, finishing
education would provide access to stable and well-paying jobs.

Table 1. Description of participants.

Pseudonym Age
Neighbour-

hood
Ethnic

background5

Level of (secondary)
education currently
being followed6

Plans for further
education

Realistic
occupational
aspirations

Ahmed 23 Overvecht Moroccan-
Dutch

Pre-university diploma,
just quit another
applied sciences study

University of applied
sciences

Primary school
teacher

Francesco 20 Overvecht Italian-Dutch Secondary vocational
(theoretical learning
path)

Post-secondary
vocational (level 4)

Car salesman

Efe 16 Overvecht Turkish-Dutch Secondary vocational
(theoretical learning
path)

Post-secondary
vocational (level 4)

Something with
marketing

Rafik 16 Overvecht Moroccan-
Dutch

Secondary vocational
(middle
management-
oriented learning
path)

Post-secondary
vocational (level 4)
→ University of
applied sciences

Not decided yet

Ali 16 Overvecht Moroccan-
Dutch

Secondary vocational
(theoretical learning
path)

Post-secondary
vocational (level 4)
→ University of
applied sciences

Not decided yet

Marouane 16 Overvecht Moroccan-
Dutch

Secondary vocational
(middle
management-
oriented learning
path)

Post-secondary
vocational (level 4)

Something with ICT/
technical
profession

Said 18 Overvecht Turkish-
Surinamese-
Dutch

Secondary vocational
(theoretical learning
path)

Post-secondary
vocational (level 3)
→ Post-secondary
vocational (level 4)

Car repair

Emre 17 Overvecht Turkish-Dutch Secondary vocational
(middle
management-
oriented learning
path)

Post-secondary
vocational (level 3)

Not decided yet

Christian 16 Overvecht Bulgarian-
Dutch

Secondary vocational
(theoretical learning
path)

None None

Samir 16 Overvecht Moroccan-
Dutch

Secondary vocational Not decided yet Own business
(undetermined)

Rayan 17 Zuilen Moroccan-
Dutch

Secondary higher
general

University of applied
sciences

Nurse

Musa 16 Zuilen Moroccan-
Dutch

Secondary vocational Post-secondary
vocational

Own business
(garage or
restaurant)

Damin 17 Zuilen Moroccan-
Dutch

Secondary higher
general

University of applied
sciences

Social work

Yassin 17 Zuilen Moroccan-
Dutch

Secondary vocational
(theoretical learning
path)

Post-secondary
vocational (level 4)

Financial
administration/
own business
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Regarding occupation, Baars (2014) discerns the materiality and the specificity of young people’s
aspirations. Materiality concerns the financial remuneration of a job, as opposed to ‘immaterial’
considerations such as enjoying the work, contributing to society, or having a job that fits one’s
interests and skills. Specificity concerns the extent to which a young person talks about their occu-
pational aspirations in ‘specific’ terms, such as aiming for a certain job, as opposed to more general
aspirations. Indeed, the majority of the respondents mentioned material considerations: choosing
occupational trajectories that would generate considerable money or prestige, or at least economic
stability, such as in car sales/repair, ICT or marketing/finance. Quite a few said they wanted to start
their own business, although these aspirations were not very specific. Musa and Samir, respectively,
said, ‘I want to start my own business, not sure what yet, a car shop or a restaurant probably’ and
‘start my own business, doesn’t matter what, as long as it is my own business’. The respondents men-
tioned that they liked the freedom of being their own boss and the potential of having a good
income. Some were inspired by (neighbourhood) role models who became successful
entrepreneurs.

Some respondents (Ahmed, Damin and Rayan) referred to contributing something to society,
particularly to their local community. When asked what he finds important for the future,
Damin expanded as follows: ‘[…] contribute things, improve things, and protect those. […] for
example, in the playground [where he works as a volunteer], I want to keep young people busy,
keep them from the streets. Play some soccer, hang around… ’ These three also seemed to have
more concrete plans for their future. Damin, for example, already started volunteering at a local
playground which would prepare him for his study as a social worker. And Rayan had the specific
ambition to be a nurse. The fact that some of the young men addressed the importance of the social
aspects of their future jobs is noteworthy. Both the literature and our neoliberal society tend to
emphasise achieving a high status and income rather than the wide range of other aspirations
young people have for their adult lives (Brown 2011; Levitas et al. 2007).

The respondents mainly spoke about realistic aspirations. While some mentioned they would
like to become famous in music or soccer, most had more realistic goals such as finishing their edu-
cation and finding a good job that fit their level of education and interests. Some said they had to
adjust their initial aspirations because they had to follow a lower level of education. As Rayan
explained, ‘I wanted to be doctor when I was little […] but then I had to go to havo [higher general
education] and I had to adjust my dreams. But I really aspire to be a nurse now at a hospital’. Also
Cristian, who had to switch from higher general to vocational education and had just failed his
exams at that level, became more realistic about his aspirations:

When I was younger I wanted to be something like a lawyer, just study law at the university of applied sciences
(…) now I don’t have any plans for the future anymore, I threw them away. I’ll just finish vocational school
and see where I’ll end up.

While most of the young men expressed mainstream aspirations, they also described their adoles-
cence as a ‘learning time’ for full participation in society, a period in which they could make mis-
takes. Quite a few respondents, for example, said they had been involved in some way or another in
minor illegal activities. They, however, did not consider this as serious criminal behaviour. Shoplift-
ing, for example, was seen as nothing serious, just mischief. More importantly, the young men did
not consider such behaviour inconsistent with positive educational and occupational aspirations.
Most desired to get a good education, which made them confident about their future, Moreover,
they said they were involved in illegal activities when they were younger but had since bettered
their lives. According to Francesco having learned from his deviant activities made him stronger
and taught him to distinguish between good and bad. Due to interactions with certain peers, he
had not attended school for two years. However, now that he had become more mature, he appreci-
ated the importance of education and started going to school to become a car salesman: ‘I didn’t go
to school for two years. Because I thought: this is nothing [going to school]. And still, it’s nothing, but I
need it. Now I am thinking more and more like that, because I started to grow up’. This shows that the
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period of early adolescence can also be seen as learning time, and that for some this learning meant
taking detours.

Growing up in a low-income neighbourhood

Above, we found that the young men’s aspirations were largely mainstream. Here we argue that
they were influenced by their neighbourhood context in several ways. Their activity patterns
were generally very local; their part-time jobs, social lives and personal relationships, and sports
and leisure activities were mostly situated in the neighbourhood (see also Visser and Tersteeg
2020). The only exception was the school, that in some cases was situated outside the area. In
this section, we approach the neighbourhood as a place of connections. It is there that a range of
forms and functions of locally situated connections, as well as young men’s navigation of these con-
nections, provide the basis for young men’s aspirations.

Dealing with stigma
The literature (Bauder 2001; Tunstall et al. 2014) shows that place-based discrimination might
occur in addition to stigmatisation based on individual differences such as socio-economic status,
ethnic background or gender. Young people living in low-income neighbourhoods are often well
aware of the poor reputation of the place. This awareness may affect their aspirations and behav-
iour, including decisions to apply for certain jobs and their behaviour in the job application process
(Bauder 2001; Tunstall et al. 2014).

The majority of the young men in our study, however, felt that they had the same chances on the
educational and labour market as their peers in other neighbourhoods. This might reflect the Dutch
context: the quality of schools does not differ much between neighbourhoods; there is free school
choice; and most schools within a city are well accessible by public transport or bike. The young
men experienced free choice for the school they wanted to attend (see also Visser 2019). Moreover,
there is hardly any spatial mismatch (see Galster 2012) between place of residence and job oppor-
tunities in the Netherlands, which has to do with the small size of the country and the high quality
of public transport and cycling infrastructure.

With regards to stigma, the respondents were aware of the negative image of their neighbour-
hood and that it was sometimes reinforced by others, such as teachers. Rayan gave the following
example of prejudice about his neighbourhood in relation to educational and occupational
achievement:

For example, if I tell someone I’m fromWittevrouwen [white, higher-class neighbourhood], then they imagine
a decent boy. But when I say I’m from Zuilen, they imagine a street boy. Also at school, for example, when I
have a meeting with a teacher or someone else, and I say ‘I’m from Zuilen’, people are like [surprised]… but
you’re doing havo, you’re doing your best at school, you can have a proper conversation!

On the other hand, Efe recounted:

Well, you know, my school doesn’t think like that. The student is taken at face value, the neighbourhood I
come from doesn’t matter. You know, I’m from Overvecht, and my teacher doesn’t suddenly expect that I
will do bad at school. I’m from Overvecht, but I can also do hbo [university of applied sciences].

Awareness of any negative images others might have about the youth and their residential back-
ground might make these young people adjust their realistic aspirations. This, however, was not
the case among most of the respondents; in fact, the opposite was true for some. Rayan, for example,
aimed to do better to show others that he could succeed. Ahmed told a similar story:

a friend of mine plays soccer at a high level, is studying at university. He is making it, and maybe that’s also a
consequence of the neighbourhood you’re from. Because you know that your family and the people around
you haven’t always had a good life…

CHILDREN’S GEOGRAPHIES 875



Fordham and Ogbu (1986) and Kao and Tienda (1998) also suggest that a blocked opportunity
structure may lead to overachievement as a means to compensate for disadvantaged status, or in
this case negative images of a certain group or place.

In sum, the young men’s narratives illustrate how images of neighbourhood, interpretations of
outsiders such as teachers, and young people’s experiences are intertwined. While Rayan’s teacher
reproduces the stigma of the neighbourhood, Efe’s teacher does not, which shows that the people
the young men encounter, or more generally the social environments they find themselves in, can
influence how aspirations are perceived in relation to their residential background. At the same
time, while one might expect these images to influence the young men’s aspirations, their own
interpretations and agency come into play as some even try to challenge the reproduction of the
neighbourhood stigma. This illustrates the reciprocal relationship between the young men’s behav-
iour and the contexts they find themselves in.

Navigating neighbourhood connections
Key issues in the narratives were the choice between school and work and whether to engage in
activities that would be considered deviant by mainstream society. Finishing post-secondary edu-
cation was the most desired option for the long run among most respondents, although working
was also attractive as a way to earn spending money and gain some status. The story of Ahmed,
who dropped out of the university of applied sciences twice in order to work, illustrates this
dilemma: ‘when I look back, it was good [to work], you earn your own money and it gives you
more… not self-confidence… .but more self-respect. You are proud of yourself and what you’re
doing’. Continuing, he explains that his decisions are influenced by belonging to different groups:
the neighbourhood friends that are mostly in (higher) education; and the full-time working friends
he got to know later through his job. Initially he too was orientated toward school life; Ahmed talks
about his friends ‘doing ‘studies’ and some of them even have finished their masters’, expressing
mixed feelings of admiration and envy. At the same time, as part of the second group he questions
the dominant discourse that you need a good education to ‘make it’ in life: ‘I have friends that have
shown me that there are many ways to make it… you don’t have to study to make it in life, but you
can also do it in a different way’. However, Ahmed decided to start up his education a third time, as
he still aspired to become a primary school teacher. Ahmed’s narrative not only illustrates the
impact of (neighbourhood) friends on his aspirations and choices, but also shows that these evolve
as the outcome of personal preferences and social influences.

Another way to make money, besides working, was to engage in illegal activities. Although the
young men did not mention a criminal career as part of their future aspirations, most acknowledged
the appeal of ‘easy money’. Many also said it was easy to get into these kinds of activities through
local social networks, and that the neighbourhood formed a context in which this was seen as accep-
table. Christian, for example, initially aspired to become a lawyer, and he started secondary higher
general education. However, for reasons described below, he had to switch to vocational education
and was eventually kicked out of school because of truancy and bad behaviour. He noted:

Until I was 14 I was a very gentle kid (…) I had good grades, was gaming a lot, had a couple of good friends.
And then it started, suddenly I had another group of friends, and they started doing things (…) I did some
criminal things with people from my neighbourhood, stealing and stuff.

[…] That this is seen as nothing serious, is because of the neighbourhood I live in. It’s all being made easier
here, if you know what I mean […]. Because I see it happening around me, and it wasn’t punished by the
people around it, it influenced my thoughts.

While Christian’s narrative shows the negative influence of the neighbourhood social environment
on his aspirations, several others saw deviant activities as ineffective for achieving their long-term
aspirations. As noted by Efe: ‘You see it happening: a boy sells drugs, gets arrested’. Marouane
expanded:
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There are quite some people that are a bit stuck in life. But I don’t really take notice, you know. You just have
to think: I don’t want to be like them. Instead I just want to work, and raise my [future] children, things like
that.

Most of the young men, like Marouane, felt that they were not ‘passively’ influenced by the neigh-
bourhood social environment, or more specifically by their peers. They emphasise their own
agency, deciding to focus on school, work or raising a family.

Most of the young men were aware of the importance of choosing the right (neighbourhood)
friends. Damin and Yassin, both holding high aspirations, are rather selective about who to hang
around with. Damin, who described himself as ambitious regarding school and work and also
stressed the importance of staying physically fit, felt supported in his selectivity by his neighbour-
hood friends:

The friends I hang around with have the same points of view as I have. Regarding the future… having a good
job, work, training together [fitness]. They have the same motivation, or insights, what is important.

Similarly, Yassin, who described himself as rather successful, having found a good job in accoun-
tancy, explained:

I used to have a very large group of friends […] but I learned from my mistakes. You notice that people start
talking behind your back, making things up to defame you. Because they see you becoming successful. In the
end I chose to reduce my group of friends, and only hang out with the people I know from the beginning. And
they really stimulate me.

These narratives depict the neighbourhood as a place of connections. They describe the forms and
functions of locally situated connections that influence one’s current activities and aspirations.
These connections are being navigated by the young men in different ways, illustrating the inter-
action between individual agency and neighbourhood structures. Through the young men’s activi-
ties, the social context is also relationally reproduced or challenged. The social interactions and
behaviour of people shape the local social and physical environment and help create ‘context’ for
their neighbours (Cummins et al. 2007). On the one hand, the young men talk about how negative
norms and values are being reproduced by young people in the neighbourhood. Rafik, for example,
notes that ‘Many children look up to older ones. When the young people of 16, 17 do bad things, the
little ones think that’s tough and will do the same later. And so everything continues… ’. At the same
time, the overt agency in the narrative of for example Marouane challenges the idea that deviant
behaviour is the norm in deprived neighbourhoods, and as such might contribute to creating an
environment that stimulates (younger) peers to do well in school and work.

Discussion

This study investigated how young ethnic minority men from low-income neighbourhoods
experienced and navigated the impact of the neighbourhood social environment on their edu-
cational and occupational aspirations. It showed that there is not one single, uniform way of
growing up in a low-income neighbourhood. What the narratives had in common was that almost
all of the respondents aimed for rather mainstream futures: a good level of education and a good
job. Even though they recognised the problems in – and the negative reputation of – their neigh-
bourhood, they felt neither constrained in their horizons nor discouraged by their immediate cir-
cumstances or experiences (see also Kintrea, St Clair, and Houston 2015). Other studies on young
people in low-income neighbourhoods tend to approach them as a unitary group and to concen-
trate on the negative effects of growing up in these neighbourhoods (McKendrick, Scott, and Sin-
clair 2007; MacDonald and Marsh 2001). The youth transitions discussed in this study, however,
show that such descriptions may be too simplistic. The young men we interviewed had to deal
with the negative consequences of living in a deprived neighbourhood, but they also developed
different ways to counter these. This is in line with St Clair and Benjamin’s performative and
dynamic model of aspirations (2011) that shifts the emphasis away from deficit thinking towards
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a resource-based model, under the assumption that people are doing the best they can with what
is available to them.

While the young men’s aspirations and experiences that influenced them are heterogeneous, the
formation of their aspirations has several things in common, which is the key insight of our study.
First of all, young adults’ aspirations are constructed from the perceived social resources available
to them through particular (neighbourhood) places and people. The social contacts within and out-
side the neighbourhood influenced how young men think about their future, while the neighbour-
hood stigma imposed by outsiders – and how this stigma is acted upon – can also play a role. Our
findings are in line with the notion of St Clair and Benjamin (2011) of aspirations having perfor-
mative value: they reflect the expectations and constraints inherent in the different (social) settings
young people find themselves in and are determined by genuine expectations for the future, but also
by the contextual needs of the moment. Furthermore, the young men’s stories revealed reciprocal
relations between the neighbourhood context and young men’s behaviour; through their behaviour
and choices they either reproduce or challenge the aspirations prevailing among their peers. Future
research needs to take into account that young people shape their aspirations in ways that both
reflect and feed back into their social contexts.

The second commonality is that the young men’s aspirations were formed through the active
navigation of (neighbourhood) social space. The respondents were not ‘passively’ influenced by
their neighbourhood but consciously made choices between school, work and other activities or
about who to hang around and who to avoid. Many of the young men indicated that they were
the ones who had positive aspirations and actively adopted ways to achieve these aspirations,
emphasising their own agency, while they perceived others in their neighbourhood as failing. In
line with Beck and Beck-Gernsheim’s (2002) individualisation thesis, this illustrates that young
men feel responsible for their life-course and feel they can actively shape their own life (see also
Wyn and Woodman 2006). At the same time, they might minimise their perceptions of discrimi-
nation and the negative effects of living in a deprived neighbourhood. Such perceptions may be psy-
chologically threatening, thwart their sense of belonging, and put a strain on their social
interactions (Bourguignon et al. 2006).

Thirdly, the narratives showed that the young men’s choices and situations were not static but
evolving (see also St Clair and Benjamin 2011). Some switched between school and work, some
connected with or broke away from neighbourhood friends, which impacted their aspirations.
Moreover, through different – often neighbourhood-based – experiences and by becoming
older, they adjusted their aspirations, in accordance with the notion of ‘learning time’. Research
and policies regarding transitions to adulthood could take this notion into account. Right now,
policy and practice emphasise the extent to which a successful and timely transition into adult-
hood has happened. Instead, attention should be paid to the processes and choices in young
people’s transitions, not just to the outcomes. As Skrbis et al. (2012, 68) explain, in current
society ‘life pathways are no longer consistently ordered, the markers that indicate progression
from childhood to adulthood (e.g. the end of full time education, the commencement of paid
work, marriage, childrearing) become ambiguous’. Rather than following a linear transition
into adulthood, there is increasingly room for changing the order of the different stages in
these transitions, to omit particular stages or to return to an earlier stage (Brannen and Nilsen
2002).

Neighbourhoods are thus more than loci of obstacles and opportunities for educational and
occupational aspirations among young minority men. In the construction and maintenance of
connections to people and places, we see the development of a networked or relational sense of
place. Our study indicates a need to explore the meaning of ‘neighbourhood’ through a rela-
tional lens; that is, studying the neighbourhood as a set of relations that are continually
made and re-made (Jones 2009). Our findings highlight that young men navigate these sets
of neighbourhood relations in different ways and that they can influence aspirations in dynamic
ways.
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Notes

1. Wirth (1945): a minority group is: ‘any group of people who, because of their physical or cultural characteristics,
are singled out from the others in the society in which they live for differential and unequal treatment, and who
therefore regard themselves as objects of collective discrimination.’. The young men in our study are considered
a minority because of their non-Dutch ethnic background.

2. In the Netherlands the term ‘person with a migration background’ is used if the person or at least one of the
parents was born outside the Netherlands. This definition is also used by Statistics Netherlands (CBS) to
describe the composition of neighbourhoods, divided into the percentage of people with a western migration
background, non-western migration background, and native Dutch.

3. Overvecht is one statistical area in the municipal databases, divided in several rather similar sub-neighbour-
hoods. Zuilen is part of a larger statistical area ‘Northwest’, and also within the Zuilen neighbourhood a dis-
tinction can be made between a gentrifying part and a part that is more disadvantaged. Therefore when
presenting the data for Zuilen, the range is given for the different percentages of the sub-neighbourhoods.

4. While in our study the young men’s experiences did not seem to differ by migration background, differences
in experience between and within migrant groups would be an interesting avenue for future research.

5. All participants were born in the Netherlands, but had at least one parent born abroad. The young men self-
identified with the Dutch nationality as well as with the ethic/cultural background of their parents.

6. In the final grade of primary school, around age 12, students are steered to one of three main tracks based on
their abilities, as assessed by a primary school leavers attainment test (CITO) and teacher recommendations.
The tracks are pre-university (vwo), higher general education (Havo, giving access to university of applied
sciences) and vocational school (vmbo). Vocational school consists of four learning paths ranging from
more theoretical courses to more vocational courses: the theoretical, mixed, middle management-oriented
and basic profession-oriented learning path. Post-secondary vocational education (mbo) also has four levels
ranging from assistant training (level 1) to middle-management training (level 4). Education is compulsory
until the age of 18 or until a basic qualification has been obtained (graduated havo, vwo or first two years
of mbo).
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