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Abstract

This article explores how the architecture of neighbourhoods influences interethnic tensions in ethnically diverse neigh-
bourhoods. We found that people of Dutch descent living in apartments in four storey walk-ups in ethnically diverse inner-
city neighbourhoods seem less likely to feel threatened by ethnic diversity than people living in in similarly diverse suburbs
characterized by larger housing blocks featuring inner courtyards and galleries. Further analysis reveals that the residents
of these suburbs share various types of semi-public spaces and have competing interests in using them, whereas the res-
idents of inner-city neighbourhoods share fewer semi-public spaces and therefore have more scope to choose when and
how to engage in interethnic contact with other residents. We also explore residents’ housing histories and examine dif-
ferences between people who either have more negative or more positive views on diversity with regard to their active
participation in various organizations. This last piece of the puzzle will be used to analyse the potential for both negative
and positive messages about ethnic diversity to spread. Based on the empirical findings, we will formulate some building
blocks that can help to further explain the level of perceived ethnic tensions in ethnically diverse neighbourhoods.
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1. Introduction

Little research has been done so far in the Netherlands
into why ethnic tensions in diverse neighbourhoods oc-
cur or, equally as interesting, why they do not material-
ize. This article examines this topic by analysing the pos-
sible influence of the physical environment in neighbour-
hoods through the following research question: How
does the architecture of housing blocks and neighbour-
hoods amplify or dampen ethnic tensions in ethnically
diverse neighbourhoods? Most research on interethnic
contact and possible positive or negative outcomes has

focussed on human conditions, such as the duration orin-
tensity of the contact or differences in group characteris-
tics (such as differences in socio-economic status). In this
article we will explore the influence exerted by the phys-
ical environment in which contact occurs, by focusing on
the types of housing in which residents interact daily.
We will use survey data from two research projects
carried out in Amsterdam that allow us to distinguish
between types of housing and obtain detailed informa-
tion about the interaction between residents in these
housing types. We will start out by exploring whether ar-
chitectural differences are related to specific reactions
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among people living in ethnically diverse settings. The
data presents differences in outcomes for two types of
housing: inner-city apartments in four storey walk-ups in
ethnically diverse working-class neighbourhoods, versus
suburban apartments in housing blocks in ethnically di-
verse working-class neighbourhoods. In the second part
of the article we take a closer look at how these differ-
ences can be explained. For this we use data obtained
from the city council for two Amsterdam neighbour-
hoods, one of which typically features inner-city apart-
ments, the other consisting of suburban housing blocks.
We selected these particular neighbourhoods because
although their ethnic composition is almost identical,
they have the most polarized outcomes in Amsterdam
in terms of social cohesion and ethnic tensions. We also
explore residents’ housing histories and examine differ-
ences concerning active participation in various organi-
zations between people who either have more negative
or more positive views on diversity. We will use this last
piece of the puzzle to analyse the potential for negative
and positive messages about ethnic diversity to spread.
Based on the empirical findings of these two studies, we
will propose elements that can help further the explana-
tion of ethnic tensions in diverse neighbourhoods.

2. Theoretical Framework: Going Beyond the
Interethnic Contact Hypothesis

In its early stages, research on ethnic tensions largely
focussed on studying processes of decolonization.
Horowitz published his seminal text “Ethnic Groups in
Conflict” in 1985. Twenty years later Brubaker and Laitan
(2004) argued that there is still a lack of clarity regard-
ing what should be considered as ethnic conflict and
what causes it. Since then, the number of articles has
increased considerably and researchers from an array
of disciplinary backgrounds, ranging from political sci-
ence to social psychology and anthropology, have stud-
ied ethnic conflict and its causes. This article limits itself
to interethnic tensions involving daily encounters in eth-
nically diverse neighbourhoods.

Allport was one of the first to extensively study
interethnic contact and conflict. He developed the in-
tergroup contact hypothesis in 1954, based on his re-
search among Second World War soldiers in integrated
platoons in the US army (Allport, 1954). Since then
many researchers have both worked with and challenged
the hypothesis that close interethnic contact will bridge
prejudices and conflicts (see, for example, Amir, 1976;
Arnadéttir, Lolliot, Brown, & Hewstone, 2018; Barlow
et al., 2012; Brewer & Kramer, 1985; Paolini et al., 2014;
Rothbart & John, 1985; Wright, Aron, Mc Laughlin-Volpe,
& Ropp, 1997). Pettigrew and Tropp (2006) conducted
one of the most comprehensive meta-studies on this
topic. They analysed the results of 515 studies on in-
tergroup contact and concluded that contact typically
reduces intergroup prejudices. The results of the meta-
analysis were controlled for by different age groups, ge-

ographical areas and contact settings. In reference to
Allport’s work, Pettigrew has always emphasized that cer-
tain conditions (equal status, common goals, intergroup
cooperation and support of social institutions) must be
in place for positive contact effects to occur (Pettigrew,
1998). Both Allport and Pettigrew warned us that com-
petition or unequal status can fuel animosity between
groups. Increased anxiety and threat can further en-
hance conflicts between groups (see Tropp, 2016). Based
on the empirical findings in this article, we will explore a
different path than the founders of intergroup contact
theory. Instead of examining under which human condi-
tions (e.g., differences in group characteristics, unequal
status and power relations) interethnic contact can lead
to positive attitudes, we will analyse which physical con-
ditions in a neighbourhood context are related to either
negative or positive attitudes.

3. The Influence of Architecture on Attitudes
towards Diversity

We will first analyse whether different types of housing
and architecture in semi-public spaces are related to dif-
ferent attitudes towards living in ethnically diverse set-
tings, making use of a survey conducted in highly diverse
neighbourhoods in Amsterdam. As part of a large-scale
international survey, the Integration of the European
Second Generation (TIES), the Dutch TIES survey was
used to analyse the position of the Turkish and Moroccan
second generation and a comparison group of people of
Dutch descent in Amsterdam. For this purpose, respon-
dents were sampled from the municipal register. The
survey was conducted among 750 people between 18
and 35 years of age. Data from the register was used
to draw a representative sample of second-generation
Turkish and Moroccan respondents according to their ac-
tual presence in these neighbourhoods (for details about
the sample design see Groenewold, 2008). This meant in
practice that respondents were mainly sampled in neigh-
bourhoods with a high percentage of migrants (many
of them majority-minority neighbourhoods). On average,
people of Turkish and Moroccan descent live in the poor-
est neighbourhoods (Crul & Heering, 2008). Despite the
survey being ten years old, it is still one of the best data
sets for studying the issues we are addressing here, be-
cause TIES also sampled a comparison group of people of
Dutch descent of the same age living in these same neigh-
bourhoods. The definition used to determine whether
a person is of Dutch descent is that used by Statistics
Netherlands (2020), the national statistical bureau, and
is as follows: “A person born in the Netherlands, both of
whose parents were also born in the Netherlands.” The
way the sample is drawn makes TIES the ideal survey for
studying the reactions of people of Dutch descent to liv-
ing in highly diverse settings.

The 23 Amsterdam neighbourhoods in which the sur-
vey was conducted are either working-class inner-city
neighbourhoods where labour migrants settled in the
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1960s and 1970s or working-class suburbs where mi-
grant families moved to in the 1980s due to the availabil-
ity of affordable larger houses and more green areas for
children. Consequently, the average socio-economic sta-
tus of people living in both types of neighbourhoods was
very similar. In both cases, most of the housing was sub-
sidized social housing.

The TIES survey contains several questions on hous-
ing and also collected data on the respondents’ neigh-
bourhoods. For the purpose of this article we conducted
an explorative analysis to see which neighbourhood and
housing characteristics were relevant in relation to resi-
dents’ reactions to ethnic diversity. The best predictor for
differences in attitudes towards ethnic diversity is a ques-
tion in the TIES survey asking respondents if they think
that living alongside people of a different ethnic back-
ground is either an enrichment or a threat to their own
way of living. It is a five-point scale question in which the
midpoint gives respondents the opportunity to say that
it makes no difference.

We divided the residents into four groups corre-
sponding with four types of housing we detected, based
on the neighbourhoods they lived in and the number of
floors in their buildings or housing blocks: (1) four storey
street level apartments in inner-city working-class neigh-
bourhoods; (2) four storey apartment blocks in working-
class suburban neighbourhoods; (3) low-rise apartment
blocks in working-class suburban neighbourhoods; and
(4) high-rise (more than four-storeys) apartment blocks
in working-class suburban neighbourhoods.

There were no significant differences between re-
spondents living in the three types of suburban housing
in terms of how they perceived living in an ethnically
diverse environment. But we did find significant results
when we placed them in juxtaposition with inner-city re-
spondents. Generally, the people of Dutch descent in the
TIES neighbourhoods do not feel threatened by living in
a diverse setting. However, as we can see in Table 1, dou-
ble the number of respondents living in suburban neigh-
bourhoods stated that they felt threatened, compared to
their peers in inner-city neighbourhoods. The correlation
is significant (p < 0.01).

We controlled for whether respondents in these two
types of housing differed on any particular individual

characteristics. They did not differ in terms of socio-
economic characteristics (five-point EGP coding scheme)
or educational background characteristics. The majority
of respondents (about three quarters) in both the inner-
city and the suburban neighbourhoods had only been liv-
ing there for five years or less, which makes sense given
their relatively young age (18 to 35).

The people living in four storey walk-ups in inner-city
working-class neighbourhoods usually shared their build-
ing with three or four neighbours, and normally only the
ground floor would have access to a small private back
garden. Children usually played in the streets, small local
squares or nearby parks. The people in the suburbs ei-
ther lived in four storey housing blocks with about seven
apartments organized around a porch, or in a high-rise
building with between fifteen and twenty-five storeys
and shared galleries. These types of suburban housing
usually have green areas between the blocks where chil-
dren can play, or inner courtyards enclosed within the
buildings. In the next section we will take a closer look
at the type of interethnic encounters that these archi-
tectural differences produce and how they relate to at-
titudes towards diversity.

A further relevant finding from the data analysis is
that more than three times as many respondents from
the suburbs had been raised in Amsterdam in compari-
son to the inner-city respondents (39% versus 12%). The
latter usually came from smaller cities (and thus less di-
verse neighbourhoods) throughout the Netherlands. Of
those raised in Amsterdam, 58% of the suburban res-
idents were still living in the neighbourhood they had
grown up in. Given the ethnic composition of these
lower-class suburban neighbourhoods, this group has
more pre-existing experiences of living in an ethnically
diverse context. Of these people, 19% stated it is (rather)
threatening to live in an ethnically diverse setting, which
is indeed a much higher percentage than among any
other group. One may assume that interethnic contact
when they were growing up in an increasingly diverse
neighbourhood may have influenced their current atti-
tudes. Naturally, we must be careful about drawing this
conclusion as proper longitudinal data are needed to sub-
stantiate it, but qualitative research drawn upon in the
next section also seems to point in this direction.

Table 1. People of Dutch descent (18 to 35 years of age) in ethnically diverse Amsterdam neighbourhoods. Survey ques-
tion: “Do you think that living together with people of different ethnic origin is an enrichment or a threat to your own way

of living?”

Rather
threatening

Threatening

Makes no Rather

difference enriching Enriching Total N =232

Respondents in ethnically

diverse inner-city lower-class 1% 5%

neighbourhoods
Respondents in ethnically

diverse suburban lower-class 6% 7%

neighbourhoods

15% 37% 41% N=78

34% 26% 28% N =154

Source: TIES Survey (2008).
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4. Amplifying or Dampening Interethnic Tensions:
Neighbourhood Characteristics

In this section we will try to dig deeper into neighbour-
hood and housing characteristics using another survey
carried out in Amsterdam by the municipal statistical bu-
reau, or OIS (Onderzoek, Informatie & Statistiek), on in-
terethnic tensions and conflicts in Amsterdam’s neigh-
bourhoods (Broekhuizen, van Marissing, & Wonderen,
2012; Wonderen & Broekhuizen, 2012). Of the twenty
neighbourhoods studied, we looked at data published on
two neighbourhoods that represent the two ideal types
we distinguished in the previous section. The two neigh-
bourhoods are at opposite ends of a scale measuring
interethnic tensions between neighbourhood residents,
making this the most extreme case comparison. By look-
ing at the extremes we hope to gain insight into whether
the architecture of these neighbourhoods in combina-
tion with the housing histories of the residents has the
potential to either fuel or diminish tensions. The same
research methodology was used for both neighbourhood
studies (e.g., research design and format). The fact that
their ethnic make-up was so similar provided yet another
reason to choose these particular neighbourhoods for
the comparison.

Before presenting the results, let us briefly describe
the two neighbourhoods. The Jacob van Lennep neigh-
bourhood, an inner-city working-class neighbourhood
with a large stock of social housing, has relatively few
interethnic tensions. Immigrants started moving into
this neighbourhood in the 1970s. During this period,
many people of Dutch descent who were uncomfortable
with the neighbourhood’s changing ethnic composition
moved to satellite towns like Almere and Lelystad. From
the 1990s until recently, when prices began to rocket, in
a slow process of gentrification, young families of Dutch
descent started moving to this neighbourhood because
of the relatively cheap rents. Unlike the older inhabitants
who had moved away, these newcomers were usually
well aware of the neighbourhood’s ethnic make-up be-
fore moving there, as it was known for being a typical
‘immigrant neighbourhood.” According to the qualitative
part of the research many newcomers even chose the
neighbourhood for its ethnic mix.

The second neighbourhood, which has a lot of in-
terethnic tension, is the Harbour Island West neigh-
bourhood, a newly-built lower-class neighbourhood on
the outskirts of Amsterdam with more privately-owned
apartments than the Jacob van Lennep neighbourhood.
The houses are often occupied by people of both im-
migrant and native Dutch descent who had previously
lived in the increasingly expensive city centre, but also
by newcomers to Amsterdam (both expats and people
from other parts of the Netherlands). According to the
qualitative part of the research, which included inter-
views with neighbourhood residents, some of the peo-
ple in the Harbour Island West neighbourhood who ex-
pressed negative opinions about living in an ethnically

diverse neighbourhood have been very vocal (both in
neighbourhood or housing association meetings and in
the media) and are major contributors to the negative
atmosphere surrounding ethnic diversity in their neigh-
bourhood (Broekhuizen et al., 2012). They are found
among both people of Dutch descent and those of im-
migrant descent. The qualitative part of this study men-
tions that some of the people of Dutch descent had cho-
sen to move to this new neighbourhood in the outskirts
of Amsterdam because they had had negative experi-
ences of living in an ethnically diverse inner-city neigh-
bourhood. They had not, however, expected the newly-
built neighbourhood to become equally multi-ethnic.

For the research 263 residents of 16 years and older
were interviewed in the Harbour Island West neighbour-
hood, 155 of whom were of Dutch descent. The qualita-
tive part of the research consisted of 51 in-depth inter-
views with residents and professionals. In the Jacob van
Lennep neighbourhood 200 residents of sixteen years
and older were interviewed, 120 of whom were of Dutch
descent. Here, the qualitative part included 71 inter-
views with residents and professionals.

In both neighbourhoods, about half of the popula-
tion is of Dutch descent. Both neighbourhoods accom-
modate established groups of immigrants and newcom-
ers. In the Harbour Island West neighbourhood, almost
half of the inhabitants are of Dutch descent (47%). Of
the immigrant groups, residents of Surinamese descent
form the largest group (13%) and those of Moroccan de-
scent the second largest (10%). The remaining quarter
comes from a multitude of countries (Broekhuizen et al.,
2012. p. 77). The population composition in the Jacob
van Lennep neighbourhood is very similar to that of the
Harbour Island West neighbourhood. About half of the
population is of native Dutch descent (53%). In the Jacob
van Lennep neighbourhood people of Moroccan and
Turkish descent form the largest migrant groups and the
percentage of people of Surinamese descent is 6%. This
neighbourhood houses a larger group of recently arrived
immigrants from Eastern European countries (Wonderen
& Broekhuizen, 2012, p. 87). Comparison of the socio-
economic composition of the neighbourhoods shows
that the residents in the Jacob van Lennep neighbour-
hood are more often members of the working class
than the Harbour Island West inhabitants. The Jacob
van Lennep neighbourhood still has a relatively large
native Dutch, working-class population as well as many
Moroccan and Turkish low-income first-generation and
one-and-a-half generation families. The Harbour Island
West neighbourhood has more families belonging to the
so-called second generation, who are often upwardly
mobile (Crul & Heering, 2008).

Ethnic tensions and conflicts differ substantially be-
tween the two neighbourhoods. The newly crafted
Harbour Island West neighbourhood has by far the high-
est percentage of conflicts reported by residents and one
of the lowest levels of trust of all twenty neighbourhoods
studied in this city-wide research (Broekhuizen et al.,
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2012, pp. 79-80). Almost half of the Harbour Island West
respondents (47%) reported “a lot of tension.” A quarter
(24%) stated that there is “a lot of conflict between dif-
ferent ethnic groups” and 24% reported having “little or
no trust” in their neighbours (Broekhuizen et al., 2012,
pp. 79-80). The study also provides insights into how re-
spondents interpret these conflicts. Almost half of the re-
spondents (48%) reporting tensions, stated that they are
“caused by cultural differences between different ethnic
groups” (Broekhuizen et al., 2012, pp. 79-80). More than
a third of the respondents (38%) attributed tensions to
“differences in norms and values” (Broekhuizen et al.,
2012, p. 30). More than a third (37%) of the respondents
reported having “negative feelings about certain ethnic
groups” (Broekhuizen et al., 2012, p. 28). In the Jacob
van Lennep neighbourhood, however, no major tensions
were reported. The number of conflicts in this neighbour-
hood was on the other end of the scale: Compared to the
Harbour Island West neighbourhood, almost three times
fewer respondents reported tensions (16%) (Wonderen
& Broekhuizen, 2012, p. 26). This also applies to conflicts
between ethnic groups, 12% according to Wonderen and
Broekhuizen (2012, p. 27). At 14%, the group that had lit-
tle or no trust in their neighbours is also much smaller
(Wonderen & Broekhuizen, 2012, p. 33). Residents who
did report conflicts, put them in a different perspec-
tive: In the Jacob van Lennep neighbourhood, only 26%
of those reporting conflicts attributed them to cultural
differences. Most respondents in this neighbourhood
framed conflicts in terms of age and generation: ac-
cording to them, youngsters have conflicts with adults
(Wonderen & Broekhuizen, 2012, p. 30).

The most important topic related to ethnic tensions
mentioned by residents was youths “hanging out,” loi-
tering and being “a nuisance” to other residents in pub-
lic or semi-public spaces such as corridors, staircases,
or the pavement in front of the housing blocks or a
nearby square (Broekhuizen et al., 2012; Wonderen &
Broekhuizen, 2012; see also Tersteeg & Pinkster, 2016;
van Marissing, 2014). The newly-built housing blocks in
the New Harbour West neighbourhood have numerous
shared semi-public spaces, such as an inner courtyard,
shared corridors, lifts and a garage. Although the three
or four storey walk-ups in the Jacob van Lennep neigh-
bourhood have a shared staircase, residents in these
houses share communal spaces with far fewer other res-
idents and in a less anonymous setting than residents in
the large modern housing blocks in the Harbour Island
West neighbourhood. These differences in architectural
design seem to have an important impact on every-
day contact between neighbours. In this study, residents
were interviewed in a survey about their everyday use of
semi-public spaces, such as corridors, staircases and lifts
and how they interact with each other in these places
and in the neighbourhood. The survey included seven
questions about irritations that could potentially arise
from everyday contact and interaction in these places,
whereby residents had to respond to statements such

as “other neighbourhood residents do not correct their
children if they are a nuisance to people in the streets,”
“neighbourhood residents have different norms and val-
ues regarding what is acceptable in the neighbourhood,”
or “neighbourhood residents have conflicts about keep-
ing hallways or corridors clean.” The outcomes in the
New Harbour West neighbourhood for all seven ques-
tions show a significant relation with experienced ten-
sions (all at the level of p < 0.01; Broekhuizen et al., 2012,
p. 83). The comparison of the New Harbour West neigh-
bourhood with the Jacob van Lennep neighbourhood is
remarkable, since in the latter neighbourhood only one
out of the seven statements about the use of semi-public
spaces and the interaction between residents was signif-
icantly related to tensions experienced in the neighbour-
hood. This correlation (p < 0.05) is weak and was found
for only one item: “Putting the garbage outside at the
wrong time” (Wonderen & Broekhuizen, 2012, p. 93).

The qualitative part of this study hints at further ex-
planations for the large differences between the two
neighbourhoods. Young children (under age twelve) play-
ing in the inner courtyards in the Harbour Island West
neighbourhood are one of the main causes of perceived
conflicts. Both residents and professionals interviewed
report this. The inner courtyards amplify the sound of
playing children, resulting in many complaints about
noise (Broekhuizen et al., 2012, p. 69). Normal behaviour
for young children at play was causing a nuisance for resi-
dents because of the architectural design of the housing.
The housing blocks were accommodating relatively more
young children than the designers of the buildings had
foreseen. The second perceived nuisance was caused by
teenagers, mostly boys, hanging out in corridors and hall-
ways (Broekhuizen et al., 2012, p. 68). These teenagers
are mostly of Moroccan, Antillean and Surinamese de-
scent, which are the three largest groups in this age
group. They were gathering in hallways and corridors as
this relatively new neighbourhood had no other facili-
ties where they could meet and is relatively far away
from the city centre. On top of this, the rainy Dutch cli-
mate makes protected shelters a must. The Jacob van
Lennep neighbourhood has no inner courtyards where
children can play, and residents do not share an entrance
to massive housing blocks. There are no hallways where
teenage youths can ‘hang out.” The design of housing
blocks here limits the amount of involuntary contact be-
tween residents. Not only are everyday interactions in
the two neighbourhoods different, respondents in the
Harbour Island West neighbourhood also frame these
conflicts through an ethnic lens more often, by accus-
ing certain ethnic groups of ‘misbehaviour” More than
a third (37%) of the respondents in the Harbour Island
West neighbourhood pointed to specific ethnic groups
that they thought were causing problems (Broekhuizen
etal., 2012, p. 28).

Not only were there differences in the perception of
experienced tensions, there were also differences with
regard to contact. Residents of the Jacob van Lennep
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neighbourhood mention having significantly more fre-
guent interethnic contacts. These contacts correlate with
feeling safe and comfortable in this neighbourhood and
seem to result in a generally positive climate: if negative
experiences occur (and, of course, they also occur in this
neighbourhood) they are less often labelled as being eth-
nically driven (Paolini et al., 2014). The balance between
more positive and fewer negative interethnic contacts
might prevent people from putting an ethnic label on inci-
dents. In the Harbour Island West neighbourhood, on the
other hand, some residents of Dutch descent were con-
fronted with the very people they had tried to avoid at an
earlier stage of their housing career by leaving their eth-
nically diverse neighbourhood. As Harbour Island West
residents have more involuntary contact due to the ar-
chitecture of this neighbourhood, the potential for ten-
sions seems plentiful and tensions do indeed escalate
(Arnadéttir et al., 2018; Barlow et al., 2012).

An important caveat for the Harbour Island West
neighbourhood is that it is a new neighbourhood that
all residents moved to at more or less the same time.
This may have amplified differences because new resi-
dents have not moved in gradually as would have been
the case in a more established neighbourhood. This, how-
ever, makes it a good case study, as under such circum-
stances it might be easier to identify which housing ar-
rangements have the potential to turn minor tensions
into conflicts.

5. Dampening or Amplifying Ethnic Tensions

In the previous section we demonstrated that there are
significant differences between different types of neigh-
bourhoods with regard to the number of residents with
either negative or positive attitudes towards ethnic diver-
sity. In the inner-city neighbourhoods, the people who
see diversity as something that enriches their lives far
outnumber those who consider it as a threat. In some
suburban neighbourhoods, such as the Harbour Island
West neighbourhood, the balance is different. More peo-
ple there stated that they perceive diversity as threaten-
ing. Here, the fact that a number of residents had already
formed negative opinions about living in a diverse setting
at an earlier stage of their life makes it more probable
that they now interpret interethnic interactions is a more

negative manner. The architectural context that forces
residents to share and, in some occasions, compete for
the many semi-public spaces may amplify these negative
feelings. In this final section we will try to add another
piece to the puzzle of how and why interethnic contact
results in tensions labelled as interethnic tensions—or
not. Whether the discourse about interethnic tensions in
the neighbourhood is spread and negative attitudes are
amplified or, on the contrary, dampened also seems to
depend on the way in which people with more positive or
more negative attitudes towards diversity influence the
climate in a neighbourhood. We looked into the rate of
active participation in organizations among people who
perceive diversity as a threat on the one hand and among
those who think it is enriching on the other. The idea be-
hind this is that both negative and positive attitudes to-
wards diversity will probably be discussed with others in
formal and informal conversations within these organi-
zations. People with positive attitudes may dampen eth-
nically framed conflicts while people with negative atti-
tudes may fuel them while spreading their ideas (see Crul
& Lelie, 2017). Once more, we will make use of the TIES
survey to analyse this piece of the puzzle.

First, we examined whether there was any difference
between people with more positive and more negative
attitudes towards ethnic diversity when it comes to par-
ticipating in social, cultural, housing, trade union, sports
and other organizations, which is reflected in Table 2. It
turns out that there is a correlation (p < 0.01). People
who stated that ethnic diversity is enriching participated
in such organizations much more often. People with neg-
ative opinions were far less active in organizations. This
means they have far fewer encounters with other people
in organizations that could serve as a platform for their
negative opinions.

One should of course be careful to generalize these
findings by saying that negative opinions have much less
traction in a neighbourhood setting than within an or-
ganization. Informal discussions on the street between
neighbours, in shops or at the playground could be the
places where people with negative attitudes vent their
opinions. We have no information on the frequency of
this type of interaction.

The frequency of participation in organizations is also
strongly linked to a person’s educational level. Residents

Table 2. People of Dutch descent between 18 and 35 years of age in Amsterdam neighbourhoods: Being active in organi-

zations and their attitude towards ethnic diversity.

“Living together with people of different ethnic
origin is an enrichment or a threat?”

Residents not active
in organizations

Residents active
in organizations

Threatening

Rather threatening
Makes no difference
Rather Enriching
Enriching

50% 50%
42% 58%
77% 23%
86% 14%
78% 22%

Source: TIES Survey (2008).
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with a higher level of education participate in organiza-
tions more often. This is especially true for institutional
organizations at the neighbourhood level, such as neigh-
bourhood, housing and other social organizations (which
are sometimes set up to promote contact between dif-
ferent residents in a neighbourhood). Higher-educated
people living in lower-class neighbourhoods often play
an important role in such organizations. This needs fur-
ther research that our survey cannot provide. But we
think that our findings point to an important piece of
the puzzle regarding why tensions have built up to such
an extent in the Harbour Island West neighbourhood.
This neighbourhood was designed to mix people from
different social backgrounds. Some of the residents re-
sponsible for exacerbating tensions were home-owners
living in housing blocks that also contained rented so-
cial housing. Some of the residents who reported neg-
ative feelings about living in an ethnically diverse neigh-
bourhood belonged to the higher-educated middle class.
They were active in the neighbourhood and housing as-
sociations more often than residents from a lower-class
background and this gave them a platform from which
they could influence the climate within these organiza-
tions and raise ethnic tensions (see Broekhuizen et al.,
2012, pp. 68-72). Ethnic tensions were not only experi-
enced and played out between neighbours, but also be-
came a topic at the institutional level of housing corpora-
tions and neighbourhood organizations and even the po-
lice. As one of the neighbourhood’s professionals notes,
these residents were quick to call in professionals as their
natural allies, saying: “They even call the police when a
three year-old riding his tricycle is making noise in the
courtyard, because they want to drink their rosé on their
balcony in peace” (Broekhuizen et al., 2012, p. 70).

6. Conclusion

The data points to residents of inner-city working-class
neighbourhoods being less negative about ethnic diver-
sity than their counterparts in suburban working-class
neighbourhoods and that architecture plays an impor-
tant role in this. People in inner-city working-class neigh-
bourhoods share fewer semi-public spaces, such as gal-
leries, inner courtyards, garages and lifts. This means
that there is less unavoidable contact with other resi-
dents, and that contact, including interethnic contact
between neighbours, takes place on a more voluntary
basis. We also saw that suburban working-class neigh-
bourhoods were more often home to residents with pre-
vious experience of living in ethnically diverse settings.
Drawing on the work of social psychologists we sug-
gest that previous interethnic contacts—both positive
and negative—and their effects over time are another
piece of the puzzle of why different types of neighbour-
hoods demonstrate an amplification or dampening of
perceived ethnic tensions. However, to substantiate this,
one would need a longitudinal research design. People

with either positive or negative attitudes towards eth-
nic diversity are likely to affect the climate in a neigh-
bourhood, both through their interactions with other res-
idents and through the organizations they actively par-
ticipate in. More crucially, participation in social orga-
nizations such as neighbourhood and community orga-
nizations can bring conflicts and tensions to an institu-
tional level. Ethnic tensions can run high, as was the
case in the New Harbour West neighbourhood, due to
a cocktail of these mechanisms, circumstances and dy-
namics. In this case, some of the residents who moved to
this neighbourhood had already developed negative at-
titudes towards ethnic diversity. The fact that the neigh-
bourhood’s architecture forced them to share, and some-
times compete for, semi-public spaces with residents
from other ethnic backgrounds intensified these feelings.
These tensions reached the institutional level as a num-
ber of these residents were vocal in neighbourhood orga-
nizations. Our article suggests that many conditions must
coincide in order for interethnic conflicts to escalate to
the point described in this particular neighbourhood. In
general, our findings suggest that the balance leans to-
wards a positive reception of ethnic diversity (based on
positive contact, both in the past and the present) and
that there are many checks in place to dampen any po-
tential ethnic tensions. In all twenty-three Amsterdam
neighbourhoods surveyed, those stating that ethnic di-
versity is an enrichment form the largest group, and since
these people are also more active in social organizations,
they will potentially influence the discourse on ethnic di-
versity at the institutional level in a positive direction and
dampen negative attitudes.

Theoretically our findings show that in order to study
ethnic tensions, we need an interdisciplinary framework
that looks at both the individual and the group level
and takes into consideration both institutional factors
like the architecture of housing blocks and neighbour-
hoods and the effect of participation in social organiza-
tions. In practice this means intertwining the study of
human and physical conditions. We propose that institu-
tional conditions such as the architecture of housing and
neighbourhoods and participation in social organizations
are fruitful avenues for further quantitative and qualita-
tive research.
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