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Neighbourhood Influences on the Developmental Trajectories of Children and Youth

This project has been peer-reviewed by SSHRC and was funded by that agency in its
Standard Research Grants Program. SSHRC Reference Number is 410-031-464. The
project is funded for three years from April 2003, but we expect to take advantage of the
SSHRC automatic one-year extension period so the research will end on June 30, 2007.

We request access to the micro-data Master files from the following surveys.

NLSCY (National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth, both cross-sectional and
longitudinal data from Cycles 1-4 and Cycle 5 when available)

NPHS (National Population Health Survey, both cross-sectional data (cycles 1-3) and
longitudinal data from Cycles 1-4 and Cycle 5 when available

YITS (Youth in Transition Survey: Cycle 1 and Cycles 2-4 when available)

GSS (Cycles 8, 10, 11, 12, 13 and 15 (when available) of the General Social Survey —
cross-sectional only)

Members of the research team are listed in earlier parts of the application.

Each team member will obtain the appropriate security clearance before being allowed
access to the confidential data in a Research Data Centre.

Statement of Objectives Including the Research Question or Questions

Our research will show the extent to which neighbourhoods matter for child development
in Canada and will also illuminate the social processes by which neighbourhood
characteristics have their impacts upon a range of child outcomes. We will create
improved measures of neighbourhood economic and social disadvantage as well as
neighbourhood collective efficacy, social support and social capital in order to
demonstrate how neighbourhood and community context impact upon children’s
developmental trajectories in the domains of Physical Health, Mental Health, Cognitive
Functioning, Social Participation and School Attachment. We aim to answer three
general questions about how neighbourhood context relates to child outcomes.

i. What are the relationships between neighbourhood economic and social disadvantage
as well as neighbourhood collective efficacy, social support or social capital, and
child/adolescent outcomes in the developmental domains of Physical Health, Mental
Health, Cognitive Functioning, Social Participation and School Attachment?

ii. Are the impacts of neighbourhoods upon child/adolescent outcomes the same for
different age groups, or are there certain ages where neighbourhood differences have
more profound consequences for child/adolescent outcomes?

iii. To what extent do the impacts of neighbourhoods upon child/adolescent outcomes
vary between these developmental domains? For example, is the impact of
neighbourhood social support upon Social Participation greater than its impact upon
Physical Health?
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Census variables that have been linked to child outcomes in analysis of Canada’s NLSCY
include the incidence of female-headed lone-parent families and other indicators of
neighbourhood affluence, such as the local unemployment rate, the percentage of families
below a low-income cut-off, the percentage of high-income families and neighbourhood
classifications derived from cluster analysis, (Kohen et al. 2002; Boyle and Lipman 2002;
Law and Willms, 1998; Tremblay et al., 2002, Jones et al. 2002). Such census-based
indicators are useful to the extent that contextual characteristics of places reflect
aggregated characteristics of local populations, but they are very limited when it comes to
measuring aspects of neighbourhood social organization. Sociologists have also used
interviewer and adult respondent ratings of the helpfulness of neighbours, neighbourhood
safety (Sampson et al. 1997). Qualitative and historical data are important in this
approach which has been named “Ecometrics” by Raudenbush and Sampson (1999.)

In a recent review that includes assessments of a large number of empirical studies,
Sampson, Morenoff and Gannon-Rowley (2002) emphasize as crucial for the
advancement of research that neighbourhood characteristics such as aggregated
respondent ratings “can and should be treated as ecological or collective phenomena
rather than as individual-level perceptions...” (ibid: 456-7.)

Brief Statement of Proposed Statistical Methodology

Our approach builds on our previous work with waves 1-3 of the National Longitudinal
Survey of Children and Youth (Jones et al. 2002.) This research has shown that in
addition to the use of Census products, we can pool ratings made by respondents and
interviewers from different surveys in order reliably to establish the aggregated survey
characteristics of at least 135 neighbourhoods across Canada. We consider this an
advance on the important research results reported by Tremblay et al. (2001) where
respondent and interviewer ratings from a single survey were aggregated in such a way as
to characterize 96 census tracts.

In the first stage of the proposed research, we will use an enhanced version of the same
approach, pooling data from waves 1-4 (and wave 5, when available) of the NLSCY as
well as from waves 1-4 (and wave 5, when available) of the NPHS. We shall increase the
statistical reliability of our neighbourhood measures by adding geographically aggregated
data from wave 1 (and wave 2, when available) of YITS, as well as selected later waves
of the GSS) to increase the number of neighbourhoods for which reliable aggregated
survey data can be obtained. Cycles 8 and 13 of the GSS are required in order to provide
geographically aggregated measures of fear of crime while Cycles 10, 11, 12 and 15 of
the GSS are required in order to provide geographically aggregated measures of social
support. All these waves of the GSS include a measure of the respondent’s frequency of
religious attendance often used, along with membership of voluntary organizations, as
index of social participation/social capital.

Statistical issues will arise in the integration of geographically aggregated scores from a
number of Statistics Canada surveys. Since most of the surveys we are requesting use a
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multistage probability sample with the Labour Force Survey sampling frame as the
original basis for selecting households, it will be necessary to use appropriate sampling
weights, as well as differentially weighting the contribution of each data source in a way
that reflects the effective sample size for the relevant geographical unit. We are aware
that this approach cannot produce reliable estimates of aggregate characteristics for all
Census Enumeration Areas or Census Tracts in Canada but this is not a problem, given
that our research questions only require reliable information on a diverse set of Canadian
geographical areas that can stand as proxies for neighbourhoods.

Once we have constructed aggregate measures of geographical areas that are proxies for
neighbourhoods, we will move to a second stage in which we use multilevel growth
curve models (Snijders and Bosker, 1999; Raabe-Hesketh et al., 2001; Singer and Willett,
2003) to estimate the impact of aggregate neighbourhood characteristics upon trajectories
of child and adolescent outcomes as measured in the NLSCY, NPHS and YITS. We will
carry out data analysis using GLLAMM (in STATA), MIwiN and SAS PROC MIXED to
estimate growth curve models that link neighbourhood characteristics to children’s
developmental trajectories over the first five waves (“cycles”) of the NLSCY and NPHS.
Our results will estimate fixed and random effects in order to disentangle the impact of
neighbourhood level social processes from those of family level events.

Statements of Why Access to Confidential Data is Necessary

1) Public use microdata files do not provide detailed geographical information. Since our
research methodology requires that we should be able to aggregate survey responses to
the level of the census enumeration area or census tract level in which respondents were
living at the time of the survey it is essential that members of the project team should
have access to the Master Files for selected surveys.

Cross-sectional versions of NLSCY (Cycles 1-4 and Cycle 5 when available) and NPHS
(Cycles 1-4 and Cycle 5 when available) include measures that can be aggregated to
reflect neighbourhood characteristics, for example a social involvement dimension is
measured by two items that reflect frequency of participation in voluntary associations
and the frequency of attendance at religious services. The NLSCY includes several items
and scales that bear upon interviewer and parental perception of neighbourhood safety,
social cohesion and social support.

Cross-sectional GSS data are required in order to provide variables that can be
aggregated to provide averages at census enumeration area and/or census tract levels.

GSS Master files include Census Tract, Census Subdivision, Census Division and Census
Metropolitan Area identifiers. We believe that at the present time they do not include
Census Enumeration Area or Postcode identifiers but they will still provide useful
information aggregated to the Census Tract level. Each Cycle of the GSS includes a
question on frequency of religious attendance (commonly used as an indicator of social
involvement) and several contain at least one other variable related to topics that are
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highly related to neighbourhood climate (fear of crime, social involvement, social
participation, social support).

As noted above we request access to:

GSS Cycles 8 and 13 for perceptions of neighbourhood crime

GSS Cycles 10 and 15 (when available) for family support measures

GSS Cycles 11 and 12 for social support measures

2) Public use microdata files do not permit linkage of the same child from one wave to
the next. In order to estimate growth curve models relevant to the developmental
trajectories of children and youth it is essential that members of the project team should
have access to the Master Files from the NLSCY, the NPHS and YITS. At the time of
writing the NLSCY Master Files measure child’s age in years rather than in months and
this reduces the power of analytic techniques. We therefore request data on child’s age in
months at each wave of the follow-up.

Longitudinal data from NLSCY (Cycles 1-4 and Cycle 5 when available), NPHS (Cycles
1-4 and Cycle 5 when available), and YITS (Cycles 1-2 and Cycle 3 when available), are
required in order to estimate multilevel growth models since the various waves of these
three surveys include longitudinal data with good measures of child and adolescent
outcomes including perceptions of health, parenting, hyperactivity, pro-social and anti-
social behaviour, anxiety, self-concept and school dropout.

Summary of Data Files Requested

NLSCY (National Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth, both cross-sectional and
longitudinal data from Cycles 1-4 and Cycle 5 when available)

NPHS (National Population Health Survey, both cross-sectional data (cycles 1-3) and
longitudinal data from Cycles 1-4 and Cycle 5 when available

YITS (Youth in Transition Survey: Cycle 1 and Cycles 2-4 when available)

GSS (Cycles 8, 10, 11, 12, 13 and 15 (when available) of the General Social Survey —
cross-sectional only)

Expected Project Start and End Dates

June 1 2003
June 30 2007.
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