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Part I

The first part of this thesis has investigated how family composition, in particular 
birth gaps and sibling gender, affects personality traits. These two aspects of 
family composition are interesting to study since children do not have an influence 
on them, while policy makers can use the insights to better tailor family policy. 

The results of the studies show that a larger birth gap increases disorganized 
and neurotic behavior of the youngest child in a two-child household, while 
having a sister decreases the chance to develop negative personality traits. Since 
personality traits can have an effect on long term outcomes, such as crime and 
health, it is important to mitigate possible adverse effects.

Policy makers can play a role in decreasing and/or preventing the development 
of negative personality traits. First of all, they should create awareness for 
children at risk. These children should be signaled as early as possible. Since the 
development of negative personality traits are already visible at age 5, the children 
who display negative behavior can enroll in a trajectory of more intensive guidance 
with the help of e.g. parents and teachers. Second, incentives to decrease the birth 
gap should be implemented. This can be done by creating awareness of the adverse 
risk of a higher birth gap through e.g. advertising or by implementing financial 
incentives. An example of a policy that successfully decreased the birth gap is the 
higher maternity leave benefit for mothers with children with a smaller birth gap 
in Sweden (Petterson-Lidbom & Skogman Thoursie, 2009). Third, the birth gap 
can also be reduced when more miscarriages are prevented. One important factor 
that is associated with a higher chance of having a miscarriage is a higher age of 
the mother. The same interventions, creating awareness and providing financial 
incentives, can be used to reduce the mother’s age when getting pregnant.

Part II

The second part of this thesis has looked at the effect of the Dutch educational 
setting on the educational outcomes of migrant and refugee children. Lower 
educational attainment has been associated with several long-term negative 
outcomes, such as lower wages, more health issues and a shorter life expectancy. 
Therefore, it is important to create educational policies that increase educational 
outcomes, especially for vulnerable groups, such as refugee children and children 
with a migration background. The results of the second part show that a recent 
policy change with respect to the timing of the primary school exit test had a 
negative effect on the relative advantage of migrant children over natives with 
respect to the discrepancy between teacher assessments and test scores. The 
second main result of this part is that placement at a specialized refugee school had 
no significant effects on teacher assessments and test scores of refugee children. 
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The results have important implications for policy. First of all, the change in the 
timing of the school exit test has negative effects on the teacher assessments of 
migrant children. As a result, they have a relative disadvantage with possible 
long-term consequences in terms of equality. To counteract this disadvantage, 
policy makers could decide to revert to the old policy or create a new one in 
which children with a migrant background are not disadvantaged in terms of 
teacher assessments. The null-results of placement at a refugee school should be 
interpreted carefully. They do not yet provide a conclusive answer to the question 
which educational environment yields better results for immigrants. There is 
a possibility that mechanisms (like effects of smaller classes and peer effects) 
cancel each other out. More research is needed to understand whether there is 
no effect at all or whether underlying mechanisms create contradicting results 
(with no overall effect). What is important to note is the fact that regardless of 
the school environment, refugee children still score lower on the school exit test 
and receive lower teacher assessments than their native Dutch peers. Investing 
in refugee schools or regular school with refugees by e.g. hiring extra personnel, 
increasing salaries or creating smaller classrooms, is a wise way forward to reduce 
this achievement gap.

Final remarks

This thesis has looked at two cards that are dealt in life, namely family structure 
and educational setting. As a child, one does not have any influence on these cards, 
but policy makers can affect the cards and the effects of the cards on outcomes for 
children. Especially the use of big data, such as the student-level administrative 
data in Part II, provide new and relevant insights for policy makers on how they 
should influence (the effects of) the cards dealt to children. The identification 
strategies used in this thesis provide causal interpretations of the results. This 
is very important in the discussion on which policies work best, since non-causal 
results might provide false conclusions and result in adverse policies. A drawback 
of the two datasets used in this thesis is the unavailability of certain variables in 
order to check for underlying mechanisms. Thus, one of the main challenges for 
future research is to disentangle these mechanisms. In addition, more research is 
needed on factors that enhance or decrease the effects of the studies in this thesis, 
like the family structure or educational settings.


