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given names and culture
(research options)

gerrit bloothooft
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your name

is part of your identity

your given name expresses

‐ origin / religion / traditions

‐ social group

‐ gender

‐ age

‐ fashion
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aim of the presentation

• to show a very rich dataset

• to demonstrate research potential
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an exceptional linguistic element

• everyone has a given name

• parents choose
• within their social‐cultural environment

• formally within a legal frame work

• who owns your name?

• excellently documented in time and place
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example topics of study

• what is a name

• names and generations ‘geslacht’

• names and social groups

• names and gender

• individual name change

• regional names

• international naming

• name transmission and cultural evolution (fashion)
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Dutch corpus of given names 1790‐2022
(26.8 million persons, 443.801 names, https://nvb.meertens.knaw.nl/)
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corpus of given names

births – Netherlands Statistics

marriage registers   civil registration [BRP]
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data per person (from civil registration)

• id (<> BSN)

• all given names (also historical)

• gender (also historical)

• date of birth

• municipality of birth

• postal code (current and oldest)

• country of birth

• id of parents

• date of emigration

• date of death

• nobel title
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data and studies   given names

date of birth

• popularity over time (1790‐2022)
• first given name
• subsequent names

place of birth

• geographic distribution in the Netherlands

country of birth

• indication of country origin (migration)
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popularity, geography, origin
www.meertens.knaw.nl/nvb

Besides births in the Netherlands, the given 
name 'Özlem' is in the Netherlands known from 
name bearers mainly born in Turkey and 
Germany 

Gerrit
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from naming after family to fashion
%
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traditional naming
Johanna

traditional nick names Nelly

new names for The Netherlands
Ingrid

English names
Kevin

more peaks Femke

short hype names

number of given names 1750‐2014
(with David Onland)
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modeling fashion as a word‐of‐mouth process

number of social group transmissions

imitation speed

year of innovation
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modeling complex popularity

Anouk
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single group transmission
“nobody’s wife”

multiple peaks
Anouk (1975)

modeling cultural evolution (of given names)
(with Folgert Karsdorp)

in search of the influence of 

• innovation probability

• bias towards (anti)conformism

• bias towards prestige

• connectivity among the population
(social network properties)
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new given names (innovation)

1950                                        2023

low innovation high innovation
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data and studies     id person and parents

relationships ‘geslacht’:

family: given names of brothers and sisters
• name groups

generations: in search of
• naming after family

• naming by migrants
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popular in the same family (1983‐2006)

Bram ‐ Daan
Martijn ‐Jasper
Mark ‐ Linda
Johannes ‐Maria
Roy ‐ Kim 
Bart ‐ Koen 
Bart ‐ Tom 
Jeffrey ‐Wesley 
Patrick ‐ Chantal
Johanna – Maria

Lars ‐ Niels 
Martijn ‐ Jeroen 
Bas ‐ Tom 
Maarten ‐Wouter 
Martijn ‐ Sander 
Bas ‐ Tim 
Mike ‐ Roy 
Daan ‐ Koen 
Mike ‐ Nick
David ‐ Ruben
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name groups
(with Loek Groot)

Bram ‐ Daan
Martijn ‐Jasper
Mark ‐ Linda
Johannes ‐Maria
Roy ‐ Kim 
Bart ‐ Koen 
Bart ‐ Tom 
Jeffrey ‐Wesley 
Patrick ‐ Chantal
Johanna ‐Maria

Lars ‐ Niels 
Martijn ‐ Jeroen 
Bas ‐ Tom 
Maarten ‐Wouter 
Martijn ‐ Sander 
Bas ‐ Tim 
Mike ‐ Roy 
Daan ‐ Koen 
Mike ‐ Nick
David ‐ Ruben
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typical
name groups
(1983‐2006)

sociaal cultureel planbureau:
in search of social change postal code level

(3584 areas)
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data and studies     “historical” names
investigating name change
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data and studies international comparison

in search of 
international
transmission
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aside: Dutch migration in the 20th century
CLARIN project     https://migmap.meertens.knaw.nl
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current issues

• models of fashion / cultural evolution [Folgert Karsdorp]

• naming after family (geograpic variation)  [David Onland]

• naming in nth generation migrants (by country)

wish list (among others)

• current name groups
and relation to those from 1983‐2006 (social dynamics)

• 19th century geographic spread in ‘voornamenbank’
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in summary

• worldwide unique data on given names

• very rich dataset

• regular updates (every 5 years)

• aggregate data is available for research

• responds to public and media interest/questions

• series of research topics

• mirrors societal dynamics
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