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names!

• why are they interesting

• everyone has a name

• a name is part of ones’ identity

• most people name children (to their own liking)

• names link to language, culture, social mechanisms, 

region: they can reveal aspects of these

• naming is dynamic with issues of time and space

• many pattern recognition challenges
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topics

• huge name databases

• preparing databases 
• on-line presentation

• availability | privacy issues

• possibilities for research
• onomastics | social sciences | genetics

• extentions
• infrastructure for external contributions

– name origin, variants, etymology, spread
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name databases

• available from civil registration
• Meertens Institute KNAW & Utrecht University

• for scientific research only

• no identification of individuals allowed

• first names

• family names

• more than just names!
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information

• first names
• all first names

• date, place and country of birth

• current residence (postal code)

• id

• id of parents

• family names
• prefix and family name

• date, place and country of birth

• current residence
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full population

• first names
• 22 million persons

– 16 million in 2006

[civil registration digitized in 1994]

– 1,5 million died 1994-2006

– 4,5 million died before 1994
» no own record, but mentioned as parent

» reconstruction needed because of 
multiple and inconsistent presence as parent

• family names
• 16 million persons in 2007
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different names

• first names
• 500.000

• 300.000 in first position

• 5.000.000 as full name

• family names
• 315.000
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online name corpora

• first names

– www.meertens.knaw.nl/nvb

– June 3, 2010

• family names

– www.meertens.knaw.nl/nfb

– December 3, 2009
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name search

• exact matthijs

• begins with matt
• pick one from list

• ends with ijs
• pick one from list

• contains th
• pick one from list

• advanced ^ma.*(ij|y)s$
• regular expression

• aggregated data
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on show

• first names
• name & gender

• # as first name, # as following name (totals 2006)

• births per year (since 1880)

• places of birth (for 2006 population) 
– municipalities in 2006

• explanations (20.000, ~4000 extensive)

• family names
• name

• # in 2007, # in 1947

• places of residence in 2006, provinces in 1947

• explanations (90.000, ~ 4000 extensive)

• relational network of names

all presentations absolute & relative
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all close variants

internal links
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regular expression
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data exploration

• some examples
• Zipf’s law applies on names

• name revolution

– naming after relatives

– naming as fashion

• from many names, to a few groups

– 500.000 first names are untractable

– many names “behave” the same way

– from 500.000 to 10-30 name groups

– relations with social groups (and fashion)
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Zipf’s law applies on names

number of persons with the same name

number of 

names

170.000 first names of 3.5 million children ( 1983-2001)



VKS 23/9/10 21

from tradition to fashion
Jan

Nelly

Femke

Jayden

Kevin

Ingrid

%
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from many to few

• assumption
• parents chose names for their children that fit their
social environment
– traditional names (traditional Dutch | latinized)

– Frisian, Arabic, Turkish names

– English, French, Scandinavian, Spanish, Italian names

– names from the Old Testament

– names from history and culture

– names from nature

– ..

• analysis of names of children found in the same
family
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map of 

first names
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family names
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network of related names

o.a. national bureau for genealogy
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privacy issues

• unique names
• lesser problem countrywise

• but unacceptable in small municipalities

• shown: all names

• not shown: any figure < 5
• Norway: <3, France: <5, Belgium: all

• identifiable:
• not on map, no colour, for small municipalities (by rules)

• unless in telephone directory

• reported to the Commission for the protection of identity data
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launching the websites

• Family names: December 3, 2009
• server failure, > 24 hours

• First names: June 3, 2010
• no major technical problems

• First day: 3 million page views [google top-10]

• First month: 18 million page views

• High exposure in all media
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media

• NOS news (also childrens’ news)

• all radio channels, newspapers

• hundreds of major websites

• primary school assignments

• …
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why

• everyone has a name

• a name is part of one’s identity
• how popular is my name

• where do other people live with my name

• what is the meaning of my name

• prospective parents:
• what names have been accepted

• balanced position with officers of Civil Registration

• contribution to proposals for liberalisation of name law
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we want more…

• geographic distribution per time interval

• migration studies

• extention to 1811

• web 2.0: let everyone contribute
• origins of the family name 

• etymology of a name
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choose your own interval

• Femke
(15.205)

1900-1960

1960 - 2009

%
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migration

• we know
• family relations (in the database of first names)

• places of birth

• descendants from the oldest generation, 

where were they born

• ancestors of current generation, 

where were they born
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descendants of people from Sneek

places of birth of

children

from persons born in Sneek

between 1880-1900

This example concerns the 

town of Sneek, but in the 

interactive application any

municipality can be chosen
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descendants of people from Sneek

places of birth of

grandchildren

from persons born in Sneek

between 1880-1900
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where do ancestors of people from Sneek

come from?

places of birth 

from inhabitants of Sneek who are

between 30 and 50 years of age
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where do ancestors of people from Sneek

come from?

places of birth 

of  parents

from inhabitants of Sneek who are 

between 30 and 50 years of age
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where do ancestors of people from Sneek

come from?

places of birth 

of  grandparents

from inhabitants of Sneek who are 

between 30 and 50 years of age
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where do ancestors of people from Sneek

come from?

places of birth 

of  great-grandparents

from inhabitants of Sneek who are 

between 30 and 50 years of age
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let everyone contribute

• enormous amount of distributed
knowledge

• genealogy is among the most popular subjects
on the web

• many people explore archives and possibly know:
– oldest forms of a family name, 
circumstances and interpretations

– development of variants and their spread 

– explicite archival sources

• requires
– structured information

– moderation
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in conclusion

• names are exciting

• playground for scientific research

challenges for:
• pattern recognition

• space-time representations

• linguistic and socio-onomastic studies

• massive web 2.0 explorations

• (inter)national data sharing (& privacy issues)


