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1. Introduction
This article focuses how newspapers and public figures influenced 
trends for first names in Finland during the first half of the 20th cen-
tury (1900‒1939). It seeks to answer the following research question: 
Is there a statistically observable interaction between the prominence 
of public figures in the newspaper data and trends with first names 
attributable to an influence of the former to the latter?

The role of external factors (such as popular culture and literature) 
in name giving is a familiar and discussed topic in onomastics (e.g. 
Ainiala et al. 2012:178; Leibring 2016; Nyström 2016:12). There are a 
few examples in Finnish onomastic literature that are often used to 
demonstrate the influence of public figures and literature characters 
on name-giving. For example, it is claimed that the popularity of the 
female name Armi increased greatly after 1952 when Armi Kuusela 
won the Miss Universe pageant (e.g. Kiviniemi 2006:217). In similar 
fashion, the case of Olavi is often used to illustrate the impact of lit-
erature on Finnish naming conventions (e.g. Vilkuna et al. 1988:125; 
Kiviniemi 2006:183).

The most relevant study for this research was conducted by 
Eero Kiviniemi in 1982 and consisted of surveys organized in the 
late 1970s that focused on the principles of name giving in Finland 
(1982:129). The results include close to 600 answers, which, in turn, 
contain details of approximately 4,500 first names. Based on the out-
comes, Kiviniemi created a nine-part classification model to demon-
strate the different categories of naming principles and their relative 
proportions. According to Kiviniemi, three percent of the first names 
were given based on famous individuals (173). Furthermore, five per-
cent of the cases fell into the category of ‘historical and literature 
characters’ (ibid).

Hence, it seems plausible to assume that external cultural and social 
factors such as celebrity influence name-giving. On the other hand, 
one must remember that this assumption is based on very limited 
data. The examples discussed in onomastic literature and Kiviniemi’s 
statistical analysis (1982) only cover a very small portion of all the 
names given annually in Finland. According to the records of Official 
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Statistics of Finland (OSF), the average annual number of new-borns 
at the beginning of the 20th century (1900–1939) was approximately 
80,000. The conclusion is that no scholar in Finland (or to the best of 
our knowledge, nowhere in the world) has comprehensively analysed 
the influence of external factors in name giving through statistical 
methods.

Limited access to suitable materials and methods has made it diffi-
cult to conduct statistical research on external factors in name-giving 
from previous decades. Since the 2010s, various archives have been 
digitized and made available for digital analyses (Ogilvie 2016). It is 
also clear that the field of digital humanities and the methods used 
within it have evolved and expanded during the past decades (Bren-
nan 2018).

In the present article, we bring digitized archive materials and 
robust statistical analysis methods together to investigate the inter-
action between the occurrences of public figures in Finnish newspa-
pers and the naming conventions in Finland during the first part of 
the 20th century (1900‒1939). More specifically, we have collected 
a list of names of famous Finns from the National Biography of Fin-
land (NBF) and recorded how often they are mentioned in the Finn-
ish newspapers digitized by the National Library of Finland. This is 
done in three parts: First, by using Pearson’s correlation coefficient to 
investigate the overall correlation between the occurrences of public 
figures in the press and the popularity of their first names according 
to the first given name statistics of Finland.1 Second, we analyse the 
predictability of the distribution across all given first names for each 
year, given the distribution across relative frequencies of public fig-
ures’ mentions for the respective years. Third, a peak detection method 
has been used to detect those names and famous persons whose pop-
ularity and prominence have peaked at the same time. Based on the 

1 When discussing public figures, the expression first name refers to the name by 
which the person was widely known. It was not necessarily always the person’s 
official first given name. It was common to have two first names in Finland at the 
beginning of the 20th century (Ainiala et al. 2012:174). See Section 2.2 for more 
details regarding the choice of names used for public figures.
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results, some names are analysed at the more fine-grained level. We 
discuss the reasons and features that have either enabled or prevented 
the popularity of a first name being influenced by the prominence of 
a public figure.

The article comprises four sections. The first one provides an over-
view of Finnish history from the latter decades of the 19th century 
to the end of the 1930s. The second section focuses on the research 
materials and more specifically explains how the data is compiled and 
adjusted for the purposes of this work. Issues with the research mate-
rial are also indicated and discussed. The analyses and their results 
are presented in the third section. We have selected three comple-
mentary statistical analyses for our study and each of these will be 
presented alongside their results. This choice of structure keeps the 
methodological description of each analysis in close proximity to its 
results. Thus, it is more reader-friendly for audiences who are not 
well-versed in statistical details.

Because large-scale statistical analyses have not previously been 
conducted on our material, we chose to apply the most intuitive and 
robust statistical methods for looking at the interaction between press 
prominence and the popularity of first names. The fourth and final 
part presents the conclusions together with two more detailed ana-
lyses of public figures and their influence on how names are chosen.

We also argue that while during the period of our study celebrity 
culture, newspaper media and naming conventions all were quite dif-
ferent to what they are today, the interaction of the three can be mean-
ingfully studied as long as interpretations of the results do not rely 
on unfounded assumptions regarding their historical nature. For this 
reason, we will seek to present our results in robust statistical terms 
and only offer reserved interpretations of the changes in underlying 
cultural, social and linguistic structures involved. We see that our 
study can form a starting point for more specific research. Future con-
tributions employing more elaborated and detailed statistical analyses 
may then benefit from the groundwork laid out here.
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2. Historical background
There are many examples of major changes in naming conventions 
coinciding with the most important social and cultural developments 
in the surrounding society (Salway 1994; Raunamaa 2021:72). This 
line of thought is further supported by early 20th century Finland. To 
begin with, naming choices changed during the first part of the 1900s. 
From the Late Middle Ages onwards (c. 1400 CE, most of the inhab-
itants of Finland were named after Christian saints and their names 
recorded mainly in their Swedish forms (Ainiala et al. 2012:161‒166; 
Raunamaa 2020). The system, which had remained fairly stagnant 
for centuries, began to break down from the end of the 19th century. 
In short, the popularity of Finnish names started to rise, whereas 
the number of names written in non-Finnish form declined rapidly. 
This phenomenon is depicted in Figure 1 below (based on Kiviniemi 
2006:265). One can notice how the rapidly declining popularity of the 
first category “Names in foreign form” (e.g. Anders, Jakob and Mar-
gareta) coincides with rise of second and third sections that include 
Fennicised foreign names (= names adapted into Finnish) (e.g. Anders 
-> Antti, Jakob -> Jaakko and Margareta -> Reetta) and names based 
on pre-Christian Finnish nomenclature (e.g. Kauko), Finnish mythol-
ogy (e.g. Väinö) or Finnish vocabulary (e.g. Urho). These changes in 
naming conventions concurred with turmoil in Finnish society. The 
events leading to the social upheavals and concurrently created a fer-
tile ground for changes in the use of given names in Finland at the 
turn of the 20th century are described in more detail below.2

2 This section is based on Saari (2012) and Ylikangas (2002:103‒189) unless stated 
otherwise.
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Figure 1. Proportions of different groups within the names given in Finland 
between 1880 and 2000 based on Kiviniemi 2006: 265. The upper section 
“Names in foreign form” refers to names that were used in their original foreign 
form and were not Fennicised. The second section “Finnish forms, nicknames 
and abbreviations of names of foreign origin” includes all the foreign originated 
names that were adapted into Finnish. The third category, “Names of Finnish 
origin”, covers all the names that derive from pre-Christian Finnish nomencla-
ture, Finnish mythology or were created on the basis of Finnish language from 
the mid-19th century onwards.

During the latter part of the 19th century, the Grand Duchy of Finland 
was linguistically a diglossic society: Swedish was predominantly 
used as the prestige language of administration, culture, politics, pub-
lic sphere and education while Finnish was the household language of 
rural population (Marjanen et al. 2019:57). However, towards the turn 
of the century, Finnish gradually became more prominent in public 
discourse and administrative use and especially as the symbol of 
national identity. Crucial steps for the wide adoption of Finnish lan-
guage were, for example, the establishment of the first Finnish teach-
er-training college in 1863 and Finnish achieving equivalent legal 
status to Swedish in 1902 (Saari 2012:180). Finnish education institu-
tions also developed rapidly during the 19th century. At the beginning 
of the 1800s many Finns had basic literacy as the Lutheran Church 
required that adults could read religious texts (Kuikka 2010:2). From 
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1850 onwards, the national government became interested in the edu-
cation of ordinary people (ibid. 5‒9). The result was that by the turn 
of the 20th century, most of the Finns were able to read.

The improving prestige of the Finnish language was influenced 
by the European intellectual trends of nationalism and romanticism. 
When these ideological trends arrived in Finland, the local cultural 
elite, mostly Swedish speaking at the time, started to promote a dis-
tinct national identity of Finns, drawing clear separations from the 
neighbouring nations, especially Russians and Swedes. Improving the 
status of Finnish language was seen as one of the key expressions of 
the national identity and formed the core of the political agenda of the 
so-called Fennoman political movement.

The Russian Empire showed mixed reactions to Finnish national-
istic developments. On the one hand, Finnish national identity was 
seen as instrumental in severing the ties Finns still had to the Swed-
ish Realm under which Finland had belonged before the Finnish War 
(1808–1809). On the other hand, a distinct Finnish national identity 
also hindered the assimilation of Finns as loyal subjects of the Rus-
sian Empire. During the 19th century, the position of the Russian 
government shifted between these two emphases, the shifts result-
ing in legislation sometimes promoting and sometimes demoting the 
status of Finnish as an official language. From the perspective of this 
article, one of the most impactful periods started at the turn of the 
20th century when Russification started with the aim to linguistically, 
culturally and economically absorb Finland into Russia. This period 
lasted until independence. One of the consequences of Russification 
was that Finns (both Finnish and Swedish speaking) united against 
Russification and the trend of nationalism was strengthened. 

Besides linguistic and cultural turmoil, it is also safe to claim that 
Finnish society also underwent radical economic and social changes. 
At the beginning of the Russian era, Finland was still an agrarian 
society, but from the 1830s onwards industrialization took hold and 
the economy grew. Paper was one of the key goods produced in Fin-
land, which, of course, contributed to the development of the local 
newspaper publishing.
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In 1917, after many years of unrest and upheaval within the Russian 
Empire, the Parliament of Finland declared independence. The decla-
ration was soon followed by political turmoil, which quickly trans-
formed into an open conflict. The result was a civil war between the 
Conservative ‘White’ and Revolutionary Communist ‘Red’ armies, 
the former representing the forces of Finnish Socialist Workers’ 
Republic and the latter being a coalition of various groups united by 
the opposition of the communist and left-wing Reds.

The Whites won the short but fierce war, after which society rap-
idly began to normalize, as did economic growth. This was supported 
in particular by the forest industry as well as the economic openness 
that Finland promoted after the civil war. The new nation also craved 
fresh national heroes which were obtained, for example, among the 
long-distance runners and Nordic skiers who brought many Olympic 
gold medals to Finland.

3. Research material
This section gives a description of the materials used in this study. We 
start with the newspapers, continue with public figures and finally, 
describe the material containing the Finnish first name statistics. We 
also discuss the issues related to the materials in the subsections.

3.1 Newspaper material
Newspapers were the most widespread form of media in the early 
20th century Finland, making them the most viable source for inves-
tigating the influence of public figures on name-giving in Finland. 
Since most of the Finns were introduced to newspapers by the end 
of 19th century (Marjanen et al. 2019:56), the degree of literacy even 
in rural regions of Finland was relatively high (Suomen tilastollinen 
vuosikirja, 1903) and as radio did not become widespread until the 
1930s (Endén et al. 1996:67), the printed press was likely the main 
source of information at the time. However, it must be taken into con-
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sideration that, although newspapers were widely published during 
the early 20th century, regional differences were still significant. For 
example, in 1920 many rural areas were hundreds of kilometres away 
from the closest newspaper publisher and therefore, it is likely that 
the inhabitants of these remote regions did not encounter newspapers 
regularly (Marjanen et al. 2019:71).

Second, the historical newspapers in Finland are readily available 
for research. Many of the early 20th century Finnish newspapers have 
been digitized by the National Library of Finland and their accessi-
bility varies across several platforms. The data we have used come 
from the annotated corpus version maintained by the Language Bank 
of Finland (www.kielipankki.fi). It was extracted using the API inter-
face of the Korp corpus tool by which Kielipankki provides access to 
their resources (Borin et al. 2012). We only included Finnish language 
newspapers published between 1900–1939. From these newspapers, 
we collected yearly relative frequency counts for all sequences match-
ing the full names in the Finnish National Biography.

Due to licensing issues, the Kielipankki version of the historical 
newspaper collection only has all papers until 1910. After that, the 
selection of newspapers is much smaller: in 1910 the number of tokens 
is close to 261 million, whereas the 1920 data contain approximately 
20 million tokens. Although using the relative frequencies mitigates 
the immediate issues related to uneven sizes of the yearly corpora, the 
problems related to unpredictable sampling of the later years remain. 
The fact of the matter is that we cannot know whether the latter two 
thirds of our data are systematically biased compared to the first third. 
This can only be validated in the future once the rest of the material 
becomes available for research. For now, we simply assume that the 
variation in the inclusion of newspapers in the corpus (i.e. exclusion 
of most of the newspapers from the later yearly corpora) does not sys-
tematically affect the prominence of certain public figures and present 
our results as conditional to that assumption.

A summary inspection of some public figures and the relative fre-
quencies in the newspaper corpus does not seem to depend on the dif-
ferences in the composition of the corpus, or at least to a great extent. 
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Below (Figure 2) are relative frequency graphs for two famous Finns, 
long distance runner Paavo Nurmi and composer Jean Sibelius, both 
widely known public Finnish figures of their time. Both graphs show 
variation in frequency congruent with their respective biographies, 
but not at least obviously attributable to the major segmental variation 
in the data. More importantly, the scale of the relative frequencies 
also seems to be well comparable across the years, with these two 
figures reaching peak prominence in around one to two occurrences 
per million tokens of running text across the period.

Figure 2. Relative frequency graphs of occurrences in the newspapers for two 
famous Finns, long distance runner Paavo Nurmi and composer Jean Sibelius.

3.2 List of public figures
A list of those public figures who were active in Finland during 
1900‒1939 is derived from the National Biography of Finland (NBF). 
In total, this material contains more than 6,500 Finnish biographies. 
The backgrounds of the selected individuals vary, but the most com-
mon categories of those who were active during the 20th century are 
(starting with the largest group) members of the government, visual 
arts & photography, literature, humanities and military & national 
defence. Our material is based on a dataset created by the Biogra-
fiasampo project (BS) (Hyvönen et al. 2018) and obtained through 
Yasgui SPARQL query interface. Our query was searching for pub-
lic figures born between 1850 and 1939. The outcome contains 3,393 
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public figures. We removed all those figures that had three or less 
first name occurrences in our data but made no other frequency-based 
filtering. After this procedure, we comprised a list of 2,649 public 
figures, including information on their sex, date of birth and class 
categories. The majority of these notables (2,291) are men and the 
minority (358) are women.

The main issue with the above presented list of public figures is 
that it is not complete. There are probably many such notables that 
were often mentioned in the press but were not considered important 
enough to be added to the National Biography. Another problem is 
that the material mainly contains Finns and accordingly, many well-
known foreign public figures are excluded. The names of the public 
figures are an issue as well. Especially at the beginning of the 20th 
century, there was variation in the spelling of names, and many nota-
bles were not presented under their official names. This is particularly 
true for those public figures who were Finnish speakers but were bap-
tised with a Swedish name. However, it seems that at least the majority 
of public figures are in the BS/NBF dataset with the name they were 
known for.3 Furthermore, there are some public figures whose prom-
inence is exaggerated as their names occurred in company names as 
well (e.g. Werner Söderström and Victor Ek).

Despite the above-described issues, the number of public figures 
derived from NBF is extensive and the list consists of people from 
a wide range of backgrounds. Furthermore, there is extensive press 
coverage of the majority of the public figures. Thus, it can be argued 
that the public figures listed in NBF are a comprehensive sample of 
those who could have influenced Finnish naming conventions at the 
beginning of the 20th century.

3 For example, famous Finnish sportsmen Hannes Kolehmainen and Ville Ritola 
are listed with the names they were known for although they were officially 
Johannes and Viljo (BS/NBF).
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3.3 First name statistics of Finland
Statistics of first given names in Finland have been obtained from 
the records of the Finnish Population Register Centre.4 The material 
contains annual details of first given names, their numbers and gen-
der.5 Our dataset is limited to the years 1900‒1939. Furthermore, we 
obtained Finland’s annual birth rate statistics from Statistics Finland 
and, using these figures, we calculated the relative annual frequency 
of each name. The data contain 87,406 different names.

Although the records of the Finnish Population Register Centre are 
comprehensive, it should still be emphasized that they do not always 
depict the real usage of the names. This is especially true at the begin-
ning of the 20th century when many Finnish speaking new-borns 
were still baptised with Swedish names although in speech, they were 
addressed differently. On the other hand, this issue is also an interest-
ing subject for research, as one could assume that the prominences of 
Finnish and Swedish names in the newspaper data would be in line 
with the Finnish and Swedish first given names in the official name 
records.

4. Methods and results
In this section, we present our three computational methods and the 
results they have yielded. We start with the Pearson’s correlation coef-
ficient, then move to Shannon-Jensen Divergence and finally present 
our analysis regarding coinciding peaks. The results of each are pre-
sented immediately following a brief discussion of what the method 
seeks to capture and what are the major reservations concerning their 
use.

4 We obtained the name statistics through the GitHub page of the Finnish Broad-
casting Company (YLE): https://github.com/Yleisradio/yle-uutiset/tree/master/
names.
5 For privacy reasons, the value 10 is used when the annual frequency of a name 
is between one and ten.
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4.1 Pearson’s correlation coefficient
We sought to test the hypothesis of the influence of public figures’ 
degree of prevalence in the newspapers and popularity of their 
respective first names with as simple, robust and intuitive method as 
possible. Perhaps the most common approach for an analysis of this 
kind conceptualizes the interaction between two phenomena as that 
of mutual dependence and correlation. In other words, the number 
of occurrences of public figures’ names per year is seen as the inde-
pendent variable and the number of their first names in name records 
of the same year form the dependent variable. As we aim to provide 
the most robust statistical observations in the matter, we study the 
dependence of these two variables as that of linear correlation and 
select Pearson’s correlation coefficient for measuring the degree of 
correlation between them.

We calculated the Pearson correlation coefficient between the 
yearly relative frequencies of each of our 2,649 public figures full 
name mentions in the newspaper data and the relative frequencies of 
their first name in the name records. This yielded a correlation score 
for each name, which is represented in the histogram (Figure 3) below:

Figure 3. Distribution of correlation coefficients for each NBF public figure as a 
histogram.
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The distribution in Figure 3 is reminiscent of a multimodal distribu-
tion with two modes: one near –0.3 and the other near 0.2. While this is 
surprising at first, this bimodality has a ready explanation. As is noted 
in Figure 1 in Section 1.1, Finnish first name conventions underwent 
a relatively remarkable tectonic shift during the period being studied, 
as names congruent with non-Finnish orthography steadily decreased 
in both type and token frequency. This means that public figures 
whose peak of fame gradually declined during the period automat-
ically have some correlation with the frequency of their first name if 
they happened to have an orthographically non-Finnish name. Similar 
trends can be seen in name variants with explicitly Finnish orthog-
raphy: almost all become more frequent over time and thus produce 
correlation with public figures with growing fame. Thus, a modest 
positive or negative correlation is to be expected here.

While correlation does not entail causality, it can be reasonably 
surmised that a very simple and blunt version of causation between 
public figure’s names and first given name trends should result in lin-
ear correlation between mentions and given names. As no such corre-
lation is detectable in Figure 3, apart from the modest bimodal peaks 
explainable by broader patterns of change in names, we can conclude 
that the frequency of first names is largely independent of frequencies 
of public figures mentioned in the newspapers. However, Figure 3 
also shows possible outliers at both ends of the histogram, where pos-
itive or negative correlations are remarkably strong.6 Some true cases 
of exceptional mutual co-dependence could indeed be found among 
these sections, but they do little to challenge the overall interpretation.

4.2 Jensen-Shannon Divergence
However, there is another, complementary, possibility for looking into 
this matter. While the correlation coefficient focused on the temporal 
variation of individual names and sought to detect patterns of co-de-
pendency, the repertoires of mentions and given names can be studied 

6 The outliers are represented by the bump near –1.0 mark and comparatively 
heavier mass near 0.75.
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as a whole. In this line of analysis, the question is instead formulated 
as, ‘How well does the distribution across all public figure occur-
rences predict the distribution of first given names for every year?’ 
A common method used for such analyses is the Küllbeck–Leibler 
Divergence (KLD) (cf. e.g. Degaetano-Ortlieb and Teich 2018). How-
ever, as not all the public figures appear in newspapers every year, nor 
do their first names appear in name records every year, we opted to 
use its symmetrical variant Jensen–Shannon Divergence (JSD), fol-
lowing an approach established in similar studies using language data 
(Pechenick et al. 2015). While mathematically alike in many regards, 
unlike KLD, JSD yields identical divergence scores regardless of 
which distribution is selected for base of comparison. The values of 
JSD range from 0 (meaning the distributions are the same or identi-
cal) to 1 (meaning they are maximally different).

The prevalence distribution was obtained by summing over rela-
tive frequencies of occurrences of each public figure with the same 
first given name each year. That distribution was then compared to 
the distribution of first given names for the same year by computing 
the JSD similarity between them. Because the data consist of poten-
tial confounding factors related to wider patterns of change in naming 
practices, as was noted above, the JSD similarity scores were com-
pared to a confidence interval obtained by a bootstrapping process. 
In the bootstrapping, each yearly mention distribution was compared 
to given first name distributions for every year. The maximum, min-
imum and mean of these 28 scores were noted and plotted in Figure 
4 below. If there was a systematic correspondence between distribu-
tions over mentions and given first names, it would be fair to assume 
that this correspondence was strongest between distributions obtained 
from the same year rather than random pairings of year.
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Figure 4. Jensen-Shannon Divergences of consecutive years. The grey area marks 
the lowest and highest scores when each year is compared to every other year. 
The grey line is the mean score across all years and black line is the score for the 
same year.

No such correspondence is visible in Figure 4 above, perhaps apart 
from the first five years. Rather, generally, the JSD score between the 
distributions of the same year are neither stronger nor weaker than 
could be expected when comparing distributions from two random 
years. This observation complements the one in Figure 3, by giving 
further grounds to reject an overarching hypotheses of interaction 
between the occurrences of public figures in the newspapers and their 
first names in name records. The exceptional pattern in the first five 
years does however warrant some further questions on whether that 
truly would be a sign of better predictive power of prevalence distri-
butions. On the other hand, it might simply be to do with the fact that 
as some (mainly Swedish, see Section 1.1 for more details regarding 
this development) names present in the data at that time fall out of 
use. For that reason alone, the earliest years are more similar than the 
later years. This should result in both the early end having high sim-
ilarity (low JSD score) and the latter end having low similarity (high 
JSD scores), which is congruent with Figure 3 above. For the most 
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part, it can be noted that there is no clear evidence supporting a strong 
correspondence between mentions and given names.

4.3 Coinciding peaks
The analyses above sought to look at very broad trends and tempo-
ral variation and investigate whether changes in degrees of publicity 
resulted in names becoming more frequent or infrequent over time. 
These resulted in largely negative results. However, previous studies 
indicate another pattern of interaction between degree of public pres-
ence and naming conventions; Kiviniemi (1982:173) observed that 
questionnaire data showed how roughly 3% of parents were inspired 
by public figures when selecting first given names for their children. 
In addition to this survey study, Kiviniemi (e.g. 2006:212‒226) has 
presented many examples of cases where publicity has influenced the 
popularity of a name.

Examining peaks in popularity of first given names was our third 
approach to studying the influence of public figures on naming con-
ventions. Here, we calculated how many of the peaks in prevalence 
graphs coincided with a peak in the first given name graph. Because 
the prevalence time series tend to demonstrate distinctive spikes, we 
again compared the observed proportions to a confidence interval 
obtained by bootstrapping. This time, the 90% bootstrap interval was 
based on comparing each public figure with 1,000 random first names 
and selecting the 0.05...0.95 of that distribution.

Also, because there is no single, straightforward definition for a 
peak, many different range-based definitions were studied. In other 
words, peaks were defined as the highest value in running ranges of 
2 to 19 years, resulting in 18 different definitions. The results of these 
analyses are presented in Figure 5 below.
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Figure 5. The proportion of coinciding peaks in newspaper occurrences and first 
given names in name record data. The grey area is 90% bootstrap confidence 
interval for 1,000 random public figures – first name pairings.

The vertical axis shows the proportions of coinciding peaks, the hori-
zontal axis the different peak definitions running from 2 to 19. The 
black line represents the actual observed proportions for coinciding 
peaks between the public figure occurrences and their respective first 
names. The grey area represents the randomly obtained 90% confi-
dence interval. As can be seen in Figure 5, the observed line stays well 
above the confidence interval with diminishing difference between 
them. Even until the peak range of ten years, there are roughly 10% 
additional coinciding peaks above what could be expected by chance 
alone. This not only corroborates Kiviniemi’s observation (1982:173) 
but indicates that his estimation of 3% might even be conservative. 
The interpretation here would be that over the span of ten years, pub-
lic figures’ names would cause three-times as many peaks in popu-
larity of names in first given name records compared to questionnaire 
data.
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5. Conclusions and discussion
Our aim was to use computational methods to investigate what role 
public figures have had in determining how first given names were 
chosen in Finland at the beginning of the 20th century. As far as we 
are aware, this kind of research has not been conducted before. Thus, 
one of our main focuses was learning if computational research meth-
ods can be used to conduct such a study.

The results corroborated many of the earlier observations made from 
smaller scale studies. There seems to be no over-encompassing influ-
ence of celebrity names influencing how people choose to name their 
children, or that are at least clear enough to register on such metrics as 
general correlation or Jensen-Shannon Divergence. It should be noted, 
however, that metrics such as correlation coefficients and JSD give more 
emphasis on how the overall probability mass is divided across the 
distributions than matching peaks, and so have limited interpretability 
concerning possible causal projections. However, the results regarding 
the material available is provisional: the number of occurrences of 
public figures in the newspaper data could possibly change drastically 
once all of the material becomes available. Nevertheless, the current 
results seem to give reason to assume this will be relatively unlikely, 
since there seems to be quite few dramatic changes in distributions that 
would correspond with different compositions of the dataset.

Furthermore, it is possible that selecting only specific subgroups of 
public figures (such as prominent cultural figures) might show differ-
ent levels of correlation. Additionally, it seems that even names with 
relatively high levels of correlation did not match the given name sta-
tistics close enough to suggest causation.

A closer look at individual names shows that often, the influence 
of public figures on the naming conventions has been much more 
nuanced than can be studied using statistical methods alone. As noted 
earlier, part of the positive overall correlation is caused due the decline 
in foreign names (mainly Swedish ones) at the beginning of the 20th 
century, both in newspapers and in given names. Needless to say, this 
phenomenon was induced not only because of the examples set by the 
public figures but mostly because of the ongoing Finnicization. As 
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the proportion of foreign names (see Figure 2) had decreased rapidly 
from the 1880s onwards, it is to be expected that their number also 
declined among the local public figures.

In a similar fashion, it is difficult to measure the influence of public 
figures in those cases where the name was common among the nota-
bles and ordinary people. The name Juhani is a good example. Its pop-
ularity started to increase from the mid-1920s onwards as indicated 
by the blue graph in Figure 6 below. The same figure also depicts the 
newspaper prevalence of car merchant Juhani Korpivaara (orange). 
Based on the Pearson coefficient, these two variables have a strong 
correlation. However, one can easily notice that the popularity of the 
name Juhani had already increased before any mentions of Juhani 
Korpivaara in the newspapers. Furthermore, the list of the most fre-
quent public figures in the press contains many people whose first 
name was Juhani. Among these men, the author Juhani Aho received 
the most mentions. However, at the peak of his press appearances, the 
name had already been prevalent since the start of the 1910s, there-
fore it seems unlikely that his example would have been significant in 
increasing the popularity of the name Juhani. The conclusion is that 
there is no single public figure named Juhani who could be credited 
with initiating the name’s popularity.

Figure 6. The prevalence frequency of Juhani Korpivaara in the press (orange) 
and the popularity of the name Juhani according to the Finnish first given name 
records (blue).
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On the other hand, the degree to which peak numbers of mentions 
of public figures in the newspaper data matched with peaks of their 
respective first names in the name records suggests that instead of 
overarching correlation, the interaction between these two elements 
is temporally a much more restricted phenomenon. Over a period of 
ten years, the peaks coincided roughly 50% more often than could be 
expected by chance. This observation also corresponds with previous 
studies, where famous people have been seen to generate peaks of 
popularity of their first names (Kiviniemi 2006:212‒226). Based on 
our results, the earlier assumptions regarding the role of public figures 
in naming trends can be further elaborated by claiming that this phe-
nomenon was not restricted to only the most famous individuals. In 
addition to this, it can be argued that often the influence of public fig-
ures caused relatively small and temporally limited popularity peaks.

The case of a male actor and director Kosti Elo (Figure 7) is a 
good example of a situation in which press prominence seems to 
have caused slight rises in the popularity of a name. The correlation 
appears to be very strong on multiple occasions. For example, dur-
ing the first years of the 20th century, the rising press prominence 
of Kosti Elo is followed by an increase in the popularity of his first 
name Kosti. However, the situation is not as clear as it seems. The 
problem with names like Kosti is that their popularity as a first given 
name was low. The popularity of Kosti peaked in 1904, when 78 were 
given the name. The lowest point was in 1920, when the name was 
given to 20 people. With such small numbers, the role of chance must 
also be considered. On the other hand, as pointed out in Section 3.2, 
the peaks of press prominence and first given name popularity coin-
cide more frequently than could be expected by chance. Thus, it is 
completely plausible that the relatively small and temporally limited 
increases in the popularity of a name, like in the case of Kosti, can be 
explained by the press prominence.



Antti Kanner & Jaakko Raunamaa

66   NoSo 2023 | https://doi.org/10.59589/noso.32023.14404

Figure 7. The prevalence frequency of actor and director Kosti Elo in the press 
(orange) and the popularity of the name Kosti according to the Finnish first given 
name records (blue).

Figure 8. The prevalence frequency of actor Ansa Ikonen in the press (orange) and 
the popularity of the name Ansa according to the Finnish first given name records 
(blue).
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There are also cases where the correlation is obvious and strong 
upon closer inspection. For example, Figure 7, shows how the famous 
Finnish actor Ansa Ikonen and her prevalence in the press (orange) is 
clearly connected to the growing popularity of the name Ansa (blue). 
We can see that the name Ansa was almost non-existent until 1935 
and 1936 when Ansa Ikonen became one of the most famous actors 
in Finland.7

The above presented case of Ansa Ikonen seems to be a typical 
example of a situation where the press publicity of a public figure has 
influenced the naming conventions. What these cases have in com-
mon is the low starting level of popularity of the name. As previously 
stated, more common names like Juhani had many other possible fac-
tors causing the increase in the popularity. Preliminarily, it could also 
be argued that female names were more prone to the influences of 
publicity than the male equivalents. This idea would be in line with 
earlier notions according to which female name trends tend to vary 
faster than the male ones (Raunamaa 2020). However, this prelimi-
nary notion requires further investigation. The same can be said of 
the categories of the public figures: which types of public figures 
influenced naming conventions the most.

In the future, a more elaborate statistical analysis could be devel-
oped to take into account the general trend of each name and weighted 
influence of public figures against that. At the same time, a number of 
explanatory variables could be considered, such as the gender or pro-
fessions of public figures. For example, multinomial regression could 
provide a statistical framework for such an analysis.
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