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1. Introduction

The close relationship between names and identity is a well-estab-
lished fact that many researchers have explored, especially during the
‘identity paradigm’ of recent decades (Edwards 2009; Aldrin 2016).
But what role do names specifically play in the creation of gender-re-
lated identities? And how has the research field on names and gen-
der developed over time? These questions will be discussed in this
article, which gathers scientific studies on naming and gender. The
Nordic countries are of particular interest in this article, although a
wider international body of research is none the less included as com-
parative background. The article aims to provide an overview of the
research field, to discuss the field’s development over time, as well as
to identify key publications and fruitful areas for further research.
The article is not based on a systematic literature review, rather on
qualitative observations from having followed the research in the field
for a longer period of time and includes publications from the 1980s
to 2024.!

The article is based on fundamental theories about names and iden-
tity as well as a social constructivist perspective on gender construc-
tion. These are initially presented to the reader. The following sec-
tions of the article describe the development of the research field over
time, while identifying three overall trends. The article concludes
with a summary of movements within the field and some thoughts
about future development.

2. Naming and gender

Using a personal name constitutes a categorizing linguistic act
(McConnell-Ginet 2003). The assignment of a given name often

' This article was developed from a keynote talk presented at the 11th Nordic
Conference on Language, gender, and identity at Uppsala University, Sweden in
October 2023. Another article version focusing on given names only and my own
contributions to this field of research is included in the conference proceedings
(see Aldrin, forthcoming).
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implies consequently categorizing the name bearer by gender, linking
particular types of denomination to assumptions about gender-related
embodiments, roles, and identities. Many parents consciously seek a
given name that fits into a particular social context, culture, nation
— or gender role (Aldrin 2011). Since naming is also a highly per-
formative act (Butler 1993), where the linguistic expression not only
refers to, but constitutes, the individual, this means that the moment
a given name is used, the individual ‘becomes’ both her name and an
ascribed gender identity. Sociolinguists Eckert and McConnell-Ginet
(2003:15—16) describe the naming of a child as being the starting point
for a process in which the child learns to become a certain type of girl
or boy: ‘“These early linguistic acts set up a baby for life, launching a
gradual process of learning to be a boy or a girl, a man or a woman,
and to see all others as boys or girls, men or women as well’. Nam-
ing a child thus entails the creation of an identity foundation for the
individual — bringing both possibilities and limitations that all future
work on ‘doing gender’ will need to relate to (cf. West and Zimmer-
man 1987, see also Aldrin 2011; 2015b).

Philosopher and gender researcher Judith Butler (1993) is one of
the scholars to have first recognized the significance of naming for
the creation and embodiment of gender — and also pointed to the
aspect of power. Naming, Butler stated, is a form of power exertion
where someone assumes the right to define someone else, and, to
some extent, there is always a risk of being called by a new name and
thereby having one’s bodily identity redefined (Butler 1997:29-30).
Empirical examples showing how this may take form are given in
Gustafsson’s (2016) study of modern everyday nicknames in Sweden.
For example, a woman reports being called Pelle after cutting her hair
in a style considered to ‘resemble a boy’ (p. 64), and another female
informant reports being nicknamed Kenneth after a male film charac-
ter (pp. 56-57).

Names are expressions of identity often attributed to us by others,
but it is the name bearer who must live with the name, develop an
attitude towards it, and bear the consequences of the expected identity
others perceive on the basis of it. Names contribute to evoke expecta-
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tions about gender-related identities, bodies, and behaviours (Pilcher
2017), and individuals — based on their names — can be held account-
able for a perceived gender affiliation or deemed as being more or
less authentic in their gender identity (Lind 2023). In recent years,
studies in psychology have suggested that names may further influ-
ence how people develop a specific gender identity. In a large-scale
quantitative survey, Alexander et al. (2021) asked individuals about
personality traits and behaviours as well as perceptions of gender
connotations to their names. The results showed that individuals who
perceived their name as strongly gender-coded also preferred gen-
der-stereotypical activities, while those who perceived the name as
weakly gender-coded often preferred less gender-stereotypical activ-
ities. Although there are clear methodological limitations regarding
the validity and generalizability of this kind of study, it does raise
interesting questions about the significance that names may carry for
personal identity development, which deserves further research.

Against this theoretical backdrop, I will now discuss how the
research field on names and gender has evolved over time. I identify
three trends that have emerged in recent decades and discuss them
more thoroughly below:

1) From stable binary to flexible norm negotiation.

2) The significance of power perspectives on naming and
gender.

3) Situated and intersectional perspectives on naming and
gender.

3. From stable binary to flexible norm negotiation

The first trend I want to highlight concerns a gradual shift in theo-
retical focus among scholars, from an assumed stable gender bina-
rity to rather flexible negotiations of gender norms. Early research
on naming and gender, during the 1980s and 1990s, largely focused
on how naming practices in different language cultures contributed
to construct a binary gender perception, by which different given
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names conventionally used for ‘boys’ and ‘girls’ served as a constant
symbol for the binary norm and perceived differences between men
and women. For example, Alford (1988) noted that the majority of the
world’s languages distinguish male from female names. Researchers
were also interested in the types of names given to girls and boys,
as well as the characteristics and expectations the linguistic form
associated with gender roles. Studies from various linguistic areas
showed that boys’ and girls’ names often bear distinct structural, pho-
netic, or semantic features. Early examples, primarily from the USA
and Germany, found that given names used for women tended to be
longer (Debus 1985; Barry & Harper 1995; Gerritzen 1999), contain
a higher proportion of vowels to consonants (Barry & Harper 1995;
Oelkers 2003), and more often end in a vowel than given names used
for men (Barry and Harper 1995; Lieberson & Bell 1998). During
the 2000s, these varying name structures also came to be linked to
theories of sound symbolism. In a seminal study by Whissell (2001a),
it was argued that phonological patterns in names can be linked to
emotional symbols such as active—passive, pleasant—unpleasant,
hard—soft, etc., implying that women’s names, through their consti-
tuent sound structures, were often associated with pleasantness, soft-
ness, and some passivity, while men’s names were instead associated
with stronger activity, hardness, and to some extent unpleasantness.
Oelkers (2003) presented a large quantitative study of German names
and also argued that the observed phonological differences between
men’s and women’s given names were related to gender stereotypes.
She found that women’s names symbolically conveyed a gender iden-
tity associated with softness, melodiousness, and vocalic diminutive-
ness. Niibling (2009) further developed this reasoning by proposing a
‘scale of sonority’ linked to given names and used this to show that
German given names from the 1940s to the early 2000s seem to have
undergone a process of degendering. Gustafsson (2017) has also illu-
minated the sound symbolism of given names in a Swedish study,
based on given names in the Swedish nobility calendar 2015. Here it
was found that both women’s and men’s names used by the Swedish
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nobility were characterized by a more ‘masculine’ sound symbolism,
separating them from the rest of the population.

The fact that given name phonology is actually perceived as key to
information about gender has also been empirically confirmed, both
by linguistic and psychologistic studies during the 2000s, with an
increasing number of studies from the 2010s onwards. Researchers
have conducted experimental studies where participants were asked
to guess gender based on invented names (Whissell 2001b; Wright
20006) or attribute traits to names (Pitcher, Mesoudi & McElligott 2013;
Sidhu & Pexman 2015), confirming that the phonological properties
of given names are used as a basis for drawing various conclusions
about gender. Similar results were obtained regarding brand names
and their assumed connections to target groups (see, e.g. Klink 2009).
A significant study by Cai and Zhao (2019) showed that not only do
people use phonological cues to infer gender identities from given
names in their own language, they also apply these experiences when
encountering names from foreign language cultures that may actually
have completely different gender norms. Furthermore, researchers
have investigated parents’ motivations for choosing names for girls
versus boys, where in several cases differences in types of reasoning,
values, and ideals related to gender have emerged (Gerritzen 1999;
Bambek 2007; Aldrin 2011; Gao 2011; Bechsgaard 2015). Several
studies indicate that girls names are more often motivated by fashion
or originality while boys names are more often motivated by local
tradition or family connections.

During the 2000s, studies from language areas other than the Ger-
manic increased in prominence. With a wide multicultural perspec-
tive it becomes clear, as Alford previously articulated in an important
theoretical contribution to the field in 1988 (pp. 66—68), that gender
in given names can be marked in three different ways: a) structurally
— through phonological and morphological structures, b) semantically
— through the use of distinct semantic categories, or ¢) conventionally
— through an arbitrarily based but traditionally established set of male
and female names. For example, Kim and Obasi (2023) have com-
pared the connection of phonological structures to gender in Korean
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and American given names 1940-2020. They conclude that while
names ending in -a, -i or -e were connected primarily with women
in both countries during the 20th Century, Korean names showed a
gradual decline of the connection between these phonetic traits and
gender from the 1980s onwards and a rise of men changing to such
names during the 21 st Century (which was not the case in America).
Zuercher (2007) found that given names in Azerbaijan are character-
ized by specific semantic patterns: while male names often contain
lexical meanings related to things like courage, justice, pride, reli-
gious faith, female names instead contain meanings related to nature,
beauty, and attractiveness. Similarly, Gao (2011) found that attrac-
tive Chinese male names often contain semantic meanings related to
strength, hardness, and combativeness, while attractive female names
instead contain semantic meanings related to beauty, elegance, and
flowers. Thus, it is evident from the existing body of research that the
gender-marking structures that recur in several Germanic languages
are far from universal. In Japan, for example, it is primarily men who
receive long given names (Mutsukawa 2010), and in Korea, almost
all names for both men and women are two-syllable (Kim & Obasi
2023), in contrast with the Germanic norm. In a large study covering
eight Indo-European languages in Europe and Asia, Ackermann and
Zimmer (2021) confirmed that most gender-marking phonological
structures among given names differ between various language areas
and language families. However, they also noted a recurring pattern
of non-palatal vowels (such as [a], [0], [u], excluding the final sound)
being linked to masculine names in all studied languages, suggest-
ing a potential existence of certain universalities of sound symbol-
ism. This is an important area for further research, not least including
other than Indo-European languages.

Several recent studies have highlighted that the connection between
name structures and gender changes over time. Hough (2000) has
shown that today’s gender-related name structures in many Germanic
languages have their explanation in a historical pattern where female
and male names have been borrowed from different languages at dif-
ferent times. While female names were often borrowed from Latin
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or Romance languages (where the feminine is marked by the ending
-a), Germanic names (where both female and male names can have a
consonant ending) have mainly been preserved for men, which has
led to a phonological discrepancy. Even in contemporary times, gen-
dered patterns are changing. Niibling (2009) found that German boys’
and girls’ names have phonologically converged over time since the
mid-20th century, with mainly by boys’ names acquiring more fem-
inine features (becoming longer and more sonorant). Kim and Obasi
(2023) found that Korean informants in the early 2000s could not
guess whether a name was carried by a boy or a girl in almost 50
per cent of cases, which was seen as linked to sociocultural changes
and changing attitudes towards girls, boys, patriarchy, and gender
roles. Gustafsson (2020) found that the structural differences between
Swedish male and female names has also changed over time from
the early 20th century to the early 21st century. However, Gustafs-
son does not see a clear process of degendering, but instead points to
influence of various shifting name trends that fluctuate throughout
the century (including shifting preferences for originality, number of
syllables and various linguistic origins). Researchers’ increased focus
on the variability in structural gender patterns in the name inventory,
has resulted in a shift in the theoretical approach and understanding
of the gender-creating function of names: from seeing names as a sta-
ble marker for the reproduction of binary gender coding to perceiving
names as a flexible resource for negotiating gender norms.

4. Names as resources for
negotiation of gender norms

Both given names, surnames, and nicknames can be used as resources
to renegotiate, surpass, or deliberately break existing gender norms,
as well as to create new or expanded gender identities. This has been
noted in a multitude of studies from the 2010s onwards. In some Euro-
pean countries, it is a legal requirement that a given name clearly sig-
nals one of two genders (e.g. Finland, Poland, Germany, see Leibring
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2018). In countries where the gender coding of names is unregulated,
such as in the United Kingdom and the USA, there is often a cer-
tain inventory of names that are used by both women and men. This
also applies to most of the Scandinavian countries including Sweden
(where Kim and Robin have been highlighted as two examples of this
in the Name Law Inquiry 2013 ahead of the 2017 Swedish Personal
Names Act). These ‘gender-neutral names’ or ‘unisex names’ have
also been subject to inquiries (see Barry & Harper 2014; Leibring
2016; Leibring 2018; Schmuck 2018; Bechsgaard 2023). However,
Swedish, American and German researchers have observed that it is
often conventional boys’ names that have started to be used for girls,
rather than vice versa (some Swedish examples of this are Alex and
Sam, see Leibring 2016), and that the names starting to be used in
this way gradually become used less frequently in their original func-
tion as conventional boys’ names (Lieberson, Dumais & Baumann
2000:1282; Barry & Harper 2014; Leibring 2016; Schmuck 2018).
Thus, it appears that the starting point for transcending conventional
gender boundaries in naming practices, at least within Germanic lan-
guages, is often a name lacking feminine marking (although occa-
sional examples of the opposite also exist, see Bechsgaard 2023). In
countries such as the USA where there is a relatively long tradition
of unisex names, researchers have noted that the number of unisex
names has not increased as expected based on the society’s extensive
changes in gender roles (see Lieberson, Dumais & Baumann 2000).
A recent Swedish study of a selection of names that increased signi-
ficantly in popularity during the years 20042018 in Sweden, showed
that only one out of over 400 names was used by both men and women
(namely Tintin, see Leibring 2023a). Whether the same unexpected
relationship applies on a larger scale in more countries, and, if so,
what this might depend on, remains for researchers to investigate. For
example, it is possible that the gender-neutral names increase as a
group without each individually ranking particularly high on the lists.

Some gender-neutral names are newly created innovations; those
who choose to create a completely new name have a unique opportu-
nity to also create new gender norms. Nevertheless, a Swedish study
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(Aldrin 2015a) showed that the majority of new given names regis-
tered in Sweden were clearly gender-coded. This was partly due to
use of gendered endings (particularly usage of vowel endings in girls’
names i.e. often -a), partly due to similarity with existing gendered
names (such as the new girls’ name Asiri close to the established girls’
name Siri). At the same time, there were also examples of clear rene-
gotiation and norm-breakages in relation to conventional gendered
naming patterns (such as new boys’ names ending with -a), under-
lining that people do use given names as a resource to create gen-
der in new ways. Another interesting question concerns the types of
gender-neutral names used in different cultures and how these types
relate to gender norms. Bechsgaard (2023), for example, has high-
lighted Danish gender-neutral names that are linked to weather phe-
nomena and seasons, showing that both semantic meanings, phono-
logy, and existing gender norms in naming practices seem to interact
in these. Attitudes towards gender-neutral names are also a factor that
is assumed to affect their prevalence and would be suitable for further
investigations (cf. Mehrabian 2001).

A gender-neutral naming law has been in place Sweden since 2017,
allowing everyone, regardless of legal gender, to bear every name,
regardless of its’ conventional gender connotations. Similar legislation
has been in place in Iceland since 2019, which is particularly interest-
ing considering that the Icelandic language has a case inflection sys-
tem that traditionally assigns either a feminine or masculine ending
to given names (neuter names are relatively uncommon, see Willson
2023). The Icelandic naming act further includes the neuter suffix -bur
as an alternative for individuals who want to avoid the gendering suf-
fixes -son and -dottir. Gender-contrary naming (i.e. using a name that
is conventionally associated with another gender) can be utilized as a
resource to create gender in new ways (Leibring 2016; Hagren Idevall
2016). However, the extent to which this possibility is grasped is still
unclear. Early attitude surveys among adults and youths in Sweden
(see Leibring 2016) show that only half of those surveyed are posi-
tive about children being given gender-contrary names. So far, there
are no signs of changed attitudes between generations, but this may
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change over time. In other Nordic countries such as Denmark, Fin-
land and Norway, gender-contrary names are not allowed (i.e. name
laws prohibit a name conventionally associated with one gender to be
given to a person of another legal gender). Instead, these countries
have a separate set of unisex names allowed for everyone.

However, conventionally gender-coded names can also contrib-
ute to renegotiating gender norms, when consciously used. Aldrin
(2015b) has highlighted that naming motivations among Swedish
parents include examples of both maintenance and renegotiations of
gender stereotypes. Approximately 5—10 per cent of the motivations
could be seen as gender-expanding by linking ‘new’ or ‘non-stereo-
typical’ attributes to conventional girls’ and boys’ names. Similarly,
Bechsgaard (2015; 2023) observed that parents in Denmark some-
times justify the choice of a name for their child in a way that breaks
traditional gender norms, noting that both sons and daughters are
associated with both ‘feminine’ and ‘masculine’ values. This every-
day negotiation of what constitutes appropriate names for boys and
girls forms an important contribution to (de)gendering and reduced
structural differences in naming practices.

5. Names, gender and power

Choice of surname in connection with partnership or marriage is
a further area that entails complex gender negotiations — as well as
clear power perspectives. This leads us to the second trend that [ want
to point out in the research on naming and gender: an increased focus
on the significance of issues related to power, hierarchies, and distri-
bution of resources. Regarding ‘married names’ (cf. Sw. ‘giftasnamn’)
couples are forced to negotiate and linguistically solidify their mutual
relationships, both in relation to each other and in relation to various
family communities: should both parties bear the same surname (if
so, whose — or if double surnames, in what order?) or should each
retain their own surname (if so, what will future children be called?)
or should the couple adopt a new common surname (if so, which
type)? The choice of married names also bring consequences for the
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establishment of societal hierarchies and power distributions on a
societal macro level. Pilcher (2016; 2017) has pointed out that choice
of married names can lead to social inequalities. If women, more than
men, change surnames several times during their lives (in connection
with partnerships, divorces, or deceased partners), this creates greater
uncertainty in women’s identification, which also has consequences
for embodied identity formation, Pilcher argues (2016:769). A sim-
ilar line of argument has been put forward by Aldrin (2017), who,
in a folk onomastic study of lifespan identities connected to names,
noticed that primarily women reported narratives regarding changes
in the name—identity relation due to changed partnership relations
throughout adult life.

In Sweden, Entzenberg (2004) examined the choice of surname
after marriage among couples from Uppsala born in the 1960s and
1970s, and found that the vast majority (74 per cent) at that time chose
to share the husband’s surname. Similarly, most other European coun-
tries at this point in time, also showed a strong majority of couples
bearing the husband’s surname, while only a few countries like Bel-
gium and Italy showed a clear majority of married couples with dif-
ferent surnames (Valetas 2001). However, in recent years, the trend in
Sweden has changed significantly. Leibring (2023b) has showed that
in 2020, 44 per cent of the couples who entered into marriage in Swe-
den chose to retain their original surnames, while 33 per cent chose
to share the husband’s surname, six per cent chose to share the wife’s
surname, four per cent took a new shared surname, and three per cent
took a shared double surname. In Denmark, Bechsgaard (2023; 2024)
interviewed couples on their choice of surname and found that regard-
less of the type of name chosen, it stemmed from different thoughts
about ‘me-identity’ and ‘we-identity’. Society’s notions of individual-
ism, families, and the relationship between personal identity and ‘the
common’ seem to be important factors affecting marriage names, as
well as notions of gender norms within the couple relationship. Similar
patterns emerge in Norway (Grenstad 2020; 2024; Ellingsater 2023)
and in Finland (Castrén 2019; 2024). In a unique study focusing on
men’s perceptions of surname choices in connection with marriage,
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Groenstad (2020 see also Grenstad 2024) finds that men who chose to
retain their own surname often place great value on the family of ori-
gin and being tradition bearers, noting that some perceive changing
the surname as a ‘betrayal’. Men who chose to change their surname
instead often actively resisted patronymy as tradition or emphasized
the name’s significance for gender equality in various ways. At the
same time, the significance of the surname for individual identity
was found to be important both for men who kept and for those who
changed their surnames in Grenstads study (2020).

From an international perspective, the choice of surname in coup-
le relationships is a well-researched area, which also includes same-
sex couples’ choice of surnames (Clarke, Burns & Burgoyne 2008;
Underwood & Robnett 2021; Takashino, Davidson & Keeni 2024).
Early studies often focused on women and the connection between
the married name and more or less stereotypical or reactionary gen-
der roles (Stafford & Kline 1996; Mills 2003), while later studies have
emphasized how the choice of surname becomes part of the joint cre-
ation of a ‘couple identity’ (Kerns 2011), as well as a part of negotiat-
ing the couple’s relationship to other family identities and traditions
(Finch 2008). The latest studies in this area, however, increasingly
highlight the individual perspective (Pilcher 2016; cf. Grenstad 2020).
They underline the importance of surnames for the individual’s iden-
tity formation, including its importance for maintaining an established
professional identity (see also Laskowski 2010) and individual inde-
pendence (see also Hamilton, Geist & Powell 2011), for maintaining
or avoiding a personal identity associated with an unusual surname
(see Ellingsaeter 2023), for the establishment of a gender-related mark
of status as ‘married’ (see Thwaites 2020), and for the manifestation
of a strong commitment within the relationship (see Kelley 2023).
Other studies focus on how the choice of surname is perceived by
others, and especially attitude studies from the USA have highlighted
how married names may affects the degree to which a woman is per-
ceived as ‘loving’ or ‘dedicated to family life’, but also explore how
attitudes vary between various socioeconomic groups (Shafer 2017;
Kelley 2023).
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Another way to renegotiate gender norms while simultaneously
asserting control over one’s own gender identification is through new
self-designations and change of given names on an individual level.
In recent years, this has been highlighted in several studies from dif-
ferent countries, particularly focusing on self-chosen names of trans-
gender individuals. In Sweden, Carin Leibring Svedjedal has recently
conducted a dissertation project focusing on how transgender indi-
viduals use given names and pronouns (including the newly intro-
duced gender-neutral pronoun /en) as resources for creating gender
identities. Internationally, several studies have been conducted on this
topic. In Germany, Lind (formerly Schmidt-Jiingst, 2023) conducted
interviews and surveys with transgender people, in a context where
legislation is much stricter than in Sweden and is reluctant to allow
names that do not explicitly express gender. This piece of research
highlights that name change is often part of an individual’s process of
‘coming out’ as a transgender person, claiming and announcing a new
gender identity (Schmidt-Jiingst 2018), but also that several problems
can arise in connection to this type of name choice, illustrating how
names are intertwined with power (Lind 2023) and discussing ques-
tions like: Who has sufficient authority to name? What criteria must
be met for a name change to be accepted? and How does a name inter-
act with other forms of meaning-making gender markers? Several
studies of transgender name usage have also been conducted recently
in the USA (Connell 2010; Sinclair Palm 2024), and include name-re-
lated challenges for transgender individuals in workplace settings
(Dietert and Dentice 2009) as well as in research contexts (Thieme
& Saunders 2018). An innovative perspective is presented by Sinclair
Palm and Chokly (2023), who examine the narratives of young trans-
gender individuals in relation to the name they were given at birth,
sometimes referred to as ‘deadnames’, and establish that many find
it painful to pronounce this name and report additional pain when
others use the wrong name, while the youth employ various strategies
to manage this. An interesting question for future linguistic research
is how name changes are handled by surrounding people in private or
professional settings and to what extent people apply various strate-
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gies to respect or undermine name changes, acknowledging the role
of time, place, recipient and the presence or absence of the name
bearer in these practices. Especially important would be to explore
if properties of the new name (such as phonetics, originality, fashion,
etc.) are assigned value and related to gender expectations.

6. Situated and intersectional
perspectives on naming and gender

The third identified trend within the field of research on naming and
gender is an increasing interest in situated and intersectional perspec-
tives, noticeable from the 2000s and onwards. Names always arise
and will be used within specific social contexts, which also means
that they are motivated by specific social and communicative goals
and acquire specific local meanings. Sociolinguist McConnel-Gin-
net (2003) was one of the first researchers to highlight this fact and
demonstrate how the choice of address in everyday interaction (given
names, nicknames, surnames, etc.) gains its significance in a particu-
lar context based on how gender-forming practices and the creation
of relationships based on gender look and change within that con-
text. Pilcher (2016) has also emphasized that name usage interacts
with other social and embodied expressions in the creation of gen-
der in a particular context. Name choice is not only about express-
ing identity, but also about which identity that is seen as appropriate
for the situation. The use of nicknames (pet names and diminutives)
is an area where the situated perspective becomes particularly clear.
Gustafsson (2016) conducted a larger Swedish study examining how
nicknames create gender identities. She found that adult women’s
nicknames were characterized by a higher degree of intimacy than
men’s nicknames, both because women are more likely than men to
have nicknames at all, and because women’s nicknames often arose
in more intimate contexts. In addition, nicknames may create vari-
ous situated gender identities, where adult women, for example, can
be associated with family identities, childhood memories, and couple
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relationships while adult men can be associated with sports identities,
peer groups, and solidarity functions (Gustafsson 2016:81-83). Other
studies on nicknames and gender formation have examined the use
of informal names by teenagers in everyday contexts, through eth-
nographic approaches focusing on both physical interaction (Haggan
2008; Ping 2021) and digital platforms (Subrahmanyam, Greenfield &
Tynes 2004). Here, it is often described how young people, through
the use of nicknames, explore, challenge, and negotiate gender-related
identities and power relations in everyday life, as well as how the sig-
nificance of nicknames is mediated by the addressee’s instant reac-
tion, for example through reinterpretation or resistance (Ping 2021).
Several studies on youth nickname usage (Lytra 2003; Haggan 2008)
also highlight how the creation of gender identities and cultural iden-
tities can interact in young people’s nickname usage, demonstrating
how a situated perspective often also leads to an increased focus on
intersectionality, i.e. how different expressions of identity interact.
Gender formation is rarely an isolated act but normally operates in
conjunction with other forms of identity construction.

When it comes to the choice of married names, as discussed more
extensively above, in recent years, it has been highlighted that gen-
der formation in this case interacts with identity formation linked to
age, class, and ethnicity (see Pilcher 2017:817; cf. Gooding and Krei-
der 2010; Hamilton, Geist & Powell 2011). Studies on the situated
meanings and consequences of surname choices are not yet plenti-
ful, but in an innovative and experimental setup, Wofford and Knotts
(2020) examined perceptions of politicians based on married names.
They found that female politicians who kept their previous surnames
after marriage were sometimes perceived as less honest, ethical, car-
ing and intelligent than those who changed their surname upon mar-
riage, especially in the eyes of less-educated men. Similar studies of,
for example, job applications, housing queues, etc., as well as studies
acknowledging national variations in marital naming practices would
be interesting.

Another area where the interaction between gender and other iden-
tity categories has been noted is in the choice of given names in multi-
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lingual families, a highly relevant topic for contemporary global soci-
ety. A larger Norwegian study (Alhaug & Saarelma 2017) examined
name choices in families where one or both parents come from Fin-
land. It clearly showed that traditional Finnish names were given more
often to boys than to girls. This was interpreted as multilingual boys
being ascribed a cultural identity more closely tied to the parents’
home country and that the boys were seen as carriers of this culture,
while multilingual girls were ascribed a more open or outward-fac-
ing cultural identity tied to a more international context. At the same
time, it was found that in families where one parent had been born in
Norway and one in Finland, daughters more often received a Finnish
name if the mother had been born in Finland, while sons more often
received a Finnish name if the father had been born in Finland. Thus,
the creation of cultural identities interacted with gender formation in
several ways. Similar trends have been observed among immigrant
groups in several countries, such as Germany (Gerhards & Tuppat
2021), USA (Sue & Telles 2007; Parada 2016), and Sweden (Aldrin
2009). Both situated and intersectional perspectives enable a refined
understanding of the complex negotiations and potential meanings
activated by gender-forming naming practices.

7. Discussion

This article has presented current research on naming and gender,
focusing on Nordic countries. | have observed several developmental
trends in the field, as highlighted in the discussion above: firstly, a
gradual transition from the name as a symbol of stable binarity to a
resource for flexible norm negotiation; secondly, an increased focus
on power perspectives in relation to naming practices; and thirdly, an
intersectional exploration of how gender interacts with other identi-
ties in specific situations.

* Trend 1: From symbol of stable binary to resource for
flexible norm negotiation.
* Trend 2: Naming and gender from a power perspective.
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» Trend 3: Situated and intersectional identity construction
through names.

The development of these trends within the field of naming and gen-
der appears to reflect larger processes of development that are also
visible in adjacent fields of study. The first trend — where we have
seen a transition from names being perceived as symbols of a stable,
gender-binary to flexible resources for people’s negotiation of gen-
der norms — aligns with a previously established shift in focus within
gender studies (see Risman & Davis 2013). Here, the scholarly focus
shifted from paying attention to how gender was socialized through
‘gender roles’ to paying attention to how individuals ‘perfomatively’
were doing gender through active actions (see Butler 1993; West &
Zimmerman 1987). This, in turn, mirror a broader paradigm shift
within sociolinguistics, from the ‘first wave’ to the ‘second wave’
(see Eckert 2012; Nilsson 2023). While the first wave of sociolinguis-
tic studies was characterized by a quantitative approach correlating
linguistic variables with social variables (and therefore considering
linguistic expressions to be symbols of social belonging), the second
wave studies were characterized by ethnographic approaches focusing
on how speakers in a specific environment perform social belonging
through linguistic resources. In other words, there was a shift from
essentialism to social constructionism. Therefore, it is not surprising
that we also see a corresponding change of perspective on names and
their relation to gender.

The second trend — identified as an increased focus on power per-
spectives in relation to issues of name and gender — also resembles a
development within the broader field of gender research. However,
while early gender research highlighted how the creation of gender is
connected to access to social positions, distribution of power, and var-
ious forms of oppression, this was acknowledged much later within
the field of naming and gender, as well as within sociolinguistics (see
Eckert & Wenger 2005). Within gender research, the power perspec-
tive was an early starting point that motivated the implementation of
research (Risman & Davis 2013), which was intensified when the con-
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cept of ‘intersectionality’ was introduced during the 1980s and 1990s
(see e.g. Crenshaw 1989 cf. Block & Corona 2016). At this time, stud-
ies emphasized how gender often interacts with other variables and
therefore constitutes only one of several power structures that affect
people’s meaning-making. Within gender research, thus, the gen-
eral development seems to have shifted from a) an individual focus
to b) an institutional focus (including issues of power) and finally to
¢) an interactional/situated focus (see Risman & Davis 2013). How-
ever, the development in the area of naming and gender suggests that
the power perspective was brought to the fore at a later stage here,
probably inspired by the ‘third wave’ of sociolinguistics (Eckert 2012;
Nilsson 2023). The third wave, which is generally considered to be
the current paradigm within sociolinguistics, presented an increasing
focus on the context-bound nature of meaning-making, how people
create different identities in different contexts, and how linguistic and
non-linguistic expressions interact in meaning-making, with power
perspectives included as one part of the analysis.

This leads us to the third identified trend in research on name
and gender: an acknowledgement of the situated and intersectional
aspects of meaning-making surrounding naming and gender. Within
sociolinguistics, the development seems to have moved from a) an
individual level to c) an interactional/situated level and from there to
b) an institutional level (including power perspectives). In research
on naming and gender, on the other hand, the development seem
to have taken place in different directions simultaneously: we have
seen a general development from a) an individual level to either c)
an interactional/situated level, or concurrently to b) an institutional/
intersectional level (including power perspectives). At the same time,
in recent years, especially in research on married names, a reverse
direction has been noted from b) the institutional level to a) the indi-
vidual level, (although being approached in new ways).

To conclude, the development of trends in the field of naming and
gender seem to be highly interdependent of developments in other
fields, and, until now, especially sociolinguistics. Although there
have been occasional studies on the topic from other disciplines for a
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long time, the field as such seem to have become more heavily influ-
enced by other disciplines over the last few decades. Today, research
on naming and gender is a highly interdisciplinary field, involving
sociologists, ethnologists and psychologists — alongside linguists and
others. This will undoubtedly impact the future development of the
field, where central questions within sociology and social psychology,
for example, can be expected to have a significant influence on the
choice of topics.

Finally, it can be stated that research on naming and gender is a
vibrant, international field, where the Nordic region currently holds a
prominent position with numerous influential studies on various top-
ics. From the discussion above, it has become apparent that despite
the rather extensive available research thus far, a number of important
question still remain to be investigated. This applies particularly to
how gender formation through naming is linked to societal changes
over time, how legislation affects usage, how names interact with
other forms of identity expressions, comparative studies across lan-
guage barriers, and further exploration of how gender constructions
through naming manifests in various situational contexts, including
contexts throughout the diversity of contemporary digital platforms,
chatbots, and Al tools.
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