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Motivation and background: me
I’m from Belfast... 

where names (still) matter
I emigrated to London

then to the US
then to Aotearoa‐New Zealand

I have children called 
Fintan and Malachy, yet
my sister (in Belfast) has children called Matthew, Peter 
and Thomas, 
while my brother (in England) has Max and Jamie
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Motivation and background:
the ‘real’ reason

Encountered Worldnames and Onomap work (Mateos
and Longley) at a meeting in Boston, April 2008
High relevance in New Zealand (esp. Auckland) 
setting

12 Dec 2008 ‐ COMPASS ‐ UoA What's in a (Kiwi) name? ‐ David O'Sullivan 4/29



The world names project
www.publicprofiler.org/worldnames
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Problems with ethnicity data
Europe (Mateos, 2008) New Zealand

Incompatible definitions and 
measurements:

Migrant / Native
Foreigner / National
Migrant ancestry
Race / Skin colour
Cultural / National identity   

Lack of ethnicity data collection, or 
poor quality and comparability 
Lack of sufficient granularity
Low frequency of update

YES: but not between countries, 
over time

‘New Zealander’ problem

NO, but inconsistencies  in data 
availability at different scales
High granularity, but... see previous
Not so bad (5 years)
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The ‘New Zealander’ problem
In recent years there has been a campaign in the 5‐
yearly census to write in ‘New Zealander’ in response 
to the ethnicity question
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“The email appeal seems to be "a statement of 
independence from Europe or the mother 
country", says the president of the Population 
Association, Ward Friesen. People may be trying 
to reject "the connection with colonialism ‐ I 
guess the word European is problematic" ‐ or 
"trying to pretend we're all the same, but it's 
unrealistic". 

“As "New Zealander" is a nationality, not an 
ethnicity, says the Auckland University 
geographer, and the call is "a tragedy for the data" 
which will hinder social analysis.”

“Following an email campaign at the time 
of the last Census, 53,715 people 
nominated their religion as "Jedi", the 
fictional faith of Star Wars movie 
characters.” 



The extent of the problem?
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Opportunities
NZ census data 
includes counts of a 
wide range of self‐
defined ethnicities

12 Dec 2008 ‐ COMPASS ‐ UoA What's in a (Kiwi) name? ‐ David O'Sullivan 10/29

New Zealand 
European 2381076
English 44202
Dutch 28641 
British nfd 27192 
Australian 26355 
European nfd 21858 
South African 21609 
Scottish 15039 
Irish 12651 
German 10917 
American 10809 
Canadian 5604 
Russian 4833 
French 3819 
Welsh 3771 
Italian 3117 
Zimbabwean 2556 
Croatian 2550 
Greek 2355 
Swiss 2313 
Polish 1965 
Danish 1929 
Spanish 1854 
Romanian 1554 
Celtic nfd 1506 
Afrikaner 1338 
Swedish 1257 
Hungarian 1212 
Serbian 1029 
Other Euro    10881 

Total Euro  2609589

Total Maori 565326

Samoan 131103
Cook I Maori 56895
Tongan 50481
Niuean 22476
Fijian 9861 
Tokelauan 6822 
Tuvaluan 2628 
Tahitian 1329 
Kiribati 1116 
Rarotongan 1044 
Other Pacific  4062 

Total Pacif 265974

African nfd 4053 
Iraqi 3222 
Iran/Persian   2895 
Arab 2607 
Somali 2319 
Latin Amer nfd 2253 
Israeli/Jewish 1599 
Assyrian 1683 
Mid East nfd 1659
Brazilian 1473 
Egyptian 1173 
Chilean 1053 
Ethiopian 1029 
African      1029 
Other MELAA 7203 

Total MELAA   34743

Chinese nfd 139728
Indian nfd 97443
Korean 30792 
Filipino 16938 
Japanese 11907 
Sri Lankan nfd 7038 
Cambodian 6915 
Thai 6057 
Fijian Indian  5616 
Taiwanese 5451 
Vietnamese 4773 
Malay 3537 
Indonesian 3261 
Afgani 2538 
Asian nfd 2160 
Pakistani 2049
Eurasian 1617 
Bangladeshi 1488 
Malay Chinese 1353 
Laotian 1344 
Other Asian 6429 

Total Asian 354552



Other questions of interest
Aotearoa/New Zealand is a good context for looking at 
migration:

Small, yet diverse population
Historical sequencing of immigrations from British Isles

Scottish in the south
English elsewhere
Irish??

Other questions:
Māori migration to the cities: are Iwi affiliations relevant to 
inner urban communities, and to what extent do names help 
us understand them?
Similar questions with respect to Pacific Island migrations
Persistence of historical patterns of early European settlement
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Previous work: Onomap
The Onomap methodology
This is work by Pablo Mateos, Paul Longley and others 
at University College London – Centre for Advanced 
Spatial Analysis
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Name‐based ethnicity 
classifications

13 studies analysed
in review paper: 
Mateos, P. 2007. 
Population, Place 
and Space 13(4), 
243‐63.
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Name to ethnicity assignment 
method
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185 Ono. Types 

World map of Onomap categories
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Onomap classification

Surnames

UK Electoral Roll

Forenames

Pablo Mateos

Garcia

Pérez

...
Juan

Rosa

Marta

...

Sánchez

Rodríguez

...
– Several iterations until self‐contained cluster is exhausted
– Cluster assigned a cultural, ethnic & linguistic Onomap type
– Probability of ethnicity assigned to each name

Mateos et al 
(2007) CASA 
Working Paper 
116

Forename‐Surname clustering (based on Hanks and 
Tucker, 2000)
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Characteristics of NZ Data
Electoral roll

2.85 million records including all forenames, surname
Ancillary data

Age indicator
Māori descent indicator
Full postal address
ID of smallest output unit from the census
Occupation
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The names 
themselves

Very high diversity 
in the names
132,000 forenames 
and 142,000 
surnames in the 2.8 
million records

SURNAME FREQ

1. SMITH 25543

2. WILSON 14578

3. BROWN 13637

4. WILLIAMS 13517

5. TAYLOR 12706

6. JONES 11347

7. ANDERSON 9287

8. THOMPSON 8810

9. WALKER 8126

10.LEE 7494

...

25.SINGH 5465

...

85.LI 3131

...

648.HENARE 587
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FORENAME FREQ

1. JOHN 46155

2. DAVID 41312

3. MICHAEL 34096

4. PETER 31911

5. ROBERT 26617

6. MARGARET 24144

7. PAUL 22278

8. JAMES 21860

9. ANDREW 20308

10.WILLIAM 19522

...

185.TE 3228

...

217.NGAIRE 2795

...

485.SIONE 871



Skewness of the distribution
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Top 1018 NZ 
forenames

Top 10313 NZ 
surnames



Challenges
The manual process of building up a set of ‘seed’ 
names is difficult and error prone

For Māori names the ‘Māori descent’ flag in the data is a 
big help
For other ‘new’ groups it remains a significant problem –
particularly Pacific Island names
Skew nature of the distribution helps and hinders
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Preliminary results
Overall numbers of people by ethnicity
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Lack of 
data

‘NZ‐er’s



The problem
Large numbers of 
‘unclassified’ names in the 
forename and surname 
lists considered separately 
(both around 7.5%)
Many of these get classified 
based on the other name
Most common names are 
in the British/European 
groups, and the ones 
‘unfamiliar’ to Onomap are 
in the Maori and Pacific 
groups
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Some more encouraging results: 
Scottish names
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Some more encouraging results:
Māori names
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And focusing on Auckland... 
Pasifika names
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‘Eastern Europeans’ in the north
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Measuring diversity using names
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Future directions
Priority is to improve the Onomap classification to 
match NZ census data better – at aggregate level to 
begin with

Change how ethnicity is assigned in ambiguous cases
Automate the identification of names from groups new 
to the names‐based classifier
Automate the process of growing clusters of ‘new’ 
names

Simulation modelling of how names distributions end 
up the way they do
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QUESTIONS?
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