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Family names as indicators of 
regional origins
It is easy at a time when the 
identity of national states is so 
well established to underestimate 
the cultural heterogeneity that 
characterised many of them when 
family names were first developed 
some thousand years ago.

In Britain and France just as in 
Germany, Spain and Italy, there 
were widespread local variations in 
language, in dialect and in cultural 
habits of which naming practice is a 
good example.

 A fine illustration of the influence 
of differences in regional culture on 
naming practices is evident when 
one maps the distribution of people 
bearing family names of the form 
personal name + “son” (excluding 
“Mason”) and comparing it with the 
distribution of people bearing family 
names of the form personal name 
+ “s”.  The former names indicate a 
naming custom which originated in 
Scandinavia and which is still very 
common in Norway and Denmark 
and the incidence of such names 

mark clearly the extent of Nordic 
settlement in Northern and Eastern 
Britain whilst the latter indicate a 
Celtic naming custom which is as 
common in the West and South West 
of England as it is in Wales.

A good example of the influence of 
different regional dialects is evident 
from mapping variations in the 
geography of family names which 
reflect the terms used in different 
regions to describe a person who 
prepared cloth for weaving.

The name “Tucker” originates from 
the dialect name for that occupation 
that was prevalent in the South 
West of England.  Though a relatively 
common family name it is still five 
times more common in the Exeter 
postal area than it is across Britain 
as a whole.  The name “Fuller”, 
which was used in the South East to 
describe the same occupation as a 
“Tucker”, is still seven times more 
common in the Redhill postal area 
than in Britain as a whole whilst 
“Walker”, another dialect term for 
the same occupation, is commonest 
in the North of England where it 
is over twice as common in the 
Wakefield postal area than in Britain 
as a whole.

Figure 11: Distribution within Britain of family names of the sort “personal 
name + son” (left) and of the sort “personal name + s” (right).  
Warmer colours indicate areas with higher concentrations.

A further example of the impact 
of regional dialect on the current 
distribution of family names is 
evident from the relationship 
between family names and 
settlement names.  Maps showing 
the current distribution of family 
names ending in “-by” and “-thorpe” 
demonstrate very clearly the 
geographical association of those 
name endings and the distribution 
of place names ending in “-by” 
and “-thorpe”.  Place names and 
family names ending in “by” and 
“thorpe” are today very common 
both in Denmark and in parts of 
Germany and in Britain these two 
name elements are associated with 
the parts of the country settled by 
invaders from across the North Sea 
over a thousand years ago.  

The frequency of these family 
name endings in eastern England 
reflects two distinct regional cultural 
practices, the tendency of people 
in eastern England to adopt family 
names based on their place of 
habitation and the propensity for 
place names in that part of England 
to incorporate name elements from 
Danish and Saxon dialects. 

Mapping the current distribution 
of people with these family name 
endings reveals the current 
distribution of people whose 
ancestors originated from those 
parts of Britain settled by Danish 
and Saxon invaders.  Of course it 
is not certain that these people are 
themselves of Danish or Saxon 
descent.  However it would be 
unlikely if their ancestors did not 
include a significant number from the 
immigrant communities who gave 
these settlements their names over a 
thousand years ago.

The geographical spread of family 
names ending in “-combe” and 
“-cott” provides an equally clear 
pattern.  These two name endings 
originate from a set of habitational 
names common in Devon where 
the term “combe” is a local dialect 
term describing a steep valley and 
“cott” a term used to denote a 
cottager living at some distance from 
a village.  Both name endings are 
common throughout Devon and the 
distribution of family names with this 
ending remains highly concentrated 
in that corner of England.
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Within the UK the current 
geographical spread of family names 
ending in “-combe” is very similar 
to that of street names whose first 
element ends in “-combe”, as is 
evident from comparing figures 
twelve and thirteen.  Clearly the use 
of the term “-combe” as part of a 
habitational name is reflected in the 
naming of streets which led in the 
direction of places with this name 
element and in the naming of people 
who originated from them.

Quite apart from those names whose 
geography reflect regional variations 
in naming practice we find a number 
of others whose geographical 
distribution is still closely linked to 
an epicentre which corresponds to 
the name of the place from which 
their family name originated.  People 
bearing the names “Sleaford” and 
“Grantham” are still much more 
commonly found in the vicinity of 
these Lincolnshire towns than they 
are in counties more distant from 
their “epicentre” such as Devon and 
Cumbria.

Mapping the geography of categories 
of names often provides a clearer 
and more statistically robust pattern 
than the mapping of individual 
names.  Some of these categories 
may be based on name endings 
(such as names ending in “-son” 
or “-thorpe”) whilst others may be 
based on etymological categories, 
such as occupational names or 
Norman names.   

The present day distribution of 
people with occupation names (such 
as “Smith”, “Tucker” etc) is still 
strongly linked to the South East 
and the Midlands with relatively few 
people from Scotland, Wales or the 
North of England bearing names of 
this sort.  Likewise the present day 
distribution of people with family 
names of Norman origin is still highly 
skewed towards the South Coast, the 
part of the country first settled by 
the invaders over nine hundred years 
ago.

Figure 12: Family names ending in “-combe” per million inhabitants

Figure 13:  %of street names whose fi rst element ends in “-combe”.
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Mapping emigration from specific 
geographical areas 
By identifying the locations 
within Britain and other European 
countries where particular names 
are most commonly found today, it 
is possible build a list of the names 
which are more common in a given 
region than they are in any other 
region of the country and which 
achieve a sufficiently high degree 
of concentration to be consider 
indicators of a specific regional 
ancestry.

Once family names have been 
associated with the localities where 
they are currently most common it 
then becomes possible to identify 
the current geography of people 
whose names are indicative of 
origins in specific parts of a country, 
whether Norfolk or Donegal, Puglia 
or Finistere.  By mapping the current 
distribution of such names we can 
infer with a reasonable degree of 
accuracy the places to which people 
who originated from them have 
subsequently emigrated and settled.

In addition to presenting the 
geographical distribution of 
individual family names, 
www.mapyourname.com also 
provides a facility to map the 
geographical distribution of the 
entire set of family names associated 
with any of some 300 different 
regions of Europe.

These maps, for example, can be 
used to show the current distribution 
of people with Sicilian family 
names, whether within Italy, in other 
European countries and across 
different parts of the United States 
and Australia.  They can be used to 
show which parts of Britain were 
settled by people from County Mayo 
and which by people from County 
Cork.  They can be used to show 
which parts of the United States 
were settled by people whose names 
originate from Catalunia and which 
by people whose names originated 
from the Basque Country.

Figure fourteen shows in even 
tighter detail the outwards spread 
of persons with Welsh family names 
into neighbouring parts of England 
and indeed the immigration into 
Wales of people with non Welsh 
names.

The map colours each postcode 
district (such as for example CF1) on 
the basis of the proportion of its
residents whose family names 
originate from Wales.  Postcode 
districts coloured brown are ones 
where more than 60% of residents 
have Welsh family names, those in 
dark green are ones where fewer 
than 20% of residents have Welsh 
family names.

The map shows a significant 
transitional border area, most of it 
in England, where the proportion of 
persons with Welsh family names 
lies between 20% and 40%, as 
well as the incursions of people of 
English origin along the north Wales 
coast, into the Vale of Glamorgan 
and into South Pembrokeshire.  It 
may surprise many to learn that 
people whose address incorporates 
Shrewsbury in the post town field 
are more like to bear a Welsh family 
name than those who live in Cardiff.

Figure 14: Proportions of family names of Welsh origin by postcode district : 
warmer colours indicate higher proportions



Names: a source of customer insight | 45

The Normans
It is now over nine hundred years 
since the Normans invaded England.  
The Normans, as might be expected, 
brought to England their own 
distinctive family names as well as a 
distinctive language and dictionaries 
of family names enable us to identify 
even today those names on the 
Experian UKCDD which betray a 
trace of Norman origin.

Whilst it might be expected that 
in Medieval times the people with 
Norman family names would tend to 
live in southern England and close 
to the English Channel, most people 
would have expected that in the 
centuries since the Normans arrived 
they would gradually have dispersed 
themselves so that their names 
would now be spread evenly across 
the country. 

Figure fifteen shows that this is far 
from being so.  The south coast, 
the South West and East Anglia 
are still significantly more strongly 
populated by people of Norman 
descent than the West Midlands, the 
North West and Northern England.  
It is interesting to note that the 
postal area whose residents are 
most likely to bear a Norman name 
is Dorchester, the setting for “Tess 
of the D’Urbervilles”, a story where 
Norman ancestry is the central 
theme.

Using the Mosaic postcode 
classification, we can examine 
whether  British adults who bear 
family names of Norman origin live 
in more prestigious neighbourhoods 
than white British people whose 
names are of Anglo-Saxon or of 
Celtic origin.  Though Norman 
names are still relatively more 
common in rural neighbourhoods 
than they are in towns, we can find 
no systematic difference in the 
extent to which people of Norman 
descent live in more affluent or less 
affluent neighbourhoods.  After forty 
generations the descendants of the 
Norman conquerors still tend to live 
in the parts of the country where they 
were granted estates by William I but 
their privileged social position has 
now been entirely lost.

Figure 15: Current geographical distribution of residents with Norman 
family names
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The Cornish
Mapping the distribution of names 
associated with the western half 
of Cornwall shows, as one might 
reasonably expect, that within Britain 
the distribution of people of Cornish 
origins declines with distance 
from Cornwall.  However there are 
exceptions to this geometric pattern.  
Thus in Gosport in Hampshire we 
find twice the proportion of people 
with Cornish names as one would 
expect in a town as distant from 
Cornwall as Gosport is.  The likely 
explanation for this deviation is the 
strong links between Portsmouth 
and Plymouth, historically Britain’s 
two principal naval centres.  Clearly 
Plymouth, as the largest city close to 
Cornwall, is a place with a very high 
concentration of Cornish names.  
Many of its residents, having joined 
the navy, were posted to Portsmouth 
and subsequently found themselves 
living across the harbour in Gosport 
where many naval operations 
continue to be based.

In a similar manner it is possible 
to discern exceptionally high 
proportions of people with Cornish 
family names in isolated pockets 
in the north of England.  Two of 
these pockets are around Dalton-
in-Furness near Barrow-in-Furness 
and around Brotton on the Cleveland 
coast south east of Middlesbrough.  
Both these localities grew very 
rapidly in the late nineteenth century 
as a result of the exploitation of local 
deposits of haematite, an important 
raw material for the iron and steel 
industries.

The period of rapid expansion of 
haematite mining in Furness and 
Cleveland coincided with the period 
of rapid decline of Cornish tin mining 
and the skills required to mine iron 
ore were much closer to those used 
in the mining of tin than were the 
skills required by the burgeoning coal 
mining industry of South Wales.  So 
whilst Devonians tended to cross the 
Bristol Channel to find employment 
in the coal mining communities of 
the South Wales valleys, the miners 
of West Cornwall travelled much 
further to the north of England to find 
employment in Dalton-in-Furness 
and in Brotton.

The map of West Cornish names 
in Australia shows a very similar 
pattern, with highest concentrations 
in the mining towns of South 
Australia and the south western part 
of New South Wales.  Broken Hill 
is a major Australian epicentre for 
Cornish names and still celebrates 
its Cornish connections.

Comparing maps of the distribution 
of Cornish names with those of 
Devon names in the United States 
shows that the people of these two 
adjacent counties have settled in 
quite different regions of America.  
Devon names are disproportionately 
found in the southern plantation 
states which offered many better off 
Devon families attractive financial 
opportunities in the 17th and 18th 
centuries.  By comparison Devonian 
names are relatively less common 
in the north, the Mountain states 
and the West Coast.  Cornish names 
are commonest where Devonian 
names are rarest, in the north, the 
Rockies and the west.  These are the 
regions of America with the richest 
mineral deposits and the ones where 
population growth was faster during 
the period between 1870 and 1914 
when the decline of the Cornish 
industry was at its height.

From the distribution of family 
names it is easy to identify the great 
differences in the ethnic make up 
of the different US states, perhaps 
more reliably than asking residents 
their origins.  In the United States 
and in Britain, despite the increased 
numbers of young people who now 
leave home to study and despite the 
increases in social and geographic 
mobility, most people still live close 
to where their forebears were born 
and geographical variations in the 
mix of surnames by regional origin 
level themselves out only at a very 
slow rate.
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The Sicilians
Just as the distributions of people 
with Cornish and Devon origins 
show variations in the pattern of 
British migration to America, maps 
showing the US distribution of 
family names from different regions 
of Italy and Spain show very clear 
differences.  People of Sicilian 
origin are even now very much more 
concentrated in New York, New 
Jersey and Connecticut than people 
from other regions of Italy.  This 
may be explained by differences in 
the period of most rapid emigration 
from the different regions in Italy 
and by regional differences in the 
educational and social status of their 
inhabitants.

Northern Italian migrants to the US, 
one would suppose, arrived during 
periods when New York was growing 
less rapidly than it was at the time 
of the emigration of Sicilians. When 
northern Italians emigrated to 
America it is more likely that their 
decision was that of individuals 
rather than of the group or village 
they belonged to.   On reaching 
America they were less likely to be 
dependent on the support of other 
members of their family and village 
and more likely to have skills which 
could provide them with employment 
opportunities in any city.

Evidence that migration streams are 
more often point to point rather than 
country to country is also provided 
by analysis of the names of Italians 
now living in Britain.  Whilst people 
with Italian names are not infrequent 
throughout the country, there are 
especially tight communities of 
Italian immigrants in three particular 
areas, around Hoddesdon and 
Cheshunt along the Lea Valley in 
South East Hertfordshire, around 
Bedford and around Peterborough.  
The first of these communities 
specialised in market gardening, the 
second and third in making bricks.

Across Britain as a whole 0.81% 
of adults have family names that 
originate in Italy.  In Hoddesdon 
people with Italian family names 
make up 6.48% of the population.  
Commonest Italian names in 
Hoddesdon are “Cuffaro” (23), 
“Martorana” (18), “Piazza” (16), 
“Bondi” (16) and “Morreale” (15).  
All fi ve of these names are more 
common in Sicily than anywhere 
else in Italy.  Although most of these 
are second and third generation 
residents, as many as 53% of 
Hoddesdon residents with Italian 
family names also bear Italian 
personal names implying a low 
level of assimilation with the host 
community.

By contrast with the Sicilian 
origins of the Italian communities 
in Hoddesdon, the Bedford and 
Peterborough Italians have names 
which occur predominantly in 
and around Naples.  It would be 
interesting to discover whether these 
regional differences are even now 
reflected in differences in the pasta 
dishes which one can order in local 
restaurants and in the Italian football 
teams which are most passionately 
supported by local residents.
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Clearly it will take some time for 
a person’s name to be accepted 
as a reliable indicator of his or her 
origins.  Just as was the case with 
geodemographics thirty years ago 
the process of acceptance is likely 
to be quicker for certain applications 
and among certain classes of user 
than with others.  Geodemographics 
took between two and five years to 
be accepted in the application areas 
for which its use was most relevant 
yet as long as thirty years or more to 
gain acceptance in various arms of 
government.

The acceptance of names as a 
basis for diversity analysis involves 
a number of quite fundamental 
paradigm shifts.  The first is that a 
person’s name can in its own right 
be a sufficiently reliable indicator 
to support particular uses.  Whether 
this is accepted depends on the 
extent to which a more fundamental 
assumption is reconsidered, namely 
that there is a single category that 
represents the true ethnic identity 
with which any one individual can 
be associated and that whether an 
individual belongs to a particular 
group is best answered in a binary 
way, either  “yes” or “no”.

Such a view of ethnicity derives 
from a culture in which the tick 
box questionnaire has become 
the principal method of eliciting 
demographic information and 
from a culture whose behaviour 
assumes differences within ethnic 
groups to be not worth researching.  
Communities are treated as 
though they are homogenous and 
organisations apply diversity 
policies on the basis that community 
members all either do or do not 
assimilate with the host population.

The seemingly obvious fact 
that different members of these 
communities assimilate at 
different speeds is not one which is 
recognised in the way in we normally 
organise information on ethnic 
identity.

If we are to move to a view of 
ethnicity which implies that 
communities and individuals 
within them are each moving at 
different speeds in the direction of 
assimilation, then a further change 
which will need to occur is in the 
manner in which we seek to measure 
the level and speed of this change.  
For, if it is not measured, it is then 
impossible to speak of assimilation 
other than in a theoretical manner 
using qualitative, impressionistic 
research findings rather than hard 
statistical evidence.

Currently researchers are happy 
to rely on sample questionnaires 
which invite individuals to express 
information on how well they 
believe the different communities 
in their local area get along with 
each other.  Such techniques may 
or may not be effective in providing 
quantitative evidence.  However 
it has to be recognised that such 
methods are themselves no more 
than proxies for a process which is 
impossible to measure other than 
through the use of proxies.  For this 
reason it is appropriate to search 
for other proxies of assimilation, 
such as the incidence of people’s 
personal names being associated 
with a different ethnic group than 
that of their surname, of people of 
apparently different origins living in 
the same households or of people 
from diverse communities living as 
neighbours in the same streets.

C. Conclusions
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Whether such changes are accepted 
itself depends upon whether 
societies change the way in which 
they view diversity.  In the US in the 
twentieth century and in France even 
today there is a cultural assumption 
that whilst diversity should be 
tolerated its perpetuation should 
not be a cause of celebration.  The 
faster newcomers shed the cultural 
practices of their former homelands 
the better.

In contemporary Britain one senses 
a significant shift away from that 
assumption to one where it is 
possible to belong both to a minority 
community and to the host; where 
one’s ethnicity is not an aspect of 
one’s identity which members of 
other communities should ignore 
as though, if they were to recognise 
it, their actions could be construed 
as potentially racist behaviour.  In 
this new view of diversity, or some 
might argue within the very concept 
of diversity, is the view that when 
considering a customer or citizen’s 
preferences his or her origins 
can never be and should never be 
completely ignored.

Such a more open approach to 
diversity starts with the assumption, 
which nobody refutes but which 
much organisational behaviour 
ignores, that different minority 
groups can be as different from 
each other as they are from the 
host community; that among recent 
newcomers colour or colonial history 
may be a much less important 
distinguishing feature than the 
reason why they came to Britain.  
Was it to escape the horrors of 
civil war?  Was it to join others 
from their home community who 
were unable to find remunerative 
employment in their homeland?  Or 
was it to capitalise on advanced 
educational qualifications and or 
entrepreneurial successes in their 
home country?  Such differences 
clearly have huge implications for 
migrants’ involvement in their own 
communities and level of integration 
with the host one.

In the final section of this report 
we have implied that it is not just 
newcomers from far away countries 
who can have a justifiable sense of 
separateness.  Local and regional 
identities, which in many European 
countries have lain dormant during a 
century of national identity building, 
are commonly resurfacing and 
promoting demands for cultural 
recognition.   Central among these 
demands are calls for financial and 
cultural support for threatened 
regional languages.  Selecting names 
from these languages is one of the 
most significant markers of support 
for such campaigns and measuring 
the frequency and geographical 
distribution of these types of names 
is one of the most obvious ways 
of measuring the local strength of 
regional identities.

Ultimately the extent to which names 
are used as surrogates for identity 
will depend on government decisions 
regarding diversity legislation and 
how it should be complied with.  
Is it enough for employers and 
service providers merely to make 
written statements of their diversity 
objectives?  Or will government 
require them to demonstrate 
evidence that these policies have had 
a material impact on the experiences 
of customers and employees? 
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Notes

1.  The “West” in this context includes Western Europe, North America, 
Australia and Japan (page 2).

2. For the sake of convenience this report will use the term “customers” 
to refer to recipients of services whether provided by government or 
commercial organisations (page 6).

3. Sometimes these concepts are confused with each other.  Strictly the 
practice of “customisation” involves the tailoring of services to meet the 
groups of different population segments whilst “personalisation” involves 
the tailing of services to meet the unique requirement of each individual 
customer (page 6).

4. Mosaic is a proprietary system, developed by Experian, which classifies 
consumers according to the type of neighbourhood in which they live.  It 
is extensively used by commercial as well as government organisations 
(page 7).

5. For the sake of brevity in future we use the term “ethnicity” as a short-hand 
for “cultural, ethnic and linguistic grouping” (page 8).

6. This process has been undertaken by OriginsInfo.Ltd using information 
supplied by Experian.  The “Origins” coding system is marketed to 
potential users by Experian (page 23).
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