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Abstract

Korean family name distribution is unique in the sense that the cumulative probability distri-
bution is of the logarithmic form and the rank-frequency plot exhibits an exponential form.
The origin of Korean distribution is studied within the master equation approach, and com-
pared with empirical historical data for several hundred years. We also report our recent work
on the time evolution of the popularity of Korean first names.
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Systems of family names have been developed in
most countries in order to make distinctions among
families for various biological, sociological, and eco-
nomical reasons: For instances, marriages among
close family members have disastrous genetic ef-
fects, most people want to keep the wealth of the
family within the family, and giving a social iden-
tity (you are one of us) to family members has huge
advantages in farming, construction, and forming
a bigger army. Once introduced, the inheritance of
the family name in most countries follows a very
simple rule: children’s family names are from the
father. However, the time evolution of the fam-
ily name distribution is not yet completely under-
stood.

Korea exhibits exponentially decaying rank-size
plots, or Zipf plots for the size versus the rank of
families, and the number of family names increases
logarithmically with population [1], whereas for
most other countries where the empirical studies
have been made, both follow a power-law form [2].
It is also shown that the Korean family name distri-
bution was stable at least for several hundred years
from the analysis of genealogical trees recorded in
family books [3]. A recent study [2] has suggested
the importance of the name generation rate in ex-
plaining the unique type of Korean family name
distribution.

Very small number of Korea family names makes
it impossible to distinguish one person from others
only by using his/her family name. Accordingly,
the homogeneity of Korean family names must be
compensated by the diversity of first names. We in-
vestigate the first name distribution in Korea, and
how the popularity of first names has changed for
about a hundred years.

100

104

 0  50  100  150  200

n(
r)

r

(a)

Data Set 1
         2
         3
         4
         5

         6
         7
         8
         9
        10

100

104

 0  50  100  150  200

n(
r)

r

(b)

Year 1870 - 1990
     1750 - 1870
     1630 - 1750
     1510 - 1630

Figure1: (a) The size n(r) versus the rank r of
families taken from the 10 family books. Each
data set exhibits qualitatively the same expo-
nentially decaying rank-size plot. (b) All data
sets are merged and then split according to birth
years. Overall feature has not changed for about
five hundred years. (Figure from [3].)
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