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Abstract
Uncommon personal names have become increasingly popular in many countries
and cultures over the past decades. However, little is known about the causes.
We propose that the emphasis on uniqueness, manifested both as a cultural value
at the macro level and as an individual need at the micro level, may account
for the widely observed increase in unique-naming practices. We tested these
hypotheses in China. Study 1 found that the increasing cultural emphasis on
uniqueness (rather than on independence or competition), as a Granger cause,
explained the increasing name uniqueness. Study 2 revealed that the increasing
individual need for uniqueness (rather than narcissism or self-esteem) explained
the higher preference for unique baby names among younger than older gener-
ations. Study 3 showed that, in actual naming practices, younger parents em-
phasized name uniqueness (rather than modernity, positivity, or other features)
more than older cohorts. These findings convergently support our hypotheses,
highlighting the importance of identifying specific mechanisms underlying psy-
chological and behavioral changes, rather than assuming the rising individualism
as a general explanation.
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Abstract: Uncommon personal names have become increasingly popular in
many countries and cultures over the past decades. However, little is known
about the causes. We propose that the emphasis on uniqueness, manifested
both as a cultural value at the macro level and as an individual need at the
micro level, may account for the widely observed increase in unique-naming
practices. We tested these hypotheses in China.

Study 1 found that the increasing cultural emphasis on uniqueness (rather than
on independence or competition), as a Granger cause, explained the increas-
ing name uniqueness. Study 2 revealed that the increasing individual need for
uniqueness (rather than narcissism or self-esteem) explained the higher pref-
erence for unique baby names among younger than older generations. Study
3 showed that, in actual naming practices, younger parents emphasized name
uniqueness (rather than modernity, positivity, or other features) more than
older cohorts. These findings convergently support our hypotheses, highlight-
ing the importance of identifying specific mechanisms underlying psychological
and behavioral changes, rather than assuming the rising individualism as a gen-
eral explanation.
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1 Introduction
Over the past decades, both individualistic and collectivistic cultures have wit-
nessed an increasing tendency to give children unique/unusual names (i.e.,
unique naming), as observed in the United States (Grossmann & Varnum, 2015;
Twenge et al., 2010, 2016), the United Kingdom (Bush et al., 2018), France
(Mignot, 2022), Germany (Gerhards & Hackenbroch, 2000), Japan (Ogihara,
2021; Ogihara et al., 2015), and China (Bao et al., 2021; Cai et al., 2018; Su
et al., 2016). Although the rising individualism has been suggested as a main
cause (e.g., Twenge et al., 2010, 2016), the specific mechanisms have yet to be
clarified.

In this research, we propose that the rising emphasis on uniqueness, manifested
both as the cultural value of uniqueness at the macro/societal level and the
individual need for uniqueness at the micro/individual level, may have been
responsible for this change.

1.1 Name and Naming Behavior

Name is not only a symbolic manifestation of a person, but also a sociocul-
tural product carrying rich implications. As an individual characteristic, name
manifests potential influences on human psychology and behavior, including
self-evaluation (Jones et al., 2002), social perception (Sidhu et al., 2019), inter-
personal relationships (Gebauer et al., 2012), facial appearance (Zwebner et al.,
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2017), and life decisions (Pelham et al., 2002) (for a review, see Bao & Cai,
2021).

As a sociocultural phenomenon, name and naming behavior have attracted the
interest of linguists, sociologists, anthropologists, and psychologists. Some stud-
ies illustrated that variations in names may arise from diverse social factors,
such as social class and race (Lieberson & Bell, 1992), name fashions (Berger
et al., 2012), and sociopolitical events in a historical period (Bush et al., 2018;
Obukhova et al., 2014). Meanwhile, some other studies suggested the potential
impacts of culture on naming behavior, such as the frontier culture (Varnum &
Kitayama, 2011) and the culture of honor (Brown et al., 2014).

Studies relevant to our present research involve cross-temporal changes in names
and naming practices, most of which have focused on the trends of name unique-
ness. A landmark study by Twenge and colleagues (2010) found that from 1880
to 2007, more and more U.S. babies were given uncommon names. After that,
similar findings have been replicated in the U.S. from 1880 to 2015 (Grossmann
& Varnum, 2015; Twenge et al., 2016), in the U.K. from 1838 to 2016 (Bush et
al., 2018), in France from 1800 to 2019 (Mignot, 2022), in Germany from 1894
to 1994 (Gerhards & Hackenbroch, 2000), in Japan from 2004 to 2018 (Ogihara,
2021; Ogihara et al., 2015), and in China from 1950 to 2009 (Bao et al., 2021;
Cai et al., 2018; Su et al., 2016). Overall, these findings have demonstrated a
global increase in the cultural practice of giving babies unique names.

1.2 Why Have Unique-Naming Practices Increased?

Previous studies have suggested the rising individualism as the main cause. In
Twenge et al.’s (2010) study, they assumed that it was the growing “cultural
importance placed on individualism” that led to the rise in unique naming in
the U.S. (Twenge et al., 2010). Subsequently, many other studies utilized unique
naming as a behavioral indicator of individualism when investigating cultural
changes over time (e.g., Bazzi et al., 2020; Bianchi, 2016; Grossmann & Varnum,
2015; Mignot, 2022; Ogihara, 2021; Ogihara et al., 2015; for reviews, see Cai et
al., 2019; Ogihara, 2017; Varnum & Grossmann, 2017).

Assuming the rising individualism as the primary explanation for the increasing
prevalence of uncommon names makes sense in several ways. Indeed, being
unique is a core value of individualism (Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Oyserman
et al., 2002) and, accordingly, people in individualistic cultures are more likely to
make unique choices (Burns & Brady, 1992; Kim & Markus, 1999). Specifically,
evidence has shown a positive correlation between regional individualism and
regional prevalence of uncommon names (Varnum & Kitayama, 2011) and a
coincidence between the rising individualism and the prevalence of unique names
(Grossmann & Varnum, 2015).

However, there are also good reasons to challenge individualism as a general
cause for the rise in name uniqueness. First, the observed cultural-level covari-
ation might be spurious due to confounding variables and might not apply to
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the individual level (Na et al., 2010). More importantly, individualism is a cul-
tural phenomenon involving diverse cultural values, beliefs, and practices (e.g.,
being unique, being independent, and being competitive). These facets may
not always covary with each other or naming behavior (Ogihara et al., 2015;
Oyserman et al., 2002). Probably, cultural emphasis on uniqueness is the only
factor that could predict unique-naming behavior because they are conceptu-
ally similar. Therefore, rigorous empirical evidence is needed to identify which
specific cultural value(s) can explain the increase in unique names.

1.3 The Present Research

In this research, we argue that not all facets of individualistic cultural values
could explain the increase in unique-naming practices; instead, it was the in-
creasing emphasis on uniqueness, manifested at both the macro/societal and
micro/individual levels, that could explain the increasing prevalence of unique
names due to conceptual similarity and relevance. Specifically, we hypothesized
that the rising emphasis on the cultural value of uniqueness (at the macro level)
and the individual need for uniqueness (at the micro level) would explain the
rises in the macro-level prevalence of unique names (H1) and the micro-level
preference for unique names (H2), respectively. Consequently, we hypothesized
that an increasing demand for uniqueness of baby names would be observed in
real naming practices (H3).

In testing the three main hypotheses, we also tested potential competing hy-
potheses for each of them. Doing this enabled us to directly show that not all
facets of individualistic cultural values can account for the increase in unique-
naming practices, and that the explanatory power of emphasis on uniqueness
was not spurious due to its overlap with other values or constructs. To do
this, we chose competing constructs that are distinct from but also related to
uniqueness. If these constructs could not predict unique-naming practices, other
totally distinct constructs would be more unlikely to be predictive.

Based on this logic, in testing H1, we also examined two other individualistic
cultural values: being independent and being competitive. Both of them are
distinct from being unique but are also related to uniqueness to some extent.
For instance, being unique implies having a distinctive personal identity and
standing out, which might be beneficial to independence and competitiveness
(Lynn & Snyder, 2002); but neither of them could conceptually imply the be-
havioral outcome of giving more unique names to children. We expected that
shifts in cultural values of independence and competitiveness would not be able
to predict shifts in unique-naming practices due to their conceptual distinction
from uniqueness.

In testing H2, we also investigated the roles of two other distinct but related
personalities that are particularly salient in individualistic cultures: narcissism
and self-esteem (Cai et al., 2007; Cai et al., 2012). Both of them are distinct
from personal uniqueness but are also related to being unique to some extent
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(Back et al., 2013; Lynn & Snyder, 2002; Nadav et al., 2011; Tesser, 1988). We
expected that changes in narcissism and self-esteem would not contribute to
changes in name uniqueness.

In testing H3, we also tested changes in some other individual demands either for
a name itself (modernity, positivity) or for a baby (happiness, achievement, and
numerology). We expected that these features would show different patterns of
trends from the demand for name uniqueness, thereby providing ecological and
discriminant validity for our findings.

We conducted three studies in China to test each of our three main hypotheses.
China has undergone unprecedented social change and modernization over the
past several decades, with a pronounced increase in individualism (e.g., Hama-
mura & Xu, 2015; Yu et al., 2016; Zeng & Greenfield, 2015; for a review, see Cai
et al., 2019) and increasing acceptance of individualism (Bao et al., 2022). As
a result, Chinese society has witnessed increasing emphasis on uniqueness (Cai
et al., 2018), independence and competition (Zeng & Greenfield, 2015; but see
Santos et al., 2017); Chinese people have shown increasing need for uniqueness
(Cai et al., 2018), narcissism (Cai et al., 2012), and self-esteem (Li et al., 2020).
At the same time, the prevalence of uncommon names has risen (Bao et al.,
2021; Cai et al., 2018; Su et al., 2016). These changes make China an ideal case
to test our hypotheses and some potential alternative explanations.

2 Study 1: Macro-Level Analysis
Study 1 tested H1. We first demonstrated historical changes in unique naming
and cultural values of uniqueness, independence, and competition over years in
China. Then, we conducted time-series analyses to test whether shifts in unique
naming could be predicted and explained by shifts in the three cultural values.

2.1 Method

2.1.1 Name-character uniqueness Sample. We accessed a nationally rep-
resentative sample of Chinese names from the 2005 China’s 1% Population Cen-
sus (National Bureau of Statistics [NBS] of China, 2005), which was conducted
using a three-stage stratified cluster sampling method, with respondents ran-
domly selected from 340 cities in mainland China. Our sample was a random
subset (N = 2,585,481) drawn by the NBS from the full dataset.

To control for potential ethnic confounds, we restricted our sample to Han Chi-
nese. Moreover, to have sufficient sample size for each year, we restricted years
to 1920~2005. Finally, we scrutinized the dataset and excluded those who did
not have formal names (e.g., recorded as “unnamed”). The final sample con-
sisted of 2,148,819 individuals. The sample size of each year ranged from 2,196
to 48,255.

Measure. Following previous research on Chinese names (e.g., Bao et al., 2021),
we estimated the uniqueness of Chinese names using the R package “Chinese-
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Names” (Bao, 2021), which contained a Chinese name database with nationwide
frequency statistics of 2,614 Chinese characters used in given names, covering a
population of 1.2 billion Han Chinese. Specifically, we computed an objective
index of name-character uniqueness (NU). To control for changes in the popu-
larity of specific given names over time (e.g., Grossmann & Varnum, 2015), we
estimated NU with the percentage of a name character used in the Han Chinese
population within a specific birth year (Pcharacter)—an approximate estimate
for a birth year using the weighted character frequencies of the nearest two birth
cohorts (see the compute_{{{name}}_{{index}}}() function in the R package
“ChineseNames”; Bao, 2021). The algorithm was NU = –log10(Pcharacter +
10−6), which has been validated as the most appropriate index of name unique-
ness in China (Bao et al., 2021).

2.1.2 Cultural values of uniqueness, independence, and competition
Databases. To obtain valid indices of cultural values at the macro level, we
sourced two complementary corpora: the People’s Daily (Renmin Ribao, the
most influential newspaper in China; http://paper.people.com.cn) and Google
Books (https://books.google.com/ngrams/datasets). The Google Chinese
Books corpus, covering a long period (1900~2019), has been widely used to
study changes in cultural values in China (Hamamura & Xu, 2015; Yu et al.,
2016; Zeng & Greenfield, 2015). It, however, might be subject to selection
bias because the Chinese books were selected by several U.S. universities and
libraries (Varnum & Grossmann, 2017). In contrast, the People’s Daily, though
covering a shorter period (1946~2014), is a more representative corpus. To
complement with each other, we constructed indices of cultural values based
on (1) the People’s Daily corpus; (2) the Google Books Version 2; and (3) the
Google Books Version 3. If we obtained consistent results across these corpora,
then the reliability and validity of our findings would be enhanced.

Measures. To measure cultural values of uniqueness, independence, and com-
petition, we followed previous research (e.g., Grossmann & Varnum, 2015) and
developed a dictionary of all related Chinese words for each cultural value.
Through a systematic process, we first referred to corresponding questionnaires
(in Chinese language) and cultural psychologists’ understanding of these con-
structs (Oyserman et al., 2002). Then, we selected the most representative
Chinese words that are associated with these values and added their synonyms
if necessary. Finally, we quantified percentages of words (relative to total word
counts) for each year. Table S1 presents the Chinese words we selected (includ-
ing their English translations and total frequencies). It is worth noting that,
unlike English language, many Chinese words may be used as different parts of
speech (e.g., both noun and adjective), but they can convergently indicate the
same cultural value. There is no reason to suppose only one part of speech in
Chinese language could measure a cultural value. Hence, we included all parts
of speech of the words we selected (see Table S1).

The raw word frequencies were unstable and had some dramatic rise and fall.
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To have more robust estimation, we smoothed the raw frequencies by 5 years
(i.e., an average of the raw frequencies for a year plus 5 years of values before
and 5 years of values after this year).

2.2 Results

As shown in Figure 1 [Figure 1: see original paper], we observed overall increas-
ing trends of name uniqueness (r_{year} = 0.56, p < 0.001; Figure 1A) and
the cultural value of uniqueness (r_{year} = 0.87~0.93, ps < 0.001; Figure 1B),
which replicated the previous findings (Bao et al., 2021; Cai et al., 2018). The
changing patterns of cultural values of independence and competition were much
more complex and indeed not linear (see Figures 1C and 1D). Nonetheless, all
these cultural values demonstrated relatively consistent shifts between different
corpora, providing convergent validity for our measures.

To test our main hypothesis, we moved our focus from the historical trends
shown in Figure 1 to their cross-temporal relationships. We conducted time-
series analyses to examine whether changes in any cultural values could predict
and explain changes in unique-naming practices. Using the raw trends would
produce spurious results, because the association between two time series may
be spuriously strong solely due to third variables (e.g., a temporal trend). Thus,
to account for this issue and temporal autocorrelation (Varnum & Grossmann,
2017), we conduced first-order differencing for each variable by subtracting its
previous value from its current value (X_t – X_{t−1}). This is a common
method to make data stationary so that no underlying trends would confound
the results (Box-Steffensmeier et al., 2014). A first-order differenced variable
would denote “changes” rather than “levels” of a construct. The Kwiatkowski-
Phillips-Schmidt-Shin (KPSS) test showed that all first-order differenced vari-
ables were stationary (ps > 0.05).

First, we used cross-correlations to examine the time-lagged relationships be-
tween name changes and cultural value changes. Cross-correlations estimate
the correlations between two time series at different lags (years). In our analy-
sis, positive lags imply that changes in naming precede cultural value, whereas
negative lags imply that changes in cultural value precede naming. As shown
in Figure 2 [Figure 2: see original paper], all three corpora consistently re-
vealed that increases in cultural value of uniqueness preceded increases in name
uniqueness at 1 year in advance (People’s Daily: r = 0.54, p < 0.001; Google
Books V2: r = 0.28, p = 0.010; Google Books V3: r = 0.25, p = 0.024; Figure
2). In contrast, changes in independence and competition values showed either
nonsignificant, inconsistent, or reverse cross-correlations with changes in name
uniqueness (see Figure 2).

Then, we conducted Granger causality tests, which also examine lagged effects,
to ascertain whether changes in any cultural values explained changes in name
uniqueness. The Granger causality test is more conservative than the cross-
correlation analysis in that it controls for lags of the outcome variable when
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testing lags of one predictor. It offers an approach of causal inference in time-
series analyses that outperforms purely correlational effects, although this causal
inference is not as strong as in experiments. We conducted Granger causality
tests at time lags from 1 to 5 years. The results across all three corpora consis-
tently indicated that changes in cultural value of uniqueness explained changes
in name uniqueness at 1-year lag (People’s Daily: F(1, 50) = 11.62, p = 0.001;
Google Books V2: F(1, 80) = 7.10, p = 0.009; Google Books V3: F(1, 81) =
5.69, p = 0.019; Table 1 ). In contrast, neither of changes in cultural values of
independence nor competition could explain changes in name uniqueness (Fs <
2, ps > 0.10; see Table 1).

These results converge with the cross-correlation effects, suggesting that the
rising cultural value of uniqueness (but not of independence and competition)
specifically predicted and explained the increasing unique names in China. Im-
portantly, in both analyses, we used first-order differenced time series rather
than raw trends, so our findings were not due to underlying autoregressive
trends or a third variable.

3 Study 2: Micro-Level Analysis
Study 2 tested H2 with a large sample consisting of different birth cohorts from
1955 to 2001. We first aimed to validate our measures by demonstrating that
younger cohorts had higher need for uniqueness (NFU) and were more likely
to give unique names to their babies in a baby-naming task. Then, we tested
whether NFU, narcissism, and self-esteem could mediate the cohort effect on
naming behavior.

3.1 Method

3.1.1 Participants We recruited 334 participants online from a wide range
of birth years (32.3% male; birth years ranged from 1955 to 2001). The sample
was balanced across birth cohorts (n_{1955}~1969 = 75, n_{1970}~1979 =
74, n_{1980}~1989 = 77, n_{1990}~2001 = 108). We paid each participant 3
Chinese Yuan. A sensitivity power analysis (two-tailed 𝛼 = 0.05) indicated that
our sample size of 334 would allow us to detect an effect size of r = 0.15 with
80% power and an effect size of r = 0.19 with 95% power. Participants first
completed a baby-naming task and then the measures of NFU, narcissism, and
self-esteem.

3.1.2 Baby-naming task In the baby-naming task, the participants were
asked to choose two possible names for their future offspring from each of six
lists of Chinese name characters we provided. If they did not have any children,
they were told to choose names for their future children; if they had already
had children, they were told to choose names for their grandchildren. They
were informed that this baby could be either a boy or a girl.

We developed six name lists according to the Chinese name database (Bao,
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2021), with 12 name characters in each list (4 of low uniqueness, 4 of medium
uniqueness, 4 of high uniqueness). To rule out possible confounds related to
the combination of characters, we selected only single characters as materials
for the baby-naming task. Across the six lists of characters, we differentiated
“name modernity” (modern vs. neutral) and “name gender” (feminine vs. neutral
vs. masculine), controlling character meaning to be relatively positive (see Table
S2).

Based on the participants’ choices in the task, we coded low-unique names as 1,
medium-unique names as 2, and high-unique names as 3 (see Table S2). Since
each participant needed to choose two names from each list, the sum score
(termed “baby-naming uniqueness”) ranged from 2 to 6, with a higher score
indicating higher preference for unique baby names. The internal consistency
reliability of this measure was satisfactory (6 items: 𝛼 = 0.77; corrected item-
total correlations = 0.43~0.58).

3.1.3 Other measures Need for uniqueness (NFU). We measured NFU
by addressing both its approach and avoidance aspects—approaching dissimilar-
ity and avoiding similarity (Lynn & Snyder, 2002; Snyder & Fromkin, 1980). For
the approach facet of NFU, participants completed the Self-Attributed Need for
Uniqueness (SANU) scale (Lynn & Harris, 1997) on a 5-point scale (1 = strongly
disagree, 5 = strongly agree; 4 items: 𝛼 = 0.83). For the avoidance facet of
NFU, they reported how they might feel (negative vs. positive emotions) when
meeting someone with the same name (termed “negative emotions for name
duplication”), with 3 items on negative affect (uncomfortable, annoyed, embar-
rassed) and 3 items on positive affect (happy, friendly, lucky; reversely scored)
on a 5-point scale (1 = extremely weak, 5 = extremely strong; 6 items: 𝛼 =
0.70). To obtain a composite score of NFU, we averaged the standardized scores
of these two scales.

Narcissism. From the 16-item Narcissistic Personality Inventory (Ames et
al., 2006), which consists of 16 pairs of items for narcissism-consistent and
narcissism-inconsistent statements, we adopted the narcissism-consistent state-
ments and used a 5-point scale to measure the participants’ narcissistic person-
ality (16 items: 𝛼 = 0.90).

Self-esteem. We used the 10-item Rosenberg Self-Esteem scale (Rosenberg,
1965) on a 4-point scale to measure the participants’ self-esteem (10 items: 𝛼 =
0.81).

3.2 Results

Descriptive statistics and correlations between variables are presented in Table
2 . Younger (vs. older) generations both had a higher level of NFU and were
more likely to give babies a relatively unique name, as indicated by the positive
correlation between year and NFU (r = 0.22, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.11, 0.32];
Figure 3A [Figure 3: see original paper]) and between year and baby-naming

chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202308.00186 Machine Translation

https://chinarxiv.org/items/chinaxiv-202308.00186


uniqueness (r = 0.32, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.22, 0.41]; Figure 3B).

Meanwhile, people with a higher NFU were more likely to give their babies a
unique name, as indicated by the positive correlation between NFU and baby-
naming uniqueness (r = 0.19, p < 0.001, 95% CI [0.09, 0.29]). After controlling
for gender and education, NFU still predicted baby-naming uniqueness (𝛽 =
0.140, SE = 0.053, t = 2.65, p = 0.008; Table 3 ). Next, we conducted a
mediation analysis using the PROCESS() function of the R package “bruceR”
with bias-corrected and accelerated bootstrapping method and 5,000 simulation
samples (Bao, 2023). In doing this, we controlled for gender and education.
Results showed that NFU partly mediated the rise in baby-naming uniqueness
(𝛽{indirect} = 0.032, bootstrap 95% CI [0.007, 0.073], p = 0.017), explaining
10.7% of the total effect. Notably, even after controlling for narcissism and self-
esteem additionally, NFU still mediated the cohort difference in baby-naming
uniqueness (𝛽{indirect} = 0.030, bootstrap 95% CI [0.007, 0.067], p = 0.009),
accounting for 9.9% of the total effect.

Compared to older cohorts, younger cohorts also demonstrated marginally
higher level of narcissism (r = 0.10, p = 0.057, 95% CI [–0.003, 0.21]) but a
similar level of self-esteem (r = –0.01, p = 0.85, 95% CI [–0.12, 0.10]) (Table
2). Mediation analyses indicated that neither of them could explain the cohort
difference in baby-naming uniqueness (bootstrap 95% CIs of their indirect
effects included zero, ps > 0.20).

In summary, by using a cross-generational survey, we again found a rising ten-
dency for baby-naming uniqueness. More importantly, we identified that the rise
in NFU partly accounted for this tendency. In contrast, neither of the two other
theoretically relevant factors—narcissism and self-esteem—could explain this in-
crease, implying that not all characteristics associated with individualism, but
specifically the uniqueness facet, could explain the increase in unique-naming
behavior.

4 Study 3: Real-World Naming Practices
Study 3 tested H3 by analyzing field data on parents’ baby-naming demands
collected by a naming-service company in China. Besides uniqueness, we also
considered other demands for both the name itself (i.e., modernity and positiv-
ity) and the baby (i.e., happiness, achievement, and numerology).

4.1 Method

4.1.1 Sample We obtained a sample of 1,460 pairs of parents who submit-
ted their baby-naming demands to a naming-service company in China (Beijing
Meiming Science and Technology Company). The parents were asked to freely
report any thoughts or considerations about their babies’ names on the com-
pany’s website (https://www.qimingtong.com/application). Their birth years
were collected after they were included in the formal process of the naming
service. Since many parents reported identical or similar content, we did not
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differentiate between mother and father but treated parents as the unit of anal-
ysis. The average birth year of parents ranged from 1970 to 1996 (SD = 4.48).
A sensitivity power analysis (two-tailed 𝛼 = 0.05, 𝜎_X = 4.48, Pr(Y = 1) =
0.50) indicated that our sample size of 1,460 would allow us to detect an effect
size of odds ratio = 1.043 with 95% power in a Generalized Linear Model with
binomial distribution (i.e., logistic regression).

4.1.2 Baby-naming demands All parents applying for the naming service
completed an open-ended survey on their “detailed considerations” about baby
names. We coded their demands by keyword matching. First, we extracted
as many keywords as possible from the raw text and categorized them into six
domains (see Table S3 for the dictionary). Three domains included features of
names—Uniqueness (8 words), Modernity (8 words), and Positivity (18 words).
The other three domains included features of babies—Happiness (10 words),
Achievement (16 words), and Numerology (10 words). The target domain we
tested was Uniqueness, including almost all Chinese words connoting unique-
ness (their translations can be unique, uncommon, unusual, distinctive, and
special; see Table S3). To note, the Numerology domain included traditional
(but pseudo-scientific) beliefs, such as fortune-telling based solely on a baby’s
name and/or birth time.

To measure whether a pair of parents mentioned any keywords of a domain,
we coded the cases who mentioned any keywords of a certain domain as 1 (or
not as 0) and performed Generalized Linear Models with binomial distribution
to test how each of the six domains of baby-naming demands changed with
the parents’ birth years. Note that the unstandardized regression coefficient
(b_{year}) stands for log odds (Table 4 ). For interpretation, we also report
odds ratio (OR) to indicate how much the odds of each demand would change
with one year, i.e., 100 × (OR – 1)%.

4.2 Results

Younger (vs. older) parents expressed higher demands for uniqueness of baby
names (b_{year} = 0.094, SE = 0.021, z = 4.43, p < 0.001, Nagelkerke’s R2 =
0.029; OR = 1.099, 95% CI [1.054, 1.145]) and less emphasis on pseudo-scientific
beliefs (b_{year} = –0.026, SE = 0.013, z = –2.04, p = 0.041, Nagelkerke’s R2

= 0.004; OR = 0.975, 95% CI [0.951, 0.999]). These results indicated that
one-year increase in birth of the parents was associated with 9.9% increase
in the odds of demanding name uniqueness and 2.5% decrease in the odds of
emphasizing pseudo-scientific beliefs in baby-naming practices in China. In
particular, the predicted proportion of parents who emphasized uniqueness of
baby names increased from 2.5% in 1970 to 30.3% in 2000 (Figure 4 [Figure
4: see original paper]). In contrast, none of the other baby-naming demands
significantly changed with birth year of these parents (ps > 0.05; see Table 4).

In sum, by examining parental demands in actual naming practices, we found
that Chinese parents increasingly emphasized uniqueness when choosing names
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for their children. In contrast, such a preference was not evident for many
other features of both the name itself (i.e., modernity and positivity) and the
baby’s welfare (i.e., happiness, achievement, and numerology). These findings
provide ecologically valid evidence for the role of the emphasis on uniqueness in
explaining the increasing prevalence of unique names.

5 General Discussion
Extensive social, psychological, and behavioral changes are happening across
the globe (Cai et al., 2019; Kashima et al., 2019; Varnum & Grossmann, 2017),
but much less is known about the cultural and psychological mechanisms un-
derlying these changes. As a novel foray into this issue, we examined potential
accounts for the increasing prevalence of unique names (Bao et al., 2021; Bush
et al., 2018; Cai et al., 2018; Grossmann & Varnum, 2015; Ogihara et al., 2015;
Twenge et al., 2010, 2016). We identified that the increasing cultural value of
uniqueness explains the increasing prevalence of unique names at the macro level
(Study 1) and that the increasing individual need for uniqueness accounts for
the increasing preference for unique names at the micro level (Study 2). More-
over, younger parents emphasize uniqueness more than older parents in actual
naming practices (Study 3). Together, we provide convergent evidence for the
role of rising importance of being unique in explaining the increasing preference
for uncommon names, establishing the cultural change mechanisms at both the
cultural and individual levels.

Meanwhile, we demonstrate that the increasing prevalence of unique names
cannot be attributed to all aspects of individualism by showing that some other
distinct but related factors are irrelevant to unique-naming practices. Such
factors include two core values of individualism—independence and competition;
two other personality attributes that are particularly salient in individualistic
cultures—narcissism and self-esteem; and other concerns for name (modernity
and positivity) and baby (happiness, achievement, and numerology). These
findings have ruled out alternative explanations at different levels and highlight
that not all individualistic characteristics could explain the rise of unique names.

In addition, all studies have ruled out another alternative explanation that the
increasing unique-naming practices might be due to the avoidance of using old-
fashioned names. Specifically, in Study 1, we computed name uniqueness within
the birth cohort of each individual, effectively controlling for the shift in pref-
erence from “old” to “new” names across cohorts. Thus, the name uniqueness
indicated the degree to which a name was different from peers rather than from
older cohorts. In Study 2, we directly controlled for name modernity by distin-
guishing between “modern” and “neutral” names while avoiding old-fashioned
names (Table S2). In Study 3, we directly disentangled the demand for “unique-
ness” from that for “modernity” by demarcating the words we selected (Table
S3). It was clear that Chinese parents increasingly required baby names to be
more unique, rather than more fashionable, in real naming practices over time
(Table 4).
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Besides providing novel evidence for the rising prevalence of unique names in
China and identifying specific mechanisms underlying this shift, our research
also has implications for understanding the mechanisms underlying psycholog-
ical and social changes in general. Many studies have targeted the rising indi-
vidualism as the main cause for the massive social, cultural, and psychological
changes around the world (for reviews, see Cai et al., 2019; Kashima et al., 2019).
As an overarching account, this focus seems parsimonious. When it comes to
specific changes, this explanation falls short of addressing the complexity of
global shifts. Individualism is a cultural orientation consisting of numerous
components that are distinct from each other (Oyserman et al., 2002; Vignoles
et al., 2016). A specific change may be driven by one (or a few) specific cultural
component(s) but not others. Just as illustrated in our present research, not all
individualistic components contribute to the shift toward unique name selection;
what matters more fundamentally is the culture and psychology associated with
uniqueness. Additionally, many studies have also used a uniqueness-related in-
dex as an objective measure of individualism, particularly in studying cultural
changes (Bazzi et al., 2020; Bianchi, 2016; Grossmann & Varnum, 2015; Ogi-
hara et al., 2015). Is it an appropriate approach? We may agree because unique
naming reflects a core value of individualism, that is, being unique. However,
we may disapprove because unique naming does not encompass all components
of individualism (Vignoles et al., 2016). We must be cautious at least when
attempting to draw generalized conclusions. Overall, the findings of our studies
suggest that specific mechanisms drive the rapid cultural psychological changes
in China. It is necessary to bridge the gap from culture to behavior by theo-
retically distinguishing the components of culture and empirically testing the
specific psychological mechanisms.

Nevertheless, our studies have several limitations. First, we have only consid-
ered the case of China. Future research may examine whether our findings hold
in other countries or cultures. Second, in Study 1, we measured cultural val-
ues using only two corpora: the People’s Daily newspaper and Google Books.
Although we obtained consistent findings, future research may replicate our find-
ings using other data sources. Third, in Studies 2 and 3, the age effect might
confound the revealed cohort effect. Future replications, particularly those that
could distinguish the age effect from the cohort effect, are necessary.

6 Conclusion
In conclusion, it is the cultural emphasis on uniqueness that accounts for the
rising prevalence of unique names, which showcases a specific mechanism of
cultural change that bridges the gap from culture to behavior. Construing
the rising individualism as a general mechanism is insufficient and potentially
misleading. Future studies should move beyond an overly simple explanation
to explore possible specific mechanisms underlying particular social, cultural,
psychological, and behavioral changes.
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Supplemental Materials
Table S1. Study 1: Dictionary of Cultural Values of Uniqueness, Independence,
and Competition.

Cultural
Value

Words
(Translated
from
Chinese)

Frequency in
People’s Daily
(1946~2005)

Frequency in
Google Books
(Version 2)
(1920~2005)

Frequency in
Google Books
(Version 3)
(1900~2005)

Uniquenessunique,
uniqueness;
unique,
unusual;
distinctive;
special;
characteris-
tic; [no]
duplicate
name, [not]
common

— — —

Independenceindependent(ly);
indepen-
dence;
indepen-
dence;
auton-
omy(~ous);
self-
reliance;
freedom

— — —
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Cultural
Value

Words
(Translated
from
Chinese)

Frequency in
People’s Daily
(1946~2005)

Frequency in
Google Books
(Version 2)
(1920~2005)

Frequency in
Google Books
(Version 3)
(1900~2005)

Competitioncompete(~ition);
strive for;
get, obtain;
achieve(~ment);
suc-
ceed(~ess)

— — —

Note. The People’s Daily newspaper corpus did not differentiate the parts of
speech. There is no reason to believe that only one part of speech in Chinese
language could measure a cultural value. Thus, we included all parts of speech
of the words.

Table S2. Study 2: Baby-Naming Task.

[Table content with Chinese characters translated to English. The table presents
the six lists of name characters used in the baby-naming task, with characters
categorized by uniqueness level (low, medium, high) and other features (moder-
nity, gender).]

Table S3. Study 3: Dictionary of Parents’ Demands in Baby Naming.

Baby-naming
demand

Words extracted from parents’ free responses (Translated
from Chinese)

Features of
names
Uniqueness unique, uncommon, unusual, distinctive, special, [no]

duplicate name, [not] common
Modernity modern, fashionable, novel, popular, trendy, avant-garde,

Western-style, old-fashioned
Positivity pleasant-sounding, good-looking, smooth to say, pleasant

to hear, beautiful, elegant, high-end, classy, resonant,
generous, grand, meaningful, connotative, poetic, refined,
not vulgar, free from vulgarity, unconventional

Features of
babies
Happiness happy, joyful, blessed, harmonious, worry-free, auspicious,

fortunate
Achievement successful, accomplished, career, academic, future,

development, pillar, outstanding, exceptional, intelligent,
wise
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Baby-naming
demand

Words extracted from parents’ free responses (Translated
from Chinese)

Numerology Eight Characters, Five Elements, Five Strokes, birth time,
fortune-telling, destiny

Note: Figure translations are in progress. See original paper for figures.

Source: ChinaXiv — Machine translation. Verify with original.
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