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“Getting out of the Box” 
Making the decision to use a non-patrilineal last-naming practice 

Maggie Deadrick 
 

“Getting out of the box”—that’s what John Greenler called his decision to take his wife, 
Robin’s, natal name for their family. In recent decades, couples are making decisions about their last 
names that stray from traditional patrilineal naming practices and spark innovation (Johnson & 
Scheuble 2002: 419). But how do these decisions come to be, and what happens after the decision is 
made? 
 A well-publicized statistic within the surnaming literature of the last decade reports that 
roughly 95% of heterosexual women choose to take their husband’s last name upon marriage; 
Michele Hoffnung classifies this as the ‘conventional choice’ (2006: 817). Gretchen E. Gooding and 
Rose M. Kreider (2010) consider names unconventional if two names are hyphenated, two names 
are used as a surname or the woman’s surname is different from the man’s. (689). It is important to 
note for the this essay, I also classify created names, family names that are the woman’s natal name 
and children that have different surnames than one or both parents as unconventional.  

 According to Colleen Nugent, “the predominance of patrilineal surnaming can be accounted 
for by a particular set of social and cultural mechanisms that create an either/or exclusive framing, 
where women’s selves and commitment to others are incompatible and diametrically opposed” 
(2010: 519). However, some studies, including Johnson & Scheuble, and Hamilton et al., conducted 
on last-naming decisions claim that the choice to use a non-patrilineal practice is strictly in the 
woman’s hands, as if patrilineal naming is only a problem from the female perspective. The 
following essay aims to demonstrate how choosing a non-patrilineal last name is much more of a 
process than simply a cultural prescription or choice of a single person. When it comes to non-
patrilineal naming, much of the existing literature on the topic does not address the unique and 
personal nature of  this kind of decision. In addition to scholarly work, this essay will focus on the 
decision-making processes of four families who chose to use a non-patrilineal name.  

First is the Greenler family. Wife Robin wasn’t comfortable losing her natal name at 
marriage, and husband John called himself a stout feminist. John did not have any familial 
attachment to his natal name, so he proposed that both he and Robin adopt the woman’s natal 
name Greenler as their family name. As a tribute to John’s family, they both took McClure as a 
middle name and also gave their two children McClure as a middle name and Greenler as a last 
name.  

The Lucards are another family whose choice to take a non-patrilineal surname was 
sparked by the woman’s desire to keep the identity associated with her natal name. Andrea was 
born with the surname Lucas; her husband was born Malcolm Howard. She was not willing to 
simply take his natal name, so she proposed any and all non-patrilineal options. The couple agreed 
that combining their surnames to create Lucard was the most viable choice. 

Next, I found a recently married couple, Victoria and her husband Chris. Victoria felt 
strongly about holding onto her Latina last name, Lebron, as part of her ethnic identity, but also 
wanted to take her husband’s last name as part of their union. Chris already had a hyphenated last 
name; upon marriage, the laws of New York State required Victoria to hyphenate between each 
surname, making her Victoria Lebron-Forster-Smith. Chris still only uses Forster-Smith, but the two 
are considering last name choices for their future children.  

And finally, we focus on Casey Mallinckrodt, who gave birth to her daughter Leeds out of 
wedlock. Though she was deeply committed to Leeds’ father, the two had no plans to marry, and 
chose a last name for their child accordingly. Though Leeds’ father seems to have been somewhat in 
the know, Casey made definitive decisions about Leed’s last name on her own. She chose to call her 
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Mallinckrodt-Reese, using her own natal name first to make sure it wasn’t lost, but including the 
last name of the child’s father for recognition.  

When it comes to choosing a last name for the family and/or children, all four families 
participated in an extensive, mutual decision making process. Sharon Sassler and Amanda J. Miller 
in their article “Waiting to Be Asked: Gender, Power and Relationship Progression Among 
Cohabiting Couples” (2011), examine the ways in which relationship decisions are negotiated 
between a man and a woman who are intimately involved. Despite progressive gender roles and the 
fact that “men and women are looking for alternatives to the traditional family,” the institutions 
remain in which “interpersonal interactions reflect the social pressures that underlie adherence 
to… conventional gender relations” (483). That is, while many people claim to desire more non-
traditional family practices, the opinions of others as a whole tend to have a lot of weight on the 
actual decision. Liss and Erchull’s (2012) study examined the difference between a mother’s 
anticipated naming choice, and what she actually did. The results claim “The pattern indicated that 
there was a difference between what mother’s actually did and what anticipated mothers intended 
to do. For example, 75% of mothers gave their children their father’s name whereas only 45% of 
anticipated mothers expected they would do so” (385). Sassler and Miller’s (2011) study used 
qualitative data methods to examine three decisions—becoming a couple, moving in together, and 
the future—to find “more consistency than contestation in traditional gender scripts” (490). That is, 
“men were more likely to initiate relationships, and to do so using direct approaches, whereas 
women demonstrated their receptiveness” to the men’s approaches (490). The researchers found 
that men possess a power over women by their ability to both use direct verbal tactics when 
negotiating decisions, and also defer a woman’s attempt to initiate a decision. The women in Sassler 
and Miller’s (2011) study claimed that even when they were “willing to initiate relationship 
progression, doing so is perceived as risky and the outcomes uncertain” (492). Colleen Nugent’s 
(2010) study resulted in similar data, showing that, “When the rationales [for surnaming] 
privileged the fathers’ interests, however, women were involved in the decision making but 
deferred to men’s preferences to resolve the tension between the interests of self and those of 
husbands” (516). The claim above does not ring true for any of the four case studies in this essay.  

In all four of the cases mentioned above, the decision to use a non-patrilineal naming 
method was instigated by the woman, and for very similar reasons: she did not want to lose the 
identity tied to her natal name. Having a “bottom line” when it came to deciding on a surname was 
beneficial for these women to reach their desirable outcome. Before marriage, Robin Greenler made 
a choice to preserve her identity by keeping her natal name. Authors Miriam Liss and Mindy J. 
Erchull (2012) note that choices of this kind “are concrete behaviors where ones’ feminist ideals 
may be positioned against social demands and expectations of one’s spouse” (382). Greenler 
attested to this in an interview, when she said, “I really wasn’t going to be able to give up my last 
name. I was already…the idea of getting married at that point had a lot of baggage…from sort of a 
feminist point of view. And it wasn’t—and so getting rid of my last name—I wasn’t gonna go there. 
That was gonna feel too much like giving up my identity” (Greenler 2013).  For Victoria Lebron-
Forster-Smith, the desire to maintain her natal name was strongly tied her ethnic identity. Her 
choice to add her natal name Lebron before her husband’s hyphenated name was an intentional 
solution that challenged “the patriarchal system where women’s genealogical identity is erased and 
the assumption is that men are the only members of the family who can legitimately carry on family 
lineage and tradition” (Liss & Erchull 2012: 382). Lebron-Forster-Smith explained,  “I’m Latina, and 
I wanted to hold onto that part of my identity. I mean, it’s the way I look, it’s the way I live, but it’s 
also my name. Um, and I didn’t want to lose my last name because of it. So I chose to keep my last 
name: it’s the Puerto Rican name Lebron” (Forster-Smith 2013).  Jean Twenge (1997) suggests that 
what the women in our case studies were feeling about losing their identity is similar to many other 
women. She reveals that “the most common reasons behind keeping or hyphenating a surname, 
however, centered around personal identity—especially the identity of one’s own family or identity 
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separate from the husband’s” (424). Andrea Lucard can attest to that, as she and her husband chose 
to combine surnames so their family could share one: “I didn’t feel particularly attached to my last 
name. It didn’t feel particularly necessary for it to be my last name. I would have been happy 
choosing a third name. I wasn’t happy with the idea that I was going to be become him. And the 
children were his and me within that….” (Lucard 2012). Casey Mallinckrodt used her natal name 
because she wasn’t married, but when she had a child she was not willing to end her family legacy 
simply due to patrilineal naming. Nugent (2010) states, “Some research finds that women name 
keepers are perceived as selfish and as different from name-changers in their assessments of their 
ability to be good mothers” (503). Mallinckrodt echoed this in an interview: “I wanted [my 
daughter, Leeds] last name to be Mallinckrodt—both Mallinckrodt and Reese, but Mallinckrodt. 
Because we weren’t married and not that we weren’t deeply committed…but just that I felt as 
though it was important to have, not to lose, the Mallinckrodt family side of the history. And yeah, it 
was also very selfish. I felt like this is MY daughter” (Mallinckrodt 2013). These four women 
sparked the decision making process with their husbands or partners because they had strong 
opinions against the traditional practice of naming and the way it affected them personally. While 
Sassler and Miller (2011) postulated the power dynamics between an intimate couple almost 
always favor the male, allowing him the privilege to defer a woman’s complaint, it was not the 
reality in these four cases. 

Colleen Nugent (2010) notes that women who contest traditional naming practices are 
subjecting themselves to tension with their families and/or with their spouses (502). While this 
could certainly be true in some cases, the women in our case studies stressed the importance of 
mutual decision-making with their partner. Andrea Lucard explains her discussion with her 
husband, Malcolm. 

When my now husband and I were planning to get married, one of the items of discussion 
around our marriage was about what we were going to do around our last names. “I had a 
fairly strong feeling at the time of two things. The first was that we had decided we wanted 
to have children if that were possible in our marriage. And I had decided that I wanted my 
children to have the same last name as I did…And at the same time was uncomfortable with 
changing my name to my husband’s…We talked about it quite a bit, and to be quite honest 
the [inaudible] was actually Malcolm’s, not mine. I was quite certain that that was what I 
wanted to do (2012).  
 

Sassler and Miller’s (2011) claim that “even if women desire to take control of their relationship’s 
progression, they need the consent of their partners,” did not necessarily prove true (497). The case 
of Casey Mallinckrodt demonstrates that women actually desire to have a dialogue with their 
partner in hopes of gaining his approval, but they did not require it. She elaborated in her 
interview: 

It was not really a difficult decision. It was, I never wanted [my partner] Gerry’s name not to 
be part of [Leeds’] name but I really wanted [her] not to lose Mallinckrodt by having the 
father’s name be taken as the final name…There was a point, I think, Gerry had a moment of 
‘How did this happen?’ when [Leeds] was about a year old and had a prescription for 
something and it was like ‘Wait a minute! This is under Mallinckrodt-Reese instead of…” 
(2013).  
 

Sassler and Miller (2011) cited that “male partners were not always accepting of women’s attempts 
to play a more assertive role” (499). For Victoria Lebron-Forster-Smith, this was not the case. Her 
husband Chris was in full support of her decision to ‘triple-hyphenate,’ and even let her waver back 
and forth without stepping in. She explains her process: 

There was never a time when I thought, like, ‘Maybe I’ll take Chris’s name.’ That never 
happened in my mind. I was either gonna stay Lebron or become Lebron-Forster-
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Smith…We actually, initially, went to the courthouse and we signed papers and I was so 
indecisive that I actually just wrote Victoria Lebron. We left, and I felt so guilty about doing 
that because I knew that I really wanted to take his name…It made me realize it wasn’t a big 
deal to keep who I was and just go back and change the document (2013).  

 
While it may seem the decision was solely Lebron-Forster-Smith’s, it was actual mutual in that her 
husband supported her silently. And finally, in the rare case of the Greenlers, in which the family 
took the woman’s natal name, Robin, posed her discomfort for patrilineal naming, and her husband 
developed the solution. 

I recall the first conversation saying, you know, ‘I don’t think I can give up my last name…So 
I think we’re just gonna have to figure out a way to have two different last names.’ And John 
was like, ‘I really want to have a family name.’…So why don’t we just put my name? You 
know, we could have a family name, which was really important to him, and I could keep my 
name, which is important to me. To be honest, the option had not even occurred to me…that 
John would even consider taking my name (2013).  

 
Nugent (2010) adds, “Family unit was a primary motivation for [a person] taking their partner’s 
name…This difference in motivations for changing versus keeping highlights the tension between 
preserving family unity and children and preserving self-identity” (508-509). Conveniently for the 
Greenlers, John was not attached to the identity that came along with his natal surname (Greenler 
2013). In all four cases above, the woman involved her partner in her decision-making process by 
directly posing her discomfort with traditional patrilineal naming practices. It’s clear that decision-
making is not necessarily as simple and male-dominated has stated by Sassler and Miller (2011); 
women who cross thresholds in their own resolution break free of the pressures that appear 
determinative for what are still considered “statistically average” cases.  
 One major concern cited by women in Colleen Nugent’s (2010) article was their extended 
families’ opinion on the couple’s surnaming choice. In Hamilton et al. (2011), we learn that “much 
previous research on marital name change—and general gender scholarship—has recognized the 
ongoing tension between commitments to family and self” (164). Across sources, authors suggested 
that “in-laws pushed heterosexual couples toward patrilineality, where their criticism forced a 
patrilineal choice as a trade-off for peacekeeping” (Nugent 2010: 518). Nugent (2010) adds that 
non-patrilineal surnaming choices “are not always successfully negotiated due to others enforcing 
cultural ideologies” (519). Victoria Lebron-Forster-Smith was concerned about that, because her 
Latino elders felt strongly about traditional naming practices.  

My grandma thought it was silly, and my dad actually did too. He was pretty confused as to 
why I was stressing so much about keeping my name…but everyone else thought it was 
awesome. My mom and I laughed a lot about it because she thought it was cute that now I 
had all these hyphens in my name…I actually thought that Chris’s parents would be upset 
because, I don’t know, I thought because they both changed their last name [when they 
hyphenated] they’d be offended if I didn’t take their last name, but they were very 
supportive of my decision (2013).  

 
Despite disapproval from her family, she was successful in carrying out her chosen naming practice. 
Nugent (2010) was the author who suggested that non-patrilineal naming practices would lead to 
tension between the couple (or just the woman) and extended family (502), but Lebron-Forster-
Smith claims her decision did not affect the future of her relationship with her father. Both the 
Lucards and Greenlers did not face negativity around their choice. Andrea Lucard explains, “I think 
the people who found it hardest, initially at least, was probably his family, because one would 
expect…I mean when you have a son you expect that the name and the lineage of the family travels 
down through the son. They were incredibly good about it, I mean no one ever made any comment, 
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but I think it was certainly an adjustment for them” (2012). The Greenlers even made a point to 
honor the family whose last name they did not take. Robin Greenler said, “The only thing for both of 
us, I think, was not wanting to feel like a rejection of his family, which was not the case either. So 
what we decided then to do was that I would change my name, my middle name, to essentially be 
his family name, not his last name but [his mother’s natal name], which was also his middle 
name…And he changed his last name to Greenler” (2013). Additionally, a number of women in 
Nugent’s (2010) study cited concern for their children’s social interests as a factor that influenced 
their naming decision. Mothers privileged “easy names” due to social difficulties that resulted from 
a hyphenated or unusually long name. This concern, however, did not stop Casey Mallinckrodt from 
including her three-syllable natal name in her daughter’s hyphenation. Casey’s daughter, Leeds, 
shared her feelings on her parent’s choice.  

Because my name is so long, I get a lot of comments…I’m always light-hearted about it. And 
actually, my dad, I was telling him about that once, that I have to, like, explain the whole 
name…and, he was like ‘You shouldn’t have to apologize, just say your whole name, don’t 
say sorry, because it’s your name!’ 

 
Casey then added, “When you were little you said you wanted to change your name to Reese.” 
(2013). Despite the risks posed in Nugent’s study that come with non-patrilineal naming practices, 
including family disapproval, tension, and social struggles, the four case families in our study 
successfully made non-traditional surnaming choices without facing many of the above stated 
consequences (at least not to any degree of severity) and do not cite any regrets about their 
decision.  
 Views on the sustainability of non-patrilineal naming practices can be divided into two 
distinct camps: collectivist and individualist. Hamilton et al. (2011) explain, “Those with traditional 
views on name change are more collectivist,” and are concerned with traditions in gender, family, 
religion and society, “while those with liberal views are more individualist,” and view that choices 
are a singular matter than do not have to follow tradition (165).  In Dr. Sarah Hautzinger’s 
interview with Andrea Lucard, both women portrayed themselves as individualists on the topic of 
created last names. Sarah said, “A doctor friend, an MD, said the other day, ‘We don’t need out names 
to know our histories: we have our genes…” To which Andrea replied, “I remember saying, ‘How will 
this work for genealogy?’ way back. What interests me the most is that we have this identity as a 
family (Lucard 2012). It should be noted, however, that even those with liberal viewpoints 
acknowledge, “Social structural expectations place enormous pressure on people to conform to 
social norms” (Johnson & Scheuble 2002: 428). For this reason, Victoria Lebron-Forster-Smith’s 
husband, Chris Forster-Smith, does not view the practice of hyphenating as sustainable. His opinion 
could be considered part of the collectivist viewpoint because of his concern for the future of his 
family (a collective) and the future of the naming practice in society.  

Well, in terms of sustainability, I feel like, I mean, the option is to either continue 
hyphenating and adding on an [inaudible] of names, or it’s to have to like make a decision 
between one or the other and sort of make a break from the practice. But I would says the 
institutional constraints are pressuring things such that it’s easier to have one name and 
even if you have multiple names, you have to either shorten it or you have to choose one for 
the sake of convenience anyway. So, I sort of feel like the pressure is already against the 
practice, continually, and I feel like we’ll have to make some sort of choice if and when we 
have children (Forster-Smith 2013).  

 
Hamilton and her colleagues (2011) make it known that “it is possible to make a conservative 
gender argument using an individualistic logic” (165), which is the case with Leeds Mallinckrodt-
Reese. In her hypothesis for the sustainability of hyphenation, she says she expects the next 
generation of parents to return to traditional naming practices for simplicity. 
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If I had to guess what people are gonna do, I would say [girls growing up with hyphenated 
last names] are probably gonna keep their last names but name their children their spouses, 
the father’s last name. Just because that’s so much easier for someone with the hyphenated 
last name, than trying to come up with something entirely new, or hyphenating it, or making 
a decision between two last names, to hyphenate another last name. And also because it’s 
practical, and I think names should be practical to a certain extent (2013).  
 

Similarly, Hamilton et al. (2011) write that “one could make a liberal gender argument using a 
collectivist logic—such as by rejecting traditional practices as part of a movement for social change” 
(165). The Greenler family is in this category, when Robin’s husband John declared that his decision 
was influenced largely by his work in the feminist movement. When he was interviewed, John said, 
“I didn’t like the idea of, frankly, kind of this patriarchal symbolism of couples marrying with the 
man’s name. I just didn’t like that. It wasn’t a role, it wasn’t a position, kind of an insinuation of 
symbolism that had really… it’s wasn’t comfortable for me.  I was actually really glad we were 
having a conversation which kind of allowed us to get out of the box” (2013). Though the Greenler’s 
decision to take the matrilineal natal name was a personal solution for both parent’s “bottom-line,” 
it resulted in a greater political statement that challenged social traditions. More than half of the 
subjects interviewed for surnaming studies (by Hamilton et al. (2011), Hoffnung (2006), Johnson & 
Scheuble (2002), Liss & Erchull (2012), Twenge (1997), and Nugent (2010) cited their 
sustainability of practice concerns as one of the biggest reasons to choose traditional surnaming. 
One respondent in Nugent’s (2010) study expressed concern for their child’s own marital and 
reproductive naming choices if they were to use a non-patrilineal practice. The respondent said “I 
can’t help wondering what will happen when my kid falls for another hyphenated kid—it feels like 
we’re just delaying the issue for a generation” (516). However, some parents who chose a non-
traditional surnaming practice had expectations for its success. In Nugent’s (2010) study, such 
parents named the decision-making and problem-solving ability of their children, the children’s 
generation and the future of society as reasons not to worry (516). Johnson and Scheuble (2002) 
were not swayed by the optimistic outlooks; they posited that, going forward, “the most common 
adaptation for children will be to carry the mother’s birth surname as the middle name…we expect 
that the normative last naming pattern in the United States in the foreseeable future will be the 
patriarchal pattern for children to have the last name of their father” (429). Chris Forster-Smith and 
Leeds Mallinckrodt-Reese, both children who were given hyphenated surnames, side with Johnson 
and Scheuble; both subjects are considering how they will pass their hyphenated name to spouses 
and children. The Greenlers and the Lucards practiced non-patrilineal naming and believe it to be 
sustainable going forward.  
 In conclusion, there is a stark discrepancy between the existing literature on non-patrilineal 
surnaming practices and the real stories we gathered through interviews. Sassler and Miller (2011) 
exhibit women’s lack of authority when making decisions within a relationship. Our studies 
demonstrate not only authority, but also the women’s initiation of the discussion, her creation of a 
bottom line and her inclusion of her partner in the decision making process, but not necessarily a 
requirement for his approval. Colleen Nugent (2010) posited that women who feel strongly about 
the success of a non-patrilineal naming practice would face tensions with her husband and both 
extended families, as well as society. The four families we studied encountered mostly positive 
feedback, from spouses, extended family and society. And finally, Hamilton et al. (2011) explained 
two differing points of view about the sustainability of non-patrilineal naming, the collectivist and 
the individualist. The authors acknowledged that a person’s opinion could be a combination of both 
points of view; in our four cases, I recognized four different points of view: purely collectivist, 
purely individualist, conservative individualist and liberal collectivist (165).  Non-patrilineal 
naming as not been widely accepted in our society, but based on both the scholarly literature and 
data collected through interviews, we can conclude that both men and women are forming strong 
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opinions, mutually engaging in decision making processes and making well-informed choices to 
break away from traditional patrilineal surnaming.  
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