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Abstract: This paper explores the relationship between the names that multilingual 
parents choose for their children, and the family’s language policy (consisting 
of their language practices, beliefs and management). Using case studies from 
interviews with parents in the UK who speak a first language other than English, 
it discusses the factors behind the name choice, various ways parents make their 
children’s names “work” in multiple languages, and why some parents give their 
children monolingual names. Children’s names often reflect their parents’ linguistic 
beliefs and intentions, but they do not predict how the family’s language policy will 
later develop.
Keywords: family language policy, minority languages, multilingualism, personal 
names, sociolinguistics.

Introduction
In the UK, English is the dominant language in public life, and the most-used 

language in homes. However, there is a significant minority of people who use more 
than one language. This group is diverse, and includes recent immigrants, established 
immigrant communities who have maintained their heritage language, and speakers of 
minority languages “native” to the UK, such as Welsh, Gaelic, and British Sign Language. 
According to the 2011 Census of England and Wales (Office for National Statistics 
2013), 4.2 million people (8% of the population) spoke a main language other than 
English – or in Wales, other than English or Welsh – at home. In 2016, a national survey 
of schools in England found that 19.4% of primary school children (aged 5–11) spoke 
a language other than English at home (Tinsley and Board 2016). Although there are 
some uncertainties about the methodologies behind these figures (Taylor 2013), they 
suggest that multilingualism may be increasing in younger generations.

There are many reasons to study multilingualism (MEITS 2016). For example, 
understanding multilingual people’s language practices and beliefs can help shape 
language policies in schools and public services, in order to increase equality, access 
to services, welfare and social cohesion (Taylor 2013). Research on multilingual-
ism must include the home and family, as this is a critical domain for establishing 
language practices, especially in early childhood (Spolsky 2012). However, by its 
private nature, it is also one of the most difficult domains to access and influence. 
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Therefore, any angles we can use to gain insights into family language use – such as 
through names – are worth exploring.

This study investigates language policy, following Spolsky’s (2004) model of lan-
guage policy as consisting of three parts:

– language practices (the language that people actually use);
– language beliefs (their attitudes and ideologies about language);
– language management (anything that aims to influence language practices).
There is language policy in every domain, whether it is visible or invisible, care-

fully planned or carried out unconsciously. This includes the family domain. Many 
families have unconscious language policies, but multilingual families are more likely 
to have conscious, planned policies (Caldas 2012). Family language policies are always 
dynamic, changing over time with the family’s situation – for example, as more siblings 
arrive (Caldas 2012).

The act of naming any child is a language policy act, and in many European/
Western cultures is often one of the first language policy decisions parents make after 
their child is born. Practically, they choose which combination of sounds and orthog-
raphy will refer to their child, and symbolically they choose what the name does (or 
does not) reflect about the child’s culture and heritage. This is true even though, objec-
tively, names are fluid across languages and cultures (Wykes 2013). People create social 
constructs around names, and attach assumptions to them about the wearer’s culture, 
such as their language, ethnicity and religion (Madziva 2018). Therefore, when parents 
choose their child’s name, they are choosing not only a set of sounds to denote them, 
but also constructing their identity as an individual and how they will be perceived in 
society (Finch 2008).

There has been some research on how parents navigate this choice when they 
are of mixed race, ethnicity or religion (Cerchiaro 2017; Edwards and Caballero 2008; 
Wykes 2017), but little or none in the UK on parents’ naming decisions when one or 
both parents are multilingual, and speak a language that is not dominant locally. There 
has also been little research on the connection between names and family language pol-
icy, although one example is Parada’s (2013) study of the differences in siblings’ names 
and their language abilities among Spanish-speaking families in Chicago. Overall, there 
is room for more exploration of the naming decisions of multilingual parents, and 
whether there is a connection between names and family language policies.

Methodology
The case studies below come from interviews conducted for a Master’s disserta-

tion. The aim of the project was to explore the relationship between children’s names 
and family language policy in multilingual families. The research questions were:

1. Which factors influence the choice of children’s names in families with one or 
more multilingual parents?

2. In these families, how do children’s names reflect family language policy?
To answer these questions, I carried out 23 interviews with parents who speak 



Oliviu Felecan, Alina Bugheşiu (eds.), PROCEEDINGS OF ICONN 5 (2019)  •  105

(or whose partner speaks) a first language that is not dominant where they live. 20 of 
these interviews were with parents who live in the UK, so the non-dominant language 
could be anything other than English. The interviews were semi-structured, seeking 
qualitative data on the parents’ linguistic background, how they chose their children’s 
names, and how they used language(s) in their family. Most interviews were with one 
parent, but several included other family members: three with couples, one with a cou-
ple and their adult daughter, and one with a mother and her adult daughter.

To find participants, I used a combination of convenience and snowball sam-
pling (Taylor et al. 2015) through my extended social network. Several friends and 
colleagues kindly shared calls for participants on their websites and social media, and 
some participants recommended others to take part. The sample is therefore not rep-
resentative of a wider population, but as a piece of qualitative research it gives “insights 
and understandings that apply to a particular group of people at a particular point in 
time” (Taylor et al. 2015). It is important to acknowledge the limitations and imbal-
ances of the sample (Thorne 2014). Some of the most likely factors to have affected 
the data were:

– participants were self-selecting;
– a strong bias towards European and South-East Asian languages: the first lan-

guages of the parents living in the UK were French (4), Polish (3), German (2), Italian 
(2), Mandarin (2), Welsh (2), Arabic, Cantonese, Croatian, Filipino, Korean and 
Turkish;

– gender: most participants presented as female;
– location: most lived in the south-east of England, including London;
– migration status: most were immigrants who moved to the UK as adults for 

work, study or family, and settled long-term;
– traditional family structure: all had had children in heterosexual couples, and 

most were still in those relationships;
– family size: most families had 1 or 2 children;
– age range of children: this was well-balanced, with participants’ children rang-

ing from babies to adults in their thirties. This gave perspectives on many stages of fam-
ily life. Most of the case studies below are of families with older children, as this lets us 
see how family language policies have developed over the years.

Findings
These case studies describe five parents’ choice of children’s names, grouped by 

whether the names are more multilingual or monolingual. The studies include the fac-
tors behind their naming decisions, and how their family language policy has since 
developed. As part of their consent to participate in this project, all the parents chose 
whether they wanted me to use their and their family members’ real first names, or 
equivalent pseudonyms as is the practice in some research (Edwards and Caballero 
2008; Wykes 2017). Most chose to use real names, but in this article one child’s name 
is a pseudonym.
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Multilingual names
Overall, when choosing their children’s names, most of the parents interviewed 

wanted a name that would “work” in all the family’s languages – that is, that all the 
child’s family members, and people they interacted with in the UK, could easily say 
or at least recognize. Their reasons for this were both practical and symbolic, and they 
used various different strategies to achieve this aim. For example, some used a name 
that was spelled and pronounced with minimal or predictable differences in all their 
languages; some used names with variant pronunciations and nicknames in different 
languages; and others used multiple names from different languages, intending that 
speakers would use the name from their own language. These case studies show three 
types of multilingual name strategy, and the reasons behind them.

1. Cristiana (first language: Italian) and Rupert (first language: British English)
Cristiana and Rupert have two children in their twenties: a son, Alexander 

Francesco, and a daughter, Francesca Josephine. The parents deliberately chose bilin-
gual names that equally represented their two languages:

we had this idea that we had to balance it, so one Italian one English [name], or one English 
one Italian. (Rupert)

The motivations behind the specific names they used included honouring family 
members on both sides, and following personal taste by using names they had liked 
for many years. They also considered the aesthetics of the names. For example, they 
felt that Italian male names would sound incongruous with their common English 
surname:

we came to the conclusion fairly early that we would give [Alexander] an anglicized first name 
so it didn’t sound a bit weird with an Italian name and an English [sur]name. (Rupert)

However, the fact that Alexander’s name has an Italian cognate is clearly impor-
tant to Cristiana at a symbolic, emotional level:

from my family’s side the people that were called Alessandro they were called Sandro and 
sometimes I call him Sandro and I like because… I feel cosy that is something about my family 
when I call him Sandro. (Cristiana)

The family’s language policy is strongly pro-bilingualism, as much as it can be 
while living in the UK. It includes both parents speaking each other’s languages, a lot of 
code-mixing in the home, and frequent contact with family in Italy; both children have 
spent extended periods in the country at different points in their lives. Both children 
are competent in Italian and proud of their bilingual heritage. In this case, the children’s 
names show a commitment to bilingualism, and the family language policy over the 
years reflects this.
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2. Seng (first languages: Singaporean English, Cantonese and Mandarin)
Seng and his Hungarian wife have a three-year-old son, Jonatan Balint Zhi-Hang. 

Jonatan’s mother chose a first name that is a hybrid of English and Hungarian, and 
pronounceable in both languages; she and Seng felt that a Chinese first name would 
be too unfamiliar for her Hungarian family. She also chose a Hungarian middle name, 
and Seng consulted with his family to decide on a Mandarin middle name, to reflect 
Jonatan’s multicultural background:

I wanted him to have the cultural influence of both our respective heritage. (Seng)

The family’s language policy so far has been somewhat conflicting. Seng and 
his wife speak only a little of each other’s languages, and mainly use English together. 
Seng thought it would benefit their son cognitively and practically to have one main 
language:

I think a strong foundation in one language allows you to think, to be able to verbalize 
thoughts, and I always thought that English would be his main language. (Seng)

For these reason, Seng has not spoken his Chinese languages with his son, 
although he now wonders if this was the right decision:

I didn’t speak as much Mandarin until much later… I think in a way it’s a bit late already. 
(Seng)

However, his wife instinctively speaks to their son in Hungarian and exposes him 
to media in that language, so that Jonatan understands both English and Hungarian, 
although English is dominant. In this family, the language policy partly reflects the 
child’s multilingual name. However, his Mandarin middle name seems to be more a 
token of his heritage, rather than reflecting actual linguistic use: even his Singaporean 
family do not use the Mandarin name, but instead call him Jonatan.

3. Valérie (first language: French)
Valérie and her British husband Wynne have two daughters in their thirties, 

Charlotte and Claire. It was important to Valérie that her daughters’ first names repre-
sent both their languages equally:

it had to be pronounced the same in French and English. (Valérie)

Charlotte and Claire are indeed both names of French origin that are also very 
commonly used in English-speaking countries, so the siblings’ names are well-matched 
linguistically.
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The family’s language policy changed over time, with a marked difference between 
the two siblings’ practices. With their elder daughter Charlotte, each parent spoke their 
own language, and with Valérie as the main caregiver, French was Charlotte’s domi-
nant language until she started at an English-speaking nursery school. Soon after, she 
switched to speaking more English. This changed the language balance in the family, 
and reduced the amount of French exposure for her younger sister:

then Claire was born and we spoke more English… so Charlie has always had a facility with 
French, she understands everything like innately… Claire has found it more difficult because I 
spoke French to her far less. (Valérie)

As they grew up, Charlotte had a higher ability in French and often acted as a 
translator for her sister at family gatherings. As an adult, Claire has caught up and is also 
competent in French, although their mother considers it still comes more naturally to 
Charlotte. In the case of this family, the two siblings have names that show equal com-
mitment to bilingualism, but they had difference linguistic experiences growing up, as 
their family’s language policy adapted to changing circumstances.

Monolingual names
Not all the parents interviewed gave their children multilingual names. Some 

used names that are associated with only one language, either their parent’s minority 
first language, or the majority language of English. The case studies below show two 
families who used names from the minority language, the different motivations behind 
these, and how they reflect (or not) the family’s language policy.

4. Mererid (first language: Welsh)
Mererid and her husband Richard have two sons: Dafydd Gwydion, aged 15, 

and Steffan Gruffydd, aged 10. Both are known by their middle names, Gwydion and 
Gruffydd. Their mother’s first language is Welsh and their father’s is English, although 
his ethnic identity is Welsh. The parents chose their specific names for their personal 
meaning: their first names connect them to family members, while their middle/main 
names are figures from Welsh literature and history, inspired by their parents’ inter-
ests. Other factors included aesthetics and popularity: Mererid preferred the sound of 
“Dafydd Gwydion” to “Gwydion Dafydd”, and wanted names that would not be com-
mon in her sons’ schools.

It was very important to Mererid and her husband that the names be linguisti-
cally Welsh, and not simply Welsh spellings of English names:

we wanted… really Welsh and not a welshicized English name either, you know, like some-
times you get Hari [from Harry] or whatever. (Mererid)

This attitude to the language of names closely reflects the family’s language 
policy. Mererid strongly believes in transmitting Welsh to future generations, and 
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their language management shows commitment to this. For example, the boys attend 
Welsh-medium schools:

if you establish the minority language early enough and… strongly enough, then it’s always 
going to be there. (Mererid)

The family’s language practices are also pro-Welsh. Richard has learned Welsh as 
an adult, in order to support his family’s language use:

I wasn’t going to speak anything other than Welsh and then Richard wanted to as well and it 
was a way for him to learn and… gain confidence and improve. (Mererid)

The family speaks both Welsh and English in the home, using English for more 
technical topics – and of course, English is very present in media and public life. We can 
therefore consider the children’s Welsh-language names as part of the family’s overall 
policy of strongly establishing the minority language, to counteract the dominant influ-
ence of English.

5. Trudie (first language: British English)
Trudie and her ex-husband, a first-language Arabic speaker originally from Iraq, 

have five children who are all young adults: sons named Haytham, Yusef, Omar and 
Ali, and a daughter named Safiyah. Their names are all Arabic, reflecting the family’s 
religion – Trudie converted to Islam when she married – and more generally, their Arab 
culture, determined by their father:

the man is the head of the family… even if he was Arab and not religious, the name 99% of the 
time would be Arabic for the children. (Trudie)

Within the canon of Arabic names, factors behind the specific choice of names 
included honouring family members, friends and religious figures; the meaning of 
the name (such as Haytham, whose meaning of “young hawk” appealed to Trudie); 
the circumstances of the birth; and how English speakers would perceive the names. 
For example, for Yusef, Trudie initially considered the name Yunis, after the prophet 
(known in English as Jonah) whose story his father read out during his birth, but 
rejected it because it could potentially be misgendered in English:

it’s quite a nice story and I thought about calling him Yunis but then I realised Eunice is a 
woman name… so that’s why I changed it to Yusef. (Trudie)

Despite the siblings’ monolingual Arabic names, their family’s language policy has 
been changeable, and today they have mixed abilities in the Arabic language. Although 
their father speaks Arabic, they spent more time in their mother’s care and thus had 
more exposure to her first language, English. They learned some Arabic through Koran 
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lessons, and the older siblings learned it at Muslim schools, but the younger siblings 
went to English-speaking international schools and had less exposure to Arabic even 
though they lived for some years in the United Arab Emirates. Today, Safiyah is compe-
tent in Arabic as she uses it for work, Haytham and Yusef also speak it, and Omar and 
Ali do not. Thus for this family, the children’s monolingual names strongly reflect their 
family’s culture and religion, and perhaps their parents’ early language intentions; but 
not so much their later family language policy, which changed over time due to some-
what unpredictable factors.

Conclusions
In these five case studies, there are many interacting factors behind multilin-

gual parents’ choices for their children’s names. A common concern was representing 
the child’s heritage, whether this was with a multilingual name showing their mixed 
background, or a monolingual name to emphasize a specific part of their culture, like 
Trudie’s children’s religion, and Mererid’s children’s Welsh identity.

Parents who chose multilingual names used different strategies to achieve this. 
Cristiana and Rupert used several forenames from different languages to “balance” the 
languages. Valérie and Wynne used first names that were almost identical in French 
and English; and Seng and his wife combined both these approaches by using a name 
that was pronounceable in both English and Hungarian, followed by more markedly 
Hungarian and Mandarin names.

Most parents had both symbolic and practical motivations behind the names they 
chose. Symbolically, some names reflected cultural/linguistic heritage and/or family 
connections, while practically, parents considered how easily family members would be 
able to say the names, and how they would be perceived by English speakers – for exam-
ple, whether they would be misgendered. Aesthetic qualities – such as how the forename 
and surname sounded together – were another factor, as were parents’ personal tastes 
and interests, such as Mererid and Richard’s interest in Welsh history and literature.

In some cases, there is a connection between the language(s) of children’s names, 
and their families’ language policies. Cristiana and Rupert’s children have balanced 
Italian-English names, and the family maintained a pro-multilingual, code-mixing lan-
guage policy as the children grew up. Mererid and Richard gave their children mono-
lingual Welsh names, and have followed this statement through with pro-Welsh lan-
guage policies.

Valérie and Trudie’s families are mixed cases. Their children have names that are 
equally French-English, and equally Arabic, and both had bilingual language manage-
ment and practices with their older children. However, in both families the language 
policy changed over time, due to a mix of factors within and out of the parents’ control, 
to become more English-dominant. Therefore the older and younger siblings, despite 
their linguistically matched names, grew up with different family language policies. 
For Trudie’s family, the children’s Arabic names probably reflect their parents’ religion 
rather than specifically their multilingualism.
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Seng’s son’s name is another mixture: it only partly reflects the family’s language 
policy so far. His Hungarian-English names match the languages he is exposed to, but 
his Mandarin middle name is more of a token to represent his heritage: he neither uses 
this name in any domain, nor speaks Mandarin.

Overall in these cases, there is no clear connection between children’s names and 
the family’s ongoing language policy; the most we can say is that the names tend to 
reflect the parents’ language beliefs and intentions when the children were born, for 
example, whether they were in favour of their child growing up multilingual. However, 
the way family language policies developed over time – whether these beliefs stayed 
the same and whether the parents put them into practice or not – depends on other 
factors, both within parents’ control (such as how persistent they were with speaking 
the minority language) and outside their control (such the influence of siblings).

As stated above, this was an exploratory project based on a convenience sample 
of parents. Their experiences are not generalizable, but they can help to build theory 
and understanding on the topics of multilingualism, names and family language policy. 
It shows some of the interacting factors behind multilingual parents’ name choices; 
strategies for creating names that “work” in multiple languages; and connections 
between parents’ initial language beliefs and their name choices. A useful next step for 
future research would be to study a more theory-based sample, such as parents from 
one specific language community, to find out if these patterns also hold for them, or if 
they have particular naming practices or family language policies in common.
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