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Abstract As of time of writing, women’s choice to not under-
go marital surname change has been legal for all purposes
across the U.S.A. for 30–40 years. The options of surname
retention and hyphenation should also have been salient in
Canada for this amount of time. This article reviews and con-
textualizes women’s marital surname retention/change options,
practice, and history within these jurisdictions, relating it to
children’s receipt of a maternal and/or paternal surname. It also
reviews and contextualizes each primary, quantitative finding
from all peer-reviewed articles published concerning the topic.
The primary goal of this article is to provide evidence that the
ultimate purpose of the practice is to enhance patrilineal descent
reckoning—the tracing of familial origins predominantly or
solely via the male line (Murdock 1949)—in order to, in turn,
enhance wives’ recruitment of husbands’ and in-laws’ invest-
ment to themselves and to the children of their marriages.

Keywords Marriage . Surnames . Patrilineal descent
reckoning . Social trends/social change . Intergenerational
transmission . Children

In the U.S.A. and Canada, as in many other countries, it is
customary for a womanwho marries to change her surname to
that of her husband. But why do women continue to partici-
pate in this custom, when keeping one’s premarital surname is
the default and easier course of action, and such retention has
been legal for all purposes across the U.S.A. since 1975 (e.g.,
Goldin and Shim 2004; Hoffnung 2006; Twenge 1997) or

1985 (MacClintock 2010, and see Snyder 2009)? Further,
why does the custom persist even though the decision to
change surname at marriage is fraught or difficult for many
women, for example, because of perceived loss of identity
(see, e.g., Boxer and Gritsenko 2005; Robnett and Leaper
2013), and may carry negative economic consequences in
the workplace (see generally Goldin and Shim 2004)? This
review will attempt to shed light on these questions, via dis-
cussion of the history of the custom, its practice, and attitudes
toward it in these two countries, in which it is best studied.

Specifically, this article reviews and contextualizes brides’
marital surname retention/change within these countries, re-
lating it to a greater assurance of the receipt of a maternal and/
or paternal surname by the children of the marriage. To ac-
complish this, it reviews and contextualizes each primary,
quantitative finding from all peer-reviewed articles published
found via my search method, concerning North American
women’s marital surname change. My ultimate intention is
to explain why the practice of women’s marital surname
change exists, in terms of what evolutionary advantage it con-
fers. The circumstances of its origin, as well as the circum-
stances under which the practice tends to be retained/not
retained, are included in order to bolster this explanation.

My thesis is that the practice exists because it allows brides to
signal to grooms an assurance of continuing the practice of trac-
ing descent of the children of the marriage via (predominantly)
the male line (patrilineal descent reckoning: Murdock 1949). It
thereby enhances recruitment by these wives of husbands’ and
in-laws’ investment to the children of their marriages. Patrilineal
descent reckoning, in this case, will be argued to function as such
an in-law recruitment enhancer, due to differential grandparental
solicitude: the greater investment in grandchildren by grandpar-
ents with greater assurance of genetic relatedness (Smith 1988b).

Secondarily, I will advocate for research concerning different
rates of women’s marital surname change between similar
(sub)jurisdictions. In this paper, the utility of this approach is
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explored by comparing the U.S.A. and Canada, and particularly
the states and provinces of these, in such rates. These jurisdic-
tions were chosen for coverage due to their great cultural (his-
torical, legal, and linguistic) similarities and geographical prox-
imity, yet differing women’s marital surname change rates (e.g.,
MacEacheron 2011). (Mexico and Central America are not in-
cluded, due to their distinctiveness from the U.S.A. and Canada
in these regards, and distinct surnaming practice: see, e.g., Fuster
1986.)Where jurisdictions share much in common, if they differ
in a custom (such as women’s marital surname change) then
correlates of the custom as measured at jurisdictional level may
shed light on its causes.

Organization of Contents

The first portion of the paper consists of a primer concerning the
ultimate origins of the custom in the U.S.A. and Canada, and
potential, broader relevance of the practice. A review of origins is
included in part to provide evidence the custom’s genesis is
better explained by its greater ability, compared with previous
surnaming practice, to help women advertise they will surname
children of their marriages after their husbands, than by a current
explanation posited in the legal literature. Following this, is dis-
cussion of current differences in law concerning women’s mar-
ital surname change and surnaming of children, between North
American (sub)jurisdictions. This section is included for back-
ground, as well as to show the administrative cost entailed for
women undergoing marital surname change. Third, the posited
decrease in patrilineal descent reckoning in response to greater
equalization of the sexes’ reproductive success variances
(Ellison 1994; Jackson 2014) and decreased hypergamy (the
marrying of women to better-resourced men: Jackson 2014) will
be described. Fourth, grandparental discriminative solicitude, or
the greater solicitousness of classes of grandparents with greater
assurance of relatedness to the grandchild (Smith 1988b), will be
described in relationship to women’s marital surname retention/
change practice. This will be done, in order to elucidate these
factors as potential reasons for recent decreases in patrilineal
descent reckoning in North America, as evidenced by greater
women’s marital surname retention (and hyphenation). Fifth,
the primary, quantitative result of each social scientific study
deemed to chiefly concern North American attitudes concerning
or practice of women’s marital surname change (located by my
search method1) will be reviewed, and contextualized as

appropriate within the framework of wives’ enhancement of
their resource recruitment for the children of their marriages,
from husbands and in-laws.

Women’s and not men’s marital surname change will be
reviewed, owing partially to the fact that U.S. men almost
never engage in it (Snyder 2009). The other reason for this
limiting of the review, is that only women’s marital surname
change is a persistent tradition. As such, it would seem more
likely than one that may pass swiftly to shed light on evolved
psychology. Finally, in the Discussion, specific, further re-
search examining patrilineal descent reckoning and recruit-
ment of investment by wives in the children of their marriages
from husbands and in-laws will be recommended.

Background

Historical Origins and Cross-Cultural Relevance
of Women’s Marital Surname Change

Transmission of father’s surname to children began in France
around the year 1000, and in England at about the time of the
Norman conquest of 1066. The practice, however, did not be-
come general in England until the reign of Edward II (1307–
1327). Adoption of their husbands’ surnames by English wom-
en became widespread in the eleventh and twelfth centuries
(Embleton and King 1984). That is, it became widespread at
the same time or soon after the custom of transmission of fa-
ther’s surname to children began in that country. Previous to
such transmission, patronymy, or the giving of first names to
children indicating their father’s identity (e.g., by attaching a
suffix to the father’s first name or preceding it with ‘son of’ or
similar) had been the common practice in England (Camden
and Philipot 1637). On its face, patronymy is a manifestation of
patrilineal descent reckoning, though via it only one member of
the patriline —the father—is identifiable.

In most states and provinces of the U.S.A. and Canada, under
the legal doctrine of coverture inherited from English common
law, a wife’s legal identity was subsumed under that of her
husband. The surnaming of wives after their husbands has been
regarded by previous legal scholars as a natural outcome of such
doctrine (e.g., MacClintock 2010). Coverture may have been
modeled to a degree on more ancient law (Roman law: e.g.,
Zaher 2002) which could, at least theoretically, also have given
rise to the French tradition of surnaming children for their fa-
thers. Still, given that the custom of surnaming children for their
fathers (in France) would appear to predate all English common
law (vanCaenegem 1988), any doctrine of the latter is suspect as
a cause of the former. Although widespread taking of husbands’
surnames at marriage by women seems to have predated the
establishment of the custom of transmission of fathers’ surnames
to children in England, that the former facilitated the latter ap-
pears to be a better explanation of the practice than coverture.

1 All peer-reviewed, social scientific articles found within broad searches of
16 social science search engines, plus an updating search onGoogle Scholar,
which facially could have primarily concerned attitudes to women’s marital
surname change or its practice in North America were reviewed. Other arti-
cles referenced therein, including legal articles, which based on their refer-
ences could have concerned women’s marital surname change in North
America were also reviewed. Other (e.g., qualitative) findings were also
included where they were deemed relevant to the discussion. Full details of
all search parameters are available from the author.
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Although surname transmission from father to child
is not universal, a sampling of type of descent reckon-
ing, world-over, has shown more than twice as many
patrilineal (42 %) as matrilineal (20 %) societies, with
the remainder practicing some form of bilateral (from
both the mother’s and father’s sides of the family:
36 %) or bilineal (using only matriline and patriline)
descent reckoning (Murdock 1949). In patrilineal socie-
ties, women are transferred, in some sense, from their
natal families to those of their new husbands (Murdock
1949). These practices have characterized a majority of
human societies, and an even larger majority of human
individuals, as large nation states and colonial powers
are patrilineal, whereas matrilineal societies are small. In
patrilineal societies, children and wives are often labeled
in ways that indicate the patrilineage into which they
were born or married, respectively. Contemporary mari-
tal surnaming would appear to have arisen from such
practices. Surname transmission down the male line
would seem to be but one means of asserting and/or
tracing patrilineality: practices that must exist in all pat-
rilineal societies. As such, the study of surname trans-
mission, as discussed in this paper, has relevance to all
patrilineal societies, and not just to those in which it is
practiced.

Recent and Current U.S. and Canadian2 Legal History:
The Relative Ease of Marital Surname Retention

Only between the mid-1970s and mid-1980s did it become
legal for a married woman to retain her natal surname for all
purposes, in all U.S. states. Canada has generally been more
permissive than the U.S.A. in allowing choice for women
between marital surname retention and change (MacClintock
2010). As a close neighbor, however, Canada’s customs sur-
rounding surname change have no doubt been greatly affected
by the U.S. legal situation.

In Canada, all territories and provinces other than Quebec
explicitly note that a woman need not change her surname
upon marriage, and that she may assume/adopt that of her
husband without having to undergo a legal name change
(e.g., Government of Alberta n.d.; Government of British
Columbia n.d.; Government of Manitoba n.d.; Government
of Ontario n.d.a; Karen Kieley, Research and Statistical

Officer, Vital Statistics, Service Nova Scotia and Municipal
Relations, personal communication, November 19, 2007).
Under Quebec civil law as of 1980marriage is not enumerated
as a ground for legal name change, though a wife may use her
husband’s name socially (Civil Code of Québec, C.c.Q., 1991,
c. 64, a. 58: Céline Therrien and Lise Leblanc, Centre de
communications avec la clientele, Ministère de la Justice du
Québec, personal communications, November 20, 2007 and
January 11, 2008, respectively).

Name changes in the U.S.A. are under state jurisdiction,
resulting in variation between states in women’s marital sur-
name change law and practice (MacClintock 2010). The state
of Louisiana, though legally similar to Quebec in stance on
this issue, in practice does not impede a woman’s use of a
surname changed to that of a spouse more than any other state
(MacClintock 2010). In both countries, one legally entitled to
assume/adopt a marital surname, in order to do so, must usu-
ally send proof of marriage plus a name change request to all
parties with which he or she deals under his or her name and
under which he or she has identifying documents (e.g.,
Government of Ontario n.d.a.; Goldin and Shim 2004; see
also MacClintock 2010). Those legally changing surname,
in addition to taking these actions, must first pass a court
hurdle. Canadians (outside Quebec) must make a successful
court application for name change (e.g., Government of
Ontario n.d.b.). In the U.S.A., legal name change can gener-
ally be effected via petition to the state court which is ap-
proved by a judge (MacClintock 2010). Birth surname reten-
tion, on the other hand, is automatic and effortless.

Decreases in Each of Inter-Sexual Difference
in Reproductive Success Variance and Hypergamy

In the U.S.A., patrilineal descent, or passing of resources in-
cluding eligibility for group membership via the male line
(Goody 1961), is limited, at least in very recent times, nearly
solely to children taking their (married) father’s surname
(Stanton 2006). The U.S.A. and other similar, Western na-
tions, presumably including Canada, again in recent times,
have been characterized as bilaterally reckoning descent.
That is, they are characterized as including all relatives within
each individual’s lineage (Davenport 1959). According to
Schneider and Cottrell (1975), however, despite the fact that
U.S. men actually see their mothers’ relatives more often than
their fathers’ (see also Stanton 2006), they are able to name
more distant relatives from their father’s side of the family
than from their mother’s. These authors also reported that
“… there is a tendency for distant kin to be linked more
through father’s father than father’s mother on the father’s side
for both male and female informants…” (at p. 76). This may
or may not be due to a shared family name. Either way, how-
ever, it constitutes evidence of greater descent reckoning
based on paternal than on maternal relatives in North

2 No Canadian, peer-reviewed legal article primarily concerning the con-
dition of that country’s or its provinces’/territories’ laws on women’s
marital surname change was found. As such, a province-by-province/
territory-by-territory search of government websites was conducted, to
find official policy and, in some cases, published statistics on such prac-
tice. Where no policy on women’s marital surname change was found on
provincial/territorial websites, direct inquiries were made to these gov-
ernments. Legal articles were included as necessary to supplement the
literature reviewed.
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America, despite the apparently countering force of increased
contact with the latter.

Ellison (1994) and Jackson (2014) both comment relevantly
on the potential demise of patrilineal descent reckoning in the
modern West. Ellison’s analysis is based in part on the advan-
tage, in cultures with relatively high male compared with fe-
male reproductive success (usually calculated by tallying one’s
number of offspring or offspring surviving to adulthood: Brown
et al. 2009) variance, of patrilineal over bilateral descent reck-
oning. Cross-culturally, patrilineal descent reckoning is associ-
ated with factors relating to greater male compared with female
reproductive success variance (Ellison 1994). Patrilineal de-
scent reckoning is associated, for example, with blood feud,
bride price, and rigorous sanctioning of adulterers (Daly and
Wilson 1988). Hartung (1976), further, relates the passing of
wealth patrilineally as maximizing the number of descendants,
where sons might attract multiple wives using this wealth (e.g.,
in North America, via serial marriage to young women) and
thus produce more grandchildren than any daughter could (see
also Marlowe 2004; Smith et al. 1987). Hrdy and Judge (1993)
cite the patrilineal practice of primogeniture, or bequeathing
most or all resources to the eldest son, as best ensuring survival
of the (father’s and mother’s) line in a resource-defense mating
system, such as one in which a minimal amount of land is
required to support a family and in which land is scarce. Their
discussion largely centers on the U.S.A. Sylvester (1998) dis-
cusses a similar shift to unigeniture farmland bequests to sons in
Canada, albeit with some variation associated with local legal
differences (e.g., with husbands leaving relatively more to their
widows in order to avoid land partition), under similar
circumstances.

Greater male than female reproductive success variance,
however, is declining in the modern West with decreased fer-
tility (Ellison 1994), as is the necessity of inheriting property
to being able to support a family (see generally Jackson 2014).
In Brown et al.’s (2009) cross-cultural review of reproductive
success variance between the sexes, the modern U.S. ratio of
male to female reproductive success variance is low at 1.27,
ranging up to 4.75 among the Dogon (full range, 0.79–4.75;
data regarding Canada, its provinces, and individual U.S.
states not available to the author’s best knowledge). The ge-
netic advantage attendant on favoring patrilineal inheritance
may, thus, be being attenuated in the modern U.S.. If patrilin-
eal descent reckoning stems from patrilineal inheritance, then
as the impetus for the latter declines, so should the incidence
of the former. Ellison (1994) notes that with the “modern
fertility transition” (p. 162) of Western nations to more equal
male and female reproductive success variance:

… Bilateral descent becomes the most efficient method
of reckoning biological relatedness
… if present trends continue, even the tradition of pat-
ronymic identification may seem to us a quaint and

ultimately arbitrary cultural artifact rather than an impor-
tant referent to a dominant kinship structure. (p. 163)

Stanton (2006) and Jackson (2014) also note that less pow-
er and fewer resources are directly or indirectly inherited or
otherwise bestowed on those of one’s lineage under modern
conditions. Jackson goes on to relate this to a rise in, among
other things, bilateral descent reckoning. Finally, Jackson
(2014) notes, patrilineal descent reckoning may be threatened
where hypergamy, or the marrying of women to men of great-
er wealth, education, or status is attenuated, for example, due
to women becoming better educated and paid. Under hyper-
gamy, assuming resources are inherited or largely inherited, it
behooves children to seek the favor of their wealthier father’s
family over that of their poorer mother. This may, in turn, lead
to or strengthen the importance and salience of patrilineal
descent (Jackson 2014).

Differential Grandparental Solicitude

Notwithstanding the cross-cultural prevalence of patrilineal
naming practices and descent reckoning, there is considerable
evidence that actual interaction and nurturance exhibit a ma-
trilineal bias when both patrilineal and matrilineal relatives are
accessible (e.g., Kahana and Kahana 1970; Robins and
Tomanec 1962; Young and Willmott 1957; controlling for
proximity, Jackson 1971; Smith 1988a; after divorce,
Cherlin and Furstenberg 1986; but see Roberto and Stroes
1992; see also Hill and Hurtado 1996, regarding grandmother
presence and grandchild survival). Evolutionists, beginning
with Smith (1988b), have interpreted such phenomena as a
reflection of adaptive variation in grandparental solicitude.
Because paternity is uncertain, maternal grandmothers are
the only grandparents with complete certainty of relatedness
to the children and should therefore be the most willing to
invest. Paternal grandfathers are connected to the children by
two uncertain links, and should therefore be least confident of
relatedness and least solicitous, while maternal grandfathers
and paternal grandmothers are each connected to the children
by one certain and one uncertain link, and should therefore be
intermediate in solicitude. Several studies have produced data
that have been interpreted as supportive of this argument
(Smith 1988b; Euler and Weitzel 1996; and see Shackelford
et al. 2004; DeKay 1995). In any case, the phenomenon of
matrilineal bias in contact, investment and affection is clearly
robust in the modern West.

Even in patrilineal societies, matrilateral kin may be more
solicitous. Among the hunter–gatherer Hadza of Tanzania, for
example, Hawkes et al. (1997) report that the presence of
elderly, maternal kin positively affects children’s nutrition.
Similarly, in a natural-fertility, natural-mortality society in ru-
ral Gambia, which was virilocal but in which maternal rela-
tives lived in a relatively easily accessible neighboring village,
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Sear, Mace, and McGregor (2000) report that the only class of
relatives other than the mother whose existence had a positive
effect on the nutritional status of children was the maternal
grandmother (see also Sear et al. 2002). All this begs the
question: Even though North Americans have been classed
as bilateral descent reckoners, is it possible they tend to in-
clude maternal relatives as kin due to solicitude from them,
while for their paternal relatives, less or no such solicitude is
required? Whether this ought to impact the classification of
North Americans’ descent reckoning is moot for present pur-
poses. What is being argued here, is that it is a conundrum that
North Americans, despite their strong matrilateral ties, still
hold as a very strong norm the surnaming of children for the
husband of their mother (not the mother herself, instead or
additionally), even long after the legal necessity to do so has
disappeared (see, e.g., Thornton 1979). This conundrum can
be resolved by viewing such surnaming as an attempt at mak-
ing salient patrilineal descent reckoning, and making maternal
relations less salient. But why emphasize the patriline, and
would it not risk the maternal relatives’ solicitude to do so?

Marriage may be understood as fundamentally a reproduc-
tive union (Buckle et al. 1966), inasmuch as it is the context in
which children primarily are raised, notwithstanding the tre-
mendous historical and cross-cultural variability in the expec-
tations and practices associated with marriage (Murdock
1949). If, as the evidence reviewed above suggests, contribu-
tions from maternal relatives toward a child’s well-being are
more dependable than contributions from paternal relatives,
might patrilineal surnaming be interpreted as a tactic for
recruiting patrilineal involvement and investment?
Investment by paternal grandparents may increase when
grandchildren carry their surname, and this could explain
why even the parents of brides are likely to approve of their
daughters changing their names at marriage, a fact that might
otherwise be deemed puzzling. The importance of such effects
is likely to vary in relation to inheritance practices, and to be
especially strong where (wealthy) parents leave more re-
sources to sons than to daughters (Smith et al. 1987; see also
Chagnon 1979 and Dickemann 1979).

Social Scientific Marital Surname Retention/Change
Literature Review

Inferences Regarding the Psychology ofWomen Choosing
Marital Surname Retention/Change, Men,
and the Parents of Each

Women need not consciously ‘know’ that they can rely most
strongly on their mothers’ assistance, less on that of their fa-
thers and mothers-in-law, and least on that of their fathers-in-
law. The proximal reason for women’s acting in accordance
with such rules may simply be, for example, an evolved

tendency for greater closeness between females (and thus be-
tween mothers and daughters, but also between mothers-in-law
and daughters-in-law) and between people who know each
other longer, are related, or both. Based on feelings of closeness
alone, a bride may ‘know’ that the grandparent least willing to
help her children will be the paternal grandfather, and that by
surnaming these children after their father-in-law, investment
prospects will be improved. Married women may seek to im-
prove the quality of their relationships with their in-laws, know-
ing these could help support these women’s children. The qual-
ity of the relationship between daughter(-in-law) and parents(-
in-law), indeed, has been shown to be positively related to the
amount and frequency of grandparental involvement with
grandchildren (Cherlin and Furstenberg 1986).

Besides possible effects of surnaming on other patrilineal
kin, there is evidence that fathers themselves care how their
children are named. Besides the enormous prevalence of chil-
dren actually receiving their fathers’ surnames over those of
their mothers (Emens 2007; Johnson and Scheuble 2002),
Cherlin (1978) found in a non-random survey of American
couples who used different surnames and who had a baby or
were expecting one, that these couples overwhelmingly gave
their child only the father’s surname. Cherlin explains the
phenomenon as follows: “In most cases, (the mothers) say
they didn’t care enough to buck their husbands’ strong feel-
ings about using their names” (p. 150). In a small study of
Canadian unmarried undergraduates, males (n=31) reported
caring more than females (n=32) that children receive only
their father’s surname (Lockwood et al. 2011: see also Robnett
and Leaper 2013, in which U.S. undergraduate men more
often than women stated they wanted to retain surname at
marriage for the reason of "family legacy" or similar). These
findings accord with that of Liss and Erchull (2012) that fem-
inist, heterosexual mothers gave their children solely the lat-
ter’s father’s surname at a significantly greater frequency, than
otherwise similar women who were not mothers but anticipat-
ed having children reported that they would (see also Nugent
2010). That acceding to husbands’ preferences in this regard
actually influences their commitment and investment is harder
to prove, but there is some evidence suggesting that it may.
Furstenberg and Talvitie (1980: see also Cherlin and
Furstenberg 1986) found that giving the father’s first or mid-
dle name to the sons of unmarried, young. African-American
women was associated with increased paternal contact and
resource allocation. The possibility that mothers named chil-
dren after those fathers who were already more likely to have
greater contact with and allocate more resources to their chil-
dren, of course, cannot be ruled out.

In the subtle negotiations of courtship and marital commit-
ments, it is possible that men may tend to perceive a woman
who endorses taking his surname as more attractive and/or
more desirable as a mate (regarding desirability, see
generally Boxer and Gritsenko 2005; Nugent 2010). It is
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plausible that the quality of a daughter-in-law’s relationship
with her husband, including the amount he found her attrac-
tive and desirable, would impact her relationship with her
parents-in-law. As such, greater investment in her children
by her parents-in-law could follow from a woman’s marital
surname change.

Perhaps paternal surname-saking influences some, especial-
ly those on the child’s father’s side of the family, to attribute
paternity of the surname-sake to his or her putative father, and
therefore infer relatedness to themselves (see generally Hartung
1985 for the theorized importance of this to paternal female as
well as male relatives), in a greater set of circumstances than
would otherwise be the case. The legitimacy of children born
within a marriage is a legal presumption under English com-
mon law, rebuttable by evidence that the husband could not
have been the biological father (The King v. Luffe 1807).
English common law formed the basis of much of that of
Canada and the U.S.A. Regardless, the vigorous prescription
of the legitimacy of children is seen not just in countries the
legal history of which is English common law (see, e.g., Davis
1939 regarding lack of inheritance and non-membership in the
parental line for illegitimate children cross-culturally; Korbin
1987 regarding relatively worse treatment of illegitimate chil-
dren including by family members across several cultures).
Surnaming only the children of a marriage for the husband
was practiced under English common law, as well as in the
U.S.A. Illegitimate children traditionally took the surname of
(only) their mother (Thornton 1979). As noted, the vast major-
ity of U.S. children carry solely their fathers’ surnames, but this
is somewhat less often the case if the mother did not take her
husband’s name at marriage (Johnson and Scheuble 2002).
Thus, if women effectively signal their future children will be
similarly surnamed via their own marital surname change, they
confer on their husbands the ability to communicate this indi-
cation of his biological relatedness to the children of his mar-
riage. This may be a motivator for women’s marital surname
change: increasing their attractiveness to/pleasing of their hus-
bands, by allowing the latter to signal paternity certainty.

Regional and Jurisdictional Variation

Quebec women lost the right to take their husbands’ surnames
as their own other than “socially” in 1980. Quebec possesses
significant linguistic as well as other (e.g., historical, cultural)
distinctiveness, comparedwith other NorthAmerican jurisdic-
tions. Be that as it may, as the sole North American jurisdic-
tion in which it has now generally been impossible for women
to formally take their husbands’ surnames for over a genera-
tion, Quebec’s rate of transmission of fathers’ surnames to
children may serve as a useful comparitor with that rate in
other North American jurisdictions within the same time-
frame, indicating the effect of women not taking husbands’
surnames on child surnaming.

In the last year in which almost all Quebec women who
gave birth and were married still had the choice of taking their
husbands’ surnames at marriage (1980), just 2 % of babies born
were surnamed for both mother and father. The like figure for
each of the following years is: 1986, 15 %; 1992, 22 %; 2000,
15 %; and in 2005, 12 % (Duchesne 2006). The increase in
using both parents’ surnames when surnaming children, once
women could not undergo marital surname change is remark-
able: from 2 % in the year brides first had to keep their premar-
ital surnames up to 22 % 20 years later. This latter figure ap-
pears to sharply contrast with the percentage of children
surnamed other than solely patrilineally or given their mother's
premarital surname as a middle name, in Johnson and
Scheuble’s (2002) sample of U.S. married women who had
retained or hyphenated their surnames at marriage: 7 %. This
is especially the case, since the women sampled by Johnson
and Scheuble were employees, including faculty, within a sys-
tem of universities: presumably a sample more likely to be
socially progressive and politically left than others. These facts
perhaps explain this still apparently high (7 %) rate of chil-
dren’s surnaming for their mothers as well as their fathers, or
being given the mother's surname as a middle name.

Be that as it may, solely patrilineal surnaming of infants, like
women’s taking of their husbands’ surnames, may have expe-
rienced a resurgence in Quebec following the 1990s. In 2005,
82 % of infants received solely their fathers’ surname: Five
percent were given solely their mothers’, but in most such cases
the father was unknown or undeclared. Only 1 % of infants
born to married women received just her surname (Duchesne
2006). Thus, even in the one North American jurisdiction
where the formal taking of a husband’s surname became
prohibited, the tradition of solely patrilineal surnaming for chil-
dren has been largely maintained for decades. Its pre-eminence
as “the” choice for infant surnaming, however, appears to have
been seriously eroded starting at the time women no longer had
the option of taking their husbands’ surnames. This evidence is
consistent with patrilineal descent reckoning being a reason for
women’s marital surname change.

Rationales for women’s marital surname change have been
found in one U.S. survey to closely relate to social norms
(Keels and Powers 2013). “(S)ociodemographic cleavages”
such as left- or right-leaning politically have also been found
to predict marital surname change in a U.S. study (Hamilton
et al. 2011, p. 149). Such political leaning as well as, perhaps,
social norms, could be related to region. As noted, a U.S.
survey reportedly representative of married individuals
showed the prevalence of women taking their husbands’ sur-
names varied by region. Women in the South were most likely
to retain their surnames, followed by women in the West, then
the Northeast, and finally the North Central region (Johnson
and Scheuble 1995: note that the primarily Southern tradition
of women retaining their birth surnames as middle names
counted as birth surname retention). Surname change in U.S.

154 Evolutionary Psychological Science (2016) 2:149–161



brides may vary systematically with the bride’s home state’s
average women’s income level, with greater such level corre-
lating positively with surname retention or hyphenation
(MacEacheron 2011). The state-to-state variation found in
retention/hyphenation rate among U.S. brides did not accord
with regional variation found by Johnson and Scheuble
(1995), but did accord with a later finding by these authors
plus another (Scheuble et al. 2012). The above state-to-state
and perhaps region-to-region variation is consistent with
brides, to the degree they are less needy of resource support
from husbands and in-laws (see also Scheuble and Johnson
2005 for association of full-time employment status with in-
creased situational use of pre-marital surname), and presum-
ably also less often marrying hypergamously, less often
choosing marital surname change.

Changes in Rate of Marital Surname Retention/Change
from 1975 or 1985 to Present

In a 1992 telephone survey presented as representative of the
U.S. population, just 1.4 % of 929 still-married respondents,
who had been between 19 and 55 years of age and married in
1980, reported that they (if female) or their wife used a surname
other than the husband’s, or hyphenated the two (Johnson and
Scheuble 1995). One of each respondents’ ever-married off-
spring 19 or older in 1992, who had dwelled with the respon-
dent in 1980, were similarly surveyed (n=180). There were
4.6 % who reported that they (if women) or their wives (if
men) used a surname other than the husband’s, or hyphenated.
That is, premarital name retention had tripled in a generation,
but remained rather rare. Limited evidence suggests that this
increase in women’s pre-marital surname retention is not con-
tinuing. In 1978 about 10 % of brides marrying in Hawai’i, the
only American state requiring brides to indicate their intended
surnames, stated they would retain their pre-marital surnames,
either using it alone or combining it with that of the husband by
hyphenation (Cherlin 1978). Thirty years later, this statistic had
increased only to 16.7 % (MacEacheron 2011). In 2010, it was
19.2 % (based on data provided by Brian Y. Horiuchi, Hawai’i
State Department of Health, personal communication, January
31, 2013).

According to Goldin and Shim (2004), the percentage of
college-educated, Massachusetts women electing to keep or
hyphenate their surnames upon marriage may actually have
been decreasing since the early 1990s (see also Gooding and
Kreider 2010). Kopelman, Shea-Van Fossen, Paraskevas,
Lawter, and Prottas (2009), in a study of New York Times wed-
ding announcements between the 1970s and early 2000s, found
that brides retaining surname at marriage increased from the
1970s to the 1990s, with only a non-significant increase in the
practice in the early 2000s. Women advertising their engage-
ment in the New York Times would seem on average to be
wealthier than other brides. As such, they may also tend to be

better educated, as well as less likely to be marrying
hypergamously. Various U.S. studies have shown that the
wealthier and more educated a woman, the less likely she is
to take, or to express approval of taking, husband’s surname
(Goldin and Shim 2004; Hoffnung 2006; Johnson and
Scheuble 1995, 2005). Relatedly, several U.S. studies have
shown that women in positions to earn more money are less
likely to take or approve of taking husbands’ surnames (Goldin
and Shim 2004; Johnson and Scheuble 1995; Kline, Stafford,
and Miklosovic 1996; Scheuble and Johnson 1993). Thus,
even with increasing gender equity over the given time period,
and now decades-long absence of legal requirement, the prac-
tice of changing one’s surname at marriage remains strong,
especially among less-educated, less-wealthy women. It may
be that where women need less resource support for themselves
and their future children from their husbands, future in-laws, or
both, they may less often be seeking to please these others via
participation in a custom which, as noted, may achieve that
goal, but at a cost to these women.

Others’ Perceptions of Women Retaining, Hyphenating,
or Changing Pre-Marital Surname

A sex difference in the perception of women who retain their
surnames was observed by Murray (1997): U.S. men, but not
women, expressed the view that such women are less attrac-
tive and make worse mothers. In Ontario, Canada, male par-
ticipants also rated women who kept their natal surnames as
less attractive (Atkinson 1987). Embleton and King (1984)
reported data gathered from customers and staff of a
Canadian campus pub and nearby exotic dance club.
Slightly more than half of the 43 respondents characterized
surname keepers as assertive and job-oriented rather than
home- or family-oriented. Surveyed female college students
in the U.S.A. Midwest have shown static marital surname
change intention, but increased negative attitude toward wom-
en not taking husband's surname at marriage—saying these
were less committed to the marriage—between 1990 and
2006 (Scheuble, Johnson, and Johnson 2012: see also
Robnett and Leaper 2013, in which 30.5 % of women
indicating desire to undergo marital surname change gave
devotion to husband or "family unity" as a reason). As for
women who hyphenate their birth surnames with those of their
husbands, one study found U.S. undergraduates perceived
them as relatively career oriented, with men scoring high on
the “Hostile Sexism Scale” (Glick and Fiske 1996) rating
them as relatively likely to violate sexual norms, including
committing adultery (Stafford and Kline 1996). Some of the
men studied, therefore, might think that brides signal their
future commitment to the marriage and to sexual fidelity as
well as motherhood, via surname change. The above trend of
lesser male than female positive trait attribution to women
who retain their premarital surnames may help explain an
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apparent disconnect found in one small, Canadian study. The
difference was between unmarried females’ preference to re-
tain or hyphenate and unmarried males’ expectations regard-
ing their future wives’ surnaming decisions. In this study of
university students, a majority of females stated they would
prefer to engage in non-traditional marital surnaming. Most of
the male participants, however, expected their future wives to
undergo marital surname change (Lockwood et al. 2011).

A U.S. study showed that women rated women who retain
their natal surnames less likely to contravene sexual norms than
those who simply take their husbands’ names (Forbes et al.
2002). Perhaps such women were seen on some level by other
youngwomen yet unlikely to bemarried and also unlikely to yet
understand men’s impressions of female marital surname reten-
tion, as somehow truer to themselves. In this way, it is possible
that assessments of these women’s sexual mores benefitted from
a halo effect. In a study of married, Catholic, U.S. women,
however, any non-traditional marital surnaming practice on the
part of women was seen by some respondents as indicating
intention to leave the marriage at some point or self-
centeredness (Suter 2004). In a U.S., between-subjects design
study, Etaugh et al. (1999) found that undergraduates rated the
same hypothetical married women as more communal and less
agentic, when they had been told she had taken her husband’s
surname. Thus, both sexes may tend to view women who retain
premarital surname after marriage as less likely to focus on
motherhood and more likely to be suited to a career, sexually
unfaithful, and more likely to divorce. Women’s sexual and
marital fidelity would be expected to affect men’s reproductive
success: perhaps men in positions (e.g., of relative wealth) to
expect high reproductive success tend to expect greater indica-
tions from their wives of such fidelity.

Additional Demographic and Attitudinal Factors
Associated with Marital Surname Retention/Change

Age (Goldin and Shim 2004; Hoffnung 2006; Johnson and
Scheuble 1995; MacEacheron 2011; and see Abel and Kruger
2011; Scheuble and Johnson 1993, 2005), the surname choice
of the woman’s own mother, cohabitation before marriage,
and gender role traditionalism (Johnson and Scheuble 1995)
have been found to be predictive of U.S. women’s surname
decision at marriage. Correlates of traditionalism such as reli-
gion, religiosity and cultural background have also been iden-
tified as decision predictors, while cohabitation before mar-
riage has been found to predict surname retention or positive
attitude thereto (Blakemore et al. 2005; Boxer and Gritsenko
2005; Intons-Peterson and Crawford 1985; Kline et al. 1996;
Scheuble and Johnson 1993; Twenge 1997). A discussion of
the effects of ultimate cultural background for those living in
North America, on women's marital surname change, is be-
yond the scope of this paper. Feminist self-identification has
been correlated with positive attitude to women’s surname

retention at marriage (Hamilton et al. 2011, and see
generally Kerns 2011). It is unclear why the marital surname
change/retention choice of one’s mother may predict one’s
own such choice as a daughter. This predictor may be unre-
lated to recruitment of resources from husband or in-laws.

Women marrying at older ages have been found to be more
likely to retain their premarital surnames. MacEacheron (2011),
for example, using archival data on all marriages in Hawai'i in
2006, found support for older brides being more likely to retain
their premarital surname (χ2

(1) for linear trend=399.60, N=28,
679, df=1, p<0.0001). There may be several reasons for this.
Women who marry at later ages are more likely to be well-
educated professionals, for whom name change would have
greater financial and professional costs (see generally Goldin
and Shim 2004). An older bride is also more likely to have been
married previously (see Johnson and Scheuble 1995 for an
association between prior marriage and surname retention) and
to have children from a former relationship. Shemay also be less
likely to be marrying hypergamously, due to wealthier men
tending to marry more attractive women (see Udry and
Eckland 1984), and attractiveness tending to decrease with
age. From an evolutionary perspective, assuming women’s mar-
ital surname change is designed, in part, to recruit support for
children of the marriage (e.g., by asserting their greater belong-
ing to their husband’s rather than their own line), age is espe-
cially relevant. That is so, since the closer a woman is to men-
opause, the fewer future children she can generally expect to
have. Such women can, on average, anticipate not needing a
spouse’s support with young children to the same degree as a
woman marrying at a younger age. Given this fact, it is hypoth-
esized that older bridesmay not seek asmuch as younger ones to
please their husbands in ways that are costly to these women,
including via marital surname change.

Women who cohabit before marriage may be lower in re-
ligiosity, and, for that reason, less likely to endorse taking
husbands’ surnames. Religion or religiosity, as well as gender
role traditionalism (including feminism), however, specula-
tively could reflect adherence to traditional sexual mores such
as avoiding adultery, generally predicted to be valued by
males (for evidence of such valuing, see, e.g., Buss 1989)
and leading to increased paternity certainty. Patrilineal descent
reckoning, as discussed, is related to more rigorous sanction-
ing of adulterers cross-culturally, which is in turn related to
increased paternity certainty and greater male than female var-
iance in reproductive success. The fact that women tend to
change surname more if higher in religiosity or traditionalism
may thus reflect a link between such surname change and
patrilineal descent reckoning. For example, marital surname
change could be a signal by brides of future sexual fidelity
which, to the extent such signal is costly for the woman to
make, may be relied upon by her groom. The more he per-
ceives such signal as reliable, in turn, the greater the extent to
which he can be sure the children of the marriage are related to
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him biologically, and the greater his incentive to invest in
them.

Discussion

Why would brides change surname to that of their grooms,
when doing so is often a fraught decision and potentially ex-
pensive in terms of earnings (Goldin and Shim 2004)? Clearly,
such change is highly normative. Yet a sizable minority, over
decades, have broken with that norm, and the U.S. brides who
do so are not randomly distributed—state residency and age,
for example, are predictive. Women may very well be aware
that using husbands’ surnames as their own and children of the
marriage sharing such surname is something husbands feel
strongly about. To the extent their future in-laws will be
pleased if these women’s husbands are pleased, these women
may choose to please both their husbands and in-laws, by
signaling fidelity to their husband’s (and therefore in-laws’)
line and the intention to add their future children to it. Given
that the future children of brides who take their grooms’ sur-
names at marriage overwhelmingly bear solely these grooms’
surnames, such signaling could be effected by marital sur-
name change.

It is at least unclear based on the history of relevant law and
practice, that the former legal requirement of women’s marital
surname change in North America was due to an English
common law doctrine. There is arguably better evidence that
the practice started as a signaling device on the part of brides,
that children of the marriage would be surnamed for their
husbands. Now that across Canada and the U.S. brides have
not had to change their surnames to those of their husbands for
over a generation, presumably it is well known by brides that
retention or change (or hyphenation) is a matter of choice.
There is now, further, a decades’ deep social scientific litera-
ture on the practice. This paper sought to use the findings of
such work and related work, to elucidate a logical tie between
patrilineal descent reckoning and provisioning of wives and
children by husbands and husbands’ parents, and the custom
of women’s marital surname change.

One way such logical tie and other factors relating to
women’s marital surname choice may be investigated, is by
comparing the custom across the jurisdictions in which it has
been best-studied: the U.S.A. and Canada. Unfortunately, data
on the practice is only collected in Hawai’i. To the extent there
exist important and studyable differences between these juris-
dictions, which otherwise share much in common, these differ-
ences could be related to rate of women’s marital name change
and attitudes toward this custom. Thus, I encourage researchers
to collect data at the local or jurisdictional level, to allow for
such research. Factors associated with women’s children bear-
ing their surnames, depending on these women’s marital sur-
name change or retention, across jurisdictions, could

additionally be compared. As discussed, notwithstanding the
prevalence of patrilineal naming practices and descent reckon-
ing, there exists solid empirical evidence that actual interaction
and nurturance exhibit a matrilateral bias when both paternal
and maternal relatives are accessible. Evolutionists have
interpreted these phenomena as a reflection of adaptive varia-
tion in grandparental solicitude, based on paternity uncertainty.
The phenomenon of matrilateral bias in contact, investment and
affection is robust throughout the modern West. Yet the
women’s marital surname change literature reviewed above
shows that this ostensible means of ensuring patrilinealdescent
reckoning is also clearly robust in the U.S.A. and Canada.

To the extent marital surname change is difficult or disad-
vantageous to the woman, it may serve as a reliable marker of
fidelity to her husband, to her marriage, or to both. Children
bearing the surname of their (married) father is a traditional
legal marker of their biological relatedness to him. To the
extent legitimacy is (cross-)culturally prescribed, it would be
expected to be preferred by grandparents and fathers in off-
spring. Thus, brides may change surname at marriage in part
to signal (1) fidelity to the man they are marrying/marriage,
and (2) that their children with the man will be demonstrably
legitimate. This may serve to add esteem to the patriline and,
speculatively, perhaps even publicly assert the paternity cer-
tainty of its males.

This paper has shown limited evidence that men whose chil-
dren are named after them invest more in them, and that women
who undergo marital surname change are perceived as more
committed to their husbands, including more sexually faithful.
This begs the question whether women’s marital surname
change might constitute a device to elicit investment in children
from husbands and from the category of grandparent least likely
to bestow it: the paternal grandfather. Maternal grandparents are
more likely to invest in grandchildren, as discussed, and even to
do so where paternal grandparents are equally close-by and after
divorce. Thus, maternal grandparents may be seen as more cer-
tain investors, who need not have their grandchildren surnamed
for them in order to ensure their investment.

As noted, the quality of the relationship between daughter(-
in-law) and parent(-in-law) has been shown to be positively
related to the amount and frequency of grandparental involve-
ment with grandchildren. It is plausible that investment by
paternal grandparents could increase when grandchildren car-
ry their surname. This could explain why the parents of brides
are likely to not object or even desire that their daughters
change their surnames at marriage, which desire might other-
wise be puzzling. If it is indeed the case that women’s marital
surname change (and other forms of patrilineal descent reck-
oning) leads to greater investment by the father and his parents
in a woman’s children, such advantage attendant on the prac-
tice may constitute the most ultimate explanation for it.

Women’s choice to not undergo marital surname change
will have been acknowledged as legal for all purposes across
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the U.S.A. for between 30 and 40 years at time of writing.
Additionally, given the U.S.A.’s cultural influence on Canada,
the options of surname retention and hyphenation should have
been salient in that country too, for this same amount of time.
Even women in states in which it most recently became legal
for all purposes to retain pre-marital surname at marriage, who
married at that point in time, are now old enough to be grand-
mothers. Many of their children are of an age to have children
themselves, and to face surnaming decisions for these. Thus, it
is possible that North American patrilineal descent reckoning,
which may be an ultimate reason for marital surname change,
will now have been either reclaimed or subverted in some
families. Such reclamation could occur as a counter-reaction
to the bilateral descent reckoning that implicitly occurs via
giving children a dual (both mother’s and father’s) surname.
For example, it might be expressed via increased solely patri-
lineal surnaming of children, increased change of surname by
brides to that of their grooms, or both. In other cases, however,
married women who retained their natal surnames and gave
their children a dual surname could now have given rise to two
generations of less-patrilineal and more fully bilateral descent
reckoners.

If patrilineal descent reckoning were an ultimate reason for
women’s marital surname change, then a negative reaction by
husbands and their families to children and grandchildren of
women who do not take their husbands’ surname being
surnamed after their mothers or bilaterally (i.e., both after their
mothers and after their fathers) might be expected. This might
be especially the case from some quarters. Such particularly
negative reaction, for example, could occur in areas of North
America, or in particular families, in which reproductive suc-
cess variance is relatively greater in males. Greater negative
reaction to deviations from patrilineality, such as children not
receiving solely their fathers’ surnames, could occur from in-
laws and husbands interested in the concentration of family
resources in sons in their patriline. This interest, in turn, is
predicted to be due to such concentration most greatly increas-
ing their number of descendants, given that sons in whom
resources are concentrated, in a group with relatively higher
male compared with female reproductive success, could
achieve some form of polygyny (e.g., serial marriages to
young women). This would most often be expected to be the
case where the family is relatively wealthy. Even in such quar-
ters, however, and more so outside of them, wives’ preference
if any to not take their husbands’ surnames as their own or to
not pass (solely) these to their children, may becomemore and
more disadvantageous for husbands and in-laws to attempt to
override. The reason for this, is fewer marriages and a declin-
ing birth-rate making daughters-in-law (and grandchildren)
rarer and more precious, thus increasing their bargaining pow-
er within families. A married woman’s bargaining power with
respect to her in-laws would also tend to be greater, and her
need for resources from then less, all else being equal, where

she was not engaging in hypergamy. To the extent hypergamy
is becoming less frequent, the frequency at which women take
their husbands’ surnames is predicted to decrease.

Generally, the reaction to children and grandchildren of
women who do not take their husbands’ surnames being
surnamed for their mothers or bilaterally would be expected
to be more negative than that to women who retain surname or
hyphenate at marriage, but who give the children of the mar-
riage only their husbands’ surname. One form of reaction to
the loss of patrilineal in favor of bilateral descent reckoning
could occur via the surnaming of grandchildren of women
who gave their surnames, along with those of their husbands,
to their children. For example, such grandchildren could less
often than would be predicted under equal passing of all sur-
names of both parents, bear maternally derived surnames (as
occurs in Spanish-speaking countries, in which each individ-
ual traditionally bears each of his or her grandfathers’
patrilineally derived surnames: e.g., Fuster 1986). Other ex-
amples of testable hypotheses as to patrilineal bias in
surnaming of infants of couples in which at least one parent
has a bilateral surname, are possible. Perhaps in families in
which there are both grandchildren (a) bearing only the patri-
lineal surname and (b) bearing it as well as another, inheri-
tance and other investment on the part of the paternal relatives
in the grandchildren could be contrasted for evidence of fa-
voritism toward the former set of grandchildren. If it is found,
it would constitute indirect evidence for the utility of patrilin-
eal surnaming in eliciting investment in children from the
paternal grandparents.

At this point in history, those opposed to bilaterally
surnaming children no longer need to warn that the children
of these, in turn, may each end up having four surnames.
Researchers should now be able to ask what actually happens
in such cases. That is, it should now be possible to ask what
tends to be the result when Mr. Smith-Jones and Miss Brown-
Potter wish to marry—whose surname(s), if any, tend to be
sacrificed at the marriage alter, and whose surname(s) will not
make it onto their children’s birth certificates. Perhaps a pat-
rilineal bias will be apparent in the answers to these questions,
and more so to the latter such question, if an ultimate purpose
of women’s marital surname change is ensuring patrilineal
descent reckoning.

Alternately, patrilineal descent reckoning may be
changing to become bilateral, at least for children with
dual surnames. If patrilineal descent reckoning is
cherished or advantageous enough (e.g., to married wom-
en and their children) and its loss felt to be imminent
given two generation’s non-patrilineal surnaming, howev-
er, perhaps a shift away from women’s marital surname
retention will occur. For example, there could be counter-
reaction to non-patrilineal surnaming, on the basis of de-
sire to not lose patrilineal descent reckoning. This is spec-
ulatively proposed as a reason for the desurgence in the
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1990s of women’s marital surname retention (e.g., see
Goldin and Shim 2004; Duchesne 2006; Kopelman et al.
2009).

Conclusion

The ultimate purpose of women’s marital surname changewas
posited to be ensuring patrilineal descent reckoning, and en-
hancement of resource recruitment for children of the mar-
riage by wives, from husbands and in-laws attendant on such
reckoning. One replicated finding from the reviewed research,
is that where mothers did not take the surname of their hus-
bands their children are more likely to bear their mother’s
surnames, usually in addition to those of their fathers. Now
that the choice for women to not engage in marital surname
change has existed for more than one generation, its effects on
such reckoning, and enhancement of such resource recruit-
ment, should be assessable. Inter-jurisdictional differences
could additionally be used to elucidate factors associated with
the practice of women’s marital surname change and provide
clues as to it cause(s).
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