








Appendix B-1

NAMING CUSTOMS

International names can be a challenge in many ways. 
Pronunciation may be difficult. Spelling may be unusual, and the 
concept of “first” and “last” name varies by country. International 
students and scholars are very patient during your attempts to 
obtain their “correct name”.

For federal income tax purposes, the most important rule to 
remember is that the name on the tax papers must match 
the records on file with the Social Security Administration 
or with the Internal Revenue Service ITIN unit. When advis-
ing students and scholars, instruct them to use their name in the 
same order as it appears on their Social Security card or ITIN let-
ter.

The following information is for reference purposes and to help you 
have a better understanding of naming customs.

GENERAL ORIENTAL NAMING CUSTOMS

Oriental or Southeast Asians often use their family name first. 
Chinese, Vietnamese, and Cambodian persons use their names in a 
pattern directly reversed from the way of naming in the U.S.

The words “Van” and “Thi” appearing in the middle of the names 
are not given names. They are to identify gender. “Van” indicates a 
male. “Thi” is female. These words should be included as the middle 
name.

Example:         
Nguyen Thi Mai        
Nguyen is the family or “last” name      
Thi is the middle name indicating the person is female   
Mai is the given or “first” name.

In the example above, when completing the tax return for Mai, 
you would follow the order that her name appears on her Social 
Security card.
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Appendix B-2

BURMESE NAMING CUSTOMS

The Burmese do not have family names. Most Burmese given 
names consist of two and sometimes three words. Most names are 
given according to the astrological sign for the day of the week 
on which the child is born. There may be no similarity between a 
child’s name and a parent’s name. Almost all Burmese have at least 
one alias. These aliases are taken for a variety of reasons, includ-
ing advice from astrologers. Ethnic Chinese and Indians in Burma 
usually take a Burmese name in addition to their own ethnic name. 
Women do not change their name when they marry. There are 
no differences between male and female names. Therefore, cour-
tesy titles are always attached to the name. The titles will change 
throughout the lifetime.

Example:
A male child is given the name of “Tin”.    
At birth, he will be known as Maung Tin.    
At college age, he will be known as Ko Tin.    
When he marries he will be known as U Tin.

ETHIOPIAN NAMING CUSTOMS

Ethiopians do not use a system of family names. A child receives 
the father’s first name and in addition is given a new first name. 
Only the paternal name passes on. A woman retains her name 
after marriage.

GREEK NAMING CUSTOMS

Every Greek has three names. They frequently abbreviate their 
names. The name “Pappas” may be a valid name by itself, or it may 
be a shortening of several thousand possible names.

 In males:  First name = given name

 Second name = given name of the father in the 
   genitive case 

 Third name  =  family name

In females:  First name  =  given name

 Second name  =  the genitive form of her husband’s 
   first name

 Third name  =  husband’s family name

INDIAN NAMING CUSTOMS

Children are not always given names at birth or their names are 
changed after birth. There is no consistency in writing names. 
Different last names can be used by members of the same fam-
ily. Under Sikh custom, a child is not named until forty days after 
birth. Males are given the second name “Singh”. Girls are given a 
second name “Kaur” which may be changed after marriage.



Appendix B-3

INDONESIAN NAMING CUSTOMS

People from Indonesia may have only one name. In that case, use 
“FNU” (First Name Unknown) for the first name.

PORTUGUESE AND BRAZILIAN VARIATIONS OF PORTUGUESE NAMING 

CUSTOMS

The Portuguese Code of Civil Registry provides that full 
Portuguese names shall never consist of more than six names 
(words). Except for noble families, names are generally restricted to 
four words. Three given names is not unusual. The legitimate off-
spring of a Portuguese couple would include the surnames of both 
parents, neither of which is considered a middle name. In the case 
of a child born out of wedlock, the surname of the mother is used. 
Portuguese usage places the family name last. Diminutives are 
used extensively in Portuguese. Certain names are very popular 
and appear frequently. Many Portuguese use only the part of their 
name that will distinguish them from others.

SPANISH NAMING CUSTOMS

A great number of Spanish given names contain more than one 
word. Multiple words should be considered part of one name (Maria 
de los Angeles = Maria Angeles). A great many Spanish given 
names have equivalent nicknames which are commonly used as a 
first name, but should not be used for tax purposes. A man named 
Jose might be known as Pepe. On the tax return, use the name 
Jose.

IMMIGRATION STATUS

Non-immigrants must enter the U.S. with a visa that matches 
their requested immigration status. Immigrant status can change 
without a new visa being issued. Failure to obtain a visa results in 
illegal alien status. For income tax purposes, we are only concerned 
with residency status according to the tax laws and the amount 
of earnings. If someone is in the country illegally and has earned 
money, they still need to file a tax return.

The following information may help you understand some of the 
terminology you will encounter when working with international 
students and scholars.


