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AA  GGUUIIDDEE  TTOO  NNAAMMEESS  AANNDD  
NNAAMMIINNGG  PPRRAACCTTIICCEESS  

 

This guide has been produced by the United Kingdom to aid with difficulties that are 
commonly encountered with names from around the globe. Interpol believes that member 
countries may find this guide useful when dealing with names from unfamiliar countries or 
regions. Interpol is keen to provide feedback to the authors and at the same time develop 
this guidance further for Interpol member countries to work towards standardisation for 
translation, data transmission and data entry.  
 
The General Secretariat encourages all member countries to take advantage of this 
document and provide feedback and, if necessary, updates or corrections in order to 
have the most up to date and accurate document possible. 



 

A GUIDE TO NAMES AND NAMING PRACTICES 
 
1. Names are a valuable source of information. They can indicate gender, marital status, 
birthplace, nationality, ethnicity, religion, and position within a family or even within a society. 
However, naming practices vary enormously across the globe. The aim of this guide is to 
identify the knowledge that can be gained from names about their holders and to help 
overcome difficulties that are commonly encountered with names of foreign origin.  
 
2. The sections of the guide are governed by nationality and/or ethnicity, depending on 
the influencing factor upon the naming practice, such as religion, language or geography. 
Inevitably, this guide is not exhaustive and any feedback or suggestions for additional 
sections will be welcomed.  
 
How to use this guide 
 
4. Each section offers structured guidance on the following:  
 

a.  typical components of a name: 
 

 
e.g. personal name + family name 

  
 
b. familial relationships, i.e. how marriage affects names and how children are 

named;   
 
c. common titles used as forms of address; 
 
d. unique characteristics of the naming customs for a particular nationality or 

ethnicity; 
 
e. any common variations in spelling names in English. 

 
6. The Common Names Guide (Annex A) and the Common Origins of Family Name 
Endings (Annex B) both act as initial indicators of a name’s possible origins and link to the 
relevant section of the guide. 
 
7. Links and crossovers in the guide are referenced and hyperlinked (indicated by 
underlined blue text in the electronic version) for ease of use.  
 
Explanation of terms 
 
8. The terms used in this guide include: 

a.  personal name; middle name; family name (given in upper-case); 
 
b.  father’s personal name: as a component of a child’s full name; 
 
c.  patronymic: name derived from personal name of father; 

 
d.  grandfather’s personal name: as a component of a grandchild’s full name; 

 
e.  (honorific) title: a name or title given to, or used by, a person as a mark of 

status or respect; 
 
f.  religious name: a name or title given to, or used by, a person according to 

the tradition of the person’s religion.  
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24. INDIAN 

a. NORTHERN INDIAN 
 
i.  HINDU 
 
24.1 

personal name [+ middle name] + family name 
 

e.g. Raj Lal VASANI 
 
 

24.2 In formal situations, the personal name and middle name (if present) are commonly 
put together:  

e.g. Raj Lal VASANI  would describe himself in a formal setting as Rajlal  
       VASANI. 

 
24.3 As a Hindu family name can denote caste, a person may drop his/her last name to 
reject the caste system. It is then typical to use the middle name as a surname. In this case, 
the name used as a surname would not be common to all family members: 

 
e.g. Raj Lal VASANI would become Raj Lal and therefore Mr. Lal.  

 
Familial relationships 
 
24.4 Upon marriage, a woman typically takes her husband’s family name. 
 
24.5 The names of family members sometimes share common elements: 

 
e.g. the children of Manju Devi may be named Manju Lakshmi, Manju  

                               Sita, Manju Rani, etc.  
 

Titles 
 
24.6 The following titles are used with family names: 
 

Mr Shri / Sri 
Mrs Shrimati / Srimati 
Miss Kumari / Sushri 

 
Unique Characteristics 
 
24.7 The following naming practices should also be noted: 
 

a. many British Hindus come from the same regions of India and the same 
caste, therefore certain family names are common in the UK, e.g. PATEL. 
However, although most people with the name PATEL are Hindu, they may 
also be Muslim, which is usually evident from the personal name, e.g. Hanif 
PATEL (see 24.c Indian-Muslim) 

 
b. common middle names include: 
  
 i. male: Kumar, Parkash, Chander, Lal, Nath, Datt; 
 
 ii. female: Kumari, Rani, Lakshmi, Devi; 
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c. Indian Sikh and Hindu personal and family names are not distinct, and can be 

used by both groups, e.g. the personal name Raj could belong to an Indian 
Sikh. 

 
- Link to Common Names Guide
- Return to Contents
 
 
ii.  GUJARATI-HINDU 
 
24.8 

personal name + father’s personal name + family name 
 

e.g. Sanjay Bharat VADGAMA 
 

 
24.9 Both men and women will traditionally take their father’s personal name as their 
middle name. 
 
Familial relationships 
 
24.10 On marrying, a woman traditionally drops her father’s personal name and family  
name and takes on her husband’s personal name and his family name in its place: 

 
e.g. if Nita Jayant PATEL married Sanjay Bharat VADGAMA she would 

        become known as Nita Sanjay VADGAMA. 
 
24.11 Children typically take the father’s family name: 

 
e.g. the son of Sanjay Bharat VADGAMA might be called Rakesh Sanjay                            
      VADGAMA. 
 

Titles 
 
24.12 The following titles are used with family names: 
 

Mr Shri 
Mrs Shrimati 
Miss Kumari 

 
Unique Characteristics 
 
24.13 The following naming practices should also be noted: 
 

a.  the suffix -bhai for men, and -bai or -ben for women, may be added to the 
personal name: 

 
  e.g. Nitaben is the same personal name as Nita; 

             Sanjaybhai is the same personal name as Sanjay. 
 
- Link to Common Names Guide
- Return to Contents
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b. SOUTHERN INDIAN 
 
24.14  People from Southern Indian states, such as Tamil Nadu, Kerala, and Andhra 
Pradesh typically have no family name. See 28.b. Sri Lankan-Tamil for more details. 
 
- Link to Common Names Guide
- Return to Contents
 
 
c.  MUSLIM 
 
24.15 Muslims throughout India follow different naming patterns according to familial or 
local tradition, or preference: 
 

a. some, especially in Southern India, may adopt local naming traditions, but 
more commonly use Muslim personal names (see 24.b. Indian-Southern 
Indian); 

 
b. others may follow South Asian Muslim naming patterns (see 25. Pakistani-

Muslim). They may, however, share the same family/caste names as Hindus 
in the north of India. The personal name(s) can often be used to distinguish 
the likely religion of its holder: 

 
e.g. the family name PATEL could belong to a Hindu, e.g. Raj Lal  
       PATEL (see 24.a & b.) or a Muslim, e.g. Muhammad Hanif   
       PATEL.  

 
c. some may follow Arab Muslim naming patterns (see 17. Arab Muslim). 

 
- Link to Common Names Guide
- Return to Contents
 
 
d.  SIKH 
 
24.16 

personal name + religious name [+ family name] 
 

The religious name is always Singh for men and Kaur for women. 
 

                                e.g. Ravinder Singh SAHOTA (male) 
e.g. Baljit Kaur GILL (female) 

 
 
24.17 However, since the Sikh religion opposes caste, Sikhs do not traditionally use their 
family name. Therefore, the name will most likely appear as: 
 

 
personal name + religious name (i.e. Singh/Kaur) 

 
No family name will be used (although may be given for official purposes). 

 
e.g. Ravinder Singh (m) 

e.g. Baljit Kaur (f) 
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24.18 Identifying family is therefore difficult, as many Sikh men will use the religious name 
Singh as a surname, and likewise with Kaur for women. Therefore, a familial relationship 
should not be assumed from such a name without further information, particularly of the 
family name, if available. 
 
Familial relationships 
 
24.19 Upon marriage, a woman will only take her husband’s family name if he uses it. 
Otherwise she will most often be Mrs Kaur.  
 
24.20 Some Sikhs have accommodated to naming systems outside India by using the 
religious name Singh as the surname for every family member. Therefore, a woman could 
be Mrs Baljit Singh, or even Miss Singh, if her family had adopted this practice.  
 
24.21 Due to these options, the same Sikh couple might conceivably be known as: 
 
Mrs Baljit Kaur GILL    Mr Ravinder Singh SAHOTA 
Mrs Baljit Kaur    Mr Ravinder Singh    
Mrs Baljit Kaur SAHOTA 
Mrs Kaur / Mrs Singh               Mr Singh 
Mrs SAHOTA (if husband uses family name)    Mr SAHOTA  
Mrs GILL  
 
Titles 
 
24.22 The following titles are prefixed to Sikh names or used alone as a term of respect: 
 

Mr Sardar / Sardarji 
Mrs Sardarni / Sardarnji 

 
Unique Characteristics 
 
24.23 The following naming practices should also be noted: 
 

a. most Sikh personal names can be used by either sex and therefore cannot be 
used to determine gender. The religious name Kaur alone indicates that the 
name in question belongs to a woman. Singh will in most cases apply to a 
man, except when used as a family name (see 24.20); 

 
b. as a sign of respect, Sikh personal names may have the ending -ji: 

 
e.g. Baljitji is the same name as Baljit; 
       Ravinderji is the same name as Ravinder;  

 
c. the name Singh can also be used as a Hindu name in Northern India so it 

should not be assumed that someone with the name of Singh is invariably a 
Sikh; 

 
d. Indian Sikh and Hindu names are not distinct and can be used by both 

groups, e.g. the name Ravinder could belong to a Hindu. 
 

- Link to Common Names Guide
- Return to Contents
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26. SRI LANKAN 

 
a. SINHALESE 
 
26.1 

house/clan name + personal name(s) [+ family name] 
 

e.g. Kaluhandhilage Hemachandra SILVA 
 

 
26.2 The Sinhalese house/clan name ends in GE, e.g. Kaluhandhilage:  
 

a. GE is often connected to the name of the house/clan by the word LA, so the 
name will frequently end in LAGE; 

 
b. the GE name is passed down between generations of a family, regardless of 

gender;  
 
c. the GE name is often abbreviated to an initial; 

 
d. the GE name could be omitted altogether, which is an increasingly common 

practice among the younger urbanised Sinhalese generation.   
 
26.3 Most of the urbanised Sinhalese population will have an additional family name. It is 
less common in the names of rural inhabitants who may simply use the prefixed GE name 
and one or more personal names, e.g. Pathirannahelage Piyaseeli.  
        
26.4 For example, Kaluhandhilage Hemachandra SILVA would be Hemachandra from 
the house (GE) of Kaluhandhi  and of the family SILVA. He could also be known as: 

 
a. K. Hemachandra SILVA  (GE name initialled); 
 
b. K. Hemachandra  (GE name initialled, no family name);  
 
c.  Hemachandra SILVA  (GE name omitted). 

 
Familial relationships 
 
26.5 Sinhalese women typically adopt the family surname of their husband upon marriage 
but retain their GE name: 

 
e.g. if Pathirannahelage Piyaseeli married Kaluhandhilage 

                               Hemachandra SILVA, she would become  
       Pathirannahelage Piyaseeli SILVA.  

 
26.6 Children typically adopt their father’s house/clan name and family name.  
 
Titles 
 
26.7 The following titles are used in Sinhalese: 
 

Mr Mahatha 
Mrs Mahathmiya 
Miss Menaviya 
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Unique characteristics 
 
26.8 The following naming practices should also be noted: 
 

a. some common Sinhalese family names are derived from Portuguese family 
names, due to past Portuguese colonisation: 

 
   e.g. SILVA, FERNANDO, PEREIRA; 
 
 b. other family names are derived from Sinhalese: 
 
   e.g. AMARASINGHE, TENNEKOON; 
 

c. common beginnings to Sinhalese family names include: 
 

JAYA-    e.g. JAYASENA 
GUNE- / GUNA- / GOONA- e.g. GUNERATNE / GOONERATNE 
AMERA- / AMARA-  e.g. AMARAWEERA 

 
 d. common endings to Sinhalese family names include: 
 

-RATNE   e.g. SENAVIRATNE 
-WARDENE / -WARDENA e.g. GUNAWARDENE 
-SEKERA    e.g. JAYASEKERA 
-TILLEKE   e.g. GUNATILLEKE  
-SUREYA   e.g. AMERASUREYA 
-SENA    e.g. SIRISENA 
-NAYAKE   e.g. DISSANAYAKE 
 

e. another common element of Sinhalese names is WEERA, either at the 
beginning or end of a name: 

 
e.g. WEERARATNE, SAMARAWEERA. 

 
f. some Sinhalese names can be used as both a family name and a personal 

name: 
   e.g. SIRISENA / Sirisena. 
      
- Link to Common Names Guide
- Return to Contents
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b.  TAMIL 
 
(also for 24.b. India – Southern India) 
 
26.9 

father’s personal name + personal name  
 

                                         e.g. Alagaratnam Rasiah (male)           (no family name) 
 

 
26.10 Tamil names traditionally have no family name.  
 
26.11. Both men and women adopt their father’s name in front of their own personal name. 
Tamils often use only the first letter of their father’s name as an initial and then their own 
personal name in full: 
 

e.g. Alagaratnam Rasiah may be known as A. Rasiah.  
 
26.12 Tamils living in Western society may use their father’s personal name as a family 
name and reverse the name order: 
 
  e.g. Rasiah Alagaratnam. 
 
26.13 For regional variations to this naming practice, see 26.18 & 26.19. 
 
Familial relationships 
 
26.14 A woman traditionally adopts her husband’s personal name upon marriage in place of 
her father’s personal name: 

 
e.g. if Muththusaamy Kamalaraani marries Alagaratnam  

                              Rasiah she may be known as Rasiah Kamalaraani or R.        
                              Kamalaraani. 
 
26.15 Both sons and daughters are named according to the typical components above: 

 
e.g. a son of Alagaratnam Rasiah could be Rasiah Sinnadorai, or R.  
       Sinnadorai; 

 
e.g. a daughter of Alagaratnam Rasiah could be Rasiah Laxmi, or R.  
       Laxmi. 

 
Titles 
 
26.16 The following titles are used: 
 

Mr Shri / Thiru 
Mrs Shrimanthi / Thirumati 
Miss Selvi 
Master Kumaran 

 
Unique Characteristics 
 
26.17 The following naming practices should also be noted: 
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a. nicknames are often used in place of personal names, especially within 

families. Nicknames may appear to have no correspondence with the given 
name, e.g. a nickname for Krishnakanthan may be Babu, or for Gnanaseeli 
it may be Jaya;  

 
b. common elements of Tamil names include: 
 

Alaga- / Alagu- / Alage-      e.g. Alagappan / Alagumuthi 
 Anbu-         e.g. Anbuselvan 

Ari-              e.g. Arivumani 
  Arul-         e.g. Arulmoli 

Bala-         e.g. Balakumar 
Gnana-        e.g. Gnanamani 

  Siva-         e.g. Sivadasan 
  Ula-         e.g. Ulaganathan 
 

Variations 
 
Regional Variations 
 
26.18 In some regions of Southern India and Sri Lanka a place name (of a town or village of 
ancestral origin) may be used in addition to the father’s personal name: 

 
 

place name + father’s personal name + personal name 
 

                                  e.g. Conjeepuram Mahendrum Krishnamurthy         (no family name) 
 

N.B. the first two names are commonly written as initials, i.e. C.M. Kristnamurthy 
 

 
26.19 Some names in Southern India may include a caste name, and may be in the 
following structure: 
 

 
place name + personal name + family’s caste name 

 
e.g. Madurai Mani IYER 

 
    

- Link to Common Names Guide
- Return to Contents
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