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The Importance of Naming


Naming is one of the most important aspects of branding, and one of the most difficult. It's the foundation of a brand identity. A good name can be informative, memorable, and expandable, while a bad one can fail in countless ways—too limiting, too trendy, too similar to the competition. 


You may not have the luxury of choosing a name. You could be faced with making the best of an existing clunker, or revitalizing a familiar and successful name that carries out-of-date associations. Whatever your situation, though, knowing the strengths and weaknesses inherent in naming can help you make good marketing decisions.


The baseline for names is the descriptive name. Take the Weed Whacker, for instance; you know in an instant that this is a device that whacks weeds. For simple, functional products that are unlikely to change significantly, this kind of name is fine—although we would like you to aspire to a higher level. But for more encompassing products, and for companies, descriptive names can be limiting, trapping you in a kind of linguistic dead end if and when it comes time to expand or change your offering. 


This issue was common in the recent Web business boom. Rushing to market, companies adopted descriptive names, slapping on an initial e or i, or a trailing .com, to indicate tech-savvy hipness. So: eToys.com sold toys online. Pets.com sold pet supplies online. And Barbecues.com was in the business of, yes, online barbecue sales. And so on. But the truth remains: "We're in on a good thing" is not a sustainable position.


Contrast these (now defunct) companies with Amazon.com, the name of which founder Jeff Bezos selected for its evocative nature. (The Amazon carries the highest volume of water of all the planet's rivers.) Bezos envisioned his company, which began as an online bookseller, as a distribution channel for all kinds of products; when it expanded beyond books, the name expanded to absorb the deluge, with little additional effort on the part of the marketing department.


Such examples underscore the need for a broad vision of what a company can be. An overly limiting name can reveal a deeper problem—a company that has fenced itself in conceptually, one that hasn't done the hard work of strategy and identity we began to address in Chapter 2.


All the eThises and iThats point to another problem as well: the inevitable backlash that faces the bearer of a hyper-trendy name. By the time the economy took a bad turn in 2001, such names came to seem sadly behind the times, mementos of a more frivolous and speculative age in which the right prefix or suffix could drive venture capitalists into an irrational feeding frenzy.


Another recent trend in naming takes things to the other extreme, choosing names for their weirdness or hipness—a way of saying, "we're not like those old, stodgy businesses, oh no... we're fun and accessible! Such a strategy can set a company or product apart, but it's difficult to skirt the risk of seeming precious and over-clever. Creatively spelled Web sites such as gazoontite.com soon found that—in addition to posing spelling difficulties for potential customers—their names read as too cute for the tougher times of 2001. Others did survive, however— Yahoo, for example, was able to brand itself as the Web's most comprehensive web portal; the previously meaningless name gained meaning by association with the company's strong image. (Many invented names succeed because they are generated, and driven, by a strong strategy. If you try to build a strategy based mainly on a name, you could be asking the name to do more work than it can handle.)


Like their 1960s predecessors who rushed to come up with "modern-sounding" names inspired by Kodak and Xerox, many companies go a third route, making up names by putting together individual phonemes. As Ruth Shalit's 1999 Salon.com article pointed out, this approach has become ever more popular in recent years, due in part to the number of actual words that haven't yet been slapped on some product somewhere.


Made-up names' one real advantage lies in their lack of meaning: marketers can brand them from scratch, imposing whatever meanings they choose, and not having to worry about unforeseen negative associations like the famous Nova incident (in which Chevrolet realized too late that "no va" means "it doesn't go" in Spanish).


So made up names help you avoid a certain kind of risk. But they pose another, greater risk: that of being lost in the crowd, being soulless... having no meaning at all. The trendier the name, the less possibility it will stand out—hence the problem with Agilent, Avolent, Aquent, Accenture, Covalent, Taligent, Navita, Scient, Viant, Sapient, and far too many other forgettable phoneme collisions.


Whatever tack you take, naming is a crucial site of differentiation, an opportunity to reach out to your customers with both information and emotion. A good name reinforces the vision that propels your brand or company. It's only one part of your branding effort—if one of the most important. And that means that a good name works with all the other elements, reinforcing each of the other components in a unified whole.
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SIDEBAR


Linguistic Chop-Suey: When Bad Names Happen to Good Companies 


It's not just your imagination; it really is getting harder and harder to find a good name.


The proliferation of companies and products over the last few decades has led to a shortage of "clean" names—those that are legally available for use. Add to this the difficulty of finding a clean name whose URL isn't taken (or is available for purchase at a reasonable price), and anyone looking for a name faces a real challenge.


It's not surprising, then, to see the proliferation of meaningless names, collections of phonemes meant to sound "friendly" or "modern." The worst part? Not only are many of these names eminently forgettable, they're also expensive. Companies regularly hire large, professional identity and naming consultancies to come up with these gems, at a cost of tens or even hundreds of thousands of dollars per phoneme.


Before you make yourself crazy and broke trying to find a string of letters, any letters, that are free and clear, do some thinking. Naming is an emotionally taxing process, and one that is full of risk—it takes time, energy, and work to identify what it is that makes your organization and offering unique. Spend as much time as possible on this step—you're creating the raw material that the ultimate name—and the rest of your strategy and identity—will grow from.


Let a focus group or team consensus dictate the process and you're sure to land in the mediocre middle ground. And a bad name? You're stuck with it for the life of the company—or you'll end up spending tons of time and money in rebranding purgatory. But get it right from the beginning, and you'll have an asset to build on... rather than a liability that makes every branding decision a struggle.
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