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EVERYONE WANTS 
THE SAME THINGS 

IN A NAME.



It reads like a dating profile...

Business seeking strong name

You: Short. Real word. Familiar, but you tell a unique story. Free of cultural 
and linguistic baggage.

Me: Global conglomerate spanning 12 geographies and 27 trademark 
classes. 

Let’s make magic happen.



BUT ALL THE 
(OBVIOUS) GOOD 
NAMES REALLY 

ARE TAKEN.



The experts think so anyway

There’s been an assumption in the trademark world that we have a limitless 
supply of trademarks that are good—meaning that a business can be 
effective while using them as their name. 

Anyone who’s tried to name something in the last 20 years would call the 
trademark world a gigantic, enormous liar.

But even the trademark community is coming around to their wrongness. In 
February 2018, Harvard Law Review published an article titled, “Are We 
Running Out of Trademarks? An Empirical Study of Trademark Depletion 
and Congestion,” which essentially admits that the words we LIKE are 
pretty depleted (in the U.S.), and we’re left with a lot of less-likable real 
words to choose from. At best, if you manage to land a pleasant real-word 
name, you’re probably going to have a parallel registration (think Dove 
soaps and Dove chocolates). 

What’s a business seeking a really good name to do?



OPTION 1: 
BLOOD, SWEAT, 

TEARS, AND 
THOUSANDS OF 

TRIES



There might be a strong, short 
real-world name available
Let’s say that you felt like there weren’t enough meal-kit delivery services 
out there, and you wanted to develop another one. You want the name to 
reference freshness, chef-quality recipes, and speed of delivery. And you’d 
like it to do so using a real English word that’s pretty familiar to most 
speakers of English.

If I was the naming expert you were working with, I would cringe, but I 
wouldn’t say no. I’d say maybe...and then proceed to work with a team to 
come up with thousands of names, and then prescreen hundreds of names 
for trademark conflicts, and I might end up with...one? Maybe two? But it 
just might be exactly what you want. 

There are still shiny names available in the haystack of registered 
trademarks. Some classes are worse than others. It’s always worth a try if 
you’ve got your heart set on something, but it’s wise to keep an open mind. 
You could end up feeling lukewarm about the few candidates that meet your 
specific wishlist.



OPTION 2: 
ACCEPT A RISKY 

NAME



Name changes suck, though

Some people love risk. Some businesses do too. If you find yourself in that 
category, and you fall in love with a name that a naming expert (*cough* 
me *cough*) has cautioned you against, do your thing. Hey, you might even 
be able to register it with the trademark office. But that doesn’t mean 
you’re off the hook. 

If you knowingly take on a name that has the potential to be confusingly 
similar to another name that’s already in the market, you might be able to 
fly under the radar and it’ll be fine. But do you really want to fly under the 
radar? (If so, what’s your business model?)

More likely: The business that owns the name you’re (innocently, I’m sure) 
copying will find out and send you a cease-and-desist letter. That means 
you’ve either got to change your name (and start this process again), or go 
to court. Which sucks because you can’t even wear jeans in court. 

It typically costs more in time, money, and effort to cut corners in the 
beginning and accept a risky name. If you’ve got deep sacks of cash, you can 
always try to buy the company that has the name you like. 

But maybe it’s worth trying to find a name that’s more you?



OPTION 3: 
BE MORE 

INTERESTING



Skip the obvious

And then skip pretty much everything that came after the obvious stuff, too. 

This isn’t advice that’s meant to drive you to invent unpronounceable 
names, or to name your chain of charter schools The Hurt Locker or 
something equally inappropriate. 

But it might mean a name that doesn’t tell the whole story right away. 

Getting to more interesting names is a two-part process.



Part 1: Have an interesting brand

A brand that’s rooted in a truth or emotion that’s not just the truth or 
emotion of the category (think of themes like trust in insurance, or 
expertise in consulting) has much more permission to branch out. Have (or 
build) a brand that lends itself to some flexibility in how it expresses itself, 
and then zero in on some of those left-of-center themes. Then go from 
having an interesting brand to being an interesting brand. 



Part 2: Have an interesting  
naming brief
Easier said than done, but be open to styles that aren’t traditional for your 
category. Phrasal names, expressive names, non-Latinate coinings are just 
a few of the ways to break the mold. But even more importantly, anchor 
your name in ideas that push the boundaries of what your brand can speak 
to, rather than just stating the facts (ma’am). 

While it can be dangerous to assume there are infinite naming possibilities, 
there are lots and lots and lots of ways to think about your name differently. 
Noun it, verb it, tell a story about it, play around with opposites and 
contrasts, dust off some old language that tells a fresh story, get ultra 
specific, talk about your mission. 

Still stuck? See our companion booklet, 50 Ways to Name It. 



OPTION 4: 
JUST BE 

DESCRIPTIVE



No trademark needed

While there’s always nuance in what does and doesn’t need to be 
trademarked, you can typically get away with using the following kinds of 
names with little risk of infringing on a protected mark:

Highly descriptive names: Name-Development Consulting

Personal names: Caitlin A. Barrett Consulting (that’s me!)

Geographic names: Sunset Park Consulting

And while these kinds of names aren’t really easy to defend when you start 
using them, as they become better known, they can become more 
protectable. 



WE HOPE YOU 
LAND A GOOD ONE. 
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