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WHAT’S IN A NAME? 

Choosing a name for your company, 
brand or product is as much about 
instinct and gut feeling as it is about 
logic and boundaries. 

It can be like falling in love. 
When you fall for a name, you 
fall hard, and you might get your 
heart broken. Maybe the URL you 
wanted is taken? The trademark isn’t 
available? Or there’s an awkward or 
inappropriate connotation you missed 
meaning you have to go back to the 
drawing board?

By first agreeing on what your new 
name should say/represent about you 
and following our five-step process 
you can concentrate your efforts on 
choosing the name that says it best 
and you won’t end up with your heart 
in your hands. 
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DEFINING THE

The name should represent a unique, beneficial story 
that resonates with existing and future customers and 
employees, and encompasses your brand personality, 
attributes and values. You should agree what criteria you 
will use as benchmarks in the decision-making process to 
bring objectivity, rather than emotion alone to the process.

SOME EXAMPLES OF CRITERIA 
FOR A SUCCESSFUL NAME
> Memorable 

> Modern

> No ‘cringe factor’

> Easy to say out loud

> Relevant

> No negative connotations or alternative meanings 
(in English or other language)

> Unambiguous

> Simple spelling — not getting too tricky

> Aligns with brand positioning

> Differentiates 

> Easily turns into a web address

> Is culturally appropriate

> Words that must be included

SCOPE?
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AGREE THE TERRITORIES 
YOU WOULD LIKE TO EXPLORE
REPRESENTS 
A PERSON, 
PLACE, OBJECT 
OR BUILDING

Toyota after founder Kilchiro Toyota
Starbucks — after a character in Moby Dick (Starbuck)
HP – William Hewlett and David Packard flipped 
a coin to decide whose name would come first

BASED ON 
THE PURPOSE 
OF THE 
ORGANISATION

The National Gallery
Guide Dog Foundation for the Blind
Save the Children

A 
CONSTRUCTED 
NAME

Microsoft — Microcomputer and Software
Google — derived from ‘googol’ meaning 1 followed 
by 100  zeroes.
Skype — originally ‘sky peer to peer’, then Skyper 
and finally Skype

AN 
INTENTIONAL 
MISSPELLING

Flickr
Reddit
Tumblr

DERIVED 
FROM A 
FOREIGN 
WORD

Vodafone – (voice, data and telephone)
Sony – from Latin Sonus or sound
Nike – named for the Greek Goddess of Victory. 
The swoosh signifies her flight

AN 
ABBREVIATION 
OR ACRONYM

HSBC — Hong Kong and Shanghai Bank
IBM — International Business Machines
WWF — Worldwide Fund for Nature

A PERSONAL 
MEANING 

Virgin – because the business was new and team 
members virgins at business
Amazon — Jeff Bezos wanted a name starting with A 
and chose Amazon because it’s the biggest river in the 
world — (what he wanted his company to be).
Adobe — named after the Adobe Creek which ran 
behind the co-founder’s house
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Next, you start to build word blocks that represent what 
you want to say about the company. Get your team 
together around a white board with some coffee or wine 
and get ‘storming!

Start by thinking about the sort of personality 
and attributes your name needs to represent
We chose Moxie because it was a word that captured 
the brand we wanted to build and met all our naming 
selection criteria. Moxie was the first effervescent drink 
which became the team drink of the Boston Red Sox who 
featured heavily in its advertising campaigns. These were 
so successful that the name entered the English language. 
When people say “she has Moxie”, they mean she’s got 
daring, smarts and a bit of sass. Exactly the sort of the 
personality we wanted to portray. Here are the words we 
identified for our Moxie brand.

WORD 
GAMES
LET THE

BEGIN

PERSONALITY/ATTRIBUTES

Adventurous Collaborative Professional Skilful

Creative Unexpected Inclusive Real

Fresh Smart Caring Inviting

Enthusiastic Unexpected Vibrant Knowledgeable

Daring Confident Resourceful Innovative
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Next get stuck into building word blocks 
to shape your name
We find it useful to start capturing words based on this 
table. These are key words that could be joined up to form 
a name or strap line. These can also be built into your key 
messaging. 

From Words to Names
Now get your team to split into pairs and start crafting 
names, taking into account your success criteria, the name 
territories you’ve agreed to explore and the personality you 
want to put across.

> Use the list of words you have created as thought starters

> Get the pairs to report back with their name options

> Rank each option by a show of hands

> Review and discard any second thoughts

> Rank each remaining name against each of your Success 
Criteria (score of 1 to 10)

> Agree the top three most successful names.

WHAT 
ARE WE?

WHAT DO 
WE DO?

WHO DO WE 
DO IT FOR?
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Now that you have your shortlist, it’s time for a sense check. 
Are any of your top names available?
> Go to the companies’ office to see if there are other 

organisations called the same thing. In NZ it’s here... 
companies-register.companiesoffice.govt.nz

 Note — even if there are one or more existing businesses registered with 
a similar name, you may still be able to use it without challenge if your 
business activities are entirely different. 

> Log on to one of the URL providers such as freeparking.co.nz 
or nz.godaddy.com and search for your desired domain 
names to see if they’re available. It’s worth thinking through 
how many different iterations you need, depending on 
your business activities. For example, NFPs generally use 
.org and exporters would opt for the .com and potentially 
a number of others to block any competition from taking 
and using the name with other suffixes.

> It’s possible the name is taken, but not being used in 
which case you might be able to buy it. If your heart is 
set on a name, even if it is in use, depending on your 
bank balance, you might still be able to buy it. It’s worth 
looking at all your options, but moving to your second 
choice is likely to be less costly and time consuming.

> You may want to consider IP protection at this point. 
Opinions vary about whether it’s worth registering your 
name as a trademark. You don’t necessarily need a lawyer 
to do this for you — there is in depth and quality advice on 
the Intellectual Property Office site www.iponz.govt.nz

DOTTING THE i’S

http://companies-register.companiesoffice.govt.nz
http://freeparking.co.nz
http://www.iponz.govt.nz
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You may now have a strong favourite, but it’s worth 
testing more than one option with internal and external 
stakeholders before you run with it.
You can test as widely as you like but, at the very least, get 
feedback from a representative sample of your key people:

> Hold an in-person focus group(s)

> Use Survey Monkey

> Email a questionnaire to key people 

> Use an external research specialist.

Whichever way you go, make sure to create a good 
presentation which includes not just the names, but the 
rationale behind them. 

Don’t forget, the name doesn’t have to say everything — 
that’s what strap/tag lines are for!

CROSSING THE t’S
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Take a step back
If you are working on a change of name rather than a new 
one, step back for a moment, breath through your nose 
and re-visit your reasons for making the change. Is it really 
necessary? Why? Do your reasons stand up commercially? 
Name changes require a lot of flow-on costs including 
updating all your collateral as well as potentially alienating 
your customer base if they don’t get it. You need to be very 
clear that there are compelling reasons to do this.

Bring people with you
Once you’ve found your name, how you are going to 
communicate it to your key audiences and stakeholders? 
Not everyone likes change and you need to be sure to 
bring them with you on the journey. Creating a roll out 
communications plan will be critical to succeeding.

AND

FINALLY

GOOD 
LUCK!
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Call us or email 
to find out how 
we can help

T + 64 4 802 4033 
E get@moxie.co.nz

moxie.co.nz

> Naming workshops: If you’re struggling with naming your 
entity, Moxie has a tried and tested process that has 
helped a range of organisations find the right name and 
build their brand. 

> Visual identity development: Once you have a name, 
we can work with you to create an exciting visual identity 
to breath-life into the name.

> Brand strategy: We will work with you to build your brand 
positioning and strategy to achieve maximum impact and 
best return on investment.

> Audience understanding: We’re experienced in audience 
profiling and key message development so you can 
focus your communications for each of your different 
audiences.

> Visual communications: We can help you put your 
message across graphically using the right media and 
channels for best engagement and maximum reach.

HOW CAN MOXIE

HELP?

mailto:get%40moxie.co.nz?subject=
mailto:get%40moxie.co.nz?subject=
http://www.moxie.co.nz
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THIS RESOURCE WAS BUILT BY MOXIE’S STRATEGY TEAM

FEEL FREE TO SHARE
This resource can be used and shared. When sharing it, 
please attribute the work to Moxie, for example:  
“Check out What’s in a Name? by creative agency Moxie 
Communications.” OR if quoting from the document, 
“What’s in A Name? — Moxie Communications Ltd”.

LICENSE
 

© 2020 Moxie. This work is licensed under a CC BYNC-SA 
4.0 which allows for redistribution for non-commercial 
purposes, provided that the work is distributed unchanged 
and, in its entirety, with credit attributed to Moxie. 

Learn more about the license here: 
creativecommons.org/about/cclicenses/

http://creativecommons.org/about/cclicenses/

