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The book was easy to follow and understand. I was able to engage with the workbook-type format and follow the steps to create a name for my business. There are many little tips and techniques that, honestly, most of us never think about. Interestingly though, once you learn them, you’ll have a better idea of why some iconic brands have such great names. A perfect book for those considering new business ventures or rebranding with a name change.


—DAVE SEVIGNY, SERIAL ENTREPRENEUR AND FOUNDER OF VOLTA TECHNOLOGY


We’ve partnered with Brad and his team to name several products. A good name is critical at every stage, from getting early traction to scaling a business. Brad was incredible at coming up with a wide array of candidates and then thinking through the journey of each option.


—ANDREW BOROVSKY, HEAD OF PRODUCT, CADRE


My favorite part of the process was that the team first took the time to understand our company culture and values. From there, we received distinct concepts that were diverse and aligned with different aspects of our culture. The end result was natural, authentic, and memorable. It inspired our employees.


—TAYLOR AMERMAN, GLOBAL ALCOHOL RESPONSIBILITY MANAGER, BROWN-FORMAN


I used The Naming Book to help me name my new business. I was a complete newbie and had no idea where to start. I worked through the exercises in the book with the help of friends and family. One night when we were putting different words together as instructed by the book, we came upon the perfect name. Every time I started to feel overwhelmed and frustrated by the process, I went back and did another exercise until I landed on the right name. Having the steps clearly laid out made the process so much easier.


—HELEN NONN, ENTREPRENEUR, WOVEN WONDER


As my clients start the branding process with me, they often realize that in addition to a new visual identity, the company’s name needs to be updated. Guiding them through these naming exercises helps me develop a new brand that is more accurate and reflective of the company’s mission and personality.


—STEVIE MORRISON, ENTREPRENEUR AND GRAPHIC DESIGNER
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Choosing a name is like driving a racing car.
To win, you have to take chances!


—Al Ries and Jack Trout,
Positioning: The Battle for Your Mind




INTRODUCTION
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George Vancouver spent nearly as much of his life on the water as on land. He was born in the middle of the eighteenth century, at the height of European exploration, in a port town north of London. At the age of 13, he volunteered for the Royal Navy and went to sea.


He was taken on as an apprentice by Captain James Cook and was onboard for the mapping of the east coast of Australia and the circumnavigation of New Zealand, a voyage that lasted three years. During the same timespan when I went from starting puberty to my first school dance to driving a car, he hardly set foot off the boat. He liked it enough to do it again right away. This time, he was gone for four years. At his age, I was playing high school baseball, graduating, and going off to college. Vancouver was still on a boat.


His dedication paid off, though. Before the age of 40, he was made a captain of the Royal Navy and tasked with finding the Northwest Passage, a long-sought-after route connecting the Pacific and Atlantic Oceans by sailing through the Canadian Arctic. If he could find it, the results would be lucrative for British trade. Since he was going the long way around anyway, he started off exploring the Pacific islands. He then went on to San Francisco and proceeded north.


In addition to exploring, he was also tasked with creating maps of the Pacific coast. He eventually concluded that there was no Northwest Passage, but he did make some valuable discoveries. He also left his mark on the geography of the Pacific Northwest. The most notable part of the expedition was the mapping of the Inside Passage from Seattle to Alaska. In fact, creating these maps became a big part of Vancouver’s legacy.


Captain Vancouver was a well-trained cartographer. He could certainly manage his ship and crew. He was not, however, prepared for all the naming he was about to do. At that time, mapping meant he would need new names for the places he encountered on his journey. He likely didn’t have the criteria to decide if a name was good. He didn’t have any tools to generate ideas. And his research tools onboard were severely limited.


Once they moved into the Inside Passage, the captain and his crew discovered a large island, and (no surprises here) he named it Vancouver Island. His names didn’t get much more creative than that, unfortunately, even though they persist more than 200 years later. What could have been a master class in memorable naming reads more like a laundry list.


He sprinkled in some benefactors and a few significant naval names, and then quickly ran out of steam. Eddies, whirlpools, inlets, and straits were a roll call of everyone and anything he had ever known. In his classic book, Vancouver’s Discovery of Puget Sound, Edmond Meany identifies these examples of Captain Vancouver’s lackluster naming conventions1:


+  Puget Sound. Named after his lieutenant, Peter Puget.


+  Port Gardner. Named after his colleague, Vice Admiral Sir Alan Gardner.


+  Port Susan. Named after Gardner’s wife, Susanna.


+  Mount St. Helens. Named after his friend the Baron St. Helens.


+  Mount Rainier. Named after his colleague and friend Rear Admiral Peter Rainier.


+  Mount Baker. Named after the guy who first saw it, James Baker.


+  Whidbey Island. Named after explorer Joseph Whidbey.


+  Vashon Island. Named after a colleague, Captain James Vashon.


Given the amount of time Captain Vancouver spent on a boat in his life, these names aren’t surprising. Of course he would name things after other explorers, his fellow sailors, and other people he knew. He pulled liberally from the names around him. The starkest example of this is the name of his ship, HMS Discovery. He didn’t choose his ship’s name, but he did name four different places after it. There is a Discovery Bay, Discovery Passage, Discovery Island, and Port Discovery.


The persistence of these names hints at the power of naming. To name something is to claim it. Renaming something is a way of staking ownership, of asserting dominance. The places Captain Vancouver encountered already had perfectly good names, given by the Native Americans who lived in the area, but he didn’t bother to learn them—or, if he did, he chose not to use them. The names we ended up using lack cultural context, since we’re unaware of the long history of the area before Vancouver arrived. Contrast the names from Vancouver with names that persist from the people indigenous to the region. There are place names such as Sammamish, Snohomish, and Seattle. There is the city, Yakima, that has also become a brand name for a leading manufacturer of car racks. These names sound and feel different. They have a different resonance with the places they represent. The people who live there are connected to history in a different way. Names are powerful, as is the thought process behind it, because names reverberate through time.


Captain Vancouver isn’t unique in how he chose to name the places he discovered or reclaimed. The era of European exploration provides clear examples of naming conventions because so many things were renamed then, and we live with many of those names to this day. It shows us that without the proper tools to create names, we tend to do what everyone else is doing.


Sticking with the history theme, King George III was in power during the height of English colonial activity in North America. He was preceded by his grandfather, King George II. Some original thinker probably thought, “I am going to call this place Georgetown in honor of the king.” It has a ring to it. Not all Georgetowns were named after the king. Some were named after the landowner, the previous landowner, a family member, or themselves. There are over 20 other Georgetowns in the United States, not to mention three in Australia, four in Canada (one of which is a ghost town), two in India, and one apiece in South Africa (now simplified to George), Malaysia, the Bahamas, Belize, and Guyana. That is a lot of Georgetowns.


I am not pointing fingers at those who aren’t terribly original in their naming process. I have a son named George. There is something to be said for tradition. However, relying on it when coming up with a name can make it hard to stand out. I live in central Kentucky. There is a small liberal arts college nearby called Georgetown College. I was recently in a long conversation with a student talking about how they were attending Georgetown and had become interested in branding. It was 30 minutes before I realized they meant the Georgetown. After all, it isn’t immediately clear which Georgetown you’re referring to in conversation. And you will likely want whatever you are naming—most likely your company—to be immediately clear.


The way to create clarity is by using an intentional strategy—because, as we’ve shown, tradition isn’t really a strategy. It is the path of least resistance. But that path isn’t the best choice because your business will be fighting for your potential customers’ attention. Your name is your first weapon in that battle. People will either read it and forget it or pause for a second and wonder, “What is this?” You only need your name to buy you that second. If you get that, your packaging design, website, or great product can do the rest.


If you want a name that sounds like all the other names in your industry, stop here. Don’t waste your time. Name your island after yourself and call it a day.


This book teaches you how to establish a naming strategy and generate names that work. It also shows you how to establish the criteria you will use to judge the names you generate. Knowing how to evaluate your name may be your biggest challenge; it is hard to know what makes one name better than another. The water is murky and the decision can seem arbitrary. The process in this book takes you through five steps to determine what is important to you, create a matrix that is customized to your business, and give you the clarity you need to choose a name that will last.


ORIGIN STORY


I have to give you a little back story to make sense of how I came to run a branding company and write this book. I would like to say that I already had the expertise to name businesses when I started the company. It isn’t true, though. I had to screw up a thousand times to get here.


When I started the business with a friend in 2008, we had no experience and no clients. Well, I had some experience—just not relevant experience. I moved furniture. I installed Christmas lights. I sold books. I waited tables and tended bar. I managed a bike shop. I worked a lot of jobs I didn’t want to do anymore. But with each job change, I was slowly accumulating the criteria I needed to decide on my career. I knew I wanted a job where I could learn. I wanted to interact with people. I wanted to do something creative and meaningful, to have the sense that I was improving the world in some way. I was ambitious enough to want the opportunity to move upward. And it may sound stupid, but after standing on concrete floors at the bike shop for four years, I wanted a job where I could sit down.


I learned two other important things at that job selling bikes. First, I realized that I really love business. I love the simple act of selling something to someone: the challenge of predicting what they might want and the thrill of helping them find the perfect thing that could change their life. This was something of a surprise because I have a degree in literature. I had always assumed I would become a teacher. What else would someone who likes to read books do for a living? Then I took a job as a substitute teacher for a year. That was eyeopening. I found that while I love literature, I didn’t really care for teaching. In particular, I didn’t like teaching people who didn’t have the same passion I did.


This background gave me an interesting perspective, but it hadn’t prepared me for the nuts and bolts of business. I couldn’t analyze a profit and loss (P&L) statement. I certainly didn’t know what a balance sheet was. While I may have loved it, my real-world business experience was extremely limited.


Second, I realized marketing was an interesting challenge. At one point, the owner of the shop sent me to meet with a committee putting on a citywide bike event. I worked with the committee members to set the route, coordinate with the police for road closures, and promote the event. I found that I really liked promoting something I thought was important—in this case, that people should rediscover the joy of bike riding in their city.


That gets us back to 2008 and the day I quit my job at the bike shop. While I liked working with people, I wanted to work in a less retail-based environment where I could focus on interacting more deeply with fewer people. I also wanted more of an intellectual challenge.


But the world was in the middle of an economic downturn. No one was hiring. And I wasn’t particularly qualified for the jobs I wanted. To find a job that met my criteria, I would have to create it, and I quickly realized I would need to start a business. I knew I wanted to help promote businesses, events, nonprofits, and anyone else who would pay us. The first challenge was what to call this new venture.


At the time, my house was under construction, so my partner and I were sitting at the laundromat. We had a pen and a blank sheet of paper and only a very general idea of what the business would do. The paper stayed blank for the whole wash cycle. By the time the clothes were in the dryer, we started getting some words down. We were thinking of things that gave comfort. Shade trees. Things we liked. Bicycles. Music. We were wondering why people would hire us: to be heard. Megaphone. Microphone. Bullhorn. That’s it: Bullhorn!


It might have been the ideal match for our business, or it might have been sparked by the repetitive thump, thump, thump of the dryers. Either way, there was something to it. Maybe it was a little obvious, but it has turned out to be a workable name for what would become our branding agency.


Ten years later, Bullhorn has found its place in the world—at the intersection of what we are good at, what people will pay us to do, and what makes a positive impact on our community and the world. As our company changes, with smart people coming and going over the years, our focus changes, too. Today we build confident brands with language and design. And, yes, I like to think about the language part.


That’s one reason naming businesses became part of our corporate identity. While we had never considered making “naming” a part of what we did (after all, it took us a few wash cycles to get our own name right), the opportunity landed on our doorstep.


Finding Our Niche


We had been in business a little less than two years when a nonprofit approached us with a problem. They wanted to pivot their organization to better accomplish their mission. Like many nonprofits, they had an unruly acronym for a name. They knew that name wouldn’t work for their new venture, which was more public-facing, and asked us to help figure out a new one. It wasn’t our usual line of work, but we weren’t about to let a lack of expertise get in the way.


I loved words. I loved thinking about how people use words. But I had no process for coming up with a name. It was so much harder than I ever could have guessed. It was like walking in the darkness with little glints of light that disappear when you reach for them: ideas that seem perfect have already been taken by someone else or have an unanticipated negative connotation. At one point, I became attached to a name only to find out it was the name of a popular porn website. The client didn’t think that was the image they were looking for. But that idea sparked the next one, which stuck.


Our client’s organization was creating an incubator to grow young nonprofits. The first concept we came up with was “greenhouse.” It’s a great metaphor but probably too obvious. We then turned to “hothouse”: a greenhouse that is heated. That metaphor is even better: They are providing the space and services that allow organic interactions to spur growth. However, hothouse unfortunately intersected in the SEO world with pornography. Don’t look it up—you will regret it.


We still thought we were on the right track, though. We had a long list of words derived from organic and industrial terms. Two words stood out: plant and factory. I thought maybe the name could be Plant Factory, but it sounded too much like a big-box retailer. After staring at it for a long time, I started to play with it. First, I changed it to Plantfactory. That was too long, and I didn’t like the t to f transition. Then I tried removing some letters. After getting rid of the first syllable of factory, I had Plantory. I didn’t know enough then to set out my criteria. But if I had, I would have said it was unique, easy to say, sounded like a place, and included strong consonants. They liked it. The company became The Plantory. It is doing great work to this day.


We made it through that project bedraggled but intrigued. It was creative and chaotic. But I loved the bedlam: the lists of words all over the table, the thesaurus lying open, a real paper dictionary, an article about Pan the nature god. It was stressful, but fun. There was a point when I was sure we would never have a good idea, and then it came. It has been my experience again and again that if you stick it out, the good idea will eventually arrive.


We decided to narrow our focus from generalized marketing to a more targeted focus on branding. We were no longer just promoting things we liked. We wanted to help companies communicate better. To us, that started with clarifying their visual identity: logo, colors, photography, etc. It also meant evaluating the way they spoke about themselves.


Over time, more people came to us thinking they needed to evaluate their company name. Because of my educational background, I headed all the naming projects. To be clear, reading books doesn’t necessarily prepare you to name companies, but being an avid reader with a literature degree certainly helps you interact with words and language.


As clients hired us more often to create names, I realized I needed help. I hired friends who thought about language in interesting ways: poets, songwriters, editors. They were excited about the job but frustrated by the process. I would give them a creative brief, but no clear road map. They could generate a lot of words, but they were never sure which ones would be chosen. I knew we needed more ideas to be good at our job, but I didn’t have a systematic way to do that.


And that is the pain point that started this project.


WHAT YOU CAN NAME USING THIS BOOK


You might have the nagging thought that a step-by-step process for naming your business won’t work for you. You may be concerned that you will spend time you don’t have working on this and not get anything better than what you have now. You might think your situation is complicated or unique. And maybe it is. But often, something feels complicated just because you don’t have the right tools or instructions.


This book has the tools and instructions you need to name your business. It is a process built through real-world experiences and informed by academic research (though I won’t bore you with too much academic speak). It will help you face what seems like an impossible task one step at a time. If you put in the effort, you will end up with a great name.


I think this is important because businesses have a huge impact on the world. They provide jobs, opportunity, and a tax base, among other benefits. A good name is key to a successful business. This is one of your first steps toward creating that business.


This process isn’t just for naming businesses, though. I use the word “business” or “company” throughout the book as general terms. But in my company, we have used this process to name buildings, nonprofits, associations, churches, schools, and cultural institutions. We have even named a few children. Within a company, it can be used to name products, services, divisions, and even business segments. So when you see the word “company,” you can easily substitute “product,” “nonprofit,” or whatever else you’re trying to name.


As the general public becomes more design savvy, and as the internet breaks down barriers to information, the differences between the groups above start to seem trivial. Businesses become more aware of their various stakeholders. Nonprofits establish business best practices. Churches and cities hire creative directors. Ultimately, just about anything can benefit from a more thoughtful name. I trust this process to work for you regardless of what you are naming. I am certain your organization will benefit from it. Your constituents deserve clarity, and that starts with a good name.
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