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What’s the difference between a brand 

and a brand name? 

We’re glad you asked. 

People can be very promiscuous with the word brand. Even some marketing types. 

They bandy the word about when what they’re really referring to is the brand name. 

And vice versa.  

So what’s the difference between the two? 

A “brand” encompasses all of the experiences and expectations that have come to be 

associated with a company or product line in the customer’s mind. 

A brand name is ... just that. 

One way to look at it is that the brand name is a trigger. Say the word, and you call 

up all of those associations in the public mind that collectively define the brand and 

what it stands for. 

Say the word Apple, for instance, and chances are you think of the iPod and the iMac 

and the iPad. Of stores that broke all sorts of high-tech retail conventions with their 

light-filled designer showrooms and hands-on displays. Of cool geniuses at their cool 

genius bars. Of videotaping your kid’s birthday party or getting the latest ETA on your 

flight on your iPhone. Of Steve Jobs and MacWorld extravaganzas. Right? 

That’s the Apple brand for you.  

On the other hand, the brand name is simply ... Apple.  

 

Types of brand names 

Despite the proliferation of number of brand names out there, they all fall into certain basic 

categories. You probably haven’t given them much thought (unless you’re in the naming 

business). But if you’re going to be naming something, it can be very helpful to identify—and 

employ—different naming constructions and strategies. 

Here’s a guide to them all. 
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Descriptive Names 

These are names that clearly describe the goods or services being offered.  (Think 

Toys R Us, PayPal, Architectural Digest, Best Buy, Monistat’s Soothing Care, and 

Schwab’s Real Life Retirement.) Descriptive names often work best when you want 

to: 

 reinforce a strong master or parent brand rather than launch a new brand  

 reach a B2B audience who just wants to know what the darn thing does  

 name products with short lifecycles and low marketing budgets.  

On the other hand, purely descriptive names are difficult to trademark, because they 

use common, everyday language. So if having a legally protectable name is a big 

concern, a less descriptive name is probably a better bet for you. 

Suggestive Names 

Like descriptive names, suggestive names allude to the features and benefits of the 

goods and services being offered, only less directly. For instance, vSafe (Wells Fargo’s 

virtual safety deposit box), mPower (Cornerstone’s debit card), Quisitive (a 

trademark search service) and Target are all examples of suggestive names. 

Suggestive names are the middle ground in naming. They’re more evocative and 

memorable than descriptive names, and more communicative than fanciful names 

(which we’ll get to in a moment). For these reasons, suggestive names are the most 

popular kind of brand name. 

Fanciful Names 

Fanciful names can either be completely made-up words with no inherent meaning 

(like Kodak or Exxon) or real words used out of context, such as Orange bank, Adobe 

software, and Shell gasoline.  

Fanciful names are the easiest to trademark because of their distinctiveness, and can 

attract a lot of attention if done well. But they can require serious marketing to help 

consumers make the connection with the goods or services they brand. 

Language Origins 

Names derived from different languages—whether a Germanic language (like 

English), a Romance language (like French or Italian), or an entirely non-Indo- 

European language (like Chinese or Swahili)—can help create a different tone or  feel 

for your brand 
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Exploring other languages when naming is an obvious approach when the target 

market includes many non-English speakers. But non-English names can also be 

appealing to native English speakers, especially when they’re familiar foreign words. 

For example, Tao (“the way” in Mandarin), is the name of an XM receiver, while Boku 

(from the French “beaucoup” meaning “much” or “many”), is the name of an online 

payment service, and Asana (both a yoga pose and Sanskrit for “sitting down”),  is the 

name of a shared task list for managing business projects. 

Acronyms 

We usually recommend against acronyms, as they’re often forced or confusing, and 

customers almost always end up using just the acronym and not the expanded form. 

Occasionally, though, an acronym makes sense. For example, CORA is an agency that 

helps victims of domestic violence. The name expands to Community Overcoming 

Relationship Abuse, which provides important information to the target audience. At 

the same time, the shortened form CORA is a woman’s name that allows the agency 

to leave a discreet message on an answering machine. MADD (Mothers Against 

Drunk Driving) is another example of an acronym that works both in its abbreviated 

and extended form, to powerful effect. 

Numbers 

Numbers can be an intriguing addition to a name, and also provide visual interest. 

Cases in point: Key2 (medical diagnostic software), North of Nine (an edgy public 

relations firm), Gear6 (a website solutions company), Crazy 8 (Gymboree clothing 

stores), HP Store360 (scale-out software), and 37 Signals (collaboration apps for small 

business). 

Be careful, though; numbers can be tricky. The meaning or sound may not translate 

across languages, and you can run into cultural or numerology issues. For example, 

the word for the number “4” sounds like “death” in Mandarin. 

Construction 

Names can be comprised of: 

• real words — like Dash, Posit, Lingo, and Infusion • truncated real words — 

like Daptiv (from adaptive),  Quintess (from quintessence), and Promptu 

(from impromptu)  

• coined words — like Zippity, Extensa, Sentilla, and Sezmi  

• compounds — like LiveScribe, ClickStart, TeaLeaf, and FireEye 
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What’s a naming architecture? 

Naming architecture is the way the brand names in your portfolio are organized.  (Or 

disorganized, as the case may be.) When it’s done properly, a naming architecture 

structures all of your company’s brand names so they make sense in relation to each 

other. It also provides rules and recommendations for determining what kinds of new 

products and services (or companies and subsidiaries) get named, and how.   

Your naming architecture should address such typical questions as: 

 What naming conventions should an individual company or one of its 

divisions follow?  

 Should a new product name be a generic descriptor or a proprietary name?  

 Should three or more related products fit under one umbrella name or should 

each have its own trademark? • Should all names incorporate a certain word 

part or structure? 

There are lots of ways to establish relationships between your brands through 

naming architecture. For instance, you can create a family of product names by 

incorporating numbers or letters (or both), as in the Audi A3, A4, A5, etc. You can use 

the same first letter for a family of brand names, such as Ford’s Escape, Explorer and 

Expedition (all SUVs). You can link brands by using the same prefix for each name, as 

in Nestle, Nescafe, and Nestea. Or you can use the same suffix, as in the Kyocera 

family of cellphones with names like Tempo, Lingo, and Deco. You can even use a 

metaphorical theme, like Apple did with its Mac OSX Version 10 operating systems: 

Cheetah, Puma, Jaguar, Panther, Tiger, etc. 

Creating a sound naming architecture may not be as sexy as coming up with a great 

name, but it’s just as important. (Maybe more so, because it affects the success of so 

many brands.) Without structure and a big picture perspective, your naming 

architecture can become a maze: confusing to your internal audiences, and off-

putting to would-be customers who want to buy your stuff. 

Taglines 

A tagline or branding slogan goes straight to the heart of your brand and what you 

want people to remember about it. Typically, you’ll see a tagline paired with the 

brand name (or logo) in marketing communications.  
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A tagline may serve to communicate: 

 a call to action (“Just do it”)  

 the essence of your brand (“The ultimate driving machine”)  

 a key benefit (“Can you hear me now?”)  

 the driving force behind an advertising campaign (“Got milk?”) 

Technically, tagline development isn’t part of naming. But because the tagline is so 

intimately connected to the brand name and requires many of the same 

competencies, some naming firms offer it as a service. (We happen to be one of 

them.) We recommend developing a tagline after the name has been chosen, so that 

they work with each other seamlessly. 

A tagline will complement your brand name and fill in other parts of your brand 

story. It will also flesh out the personality of your brand. For instance: 

 Droid: “Droid Does.” (powerful and a little edgy)  

 DeBeers: “A diamond is forever.” (Formal and a bit snooty)  

 Red Cross: “Do more than cross your fingers.” (pragmatic)  

 McDonald’s: “I’m lovin’ it.” (casual and energetic)  

 Chevy: “Like a rock.” (macho, solid) 

Sometimes a tagline captures the zeitgeist so well it becomes a rallying cry not only 

for a brand, but for an entire subculture. Apple’s “Think different” is a great example. 

 

Selection Process 

Selection is perhaps the most important stage in the naming process, and it’s critical 

not to let knee-jerk reactions or idiosyncratic associations rule the day. (Just because 

Cody is the name of an ex who dumped you doesn’t mean it’s a bad name for your 

latest perfume.) In addition to the objectives set out in the creative brief, we’ve listed 

below some of the criteria we use when evaluating name candidates. We suggest you 

use them when selecting your favorites, too. They’ll help ensure that you evaluate 

name candidates with some measure of objectivity. Your naming firm should also be 

able to provide a clear-headed perspective.  

1. Distinctiveness 

Does the name stand out from the competition? A really distinctive or edgy name can 

be a little scary at first. That’s okay. A name that everyone’s comfortable with is often 
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the name that’s so bland or meaningless it stirs up little reaction. Hardly the way to 

make a splash. 

2. Messaging  

How well does the name map to your desired messaging? This is rarely a literal 

equation. Besides semantics, factors like sound, rhythm, tonality—even 

construction—convey messaging indirectly, and often even more effectively. 

Remember: an evocative name is usually a much smarter play than a drily descriptive 

one. (Would Amazon have been better off named Books & More?) Besides, no brand 

name lives in a vacuum. There will always be contextualizing messaging (whether it’s 

a logo, website, package design and copy, whatever) to convey what your name 

doesn’t. 

3. Construction 

Does a name go against the grain of the industry’s naming conventions? Great. This is 

one good way to gain visibility. For instance, if competitors’ names are all highly 

coined, consider giving more weight to real-word names. Or if two-word compounds 

are common in the space, single-word names might be especially interesting. 

4. Sound 

 When said aloud, is a name pleasing to the ear? For example, alliteration (Best Buy) 

or assonance (the repetition of vowels but not consonants, as in Hulu) is almost 

always a plus. Ditto rhyming. 

5. Pronunciation 

Related to sound, how intuitive is the name to pronounce, and how smoothly does it 

roll off the tongue? (Verizon, for instance, is easy enough to say, thanks to its 

consonant-vowel-consonant-vowel construction, but consumers needed the benefit 

of expensive marketing to know they were supposed to pronounce it “Ver-RIZE-un” 

rather than “Very-zon.”) 

6. Tonality 

How closely does the tonality of a name match the desired personality for the brand 

name? How different does it sound from competitors’ names? If competitive names 

sound “techy,” for example, a friendly, fun name could really separate the brand 

from the pack. 
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7. Appearance  

A name that’s visually distinctive has a built-in edge. That’s why we always like to get 

a designer’s perspective when evaluating names. Some words are inherently more 

graphically appealing, due to their unusual construction. (For instance, Volvo doesn’t 

have any low-hanging letters, while Xerox has the same letter repeated at the 

beginning and end. And the dots in the word Kijiji, which is an online classifieds 

community, make the letters look like a collection of people. 

8. Fit with Positioning 

How closely does a name map to the brand’s positioning? “Virgin” must have rubbed 

a lot of people the wrong way at first, but paired with a positioning that speaks to 

being daringly different and provocative, the name works perfectly. 

9. Name Length 

If there are packaging restrictions, name length may be a serious consideration. 

Otherwise, not. 

10. Trademark and Domain Availability 

Are there any obvious trademark or domain conflicts? While initial screening can 

never substitute for full legal evaluation by an attorney down the line, it helps keep 

attention focused on names that have a reasonable chance of being available.  

 

Wrap up 

Brandegy has been in business since 2006. We specialize in all aspects of brand name 

development, including product and company naming, brand strategy, initial legal screening, 

and linguistic analysis. Our mission is to help clients connect with their customers through 

brand names that are memorable, engaging, and rich in meaning. Brandegy. Brand. Strategy. 

 


