
Chapter 1 Workflow for Naming 
 

 
Concepts in Naming 

1 
A Workbook for Innovation 

 

 
The following is a brief essay about the workbook and some general pointers on the process we 
will be following. If you want, you can jump right in and go to Chapter 2, but you may wish to 

come back and read this part later. It will help you to see the broad view of what you are about 
to do. 

 

 
Good name in man and woman, 

dear my Lord, 
Is the immediate jewel of their  

souls. 
     
What is in a name? That which we  

call a rose 
By any other name would smell as 

sweet. 
Shakespeare 

 

 
 

 
 

A rose by any other name……… 

 
 

What is in a name? 
   A great deal, actually. 

 
 

Naming is deceptively simple. To get a nice name doesn’t take much. To get a name you can 

protect, fits your positioning and product, and can lead you into the market is, to say the least, a 
challenge. I have done enough naming to have discovered a few rules: 

 
 Naming is and should be done last. 

 It should be planned into the process. 

 It is usually done too early or too late. 

 

Okay, there are lots of other rules too, but this timing thing seems to get in the way of success 

more than anything else. Still, I could wish… 
 

…Many years ago, I was working with Lotus on the naming of HAL, it was an Artificial 
Intelligence assistant to Lotus 123, and ran headlong into the “too early” syndrome. The small 

group that designed the program had used HAL as the project name. Much like the program’s 
namesake from C. Clarke’s 2001: A Space Odyssey, as work progressed successfully, the name 

became more significant to its designers and to the company. Despite a major effort to rechristen 

it as Magellan, the cultural tide at the company was moving too swiftly for the new name to take 
hold. At great cost and effort, HAL was used, despite the negative personality of the original HAL 

and another software package with that name (Hospitality Accounting and Logistics). Note that 
the name Magellan had enough support that it was used a year or so later on a different 

software product. 

 
Here’s another example on the too early, too late thing. Recently, I was involved in a product 

positioning effort where we were working with an idea that had been conceptualized and named 
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by the company president. We were going to position it and research the positioning. After we 

received input from the research, we were going to actually define the product. It all seemed a 
little backwards to me until a good friend, Paul Belliveau, a marketing consultant and fellow past 

president of the Product Development and Management Association, consoled me by reminding 
me that product development is a circle. It is hard to prove that it matters which direction you 

travel on the marketing communication circle. 

 
 

Product Personality Development 
 

I tend to think of the process more as a spiral, with every aspect continually building on 
enhancements in the other areas. This further supports Paul’s point. The cycle is interdependent. 

The only real killer to their process would be becoming too rigid in the “how to do it” structure.  

 
Back to the original concern of timing. On the “too late” side, I was called in by a computer 

manufacturer at the point where the machine was in the box and an indentation was being left 
for the name plate. This had the effect of defining the number of characters we were able to 

have in the name. Surprisingly, this simple constraint provided us with remarkable focus. 

 
 

Establishing a Cloud of Thought 
 

One of my favorite all time comments was made by a director of research for Hershey Foods 
Corporation when describing his function as, “Where the rubber meets the sky.” As fond as I am 

of the other side of the tire, a comparatively small portion is ever on the road at any one time. In 

naming, more than in other aspects of inventing, keeping your mind open and uncensored is very 
difficult. I believe that this is because name ideas are so simple on the surface. They can be 

mentally tested and eliminated before you even know you have had the thought. 
 

After defining your task and spending a limited amount of time in analysis, your immediate 

objective will be to create a large number of first-cut name possibilities. One often used recipe 
for creativity is: 

 
CREATIVITY = F (QUALITY x QUANTITY) x CLIMATE OF THINKING 

 

If you have seen my other workbooks, you understand this concept. Restated, creativity is a 
function of the quality and quantity of thinking multiplied by the climate into which the idea is 

interjected. I will recast this formula later in the book at the point where we move from ideas to 
action. For now, it is important to note that the quality and quantity of ideas are linked. If you 

increase the number of names from which you choose, you will also increase the probability of 
finding a good name. So . . . . . . . 

 

Get a Large Number of Names on The Table 
 

After you have enough, you can select from this cloud. We will give “selecting” more attention 
later. Once you have found a few intriguing names to pursue, you will be asked to give them 

hang time. Don’t rush from selection to definition. The newer the idea, the more playtime it will 

need. Finally, concept sheets will be developed and you will go through a final selection.  
 

Names can be a problem at this stage particularly if there is disagreement around which to 
pursue. My sense is that it is more fun to debate over attractive options than options that satisfy 

no one fully. Don’t get excited until you have had a legal review of your idea. Names mortality is 
very high. 
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We will conclude this workbook by spending some time discussing considerations for 
implementation and next steps. Keep in mind at every stage in the process the emotional charge 

that goes with the name. Be unusually cautious of traditional boundary responsibilities. Your path 
may have many political hurdles that you will need to jump. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

What to Expect 
Microchip inventor Jack Kilby was quoted in the July 1989 issue of Business Month as 

recommending time and money as the key ingredients in his recipe for creativity. 
 

He is Right 

 
Now, with that said, let’s get on about the business of this book, which is to save you time and 

money. We all wish for more time and more money and one of the reasons you are using this 
book is to save what you have for the point at which it can make the greatest impact. 

 

What I would like to suggest is that you make an initial commitment of 10% to 20% of a work 
week to this effort.  

 
When was the last time any of us saw a standard work week? (Ask around. Someone in the 

office might know someone who can tell you what it is.) 

 
 

Commit Four To Eight Hours 
 

That is right… four to eight hours. Put it on the calendar, spaced out over the week in one and 
two hour blocks if you like. I recommend against doing it all in one sitting. If you plan to work 

with another person add an hour or two… in fact, add an hour for each person you add, up to 

four. If there are five people, seek professional help. The group dynamics have now become 
more complex than your naming process.  

 
Also, make a concerted effort to think about the name at odd times: 

 Early in the morning 

 Mowing the lawn 

 During a football game 

“What you can do, or dream you can, begin it; boldness has genius, power and magic in it.” 
-Goethe 
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I made the mistake of doing a Monday/Tuesday Naming Session. Bob D’Amico, an avid sports fan 

and New Product Specialist at Lipton, was acting as one of the resources in the group. He came 
in on Tuesday morning with a list of well over 100 names generated during Monday Night 

Football. 
 

In general, try to avoid thinking about it for extended periods, particularly when your significant 

others are trying to express affection. It may not have any effect on your idea generation, but I 
promise you, it can certainly impact your happiness at home. 

 
 

The Role of Others 
 

“People! Can’t live with ‘em, can’t live without ‘em!” And believe me, I have tried it both ways. 

I’ve gone on long quiet trans-Sierra hikes and been elected president of the Product 
Development and Management Association. Both are mega doses in the wrong direction.  

 
Effective naming requires a number of key elements in the room with you. Note that these 

elements can be embodied in a group or in a single individual. 

 
 

Key Elements for Inventing a Product Are: 
 

 Decision Making Ability 

 Implementation Responsibility 

 Appropriate Expertise 

 Diversity 

 
Naming is a special type of inventing. 

 

 
Key Elements for Naming as a Special Case of Inventing: 

 
 The Technical Inventor 

 The Designer (if not Technical) 

 Advertising Agency 

 Market Research 

 Product Management 

 Sales 

 Packaging Designer 

 Languages Expertise (Foreign and Domestic Markets) 

 Political Appointments 

 

 

 

EXAMPLE 
 

We were able to get the administrative assistant to the corporations' president on one naming 

team initially as a political move because we knew that the president would ultimately make the 
decision and his presence was not possible. We found this woman to be a wonderful resource. As 

admin to the president of a billion dollar corporation, she was in many respects the chief 
copywriter for the company. Added to this, she spoke several languages and loved word games. 

She was a great resource in every way. 
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There are times when a group can be tremendous help and there are times when, frankly, they 

get in the way. I recommend help at least when you are generating names, and I might add that, 
for me, it doesn’t seem to matter who. But you decide what you need.  

 

You may want to consider a quick check with these types of people: 
 A regional sales person 

 A trusted user of current product 

 A service person 

 A distributor 

 Your spouse 

 Your kids 

 People at the water cooler 

 Admins at a lunch table 

 

I’ve already warned you about large numbers of people, but let me remind you again. If you are 
planning to run an innovation session of any type with five or more people, seek help. 

 
 

Process Flow 
Naming requires a special type of problem solving. Before we go into the specifics for naming, 
here is a review of the basics. 

 

There are many good problem solving and creativity techniques. If there is a generic technique 
(and I don’t really think there is), it would go something like this: 

  
 

THE VANILLA FORMAT 

 
 TASK STATEMENT 

 

 ANALYSIS 

 
 IDEA GENERATION 

 

 DECISION MAKING 

 

The process formats that I truly respect involve, or at least acknowledge, each of these 
elements. Van Gundy in his book, Techniques of Structured Problem Solving, outlines 105 

approaches. Many of these are strong independent systems. Others are incomplete techniques 
appropriate to assist in only one or two of the stages. There are many others promoted by one 

group or another, designed to tackle a specific type of problem, like naming. 
 

I believe that each of these areas or stages has evolved through centuries of use and abuse. 
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TASK STATEMENT 
Elmer Sperry: “If I spend a lifetime on dynamo, I can probably make my little contribution toward 

increasing the efficiency of that machine six or seven percent. Now then, there are a whole lot of 
arts that need electricity, about four or five hundred percent; let me tackle one of those.” 

 

 
ANALYSIS 

Thomas Edison: “No experiments are useless.”  Edison and other results-oriented engineers of 
his day were frustrated by a scientific community that could not keep up with how things really 

worked and insisted on struggling to fit new invention into old theory. Still Edison held a 
prodigious library, and I think would have agreed with the Amy Vanderbilt feeling on etiquette—

those that know the rules can break them. 

 
IDEA GENERATION 

Thomas Midgley:  “The trick is to turn the wild goose chase into a fox hunt.” As the inventor and 
chemist responsible for Tetraethyl-Lead in gasoline, he knew how to combine a lifetime of 

knowledge with an openness to accidental events. And, of course, Alex Osbourne formalized 

brainstorming in 1937. 
 

 
DECISION MAKING 

John F. Kennedy:  “How could I have been so stupid?” This is a summary of his feeling on his 
Bay of Pigs decision. We each have our own personal Bay of Pigs, but we must decide. You 

cannot cover all bets or research all alternatives. 

 
 

 

Assumptions 
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Modified Nominal Group Technique 
This workbook uses a process flow that is best described as Nominal Group Technique. Nominal 

Group Technique generally flows, or doesn’t, depending on the talent and experience of the 
group leader. Like this: 

 
 TASK STATEMENT 

 

 SILENT GENERATION 

 
 ROUND ROBIN 

 

 CLARIFICATION 

 

 VOTING AND RANKING 

 
 DISCUSSION 

 

But then, you probably aren’t a group. Let’s modify the structure and, because we are so 
creative, let’s call it MODIFIED NOMINAL GROUP TECHNIQUE. Ugh… I have been waiting to write 

this workbook so I could use MODIFIED NOMINAL GROUP TECHNIQUE as an example of the 

naming process. 
 

 
MODIFIED NOMINAL GROUP TECHNIQUE 

 
• WHEN YOU ARE WORKING WITH A SMALL TEAM 

 

• WHEN YOU ARE WORKING ALONE 
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Notes 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 


