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How to change a brand’s name successfully
 
 

A brand may change its name for a number of reasons. The rebranding process 
will have a direct impact on the success of the name change. Name changes 
often result in a drop in sales, but when the process is done well, sales can hold 
steady. However, if a poor strategy is followed, a name change puts the brand at 
risk of losing equity, consumer loyalty and ultimately market share.
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Brands change their name for several different reasons, 

including repositioning, merger, acquisition, globalization of 

brands or to counter bad publicity or a negative image. The 

change can be major — a completely different name, such 

as Marathon to Snickers; minor — a slight modification to 

the original name, such as US Air to US Airways; or simply 

involve the addition of the parent brand name — Chicken 

Tonight to Knorr Chicken Tonight.

Brand health measures

While tracking measures usually suffer a significant decline 

with a brand name change, most measures show a steady 

increase towards original levels after the new name is in-

troduced. As would be expected, unaided brand awareness 

experiences the sharpest drop. Although, on average, total 

brand communication awareness actually increases following 

renaming, this is likely to reflect an increase in activity to com-

municate the brand name change.

Levels of claimed usage remain similar overall, with users 

naturally being less likely to be affected by the change in 

brand name.

The impact of a name change

Some newly named brands are not picked up on or are over-

looked, while some are flat-out rejected by consumers. Coco 

Pops, a Kellogg’s cereal brand in the UK, changed its name 

after 28 years for global consistency, a decision that resulted 

in equity and market share declines along with strong public 

protest. Kellogg’s responded with a television campaign that 

gave kids the opportunity to vote on which name they pre-
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ferred — 90 percent chose the original name. The company 

listened and changed the cereal back to its original name. 

Sales increased 20 percent over the next year.

In our experience, many brands see an immediate 5–20 

percent decline in sales, and can take years to restore levels, 

while others are negatively affected only in the short term. 

The sales response can be impacted by several things, in-

cluding the amount of equity in the original brand name, 

how much is invested in communicating the name change, 

the strength of the advertising and the consumer reaction.

Successful transfers of equity

An Australian energy company was required to change its 

name after 10 years in the marketplace as the result of a 

sales deal. Prior to the name change it had maintained 

strong market presence, and it dominated media spend in 

the category to communicate the name change. It then re-

turned to brand-based advertising as the new brand. It was 

successful in transferring its brand equity to its new brand 

name and protecting its previous investments in the brand. 

This was done via a committed and clear communication 

about the name change followed immediately by a brand 

saliency-building campaign which communicated consistent 

and recognizable company values, including the same tone 

and slogan. Its introductory name change ad and follow-up 

ad were both well recognized (above country average) and 

were very well branded (nearly double the country average). 

The success was attributed to strong creative and media 

spend.

Brand awareness and advertising awareness declined 15–

20 percentage points initially but within one year were at 

parity with pre-name-change levels. The brand’s share of 

the electricity market held steady during and following the 

name change.

A new beer brand in the Americas was forced, for legal 

reasons, to change its name after eight months of building 

strong awareness and a unique image associated with the 

beach, sun and fun. Qualitative research revealed that con-

sumers thought it was unfair that the brand had to change 

its name. This led to a promotion inviting consumers to help 

choose the new name for the beer. To further attract atten-

tion during the period when the beer had no official name, 

the company created a no name beer strategy, instruct-

ing consumers to ask for the beer by describing how they 

thought of it. This further deepened the brand associations. 

A successful launch ad with the new name sustained the 

previous brand image and awareness, and usage levels 

were even stronger than before. The brand now has the 

second highest market share.
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An internet service provider in the UK was losing share and 

changed its name to that of another provider for other Eu-

ropean countries, which (unlike the UK brand) was seen as 

leading edge and dynamic. The launch campaign was weak 

on communication, and nearly a quarter of the UK brand’s 

customers thought the name change was a bad idea. A new 

campaign focused on the benefits of the new provider was 

well received by consumers. The ads were noticed, with ad 

awareness reaching almost 60 percent, and the ads con-

veyed more news value than the previous campaign. The 

brand began to establish a more distinct positioning. Follow-

ing the earlier declines in market share, the brand’s share 

held steady with the name change.

A margarine brand changed its name as part of a strategy to 

raise its profile by linking it to the name of a well-known/high-

quality product line (owned by the same parent company.)  

The change was announced through several communica-

tions activities - effective advertising (good cut through and 

strong message communication), in-store marketing, new 

packaging with a sleeve bearing the original name which 

when removed reveals the new name, as well as on-pack 

promotional leaflets with coupons and the chance to win a 

trip.  The name change was successful – awareness grew to 

80 percent very quickly and consumers were confident that 

the product had not been changed and as a result the name 

change made no difference in their attitudes or usage of the 

product. 

Steps to take towards success

Given the potential problems, and the total cost of the nec-

essary surrounding activity, changing a brand’s name should 

only be undertaken if clear financial benefits are anticipated.

It’s important to understand the equity in the original brand 

name before starting the name change process. A full 

evaluation of the new brand name should be undertaken 

— checking it against strategic objectives, talking to target 

audiences and covering all relevant languages for linguistic 

issues. At the same time, build strong media awareness of 

the original name to ensure a strong market presence prior 

to the name change announcement. Packaging can also 

be used to make consumers aware of the upcoming name 

change, for example, both names can appear on the pack-

aging for a time. Another option is to use packaging sleeves 

creatively, for instance, with the former name on an outside 

sleeve that can be removed to reveal the new name.

Considerable spend will be needed to establish the new 

name. This should be seen as an investment in its future. 

One vital aspect is to communicate memorably that the 

new brand is exactly the same as the original named brand, 

or consumers are likely to assume changes have been 

made to the product as well as the name. An honest ex-

planation of the reasons behind the name change is usu-

ally beneficial. Key elements of previous communications 

should also be maintained, such as the main message and 

tone. Ensure that advertising reaches both users and non-

users of the brand.

Do not dwell on the change. Revert to brand advertising 

immediately following the name change to complete the 

transfer. Expect spontaneous brand awareness to take lon-

ger to establish than other brand health metrics, and that 

the brand image will change and may not be as strong as 

it was before.
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Knowledge Points are drawn from the Millward Brown Knowledge Bank, 
consisting of our databases of 80,000 brand reports and 40,000 ads, as well 
as  1,200 case studies, 900 conference papers and magazine articles, and 
350 Learnings documents.
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