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Synopsis

Coming up with a vaccine brand name isn’t just a nifty play on words. It involves an amalgam of disciplines ranging from chemistry to language to regulation. A
closer look shows that the effort that goes into pharma branding is as rigorous as those of the scientists who work on life-saving products.
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The curious alchemy of vaccine brands: when
molecules and medicine mingle with rhyme and

regulation
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In April last year, Scott Piergrossi landed a high-pro�le contract he had to
be dead secretive about. “I haven’t even told my wife,” the operations and
communications head at Miami-based Brand Institute recently told Stat,
a medical-news site. Tri�ing as it may appear, Piergrossi’s task was
anything but easy — to �nd a name for the globally watched Covid-19
vaccine being developed by P�zer in partnership with BioNTech of
Germany. The brand-naming specialist had to deliver not just the right
name but comply with stringent regulatory conditions. 

Brand Institute has helped a long list of drug makers with the naming of
innovative drugs and therapies, but Piergrossi knew this time he had to
use the team’s best semiotics skills, as it was not a routine project. The
idea was to come up with a name that would far outlive the pandemic and
symbolise the vaccine’s glory.  

The �rst-in-the-world Covid-19 vaccine approved by the US United States
Food and Drug Administration (USFDA) for P�zer continues to be known
in its coded form BNT162b2. Wall Street pundits forecast it to rake in
USD15 billion this year alone as it gains traction in the US and beyond. In
India, however, P�zer has withdrawn its plea for approval for now. If all
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goes well, experts believe, the vaccine could become the fastest
blockbuster developed in the shortest time. The wheel of fortune has
turned for the New York-headquartered pharma giant at a time when
blockbusters — drugs that gross over a billion dollars in sales — are
becoming rarer. 

But even while P�zer’s vaccine is on a roll, Piergrossi has no guesses as to
what the vaccine will �nally be named in the US. However, he talked to ET
Prime about how his team arrived at the name “Comirnaty”, as �rst used
in Europe by Swissmedic, the Swiss drug-regulatory authority. He also
shared how the vaccine got the international non-proprietary name,
commonly known as the generic name, “tozinameran” (toe-zi-na’-mer-an). 

It is easy to assume that coming up with a pharma brand name is just a
nifty play on words, that’s catchy and high on recall. Instead, the process
involves an amalgam of disciplines ranging from language to biology to
law. Let’s take a closer look at how branding e�orts can be as rigorous as
those of the scientists who work on life-saving products. 

A convergence of ideas 
As disclosed in a December media release by Brand Institute, Comirnaty
is derived from a mix of “Covid-19”, “mRNA”, “community”, and
“immunity”. The naming aims to highlight the �rst authorisation of a
messenger RNA (mRNA) vaccine. It also signi�es the global e�orts that
made the development possible “with unprecedented rigour and
e�iciency, and with safety at the forefront, during this global pandemic”. 

The vaccine’s proposed non-proprietary name (pINN) tozinameran was
created by Brand Institute’s subsidiary, Drug Safety Institute. While
“tozina” is a pre�x assigned by the �orld Health Organization, the su�ix
“meran” implies the development of a vaccine based on the mRNA
technology platform. 

But can P�zer not use the same brand name for the US or other countries?
Piergrossi explains the brand name for use in the US or other parts of the
world hinges on ticking the essential boxes from the regulatory
standpoint in each of those countries.  

Todd Bridges, Piergrossi’s colleague, says that though proprietary names
for vaccines may receive conditional approval from the USFDA under the
investigational new-drug application, the �nal nod comes along with the
approval of the associated biologics licence application (BLA). 

To cut the jargon, P�zer’s application for the vaccine was approved by the
USFDA under special provisions of US federal laws that granted
accelerated reviews in certain special situations, more commonly known
as emergency-use authorisation. P�zer is still in the process of building
its dossier as it progresses with its research on the vaccine. It is reported
that the company will probably be ready to �le its BLA in April.  

Interestingly, while moving swiftly on vaccine research and tapping



global markets, the leadership at P�zer reviewed an orbital shift in the
way the company was gearing up for the future. Known in pharmaceutical
circles for aggressive — if not de�ant —posturing, P�zer did away with its
iconic 70-year-old oval blue-pill logo for a new contemporary design.
Experts believe the new logo captures P�zer’s newly stated purpose of
“breakthroughs that change lives”. 

The transition, says Piergrossi, has been timed well. “Look at
pharmaceutical and biotechnology pipelines, from preclinical to late
stage, and it is quite clear that we are entering a new era of innovation —
a paradigm shift from palliative to curative therapeutics, (and) precision
medicine that will o�er untold bene�ts to patients. P�zer is well-
positioned to play a leading role in the future of health and science.”  

That assertion comes from years of experience in naming brands. On
Brand Institute’s list are blockbusters like Merck’s latest and hugely
successful anti-cancer drug Keytruda (pembrolizumab); Janssen’s Stelara
(ustekinumab), a blockbuster for psoriasis; and Amgen’s Neulasta
(peg�lgrastim), an old and trusted chemotherapy brand.  

How pharma brands get their names 
According to Piergrossi, ideally, a pharmaceutical brand name should
support or suggest one or more meaningful and memorable aspects of the
product. This could include an attribute or bene�t such as “Fast” as seen
in AstraZeneca’s anti-asthma drug “Fasenra”, or an image or an
aspirational association such as “illumination”, as seen in Sun Pharma’s
psoriasis treatment “Ilumya”. 

The key is to include the product’s mechanism of action (a common
strategy for cancer drugs), the indication or therapeutic area, or an
association with the product’s non-proprietary name, Piergrossi adds.
Besides, the naming strategies and creative direction brainstormed with
drug makers should keep in mind the product pro�le, the target audience,
competitive di�erentiation, and areas of opportunity. 

Typically, companies pick relatively easy-to-pronounce names (in the
context of drug names, which are by nature quite unique) and one that is
not long. Most drug names have nine alphabets or less, and four syllables
at the most.  

A brand name also has to pass through a maze of legal and regulatory
compliance. The name should be clear for ownership so that it can be
registered and defended as a trademark in countries that are targeted.
This involves comparing the name with hundreds of thousands of
trademarks to ensure that it is reasonably unique. 

Another important aspect to look out for is “name safety” — a new name
should not sound or look similar to another pharmaceutical product,
which could result in a patient receiving the wrong medication. Many
government health agencies, Piergrossi says, discourage or do not allow
names that may be viewed as overly promotional or are perceived to be
making a claim (say, overstating the product’s e�icacy). Some government
agencies refer to this as “misbranding”. 

For the Russian vaccine brand Sputnik V, the name speaks for the extent
of importance ascribed to its research. The Russians consider it as
signi�cant a milestone as the pioneering Sputnik space shuttle launched
in 1957.  

India – same product, di�erent strokes 
Indian vaccine makers Serum Institute of India and Bharat Biotech are
at the forefront of the vaccination programmes. The positioning of their
brands Covishield and Covaxin, respectively, is much easier to
understand. The �rst promises to confer a shield of protection while the
other is a vaccine that �ghts Covid-19.  

Curiously, even though Covishield has been developed on the same lines
as the one researched by AstraZeneca and O�ford University, the British
drug maker has not used the same name in any of its media statements. It
refers to the vaccine as “Covid-19 vaccine AstraZeneca,” formerly AZD1222.

For a country known for its thriving branded-generics industry, the
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broad rules of naming a product in India remains the same as in any

other country. However, with a plethora of similar-sounding generic

substitutes, e�perts face a tedious task in �guring out the best that

make an impact.  

Susan Josi, managing partner at Havas Life Sorento, a well-known �rm
engaged in branding strategies, says the situation gets complex when for
every generic molecule there are more than 100 brands from national,
regional, and local manufacturers. “There is a rush to be the �rst in the
market. Many pay scant attention to brand names or even in doing any
kind of research to understand if the brand name will create certain
equity or a�inity with customers. So, most often pharma brand names
here are a play with the generic molecule name or the ailment. That too
gets exhausted after the �rst �ve or six launches.”  

She concurs on the rigour and research that multinational pharma
companies put into creating their brand names. They e�ectively
communicate the meaning or vision of a brand, which becomes integral to
its positioning and identity in the long run, she says. 

Like Piergrossi, Josi is cautious of trademark or copyright violations,
relying on search engines that alert her team on names that appear or
sound deceptively similar. “Earlier there was no Google. So, it was not easy
to know who else has claimed a brand name. We used to submit 20-30
names to ensure that at least a couple go through the trademark search
clearance,” says Josi. “The other issues have more to do with
pronunciations and derogatory meanings, if any, since India has such a
diversity of languages.” 

She recalls how the antibiotic brand Mox created a distinct identity with
its short and easy name for doctors to memorise despite a crowded
segment of over 200 competing products. Similarly, Mankind Pharma hit
upon an easy identity strategy by su�ixing “kind” to its brand names, such
as Neurokind, Cefakind, and Texakind. 

In contrast, Piergrossi’s checklist is far more demanding and rigorous. His
company relies on a diverse group of creative-minded professionals to get
its brand names. “Our creative team speaks a multitude of languages,
including (that of) advertising, biology, chemistry, communications,
creative writing, �lms, history, neuroscience, journalism, law, linguistics,
literature, marketing, poetry, public relations, and publishing,” says
Piergrossi. “Diverse inputs lead to diverse output, providing an array of
name options to present to our clients.”  

What’s in a name, did you say? Piergrossi and Josi will want you to think
again. 

(Graphic by Mohammad Arshad) 

The latest from ET Prime is now on Telegram. To subscribe to our
Telegram newsletter click here.
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