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What Covid-19 Vaccine Did You Get? You
Probably Don’t Know Its Name.

Government rules and trademark restrictions limit drugmakers to odd, sometimes unpronounceable
names for new prescription medicines

By Felicia Schwartz m
Jan.9,20221:42pm ET

Hundreds of millions of people have gotten the Pfizer Inc.-BioNTech SE and Moderna Inc.

Covid-19 vaccine shots. But how many know that the Pfizer vaccine is called Comirnaty?

And Moderna’s? Spikevax.

Despite a year of wall-to-wall media coverage and debate, the names of the world’s two
biggest Covid-19 vaccines are nowhere close to the name recognition of such products as
Tylenol, Kleenex or the iPhone.

One reason is that naming requirements set up by the Food and Drug Administration and
international health regulators are so complex that settling on what to call a new
prescription drug—Covid-19-era aside—usually takes about two years. Few turn out as
catchy as Oreos.

The regulatory goal is to make sure patients receive only the drugs prescribed to them. So
anew brand name can’t be too similar to an existing one. It can neither mention the
drug’s chemical components nor violate any trademark. And it must steer clear of
unintended meanings in other languages.

Drugs receiving FDA approval have unique names but are getting tough to pronounce: the
rheumatoid arthritis therapy Xeljanz; the prostate cancer treatment Orgovyx; and

Follow All Your Favorite WSJ Authors

Click “Follow” next to a writer’s name on desktop article pages to receive an email alert.

KEEP READING

®



at the Brand Institute. The Miami-based company was hired to name the Moderna and
Pfizer-BioNTech vaccines, as well as several Covid-19 treatments.

In April 2020, a team from the Brand Institute began working on vaccine names.
BioNTech, which developed the vaccine with Pfizer, wanted one to reflect both a sense of
community and its groundbreaking use of messenger RNA, the molecular couriers that
deliver genetic instructions.

But mRNA sounded a lot like Mirena, the name of a birth control device. It also echoed
Moderna, which was developing a rival Covid-19 vaccine.

“Starting off with an mRNA combination could have been a lost cause,” Mr. Piergrossi
said. The company spent about six months sifting through a thousand or so candidates.
Among them: Rnaxcovi, Kovimerna, Covuity and Comirnaty, the eventual winner.

i

A laboratory worker gesturing during final production of the Pfizer Covid-19 vaccine at the
company’s facility in Chesterfield, Mo.
PHOTO: PFIZER VIA REUTERS

The Brand Institute uses machine-learning-based computer models to make sure a name
is at least 70% dissimilar from another, Mr. Piergrossi said. (The 70% standard was set by
an FDA process called the Phonetic and Orthographic Computer Analysis.)

The company screened prospective Moderna and Pfizer-BioNTech vaccine names against
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Brand experts said drug names often take time to catch on. The Pfizer-BioNTech and
Moderna vaccines are in their early days—only Pfizer’s is fully approved by the FDA;
Moderna’s has emergency-use authorization. “These names will find their place in the
pharmaceutical lexicon,” Mr. Piergrossi said

Former FDA officials said the agency began instituting stricter naming guidelines for
drugs and vaccines in the mid-2000s, seeking to combat prescription drug mix-ups.
Above all, the drug’s name can’t look or sound like another medicine’s. The FDA conducts
handwriting tests to make sure the name isn’t easily confused with another when
prescriptions are being filled.

“Most people outside of the industry have the same sort of impression, ‘Who knew it was
that complicated? I thought you just put up some Scrabble tiles and get yourself a name,” ”
said Mike Pile, managing creative director of Uppercase Branding, which has named

prescription drugs.

So far, few people know or bother to use hard-won brand names for Covid-19 vaccines.
“There’s already an easier and well understood name—Pfizer,” said Harry Thomas, a
physician in Austin, Texas. He found the brand name, Comirnaty, confusing.

Moderna considered more literal names like Covidvax before agreeing on Spikevax, which
1s meant to invoke the coronavirus’s spike-shaped protein.
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said. “You have to come up with a name, and it has to be a good one.”

Andrew Karre, 43, a publishing executive in St. Paul, Minn., spends many of his days
agonizing over book names with authors. He thought Moderna chose a cooler name than
Pfizer. Comirnaty, he said, was weak.

When it was time to get a booster, he went with Moderna’s heavy-metal sounding
Spikevax, primarily based on his reading of studies that showed positive outcomes. He
said the name didn’t hurt, either.

Write to Felicia Schwartz at felicia.schwartz@wsj.com
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