Fun with Trademarks

by Ted Jones
Figure out what the following sentences have in common:  Could you pass me a Kleenex?  Let’s play Frisbee!  I love strawberry Jell-O.  

Give up?  Here’s a hint: find the words that begin with a capital letter within the sentences:  Kleenex, Frisbee, Jell-O.  Why do these words begin with capital letters?  Answer:  they are all trademarks.

What is a trademark?  A trademark is name, symbol, or other feature that identifies a product with a specific owner.  Businesses usually register the names of the products as trademarks with the government.  This means that the trademark name cannot appear on other business’s products without the owner’s permission.  

For example, Pepsi cannot put the words “Coca Cola” on their cans without the Coca Cola Company’s permission.  (And they probably would not want “Coca Cola” on their cans anyway!)

What is interesting about  Kleenex, Frisbee, and Jell-O is that these trademarks are now used as general words.  When someone asks, “Could you pass me a Kleenex?” they usually are not referring to the brand name but to a “facial tissue.”  The same goes for Frisbee, which is really a disk, and Jell-O, which is really gelatin.

If you want to use a trademark on a product that you are going to sell, you need to ask permission, and you also need to include the trademark ™ or the copyright ® symbol by the word.   Not doing so would be unethical and illegal. If you are using a trademark word in a report, you should capitalize the word.   

