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Short URLs are generally preferable to longer ones. But Overstock.com found this is not always so 
when it tried to rebrand as O.co. 

Short URLs are easier to remember. They present fewer opportunities for typing errors. That's why, 
for example, BarnesandNoble.com can also be found at BN.com, and the Wall Street Journal is 
available at WSJ.com. So one might think cutting the domain name down to only a single letter, and 
removing a letter from the top-level domain, would be a smart move. Not always. 

In July 2010, Overtstock's president, Jonathan Johnson, explained why his company felt it was 
worth $350,000 to acquire the O.co domain: "We are more than just a liquidation company." You 
can find cars, vacation packages, and even insurance offers on Overstock.com, and it seemed a less 
narrowly focused name was in order. "We looked at what O means to our brand -- it's important. 
We decided it was worth it to have the domain. In terms of real estate, it felt like a lakeside 
property to use." 

What made this particular lakeside property's value tank like a Vegas house in the recession? 
Overstock.com explained in a prepared statement: 

We have been listening to our customers and have learned that we've moved too quickly in the 
transition. They're telling us that we've done it too fast. So we are going to down-shift one gear by 
re-emphasizing Overstock.com and noting that O.co continues to be a shortcut to our site. 
Internationally, we will keep using O.co exclusively. O.co will still be promoted through our mobile 
Website and our iPad application. 

The company also said, "We will become O.co eventually, but, for now, we will be re-emphasizing 
the Overstock.com name with O.co being used as the shortcut to our Website." 

Overstock says it didn't jump blindly into the name change. "We did test the new name with focus 
groups which were made up of our most loyal long-term customers." URL tracking indicated a 
"quicker than expected acceptance by a healthy percentage of our customers." The company moved 
forward with rebranding, but it "noticed that many of our customers continue to refer to us as 
Overstock.com." 

The problem is that a single letter can stand for many different things. Many people would more 
quickly associate the initial O with Oprah than with Overstock. "What we learned was that we 
haven't yet adequately transferred the decade of brand equity we have in Overstock.com. So, we're 
down-shifting the re-branding effort in order to leverage and transfer that brand equity." 

The unusual .co top-level domain alone could make the URL backfire. Interbrand's Helen Gould 
explains that .co registers in people's minds as what they expect it to be rather than what it is. "You 

http://www.thecmosite.com/profile.asp?piddl_userid=333626�
http://www.thecmosite.com/author.asp?section_id=1167&doc_id=235906#msgs�
http://www.overstock.com/�
http://www.marketingvox.com/why-350000-for-oco-overstock-president-jonathan-johnson-explains-047388/�
http://www.mainstreet.com/article/small-business/why-oco-didn-t-work-overstockcom�


see O.co, your brain sees O.com." (And Overstock was not able to obtain O.com -- single-character 
names in .com are reserved.) 

Overstock has a different spin on why .co didn't work out: "It is true that Overstock.com was the 
first online company to use the .CO as part of its brand. This put Overstock.com at the forefront of 
digital marketing. The decision to use a .CO domain in such a big way underscored our willingness 
to lead the market and to disrupt the status quo." 

The question is, does it really pay to disrupt the status quo? In the case of Overstock, the answer is 
no. 

Effective branding requires a balancing act. You want your customers to view you with a sense of 
comfortable familiarity but without boredom. On the one hand, you want to demonstrate that you 
have an edge by being innovative. On the other hand, disrupting thestatus quo can destroy the 
value you have built up in the brand. 

Research could have helped steer the company in the right direction by gathering the data to 
demonstrate to what extent the name and URL are associated with the brand in the minds of 
customers. That would have demonstrated that disrupting the status quo with the name change was 
not the right move for the brand. 

Though Overstock insists it did its market research, limiting focus groups to "our most loyal long-
term customers" stacks the deck with people already deeply invested in the relationship with the 
company. When making a significant branding change, a company has to keep in mind the far larger 
number of occasional customers and potential customers. It is good that Overstock is paying 
attention to those customers now, but it could have done so earlier and perhaps saved itself a major 
headache and a significant amount of money. 
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