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THE INDUSTRY 

Meta Culpa 
Facebook's rebrand may have placed the company in a better position for w hat 
came after-even if the legless avatars never came to life. 

OCT 28, 2026· 10:30 AM 

A new logo and name il fe unveiled in fron t of FiI{ebook headquarters in 2021. Justin Sullivall/Getty Images 
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The world was a very different place fi ve years ago. We were liv ing through (OVID lockdow ns, 

fearing for our lives. Chat GPTd idn't exist, and talk of A .I. barely passed people's lips. Some 

th ings have st ayed the same, though: Peop le still make fun of Mark Zuckerberg 

They had even more reason than norma l t o do so on Oct. 28, 2021. That day, the Facebook 

Com pany announced a seemingly inauspicious rebrandi ng to Met a, and its founder, 

Zuckerberg, was going all-in on the met averse. " From now on, we w ill be metaverse-f irst, not 

Facebook-f irst," he w rote in a letter to t he public. The metaverse was Facebook's v ision of how 

we'd all interact in the future, and it looked a little bit like a cross bet ween The Sims and the 

Wi i Un iverse, if both had a major glit ch that meant t hey cou ldn't render your legs 

The rebrand was panned atthe time. Like, a lot. But f ive years on, the m uch-mocked decision 

to rename the mult ibill ion-dollar company after a technology that has never lived up to its 

prom ise m ight actually have been the right decision- albeit made for the w rong reason 

"The crit ics weren't w rong, but at t he same t ime, I do t hink a rebrand was necessary," Av i 

Greengart, a technolog y analyst at Techsponential, told me. Facebook in 2021 was fac ing 

chal lenges: W histleblower Frances Haugen leaked t ens of t housands of internal document s 

known as the Facebook Files t hat revealed t he com pany know ing ly prioritized profits and 

engagement over user safety and children's mental health- raising difficu lt questions about 

how the company dealt w ith harmfu l content. It also wanted togo more into virtual rea lit y 

w ith Oculus- som ething a world away from its other product s like Instagram, WhatsApp, and 

Facebook. Katie Harbath, w ho spent a decade working at Facebook, including as its direct or of 

public pol icy for globa l elections before the rebrand, says st aff increasingly had t o explain 

w hether they meant the app or the com pany w hen they talked about Facebook. "It was 

getting a little com plicated int ernally," she told me 

Thetwo issues combined well to give reason to a reb rand. Harbath doesn't th ink the tim ing of 

the change was dow n t othe bad publicit y creat ed by Haugen, although she acknowledges it 

could have looked t hat way. Instead, shesaid that Facebook had sim ply become a bad way to 

describe t he tot alit y of w hat Zuckerberg wanted t o do w ith the company. As Priya Raghubir, a 

marketing professor at New York Universit y's Stern School of Business, told me, the com pany 

named after "a middle-aged, older person's platform" wasn't exactly going to be able to sell 

you on weari ng Ray-Ban smart glasses 

Others aren't so sure the name change was meant for t he likes of you and m e, but was instead 
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a statement of intent t o investors. "I don't think it was meant for end users or consumers,~ 

David Nieborg, a professor who st udies the platform economy at the Universit y of Toronto, 

told me 

That 's good, because the met averse bit of Meta hasn't withstood the t est of time. Meta's 

Reality l abs division, which is home to its VR and augmented-real ity arms, recorded an 

operating loss of$12.B bil lion in t he f irst nine months of 2026. Turns out we didn't particularly 

li ke t he idea of living in an immersive social world where we didn't have legs-even if the 

avat ars did eventually get them 

Denise lee Yohn, a brand leadership expert and author of What Great Brands Do, isn't 

persuaded t he reb rand has matt ered much at all. "I think the performance that we've seen by 

the company in the market s, as well as among users, really has nothing to do with t he name,~ 

she told me. She reckons people keep using Meta's product s even when t hey don't particularly 

li ke or trust the company. 

Despit e t he name change, the company still operates largely like the old Facebook. ln the third 

quart er of 2026, more than 99 percent of Meta's $64.6 billion in revenuesti ll came from its 

family of apps, and mainly from advert ising to its 3.64 billion daily users. They're not on t he 

met averse-in large part because it doesn't exist in the form it once did. In March, Meta 

announced it would remove its Hor izon Worlds social platform from VR headsets entirely, 

focusing instead on people accessing its virtual worlds through their smartphones. lt partially 

reversed the decision days later, keeping existing VR experiences running, but it highlighted 

how the company t hought about its previous big bet on VR experiences 

Sti ll, t hat rebrand fora fa iled technology helped out t he company in other ways. People seem 

more likely toadopt its smart glasses made in collaboration w ith Ray-Ban because t hey're 

called Meta, rather t han Facebook, specs. And the company has sold plenty of them: more 

than 7 million pairs of smart glasses in 2025. By t he f irst half of 2026, Meta accounted for~ 

percent of worldwide shipment s of AJ. glasses w ithout displays 
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The same is true for Met a Muse, it s AJ. agent that was I!lunched in September, report edly 

gaining more than 3 million weekly users w ithin weeks of its launch. Even subliminally, 

granting access to large parts of our digital lives may feel more doable toa company that feels 

more detached from issues like the Cambridge Analytica scandal, ifonly because t hey don't 

share t he same name, even if t hey do share t he history. 
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But there's also a bigger picture at play. "This really is still about try ing to control a platform 

w ithout controlling the OS," said Greengart. That's something Nieborg agreed w ith 

Zuckerberg, the academic argues, has long wanted Facebook to be much bigger than a sing le 

social network. "They want to be utilit ies like your water company, like yo ur electricity 

company, and Facebook wa nted to be the operating system of your life," he said. Renaming the 

company Met a was an acknowledgement of what Zuckerberg had always want ed to build. It's 

also an acknow ledgment that Meta didn't want t o have to rely on other companies for access 

to its ecosystem. It relied hugely on advertising that was brokered through third-party 

services such as Apple, and want ed to change that by broadening beyond social media to it s 

own hardware and devices. When Apple tig htened its privacy rules in 2021, it made it harder 

for Facebook t o track users across apps, something Meta estimat ed cost it $10 billion in lost 

revenue in 2022 

Harbath thinks the reb rand has come t o mark a genuine dividing line in t he company's history. 

She st il l tells people she worked at Facebook, ra t her than Meta, partly because she's 

disagreed w ith some of Zucker berg's decisions since she left t he company. "My identity, I 

think, is just more tied to t he Facebook brand than t he Meta brand," she said. "I do think it is a 

new chapter." But beyond t hat, t he name change has come to represent something more 

subst antial t han swapping one brand name for another. Five years later, Met a encompasses 

virtual real it y, A.1. agents, smart glasses, or what ever technological revolution Zuckerberg 

decides to throw billions of dollars at next 

Given t hat, Meta f its bet ter than Facebookdid. But those who worked w ith Zuckerberg aren't 

sure it' ll remain Met a forever. "I have wondered if Mark would try to rename it again," said 

Harbath. " I wouldn't put it past him." '" 
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