Celebrities turn to trade marks to protect their images from AI manipulation
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Luke Littler’s decision to seek UK trade mark protection for his face reflects a broader scramble among public figures to exert some control over how their likenesses are used in an era of rapidly improving generative AI. According to Briffa’s analysis, the application has already been published by the UK Intellectual Property Office, placing the teenage darts star among a growing number of celebrities and sportspeople trying to protect the commercial value of their image.
The issue is sharpened by the fact that UK law does not recognise a standalone image right. That leaves public figures to rely on existing legal tools, including trade marks, as AI systems make it easier to create convincing, altered or synthetic images at scale. UK government guidance says trade marks are designed to protect brand identifiers such as names and logos, but it also makes clear that a wider range of signs can, in principle, be registered if they meet the legal tests. Briffa says that is why some well-known figures are now attempting to register a photorealistic version of their face, rather than waiting for the law to catch up.
For a facial image to be registrable, it must be capable of being represented clearly, must distinguish one trader’s goods or services from another’s, and must function as a badge of origin rather than as decoration. That last point is often where applications struggle. The UKIPO has previously indicated that pictures of famous people are especially vulnerable to objections on the basis that they look merely decorative, particularly when filed for products such as posters or photographs. Sir Alex Ferguson’s unsuccessful attempt to register his name for goods that could carry his image is one example of the difficulties.
There is, however, no settled European consensus. Briffa notes that the EUIPO has often taken a restrictive view, while the EU’s Board of Appeal has said that a face can be distinctive in the right circumstances. In a notable 2017 decision, the board allowed a model’s face to proceed because it was the image of a specific individual with recognisable features. A further reference now pending before the EUIPO Grand Board is expected to provide more clarity, and could also influence thinking in the UK.
The strongest UK example so far may be Cole Palmer, whose protection strategy covered his name, nickname, face, signature and goal celebration across a broad range of goods and services. Briffa says that wider filing helped strengthen the case for distinctiveness, with the footballer’s “shiver” celebration adding to the mark’s identity. The lesson, for celebrities at least, is that a face can sometimes be protected, but only if it is presented as part of a wider commercial brand and not as a simple portrait.
For major personalities, the attraction is obvious: a registered mark can help support licensing deals and deter unauthorised merchandising, while also giving a stronger basis for challenging commercial use in AI training or synthetic content. Whether that route will ever be available to ordinary individuals remains far less certain. For now, the law appears to be moving, but unevenly, as trade mark practice is pressed into service for problems it was never originally designed to solve.
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