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Objectives
• At the conclusion of this presentation participants 

will be able to:
• Realize the need for a Prior Art Search.
• Identify Prior Art.
• Recognize various examples of prior art.
• Understand common patent classification systems. 
• Perform all three parts of a complete prior art patent 

search, and 
• Locate useful patent research databases, both U.S. and 

foreign.
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Does my Invention already exist?
• When an inventor has an idea for a new product, a Prior Art study can be 

helpful in understanding the landscape of the field of invention. Such as:
• Is the field of Invention crowded
• Opportunities for Innovation
• Competitors in the field
• Sharpening your invention to differentiate from competitors

• According to the patent law in the United States, an invention cannot be 
patented if the claimed invention was:

• Patented or
• Described in a Printed Publication or
• In Public Use or
• On Sale or
• Available to the public

Before the effective filing date of the claimed invention.
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Prior art defined
• Information known publicly before the effective filing 

date of a U.S. patent application is called prior art.
• Prior art consists of information available to the public 

including:
- U.S. patents and published patent applications
- Foreign patents and published patent applications
- Journal and magazine articles
- Books, manuals, and catalogs
- Websites
- Conference proceedings
- Scientific papers
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Examples of prior art
• Prior art may be published 

on paper or electronic 
format.

• Websites, social media, 
and various other forms of 
online publications are 
frequently cited as valid 
sources of prior art.
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Examples of prior art
• In 2011 the computer company Apple sued 

Samsung, claiming that the company had 
copied its design of the iPad for its Galaxy 
Tab. 

• In defense, Samsung attorneys contended 
that Apple had patented a common design 
of a square display with rounded corners 
which is seen often in movies.

• As evidence of prior art, Samsung referred 
to scenes from “2001: A Space Odyssey,” a 
science fiction film released in 1968. 
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Sample invention, “camping bicycle”
• You have an friend who is an inventor and an avid outdoorsman.
• Recently he approached you with an idea for a bicycle with a folding frame 

that converts into a backpack.
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Sample invention, “camping bicycle”
• The bicycle is light, portable and easy to pack on camping trips.
• Backpackers and climbers can carry the bicycle uphill and once at the top of 

a trail unfold the bicycle before making a speedy descent down a mountain.
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Sample patent search exercise
• Any invention or product 

that resembles your friends 
“camping bicycle,” could be 
considered prior art by the 
USPTO.

• Perform research to find 
inventions that are similar or 
identical to the camping 
bicycle.

• Confidentiality is important, 
you do not want someone to 
copy or steal your friends 
idea.
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Three types of patent research
• Three major types of prior art patent searches:

– Text searching,
– Patent classification searching, and
– Patent citation searching.

• A complete patent search will involve all three 
of these methods.
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Text searching
• Identify main concepts of the invention.
• Develop words and terms for each 

concept.
• Perform text research using multiple 

databases.
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Identifying main concepts
• Describe the invention in a single written sentence. Perform the 

same exercise a minimum of three (3) times. 
1) Bicycle with a hinged frame and removable front and rear 
wheels.
2) A portable bicycle that when collapsed may be carried as a 
backpack. 
3) A bicycle with a folding frame and detachable wheels that can 
be carried in a rucksack by a single person.

• Review all three sentences for words and terms that appear 
frequently.
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Identifying main concepts
• Repetition of certain words or a phrase often indicate a major concept.
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Camping bicycle, main search concepts
Use dictionaries, technical manuals, and the 
internet to discover additional words and terms 
for concepts.

• Backpack or Rucksack or Knapsack

• Bicycle or “Two Wheeled Vehicle”

• (Folding or Hinged or Collapsible) Bicycle 
Frame

• (Front or Lead or Steering) Wheel

• (Rear or Back or Trail) Wheel
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The broad to narrow searching method
• The broad to narrow research strategy is the 

foundation of many successful patent searches.

• A researcher begins by identifying main concepts 
of an invention, and then selecting a primary 
concept, the single concept that all search results 
must have in order to be relevant.

• When a broad to narrow patent search is 
conducted correctly, it virtually guarantees that 
the primary concept will be present in the final 
results. 

• In the following example the backpack has been 
selected by the searcher as the primary concept, 
through which all other concepts will filtered.
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Camping bicycle, broad to narrow search
• In this broad to narrow 

search the X1 (backpack) 
primary concept becomes a 
filter to which all other 
concepts are added. 

• Set numbers X1 – X5 may 
be thought as an order of 
priority list, where X1 
represents the most critical 
concept in the patent 
search.  

• The search may be paused 
temporarily when a set of 
results is small enough to 
review (X8 and X11).
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Camping bicycle, broad to narrow search
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Classification searching
• Use of classification codes to search for prior 

art.
• Determine the area of technology relevant to 

an invention.
• Limit, focus, or target the search to a specific 

area of art when searching patent files.
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Classification systems
• A classification system 

is a system of 
hierarchical categories 
used to organize like 
“things” by their 
characteristics and 
relationships. 

• Classification systems 
are useful for sorting 
and searching large 
collections of 
information. 
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What is Cooperative Patent Classification (CPC)? 
• Joint partnership with USPTO and the European Patent Office (EPO)
• Harmonization of United States Patent Classification (USPC) and 

European Classification System (ECLA).
• The CPC is divided into 8 main areas, A-H:

– A: Human Necessities 
– B: Performing Operations; Transporting
– C: Chemistry and Metallurgy
– D: Textiles and Paper
– E: Fixed Construction
– F: Mechanical Engineering; Lighting; Heating; Weapons; Blasting; 

Engines or Pumps
– G: Physics
– H: Electricity
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CPC classification structure
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CPC patent classification search
• An electronic version of the CPC 

classification scheme is available 
online through the USPTO 
website.

• Researchers use the CPC scheme 
in order to determine the 
appropriate classification for 
inventions.

• Using the USPTO website, it 
should be possible to find CPC 
classes that are relevant to your 
friend’s camping bicycle 
invention.
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CPC scheme search
• Navigate to www.uspto.gov.
• Access the electronic CPC scheme by typing the phrase  “cpc scheme” 

followed by search term(s).
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CPC scheme search results
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B62K 3/00 Land vehicles, bicycles
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B62K 15/00 Collapsible or foldable cycles
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CPC scheme search
• Navigate to www.uspto.gov
• Access the electronic CPC scheme by typing the phrase  “cpc scheme” 

followed by search term(s).
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CPC scheme search results
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CPC subclasses A45F3/00, A45F4/00
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Boolean classification search
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Boolean classification search
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Classification search sample result
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Searching Resources
USPTO Resources

• Examiner’s Automated Search Tool (PubEAST)
• Web-based Examiner Search Tool (PubWEST)
• USPTO Patent Full-text and Image Database 

(PatFT)
• USPTO Patent Application Full-text and Image 

Database (AppFT)
• Patent Application Image Retrieval (PAIR)
• Patent Assignment Database
• Global Dossier
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Searching Resources
USPTO Resources cont’d…

• PubEAST & PubWEST
– Are tools used by Patent Examiners at USPTO
– Supports both Text and Classification searches
– Available for public use only at USPTO Offices and Patent and Trademark Resource 

Centers (PTRC).
– Searches U.S. Patents and U.S. Patent Applications (PG-PUBS)

• USPTO Patent Full-text and Image Database (PatFT)
– Searches U.S. Patents. The USPTO houses full text for patents issued from 1976 to the 

present and PDF images for all patents from 1790 to the present.
– Available publicly at: https://www.uspto.gov/patents/search

• USPTO Patent Application Full-text and Image Database (AppFT)
– Search for Full-Text and Image versions of published patent applications
– Available publicly at: https://www.uspto.gov/patents/search
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Searching Resources
USPTO Resources cont’d…

• Patent Image Retrieval (PAIR)
– Access to complete prosecution history of issued U.S. Patents and published U.S. patent 

applications.

• Global Dossier
– Global Dossier was released to the public in November 2015
– The information available via Global Dossier includes search and examination results of all 

applications that comprise a family and that have been filed in participating IP offices.
– Available publicly at: https://www.uspto.gov/patents/basics/international-

protection/global-dossier-initiative

• Patent Assignment Database
– Is a website to search for a USPTO record of patent assignments and changes in 

ownership.
– Available publicly at: https://assignment.uspto.gov/patent/index.html#/patent/search
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Searching Resources
Non-USPTO Resources

• Google Patent Search™ service
• https://patents.google.com/

• Any web-based search engine
• www.archive.org
• Wayback Machine which shows older cached versions of the webpage 

URL.

• Other Pertinent Databases
• Video websites
• IEEE Databases
• Scientific Journals and Databases
• Magazines, Newspapers and associated Databases.
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Searching Resources
Foreign Resources

• European Patent Office (EPO)
• The EPO provides the ability to search over a network of Europe’s patent databases.
• This site also provides access to machine translation of European patents for some languages.
• https://worldwide.espacenet.com/singleLineSearch?locale=en_EP

• Japanese Patent Office (JPO)
• The JPO provides access to machine translations of Japanese patents.

• Korean Intellectual Property Office (KIPO)
• The KIPO provides the ability to search and translations of Korean patents.
• http://eng.kipris.or.kr/enghome/main.jsp

• World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO)
• Using PATENTSCOPE you can search 94 million patent documents including 4.0 million 

published international patent applications (PCT).
• https://patentscope.wipo.int/search/en/search.jsf
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uspto.gov

Additional resources:
- Pro Se Assistance Center
- Inventors Assistance Center 

(IAC)
- Patents Ombudsman
- Application Assistance Unit 

(AAU)

USPTO offices:
Headquarters:
- Alexandria, VA
Regional offices:
- Detroit
- Denver
- Silicon Valley
- Dallas

Find help in your area

http://www.uspto.gov/
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For more information, visit 
www.uspto.gov/ptrc.

Nationwide network of public, 
state, and academic libraries 
designated by the USPTO to 
disseminate patent and 
trademark information and 
support the intellectual 
property needs of the public.

Patent and Trademark
Resource Centers (PTRC)

http://www.uspto.gov/ptrc


Pro se Assistance Center
• Thoroughly customer-focus business unit with dedicated 

personnel to assist and educate inventors who have limited 
resources and needing help applying for a patent.
– How to navigate uspto.gov to find needed information or education
– How to obtain and complete forms (e.g., application data sheet)

• Targeted support to connect independent inventors, small 
business owners, and entrepreneurs with helpful and relevant 
resources and information.

• One-on-one assistance at USPTO headquarters (currently 
virtual) and virtual assistance from select Patent and 
Trademark Resource Centers (PTRCs).
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Pro se Assistance program
Webpage:
www.uspto.gov/ProSePatents

Hours: 
8:30 a.m. – 5 p.m. (ET)
Monday through Friday

Email:
innovationdevelopment@uspto.gov

Phone: (866) 757-3848 
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Resource Website

Utility patent application guide www.uspto.gov/patents/resources/types/utility.jsp

Patent process www.uspto.gov/patents/process

Patent search guide www.uspto.gov/patents/process/search

Inventor and entrepreneur resources www.uspto.gov/inventors

Pro se assistance www.uspto.gov/ProSePatents

Micro entity Information www.uspto.gov/PatentMicroentity

Helpline: 1-800-PTO-9199

Other USPTO resources

http://www.uspto.gov/patents/resources/types/utility.jsp
http://www.uspto.gov/patents/process
http://www.uspto.gov/patents/process/search
http://www.uspto.gov/inventors
http://www.uspto.gov/ProSePatents
http://www.uspto.gov/PatentMicroentity
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