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Your Legal Companion

O kay, you’ve come up with what seems like a new way to solve a 
problem or accomplish a task. But you’re wondering whether 
somebody has already trod this ground before you. And if 

they have, you’re wondering whether they succeeded in obtaining a 
patent … or proving that the idea isn’t feasible.

Perhaps you’ve been told that the answers to your questions can 
only come from a patent search performed by a lawyer or professional 
patent searcher at a cost of $500 or more—possibly much more. You can’t 
afford to spend that much money on an idea, especially if someone else 
may have thought of it already. Maybe you should just forget about it?

Think again. You can do your own patent search with only a 
reasonable amount of effort, and this book will show you how. Even 
better, you can do your searching without spending more than a few 
dollars. Even if your invention is not patentable, you will have saved 
time and money and learned skills that will help with your next great 
idea. If it turns out that your idea has never before been addressed in a 
patent, your invention—should it issue as a patent—could provide you 
with satisfaction and financial benefits.

This book will help you achieve your goals by showing you how to:
•	 quickly check out any new idea, to see if anyone else has already 

patented it 
•	 verify the patent status of ideas submitted to you for develop­

ment (if you are a potential developer), and
•	 save lots of money in legal fees.

This book is arranged in three parts:
In Part I, we explain the relationship between your search and the 

patentability of your invention. We also help you come up with words 
to describe your invention—also known as keywords or search words. 
Once you come up with these words, you can use your computer to 
search the U.S. patent database for patents that contain these words. In 
addition to searching for isolated occurrences of your individual search 
terms, you can also search for combinations of search terms. 



In Part II, we help you perform simple and advanced Internet 
patent searches. We also introduce you to the U.S. Patent and Trade­
mark Office (PTO) classification system—the categories that the 
PTO uses to classify or sort the various types of inventions. We will 
also help you discover what category the PTO will most likely use 
for your invention. Then, we will show you how to search for other 
patents within the same category. Part II also explains searching at the 
European Patent Office (EPO) using a translation service to translate 
foreign language patents and searching nonpatent resources.

In Part III, we cover the resources available at the nationwide net­
work of Patent and Trademark Resource Centers (PTRCs), including the 
Index to the U.S. Patent Classification System, Manual of Classification, 
and Classification Definitions. We also explain how to use CASSIS—the 
Classification And Search Support Information System.

In summary, this book will help you to:
•	 understand how the PTO classifies different types of inventions
•	 assign your idea to the right class
•	 compare your idea to other similar ideas in the same class, and 
•	 tentatively conclude whether your idea is new enough to qualify 

for a patent.

The “New” Patent Law

The primary legal change reflected in this edition is the inclusion of the 
America Invents Act (referred to in this book as the “AIA”), which was 
enacted September 16, 2011 and which changed patent application filing 
rules from “first-to-invent” to “first-to file (FTF).”

As of March 13, 2013, patent applications will be subject to 
new first-to-file and prior art rules, effectively ending centuries of 
first-to-invent rules. The current one-year on sale bar—that permits sale 
or disclosure of the claimed invention less than one year before filing—is 
terminated, although the Act establishes a limited one-year grace period 
if the inventor (or anyone who obtained the subject matter from the 
inventor) made certain disclosures of the claimed invention.
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Get Updates and More at This Book’s 
Companion Page on Nolo.com

When there are important changes to the information in this book, we’ll 
post updates online, on a page dedicated to this book (what we call the 
book’s companion page):  
www.nolo.com/back-of-book/PATSE.html

You‘ll find other useful information on this page, too, such as author 
blogs, podcasts, and videos.

l
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Part I:
The Basics 

In Chapter 1, we discuss what a patent is, the basic principles of search­
ing, and the relationship between your search and the patentability of 
your invention. In Chapter 2, we introduce you to word-based patent 
searches and the resources you will need for patent searching. 
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I n order to receive a patent, your invention must be both new (novel) 
and surprising in light of prior developments (not obvious). Both 
of these standards are judged not only against all previously issued 

patents, but also against all previous developments in the same field, 
whether or not they were ever patented. For instance, the grooves in an 
automobile steering wheel were deemed to be a nonpatentable invention 
because of the traditional use of grooves in sword handles.

So, the key to assessing the patentability of your new idea is under­
standing what previous developments—known in the trade as prior 
art—the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office (PTO) will consider when 
deciding whether to issue a patent on your idea. In order to proceed, 
you must first understand the nature of patents and prior art.

What Is a Patent and What 
Does It Do for Me?
A patent is a right, granted by the government, to a person or legal 
entity (partnership or corporation). A patent gives its holder the right to 
exclude others from making, using, or selling the invention “claimed” 
in the patent deed for 20 years from the date of filing (for patents 
issued before June 8, 1995, 17 years from the date the patent was issued 
by the PTO). Once the patent expires, the invention covered by the 
patent enters the public domain and can be used by anyone. The scope 
of a U.S. patent is limited to the borders of the United States and its 
territories. 

The right of exclusion given to a patent owner is referred to as an 
offensive legal right—meaning that the owner must go on the offensive 
to protect patent rights. That may mean filing a lawsuit in federal 
court against an infringer (anyone who violates the right of exclusion). 
Because the right of exclusion is not a defensive legal right, the patent 
owner can’t rely on law enforcement agencies to automatically prosecute 
someone who infringes (copies) his or her patented invention. 
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In the sense that a patent gives the patent holder the right to sue 
anyone who tries to develop, use, or manufacture the invention covered 
by the patent, the patent can be a valuable commodity. It can be sold 
outright or licensed in exchange for a royalty. Additionally, the patent 
owner may choose to manufacture and distribute the invention, thereby 
keeping all the proceeds for him- or herself.

What Is Prior Art?
After March 16, 2013, (when the America Invents Act takes full 
effect) “prior art” consists of any knowledge that was made publicly 
available prior to the filing date of your patent application (unless such 
knowledge came from you (the inventor) and was not disclosed over 
a year before the filing date). Also, under these new first-to-file rules 
(FTF), prior art also includes a U.S. patent application of another 
inventor, that is based on an earlier foreign or domestic application and 
is entitled to the earlier application’s filing (priority) date; the earlier 
application’s filing date is the prior-art date. Finally, under FTF, prior 
art includes prior use and on-sale activities of the invention, even if 
done in another country. (Prior to March 16, 2013, U.S. patents were 
granted to the first-to-invent.) As long as you can demonstrate that your 
innovation differs physically in some way from all prior developments 
and concepts, the prior art will not affect your ability to patent your 
invention. 

On the other hand, if prior art is uncovered by a patent examiner 
that demonstrates somebody already came up with the same idea as 
you—that is, all of the significant elements in your innovation were 
embodied in an existing innovation—you will be unable to obtain a 
patent and you’ll lose the thousands of dollars spent on application or 
attorney fees. (This is referred to as “prior art anticipation.”) In order 
to avoid this fate, and to help you improve your invention’s chance of 
acquiring patent rights, we strongly recommend searching for prior art.
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After March 16, 2013, the definition of prior art—everything 
available before the date of filing the application—can also be 
summarized as including:

•	 any published writing (including any patent) that was publicly 
available before you filed your patent application

•	 any U.S. patent that has a filing date earlier than your date of 
filing

•	 any relevant invention or development (whether described in 
writing or not) existing prior to the date your application was 
filed, or

•	 any public or commercial use, sale, or knowledge of the 
invention prior to your application filing date unless such 
disclosure came from you (the inventor) and was not disclosed 
over a year before the filing date.

For your purposes, it’s best to spread as wide a prior art search 
net as possible, and to spread this net, you will eventually need to go 
beyond the database of patents at the PTO and examine all written 
references and all real-life items that may embody your idea. 

However, for now, we’ll begin your research with a basic and 
inexpensive search of the U.S. patent database. That’s because if 
someone has thought of your idea before and deemed it valuable, 
chances are good that the idea will show up in one or more patents. 
Keep in mind, however, that pending patent applications (patent 
applications that have already been submitted, but for which no patent 
has yet been issued) cannot be searched until 18 months after the 
application was filed. (We explain more about this later in this chapter.)

What Is the PTO Patent Database?
Much of your patent searching will be accomplished by searching the 
U.S. patent database which contains all the patents issued by the PTO. 
These patents are stored in patent file folders at the PTO in Virginia, 
and the PTO has created a computer database of patent images 
and text.
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The traditional method of searching the patent database is to hire 
a search professional to travel to the PTO’s offices in Virginia and 
conduct the search there. While very effective, this process is also very 
expensive. Instead of starting with this approach, you can save yourself 
some money by performing a preliminary search. If your search reveals 
that your idea has already been described in one or more previous 
patents, you will have saved yourself the expense of hiring a search 
professional.

The PTO provides an online database where you simply type in 
words which describe your invention—called keywords—to search for 
patents as far back as 1976 that contain those same words. Pre-1976 
patents can also be searched on a much more limited basis. By the way, 
the search engine company Google goes one step further: The company 
has scanned all U.S. patents in the PTO database and permits you to 
search even pre-1976 patents using keyword searching techniques at its 
Google Patent Search website.

In addition, a great resource for patent searching is a network 
of special libraries called Patent and Trademark Research Centers 
(PTRCs—see Appendix A for a list). At a PTRC you can perform 
computer searches of the PTO’s electronic database. 

As you search the PTO patent database, you also will learn how to 
think about your ideas in the same way that the examiners at the PTO 
would think of them, were you to apply for a patent. This knowledge 
will enable you to search for ideas that are not only the same as yours, 
but similar to yours. This process will allow you to determine not only 
if your invention is the first, but also whether it is the best. And if it 
is not, the search may inspire you to refine your idea in ways that will 
qualify it for a patent.

As you will also see, searching the PTO patent database is a great 
way to become familiar with patent terminology. This will come in 
handy during all aspects of the patent search as well as the patent 
application process itself. In particular, when dealing directly with the 
patent examiner who is reviewing your application, it helps if you are 
both speaking the same language.
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Patent Searching and Patent Eligibility
In order to search properly, you will need a short primer on what 
qualifies for a patent. This primer will help you decide—once you 
complete your search—whether you should go through the effort and 
expense of filing a patent application. Keep in mind that this is a brief, 
simple explanation of patentability. Before filing a patent (and for a 
more thorough analysis of patentability), we recommend you peruse 
a more detailed analysis. A good way to start would be by reviewing 
Patent It Yourself by attorney David Pressman (Nolo). 

In order to get a utility patent (as opposed to a design patent), your 
patent application has to satisfy four legal criteria:

•	 It must fit into an established statutory class.
•	 It must be useful.
•	 It must be novel—that is, have some physical difference from 

any similar inventions in the past.
•	 It must be unobvious (also referred to as nonobvious) to 

someone who is skilled in the appropriate field.

The Easy Part: Statutory Subject 
Matter and Usefulness
Two patent standards, statutory subject matter and usefulness, are 
easy to achieve. The first requirement—statutory subject matter—
means that your invention must be a process, a machine, an article 
of manufacture, a composition of matter, or a new use invention. It’s 
not necessary to decide which applies to your invention—and many 
inventions overlap—as long as your invention is covered by at least one 
of them.

The second requirement is utility—that is, is your invention 
useful? If your invention is operable (if it functions), it will satisfy this 
requirement. Perpetual motion machines or other devices that violate 
an established law of physics are examples of inventions that fail this 
requirement.
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Statutory Subject Matter

Subject 
Matter What Is It?

Process A process is the performance of a series of operations on 
something—for example, electroplating or a process for 
scanning election results.

Machine A machine is a device consisting of a series of fixed or moving 
parts that direct mechanical energy toward a specific task—
for example, an automobile engine, turbine, or drill press. 

Article of 
Manufacture

These are relatively simple inventions with few or no moving 
parts—for example, a screwdriver, rake, pencil, or mirror.

Composition 
of Matter

Compositions are a unique arrangement of items—for 
example, glue and plastics. 

New Use 
Invention

A new use is a new way of using an invention that fits in one 
of the first four statutory classes—for example, using birth 
control pills to limit acne or a method of converting a video 
game controller into a laser pointer.

Novelty: Is Your Invention New?
At the heart of patent searching—and the goal of this book—is 
demonstrating that your invention is novel. Demonstrating novelty 
means that you must be able to prove that no single prior art item 
describes all of your invention’s significant elements. If your search 
uncovers inventions that perform the same or similar functions, you 
will need to somehow distinguish your innovation from these previous 
inventions (whether patented or not). You can distinguish your 
invention based on: 

•	 physical differences 
•	 combinatorial differences, or 
•	 new uses. 
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Physical Differences

Figure 1.1

An example of a physical difference between your invention and a 
previously patented product would be the elimination, replacement, or 
functional modification of a component of the previous device.

Consider the invention shown in Figure 1.1. The figure shows a side 
and front view of a fire safety glass window. It consists of four elements.

•	 Element #1. Left-hand side glass segment
•	 Element #2. A thermal conduction film
•	 Element #3. Right-hand side glass segment
•	 Element #4. Heat-conducting metal frame

In order for this invention to work, a heat-conducting film is 
sandwiched between two glass plates. When a sharp temperature rise 
occurs on either side of the glass, the film conducts the heat away from 
the window to the metal frame.
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Figure 1.2

Now consider the invention shown in Figure 1.2. This figure is also 
a side and front view of a safety glass window. In this case there are 
three elements:

•	 Element #1. Thermal-conducting wire mesh
•	 Element #2. Glass segment enclosing the wire mesh
•	 Element #3. Heat-conducting metal frame

The wire mesh conducts heat away from the glass and into the 
frame, just as the first invention does. But now, instead of two separate 
glass elements, there is only one continuous glass element (in which the 
wire grid is embedded).

As an example of a replacement physical difference, consider the 
centrifugal water pump shown in Figure 1.3. Centrifugal pumps use 
impellers to impart energy to the water. For the sake of simplicity, we 
will identify four essential elements.

•	 Element #1. Pump intake
•	 Element #2. Metal impeller
•	 Element #3. Pump casting
•	 Element #4. Pump discharge

Suppose the impeller is made out of metal and you design a new 
impeller for this pump that performs as well, but with a different design 
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and made out of plastic. This replacement physical difference would 
satisfy the novelty requirement.

Figure 1.3

As an example of a functional modification, suppose our water 
pump vibrates at high pressure (high impeller speed) due to water 
turbulence. You redesign the blades of the impeller by increasing 
their pitch. This solves the turbulence problem and allows the pump 
to operate at high pressure. You have therefore made a functional 
modification.

Combinatorial Differences
A new combination of two different inventions can also be used to 
satisfy the novelty requirement—for example, the combination of a 
hot air balloon (an old invention) and a new high-strength lightweight 
fabric. The lightweight fabric replaces the older balloon material, 
making the balloon lighter. This provides more lift and lets the balloon 
carry more cargo.
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New Uses
A new use of an old invention can also satisfy the novelty requirement. 
As an example, suppose during World War II, a sonar engineer 
developed a sonar receiver that detects the sound of a ship’s propeller. 
Several years later, an independent inventor designs a pool alarm that 
uses the same technology to sound an alarm if a child accidentally falls 
into a pool. Even though the pool alarm uses the same electronics, it 
would pass the new use test.

A Systematic Approach to Novelty
A four-step systematic approach can be made for assessing novelty. 

1.	 Analyze your invention for elements.
2.	Analyze each prior art reference for its elements.
3.	 Compare the elements of each prior art reference to the 

elements of your invention.
4.	 If no one prior art reference contains all of the same elements 

used in the same way and for the same purpose as your 
invention, then it is novel. 

Nonobviousness: Is Your Invention Obvious?
This is the most challenging patent requirement to fulfill. Essentially, 
it means that if a skilled worker who is thoroughly familiar with 
developments in the area of your invention would consider the idea 
obvious, you would fail this test. As an example, consider the balloon 
made with new lightweight fabric from the previous page. While this 
invention qualifies as novel, it would be obvious to a person skilled in 
the art of balloon making to try using new lightweight materials.
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The Patent Application Process

When you submit your completed patent application and filing fee to the 
PTO, you will be assigned a filing date. After a waiting period (commonly 
6 to 18 months), a patent examiner will review the application. It is 
extremely rare that an application will be allowed as is. More often than 
not, the patent examiner will object to one or more of your claims or 
require changes to your patent drawings or specification. This result 
is what is known as an Office Action (or OA). The OA is an official 
communication from the PTO, outlining the objections to your original 
patent application. You then have the choice of either modifying the 
application or convincing the examiner that your application is correct as 
written—that is, the examiner is in error. 

After you successfully respond to the OA, the patent examiner will 
allow your application and you will have to pay an issue fee. After a few 
more months’ delay, your patent will finally issue. The entire process, from 
initial patent application submission to issued patent, usually takes from 
16 to 36 months.

Resource

For more information about how to complete and file a patent 
application, see Patent It Yourself, by attorney David Pressman (Nolo).
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Types of Patents

There are three types of patents: utility patents, design patents, and plant 
patents. In this book, we focus on searching for utility patents, the most 
common of the three, and, unless otherwise indicated, when we speak of 
a patent, we are referring to a utility patent. (Note: The rules for searching 
all types of patents are similar.)

A utility patent covers the functional aspects of an invention. As an 
example, assume that the hammer hasn’t been invented. Ivan Inventor 
conceives of the hammer as an invention after he accidentally smashes 
his thumb with a rock he was using to pound a square peg into a round 
hole. If Ivan applies for a patent and his patent application describes his 
hammer invention in general enough terms, the patent would cover all 
variations of the hammer as a utilitarian device. It would cover common 
household hammers, sledge hammers, rubber hammers, and the like. 
Perhaps even hydraulic hammers could be covered.

A design patent only protects the appearance of an invention. 
In our example, Ivan might apply for a design patent for a hammer 
with a horsehead etched into the shaft of the hammer. Removal of the 
horsehead would not affect the usefulness or functioning of the hammer. 
It is easy to create a fairly similar design without infringing a design patent 
(referred to as designing around the patent). A competitor could design a 
hammer with a slightly different horsehead (longer mane or bigger eyes), 
and the new hammer design most likely would not infringe on the original 
design patent. 

Plant patents are for new types of plants. We don’t discuss them in 
this book.
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Pending Patent Applications

One of the pitfalls of any patent search is that there is no way to search 
pending patent applications prior to 18 months from filing. Another 
inventor may have already filed a patent application on essentially the 
same invention as you. Because pending patent applications are kept 
confidential (prior to 18 months), if the patent hasn’t been issued yet you 
have no way of knowing about it. This is one of the occupational hazards 
involved in applying for a patent.

If you have a patent application pending and a patent is issued that 
covers the essential aspects of your idea, you may still be able to get a 
patent. How? You do it by proving that you filed your application earlier 
than the inventor listed in the opposing patent. 

The Patent Document
Although we have explained some patent basics—for example, the 
PTO issues patents; patents provide certain affirmative rights; and a 
patent expires in 20 years—the idea of a patent is still an abstraction.

A patent manifests itself in its most “real” form in a document 
called a patent deed. This is the document issued by the PTO after 
your patent application has been approved and your patent rights have 
issued. The patent deed, commonly referred to as a patent or patent 
reference—is a collection of words and drawings that summarize 
how to make and use your invention. This document also defines the 
boundaries of your rights, known as the claims. The PTO’s patent 
database comprises hardcopy, microfiche, or electronic copies of these 
patent documents.

Every patent has several identifiable fields or sections. Understanding 
the different parts of the patent will be especially important when we 
cover computer searching. This is because we will conduct our search 
in certain subsections of the patent, and it helps to know what sort of 
information to expect to find there.
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We have prepared a table showing the typical sections that appear 
in a patent, along with a brief description. The table introduces you to 
several terms commonly used in the patent world. These include:

Classification (class and subclass). These refer to the system used by 
the PTO to categorize each patent. Conceptually, the system is similar 
to an alphabetical library index file. For example, to search a library for 
a book about baseball, one would first go to the subject card index. In 
the file drawer for subjects beginning with the letter S, you would most 
likely find a sports section. under the sports section, you would go to 
the subsection for baseball. There you would find the titles of several 
books related to baseball. The PTO currently has more than 100,000 
classes and subclasses.

Abstract. An abstract is a summary of the most important features 
of the invention covered by the patent. The abstract appears on the 
front page of the issued patent. Patent searchers consult the abstract to 
get a quick overview of the invention. This, in turn, helps them decide 
whether it is worthwhile to review the entire patent. The abstract is the 
searcher’s way to separate the wheat from the chaff. A typical abstract—
from Pat. No. 5,712,618—is shown below. 

Sample abstract for an automatic turn 
signaling device for vehicles

An automatic signaling device for a vehicle which automatically initiates 
a method and apparatus for an automatic signaling device warning signal 
to pedestrians and to other vehicles in connection with lane changes 
and upon turns. The present invention is activated and deactivated 
automatically, providing significant safety advantages for all of those 
using the roads and highways.

15 Claims, 2 Drawing Figures

Background of the invention. This is a discussion of previous 
inventions that are related in some way to the current invention. These 
inventions are known as the prior art. The prior art may embody some 
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of the same or similar elements as the current invention. For example, 
sprinkler systems and fireproof blankets are two vastly different 
products. However, they are both related by the fact that they are fire 
suppressant devices. So, if you invented a modern-day fire suppression 
device (for instance, one using nanotechnology—tiny microscopic 
machines—to deprive the fire of oxygen), both sprinkler systems 
and fireproof blankets would be considered prior art related to your 
invention. 

The first two paragraphs from the background section of Pat. No. 
5,712,618 are shown below. The first paragraph is a general summary 
of the background of the invention. The next paragraph begins the 
discussion of the advantages of the current invention over previously 
patented inventions. 

Sample background of the invention for an 
automatic turn signaling device for vehicles

The invention disclosed herein relates to preferred methods and 
apparatuses for an automatic signaling device which automatically 
activates a warning signal. The following patents form a background for 
the instant invention. None of the cited publications is believed to detract 
from the patentability of the claimed invention.

U.S. Pat. No. 3,771,096 issued to Walter on Nov. 6, 1973, discloses a 
lane changing signaling device for vehicles employing a rotary electrical 
connector joined to the steering wheel. The principal disadvantage of the 
device is that it fails to measure the angle of rotation of the steering wheel.

Detailed description of the preferred version of the invention. This 
is a detailed description of an actual, “nuts and bolts” version of the 
current invention (“embodiment” in patent terms). It is essentially the 
inventor’s best-guess (preferred embodiment) description of the product 
at the time the patent application is written. By reading the detailed 
description, a person who is familiar with similar products should be 
able to build and operate the current invention. It is important to note 
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Patent Fields and Sections

Section/Field Description

Title This is the name or title of the invention.

Inventor 
Information

This is the inventor’s identifying information—that is, 
name and address.

Patent Number This is the number assigned by the PTO to the issued 
patent.

Patent Filing Date This is the date that the patent application was filed 
with the PTO.

Patent Issue Date This is the date that the patent was issued by the PTO.

Classification These are the categories (the class and subclass) that 
the PTO uses to classify or sort the various types of 
inventions.

Referenced 
Patents

These are the patent numbers of previous patents 
referred to in the patent application, along with their 
classes and subclasses.

Abstract Usually one concise paragraph, the abstract summarizes 
the invention in layperson terms. The abstract appears 
on the front page of the patent and is the most 
frequently referenced section.

Drawings These are black-and-white drawings of the invention as 
seen from different perspectives.

Background of the 
Invention

This is a discussion of any previous inventions that were 
related to this invention (known as prior art).

Summary of the 
Invention

Here is a discussion of the invention that captures its 
essential functions and features. 

Brief Description 
of Drawings 

These are one-sentence descriptions of each patent 
drawing figure.

Detailed 
Description of the 
Preferred Version 
of the Invention 

This is an in-depth discussion of the various aspects of 
the invention and in which painstaking references to 
the patent drawings are made.

Claims This section defines the legal scope of the patent (in the 
way that a deed describes the boundaries of real estate). 
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that the legal scope of the patent is not defined (the language of patents 
calls it “limited”) by the details of the description of the preferred 
embodiment. Rather, the scope of the patent is actually determined by 
the claims. 

Description of the preferred embodiment 
for a fire safety glass panel

Referring to FIG. 1, a fire-protection and safety glass panel according to a 
preferred embodiment of this invention comprises a first glass plate 10, a 
second glass plate 11 opposite to the first glass plate, and an intermediate 
resin layer between the first and second glass plates 10 and 11. At least one 
of the first and the second glass plates 10 and 11 is a heat-resistant glass 
plate. The intermediate resin layer comprises a polyethylene terephthalate 
film (namely, a PET film) 12 and first and second adhesive agent layers 13 
and 14 and has a thickness which is not greater than 200 μm. The first 
adhesive agent layer 13 adheres the PET film 12 to the first glass plate 10. 

FIG. 1

Figure 1.4
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The first paragraph of the detailed description of the preferred 
embodiment for Pat. No. 5,462,805 is shown above. Reading through 
the description, we see that specific numbered elements of FIG. 1 (from 
Pat. No. 5,462,805) are referenced. This figure is shown as Figure 1.4 
above. Here we have a glass plate (Element 10), another glass plate 
(Element 11), an intermediate resin layer (Element 12), and first and 
second adhesive layers (Elements 13 and 14). By following along with 
the detailed description, and matching the numbered elements of the 
description with the labeled elements of the drawing, a person familiar 
with fire safety glass would be able to construct this invention.

Claims. Patent claims are a series of carefully worded statements 
that precisely describe and define the underlying invention. Patent 
claims operate in much the same way as real estate deeds—they 
precisely delimit the scope of the patent in the same way as the real 
estate deed describes the precise location of the property. 

From the patent applicant’s viewpoint, the claims should be as 
broad as possible, thus covering many possible versions of the same 
basic invention. Broad claims make it difficult for someone to defeat 
the patent by making a minor change to the invention. On the other 
hand, if patent claims are too broad, there is always the possibility of 
someone finding a previous invention (prior art reference) that falls 
within the patent’s scope. This could make the patent susceptible to 
being ruled invalid if the patent holder ever finds it necessary to bring 
an infringement case. 

The first claim from the fire safety glass patent (5,462,805) is 
shown below. While calling out the same elements of the invention as 
described in the preferred embodiment, the specific element references 
have been omitted. This is because the claim is meant to be general 
enough to include different designs based upon the same invention 
concept. 
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You will note that here, the glass plates are referred to as “low-
expansion crystallized glass.” This is broad enough to include many 
types of glass that do not readily expand when exposed to heat. If a 
specific type of low-expansion glass were claimed, then the patent 
could be “worked around” by simply claiming a different type of low-
expansion glass. 

Claims for a fire safety glass panel

What is claimed is:

1. A fire-protection and safety glass panel comprising a first glass plate, a 
second glass plate opposite to said first glass plate, and an intermediate 
resin layer between said first and said second glass plates, at least 
one of said first and said second glass plates being a low-expansion 
crystallized glass plate of a low-expansion crystallized glass, wherein said 
intermediate resin layer comprises a polyethylene terephthalate film, a 
first adhesive agent layer for adhering said polyethylene terephthalate 
film to said first glass plate, and a second adhesive agent layer for 
adhering said polyethylene terephthalate film to said second glass plate, 
said intermediate resin layer having a thickness which is not greater than 
200 μm.
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The Prior Art Aspect of a Previously Issued 
Patent Is Larger Than the Patent’s Claims

Every patent includes claims. Novice inventors often confuse the claims 
of a patent with the concept of prior art anticipation. Don’t make the 
mistake of thinking that if an aspect of your invention hasn’t been 
“claimed” in a prior patent, you can claim it. The claims of the patent only 
define the legal scope of the inventor’s intellectual property, and if a claim 
is violated (infringed upon), an inventor has offensive legal rights and can 
sue the infringer. 

In general, incremental changes are considered obvious since the 
results could be easily predicted by someone skilled in the related field, 
whereas changes that produce new and unexpected results are considered 
nonobvious. Oftentimes, new inventions combine elements from two or 
more previous inventions. Here, the end result must also produce a new 
and unexpected outcome. 

For example, electrical circuits can carry alternating currents. A 
square piece of iron has certain magnetic field properties due to its 
composition. By combining the two via electrical windings on opposite 
legs of the iron square, you can create a transformer. By varying the 
number of turns in the primary and secondary windings (the primary 
winding is on the voltage supply side of the iron core) you obtain either a 
voltage increase or decrease (a step-up or a step-down transformer). This 
is a new and unexpected result. 
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Patents Are Intellectual Property

A patent falls under the larger umbrella of intellectual property which also 
includes trademarks, trade secrets, and copyrights. Intellectual property 
refers to anything of value created by the human mind. Depending on 
your invention, one of these other forms of intellectual property may give 
you additional and/or greater offensive legal rights. 

A trademark is any symbol, word, or other signifier that consumers 
associate with a particular product or service. Often, trademarks become 
as valuable as the innovation itself—for example, the Club, the Segway, or 
the Hula Hoop. 

A trade secret is any information that, by being kept a secret, gives 
its owner a competitive business advantage. There may be elements, 
formulas, or methods associated with your invention that are not part 
of your patent application that are your trade secrets—for example, you 
may have a secret method of creating tooling for the manufacture of your 
innovation. 

Copyright law protects the expressive works of authors, computer 
programmers, movie producers, and other artistic creators. Certain 
elements associated with your invention may be copyrightable—for 
example, artwork affixed to the exterior, software programs used in the 
creation of the device, or the commercial for your product that you may 
eventually post online.

l
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I n order to get the most benefit from a word-based computer search, 
it is useful to first understand how searchable databases are put 
together. Creating a computer database is basically a two-step process. 

First, the information has to be entered into the computer. Then, the 
information has to be processed by a special kind of computer program 
so that the information can be easily retrieved in a meaningful form.

How Information Is Entered 
Into the Database
Information is commonly entered into a computer in two ways: Some­
one physically types the data in using a keyboard, or someone uses a 
scanner. A scanner is similar to the everyday copy machine. A page is 
placed on a surface and a machine records an image of what’s on the 
page and stores that image on the hard disk of the computer. When a 
document is scanned into a computer, the result is either an image of 
text, or text that has been extracted from the scanned document by 
optical character recognition software (OCR).

For the purpose of searching by computer, there is a big difference 
between an image of a document and actual text. The contents of an 
image can’t be searched; after all, it’s just a picture. The computer has 
no way of knowing what the picture contains. You can pull up the 
patent on your computer screen the same as any other graphical image, 
but you can’t search for the patent according to the words contained in 
it. However, if the text in the patent document has been converted by 
an OCR program before it makes its way into the database, the text can 
be indexed so that a user can pull up the patent document based on a 
search of words used in the text.

In this way, a text-based patent database is essentially a huge lookup 
table. The database program builds this table by searching through all 
the entered text and extracting all the meaningful words. When you 
use a computer program to perform a word-based search, the program 
matches the search words you type in with words stored in its lookup 
table. The search words that you enter are called “keywords” and the 
search process is called a keyword search. If the computer finds a 
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match, the program will report back to you the document in which the 
word was found and, in some cases, the location of the word within the 
document.

The lookup table (“database” in computer talk) is similar to indexes 
found in the back of many books. In book indexes, words are listed 
alphabetically, along with a comma-separated list of each page in the 
book where the word was used. 

Understanding Keyword Searching
When you use a computer program to search for patents, you often 
must search for them by entering words into a “query” box and asking 
the search program to match your words with words stored in its 
database. 

As you might expect, performing keyword searches is a skill with a 
learning curve. Sure, anyone can put one or two words into a box and 
pull up all the patents with those words. No skill there. But the overall 
number of patents you pull up is likely to be huge and the number of 
the patents that are relevant to your search is likely to be low. To pull 
up a manageable number of patents and to assure that most of them 
will have some relevance to your own invention, you will need to know 
at least some of the basic techniques for choosing your search terms and 
combining them into meaningful search queries.

The Role of Wildcards in Keyword Searching
One powerful tool that is often used during keyword searching is 
called the wildcard. A wildcard is a special character inserted into 
your keyword. This character tells the computer search program to 
do something special with the keyword within which it’s used. The 
two most often used wildcard symbols are the dollar sign “$,” and the 
question mark “?.”

The dollar sign wildcard is used at the end of a word root to take 
the place of any number of additional letters that may come after that 
root. For example, assume you have invented a new type of dance shoe. 
The shoe can be used for ballroom, ballet, and tap dancing. In addition 
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to the keywords “ballroom,” “ballet,” and “tap,” you will certainly 
want to search for the word “dance.” But there are several variations 
of the word “dance,” such as “dancing,” “dancer,” “danced,” and even 
“danceable.” By using “danc$” as your keyword, the dollar sign replaces 
any other possible characters that would follow the four letters, “danc.”

Figure 2.1 shows the search results from searching the titles of U.S. 
patents issued in the years 1997–1998 for the word “dance.” The patent 
titles that have the word “dance” in them are listed and numbered. As 
you can see, there are four patents that have the word “dance” in the 
title. The first title relates to a dance practice slipper, the second title 
concerns the sole of a dance shoe, the third title relates to a type of 
dance, and the fourth title relates to a portable dance floor.

Figure 2.1

Figure 2.2 contains the search results from searching the titles of 
U.S. patents issued in the years 1997–1998 for the word “danc$.” As 
you can see, we now have nine patents listed. The first patent listed 
(Pat. No. 5,827,107) contains the word “dancing” as opposed to 
“dance.” 
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Figure 2.2

The first four letters (danc) are the same as in the word “dance,” but 
the wildcard ($) was used for the letters “ing.” The next two titles are 
the same ones that we obtained before. However, titles numbered 4 and 
5 also contain the word “dancing” as opposed to “dance.” Similarly, 
titles numbered 6 and 9 contain the word “dancer,” as opposed to 
“dance.” Here, the wildcard ($) was used for the letters “er.”

The question mark (?) wildcard can be used to replace any single 
character in a word. Continuing with our dancing example, the words 
“foot” or “feet” could be searched by using “f??t” as our keyword. 
Obviously, you would not want to use the keyword “f$,” as this would 
return every word that started with the letter “f.” By using “f??t,” 
every four-letter word that starts with “f” and ends with “t” would be 
searched for by the computer. For example, along with the words “feet” 
and “foot,” the words “flat” and “fast” would also be reported to you in 
the search results.

In Figure 2.3, we show the search results obtained from searching 
the titles of U.S. patents issued on December 9, 1997 for the word 
“f??t.” The first two patents listed (Pat. Nos. 5,696,609 and 5,696,529), 
contain the word “flat” in their titles. The next two patents listed (Pat. 
Nos. 5,696,435 and 5,695,530) contain the word “fast” in their titles. 
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The fifth and sixth patents listed (Pat. Nos. 5,695,527 and 5,695,526), 
contain the word “foot” in their titles. The seventh, eighth, ninth, and 
tenth patents listed (Pat. Nos. 5,695,360; 5,695,359; 5,694,834; and 
5,695,792), contain the word “flat” in their titles. Finally, the eleventh 
patent listed (Design Pat. No. D387,428) contains the word “foot” in 
the title. 

Figure 2.3

The Role of Boolean Logic in 
Keyword Patent Searching
A search technique known as Boolean logic can be used to combine 
individual keywords into powerful searches. Boolean logic uses a total 
of four words (called “logical operators”) to define the search: AND, 
OR, XOR, and ANDNOT. The AND operator is by far the most 
useful. A graphical representation known as a Venn diagram will help 
you to understand how these operators work.

In Figure 2.4, we have a circle that has been shaded. The area 
inside the circle represents all of the patents that contain the keyword 
represented by the letter A. The area outside the circle represents all 
the other patents that do not contain the keyword represented by A. 
In other words, if we were to search a database of patents for all the 
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occurrences of the keyword A, our search results would be contained in 
the shaded circle.

A

Figure 2.4

In Figure 2.5, we have two keywords represented by the circles 
A and B. Searching for individual occurrences of the keywords A or 
B would result in a lot of search results. It would take a long time to 
review these results and most of them would be irrelevant.

A B

Figure 2.5

For example, let’s suppose we have an invention idea for a new 
type of telephone cable. A search for the keyword “telephone” would 
return numerous references to different types of telephones. Similarly, 
a keyword search for the word “cable” would return patents related to 
cable television, bridge support cables, cable cars, and so on. What we 
need is a way to search for both the keywords “telephone” and “cable” 
within the same patent. This is where Boolean operators come into the 
picture.
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Th e AND Boolean Operator
In Figure 2.6, we have used the Boolean operator AND to combine the 
keywords A and B. Th e shaded area where the circles overlap represents 
the search results that contain both keywords A and B. As you can see, 
the AND operator is a great way to narrow the scope of the search.

A  and  B

Figure 2.6

When a match is found between a keyword (or a combination 
of keywords) and a patent, the result is called a “hit.” When patent 
searches are conducted, the number of hits, or occurrences, of a 
keyword match is usually reported to the user. By using the AND 
operator, the user reduces the quantity of hits that need to be reviewed.

For example, let’s suppose that you have invented a new type of 
steam engine. A steam engine is a machine for converting the heat 
energy in steam into mechanical energy by means of a piston moving in 
a cylinder.

Engine

Figure 2.7
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The search results using the keyword “engine” are shown in 
Figure 2.7. The shaded circle represents all of the patents that contain 
the word “engine.” This could be quite an extensive list. For example, 
all the various types of internal combustion engines would be included 
in this list. A steam-powered vehicle is an external combustion device; 
the steam is usually obtained from an external boiler. However, if we 
only searched for the word “engine,” we would have to review search 
results that contained references to gasoline-powered engines for cars, 
trucks, trains, and all other engine-powered devices.

Steam  AND  Engine

Figure 2.8

Figure 2.8 shows the search result obtained when using the Boolean 
AND operator to combine the keywords “steam” and “engine.” The 
resulting number of hits is represented by the small shaded area in the 
diagram, where the two circles overlap. We can see at once why AND is 
the most often used Boolean operator. It allows the searcher to narrow 
the scope of the search and obtain more meaningful results.

Steam AND Engine AND Car

Car

Steam

Engine

Figure 2.9
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In Figure 2.9, we see the results of a search using the keywords 
“steam,” “engine,” and “car.” In this case, the overlapping area is even 
more precisely defined. It would be necessary for a patent to contain all 
three keywords before being reported as a match.

Tip

The more keywords you use with the AND operator, the 
smaller the number of matches you will obtain, and the more meaningful 
each match.

The OR Boolean Operator
In Figure 2.10, we have used the Boolean operator OR to combine 
the keywords represented by the letters A and B. The shaded area 
within the circle labeled A represents all of the patents that contain 
the keyword represented by the letter A. Similarly, the shaded area 
within the circle labeled B represents all of the patents that contain the 
keyword represented by the letter B. 

A OR B

Figure 2.10

When you use the Boolean OR operator, you can’t tell from your 
search results whether a particular reference contains just one of your 
key words or both. Using our Venn diagrams to represent one possible 
set of search results, we see that in Figure 2.10 there were no hits that 
contained both of the keywords represented by the letters A and B. If 
the search results did have some patents that contained both keywords, 
the resulting Venn diagram would look like Figure 2.11.
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A OR B

Figure 2.11

In Figure 2.11, we have the two circles A and B, with a small over­
lapping area. The lightly shaded areas of A and B that do not overlap 
represent patents that contain only one of our keywords. The heavily 
shaded, overlapping area represents patents that contain both keywords.

Returning to our steam engine example, Figure 2.12 represents the 
number of hits returned when we use “steam OR engine” to search the 
patent database. What this means is that any patent that contained 
the word “steam” or the word “engine” would be returned as a match. 
The lightly shaded areas of the circles represent patents that contain the 
keyword “steam” or the keyword “engine” but not both. 

Steam OR Engine

Figure 2.12

The heavily shaded area where the two circles overlap represents 
patents that contain both keywords. Keep in mind, however, that you 
couldn’t tell this from your research results; the Venn diagrams are only 
being used to explain what happens in fact. 

Tip

Use the OR operator to widen the scope of the search results.
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The XOR Boolean Operator
The EXCLUSIVE OR operator is symbolized by the letters XOR. 
This operator is very similar to the OR operator, but with one important 
difference: The overlapping area is not included in the search results. 
So, if we used “steam XOR engine” to search our database, we would 
obtain a list of patents that contained the word “steam” or the word 
“engine,” but not both. 

Steam XOR Engine

Figure 2.13

Tip

Only one of the keywords combined with the XOR operator 
will appear in each of the patents in your search results.

The ANDNOT Boolean Operator
The final Boolean operator we will be reviewing is ANDNOT. The 
ANDNOT operator is actually a combination of the AND and NOT 
operators. The NOT operator, by itself, simply finds all the patents 
that do not contain the keyword used. The reason the NOT operator 
is combined with the AND operator can be seen in Figure 2.14. If you 
were to use the NOT operator by itself with just the keyword “engine,” 
your search results would include all the patents that do not contain the 
word “engine”—a very large search result indeed.
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NOT Engine

Figure 2.14

An example of the correct use of the ANDNOT operator is shown 
in Figure 2.15. If you wanted to search for steam engines used in all 
devices except trains, you could compose this query: (steam AND 
engine) ANDNOT train.

This would return a list of patents related to steam engines but it 
would not return patents with the word “train” (regardless of whether 
train was used as a verb or noun). This is true even if the words “steam” 
and “engine” were contained within a train-related patent. Figure 2.15 
shows the search results obtained when using this query. The resulting 
number of hits is again represented by the small shaded area in the 
diagram where the circles representing the keywords “steam” and 
“engine” overlap. However, a small section of that overlapping area has 
been excluded. This excluded area represents the patents that contain 
the keyword “train.”

(Steam AND Engine) ANDNOT Train

Car

Steam

Engine

Figure 2.15
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Tip

Use the ANDNOT operator to exclude specific keywords from 
the search results.

Use of Parentheses
In the previous query, you may have noticed that we have made use 
of left and right parentheses—( )—around the words “steam AND 
engine.” This means that the words within the parentheses are 
evaluated first, then the ANDNOT condition is applied. 

You can also combine wildcards with Boolean operators. Returning 
to our dance shoe example, we can combine the keyword “danc$,” with 
the keyword “shoe,” and exclude the keyword “tap” with the following 
query: (danc$ AND shoe) ANDNOT tap.

The resulting patents would have the words “shoe” and one or more 
words like “dancing,” “dancer,” or “dance,” but not the word “tap.” 

What You Need to Search Patent Databases
In order to carry out your preliminary patent search, you will need 
a computer that is connected to the Internet. Typically, most people 
connect to the Internet either by residential phone lines or through 
faster broadband systems. A broadband system uses either a cable 
connection or a DSL connection. Ideally, you would want access to 
the speediest Internet connection possible, but any Internet connection 
speed will work if you have patience. As you are probably aware, you 
connect to the Internet using a software program called a browser, the 
most popular of which is Microsoft’s Internet Explorer. 
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What If You Know Nothing About Computers?

Even if you don’t own a computer and don’t know anything about how 
computers operate, you can still perform the basic searches described in 
this book. All it takes is access to a computer and a lesson or two from 
someone who can show you the basics of Internet surfing. To put it 
bluntly, it does not require much brain power to surf the Net (as you will 
soon realize once you are connected). A great place to start the learning 
process is your local public library, which probably offers Internet access 
as well as basic instructions in use.

Also, although not essential for patent searches, you should have a 
professional word processing program installed on your system. Later 
in this book, we will be using a word processor to assemble a summary 
of our patent search results. Although small word processing programs, 
such as Notepad and Wordpad, usually ship with Windows, these 
programs lack the tools that a full-blown word processing application 
has. We recommend installing Microsoft Word for Windows or 
WordPerfect. Both of these programs have spell-checking capability and 
a thesaurus. A thesaurus comes in handy when you’re trying to think of 
words that describe your invention.

An essential (and free) program that you should use for patent 
searching is the Adobe Reader. As we shall see later in this book, the 
Adobe format is widely used by many U.S. patent database systems and 
by the European PTO (EPO) website. The Adobe Reader can be freely 
downloaded from www.adobe.com.
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Using a Patent and Trademark Resource Center (PTRC) 
as an Alternative to Searching on the Internet

As an alternative to using the Internet, if you happen to live near 
Alexandria, Virginia, you can perform patent searches at the PTO itself. 
The patent search room is located at: Madison East, 1st Floor, 600 Dulany 
Street, Alexandria, Virginia, 22314. The hours of business are: weekdays 
(except holidays) from 8:00 a.m. to 8:00 p.m. For information, call 571-272-
3275. For the rest of us, there is the Patent & Trademark Resource Center 
(PTRC) System. A network of more than 80 PTRCs are located in 49 states, 
the District of Columbia, and Puerto Rico. (See Appendix A for a list of 
PTRCs, showing locations and telephone numbers.) The PTRC system 
provides access to many of the same products and services offered at the 
PTO in Arlington, Virginia. The scope of the various patent collections, the 
hours of operations, and available services vary from location to location. 
In Part III of this book, we show you how to use the PTRC and its many 
useful resources.

l



Part II:
Simple and 
Advanced Searching

Part II consists of five chapters. The first two chapters—Chapters 3 
and 4—explain how to perform preliminary patent searches at the 
PTO website. Chapter 5 discusses the European Patent Office (EPO) 
website. Chapter 6 provides information about Google’s patent search 
engine and the patent searching capabilities available at the Intellectual 
Property Office of Singapore. Finally, Chapter 7 explores some other 
important prior art search resources such as Internet search engines and 
government websites. 
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O kay, it’s time to try some actual patent searches at the PTO’s 
patent search website, which—although you can get to it 
from the PTO’s general website—is actually a separately 

maintained website. 

Simple Keyword Searches 
at the PTO’s Website
We’ll start with a simple keyword search at the PTO’s patent search 
website. This site allows you to search the full text and drawings of all 
patents issued since 1976. The full-page images of patents since 1790 
are also available for viewing. Furthermore, you can search patent 
applications published since March 15, 2001.

Connecting to the PTO’s Website
In order to get to the PTO’s patent searching website, type www.uspto.
gov/patft in the address window of your Web browser. You should soon 
see the home page for the PTO’s patent searching site, as shown in 
Figure 3.1.

Figure 3.1
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There are two databases available for searching at the PTO’s patent 
search website: the PatFT (Patent Full Text) database and the AppFT 
(Patent Applications Full Text). In this chapter, we will be dealing with 
the PatFT database. The PatFT database is actually a combination of 
two separate databases—one, which lets you search the full text of 
patents issued since 1976, and another, which lets you search the full-
page images of patents issued from 1790 through 1975.

Understanding the PTO’s Quick Search Page
To perform a quick search of the PatFT database, click on the “Quick 
Search” link illustrated in Figure 3.1. You will then be presented with 
the Web page shown in Figure 3.2. As you can see from Figure 3.2, 
there are several fields that can be filled in. We will discuss them one at 
a time. 

Figure 3.2

The first area that we want to address is the “Select years” dropdown 
menu (seen in the lower left of Figure 3.2). To make a selection, click on 
the dropdown arrow (v). The result is shown in Figure 3.3. There are 
two selections to choose from: 

•	 1976 to present [full-text]. The current selection is set to “1976 
to present [full-text].” Using this setting will allow you to search 
through every word contained in every patent issued since 
January 1, 1976.
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•	 1790 to present [entire database]. This selection will allow you 
to search through the full text of patents since 1976, and the 
images of patents from 1790 through 1975.

Note that for patent image data from 1790 through 1975, only 
three fields can be searched. These three fields are the issue date, patent 
number, and the current classification. Issue date can be in the form of 
month/day/year. Patent numbers must be seven characters in length, 
excluding commas, which are optional. 

What this effectively means is that your keyword search for this 
range of years will only be applied to the Current US Classification field.

Figure 3.3

On the right side of Figure 3.3 are two field selection dropdown 
menus. By positioning your mouse over the arrow and clicking once, 
you can see all of the searchable fields of the patent database that are 
available. This action is shown in Figure 3.4.

With these field selections you can limit the scope of your search 
to a particular section of the issued patent. For example, if you only 
wish to search the abstract of the patent, you can scroll down with your 
mouse to that entry point. The item will be highlighted, and you can 
then click to select it. 

To search the entire text of all the issued patents in the years 1976 
to the present, select the entry “All Fields” (as shown in Figure 3.4) and 
leave the “Select years” dropdown set to the default selection, “1976 to 
present [full-text].” 
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Limiting your search to certain sections of the issued patent has 
several advantages, the most significant being that you can precisely 
define your search in order to find just the patents you are looking for 
and nothing extra. 

In the center of Figure 3.4 is the operator selection dropdown 
menu. To see the available Boolean operators that can be used to 
combine your search keywords, select this menu. This action is shown 
in Figure 3.5. By clicking the down arrow, you will be able to choose 
among the three Boolean operators (AND, OR, and ANDNOT) that 
we discussed in Chapter 2. For the purposes of this first search, let’s 
select the AND operator, which is the default.

Figure 3.4
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Figure 3.5

Doing the Search
To the left of the operator selection dropdown in Figure 3.5 are the 
search term entry boxes. Here is where you enter your search words 
(keywords). For example, let’s suppose that your invention is related 
to a device that is involved in fire protection. You could type in “fire” 
for the first search term, select the logical operator AND, and enter 
“protection” for the second search term. The field selections could be set 
to All Fields and the Select years dropdown set to 1976 to present. This 
is shown in Figure 3.6.

Figure 3.6

Now we are ready to begin our search. The search program will 
search for the terms “fire” and “protection” in all the fields of all the 
patents issued between the years 1976 and the present. To start the 
search, click on the button labeled Search, located at the lower right of 
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the screen (as shown in Figure 3.6). Adjacent to the Search button is 
the Reset button. Clicking on this button will clear all of the entries 
and selections that you have made. This comes in handy when starting 
a new search. You should receive your search results within 30 seconds, 
depending on your connection speed and the Internet traffic.

Understanding the Search Results
The results of our search are shown in Figure 3.7. Under the heading 
“Results of Search in US Patent Collection db for: fire AND 
protection,” the system has reported 31,869 hits or patents in which our 
two search terms were found. Keep in mind that with the use of the 
AND Boolean operator, both search terms—“fire” and “protection”—
must be present for the system to report a match.

Figure 3.7
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Why so many hits? The reason is that we selected All Fields in our 
Field settings. Therefore, the search results reflect any patent in which 
the terms “fire” and “protection” occur anywhere in the issued patent.

Figure 3.7 illustrates a major source of frustration for novice patent 
searchers. How do you search through such a large number of patents? 
However, this frustration can quickly be eliminated with a more 
focused search. 

In Figure 3.8, we changed the All Fields settings to Title. The 
results of our new search are shown in Figure 3.9. Here we see that by 
limiting our keyword search to the Title field only, the number of hits 
has been reduced from 31,869 to 312.

Figure 3.8

Reading the search summary, we see that hits 1 through 50 of 
312 are listed. Looking below the “PAT. NO.” and “Title” headings in 
the middle of Figure 3.9, we see the matching patents. Notice that the 
patent numbers start with the most recently issued (highest number) 
patent first and then proceed back in time.

Each of these listed patent numbers is accompanied by a patent 
title. If you don’t find what you are looking for in the first 50 hits, you 
can select the Next 50 Hits button (shown at the top of Figure 3.9) to 
see the next 50 matches. Note that only the first six patents are shown 
in Figure 3.9.
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Figure 3.9

Saving and Printing the Search Results
You can get a printout of the displayed patent numbers and titles by 
using your browser’s print feature. Simply move your mouse to the File 
menu item at the upper-left corner of your browser and click once, then 
scroll down and select the Print function. This action is demonstrated 
in Figure 3.10.
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Figure 3.10

When you select the Print function, a printer control window 
similar to the one shown in Figure 3.11 will open up. To obtain your 
printout, just click the Print button at the bottom of the window.

Figure 3.11
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When you find a patent whose title seems appropriate to your search, 
you can view the entire text of that patent by simply clicking on that title. 
This is because the search result displayed is actually a list of hypertext 
links. Let’s suppose that after selecting the Next 50 Hits button a couple 
of times, we see that Pat. No. 5,462,805 is one that we are interested in. 
This is Item 207 as shown in Figure 3.12. To view the front page of this 
patent, just select the link with the mouse and click once.

Figure 3.12

The full text of the patent will then be displayed, as shown in 
Figure 3.13. Here, you can review the inventor’s name, patent issue 
date, and patent abstract. By scrolling down the page, you can see 
the current classification of this patent. This is shown in Figure 3.14. 
Scrolling down further, we see a list of referenced patents (Figure 3.15). 
These are the patents that were determined to be the prior art for Pat. 
No. 5,462,805.

Figure 3.13
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Figure 3.14

Figure 3.15

The full text of recently issued, referenced patents can be viewed by 
clicking on the patent number. Images of older referenced patents are 
also available.

The first thing to do to determine whether this patent represents 
relevant prior art is to read the abstract of the patent. If it is germane 
to your invention, then you will want to save this information. Again, 
you can obtain a hard-copy printout, as discussed above. However, you 
can also save an electronic copy. To do this, go to the File menu in the 



Chapter 3  |  Patent searching at the PTO website  |  59

upper-left corner of your browser, click once, and scroll down to Save 
As, as shown in Figure 3.16. 

Figure 3.16

When you click Save As, you will have the choice of whether to 
save the file as an HTML document or a TXT document. An HTML 
document has special codes in it that allow browser programs to display 
and link the document with other documents on the Internet. Saving 
the document in HTML format will preserve the hypertext links. 
However, you will most likely not need these links since you will be 
assembling your patent search results in a word processor. Therefore, 
you should save the file in a TXT format. A TXT format is a common 
format that any word processor can read.

In addition to the patent abstract, you can determine the class and 
subclass of the patent from Figure 3.14. The PTO uses classifications 
to group patents according to their subject matter. In short order, we 
will see how to use this classification system to jump-start your patent 
search.

From left to right, the columns of Figure 3.15 represent patent 
number, issue date, and inventor.
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Searching the Manual of Classification
In the previous section, you searched the full text of recently issued 
patents. You may have gathered information about patented inventions 
that were similar to your invention idea. This information includes the 
one-paragraph abstract (or description) of the patent, the class/subclass 
that the patent was filed under, the claims of the patent, and a detailed 
description of the patent. 

But how do you know that you found all of the relevant classes and 
patents? The search results that you obtained so far depended entirely 
on the keywords that you used. Suppose other inventors used different 
words to describe similar patented inventions. In that case, you may 
have missed entire classes of related patents. One way to help prevent 
this from happening is to search for patents according to how they’ve 
been grouped by the PTO—that is, by class and subclass.

The document that summarizes all the classes used by the PTO is 
called the Manual of Classification. To search this document, click on 
the link shown in the center of Figure 3.1 called “Searching by Class.” 
You will then be presented with the Web page shown in Figure 3.17, 
below.

Figure 3.17
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Previously, we discovered that the current classification of the 
Sakamoto patent (Pat. No. 5,462,805) was Class 428. In Figure 3.17, 
you will notice there is a Section A: Access Classification Info by Class/
Subclass. Under Item 1 (Enter a US Patent Classification), we entered 
428 into the Class text entry box. Under Item 2 (Select what you want 
…) we selected the third radio button (Class Definition (HTML)). 

This will allow us to view the class definition for Class 428 as 
an interactive HTML document in a browser window. To view the 
Manual of Classification entry for Class 428, click the Submit button 
under Item 3. The results are shown in Figure 3.18.

Figure 3.18

Figure 3.18 shows the very top of a lengthy document which 
describes the types of inventions that are classified under Class 428. If 
you were to print out this class description, it would generate more than 
200 pages. That’s a lot of pages to print and read! In the next section 
we will show you how to use the Find feature of your Web browser to 
greatly simplify this task.

One of the reasons for the length of the class description is the large 
number of subclasses contained in Class 428. However, we already 
know that the current classification of the Sakamoto patent is Class 
428, subclass 430. Therefore, we can quickly locate the description for 
subclass 430 by entering 430 into the Subclass text entry box shown in 
Figure 3.19.
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Figure 3.19

After clicking the Submit button shown in Figure 3.19 (Item 3), 
the class/subclass description shown in Figure 3.20 will be displayed. 
This class description is quite brief, but special notation is made that 
the subclass is actually indented under a broader subclass numbered 
426. In your browser window, the notation of subclass 426 is actually 
a hypertext link. To see this subclass description, click on the link. 
The results are shown in Figure 3.21. Reading this further description 
we can clearly see that subclass 426 is germane to the Sakamoto fire-
resistant glass patent.

Figure 3.20
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Figure 3.21

Web Page Locations

The location and content of the PTO’s Web pages often changes. One 
way to keep abreast of these changes is to go to the main PTO website 
at www.uspto.gov and look for a link called Site Index. This is usually an 
updated listing of the location of the PTO’s online resources.

Browsing the U.S. Patent Classes
At the top of the PTO ’s Manual of Classification Web page, above the 
Section A entries, are a series of navigation aids. To browse through 
the various major patent classifications, click on the link labeled “Class 
Numbers & Titles” shown at the top of Figure 3.22. You will then be 
presented with the Web page in Figure 3.23.

Figure 3.22
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Figure 3.23

Adjacent to each class number within the listing shown in Figure 
3.23 is a “Go” button. Th is button is actually a link to a description 
of the referenced class. By scrolling down this Web page, you could 
read the titles of the various classes until you encountered one or more 
relevant classes. But, as we explained earlier, there are more effi  cient 
methods.

Before continuing, let’s stop and ask: What good is this classifi cation 
information? Suppose you came up with a new idea for a nightlight. 
Since many nightlights are used in bathrooms, you reason that shining 
a light off  the refl ective surfaces of porcelain fi xtures (sinks and toilet 
bowls) would help light up the bathroom. You design your bathroom 
nightlight to mount to a wall fi xture. In order to have the nightlight 
shine at the appropriate angle, you position the bulb at the end of a 
fl exible support.

It seems simple enough to search for a classifi cation called “lights” 
or “light.” You would think that the PTO should have a huge listing of 
subclasses under the Class Light. To check this assumption, we will use 
the Find feature of our browser.

To activate the Find feature, just click on the Edit menu at the top 
of the browser, then click Find (on Th is Page), as seen in Figure 3.24 
(or, in most browsers, you can simply type CTRL­F).
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Figure 3.24

After clicking on Find (on This Page), a window similar to the one 
shown in Figure 3.25 will be presented. This utility will allow you to 
search for any word occurring in the list of class titles.

Figure 3.25

To search for the word “light” in the title of any of the classes, enter 
the word “light” into the Find What box, as shown in Figure 3.25 and 
click “Find Next.” Each time the Find function encounters the word 
“light” in a class title, the word will be highlighted. After viewing each 
occurrence of the word “light” in a classification title, you can proceed 
to the next occurrence by clicking “Next.” 

You may be surprised to learn that while there are classifications for 
lasers (Class 372 Coherent Light Generators) and lights used in Surgery 
(Class 607 Light Surgery), there is no major classification using the 
word “light.” How can this be? Isn’t the lightbulb the universal symbol 
for a new idea or invention? The case of the word “light” should serve 
as a warning that the PTO may use a term you don’t expect to see for a 
class title. 

First-time patent searchers often make the mistake of searching for 
obvious keywords only. This has a serious impact on the reliability of 
their patent search results. In this case, common sense tells us that all 
of the patents related to lights must be classified somewhere else. This is 
where a thesaurus comes in handy. Use a thesaurus to find alternatives 
for the keywords you used the first time.
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Tip

Since the PTO may use a term you don’t expect for a class/
subclass title, always use a thesaurus to find alternative descriptive words 
for your class titles.

One alternative to the word “light” is “illumination.” Trying our 
search again with the word “illumination” inserted into the search box, 
as shown in Figure 3.26, we eventually get to Class 362. This is shown 
in Figure 3.27. 

Figure 3.26

Figure 3.27

Adjacent to each class number within the listing of Figure 3.27 is 
a “Go” button. As previously stated, this button is actually a link to a 
description of the referenced class. Therefore, to view a description of 
the Class 362: Illumination, just click on the adjacent “Go” button. The 
result is shown in Figure 3.28.
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Figure 3.28

This Web page shows an indented list of all the subclasses that can 
be found under Class 362. Reading this entire Web page to see if there 
is a subclass title that might pertain to your invention could be very 
time consuming. Instead, we will again make use of your browser’s 
Find feature.

Recall that besides having a light, another feature of our invention 
was the use of a flexible support. Might there be a subclass, under the 
class “Illumination,” that refers to lights with flexible supports? To find 
out, we will use our search window as in Figures 3.25 and 3.26, but 
this time we will use the word “flex.” This will find all the derivatives of 
the word (“flexible,” “flexing,” and others). Here, we don’t have to use a 
wildcard such as the dollar sign ($), as we do with Boolean searching.
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Figure 3.29

Eventually, our Find function will bring us to subclass 198, as 
shown in Figure 3.29. This is the subclass titled, “flexibly or extensibly 
mounted lamp bulb or lamp support.” This certainly sounds like what 
we are looking for. To read a description of this subclass, click on the 
link on the left side of Figure 3.29, labeled “198.” This will load the Web 
page description for the entire Class 362 and position you at the exact 
location of the subclass 198 description. This is shown in Figure 3.30.

Figure 3.30

At this point, we seem to have identified one of the primary classes 
and subclasses of our invention—namely, Class 362, subclass 198. 
Wouldn’t it be nice to be able to get a comprehensive list of all the 
patents issued in this class/subclass combination? Well, we can, by using 
the Quick Search page.

Finding All the Patents Under a 
Particular Class and Subclass
If we return to the PTO’s patent searching website (www.uspto.gov/
patft), we can perform our class/subclass search. First, select the Quick 
Search link (shown at the beginning of this chapter in Figure 3.1). 
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To search for all the patents in a particular class and subclass, we 
click the arrow for Field 1 and change the setting from “Any Field” 
to “Current US Classification.” In the Term 1 entry box, we type 
“362/198.” That is, the class 362, followed by a slash, and then the 
subclass 198. 

Next, we need to specify a range of years to search. In this case, for 
the Select years dropdown menu, let’s select “1790 to present” to search 
the entire patent database. Note that since we are searching the patent 
classification we can also search through the collection of patent images 
that are searchable by classification and patent number. These selections 
and entries are shown in Figure 3.31.

Figure 3.31

After clicking the Search button, the list of patents shown in Figure 
3.32 (first three patents only) will be returned. As shown in the figure, 
there were 199 patents issued between the years 1790 and the present 
(as of the time of printing of this book) in the Class 362, subclass 
198. These are patents issued for inventions that involve a light with a 
flexible support. Recall that our invention involves a nightlight for the 
bathroom that casts reflections off the porcelain fixtures. 
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Figure 3.32

In reviewing the list of patents (after selecting Next 50 Hits), we see 
that Item 135, Pat. No. 5,136,476, “Toilet bowl illuminator,” sounds 
similar to our idea (Figure 3.33).

Figure 3.33
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To get a listing of the text of this patent, just click on the patent 
number or title. We are then presented with the text of Pat. No. 
5,136,476, issued to D. Horn on August 4, 1992. By reading the patent 
abstract, as shown in Figure 3.34, we see that some aspects of our idea 
have been anticipated by the Horn patent. Clearly, Pat. No. 5,136,476 
requires further study.

Figure 3.34

Search by Patent Number
Let’s suppose that you have a patent number and wish to quickly look 
up a description of that patent. This can come in handy for sudden 
inspirations or for detailed product research. For example, suppose you 
are doing some interior decorating and you are working with a stud 
finder. (Stud finders are used to find the wooden studs hidden behind 
plasterboard on interior walls.) 

After missing a stud and driving a nail through the wall, you decide 
that there has to be a better design for a stud finder. A quick look at 
the back of the device you are using reveals a patent number in raised 
plastic. Wouldn’t it be great if you could review a patent document just 
by typing in a patent number?

The PTO provides just such a feature. Here’s how it works. After 
returning to the main PTO patent search page at www.uspto.gov/
patft, you will see the links shown in Figure 3.35. To search by patent 
number, select the Number Search link. 



72  |  Patent searching made Easy

Figure 3.35

You will then be presented with the page shown in Figure 3.36. 
To review a particular patent, just enter the patent number into the 
query box as shown in the figure, and click on “Search.” The results are 
shown in Figure 3.37.

Figure 3.36
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Figure 3.37

Working With Patent Images
In addition to searching through the full text of all patents issued since 
January 1, 1976, you can look at images of each page. Viewing scanned 
images of issued patents allows you to review the patent drawings. The 
detailed descriptions of patents contain painstaking references to these 
patent drawings. By reading the detailed description and referring to 
each of the numbered elements of the patent drawings, a reviewer can 
gain a detailed understanding of the patent. 

Loading the Image Viewer
The first step to viewing patent images on the PTO’s website is to load 
a separate image viewer program into your computer. The good news is 
that the program is free and can be downloaded over the Internet. At the 
main PTO patent search Web page (www.uspto.gov/patft) there is a link 
titled “How to View Images” (Figure 3.38).
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Figure 3.38

By clicking on this link, you will be presented with a Web page 
that provides some background information about PTO-compatible 
image-viewing programs. Currently, there are two freely available image-
viewing programs that will work with the PTO’s online database. By 
scrolling through the above-mentioned Web page you will see links to 
these programs. These links are shown in Figure 3.39.

Figure 3.39

To demonstrate how this works, we will install the AlternaTIFF 
program. Click on the link labeled “AlternaTIFF: …” shown in the 
center of Figure 3.39. You will then be presented a Web page that will 
allow you to download the actual image-viewing program. The actual 
link that you want to click on is about halfway down the Web page 
(Figure 3.40).
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Figure 3.40

After clicking this link, you should see the AlternaTIFF installation 
Web page shown in Figure 3.41. To install the viewer, click on the 
“Install” button shown at the bottom of Figure 3.41.

Figure 3.41

If you have never installed AlternaTIFF on your computer before, 
you will need to register with AlternaTIFF. In that case, you will see 
the message “TIFF viewer not registered. Click here to register.” (See 
top of Figure 3.42). Click where required, and follow the instructions.

Figure 3.42
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If the AlternaTIFF viewer is properly installed on your computer, 
you should see a confirmation message similar to the one shown in 
Figure 3.43.

Figure 3.43

Using the Image Viewer
After successfully installing the AlternaTIFF image viewer, we can 
return to the PTO’s patent search website and view the scanned images 
of each page of our relevant patents. At the PTO patent search home 
page, click on Number Search (Figure 3.35). For example, let’s look 
at the scanned images of Pat. No. 5,462,805, the fire-protection and 
safety glass panel. After entering the patent number and clicking on 
“Search,” you will see the Web page shown in Figure 3.44.

Figure 3.44 shows the abstract for Pat. No. 5,462,805. Note that 
across the top of Figure 3.44 are several navigation buttons. The center 
button labeled “Images” is an activation button for our patent image-
viewing program. To start the viewer, click on the “Images” button. 
You will then see the Web page shown in Figure 3.45.
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Figure 3.44

Figure 3.45
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Figure 3.45 shows the image-viewing program with the first page 
of Pat. No. 5,462,805 already loaded. The left side of Figure 3.45 shows 
several controls for the image viewer. We will discuss these one by one.

Toward the center left of Figure 3.45 there is an entry box labeled 
“Go to Page.” You can make the image viewer display any selected page 
of the patent by typing in the page number and clicking on the small 
button labeled “Go” immediately to the right. 

Below the “Go to Page” box are a series of arrows. They work in 
a similar fashion to the indicators on a tape recorder. The left-most 
arrow will rewind the image viewer to the beginning or first page of the 
patent. The next arrow reduces the page number currently displaying, 
one page at a time. Similarly, the third arrow from the left advances 
the displayed patent page, one page at a time. Finally, the fourth arrow 
advances the displayed page to the last page of the patent.

Below the arrows, hypertext links have been set up for the major 
sections of the displayed patent. As shown in the figure, these sections 
are Front Page, Drawings, Specifications, and Claims. Clicking on 
any of these links will cause the respective section of the patent to be 
immediately displayed in the viewer. This can come in handy if, for 
example, you want to jump directly to the patent specifications section. 
This way you don’t have to search for it by advancing one page at a time 
through the entire patent.

One of the primary reasons for using the image viewer is to review 
the patent drawings. Figure 3.46 shows the image viewer display after 
the “Drawings” link has been selected. As you can see from the top of 
the display, this particular patent has three drawing pages. The image 
viewer has jumped to the first drawing page.

Enlarged images of the patent drawings can be displayed by 
moving the mouse’s cursor over the displayed area. The shape of the 
cursor will change from an arrow to a magnifying glass. An enlarged 
display of a section of a patent drawing can be obtained by positioning 
the cursor over the selected area and clicking once. An enlarged display 
of the top area of the patent drawing number is shown in Figure 3.47. 
This clearly shows where Drawing Element 12 is used in this patent. 
The image is returned to normal size by clicking it once again.
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Figure 3.46

Figure 3.47
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Printing and Saving Patent Images
Images of any displayed patent page can be printed or saved to hard 
disk for future reference. To print the currently displayed page, just 
click on the button with the small image of a printer. This is shown in 
the top left of Figure 3.45. A close-up view is shown in Figure 3.48.

To save the displayed patent page to the hard disk, click on the 
second button from the left. This is the button with the small image of 
a floppy disk shown in Figure 3.48.

Figure 3.48

An Effective Strategy for 
Basic Patent Searches
When searching the patent database, there are two goals that you must 
keep in mind. The first goal is to find the most relevant classes and 
subclasses for your invention. Relevancy is determined by reading the 
class descriptions and applying them to your invention. The second goal 
is to review all of the issued patents within those classes and determine 
if your idea has been anticipated by the prior art. Anticipation means 
that all the main aspects of your idea have been documented in 
previously issued patents or other sources of prior art. 
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Tip

Find the most relevant classes and subclasses for your invention. 
Then review all of the issued patents within those classes.

You can approach this problem in one of two ways. First, you start 
from a keyword search of the patent classes. By reviewing the class 
descriptions, you determine where your invention might fit in. Then 
you review all of the issued patents within those classes. Alternatively, 
you can start from keyword searches of the patents themselves and, 
after reviewing the matching patents, extract the relevant patent 
numbers and classes.

Starting from a keyword search of the classes first is usually more 
efficient. However, we recommend using both methods. That way, 
you are less likely to miss an important prior art reference. Figure 
3.49 shows a flowchart for searching the patent classes. Notice that 
you can start from keyword searches of the class titles or of the class 
descriptions. Figure 3.50 shows a flowchart for searching the text of the 
patents themselves.



82  |  Patent searching made Easy

Figure 3.49
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Figure 3.50
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This is what we would call a one-level-deep search. In other words, 
you have made one pass of your keywords through the Internet PTO 
database and hopefully extracted some relevant prior art; you have 
probably also found two or three classes and several patents that speak 
to different aspects of your invention.

After saving the text of all relevant prior art patents, you can 
assemble these documents into a quick search results report. For 
example, using the “Insert/File” function of the Word for Windows 
word processor (Figure 3.51), we can insert each of our saved patents 
into a single document.

Figure 3.51
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After inserting all of the patents into your new document, just use 
the “File/Save As” command (Figure 3.52) and give the file a name. 
Use the patent image viewer to print out and/or save images of each 
page of the pre-1976 relevant patents.

Figure 3.52

In order to do a reasonably thorough patent search, you should 
make a second-level pass through your results. This means reviewing 
the referenced patents listed on the front of each of those prior art 
patents. This action is shown in Figure 3.53. This can lead to a lot of 
reading. For example, if you found ten patents related to yours and 
each of these referenced ten older patents, then you have an additional 
one hundred patents to review. It’s worth the effort, however, because 
this may lead you to an important class or patent that you might have 
otherwise overlooked. 
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Figure 3.53

l
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P reviously, we discussed basic Boolean and keyword searching 
principles. In this chapter, we’re going to expand on those 
principles and explain how to apply more advanced search 

methods at the PTO website. 

How to Accomplish an Advanced 
Patent Search at the PTO Website
Okay, you know how to search using keywords and you understand 
the principles of searching by class number. (If you don’t, you should 
review Chapter 3.) Now that you grasp these basics, it’s time to improve 
your skills.

Using Multiple Boolean Operators
Simple Boolean expressions are generally understood to mean the use 
of two keywords connected by a single Boolean operator. For example 
the query “fire AND protection,” would return all of the patents that 
contained both of the words “fire” and “protection.” By requiring both 
of the keywords to be present, we reduce the size of our search results. 

The query “building OR structure” would return all of the patents 
that contained the word “building” or the word “structure.” By 
requiring only one of the keywords to be present, we enlarge the size of 
our search results. 

An advanced Boolean query involves the use of more than one 
operator and sometimes the use of parentheses. 

Consider the query “fire AND protection AND (building OR 
structure).”

This Boolean search command would return only patents that 
contained the words “fire,” “protection,” and the word “building” or 
“structure.” The first two keywords — “fire AND protection”—use a 
logical AND operation to narrow the search results. 

Then the logical AND operation is applied to the expression 
contained within the parentheses—“building OR structure.” The use of 
the parentheses around the keywords “building OR structure” means 
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that patents are searched for either of these words (this widens the size 
of the search results because either keyword can cause a hit). 

However, the result of the search for the keywords “building OR 
structure” is then further narrowed because these two words must 
occur in combination with the words “fire AND protection.” The flow 
chart of Figure 4.1 illustrates this process. The correct placement of 
parentheses is important because this determines how the keywords are 
combined.

Figure 4.1
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Let’s try some Advanced Search commands at the PTO patent 
database website (www.uspto.gov/patft) and examine the results. 

To get to the advanced search page, click on the Advanced Search 
link shown in Figure 4.2.

Figure 4.2

The advanced search page is shown in Figure 4.3. There are several 
similarities to the basic Boolean search page discussed in Chapter 3. 
The Select Years dropdown menu gives you the same two ranges as the 
Quick Search page. These selections are: 

•	 1976 to present [full-text]
•	 1790 to present [entire database]

For now, we will use the default selection, which is “1976 to present 
[full-text].” Using this setting will allow us to search through every 
word contained in every patent issued since January 1, 1976.
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Figure 4.3

The Query box of the Advanced Search page is quite different from 
the previous basic Boolean search page. We no longer have the two 
keyword entry fields separated by a Boolean operator field, as shown 
in Chapter 3, Figure 3.6. Instead, we are faced only with a challenging 
blank box. It is here that we enter our advanced Boolean expressions. 
Let’s type in the search command “fire AND protection AND 
(building OR structure),” as shown in the figure. To start the search, 
just click on the Search button shown in the lower middle of Figure 4.3.

Figure 4.4
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First, note that under “Results of Search in US Patent Collection 
db for:” in Figure 4.4 your search query was modified slightly by the 
search engine to enclose your first two search terms in parentheses. It 
also enclosed your entire query in parentheses. Below, we explain what 
these parentheses mean and when you can use the same approach to 
perform your search.

You may recall that in Chapter 3, we executed the simple Boolean 
search command “fire AND protection” for patents issued in the years 
1976 to the present. The results showed 31,869 hits. Now, by using a 
more complex Boolean expression, we were able to add the requirement 
for the keywords “building OR structure.” The results of our new 
search are shown in Figure 4.4. From the figure, you can see that the 
number of matching patents has been reduced from 31,869 to 22,181. 

Why are we still getting so many hits? Keep in mind that we 
are searching through the entire text of every patent issued from the 
year 1976 to the present for a match to our search query. Later in this 
chapter, we will show you how to greatly narrow your search results by 
the use of field codes.

The Query entry box of the Advanced Search page will allow you 
to type in any valid Boolean search command. This provides you with 
the ability to precisely define your search requirements. It means that 
your search results will be more relevant and that there will be less 
material to read over. Of course, the downside to the advanced Query 
box is that if you are too narrow in your search requirements, you may 
overlook patents that are relevant. For example, instead of the words 
“building OR structure,” a relevant patent may contain the words 
“edifice,” “palace,” or “skyscraper.”

As always, to read the text of any patent reported as a hit (or to 
view images of the patent with an image viewer) just click on the patent 
number or title. To return to the advanced search page, click the back 
arrow of your browser. 

As you may recall, the ANDNOT operator allows you to exclude 
certain keywords from the search results. Let’s suppose that our 
invention is a fire protective device used in various buildings but does 
not involve sprinklers. To exclude sprinklers from the search results 
we add “ANDNOT sprinkler” to our search command and compose 
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the following query (shown in Figure 4.5): fire AND protection AND 
(building OR structure) ANDNOT sprinkler.

Figure 4.5

Using Parentheses to Organize Your Search Query
When using multiple Boolean operators, it’s important to keep in mind 
the order in which the terms will be evaluated. Proceeding from left to 
right in the query shown in Figure 4.5:

•	 First, the AND operator will be used to locate results combining 
the two terms “fire AND protection.”

•	 Second, the expression within the parentheses—“(building 
OR structure)”—will be evaluated because it is enclosed in 
parentheses with the OR operator.

•	Third, the AND operator will be used to evaluate and combine 
the results of the first two steps “fire AND protection” and 
“(building OR structure).” 

•	 Finally, the ANDNOT operator will be used to exclude any 
results that contain the term “sprinkler.”

If you are in doubt about the order of evaluation of a complex 
Boolean expression, you can always add more parentheses. For example, 
consider the following expression: ((fire AND protection) AND 
(building OR structure)) ANDNOT sprinkler

•	 First, the inner parentheses around “fire AND protection” cause 
these two terms to be AND-ed together. 

•	Next, the parentheses around “building OR Structure” cause 
these two terms to be OR-ed together. 
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•	 Finally, the outer parentheses cause the results of both 
operations to be AND-ed together.

In fact, the PTO’s patent search server will automatically add 
parentheses to your search command and display it at the top of your 
search results. In this way, you can check to see that the executed search 
command matches what you intended. 

Figure 4.6

Figure 4.6 shows the result of our search that excludes sprinklers. 
Notice that the executed search command is displayed at the top of the 
search results: ((fire AND protection) AND (building OR structure)) 
ANDNOT sprinkler). The total number of resulting hits has been 
further reduced from 22,181 to 21,318.

Tip

If you are in doubt about the order of evaluation in complex 
patent search commands, use parentheses to explicitly set the order. 
Then check the output command at the top of the results report.
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Using Field Codes to Narrow Your Search
So far, we have been searching the entire text of issued patents with the 
Advanced Search mode of the PTO’s patent search database. We can, 
however, limit our searches to certain sections of the issued patents 
through the use of field codes. 

Why limit your search to only selected sections? Because by always 
searching through the maximum amount of patent text, you will often 
get thousands of matching patents that don’t really have any bearing 
on your invention. Selected keywords like “fire” and “protection” can 
occur in many contexts. They are used in literally thousands of different 
types of inventions. Constructing queries that blindly look for any use 
of these keywords will often return many irrelevant hits. This fact is 
well illustrated by the results shown in Figure 4.6, where 21,318 hits 
were returned.

Figure 4.7
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At the bottom of the Advanced Search page is a table showing all 
the available field codes (Figure 4.7). Next to each field code is the 
name of the field (actually a hypertext link). To get a further description 
of any particular field code, just click its name. For example, to read 
a description of the Patent Abstract field code (ABST), just click on 
“Abstract” (fourth from the top on the left-most column) as shown in 
Figure 4.7. The resulting description is shown in Figure 4.8.

Figure 4.8

As described, the patent abstract is a brief summary of the patented 
invention that contains many of the relevant words of a patent. As a 
learning exercise in how to use field codes to improve the relevancy of 
our search results, let’s limit our patent search to the patent abstract 
only—that is, use the ABST field code shown in Figure 4.7. 

Let’s further suppose that we wish to apply our previous search 
using the words “fire” and “protection” in the abstracts of issued 
patents. We would then compose the query shown in Figure 4.9.

Figure 4.9

Notice how each keyword is preceded by the characters “ABST/.” 
This tells the patent search program to look for that keyword in the pat­
ent abstract only. The results of our search are shown in Figure 4.10. The 
reduction in the number of reported hits is quite dramatic. Comparing 
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Figure 4.6 with Figure 4.10, we see that the number of reported hits has 
been reduced from 21,318 to a much more manageable 101 patents.

Figure 4.10

There’s a shorthand way of composing this query. When you are 
using parentheses you can place the field code characters (in this case 
“ABST”) outside the parentheses. The patent search program will then 
apply the field code to the entire contained expression. In this case, we 
can recompose our query as is shown in Figure 4.11 and obtain the 
same result. 

Figure 4.11

Tip

By placing a field code outside a set of parentheses in complex 
Boolean queries, you can apply that field code to every keyword in the 
contained expression.
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Searching for a Phrase
Another way that we can use the Advanced Search page is through 
the use of a quoted phrase. This is helpful when specific words are 
commonly found adjacent to each other in certain technology—for 
example, in biotechnology, the phrase “absorption spectroscopy” 
is often encountered. (Absorption spectroscopy is the use of a 
spectrophotometer to determine the ability of solutes to absorb light 
through a range of specified wavelengths.) To search for this phrase, 
just enclose the words in double quotes as shown in Figure 4.12, then 
click the Search button. The results are shown in Figure 4.13.

Figure 4.12

You can see that there have been 6,682 patents issued since 1976 
that include the phrase “absorption spectroscopy.” Note that if your 
sequence of words does not exactly match the way they are used 
in the patent text to be searched—for example, “absorption 3-D 
spectroscopy”—you won’t get a match and you could miss a relevant 
prior art patent.

Limiting the Range of Years Searched
As you can see in Figure 4.13, we obtained 6,682 hits from our 
previous search query. That’s an awful lot of results to read through. 
We could reduce this number by limiting our search to specific sections 
of the issued patent, specifically the abstract. But what if we missed a 
relevant prior art reference?
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Figure 4.13 

Our search for “absorption spectroscopy” leads us to another 
important way of refining our search queries. The “Select Years” 
dropdown menus on both the Quick Search and Advanced Search Web 
pages only allow for “1976 to present [full-text]” and “1790 to present 
[entire database].”

But often, you may want to limit the range of years searched to 
a smaller value. For example, suppose that you are a biotechnology 
researcher and you have come up with an improvement to a spectro­
photometer. The improvement is not only limited to the field of 
absorption spectroscopy, but also depends on recent technological 
developments. Therefore, you could reasonably assume that any relevant 
patents would have been issued quite recently—say, in the past three 
years. But how do you limit the range of years to be searched?

You will see (Figure 4.7) that one of the specified field codes is the 
issue date (ISD). This code is used to search for a patent that was issued 
on a specific date. We can use this code and a special operator to apply 
our patent search query to a discrete range of dates.

In Figure 4.14, we composed the following query: ISD/1/1/2010 
->11/6/2012 AND “absorption spectroscopy”.
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Figure 4.14

To apply the ISD field code to a range of dates, we use the (->) 
operator; that is, a hyphen character (-) immediately followed by a 
greater-than character (>). One gathers that the intent of the -> operator 
is to resemble an arrow.

In Figure 4.14, we combined the range of years with our search 
phrase using the Boolean AND operator. The results are shown in 
Figure 4.15. 

Figure 4.15

Compare Figures 4.13 and 4.15 and you can see that the number of 
hits has been reduced from 6,682 to 1,151. 
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Tip

You can apply the ISD field code to a range of dates by using 
the -> operator (for example: ISD/1/1/2010->11/6/2012).

Navigating the Search Results
Dr. Robert L. Forward has a Ph.D. in gravity physics (for his doctoral 
thesis, Dr. Forward built the world’s first bar gravitational radiation 
detector—now on display at the Smithsonian) and worked at Hughes 
Research Labs for more than 30 years. During his time at Hughes and 
since retiring, Dr. Forward has been granted several patents. To search 
for all of the patents issued to Dr. Forward since 1976, we compose the 
following query: IN/Forward-Robert-L.

Here we have used the inventor name field code, IN, followed by 
the name of the inventor, last name first. Also note the placement of a 
hypen (-) between the last and first name and between the first name 
and the middle initial. This search command is shown in Figure 4.16.

Figure 4.16

The results of our search are shown in Figure 4.17. Here we see a list 
of patents issued to Dr. Forward since 1976. To see the text of the first 
patent, just click on it with the mouse. This is shown in Figure 4.18.
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Figure 4.17

Within the top portion of Figure 4.18 is a series of links. On the 
second row from the top, you will see three links labeled “Hit List,” 
“Next,” and “Bottom.” These links allow you to quickly navigate 
through a list of patents. After you have finished reading the text of Pat. 
No. 6,431,497, you can immediately jump to the next patent on the list 
of returned hits by clicking on the link labeled “Next.” This saves you 
the extra step involved in going back to the patent list, then selecting 
the next patent title. The patent search results are listed chronologically, 
from the most recent to the oldest patent on the list.
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Figure 4.18

After clicking on the Next button, you are presented with Pat. 
No. 6,419,191 as shown in Figure 4.19. Now, an extra directional link 
(labeled “Previous”) has appeared in the second row of links at the top 
of Figure 4.19. As you might guess, clicking on this link allows you 
to immediately jump to the previous patent on the list. The Next and 
Previous links can save you a lot of time when reading through long 
lists of patent results. 

Figure 4.19
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By clicking on the link labeled “Hit List,” you are immediately 
returned to our hit list summary of patent titles.

Pat. No. 5,183,225 issued to Dr. Forward (the ninth in our list) 
illustrates another truism of the PTO’s patent search database: typos. 
The title of the patent reads: “Statite: spacecraft that utilizes sight 
pressure and method of use.” However, a quick read of the patent 
abstract reveals that the invention actually uses light pressure. 

This is another reason why a thorough patent search should include 
a search of the Manual of Classification with subsequent review of all 
patents found in the appropriate class/subclass. While a typo may rob 
you of a keyword hit, the patent should still be listed in the appropriate 
classification. 

Using Wildcards
Wildcards can also be used for advanced patent searches. Let’s suppose 
that you constructed the query: ISD/1/1/1991->12/31/1995 AND 
ABST/((fireproof OR firestop) AND building).

Figure 4.20

The results for searching the abstracts of patents, from the years 
1991 through 1995, are shown in Figure 4.20. As you can see, there 
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were ten hits, or occurrences, of our search query. To widen the scope 
of our search to include words like fireplace, firewall, and firetrap we 
could use a series of OR statements such as: ISD/1/1/1991->12/31/1995 
AND ABST/((fireproof OR firestop OR fireplace OR firewall OR 
firetrap) AND building).

A more through and efficient approach would be to use the 
wildcard $ to substitute for any characters occurring after the word fire. 
Now our search command looks as follows: ISD/1/1/1991->12/31/1995 
AND ABST/(fire$ AND building).

The results of this query are shown in Figure 4.21. As you can see, 
there are now 111 hits, as opposed to ten hits for our previous search. 

Figure 4.21

In Figure 4.21 we have actually skipped a step. Here we have taken 
advantage of the “Refine Search” box. (This is the entry box shown 
in Figure 4.20.) For each list of search results, the PTO patent server 
program copies your input query into this entry box. If you want to 
make a slight change to the query and resubmit it, you can do it right 
from the results page. Instead of using the back arrow to return to the 
Advanced Search page, just type your changes into this box and click 
on Refine Search.



106  |  Patent searching made Easy

Tip

Use the Refine Search box to save time when making minor 
changes to search queries. 

Searching Published Patent 
Applications at the PTO’s Website
In addition to the full text and drawings of all patents issued since 
1976, the PTO’s website also allows you to search patent applications 
published since March 15, 2001. The techniques for searching the 
Published Applications full-text database (AppFT) are nearly identical 
to those used with the Issued Patents (PatFT) database.

Patent Applications Quick Search
The main search page for the Published Applications database (Figure 
4.22) is accessed from the same Web address as the main search page 
for the Issued Patents database (www.uspto.gov/patft). 

Figure 4.22
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To perform a Quick Search of the AppFT database, click on the 
Quick Search link illustrated in Figure 4.22. Note that now we are 
using the links on the right-hand column. You will then be presented 
with the Web page shown in Figure 4.23.

Figure 4.23

You can see from Figure 4.23 that the Quick Search pages for the 
issued patents and published patent applications databases are almost 
identical. One major difference of note is that there is only one selection 
in the “Select years” dropdown menu for the Published Applications 
database: 2001-present. 

To compose a Quick Search query of published patent applications, 
use the same methods previously covered for a Quick Search of issued 
patents discussed in Chapter 3. For example, to search the title fields 
of published patent applications since 2001 for the words “fire” and 
“protection,” we would fill in the Quick Search fields as shown in 
Figure 4.23. To perform the search, just click on the Search button. 
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Figure 4.24

The results are shown in Figure 4.24. The system has reported 258 
hits, or patent applications, in which our two search terms were found. 
To view the full text of a particular patent application, just click on the 
application’s title or publication number. 

Also notice that the results are displayed in groups of 50. To see 
the next group of search results, just click on the Next 50 Hits button. 
The full text of Patent Application 20120280099 is shown in Figure 
4.25. Here, you can review the inventor’s name and patent abstract. By 
scrolling down the page, you can see the current classification, claims, 
and description.
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Figure 4.25

Patent Applications Advanced Search
To get to the Advanced Search page, click on the “Advanced Search” 
link shown in Figure 4.22. The result is shown in Figure 4.26. 

Figure 4.26

From Figure 4.26, we see that the Advanced Search pages for 
the issued patents and published patent applications databases are 
also almost identical. Again, the major difference is that the “Select 
Years” dropdown menu for Published Applications is limited to 
“2001-present.”

In Figure 4.26, we have composed the query “ABST/(fire AND 
protection AND (building OR structure)).” These results are displayed 
in Figure 4.27.
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Figure 4.27

Patent Applications Search by Application Number
To search by patent application number, select the “Number Search” 
link in Figure 4.22. You will then be presented with the Web page 
shown in Figure 4.28. To review a particular patent application, just 
enter the application number into the Query box. In the figure, we 
have entered Patent Application 20120280099. The results are shown in 
Figure 4.29. 

Figure 4.28
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Figure 4.29

One difference between the Published Applications number search 
and the Issued Patents number search is that when an issued patent 
number is entered, the results page displays the patent immediately. 
In the case of the Published Applications number search, an extra step 
is required. In Figure 4.29, you will see a hit summary consisting of 
the single patent application we were searching for. To actually review 
this patent application, it is necessary to click on the patent application 
number or title. The results are similar to the patent application as 
displayed in Figure 4.25. 

l
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S o far, we have limited our Internet patent searches to the data­
bases provided by the PTO. However, it is important to look 
beyond the United States when making a thorough prior art search. 

As we have explained, just because you are registering your patent within 
the United States does not mean that prior art is limited to American 
inventions. Patents issued in other countries are considered valid prior art 
to be used in the prosecution (patent lingo for the application process) 
of U.S. applications. This chapter introduces you to the patent search 
resources available at the European Patent Office (EPO) website. 

Tip

To reach the EPO’s nonsearch home page—a source for many 
helpful patent resources—go to www.epo.org. 

Patent Searching at the EPO
A portion of the EPO’s patent database home page (http://ep.espacenet.
com) is shown in Figure 5.1. You can see that there are four types 
of searches that can be performed: quick, advanced, number, and 
classification. Below, we examine each of these search capabilities.

SmartSearch: A New EPO Search Feature

At the time of publication of this edition, the EPO had launched a beta 
(test) version of a new search feature known as SmartSearch. SmartSearch 
uses artificial intelligence to “guess” the patent field in which to search. 
For example, if you type “General Motors 2008” into the search box, 
SmartSearch would first look for General Motors as being the inventor/
applicant (because the first letters are in uppercase) and would next look 
for all patents published in 2008 (because your search included a number 
with four digits, which Smart Search recognizes as being relevant for the 
year of publication). We expect that the EPO will tweak this new and 
exciting feature within the coming years.
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Quick Search
To perform a quick search at the EPO website click on the “Quick 
Search” link shown in Figure 5.1. You will then be presented with the 
Web page shown in Figure 5.2.

Figure 5.1 

Figure 5.2
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As you can see, there are three steps to performing a quick search 
at the EPO website: (1) Select a search database; (2) choose the type of 
search; and (3) enter your search terms. 

Step 1: Selecting a Database
When selecting a search database, the available choices are: 

•	Worldwide. This is the default selection. The worldwide database 
enables you to search for information about published patent 
applications from 80 different countries. This database also 
contains abstracts of nonexamined Japanese patent applications 
filed by Japanese applicants since October 1976, and all 
Japanese patent applications filed since 1998 which do not 
have a Japanese priority (originally filed outside Japan). This 
database includes millions of patents—over 56 million at last 
count. The list of countries covered by the worldwide database 
along with their corresponding country codes is shown in the 
table below. The importance of these country codes will become 
apparent when we view our search results. It is also important 
to note that the content of the worldwide database varies from 
country to country. Some country collections have abstracts 
and international classification codes, while others may not even 
have titles.

Tip

You can obtain detailed coverage of the worldwide database 
at: http://patentinfo.european-patent-office.org/_resources/data/pdf/
global_patent_data_coverage.pdf.

•	 EP. The European Patent (EP) applications database selection 
enables you to search the patent applications published by the 
EPO over the last 24 months. In both the WIPO (discussed 
below) and EP databases, it is not possible to perform searches 
either in the abstract field or using a European classification 
symbol.
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Country Codes Used by the EPO

Country Code Name of Country
AP African Regional Industrial Property Organization
AR Argentina
AT Austria
AU Australia
BA Bosnia and Herzegovina
BE Belgium
BG Bulgaria
BR Brazil
CA Canada
CH Switzerland
CN China
CS Czechoslovakia (up to 1993)
CU Cuba
CY Cyprus
CZ Czech Republic 
DD Germany, excluding the territory that, prior to October 3, 1990, 

constituted the Federal Republic of Germany
DE Germany
DK Denmark
DZ Algeria
EA Eurasian Patent Organization
EE Estonia
EG Egypt
EP European Patent Office
ES Spain
FI Finland
FR France
GB United Kingdom
GR Greece
HK Hong Kong
HR Croatia
HU Hungary
IE Ireland
IL Israel
IN India
IT Italy
JP Japan
KE Kenya
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Country Codes Used by the EPO (cont'd)

Country Code Name of Country
KR Republic of Korea
LT Lithuania
LU Luxembourg
LV Latvia
MC Monaco
MD Republic of Moldova
MN Mongolia
MT Malta
MW Malawi
MX Mexico
MY Malaysia
NC New Caledonia
NL Netherlands
NO Norway
NZ New Zealand
OA African Intellectual Property Organization
PH Philippines
PL Poland
PT Portugal
RO Romania
RU Russian Federation
SE Sweden
SG Singapore
SI Slovenia
SK Slovakia
SU Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR)
TJ Tajikistan
TR Turkey
TT Trinidad and Tobago
TW Taiwan
UA Ukraine
US United States of America
VN Vietnam
WO World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO)
YU Yugoslavia
ZA South Africa
ZM Zambia

ZW Zimbabwe
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•	WIPO. The World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO) 
is a United Nations agency that administers many international 
treaties dealing with different aspects of intellectual property 
protection. This database selection enables you to search in the 
patent applications published by the WIPO (WO publications) 
in the last 24 months. Only the bibliographic data of WO 
patent documents can be searched and displayed. 

Step 2: Type of Search
Next, you must select a type of search. There are two radio box selec­
tions available: (Figure 5.2) Words in the title or abstract, or Persons or 
organizations.

Step 3: Search Terms
The third and final step is to enter one or more search terms. Multiple 
terms may be connected by Boolean operators.

In Figure 5.2 we have selected the worldwide database, elected to 
search for words in the title or abstract, and entered the query “fire 
AND protection.” The results are shown in Figure 5.3.

Figure 5.3

From the summary at the top of the figure we see that there were 
5,732 hits returned from the worldwide database. The first three hits 
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are shown in Figure 5.3. Each hit displays the title of the document 
(a link which will take you to a further description of the patent), the 
inventor’s name, the applicant (not necessarily the same as the inventor), 
the European classification symbols (EC—a link to a classification 
description), the International Patent Classification symbols (IPC), and 
the publication information (publication number and date). 

If you click on the patent title from Hit 1 in Figure 5.3 (Fire 
resistant panel and method of making) you will see a further 
description of the patent as shown in Figure 5.4.

Figure 5.4

In Figure 5.4, you can see that the various sections of patent 
information are separated by tabs: “Bibliographic data,” “Description,” 
“Claims,” “Mosaics,” “Original document,” and “INPADOC legal 
status.” (The default display is Bibliographic data, which includes the 
patent abstract.) In the example in Figure 5.4, certain tabs are grayed 
out because the information is not available. You can see an example of 
a mosaic of the patent drawings from another patent in Figure 5.5. You 
will need Adobe Reader installed to view the images.
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Figure 5.5

Before moving on to advanced and classification searching, a 
further discussion of classification symbols is in order. The IPC has a 
hierarchical structure as shown below.

The International Patent Classification Structure

Sections e.g., A

Classes e.g., A47

Subclasses e.g., A47J

Groups e.g., A47J37

Subgroups e.g., A47J37/06
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The IPC is used by PTOs of various countries, often in addition 
to a national classification. The IPC classification system currently 
divides technology into approximately 68,000 subareas. The European 
Classification System (ECLA) is an extension of the IPC. It is used by 
the EPO to classify patent applications. The EPO classification system 
adds subgroups to the IPC symbol—for example, A47J37/06C or 
A47J37/06C3.

Advanced Search
To perform an advanced search at the EPO website, click on the 
“Advanced Search” link shown in Figure 5.1 and you will see a Web 
page similar to that shown in Figure 5.6.

Figure 5.6
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As you can see in Figure 5.6, there are now several fields available 
to narrow your search results. For example, in Figure 5.6 we have 
entered the years 2006 and 2007 to limit our returned search matches 
to those years. In the “Keyword(s) in the title or abstract” field we have 
repeated the search query “Fire AND Protection.” You are limited to 
a maximum of four search terms in each search field. The results of 
the search are shown in Figure 5.7, where the number of hits has been 
reduced from 5,732 to 745 just by limiting the years to be searched.

Figure 5.7

Of particular significance is the patent classification. For the first 
patent shown in Figure 5.7 (Fire protection with fuel cell exhaust air), 
there are two EC symbols: A62C3/08 and A62C3/10. Note that a 
maximum of three IPC or ECLA classifications will be displayed in 
the results. If a patent is allocated to more than three classes, this is 
shown by a plus sign (+) followed by the number of additional classes. 
In this case, there is one additional class denoted by “(+1).” From the 
classification discussion in the previous section, we know that the first 
three IPC characters (A62) signify Section A, Class 62 in the IPC 
Classification hierarchy. 

To use the IPC classification to further limit the search results, 
we enter A62 in the IPC field as shown in Figure 5.8. The results are 
shown in Figure 5.9.
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Figure 5.8

Figure 5.9
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Classification Search
To perform a classification search at the EPO website, click on the 
“Classification Search” link shown in Figure 5.1, after which you 
will see the Web page shown in Figure 5.10. In the figure, the main 
European Classification Sections A through H are displayed. Across the 
top of the display are two search boxes. The center search box allows 
you to search the European classification index by keyword. The box on 
the right allows you to retrieve the class description for a specific class/
subclass. 

Figure 5.10

The class section letters are actually hypertext links that will direct 
you to a breakdown of the classes contained within that section. Figure 
5.11 shows this breakdown for Section A—Human Necessities.
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Figure 5.11

Previously, we determined that IPC codes A62C3/08 and 
A62C3/10 were germane to our fire protection patent search. You can 
get a further breakdown of Section/Class A62 by clicking on that 
link (as shown in Figure 5.11). In this manner, you can keep drilling 
down the class hierarchy until you reach the description you need. For 
example, the description for A62C3/00 is shown in Figure 5.12.

Figure 5.12
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If you would like a shortcut to produce a list of every issued patent 
within a certain class, click inside the check box next to the class 
designation.  

Next, you would click the “Copy” button next to the “Copy to 
searchform” entry box shown at the bottom of Figures 5.11 and 5.12. 
That causes the Advanced Search panel to pop up with the appropriate 
ECLA classification already filled in. This result is shown in Figure 5.13. 

Figure 5.13

To produce a list of all the patents within the ECLA class A62C39, 
click the “Search” button shown at the bottom of Figure 5.13. The 
result is shown in Figure 5.14.
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Figure 5.14

If you already know the class symbols, you can go directly to a 
description of that class by entering those symbols into the description 
box shown at the right of Figure 5.15.

Figure 5.15

You can also search the European classification hierarchy by entering 
keywords into the search box shown in the center of Figure 5.15. 

Tip

You can use the check box next to a class designation to 
quickly perform a search of every patent within that class. 

Number Search
To perform a patent number search at the EPO website, click on 
the “Number Search” link shown in Figure 5.1. You will then see a 
Number Search Web page as presented in Figure 5.16.
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Figure 5.16 

In Figure 5.16, we selected the Worldwide database and entered 
CH480276. The results are shown in Figure 5.17. 

Figure 5.17

Figure 5.18
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To read a description of this patent, click on the patent title and 
you will see the result as shown in Figure 5.18 where we have displayed 
the Description tab.

Under the Description tab in Figure 5.18, you see the country 
code “CH,” which refers to Switzerland. It’s apparent from the text 
of the patent description that it was written in German. If you don’t 
happen to read German, there is a solution—the EPO has provided 
a translation feature. In the upper right-hand corner of Figure 5.18 is 
a button labeled “Translate this text.” By clicking on this button you 
will be presented with an English-language translation of the German-
language Description for this patent. The result of this action is shown 
in Figure 5.19.

Figure 5.19
l
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T here are numerous patent databases besides the PTO and the 
EPO. Some offer free searching; others involve a fee. In this 
chapter we will review a few of these resources.

Google Patent Search
One advantage that Google’s patent database and search feature (www.
google.com/patents) has over the PTO’s patent website is the ability 
to search older patents. Google includes the full searchable text of 
these patents. Another advantage is that you can download an Adobe 
Acrobat PDF document of the entire issued patent, including drawings. 
Google’s patent and published patent application database is not always 
as current as the PTO’s; the PTO’s online patent database is updated 
weekly as the patents are issued.

Figure 6.1 is the home page of the Google patent search website. 
Search terms can be typed directly into the search entry box shown in 
the figure. The results update immediately as you type. In Figure 6.1 
we have entered the search terms, “Fire shield.” The first two resultant 
patent matches are shown below. To see the contents of the first patent 
listed, “Fire-resistant pipe coupling,” click on the link. The results are 
shown in Figure 6.2.

Utilizing Google’s advanced patent search webpage, you can 
perform a more precise type of search. The advanced page is reached 
by clicking on the little gear icon shown to the right of Figure 6.2 and 
selecting “Advanced Patent Search.” The result is shown in Figure 6.3.



Chapter 6  |  Other Patent Search Websites  |  133

Figure 6.1

On the Advanced Patent Search Web page, search results can be 
gathered in many ways. The first entry box shown in Figure 6.3 is 
labeled “with all of the words,” which corresponds to the Boolean AND 
function. Search terms placed in this entry box are AND-ed together. 
Notice that the search terms “Fire shield” have already been copied into 
this box from the previous simple search page.

The second entry box is labeled “with the exact phrase.” This box 
allows multiple word phrases to be entered. Quotation marks are 
optional in this entry box. The third entry box, “with at least one of the 
words,” corresponds to the Boolean OR function. Finally, the fourth 
entry box, “without the words,” corresponds to the Boolean NOT 
function and allows the user to exclude certain words from the search 
results.
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Figure 6.2

Figure 6.3

Additionally, on the Advanced Patent Search Web page you can 
search by patent number, patent title, inventor name, assignee name, 
U.S. classification, and international classification. You can also restrict 
your search results to a range of patent issue and filing dates. 

To illustrate some of the differences between patent searching on 
Google versus on the PTO website, consider a simple query consisting 
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of a single patent number (3,000,000) shown in Figure 6.4. Click on 
the “Google Search” button to see the results shown in Figure 6.5.

Figure 6.4

Figure 6.5 presents a listing for an Automatic Reading System 
by K.R. Eldredge. The issue date on this patent is September 12, 
1961. This issue date precedes the 1976 cutoff date for full-text patent 
searching on the PTO website. If you clicked on the Figure of the 
patent, you would see the information presented in Figure 6.6. 

Figure 6.5



136  |  Patent searching made Easy

Figure 6.6

Figure 6.6 displays several links to the various sections of this 1961 
patent. These links include the patent abstract, drawings, description, 
and claims. Thumbnail sketches of the patent drawings are also 
displayed. Scanned images of the patent can be viewed by clicking on 
the patent front page image shown on the left-hand side of Figure 6.6. 
You will also note a button labeled “Read this patent” that enables you 
to view scanned images of the patent with arrow controls right in your 
Web browser. You can also click “Download PDF” and download a 
copy of the complete patent.

As shown in Figure 6.7, the popup window permits you to save a 
copy of the PDF on your computer’s hard disk. 

A significant feature of the Google patent search website is the 
ability to search within these older patents. At the bottom of Figure 
6.6 is an entry box with the word “Go” to the right. For our example, 
the word “magnetic” has been entered into the search box. To perform 
this search, click on the adjacent “Go” button. The results are shown in 
Figure 6.8.

Figure 6.8 displays page links to various occurrences of the search 
word within the patent document. To view a particular page of interest, 
click on the appropriate link. Figure 6.9 shows a typical page of the 
patent with the search term highlighted (also underlined for clarity) 
so that it can be read in the context of the rest of the patent. Google is 
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able to accomplish this by using OCR software to search the scanned 
images of older patents and highlight the positions of our search words.

Figure 6.7

Figure 6.8
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Figure 6.9

Performing the same patent number search on the PTO website 
produces the Web page shown in Figure 6.10. Figure 6.10 informs us 
that full-text searching for Pat. No. 3,000,000 is not available.

Figure 6.10
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However, images of the patent pages can be viewed by clicking 
on the “Images” button. After performing this action, you will be 
presented with the Web page illustrated in Figure 6.11. 

Figure 6.11

Here, you can scan the various pages of the older patent, but you 
cannot search within the text of the patent. You can obtain a printout 
of the currently displayed page of the patent by clicking on the print 
icon shown in the upper left of Figure 6.11. But, unlike with Google’s 
system, you cannot get a printout of the entire patent without viewing 
each patent page, one at a time.

Fee-Based Patent-Searching Websites
There are a number of Internet-based patent search systems that charge 
a fee for certain services. Many of these firms will perform much of 
the patent-searching work for you, including searching foreign patent 
databases. Several fee-based patent search companies are listed in the 
table below.



140  |  Patent searching made Easy

Fee-Based Websites and Their URLs

Company Web Address

Delphion www.delphion.com

LexisNexis www.lexisnexis.com

Pantros www.patentcafe.com

Questel–Orbit Patent and Trademark 
Databases

www.questel.com

Micropatent www.micropatent.com

Figure 6.12

A number of smaller patent service websites are also available. These 
websites will often provide custom services for a fee. One such website, 
PlanetPatent (www.planetpatent.com), is shown in Figure 6.12. 

l
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S o far in this book, we have restricted ourselves to patent-searching 
resources. However, prior art is not limited to patented inventions. 
Any published information that is relevant to the novelty or 

unobviousness of your invention can be considered as prior art and, in 
some cases, may prevent a patent from being granted on your invention. 
In this chapter, we will consider prior art search resources, such as 
Google (and related Internet search engines), government websites, and 
industrial product and manufacturer listings. 

Google
How do you search through all of the commercial, personal, and 
government websites—estimated to total more than 20 million sites 
in 2012—to see if your invention idea has already been produced as 
a commercial product? If you’re like most people, you use the Google 
search engine (www.google.com).

Figure 7.1

Like many search engines, the Google search engine incorporates 
the Boolean operator AND within the Google search box—that is, 
the AND operator is automatically applied to all search terms that you 
enter in a single string.
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For example, Figure 7.2 shows a few of the results if you entered 
a search for the word “physics” and the phrase “low temperature.” As 
you’re probably aware, you can review any of these references in detail 
by clicking on the reference.

Figure 7.2

Google’s Advanced Search Features
By clicking on the small gear icon shown in the upper right of Figure 
4.2 you will get a drop down menu. Select “Advanced Search” as shown 
in the Figure and you will see the Advanced Search page (Figure 7.3). 
The advanced search option gives you more options than the default 
setting and you may also notice that it shares similarities with the 
search engine used by Google’s patent database, discussed in Chapter 6.
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Figure 7.3

As an example of the sophisticated searching that’s possible with 
Google, consider the query in Figure 7.3. Imagine you want to find all 
Web pages that (1) contain the keywords “physics” and “hydrogen,” 
(2) contain the words “cryogenics” or “cryogeny,” (3) contain the exact 
phrase “low temperature,” and (4) exclude the word “nitrogen.” 
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To do so:
1.	 In The box “all of the words,” type “physics” and “hydrogen.” 

(The AND Boolean operator is automatically applied to these 
two words.) 

2.	 In the box “this exact word or phrase,” type “low temperature.” 
(Note that the quotation marks around the phrase are 
optional.) 

3.	 In the box “with any of these words,” type the words 
“cryogenics” and “cryogeny.” (This replicates the Boolean OR 
function.) 

4.	 In The box “none of these words,” type the word “nitrogen.”
Other options on the Google Advanced Search page allow you to 

specify the language, file format, and date, as well other indicia. Set the 
language to English (as shown in Figure 7.3), though it’s best to leave 
the other settings at their default values. The results of the query are 
shown in Figure 7.4. 

Figure 7.4
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Google Scholar
Google Scholar (www.scholar.google.com) offers a method of search­
ing solely through scholarly literature—that is, peer-reviewed papers, 
theses, books, abstracts, and articles from academic publishers, profes­
sional societies, preprint repositories, universities, and other scholarly 
organizations. The Advanced Scholar Search feature of Google Scholar 
operates in the same way as other Google advanced search criteria with 
the exception that results are grouped by research area. In Figure 7.5 
we have entered the search term “supernova.” The results are shown in 
Figure 7.6.

Figure 7.5

Figure 7.6
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Google Book Search
In October 2008, Google made a landmark agreement with publishers 
and authors that will permit the digitizing of millions of books. 
Currently, you can search the contents of hundreds of thousands of 
books (including thousands of public domain and out-of-print books) 
at the Google Book Search site (www.books.google.com) as shown in 
Figure 7.7. In the figure we have entered the author, “David Pressman.” 
The results of this search are shown in Figure 7.8. In Figure 7.8 we 
can see that David Pressman has written several books in the field of 
inventions and patents, including Patent It Yourself. There is also an 
advanced search feature (Figure 7.9) that can be reached by selecting 
the gear icon in the upper right-hand corner of Figure 7.8 and selecting 
“Advanced Search.” This search page enables you to limit your search 
by author, publisher, subject, date, language, and even ISBN (an 
identifying number used by publishers).

Figure 7.7

Google Tips
Here a few Google tips and tricks. You may already be familiar with 
some of them.

•	 Image searching. Google doesn’t just search words, it also 
searches titles and descriptive phrases used in connection with 
images. This feature may prove helpful when you’re curious 
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about the appearance of an innovation or device. Enter a typical 
Google search, and on the results page click “Images” in the 
upper left corner of the screen. Using Advanced Image Search, 
you can even limit the photos to faces, news content, or other 
criteria.

•	 Find related items. The “tilde” symbol (~) may be hard to find 
on some keyboards, but if you type it before a search term—for 
example, ~automobile—Google is directed to look for related 
synonymous terms, such as car, auto, and vehicle. 

•	Use Google as a calculator or converter. Google will calculate 
any formulas you enter into the search box—for example, you 
can enter “440/6 + 220” and the search engine will calculate the 
answer. It will also provide instant conversions; for example, type 
in “4 pounds in kilos” to obtain a pounds-to-kilo conversion.

•	 Searching for common words. Google disregards common words 
and characters, such as “why,” “where,” and “when,” as well as 
certain single digits and single letters, because they usually don’t 
benefit your search and they slow down results. If you need to 
include a common word, place a plus sign (“+”) in front of the 
word—for example, “fire +how.”

•	 Instant dictionary. Google can provide quick definitions. 
Type “define:” and the word or term for which you need the 
meaning—for example, “define: indemnity.”

•	Research timelines. Google can provide you with instant 
chronologies of some events. Add the phrase “view:timeline” to 
your query—for example, “disk drive view:timeline.” 
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Other Search Engines

As you’re aware, Google isn’t the only Internet search engine. There are 
many other excellent general search engines including:

•	 Ask.com (formerly Ask Jeeves) (www.ask.com)
•	 Bing (www.bing.com)
•	 Baidu (Chinese) (www.baidu.com)
•	 Exalead (French) (www.exalead.com)
•	 Yahoo! Search (www.search.yahoo.com).

There are also numerous specialized search engines—for example, 
that only search academic or medical sites—as well as meta search 
engines (search engines that combine results from general search engines). 
You can find them easily by—you guessed it—typing “search engines” into 
your search engine.

The Thomas Register
In the previous section, we looked for companies, products, and research 
facilities that have published information on the Internet. But what about 
all those companies that don’t have Web pages? The Thomas Register 
industrial database (www.thomasnet.com) has contact information 
for over 100,000 American and Canadian companies. Some of these 
companies have websites, but many do not. When a listed company 
has an established website, the Register provides a link to that Internet 
address. When a website does not exist, the Register provides contact 
information such as a physical address, telephone, and fax number.

The home page for the Thomas Register is shown in Figure 
7.10. Searching is a simple process. Decide if you want to search for 
a product or service, company name, or brand name and enter the 
keyword or keywords in the search box. Then click on the “Search” 
button.

http://www.bing.com
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Figure 7.8

Figure 7.9

Now let’s suppose that you have an invention idea for a pneumatic 
(air-powered) motor. To search for similar products, you enter the 
keywords “pneumatic” and “motor,” as shown in Figure 7.10 and click 
“search.” The results are shown in Figure 7.11. 

Relevant category matches are displayed above a couple of product 
listings. Click on a given link to get a listing of the companies in that 
category. For example, clicking on the “Motors: Pneumatic” link yields 
the results shown in Figure 7.12.
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Figure 7.10

Figure 7.11

The listings displayed in Figure 7.12 give a brief company profile for 
each entry. To get further details, click on the appropriate link.
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Figure 7.12

Government Websites
The U.S. Government annually spends billions on research and it 
is quite possible that some of this research is directly related to your 
invention ideas. Most government agencies support at least one website, 
and much of their research information is unclassified and accessible.

DTIC
One of the most useful government websites is the Defense Technical 
Information Center’s website (www.dtic.mil). (Note the “.mil” at the 
end of the website address.) DTIC contributes to the management 
and conduct of defense-related research, development, and acquisition 
efforts by providing access to, and exchange of, scientific and technical 
information. In turn, DTIC’s Scientific and Technical Information 
Network (STINET) Service provides much of this scientific and 
technical information to the public. To search the technical reports on 
DTIC go to: www.dtic.mil/dtic/search/tr. 

Figure 7.13 shows a section of the STINET Public Technical 
Reports search home page. Let’s suppose that your invention is related 
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to recent developments in the field of nuclear rocket propulsion. To 
search for any related research, we enter the keywords “nuclear” and 
“propulsion” into the “Search” text box and click “Search.” A portion of 
the results are shown in Figure 7.14.

Figure 7.13

Figure 7.14

To view the text of the first search result, click on the link labeled 
“Safe, Compact Nuclear Propulsion: Solid Core Nuclear ...” in the 
listing. The result is shown in Figure 7.15, where a study is displayed 
that details a solid core nuclear propulsion concept.
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Figure 7.15

Advanced searching is also available at the DTIC website. To get 
to DTIC’s Advanced Search page, click on the “Advanced Search” link 
shown to the right of Figure 7.13. The resulting Web page is shown in 
Figure 7.16.

On the advanced search Web page shown in Figure 7.16 we have 
entered the phrase “nuclear propulsion” and the keyword “Mars.” After 
clicking on the Search button (shown in the upper right of Figure 7.16), 
the results displayed in Figure 7.17 are returned.

Figure 7.16

As you can see from reading the titles of the matching hits from 
Figure 7.17, the results have been limited to nuclear rockets that are 
focused on missions to Mars.
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Figure 7.17

Other Government Websites
In addition to DTIC, there are a large number of other government 
websites which offer valuable information for prior art searches.

Websites of Selected Government Agencies

U.S. Department of the Interior www.doi.gov

U.S.D.A. Forest Service www.fs.fed.us

Department of Commerce www.commerce.gov

Department of Energy www.doe.gov

NASA Commercial Technology Network www.nctn.hq.nasa.gov

Department of Health and Human Services www.os.dhhs.gov

Department of Education www.ed.gov

National Technology Transfer Center www.nttc.edu

Environmental Protection Agency www.epa.gov

Department of Transportation www.dot.gov

National Science Foundation www.nsf.gov

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers www.usace.army.mil



156  |  Patent searching made Easy

Usenet Newsgroups
Usenet is a collection of thousands of individual newsgroups devoted to 
a certain topic or subject. Several million people from all over the world 
subscribe to these newsgroups. With so many topics covered, the odds 
are good that one or more newsgroups will be relevant to your field of 
invention.

Newsgroup messages are read via a newsreader program. To access 
the Usenet via the email program Microsoft Outlook Express, click on 
the “Tools” menu and select “Newsgroups,” as shown in Figure 7.18. 

If you have not set up the newsreader service, it will be necessary 
to add and configure a news host. The Properties popup window will 
ask you for certain information. This window has tabs across the top 
labeled General, Server, Connection, and Advanced. Most of the fields 
you are likely to deal with are in the General and Server tabs.

Figure 7.18
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Figure 7.19 shows some typical settings for the General tab. Here, 
the name “News1” has been entered in the “News Account” field. At a 
minimum, under “User Information,” you will need to enter your user 
name and email address. Under the Server tab (Figure 7.20), include 
the news server name, account name, and password. You may have to 
contact your Internet Service Provider (ISP) to get the correct news 
server name. Typically, the news service names are something like: 
news.(ISP name).(com or net).

Figure 7.19

Once you have successfully connected to your ISP’s newsreader 
service you will be prompted to download a list of current newsgroups. 
At last count there were more than 80,000, so this download may take 
a few seconds.
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There are topics ranging from aviation (newsgroup name: aus.
aviation) to Zenith computer systems (newsgroup name: comp.sys.
zenith). There are so many newsgroups that it is helpful to search for a 
particular topic with the search box displayed at the top of Figure 7.21. 

Figure 7.20

For example, suppose you have an idea for a new circuit board 
design. You could enter the search term “electronics” as shown in 
Figure 7.21. The display instantly lists all the newsgroups with the word 
“electronics” in the title. There is no need to click on a search button. 
In Figure 7.21 we have selected the following newsgroup: alt.electronics.
manufacture.circuitboard.

To see a list of messages recently posted to this newsgroup, click the 
“Go to” button shown at the bottom of the figure. To read a particular 
message, just double-click on it.
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Figure 7.21

To post a message to the group, click on the “New Post” button 
in Microsoft Outlook Express shown at the upper left-hand corner of 
Figure 7.22. A message window will then pop up with the newsgroup 
name “alt.electronics.manufacture.circuitboard” already added to the 
newsgroup destination line. Type in a subject line and the body of your 
message; to post the message to the selected newsgroup, click on the 
“Send” button.

Figure 7.22

The Usenet has millions of readers who like to participate in 
interesting discussions and answer questions. But they don’t like to 
answer the same questions over and over again. For this reason, a 
“frequently asked questions” (FAQ) list of questions and answers is 
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often posted to each group. Before you post a question to a newsgroup, 
please read any FAQ postings. Often you will find that your question 
has been anticipated and the answer already provided.

There are certain rules and conventions for posting messages to 
Usenet newsgroups. Some of the most important rules are summarized 
below.

•	 Post your question or message only to the newsgroup that is the 
most appropriate. Sending messages to multiple newsgroups is 
frowned upon. 

•	 Put a short, descriptive header into the subject line of your 
posting. People use these headers to select which messages to 
respond to.

•	Keep your message short and concise. 
•	 If you reply to a previously posted message, include the essential 

parts of the original message in your response, but not the entire 
original message.

Trade Magazines
Another good place to search for prior art is in trade magazines. Trade 
magazines are often very specific to one topic and provide information 
for inventors in that subject area. For example, let’s suppose that your 
invention has something to do with mining equipment: The magazines 
Dimensional Stone, Stone Review, and Stone World may contain highly 
relevant information.

How do you find out what magazines are out there? Several journals 
list magazine titles and subjects—for example, Writer’s Market. Other 
useful directories are:

•	BurrellesLuce
•	Directory of Book, Catalog and Magazine Printers, and
•	Directory of Small Press Magazine Editors & Publishers. 

You can also locate trade journals using the Yahoo! directory 
(http://dir.yahoo.com). Click on Business & Economy, Business to 
Business, News and Media, Magazines, and Trade Magazines. 

l



Part III:
Resources 

Part III consists of three chapters that deal with the resources available 
at the nationwide network of Patent and Trademark Resource Centers 
(PTRCs) and at the PTO’s facility in Alexandria, Virginia. Chapter 8 
explains how to use the Index to the U.S. Patent Classification, the 
Manual of Classification, and Classification Definitions. Chapter 9 
offers information about the PTO’s Classification and Search Support 
Information System (CASSIS). Finally, Chapter 10 provides background 
on the PTO’s Examiner Assisted Search Tool (EAST) and Web-based 
Examiner Search Tool (WEST). 
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I n this chapter we leave behind the Internet and enter the world 
of the Patent and Trademark Resource Centers (PTRCs). Every 
PTRC has patent information available in several formats, including 

printed manuals, microfilm, and computerized databases. Appendix A 
can help you locate the PTRC nearest you.

In this chapter, we discuss three of the resources available at 
PTRCs: the Index to the U.S. Patent Classification System, the Manual 
of Classification, and Classification Definitions. We explain how to use 
these manuals to determine which classes and subclasses apply to your 
invention. Once you have identified the appropriate class/subclass, you 
can then obtain a listing of every patent that has been issued within that 
class by using one of several methods. As you will see, this approach 
to patent searching is far more efficient than randomly searching 
for matching keywords within issued patents. By the way, the three 
resources referenced above are also available online at the PTO website.

Index to the U.S. Patent Classification System
In order to explore the Index to the U.S. Patent Classification System, let’s 
start by checking the patentability of a hypothetical new idea—a turn 
signal timer.

Hypothetical: Turn Signal Timer. A common occurrence for people 
who drive is to see a vehicle with its turn signal stuck in the “on” 
position. This happens occasionally when automobiles negotiate gentle 
curves or during lane changes. This is a problem because other drivers 
can’t tell if the signaling car is about to change direction or remain 
traveling straight ahead. While watching this happen during your drive 
to work one day, you come up with an idea for a turn signal timer. This 
device would automatically cancel the turn signal after a given period of 
straight-ahead travel time.

The most efficient way to start your search at a PTRC is to search 
the class and subclass of your invention. Then, proceed to search 
through the patents issued under each of the relevant classes.

Using this approach, your first task is to come up with a list of 
words that describe your idea. Then, use the Index to the U.S. Patent 
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Classifications System to look for those words. The Index contains two 
very useful resources:

•	 an alphabetical listing of all of the classes used by the PTO, and
•	 a cross-referenced list of all known subject areas of invention, 

along with the appropriate class and subclass. 
Let’s suppose that you have selected the following words to describe 

your invention: “car,” “turn signal,” “timer,” and “electrical.”
These descriptive terms are arranged in order, from the general to the 

specific. In other words, the term “car” describes the general product that 
uses our invention. The term “turn signal” refers the device upon which 
our invention will operate. Finally, the terms “timer” and “electrical” 
pertain to the type of turn signal and the timer function used to turn 
the signal off.

The classification system used by the PTO also flows from the 
general to the specific. By using this strategy you can best capture all of 
the classes related to your invention.

An alphabetical listing of all of the classes used by the PTO is 
provided at the beginning of the Index. Use the alphabetical listing 
of classes to find a class for each of the words on your list. There are 
approximately 430 classes and it is quite possible that you will not 
find a match for each of your descriptive terms. For this reason, it is 
helpful to come up with a few synonyms for your descriptive terms. For 
example, in addition to the word “car,” you can add the following two 
descriptive terms: “automobile” and “vehicle.”

Figure 8.1 shows a typical page from the alphabetical listing of 
classes in the Index (note that Class 116: Signals and Indicators, is 
boxed). Locate and write down the class name and number for any 
classes that match your descriptive words. The search results from the 
alphabetical list of classes are shown in Figure 8.2.

The next section of the Index to the U.S. Patent Classification 
System—making up the bulk of the Index—is the cross-referenced 
list of subject areas of invention. Here, you look up each of the classes 
and write down the class and subclass of any matching references. For 
example, searching for the term “electrical” results in a search that located 
Class 340 (Figure 8.2).
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Figure 8.1
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Search Results From Listing of Classes

General Terms Used for Cars

Term Class Found
Car None
Automobile None
Vehicle Motor Vehicles: 

Class 180, Land Vehicles: 
Class 280

More Specific Terms Pertaining to Turn Signals
Term Class Found
Turn Signal None
Turn (Turning): Class 82
Signal Signals and Indicators: Class 116

Terms Pertaining to the Type of Turn Signal
Term Class Found
Timer None
Electrical Communications: Electrical: Class 340

Electricity: Electrical Systems and 
Devices: Class 361

Figure 8.2

In Figure 8.3, you can see a small section of the listings under the 
topic Electric and Electricity. These results indicate that Class 340, 
subclass 425.5+ is highly relevant to vehicle-mounted electric signals. 
The plus sign (+) following the subclass 425.5 indicates there are 
subclasses that further differentiate vehicle-mounted electric signals.
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Figure 8.3

The search results for all our descriptive terms are summarized in 
Figure 8.4. For the general terms “car,” “automobile,” and “vehicle,” 
the most relevant class/subclass appears to be Class 340, subclass 
425.5+ (Figure 8.3). The more specific terms “turn signal,” “turn,” and 
“signal” are related to Class 116, subclass 28R+ (Signals & Indicators). 
Finally, the most specific terms, “timer” and “electrical,” again lead to 
Class 340, subclass 425.5+. Clearly, Classes/subclasses 116/28R+ and 
340/425.5+ warrant further examination.

Search Results From Cross-Referenced List of Inventions 

General Terms Used for Cars: Car, Automobile and Vehicle

Subject Area Class Subclass
Land Vehicle 280 
Vehicle Mounted 340 425.5+

More Specific Terms Pertaining to Turn Signals: Turn Signal, Turn and Signal

Subject Area Class Subclass
Signals & Indicators 116 28R+ 

Terms Pertaining to the Type of Turn Signal: Timer and Electrical

Subject Area Class Subclass
Electrical 340 425.5+

Figure 8.4
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Manual of Classification
We have now proceeded as far as we can in the Index. Now, we turn to 
the Manual of Classification. This manual has an indented list of all the 
subclasses to be found under each main class. The classes are listed in 
numerical order. Each class is covered by its own page or group of pages. 
Here you can easily look up each of the class/subclass numbers found in 
the Index.

Why look up the class/subclass numbers in this manual? Don’t 
we already have our class/subclass information from the Index? Well, 
yes and no. What we have so far are a few individual class/subclass 
combinations. By using the Manual of Classification, we can see all 
of the subclasses within each major class. Moreover, this listing of 
subclasses is indented and provides a visual aid for understanding how 
the various subclasses are related. By reviewing the indented list of 
subclasses, you may find further classifications of interest. 

Figure 8.5

Figure 8.5 is a page from the Manual of Classification for Class 
340. The figure shows a partial listing of the indented list of subclasses 
under the subclass 425.5—LAND VEHICLE ALARMS OR 
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INDICATORS. The dots or periods to the left of the subclass title 
indicate the specificity of the subclass. That is, the more dots, the more 
specific the subclass. For example, subclass 442 has two dots to the left 
of the title and refers to tire deflation or inflation. Subclass 443 has 
three dots to the left and refers to a particular measurement means of 
deflation or inflation—namely, tire height.

From a close examination of the indented list of subclasses, it would 
appear that subclass 465, Turning or steering, would be most relevant 
for the turn-signal-canceling invention.

Figure 8.6 shows the appropriate section from the indented list of 
subclasses. Here we see that subclass 463 refers to the general topic of 
“External alarms or indicators of movement.” Subclass 465 limits those 
movements to turning or steering.

Figure 8.6

Figure 8.7

As noted, the process of finding the appropriate subclass moves 
from the general to the specific. Figure 8.7 summarizes this process 
for Class 340, subclass 465. First, our search starts with the general 
topic “Communications: Electrical.” Then it proceeds to electrical 
communications that are used for “Land Vehicle Alarms or Indicators.” 
Then it further limited the topic to “external alarm or indicator of 
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movement.” Finally, the patents issued under subclass 465 are limited 
to electrical signals that are used on land vehicles for the purpose of 
external indicators of “Turning or Steering.”

Classification Definitions
The third manual we discuss, Classification Definitions, contains a 
written description for every class and subclass used by the PTO. This 
is where you can look up each class/subclass number and determine its 
relevance.

28.	 Signals, indicators, and alarms 
under the class definition 
especially adapted by structure 
for use upon or in connection 
with vehicles. 

340.	Communications: Electrical, 
subclasses 907+ for electrically 
operated signal 

signal systems utilized in 
connection with traffic or 
vehicles 

Figure 8.8
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Figure 8.8 shows page 116-8 of the Classification Definitions—that 
is, this is the eighth page for Class 116. About halfway down the left-
hand column is the description for subclass 28 (boxed). Reading the 
definition, you can see that this subclass pertains to signals that are 
especially adapted for use upon, or in connection with, vehicles.

Below each subclass definition is a Search Class reference that 
contains a listing of additional classes that are related to the subject 
matter. In the figure, we see that Class 340 is referenced for signal 
systems utilized in connection with traffic or vehicles.

35.	 Devices under subclass 38 placed upon a 
vehicle for indicating to others than the 
operator the motion or any change, either 
actual or intended in the rate or direction 
of motion of the vehicle.

SEARCH CLASS
340.	Communications: Electrical, subclasses 

425+ for electric vehicle signals; note 
especially indented subclasses 463+ for 
signals which are automatically actuated 
in response to a condition (e.g., turning) 
of the vehicle, and subclasses 468+ for 
signals (e.g., turn signals, brake lights) 
which are actuated.

Figure 8.9
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Figure 8.9 shows page 116-9 from the Classification Definitions. 
Here, we see that Class 116, subclass 35 relates to “Devices under 
subclass 28 placed upon a vehicle for indicating to others than the 
operator, the motion of any change, either actual or intended, in the 
rate or direction of the motion of the vehicle.” This definition tells us 
that subclass 28 is for signaling devices used only on vehicles and only 
for the purpose of indicating a change of direction (a turn) or a change 
in rate of travel (brake lights) to persons other than the driver.

Below this definition, in the search class cross-reference, we 
again see a reference to Class 340. Clearly, Class 340, along with the 
referenced subclass 463, is highly relevant to vehicle turn signals. 

Figure 8.10 displays page 340-23 from the Classification Definitions. 
Subclass 463 includes signals for turning, braking, and backing. 
However, subclass 465 (boxed) is specifically limited to electronic 
signals used to indicate vehicle turning—“Subject matter under 
subclass 463 in which the external signal indicates that the vehicle is 
executing a turning movement.”

As you can see after using these three databases, Class 340, subclass 
465 is a highly likely place to find patents related to turn signals for 
vehicles. In addition, Class/subclass 340/465 is a good place to check to 
see if the idea for an automatic turn-signal-canceling device has been 
anticipated. Figure 8.11 shows, in flow-chart format, the process for 
using the classification manuals.
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465.	Turning or steering:

Subject matter under subclass 463 in 
which the external signal indicates that the 
vehicle is executing a turning movement.

SEARCH THIS CLASS, SUBCLASS:
475+	 for systems which are manually set 

to indicate the operator's intention 
to initiate a turning movement and 
may be automatically cancelled upon 
completion of the turn.

Figure 8.10
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Write down descriptive words for your invention.

Check the alphabetical class list of the Index to the U.S. 
Patent Classifi cation System.

Check the cross-reference of the Index to the U.S. Patent 
Classifi cation System.

Compile list of classes and subclasses.

Check the indented list of subclasses in the Manual of 
Classifi cation for additional relevant classes.

Read the defi nitions for each class and subclass found in 
the the Classifi cation Defi nitions. Pay particular attention 
to the SEARCH CLASS reference.

Compile fi nal list of classes/subclasses to be searched.

Figure 8.11

Classifi cation Manual Flowchart
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We have created a classification search worksheet (Figure 8.12) that 
you can use when searching classes. You’ll find blank worksheets in 
Appendix B. We’ve filled out a portion of the worksheet sample here 
to show you how it would be used in the context of the turn signal 
invention. 

Classification Search Sheet

A B C D E  F G

Descriptive Words
Class 
Numbers

Subclass 
From Index

Subclass From 
Man. of Class. 

Get 
List

Search 
Class

Get 
List

1. Turn Signal 116 28 X 340

35 X 340

2. Vehicle 340 425.5+ 465 X 340/475 X

Figure 8.12

In Column A, list your descriptive words. In Column B, record the 
class numbers of any matching class names you find in the alphabetical 
listing of classes from the Index to the U.S. Patent Classification System. 
Multiple rows are provided in case more than one matching class is 
found. In Column C, record the subclass of any matching references. 

Next, in Column D, proceed to the indented list of all the subclasses 
in the Manual of Classification. From here, you proceed to the third 
manual, the Classification Definitions. Read the written description for 
each of your classes and subclasses and decide if you want a listing of 
every patent issued in that classification. For example, the description 
of Class 116, subclass 28 demonstrates that this subclass pertains to 
signals that are especially adapted for use upon, or in connection with, 
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vehicles. So we marked an “X” in Column E, the “Get List” column 
next to subclass 28, which reminds us to get a list of patents issued in 
that class/subclass. 

The search class cross-reference for subclass 28 (right below the 
subclass definition—Figure 8.9) contained a reference to Class 340. So, 
in our example, that’s noted in the Search Class column, Column F.

Finally, since Class 340, subclass 465—Turning or Steering—
appears relevant to the turn signal invention, an “X” is placed in 
Column G (the corresponding Get List column). The search class 
cross-reference for subclass 465 (Figure 8.10) contained a reference 
to subclass 475, so we note that in Column F and mark the Get List 
column, Column G, for this subclass as well.

The classification search worksheet is helpful because as you 
proceed from left to right, filling out the sheet, you can see exactly 
where you found your classification information. Also, referencing the 
search class information (far left column) helps in two ways. First, as 
discussed previously, it leads you to other places to search. Second, it 
gives you a feel for the quality of the search results. 

Finding the correct classifications for your invention is the key 
to a successful patent search. Once you have identified a given class, 
it is relatively simple to create a listing of every issued patent within 
that class. This technique is superior to randomly searching the text 
of patents for matching keywords because keyword-searching results 
depend entirely on the terms used. If different words are used to 
describe similar, patented inventions, you will miss many related 
patents.

Since relevant prior art is often missed by inexperienced patent 
searchers who fail to identify the appropriate categories, we have 
prepared a visual tool—the Class Finder Tool—to help you choose the 
correct words to describe your invention (Figure 8.13). (Blank copies of 
the Class Finder Tool are included in Appendix B.)
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Class Finder Tool: 

General Field or 
Application of Invention

Invention Itself or 
Device Applied to

Invention Attributes

Figure 8.13

The outer circle of the Class Finder Tool represents the general field 
or application of the invention. You can think of it as all the relevant 
factors surrounding your idea. The inner circle represents the invention 
itself. Try to find words that will encompass the most general aspects 
of your invention. If the invention is a new application applied to an 
existing device, then the inner circle is the device that the invention is 
directly applied to. The blank lines within the inner circle are where 
you write down the specific attributes of the invention.

Figure 8.14 is an example of the Class Finder Tool filled out for our 
turn-signal-canceling device. In our example, we originally thought 
turn signals applied only to cars. However, the circle around the turn 
signal device reminds us that there are other devices that use turn 
signals. 



Chapter 8  |  Hitting the Books  |  179

Class Finder Tool:  
Car Turn Signal Timed Turn Off

Vehicle, Car, Automobile

Turn Signal

Timer
Electrical

Figure 8.14

As a further example, Figure 8.15 shows the Class Finder Tool 
filled out for the bathroom nightlight invention that we discussed in 
Chapter 3. Here, the major aspect of the invention is a lamp/nightlight 
which uses a standard lightbulb. Since there are many ways to cast light 
(for example, fireplaces, arc lamps, and reflected sunlight), the general 
field is illumination. Finally, the specific attributes include a flexible 
support and use in the bathroom. 
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Class Finder Tool:  
Bathroom Light

Illumination

Bathroom Nightlight

Flexible support
Shines on water

Reflects off surfaces
Used in the bathroom

Figure 8.15
l
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T he PTO stores a great deal of patent and trademark information 
in DVD format and has developed a special computer search 
program to retrieve this information. This system, known as the 

Classification And Search Support Information System (CASSIS), is 
available at every PTRC. These PTRCs also have personnel to help you 
get started. If you plan on using CASSIS, it’s a good idea to call ahead 
to the PTRC and make an appointment.

The CASSIS DVD Database
Each DVD in the CASSIS series is devoted to a certain topic. Below is 
a breakdown of a few of these DVDs.

Welcome to CASSIS2

Figure 9.1
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CASSIS DVDs

Title DVD Contents

Patents BIB Bibliographical data for utility patents issued from the year 
1969 to the present. This includes the date of issue, state/
country of first-listed inventor’s residence, assignee at time 
of issue, patent status (withdrawn, expired, etc.), current 
classifications, and patent title.

Patents CLASS Current classification of all utility, design, and plant patents 
issued from the first U.S. patent to the present.

Patents ASSIST An electronic version of the Index to the U.S. Patent Classifi-
cation System, Manual of Classification, and the Classification 
Definitions. Other electronic manuals on the DVD include 
the Classification Orders Index (provides a list of classifica-
tions abolished and established since 1976, with correspond-
ing classification order number and effective date), the 
IPC-USPC Concordance (the U.S. Patent Classification System 
to International Patent Classification Concordance is a guide 
for relating the U.S. Patent Classification System to the 
International Patent Classification System, published by the 
World Intellectual Property Organization), the Manual of 
Patent Examining Procedure (provides patent examiners and 
patent applicants with a reference work on the practices and 
procedures related to prosecution of patent applications in 
the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office), a listing of attorneys 
and agents registered to practice before the PTO, and the 
Patentee-Assignee Index (shows ownership at time of issue 
for utility patents 1969 to present, for other types of patents 
1977 to present, and inventors’ names from 1975 to present).

USAApp Facsimile images of patent application publications filed on 
or after November 29, 2000. 

USAPat Facsimile images of U.S. patents from 1994 to the present. 
The operative word here is DVDs. The current USAPat 
back-file project is capturing the image data for all patent 
grants since 1790 on a set of approximately 400 DVD-ROMs.
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CASSIS is currently in its second version (CASSIS2) (Figure 9.1). The 
CASSIS databases are grouped in four divisions: Main, Patents CLASS, 
Patents ASSIST, and Trademarks ASSIST. To access the data on a 
particular CASSIS DVD, select one of the buttons on the left side of 
the Web page. Near the top navigation bar are a series of tabs: Short 
Form Search, Form Search, Command Search, Results, and Sort. 

Index to the U.S. Patent Classification System
Let’s start with the CASSIS version of the Index to the U.S. Patent 
Classification System (found on the “Patents ASSIST” DVD). If you 
click on the Patents ASSIST button (as shown in Figure 9.1), and 
then click on the Index icon (about halfway down the figure), a popup 
window will display the content information for the DVD loaded into 
the computer. 

Figure 9.2
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After clicking OK, you will see the screen shown in Figure 9.2. 
This is the Short Form Search page. Here you can search for class titles 
that match your descriptive keywords. For example, Figure 9.2 displays 
a search for an Index term that matches the word “vehicle.” The total 
hits for this search are 373 (as you can see in the lower-right corner of 
Figure 9.2). To review these hits, click on the Results tab (the fourth 
tab below the navigation bar on the top of the page)

The Results screen displays two windows. The upper window shows 
an alphabetical cross-referenced listing of invention subject areas based 
on “vehicle.” If you want to see how the search term is referenced in 
any given invention subject area, click on that subject area. Figure 9.3 
displays what happens if you scroll to “Turn Indicators” and click on 
the adjacent selection box. 

Figure 9.3

The lower display window on Figure 9.3 shows that Class 116, 
subclass 28R+ is referenced. Note that this is the same result we obtained 
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from our manual search of the Index in Chapter 7. You can get a print­
out of the display by clicking on the printer icon in the upper-left corner. 

Figure 9.4

If you have selected more than one invention subject area, you can 
choose which results to print by going to the File menu and selecting 
“Print” (Figure 9.4.) You will be given a choice to print the selected list 
items, the entire list, the current document, the selected documents, or 
all of the documents. 

Figure 9.5

To save your search results, click on the File menu and select “Save” 
(Figure 9.5). You are given the choice of saving the current item from 
the results list, selected list items, the entire list, the current document, 
selected documents, or all of the documents. 
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Tip

Unbelievable as it may seem, you will need a 3.5-inch formatted 
floppy disk (remember those) in order to save your results from the 
CASSIS computer. (And obviously, your personal computer will have to be 
capable of reading floppy disks as well.) 

Manual of Classification
Our next CASSIS reference volume, the Manual of Classification, can 
be viewed by clicking on the “Manual of Classifications Page” icon, 
(as seen on the left side of Figure 9.3). The basic search screen for the 
Manual of Classification is shown in Figure 9.6, where we have set the 
system to search for Class Number 340. (The Total Hits—one—are 
shown in the bottom-right corner.) 

Figure 9.6
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Figure 9.7 displays what you will see if you click on the Results tab. 
This is similar to the Results screen obtained from the search of the 
Index of the U.S. Patent Classification System, as shown in Figure 9.2. In 
Figure 9.2, there were 373 occurrences of the search term “vehicle.” 

Figure 9.7

Classification Definitions
The Classification Definitions manual is accessed by clicking on the 
“Classifications Definitions” icon shown to the left in Figure 9.7. 
Clicking that icon displays a search box (Figure 9.8) where you can 
search for a classification or a class title. (In our example, the search is 
set to the Classification 340/465.) To view the Class/subclass definition, 
click on the Results tab. The resulting display (Figure 9.9) is similar to 
the indented list shown in Chapter 7.
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Figure 9.8

Figure 9.9
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Form Search
Figure 9.10 displays the Form Search screen (accessed by clicking on 
the corresponding tab below the navigation bar). Here you can type in 
search terms and apply Boolean or proximity operators (these are terms 
that measure the distance between words). 

Figure 9.10

Suppose we have an idea for a foam-filled fender. To search the 
Manual of Classification, we could use the query shown in Figure 9.10, 
searching for the terms “(VEHICLE OR AUTOMOBILE) AND 
FENDER$” in the Class Title field, as well as the term “FOAM” in 
the Subclass Title/Number field. The wildcard ($) has been used for 
the search term “FENDER$” in order to insure that the singular and 
plural forms of the word are captured. The dropdown menu in Column 
3 is set to the default Boolean operator (AND) in order to ensure that 
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both the Class Title and Subclass Title/Number search results match 
our queries for a hit to be returned. The system has located one Class/
subclass definition in its search (Figure 9.11).

Figure 9.11

Clicking the Results tab (Figure 9.11), reveals the upper window 
displaying Class 293—Vehicle Fenders. The lower window displays 
the class breakdown. Toward the middle of this window is Subclass 
109—Foam-filled impact means.

Command Search
The Command Search screen (Figure 9.12), accessed by clicking the 
third tab below the navigation bar, provides additional flexibility in 
combining information from different search fields using Boolean and 
proximity operators, wildcards, and phrases.
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Figure 9.12

Figure 9.12 displays a search of documents from the Classification 
Definitions. (The search is set for the terms “inlet” and “valve.”) This 
search demonstrates the use of proximity operators. For example, if 
you want to find any documents that had “vehicle” within five words 
of “engine,” you would type “vehicle NEAR5 engine” and the results 
would show documents with the two search terms within five words 
of each other, in any order. (Note that the search also specifies that the 
term “bath$” cannot occur in the classification title of the search result. 
This is useful for excluding bathroom applications.) 
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Proximity Operators

Operator Description Examples

ADJ Indicates that the search terms must appear 
next to each other in the order specified. 
Additional separation can be allowed by 
including an optional number.

Inline ADJ Skate 
Inline ADJ5 Skate

NEAR Indicates that the search terms can appear 
in either order with up to one word 
between. Additional separation can be 
allowed by including an optional number.

Inlet NEAR valve 
Inlet NEAR5 valve

WITH Indicates that the search terms must appear 
in the same sentence. The search terms can 
appear in any order.

Valve WITH fluid

Additional CASSIS Features
Additional features of the CASSIS system include natural language 
searching (that is, searching without Boolean operators); customized 
displays; saving and loading frequently used search queries; and 
searching for a listing of all the patents issued within a given Class/
subclass (Patents CLASS DVD). 

l
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I f you visit the PTO public search facility in Alexandria, Virginia, 
you can use computer workstations that provide access to the 
EAST and WEST search systems. Th e search system used with 

these databases is referred to as the BRS search engine language (BRS 
is named after the former search company Bibliographic Retrieval 
Services). Both EAST and WEST use a proprietary software system to 
convert users’ search commands into a form that the BRS search engine 
understands. 

BRS/Search and 
Database Server

Foreign 
Image Server

U.S. 
Image Server

Group Printers

PTOnetPTOnet

Client 
Workstation #1

Client 
Workstation #n

Figure 10.1 (Source: EAST Training Manual—USPTO)
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Web-based Examiner Search Tool (WEST)
Freeform Search

Figure 10.2 (Source: WEST Training Manual—USPTO)

In order to use the WEST search interface, you will need assistance 
from PTO personnel who will log you in with a user ID and password. 
Once you are logged in, WEST displays a default freeform search 
window (Figure 10.2). One of the major advantages to using WEST 
is the wealth of searchable patent data. A summary of the searchable 
databases is shown in the table below.

The WEST Databases

Database Contents

USPT Bibliographic information (patent number, publication date, and 
current classification information) for patents from the 1790s to 
the present

USOCR Scanned image file of patents issued from 1920 to 1970 with 
minimal index information, such as patent number, title (utility), 
publication date, and current classification information. No text 
editing performed.

PGPub Utility patent applications that have been pending for 18 months

JPAB English-language abstracts of unexamined Japanese patent 
applications starting with October 1976

EPAB Published documents from the EPO and selected member 
countries
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As an example, a simple search for the keyword “sugar” is shown 
in Figure 10.2 using the default U.S. Patents Full-Text Database. The 
output is displayed in the CIT (Citation) format. This format includes 
the patent number, issue date, title, first inventor, and class/ subclass. 
To perform this search, you would click on the “Search” button shown 
at the bottom of Figure 10.2. The results are shown in Figure 10.3.

Hit Screen Results

Figure 10.3 (Source: WEST Training Manual—USPTO)

The results of a WEST search are often referred to as a “posting.” A 
posting consists of:

•	 the term(s) searched
•	 the total number of records containing the search terms, and
•	 a unique L-number label applied to each search result answer 

set.
In Figure 10.3, you can see, for example, that there are 85,546 hits 

for the keyword “sugar.” This group of results makes up what is called 
an “answer set.” To the right of our answer set is the L-number (bottom 
of Figure 10.3). These L-numbers increase sequentially throughout your 
search session, ranging from 1 to 999. Using WEST, multiple search 
words can be combined with Boolean search terms as shown. (See 
Chapter 2 for a detailed discussion of Boolean searching.) 
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Multiple search words can also be combined with proximity 
operators. The variety of proximity operators are shown in the table 
below. Note that:

•	 All the proximity operators can be combined with NOT.
•	The ADJ and NEAR operators can be followed by a number 

(1–99) that represents the maximum number of “words apart.”
•	The default separation of one is used if no number is specified. 

Some examples of proximity searches are:
•	 electrical NOT with wire
•	 electrical ADJ wire (by default, the BRS system will interpret 

“wire” as being separated from “electrical” by one term), and
•	 electrical NEAR wire.

Hit List Results

Figure 10.4 (Source: WEST Training Manual—USPTO)

If you click on the L-number that was generated as a result of 
your search, the Hit List is displayed (Figure 10.4). The patents are 
numbered and listed based on the issue date, with the most recently 
issued displayed first.
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Boolean Operators

Boolean Operator What It Searches For 

AND Documents that contain both of the specified search 
terms with no restriction as to where the terms are 
found in relation to one another

OR Documents that contain one or more specified search 
terms with no restriction as to where the terms are 
found in relation to one another

NOT Documents that contain the first term you specify, but 
NOT the second term

XOR Documents that contain EITHER the first term or the 
second term, but NOT both terms

Proximity Operators

Proximity Operator What It Searches For

ADJ Adjacent terms occurring in the same sentence, in the 
order specified

NEAR Adjacent terms occurring in the same sentence, in any 
order

WITH Terms occurring in the same sentence, in any order

SAME Terms occurring in the same paragraph, in any order

To see how the search keyword is used in the context of the patent, 
click on the “KWIC” (KeyWord In Context) button indicated by 
the arrow at the bottom of Figure 10.4. By clicking on the KWIC 
button, the entire paragraph that each search term is located in will be 
displayed (Figure 10.5).
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As you can see, the search term is also highlighted and underlined, 
indicating that it is a clickable link that directs the computer to the 
next occurrence of the search term.

KWIC in Text

Figure 10.5 (Source: WEST Training Manual—USPTO)

Images of the patent document can also be viewed using WEST. 
At the extreme lower right of Figure 10.4 is a clickable button labeled 
“Image.” To view an image of the displayed patent, click on this link 
(Figures 10.6 and 10.7).

Figure 10.6 (Source: WEST Training Manual—USPTO)

Wildcard (truncation) characters are also allowed in WEST search 
queries to replace character(s) within a search term or keyword. A table 
of available wildcards is shown below. 
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View Image

Figure 10.7 (Source: WEST Training Manual—USPTO)

Wildcards Used in Boolean Searching

Wildcard What It Does

$ Replaces any number (including 0) of characters—for example, 
“wast$” would find waste, wasted, wasteful, and wasteland.

$n Specifies the definite number of wildcard characters to be 
replaced—for example, “wast$”4 would locate wasteful, but not 
wasted and wasteland.

? Replaces exactly one (1) character—for example, “w?sh” would 
find wish and wash.
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Examiner Automated Search Tool (EAST)

Figure 10.8 (Source: EAST Training Manual—USPTO)

The EAST search system—also available at the PTO facility in 
Alexandria, Virginia—uses the same search operators and wildcards as 
the WEST system. In order to use EAST, you will need PTRC personnel 
to log you in with a user ID and password. Once logged in, EAST opens 
up in the default workspace shown in Figure 10.8. A workspace is a 
window of an application that has subwindows within it.

The default EAST workspace has three frames (subwindows):
•	 the tree view, which contains various folders associated with the 

active session 
•	 the BRS form window, where you enter your search queries, and
•	 the details grid, which displays the results of your search.

The searchable databases available with EAST are virtually identical 
to those available with WEST, but the names are different. Also, there 
is the caveat that the USOCR database cannot be combined with 
other databases while performing multiple database file searching. A 
summary of the searchable databases is shown in the table below.
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EAST Databases

Database Contents

USPAT Bibliographic information (patent number, publication date, 
and current classification information) for patents from the 
1790s to the present

USOCR Scanned image file of patents issued from 1920 to 1970. 
Contains minimal index information, such as patent number, 
title (utility), publication date, and current classification 
information. No text editing performed.

US-PGPUB Utility applications that have been pending for 18 months

JPO English-language abstracts of unexamined Japanese patent 
applications starting with October 1976

EPO Published documents from the EPO and selected member 
countries

To select a database to search, click on the DBs button shown in 
Figure 10.9. Available databases are added or deleted by selecting the 
appropriate check box. Click “OK” to confirm the database selection.

Figure 10.9 (Source: EAST Training Manual—USPTO)
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EAST processing can be monitored via the tree view. The most 
relevant folders in the tree view (as displayed in the upper left of 
Figure 10.8) are:

•	Drafts. When you type in a search statement, the words appear 
here.

•	Pending. This contains queries that have been submitted to the 
BRS server for processing.

•	Active. This contains search results.
•	 Failed. If a query encounters an error during a search or the 

search is aborted, the query will be marked with a red icon.
•	 Saved. Search collections from the Active folder are saved here.
•	Tagged. This allows users to easily identify all patents having a 

user-defined tag.
•	Queue. Draft queries can be placed in this folder for execution 

at a later time.
•	Trash. Deleted items are moved here.

Figure 10.10 (Source: EAST Training Manual—USPTO)

Chapter 10  |  EAST Meets WEST  |  205



The BRS form window is shown in Figure 10.10. The BRS form 
permits the user to enter simple and complex searches. When composing 
a search, right-click inside the window to get the dropdown menu shown 
in Figure 10.10. Then simply select the desired operator with your mouse 
to add it to the search query you are constructing.

Selecting a Button for Text Searching

The Search button is designed for generating an L-number 
for later refining. This is the quickest method of searching.

The List button, in addition to generating an L-number, 
populates the details grid with a list of patents that meet 
the search criteria.

The Browse button generates an L-number, a listing of 
patents, and opens the browser window which permits you 
to view patent images.

Figure 10.11 (Source: EAST Training Manual—USPTO)

There are five clickable buttons that are grayed out in Figure 10.10. 
Once you begin entering your search query, these buttons will become 
active. A summary of the most relevant buttons is shown in Figure 
10.11. To perform a quick search, click the “Search” button.

Figure 10.12 shows the EAST workspace after several queries have 
been executed. The Active folder is populated with several queries and 
the details grid is filled with L-labeled search results. These L-labels 
work in a similar fashion to their WEST counterparts.
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Figure 10.12 (Source: EAST Training Manual—USPTO)

Figure 10.13 (Source: EAST Training Manual—USPTO)
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In order to view the text or image results of your search, select the 
Browse button (Figure 10.11). Figure 10.13 shows an example browser 
window view of a patent. Use the tabs across the bottom of the browser 
to switch between text and image views.

Additional EAST/ WEST Features
Additional features of the EAST/ WEST search interfaces include 
customized displays, saving and loading frequently used search queries, 
and searching Classification Definitions.

l

208  |  Patent searching made Easy



GGlossary

abstract  a concise, one-paragraph summary of the patent. It details the 
structure, nature, and purpose of the invention. The abstract is used 
by the PTO and the public to quickly determine the gist of what is 
being disclosed. 

ANDed search commands  the process of combining multiple keywords 
in a Boolean argument together with AND operators. An example 
would be: Fire AND Protection AND (Building OR Structure), 
where Fire, Protection, and the keywords within the parentheses are 
ANDed.

Boolean logic  logic used to combine keywords into more powerful 
searches. There are four Boolean logical operators that we need to 
understand: AND, OR, XOR, and ANDNOT.

CASSIS  Classification And Search Support Information System.
class and subclass  categories that the PTO uses to classify or sort the 

various types of inventions.
Class Finder Tool  visual aid used for finding the relevant classes of an 

invention.
compositions of matter  items such as chemical compositions, conglom­

erates, aggregates, or other chemically significant substances that are 
usually supplied in bulk (solid or particulate), liquid, or gaseous form.

conception  the mental part of inventing, including how an invention is 
formulated or how a problem is solved.

copyright  the legal right to exclude others, for a limited time, from 
copying, selling, performing, displaying, or making derivative 
versions of a work of authorship, such as a writing, music, or artwork. 

date of invention  the earliest of the following dates: (a) the date an 
inventor filed the patent application (provisional or regular), (b) the 
date an inventor can prove that the invention was built and tested in 
the United States, or a country that is a member of North American 
Free Trade Association (NAFTA) or the World Trade Organization 
(WTO), or (c) the date an inventor can prove that the invention was 



conceived in a NAFTA or WTO country, provided the inventor 
can also prove diligence in building and testing it or filing a patent 
application on it.

deposit date  the date the PTO receives a patent application.
design patent  covers the unique, ornamental, or visible shape or design 

of a non-natural object.
Doctrine of Equivalents (DoE)  a form of patent infringement that 

occurs when an invention performs substantially the same function 
in substantially the same manner and obtains the same result as the 
patented invention. A court analyzes each element of the patented 
invention separately. As a result of a Supreme Court decision, the 
DoE must be applied on an element-by-element basis to the claims.

experimental use doctrine  a rule excusing an inventor from the one-
year bar provided that the alleged sale or public use was primarily for 
the purpose of perfecting or testing the invention.

field codes  characters that precede a keyword at the PTO website. The 
characters are used to limit the search for that keyword to certain 
sections of the patent.

first Office Action (sometimes called an Official Letter or OA)  response 
from the patent examiner after the initial examination of the 
application. It is very rare that an application is allowed in the first 
Office Action. More often, the examiner rejects some or all of the 
claims. 

first sale doctrine (also known as the exhaustion doctrine)  once a 
patented product (or product resulting from a patented process) is 
sold or licensed, the patent owner’s rights are exhausted and the 
owner has no further rights as to the resale of that particular article.

hit  match reported by a computer search program between a keyword 
and a database. The document that the word occurred in and 
sometimes the location of the word are returned to the user.

infringement  an invention is infringing if it is a literal copy of a 
patented invention, or if it performs substantially the same function 
in substantially the same manner and obtains the same result as the 
patented invention (see Doctrine of Equivalents). 

interference  a costly, complex PTO proceeding that determines who 
will get a patent when two or more applicants are claiming the 
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same invention. It is basically a method of sorting out priority of 
inventorship. Occasionally, an interference may involve a patent that 
has been in force for less than one year. 

invention  any new article, machine, composition, process, or new use 
developed by a human.

keyword search  search process carried out by a computer program 
where entered keywords are matched with words stored in a data­
base. When the program finds a match, the program will report back 
the document in which the word was found, and in some cases, the 
location of the word within the document.

lab notebook  a system of documenting an invention that usually 
includes: descriptions of the invention and novel features; procedures 
used in the building and testing of the invention; drawings, photos, 
or sketches of the invention; test results and conclusions; discussions 
of any known prior art references; and additional documentation, 
such as correspondence and purchase receipts.

literal infringement  occurs if a defendant makes, sells, or uses the 
invention defined in the plaintiff’s patent claim. In other words, the 
infringing product includes each and every component, part, or step 
in the patented invention. It is a literal infringement because the 
defendant’s device is actually the same invention in the patent claim. 

machine  a device or things used for accomplishing a task; usually 
involves some activity or motion performed by working parts.

manufactures (sometimes termed articles of manufacture)  items that 
have been made by human hands or by machines; may have working 
or moving parts as prime features.

means-plus-function clause (or means for clause)  a provision in a patent 
claim in which the applicant does not specifically describe the 
structure of one of the items in the patent and instead describes the 
function of the item. Term is derived from the fact that the clause 
usually starts with the word “means.” 

new matter  any technical information, including dimensions, materials, 
and so on, that was not present in the patent application as originally 
filed. An applicant can never add new matter to an application (PTO 
Rule 118). 
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new-use invention  a new and unobvious process or method for using an 
old and known invention.

nonobviousness  a standard of patentability. In 1966, the U.S. Supreme 
Court established the steps for determining unobviousness in the 
case of Graham v. John Deere, 383 US 1 (1966).

Notice of Allowance  a document issued when the examiner is convinced 
that the application meets the requirements of patentability. An issue 
fee is due within three months. 

Office Action (OA, also known as Official Letter or Examiner’s Action)  
correspondence (usually including forms and a letter) from a patent 
examiner that describes what is wrong with the application and 
why it cannot be allowed. Generally, an OA will reject claims, list 
defects in the specifications or drawings, raise objections, or cite and 
enclose copies of relevant prior art demonstrating a lack of novelty or 
nonobviousness.

on-sale bar  prevents an inventor from acquiring patent protection if the 
application is filed more than one year from the date of sale, use, or 
offer of sale of the invention in the United States.

one-year rule  a rule that requires an inventor to file a patent application 
within one year after selling, offering for sale, or commercially or 
publicly using or describing an invention. If an inventor fails to 
file within one year of such occurrence, the inventor is barred from 
obtaining a patent.

patent  a grant from a government that confers upon an inventor the 
right to exclude others from making, using, selling, importing, or 
offering an invention for sale for a fixed period of time. 

patent application  a set of papers that describe an invention and that 
are suitable for filing in a patent office in order to apply for a patent 
on the invention.

Patent Application Declaration (PAD)  a declaration that identifies 
the inventor or joint inventors and provides an attestation by the 
applicant that the inventor understands the contents of the claims 
and specification and has fully disclosed all material information. 
The PTO provides a form for the PAD. 

patent pending (also known as the pendency period)  time between 
filing a patent application (or PPA) and issuance of the patent. The 
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inventor has no patent rights during this period. However, when 
and if the patent later issues, the inventor will obtain the right to 
prevent the continuation of any infringing activity that started 
during the pendency period. If the application has been published by 
the PTO during the pendency period and the infringer had notice, 
the applicant may later seek royalties for these infringements during 
the pendency period. It’s a criminal offense to use the words “patent 
applied for” or “patent pending” (they mean the same thing) in any 
advertising if there’s no active, applicable, regular or provisional 
patent application on file. 

patent prosecution  the process of shepherding a patent application 
through the PTO. 

Patent Rules of Practice  administrative regulations located in Volume 
37 of the Code of Federal Regulations (37 CFR § 1).

pendency period (see patent pending).  
plant patent  covers plants that can be reproduced through the use of 

grafts and cuttings (asexual reproduction).
preferred embodiment  “best guess” version of the invention configura­

tion at the time the patent application was written.
prior art  the state of knowledge existing or publicly available before the 

patent application date.
process (sometimes referred to as a method)  a way of doing or making 

things that involves more than purely mental manipulations.
Provisional Patent Application (PPA)  an interim document that clearly 

explains how to make and use the invention. The PPA is equivalent 
to a reduction to practice (see below). If a regular patent application 
is filed within one year of filing the PPA, the inventor can use the 
PPA’s filing date for the purpose of deciding whether a reference is 
prior art. In addition to an early filing date, an inventor may claim 
patent pending status for the one-year period following the filing 
of the PPA. You can file a PPA using Nolo Now, Nolo’s online legal 
document service, at www.nolo.com.

reduction to practice  the point at which the inventor can demonstrate 
that the invention works for its intended purpose. Reduction to 
practice can be accomplished by building and testing the invention 
(actual reduction to practice), or by preparing a patent application 
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or provisional patent application that shows how to make and use 
the invention and that it works (constructive reduction to practice). 
In the event of a dispute or a challenge at the PTO, invention 
documentation is essential in order to prove the “how and when” of 
conception and reduction to practice.

repair doctrine  affirmative defense based on the right of an authorized 
licensor of a patented device to repair and replace unpatented 
components. It also includes the right to sell materials used to repair 
or replace a patented invention. The defense does not apply for 
completely rebuilt inventions, unauthorized inventions, or items that 
are made or sold without authorization of the patent owner. 

search class cross-reference  listing of additional classes that are related 
to the current subject matter. Located below the current subclass 
definition in the Classification Definitions.

Small Entity Status  a status that enables small businesses, independent 
inventors, and nonprofit companies to pay a reduced application fee. 
To qualify, an independent inventor must either own all rights or have 
transferred—or be obligated to transfer—rights to a small business 
or nonprofit organization. Nonprofit organizations are defined and 
listed in the Code of Federal Regulations and usually are educational 
institutions or charitable organizations. A small entity business is 
one with fewer than 500 employees. The number of employees is 
computed by averaging the number of full- and part-time employees 
during a fiscal year.

specification  a patent application disclosure made by the inventor and 
drafted so that an individual skilled in the art to which the invention 
pertains could, when reading the patent, make and use the invention 
without needing further experiment. A specification is constructed 
of several sections. Collectively, these sections form a narrative that 
describes and distinguishes the invention. If it can later be proved 
that the inventor knew of a better way (or “best mode”) and failed to 
disclose it, that failure could result in the loss of patent rights. 

statutory subject matter  an invention that falls into one of the five 
statutory classes: process (method), machine, article of manufacture, 
composition, or a “new use” of one of the first four.
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utility patent  the main type of patent, which covers inventions that 
function in a unique manner to produce a utilitarian result. 

wildcard  an asterisk (*), a dollar sign ($), or a question mark (?) that can 
be used to replace one or more characters (letters) in a keyword.

l

Glossary  |  215





A P P E N D I X

AReference Collection of U.S. Patents 
Available for Public Use in Patent 
and Trademark Resource Centers

T he following libraries, designated as Patent and Trademark 
Resource Centers (PTRCs), receive patent and trademark 
information from the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office. Many 

PTRCs have on file patents issued since 1790, trademarks published 
since 1872, and select collections of foreign patents. All PTRCs receive 
both the patent and trademark sections of the Official Gazette of the 
U.S. Patent and Trademark Office and numerical sets of patents in a 
variety of formats. Patent and trademark search systems in the CASSIS 
optical disk series are available at all PTRCs to increase access to that 
information. It is through the optical disk systems and other depository 
materials that preliminary patent and trademark searches may be 
conducted through the numerically arranged collections.

Each PTRC offers reference publications that outline and provide 
access to the patent and trademark classification systems, as well as other 
documents and publications that supplement the basic search tools. 
PTRCs provide technical staff assistance in using all materials.

All information is available for use by the public free of charge. 
However, there may be charges associated with the use of online 
systems, photocopying, and related services. 

Since there are variations in the scope of patent and trademark 
collections among the PTRCs, and their hours of service to the public 
vary, anyone contemplating use of these collections at a particular 
library is urged to contact that library in advance about its collections, 
services, and hours.

For the latest copy of this list, or for Web links to each PTRC, go 
to www.uspto.gov/products/library. Then click on the link labeled “to 
locate a PTRC near you, click here.”

http://www.uspto.gov/products/library


List of Patent and Trademark Resource Centers

State Name of Library Telephone

Alabama Auburn University Libraries ◆ 334-844-1737

Birmingham Public Library 205-226-3620

Alaska Anchorage: Z.J. Loussac Public Library 907-562-7323

Arizona Tempe: Noble Library, Arizona State 
University ◆

480-965-7010

Arkansas Little Rock: Arkansas State Library ◆ 501-682-2053

California Los Angeles Public Library ◆ 213-228-7220

Sacramento: California State Library 916-654-0069

San Diego Public Library 619-236-5813

San Francisco Public Library ◆ 415-557-4500

Sunnyvale Center for Innovation (has APS 
Image terminals) ◆ Q ▲

408-730-7290

Colorado Denver Public Library 720-865-1711

Connecticut Hartford Public Library 860-543-8628

New Haven Free Public Library 203-946-8130

Delaware Newark: University of Delaware Library 302-831-2965

DC Washington: Howard University Library 202-806-7252

Florida Fort Lauderdale: Broward County Main 
Library ◆

954-357-7444

Miami: Dade Public Library ◆ 305-375-2665

Orlando: University of Central Florida 
Libraries

407-823-2562

Tampa: Campus Library, University of South 
Florida

813-974-2726

Georgia Atlanta: Price Gilbert Memorial Library, 
Georgia Institute of Technology

404-894-4508

◆	 WEST (Web-based Examiner Search Tool) subscriber.
✱	 Also does fee-based patent searching.
▲	 EAST (Examiner Assisted Search Tool) subscriber.
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List of Patent and Trademark Resource Centers (cont'd)

State Name of Library Telephone

Hawaii Honolulu: Hawaii State Public Library System ◆ 808-586-3477

Idaho Moscow: University of Idaho Library 208-885-6235

Illinois Chicago Public Library 312-747-4450

Springfield: Illinois State Library 217-782-5659

Indiana Indianapolis: Marion County Public Library 317-269-1741

West Lafayette: Siegesmond Engineering 
Library

765-494-2872

lowa Des Moines: State Library of lowa 515-242-6541

Kansas Wichita: Ablah Library, Wichita State 
University ◆

800-572-8368

Kentucky Louisville Free Public Library 502-574-1611

Louisiana Baton Rouge: Troy H. Middleton Library, 
Louisiana State University 

225-578-8875

Maine Orono: Raymond H. Fogler Library, University 
of Maine

207-581-1678

Maryland College Park: Engineering and Physical 
Sciences Library, University of Maryland

301-405-9157

Massachusetts Amherst: Physical Sciences Library, University 
of Massachusetts

413-545-1370

Boston Public Library ◆ 617-536-5400 
Ext. 265

Michigan Ann Arbor: Media Union Library, University 
of Michigan 

734-647-5735

Big Rapids: Abigail S. Timme Library, Ferris 
State University

231-592-3602

Detroit Public Library (has APS Image 
Terminals) ◆ ▲

313-833-3379

◆	 WEST (Web-based Examiner Search Tool) subscriber.
✱	 Also does fee-based patent searching.
▲	 EAST (Examiner Assisted Search Tool) subscriber.
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List of Patent and Trademark Resource Centers (cont'd)

State Name of Library Telephone

Minnesota Minneapolis Public Library and Information 
Center ◆

612-630-6120

Mississippi Jackson: Mississippi Library Commission 601-961-4111

Missouri Kansas City: Linda Hall Library ◆ 816-363-4600

St. Louis Public Library ◆ 314-241-2288  
Ext. 390

Montana Butte: Montana College of Mineral Science & 
Technology Library

406-496-4281

Nebraska Lincoln: Engineering Library, University of 
Nebraska ◆

402-472-3411 

Nevada Las Vegas: Clark County Library 702-507-3421

Reno: University of Nevada-Reno Library 702-784-6500  
Ext. 257

New 
Hampshire

Concord: New Hampshire State Library 603-271-2239

New Jersey Newark Public Library 973-733-7779

Piscataway: Library of Science & Medicine, 
Rutgers University

732-445-2895

New Mexico Albuquerque: University of New Mexico 
General Library 

505-277-4412

New York AIbany: New York State Library 518-474-5355

Buffalo and Erie County Public Library 716-858-7101

New York Public Library (The Research 
Libraries)

212-592-7000

Rochester Public Library 716-428-8110

Stony Brook: Engineering Library, State 
University of New York

631-632-7148

◆	 WEST (Web-based Examiner Search Tool) subscriber.
✱	 Also does fee-based patent searching.
▲	 EAST (Examiner Assisted Search Tool) subscriber.
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List of Patent and Trademark Resource Centers (cont'd)

State Name of Library Telephone

North Carolina Raleigh: D.H. Hill Library, N.C State University ◆ 919-515-2935

North Dakota Grand Forks: Chester Fritz Library, University 
of North Dakota

701-777-4888

Ohio Akron: Summit County Public Library 330-643-9075

Cincinnati and Hamilton County, Public 
Library of 

513-369-6971

Cleveland Public Library ◆ 216-623-2870

Columbus: Ohio State University Library 614-292-3022

Dayton: Paul Laurence Dunbar Library, Wright 
State University 

937-775-3521

Toledo/Lucas County Public Library ◆ 419-259-5209

Oklahoma Stillwater: Oklahoma State University Center 
for Trade Development ◆

405-744-7086

Oregon Portland: Paul L. Boley Law Library, Lewis & 
Clark College

503-768-6786

Pennsylvania Philadelphia, The Free Library of ◆ 215-686-5331

Pittsburgh, Carnegie Library of 412-622-3138

University Park: Pattee Library, Pennsylvania 
State University

814-865-6369

Puerto Rico Bayamón: University of Puerto Rico 787-786-5225

Mayaguez General Library, University of 
Puerto Rico

787-832-4040 
Ext. 2022

Rhode Island Providence Public Library 401-455-8027

South Carolina Clemson University Libraries 864-656-3024

South Dakota Rapid City: Devereaux Library, South Dakota 
School of Mines & Technology

605-394-1275

◆	 WEST (Web-based Examiner Search Tool) subscriber.
✱	 Also does fee-based patent searching.
▲	 EAST (Examiner Assisted Search Tool) subscriber.

APPENDIX A  |  Reference Collection of U.S. Patents  |  221



List of Patent and Trademark Resource Centers (cont'd)

State Name of Library Telephone

Tennessee Nashville: Stevenson Science Library, 
Vanderbilt University

615-322-2717

Texas Austin: McKinney Engineering Library, 
University of Texas at Austin 

512-495-4500

College Station: Sterling C. Evans Library, 
Texas A & M University ◆  ▲

979-845-5745

Dallas Public Library ◆ 214-670-1468

Houston: The Fondren Library, Rice University ◆ 713-348-5483

Lubbock: Texas Tech University 806-742-2282

San Antonio Public Library 210-207-2500

Utah Salt Lake City: Marriott Library, University of 
Utah ◆ 

801-581-8394

Vermont Burlington: Bailey/Howe Library, University of 
Vermont

802-656-2542

Virginia Richmond: Virginia Commonwealth 
University ◆

804-828-1104

Washington Seattle: Engineering Library, University of 
Washington ◆

206-543-0740

West Virginia Morgantown: Evansdale Library, West Virginia 
University ◆

304-293-4695 
Ext. 5113

Wisconsin Madison: Kurt F. Wendt Library, University of 
Wisconsin, Madison

608-262-6845

Milwaukee Public Library 414-286-3051

Wyoming Cheyenne: Wyoming State Library 307-777-7281
◆	 WEST (Web-based Examiner Search Tool) subscriber.
✱	 Also does fee-based patent searching.
▲	 EAST (Examiner Assisted Search Tool) subscriber.

l
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BForms

Classification Search Sheet..................................................................................................... 224

Class Finder Tool...........................................................................................................................236



224  |  Patent searching made Easy

Classification Search Sheet
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Class Finder Tool:  
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Class Finder Tool:  
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Class Finder Tool:  



Index

A
Abstracts, 21, 96, 209

searching, 95, 96–97, 104–105, 116
ADJ operator, 193, 199, 200
Adobe Reader, 43, 120
Advanced Google searches, 143–145

Google Book Search, 147
Google Patent Search, 132–134
Google Scholar, 146
image searches, 148

Advanced PTO website searches, 
88–111

accessing advanced search page, 90
navigating through search results, 

101–104
Refine Search box, 105–106
searching by inventor name,  

101–104
searching for a phrase, 98
searching patent applications, 

109–111
selecting/limiting date range, 90–91, 

98–101, 104–105
tips for, 94, 97, 101, 106
using field codes to narrow search, 

95–97
using multiple Boolean operators, 

88–93
using parentheses, 88–94, 97
using wildcards, 104–105

Advanced searches, DTIC website, 
154–155

Advanced searches, EPO website, 
122–124

America Invents Act (AIA), 2, 9
ANDNOT operator, 40–42, 92–93
AND operator, 34, 36–38, 40, 209

advanced search examples, 88–94, 
96–97

in CASSIS form search, 190–191
combined with other operators, 41, 

42, 88–94, 104–105, 144–145, 
190–191

corresponding Google Patent Search 
option, 133

in Google search engine searches, 
142–143, 144–145

simple search example, 51–55
Answer sets (WEST searches), 198
Anticipation. See Prior art anticipation
AppFT database, 49, 106

advanced searches, 109–110
number searches, 110–111
quick searches, 106–109

Applications searches, 10, 20
EPO website, 116
PTO website, 106–111
Arrow (->) operator, 99–101, 

104–105
Articles of manufacture, 12, 13, 211
Asterisk (*) wildcard, 215
Attorneys, CASSIS listing of, 183

B
Background of the invention, 21–22, 23
Bibliographic information, 183, 197, 

204
Bibliographic Retrieval Services, 196
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Books
Google Book Search, 147
using classification manuals at a 

PTRC, 164–180
See also specific manual titles

Boolean searching, 34–42, 209
advanced search examples, 91–94, 

96–97
ANDNOT operator, 40–42, 92–93
AND operator basics, 34, 36–38, 

40, 209
for CASSIS database searches, 190, 

191, 192, 193
combining multiple operators, 41, 

42, 88–93, 190–191
combining with wildcards, 42, 

104–105, 190–191
corresponding Google Patent Search 

options, 133–134
in Google search engine searches, 

142–143, 144–145
NOT operator, 40, 199, 200
OR operator basics, 38–39
simple search example, 51–53
using parentheses with, 88–89, 

93–94
for WEST and EAST searches, 

198–202, 203
XOR operator, 40, 200
See also AND operator; OR 

operator; PTO website
BRS form window (EAST searches), 

203, 206
BRS search engine language, 196. See 

also EAST; WEST

C
Calculator, using Google for, 148

CASSIS database, 182–193, 217
basics and topic list, 182–184
Command Search, 191–192
Form Search, 190–191
searching Classification Definitions, 

188–189, 192
searching Index to the U.S. Patent 

Classification System, 184–187
searching Manual of Classification, 

187–188, 190–191
Chinese search engine, 149
Chronologies, on Google, 148
CIT (Citation) format (WEST 

searches), 198
Claims, 23, 24, 25–26, 27

means-plus-function clauses, 211
viewing as image, 78

Classes and subclasses, 2, 21, 80, 209
analyzing class relevancy, 80–81, 

177
CASSIS CLASS database, 183, 184, 

193
descriptions/definitions of, 61, 68, 

81
finding all issued patents within a 

class/subclass, 68–71, 81, 127–128, 
193

international classification systems, 
121–122, 123, 183

lists of, 63–64, 165, 166, 169, 175
See also Classification searches; 

specific manual titles
Class Finder Tool, 177–180, 209, 236
Classification And Search Support 

Information System. See CASSIS 
database

Classification Definitions
CASSIS DVD version, 183, | 

188–189, 192
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EAST/WEST searches, 208
using print manual, 171–173, 174, 

175, 176–177
Classification manuals

using at a PTRC, 164–180
See also specific manual titles

Classification Orders Index, 183
Classification searches, at PTRCs

basic strategy and flowchart,  
175–177

choosing keywords for, 165–168, 
175, 176, 177–180

using Classification Definitions,  
171–173, 174, 175, 176–177,  
188–189, 192

using Index to the U.S. Patent 
Classification System, 164–168, 
175, 176, 184–187

using the CASSIS database,  
184–189

using the Manual of Classification, 
169–171, 175, 176, 187–188, 
190–191

worksheet for, 176–177, 224
Classification searches, online

choosing and using keywords for, 
64–68, 81, 82

EPO website, 116, 125–128
field code for, 95
finding all issued patents in a 

particular class/subclass, 68–71, 
81, 127–128

flowchart, 82
Google Patent Search, 134
international classifications,  

125–128, 134
Manual of Classification, 60–68, 81, 

82
PTO website, 60–68, 80–82

Class numbers, 58, 61–64, 169–171
Code of Federal Regulations, 213
Combinatorial differences, 13, 16
Command Search (CASSIS database), 

191–192
Common words, in Google searches, 

148
Compositions of matter, 12, 13, 209
Computer needs, 42–43. See also 

Software
Conception, 209–210
Confidentiality, of pending 

applications, 10, 20
Constructive reduction to practice, 214
Conversions, using Google for, 148
Copyright, 28
Country codes (EPO website searches), 

116, 117–118

D
Database searches. See Online searches; 

Patent database searches; specific 
databases

Date of invention, 209
Date range searches, 98–101, 104–105
Defense Technical Information Center 

(DTIC) website, 152–155
Definitions, on Google, 148
Deposit date, 210
Design patents, 19, 183, 210
Detailed description of the invention. 

See Preferred embodiment
Details grid (EAST searches), 203
Doctrine of Equivalents (DoE), 210
Dollar sign ($) wildcard, 31–32, 67, 

105, 190–191
$n wildcard, 202

Double quotes, for phrase searches, 98
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Drawings, 23
Google Patent Search searches, 132, 

136
PTO website searches, 73, 78–79

DTIC (Defense Technical Information 
Center) website, 152–155

E
EAST (Examiner Automated Search 

Tool), 196, 203–208
PTRCs with, 218–222

ECLA (European Classification 
System), 122, 123

EPO classification searches, 116, 
125–128

Embodiment (detailed description of 
invention), 22, 23, 24–25, 213

EPAB, 197
EPO documents, in WEST and EAST 

databases, 197, 204
EPO website, 43, 114–130

classification searches, 116, 125–128
classification symbols and systems, 

121–122
country codes, 116, 117–118
English translations, 130
narrowing results by class, 123–124
quick searches, 115–116, 119–121
SmartSearch feature, 114
tips for, 116, 128
viewing images, 120–121
WIPO database, 116, 119
worldwide patent database, 116

European Classification System 
(ECLA), 122, 123

EPO classification searches, 116, 
125–128

European Patent Office, 114. See also 
EPO documents; EPO website

Examiner Automated Search Tool 
(EAST), 196, 203–208

PTRCs with, 218–222
EXCLUSIVE OR (XOR) operator, 40, 

200
Exhaustion doctrine, 210
Experimental use doctrine, 210

F
Fee-based searches, 1, 11, 218

online, 139–140
Field codes, searching by, 95–96, 210

abstracts, 96–97, 104–105
inventor name, 101–104
issue date, 99–101

Filing date, 9, 10, 18, 23, 209
of provisional applications, 213

Find (on This Page) feature, 64–65, 
67–68

First Office Action, 18, 210
First sale doctrine, 210
First-to-file (FTF) rule, 2, 9
First-to-invent rule, 2, 9
Floppy disks, for CASSIS results, 187
Flowcharts, 82–83, 175
Foreign-language searches

EPO website translation feature, 130
on Google, 145
search engines for, 149
See also EPO website

Foreign patents
country codes listed, 117–118
in WEST and EAST databases, 197, 

204
worldwide patent database, 116
See also EPO website
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Foreign use or on-sale activity, 9
Form Search (CASSIS database), 

190–191
French search engine, 149
FTF (first-to-file) rule, 2, 9
Full-text searches, for older patents, 50, 

132, 136–138

G
Google search engine, 142–148

advanced searches, 143–145
basics, 142–143
Book Search, 147
Google Patent Search, 11, 132–139
Google Scholar, 146
image searching, 147–148
tips for using, 147–148

Government websites, 152–155. See also 
PTO website

H
Hits, 36, 210

I
Images

Google image search, 147–148
See also Patent images

Image viewers, downloading and using, 
73–79

Index to the U.S. Patent Classification 
System

CASSIS DVD version, 183,  
184–187

using print manual, 164–168, 175, 
176

Infringement, 8, 27, 210, 211
In-person searches

at PTO in Virginia, 11, 44

See also CASSIS database; EAST; 
PTRCs; WEST

Intellectual property rights, 28. See also 
Patent rights

Interference proceedings, 210–211
International Patent Classification 

(IPC) system, 121–122, 123
EPO classification searches,  

125–128
IPC-USPC Concordance, 183

International patent searches. See EPO 
website; Foreign patents

Inventions, defined, 211
Inventor name searches

Google Patent Search, 134
PTO website, 95, 101–104

IPC. See International Patent 
Classification system

IPC-USPC Concordance, 183
Issue date, 23

choosing years to search, 49–50, 
98–101

field code searches, 95, 99–101
Issued Patents database. See PatFT 

database; PTO website

J
Japanese patent applications, 116, 197, 

204
Journals and magazines, 160
JPAB database, 197
JPO database, 204

K
KeyWord In Context (KWIC) button 

(WEST searches), 200–201
Keyword search basics, 11, 30–42, 211

basics, 30–31
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excluding specific keywords, 41–42
finding alternative keywords, 43, 

65–66, 148
Google tips, 147–148
keywords for classification searches, 

64–68, 81, 82, 165–168, 175, 176, 
177–180

narrowing search scope, 36–38, 
40–42

tips for, 38, 39, 40, 42
using Boolean operators, 34–42
using parentheses, 41, 42
using wildcards, 31–34, 42
using your browser’s Find feature, 

64–65, 67–68
widening search scope, 31–34, 

38–39
See also Boolean searching; specific 

search websites
KWIC button (WEST searches), 

200–201

L
Lab notebooks, 211
Lawyers, CASSIS listing of, 183
Legal updates, 3
Literal infringement, 211
L-numbers (WEST searches), 198

M
Machines, 12, 13, 211
Magazines and journals, 160
Manual of Classification

CASSIS DVD version, 183,  
187–188, 190–191

online searches, 60–68, 81, 82
using the print manual, 169–171, 

175, 176

See also Classification searches
Manual of Patent Examining Procedure, 

183
Manuals. See Books; CASSIS database; 

PTRCs; specific manual titles
Manufactures (articles of manufacture), 

12, 13, 211
Means-plus-function (means for) clause, 

211
Microsoft Outlook Express, 156, 159
Microsoft Word for Windows, 43

N
NEAR operator, 193, 199, 200
New matter, 211
Newsgroup searches, 156–160
New-use inventions, 12, 13, 212
Nonobviousness requirement, 17
NOT operator, 40, 199, 200

corresponding Google Patent Search 
option, 133

Novelty requirement, 13–17, 27
Numbers. See Class numbers; Patent 

numbers

O
Office Actions (OAs), 18, 210
Official Gazette, 217
Older patents

Google Patent Search for, 132, 
136–138

pre-1976 patents on PTO website, 
11, 50, 135, 138–139

One-year on-sale bar, 2, 210, 212
One-year rule, 212
Online resources

Adobe Reader, 43
European Patent Office website, 114
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fee-based search websites, 140
government website list, 155
legal updates, 3
PTO website index, 63
Thomas Register industrial database, 

149–152
Online searches

fee-based search sites, 139–140
flowcharts, 82–83
Google, 142–145
Google Book Search, 147
Google Patent Search, 11, 132–139
Google Scholar, 146
government websites, 152–155
Usenet newsgroups, 156–160
See also EPO website; PTO website

On-sale bar, 2, 22, 210, 212
OR operator, 38–39

in CASSIS form search, 190–191
combined with other operators, 

88–94, 104–105, 190–191
corresponding Google Patent Search 

option, 133
in Google search engine searches, 

144–145
for WEST searches, 200

P
PAD (Patent Application Declaration), 

212
Parentheses, for keyword searches, 41, 

42, 93–94
advanced search examples, 88–94, 

97
Patent and Trademark Resource 

Centers. See PTRCs
Patent Application Declaration (PAD), 

212

Patent applications, 212, 213–214
application and review process, 18, 

210
CASSIS DVD, 183
confidentiality of, 10, 20
conflicts during pendency period, 

20, 213
EAST database, 204
provisional applications, 213
recent legal changes, 2, 9
WEST database, 197
See also Applications searches

Patent claims. See Claims
Patent classifications. See Classes and 

subclasses; Classification searches
Patent database searches

basic strategies for, 80–84, 175–177
computer and software needs, 

42–43
fee-based, 1, 11, 139–140, 218
See also Keyword search basics; 

Online searches; PTO website; 
PTRCs; other specific databases

Patent documents, 20–26
fields and sections of, 21–26
See also Drawings; Patent images; 

specific sections
Patentee-Assignee Index, 183
Patent eligibility

basics, 8, 12
nonobviousness requirement, 17
novelty requirement, 13–17
statutory subject matter 

requirement, 12, 13, 214
usefulness requirement, 12

Patent examiners, application review by, 
18, 210

Patent expiration, 8
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Patent Full Text (PatFT) database, 49. 
See also PTO website

Patent images
CASSIS DVDs, 183
EAST searches, 204, 208
EPO website searches, 120–121
Google Patent Search searches, 

136–138
PTO website searches, 50, 58, 69, 

73–80, 138–139
WEST searches, 201–202

Patent infringement, 8, 27, 210, 211
Patent licenses, 9, 210, 214
Patent numbers, 23, 32
Patent number searches

EPO website, 128–130
Google Patent Search, 134–138
for pending applications, 110–111
PTO website, 71–73, 110–111, 

138–139
Patent ownership

CASSIS ownership list, 183
See also Patent rights

Patent pending. See Pendency period
Patent prosecution, 213
Patent rights, 8–9, 27, 28

during pendency period, 20, 213
enforcement of, 8, 210–211

Patent Rules of Practice, 213
Patents

defined, 212
geographic scope, 8
as prior art, 10
recent legislative changes, 2, 9
types, 19

Patents ASSIST, 183, 184. See also 
specific included manuals

Patents BIB, 183
Patents CLASS, 183, 184, 193

PatFT database, 49, 198. See also PTO 
website

PDF files
on Google Patent Search, 132, 136
Reader software for, 43, 120
See also Patent images

Pendency period, 212–213
patent conflicts during, 20, 213

Pending applications. See Applications 
searches; Patent applications

PGPub database, 197
Phrase searches, 98, 133, 144–145
Physical differences, 14–16
Plant patents, 19, 183, 213
Plus sign (+), for common words in 

searches, 148
Postings (WEST search results), 198
PPA (Provisional Patent Application), 

213
Preferred embodiment (detailed 

description of invention), 22, 23, 
24–25, 213

Printing
CASSIS search results, 186
PTO website search results, 55–56, 

58, 80, 85, 139
Prior art, 8, 9–10

analyzing results for relevancy, 17, 
58–59

discussed as background of the 
invention, 21–22

foreign patents as, 114
new definition of, 9, 10
second-level prior art searches, 

85–86
Prior art anticipation, 9, 27, 80
Priority date. See Filing date
Processes, 12, 13
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Professional searches. See Fee-based 
searches

Provisional Patent Application (PPA), 
213

Proximity operators
for CASSIS database searches, 190, 

191, 192, 193
for WEST searches, 199–202

PTO (U.S. Patent and Trademark 
Office, Alexandria, Virginia), in-
person searches at, 11, 44

EAST search tool, 196, 203–208
WEST search tool, 196, 197–202, 

208
PTO website, 11, 48–86, 88–111

accessing advanced search page, 90
basic strategy and flowcharts, 80–84
choosing/limiting years to search, 

49–50, 98–101, 104–105
compiling a search report, 84–85
connecting to the site, 48–49
finding all issued patents in a 

particular class/subclass, 68–71, 81
limiting search to certain patent 

sections, 51–52, 54–55, 68–71, 
95–97

navigating through search results, 
101–104

online patent database updates, 132
pre-1976 patents, 11, 50, 135, 

138–139
printing search results, 55–56, 58, 

80, 85, 139
reviewing referenced patents, 57–58, 

85
saving electronic copies of results, 

58–59, 80, 84–85

searching and viewing patent 
images, 50, 58, 69, 73–80,  
138–139

searching by class/subclass, 60–71, 
80–82

searching by patent number, 71–73, 
110–111

searching for a phrase, 98
searching patent applications, 

106–111
searching patent text, 50–55, 82, 

83–84
second-level searches, 85–86
simple search example, 51–55
starting a new search, 53
tips for advanced searches, 94, 97, 

101, 106
tips for simple searches, 66, 81
understanding/analyzing results, 

53–55, 57
using field codes, 95–97
using multiple Boolean operators, 

88–93
using parentheses, 88–94, 97
using the Quick Search feature, 

49–59, 68–71
using wildcards, 104–105
website changes, 63
See also Keyword search basics

PTRCs (Patent and Trademark 
Resource Centers), 2, 11, 44, 217

available resources, 164, 217
locations, 44, 218–222
searching the classification manuals, 

164–180
using the Class Finder Tool,  

177–180
See also CASSIS database; specific 

manual titles
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Published Applications database. See 
AppFT database

Published writings, as prior art, 10

Q
Question mark (?) wildcard, 33–34, 

202
Quick searches (EPO website), 115–

116, 119–121
Quick searches (PTO website), 49–59 

for applications searches, 106–109
doing a simple search, 49–53
evaluating and saving results, 53–59
finding all patents in a particular 

class/subclass, 68–71, 81
search flowchart, 83

Quotation marks, for phrase searches, 
98, 133

R
Reduction to practice, 213–214
Referenced patents, identifying and 

viewing, 57–58, 85
Related terms

tilde (~) operator for, 148
using a thesaurus, 43, 65–66

Repair doctrine, 214
Right of exclusion, 8

S
Sale bar, 2, 22, 210, 212
SAME operator, 200
Saving copies

of CASSIS search results, 186–187
from Google Patent Search, 132, 

136
of PTO website search results,  

58–59, 80, 84–85

Scholarly literature searches, 146
Scientific and Technical Information 

Network (STINET) Service, 152
Search class cross-references 

(Classification Definitions manual), 
172–173, 175, 177, 214

Search engines
other than Google, 149
See also Google search engine

Search operators
arrow (->) operator, 99–101, 104–

105
proximity operators, 190, 191, 192, 

193, 199–202
tilde (~) operator, 148
wildcards, 31–34, 104–105,  

190–191, 201–202, 215
See also Boolean searching

Small Entity Status, 214
SmartSearch feature, EPO website, 114, 

115
Software

Adobe Reader, 43, 120
for image viewing, 73–76, 120
newsreader programs, 156–157
for word processing, 43

Specifications, 78, 214
Statutory subject matter, 12, 13, 214
STINET (Scientific and Technical 

Information Network) Service, 152
Subclasses

reviewing all subclasses for a 
particular class, 169–171, 175

viewing descriptions of, 61–63
See also Classification searches

Summary of the invention, 23
Synonyms

tilde (~) operator for, 148
using a thesaurus, 43, 65–66
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T
Thomas Register industrial database, 

149–152
TIFF image viewers, 73–76
Tilde (~) operator, 148
Timelines, on Google, 148
Title searches

field code for, 95
on Google Patent Search, 134

Trade magazines, 160
Trademarks, 28
Trade secrets, 28
Translation feature, EPO website 

searches, 130
Tree view (EAST searches), 203, 205
Truncation of keywords. See Wildcards

U
U.S. government websites, 152–155. See 

also PTO website
U.S. Patent and Trademark Office. See 

PTO entries
USAApp, 183
USAPat, 183
Usefulness requirement, 12
Usenet newsgroups, 156–160
USOCR databases, 197, 203, 204
USPAT database, 204
US-PGPUB database, 204
USPT database, 197
Utility patents, 19, 215. See also Patent 

eligibility

V
Venn diagrams, 34–35

W
WEST (Web-based Examiner Search 

Tool), 196, 197–202, 208
PTRCs with, 218–222

Wildcards, 31–34, 215
combining with Boolean operators, 

42, 104–105, 190–191
for WEST and EAST searches, 

201–202, 203
WIPO database, 116, 119
WITH operator, 193, 200
WordPerfect, 43
Word processing software, 43

compiling a search report, 84–85
World Intellectual Property 

Organization (WIPO) database, 116, 
119

Worldwide patent database, 116. See 
also EPO website

X
XOR operator, 40, 200

●
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