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USPTO Chief Economist, in context 

Chief Economists as innovation, diffusion, adoption 

o EPO, 2003; WIPO, UK, Brazil, Australia, to 2014 

Economics and statistical research @ USPTO (2010) 

o Changed thinking: Research seen as –   

• An input into evidence-based policymaking, and 

• Gaining, and contributing to, knowledge about the workings 

of the IP system, and the role USPTO plays in that system 

o Mission as employee #1: Build an infrastructure to do and 

support economics and statistical research 

• Resources and capabilities to accomplish some internally 

• But necessity of tapping external expertise (1,000 flowers) 
 

New Opportunities for the USPTO 

Data >> Analysis >> Understanding >> Policy input 

 



3 

Achievements: Operations & Production 

 Fee setting devolved to USPTO in Am. Invents Act (2011) 
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Achievements: Operations & Production 

 USPTO on a better financial footing 
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Achievements: Scholarship 
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Providing data to encourage research 
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Does IP encourage innovation, overall?  

 Evidence is at best mixed on the impact of IP 

o Only a few good, peer-reviewed causal studies exist 

addressing this fundamental question 

• Moser (2005); Murray & Stern (2007); Williams (2013); Noel 

& Schankerman (2013) 

• Several WPs may enlarge this list, but unlikely to offer a 

definitive answer 

o Where they do exist, studies show believable but 

generally small effects, in one direction, or another 

• And limited research contexts raise generality concerns 

• Yet, IP is widely used, despite often high costs  
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Economists’ “stylized facts” about IP 

What do we – generally – think we know?  

o IP (esp. patents) provides a very useful, albeit flawed, means of 

measuring innovation (Griliches, 1990) 

• And, patent documents an incredibly rich information source 

o In terms of transferring technology know-how, innovators rank 

patenting (IP) a relatively unimportant channel (Cohen et al, 2002) 

 

 

o Also, when reporting 

on the usefulness of 

various means of 

“profiting from 

innovation,” innovators 

often rank patenting 

(IP) relatively low  

     Cohen, Nelson & Walsh (2001) 
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Economists’ “stylized facts” about IP 

What do we – generally – think we know?  

o However, patent protection is clearly important for recouping R&D 

expenditures in several industries 

• Pharma in particular, but also Medical devices, Chemicals 

• Skew nature of innovation x profit nexus introduces questions 

o And, the context matters – e.g., high technology entrepreneurship 

       

       

 

 

o Surveyed CEOs & 

CTOs of 1,332 

young US 

technology firms 

(<10 years), N=724 

in software/internet 

sectors 
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Startup Patenting 

 Patenting in technology startups more common than previously believed 

Origins of patents held by startups
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Population sample (D&B)

Holding patents 38.9% 75.0% 76.3% 24.3%  -- 

Mean number 12.4 22.8 19.6 7.4  -- 

 - founders 1.9 3.0 2.0 1.2  -- 

 - transacted 2.1 2.4 3.7 0.9  -- 

Venture sample (VX)

Holding patents 80.6% 95.7% 95.1% 68.2% 90.8%

Mean number 24.6 42.9 25.8 8.3 30.5

 - founders 2.7 4.5 3.4 0.7 3.2

 - transacted 4.4 11.0 6.1 0.8 3.5
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Biotechnology companies 
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Software and Internet companies 
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Why patent? Patents generally prevent copying, 

help secure funding, and enhance reputation 

Sample is all survey respondents reporting at least one US patent filing 
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The role of patenting for investment 

 After preventing copying, patenting is most 

useful in securing capital 

 Initial investments 

 Liquidity events 

 Reputation (some part of) 

 But which “investors” are demanding patents? 
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Investment Sources (Venture-backed sample)  

 15  

Negotiated with source?        Was funded by source? 

N=522 
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My read: having a menu of options 

matters for innovation 

 Petra Moser (AER, 2005) teaches us: 

o High quality innovation happens under different protection 

regimes – innovators find a way 

o BUT, not having some options in the “menu” constrains 

innovators’ opportunities, may steer technology in different 

paths, affect the “direction” economic progress. Societies 

may not see some innovations. 
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In summary… 

 Evidence is sparse on whether IP contributes to 
innovation (and society) writ large 

o But, in specific instances, evidence supports benefits 

 Innovators “reveal” a preference for IP 

o Suffer costs, forego other opportunities 

o Private returns ~ social returns 

 Many unanswered questions, and the target 
keeps moving 

o Transparency and a more robust research 
environment  

 

 


