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Number 
Crunching
Long before I became the editor of Inventors Digest, 
I published a women’s magazine in Charlotte, N.C. 
Each March, in honor of Women’s History Month, 
the magazine paid tribute to the generations of female 
trailblazers whose significant contributions proved 
invaluable to society. Despite the good intentions of 
Women’s History Month, I always found it a bit 
disconcerting that a month had to be designated to 
give these women the recognition they deserved. Yet, 
when the March issue of Inventors Digest rolled around, I couldn’t help turning my 
attention to women innovators—or the lack thereof. 

Although women have been innovating since Eve figured out the most practical way 
to wear a fig leaf, for a variety of reasons, their numbers sorely lag behind those of men. 
For decades, women were valued more for their ability to rear children and care for the 
home than they were for their intellect, which made the inventing process much more 
difficult. Women faced the problems associated with inventing, as well as prejudice and 
ridicule when they sought help in implementing their ideas. 

In addition, property laws made it difficult to acquire patents. Although the Patent Act 
of 1790 opened the door for anyone, male or female, to protect his or her invention with a 
patent, only a few states allowed women to own property—including intellectual property. 
Mary Keis, in 1809, was the first woman daring enough to apply for a U.S. patent under 
her own name. Keis’ patented process for weaving straw with silk boosted the nation’s hat 
industry. Notice, I mentioned “under her own name.” To avoid the property-right issue, 
many women put their initials or their husband’s names on patent applications. 

Although societal views and laws concerning women have changed drastically in 
recent years, women are graduating from college in greater numbers than men and form 
the majority of graduating doctors and lawyers, women are greatly underrepresented 
in the patent arena. 

Patents with women’s names did not exceed 2 percent of all patents granted from 
1637 to the mid-1900s. Although the share of patents awarded to women has 
steadily increased over time, it is still less than 15 percent according to a study by 
several economists published in the working paper “The Lifecycle of Inventors.” 
The participants found that at the current rate of convergence, it will take another 
astounding 140 years for women to obtain 50 percent of granted patents.

United States Patent and Trademark Office Director Michelle Lee delivered the above 
remarks during a speech at a University of Texas roundtable, titled “Innovation: Does 
Gender Matter?” In my opinion, it does. Take a look at the USPTO, where 35 percent of 
the workforce is female, 31 percent of the leaders are women and Michelle Lee, who is 
highly qualified, is the first female director since the agency was founded 40 years ago. 

Next, let’s take a look at the National Inventors Hall of Fame. Founded in 1973, it 
took almost 20 years for the organization to induct a woman: Gertrude Belle Elion, 
in 1991. Elion was honored for her pioneering research at Burroughs Wellcome & 
Co. that led to the development of drugs to combat leukemia, septic shock and tissue 
rejection in patients undergoing kidney transplants. By the time the 2016 inductees 
are recognized this coming May, out of 532 total members of the National Inventors 
Hall of Fame, only 30 women will have their names on the walls. 

After Elion broke the glass ceiling, women were inducted into the Hall of Fame 
for, among other things, condensed milk, the dishwasher, wrinkle-free cotton 
and a signal for ships, but as the level of global competition escalates, women can 
and must grasp the golden ring that makes the world go ‘round: STEM—science, 
technology, engineering and mathematics. Only then will we have the perspective 
and opportunity to help solve the myriad problems and issues the world faces today, 
and in the process, add our names to the growing list of inventors who have made 
significant contributions to man—and womankind.
—Cama
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Bright Ideas
Compiled by Eleanor Merrell and Taryn Walls

OMBEE (Office-Mobile-Bee)
PORTABLE STAND-UP DESK
ombee.com

Studies have proven that the absence of movement can lead to 
heart disease, stroke, diabetes, cancer and even premature death. 
If you have a desk job, it’s important to move around every half 
hour. Better yet, try standing. OMBEE can help. 

Ombee is a suitcase that turns into a modular stand-up desk. 
Stand-up desks have been shown to relieve back pain, increase 
productivity and improve overall health. OMBEE’s sleek aesthet-
ics combined with durable materials create a versatile, portable 
workspace that can be set up on an existing desk in two minutes. 
Ombee is available in two versions: laptop and desktop. The desk 

weighs less than 13 pounds and can be adjusted with a six- to 
18-inch lift, so users of various heights can find personal levels 
of comfort. To get the greatest health benefits, do your work 
standing on the OMBEE board, which features two revolving 
disks topped with anti-fatigue mats to keep your legs moving. 
The board features the honeycomb pattern found in the desk. 
Designed for high impact, it can hold 700 pounds. 

 The basic price for a black or white OMBEE is $199. Included 
are the case with eight legs and a stand, the OMBEE board and  
anti-fatigue mats. OMBEE is projected to begin shipping July 2016.
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BRIGHT IDEAS   

BetterBack
SIMPLE RELIEF FOR BACK PAIN
getbetterback.com

Back pain spares very few of us. According to the American Spi-
nal Decompression Association, over 80 percent of Americans 
are affected by low back pain during their lifetimes. Countless 
back relief gimmicks on the market promise miracle relief, yet 
they rarely deliver. Katherine Krug purchased, tried and ulti-
mately trashed many of these. Her frustration with poorly de-
signed and ineffective products, along with inhibiting back 
pain, led her to begin experimenting with relief mechanisms. 
She consulted with spinal doctors to learn the mechanics of 
the human back and the relationship between back health and 
posture. After constructing six prototypes, Krug arrived at the 
design that now characterizes her product, BetterBack.

BetterBack consists of a cushion that wraps around the us-
er’s lower back, as well as two flexible straps that extend from 
the cushion and wrap around the user’s knees. These anchor 
the cushion and draw the lower back forward, thereby improv-
ing posture. Simply wearing BetterBack 15 minutes each day can 
help improve posture; however, the more you wear it, the faster 
your posture improves and the less back pain you’ll endure. 

BetterBack comes with a small carrying pouch, which makes 
for ease of portability. It is available for $59 plus shipping. 

Seed
SMART HYDRATION
moikit.com

The simplest necessity in life—water—has now gone high-tech. 
Seed, the new smart bottle by the Moikit team, encourages and 
tracks healthy water consumption, records your water intake 
to construct a health profile and warns of high water tempera-
tures or staleness.

Seed tracks and uploads real-time data to its app or another 
smart fitness device. Its water consumption algorithms process 
your customized hydration needs based on water intake, body 
composition, activity level and outside temperature. The 
bottle even vibrates and activates the LED display when you 
need to drink more water.

Using advanced vacuum insulation, Seed can keep your 
water cold for 24 hours or hot for 12 hours. The insulation 
also warns you if the liquid is excessively hot. Seed dis-
plays warnings and other data, like intake reminders and 
hydration progress, through simple commands that involve 
twisting the lid or pressing the LED screen.

The bottle’s 2000mAh battery pack allows a battery life of 
one to two years. Seed is constructed with imported Japanese 
stainless steel, copper inlay and nitrogen welding. It comes in 
12 oz. (350ml), 14 oz. (420ml) and 17 oz. (500ml) sizes, and is 
available in a variety of metallic colors.

Seed is available on Indiegogo for $44.
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Üllo
NO-WORRY WINE
ullowine.com

Üllo is a revolutionary new wine-purification product that re-
moves sulfites, restoring wine to its natural, preservative-free state. 
Sulfites are artificial chemical preservatives that are no longer 
needed once the bottle is opened, so why put them in your body? 
Üllo uses a food-grade polymer to selectively remove sulfites to a 
more naturally occurring level of less than 10 ppm, while allowing 
other compounds in wine to flow through unaffected. 

Üllo features a stain-resistant, dishwasher-safe silicone cup, an 
encapsulated polymer filter, an aerator and a silicone base that 
captures stray drips. Üllo sits comfortably on top of a variety 
wine glasses or on a specially designed hand-blown borosilicate 
glass carafe or decanter, which are sold separately.

Üllo is even designed to purify and aerate wine simultaneously. 
Simply twist Üllo and pour the bottle of wine through it. The 
purified wine flows through Üllo in a helical shape that allows 
the wine to breathe. Üllo begins shipping May 2016. The cost 
for the wine purifier, base and five sulfite filters is $60.

“ I tell young people to reach for the stars. And I can’t think of a greater high than you could  
possibly get than by inventing something.”—stephanie kwolek, inventor of kevlar

Néit 
SPACE-SAVING LUGGAGE
neit.life

How many times have you gone on a budget-friendly 
vacation, booked a tiny room and discovered that your 
suitcase hogs half of the available floor space? Néit lug-
gage is the solution to this problem. Available in a variety 
of sizes, Néit is comprised of tough polycarbonate that 
protects your possessions and an aluminum frame that 
collapses to a height of three inches. Néit luggage can be 
stored beneath most beds or hung from a hook using its 
carabiner-style handle. The luggages’ four revolving spin-
ner wheels can also be folded or removed for storage.

Néit even has a GPS tracking system and an accompa-
nying travel app that allow owners to locate their suitcase, 
should it become lost in transit. The Néit app can also 
provide up-to-date flight information, process flight and 
lodging transactions, save copies of your boarding pass 
and offer information about popular activities at your 
destination.

Early bird prices start at around $200. Néit luggage begins 
shipping Dec 2016.
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TIME TESTED

KATHARINE BURR BLODGETT, PH.D., in 1926, was the first 
woman to earn a Ph.D. in physics from Cambridge University.  
As a scientist and inventor, Blodgett was issued eight patents 
during her career (two in conjunction with General Electric co-
worker Vince Schaefer), but she is best known for U.S. Patent No. 
2,220,860, issued in March 1938, for invisible, non-reflective glass. 
Her research on monomolecular coatings, conducted alongside 
Nobel Prize-winning Dr. Irving Langmuir, in which she discov-
ered a means to measure the thickness of thin films using a color 
gauge, led to this revolutionary discovery. 

Normal glass reflects a significant portion of light; however 
Blodgett discovered that if she used a coating of 44 layers of bar-
ium at one molecule each (four millionths of an inch), she could 
get 99 percent of light to pass through the glass. The thin films, 
which naturally reduced glare on reflective surfaces, when layered 
to such a minute thickness, completely cancelled out the reflec-
tion from the surface underneath. Her “invisible” glass was ini-
tially used for lenses in cameras, movie projectors and submarine 
periscopes. Today, non-reflective glass is essential for eyeglasses, 
car windshields and computer screens. 

Before computer software was patentable, in 1952 REAR 
ADMIRAL GRACE HOPPER, PH.D. developed one of the 
world’s first compilers and compiler-based programming 
languages for computers. Hopper’s belief that computer 
programs could be written in English led to the develop-
ment of the B-O compiler, later known as FLOW-MATIC. 
It was designed to translate a language that could be used 
for typical business tasks, such as automatic billing and 
payroll deductions. FLOW-MATIC later became the basis 
for COBOL, which is short for Common Business-Orient-
ed Language. COBOL is still used today in business, finance 
and administrative programs. Hopper was also instrumen-
tal in standardizing national and international compilers.

New York City socialite, publisher and patron of the arts MARY 
PHELPS JACOBS, later known as Caresse Crosby, was granted 
U.S. Patent No. 1,115,674 in November of 1914 for the Back-
less Brassière. She created the bra from two handkerchiefs, 
some pink ribbon and a few pins after being frustrated that the 
whalebones from her corset showed through her sheer eve-
ning gown. In 1922, Jacob founded the Fashion Form Brassière 
Company to manufacture and sell her invention, but only a few 
hundred units were produced. Jacob eventually sold her patent 
to the Warner Brothers Corset Company for the equivalent of 
$21,000. The company went on to earn more than $15 million 
from the patent over the next 30 years.

In honor of Women’s History Month, 
Inventors Digest pays tribute to just 
a few of our nation’s outstanding 
female innovators.

Mothers of 
Invention
WOMEN WHO SHAPED OUR WORLD
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While working for DuPont, STEPHANIE KWOLEK was granted 
U.S. Patent No. 3,819,587 for Kevlar®, best known as a bulletproof 
fabric. She first developed the synthetic material in 1965 while 
searching for a lightweight yet strong fiber to reinforce radial tires. 
The liquid crystalline substance she discovered was lightweight, 
stronger than steel and cut, chemical and flame resistant. Today, 
Kevlar is used in hundreds of products including armor for troops, 
radial tires and fiber-optic cables. It also shows up on ski slopes, 
desert terrains and in outer space. Kwolek ultimately obtained 28 
patents during her 40-year tenure as a research scientist. When 
she was inducted into the National Inventors Hall of Fame in 1995 
(the fourth woman to do so), she was escorted to the stage by a 
policeman, whose Kevlar vest had saved his life. 

Although TABITHA BABBITT never sawed a log, she came up 
with the idea for a circular saw when she observed two men at 
a sawmill pulling a whip saw back and forth. Realizing that a 
round blade would be more efficient, Babbitt devised a proto-
type with a round metal disc that had sharp teeth on the edges. 
She attached the blade to the axle of her weaving machine and 
pumped it at a high rate of speed. The blade easily cut wood 
and other materials, proving her invention a success. 

A larger version of Babbitt’s circular saw was first used in a 
sawmill in 1813, where it was mounted on a table and hooked 
up to a water-powered machine. Her design eventually became 
a basic tool in American saw mills. 

As a Shaker, Babbitt did not believe in patenting her de-
sign. Instead, she shared her idea freely—until 1816, when two

Frenchmen, who learned about the saw in a Shaker newspa-
per—patented her idea. Babbitt is also given credit for invent-
ing a process for manufacturing false teeth and an improved 
spinning wheel head. She shares the invention of cut nails with 
Eli Whitney.

JUDY REED is considered to be 
the first African-American woman 
to earn a patent. On September 
23, 1884, Reed received Patent No. 
305,474 for her improvements to a 
Dough Kneader and Roller. Reed’s 
device allowed the dough to mix 
more evenly as it progressed through 
two intermeshed rollers carved with 
corrugated slats that acted as knead-
ers. The dough then passed into a 
covered receptacle to protect the 
dough from dust and other particles 
in the air. At a time when women couldn’t own property, Reed put 
only her initials—J.W. Reed—on the patent application.

ESTHER TAKEUCHI, PH.D. has the distinction of holding more 
patents than any American woman. She is a materials scien-
tist, chemical engineer and professor at Stony Brook University, 
who mainly works on energy storage systems and power sources  
for biomedical devices. Most of her approximately 150 patents 
are for technologies that improve batteries for use in the medi-
cal field. In fact, Takeuchi’s first big breakthrough came in the 
type of batteries that are used in heart defibrillators. She led ef-
forts to invent and refine the lifesaving Li/SVO battery technol-
ogy, which is utilized in the majority of today’s implantable car-
dioverter defibrillators. More recently, Takeuchi’s lab at Stony 
Brook received a grant to conduct fundamental research into 
how batteries work. The goal is to reduce the amount of heat 
batteries produce, which, in turn, will increase their efficiency. 
Takeuchi was inducted into the Inventors Hall of Fame in 2011 
for her groundbreaking work in implantable medical devices. 
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If you decide to manufacture and sell your new invention 
on your own, to be successful you need to understand the 
competitive environment for your new product. Before you 

can begin to assess and evaluate your competition, you must first 
define the parameters of your industry and identify the custom-
ers who will benefit from your product. Once you have done this, 
you will have a more thorough understanding of who your com-
petitors might be.

Unless you have a revolutionary product that meets a com-
pletely new need, competition is likely. Your business can expect 
to face the following competitors: 

• Direct competitors: These businesses, which are easy to iden-
tify, offer products or services that are identical or similar to 
those offered by yours. 

• Indirect competitors: These businesses offer products or ser-
vices that are close substitutes, targeting your market with 
the same or a similar value proposition but delivering a dif-
ferent product. When indirect competitors notice that you are 

successful with a product or service, they may try to duplicate 
your offerings and, as a result, become direct competitors. 

• Future competitors: These are existing companies that are 
not yet in your marketplace but could move there at any time, 
directly or indirectly. 

• Game-changing competitors: These companies have the 
ability to introduce products or services in your marketplace 
that will effectively eliminate the need for your products or 
services. For example, if your business sold only cathode ray 
tube televisions and parts, the introduction of plasma screen 
technology would have put you out of business. These com-
petitors are the most difficult to identify without carefully 
tracking consumer needs and preferences, as well as technol-
ogy-development trends. 

Playing Detective
Identifying every existing and potential source of competition is 
an impossible task, but once you know who your main competi-
tors are, you can learn from them. In “6 Ways to Find Out What 

MARKETING TIPS
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Your Competition Is Up To—How to Gather Competitive Intel-
ligence on Your Competitors,” About Money’s small business ex-
pert Susan Ward suggests the following ways to find out what 
your competition is doing: 

• Pay attention to their ads: Your competitors’ ads can tell you 
a lot about the audience they’re targeting and the products or 
services they’re promoting. This is useful when you’re plan-
ning your own promotions or advertising campaigns.

• Visit regularly: If your competitors have brick-and-mortar 
stores, make regular visits. Dropping by is a great way to keep 
your eye on the products or services that are being promoted, 
check on prices and get display ideas. If your competitors pub-
lish newsletters, sign up. Visit your competitors’ Web sites on a 
regular basis. 
 
Look for companies in your industry that provide products 

and/or services to the same type of customer as yours. An obvi-
ous starting point is the Internet. Type into a search engine such 
phrases as “companies that manufacture products of type X” or 
“companies that provide services of type Y.” These results, which 
could number in the hundreds or thousands, will get you started. 
Visiting these sites will help you mine down to more specific in-
formation. The more definitive the search criteria, the better the 
quality of your results. 

The Internet search is helpful, but don’t stop there. Other sources 
of competitor information include:

• Magazines, trade association reports and other publications 
related to your industry.

• Market research reports.
• Public records databases and published government informa-

tion. Examples include census data for various types of indus-
tries, statistical reports from government agencies and Security 
Exchange Commission filings related to a company’s business 
data and financial performance. 

• Subscription to fee-based information services, such as those 
provided by Dun and Bradstreet and its subsidiary, Hoover’s. 
These, collectively, provide the largest source of business infor-
mation in the world.

Although many view libraries as relics of the past, public li-
braries are excellent resources for gathering market research and 
competitive information. Start there before you spend money to 
buy reports and subscribe to information services. 

Clues for Established Businesses
Gathering information about the competition and analyzing it is 
an important part of working through your invention commer-
cialization plan, but competitive intelligence is just as important 
to established businesses. New competitors may move into your 
market, or existing competitors may change their practices, alter-
ing the competitive landscape. The entrance of new competitors 
is likely when:

• There are high profit margins in the industry.
• There is insufficient supply for demand in the industry.
• There are no major barriers to entry.
• There is future growth potential.
• Competitive rivalry is not intense.
• Gaining a competitive advantage over existing firms is feasible.

Every business has competition, making it necessary to stay 
abreast of what competitors are doing. Business survival depends 
on conducting intelligence activities and monitoring the broader 
market for new developments that could affect your company 
and its products, brands, suppliers and distributors. 

In summary, as intel.com points out, “Business is like a game of 
chess, where the No. 1 goal is to out-strategize and outmaneuver 
each of your competitors. You do this by knowing and antici-
pating your competitors’ moves. The more you understand about 
your competitors, the more often you win. Competitive analysis 
helps you gain comprehensive insight into all the facets of your 
competition.” 

  Business survival depends on conducting intelligence activities and 
monitoring the broader market for new developments that could affect 

your company and its products, brands, suppliers and distributors. 

John G. Rau, president/CEO of Ultra-Research Inc., 
has more than 25 years experience conducting 
market research for ideas, inventions and other 
forms of intellectual property. He can be reached 
at (714) 281-0150 or ultraresch@cs.com.
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In my February column I wrote: “Technical inventions 
are nearly always the result of several small increments 
contributed by many inventors.” That’s usually true, but not 

for a programmable mechanical doll that can write messages in 
ink on paper. This 240-year-old automaton has approximately 
6,000 parts, produced without the benefits of abrasive water jet 
cutting or 3D printing. 

We can learn from the work of Pierre Jaquet-Droz, a Swiss 
clockmaker, who invented the doll—persistence, for example. 
Each part of the doll had to be conceived, sketched, dimen-
sioned and crafted using a saw and file. There was no CAD to 
assure perfect fitting assemblies, test complex motions or drive 
automatic machines in 1776. How many hours must it have taken 
to develop each function? How many trials and remakes were 
needed to attain the delicate movements? Even the letters are 
drawn with the subtle curves of cursive. All the same, Jaquet-
Droz profited very little from his doll. 

Would there have been a payback if Jaquet-Droz had patented 
the automaton? It’s not likely. The Swiss patent system, which was 
enacted 113 years after the invention of his doll, had rules similar 
to those in the current U.S. system. The mere elimination of one 
key feature would have enabled a copycat to reproduce the doll 
without infringing. 

KISS
The more complex an invention, the easier it is to circumvent 
its patent protection. Therefore, don’t embellish your invention 
with anything that isn’t essential to its function. Inventors love to 
elaborate, but it can work against us when it comes to the effec-
tiveness of patent protection. Most people are aware of the KISS 
principle: “Keep it simple, stupid”; yet we still have the tenden-
cy to make a Swiss army knife out of an otherwise simple, single 
blade and handle. 

A good case of early simplicity is Thomas Edison’s incandes-
cent lamp. U.S. Patent No. 223,898 had only four claims: 

1. An electric lamp for giving light by incandescence, consisting 
of a filament of carbon of high resistance, made as described 
and secured to metallic wires, as set forth.

2. The combination of carbon filaments with a receiver made 
entirely of glass and conductors passing through the glass, 
and from which receiver the air is exhausted, for the purposes  
set forth.

3. A carbon filament or strip coiled and connected to electric 
conductors so that only a portion of the surface of such carbon 
conductors shall be exposed for radiating light, as set forth.

4. The method herein described of securing the platina (plati-
num) contact wires to the carbon filament and carbonizing 
the whole in a closed chamber substantially, as set forth.

SIMPLE CLAIMS EQUAL A STRONG PATENT
 BY JACK LANDER

Keep the Bare 
Bones Bare

LANDER ZONE

Lee De Forest didn’t understand the full potential of his grid Audion, or “oscillation 
detector,” which led to the development of the vacuum tube. As radio technology 
advanced, the patent’s embellished claims ultimately had no value.
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Jack Lander, a near legend in the inventing 
community, has been writing for Inventors Digest 
for 19 years. His latest book is Marketing Your 
Invention–A Complete Guide to Licensing, 
Producing and Selling Your Invention. You can 
reach him at jack@Inventor-mentor.com.

Robert D. Friedel and Paul B. Israel, the authors of Edison’s 
Electric Light, list 22 inventors of the incandescent lamp prior 
to Edison. Some of these inventors used carbon as the filament 
material; most relied on a vacuum to reduce the oxidation of 
the filament material. Edison, on the other hand, invented the 
high resistance carbon filament, which, due to its lower current 
demand, enabled practical power transmission over a distance 
of a mile or so. Another advantage of Edison’s filament was its 
coiling, which enabled him to crowd a relatively long filament 
into a small space within the evacuated bulb. The filament was 
necessary to endure the higher voltage necessary for practical 
power transmission. 

There is simplicity in the claimed features: essentially a long coiled 
carbon filament of high resistance and a method for attaching it  
to metallic conductors—a single 
feature and a single method.

Less Is More
Contrast Edison’s simplicity with 
the 21 claims in Lee De Forest’s 
“oscillation detector,” U.S. Pat-
ent No. 879,532. This invention, 
which De Forest also called a 
grid, was a component of the triode vacuum tube. It controlled 
the flow of the electric current between the cathode and plate. 
De Forest’s grid was much more than a means to make a better 
oscillation detector, as future oscillators, amplifiers, detectors 
and power-output circuits emerged from the grid. 

Most of De Forest’s claims covered details of a circuit, which was 
minor in contrast to the true value of the grid—and had no value 
as the technology advanced. He embellished his basic device with 
wasted claims because he didn’t understand it or its tremendous 
potential as the key to David Sarnoff’s dream of a “music box,” or 
radio, as it is known today. 

The history of technological invention is rich in intrigue, fic-
titious credit, jealousy, theft, infringement, lawsuits and even 
criminal acts. From this history we derive lessons that apply 
as much today as they did a century ago in the heyday of elec-
tronic development.

The most important lesson is that, when it comes to the es-
sential features of an invention, simplicity is preferred over 
complexity. The ideal invention will have a single broad claim. 
Remember, a competitor can get around your patent by elimi-
nating just one of what you consider to be essential features. 
Keep it simple and limit the number of features to the bare 
bones. 

 
The more complex an invention, the easier it  is to circumvent 
its patent protection. Therefore, don’t embellish your invention 
with anything that isn’t essential to its function.

 Thomas Edison’s U.S. Patent No. 
223,898 for an Electric Lamp is a  

good example of an effective  
patent with simple claims.
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M arch Madness has, once again, descended upon us, 
feeding the frenzy of crazed basketball fans that are 
betting on their favorite teams to reach the Final 

Four. As the top college teams in the country, surrounded by thou-
sands of cheering fans, go head-to-head for the No. 1 spot, it’s easy 
to forget that basketball is a simple game: All you need is a ball and 
a goal to play. 

However, unless you’re part of an organized team, you’re of-
ten relegated to basketball courts in public parks, and the goals 
don’t always have nets. They are easy targets for vandalism, and 

expensive and time-consuming to replace. It is possible to play 
with a bare rim, but the game is just not the same. There is no 
distinctive “swoosh,” which makes it hard to tell if the ball goes 
through the hoop.

Toronto native Jason Smith is just one of many recreation-
al basketball players who grew tired of playing without a net. 
His frustration led to the creation of a portable basketball net 
called the Blacknet. Ten years in the making, the Blacknet is 
about to revolutionize the quality of ball for players that use 
public courts. 

Goal Tending
JASON SMITH’S GOT NOTHING BUT NET 

BY JEREMY LOSAW

Jason Smith’s Blacknet, a portable 
basketball net, allows recreational 
players to shoot hoops on courts 
that are missing nets.
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Slam Dunk
The Blacknet is a portable basketball net that can be installed on 
any permanent basketball rim. The Blacknet resembles a regula-
tion rim and net, but its rim is a large plastic ring that slides over 
a metal rim. The net is attached to the inside of the plastic ring 
with a series of clips. 

Installation is easy. Holding the Blacknet, lower a ball into the 
net, aim and shoot: the Blacknet and all. As the ball goes through 
the hoop, the Blacknet’s wide ring comes down over the bare rim 
and securely attaches—creating a working goal. Once it is prop-
erly in place, the Blacknet can withstand the rigors of the game, 
including slam-dunks and hanging from the rim. Removal is as 
easy as throwing a basketball through the bottom of the net to 
knock out the Blacknet. 

Long-Range Shot
It may seem unlikely for a basketball innovation to come out of a 
country whose sporting interests are snow-and-ice centric, but it 
makes complete sense. Smith grew up in Toronto, which is home 
to the Toronto Raptors NBA team. The city also has a healthy 
recreational basketball scene. 

Despite living in the shadow of the NHL Maple Leafs, Smith’s 
father, Gene Kirby, passed down his love of basketball to his sons. 
A Manhattan native, Kirby grew up playing the sport. After he 
moved to the Toronto area to pursue a career in broadcasting, he 
taught Smith and his siblings the intricacies of the game. 

The problem was that the parks around Toronto where Smith 
played rarely had nets. His first attempt to find a solution was 
not innovation; it was civic action. When he was in high school, 
Smith asked the municipal governments in Toronto and Missis-
sauga (a Toronto suburb) to pay him to replace the nets at local 
parks. “I guess it was a ridiculous concept based on the reaction 
of the city,” recalls Smith. “They laughed at the idea.” 

His next thought was to take his own net to the court. This tac-
tic had major drawbacks, as someone had to stand on a garbage 
can or park bench to install it, and the net was often vandalized 
by the next day. It was only then that Smith decided to invent his 
way out of his problem.

Power Forward
Smith’s professional background helped him get his first proto-
types off the ground. He worked at the family business, a custom 

AMERICAN INVENTORS

Once it is properly in place, the Blacknet can withstand the rigors of the game, 
including slam-dunks and hanging from the rim. 

Installing the Blacknet is easy. Holding the Blacknet, lower a ball into the net, aim and shoot. 
To remove the Blacknet, throw a basketball through the bottom of the net to knock it out.
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Jeremy Losaw is a freelance writer and  
engineering manager for Enventys. He was the 
1994 Searles Middle School Geography Bee 
Champion. He blogs at blog.edisonnation.com/
category/prototyping/.

display and sign company, and had experience working with var-
ious plastics. The first prototype was an ABS plastic ring that was 
thermoformed over a mold made from wood, which was then at-
tached to a standard net. 

He tried the prototype on a goal at a public park, and it worked 
well but had some flaws. It was hard to get the ring to stick well 
to the existing rim, and the net was prone to getting caught in 
the ring coils. Smith thought he could remedy the clamping issue 
by changing the ring to an injection-molded part to have better 
control over the wall thickness; a custom woven net was the so-
lution for tangling—but both were costly modifications. Mean-
while, life took over. Smith was given more responsibilities at 
work, he got married and had two children. The net concept was 
shelved for nearly six years.

When life settled down, Smith got back to work on the Blacknet. 
The Toronto area has an abundance of factories that do injection-
molded plastic parts for the auto industry, which made it an ob-
vious choice to start looking for manufacturing support. Smith 
found several firms in the area were either too busy with their ex-
isting business or were too expensive. 

He finally realized that family friend Brian Feeney worked as 
a product developer and had experience with injection molding 
and working with overseas vendors. Feeney’s connections pro-
duced inexpensive prototype molds and samples with different 
durometer plastics to test the fit and holding power of the design. 
The prototypes required many iterations because it was difficult 
to find the right material to stretch over the rim and still have 
enough stiffness to hold shape. Eventually, the team hit upon a 
suitable plastic alloy and found an additional factory to make the 
higher-quality net needed to prevent tangling. 

The final work involved developing a way to easily remove the 
Blacknet once it was installed. During testing, someone had to 
climb a ladder to remove the net. However, one day Smith for-
got his ladder. The only tool he had was a basketball. He figured 
he could knock the prototype off the rim by throwing it back up 
through the bottom of the net. Viola! It worked every time.

Game Plan
Smith wanted to protect his idea in both Canada and the United 
States. Although basketball is growing in popularity in Canada, 
the U.S. market for basketball gear has a much higher sales po-
tential. Smith hired a patent attorney in Toronto who had an af-
filiate firm in the United States. This gave Smith the convenience 
of dealing with one firm locally to file patents in both countries.

Roughly 10 years after Smith’s initial idea, the Blacknet is finally 
ready for launch. Smith received funding from a private investor to 
help get the product made. As of February 2016, the company was 
gearing up for a crowdfunding campaign on Kickstarter that was 
to launch in the first quarter of 2016. Smith hopes that in addition 
to raising funds for production, Kickstarter will help focus the eyes 
of the media on the Blacknet, which, in turn, will generate enough 
demand to drive a push into retail channels. In the meantime, the 
Blacknet can be purchased for $50 through blacknet.net. 

Blacknet resembles a regulation rim and net, but its rim is a large  
plastic ring that slides over a metal rim. The net is attached to the inside 

of the plastic ring with a series of clips. 

The Blacknet is made 
from plastic alloy and  
a high-quality net that 
prevents tangling. 
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Finishing Touches
MY PAINT SAINT IS A MODERN MIRACLE

BY ELEANOR MERRELL

A tradition that is as tied to the onset of spring as the 
appearance of blooms and the nesting of birds is the 
drudgery of spring cleaning. Inevitably, winter lifts and, 

like bears emerging from hibernation, we force ourselves to take a 
hard look at our dwellings. Rooms need cleaning, closets need or-
ganizing, and maintenance tasks that have been put off because of 
cold weather must be addressed. A particularly onerous task is that 
of paint touch-ups, which can be messy and annoying.

Mark Lacy, inventor of My Paint Saint, knows well the thorns 
of painting. During his college years, he worked as a maintenance 
supervisor for an upscale hotel. Each day, rambunctious kids and 
clumsy guests scuffed the walls and chipped the paint. As Lacy trav-
eled from one end of the hotel to the other, he carted around large 
cans of paint and brushes so that he could perform touch-ups at any 
moment. Each time he discovered a flaw, Lacy had to pry open a 

paint can, touch up the area, find a sink in which 
to wash his brush, and reseal the can carefully so the paint wouldn’t 
dry out. These were cumbersome and time-consuming tasks.

To make his job easier, Lacy began prototyping a product that 
would come to be known as My Paint Saint. Instead of carting 
around full paint cans, he poured small amounts of paint into 
Tupperware containers and Mason jars. To eliminate the timely 
chore of cleaning brushes after each use, Lacy began tinkering 
with methods to safely leave his brushes in the paint.

Lacy graduated from Texas Tech University in 2004 and left his 
maintenance supervisor job, where he had earned accolades for 
his work. For the next 10 years, Lacy refined prototypes for his 
paint can idea (70 to 100 total) while working in the petrochemi-
cal industry. He defined the size of the brush, determined the 
best bristles and adjusted the ledge size to remove excess paint. 

Mark Lacy designed My 
Paint Saint to make touch-up 
painting hassle-free.
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In Pursuit of Perfection
In early 2013, when Lacy’s daughter, Kenzy, entered the world, his 
resolve to take his product to market crystallized. Lacy invested 
tens of thousands of dollars in his invention, created six molds and 
filed for a patent. 

The final version of My Paint Saint is a far cry from its Tupper-
ware and Mason jar predecessors. “When I decided to make this, 
I was thinking, Oh, I can make this for a few dollars. But what I 
found about myself is I couldn’t sacrifice quality for price. I just 
wanted this to be a really solid, high-quality product,” says Lacy. 
A solid, high-quality product is exactly what he produced. Over 
time, Lacy added, removed and tinkered with different features, 
learning through trial and error what My Paint Saint did and did 
not need in order to become a household item.

My Paint Saint is now a spiffy-looking can, perfectly sized 
for storing leftover paint. The lid twists on and off easily (unlike 
the lids of traditional paint cans, the removal of which requires 
a screwdriver and a considerable amount of elbow grease) and is 
airtight, guaranteeing the shelf life of the paint for five to 10 years, 
depending on the type of paint. The lid also functions as a drip 
catcher and handle for the high-quality brush that is attached to its 
lower surface. This brush holds a high volume of paint that can be 
adjusted using one of the two ledges built into the rim of My Paint 
Saint. Lacy also worked to make sure the size of the paint brush 
perfectly fit the size of the can, searched for the highest quality 
paint brush bristles, attached threads on the bottom of the can so 
the lid could be screwed on while the brush was in use and added 
a blank label to the outside of the jar for the paint color and code.

I’m a Believer
Once Lacy developed a design that satisfied his high expectations 
for quality, he used a 3D printer to create a final version of his proto-
type. He then researched his manufacturing options. Lacy hoped to 
work with an American manufacturer but quickly discovered that 
manufacturers in the United States far exceeded his budget, so he 
turned his attention to China. He found a manufacturer that could 

create his product for less than one-fourth of the rate advertised by 
American manufacturers. Once he settled on a manufacturer, Lacy 
made his first production run, generating 2,500 My Paint Saints.

With a product available for distribution, Lacy began his Kick-
starter campaign in June of 2015. Three days later, he reached his 
goal of $20,000. The fundraising continued for an additional 57 
days and captured the attention of 365 backers. 

Lacy strongly recommends crowdfunding to other inventors, 
but he suggests “doing a lot of research before getting involved,” 
because a successful campaign is “not just about how good the 
invention is, but about researching and using your platform ef-
fectively.” If you take full advantage of crowdfunding sites, you 
can use them not only to raise funds for your project but also to 
get people talking about your idea.

Lacy also stresses the importance of timing when it comes to 
crowdfunding ventures. He waited until the end of his first pro-
duction run for My Paint Saint to launch his product on Kick-
starter. In hindsight, Lacy believes most inventors would be bet-
ter off launching crowdfunding campaigns after developing a 
prototype but before making a production run. Doing so allows 
inventors to use donated funds to absorb the costs of manufac-
turing and gauge interest in their product as they do so. 

Spreading the Word
While the Kickstarter campaign was going on, Lacy’s wife be-
gan to spread the word on social media, eventually attracting 
the attention of garden and home blogger Kelly Wilkniss. Lacy 
and his wife sent Wilkniss a free sample of My Paint Saint, which 
she loved and wholeheartedly endorsed. Wilkniss then put Lacy 
in touch with 13 DIY decorating and gardening bloggers, all of 
whom received a free My Paint Saint.

My Paint Saint features a built-in brush, screw-on lid and a label for noting 
the paint color and number.
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In an unusual move, Lacy struck a deal with the bloggers: If 
they would blog about his product, he would give them a per-
centage of the revenue they generated. The scheme was cleared 
by Lacy’s lawyer, who instructed each of the bloggers to make it 
clear to readers that their posts were sponsored. 

With the help of the bloggers, My Paint Saint was introduced 
to thousands of new consumers, and Lacy was catapulted into 
semi-stardom. He became the subject of articles in the Bay Area 
Citizen, the Houston Chronicle and Real Simple magazine. He was 
also interviewed on the podcast Maker Paradise and last month 
appeared on the Today show.

Brushing Up on Success
Despite the media attention, Lacy remains humble. He under-
stands that the media buzz surrounding My Paint Saint may 
die down once the novelty of the product wears off. As this hap-
pens, he plans to rely more heavily on his sales representative, 
Linda Parry of Product Launchers, to keep My Paint Saint on the 
media’s radar. Currently, Parry is working to introduce My Paint 
Saint to Better Homes and Gardens magazine, This Old House 

magazine, and a number of paint and home improvement gurus. 
Eventually, Lacy hopes to squeeze out shelf space for My Paint 
Saint at major retail stores, such as Home Depot.

Lacy says the most difficult part of taking his idea to market 
was the cost. “If you look at My Paint Saint, you will see that I was 
not focused on how well it fits on shelves or how cheap I could 
make it; I designed this tool the way it worked best for me despite 
the costs. We’ve gotten to this point without any investors (other 
than crowdfunding),” he says. “This has been very difficult for us 
to achieve, and it looks like it will be much more difficult this 
year due to rapid growth.”

Although he is looking forward to seeing My Paint Saint on 
store shelves, Lacy says the product-development experience has 
given him other rewards. “I have met so many interesting peo-
ple since deciding to bring My Paint Saint to market,” he says. “I 
believe many of these relationships are going to last throughout 
my lifetime.” 

In hindsight, Lacy believes most inventors would be better off
launching crowdfunding campaigns after developing a prototype  

but before making a production run. 

Eleanor Merrell is a recent graduate of Connecticut College, where 
she earned a BA in English. She aspires to a career in journalism.  
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PATENT PENDING

What IS That?
HOW TO DESCRIBE AN INVENTION IN A PATENT APPLICATION  BY GENE QUINN

One of the biggest problems inventors face 
when setting out to define their invention is describ-
ing what the law refers to as “alternative embodiments 

of the invention,” or simply “alternative embodiments.” When-
ever you read the word “embodiment” in a patent application or 
issued patent, the drafter is talking about a particular version of 
the invention.

Many inventors don’t understand why they would have more 
than one version of their invention. The problem is that if you 
do not describe it, then it is not a part of your invention. For 
example, if you describe your invention as always having ele-
ments A + B + C + D, and then someone makes virtually the 
same thing but leaves out D (or any of the other elements), he 
couldn’t possibly be infringing. Why? Because the invention 
was too narrowly described.

Most inventors are quite good at describing exactly what 
they invented. The invention is their work, and they know it 
best, so it is not surprising that most inventors can explain what 
they view as the best version of their invention—what the law 
refers to as the “preferred embodiment.” 

Nevertheless, it is absolutely essential to think outside the 
box when describing an invention in a patent application. You 
don’t want to simply describe the best version of your inven-
tion; you want to describe every version of the invention that 
can work at all, no matter how crudely.

Variations and Unique Embodiments
I encourage inventors to stop and think about different ways 
their inventions can be made or used, even if they deem these in-
ferior. Failure to disclose alternatives will almost certainly fore-
close the ability to say those alternatives are covered by your 
disclosure, which will prevent any issued patent from covering 
those undefined variations. 

This may not seem like a big deal, but history has shown that 
it is critical. If you are lucky enough to have invented some-
thing of great importance, you can rest assured there will be 
a number of individuals and companies trying to capitalize 
on the opportunity you have created. Economics 101 teaches 
that if you are making money, market entrants will seek to steal 
your business until the market has reached a saturation point.
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What IS That?
HOW TO DESCRIBE AN INVENTION IN A PATENT APPLICATION  BY GENE QUINN

The word “steal” may be harsh, 
but if you create something, and 
someone else enters the marketplace 
to compete against you, rest assured 
that you will feel like it is stealing. In the 
business world, the laws of economics are 
not bound by a moral code.

“Stealing” is the wrong word 
to use in most cases, but it 
would be stealing, in my opin-
ion, if someone were to trample 
on your patent rights. But, what 
if you don’t obtain a patent, or 
your patent is narrow, weak or 
defective because you didn’t appropriately define your inven-
tion? If market entrants do not infringe your patent, then it isn’t 
stealing and wouldn’t be considered any type of business griev-
ance or legally recognizable injury. To prevent what will certainly 
feel like stealing, you need to appropriately describe your inven-
tion and its variations to create a buffer—a moat of protection 
that surrounds your innovation. This will make it more difficult 
for competitors to encroach on your market and will force them 
to compete.

The takeaway here is simple: If you dismiss variations or en-
tirely different and unique embodiments, then you are leaving 
those to individuals and/or companies that would seek to capi-
talize on a product or process that is similar to your own, but 
not specifically covered by your patent.

Common Industry Terms
In many instances, inventors start the patent application pro-
cess with a provisional patent application. Assuming that is 
how you proceed, before you finalize your provisional patent 
application, or before you finalize the information you pro-
vide a patent attorney or patent agent, you should go back 
through what you have written and ask yourself if you are us-
ing any terms that have particular meanings. Does each term 
have a commonly understood meaning by those who are 
skilled in this field? If so, it is absolutely essential that you use 
the term to mean what others in the industry think it means. 
Do not get creative. 

While patent laws state that a patentee can be his or her own 
lexicographer, it is important not to take too much latitude. 
If those in the industry understand a term to carry a certain 
meaning, the courts will use that meaning when interpreting 
the scope of the patent disclosure. 

When in doubt, it is always the 
best practice to explain through il-

lustration and description rather than 
to simply rely upon a meaning that 

may or may not be understood in the 
industry. The specification (i.e., written 

description) you create and ultimately file is 
the glossary for the invention. 
It is intended to describe your 
invention in its full glory and to 
define any terms or concepts to 
deflect ambiguity so that every-
one understands.

The Enablement Requirement
It is also essential that you look over what you have written to 
make sure the description is complete. In order for any patent 
application to be complete, the invention must be enabled. This 
requirement, aptly named the enablement requirement, is geared 
toward ensuring that every disclosure places the subject matter 
of the invention into the possession of the public. This is what is 
commonly referred to as the quid pro quo of patent law. The gov-
ernment will grant a patent, together with exclusive rights for 
a limited time, provided the inventor explains in specific detail 
how to make and use the invention covered by the patent. The 
purpose of the requirement is that when the patent expires, the 
public has enough information to make and use the invention 
without having to get more information from the inventor.

In order to satisfy this enablement requirement, you need to 
specifically and objectively define and describe how to make and 
use your invention. The quickest way to explain the concept of 
enablement is by way of example. The popular children’s song 
“Skeleton Bones” explains how all the bones in the body are con-
nected. The leg bone is connected to the knee bone, which is 
connected to the thighbone, which is connected to the backbone, 
which is connected to the neck bone, and so on. This very gener-
al overview of how the bones in the body are connected is a good 
first step, but there is a lot more that can be written.

The backbone is made up of many smaller bones. For exam-
ple, there are seven cervical vertebrae in the necks of all mam-
mals, and these bones together make up a portion of the back-
bone. Therefore, a more complete description of the backbone 
would point out that the neck is a part of the backbone. An 
even more complete description might include saying cervical 
vertebrae 1 (i.e., C1, which is a part of the neck) is connected 
to cervical vertebrae 2 (i.e., C2), and so on. The point is that the 

It is absolutely essential to think  
outside the box when describing your 

invention in any patent application. 



more detailed the description the better, but you must have at 
least an overview of how everything fits together, and how to 
make and use the invention. Therefore, be sure to disclose, with 
as much detail as possible, how all the pieces of your invention 
connect, work together, function and interrelate.

A Picture Is Worth 1,000 Words
An excellent way to make sure you are including an appropri-
ately detailed description that treats many variations and alter-
native embodiments is to include professional patent drawings. 
In fact, the single best way to enhance any disclosure is through 
quality patent drawings, and I am a fan of including more rath-
er than fewer. Whatever is shown in the drawings will be con-
sidered disclosed, and drawings that tell a story are worth at 
least 1,000 words.

Patent laws require the patent applicant to furnish at least 
one drawing of the invention whenever the nature of the case 
requires a drawing to understand the invention, which, in my 
experience, is almost always. The only real exception is when 
you claim a chemical compound or method, but even with a 
method, you can and should find something to illustrate.

The drawings must show every feature of the invention speci-
fied in the claims. In order to capture the full benefit of a filing 
date, a patent application needs to com-
pletely cover the invention and all permu-
tations at the time the application is filed. 
Drawings can and will provide a safety net 
if you have enough that are detailed. 

You can file a provisional patent application without draw-
ings, but that is a huge mistake. It is also possible to get a non-
provisional patent application filing date without a drawing, but 
that doesn’t mean drawings aren’t required. Unfortunately, be-
cause you cannot add disclosure after you file a non-provisional 
patent application, you may be prevented from filing drawings af-
ter your non-provisional filing date, which could ultimately com-
promise the disclosure and force expensive procedural maneu-
vers that will result in starting over with a new patent application. 
Thus, the best advice is to always include lots of drawings when 
you file a patent application.

The United States Court of Appeals for the Federal Circuit 
has frequently consulted drawings in order to determine what 
one of skill in the art would have considered disclosed at the 
time the application was filed. If you accidentally leave some-
thing out of the written disclosure, the drawings you submit 
may save you in the long run, provided, of course, they are de-
tailed enough to convey nuanced information about your in-
vention, hence the preference for high-quality professional il-
lustrations rather than amateur sketches. In many cases the 
Patent Office will accept amateur sketches, but given the rela-
tively low price of professional drawings ($75 to $150 a page) 
and the far greater detail in a professional illustration, you are 

You get more disclosure with more drawings and 
then, if you actually go through and describe the 
drawings, you will put more meat on the bones and 
almost certainly be inspired to think of variations 
or alternatives you wouldn’t have otherwise. 
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really doing yourself a disservice if you do not have professional 
illustrations at the time of filing.

Drawings and Disclosure
Why do drawings help so much with the disclosure? In addi-
tion to the adage that a picture (or drawing) is worth a thousand 
words, you are supposed to go through and explain in writing 
what each of the drawings in a patent application shows. If you 
have more drawings, that is naturally going to lead to a more tex-
tual description. If you go through the drawings one by one and 
explain what they show, you will invariably find yourself think-
ing of things that could be discussed but aren’t actually shown 
well in the drawing; perhaps because of the angle or because you 
want to talk about the materials that could be used for the pieces 
and parts. That is fine; just write it into the description. 

The drawings are there to facilitate understanding and if, as 
you describe something in the drawing you think of other things, 
describe them in the text. For example, the drawing might show 
a do-hickey but instead of a do-hickey, it could be a widget. So 
you simply explain: “Do-hickey 15, which could be made out of 
A, B or C, connects to whatchamacallit 10, which, likewise, can 
be made out of A, B or C. Although not pictured, the do-hickey 
15 could instead be a widget.” 

This low-level illustration shows that you use the drawings 
and the associated reference numerals to direct the reader to the 
pieces and parts you are discussing. You get more disclosure 
with more drawings and then, if you actually go through and 
describe the drawings, you will put more meat on the bones and 
almost certainly be inspired to think of variations or alterna-
tives you wouldn’t have otherwise. 

At the end of the day, you are trying to describe something 
that, at least in part, has heretofore never existed. After all, that 
is what is required of an invention. You need to describe not 
only the specific invention but also all the possible variations 
and options, because if you don’t describe those, they are not 
part of your invention, and you are inviting competitors to 
copy you without infringing your patent. One convention that 
might assist you as you set out to describe your invention is to 
think about how you would describe your invention to some-
one who is blind. This is a tough task, no doubt, but the goal of 
the written disclosure is to provide a verbal description that is 
much like a step-by-step “how to” manual. If you are describing 
your invention to someone who cannot see, you will invariably 
find creative and enlightening ways to verbally get your mes-
sage across. This is the type of detail that should be in an appli-
cation, and when combined with good, quality drawings you 
really have something worthwhile. 

Gene Quinn is a patent attorney, founder of IP-
Watchdog.com and a principal lecturer in the top 
patent bar review course in the nation. Strategic 
patent consulting, patent application drafting 
and patent prosecution are his specialties. Quinn 
also works with independent inventors and start-
up businesses in the technology field. 
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HOW OWNING A PATENT HELPED ONE  
WOMAN “OWN HER BEAUTY”

AS THE FIRST BLACK WOMAN to own a 
patent for a natural hair care product, Gwen 
Jimmere, founder of beauty innovation com-
pany NATURALICIOUS, says that it took time 
for her to gain the confidence to file a patent. 
“I had no problem getting trademarks, and I 
had copyrights, but patenting is a whole other 
beast,” she explains. 

If not for her mother’s cheeky yet encouraging 
threat to ban her daughter from visiting until she 
had applied for a patent, Jimmere says she may 
not even have tried. Many women and minor-
ity entrepreneurs set such limitations on them-
selves, notes Jimmere. “Owning a patent…for a 
beauty product is similar to literally owning our 
beauty from a legal and financial perspective, 
[which] is so important for women and minor-
ity-owned businesses,” she says.

Jimmere’s road to patent owner and entre-
preneur was bumpy. After a few failed attempts 
at starting businesses for which she did not tru-
ly have a passion, Jimmere found success when 
she stumbled upon the solution to a problem 
that plagues many women with coarse or curly 
hair. Having written off chemical relaxers when 
the documentary Good Hair opened her eyes to 
their toxic effects, Jimmere found that, to wear 
her hair naturally, each week she had to spend 
two to four hours washing and deep condition-
ing her hair. “I was finding that all of my friends 
and family members were also spending this 
amount of time on their hair. I asked, ‘Who has 
time for that?’ ”

The solution-driven Jimmere began research-
ing and mixing ingredients in her kitchen with 
the goal of getting her “wash day” down to one 
hour or less. Once she found the right formula, 
friends and family became curious, and soon she 
was selling her product via word of mouth. 

When Jimmere lost her full-time job just one 
month before her divorce was to be finalized, 
she almost gave up on her dream. Fortune, how-
ever, was on her side. The prospect of caring 
for her 2-year-old son with a mere $32 in the 
bank forced Jimmere to do something she had 
thought about for months: schedule a meeting 
with representatives from the local Whole Foods 
Market. Luckily, the meeting went well. 

In the following interview, Jimmere discuss-
es her success and the role patents have played 
in her business’s growth. She also has advice for 
small business owners and entrepreneurs who 
may not think protecting their ideas is impor-
tant, or even possible.

Innovator Insights: Describe your invention.
Gwen Jimmere: The patent I have is on my 
Moroccan Rhassoul 5-1 Clay Treatment, which 
is part of our OooLaLocks Hair Box. It’s a cleans-
er, a conditioner, a deep conditioner, a leave-in 
conditioner and a detangler, all at once. It’s also 
the first hair-care product made from Rhassoul 
clay. All four products in the OooLaLocks Hair 
Box do the work of 13 different products in just 
four steps.

Rhassoul clay comes from the Atlas Moun-
tains in Morocco. Cleopatra is known to have 
used Rhassoul clay to cleanse her hair. There 
are other clays around, but this is one of the 
only clays that actually removes all the bad 
stuff but leaves all the good stuff and adds more 
good stuff. Other clays remove everything, in-
cluding the much-needed moisture that your 
hair needs to look its best. Those who are fa-
miliar with Rhassoul clay have to buy it dry and 
mix it up themselves, which can take hours and 
is very, very messy. If they don’t get the propor-
tions right, they’ve ruined an entire batch. But 

This article was originally published November 17, 2015 in  Innovator Insights,  
a blog interview series of the IPO Education Foundation. For information, visit www.ipoef.org.

TAKES 
THINGS NATURALLY
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ours is the first ready-to-use Rhassoul clay-
based product. You just squeeze it out of the 
bottle like any other shampoo, and it’s already 
mixed with high-quality oils, deionized water 
and other vital ingredients for healthy hair.

II: How did you progress from coming up 
with the formula for this product in your 
kitchen and selling it to friends and fam-
ily to starting your own business?
GJ: I was in the process of getting a divorce and 
then ended up getting laid off from my job just one month before 
my divorce was final. I literally had $32 in the bank. I looked at 
my then-2-year-old son the day I got laid off and thought, I can 
sit here and cry about this, or I can see it as an opportunity to start 
something new. I’m out of this marriage. I’m out of this job. I can 
look at the glass as half-full or half-empty.

There was a Whole Foods Market that was opening in Detroit 
at the time, and I’d drive by and want to pitch them sometimes, 
but I didn’t know how to approach them or what to say. So I fig-
ured out who to talk to and, luckily for me, I got a meeting. I 
pitched them like my life depended on it, which it did. Ten min-
utes into the pitch they said, “We love it. We’ve never seen any-
thing like it. This is great. Let’s do it!” That was the first store we 
got a purchase order from.

II: Why did you feel you should patent the product?
GJ: I truly didn’t think that I was able to get a patent. First, I knew 
it was expensive; I had researched the costs and the lowest attorney 
fee was $10,000, and that wasn’t even with the filing fees. And of 
course, if you don’t get the patent, you don’t get that money back. 

My mom was really the catalyst for pushing me to get a patent. 
She said, “Gwen, you’re sitting on a gold mine. You have to pat-
ent this. Someone else is going to take what you did and make a 
ton of money, and you’re going to be so upset because you cre-
ated it first.” After a few months of coaxing, my mother jokingly 
said, “You know what, don’t even come over [to] my house until 
you’ve applied for that patent.” She wasn’t trying to be mean, she 
really just saw the potential of what I had created.

II: How did you start?
GJ: I did this all on my own. I didn’t have an attorney, so it was 
extremely intimidating. I looked up the patent law. I spent a lot 
of time at the library and became best friends with the librar-
ians in my city [Canton, Mich.]. I put in a lot of sweat equity 
because I didn’t want to spend all that money and not actually 
get the patent. I thought, If I can learn some of this, perhaps I 
can do this on my own.

II: What was that process like?
GJ: It was a lot of reading, learning and looking at case studies. 
I utilized Sara Blakely as a muse. She’s the woman who started 
Spanx. She owns a patent and filed for her patent on her own, as 
well. I think she’s amazing, and I thought that if she did it on a 
shoestring budget at the time, I could do this, too.

I didn’t know anything about patent law at the time, and it was 
very intimidating and scary, but I think what really drove me was 
the fact that I knew I had something that was truly unique. After 
my company and our products started becoming more popular, 
I started noticing other companies using Rhassoul clay. Very few 
others had been using it before I came up with this product, and 
no other company had created a ready-to-use Rhassoul-clay hair 
product like mine. 

I wanted protection for my business. I also wanted to have le-
verage. If one day some big conglomerate offers to buy my com-
pany, I want to have the option of saying, “Well, you can have 
the company, but I still own the patent,” or “I’ll license the patent 
to you.” Perhaps I won’t sell at all, keeping the company, along 
with the patent. Either way, I want to have those sorts of options. 
Granted, the patent only lasts 20 years, but if you really work it, 
you can make something happen in that time period.

All in all, it took me six to eight months of research before I 
even applied for the patent. There’s a lot of information available 
on the Internet about patent filing, but a lot of misinformation, 
as well.

II: Ultimately, how important was the patent to your success?
GJ: There’s been a lot of press around this patent, which in itself 
has been huge. We’ve caught the attention of several national me-
dia outlets. The Tom Joyner Morning Show, which I’ve listened to 
since I was in grade school, called and asked me to be featured on 
their segment “The Little Known Black History Fact.” If you’re a 
listener of the show, you know that it’s a really big deal—and a huge 
honor. … None of that would have happened without the patent. 

The OooLaLocks Hair Box contains a cleanser, a conditioner, a  
deep conditioner, a leave-in conditioner and a detangler. These  

four products do the work of 13 different products, one of which is 
the first hair-care product made from Rhassoul clay.
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To be honest, I didn’t set out to be the first black woman to do 
this (have a patent for a natural hair-care product). I didn’t know 
that no one else had done it until I was awarded the patent and 
then found out. I think for entrepreneurs it’s exciting because a 
lot of times we’re creating products in our homes, and a lot of us 
are really smart and savvy and creative, but we limit ourselves by 
thinking that we can’t qualify or that we’re too small to do it. In 
my case, it goes to show you can start something with $32 in your 
bank account, like I did, and then grow to the point where your 
product is in demand enough that you need to protect it.

It’s also huge for women entrepreneurs. Statistics show that 
women and minority-owned businesses take on personal debt in 
order to fund our businesses rather than taking investment op-
portunities or raising capital in other non-traditional ways. Since 
having the patent, I can’t tell you how much interest I’ve had 
from investors. I’d already had a few people reach out, but the 
patent puts NATURALICIOUS in a whole new league. It gives 
me the option of taking on some of these investors, because now 
we have something proprietary and they see value in that.

II: Have you had to enforce your patent?
GJ: I’ve only had it since August 2015, so not yet, but I definitely  
anticipate having to. I’ve seen others using Rhassoul clay and 
mixing it with other ingredients. They’re mostly small players, 
but I’ve spoken to my lawyer and we’re seeing how it develops. 
I definitely have the capacity and plan to be litigious if I need to.

II: Some people see using patents to block others from 
copying inventions as unfair. Why do you think the public 
is sometimes critical of patents?
GJ: From a business perspective, it’s very frustrating to create 
something and go through all the trial and error, all the hypoth-
eses and the years people spend coming up with an invention, 
only for someone else to come along and use it and profit off of it. 
From a business mindset, we see the value in IP. I think it’s neces-
sary, important and needs to be enforced.

In any other field, you have to pay to use someone else’s prop-
erty. You can’t move into someone else’s house without paying 
rent. IP is also property: It’s something that is legally owned, and 
others should have to pay for it if they want to utilize someone 
else’s creation for profit. If they don’t wish to pay for it, they can 
create their own ideas and profit off of those.

II: What is your advice to other fledgling entrepreneurs 
who are thinking about patenting?
GJ: If you’re feeling intimidated about applying for a patent, and 
you can’t afford an attorney, I’d advise seeking the counsel of an 
intermediary. You’re trading your time for money when you use 
an attorney or intermediary. By applying on my own, I saved 
over $8,500, but I also spent six to eight months just learning 
the law in preparation of the application process, then another 
15 months waiting on a decision from the USPTO. You have to 
decide if you want to save time or if you want to save money. If 
you know you can be thorough, diligent and consistent in your 
pursuit of a potential patent, go ahead and apply on your own.

From my perspective, I see having my particular patent as a 
way of literally owning my own beauty. My company obviously 
makes a beauty product, so there’s a bit of a pun in there. How-
ever, owning our ideas—whether beauty related or otherwise—
from a legal and financial perspective is so important for women 
and minority-owned businesses. We need to own our ideas and 
inventions. A lot of us are creators, but we don’t actually own any-
thing. Someone else could come along and see the value in what 
you do. Why should they pay you when they can just create it 
themselves for a lot less? So I definitely encourage everyone who 
feels they’ve created something viable to pursue patenting. 

About IPO Education Foundation
Intellectual Property Owners Education Foundation is a non-
profit organization devoted to educational and charitable 
activities designed to improve intellectual property rights. The 
Foundation conducts programs to:

•  Broaden public understanding of systems for protecting  
intellectual property,

•  Sponsor awards for the purpose of recognizing outstanding  
achievement in the fields of invention, creativity and IP 
rights, and

•  Publish reports dealing with legal, economic and other  
aspects of intellectual property.

IPO Education Foundation is tax exempt under tax code 501(c)(3). Donations 
to the foundation by individuals are tax deductible to the extent allowed by 
law. IPO Education Foundation was established by Intellectual Property 
Owners Association (IPO), a trade association with members who own or 
are interested in intellectual property rights. To find out more about IPO 
Education Foundation programs or how to make a donation, call (202) 
507-4500 or visit the website at www.ipoef.org.

Innovator Insights is IPOEF’s forum for inventors and other IP 
stakeholders to discuss their work and the role IP plays for them, 
and to help educate the public on the link between strong IP 
protection and robust innovation. Read more at www.ipoef.org. 

“ IN MY CASE, IT GOES TO SHOW YOU CAN START SOMETHING WITH $32 IN YOUR  
BANK ACCOUNT, LIKE I DID, AND THEN GROW TO THE POINT WHERE YOUR PRODUCT  
IS IN DEMAND ENOUGH THAT YOU NEED TO PROTECT IT.” —GWEN JIMMERE



2015 Fellows of the  
National Academy of Inventors
168 PROLIFIC INNOVATORS ELECTED AS NAI FELLOWS 
B Y  L A U R E N  M A R A D E I

The National Academy of Inventors announced the election of 168  
academic luminaries to the 2015 class of NAI Fellows in December 2015.

Election to NAI Fellow status is a high professional distinction accorded to 
academic inventors who have demonstrated a highly prolific spirit of innovation 
in creating or facilitating outstanding inventions that have made a tangible  
impact on quality of life, economic development and welfare of society.

Those named to the 2015 class bring the total number of NAI Fellows to 582,  
representing over 190 research universities and governmental and non-profit  
research institutes. The 2015 Fellows account for 5,368 issued U.S. patents,  
bringing the collective patents held by all NAI Fellows to more than 20,000. 

Included among all NAI Fellows are more than 80 presidents and senior leaders  
of research universities and non-profit research institutes, 310 members of the 
National Academy of Sciences, the National Academy of Engineering and the 
National Academy of Medicine, 27 inductees of the National Inventors Hall of Fame, 
36 recipients of the U.S. National Medal of Technology and Innovation, and the U.S. 
National Medal of Science, 27 Nobel Laureates, 14 Lemelson-MIT Prize recipients, 
170 AAAS Fellows and 98 IEEE Fellows, among other awards and distinctions.  

The NAI Fellows will be inducted on April 15, 2016 as part of the Fifth Annual 
Conference of the National Academy of Inventors at the United States Patent and 
Trademark Office. USPTO Commissioner for Patents Andrew Hirshfeld will provide 

the keynote address for the induction ceremony. In honor of their  
outstanding accomplishments, Fellows will be presented with  

a special trophy, medal and rosette pin.

A complete list of all NAI Fellows is available at  

www.academyofinventors.org

Honoring Invention
 I N  A C A D E M I A 
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C. Mauli Agrawal, The University of Texas at San Antonio
Dean P. Alderucci, The University of Chicago
Jayakrishna Ambati, University of Kentucky
Iver E. Anderson, Iowa State University
Kristi S. Anseth, University of Colorado Boulder
Allen W. Apblett, Oklahoma State University
Charles J. Arntzen, Arizona State University
Harry A. Atwater, Jr., California Institute of Technology
Lorne A. Babiuk, University of Alberta
John M. Ballato, Clemson University
John S. Baras, University of Maryland
Issa Batarseh, University of Central Florida
Ray H. Baughman, The University of Texas at Dallas
Angela M. Belcher, Massachusetts Institute of Technology
Stephen J. Benkovic, The Pennsylvania State University
Shekhar Bhansali, Florida International University
Sangeeta N. Bhatia, Massachusetts Institute of Technology
J. Douglas Birdwell, The University of Tennessee, Knoxville
Kenneth J. Blank, Rowan University
Dale L. Boger, The Scripps Research Institute
Charles A. Bouman, Purdue University
John E. Bowers, University of California, Santa Barbara
Gary L. Bowlin, University of Memphis
C. Jeffrey Brinker, The University of New Mexico
Emery N. Brown, Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
Milton L. Brown, Georgetown University 
Richard B. Brown, The University of Utah
Steven R.J. Brueck, The University of New Mexico
Joe C. Campbell, University of Virginia
Selim A. Chacour, University of South Florida
Mau-Chung Frank Chang, National Chiao Tung University
Shu Chien, University of California, San Diego
Mary-Dell Chilton, Washington University in St. Louis
Diana S. Chow, University of Houston
Chung K. Chu, University of Georgia
Yoginder P. Chugh, Southern Illinois University
William J. Clancey, Institute for Human and Machine Cognition
Katrina Cornish, The Ohio State University
Delos M. Cosgrove III, Cleveland Clinic
Alan W. Cramb, Illinois Institute of Technology
Benjamin F. Cravatt III, The Scripps Research Institute
Roy Curtiss III, University of Florida
P. Daniel Dapkus, University of Southern California
John G. Daugman, University of Cambridge
Mark E. Davis, California Institute of Technology
Robert C. Dean, Jr., Dartmouth College
Atam P. Dhawan, New Jersey Institute of Technology
Duane B. Dimos, The University of Texas at Arlington
David M. Eddy, University of South Florida
Nader Engheta, University of Pennsylvania
Antonio F. Facchetti, Northwestern University
Rudolf Faust, University of Massachusetts Lowell
Robert E. Fischell, University of Maryland
Christodoulos A. Floudas, Texas A&M University
Gabor Forgacs, University of Missouri
Scott E. Fraser, University of Southern California

Jean M.J. Fréchet, King Abdullah University of Science and Technology
Richard H. Frenkiel, Rutgers, The State University of New Jersey
Sanjiv S. Gambhir, Stanford University
Shubhra Gangopadhyay, University of Missouri
Sir Andre K. Geim, The University of Manchester
George Georgiou, The University of Texas at Austin
John C. Gore, Vanderbilt University
Venu Govindaraju, University at Buffalo, The State University of New York
Ali Hajimiri, California Institute of Technology
Naomi J. Halas, Rice University
Andrew D. Hamilton, New York University
Wayne W. Hanna, University of Georgia
Sherry L. Harbin, Purdue University
Florence P. Haseltine, National Institutes of Health
Charlotte A.E. Hauser, King Abdullah University of Science and Technology
Craig J. Hawker, University of California, Santa Barbara
M. Frederick Hawthorne, University of Missouri
Barton F. Haynes, Duke University
Richard F. Heck, University of Delaware
Andrew B. Holmes, The University of Melbourne
Rush D. Holt, American Association for the Advancement of Science
H. Robert Horvitz, Massachusetts Institute of Technology
Chenming C. Hu, University of California, Berkeley
Leon D. Iasemidis, Louisiana Tech University
Mir Imran, University of Pittsburgh
Donald E. Ingber, Harvard University
Chennupati Jagadish, The Australian National University
Anil K. Jain, Michigan State University
Kristina M. Johnson, University of Colorado Boulder
Joseph S. Kalinowski, East Carolina University
Aaron V. Kaplan, Dartmouth College
Usha N. Kasid, Georgetown University
Kenneth W. Kinzler, Johns Hopkins University
Brian K. Kobilka, Stanford University
Steven J. Kubisen, The George Washington University
Donald W. Landry, Columbia University
Se-Jin Lee, Johns Hopkins University
Sunggyu Lee, Ohio University
Robert J. Lefkowitz, Duke University
G. Douglas Letson, H. Lee Moffitt Cancer & Research Institute
Jennifer A. Lewis, Harvard University
Guifang Li, University of Central Florida
James C. Liao, University of California, Los Angeles
John S. Lollar III, Emory University
Anthony M. Lowman, Rowan University
Rodney S. Markin, University of Nebraska Medical Center
Tobin J. Marks, Northwestern University
Dean F. Martin, University of South Florida
Helen S. Mayberg, Emory University
Patrick L. McGeer, The University of British Columbia
Edith G. McGeer, The University of British Columbia
Meyya Meyyappan, NASA Ames Research Center 
Thomas E. Milner, The University of Texas at Austin
Umesh K. Mishra, University of California, Santa Barbara
Somenath Mitra, New Jersey Institute of Technology
Andreas F. Molisch, University of Southern California

Ramani Narayan, Michigan State University
Alan C. Nelson, Arizona State University
Kyriacos C. Nicolaou, Rice University
David R. Nygren, The University of Texas at Arlington
Richard M. Osgood, Jr., Columbia University
Alyssa Panitch, Purdue University
H. Anne Pereira, University of Oklahoma Health Sciences Center
William M. Pierce, Jr., University of Louisville
John M. Poate, Colorado School of Mines
H. Vincent Poor, Princeton University
Ann Progulske-Fox, University of Florida
Suzie H. Pun, University of Washington
Kaushik Rajashekara, The University of Texas at Dallas
Jahangir S. Rastegar, Stony Brook University
A. Hari Reddi, University of California, Davis
E. Albert Reece, University of Maryland
Kenneth L. Reifsnider, The University of Texas at Arlington
Jasper D. Rine, University of California, Berkeley
Ajeet Rohatgi, Georgia Institute of Technology
Stephen D. Russell, Space and Naval Warfare Systems Command
Michael J. Sailor, University of California, San Diego
Bahgat G. Sammakia, Binghamton University
Andrew V. Schally, University of Miami
Paul R. Schimmel, The Scripps Research Institute
Peter G. Schultz, The Scripps Research Institute
Marlan O. Scully, Texas A&M University
Jonathan L. Sessler, The University of Texas at Austin
Mohsen Shahinpoor, University of Maine
Ben A. Shneiderman, University of Maryland
Marvin J. Slepian, The University of Arizona
Kwok-Fai So, The University of Hong Kong
Richard A. Soref, University of Massachusetts Boston
Pramod K. Srivastava, University of Connecticut
Andrew J. Steckl, University of Cincinnati
Valentino J. Stella, The University of Kansas
Galen D. Stucky, University of California, Santa Barbara
Bala Subramaniam, The University of Kansas
R. Michael Tanner, Association of Public and Land-grant Universities
Guillermo J. Tearney, Harvard University
Stephen Tomlinson, Medical University of South Carolina
James M. Tour, Rice University
Kalliat T. Valsaraj, Louisiana State University
Bert Vogelstein, Johns Hopkins University
Norman J. Wagner III, University of Delaware
Yong Wang, Washington State University
James A. Wells, University of California, San Francisco
Caroline C. Whitacre, The Ohio State University 
Jay F. Whitacre, Carnegie Mellon University
Helena S. Wisniewski, University of Alaska Anchorage
Edward D. Wolf, Cornell University
Paul K. Wright, University of California, Berkeley
James C. Wyant, The University of Arizona
Pan-Chyr Yang, National Taiwan University
Yu-Dong Yao, Stevens Institute of Technology
Martin L. Yarmush, Rutgers, The State University of New Jersey
Jianping Zheng, Florida State University
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PROTOTYPING

Plastics and Prototypes
WHAT YOU CAN LEARN FROM YOUR RECYCLING BIN

BY JEREMY LOSAW

photos by jeremy losaw

T he house I grew up in is next to the town dump—
at least that is what we called it. To be honest, it was a 
compactor and recycling transfer station for a town of 

roughly 1,500 people. It was only open Tuesdays, Thursdays and 
Saturdays: Drive up, chuck the garbage bags in the compactor, 
watch the grumpy old guy in the shack push the control knob to 
compress the garbage into the trailer, and off you go. Many peo-
ple work in office complexes that produce more tons of garbage 
weekly than the amount that goes through the West Stockbridge, 
Mass., compactor.

In my teen years, living next to the dump was like wearing a 
scarlet letter, but when I was a kid, it was considered an exten-
sion of my backyard. The dump’s looping driveway provided a 
convenient place to ride bikes and drive remote control cars, 
and we used to catch frogs in the adjacent swampy area. On 
Saturday mornings, my sister, Jennifer, and I would strap gro-
cery bags filled with the weekly garbage to the handles of our 

bicycles and ride over to launch them into the compactor. To-
day, urban planners would reap high praise on such an eco-
friendly arrangement.

At some point, the compacting center added recycling bays. 
My sister, a budding conservation enthusiast, was delighted by 
this new opportunity. We dutifully separated paper and plastics 
marked with the accepted recycling numbers, and added those 
to our handlebars each week. 

All we knew at the time was that certain numbers on the con-
tainers indicated the plastic was recyclable, while other numbers 
meant the plastic was not. I gave very little thought as to why or 
how they were different. It was not until I became a degreed en-
gineer that I had any idea what the numbers meant and under-
stood the magic behind the formulations of the plastics that are 
now part of our daily lives. The following is a guide to the plastics 
behind the recycling numbers and an explanation of how they 
can be used in your next prototype.

An aerial view, courtesy of Google maps, shows 
the proximity of Jeremy Losaw’s parents’ house 
(blue) to the West Stockbridge compactor (red).
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Products ranging 
from detergent to 
Parmesan cheese 

are sold in PET 
containers.

Polyethylene Terephthalate (PET)
Polyethylene terephthalate, often abbreviated 
PET, is very popular in the food industry. Most 
beverage bottles are made from PET because it 

is naturally clear and does not leach into the liquids it contains. 
It is also important in the garment industry as a primary ingre-
dient in polyester fibers. In fact, most fleece jackets are made 
from non-woven polyester fibers, which are noted for their wa-
ter-resistant properties.

PET is a first-rate prototyping material, if only because of its 
availability. Soda bottles are tough and are excellent for proto-
types, especially if there is a fluid-handling component in the 
innovation. The greatest drawback to PET is that many super 
glues will not adhere to it, which makes it difficult to bond. 
However, hot glue is usually effective. PET can also be heat 
formed with an industrial heat gun if special shapes are need-
ed. PET is accepted by most recycling programs.

HDPE containers.High-Density Polyethylene (HDPE)
HDPE is another plastic that is commonly used 
for bottling. Its natural color is a hazy white, 
which makes it less suitable for packaging liq-

uids that need to be seen. However, it is used in milk jugs, laun-
dry detergent containers and shampoo bottles. HDPE also gets 
a lot of industrial use as the result of its high strength-to-weight 
ratio, toughness and resistance to chemicals. It is used to make 
pipes, hard hats and even fuel tanks. 

HDPE is suitable as a prototype material for products that 
hold corrosive fluids, since fuels and chemicals can be housed 
safely in HDPE. Its slick surface also makes it practical for pro-
ducing gears and bearings.

 

PVC tube fittings 
are used on an early 

concept model for 
the SockSync.

Vinyl and PVC
For music buffs, the word “vinyl” brings back 
fond memories of the smell of old record jack-
ets and the unmistakable scratch of record nee-

dles. As an engineering material, vinyl and its sister, polyvinyl 
chloride, or PVC, create a versatile family of plastics. 

Vinyl is not typically used in its virgin form; rather it is po-
lymerized with other chemicals, such as chloride, to make PVC, 
which is much tougher. PVC can be rigid or flexible, depend-
ing on the formulation, and so offers wide-ranging applications. 
In its flexible form, PVC is manufactured into adhesive wraps, 
signs and clothing. In its rigid form, PVC is used for pipes, plas-
tic fencing and gutters.

PVC is inexpensive and widely available, which makes it one 
of the best prototyping materials. Special PVC cutters make it 
easy and mess free to cut, although PVC should never be burned 
or laser cut, as it will release toxic chlorine gas. PVC pipe and fit-
tings can be used as modular building systems, and they are eas-
ily locked into place with PVC cement. Just be sure to use low 
VOC cement and wear a mask when applying PVC cement.
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Low-Density Polyethylene (LDPE)
Low-density polyethylene is not as strong as 
HDPE, and it is harder find. It is most com-
monly used as a film to make bags and plastic 

wrap. Its flexibility lends itself to use in sports water bottles and 
other squeezable bottles.

LDPE has limited use as a prototyping material. In general, PET 
and polypropylene have better properties and are often substi-
tuted in its place.  

Polypropylene (PP)
Polypropylene, or polypro, is inexpensive, strong, 
flexible and tough. It has widespread use—from 
food packaging to furniture to toys. Since it tends 

to be hazy, PP is not suitable for high-visibility packaging. How-
ever, it is food safe, which makes it a popular option for reusable 
food storage containers like Tupperware. Polypropylene is resis-
tant to fatigue and is used in applications that require a living 
hinge, such as the top of a Parmesan cheese container. 

Despite its functional properties and widespread use, pro-
totyping with polypro is difficult. The material is hard to drill, 
which can result in polygonal holes. Polypropylene also has a 
high molecular surface energy, which makes it nearly impos-
sible to glue. Painting the surface requires a special primer, 
which still may not get the paint to stick. 

Detailed model 
parts from a 
Tamiya sprue 
photographed 
on a piece of 
white styrene.

Polystyrene (PS)
Polystyrene is hard to recycle and slow to bio-
degrade, so many municipalities exclude it from 
their recycling programs. Foamed styrene, more 

commonly known as Styrofoam, is found in food packaging, 
such as egg cartons or the trays on which meat is packed. At one 
time, Styrofoam was a popular option for fast-food packaging, 
but it has largely been phased out by paper, as has polystyrene. 

Styrene sheet is tough and flexible. It flows well in a mold, so it 
is used to achieve high surface detail, such as in plastic model kits.

Styrene is a popular prototyping material because sheets are 
inexpensive, and pieces up to .060 inches thick can be cut with 
regular scissors. Styrene bonds easily with super glue or model 
cement, and it holds paint well. In addition to prototyping, a 
sheet can be used as a backdrop for taking photos of prototypes.

Polycarbonate (PC) and others
The recycling symbol “7” is most often used to 
indicate polycarbonates, but “7” also serves as a 
catchall for other uncategorized plastics, such as 

some nylons and bisphenol A, or BPA. Polycarbonate, which is 
known for its impact resistance, is used in remote control car bod-
ies, sunglasses and water bottles, including the popular Nalgene 
brand. Thicker forms are used to make bulletproof glass. 

PC is a useful prototype material. Thin sheets can be cut with 
scissors, and it can be bonded with super glue. PC bottles can be 
cut with a Dremel or saw, and they can even be threaded to ac-
cept pipe fittings. Since they are popular for remote-control ap-
plications, small sheets of PVC are found at local hobby stores. 
Specially formulated remote-control paint sticks well to it, and 
the inside surface can be painted to yield a glossy outer finish.

The Perky Collar was molded from 
polycarbonate for its toughness 

and impact resistance.

It is difficult to comprehend the value of the plastics we recycle 
without understanding their properties and potential applica-
tions. Hopefully, this guide will help you upcycle your waste into 
a successful new innovation. Remember: “One man’s trash is 
another man’s treasure.” 

Despite its amazing properties  
and widespread use, prototyping  
with polypro is difficult.
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Gene Quinn: I know from talking to 
you previously that you have a number 
of priorities for 2016. Can you share 
those? What would you like to accom-
plish in the remainder of the year?
Michelle Lee: I have so many priorities. 
They would certainly include the timely  
issuance of high quality patents, ensur-
ing that the Patent Trial and Appeal Board 
conducts fair proceedings and issues high 
quality rulings within the statutory dead-
line—especially given the increases in the 
petitions filed that we have been seeing—
and integrating all four regional offices 
in Dallas, Silicon Valley, Denver and De-
troit to achieve the USPTO’s core mission. 
These offices provide a great vehicle for ed-
ucation and outreach on the many servic-
es the USPTO offers to support innovators 

and educate a much broader segment of 
the population on the value and uses of in-
tellectual property. Another priority is to 
continue to consider meaningful and bal-
anced patent reforms that take into ac-
count changes occurring in the patent eco-
system—whether legislatively, judicially 
and/or administratively, including through 
the USPTO. And on the copyright front, it 
would include the release of the White 
Paper on remixes, first sale doctrine and 
statutory damages, and the ratification of 
the Beijing and Marrakesh treaties.

… We are very excited about the upcom-
ing release of the White Paper, as it will be 
the first major administration policy pro-
posal on changes to copyright law since 
the 1990s. And the goal, of course, is effec-
tive and balanced copyright protection in 

an increasingly digital world. … The key 
change is that the report recommends 
amending the Copyright Act to provide 
more guidance and flexibility to courts in 
awarding statutory damages. … We believe 
the proposed amendments continue to en-
sure meaningful protection of intellectual 
property but also preserve the dynamic in-
novation that has made the digital econo-
my so important to our society.

GQ: Do you sense there’s any real chance 
that over the next year the Copyright Act 
could be amended, or is this just the be-
ginning of what could likely be a multi-
year process?
ML: We know that Chairman Goodlatte 
is focused on these issues. I’m not the best 
prognosticator and predictor of the timing 
at which Congress moves, but as the prin-
cipal advisor to the president through the 
Secretary of Commerce on intellectual 
property policy matters, including copy-
rights, I thought it was our job to provide 
appropriate input and guidance based 
upon extensive stakeholder conversations 
on some pretty important issues, and now 
we have done so through the White Paper.
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An Exclusive 
Interview
GENE QUINN GOES 

ONE-ON-ONE WITH USPTO 
DIRECTOR MICHELLE LEE 

BY GENE QUINN

This past January, patent attorney and IPWatchdog founder, Gene Quinn, 
had the opportunity to go on the record with Under Secretary of Commerce for 
Intellectual Property and Director of the United States Patent and Trademark 

Office Michelle Lee. Topics discussed included the release of the Commerce Depart-
ment’s White Paper on copyrights, Lee’s recent visit to the Consumer Electronics Show, 
the power outage that brought down USPTO electronic filing systems in December, the 
Office’s patent quality initiative and the new patent classification system. The following is 
an edited version of the interview.
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GQ: When you started your first answer 
you mentioned the Board and some 
changes. … It seems that over the past 
several months...that the Board has 
turned a corner to some extent. It seems 
the Board is not instituting as many IPR 
cases as it was initially. I was wondering 
if you’ve noticed that as well and what 
you may think is going on with that dy-
namic, if anything.
ML: I don’t spend a lot of time fixating and 
concentrating on the numbers of cases ac-
cepted. After all, no one knows what “the 
right number” is. ... The PTAB looks at the 
cases as they come in the door—the facts 
presented, the legal arguments made and 
the case law cited—and then makes deci-
sions on an individual basis guided by the 
facts, arguments and law, allowing the cards 
to fall where they may. And it may very well 
be if the trend that you identified is true, that 
everybody is getting used to these proceed-
ings and what to expect out of them. So I 
like to think that we’re all settling down, but 
it’s a priority of mine to work with the public 
and the stakeholders to further strengthen 
and improve these PTAB proceedings. 

They have proved popular, if you base 
popularity on the number of filings. We’ve 
had more than three times the number of 
filings expected, with over 4,000 filed to 
date. And the opinions that have gone up 
on appeal have, for the most part, been af-
firmed by the Federal Circuit, and that’s 
the most important for the agency, as well 
as making sure that we issue high-quali-
ty opinions that are consistent. You know 
we’ve got a great team of PTAB judges 
with strong patent law and technical back-
grounds. That said, we recognize that as 
with any relatively new proceeding, there 
are improvements that can be made. 

One of the first things I did when I be-
gan leading the agency was to say, “Look, 
we have a couple of years of experience un-
der our belts with these proceedings. Let’s 
go out to our stakeholder community and 
ask them what we can and should be do-
ing to further improve the effectiveness 
and fairness of these proceedings.” It was 
really a very wide open inquiry. We asked 
for input in all areas through a series of 

roadshows throughout the country. After 
that period of time, we requested written 
comments. This past August, we published 
some proposed rules to the PTAB proceed-
ings. We’re looking to refine and strengthen 
the effectiveness and fairness of these pro-
ceedings. The comment period closed in 
November, and we are looking at the com-
ments very carefully to get some final rules 
out as soon as possible. This will be the first 
set of revisions since the proceedings start-
ed, except for some quick fixes that I think 
we issued earlier last year. 

But it’s not just the rule making that we 
are focused on. Obviously, changes can oc-
cur through and have occurred through the 
PTAB issuing opinions clarifying their pro-
cedures and their rules. You saw that, for ex-
ample, in Master Image 3D, which explained 
that motions to amend need only discuss 
prior art of record, but also reminded pat-
ent owners of their duty of candor. By clari-
fying the art that must be distinguished over 
that already of record, the PTAB stopped 
the speculation that its Idle Free decision re-
quired a prior art search. PTAB never meant 
to cause additional searching by patent 
owners. … Keep in mind the proceedings 
are relatively new, and we will clarify, iterate 
and refine as many times as needed based 
upon experience and stakeholder input, and 
where there is consensus, and provided it’s 
within our Congressional mandate, we’ll 
make improvements.

GQ: And you think those rules will be 
coming out within the next year?
ML: Oh, yes. Absolutely. Sooner rather 
than later, but this is an ongoing process.

GQ: Let’s move back to your priority for 
2016 of patent quality. That is a term 
that carries different meanings, but as 
I understand it, the meaning that the 
Patent Office is exploring at the moment 
is to try and create a better prosecu-
tion history, a clearer record, so that 
everybody can understand what hap-
pened and why. Two questions: Is that 
accurate? Will these quality initiatives 
you’re working on be completed over 
the next year?
ML: Some of our quality initiatives are 
shorter term; others are longer term. We 
have undertaken about a dozen in our ini-
tial effort. What I will say is that it’s not just 
the clarity of the record, the prosecution re-
cord, but it’s also accuracy of the patents that 
issue. So stepping back, we all know that 
there is a cost to society if we issue a patent 
or a claim that should not have issued, just 
as there’s a cost to society if we do not issue 
a patent or a claim that should have issued. 
Issuing patents accurately is extremely im-
portant. By accurately, I mean in compli-
ance with Title 35 and the relevant case law. 

But issuing patents clearly is also impor-
tant. When the process works properly, the 
examiner, the applicant and the attorney 
have a meeting of the minds as to what the 
invention is. One of our goals is to make 
sure  this is reflected in the record, helping 
to ensure that our issued patents are strong, 
will be upheld in later challenges if they are 
challenged, and provide clear notice.

Another critical piece of enhancing qual-
ity is continuing the collaboration with for-
eign patent offices on harmonization and 
work sharing. We’re making good prog-
ress in this area. I’d like to take a little bit of 
time here on three initiatives that I’m par-
ticularly pleased about our efforts and our 
progress. One is the Global Dossier pro-
gram, which provides stakeholders, exam-
iners and the public with access to dossier 
information of the participating IP offices 
through a single online portal. The USPTO 

We are very excited 
about the upcoming  
release of the White 

Paper, as it will be the 
first major administra-
tion policy proposal on 
changes to copyright 
law since the 1990s. 
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first suggested the idea of Global Dossier at 
the Trilateral meeting back in November of 
2011, and since then all of the five IP offices 
in IP5 (the European Patent Office, Kore-
an Patent Office, Japanese Patent Office, the 
State Intellectual Property Office of China 
and the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office) 
have developed this together.

You might ask: “Why is that so impor-
tant?” It’s because users no longer have to 
go through the time-consuming process 
of searching multiple patent databases to 
look at patent families. It goes to patent 
quality, and I would say worldwide patent 
quality is improved due to examiners and 
applicants having easier access to relevant 
prior art earlier in the examination pro-
cess, including the hard-to-locate foreign 
prior art. It also lowers costs because of 
the availability of some machine-translated 
documents. So this is just the initial phase 
that we are planning. We are also aiming 
to allow for automatic cross-filing between 
the offices and amongst the offices. Global 
Dossier touches on areas that are very im-
portant to me: quality, procedural harmo-
nization and transparency.

And even if you look at our Cooperative 
Patent Classification system or, CPC, when 
we converted from the U.S. Patent Classi-
fication System to CPC, that conversion, 
too, supported enhanced quality. The more 
countries that classify their patents and their 
prior art using the same classification makes 
it easier for all examiners across the globe to 
find the most relevant art quickly and effi-
ciently. We have no fewer than 19 countries 
participating to varying degrees in the CPC 
and more signing on each day. So, these are 
important international initiatives that also 
increase the quality of patents that not only 
the USPTO issues but all of the participating 
countries, and that’s critical.

GQ: That last piece is extremely impor-
tant. … The old-time examiners say one 
of the reasons they think that examina-
tion used to be so much better was that 
the system for classification was better. 
It wasn’t electronic, but all the examin-
ers knew where to look to find the things 
that were relevant, and if they didn’t 
know where to look, they could ask col-
leagues, and somebody could tell them 
which bin to find exactly what they were 
looking for. That seemed to get out of 
control when the system couldn’t keep 
up with new classes of innovation. I 
think that is one of the most important 
initiatives that the patent system has un-
dertaken over the last handful of years.

ML: I couldn’t agree with you more. Our 
U.S. Patent Classification System had not 
been updated in decades. You and I know 
how quickly technology changes, right? 
So we were certainly overdue for an up-
date and a refresh of the categories and the 
buckets into which we classify. But I think 
the power of the Cooperative Patent Clas-
sification system is that we now have so 

many countries signing on. If, collective-
ly, we all work toward the same classifica-
tion system, you can imagine the efficien-
cies and advantages gained—accessing the 
most relevant prior art, especially foreign 
prior art that’s hard to get your hands on. 
That’s very powerful.

GQ: What is your definition of patent 
quality? 
ML: The quality initiative is not meant to is-
sue fewer patents; it’s meant to issue claims 
that should issue and not issue claims that 
should not issue. It does not at all go to 
the valuation of the patent claim. I come 
from the private sector, and I have valued, 
bought and sold many patents, sometimes 
for very large sums of money. Let me tell 
you, it’s very difficult to assess the value of a 
particular patent. Market forces define the 
value of the patent. Patent quality does go 
to what I would say is the accuracy of the 
examination based upon Title 35 and the 
case law, and making sure that the agency 
applies the statute and case law accurately.  
I think the agency has done a pretty good 
job, especially recently, in that area. 

But I think it also goes to the clarity of 
a patent and the public notice provided. 
Is the patent that issues out of the United 
States Patent and Trademark Office useful 
for its intended use? Businesses, inventors 
and innovators need to be able to look at a 
patent and say, “Okay, I understand what 
is within the scope and what is outside 
of the scope of the patent,” because they 
make business decisions based upon that 
information. They invest precious R&D 
dollars, and you want them to have the 
most efficient use and application of their 
R&D dollars and not spend in areas that 
somebody else has already innovated. So 
I would say that the quality certainly goes 

One of the first things I did when I began leading the 
agency was to say, “Look, we have a couple of years of 
experience under our belts with these proceedings. Let’s 
go out to our stakeholder community and ask them 

what we can and should be doing to further improve the 
effectiveness and fairness of these proceedings.” 

 — MICHELLE LEE

Another critical  
piece of enhancing 

quality is continuing 
the collaboration with 
foreign patent offices 
on harmonization and 

work sharing. 
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to both the accuracy and clarity of a patent. 
I would say it does not so much go to the 
valuations. I leave that to the market forces. 
That’s not the job of the United States Pat-
ent and Trademark Office. Again, the goal 
of the enhanced patent quality initiative is 
not to issue fewer patents. We’re an incred-
ibly innovative society. We will have pat-
ents. We’re fortunate that way. But the goal 
of the Enhanced Patent Quality Initiative is 
to issue patents or claims that should issue 
and not issue claims that should not, and 
to do so clearly.

GQ: Is everything back to normal after 
the power outage the USTPO experi-
enced in December? 
ML: We are fully up and running as before, 
and we have been for a while. No data was 
lost. It was really an unprecedented outage 
of our online systems caused by an elec-
trical failure to the data center that was 
owned and operated by contractors. It was 
not a failure of our IT systems or the result 
of foul play. 

I have to say, the dedicated team of 
USPTO employees mobilized and im-
mediately stabilized and restored the 
systems. They worked around the clock 
when the outage occurred during the 
holidays to restore customer service, and 
we were fully operational within a matter 
of days. That’s a real testament to the in-
credible hard work and dedication of so 
many employees at the USPTO. ... And 
we’re conducting careful forensics and 
looking to incorporate what we learn 
into further improvements to our sys-
tem. Actually, not our systems, but the 
third-party systems that feed our sys-
tems. So it’s not a lost opportunity, but 
we’re glad to have it up and running, and 
I give all the kudos to the team.

GQ: What were some of the most inter-
esting things you saw at the Consumer 
Electronics Show that caught your imag-
ination as a scientist and somebody who 
is an innovation connoisseur?
ML: I consider myself a tech geek, and 
I’m sort of proud of it. I actually think 
the world needs a few more geeks. As you 
know, I am trying to get more girls inter-
ested in studying STEM and to spark their 
interest in invention, creation, intellectual 
property and entrepreneurship. I think our 
economy and society will be better off for 
it. Part of the mission of the USPTO is to 
promote American innovation through in-
tellectual property, I believe, across all geo-
graphic regions of the United States and 
across all demographics. 

But getting back to the CES, it was in-
credible. The level of innovation, the spirit 
of innovation. It reminds us of why we do 

what we do at the USPTO. I had the oppor-
tunity to walk the miles of exhibits and talk 
to the innovators, hear their stories and ask 
them how they’re using intellectual prop-
erty to achieve their business goals. 

I saw some incredible innovations in 
the area of virtual reality. You can look all 
around as if you’re in the environment. 
Drones and the applications of drones. 
Driverless cars. 3D printing. If I had to 
highlight some of the top amazing in-
novations, I think those would be some 
very exciting areas that we have to look 
forward to. 

I was the first USPTO director to attend, 
and it was a real pleasure, but I also think it 
was great for the agency to be there with a 
booth to get out the message of intellectual 
property and the importance of intellectu-
al property for innovators to help get their 
inventions to the marketplace. 

Michelle Lee
UP CLOSE AND PERSONAL

Favorite hobby: In no particular order, cooking, camping, hiking, catching a great 
classical ballet performance at the Kennedy Center and fishing. I still haven’t caught 
that “really big one” yet, but it doesn’t stop me from trying.

Favorite sport: I’m more into doing sports than watching, to be honest. I enjoy skiing 
and also yoga and working out at the gym, if those count as sports.

Favorite reading material: I’m a news junkie and take it in from all types of sources. 
As far as books, I’m more inclined to read biographies over novels.

Favorite author: John Steinbeck. Of course, it’s hard to grow up where I did, in the 
northern California region, and not be taken in by Steinbeck’s stories.

Favorite movie: I have nothing against modern movies, but I still love some of the 
classics the most. You have to put Casablanca on the list, of course. I’m a big fan of the 
Godfather, and I have to admit that I absolutely love The Sound of Music.

Favorite bands or singers: It’s hard to go wrong with The Beatles or Simon and Gar-
funkel. And I love anything by Tchaikovsky. I spent many years training in classical ballet, 
and before deciding I wanted to be an engineer, I dreamed of becoming a ballerina. 
I find classical ballet moves choreographed to Tchaikovsky’s music to be pure magic.

Best fictional inventor: Q from James Bond, of course!

If you could meet one champion inventor, who would it be and why? I would have 
to say Grace Hopper. … Dr. Hopper was not only a pioneering computer programmer, 
but her legacy continues as an inspiring role model for generations of young women 
computer programmers. We mentioned before how the world would benefit from a 
few more geeks. I want to see a world with more Grace Hoppers.

Which historical figure would you most like to meet? Mahatma Gandhi, whose selfless-
ness and passion transformed a country and provided a role model for positive change.
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U .S. trade secret law emerged in the 19th century to 
accommodate the shift from agrarian and cottage pro-
duction to larger-scale industry, in which the secrets of 

production had to be shared with workers or business partners. 
Court decisions sought to enforce the confidence placed in those 
who were given access to valuable information about machines, 
recipes and processes. At the core of every case was a confidential 
relationship. Protecting this trust, the courts explained, was a sim-
ple matter of enforcing morality in the marketplace.

The common-law origins of trade secrets—in contrast to the fed-
eral patent statute—meant that the majority of cases were heard 
in state court. Even when there was a special basis for jurisdiction, 
such as diversity of citizenship or a separate federal question, federal 
courts applied state common law. At first there was little variation, 
with most states looking to the Restatement of Torts § 757 as a guide. 
But as industrial development continued through the middle of the 
20th century, legal foundations shifted, and the reporters of the Sec-
ond Restatement dropped the subject completely.

Meanwhile, a school of thought had developed among com-
mentators that trade secret law should be abolished altogether be-
cause it was inconsistent with, and therefore preempted by, fed-
eral patent law. This argument was famously rejected by the U.S. 
Supreme Court in Kewanee Oil Co. v. Bicron Corp., 416 U.S. 470 
(1974). Two important public interests, the Court explained, 
were served by trade secret law: the “maintenance of standards of 

commercial ethics and the encouragement of invention.” Without 
guaranteed secrecy, businesses would be left to expensive self-help 
security measures that would disadvantage smaller competitors 
and discourage dissemination of information through sharing. As 
a practical matter, there was no conflict between the two systems 
because they operate so differently: Patent law is strong, providing 
an exclusive right “against the world;” while trade secret rights are 
“weaker,” because they do not protect against reverse engineering 
or independent development.

Uniform Trade Secrets Act 
Failed to Produce Uniformity 
By the time of the Kewanee decision, U.S. commerce was in-
creasingly interstate and global. Some leaders in the IP com-
munity voiced concern that trade secret law would become too 
fractured and inconsistent for modern business. Therefore, in 
1979 the National Conference of Commissioners on Uniform 
State Laws issued the first of two versions of the Uniform Trade 
Secrets Act, proposing harmonized rules on establishing and 
enforcing trade secret rights.[1] Measured by adoption rates, 
the UTSA has been a great success, with 47 of the 50 states so 
far embracing it. However, measured by its objective of uni-
formity, the law has been a disappointment, because so many 
states have decided to deviate from the uniform text and cus-
tomize their own version.

The Inadequacy 
of Trade Secret Law 

WHY CONGRESS SHOULD PASS THE DTSA
BY JAMES POOLEY

EYE ON WASHINGTON  
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A few examples illustrate the scope of the problem: Califor-
nia dropped the language requiring that a trade secret be not 
“readily ascertainable,” with the result that the defendant is re-
quired to specially plead that circumstance as an affirmative 
defense. Illinois also eliminated the “readily ascertainable” lan-
guage, and it prohibits royalty injunction orders, sets a differ-
ent limitations period and allows permanent injunctions. Ida-
ho requires that computer programs carry a “copyright or other 
proprietary or confidential marking” to qualify for protection. 
Georgia limits protection of customer lists to physical embodi-
ments, in effect allowing employees to appropriate such infor-
mation in (human) memory. South Carolina’s version of the 
UTSA requires a court hearing an injunction request to consid-
er “average rate of business growth” in determining the length 
of an injunction and prescribes very particular rules for discov-
ery of trade secret information.[2]

The problem is not just variations in trade secret law from 
state to state. Dealing with information theft in the modern 
world runs up against procedures that were not designed for ef-
ficiency in resolving cross-border litigation. If a case in Illinois 
requires testimony of a witness in California, the plaintiff has 
to petition its home court to autho-
rize a deposition and then file an ac-
tion in California based on the Illinois 
order to secure the required subpoe-
na. During the weeks or months of 
this process, the witness could easily 
leave the country with the secrets in 
her pocket.[3] Clearly, U.S. business-
es cannot adequately address the full 
scope of modern threats to their trade 
secrets by filing litigation in state court.

Existing Federal Laws Cannot Solve the Problem
Civil claims for trade secret misappropriation can sometimes be 
brought in federal court, but only in two limited situations. First, 
if another claim exists under federal law, such as patent infringe-
ment, then a related trade secret claim can be asserted in the same 
case, but only if it is based on the same central set of facts as the 
federal claim.[4] This is no help to the business owner facing the 
classic problem of an employee leaving with the company’s secrets, 
because usually there is no other federal law that can be applied to 
the case. Second, if the theft is in service of an out-of-state com-
petitor, it may be possible to get into federal court with a state law 
claim by asserting diversity of citizenship. But in a typical case in 
which the departing employee is a local resident, this can’t work 
because diversity has to be “complete,” and the presence of any lo-
cal defendant will defeat the claim.[5]

Another option may be to ask the U.S. Attorney to bring crimi-
nal charges under the Economic Espionage Act.[6] Only a fraction 
of deserving cases can be accepted because of limited prosecutorial 
resources and a higher burden of proof. Many companies decline to 
pursue criminal remedies because of the required surrender of con-
trol or the effects on a concurrent civil claim of the defendant’s asser-
tion of a Fifth Amendment privilege.[7] Although the EEA provides 

potentially powerful remedies, it is unrealistic to expect the under-
lying problem to be solved comprehensively by a criminal statute.

In other words, the time-critical nature of interstate and inter-
national misappropriation of valuable digitized data requires an 
immediate and sophisticated response mechanism, and neither 
state law nor the EEA criminal framework provides a satisfactory 
solution. Federal courts, however, can provide the necessary re-
source. First, under the DTSA, federal courts would operate under 
a single, national standard for trade secret misappropriation and a 
transparent set of procedural rules, offering predictability and ease 
of use. Second, federal courts provide nationwide service of pro-
cess and a unified approach to discovery, enabling quick action 
by trade secret owners even when confronted with actors in mul-
tiple jurisdictions. Third, as a result of their extensive experience 
with complex cross-border litigation involving intellectual prop-
erty, federal courts would be able to resolve jurisdictional issues 
quickly and applications for injunctions or seizures fairly. Fourth, 
their generally more predictable discovery procedures will serve 
the legitimate needs of trade secret plaintiffs, who typically must 
develop most of the facts to prove their case through defendants 
and third parties.

The DTSA and the Law Professors’ Opposition
The Defend Trade Secrets Act will improve trade secret protec-
tion, which will incentivize innovation and benefit companies—
large and small—in all industry sectors. The letter in support of 
this legislation has been signed by the Chamber of Commerce, the 
National Association of Manufacturers, tech associations and an 
array of well-known companies in a variety of industries. Small 
businesses rely on trade secret law far more than patenting to pro-
tect their intellectual property, and this legislation will improve 
their ability to compete.

The DTSA will create a unified, federal civil remedy, similar to 
what exists for other forms of intellectual property. It maintains 
the important balance between trade secret owner and alleged 
misappropriator that exists under state law. It also adds an impor-
tant, but limited, ability to seize a trade secret that has been stolen 
before the thief can take it out of the jurisdiction.

The approach of the DTSA is straightforward. It uses exist-
ing language of the EEA where appropriate, such as the defi-
nition of a trade secret, and where other language is required 
to define the civil aspects, such as misappropriation and dam-
ages, it uses language taken from the UTSA. Indeed, the only 
meaningful departure from the UTSA is to add a section al-
lowing ex parte seizures of the misappropriated property. Even 
that portion draws from established provisions of the Lanham 

Patent law is strong, providing an exclusive right  
“against the world;” while trade secret rights are “weaker,”  
because they do not protect against reverse engineering  

or independent development.
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Act, tightened up considerably in order to 
discourage abuse.

The DTSA has received strong support 
from industry, but has been opposed by 
a group of law professors who published 
an “open letter” in 2014 criticizing the pre-
vious draft legislation,[8] and who have re-
cently released another letter describing 
their concerns.[9] Mainly, they argue that 
we don’t need federal legislation because 
state laws are uniform enough; that the DTSA’s seizure 
provisions are too broad; and that the legislation would 
burden small companies with higher costs and interfere with the 
right of individuals to change jobs.

I strongly disagree with these arguments, which either ignore 
important facts or make implausible assumptions. The need for 
this legislation is clear; today’s technologies and international 
markets pose threats that cannot adequately be addressed with 
inefficient state laws designed for a simpler and less risky time. 
Based on my experience in litigating similar cases, the ex parte 
seizure process is so narrow as to effectively eliminate the risk of 
abuse; the cost of trade secret litigation is not substantially differ-
ent in federal court than it is in state court; and the DTSA will not 
be used to stop employees from changing jobs.

The DTSA Will Create More Uniformity
The law professors argue not only that the DTSA is not necessary 
because the UTSA provides a harmonized legal environment, but 
also that the DTSA will “undermine” the uniformity that has al-
ready been achieved. The most obvious flaw in this argument is 
that the UTSA has not delivered the uniformity that its drafters 
had planned, and the state-by-state variations are in some cas-
es worse than those that had existed before the UTSA was pro-
posed. This inconsistency creates a substantial burden for compa-
nies—including small businesses—that operate across state lines 
and increasingly rely on trade secrets to protect their competitive 
advantage.

The professors point to the five-year statute of limitations in the 
DTSA as an example of undermining uniformity, but existing state 
versions of the UTSA already vary in their limitations periods, 
from three to six years. They also claim that the EEA’s definition of 
a “trade secret” is “broader” than the UTSA’s, but this doesn’t hold 
up to analysis. Both the EEA and the UTSA define a trade secret 
very broadly, but use different examples for illustration.[10] That 
one definition has more or different examples than the other doesn’t 
matter, since the examples provided by each statute fit equally well 
under the definition of the other one. Finally, while the DTSA is not 

preemptive and would allow litigants a choice 
to sue in state or federal court, the professors 
fail to explain why having that choice should 
be deemed undesirable “forum-shopping,” 

any more so than in other areas, such as 
trademark and securities law, where con-
current state and federal jurisdiction has 

long existed.

The Ex Parte Seizure Provisions 
Are Narrowly Tailored

In their most recent letter, the law professors admit that the cur-
rent language on ex parte seizure is “more limited in scope” than in 
the 2014 legislation. For example, only property “necessary to pre-
vent the propagation or dissemination of the trade secret” can be 
seized, and the court must take possession of the property. These 
changes were made to a process that was already narrowly drawn 
to meet the need but go no further. For an application to succeed, 
it must “clearly appear” to the court from “specific facts” sworn un-
der oath that a restraining order under Federal Rule 65(b) would 
be insufficient, and the court must make specific findings support-
ing a balance of harm in favor of the applicant due to an immi-
nent danger of irreparable harm. The order must be written in a 
way that minimizes interruption to the defendant’s related busi-

ness and avoids any disruption to unrelated 
business. A hearing must be held within seven 
days, and during that time the defendant may 
apply to dissolve or modify the order.

As any lawyer who has practiced in this area 
can confirm, getting an ex parte order under 
these restrictions will be extremely difficult. 
The consequences of getting it wrong will be 
severe: In addition to the usual sanctions that 

federal judges readily impose on parties and lawyers when they 
feel they’ve been misled, the exposure to damages for wrongful 
seizure are not limited by the amount of the required bond. As a 
result, only the most seriously aggrieved plaintiff whose trade se-
crets are in imminent danger will take the risk of applying for an 
ex parte seizure.

The law professors argue that even this extraordinarily narrow 
remedy will still cause harm because all the defendant’s comput-
ers and storage media might be seized, and because the defendant 
will be unable to immediately challenge the plaintiff ’s claim. But 
the first argument ignores the language of the DTSA that limits 
seizure to that property “necessary to prevent the propagation or 
dissemination” of the trade secret. The second argument also ig-
nores the bill’s clear statement that anyone “may move the court at 
any time to dissolve or modify the order.” In my experience with 
ex parte restraining orders in trade secret cases, any defendant that 
can show there’s been some terrible mistake will bring this to the 
court’s attention promptly, and judges who realize that the plain-
tiff has misinformed them will have no hesitation in dissolving the 
order immediately.

In cases in which a trade secret has been misappropriated 
and is in clear danger of being destroyed or transferred out of 

EYE ON WASHINGTON  

U.S. businesses cannot adequately address the full 
scope of modern threats to their trade secrets by filing 
litigation in state court.
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the jurisdiction, companies—including small businesses that rely 
heavily or exclusively on this kind of intellectual property—need 
the ability to get protection from a court without giving advance 
notice to the person who stole it. Of course, such an extraordi-
nary proceeding should be strictly limited to minimize the risks of 
abuse. Under the DTSA, it is. The legislation achieves this balance 
by making a seizure very difficult and risky to get, while prevent-
ing collateral damage to the maximum extent possible.

Litigation Costs Will Not Be Higher
The recent professors’ letter asserts that the DTSA will “increase 
the length and cost of trade secret litigation.” They base this argu-
ment only on the threshold requirement that the trade secret be 
“related to a product or service used in, or intended for use in, in-
terstate or foreign commerce.” But experience with other similar 
jurisdictional standards in federal statutes does not support the 
fear that discovery or motion practice will be required on this is-
sue. In almost all cases, the fact that the plaintiff ’s business meets 
the interstate commerce test will be obvious, the allegation will 
not be challenged at all, and there will be no im-
pact on the cost or length of the litigation.

The second reason the professors give for their 
prediction of increased costs is that trade secret liti-
gation is expensive, and the “liberal discovery stan-
dards” in federal court are likely to make litigation 
there more expensive. But federal courts have been 
handling trade secret cases for decades, under di-
versity or supplemental jurisdiction, and there is 
no evidence that costs there are any higher than 
they are to litigate in state courts. Most states’ discovery standards 
are not materially different in any way that would affect trade secret 
litigation, and for those that do not employ standards as broad as 
federal courts, in my experience, can actually increase the cost of lit-
igating in those states, as plaintiffs have to return repeatedly to court 
to get the evidence they need to prove their case. In January 2016, 
the revised Federal Rules of Civil Procedure placed a new emphasis 
on “proportionality” in discovery disputes,[11] and we have no rea-
son to think that federal judges will apply that principle with any re-
duced rigor in trade secret cases.

The DTSA Ensures Free Mobility Of Labor
Finally, the professors speculate that certain language in the DTSA 
might be read to embrace the so-called “inevitable disclosure doc-
trine,” which it claims “typically” leads a court to stop a depart-
ing employee from taking a new job. In fact, the “doctrine” is sim-
ply a label affixed by some commentators to a selection of court 

decisions applying the common-sense UTSA provision that “ac-
tual or threatened misappropriation may be enjoined.” The vast 
majority of courts do not dwell on the “inevitable disclosure” la-
bel, but directly apply the statutory language about “threatened” 
misappropriation by thoughtfully considering the circumstantial 
evidence in individual cases. When a court grants relief against 
threatened misappropriation, the result is only rarely to entirely 
block taking a new job.[12]

In any event, the DTSA does not imply either acceptance or rejec-
tion of the “doctrine.” Significantly, it uses precisely the same “actual 
or threatened misappropriation” language as the UTSA. But—and 
this should have satisfied the professors’ concerns—it adds a pro-
viso that limits judicial discretion by prohibiting any injunction that 
would “prevent a person from accepting an offer of employment 
under conditions that avoid actual or threatened misappropriation.” 
This provides additional assurance that a court will not interfere 
with any job offer unless it finds evidence that demonstrates actual 
or threatened misappropriation. And it is fully consistent with the 
law in every state that has enacted the UTSA, including California.

Conclusion
The DTSA is sorely needed to fill a gap in remedies available to 
U.S. businesses that now operate in an information-based, global-
ized economy. This is one of those special circumstances in which 
parallel federal structures are required to address a critical set of 
interstate and international problems. The DTSA has been care-
fully fashioned to deter and punish abuse. Using well-established 
definitions and norms, it provides businesses a choice to file a fa-
miliar claim in an effective forum, and it accomplishes this with-
out creating any new risks for small companies or individuals. 

[1] Unif. Trade Secrets Act, available at http://www.uniformlaws.org/shared/docs/trade%20secrets/utsa_final_85.pdf. [2] For a comprehensive collection of state variations, see Sid Leach, Anything but Uniform: A State-By-State 
Comparison of the Key Differences in the Uniform Trade Secrets Act (2015) available at http://www.swlaw.com/assets/pdf/news/2015/10/23/How%20Uniform%20Is%20the%20Uniform%20Trade%20Secrets%20Act%20
-%20by%20Sid%20Leach%20-%20AIPLA%20paper.pdf [3] See R. Mark Halligan, Revisited 2015: Protection of U.S. Trade Secret Assets: Critical Amendments to the Economic Espionage Act of 1996, 14 J MARSHALL REV. INTELL.. 
PROP. L. 476, 494 (2015). [4] See 28 U.S. C. §1367; United Mine Workers of America v. Gibbs, 383 U.S. 715, 725 (1966); Tech Enterprises, Inc. v. Wiest, 428 F.Supp.2d 896, 902 (W.D. Wis. 2006) (dismissing trade secret claim because 
it did not share a “common nucleus of operative facts” with a trademark claim). [5] Lincoln Property Co. v. Roche, 546 U.S. 81, 82 (2005). [6] 18 U.S. C. §§ 1831-1839. [7] See Pooley, Lemley and Toren, Understanding the Economic 
Espionage Act of 1966, 5 TEX. INT. PROP. L.J. 177, 205, 219 (1997) [8] http://cyberlaw.stanford.edu/files/blogs/FINAL%20Professors’%20Letter%20Opposing%20Trade%20Secret%20Legislation.pdf. [9] https://cyberlaw.
stanford.edu/blog/2015/11/newprofessors-letter-opposing-defend-trade-secrets-act-2015. [10] The EEA, at 18 U.S.C. § 1839(3), describes the scope of “trade secret” as “all forms and types of financial, business, scientific, 
technical, economic, or engineering information, including patterns, plans, compilations, program devices, formulas, designs, prototypes, methods, techniques, processes, procedures, programs, or codes, whether tangible 
or intangible, and whether or how stored, compiled, or memorialized physically, electronically, graphically, photographically, or in writing.”  The shorter definition of UTSA § 1(4) is “information, including a formula, pattern, 
compilation, program device, method, technique, or process . . . .” [11] Fed.R.Civ.Pro. 26. [12] See Pooley, Trade Secrets §7.02[2] (Law Journal Press, updated 2014). 

James Pooley, a former successful Silicon Valley trial lawyer, 
has more than 35 years experience in the intellectual property 
industry. He currently is an advisor and co-counsel on intellectual 
property strategy and dispute resolution, particularly regarding 
patents and trade secrets. He is the author of Secrets: Managing 
Information Assets in the Age of Cyberespionage.

The DTSA is sorely needed to fill a gap in remedies  
available to U.S. businesses that now operate in an  

information-based, globalized economy. 



Alabama

Auburn Student Inventors  
and Entrepreneurs Club
Auburn University Campus
Samuel Ginn College of Engineering
1210 Shelby Center
Auburn, AL 36849
Troy Ferguson  
twf0006@tigermail.auburn.edu 

Invent Alabama 
Bruce Koppenhoefer
137 Mission Circle
Montevallo, AL 35115
(205) 222-7585
bkoppy@hiwaay.net

Arizona

Carefree Innovators
34522 N. Scottsdale Road 
Scottsdale, AZ 85266
ideascouts@gmail.com
www.ideascout.org 

Inventors Association of Arizona, Inc.
Laura Myers, executive director
P.O. Box 6438
Glendale, AZ 85312
(602) 510-2003
exdir@azinventors.org
www.azinventors.org

Arkansas

Arkansas Inventors’ Network 
Chad Collins
P.O. Box 56523
Little Rock, AR 72215
(501) 247-6125
www.arkansasinvents.org

Inventors Club of NE Arkansas
P.O. Box 2650
State University, AR 72467
Jim Melescue, president    
(870) 761-3191
Robert Bahn, vice president
(870) 972-3517
www.inventorsclubofnearkansas.org

California

Inventors Forum  
George White, president
P.O. Box 1008
Huntington Beach, CA 92647
(714) 540-2491
info@inventorsforum.org
www.inventorsforum.org

Invention Accelerator Workshop
11292 Poblado Road
San Diego, CA 92127
(858) 451-1028
sdinventors@gmail.com

San Diego Inventors Forum 
Adrian Pelkus, president
1195 Linda Vista, Suite C
San Marcos, CA 92069
(760) 591-9608
www.sdinventors.org

Colorado

Rocky Mountain  
Inventors’ Association 
Roger Jackson, president
209 Kalamath St., Unit 9
Denver, CO 80223 
(303) 271-9468
info@rminventor.org 
www.rminventor.org

Connecticut

Christian Inventors Association, Inc. 
Pal Asija
7 Woonsocket Ave.
Shelton, CT 06484
(203) 924-9538
pal@ourpal.com
www.ourpal.com

Danbury Inventors Group  
Robin Faulkner
2 Worden Ave.
Danbury, CT 06811
(203) 790-8235

Inventors Association of Connecticut 
Doug Lyon
521 Popes Island Road
Milford, CT 06461
(203) 254-4000 x3155 
lyon@docjava.com
www.inventus.org

Aspiring Inventors Club
Peter D’Aguanno
773 A Heritage Village 
Hilltop West 
Southbury, CT 06488
petedag@att.net 

District of Columbia

Inventors Network of the Capital area 
Glen Kotapish, president 
P.O. Box 18052
Baltimore, MD 21220
(443) 794-7350
www.dcinventors.org

Florida

Inventors Council of Central Florida 
Dr. David Flinchbaugh, 
executive director 
4855 Big Oaks Lane
Orlando, FL 32806
(407) 255-0880; (407) 255-0881
www.inventcf.com
doctorflinchbaugh@yahoo.com

Inventors Society of South Florida   
Alex Sanchez, president
P.O. Box 772526
Miami, FL. 33177
(954) 281-6564
www.inventorssociety.net

Space Coast Inventors Guild 
Angel Pacheco
4346 Mount Carmel Lane
Melbourne, FL 32901
(321) 768-1234

Tampa Bay Inventors’ Council 
Wayne Rasanen, president
7752 Royal Hart Drive
New Port Richey, FL 34653
(727) 565-2085
goodharbinger@yahoo.com
www.tbic.us

Georgia

The Columbus Phoenix City  
Inventors Association
Mike Turner, president
P.O. Box 8132
Columbus, GA 31908
(706) 225-9587
www.cpcinventorsassociation.org

Southeastern Inventors Association
Thor Johnson, president 
2146 Roswell Road, #108-111

Marietta, GA 30062
(678) 463-013
gthormj@gmail.com 
(470) 210-4742
sec4sia@gmail.com
www.southeasterninventors.org 

Idaho

Inventors Association of Idaho 
Kim Carlson, president
P.O. Box 817
Sandpoint, Idaho 83854
inventone@hotmail.com
www.inventorsassociationof
idaho.webs.com

Creative Juices Inventors Society
7175 W. Ring Perch Drive
Boise, Idaho 83709
www.inventorssociety.org
reme@inventorssociety.org

Illinois

Chicago Inventors Organization
Calvin Flowers, president
M. Moore, manager  
1647 S. Blue Island 
Chicago, IL 60608
(312) 850-4710
calvin@chicago-inventors.org
maurice@chicago-inventors.org
www.chicago-inventors.org

Illinois Innovators and Inventors 
Don O’Brien, president
P.O. Box 58
Edwardsville, IL 62025
(314) 467-8021
ilinventor.tripod.com
inventorclub@yahoo.com

Indiana

Indiana Inventors Association 
David Zedonis, president
10699 Evergreen Point
Fishers, IN 46037
(317) 842-8438
www.indianainventors 
association.blogspot.com

Iowa

Iowa Inventors Group  
Frank Morosky, president
P.O. Box 10342
Cedar Rapids, IA 52410
(206) 350-6035
info@iowainventorsgroup.org
www.iowainventorsgroup.org

Kansas

Inventors Assocociation of South 
Central Kansas  
Richard Freidenberger 
2302 N. Amarado St.
Wichita KS, 67205
(316) 721-1866
inventor@inventkansas.com 
www.inventkansas.com

Kentucky

Central Kentucky 
Inventors Council, Inc. 
Don Skaggs
699 Perimeter Drive
Lexington, KY 40517
dlwest3@yahoo.com
ckic.org

Louisville Metro Inventors Council
P.O. Box 17541 
Louisville, KY 40217
Alex Frommeyer
lmic.membership@gmail.com

Louisiana

International Society of Product 
Design Engineers/Entrepreneurs 
Roderick Whitfield
P.O. Box 1114, Oberlin, LA 70655
(337) 246-0852
nfo@targetmartone.com
www.targetmartone.com

Maryland

Inventors Network of the Capital Area
Glen Kotapish, president
P.O. Box 18052
Baltimore, MD 21220
(443) 794-7350
ipatent@aol.com
www.dcinventors.org 

Massachusetts

Innovators Resource Network
P.O. Box 6695
Holyoke, MA 01041
(Meets in Springfield, MA)
info@IRNetwork.org
www.irnetwork.org

Inventors’ Association
of New England 
Bob Hausslein, president
P.O. Box 335
Lexington, MA  02420
(781) 862-9102
rhausslein@rcn.com
www.inventne.org

Michigan

Grand Rapids Inventors Network 
Bonnie Knopf, president
2100 Nelson SE
Grand Rapids, MI 49507
(616) 293-1676
Steve Chappell
940 Monroe Ave.
Grand Rapids, MI 49503
(616) 935-5113
info@grinventors.org
www.grinventors.org

Inventors Council of Mid-Michigan 
Mike Ball, president
P.O. Box 311, Flushing, MI 48433
(810) 245-5599
www.inventorscouncil.org

Jackson Inventors Network
John D. Hopkins, president
2755 E. Berry Rd.
Rives Junction, MI  49277
(517) 787-3481
johndhopkins1@gmail.com
www.jacksoninventors.org

Michigan Inventors Coalition
Joseph Finkler
P.O. Box 0441
Muskegon, MI 49443
(616) 402-4714
www.michiganinventorscoalition.org

Muskegon Inventors Network  
John Finkler, president
P.O. Box 0441, Muskegon, MI 49440
(231) 719-1290
www.muskegoninventorsnetwork.org

INVENTOR GROUPS
Inventors Digest only publishes the names and contacts of inventor groups certified with the United Inventors Association. To have 
your group listed, visit www.uiausa.org and become a UIA member.
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West Shore Inventor Network
Crystal Young, director
West Shore Community College
3000 N. Stiles Road, Scottville, MI 49454
(231) 843-5731
cyoung2@westshore.edu
www.wininventors.com

Minnesota

Inventors’ Network  
(Minneapolis/St.Paul)
Todd Wandersee
4028 Tonkawood Road
Mannetonka, MN 55345
(612) 353-9669
www.inventorsnetwork.org

Minnesota Inventors Congress 
Deb Hess, executive director
P.O. Box 71, Redwood Falls MN 56283
(507) 627.2344, (800) 468.3681
info@minnesotainventorscongress.org 
www.minnesotainventorscongress.org

Missouri

Inventors Association of St. Louis
Gary Kellmann, president
13321 N. Outer 40 Road, Ste. 100
Town & Country, MO 63017
www.InventSTL.org
info@InventSTL.org

Inventors Center of Kansas City  
Curt McMillan, president
P.O. Box 411003, Kansas City, MO 64141 
(913) 322-1895
www.inventorscenterofkc.org
info@theickc.org 

Southwest Missouri  
Inventors Network
Springfield Missouri
Jan & Gaylen Healzer
P.O. Box 357, Nixa, Mo 65714
(417) 827-4498
janhealzer@yahoo.com

Mississippi

Mississippi SBDC  
Inventor Assistance 
122 Jeanette Phillips Drive
University, MS 38677 
(662) 915-5001, (800) 725-7232
msbdc@olemiss.edu
www.mssbdc.org

Nevada

Inventors Society of  
Southern Nevada 
3627 Huerta Drive
Las Vegas, NV  89121
(702) 435-7741
InventSSN@aol.com

Nevada Inventors Association 
Kyle Hess, president
P.O. Box 7781, Reno, NV 89510
(775) 636-2822
info@nevadainventors.org
www.nevadainventors.org

New Jersey

National Society of Inventors 
Stephen Shaw
8 Eiker Road
Cranbury, NJ 08512
Phone: (609) 799-4574
(Meets in Roselle Park, NJ)
www.nsinventors.com

Jersey Shore Inventors Group 
Bill Hincher, president
24 E. 3rd St., Howell, NJ 07731
(732) 407-8885
ideasbiz@aol.com 

New Mexico

The Next Big Idea: 
Festival of Discovery,  
Invention and Innovation
Los Alamos Main St.
109 Central Park Square
Los Alamos, NM 87544
(505) 661-4844
www.nextbigideaLA.com

New York

The Inventors Association  
of Manhattan (IAM)
Ananda Singh, 
membership manager
Location TBD every 2nd  
Monday of the month
New York, NY
www.manhattan-inventors.org
manhattan.inventors@gmail.com

Inventors Society of 
Western New York 
Alan Reinnagel
174 High Stone Circle
Pitsford, NY 14534
(585) 943-7320
www.inventny.org

Inventors & Entrepreneurs 
of Suffolk County, Inc. 
Brian Fried
P.O. Box 672
Melville, NY 11747
(631) 415-5013

Long Island Forum for 
Technology, Inc.
111 W. Main St.
Bay Shore, NY 11706
(631) 969-3700
LCarter@lift.org

NY Society of Professional Inventors  
Daniel Weiss
(516) 798-1490 (9AM - 8PM)
dan.weiss.PE@juno.com

North Carolina

Inventors’ Network of the Carolinas 
Brian James, president
520 Elliot Street, Ste. 300
Charlotte, NC 28202
www.inotc.org
zliftona@aol.com

North Dakota

North Dakota Inventors Congress 
2534 S. University Drive, Ste. 4
Fargo, ND 58103
(800) 281-7009
info@neustel.com
www.ndinventors.com

Ohio

Inventors Council  
of Cincinnati
Jackie Diaz, president 
P.O. Box 42103
Cincinnati, Ohio 45242
(513) 898-2110 x4
Inventorscouncil@ 
inventcinci.org
www.inventcincy.org

Canton Inventors Association
Frank C. Fleischer
DeHoff Realty
821 South Main St.  
North Canton, OH 44720
(330) 499-1262
www.cantoninventorsassociation.org

Inventors Connection of  
Greater Cleveland 
Don Bergquist 
Secretary 440-941-6567
P.O. Box 360804
Strongsville, OH 44136
icgc@aol.com
Sal Mancuso- VP  
(330) 273-5381
salmancuso@roadrunner.com 

Inventors Council of Dayton 
Stephen W. Frey, president
Wright Brothers Station
P.O. Box 611
Dayton, OH 45409-0611
(937) 256-9698
swfday@aol.com
www.groups.yahoo.com/ 
group/inventors_council

Inventors Network
4525 Trueman Blvd.
Hilliard, OH  43026
(614) 470-0144
www.inventorscolumbus.com

Youngstown-Warren
Inventors Association 
100 Federal Plaza East, Ste. 600
Youngstown, OH 44503
(330) 744-4481
rherberger@roth-blair.com 

Oklahoma

Oklahoma Inventors Congress 
Dan Hoffman
P.O. Box 204, 
Edmond, OK 73083-0204
(405) 348-7794
inventor@telepath.com 
www.oklahomainventors.com

Oregon

North West Inventors Network
Rich Aydelott, president 
5257 NE Martin Luther King Jr. Blvd. 
Ste. 201, Portland, OR 97211
(360) 727-0190
www.NWInventorsNetwork.com 

South Coast Inventors Group 
James Innes, president 
SBDC, 2455 Maple Leaf Lane
North Bend, OR 97459
(541) 888-4182
jamessinnes@gmail.com
www.southcoastinventors.org

Pennsylvania

American Society of Inventors  
Jeffrey Dobkin, president
Ruth Gaal, vice-president and treasurer
P.O. Box 354, Feasterville, PA 19053
(215) 546-6601
rgaal@asoi.org
www.asoi.org
www.americansocietyofinventors.com

Pennsylvania Inventors Association
Jerry Gorniak, president
2317 E. 43rd St., Erie, PA 16510
(814) 825-5820
www.pa-invent.org

Williamsport Inventor’s Club
One College Ave., DIF 32
Williamsport, PA 17701
www.wlkiz.com/resources/ 
inventors-club
info@wlkiz.com

Puerto Rico

Associacion de Inventores 
de Puerto Rico  
Dr. Omar R. Fontanez  
Canuelas
Cond. Segovia Apt. 1005
San Juan, PR 00918
(787) 518-8570
www.inventorespr.com

Tennessee

Music City Inventors 
James Stevens
3813 Dobbin Road 
Springfield, TN 37172
(615) 681-6462
musiccityinventors@gmail.com 
www.musiccityinventors.com

Tennessee Inventors Association
Carl Papa, president
P.O. Box 6095, Knoxville, TN 37914
(865) 483-0151
www.tninventors.org

Texas

Amarillo Inventors Association
Paul Keifer, president
2200 W. 7th Avenue, Ste. 16
Amarillo, TX 79106
(806) 670-5660
info@amarilloinventors.org
www.amarilloinventors.org

Houston Inventors Association 
Ken Roddy, president
2916 West TC Jester, Ste. 100
Houston, TX 77018
(713) 686-7676
kenroddy@nol.net
www.inventors.org

Alamo Inventors 
George Burkhardt 
11235 New Sulphur Springs Road
San Antonio, TX 78263
(210) 240-5011
invent@alamoinventors.org
www.alamoinventors.org 

Austin Inventors and  
Entrepreneurs Association
Lill O’neall Gentry
12500 Amhearst
Austin, TX
lillgentry@gmail.com
www.austininventors.org

Wisconsin

Inventors & Entrepreneurs  
Club of Juneau County 
Economic Development Corp.
Terry Whipple/Tamrya Oldenhoff
P.O. Box 322
122 Main St.
Camp Douglas, WI 54618
(608) 427-2070
www.juneaucounty.com/ie-club-blog
jcedc@mwt.net 

INVENTOR GROUPS

Every effort has been made to list all inventor groups accurately. Please email Carrie Boyd at cboyd33@carolina.rr.com if any changes need to be made to your group’s listing.
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CLASSIFIEDS

NEED A MENTOR? 
Whether your concern is how to get started, what to do next, 
sources for services, or whom to trust, I will guide you. I have 
helped thousands of inventors with my written advice, including 
more than nineteen years as a columnist for Inventors Digest 
magazine. And now I will work directly with you by phone, 
e-mail, or regular mail. No big up-front fees. My signed 
confidentiality agreement is a standard part of our working 
relationship. For details, see my web page: 

www.Inventor-mentor.com
Best wishes, Jack Lander

PATENT FOR LEASE

DRILL ALIGNMENT TOOL
PAT. No. US 8,757,938 B2

https://www.youtube.com/

watch?v=5mdyoHuSfAs

Julian Ferreras, Owner
(907) 852-7310 • ferreras@gci.net

CHINA MANUFACTURING 

“The Sourcing Lady”(SM). Over 30 years’ experience in Asian 
manufacturing—textiles, bags, fashion, baby and household inventions. 
CPSIA product safety expert. Licensed US Customs Broker.

Call (845) 321-2362. EGT@egtglobaltrading.com  
or www.egtglobaltrading.com.

INVENTION DEVELOPMENT SERVICES 

Market research services regarding ideas/inventions.  
Contact Ultra-Research, Inc., (714) 281-0150. 
P.O. Box 307, Atwood, CA 9281.

ONLINE PRODUCT DEVELOPMENT COURSE

DON’T LOSE MONEY! Do you have an idea for a product you’d 
like to have made and take to market, but don’t know how to make it 
happen? We’re the GS360 INNOVATION LAB, and we’re here to teach 
you how. We’ve been successfully developing new product ideas for big 
and small companies for over 20 years, and now we’re offering to share 
our knowledge and skills with you. Take our affordable online courses 
BEFORE you set off or become involved with an Invention Development or 
Marketing Company. We are here to help protect you. See us on 
YouTube: GS360 Innovation Lab. 

Learn more at WWW.GLOBALSUPPLY360.COM. Click on TRAINING, 
review, download our brochure and sign up. Phone: 775.410.0071. 

PATENT SERVICES 

Affordable patent services for independent inventors and small business. 
Provisional applications from $600. Utility applications from $1,800. Free 
consultations and quotations. Ted Masters & Associates, Inc.

5121 Spicewood Dr. • Charlotte, NC 28227 
(704) 545-0037 or www.patentapplications.net.

EDI/ECOMMERCE

EDI IQ provides EDI (Electronic Data Interchange)/Ecommerce Solutions 
and Services to Inventors, Entrepreneurs and the Small Business 
community.  Comprehensive scalable services when the marketplace 
requires EDI processing. Web Based. No capital investment. UPC/Bar Code 
and 3PL coordination services. EDI IQ—Efficient, Effective EDI Services.   

(215) 630-7171 or www.ediiq.com, Info@ediiq.com.

Shirts, mugs and  
much more for the 
inventor, creator 
and Edison in 
your life.

SHOP AT OUR 
ONLINE STORE.

Shipping and handling not included

www.cafepress.com/inventmag

 “If it’s a good idea, go ahead and do it. 
It is much easier to apologize than it is to get permission.” 

— REAR ADMIRAL DR. GRACE HOPPER
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1 YEAR  $36.00 U.S. 2 YEARS $63.00 U.S.

Make sure to enclose payment and send to 
INVENTORS DIGEST 520 Elliot St., Suite 200
Charlotte, NC 28202 

NAME (please print)

ADDRESS

CITY/STATE/ZIP

E-MAIL PHONE

TO PLACE NEW ORDERS OR RENEW SUBSCRIPTIONS BY 
MAIL FILL OUT CARD, OR CALL 1-800-838-8808 OR EMAIL 
US AT INFO@INVENTORSDIGEST.COM.
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SINGLE ISSUE!

Whether you just came up with a great idea 
or are trying to get your invention to market, 
Inventors Digest is for you. Each month we 
cover the topics that take the mystery out of 
the invention process. From ideation to proto-
typing, and patent claims to product licensing, 
you’ll find articles that pertain to your situation. 
Plus, Inventors Digest features inventor pros 
and novices, covering their stories of disap-
pointment—and success. Fill out the subscrip-
tion form below to join the inventor community.
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