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An expiosion of patents

The rush on patents extends across all technologies

; f’and all industries. Patents are no longer limited to
_products and manufacturing processes. In 1998, the o
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- Companies that ignore patents do so at their
own peril. Embarking on a substantial research-and-
development project or blindly introducing new
products to the market without considering the

' possnbthty of dommatlng patents can result in a costly

mfrmgement suit. Likewise, the failure to protect
innovative products can be a costly strategic error.
Imagine, for example, how the landscape in the
software industry would have changed if Xerox had
patented the graphic user interface Apple and
Microsoft later included in their operating-system
programs. To maximize return on R&D investment, a
business needs a coherent patent strategy that fits in
with its business objectives.

An effective strategy is one that protects a competi-
tive advantage, whether the advantage lies in innova-
tive products, processes or business methods. Most
companies recognize the benefits of patents on their
core technology. Patents on core technology, as in the
case of Polaroid, create a significant barrier to competi-
tion and force competitors to either license your
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Dell used its business-methods patents for build-to-
order sales to obtain a cross-license agreement with
IBM, giving it ac‘t’:ess to technology for its computers.

A patent on success

The emergence of patents as a strateglc business
tool has many critics. They argue that patents stifle
innovation and are frequently used unfairly by large
corporations to bludgeon smaller competitors. These
critics at least lmphmdy acknowledge the extraordinary

~ power of patents. In the knowledge-based economy,

patents are essential. If you are neglecting patents, be
warned. The winners in the new knowledge-based
economy are likely those who have an effective patent
strategy. Given that one or more of your competitors is
likely to be pursuing patents that will directly impact
your business, can you afford not to?




