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When firms innovate openly they engage in 
collaborations with multiple actors, such as 
companies (large or small), universities or other 
research institutes, governmental institutions or 
even individuals (such as inventors or lead users) 
and sometimes communities of individuals (e.g. 
for open source software development). When 
collaboratively pursuing R&D projects with different 
partners, firms need to pay particular attention 
to the management of intellectual property (IP). 
This means careful consideration of knowledge, 
capabilities, and resources (including intangible 
assets) brought into a collaboration, those often 
patented innovations developed jointly during a 
collaboration and those that each partner develops 
individually after a collaboration is terminated, but 
which build on jointly developed IP. 

While IP represents important assets that require 
careful attention in collaborative innovation 
projects, IP has another, often overlooked, 
dimension that is important in collaborative working 
environments. 

Patent data is nowadays publicly available, 
with low access costs, as a valuable source for 
identifying collaboration partners. Both the strategic 
management of IP and the use of IP data for 
effective decision making in innovation projects 
are integral parts of the research at the Centre 
for Technology Management (CTM). The following 
paragraphs particularly draw on the latter subject. 

Following the launch of the BACON (BAckfile 
CONversion) project by the trilateral offices 
(USPTO, EPO, JPO) in 1984, patent data has 
been progressively digitized. Nowadays, almost all 
patent data is available electronically. Digitization 
has helped to enable the patent system's original 
purpose: to be a source of innovation. While this 
was always the intended purpose, with today's 
low cost access to patent data its full potential can 
be exploited. The problem however remains to 
make sense out of the sheer amount of raw patent 
data. A number of established firms and start-
ups have recently begun to address this problem 
by developing analytical tools that change the 
way that patent data has been used historically. 

In the past, usually an individual patent or just 
a few patents were analysed in depth, but today 
huge amounts of patent data can be analysed in 
a few seconds. Today's problem is not so much 
the access to the data, but rather to master the 
art of conducting the 'right' analysis. A number 
of powerful analytical tools has been successfully 
developed (e.g. patent citation maps, landscaping) 
by established IP database providers, but also by 
a number of newly started ventures dedicated to 
specific patent analytics. Some of these have even 
be acquired by large incumbents and their tools are 
implemented in their commercial offerings. 

Amongst the many purposes for which patent 
data can be used, we can provide a few examples 
illustrating how it may identify collaboration 
opportunities and partners. Figure 1 shows an 
extract from a landscape of 18,300 patent families 
related to solar energy inventions. 1 

• FirmA 0 Firm8 0 Firmc 

Figure 1: Patent landscape map for identifying 
collaboration opportunities 

Such a landscape can be generated from patent 
data using, for instance, a tool originally developed 
by the company - Micropatent. The landscape 
depicts relations among different technological 
domains and provides insights into the density of 
patents in these domains. Different options are 

1 Original source: Tettman, R. (2010, April). What does the solar energy patent landscape look like? Intelledual Asset 
Management (iam). 
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then available to manipulate the landscape. For 
instance, it is possible to visualize only patents 
owned by specific companies. Assume, for instance, 
that the patents highlighted in blue are owned by 
FirmA. Apparently, this company has a particularly 
strong patent portfolio in the technology domain 
TA. The landscape further reveals that another 
company (Firm6) has a strong patent portfolio in 
T6• Both companies actually have quite a number 
of patents in Tc that links both TA and T

6
• This may 

indicate that they should consider joining forces 
to pursue collaboratively further research and 
development in the 'white spot' technology domain 
T 0 closely linked to their joint areas of expertise, 
but which seems to be hardly explored. By joining 
forces both companies may actually strengthen 
their competitiveness against Firmc, which appears 
to own a larger number of patents, hence has a 
stronger patent position than either FirmA or Firm6• 

Using a similar approach, patent landscapes can 
also be used to identify licensing partners. 

Another example is depicted in Figure 2. The graph 
shows a selected number of patent families owned 
by the University of Cambridge and some of its 
subsidiaries. Particularly, the figure reveals patents 
that are jointly owned by the University and other 
actors, such as companies and foundations but also 
other research institutes and universities. Jointly 
owned patents are a good indicator for research 
collaborations, which are often difficult to discover 
from other sources. Firms often have an interest 
not to make them public for competitiveness 
reasons. Such a graph is however relatively easy 
and quick to generate with state-of-the art patent 
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analytics. The available tools even offer valuable 
functions to automate the tedious data cleaning. 
When it comes to analysing patent data, previously 
a lot of effort and resources had to be put into 
homogenizing applicant names. For instance, 
applicant names often have some small spelling 
differences (e.g. Siemens AG vs. Siemens-AG) 
which needed to be corrected manually. Today's 
tools enable the clustering of companies and their 
subsidiaries using functions such as 'corporate 
trees'. 

To summarize, IP management is important in 
collaborations when actors are jointly pursuing 
R&D projects. Due to the increasing availability of 
digitized patent data as well as the complementary 
analytical tools, this data source is becoming 
a valuable and easily exploitable source of 
information. When the art of analysing patent data 
is mastered, it can be used for multiple purposes, 
such as identifying ongoing collaboration or finding 
future collaboration opportunities. The data can 
support a wide range of decisions to be made along 
innovation processes e.g. through more effective 
technology intelligence. CTM research will continue 
to contribute to the efficient exploitation of patent 
data for effective decision making along innovation 
processes as well as to strategic IP management. 

If you would like to learn more about IP related 
research or wish to get involved in one of our 
collaborative projects, please feel free to contact 
Dr Frank Tietze (frank.tietze@eng.cam.ac.uk) 

drplOOl@cam.ac.uk 
frank.tietze@eng.cam.ac.uk 
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Figure 2: Collaborations of University of Cambridge (selected co-assigned patents) 
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