
W
e patent attorneys tell inventors if 

their idea is “patentable”. But how do 

we determine what is inventive over 

the “prior art”? Where do we get the analytical 

mindset? 

At MIT, we analyzed engineering systems. 

We found natural frequencies, the frequencies 

at which the system reacts uncontrollably. We 

measured the changes in systems over time 

with time domain signals. We converted the time 

domain signals into frequency domain signals, to 

obtain a valuable different perspective. 

For thermodynamics we only looked  at 

the input vs the output of the system. I recall 

watching a stick pass under a bridge. “Ah”, 

I thought, “the time domain view follows the 

stick as it flows under the bridge. But the input/

output view counts the stick and other items 

passing under the bridge”. I had begun to 

change how I viewed the world.

This kind of analysis is not restricted to 

engineering. Literary analysis involves finding the 

motifs in a piece of literature and/or defining the 

author’s point.

The physicist, Leonard Susskind, has said that 

physics requires changing your way of thinking 

to understand a new concept. This is what we 

do in patents. To see the inventive concept, 

rather than the product itself, requires looking at 

the product from a different perspective.

Take the all-in-one printer. It combines a fax, 

scanner, copier and printer into a single machine 

by recognizing that all four machines use a similar 

printing process. What is inventive about it? 

Let’s change our frame of reference and 

look at the new elements added to make the 

combination work. There is a controller which 

selectively activates a scanner, a fax, a copier 

or a printer. Such a controller did not exist in the 

individual units.

What about the housing? It now holds the 

controller as well as two paper feeders (for the 

paper to be scanned and for the paper to be 

printed), a telephone connection and a data 

network port. This kind of housing didn’t exist in 

any of the individual units, though each unit had 

some of the elements. 

So, how do we find inventiveness in a 

product? The really brilliant inventions can be 

claimed straightforwardly. Others require looking 

at the features of the product that the marketing 

department has gotten excited about or defining 

an inner element as the most important element. 

Sometimes we look only at elements which were 

added to make a product function in its new 

market. 

A willingness to view the world differently 

enables us to define inventions. It also helps us 

to redefine the invention when a Patent Office 

rejects the application.

Heidi Brun runs Heidi Brun Associates, a boutique 
patent firm (www.heidibrun.com), and also blogs about 
the patent world (www.thepatentpen.com)
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