
1

Using the USPTO Web Site to Answer 
Commonly Asked Patent Questions 

&
How to Conduct a Preliminary Patent Search

Tom Turner
Patent & Trademark Depository Library Program

GPO Interagency
July 30, 2010

7/23/2010
2

USPTO Home Page
www.uspto.gov
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Patents Column:
Menu of Major Links
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Patents:  Search

USPTO Website has two patent publication 
databases:

PatFT (Patents Full-Text)
Full Text back to 1976
All patents accessible by U.S. Patent 

Classification or Patent Number

AppFT (Published Patent Applications Full-
Text)
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PatFT and AppFT:  
Interfaces

Quick Search

Advanced

Search
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PatFT:  Results List
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Images

Tiff images of all U.S. 
Patents (to 1790)

Tiff images of all U.S. 
Published Patent 
Applications (to 
March 2001
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Patents:  View Files
Public
PAIR
(Patent
Application
Information 
Retrieval)
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Patents:  File Electronically
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Patents:  View Assignments

The database contains all recorded Patent Assignment 
information from August 1980 to current week.
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Patents:  View 
Guides/Manuals

Manual of Classification online
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Patents:  View Laws, 
Regulations and Decisions

Federal Register Notices
Proposed Rule Changes
Federal Laws (U.S. Code)
Code of Federal Regulations 

(CFR)
Final Decisions of the Board of 

Patent Appeals and 
Interferences 
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“What information can be found in 
different parts  of a U.S. patent?”

Search for U.S. patent 6276059.
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Search for Patents Page
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Patent Number Search in 
PatFT
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HTML full-text version of patent 6276059.

Tiff format 
image of 
the front 
page of 
U.S. 
patent 
6276059
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Parts of the Patent

Front page
– Bibliographic data

Drawing(s) 
Specification
– Background, statement of problem
– Description, mode of use
– Claims
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1. Who is/are the inventor(s)?
2. Was this invention assigned to a 

company?  
3. What kind of information is found on 

the Front Page of a U.S. patent?
4. What date did the inventor apply for a 

patent?  What date did it issue?
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5. Which U.S. patents are cited in the 
“References Cited” section?  Which 
foreign patents are cited?

6. Go back to the HTML full-text version 
of this patent.  Click on each of the 
U.S. patents referenced and look their 
images.  Why do you think they were 
considered relevant to this patent 
application?

U.S. Patents referenced in U.S. 
patent 6276059
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INID Codes
(10) or (11) patent no.
(12) or (19) country ID
(21) application number
(22) date of application
(31) Priority app. number
(32) Priority date
(33) Priority country
(45) date of patent

(51) IPC classification
(52) domestic classification
(54) title of the invention
(56) list of prior art documents 
(references)
(57) abstract or claim
(58) field of search
(75) inventor(s)

Internationally agreed Numbers for the 
Identification of (bibliographic) Data – See 
WIPO Standard ST.9 .
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“Can you find the Title in this 
Foreign Patent?”
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“Can you find out if there is a Patent on a 
product?  All I have is the Brand Name.”

If this was sold in stores under the brand name 
“Fast ‘n Easy” CD Cutter could we find in the 
PatFT (Patents Full-Text) database?
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“How Can I find the Patents by a 
Certain Inventor?”

Is the inventor listed in patent 
6276059, Elvin Man Hit Kan, 
credited as the inventor on other 
U.S. patents?
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Search Patent 
Publications

7/23/2010
28

Search for Patents Page: Access 
Quick Search on PatFT



15

7/23/2010
29

Quick Search Form--Inventor Name 
Search Format:
Lastname-Firstinitial$

This will only search inventor names back to 1976; remember, 
full-text searching stops at 1976 in PatFT.

$ is a truncation symbol.
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Inventor Name Search 
Results

Which of these did Elvin Man Kit Kan of Hong Kong invent?
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“What’s the difference between a 
Design Patent and a Utility Patent?”

Compare US patents 4831735 and 
D302929.

How do they differ?
How are they similar?

7/23/2010
32www.uspto.gov -- home page
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Search for Patents Page
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“I saw an ad for a company that promises to get 
me success with selling my invention.  Do you 

have information on them?
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On navy blue navigation bar across USPTO home 
page, select “Inventors,” a sub menu appears, select 
“Scam Prevention.”
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All of the information on this “Scam Prevention” page is 
helpful to customers.  For a look at complaints the 
USPTO has received against invention promotion 
companies, select “Published Complaints.”
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“I never received the product, just a picture and a bogus 
contract for over $8000 paid to those crooks.”
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“How Do I Search Patents?”

Inventions that are new, useful, non-
obvious, and accompanied by a 
written description disclosing how to 
make and use the invention may be 
patented.

But how do you know if an invention is 
new and non-obvious?
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Prior Art
Prior art consists of information disclosed to the public 

including:

U.S. Patents and published patent applications;
Foreign Patents and published patent applications;
Journal and magazine articles;
Books, manuals, and catalogs;
Websites;
Conference proceedings.
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Keyword Search Problems

Vague or inconsistent terminology:
Toy and Process of Use (Patent 2,415,012)

Obsolete names and terms:
“LP”… “hi-fi”… “laser disc”…”water closet”

Different meanings in different fields:
“Mouse” the Animal v. 

Computer “Mouse”
Synonyms:

Rodent Extermination Device 
(Patent 5,185,953)
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And the Biggest Problem 
with Keyword Searching…

USPTO 
patent web 
databases 
limit keyword 
searching to 
no further 
back than 
1976.

But searching 
by U.S. Patent 
Classification 
can cover 
patents issued 
prior to 1976—
all the way to 
1790 if 
needed.
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U.S. Patent Classification

There are currently 
>450 classes and 
>150,000 subclasses 
in the U.S. Patent 
Classification System 
(USPC).
Fortunately, there is 
an online Index to 
USPC.
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7 Step Preliminary Patent Search 
Strategy Overview

Searchers need to do as thorough a search 
as possible to ensure that their invention has 
never before been patented.
All it takes is one patent to refute the novelty 
of one’s invention.
The USPTO has developed a 7 Step Patent 
Search Strategy to increase the likelihood of 
novice searchers doing a thorough job of a 
preliminary patent search.
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STEP 1: Description of 
Invention

What does it do?
Essential function of the invention

What’s the end result?
Essential effect or basic product resulting 

from the invention
What is it made of?

Physical structure of the invention
What is it used for?

Intended use for the invention
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Search Example

(We’ll use a simple example to show the search tools in 
involved in a preliminary patent search.)

The invention is an improvement 
upon current shoe racks with an 
adjustable feature that allows for 

different sizes of shoes.  It mounts 
on a wall or door.
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STEP 2:  Determine Initial 
Classification

On USPTO home page, in “How Do I” Drop 
Down Menu, Select “Search for a Patent?”
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Click on Step 2 link to the “Index to U.S. 
Patent Classification.”
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Index to USPC

Go to “S” in HTML Index to look 
up first keywords, “shoe” and 
“shoe rack.”  Is it also listed 
under “R” for racks?

Go to “S” in HTML Index to look 
up first keywords, “shoe” and 
“shoe rack.”  Is it also listed 
under “R” for racks?
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From “Index to U.S Patent 
Classification”

Shoe–
Apparel-
-Rack   

211/34+
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Note: subclass numbers are 
not necessarily listed in 
sequential order. They are 
subclass identifiers and shift 
position when that subclass is 
moved within a schedule.

Note: subclass numbers are 
not necessarily listed in 
sequential order. They are 
subclass identifiers and shift 
position when that subclass is 
moved within a schedule.

STEP 3:  Scan the Classification Schedule.
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Click on Subclass Title to See 
Subclass Relationships

In the schedule subclass 35 appears to be a good choice for the subclass.  
Clicking on the subclass title creates a popup showing subclass 35 in 
relation to higher indent level subclasses and the overall class.
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Either by clicking on “Show Definition View” in the pop-
up window.

Or by clicking on the subclass number in the class 
schedule, you link to the Classification Definition for 
the subclass.
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STEP 4:  Read Classification 
Definition

Reading the Classification Definitions will help you determine if you 
have selected the correct subclass.

Note the definitions have Cross-References to other subclasses 
that may be more appropriate to your search.
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STEP 5:  Search Issued 
Patents

Click on “P” icon by the subclass number in 
the class schedule to retrieve all patents in the 
given subclass in PatFT Database.

Click on “P” icon by the subclass number in 
the class schedule to retrieve all patents in the 
given subclass in PatFT Database.

Search Results in PatFT
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STEP 5:  Also, Search 
Published Patent Applications

Click on “A” icon by the subclass number in the class 
schedule to retrieve all published patent applications 
in the given subclass in AppFT Database.

Click on “A” icon by the subclass number in the class 
schedule to retrieve all published patent applications 
in the given subclass in AppFT Database.

Search Results in AppFT
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STEP 6:  Review Patent Documents 
with  Focus on Claims

Do any of these patents disclose 
an invention with claims similar to 
our invention?
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STEP 7:  Check References…

References provided by 
the applicant and patent 
examiner.

References provided by 
the applicant and patent 
examiner.

Forward citation search 
links patents that cite the 
displayed patent.

Forward citation search 
links patents that cite the 
displayed patent.
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…and Field of (Classification) 
Search

Class/Subclass listed in the Field of Search 
can provide valuable clues to other 
classifications that the Patent Examiner 
searched.

Class/Subclass listed in the Field of Search 
can provide valuable clues to other 
classifications that the Patent Examiner 
searched.
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7-STEP Preliminary Patent Search 
Overview

1. Brainstorm keywords to describe the invention
2. Use keywords to find initial class/subclass

Index to the U.S. Patent Classification
3. Verify the relevancy of class/subclasses using the

Classification Schedule
4. Confirm scope of subclass

Classification Definitions
5. Access complete patent documents and 

published applications by classification
6. Review the claims, specifications and 

drawings of documents retrieved
7. Retrieve and review cited references and 

“Field of Classification Search”
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What if the Searcher Can’t Find 
an Appropriate Classification?

Try a keyword search; find 
relevant patents and jot down 
the class / subclass(es).  Rerun 
the search using classification.

Ask the PTDL librarian for a U.S. 
Patent Classification 
Suggestion form.
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Don’t Exclude Keyword Searches

Keyword searches should supplement U.S. 
Patent Classification searches to be as thorough 
as possible.
Group together synonyms to increase chances of 
finding relevant patents e.g., (car or automobile 
or auto or “land motor vehicle”)
Use truncation symbols to get singular and plural 
versions of a word (car$).
Use quotes to group search phrases where 
words are adjacent (“image viewer”).
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Web Tutorial on Patent 
Searching

www.uspto.gov/web/offices/ac/ido/ptdl/tutorials.html

7/23/2010
66

Questions?

Tom Turner (tom.turner@uspto.gov)

Librarian  

Patent and Trademark Depository Library Program

Office of the Chief Information Officer

U.S. Patent & Trademark Office


