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So how can a company motivate its 
engineers to take part in the patenting 
process? Let’s explore this in some detail, 
and I’ll share with you my engineer’s take 
on the psychology of rewards.

What about money? That stuff works 
miracles! Just put in place a financial 
incentive for every ROI submitted, and 
problem solved. Right? Not so much. 
Although financial awards can certainly 
be part of a motivation system, money 
alone is often not sufficient. 

However, for many inventors, recogni-
tion from the company is a very effective 
incentive. Inventors’ contributions should 
be broadcast to the company as a whole. 
They should yield the corporate equiva-
lent of fame—effectively the Nobel Prize 
of the office.

Here’s a simple example. Your 
company newsletter can report the names 
of the inventors who submitted ROIs. 
Although the newsletter can’t disclose 
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In the years after I finished my Ph.D., 
I was fortunate enough to land a posi-

tion as a design and simulation engineer 
on a wide variety of projects. I was part 
of a team that figured out what should go 
where, and how it should be assembled.

From an intellectual property (IP) 
point of view, I was one of the inven-
tors, and I went through the process so 
often that I became skilled at writing 
up inventions. So skilled, in fact, that 
I’ve now made a career out of it: I’m a 
patent agent. My job is to write up other 
people’s inventions and file patent ap-
plications for them.

My clients are similar to the compa-
nies for which I used to work. To prepare 
a patent application, a client typically 
provides me with a Record of Invention 
(ROI), which is written up by the inven-
tors and ranges from a single page to 
several dozen pages.

Getting inventors to write down their 
ideas in ROIs can be difficult, to say the 
least. We all know that, for most engi-
neers, documentation is secondary and is 
often neglected at the expense of solv-
ing the technical problems at hand. In a 
fast-paced environment, who has time to 
record the minutiae? 

But an ROI is more than a mere tech-
nicality. For most companies interested 
in protecting their IP for commercial 
advantage, the failure to secure ROIs in 
a timely manner can result in a loss of 
patent rights, which in turn can jeopar-
dize market success and ultimately the 
company’s bottom line.

the subject matter, it carries the subtext 
that your company is doing battle with 
the enemy, and inventor X plays a vital 
role in the strategic intelligence, akin 
to a James Bond character. The implicit 
message can act as a powerful motivator 
for other inventors; who wouldn’t want to 
be James Bond for a while?

Another example is a twice yearly 
recognition dinner for inventors and 
their families, featuring the board of 
directors and other members of high-
level management. It’s not often that 
your spouse and kids get to hear a clear 
message of how important your work is 
to the company and how much you are 
valued. 

Or why not award a plaque for the 
inventor to commemorate the submission 
of an ROI? It will most likely end up on 
an inventor’s desk, where it will be seen 
by other potential inventors. Alterna-
tively, the plaques could be placed in a 
public space at the office for six months 
or a year, and then given to the employee 
to take home.  

Offering inventors additional vaca-
tion, free trips or flex time can be nice 
perks, as well as tickets to a sporting 
event at the company’s box seats. My fa-
ther was a salesman, and the single most 
effective incentive his company ever gave 
him was a trip to Hawaii. To this day, 
more than 20 years later, my mother still 
talks about the trip. I’m sure the incentive 
would have been far less effective if my 
father had merely received a check for the 
amount of the trip.

Inventors’ contributions 
should be broadcast 
to the company as a 
whole. They should 
yield the corporate 
equivalent of fame—
effectively the Nobel 
Prize of the office.
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IP can also be built into job descrip-
tions and performance appraisals. Th is 
works well as an appraisal method be-
cause the development of IP is a clear 
and measurable goal. 

Combined with all these other 
incentives, a company can use cash 
money. Th e reward can be as little as $50 
and still be eff ective. I’ve heard of rewards 
of up to $1,000 for inventors who submit 
an ROI or meet various milestones in the 
patent process. However, large sums may 
breed discontent from some members 
of the technical team who contribute 
equally to the success of the products 
but don’t necessarily become inventors 
on the patents. In general, the fi nancial 
incentives should be weighted heavily 
upfront for the ROIs, and less so for 
the issuance of patents or other legal 
milestones, since most of those are out 
of the hands of the inventors.

Let’s step back and look at the big 
picture for a moment. Th e goal is to 
get proper patent protection for the 
inventions generated by the employees. 
One component of that involves 
properly motivating the inventors to 

put their ideas on paper, so that the 
legal department can choose to fi le 
patents on the appropriate inventions.

Another component, which is 
rarely discussed, involves getting the 
legal department integrated into the 
technology, so that the in-house patent 
counsel knows and understands the latest 
and greatest developments. 

Ideally, a patent liaison or patent at-
torney would attend technical briefi ngs 
and weekly meetings, and would be able 
to spot important inventions as they are 
conceived. Admittedly, this rarely oc-
curs, but greater involvement and closer 
contact would be benefi cial from both a 
technical and legal perspective. Until this 
happens, it’s the company’s job to ensure 
that the ROIs keep coming. 

[ Ron Gerber (www.alteralaw.com) is a patent 
agent with Altera Law Group in Minneapolis. 
He has 22 issued patents as an inventor. ]

In general, the fi nancial 
incentives should be 
weighted heavily upfront 
for the ROIs, and less 
so for the issuance of 
patents or other legal 
milestones, since most 
of those are out of the 
hands of the inventors.
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D id you ever wonder where that seemingly infinite 
supply of Small Business Innovation Research 

(SBIR) grants come from each year? Believe it or not, 
topics are randomly drawn out of a giant hat. Just 
kidding. 

New topics for the SBIR process are carefully 
chosen by government experts to fulfill critical agen-
cy requirements. They are topics for which research-
ers can hopefully generate useful results at each 
phase of the process, and that will meet the needs of 
both the government and potential SBIR awardees. 
They can come from one of two places—within the 
appropriate government agency or via a suggestion 
from the private sector. 

 That’s right. Private sector industry experts are 
encouraged to submit SBIR topics for future solicita-
tion. Generally, this can be accomplished by sending 
a one-page abstract that describes the suggested 
topic and why it should be considered. 
When considering topics for accep-
tance, officials ask themselves the  
following questions: 

c Is the research relevant to the  
organization’s mission and needs?

c Does the topic meet a critical  
agency requirement?

c Is the research area unique?

Other programmatic priorities are 
considered as well. If a suggestion 
for a topic is deemed of interest, a 
government expert will use it to cre-
ate a formal solicitation topic. During this process, 
the topic may be rewritten to become broader and 
less solution-specific. This promotes competition for 
other solutions and helps protect the ideas of the 
individuals who suggested it. The topic will then be 
submitted for approval with the other topics from 
that year. Not all suggested topics end up as solici-
tations, but many do.

The fact that the private sector may suggest top-
ics brings up an important question: Does suggest-
ing a topic that is selected for solicitation mean that 
the company will automatically win that contract? 
Absolutely not. It merely gives them the chance to 
propose their technology to meet a particular need. 
Because their technology will meet the topic require-

ments, they should have the opportunity to write an 
excellent proposal. 

 However, all proposals are judged evenly against 
the solicitation. Thus, it is the responsibility of the 
offeror to write a complete and thorough proposal 
that not only provides an excellent technical solu-

tion, but also demonstrates sufficient 
proficiency in the non-technical rating 
categories. Each proposal is reviewed 
solely on the merit of its content, and 
not on prior knowledge or interaction 
with the offeror. Therefore, if you put 
only a minimal effort into the proposal, 
you will jeopardize your proposal from 
being selected.  

Likewise, just because topics may 
often be suggested by a particular 
company should not in any way pre-
vent companies from responding to 
the solicitations. Each topic may have 
different solutions. Sometimes mul-
tiple contracts are awarded for differ-

ent approaches. Also, many times, other companies 
will provide better solutions than that provided by the 
company who originally suggested the topic. 

Don’t be afraid to submit a proposal for any of the 
topics because they are all open to being awarded 
to the proposal that will best meet the requirement of 
the solicitation. Interaction between the government 
and the private sector is essential to the success of 
the SBIR process. For more information and links 
where you can find contacts for the various SBIR 
agencies, go to www.zyn.com/sbir.

[ Jay Vizgaitis is a senior optical engineer at the U.S. Army RDE-
COM CERDEC Night Vision and Electronic Sensors Directorate in 
Ft. Belvoir, Va. ]

SBIR topics can 
come from one of 
two places—within 
the appropriate 
government 
agency or via a 
suggestion from 
the private sector. 
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