
Chapter 1

The Innovation Process
In This Chapter
� Applauding yourself

� Keeping your idea safe

� Making it to market

� Pushing your idea through the pipeline

Maybe you can come up with an idea in the morning, make one phone
call, receive a check by noon, and reach financial success, all in time

to watch the sunset through your lovely rose-colored glasses. It’s possible.
(It’s possible to win the lottery, too. It’s possible to earn both an Olympic
gold medal and an academy award.)

Being possible doesn’t make it likely, however; just as getting a patent doesn’t
make your invention commercially viable. Try to accept right now that making
money from your idea may well be a long, grueling, expensive, and perhaps
unachievable task. Prepare to recognize little successes along the way as vic-
tories. Many people never see their idea converted into a real working model.
Of these, few ever receive patents. Fewer yet ever see a return on their finan-
cial investment, much less their time. Only a very small percentage — about 
7 percent — of patent holders ever make enough money to recoup even the
cost of getting their patents. So, as you reach the milestones that you have set
for yourself, be happy and proud of these victories.

In this chapter, I give you some practical advice on deciding what you want to
do with your invention, how to protect it, and give you a few basic pointers
on going to market. I also go over the product life cycle to give you a better
idea of the process you need to go through.

Deciding Where to Go with Your Idea
You have an idea, now what? Where do you go? What steps do you take to
bring your new idea to fruition?
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Decide as early as possible what your true objective is. In other words, what
do you want from your invention? Do you want to be famous? Is just getting a
patent what you really care about? Are you all about the money? Are you all
about the altruism and making the world a better place?

If you’re an inventor with a commercialization bent, you’re in good company.
When Thomas Edison couldn’t find a buyer for his first patented invention —
an electric vote counter — he formulated a lifelong policy: Anything that
won’t sell, I don’t want to invent!

Your goal plays a large part in how you proceed with your idea. If your true
desire is to have your name on a patent and commercialization isn’t important
to you, your task is substantially different than if you’re expecting to achieve
financial independence through your invention.

Carefully consider where you are today and where you want to end up. It may
be helpful to take a sheet of paper and list the steps involved in achieving
your final objective. I suggest writing where you are today at the top, skip-
ping several lines, and entering your final goal. Now enter the milestones 
that you consider to be of critical importance along the way. Some of the
tasks you may list are

� Conducting a patent search (see Chapter 3)

� Submitting your idea for evaluation (see Chapter 11)

� Building a prototype (see Chapter 9)

� Researching the market (see Chapter 17)

� Filing a provisional patent application (see Chapter 4)

� Forming a company (see Chapter 15)

� Meeting with a potential licensee (see Chapter 20)

� Writing a business plan (see Chapter 13)

You don’t have to fill in all the blanks if you aren’t sure of all the steps; having 
a rough idea of some the steps is enough to get started (you may come up with
additional ideas as you go through this book). But preparing even a prelimi-
nary list may make you realize that there is a lot more to the process than you
had originally anticipated and that you may need some help along the way.

You should continually update the list and prioritize it as you go. If you have
a target date for success, then you should include that as well, and then date
the milestones that must be met accordingly.

One of your objectives, regardless of your overall goals, should be to make
your idea yours. In order to do this, you have to patent your idea. If you’re
interested only in getting a patent, stick to the chapters in this part. The rest 
of this book, however, focuses on sharing my experience and expertise in
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bringing inventions to market. If you want to make money from your idea, and 
I hope that you do, every chapter and every section should be of interest to you.

Protecting Your Idea
Your idea — or at least your rights to your idea — can slip out of your grasp
if you don’t protect it well. Just bragging too specifically to the wrong person
can be dangerous — people claim credit for ideas that aren’t theirs all the
time. So, though you may be proud of your idea (and you have every right
and reason to be), be careful about how you talk about it and to whom. If you
think about it, it isn’t logical to share your brainstorm with the world without
safeguarding it.

If you plan to market your invention, you probably will pursue getting some
legal intellectual property protection — a patent, copyright, or other protec-
tion mentioned in later chapters in this part and in Part II. Taking some pre-
cautions from the very start can help bolster those claims and establish your
ownership rights should the need arise.

Keeping good records
Keeping an inventor’s diary, engineering notebook, or logbook is almost
essential, not just to protect your rights, but to document your invention’s
history and progress.

Detailed documentation can be a valuable resource in many stages of your
invention’s life cycle. Potential investors interested in funding your project
can use your logbook to make decisions about your product’s potential and
about your capabilities. Investors are often more interested in the person
than in the product. A logbook that shows attention to detail and an orga-
nized, well-thought-out plan of action can mean money in the bank for you. 
If, for some reason, or no reason, the tax man audits you, your logbook can
show and justify deductions you may have taken.

What if someone overhears an explanation of your invention and files a
patent application before you do? Or an employee claims that she is the
actual inventor or maybe a co-inventor? Or your lab may suffer a break-in,
and whether the thief was hired by a competitor or is just an opportunist,
you may lose your prototype and equipment. In cases like these, a well-kept
invention log can help you prove your claim and pick up the pieces.

The notebook itself should be a bound book — one you can’t take pages out
of. Use permanent ink to make dated entries that detail the activity on a day-
to-day basis. Get two witnesses to sign and date each entry. Keep your journal
current and factual.
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Record everything into the logbook, including

� The title of your invention

� The purpose of the invention — what you use it for

� A detailed description, including any unique features

� A sketch, drawing, or picture

� Various uses and applications for your product — these may even vary
by industry

� The differences between your invention and similar products, if you
know of any

� Advantages of your product compared to other products or close 
substitutes

� Names of the people with whom you speak with about your product,
including consultants, prototype builders, packaging designers, and so
on; names of people you know are aware of your product including
employees, friends and family, and current or former colleagues

� Contact information of companies you talk to about licensing, produc-
tion, pricing, and packaging

Document not only what you and any colleagues do to further your inven-
tion, but add in records of any correspondence, receipts and bills related to
the project, and letters of revelations, which are any type of documentation or
paperwork written to other companies about your product. For example, you
may have correspondence about manufacturing cost estimates, potential
licensing agreements, hiring an engineer or prototype builder, and so on.
(The record of expenses comes in handy at tax time, also.) This type of infor-
mation should be kept in a separate folder from your logbook. Figure 1-1
shows a sample logbook entry.

If your invention is very good, you almost certainly face having it copied. Or
you may face a situation in which another inventor, working completely sepa-
rately, comes up with a very similar item. Sooner or later you may end up in
court defending your intellectual property rights. In the U.S., a patent is
issued to the first inventor of a product, not the first person to apply for a
patent on it. In many instances, those two are different people. Even after a
patent is issued, it can be disputed by someone claiming to have invented it
earlier, or by someone who just hopes to cash in. Often, your best defense is
great documentation.
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