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Responding to patent inquires received by letter (hardcopy)  

 

Each quarter when I fill out our PTRC’s metric input survey, one of the 
questions in category 3, Number of letter (hardcopy) customers? 
always makes me pause.   With so much of patent and trademark 
information, (especially patent searching) only available online, do we 
still receive hardcopy letter inquiries?  Yes we do. The PTRC’s Annual 
Statistics for FY 2016 show that PTRC’s served 78 letter customers 
during that period.   

 

How can we respond to the hardcopy letter inquiries we receive for 
patent or trademark information?  If one is submitting their patent or trademark questions by 
mail, then there is a good chance they do not know how to use a computer.  And that creates a 
dilemma for PTRC reps. 

Of course this dilemma of non-computer savvy patrons can also apply to questions received by 
phone calls or those coming in person.  However, in my experience, it’s those questions 
received by letter that are the most challenging.   

So far I have dealt with three such letters from potential RTRC patrons.  The latest was a 
handwritten letter from an inmate incarcerated at an Illinois state prison, who stated that he 
was taking the steps necessary to become and remain a productive and influential member of 
society. And that he needed information on utility patents because he had a significant 
improvement of an existing matter. 
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The inmate went on to include in his letter, Thank you for any assistance that you may 
provide, and as a gesture of my appreciation, I will, if allowed, to keep you informed on the 
progress of the product, and once its existence is complete, I will attempt to provide samples 
to you and your staff. 

My first thought was to wonder if inmates in Illinois state prisons have access to the internet. I 
checked the Illinois Department of Corrections web pages, and found that they do not. 

- From Illinois Dept. of Corrections Frequently Asked Questions 
https://www.illinois.gov/idoc/aboutus/Pages/faq.aspx 

 

       Frequently Asked Questions  

 

 

So, where does one begin in assisting such customers who do not even have access to a 
computer?  Here is the way I have handled such inquiries.  

1.   Send them existing USPTO printed information. 

In most such cases, I assumed that they did not have access to a computer.  However, I didn’t 
want to ignore their request.  So putting together existing print materials to send is a first step 
we can take.  This can include such print USPTO material as: 

• 2015 General Information Concerning Patents booklet 
• 2015 Guide to Filing a Utility Patent Application booklet 
• A Guide to Filling a Design Patent Application booklet 
• Provisional Application for Patent pamphlet 
• 2015 Guide to Filing a Provisional Application for Patent booklet 
• Contact the USPTO Before you get Burned pamphlet. 
• 7-Step U.S. Patent Search Strategy Guide 
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2. Print out certain USPTO Web pages. 
 
Whenever I deal with any new patent customers, I always show them the fee schedule, so that 
they know what they are in for.  There are also several more pages from the USPTO Web pages 
that are not parts of booklets that could be helpful to those just beginning to understand the 
patent process.  I usually print those out and also add those to the packet I send out to answer 
these hard-letter inquiries.   
 
Those pages include: 
 

• USPTO Patent Process Diagram 
• USPTO Patent Process Overview 
• USPTO Fee Schedule 
• Types of Patent Applications 
• Resources for Inventors 

 
The above web pages are especially nice for printing out for customers, as USPTO has a 
convenient “print” button that reformats them for cleaner printing. 
 

 
 

 

 

http://www.uspto.gov/patents-getting-started/patent-basics/types-patent-applications/utility-patent/process-obtaining
http://www.uspto.gov/patents-getting-started/patent-process-overview
https://www.uspto.gov/learning-and-resources/fees-and-payment/uspto-fee-schedule
https://www.uspto.gov/patents-getting-started/patent-basics/types-patent-applicationsproceedings
https://www.uspto.gov/learning-and-resources/inventors-entrepreneurs-resources
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In assisting hardcopy letter customers, I also write out a letter, explaining that our main role as 
PTRC representatives is to point people to patent information from USPTO – and to show 
people how to do a preliminary patent searches.    
 
I explain that patent searches are an extremely important initial step in order to make sure that 
no one else has already received a patent for one’s invention.  I explain that access to a 
computer and the internet will be needed to do patent searching.  And I invite them to get back 
with me if they would like to learn how to do some basic patent searching.  And I call it a day.  
 
I also point out in my letter that a patent and a patent application are legal documents – and 
that as a librarian I can’t give legal advice.  I also can’t do their patent searching for them.  
Additionally, I print out the initial USPTO patent attorney and patent agent page and include 
that in the packet I mail to them.  
 
3.  Additional Patent information to include. 
 
However, in the case of the inmate seeking patent information, even though he won’t have 
access to a computer, I went a little beyond what I usually do – and included some additional 
information.  Basically, I figure an inmate has a lot of time on his hand, so the more information 
I sent him the better.  And I also figure that they may get out of prison eventually – or that until 
then, they may have contact with someone on the outside who could work with them.   
 
So I also included the following in my packet to the inmate: 
 

• 4 types of intellectual property tutorial (adapted from a Tom Turner tutorial) 
• USPTO CPC page printout  
• Espacenet CPC page and search initial page printout 
• Espacenet Advanced search page initial page printout 
• Espacenet Classification/Patent Search short tutorial I include the whole tutorial.  
• I already had included the USPTO 7-step patent search handout 
• Google Patent Search printout of initial search page  
• My Libguide on Patents printout of initial page.  

 
In my letter I also explained that patents are organized in a topical arrangement by how they 
work, called the Cooperative Patent Classification.  And that an initial step in patent searching is 
to determine what CPC class one’s idea falls into – and then search that class for all the patents 
that have been granted – or are in the application process, for that class.   I recommend the 
Espacenet CPC classification page for that.  
 
I also explain that one should also follow up their CPC searching with keyword searching.  And I 
recommend both Espacenet’s advanced search page – and/or the Google Patents search for 
keyword searching.  
 

http://wiu.libguides.com/ld.php?content_id=13620411
https://www.uspto.gov/web/patents/classification/cpc.html
https://worldwide.espacenet.com/classification?locale=en_EP
http://worldwide.espacenet.com/advancedSearch?locale=en_EP
http://wiu.libguides.com/ld.php?content_id=15692730
http://www.google.com/advanced_patent_search
http://wiu.libguides.com/patents
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Did I sent too much information to the inmate?  In general, I would rather provide too much 
patent information to any patent customer rather than possibly not providing enough.  Yes, the 
amount of information on patents and the patent process can be overwhelming.  
 
 But my feeling is that we are not doing patent customers any favors if we underwhelm them by 
not providing enough information.  They need to know that obtaining a patent is a time-
intensive and complicated procedure.  And better that they start finding that out with their 
initial interaction with a PTRC.  
 
And here are some final thoughts about responding to hardcopy letter customers who most 
likely may not have access to a computer.  I enjoy working with these customers – as in each 
instance, it forces me to review and organize the basics of patent information.  It’s like each 
time I work with a hardcopy letter customer, I have to start from scratch and retrain myself.    
 
Furthermore, I like to think I have at least provided some good information to these first-time 
customers.   Even if that information may cause such a customer to decide this is not for them, I 
have assisted them in coming to that conclusion.  On the other hand, I do hope that some will 
be able to use this information and move forward with their patent idea.  
 
Chuck Malone 
Macomb, IL PTRC 
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