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Spotting Sweet-Sounding Promises
of Fraudulent Invention Promotion Firms

Think you’ vegot agreat ideafor anew product or service? Y ou’ renot alone. Every year, tensof thousandsof
peopl etry todevel optheirideasand market themcommercially.

Somepeopletry tosell theirideaor inventiontoamanufacturer that would market it and pay themroyalties.
But findingacompany todothat can beoverwhelming. Asanalternative, other peopleusetheservicesof an
inventionor patent promotionfirm. Indeed, many inventorspay thousandsof dollarstofirmsthat promiseto
evaluate, devel op, patent, and market inventions. Unfortunately, many of thesefirmsdolittleor nothingfor their
fee

TheFederal TradeCommission (FTC) hasfoundthat many invention promotionfirmsclaim—fa sely —that
they canturnamost any ideainto cash. But, theagency says, smartinventorscan|earnto spot thesweet-
sounding promisesof afraudulent promotionfirm. Here’ showtofollow upif you hear thefollowinglines:

“Wethink your idea hasgreat market potential.” Few ideas— however good — become commercially
successful. If acompany failstodisclosethat investinginyour ideaisahigh-risk venture, and that most ideas
never makeany money, beware.

“Our company haslicensed alot of invention ideas successfully.” If acompany tellsyou it hasagood
track record, ask for alist of itssuccessful clients. Confirmthat theseclientshavehad commercial success. If the
company refusestogiveyoualist of their successful clients, it probably meansthey don’t haveany.

“You need to hurry and patent your idea before someone else does.” Bewary of high pressure sales
tactics. Althoughsomepatentsareval uable, s mply patentingyour ideadoesNOT meanyouwill ever makeany
money fromit.

“Congratulations! We've done a patent search on your idea, and we have some great news. There's
nothinglikeitoutthere.” Many invention promotionfirmsclaimto perform patent searchesonideas. Patent
searchesby fraudul entinvention promotionfirmsusually areincompl ete, conductedinthewrong category, or
unaccompanied by alegal opinionontheresultsof thesearchfromapatent attorney. Becauseunscrupul ousfirms
promotevirtually any ideaor inventionwithout regardtoitspatentability, they may market anideafor which
someonealready hasavalid, unexpired patent. Inthat case, you may bethesubject of apatent infringement
lawsuit— evenif thepromotional effortsonyour inventionaresuccessful.

“Our research department, engineers, and patent attorneys have evaluated your idea. We definitely
wanttomoveforward.” Thisisastandard salespitch. Many questionablefirmsdo not performany evaluationat
all. Infact, many don’t havethe* professional” staff they claim.

“Our company has evaluated your idea, and now wants to prepare a more in-depth research report.
[t'1l beseveral hundreddollars.” If thecompany’ sinitial evaluationis” positive,” ask why thecompany isn’t
willingtocover thecost of researching your ideafurther.



“Our company makes most of its money from the royaltiesit gets from licensing its clients' ideas.
Of course, we need some money from you beforewe get started.” If afirmtellsyouthis, but asksyouto pay a
largefee— up-front or to agreeto makecredit payments— ask why they’ renot willingtohelpyouonacontin-
gency basis. Unscrupulousfirmsmakealmost all their money fromadvancefees.

Inventor Protections

TheAmericanlnventorsProtection Act of 1999 givesyou certainrightswhendealingwithinvention promoters.
Beforeaninventionpromoter canenter intoacontract withyou, it must disclosethefollowinginformationaboutits
businesspracticesduringthepast fiveyears.

* howmany inventionsit haseval uated,

* how many of thoseinventionsgot positiveor negativeeval uations,

* itstotal number of customers,

 how many of thosecustomersreceived anet profit fromthepromoter’ sservices, and

» how many of thosecustomershavelicensedtheir inventionsduetothepromoter’ sservices.

Thisinformationcanhel pyou determinehow sel ectivethepromoter hasbeenindecidingwhichinventionsit
promotesand how successful the promoter hasbeen.

I nvention promotersal somust giveyouthenamesand addressesof all invention promotioncompaniesthey
havebeenaffiliatedwithover thepast 10years. Usethisinformationto determinewhether thecompany you' re
considering doing busi nesswith hasbeen subject tocomplaintsor legal action. Call theU.S. Patentand Trade-
mark Office(USPTO) at 1-866-767-3848, and the Better BusinessBureau, theconsumer protection agency, and
theAttorney General inyour stateor city, andinthestateor city wherethecompany isheadquartered.

If apromoter causesyoufinancial injury by failingtomaketherequired disclosures, by makingany falseor
fraudulent statementsor representations, or by omitting any fact, you havetheright to suethepromoter and
recover theamount of your injury pluscostsand attorneys’ fees.

Inaddition, althoughthe USPTOhasnocivil authority tobringlaw enforcement actionsagainstinvention
promoters, itwill accept your complaint and postit onlineif youcompletetheform, Complaint Regar ding
I nvention Promoter , at www.uspto.gov/web/forms/2048.pdf. TheUSPTOa sowill forwardyour complaintto
thepromoter, and publishitsresponseonline. Toread complaintsand responses, visitInventor Resour cesat
www.uspto.gov/web/offices/comviip/index.htm.

Toorder acopy of theAmerican InventorsProtection Act, call theUSPTOtoll-freeat 1-800-PTO-9199, or
visitwww.uspto.gov/web/offices/com/speeches/'s1948gb1. pdf.

For More Information

TheFTCworksfor theconsumer to prevent fraudul ent, deceptive, and unfair businesspracticesinthemarket-
placeandto provideinformationto hel p consumersspot, stop, and avoidthem. Tofileacomplaintortogetfree
informationonconsumer issues, visitwww.ftc.gov or call toll-free, 1-877-FTC-HEL P (1-877-382-4357); TTY::
1-866-653-4261. WhiletheFTCgenerally doesnotinterveneinindividual disputes, theinformationyou provide
may indicateapattern of viol ationsrequiring action by theCommission. TheFTCentersinternet, telemarketing,
identity theft, and other fraud-rel ated complaintsinto Consumer Sentinel, asecure, onlinedatabaseavail ableto
hundredsof civil and criminal law enforcement agenciesintheU.S. and abroad.
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