
1 
 

7 - St ep  U.S. Pat en t  Sear ch  St r a t eg y  Gu ide 
 
 

U.S. Pat en t  Sear ch  Assist an ce at  a  PTRC 
Patent  and Tradem ark Resource Center (PTRC)  library staff are available to provide 
t raining on U.S. patent  search processes and research tools including Pu b W EST, 
Pu b EAST and the USPTO w eb si t e ’s Pat FT an d  Ap p FT p at en t  p u b l icat ion  d at ab ases . 
For the PTRC nearest  you, check www.uspto.gov/ pt rc.   For legal quest ions, contact  an 
at torney or agent  registered to pract ice before the USPTO at  ht tps: / / oedci.uspto.gov .  

 

U.S. Pat en t  Pr io r  Ar t  Sear ch  v s. Com p r eh en siv e Pr io r  Ar t  Sear ch  
This guide provides a 7- step st rategy for  searching U.S. patents to locate and evaluate 
relevant  U.S. patent  publicat ions prior art  (earlier U.S. patents and U.S. published patent  
applicat ions) . A comprehensive prior art  search would also include foreign patents and 
non-patent  literature (newspapers, m agazines, dissertat ions, conference proceedings, and 
websites) . PTRC staff can also provide t raining on how to locate these addit ional resources.  

 

Sear ch  Pr ep ar at ion  an d  Docu m en t at ion  
Plan on spending a few hours learning the search process and addit ional hours for 
searching and evaluat ing results. The length of search t im e depends on the com plexity of 
the invent ion. Careful recording of the search process (databases used, date and t ime of 
search, classes searched, and patents/ published patent  applicat ions ret r ieved)  is 
im portant . 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 STEP 1 :  Br ain st o r m  Ter m s Descr ib in g  t h e I n v en t ion  

 
Begin by writ ing down a brief, accurate descript ion of the invent ion. Avoid overly broad 
and generic term s such as “device,”  “process”  and “system .”  Note important  keywords and 
technical terms. Use the following quest ions to help ident ify keywords and concepts.  

 
� What  is the purpose of t he invent ion? I s it  a ut ilitarian device or an ornam ental design? 
� I s the invent ion a process – a way of m aking som ething or perform ing a funct ion – or 

is it  a product? 
� What  is the invent ion made of? What  is the physical composit ion of the invent ion? 
� How is the invent ion used?  
� What  are keywords and technical term s that  describe the nature of the invent ion? 

Consult  a technical dict ionary or thesaurus to help find the appropriate term s.  
     I t  may be helpful to order terms according to decreasing scope. For example:  
 
 

    Vehicle �  Autom obile �  Air Bags 
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STEP 2 :  I n dex  t o  t h e U.S. Pat en t  Classi f i cat ion  
 ( USPC)  Sy st em  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

www.uspto.gov/ go/ classificat ion/ uspcindex/ indextouspc.htm  
 
Use the htm l I ndex to t he U.S. Patent  Classificat ion System  (above)  t o look up relevant  
term s. The I ndex is an alphabet ical list ing of comm on terms with their linked USPC 
classificat ions (class/ subclass num bers) . Under “A”  for “autom obile” :  
 

   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

I f  term s are not  found in the I ndex:  
� Scan or search the class t it les and descript ions in the Manual of Classificat ion 

(ht tp: / / www.uspto.gov/ web/ patents/ classificat ion/ selectnumwitht it le.htm )   to 
determ ine where the invent ion m ight  fit  in the U.S. Patent  Classificat ion System .  

� Run a keyword search in the patent  databases (see below)  and scan the ret r ieved 
patents and published patent  applicat ions for relevant  USPC classificat ions.   
 

 
STEP 3 :  U.S. Pat en t  Class Sch ed u le in  t h e Man u al  o f  

Classi f i cat ion  
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

Click on the linked class/ subclass you found in Step 2’s I ndex to U.S. Patent  Classificat ion 
(e.g. class “280/ 728.1” )  to locate the classificat ions in the USPC Class Schedules of the 
Manual of Classificat ion to verify their relevancy (see example above) .  
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Click on 
the 
subclass 
728.1 to 
go to 
Class 
Schedule 
(Step 3) 
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Scan the ent ire class schedule for  Class 280, start ing with the init ial classificat ion and 
paying at tent ion to the mainline sub-classes and indented subclasses, which are called 
“dot - indents.”    There m ay be subclasses below 280/ 728.1 that  m ight  be m ore specific to 
your invent ion.  
(Note:  USPC Class schedules are arranged in out line form at . Subclass num bers do not  
always appear in sequent ial order.)  

 
 

 
STEP 4 :  U.S. Pat en t  Classi f i cat ion  Def in i t ion s 

 
 
 

Click on the subclass num ber ( e.g. “ 728.1” )  to read it s USPC subclass definit ion to 
establish the scope of t he relevant  classificat ions (see exam ple below)  and ensure you 
have the m ost  relevant  class/ subclass. The definit ions include important  search notes and 
suggest ions for  further searching. The U.S. Patent  Classificat ion Definit ions are also 
available from  the Classificat ion search page:  www.uspto.gov/ go/ classificat ion  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
         

 
 
 

Once the relevant  USPC classificat ion(s)  have been ident ified, use these USPC 
classificat ions to ret r ieve and review all the U.S. patents and published patent  applicat ions 
current ly assigned to that  class/ subclass (e.g. “ 280/ 728.1” ) .  I ssued patents and published 
applicat ions can be searched and viewed using USPC classificat ions in any of the following 
databases at  a PTRC:  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

� Pu b W EST:  US Patents Full-Text  and US Pre-Grant  Publicat ion databases  
� Pu b EAST:  US Patents Full-Text  and US Pre-Grant  Publicat ion databases 
� USPTO w eb si t e :  I ssued Patents (PatFT)  and Published Applicat ions (AppFT)  

databases 
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STEP 5 :  Ret r iev e an d  Rev iew  I ssu ed  Pat en t s an d  

Pu b l ish ed  Pat en t  Ap p l ica t ion s Usin g  t h e USPC 
Classi f i cat ion ( s)  I den t i f ied  
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First  review the front  page of each publicat ion, paying special note to the abst ract  and 
representat ive drawing.  For publicat ions that  appear relevant , then review the com plete 
claims, specificat ions and drawings which appear in later pages.  Remember the claim s 
const itute the boundaries of legal propert y r ights given to the patent  holder.  Save or 
download copies of the m ost  relevant  U.S. patents.  

 

 
 
 

 
 
 

On the Classificat ion Search Page (www.uspto.gov/ go/ classificat ion)  apply the relevant  
U.S. Patent  Classif icat ion(s)  you found in Step 4 ( e.g., “280/ 728.1”  )  t o the Stat ist ical 
Mapping from USPC to CPC feature to find the f ive m ost  relevant  CPC classificat ions.   
(Three will be listed;  click on “m ore”  to see the other two CPC classificat ions) .    

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Front  Page of U.S. Patent  

Search Results 
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STEP 6 :  Fin d  Relev an t  CPCs ( Coop er at iv e Pat en t  

Classi f i cat ion s)  Usin g  St at ist i ca l  Mapp in g  f r om  USPC 
t o  CPC;  Ret r iev e an d  Rev iew  U.S. Pat en t  Docu m en t s    
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Click on the underlined link for B60R 21/ 16 to view the CPC class definit ion to 
establish it s scope (see exam ple below) . The definit ions include im portant  search 
notes and suggest ions for further searching.   This will help ensure that  you have 
selected the m ost  relevant  CPC classificat ion for your search.  

 
 
 

 
       
      
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Click on the Subclass Main Group/ Subgroup num ber in one of the five CPC 
classificat ions (e.g. “ 21/ 2171”  for B60R 21/ 2171) .  Scan the ent ire CPC class 
schedule, start ing with the init ial classificat ion B60R and pay at tent ion to the 
m ainline sub-classes and indented subclasses, t he “dot - indents.”    As you scroll 
up and down the class schedule you find the m ost  relevant  CPC subclass for your 
invent ion, B60R 21/ 16. 
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Once the relevant  CPC classificat ion(s)  has been ident ified, ret r ieve and review all the U.S. 
patents and U.S. published patent  applicat ions for  every classificat ion.  Th is review will 
verify that  the Cooperat ive Patent  Classif icat ion(s)  you found is relevant  to your invent ion.  
I ssued patents and published applicat ions can be searched and viewed using CPC 
classificat ions in any of the following databases at  a PTRC:   PubWEST, PubEAST or 
PatFT/ AppFT on USPTO website.  

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

I f  you find the patent  docum ents result ing from  the CPC classificat ions ident ified in Step 6 
are not  as relevant  to your invent ion as you expected (or if you wish to confirm  the 
relevance of your CPC classificat ions from Step 6) , you may be able to f ind addit ional CPC 
classificat ions by conduct ing a search of the ent ire CPC class schem es.  This is a feature of 
the European Patent  Office’s Espacenet  Worldwide database.  Go to 
ht tp: / / worldwide.espacenet .com / classificat ion. I n the Search box, enter term s to describe 
your invent ion.  You can use up to 10 term s.  You can use the “AND”  operator to require 
that  all the term s appear in the result .   For example, the terms “ vehicle and air bags”  
could be used to focus on 2 important  aspects of the invent ion.  I f you get  zero results, 
subst itute synonyms for your terms.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Clicking on any CPC classificat ion in the search results will provide an expanded view of 
the classificat ion listed.  Once you find a CPC classif icat ion relevant  to your invent ion, you 
can then use that  CPC classificat ion to search U.S. patents and published applicat ions in 
any of the following databases at  a PTRC:   PubWEST, PubEAST or PatFT/ AppFT on USPTO 
website.  ( I f you want  to expand your search to include foreign patent  publicat ions in your 
prior art  search, you can also use these CPC classificat ion(s)  to search on the Espacenet  
Worldwide database for those count r ies that  use CPC in their patent  classificat ion. )   PTRC 
staff can show you how to m ost  effect ively search each of these databases using CPC.  
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STEP 7 :  Conduct  a Classif icat ion Search of  CPC Class 
Schemes on the EPO’s Espacenet  Websit e t o Find Addit ional 
CPC Classif icat ions, if Needed.
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No t es on  Pat en t  Classi f i cat ion :    
 

� The use of Cooperat ive Patent  Classificat ion (CPC)  to classify U.S. patent  publicat ions is 
current ly being phased in at  the USPTO. 

� U.S. Patent  Classificat ion (USPC)  remains available for searching all U.S. patents from 
1790 to current  in U.S. patent  docum ent  databases.  USPC will no longer be used to 
classify newly issued U.S. ut ilit y patents start ing in 2015, but  it  will rem ain searchable for 
the pre-2015 ut ility patent  backfile. 

� U.S. ut ilit y patents from  1790 to 2012 are in the process of being ret roact ively classified in 
CPC ( in addit ion to USPC)  on USPTO patent  document  databases. 

� U.S. design patents and plant  patents will not  be classified in CPC, only USPC. 
� Since there is not  a direct  one to one concordance between USPC classificat ions and CPC 

classificat ions, the use of the Stat ist ical Mapping tool described in Step 6 can be helpful. 

 
Bu sin ess Plan n in g  &  Mar k et in g  

 
PTRC libraries can provide addit ional resources detailing the business planning process, 
licensing, and market ing of invent ions. Also beware of fraudulent  invent ion prom ot ion 
firm s – see www.uspto.gov/ inventors/ scam _prevent ion/ index.j sp  
 
 

W h er e t o  Get  Help  
 

There are helpful t rained library staff at  Patent  and Trademark Resource Centers who can 
answer your patent  searching quest ions.  Go to www.uspto.gov/ pt rc to see a directory of 
the nat ionwide PTRCs with contact  inform at ion. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 D iscla im er :  The informat ion contained in this guide is not  intended as a subst itute for  professional legal advice. 
Use it  as a general guide for conduct ing a U.S. patent  publicat ion pr ior art  search. The USPTO recommends that  

inventors consult  a registered patent  agent  or at torney pr ior to filing a patent  applicat ion. 
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