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Protection strategy: Secrecy effectiveness versus patent strength

Patent strength

Strong

Weak

Secrecy

Effectiveness

None

(Naked idea )

Key invention is observable in
commercial product/service and

technology readily imitable

Patent all observable inventions

Clasp locker (zipper)

Patent but rely on first-mover or
complementary asset advantages
Business idea such as a Greek-Chinese

fusion restaurant

Know-how hidden

(Black bhox inventions )

Key invention cannot be reverse
engineered but performance

observahle

Patent most, but concern about
protecting future generation
inventions

Semi-adhesive post-it note

Rely heavily on secrecy

Coca-Cola formula

Know-how and extent hidden
(Unobserved inventions )
Use of invention not directly

observable

Patent most and use know-how
disclosure as signal of extent of
remaining secret know-how
“Reflow” process to aid in

manufacture of MOS circuits

Rely on secrecy, but use know-how
disclosure as signal of extent of secret
know-how

Cost-reducing process invention

Source: Anton, J. J., H. Greene, and D.A. Yao, “Policy implications of weak patent rights,” in A. B. Jaffe, J. Lerner, and S. Sgern eds.,

Innovation Policy and the Economy, MIT Press, 2006.
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