
Patents, Appropriability, and Firm 
Strategy

(Or, why so many of us cite and continue to build 
on the Carnegie Mellon Survey findings)

Rosemarie Ziedonis

CCC Faculty Research Day
June 2019



The Policy Goal
“Congress shall have the power to promote the 
Progress of Science and the useful Arts, by 
securing for limited Times to Authors and Inventors 
the exclusive Right to their inventions and 
discoveries…”  - US Constitution, Article I, section 8

“The patent system added the fuel of interest to the 
fire of genius.”  - Abraham Lincoln
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A Longstanding Debate
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• “Invention, and particularly modern invention…is a 
drama enacted on a crowded stage.”

• “The law…aims at a purpose which cannot be rationally 
achieved. It tries to parcel up a stream of creative 
thought into a series of distinct claims, each of which is 
to constitute the basis of a separately owned monopoly. 
But the growth of human knowledge cannot be divided 
into such sharply circumscribed phases. Ideas usually 
develop gradually by shades of emphasis, and even 
when, from time to time, sparks of discovery flare up and 
suddenly reveal a new understanding, it usually appears 
that the new idea has been at least partly foreshadowed 
in previous speculations (Polanyi 1944: 70-71).



A Longstanding Debate
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• “If national patent laws did not exist, it would be 
difficult to make a conclusive case for 
introducing them; but the fact that they do exist 
shifts the burden of proof and it is equally 
difficult to make a really conclusive case for 
abolishing them.”  (Penrose, 1951, p. 40) 



The Carnegie Mellon Survey

Ø A large-scale survey of R&D lab managers in 1994
l 1,478 responses from U.S. manufacturing firms, many industries

Ø Advanced prior appropriability surveys (e.g., Mansfield 1986; 
Levin, Klevorick, Nelson & Winter “Yale” survey, 1987)
l First systematic evidence after a “pro-patent” shift 
l Like Yale survey, put patents in much-needed perspective: not the only 

mechanism for appropriating returns to R&D 
l Asked new & important questions on motives for patenting (blocking, fencing) 



Recent Example
Ø From 2012 to mid-2016, LinkedIn grew its “organic” portfolio from 36 

to over 1,000 “patent assets” and purchased more than 900 patents 
from others (Harrington et al., 2017)



The Carnegie Mellon Survey

Ø A large-scale survey of R&D lab managers in 1994
l 1,478 responses from U.S. manufacturing firms, many industries

Ø Advanced prior appropriability surveys (e.g., Mansfield 1986; 
Levin, Klevorick, Nelson & Winter “Yale” survey, 1987)
l First systematic evidence after a “pro-patent” shift 
l Like Yale survey, put patents in much-needed perspective: not the only 

mechanism for appropriating returns to R&D 
l Asked new & important questions on motives for patenting (blocking, fencing) 
l Made useful distinctions between “complex” and “discrete” settings
l Provided a ‘hook” for Hall and Ziedonis 2001 study (thanks!!) & data to explore 

new questions (patent premium, cross-national differences, etc…)
l Contributed valuable evidence to ongoing policy debate





A Foundational Study

• Google Scholar cites:  ~3,225
• “Second-generation” cites:  ~138,000



Google Scholar Cites to Cohen, Nelson & 
Walsh (2000) by outlet type

Note:  Thanks to Sina Khoshsokhan for compiling these #s!



Some Questions to Ponder Going 
Forward



1. Has the policy pendulum swung too far?
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2.  Is an AI thicket emerging?

WIPO Technology Trends on Artificial Intelligence (2019)
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2.  Is an AI thicket emerging?



Other…

3. Where and how should firms draw the 
line between “open” and proprietary IP 
models?

4. How do firms best navigate across 
national IP systems?

5. What are the implications of patent 
markets on corporate R&D decisions? 


