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Gender equality has become a major issue also in the world of IP. Far more men are
involved in IP than women. Especially, the percentage of women inventors is rather small. But
there is progress, albeit it is slow.

In the past years, more and more publications have addressed the question of women
inventorship. As recently established by a report from the UK IP Office, there has been a steady
and exponential increase in female inventors on all published patent applications worldwide from
2-3% in 1915 to 7.1% in 2001 to 11.5% in 2015. While this relative increase is impressive, the
absolute figures are not.

When looking at the patent applications with participation of female inventorship, the
number of patents with at least one woman as a named inventor has been rising from 13% in 1998
to 31% in 2017. The main reason behind this is that the number of mixed inventor teams has been
significantly grown. At the same time, the share of individual female inventors has roughly
quadrupled from 1984 to 2014, while the share in individual male inventors has decreased by
20%. The percentage of all-female teams, however, is extremely small and below 0.5%, which
compares to more than 30% for all-male teams.

Furthermore, WIPO has published respective female inventorship data, but focusing
on PCT applications only. According to preliminary statistics of 2019, the share of female
inventors in international applications has doubled in the last 20 years from 9.5% in 1995 to
18.7% in 2019.

From a geographical point of view, there are significant differences in the percentage
of women inventors when looking at all published patent applications worldwide. Of the top
inventor countries, France, China and Russia have the highest proportion of female inventors,
with Japan, Germany and South Korea having the lowest. British and American female inventors

are relatively close to the worldwide average.
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A disproportionate growth in percentage of female inventorship over the past years
has been seen in China. However, it must be mentioned that an inventor’s gender is often hard to
establish just from a published application when using automated analyzing tools. Thus, on
average only roughly 85% (worldwide) of the names can be attributed a male or female gender.
This percentage is even much slower for Chinese and South Korean patent applications.

It is striking that women inventors tend to be concentrated in specific disciplines.
When looking at PCT applications, roughly 60% of all female inventors are to be found in the
fields of biotechnology, pharmaceuticals and organic fine chemistry. Other fields with higher
numbers of female inventors are furniture and games as well as other consumer goods. In contrast,
very few female inventors are to be found in the field of engines, pumps and turbines, and
mechanical elements. In comparison, male inventors are much more evenly spread across all IPC
sections. It is also remarkable that women inventors are more prevalent within academia (27.1%
in 2019 for PCT applications) as opposed to the private sector (17.8%). However, more data is
needed to provide background information and possible reasons.

The aforementioned numbers have to be seen against the backdrop of the decreasing
percentage of women with an increasing level of education and seniority. The higher the
education, the lower the percentage of women in the respective area. Of all PhDs, roughly 50%
are awarded to women, but only one-third of the habilitations. Even more strikingly, only 15%
female professors are employed at universities. This phenomenon is sometimes called the ‘leaky
pipeline’. Said low percentage interestingly corresponds to the current share of female inventors
being even lower than 15%. Thus, the leaky pipeline seems to not only apply to higher education,
but also to the field of inventions.

To sum up : Over the last decades, there has been a steady increase in the percentage
of female inventors. However, there is still a long way to go. Although a high proportion of
women have technical degrees or skills, this is not reflected in the proportion of their inventorship
in patents. The result is a significant loss of innovation and input due to gender inequality. In
general, women should be given all possibilities and active support to contribute to the division of
resources and tech-related decisions to move society into the best possible direction. It should be
stressed that the patent system is one part of our common road into the future. Overall, the
progression of women through higher education and then into careers as researchers and inventors

needs to be addressed by all political, social, economic and scientific circles.



