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Roles of intellectual property rights for small and
medium-sized companies
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Recently, as the number of domestic patent applications filed predominantly by large
companies stays stagnant in Japan, the Japan Patent Office or JPO has become focused on
assisting small and medium-sized companies and start-ups in their intellectual property-related
activities by making, for example, patent fee reduction or exemption applicable to them.

As part of such efforts, the JPO has started providing usable information to small and
medium-sized companies through its web page (available in Japanese only : https : //www.jpo.
go.jp/support/chusho/index.html) which includes not only a brief explanation of the intellectual
property law system but also benefits (advantageous results) to be gained from acquiring and
exercising intellectual property rights : (a) advantageous business development, (b) expanding
capacity for technological development, (c) boosting sales, and (d) internal revitalization (of a
company).

Those benefits listed above seem to be interesting in that the web page is not directed
to large companies which normally have a specialized department such as IP department and a
certain understanding of the intellectual property law system and hands-on experience in it.

Empirically, clients from small and medium-sized companies to whom consultation
on a new patent application is provided tend to aim at securing a sort of “brand” ((c) above) that
could facilitate their business activities with business partners, rather than precluding imitation
((a) above) though this can officially be their principal reason for seeking a patent right.

It is understandable that improving morale among employees included in (d) above
could be an important element for small and medium-sized companies in consideration of the size
of their business, however in the eyes of an agent, what should be more focused on by them is
“expanding capacity for technological development” as in (b) above.

The JPO’s web page explains about (b) above as “visualizing technical strengths of

their own” and “enhancing competitiveness against their business rivals.”
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Generally, for small and medium-sized companies, in reality, it is likely to be difficult
to allocate enough human resources for grasping their own activities objectively from a
perspective of intellectual property such as the content and status of ongoing applications and
rights already acquired, much less for grasping their competitors’.

There is a case that such a situation is revealed when presearching prior-art after being
approached about a possibility of representing them to file a new patent application, though this is
far from a full-fledged patent mapping, and sometimes it happens that a problem with their past
applications filed through a different channel is brought to light.



