Patent database, suggestion box and source of cooperation 
It sounds contradictory. In order to protect your invention, you need to make it public. And yet, that’s what patent legislation is all about. In addition to protecting inventions, one significant objective of the patent right is in fact to share knowledge as part of stimulating innovation. To this purpose patent applications must include a crystal-clear description of the invention, while patent applications are made public eighteen months subsequent to filing. In exchange for disclosure your invention can be granted a temporary monopoly. Mind you: disclosing an invention prior to the filing of the patent application will affect the patent application process. The application may be rejected because it is no longer new.
Protecting your invention means you no longer need to be frenetically mysterious about it. You can seek cooperation with other parties without them taking off with the knowledge. Alternatively you can grant other parties a license to your patent, in exchange for a financial compensation. Or, you can exchange patents by means of the so-called cross licensing.
Patents that are submitted by other parties can be quite instructive. The patent databank contains a wealth of information accessible to all. It describes in detail who has patented what. This information can be strategically vital. After all, it is customary to file patents in fields that are considered lucrative or in which breakthroughs are expected. 
The Daily Telegraph recently announced that Apple had been granted a patent for a screen able to produce 3D images, without the user having to wear special 3D glasses. The disclosure of this patent can help competitors understand the direction in which Apple is heading. The patent also includes a detailed description of the technology Apple has developed to this purpose. 

The patent database can thus be a source of technical inspiration to researchers. Regular analysis is a very inexpensive way of innovation. You might find solutions for your technical problems in expired patents or perhaps you will discover cross bonds between different patents which in turn could qualify for patenting. Solutions and improvements often present themselves unexpectedly, or in entirely different disciplines. Patent databases are easy to access for instance through www.google.com/patents, ep.espacenet.com and www.freepatentsonline.com.   

At the moment many industrial parties are missing out on valuable opportunities because they carry out insufficient patent research. It provides a wealth of information that could open the gate to unexpected cooperation partners and innovative solutions a company would not be able to develop on its own.
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