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Approaches used in successfully 
mining the technology portfolio 
of a large corporation. 

For those of you who read my 
article last September on start­
ing a licensing program at 

Ford Motor Company, you may 
remember that I used a running 
analogy to segue into my content. 
I'm going to use the same method 
to get into my subject of the ways 
we mine our IP portfolio and pro­
vide some lessons learned. 

This article is a follow-up to the 
theme of my first one, i.e., helping a 
relatively new person in licensing 
get started. Assuming a company 
has decided to engage in a proac­
tive licensing program, the most 
often asked questions are: 
• How do we start? 
• Where do we find the opportu­
nities to license? 

This is somewhat similar to how 
I got my start in running almost 20 
years ago. After huffing and puff­
ing up a single flight of stairs, I 
decided that this lack of condition­
ing just wouldn't do. I had an asset, 
my body, and I was not extracting 
its full value. So I began a running 
program ... starting with a quarter 
mile ... and, when I finished my 
first run, I thought someone 
unloaded with a shotgun into my 
chest. Eventually, after strategizing 
about what my goals were and 
what tactics I should use, I worked 
up to running my first marathon 
six months later. 

PURPOSE 

To help answer the above ques­
tions, I am providing an outline 
approach for successfully mining 
the technology portfolio of Ford 
Motor Company. In this article, the 
definition of "technology" encom­
passes all forms of technical and 
business products and methods, 
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including computer software, and 
effectively means how we mine the 
intellectual capital of Ford to 
extract value. Trademark mining 
and licensing are not being dis­
cussed as they are handled by 
another activity in Ford. 

GETTING STARTED 

Substituting "licensing" for "run­
ning," the analogy sets up the first 
step in establishing a proactive 
licensing program for a company. 

Set 
Vision 

Establish 
Strategies 

Create 
Action Plans 

Figure 1 : Getting Started 

Setting the "vision" is the obvi­
ous first step in establishing a 
"game plan" for mining the tech­
nology portfolio. This step requires 
the active participation of and com­
mitment by senior management to 
ensure that the vision is aligned 
with company strategic needs. 
Assuming the vision is to extract 
maximum value out of the technol­
ogy portfolio, the licensing office 
then is able to establish appropriate 
strategies, returning to senior man­
agement for "buy-in." Key ele­
ments are: 
• How much of the portfolio 
should be offered for licensing? 
Some companies only offer selected 
non-strategic assets, while other com­
panies offer their entire portfolio. 
• Should critical technologies -
defined as those that provide a clear 
competitive edge - ever be licensed 
out and, if so, when? 
• Should competitors ever be 
licensed? 

• Is licensing technology a strate­
gic weapon or tactical or even both; 
i.e., should licensing be limited to 
situations that could prove benefi­
cial for the company beyond gener­
ating revenues? 

The last point is important as 
licensing can become a way for a 
company to achieve significant cost 
savings. For example, offering a 
selected technology to a supplier 
can leverage the business deal into 
receiving lower costs from the sup­
plier that could achieve higher 
economies of scale. Another exam­
ple is utilizing licensing as a means 
to establish an industry standard 
based on a company's technology 
rather than someone else's and 
avoid either re-engineering a prod­
uct or process or licensing it in. 

In the case of Ford, our vision is 
to extract as much value as possible 
out of the technology portfolio. 
Our key strategies are to: 
• Offer the entire portfolio to all poten­
tial licensees, including competitors. 
• Secure senfor management sign­
off on deals involving critical tech­
nologies, usually after a "Ford First" 
is recognized in the marketplace and 
after the technology may no longer 
provide a clear competitive advan­
tage. 
• Look for strategic alignments with 
other Ford needs and activities, e.g., 
work with purchasing to leverage 
deals with suppliers into a "win­
win" for both Ford and the licensee. 

THE TOP FIVE MINING 
APPROACHES 

While most of the above 
approaches have shown at least 
some value, we believe that the fol­
lowing have been our best sources 
for finding new licensing opportu­
nities: 

* Director, Patent & Technology 
Licensing Office, Ford Global 
Technologies, Inc., Dearborn, Mich. 
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APPROACHES USED AT FORD 

There are many ways to find new opportunities for licensing, and we have tried many of them with varying 
degrees of success. Figure 2 illustrates the many approaches available for portfolio mining: 

Science Lab 

Engineering 

Occupational 
Healthcare 

Reject 

Manufacturing 

Start 
Licensing 
Process 

Purchasing 

Figure 2: Process To Identify New Licensing Out Opportunities 

Ford Business 
Offices 

( IP Attorneys 

( Unsolicited 
Requests 

Hold For More 
Information 

) 
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These approaches fall into three major categories as shown in the following table: 

Cateirnrv Annroach 
1. Proactive • Conducting strategic thinking workshops or meetings 

• Establishing networks within the company. Get involved in staff meetings, etc . 
• Interviewing the company's most prolific inventors 
• Auditing old agreements to re-establish a relationship or introduce an improved technology 
• Visiting licensees to discuss new technology needs and what is in your portfolio 
• Reviewing company purchase orders to determine which ones have created new IP owned by 

the company that could be commercialized by the supplier and/ or other licensees 
• Contacting people in outside networks to introduce them to new opportunities 
• Making "cold calls" based on reading or hearing about developments that could create an 

adjacency for your company's technology 
• Conducting reverse en2'ineerin2' to identifv infrin2'ements 

2. Reactive • Acting on referrals from company technical and business people and from IP attorneys 
• Following up on unsolicited requests made directly to the licensing office 
• Establishing a process with the IP attorneys to ensure that all invention disclosures include a 

section on licensing, with a mechanism to inform the licensing office 
• Working with purchasino- to have buvers become sources of leads 

3. Passive • Establishing a Web site or become part of a Web "bulletin board" 
• Advertising in publications 
• "Hawking" your technologies at selected trade shows 
• Hiring experts to evaluate selected areas of the IP portfolio to identify unconventional uses 

1. Referrals from the Technical 
and Business Communities. This 
is like picking the proverbial low­
hanging fruit. People in the com­
pany are the best sources of new 
leads based on: 
• their work with suppliers that 
could result in a commercial ven­
ture for the supplier beyond the 
Ford needs 
• unsolicited contacts from other 
companies looking for the technology 
• knowledge of work progressing 
in their field, including potential 
needs by other companies that 
could be met using Ford inventions 

The key element for success was 
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our establishing the knowledge 
within Ford that my office, the 
Patent & Technology Licensing 
Office (PTLO), was set up to capi­
talize on these opportunities and 
should be contacted. 

2. Conducting Strategic Thinking 
Workshops or Meetings. PTLO, 
sometimes in concert with Ford 
Global Technologies' IP attorneys, 
does many "roadshows" every 
year. These sensitize the Ford tech­
nical and business community to 
the benefits of licensing and the 
need to protect Ford ideas appro­
priately. Additionally, they provide 
forums at which PTLO people can 

work with the participants to think 
strategically about the known uses 
of their technologies as well as 
unconventional uses, and then 
identify potential licensees. Often, 
these meetings can result in follow­
up focused sessions with a particu­
lar activity and identification of 
Ford activities that have comple­
mentary technologies to create a 
new bundle for licensing. 

3. Following Up on Unsolicited 
Requests. Despite being a "reac­
tive" approach, PTLO is very 
proactive by responding quickly to 
contacts made from the outside. 
We use these contacts not only to 
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initiate a new licensing arrange­
ment but also to interview the 
potential licensee on other possible 
technology needs and trends in 
his/her industry. This approach, 
therefore, provides the identifica­
tion of new opportunities. 

4. Establishing a Process to 
Identify Licensing Opportunities 
in Invention Disclosures. While 
Ford invention disclosures have 
had a small section related to 
licensing, neither the inventors nor 
the IP attorneys did much with it. 
PTLO, working with the IP attor­
neys, now ensures that inventors 
give this disclosure area careful 
thought, it gets discussed at Patent 
Review Committees, and the 
opportunities are provided to 
PTLO on a regular basis. 

5. Hiring Experts. Leveraging the 
knowledge outside of Ford also has 
identified several interesting oppor­
tunities while providing an inven­
tory of intellectual property. The 
key is to be selective regarding 
technology areas if your company, 
like Ford, has a large number of 
patents and patent applications. 
We have found that it is more fruit­
ful to work with consultants on a 
focused project rather than try to 
inventory the entire patent portfo­
lio. In addition to consultants in the 
field of intellectual asset manage­
ment, it also is useful to leverage 
university professors if they are 
working in a selected technology 
area and draw out their opinions of 
the IP portfolio. 

As many of you may know from 
reading news articles and from LES 
meetings, Ford is a member of the 
Yet2.com consortium. This is what 
we term a passive approach to min­
ing by utilizing a Web-based bul-
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letin board to advertise technolo­
gies available for licensing. It still 
is too early to see whether this 
approach will be successful, but we 
are confident that this represents a 
next phase of doing business in the 
21st century. 

On the other hand, we have 
found that two approaches have 
not worked for us: 1) advertising in 
technical journals and 2) operating 
an exhibit at a trade show. 
However, we tried these two meth­
ods only once. We may try again in 
the future to provide a more mean­
ingful experience before drawing a 
final conclusion. 

LESSONS LEARNED 

In its first three years of exis­
tence, PTLO has tried many 
approaches to mining the Ford 
technology portfolio, and we have 
had excellent success overall. As 
discussed above, some approaches 
consistently lead to the identifica­
tion of opportunities; some less so. 
Our major "lessons learned" are: 
• Make sure that senior manage­
ment is involved with setting 
licensing and mining strategies and 
that they are committed to the pro­
gram. 
• Be proactive. In effect, a licensing 
office is like a sales office. Waiting 
for leads, i.e., identification of 
opportunities, is very limiting. 
Even the approaches that are 
termed "reactive" have taken a sig­
nificant effort by PTLO to get the 
word out that we're the only busi­
ness in Ford for licensing out tech­
nology. 
• Be flexible. If one approach doesn't 
work, try others, as each com-

pany's culture may favor different 
ways for the licensing office to get 
closely engaged with inventors. 
• Pick specific areas of technologies 
and become part of a team. Each 
PTLO licensing person has selected 
one or two areas on which to focus 
his /her efforts and has become 
integrated with the technical or 
business teams through frequent 
meetings and phone calls. As a 
result, the teams think of us when 
new opportunities arise and are 
very willing to sit down and 
engage in strategic thinking about 
new ways to extract value from 
their portfolios. 
• Network outside of your com­
pany. I have found my relation­
ships with other directors of 
licensing to be one of my most 
valuable assets. The key is to build 
up trust through sharing of ideas 
and practices that have become an 
invaluable source of new ideas for 
PTLO. Given the confidentiality of 
our exchanges, I did not discuss 
any of the unique approaches they 
have discussed with me in this arti­
cle. 

And I would like to provide one 
final thought: Have fun with your 
licensing efforts. I truly enjoy what 
I am doing and look forward to get­
ting to the office each day. Based on 
my networking, I believe that this 
is common to people involved in 
licensing. The key is to establish 
your processes, mining approaches 
and internal and external net­
works. 

The views and opinions in this arti­
cle represent those of the author and do 
not necessary reflect those of Ford 
Global Technologies, Inc. 

© 2000 Ford Global Technologies, Inc. 
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