
Why Intellectual Property Matters in Manufacturing 

What is Intellectual Property  

Intellectual property (IP) can be described simply as creations of the mind. These include 

inventions, literary material, art, designs, symbols, names, and images created for commerce.  

Typically, IPs are protected by law. This means that if you own an IP for whatever property, you 

can reap its financial benefits and other values attached to it. 

Knowing the types of IPs that exist and which best fit your creation is essential to benefiting 

from your IPs. 

 

 

Below are the different types of IPs that exist, depending on the interests they protect.  

1. Industrial Property: This IP is related to inventions and industrial designs. Some examples 

of assets that fall under it include trade secrets, utility models, and trade secrets. 



2. Copyright: These are IPs related to literary and artistic works, including poems, music, and 

paintings.  

3. Plant Breeders' Rights: IP rights protect new plant varieties. The rights under this category 

include production, selling, and propagation of new plants.  

5 Reasons Why Manufacturing Innovation Matters 

Manufacturing innovation is key when addressing IPs, especially considering how much 

innovativeness gives manufacturers a competitive edge over their rivals. 

Such innovations are crucial in manufacturing, impacting economic growth, competitiveness, 

and sustainability.  

Below are five key reasons why manufacturing innovation matters for any Manufacturer. 

1. Boosts Productivity and Efficiency: Manufacturing innovation boosts productivity and 

efficiency based on its impact on AI & machine learning, IoT, robotics & animations, and 3D 

printing.  

Manufacturing innovation boosts precision and speed in the manufacturing process, helping 

manufacturers realize higher outputs in their production.  

A good example of how this is achieved is Giga Factories using AI-driven technologies to 

optimize EV battery production. 

2. Enhances Global Competitiveness: Manufacturers with cutting-edge manufacturing attract 

foreign direct investments and set industry standards. They accomplish this goal through 

consistent innovation, helping them improve the quality of their products and boost the speed 

of their automation process.  

This also means that manufacturers get to customize their products without hindering their 

production standards and levels.  

3. Drives Economic Growth & Job Creation: Manufacturing innovation plays a big role in 

reducing unemployment and raising wages in a country. This is possible because high-value 

manufacturing can help create skilled jobs in engineering and logistics. Additionally, the 

spillover effects of the process boost different sectors, including mining, recycling, and 

energy. 



4. Promotes Sustainability: When manufacturing companies develop innovative solutions, 

they ensure these practices align with the ESG standards, which are related to environment, 

social, and governance. Some methods these companies use to achieve the goal include 

adopting circular economy models, renewable integrations, and using lightweight materials 

in manufacturing.  

5. Accelerates Customization & Consumer Demand: Manufacturing innovation contributes 

to higher customer satisfaction and reduced inventory costs. They accomplish this through 

such approaches as additive manufacturing and digital platforms, enabling them to structure 

operations based on the best industry practices. 

What are the Connections Between Intellectual Properties and 

Manufacturing?  

IPs play key roles in the manufacturing sector. These include protecting innovators, fostering 

competitiveness, and enabling monetization. Below are some of the key ways IPs interact with 

manufacturing. 

 

 

1. Patent and Manufacturing Innovation  

In the manufacturing sector, patents are used to protect new inventions, including machines, 

processes, and materials. They are also important because they give manufacturers the exclusive 

rights to produce and sell patented products.  

Patents play some notable roles in manufacturing, making them a crucial asset. Manufacturers 

encourage R&D investments by acquiring patents, which is vital for growth. Additionally, 

patents prevent competitors from copying and benefiting from the key technologies.  

2. Trade Secrets & Manufacturing Processes  

Trade secrets and manufacturing innovation are also interconnected in several ways. The role of 

trade secrets is to protect confidential know-how, including such information as formulas, 



production techniques, and supplier lists. Trade secrets are essential as they help companies 

avoid disclosing their secrets, ensuring they benefit from their creations and inventions.  

3. Trademarks and Brand Protection  

Manufacturing companies can protect their brand names, logos, and product designs through 

trademarks. Manufacturers can get trademarks for their products to ensure that other firms in the 

same industry do not create counterfeit products that resemble their creation. If any company 

creates identical products, the company with the trademark rights can file a lawsuit against them 

for compensation.  

4. Copyrights and Manufacturing Software 

Through copyrights, manufacturing companies can protect their interests. Some intellectual 

properties that can be secured through copyrights include CAD designs and technical manuals.  

It is therefore important for manufacturing companies to protect such interests as they play a 

crucial role in automation and AI-driven manufacturing.  

5. Industrial Designs & Product Aesthetics  

Manufacturing companies can use industrial designs to protect the visual design of their 

functional products. This ensures that their products remain unique and more marketable to their 

markets. More importantly, this IP prevents knockoffs of consumer goods, ensuring that 

companies benefit from their industrial designs.  

What Legal Frameworks Exist for IP Protection?   

As a manufacturer, it is important to understand the specific legal resources that can help you 

protect your Intellectual Property. These include the legal statutes and cases that manufacturers 

can rely on to make their cases when other parties use their Intellectual properties without proper 

authorization.  

Below are some of the legal frameworks that manufacturers should know about. 

Manufacturers in the United States depend on two different categories of IP protection laws. 

These include national IP laws and International Agreements. Understanding the specific types 



of laws that fall under these categories can help manufacturers determine the best steps or actions 

to take when their IP rights are infringed. 

1. National IP Laws  

The United States has one of the most comprehensive National IP laws globally. Below are some 

of the laws that fall under this category. 

 Patent Laws  

The governing laws for patents are found under 35 U.S.C. This law section defines eligibility, 

filing, and enforcement processes related to patent laws. Another law related to patents in the 

U.S is the America Invents Act (AIA). In 2011, this law shifted from first-to-invent to first-to-

file. This change means that instead of the first to invent, the first part to file for the patent is 

eligible for protection.  

Several bodies enforce the patent laws in the United States. These include USPTO, which is 

tasked with granting patents, and the Federal Courts & ITC, which handle infringement cases 

related to manufacturers. The types of patents protected under these authorities include utility, 

design, and plant patents.  

 Trademark Laws  

In the United States, the law governing trademarks is the Lanham Act, under 15 U.S.C. § 1051. 

The main aim of these laws is to protect brand names, logos, and trade dress. As a manufacturer, 

it is important to know that trademark laws are enforced under the USPTO and Customs and 

Border Protection. These bodies are tasked with seizing counterfeit imports to safeguard the 

interests of original products. 

 Copyright Laws  

Manufacturers can protect their copyright laws through the Copyright Act of 1976. This law is 

under section 17 of the U.S Code. Its purpose is to protect creative works, including software, 

books, and music. For individual works, the protection length is 70 years, while corporate works 

are protected for 95 years. The enforcement of copyright laws is through the U.S Copyright 

Office and the Digital Millennium Copyright Act (DMCA). 



 Trade Secret Laws   

Trade secret laws are governed under the Defend Trade Secrets Act of 2016 and the Uniform 

Trade Secrets Act (UTSA). In the U.S, trade secret laws are enforced under civil lawsuits and 

other legislation like the Economic Espionage Act of 1996. Manufacturers can push for criminal 

penalties upon theft of their IPs. 

 Industrial Design & Semiconductor Protection  

Manufacturers looking to protect their industrial designs and semiconductor IPs can do so under 

the Design Patent (35 U.S.C. § 171). This law covers product aesthetics, preventing other 

companies from copying the designs. In the case of semiconductors, they can seek IP protection 

under the Semiconductor Chip Protection Act of 1984. Under this law, manufacturers can guard 

their chip layouts for 10 years. 

2. International IP Agreements  

Because manufacturing is a global practice, manufacturers can seek IP protection under 

international treaties. Several agreements protect such properties depending on their specific 

qualifications.  

World Trade Organization (WTO) 

Also known as the Trade-related Aspects of IP Rights (TRIPS), these laws protect patents, 

copyrights, and trademarks for manufacturers. They set the minimum IP standards for WTO 

members, ensuring their interests are protected. These laws impact manufacturing in different 

ways. They prevent counterfeit  

World Intellectual Property Organization (WIPO) Treaties  

For manufacturers operating globally, several legal frameworks can help you protect your IP. 

goods in global trade, and ensure patent protection for pharmaceuticals and tech companies. 

 Paris Convention (1883): This treaty provides priority rights to manufacturers. This means 

that under it, they can file patents internationally.  



 Patent Cooperation Treaty (1970): Under this treaty, manufacturers can apply for single 

international patents, which is vital as it simplifies the global filing process associated with 

different industries.  

 Madrid Protocol (1886): This treaty allows manufacturers to register their global 

trademarks through one application.  

 Berne Convention (1886): This treaty encompasses copyrights and was implemented to 

ensure manufacturers within member countries get automatic copyright protection.  

What is the Role of IP in Early-Stage Manufacturing Innovation?  

In the early manufacturing stage, IP is crucial in fostering innovation. Companies must protect 

novel technologies, processes, and products at this stage. IP protection also plays a vital role in 

mitigating risks for investors and innovators. IPs are essential for several reasons in the early 

stages of manufacturing innovation.  

1. Catalyst for Research and Designs (R&D) 

 Acquiring IP protection encourages innovation, as strong IP protection helps 

manufacturers to commercialize their ideas without the fear of intimidation from other 

companies in the industry.  

 IPs also facilitate collaborations in manufacturing industries, enabling companies to share 

trade secrets and proprietary knowledge. Through these collaborations, the companies 

maintain legal safeguards related to their respective industries. 

 IPs can also drive competitive advantage at early-stage manufacturing by allowing 

companies to differentiate themselves through patents, giving them an edge in emerging 

markets. 

2. Securing Funding Through Protected Innovation 

 IPs play a crucial role in startup asset valuation. Additionally, manufacturers can make 

use of patents as collateral for loans. This is because some banks accept patents as 

security for R&D funding. The IPs can also act as the licensure revenue, primarily 

because early-stage firms can monetize IP before they go into full-scale production.  

3. Reducing Risks Strategies 



 Legal Protection Against Copycats: IPs can help mitigate risks for manufacturing 

companies by deterring competitors from replicating innovations. This means that they 

can benefit from their revenues more efficiently. 

 Market Exclusivity: When manufacturers acquire IPs, they can enjoy temporary 

monopolies. This is important in reducing R&D costs as it might take time for other 

companies to develop and implement innovative ideas that give them an equal 

competitive edge.  

How to Secure the Intellectual Property of a Product Design? 

Manufacturers should be familiar with the role of intellectual property in product designs. 

Protecting these interests is crucial in ensuring that the property is protected and avoiding legal 

risks that can affect company operations. Below are some of the key benefits: 

1. Protecting Prototype Designs 

 Confidentiality Agreements: Manufacturers can use non-disclosure agreements (NDAs) 

with employees, contractors, and partners to prevent unauthorized disclosure. When 

making these agreements, it is vital to ensure the clauses cover all the relevant protection 

and assets being secured. 

 Trade Secrets: Manufacturers should keep design processes and prototypes confidential 

when patent protection is not an option. They can accomplish this goal by limiting the 

nature of information shared within the public domain and with other parties whose 

interests are not attached to the design. 

 Provisional Patents: Manufacturers can file for provisional patents, especially when 

they need to secure an early filing date. This step of protecting prototype designs is 

essential, especially before publicly disclosing the asset. 

 Secure Documentation: As a company in the manufacturing space, it is vital to maintain 

dated records that can help establish ownership and creation timelines. Some 

documentations that can be stored this way include lab notebooks and digital logs.  

2. Avoid Design Infringements 

 Prior Art Searches:  To avoid design infringements, it is important to conduct thorough 

searches to ensure that the protected designs do not infringe on existing patents or 



copyrights. Some databases that can help these searches include USPTO, WIPO, and 

commercial databases.  

 Conduct Freedom-to-Operate Analysis: Manufacturers can avoid design infringements 

by assessing risks before launching a product. This approach is beneficial in preventing 

costly litigation that can affect the manufacturing process. 

 Design-Around Strategies: Manufacturers should ensure that when modifying designs, 

they avoid infringement, while at the same time maintaining the functionality of the 

product.  

 Trademark & Copyright Checks: Manufacturers should ensure that the branding and 

artistic elements included in their designs do not violate third-party rights. This step is 

also crucial in avoiding legal problems.  

3. Leveraging Design Patents in Competitive Industries  

 Design Patent vs Utility Patents: Manufacturers can use design patents to protect the 

ornamental appearance of their products. These include the shape, surface, and patterns 

of the products. The utility patents are used to cover functionality aspects.  

 Faster & Cheaper Protection: Manufacturers can take advantage of design patents as 

they have shorter examination times. Typically, the process takes 12-18 months and is 

thus ideal for filing costs compared to utility patents. 

 Deterrent Value: Manufacturers can leverage design patents by avoiding copying 

distinctive designs. This is crucial because of the legal risks of unique companies' design 

patents. 

 Strategic Portfolio Building: Manufacturers can combine design patents with utility 

patents, trademarks, and copyrights. Such an approach is recommended because it 

ensures comprehensive protection for company designs.   


