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INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY 
Additional Agency Actions Can Improve Assistance 
to Small Businesses and Inventors 

What GAO Found 
The U.S. Patent and Trademark Office (USPTO) offers multiple programs that 
help small businesses and inventors with acquiring intellectual property 
protections, which can help protect creative works or ideas. These programs, 
such as the Inventors Assistance Center, are aimed at assisting the public, 
especially small businesses and inventors, with intellectual property protections. 
Several stakeholders GAO interviewed said that USPTO programs have been 
helpful, but they were also not aware of some USPTO programs. Although these 
programs individually evaluate how they help small businesses and inventors, 
the agency does not collect and evaluate overall information on whether these 
programs are effectively reaching out to and meeting the needs of these groups. 
Under federal internal control standards, an agency should use quality 
information to achieve its objectives. Without an agency-wide approach to collect 
information to help evaluate the extent to which its programs serve small 
businesses and inventors, USPTO may not have the quality information needed 
to fully evaluate the effectiveness of its outreach and assistance for these groups 
and thus make improvements where necessary. 

Although the Small Business Administration (SBA) coordinates with USPTO 
through targeted efforts to provide intellectual property training to small 
businesses, it has not fully implemented some statutory requirements that can 
further enhance this coordination. While SBA and the Small Business 
Development Centers (SBDCs) coordinate with USPTO programs at the local 
level to train small businesses on intellectual property protection (see figure), this 
coordination is inconsistent. For example, two of the 12 SBDCs that GAO 
interviewed reported working primarily with USPTO to help small businesses 
protect their intellectual property, but the other 10 did not. The Small Business 
Innovation Protection Act of 2017 requires SBA and USPTO to coordinate and 
build on existing intellectual property training programs, and requires that SBA’s 
local partners, specifically the SBDCs, provide intellectual property training, in 
coordination with USPTO. SBA officials reported that they are in the process of 
implementing requirements of this act. Incorporating selected leading practices 
for collaboration, such as documenting the partnership agreement and clarifying 
roles and responsibilities, could help SBA and USPTO fully and consistently 
communicate their existing resources to their partners and programs, enabling 
them to refer these resources to small businesses and inventors. 

Figure: The Small Business Administration (SBA) and the U.S. Patent and Trademark Office 
(USPTO) Coordinate at the Local Level, but Are Inconsistent 
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Why GAO Did This Study 
Small businesses employ about half of 
the U.S. private workforce and create 
approximately two-thirds of the nation’s 
jobs. For many small businesses, 
intellectual property aids in building 
market share and creating jobs. 
Among the federal agencies assisting 
small businesses with intellectual 
property are USPTO, which grants 
patents and registers trademarks, and 
SBA, which assists small businesses 
on a variety of business development 
issues, including intellectual property. 

GAO was asked to review resources 
available to help small businesses and 
inventors protect intellectual property, 
and their effectiveness. This report 
examines, among other things, (1) the 
extent to which USPTO evaluates the 
effectiveness of its efforts to assist 
small businesses and (2) SBA’s 
coordination with USPTO to assist 
small businesses. GAO analyzed 
agency documents and interviewed 
officials who train and assist small 
businesses. GAO also interviewed 
stakeholders, including small 
businesses, and, among other things, 
reviewed federal internal control 
standards and selected leading 
practices for enhancing interagency 
collaboration. 

What GAO Recommends 
GAO is making four recommendations, 
including that USPTO develop an 
agency-wide approach to evaluate the 
effectiveness of its efforts to help small 
businesses and inventors, and that 
SBA document its partnership 
agreement with USPTO and clarify 
roles and responsibilities for 
coordinating with USPTO to provide 
training. Both agencies agreed with 
GAO’s recommendations. 
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