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INTRODUCTION: "WE ARE
ALL SEARCHERS NOW:---"

We live in a world where more and more of the
information which we need is being created and
stored in electronic form. The software which
provides access to this information is getting
smarter, so that there is increasing emphasis on
‘natural language” input and ‘relevance ranked”
output. In the developed world, and much of
the developing world as well, nearly every home
will have a laptop or tablet which has become
our “window on the world” . The combination
of these three developments - the form of the
information, the technical solutions to searching
it, and the ease of access to it - might lead us
to think that all our problems in locating and
using information are solved. Many people,
especially the younger generation, expect that
retrieval of information is - indeed, must be - an
‘easy” process. We all know that every search
on a generic internet search engine such as
Yahoo! ® is likely to produce many thousands,
if not millions, of hits. So how hard is it to be
a good searcher? Maybe we are approaching
a point in time where we will no longer need to
train anyone to search - the best answers will

simply “arrive” , through advanced software and

hardware processing of digital information.

WHAT MAKES PROFESSIONAL
SEARCHING DIFFERENT?

My article seeks to investigate the question
of education for professional searchers. Is it
a necessary factor in achieving high quality
search results? - or will the influence of the
searcher diminish as search technology
improves? In order to answer this question, we
need to recognise that conducting searches in
scientific or technical information has much in
commaon with the “everyday” searches which we

do at home, but also some differences.

For example, a great deal of modern patent
information is already digitised. Consequently,
it could be argued that it is no longer necessary
for the education of a patent searcher to include
a knowledge of exhaustive lists of paper-based
or microfilm-based sources. However, even the
least-skilled “everyday” internet searcher will
soon realise that the mere fact that information
is “on the computer” (i.e. digital) does not
guarantee that it is of good quality or reliability.
Many “everyday” searchers soon learn to focus

their efforts on a relatively few, known and




trustworthy sources. Without realising it, they
have grown in their information literacy skills
- the ability to discriminate between sources
and to make informed decisions about where
to search. For the searcher who specialises
in highly technical subject-matter, this type of
information literacy is needed to a much greater
degree. So this is one area where we can
recognise that searcher education might need

to be more formalised and comprehensive.

A second aspect which distinguishes the
‘everyday” searcher from the professional
is in understanding the capabilities of the
technology which they have available for search.
Performing a search on the fastest, most up-
to-date hardware does not necessarily make
the process any easier or the results any
better. Neither does using the most complex,
semantic-based, relevance-ranking software
guarantee better results than 60-year old
Boolean retrieval. Evidence shows that few
non-specialist searchers will attempt to use
more than two or three obvious keywords, and
never explore the more advanced aspects of the
tool available. But in professional searching,
a good understanding of the hardware and
software (collectively, the “search engine” )
may be crucial to being able to retrieve results
which are relevant and usable. Of course, in
an ideal world, both the information source
and the search engine are high guality, and
this increases our confidence in the results.
However, too often in real life we may be faced
with a compromise. The search engine may
be very advanced but the information quality is
poor, or (conversely) a poor search interface or
some other defect in the search engine hinders
our ability to perform an optimum search, even

in a high quality database. It is clear that a

professional searcher must have the necessary
skills to use each tool to its best effect, not
just rely upon a single “data + search engine”

combination.

So both information sources and search
engines are important components of a good
search. But the best searches will be those
where the third aspect, the person performing
the search, is eqgually prominent. Just as with
a three-legged stool, where the loss of any
one leg destroys the ability of the stool to do
its job (act as a seat), so it is with information
searching. We may work hard to improve data
quality, or to improve the efficiency of databases
and our ability to navigate large answer sets,
but if the human being sitting at the keyboard is

not skilled, we will still get a poor result.

If this hypothesis is correct, then it is still
important, in our quest for search efficiency, to
pay attention to the education and training of

the people who perform our searches.

3 HOW DO WE LEARN ON THE
JOB?

The commercial information industry has
a long history of providing training to its
customers on how to search their databases
effectively. For many people starting in
patent information work, their first exposure
to the whole concept of patents as a source
of technical information arises from their
attendance at a course run by a database
vendor. However, as more free-of-charge tools
have been launched (e.g. the EPO’ s Espacenet
or the JPQO" s JPlatPat), this tradition of hands-
on instruction has been eroded. New users

are told that the interface is “intuitive” , and
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help files often consist of only brief examples

of certain forms of search. More systematic
training may be available, but it can consist
principally of online webinars or similar medium.
Although these forms of training are helpful,
they also tend to concentrate on issues such
as search syntax or display features, and do
not normally address the fundamentals of how
patent information is created, and what you
need to know in order to search it effectively.
At this point, the beginner is operating in a
vacuum - they “do not know what they do not
know” . Sometimes, it is possible to spend
many months or even years in a patent search
job, and never encounter certain aspects. You
may think that you know patent information
searching, but there is only a limited area of
expertise where you truly feel comfortable.
For example, some years ago | encountered
a searcher who considered themselves to be
highly experienced. As we spoke, it became
clear to me that there were large gaps in their
knowledge. Although this searcher knew how
to use all the commands on the search system,
they did not understand the underlying data at
all. All their work had been done in US patents,
and they had only a very vague idea of prior art
from other countries, and no concept at all of
a patent family! The longer a person stays in
that situation, the more dangerous it is, both for
them and for their customers. It is clear that
learning new ideas and practices gets more
difficult as we get older, and a patent searcher
who has spent many years working in a closed,
insular environment will find it very hard to
compete in a global context.

For this reason, | believe that all patent
searchers would benefit from going through a

systematic training programme early in their

career. This may include a recognised academic
course, such as a Masters-level degree in
Information Studies or a related subject such as
Business Administration. But this is exceptional
- most new entrants to patent information
waork gain their expertise on the job. This may
be from internal business mentors, if they are
lucky enough to be in a corporate information
team with other experienced members, or by
attending external events such as conferences
and training courses. Whichever route is used,
the most important aspect is that the student
has a clear idea about the whole range of skills
needed, and does not concentrate on their
“‘comfort zone” , or even on the areas which their
management tells them are “core subjects”

Unfortunately, the management of a corporate
information team will not always know where
the skills gaps exist within their team, so they
should not be the sole source of advice on how

to fill those gaps.

A MORE SYSTEMATIC
APPROACH

Over many years of working with patent

information, | am convinced that there are
still new nuances to learn every day. No-one,
however experienced in years, has the whole
truth. But | will be bold enough to suggest
a broad classification for the skill set of the
patent searcher, in the hope that every patent
searcher reading this article will be able to
identify some areas where they might benefit
from further professional development. This
may be in the form of “refresher” training, the
learning of entirely new skills, or simply realising
that their job skills could be employed in a

different way.




In the diagram below, | have illustrated 4 major
aspects of the skill set for a patent information

specialist. These areas are:

T - Technical skills; patent documents deal
with inventions from all areas of science and
technology, and the best searchers will be
those who are comfortable with the technical

language used in the documents.

| - Information Science; despite the advances
in everyday information access, it is not true
that “everyone is a searcher now” , especially
in the scientific field. A thorough understanding
of information storage and retrieval is the

backbone of good searching skills.

P - Patent law and procedure; patent
searching is an interactive process, and it is
important to be able to interpret the meaning
of each document which is revealed during a
search. Otherwise, the search will deliver only

‘data” and not “actionable intelligence” .

B - Business skills; this is a very broad area
in its own right, and includes understanding
how industry works, as well as other business-

related skills such as project management.

Let us consider in turn what each skill area

can deliver for the complete patent searcher.

4.1 Technical skills: Whenever one person, who
needs certain information (e.g. has this invention
been made and published before?) hands over
the process of searching for that information to
another person, it is vital that there is mutual
respect and trust between the two people. The
information requestor (client) may be a subject
expert but find it difficult to explain to anyone
else what the invention is about. They may
know that their invention differs by only a very
small amount from similar, earlier inventions, and
hence which distinguishing factors need to be
highlighted. They will seek to brief the searcher
using highly technical, detailed language, and in
turn the searcher must be sufficiently skilled in
the technical field to understand both what the
client is describing and what they are likely to
find in the prior art. The searcher must be able
to demonstrate to their client that they have
the appropriate professional understanding to
take on the job. For example, if | am approached
by a telecommunications engineer, | would be
very reluctant to take on a search request,
because | am a chemist and do not really
understand electronics. Searchers who are
based in private practice have a very demanding
job, because one day they may have a search
on a medical device, the next day it may be
a new type of training shoe, the next day it
may be part of a mobile phone handset. Their
technical skills need to be sufficiently up-to-date
to search through and interpret (at least in the
broad aspects) the prior art which they locate.
If you are a searcher in a corporate environment,
and your company has a well-defined area of
business, your professional credibility as a

searcher will in part depend upon how well you
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understand the technology which underlies
your company’ s products. For this reason,
it is very difficult for someone with an arts or
humanities education to become a truly skilled
patent searcher, because they do not have the
basic science skills required. Unfortunately,
there is a tendency in some patent attorney
practices to delegate search work to paralegals
with no technical background, and this is not
good for either the guality of search or the self-
confidence and job satisfaction of the person

doing the search.

To summarise, good technical skills are

necessary for the searcher in order to:

1. Maintain credibility and good relationships
with their clients,

2. Understand highly technical gueries and
conduct searches in scientific databases,
and

3. Assess answers and report them in a

relevant and competent manner.

4.2 Information science: There are many
definitions of ‘information science’ but one
which is useful in this context is the statement
that it is an amalgam of different disciplines
which are “brought to bear in solving the
problems with information - its generation,
organization, representation, processing,
distribution, communication and use.” [1]. For
the patent information specialist, that means
gaining experience and insight into the variety
of different search sources, their strengths and
weaknesses, their accessibility, completeness
and quality, together with the various methods
of searching, retrieving and analysing the
content of a search. At first sight, this might
appear to be the smallest out of the four

aspects, in that there is only a limited number

of data suppliers around the world (compared,
for example, with trying to search all the
different newspapers in Japan, there is only one
Patent Office), and only a limited number of key
databases suitable for everyday use. But the
situation rapidly becomes more complex when
we realise that some commercial databases
add new database elements (or fields) which
make these products distinct and searchable in
different ways to the original data as published
by the office. In addition, there is a large
difference between “searching patents” and
“searching for patentability” ; someone who is a
complete expert in patent databases, but who
knows nothing of non-patent literature sources,
cannot reliably deliver high guality searches for
patentability in every area of technology. We
live in an age where our national patent laws and
international patentability standards demand a
‘“universal novelty” , but where simultaneously,
mankind is generating new information at a
higher speed than ever before. The size of
the state-of-the-art, whether it is measured
in Terabytes, number of pages or some other
metric, is increasing daily, and hence the work
of the patentability search gets more difficult by
the day.

In addition to knowing sources of information,
and how to search them, the skilled searcher
should also be familiar with other aspects of
information science, such as developments in
searching tools and interfaces, search engine
technology, and the application of standard or
customised software tools to the analysis and
navigation of large volumes of highly technical
information - some of which may not even be in
character-coded form. We are a long way from
having effective tools for direct searching of

images, diagrams, pictures, video - all of which




are part of the state-of-the-art.

4.3 Patent law and procedure: Some
information specialists worry that they are
expected to know patent law in their jobs.
They think, "Will this mean that | am becoming
a patent attorney?” , or that they might be
expected to deliver legal opinion. But that is not
the intention in a good education programme
for an information specialist. The laws and
procedures surrounding patent information
and patent documentation in general are quite
distinct from the procedural aspects which a
professional representative (attorney or agent)
is expected to know. The business of patent
searching involves skills which complement -
not compete with - those of the attorney. In
particular, searchers need to know enough
of law and procedure to be able to interpret
the relevance of the findings of the search.
This means that as frequently as patent law
changes, so does the set of rules which every
searcher is expected to know in order to do
that analysis. Even an apparently simple task
such as computing a predicted expiry date (for
example, in the context of a freedom-to-operate
search) is made more complicated every time
a national law or procedure changes. So in
considering the need to understand patent
law, there are two distinct differences between
the role of the patent attorney and the role of
the searcher. Firstly, the searcher will be more
concerned about the laws, procedures and
standards surrounding publication, which are
often neglected by attorneys, and secondly,
the searcher must be aware of many different
versions of law. An attorney generally has little
use for old law - their duty is to be familiar with
the newest procedures. But the searcher may

locate documents which were processed and

published under laws which were in force years
or decades before - they must, in effect, be a
‘living archive’ of the historical procedures as

well as the current ones.

4.4 Business skills: This last aspect covers
many different skills, but they contribute to
the general competence of a skilled patent
searcher. In some ways, the best searcher
needs to be a specialist (having specific, highly-
focussed skills) and a generalist (interested in
many different fringe aspects surrounding the
job) simultaneously. They should have both a
depth and a breadth of knowledge. In the patent
searching business, the old saying is true: “You
never know when something might be useful” .
In performing my job over a number of years
within a chemical company, | found an outlet for
seemingly “useless” facts relating to paolitics,
geography, history, business, regional and
international law, languages and much more.
Every searcher needs to know the context (wider
picture) of a specific search if they are to do
the best job. This means that, for a searcher
within a company, it will help them if they have
a good working knowledge of the whole range
of products which their employer makes and
where they are marketed. They should know the
broad research strategy within the business,
as well as the specific project which has led to
the latest, potentially-patentable invention. This
part of a searcher’ s education is partly self-
driven (making a wise choice about what to read
and retain) and partly from external sources,
such as professional networking with others in

the same or similar fields of work.

On top of this package of “general
knowledge” | it is also a good practice to gain

other skills which may come in useful within
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the information team (or especially for the
saolo professional). This can include learning
software packages to higher-than-average levels
of detail, basic software coding or programming,
project management skills, report writing and
presentation skills, communication and inter-
personal relations. Ultimately, our entire
professional base depends upon communication
- receiving and understanding requests from
others, interacting with them during the search,
and dispatching our results to them in a form
which they can use in their jobs. That kind of
expertise cannot be learnt from a book - but
it can be learnt over time; and that brings me
to the final two aspects of the professional

searcher’ s skill set.

GROWING IN COMPLETENESS:
EXPERIENCE AND TIME.

Up to this point, we have assumed that if
anyone succeeds in “filling in all the blanks”
in the diagram (above), they will be a skilled
searcher. But in fact, even this illustration
suffers from being incomplete. A more accurate

picture might be the second diagram below:

E

The letter "E” surrounding our 4 areas of sKkills
represents a vital factor which envelops all of
the other areas of learning - Experience. Up
to a point, any well-educated person will be
able to gather skills from the four key areas,
and accumulate enough “facts” to be able to
represent themselves as an good searcher. But
the factor which separates a good searcher
from an experienced one is their ability to learn
when their existing skills break down. There is
an interesting guotation, variously attributed
to Prof. Randy Pausch [2] or to Dan Stanford
[3] which states that "Experience is what you
get when you didn't get what you wanted---" .
An experienced searcher is a better searcher,
because they have encountered at first hand
some of the pitfalls and problems when their

‘perfect’ strategy goes wrong.

To grow in experience, we all need other
people around us. Patent searching is a
specialist activity, and it is quite possible,
even within a very large corporation, for the

single person who does patent searches to feel

(EDFEZER %= BARETSERT)




very isolated. That is not a good environment
in which to gain experience. It is vital for
every patent searcher to have some other
people around them, to help them to grow by
experience. These may be colleagues in other
companies, that you meet professionally at
conferences or seminars. Alternatively, if you
are lucky enough to be in a team of searchers
in your work-place, you may have a local mentor
available all the time. |If you try to grow in
experience on your own, you may never move
forward - in fact, you may get worse rather than
better. Without a professional colleague, you
may fall into the trap of thinking, "It's all my fault’
when something unexpected happens in your
search. If the same "'mistake" happens multiple
times, you may eventually give up experimenting
and retreat into your comfort zone. But if the
reason behind your "'mistake"’ is explained to
you, by someone more experienced, then you
will learn and begin to move forward. That is
why | believe that every novice searcher must
develop their own professional network - a group
of colleagues whom you trust and respect, and
can help you to move from "l made a mistake" to
"l understand what happened” to "l know how to

avoid that in the future".

Finally, a good quality searcher is made over
time. The more often someone does search
work, the more likely they are to come across an
unforeseen situation, and have to work their way
out of it on the way to the final solution. This
means that experienced searchers are never
made overnight, by intensive education, but over
a long period of time, making many mistakes,
recovering from them, learning from them and
getting better and more confident at being able

to handle the next task. Happy searching!
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