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POLICY BRIEF: CULTIVATING  
AN INCLUSIVE INVENTION LANDSCAPE 
 

 

 

Background 
We are living in unprecedented times, from a global pandemic 

to a changing climate, and America must continually innovate 

with new ideas and inventions to solve these problems. 

American inventors have always been at the forefront of 

cutting-edge innovations that have solved our biggest 

challenges. However, the current pool of inventors and 

budding inventors is far too limited to foster creative solutions 

to the wide range of challenges facing society and to compete 

in the global economy. A broader set of perspectives and 

backgrounds will drive innovation and foster the development 

of inventions that can have positive impacts on the economy 

and society. 

 

What’s at stake? 
The United States is falling behind the rest of the world in 

innovation and leaving important ideas on the table. In fact, 

while the rate of inventing has increased over the decades and 

is at an all-time high, the U.S. share of USPTO patents has 

steadily decreased, with our share now under 50 percent. A 

significant reason that the United States is producing a smaller 

share of inventions is that there are considerable gender, 

racial, and socioeconomic disparities in the pathway to 

becoming an inventor that are pushing talented people away 

from realizing their potential as an inventor. Furthermore, if 

women, people of color, and people from low-income families 

were to invent at the same rate as white men from high-

income families, the total number of inventors in the economy 

would quadruple.  

Why is this important? 

Inventors throughout history have identified and solved some 

of the most pressing challenges facing our country. A broader 

set of perspectives and backgrounds will drive innovation and 

foster the development of inventions with even greater 

impact, which can contribute to our global competitiveness 

and ultimately lead to a more prosperous society. Research 

shows that exposure to inventors, science communities, and 

resources is so important that other investments in diversity, 

equity, and inclusion (DEI) policies are unlikely to succeed 

unless more communities are exposed to the values, tenets, 

and benefits of the invention ecosystem. Without an emphasis 

on representation from all backgrounds, DEI policies — 

including those that aim to reduce financial and social barriers 

to inventing — will solely benefit individuals who are already 

receiving invention exposure. 

 

What should policymakers do? 
We need education, business, and policy leaders to work 

together to foster a robust pipeline of inventors by expanding 

opportunities to engage in the process of invention, including 

hands-on experience and access to mentoring and other 

support, starting with education from an early age and 

continuing throughout their academic careers and into the 

workforce. Elected officials are integral to this work.
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AAAS RECOMMENDATIONS  
TO POLICYMAKERS 
 

Remove known barriers to inventing 

and scale what works. 
We must continue to learn more about who becomes an 

inventor and why. It is clear that many talented individuals 

who are interested in inventing encounter barriers that 

prevent them from realizing their dreams and that limit the 

talent pool of inventors in the United States. For example, 

there is uneven access to invention education for school-aged 

children, limited support for would-be inventors to learn how 

to move an invention from an idea to a product, biases within 

our broader society, and industries that push talented 

individuals away from becoming or continuing to be an 

inventor. 

• Congress should add invention education to the allowable 

activities specifically included in major K-12 and higher 

education statutes so that more students have the 

opportunity to engage in invention. 

• Congress should encourage federal agencies such as NSF, 

NIH, NIST, and USPTO to identify and scale effective 

invention education programs, such as mentoring 

programs and invention competitions, to create wider 

spread access to engaging learning opportunities. 

• Congress should support a public-private partnership that 

includes participation by federal agencies, such as SBA, 

NSF, NIH, USPTO, DOE, and NIST, to develop, maintain, and 

promote a one-stop shop for guidance on inventing for 

individuals, small companies, and corporate employee 

inventors, which would help demystify the patent process 

and encourage greater participation. The one-stop shop 

could include resources such as an intellectual property 

and patenting toolkit, a database of where inventors can 

go to find funding, and how to apply for them. 

 

Coordinate across the govt or develop 

a vision/roadmap. 
To continue to be a global leader in invention and innovation, 

the United States needs a clear vision for and roadmap to 

increase invention and cultivate all the available talent. This is 

particularly important now as the share of U.S. patents 

received by countries such as China and South Korea 

continues to rise. 

• Congress should seek input from state, local, and industry 

leaders, inventors, and others to develop a unified vision 

for invention and innovation in the United States, which 

can guide the investments at the federal, state, and local 

levels. This effort could be led by a coordinating body such 

as a congressional commission, the National Academies of 

Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, or the House and 

Senate small business committees. 

Increased understanding of the 

pipeline to become an inventor. 
Our nation’s ability to effectively and efficiently expand the 

pipeline of future inventors is hampered by the limited 

amount of publicly available information about the state of the 

invention pipeline. There is scant information on where and 

for whom opportunities exist to engage in invention at an 

early age and through one’s academic career. In addition, 

demographic information about who files for and receives a 

patent is difficult to come by. While some information is 

collected by federal agencies that fund invention and 

invention education, there is limited sharing of the information 

and gaps in what is collected. These limits make it difficult for 

the federal government to strategically target its limited funds 

for invention and invention education to ensure the greatest 

return on investment. 

• Congress should charge the Executive Branch to 

streamline data collection, share data across programs, 

and identify gaps in information being collected for the 

sole purpose of driving evidence-based decision-making 

regarding where to target the limited federal resources 

directed to invention and invention education. 

• Congress should address a critical gap in the information 

collected about patent applicants by mandating the USPTO 

collect demographic data as part of the patent application 

process. The data should not be included in the review of 

the application. It should only be used to improve 

awareness of who is applying for patents and who is more 

likely to receive a patent. The additional data will help 

public and private entities understand invention gaps 

among different demographic groups and inform 

decisions on how to address those gaps. 

 

Fostering Change 
The recommendations above address possible strategies to 

improve upon issues which are specific to invention and the 

invention ecosystem. It is important to note that the inventors 

and invention sit within the broader society and industry 

culture, which includes biases and inequities that 

disproportionately impact women, people of color, and those 

from rural communities. The federal government should 

continue to implement and incentivize policies that address 

these issues of bias and inequity, including family-friendly 

workplace policies (e.g., parental leave), pay equity, bias and 

harassment training, and more. Continued efforts to increase 

the prevalence of such policies will create an environment 

where the above recommendations are more likely to lead to 

positive outcomes for our country, citizens, and economy.


