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Overview

Patent data provide a unique window into innovative activity. This document describes

a data set containing British patent data from 1855-1882. The time period covered by this

dataset spans the period between the major patent reforms of 1855 and 1882. Thus, this

was a period of stability in British patent law.

The unique feature of these data is that they include the British Patent Office (BPO)

technology classifications for each patent. The BPO classified each patent into one or more

of 146 technology categories. This provides a way to track innovation patterns in specific

types of technologies over the 1855-1882 period. Because they come from the name indexes,

the data also include the name of the inventor.
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Collection of the data

These data were collected from published versions of the British Patent Abstracts avail-

able in the British Library’s BIPC reading room. To obtain the data, I scanned and digitized
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the name index pages from each of the Abstract volumes. The data were then processed

into Stata format. An example of one of the Abstract volumes is available here:

https://books.google.com/books?id=G0dEAQAAMAAJ&lpg=RA1-PA121&ots=6LyAaq7MgW&dq=

british%20patent%20act%201855&pg=PR5#v=onepage&q=british%20patent%20act%201855&f=

false

Important notes

One feature of these data is that they cover patent applications. Nearly all of these

applications resulted in granted patents as long as the applicant completed the application

process, because the British patent system did not include a modern patent review stage

during this period.

Another feature of the data is that a number of patents have a patent agent listed rather

than the actual inventor. Patents which have the agent listed rather than the inventor were

often invented by foreigners who then patented through the British agent. Table 1 lists

some of the major patent agents during this period. Note that many of the agents were

operating as part of family firms, so we see surnames such as Lake, Newton, and Clark

repeated multiple times.

Data fields

Table 2 describes the fields in the data. Each patent in the data is uniquely identified

by the combination of the year and patent number field.

Data description

Table 3 describes the BPO technology classifications included in this database as well as

the number of patents in each category in the 1855-1882 period. We can see that the largest

categories are Metals & Cutting Equipment (83), Spinning (Textiles) (120), Furnaces (51),

Weaving (142), and Railway Equipment (104, 105, 106) and Ships and Ship Equipment (113,

114, 115). These reflect the key components of the British economy during this period.

Additional resources

1. An invaluable resource for understanding the British patent system during this period

is:

Van Dulken, Stephen (1999). British Patents of Invention 1617-1977. Gateshead:

Atheneum Press.
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2. Additional patent data are available from the Cradle of Inventions Database, which

can be purchased by following the link below. I have compared my data to the Cradle

of Inventions Database and in general they match well.

http://finishingpublications.com/books-and-cd-roms/cd-roms/patents.html

3. A useful general resource for understanding patent data analysis is:

Hall, BH and Jaffe, AB and Trajtenberg, M (2001). The NBER Patent Citations

Data File: Lessons, Insights, and Methodological Tools. NBER Working Paper No.

8498.
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Table 1: Listing of major patent agents

Lake, W. R. Johnson, J. H.

Clark, A. M. Clark, W.

Newton, W. E. Newton, A. V.

Table 2: Fields in the data

Field name Description

name The name of the inventor

year The year

patent no The patent number

class The BOP technology classification number

class name The BOP technology classification name
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Table 3: Technology categories available in the data
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