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Executive Summary

When most of us undertake competitive analysis, it is for the 
purpose of learning more about a company’s product strategy and 
features. Learning about an organization’s patents and pending 
applications provides valuable insight, often years before products 
come to market. Patents can also indicate the direction a particular 
technology space is moving, again, before products come to market. 

Analyzing patents about the “Internet of Things,” specifically Bluetooth 
Low Energy (BLE) as a topic to explore, this paper will highlight:

1. Important patents 

2. How to identify new entrants in a market 

3. How to spot component technologies

4. Areas of competitive investment

5. Global patent status

6. Patent litigation

7. Key inventors

8. Buyers of this technology

9. Sellers of this technology

10. Active non-practicing entities

“ Learning about 

an organization’s 

patents and 

pending 

applications 

provides valuable 

insight, often 

years before 

products come  

to market.” 
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Why Examine Patents for Competitive Analysis?

Organizations file patents to create a monopoly on an invention for a specified period of time. Because 
filing patents is expensive, organizations tend to be selective over the innovations they patent. 
According to some sources, intellectual property represents up to 88% of a company’s valuation.1 If an 
organization has gone through the trouble and expense of filing a patent, it is an indication they think 
the idea is important to their future product plans.

How to Identify Participants in a Market

The first thing we need when examining patents is a good description of the technology we’re 
researching. The “Internet of Things” is a broad area, so we’ll focus in on “Bluetooth low energy (BLE),” 
a communications protocol for allowing inter-device communication. As of this writing, there are more 
than 1000 patents filed and granted on this technology, and it is a central component of enabling 
technology for “The Internet of Things.” 

If you are a subject matter expert (SME) on the topic you’re researching, you can create a keyword 
query to identify relevant intellectual property. It’s difficult in many industries to be a SME on every 
technology your organization researches. For this reason, starting with a semantic search using natural 
language allows you to quickly achieve excellent results without the time investment to research and 
refine all possible keywords. A semantic search will naturally uncover the technology keywords that 
can be used to craft a Boolean-style patent query later if you so choose.

The standards body for Bluetooth define BLE it as:

“Bluetooth Smart (low energy) wireless technology features:

• Ultra-low peak, average, and idle mode power consumption
• Ability to run for years on standard coin-cell batteries
• Low cost
• Multi-vendor interoperability
• Enhanced range

Bluetooth Smart (low energy) technology allows enhancement of devices like watches, toothbrushes 
or toys with Bluetooth wireless technology. It also provides the ability for developers to incorporate 
new functionalities into devices already enabled by Bluetooth technology such as sports & 
fitness, health care, human interface (HIDs) and entertainment devices. For example, sensors 
in pedometers and glucose monitors will only run low energy technology. These single mode 
devices benefit from the power savings provided by v4.0 as well as the low-cost implementation. 
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Watches take advantage of both low energy technology while 
collecting data from body-worn fitness sensors and Classic 
Bluetooth technology when sending that information to a PC, or 
displaying caller ID information when wirelessly connected to a 
smartphone. Smartphones and PCs, which support the widest 
range of use cases for the specification, utilizing the full dual-
mode package with Classic, low energy, and high-speed versions 
of the technology running side by side.” 2

The nature of the language above is that examples will catch a wide 
swath of BLE uses, making it useful for starting competitive analysis.

The first thing we will examine are the organizations participating 
in this market. This includes entities that have granted patents and 
pending applications, inventors of technology and organizations 
that have purchased the rights to it. The most relevant patents are 
grouped by owner, and the owners are ranked by the number of 
applicable patents and their revenue. 

Looking at the BLE market participants based on a semantic search, 
the chart below shows the top 100 patent owners. The large number of 
small bubbles in the lower left-hand quadrant indicates an emerging market (low revenue, low number of 
patents, not much litigation) and some potential non-practicing entities4 in the space. Additionally, there 
may also be some larger players that come as a surprise. 

Innography Market Map of Companies Owning Bluetooth LE Patents Identified with Semantic Search

If any of the patent 
holders participated 
in the development 

of this standard,they 
would be subject to 

cooperative licensing 
under the FRAND3 

rules. A quick search 
of standards indicates 

Microsoft is one of 
the organizations 
making their BLE 

patents available for 
cooperative licensing.
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For companies in acquisition mode, the bubbles in the lower left-hand corner represent potentially 
viable acquisitions in this market and some likely have a disruptive technological advancement that 
will prove valuable in the future. The larger bubbles, Broadcom and Samsung, indicate a large collection 
of relevant patents. 

In Broadcom’s case, they have not been involved in substantial litigation, and they have a friendly 
licensing program. Samsung, on the other hand, has been involved in a number of patent litigation 
cases related to these technologies. 

If you have patents in this technology space to sell, your most likely buyers will be found in the right-
hand quadrants where their revenue and portfolio size may make acquiring additional patents an 
attractive proposition.

The full list of the top 100 can be found here.

The visual shows that in the top 10 companies, Blackberry has concentrated on small batteries, 
Broadcom in the most active filer in wireless interface and tracking devices, and Nexstep owns patents 
and applications involving smart phones and electronic devices.

Patent Landscape for Keyword Search “Bluetooth Low Energy”
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Identifying Component Technologies

Returning to the semantic search results and examining for underlying technologies, a Text Cluster 
chart breaks the top 1000 patents into their most-used terms. The concentration of intellectual property 
centers on use of BLE in mobile devices. If you’re looking for white space in which to invent, some of 
the smaller clusters might be viable opportunities to pursue for novel inventions. The smaller clusters 
around access points indicate an emerging market where BLE is used for intra-device communication 
to control lights, thermostats and door locks. 

Innography Text Cluster Highlighting Elements of BLE Referenced in Abstract, Title and Claims of Patents
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Areas of Competitive Investment

For the purposes of this paper, let’s presume we are most interested in the top 20 companies holding 
patents in this area. 

If we had related patents to sell, the organizations above would be a good target group. Knowing what they 
own helps you determine if your technology would be a good complement to a potential purchaser, or if it 
would fill a gap in their portfolio, and could thus command a higher price from the purchaser. Additionally, 
any organization with related patent litigation underway would have an interest in patents for sale.

Using the Cooperative Patent Classification5 (CPC) standard, the top 100 companies in this space have 
patented technology as follows:

Ownership of IP by Company and Class Code
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Broadcom, the largest holder of patents for Bluetooth Low Energy, has technology in the following 
classifications: 

Broadcom’s Holdings for Bluetooth Low Energy

Global Patent Status

Organizations seeking to dominate in this technology space should understand where the centers of 
excellence are for the technology to recruit the top talent. Examining the patents, we see the following 
concentration of applications filed by inventors in China, the US, the UK, and Germany:

Global Inventor Locations for Bluetooth Low Energy
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Similarly, filings are occurring in the key global jurisdictions, showing confidence in this technology 
for the long term. 

Patent Filing by Jurisdiction

Patent Litigation

Patent litigation in this space is light enough to still show stages of an early market. The major plaintiffs 
filing 830 patent litigation actions can be seen in the chart below:

Plaintiffs Filing Bluetooth Low Energy Patent Infringement Actions
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The defendants are, not surprisingly, some of the larger players in the technology space, as they would 
have the deep pockets necessary to pay an infringement award or large license fee if they lost the case.

Defendants in Bluetooth Low Energy Patent Infringement Cases

The gray color indicates private companies that would appear as having $0 revenue. The public 
companies, where revenue is known, are represented by revenue categories ranging from blue to red. 
The size of the sectors represent the relative number of cases they’ve participated in. 

The majority of case venues and filing years is shown here:

Court Venues Where Bluetooth Low Energy Cases Have Been Filed
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We see here that 2012 and 2014 were significant years for filing 
patent infringement lawsuit, as BLE technology starts to appear in 
more products and the “Internet of Things” becomes a hot market. 
The large number of lawsuits in the Eastern District of Texas is 
not unexpected, as that jurisdiction is known for being friendly 
toward non-practicing entities. It’s also no surprise to see mobile 
communication providers participating in these cases, as BLE made 
its debut in mobile devices.

Finally, we see the patents cited in the filed disputes. There is an 
even distribution of cases, indicating there is a significant subset of 
very strong patents that organizations are fighting over. 

If we examine the litigation using the strict keywords “Bluetooth 
low energy” the case count drops to 71 cases with 31 plaintiffs. The 
plaintiff and defendant list is virtually identical to what the semantic 
search uncovered.

Patents Cited in 830 Infringement Actions

A quick trick for 
spotting emerging 

NPEs: they are often 
(but not always) 

private companies 
with $0 revenue, 

no products, some 
litigation, and  

a limited liability 
(LLC) corporation. 

Startups can also fit 
this category.
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When performing competitive analysis, it’s important ensure your strategy includes protection from 
costly litigation by monitoring current and emerging competitors, their filings and grants. With the new 
Patent Trial and Appeal Board (PTAB)6, we’ll expect to see fewer of these “land grab” cases filed going 
forward.

Important Patents

Of our sample companies above, there is an impressive array of strong patents. Innography’s 
PatentStrength™ algorithm rates the likelihood of litigation using an algorithm based on twelve factors 
from the John R. Allison paper, Valuable Patents7. Patents scoring in the 70th percentile or higher are 
the most important in the set.

Filtering by only the strongest patents, we find 33 key patents owned by just 17 organizations. By 
examining patents from this perspective, we have a much-reduced set of potential documents to read 
in order to really understand the existing landscape.
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Key Inventors

If your organization is placing big bets on BLE, you’ll be interested in the top SMEs and what they’ve 
published. From the inventor heat map, it’s clear that Dirk Boecker and Don Alden are two leaders in 
the field. Just fifteen key inventors published many of the top 1000 patents.

Key Inventors in the Bluetooth Low Energy Sector

Taking one of Don Alden’s patents and looking at the citations, he’s widely cited in more current 
inventions. If this patent is one relevant to your organization, examine more current inventors in the 
field to understand other subject matter expertise being developed. These also provide clues for 
detecting possible patent infringers or invalidating an assertion served against you. 

Backward Citations on Don Alden’s Key Patent through 2015



© 2016 Innography, Inc. All rights reserved. 15

Buyers of Patents Related to Bluetooth Low Energy

Using some of the key CPC class codes associated with BLE and examining recent assignments (pure 
buyers and sellers only, excluding securitizations and intra-company transfers) in these areas, we find 
a significant number of small and large transactions:

The private companies are clustered in the lower-left corner because their revenue numbers are not 
disclosed. 

Google is the most notable acquirer with more than 400 patents acquired, along with Apple, Lenovo 
and several non-practicing entities. Organizations normally acquire patents to either a) build their 
war chests, protecting themselves from infringement claims, or b) because a particular technology is 
critical to their product line.

Buyers of Bluetooth Low Energy Patents - 2012 to 2014
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Sellers of Patents Related to Bluetooth Low Energy

Examining the sellers, we see Lenovo as both a seller and a buyer. This potentially indicates a strategic 
shift and an attempt to build IP protection in a focused fashion.

Sellers of Bluetooth Low Energy Patents from 2012 Onward

The Heat Map below shows the particular technologies that were bought and sold during this timeframe:

CPC-based Heat Map of Patents Bought and Sold
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Active Non-Practicing Entities

Examining the Intellectual Venture’s fourteen patents involving BLE, we see four categories of 
investment. Three involve the capture and recording of data, while the final is for antenna technology 
associated with BLE. The list of patents, claims and citations can be viewed here.

Current Bluetooth Low Energy Technology Held by Intellectual Ventures

Examining these patents by their Cooperative Classification Code indicates this concentration:

Relevant Intellectual Ventures Holdings by CPC



Given that some BLE patents are participants of a FRAND agreement, which is a subset of the larger 
“Internet of Things” collection of technologies, and there are new rules and court rulings designed to 
reduce some of the “smart phone” patent wars we saw a few years ago, there may be fewer litigation 
cases and more cooperating licensing going forward. 

Monitoring the purchase and sales behavior of relevant patents by NPEs is a best practice for any 
organization

Final Thoughts

Understanding patent filings is a critical aspect of competitive intelligence research in fast-moving, 
global industries. The total time investment performing the research and writing of this report was 
less than eight hours. It’s also simple to automate some of these searches to send results to you as 
patents are granted, expire or are reassigned. There are, of course, plenty of additional competitors 
and avenues to analyze, but with access to the right tools and data, it’s possible to efficiently explore 
new and emerging markets and competitors. 

1 Suzanne S. Harrison and Patrick H. Sullivan, Edison in the Boardroom Revisited (Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley and Sons).
2 https://developer.bluetooth.org/TechnologyOverview/Pages/BLE.aspx
3 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reasonable_and_non-discriminatory_licensing
4 Non-practicing entities defined: A patent troll, also called a patent assertion entity (PAE), is a person or company who enforces patent rights 

against accused infringers in an attempt to collect licensing fees, but does not manufacture products or supply services based upon the patents 
in question, thus engaging in economic rent-seeking. Related, less pejorative terms include patent holding company (PHC) and non-practicing 
entity (NPE). Generally not considered patent trolls are NPEs such as individual inventors, university research laboratories, development firms 
that offer their patented technologies to licensees in advance, and licensing agents that offer enforcement and negotiation services on behalf of 
patent owners. The Paradox of Patent Assertion Entities, August 12, 2013, by Thomas A. Hemphill, American Enterprise Institute

5 http://www.cooperativepatentclassification.org/index.html;jsessionid=1t5csyfufqhi4
6 http://www.uspto.gov/ip/boards/bpai/
7 http://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=426020
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