
 

 
 

 
 

 

   

     
   

  
  

  
  

 

  

  
  

  

 

  

Under Supreme Court precedents governing Step Two, “inventive” means novel and non-
obvious. 

The April 19, 2018, Berkheimer Memorandum risks leading Examiners to approve patent 
claims that are patent ineligible under the governing U.S. Supreme Court precedents of Benson, 
Flook, Mayo and Alice. As quoted below, these precedents state that a claim’s “additional 
elements”—beyond a claim’s abstract idea or other ineligible subject matter—must be novel and 
non-obvious (i.e., “inventive”) to transform the claim into patent-eligible subject matter. Routine, 
well-known and conventional elements are clear examples of non-inventive elements, but are not 
the only elements failing this requirement that the additional element(s) be novel and not obvious.  

Alice Corp. Pty. Ltd. v. CLS Bank Int’l, 134 S. Ct. 2347, 2357‐58 (2014), in describing Step 
Two, explained Benson as having required the additional element to be both novel and useful:  

“In Benson, for example, we considered a patent that claimed an algorithm implemented 
on ‘a general-purpose digital computer.’ Because the algorithm was an abstract idea, the claim had 
to supply a ‘new and useful’ application of the idea in order to be patent eligible. But the computer 
implementation did not supply the necessary inventive concept; the process could be ‘carried out 
in existing computers long in use.’ We accordingly ‘held that simply implementing a mathematical 
principle on a physical machine, namely a computer, [i]s not a patentable application of that 
principle.’” 

Thus, per Benson and Alice, an “inventive concept” is “necessary,” and to be “inventive,” 
the machine or other additional element must at least be “new.” That the machine was “long in 
use” made it clear that the machine was not novel or inventive. 

Parker v. Flook, 437 U.S. 584, 590, 594 (1978), in its Step Two analysis, held that the 
additional element must not be “obvious”:  

“The notion that post-solution activity, no matter how conventional or obvious in itself, 
can transform an unpatentable principle into a patentable process exalts form over substance.” 
“Respondent’s process is unpatentable under § 101, … because once that algorithm is assumed to 
be within the prior art, the application, considered as a whole, contains no patentable invention.” 
“Here it is absolutely clear that respondent’s application contains no claim of patentable invention. 
The chemical processes involved in catalytic conversion of hydrocarbons are well known….”  

Thus, the additional element must qualify as a patentable invention and not be obvious. 
That the additional elements here were “well known” made it “absolutely clear” that they were not 
inventive. 

Mayo Collaborative Servs. v. Prometheus Labs., 132 S. Ct. 1289, 1299 (2012) explained 
that the additional elements in Diehr were not obvious: “it nowhere suggested that all these steps, 
or at least the combination of those steps, were in context obvious, already in use, or purely 
conventional…. These other steps apparently added to the formula something that in terms of 
patent law’s objectives had significance—they transformed the process into an inventive 
application of the formula.”  



  
    

 
  

       

   
    

  
  

 
  

   
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

  
 

   

 

Thus, again, the Court expressly equated Step Two’s demand that the additional element(s) 
(not the abstract idea) provide an “inventive” application with a requirement that the additional 
element(s) not be “obvious.” 

The Supreme Court’s oft repeated mandate that the additional element(s) be novel and not 
obvious (i.e., inventive), is not, of course, an application of either Sec. 102 or 103, as the Supreme 
Court has made clear. For example, those distinct statutory requirements are applied to the claim 
as a whole. Step Two is not. Therefore, a patent claim’s subject matter as a whole may be new and 
innovative, because its abstract idea is new and innovative, yet the claim be patent ineligible.  

While the Memorandum states that it addresses a limited question, it nevertheless appears 
to endorse a different, and substantially more lenient, version of Step Two. Rather than follow the 
Supreme Court’s mandate that the additional element(s) be novel and not obvious (i.e., inventive), 
the entire Memorandum strongly implies that the additional element(s) will satisfy Step Two— 
and require the Examiner to find the claim patent eligible—so long as it is not “well-understood, 
routine, and conventional.” Even if that is not the intended message, there is a risk that many 
Examiners will so understand the Memorandum, in part because it does not quote any of the above 
Supreme Court statements describing the required Step Two analysis. 

While the Office may not agree with these Supreme Court precedents, the patent system 
already has suffered from the Patent Office being led away from the Benson and Flook 
precedents and issuing thousands of (invalid) patents that could not be squared with those 
precedents, only to have the Supreme Court endorse Benson and Flook in Mayo and Alice 
without hesitation or qualification. The Office should therefore be especially cautious before 
repeating that experience. At the very least, it should wait to see how the recent panel decisions 
fare and whether any later panels persuasively address the above-quoted statements by the 
Supreme Court regarding Step Two. 

These comments are solely on my own behalf. 

John D. Vandenberg 
Attorney 


