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Nothing Novel about Business Method Patents

Over the past ten years, so-called business method patents have been feverishly
sought, aggressively litigated and hotly debated. Perhaps the business method patent
that was the most effective in thwarting competitors, and that got the most media attention,
was the Amazon “One-Click” checkout process patent. That patent was used to enjoin
Barnes & Noble from using a similar checkout process at the start of the Christmas book
buying season a few years ago. These types of inventions have received heavy criticism
in the media from those who believe the Patent System has strayed far from what they
consider to be traditional inventions.

But business method patents are not new. For example, look at the Saunders
patent from 1917 for the Self Serving Store. It represents a fascinating parallel to modern-
day, internet-based business method patents.

According to this patent and as illustrated in Fig. 1 reproduced above, the customer
enters the store on the left, takes a basket from the stack of baskets at the entrance, and
then walks up and down the sequence of aisles, exiting on the right where the shopper
passes through the checkout. Looks familiar, doesn’t it? Most stores operate on this
principle today. Back in the early 1900s, however, the clerks retrieved each item a
customer wanted, much as is still done in jewelry stores today. Mr. Saunders, the inventor
of the self serving store, significantly increased productivity with his invention and made
grocery shopping much more efficient.
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