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USA still patent Superpower – But China
is catching up fast
The international balance of power in innovation is shifting. When it comes to worldclass patents in important cutting-edge technologies, the United States still occupies
the leading position in almost every field. But China is catching up fast or has already
overtaken the United States in some areas thanks to its much greater dynamic. This is
the central finding of a new study by the Bertelsmann Stiftung on the development of
national and regional portfolios of patents in cutting-edge technologies since 2000.
Gütersloh/Germany, June 3rd, 2020. Innovation is the fundament of social progress and international competitiveness. This is particularly true for new developments in important cuttingedge technologies such as 3D printing, 5G, or energy conversion. The new study by the Bertelsmann Stiftung “World class patents in cutting-edge technologies – The innovation power of
East Asia, North America and Europe” takes a closer look at the most important patents in 58
of these technologies. Based on a new approach to patent assessment developed by Swiss
Research Institute and Consultancy EconSight, it analyzes how the innovative power of major
economies and world regions has shifted between 2000 and 2019. The results clearly show
that East Asia is on the rise.
The United States is still the undisputed "patent superpower" and will continue to hold this
position in the medium term. In 50 of 58 cutting-edge technologies, the United States has the
most world class patents; in the remaining eight it has the second most. In many technologies, it leads the field by a large margin, particularly in digital, health, and security technologies. A case in point is Big Data, where the United States holds about half the world-class
patents. Canada’s excellent performance in digital technologies, particularly quantum computing, makes North America the strongest patent region in this realm.
Still, China is catching up fast. In the past two decades, it has not only produced a huge
number of patents but also made a great step forward in patent quality. In 2019, China
ranked among the three countries with the most world class patents in 42 of the 58 technologies examined. In five technologies in the fields of nutrition and environment, China already
holds the most world-class patents. In 2010, the country was not among the top 3 in a single
technology, and in 2000 not even among the top 5. With similar growth rates, South Korea
has also managed to climb up the ranks. As of 2019, for instance, it holds the second most
5G world class patents.
The remaining three top spots go to Japan. It has the most world class patents in electric vehicles, battery technology, and advanced coatings. This also means that no European country holds the most world class patents in any of the 58 technologies examined. Germany is
still the strongest European patent power, claiming the second most patents in seven technologies. In wind power, it closely trails the leading United States. France and the United
Kingdom each manage to score the second highest share in only one technology: France in
air and space tech and the United Kingdom in rational drug discovery. In general, health is
one of Europe’s strong suits. Particularly in vaccine technology, European countries have
been able to shrink the lead of the United States over the past decade.
“Europe needs a clear political commitment towards a common initiative. The competition
lies not within the European countries or their respective organizations. The competition

clearly comes from Asia and the US. Keeping this in mind a Pan-European Innovation-Platform surrounded by a transnational eco-system backed by the governmental budgets and financial incentivation schemes would be a clear sign to take innovation serious as the basis
for future resilience and sustainability for the European economies and societies in their
countries," sums up Brigitte Mohn, member of the Bertelsmann Stiftung Executive Board. In
Europe, the study calls for the expansion of European and international cooperation, for
closer collaboration between institutes for basic research and companies, for a better startup culture, and for combining innovation and social progress.
The approach of the study differs from previous patent analyses as it takes into account the
large qualitative differences between patents. The mere quantitative analysis of all patent applications is not enough to provide the true picture of the patent strength of a country. Therefore, this study focuses on world-class patents in cutting-edge technologies: It considers only
the top ten percent of patents from technology groups, which are likely to shape important
future developments and are often cited in patent applications as well as registered in many
markets.
Additional Information
The study “World class patents in cutting-edge technologies” is a joint effort of two Bertelsmann Stiftung projects. The project "Fostering Innovation. Unlocking Potential" is looking for
ways to promote Germany's and Europe's innovative strength. The "Global Economic Dynamics" project analyzes important international economic developments and their consequences for Germany. The study is based on the methodological approach of the independent Swiss economic research and consulting institute EconSight.
About the Reinhard Mohn Prize
This study is part of the Bertelsmann Stiftung's global research on the Reinhard Mohn Prize
2020 on the topic of "Fostering Innovation. Unlocking Potential." The prize addresses the
challenge of how Germany and Europe can drive technological change for the benefit of society. The Reinhard Mohn Prize 2020 goes to the chairman of the "Peres Center for Peace
and Innovation," Nechemia ("Chemi") Peres. The Bertelsmann Stiftung has awarded the
prize to Peres in recognition of his outstanding commitment to promoting innovation and
serving both the economy and society. Due to the corona pandemic, the award ceremony will
take place in 2021 at the Gütersloh Theater. The Reinhard Mohn Prize is endowed with
200,000 euros and has been awarded by the Bertelsmann Stiftung since 2009 to internationally renowned individuals who have made outstanding contributions to finding groundbreaking solutions to social and political challenges.
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About the Bertelsmann Stiftung: Inspiring people. Shaping the future.
The Bertelsmann Stiftung is committed to ensuring that everyone can participate in society - politically, economically and culturally. Our topics: Education, democracy, Europe, health, values and the economy. In doing so, we
put people at the center of our efforts. Because it is people who can move, change and make the world a better
place. To this end, we tap knowledge, impart skills and develop solutions. The Bertelsmann Stiftung was founded
in 1977 by Reinhard Mohn. Further information: www.bertelsmann-stiftung.de

