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We will now begin the patent classification and search key lecture. 
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Here is the outline of this lecture. 

 

1. IPC 

2. FI 

3. F term 

4. Reference tool 
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First, let me explain IPC, or International Patent Classification. 
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This slide shows a brief history of patent classifications. 

In the past, patent documents were classified according to the different classification systems in 

the individual countries where they originated.  

These classification systems were not compatible with each other, however. 

As patent documents are increasingly used globally, the problem of incompatibility has become a 

big issue.  

The Strasbourg Agreement Concerning the International Patent Classification was signed in 

1971, and came into effect in 1975.  

All member countries of the Paris Convention took part in the IPC system. 

The IPC was revised almost every five years, up to the seventh version, in order to address 

technological innovations and an increasing number of documents. 
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The first edition of the Classification was in force from September 1, 1968 to June 30, 1974. 

The IPC is reviewed and revised regularly in order to make improvements in line with 

ever-evolving technology. 

For now, IPC version 8 is the latest. 
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The IPC reform of 2006 divided IPC into two separate categories: the Core Level, or CL, and 

Advanced Level, or AL. 

The revision cycle of the advanced level was three months in order to address flexible advanced 

techniques. Large-scale patent offices had introduced this level. 

The revision cycle of the core level was three years. The number of its classification entries had 

been narrowed down to around 30% of the advanced level. Small- and mid-size patent offices had 

introduced this level. 
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Division of classifications into core and advanced levels was discontinued on January 1, 2011 in 

order to resolve conflicts and complications regarding the different revision procedures and 

publication cycles. 

Core level users may now classify the patent documents that they publish using the main 

groups, which are subsets of the full IPC. 

The IPC is revised once a year. Each new version enters into force on January 1. 
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Now, I will explain the layout of IPC symbols. 

A01G 3/02 is a symbol representing an IPC group. Any group symbol consists of different 

components. 

The first letter indicates the section of the IPC to which it belongs. There are 8 sections, 

represented by the letters A through H. 

The section letter and the following two digits represent a class symbol. Adding another letter to 

the class symbol generates the symbol of a subclass being part of the class. 

The subclass part of the symbol is followed by the group part, which consists of two different 

elements separated by a slash: the main group part and the subgroup part. 
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Accordingly, there are two different types of groups: main groups and subgroups.  

Main groups always have "00" after the slash, while subgroups have any other combination of 

digits. 

Currently, the main group symbols have between 1 and 3 digits on the left side, although WIPO 

Standard ST.8 allows up to 4 digits. 

The subgroup part uses between two and six digits. 

It should be noted that patent documents are usually classified either by using the main group or 

subgroup symbols. 
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Next, I will explain the organization of IPC. 

The IPC is arranged in a hierarchy. At the top level, there are 8 different sections covering very 

broad areas of technology. 

A section may have subsections as informative headings. 

For example, section A, being HUMAN NECESSITIES, includes the following subsections: 

AGRICULTURE 

FOODSTUFFS and TOBACCO 

PERSONAL OR DOMESTIC ARTICLES 

HEALTH, LIFE SAVINGS and AMUSEMENT 

Subsections do not have classification symbols. 
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Each section is subdivided into classes, each class into subclasses, each subclass into main 

groups, and many but not all main groups into subgroups. Subgroups can again be subdivided 

into further subgroups.  

Thus, there can be many further hierarchical levels below the main groups. However, they all 

are called subgroups. These subgroups are distinguished by so-called "dots" that indicate their 

hierarchical position.  
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This shows that subgroup 1/02, which has one dot, is a subdivided classification of the main 

group 1/00. Subgroup 1/04, which has two dots, is a subdivided classification of the subgroup 1/02 

located further down. 
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Next, let me explain FI. 
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The FI, or File Index, is a domestic classification system developed and maintained by the JPO.  

The FI has a hierarchical tree structure and subdivides the IPC into sub-groups. 

In other words, all IPC symbols are a subset of the FI. 

FIs are assigned mainly to Japanese patent publications and utility model gazettes. 

The JPO recently also started to assign FIs to some Chinese documents. 
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This slide illustrates the correspondence between FI and IPC. 

As described in Part I, IPC has a hierarchical structure consisting of sections, classes, and 

groups. 

The sub-group is the smallest component of the IPC.  

In rapidly developing technical fields, however, the IPC sub-group is not sufficient to categorize 

documents effectively. 

Therefore, FI was introduced to subdivide and expand IPC sub-groups. 
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This is the general format of FI.  

It includes an extension symbol and a file discrimination symbol. 

These were created to expand the hierarchical structure of the IPC. 

An extension symbol consists of a three-digit number. 

It subdivides the IPC into subgroups. 

A file discrimination symbol consists of a single letter.  

It subdivides the IPC subgroup or FI with an extension symbol.  

In addition to this general format, these three other formats are also acceptable. 
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This is a sample FI schedule in the subclass G06K. 

The blue, yellow, and green areas indicate the IPC subgroup, extension symbol, and file 

discrimination symbol, respectively. 

G06K9/20&310 has two dots in its title.  

This indicates that its hierarchical level is lower than G06K9/20. 

Here, please note that the File Discrimination symbols subdivide entries with extension 

symbols. 

For instance, G06K9/20&310A - &310H are subdivisions of G06K9/20&310. 

Although its title has no dot, G06K9/20&310A is located at a lower level than G06K9/20&310. 

In other words, the first three hierarchical dots are hidden in the G06K9/20&310A - &310H 

titles. 
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Now I would like to introduce the idea of “themes” as a basis of the “F-term.” 

“Theme” is a unique idea introduced by the JPO in order to categorize FI according to technical 

relevance. 

Each theme is specified by a particular code and connected with a range of FI. 

Please look at this table. 

FI entries in the left column are arranged in numerical order and divided into groups. 

Theme codes in the right column are not arranged sequentially. 

Therefore, if several FIs belong to the same theme, the technical features of each FI are similar. 

For example, these FIs relate to the Man Machine Interface technique and belong to the same 

theme, which is 5E555. 
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Next, let me explain the F-term. 

First, I would like to tell you why the F-term was created. 

 

As I mentioned, the function of the FI is to subdivide an IPC subgroup. In this regard, the FI is 

suitable for categorizing patent documents. 

 

However, as many examiners know, other functions are also required for classification systems: 

namely, “analysis tools” and “search keys”. 

 

The FI is assigned mainly to distinguishable technical features written in the claims. However, 

claims often include many technical features. In addition, detailed explanations of applications 

also disclose many technical matters.  

 

Assigning plural FI or IPC entries is one solution, but it is not almighty. The JPO invented the 

F-term system as one additional method. 
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The F-term, short for “File forming term”, is a unique classification system invented and 

maintained by the JPO. It has the following features: 

 A hierarchical tree structure with multi-aspects, which enable analysis of a patent document 

from multiple-viewpoints 

 Assignment mainly to MOST Japanese patent publications and Japanese utility model 

gazettes 

 F-terms recently assigned by the JPO to certain Chinese documents 
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This slide shows the relationship between FI, theme, and F-term. 

Please remember that FI subdivides IPC, and themes are groups of FIs.   

For example, “Theme 1” covers an FI range from 1/00 through 1/08. 

Please also note that each F-term key belongs to one theme, and that every F-term key is always 

used with its theme code. 

In other words, an F-term key without its theme code makes no sense. 

I would also now like to make another point. 

In this figure, themes 1 and 3 have F-term lists, but theme 2 doesn’t. 

When FI of a theme is organized enough to analyze and search patent documents, it is not 

necessary to create an F-term for the theme.  
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This shows a comparison among FI, F-term, and IPC. 

The total number of FI entries is 190,000. This is more than twice that of IPC’s. 

F-term has 360,000 entries. 

You can understand, therefore, that F-term is a useful tool to analyze and search patent 

documents. 

FI and F-term also cover Japanese utility model gazettes, but they basically do NOT cover 

foreign patent publications. 

FI covers all technical fields, but F-term is made for only 70% of them.  

There are 2,600 themes in total, and 1,800 of them have F-term. 

Please see this table for a current update. 

Chinese patent publications have recently been increasing significantly, and many patent offices 

are trying to establish effective search tools for them.  

As I said, the JPO has begun to classify Chinese patent publications using FI and F-term. 
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This is an F-term list of the theme “5B020”. 

I will explain later how to access it using Patent Map Guidance of J-PlatPat.  

Now, let’s take a look at each component of the schedule. 
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The next topic utilizes F-term as a search key. 

In the following slides, I will explain an outline of search methods and also show a conceptual 

example. 

First, we specify the best theme based on FI or IPC assigned to the search target. 

Next, we select appropriate F-terms from the F-term list of the theme. 

Finally, we compose a search query combining these entries and logical operators. 

Let’s look at an example where our search target is a patent publication that discloses “granular 

calcium oxide ceramics with low heat expansion.” 

Let’s assume that 4G031 is selected as the best theme for the search, and that the highly related 

F-terms AA04, BA24, and CA05 are found.  

Then we can compose the query “AA04 and BA24 and CA05”. 
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This, along with the following two slides, shows a process to narrow down the scope of patent 

documents. 

The large cube represents an entire collection of documents classified into the theme 4G031. 

Please imagine that each small cube represents a single document. 

Each cube, or document, is indexed by the F-terms of the theme. 

The table to the left is an F-term list of the theme 4G031. 

In the list we can find the viewpoint AA “components” along with one of its entries: AA04 

“Calcium oxides.” 

Using a query including the F-term AA04 enables us to narrow down the scope like the figure to 

the right. 
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Next, we can find another viewpoint, BA “Functions and Uses”, and one of its entries, BA24 “Low 

heat expansion”. 

Using a query combining two F-term entries enables us to narrow down the scope. 
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Furthermore, we can find another viewpoint CA “structures”, and one of its entries, CA05 

“granularity.” 

Using a query combining three F-terms enables us to narrow down the scope the smallest. 

In this way, we can perform effective searches by combining appropriate F-terms. 
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Next, I will explain reference tools: first for the IPC, and then for FI and F-term. 
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You can access technical information on the IPC from the top menu of the IPC website. 
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There are two ways to obtain IPC data. 

You can go down a hierarchical schedule from the section level by clicking the alphabetical link 

corresponding to the section. 

Entering IPC in the search box will take you to the IPC hierarchy you entered. 
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You can get FI lists, F-term lists and definitions of F-term keys from Patent Map Guidance, or 

PMGS, in J-Plat Pat. 

 

To access J-PlatPat, click on the “J-PlatPat” banner on the JPO homepage. 
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You can access Patent Map Guidance, or PMGS, from the menu on the J-PlatPat website. 
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You can search for classification information from the PMGS page. 

There are three ways to do this according to your purposes, which are as follows: 

 

1) Use the “Inquiry” tab. Specify the FI or F-term and obtain the related classification 

information. 

 

2) Use the “Search by Keyword” tab. Type in the keyword and obtain the related FI or F-term 

information. 

 

3) Specify the IPC and obtain the related FI information. This is known as an "IPC-FI 

concordance search".  

  

Let’s look at each one in more detail. 
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First, I’ll explain the “inquiry” tab and its function. 

You can specify the FI or F-term and obtain related classification information. 
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--（Slide 34）--- 

There are two ways to acquire FI data using the “Inquiry” tab. 

One way is to click on the “classification” link, which allows you to go down deeper from a section 

hierarchy. 

Another way is to type the FI information into a search box. 

This will take you to the corresponding FI hierarchy. 
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This is an example of an FI list. In addition to the FI explanation, you can also obtain the FI’s 

corresponding theme code. 
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There are two ways to acquire F-term data using the “inquiry” search function. One way is to 

click on the “classification” link, which allows you to select a theme code from the theme code list.  

Another way is to type the F-term theme code into a search box. 

This will take you to the corresponding F-term list. 
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You can obtain a definition of an F-term by checking the “F-term description” option, entering a 

theme code, and clicking the search button. 
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The “search by keyword” function will be explained next. 

By typing a specified keyword, you can search for the FI or F-term information related to that 

term. 

First, you choose the “query screen” depending on whether you want to search for FI or F-term. 

Then, type the keyword in the search box and click the search button. 
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This shows the search results obtained by choosing FI as a “query screen” and entering the 

keyword “toy”. 

Let’s click on A41D11/00@K from among the list in the search results, for example. 
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The whole list of the main group “A41D11/00” is then displayed 

You can see that there are many FIs that are subdivisions of “A41D11/00”. “A41D11/00@K”, 

which you just clicked, is shown in the list. You will be able to browse the explanations of each 

FI. 
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Lastly, I will explain searches using the “IPC-FI concordance search” function. 

Click on the tab “IPC-FI concordance search” and specify the IPC to obtain the corresponding FI 

information. 

If you already know the target IPC, type it in a search box and click the search button. 
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This example of the display shows a concordance list. 

You’re looking at the search result obtained by typing IPC “G06T1/00” in a search box.  

FIs are listed on the right side, all of which fall under the IPC “G06T1/00”, which is shown on the 

left side. 

This is the end of the introduction to PMGS. 
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Finally, I will explain how to obtain the classification information assigned to the Japanese 

patent publication. 

The classification information assigned to the application can be very helpful in cases where 

there is a Japanese patent family with the patent application to be searched.  

These are the partial images of the front and last pages of the Japanese patent publication 

information. 

However, please note that the layout of the patent publication information may vary according to 

the year of publication. 

Generally speaking, FI and F-term are posted on the front and last pages, although it depends on 

the year of publication.  

 

Now we have finished the patent classification lecture. 

As you can see, FI and F-term are very useful tools to use when searching for Japanese patent 

publications. 

You can access the information regarding FI and F-term through the J-PlatPat. We hope all of 

you are utilizing this resource! 

 

 


