
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Abstract    
Entrepreneurial firms are important sources of patented inventions. Yet little is known about 
what happens to patents “released” to the market when startups fail. This study provides a 
first look at the frequency and speed with which patents originating from failed startups are 
redeployed to new owners, and the degree to which asset value is tied to the original venture 
and team. The evidence is based on 1,766 U.S. patents issued to 285 venture capital-backed 
startups. We find that these startups are sold, are sold quickly, and remain “alive” through 
renewal fee payment long after the startups are shuttered. The patents tend to be purchased 
by another operating company in the same sector, and to be decoupled from the original 
inventors. The study provides new evidence on a phenomenon — of active markets for 
buying and selling patents — underexplored in the strategy literature and consequential for 
both entrepreneurial and established firms. 
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