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a b s t r a c t

On January 1, 2011, some changes to the International Patent Classification (IPC) scheme entered into
force. The most significant impact on the structure of the IPC is that it no longer has a "core" and an
"advanced" level. Only one text of the IPC is currently published, corresponding to the former advanced
level. Small patent offices have the option to classify using main groups only instead of the former core
level. A second change, already introduced on January 2010, was to abandon the difference between the
three-month (advanced level) or three-year (core level) rhythm for revisions to the IPC, replacing it with
an annual revision, in January of each year.

In addition to these functional changes, the schemes were revised in a number of technical areas.
� 2011 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Reasons for a simplification of the IPC structure

When the Reform of the IPC was planned, one of its goals was
to provide suitable classification schemes for small intellectual
property offices as well as for large offices [1]. Especially in order
to cater to the needs of small offices, the "core level", a subset of
the full IPC ("advanced level") was created [2,3]. Practice has
shown that since the introduction of the reformed IPC in January
2006, only a very small number of offices have actually made use
of the option to classify in the core level. The maintenance of the
two-level system however was found to be quite cumbersome.

The different frequencies for the revision of the two levels also
led to some lack of clarity as well as an administrative burden
without additional benefit.

2. Principles

Starting on January 1, 2011, themaintenance of two separate and
autonomous levels of the IPC, i.e. of the core and of the advanced
levels, was discontinued. This means that, like before the IPC
reform, only one single text of the IPC is maintained and published.
The scheme of this "new" IPC actually corresponds to the former
advanced level. The terms “core level” and “advanced level” were
perceived as confusing by some users, mainly because the group

symbols, which were listed in the core level scheme could also be
used as "advanced level" classifications, since the advanced level
was designed to be a superset of the core level. Additionally, titles,
references, notes, definitions and version indicators had to be
maintained separately, leading to additional effort forWIPO and for
Intellectual Property offices. In the current system, these elements
of the scheme are the same whether the full text of the Classifica-
tion is displayed or a part of it (e.g. main groups only).

While there were some differences in the classification rules
between core and advanced level in the past, common rules for
classification now apply to all users of the IPC.

Small Officeswith limited resourcesor expertise for classification
may, however, classify their documents either at subclass level [4] or
usingonly themaingroupsof the IPC.WhenanOfficeusesonlymain
groups to classify its published documents, these symbols will be
considered as "complete symbols" in the sense of the Strasbourg
Agreement, i.e. these offices still fulfill their obligations as foreseen
in Article 4(3) of that Agreement. On the other hand, those Offices
whose patent collections belong to the PCT minimum documenta-
tion are expected to use the full Classification (i.e. corresponding to
the formeradvanced level). Offices havebeen requested tonotify the
International Bureau (IB) of WIPO whether they classify using
subclass,main groups only or the complete Classification.WIPOwill
publish a list, regularly updated, indicating the level of use [5].

3. Publication

The IPC will now be published once a year in electronic form
only [6]. In exceptional cases, e.g. when there is a high number of
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IPC revisions to be published, the IPC Committee of Experts may
decide to increase publications to twice yearly.

There is no longer a paper publication of the IPC, but a “PDF”
version is available allowing users to produce their own paper
versions where needed [7]. Only one version of the master and
“PDF” files is published, corresponding to the full IPC.

For yearly publication the date of entry in force is January 1.
Six months before entry in force, the following products are

made available byWIPO in order to allow the timely preparation of
national versions of the Classification, of the Working Lists and the
subsequent reclassification:

� The IPC scheme itself, as an XML master file.
� The Revision Concordance List (RCL), linking revised/deleted
symbols of the old IPC version to their corresponding entries in
the new version.

� The Compilation file, listing all IPC scheme changes between
two successive versions.

� The validity file, containing a comprehensive list of all IPC
symbols of the current version and of all earlier versions in
XML format, for use in validation routines of IT systems.

� The early Internet publication of the scheme, the RCL and the
Compilation, in both official languages.

4. New publication platform

In order to accommodate the published IPC to the changes
described above, a newpublication platformwas developed [6]. The
new platform was developed using up-to-date technology, is more
user-friendlyandhasnewfeatures. Thedistinctionbetween the core
and advanced levels was removed from all editions. The top part
allows selection of IPC notions (scheme, Catchword Index, RCL, etc.)
while the left part contains all the display options and search
features. Definitions and illustrations open independent windows,
allowing their simultaneous display with the scheme (Fig. 1).

Among the new features introduced, the search function is the
most important. It allows search in the scheme, in the Catchword
Index or in the Definitions. Other features include the possibility for
corrigendum, warnings, indicating incomplete reclassification or
other information by IP authorities and direct access to PDF display
in “printed-like” form.

5. IPC revision and its relation with the IP5 common hybrid
classification project

The five large intellectual property offices in the world (EPO,
USPTO, JPO, KIPO and SIPO) agreed some time ago to a

Fig. 1. Display of the IPC on the new publication platform http://www.wipo.int/ipcpub.
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