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Protectable Aspects of Interfaces
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Summary of Applicable IP – Interfaces
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Protecting 
Visual Displays

• Visual Displays
• Organization of Information
• Animations
• Information Delivery

• Copyright Law
• Limited to expression of idea
• Scenes a faire limited to exact copying –

precludes elements common to UIs
• Design Patents

• Each embodiment is a “snapshot” of 
current state of UI

• Can be filed as screen capture or 
wireframe

• Embodied in an article of manufacture
• Utility Patents

• Embodiments can protect cycle of motion
• Focus on idea – does not need to include 

all possible expressions
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Example Design Patents – Visual Displays
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Example Design Patents

• US D723,574 - “Display Panel with Indicator for Elevator”
• Movement of indicator shown and described.

• FIG. 2 is a front elevational view …;
• FIG. 6 is an alternate front elevational view showing the changed state 1; and
• FIG. 7 is another alternate front elevational view showing the changed state 2.”
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Example Design Patents
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Example Design Patents
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Example Design Patents
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Example Design Patents
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Example Utility Patents – User Interface
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Example Utility Patents – User Interface
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Sample Claim – Hypothetical Inventions

A method comprising:
causing generation, on a display device, of a user interface, the generated user interface including a display of a plurality of selectable modes 
for operation of a widget, the display corresponding to a first substantially vertical alignment of the plurality of selectable destinations;

obtaining user selection of at least one selectable mode for operation; and

responsive to the user selection, modifying the generated user interface to offset the at least one selected mode of operation, wherein the 
modified user interface includes a second substantially vertical alignment of the at least one selected mode of operation.

A method comprising:
causing generation, on a display device, of a user interface, the generated user interface including a display of a plurality of selectable mode 
of operations of a widget, wherein each display of the plurality of selectable mode of operations corresponds to a first display size and wherein 
each selectable mode of operation is defined by a range of desired operating parameters;

obtaining user selection of at least one selectable mode of operation; and

responsive to the user selection, modifying the generated user interface, wherein the modified user interface includes a second display size of 
the at least one selected mode of operation;

obtaining input regarding a current operating parameter of the widget,; and

modifying the generated user interface based to increase the second display size based on a determined difference between the current 
operating parameter of the widget and the selected mode of operation.
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Drafting Exercise
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obtaining a first input associated a current progress state of a consumer electronics device;
associating the current state with a first display category; 
causing the display of the first display category; 
obtaining a second input associated with an updated progress state of the electronics device;
associating the updated current state with a second display category based on exceeding a progress threshold; and
causing the display of the second display category.
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Strategic Questions – Deciding Between Utility and Design Patent Protection

Utility Patent Protection Design Patent Protection

• Does UI have common elements with other UIs?

• Do any UI elements emerge have more 
significance/prominence or aesthetic appeal?  

• Does UI leverage unique, functional hardware 
components?

• If UI has animation, can animation elements be 
represented in discrete steps or intermediate frames?  

• Information Processing
⎼ Does UI depend on user inputs or user 

information (e.g., profile)?
⎼ Does device generating UI receive information 

from components that are remote to the display 
device?

⎼ Does the device/system generating the UI filter or 
simplify data that is used in generating the UI? 
AI?

• Visual Aspects
⎼ Does UI simplify the presentation of data 

dynamically based on simplification criteria?
⎼ Does placement of UI elements improve user 

recognition/response?
⎼ If UI has animation, are the animation elements 

representative or characteristic of dynamic 
information?

• Display/Hardware
⎼ Are there unique hardware components that 

facilitate UI (e.g., screen placement/configuration, 
display location, etc.)?
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Protecting 
Information 
Processing
and Information 
Exchange

• Information Processing
• Local Processing (Device)
• Remote Processing (Service)

• No Copyright or Design Patent 
protections

• Utility Patents
• Claim sets can be directed to local 

processing or remote processing
• Possible focal points:

• Selection of content to display
• Customization of data to display
• Processing of multiple inputs
• Translation/supplementing of 

data
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Example Utility Patent – Information Processing

17



© 2021 Knobbe Martens

Example Utility Patent – Information Processing
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Protecting 
Devices and 
Inputs

• Generally no copyright protection
• Design Patents

• Focus limited to non-functional 
aspects of device

• Utility Patents
• Complimentary focus on functional 

aspects of device
• Data processing and storage
• Control or generating user 

interfaces
• Hardware or software components 

for receiving/detecting inputs
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Example Utility Patents – Devices
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Example Design Patents – Devices
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Hypothetical: How do we protect the UX of a new personal media player?

• I’ve designed a brand-new personal media player called the “MyPod.”  It plays 
MP3 files!  
• It has a screen to show what’s being played, a circular “scroll wheel” that 

lets a user scroll up and down on the screen, and a middle button to select
• For added security, I’ve made the middle button a fingerprint sensor
• It learns what MP3’s you like, and sends recommendations for new ones 

you might like to buy from my online MP3 emporium
• It uses machine learning!

• How do I protect it?
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Hypothetical: How do we protect the UX of a new personal media player?
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• Copyrights?
• MP3s are definitely copyrighted.  So are my logos.  

• Patents?
• Since my idea is brand-new, I might patent various aspects:

• The scrolling interface using a scroll wheel
• Authenticating the user using the fingerprint sensor
• Recommendations using my new ML algorithm

• Design patents?
• I could get a design patent on the cool new ornamental design of the 

design
• Maybe the screen UI too!
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Protecting 
Fonts, Typeface 
and Icons

• No Copyright or Utility Patent 
protection for typefaces or fonts

• Copyright
• Individual icons are protected
• “Computer fonts”—the actual file 

used to distribute the font—are 
protected

• Design Patents
• Type fonts can be protected
• Typeface can be protected
• Individual icons can be protected –

multiple embodiments depending 
on the device 
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Design Patent Examples - Icons

25



© 2021 Knobbe Martens

Design Patent Examples - Typeface
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Protecting 
Copy and 
Executable 
Code

• No Design Patents or Utility Patent 
protection in the copy or executable 
code

• Copyright
• Individual copy can be registered
• Software executable code for user 

interfaces can be registered
• Limited to direct copying
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Open 
Questions and 
Future 
Developments

• Projections, holographic imagery, 
virtual reality and augmented reality 
interfaces are becoming more common

• Protection of these interfaces is not a 
settled question

• Copyright and utility patent 
protection is likely available, 
subject to normal requirements

• USPTO is currently accepting 
comments on availability of design 
patent protection
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Summary of Applicable IP – Interfaces
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