OBVIOUSLY NOT

Technical Description Checklist

Twenty properties of a clear technical description of how something works, each with a prompt to
write against. Run it on your own write-up before you hand it to a patent attorney or agent. Read it
below, copy it, or download it.

Before You Start: Where to Put Effort

Three questions about the shape of the idea. The answers change the order you write in, not what you include.

Is the screen part of how it works?

Is part of how the idea works what a person sees and does at a screen, so that the mechanism cannot be described
without it? If yes, give item 10 the same care as the parts and steps, and describe each screen at the point in the
sequence where it appears.

Does a reader need background first?

Would someone in the idea's field need a problem, a setting or a concept explained before the mechanism makes
sense? If yes, put that explanation in a short section of its own, before items 4 to 11.

Steps or parts?

Is the core of the idea a sequence of operations, rather than an arrangement of parts? If yes, lead with the steps (items
5 to 7) and describe each part where a step uses it. If it is an arrangement of parts, lead with the parts (item 4) and
how they connect.

What It Is, and What It Answers

1. A short statement of what it is and does

A few sentences a colleague could read first. Say what it does and how it is built (its steps, or its parts and how they
fit), not only what it achieves. Write: the statement, then check that it names a mechanism and not just a result.

2. The problem, and which part of the idea answers which part of it

Name each difficulty on its own, then point to the part of the idea that deals with it. A difficulty with no matching part, or
a part with no difficulty, is worth a second look. Write: one line per difficulty, each ending with the part that answers it.

3. How it differs from the way it was done before, why it works, and what it costs

Describe the earlier way you know of in a sentence or two, then what changes, and why the change produces the
effect. Include what it gives up: speed, memory, accuracy, simplicity. Write: before, after, why, and the cost.



How It Works

4. Each part
What it is made of, what it does, what it connects to, with its properties, its modes and how many there may be. Write:
a list of the parts, and under each one those points, leaving a visible blank where you do not know.

5. Each step
How it is carried out, in what order, and what starts it. Naming a step is not describing it. Write: for each step, a
sentence on how it is done. If a sentence only names the step ("the records are normalized"), add how.

6. Each decision or computed value

What it is based on and how it is worked out. For a threshold, a formula, a lookup or a ranking, give the rule and its
values. If the decision is learned, say what the model takes in, what it predicts and any threshold applied to its output.
Write: one entry per decision or value.

7. Conditions
What changes under which condition, what is skipped in which case, and what always holds. Write: each "if" in plain
words with what happens otherwise, then the things that are true in every case.

8. The data
What each item holds, in what form, where it comes from, where it is kept and where it goes. Write: one line per item of
data that passes between parts or is stored.

9. What each part runs on, and where it runs, where that choice matters

Name the hardware, software or service when the choice changes how a part works. When it does not, say the part
works the same wherever it runs. Write: for each part, what it runs on and where, or "any".

10. What a person sees and does at each point
Wherever a person is involved, what is shown to them and what they do next. Write: walk through one session from
the user's side, screen by screen or command by command.



11. How it can fail, and what guards against it

Bad input, an absent value, a step that times out, a service that is down. Write: for each failure you know of, what the
idea does then.

One Version, Then the Others

12. One version described end to end
One whole version, from its first part to its last, with nothing left as "and so on". Write: pick one version and describe it
fully before you describe any alternative.

13. A worked case

One input followed to its output with real values, and what has been built or measured. Write: one example with actual
data at each step, then what exists today (a prototype, a test, a benchmark) and what it showed.

14. The version you use or would build first, and why
Where the text describes more than one way, say which one you use or would build first, and the reason. Write: the
version, and a sentence or two on why.

15. More than one way, and what each general part can be

A general term (a store, a device, a model) is paired with what it can be in practice. Other ways of building it tell a
builder which substitutions still work. Write: for each general term, the concrete things it can be; then any other way the
whole idea could be built.

16. The values that still work, and which values a person can set

For each value the idea depends on (a size, a rate, a threshold, a count), the range in which it still works, and whether
a person can change it. Write: the value, its working range, its default, and whether it is a setting.

Read It Cold

17. Terms that mean one thing
Each term is defined where it is first used and used in one sense. Write: the terms a newcomer would not know, each
with a one-line definition; then find every use of each term and check it means the same thing every time.



18. Drawings where they help, each drawn part described in words

A block diagram, a flowchart, a sequence diagram or a screen, where a reader would follow it more easily than prose.
Every part shown in a drawing is also described in the text. Write: a list of drawings, and for each labelled part, where
the text describes it.

19. The description stands on its own
What it relies on is in the text, not only in a linked document, a repository or the code. Write: every link, repository,
document or dataset the text points to, and for each one, in words, what the reader needs from it.

20. Buildable from the text
Someone in the idea's field could make it and run it from the description alone. Write: give it to a colleague who has
not seen the work and list every question they have to ask. Each question marks something the text does not yet say.

Scope. Completing this checklist does not create patent rights, establish a filing date, or show that a description is enough for
any purpose. It describes properties of a piece of writing. Rules can differ by country.

Disclaimer. This checklist is used solely to document, organize, and describe a technical idea. It and any output are for informational and
technical-documentation purposes only and are not a substitute for advice from qualified intellectual property counsel. Use of this checklist
does not constitute legal services or legal, patent, patentability, inventorship, ownership, claim-drafting, filing-strategy, deadline, or
freedom-to-operate advice, and does not create an attorney-client relationship with Obviously Not. Intellectual-property protection can be
time-sensitive: public disclosure, product release, open-source publication, sale, offer for sale, demo, or other external sharing may affect
available rights. You are solely responsible for promptly consulting qualified intellectual property counsel about any legal or IP issue.
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