
Atla nta is emerging as a national leader 
in intellectual property, the key to 
today’s knowledge economy.

Many people don’t know what intellec-
tual property is or why they should care 
about it. But it’s critically important. 

Intellectual property, also known as “IP,” 
includes technology but is more than just 
technology. It includes a series of four pro-
tections for any new idea, innovation or 
knowledge. Th ere are patents, trade secrets, 
copyrights and trademarks.

Without IP, there’s no economic return 
for knowledge creation since it’s free for all 
to copy, take and use. Without IP, there’s no 
incentive for major investments in research 
since there would be no economic return. 

Other cities may lead Atlanta in pure 
technology creation. And other cities may 
have great IP strengths, such as Silicon Val-
ley and Washington, D.C. 

“But I think we are leaders in having 
a total, coordinated eff ort in terms of IP 

off erings and really a combined IP pack-
age,” says Scott Frank, CEO of Atlanta-based 
AT&T Intellectual Property, which oversees 
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Atla nta’s historic Fox Theatre 
plans its fi rst major renovation in 
decades to keep pace with a spate 

of competing venues across the city. 
Th e Fox Th eatre looks to add a pre-

mium lounge for ticket holders that 
would reopen a portion of its rooftop, 
allowing patrons to enjoy cocktails and 
Midtown views along Peachtree Street. 

Project architect Lord Aeck Sargent 
in early September fi led plans in Atlanta 
to remake the northeast corner of the 
theater, which once housed jazz club 
Churchill Grounds, and a 4,000-square-
foot piece of the lavish building’s roof-
top that spans over the theater’s arcade 
and connects to the Egyptian Ballroom. 

In total, the lounge will feature about 
8,000 square feet of indoor and outdoor 
space, likely with a new connection into 
the theater via the Spanish Room. 

Th e Fox Th eatre would not disclose 
how much the project will cost, other to 
say it’s one of the most signifi cant invest-
ments it has made in more than 20 years.  

“Th is is probably one of the largest 
undertakings for the Fox since the ‘Save 
the Fox’ campaign in 1975,” said Adina 
Erwin, vice president and chief operating 
offi  cer for the Fox Th eatre. “Th is is defi -
nitely going to be a seismic shift for our 
organization.”

Th e project comes as premium seat-
ing at venues has almost become a must-
have to stay competitive in Atlanta. For 
example, the new $1.5 billion Mer-
cedes-Benz Stadium will feature 7,500 
club seats and more than 100,000 square 
feet of premium space. 

“Our customers were really asking 

Fox Theatre 
plans first major 

renovation 
in decades

BY AMY WENK
awenk@bizjournals.com
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Th  e Fernbank Forest now will be the fea-
tured attraction of the Fernbank Museum 
of Natural History.

Starting Sept. 24, the expansion of the 
Fernbank Museum will be open to vis-
itors – providing people of all ages and 
abilities to experience the largest old-
growth Piedmont forest in the Southeast.

Susan Neugent, Fernbank’s presi-
dent and CEO for 19 years, said she is 
more proud of this achievement than of 
any other in her tenure. Th at is signifi -
cant because when Neugent joined the 
museum, it was on the brink of bank-
ruptcy. It has since enjoyed 19 years of 
operating in the black.

Fernbank was able to open up its doors 
to the forest through a $20 million cam-
paign, which actually ended up rais-
ing $21.7 million. Th at does not include 
another $5 million endowment to help 
take care of the forest.

“We have come full circle – connecting 
with the original mission of Fernbank as 
a school in the woods and teaching about 
nature,” Neugent said. Th at was the orig-
inal vision of Emily Harrison, who lived 
on the land and founded Fernbank Inc. in 
1939 to preserve the forest.

Th e expansion in the forest includes 
10 acres of woodland adventures 
that serve as a natural bridge to the 
65 acres of urban Piedmont forest. Th e 
features include interactive exhibi-
tions, elevated walkways, vistas over-
looking the forest and the restored creek 
meadow as well as a trail system to 
Fernbank Forest.

Jennifer Grant Warner, who headed 
the project for Fernbank, pointed out 
how all the new features are connected 
to nature. Th ere are two wooden pods 
for scenic viewing – one resembling 
the bloom of a tulip poplar and the 
other a fern. Natural motifs are found 
throughout the diff erent features that 
include play areas for young children 
as well as the Isdell Wildlife Sanctuary, 
which overlooks the restored creek and 
the wetlands.

Th ere also is the Kendeda Pavilion, 
an adventure outpost and fi eld station 
where students will be able to have labs 
and learn about forest. Along the paths, 
there are multiple insect hotels where 
people can study their habitats.

A major part of the expansion involved 
restoring the woods by removing 
nearly 50 invasive species that covered 
the forest and damaged native plants 
and trees. Fernbank also has been 
replanting native species to reinforce 
the forest.

At one time, there were 21 species of 
ferns identifi ed in the forest. Today, they 
have identifi ed about a dozen, and the 
hope is that with the restoration of the 
forest, some of the other ferns will grow 
back.

Another part of the expansion involved 
acquiring the homestead of the Cobb 

family, a family that had lived on the prop-
erty for decades and had taken care of 
woods by the patriarch, who Neugent  
described as a naturalist. It was the 
acquisition of the property that enabled 
Fernbank to provide the natural bridge 
between the new Woodlands and the old-
growth forest.

“A lot of people had a hand in strength-
ening this institution and making it a top-
drawer science institution in Atlanta and 
the Southeast,” Neugent said. “Th e forest 
is a unique component. We are the only 
major museum of natural history con-
nected to an old growth forest in a major 
metropolitan area.”

Because the fundraising campaign 
brought in an additional $1.7 million, 
Neugent said Fernbank will be able to 
make even more enhancements than 
originally planned.

“Th e additional dollars have allowed 
us to add more trails and more native 
plantings and more programming,” she 
said. “We are going to update the IMAX 
theater with all new laser and digital 
components.”

Fernbank also has been able to oper-
ate by generating 90 percent of its annual 
operating budget. It receives revenues 
from the gate, its store as well as special 
events. Th e rest of the money comes  from 

the philanthropic sector.
Th e museum, which does provide edu-

cational programs for students around the 
state, receives virtually no public funds 
from either the local, state or national 
government.

“Philanthropy helps us advance the 
institution,” said Neugent, giving a spe-
cial nod to the Robert W. Woodruff 
Foundation, which provided $5 million 
towards the campaign and the $5 million 
endowment to help maintain the forest. 
“Our mission is to help people under-
stand their role in the natural world. We 
are a place where people can disconnect 
to reconnect.”

OPENS SEPT. 24

Fernbank Museum comes full circle, opens expansion
BY MARIA SAPORTA
maria@saportareport.com

Jennifer Grant Warner, 
left, and Fernbank CEO 
Susan Neugent.
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New features include interactive exhibitions, elevated walkways, vistas overlooking the forest and the restored creek 
meadow as well as a trail system to Fernbank Forest.



for this,” said Allan Vella, president and 
CEO of the Fox. “We are really excited 

about the outdoor 
space. To enter-
tain on our rooftop 
and have a cock-
tail in the beauti-
ful weather with 
the Fox marquee 
blinking in the 
background with 
wonderful food in 
a very upscale and 
party-like atmo-

sphere ... there will be nothing better. It 
will be one of the nicest premium clubs 

in the entire city.”
Construction on the new lounge could 

start in January, with the goal of opening 
in fall 2017. Vella said the Fox Th eatre, a 
nonprofi t organization, will fi nance the 
project through a loan.

“We are well positioned to be able to 
undertake a signifi cant fi nancial invest-
ment,” Erwin added. 

Membership to the club will be off ered 
both on a per-event and yearly basis. Th e 
membership rates have yet to be set, 
Erwin said, but likely will include park-
ing and upgraded food and beverage.  

Th e Fox Th eatre, whose architecture 
borrows from Moorish, Arabic, Art Nou-
veau and Art Moderne infl uences, has a 
rich history in Atlanta. 

It was originally conceived as a head-
quarters for Atlanta’s Shriners. Design 
firm Marye, Alger & Vinour was the 
original architect. To help with costs, the 
Shriners ended up leasing the auditorium 
to movie mogul William Fox.

Th e Fox Th eatre was nearly demol-
ished in 1974 when Southern Bell looked 
at the property for a new headquarters. 
A massive community campaign saved it 
from the wrecking ball. 

Th e theater’s many architectural ele-
ments will inspire the design of the 
lounge, said Karen Gravel, director 
of historic preservation for Lord Aeck 
Sargent. Gravel is leading the team of 
designers working on the project. 

“It’s a very diffi  cult design challenge,” 
Gravel said, but “a dream job for our 
entire fi rm.”

One of the coolest aspects is that the 
rooftop had been accessible to the public 
back when the Fox opened in 1929. It’s 
unclear exactly when it closed, suggest-
ing it may have been 50 years or more. 

“I’ve not met anyone who has gone out 
there,” Gravel said. 

The rooftop space will feature two 
bars when the renovation is complete, 
she said.

Among similar preservation projects 
in Atlanta, Lord Aeck Sargent has worked 
on Ebenezer Baptist Church, the Georgia 
State Capitol master plan, and the Hin-
man Research Building at Georgia Tech.

 With the project, the Fox Th eatre looks 
to maintain its top position in the city and 
country, having been ranked the No. 5 
theater in the world by concert industry 
trade publication Pollstar in 2015. 

“We’re excited about this project,” 
Erwin said. “It’s really truly around 
enhancing the guest experience.” 
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FOX CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1A

Allan
Vella 

BYRON E. SMALL

Th e Fox would add a premium lounge that will reopen a portion of its rooftop, 
allowing patrons to enjoy cocktails and Midtown views along Peachtree Street.

FOX THEATRE 
BY THE NUMBERS

 R 150 - Public performances 
per year

 R 199 - Events per year in the 
ballrooms

 R 592,789 - Annual attendees
 R $31 million - Annual ticket sales
 R $28.8 million - Annual economic 
impact

 R $41 million - Invested in the Fox’s 
restoration since 1974

SOURCE: FOX THEATRE
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IP for the telecom giant from its offi  ces 
in the AT&T tower in Midtown. AT&T 
has its intellectual property headquar-
ters in Atlanta because of the IP people 
and community it provides, Frank says.

Driving Atlanta’s emergence as an IP 
capital are Georgia State University and 
Georgia Tech, Frank says. 

Georgia State has a world-leading 
number of IP programs. Georgia Tech has 
world-leading creation and leveraging of 
IP through the Georgia Tech Research 
Institute, faculty, and other programs. Th e 
two schools are uniquely partnering to 
leverage their complementary strengths, 
including Georgia State’s law school and 
Georgia Tech’s engineering school, Frank 
says.

Th e schools’ presidents agree.
“Over the last decade, Georgia State’s 

College of Law has emerged as a national 
leader in the area of intellectual property 
law, an increasingly important fi eld that 
spans business, law, technology and cre-
ative endeavors,” says Mark Becker, pres-
ident of Georgia State. “Th e university’s 
focus on entrepreneurship and innova-
tion has benefi ted from our extensive 
expertise in IP as we have developed new 
programs and partnerships. In particu-
lar, Georgia Tech and Georgia State have 
formed a constructive partnership that 
is so much more productive than what 
would be achievable were we working 

alone or separately.”
“Th e metro Atlanta area is becoming 

a hub of innovation,” adds Georgia Tech 
President G.P. “Bud” Peterson. “Geor-
gia’s research universities play a key role 
in the recent growth because corpora-
tions and startups all want to tap into the 
talent, technologies and other resources 
available at our universities.” 

“Our goal is to provide resources to 
help innovators succeed here in Georgia, 
and to collaborate with business, indus-
try, and government, along with our col-
leagues in higher education, to create a 
thriving innovation ecosystem,” Peter-
son adds. “Evidence that it is working can 
be found in the phenomenal growth of 
‘innovation neighborhoods’ such as Tech 
Square, Technology Enterprise Park and 
the North Avenue Research Area. New 
companies are coming to the area almost 
every month, and large corporations are 
becoming engaged in helping to provide 
needed resources for growth. We look 
forward to continued collaboration with 
large and small companies alike, our pub-
lic and private university partners, Gover-
nor Deal, Mayor Reed, the Metro Cham-
ber, the Georgia Department of Economic 
Development and others to help Atlanta 
become not only the premier IP capital in 
the Southeast, but also in the U.S.”

Innovation will be the featured topic 
at a Sept. 28 event at Georgia Tech when 
Walter Isaacson, CEO of The Aspen 
Institute and author of a best-selling 

biography of Apple founder Steve Jobs, is 
scheduled to moderate a panel including 
The Coca-Cola Co.’s CEO Muhtar Kent 
and The Home Depot Inc.’s CEO Craig 
Menear.

It’s Atlanta’s coordinated IP eff orts 
that make it stand out from other cities, 
AT&T’s Frank believes. “Th is is where the 
universities and corporations are getting 
together more regularly than we believe 
any other community in the country, if 
not the world, to talk about intellectual 
property issues,” he says.

For example, Frank notes that repre-
sentatives of about 20 to 25 corporations 
meet in Atlanta every quarter to talk about 
IP issues . “It’s not that other communi-
ties don’t have anything, but we think 
we have a signifi cant number of more 
meetings, diff erent types of meetings and 

much more coordinated eff orts that allow 
Atlanta and Georgia to bubble to the top 
in terms of thought leadership,” he says.

Frank says IP leaders in other cities 
may not yet recognize Atlanta’s leading 
position in the fi eld. “But now we believe 
it’s time to share all this tremendous set 
of programs, this tremendous coopera-
tive eff ort with the rest of the world. We 
literally have made a concerted eff ort to 
spread the message, that’s happening 
right now,” he says.

Atlanta’s strengths in IP should help 
it attract and recruit new companies, 
drawn by IP graduates from Georgia State 
and Georgia Tech. “Every IP graduate that 
I know from those schools is getting a job 
pretty quickly. And I don’t think they can 
graduate them fast enough,” Frank says.

Georgia’s booming film and music 
industries will further fuel the growth 
of IP in the state, Frank believes. “Every 
form of innovation, every idea, whether 
again it’s technology, music, or a movie, 
needs to be properly protected so that 
nobody can simply take it, copy it, and 
use it without fairly compensating the 
creator for it.”

Meanwhile, corporate spending on 
IP has skyrocketed in recent years and 
just reinforces the importance of IP in a 
knowledge economy, he says. “Before we 
were so dependent on information and 
ideas, intellectual property was kind of 
secondary. But now corporations, they 
will spend whatever it takes to protect it.” 

IP CONTINUED FROM PAGE 1A

“Before we were so 
dependent on information 
and ideas, intellectual 
property was kind of 
secondary. But now 
corporations, they will 
spend whatever it takes
to protect it.” 
SCOTT FRANK
CEO, AT&T Intellectual Properties

FOR THE 2017 MAN AND WOMAN OF THE YEAR AND STUDENTS OF THE YEAR

The Leukemia & Lymphoma Society is currently recruiting business professionals to compete in a ten-week fundraising challenge in honor of children 
with blood cancers. Man & Woman of the Year is in its 9th year in Atlanta and raises over $1,000,000 annually for cancer research and patient services. 

To learn more visit http://www.mwoy.org/ga/localchapter/atlanta/ or to nominate yourself or another candidate contact Kacey.Danley@lls.org.

Students of the Year is a six-week fundraising competition for high school students to win scholarships to college. Applications are due October 14, 2016. 
To learn more about this leadership opportunity or to nominate a student, please visit http://www.lls.org/ga/soy.
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M
uc h is written these days 
about the critical role of 
innovation in business 
success. But for organi-
zations large and small, 

innovation can be extraordinarily diffi  -
cult. Creators must fi ght for resources to 
birth new products, and if they succeed 
their new creations often must overcome 
a Darwinian environment of marketplace 
inertia, entrenched competitors, cultural 
orthodoxy, naysayers and rivals.

Atlanta Business Chronicle recently 
got the fi rst-ever opportunity to do a 
deep dive into innovation with nine of 
the world’s top inventors. Th ey are with 
AT&T Inc. and work in the telecom giant’s 
Atlanta-based intellectual property oper-
ation, which is based in Midtown Atlanta 
near Georgia Tech. Th e nine inventors 
have a combined total of more than 1,300 
patents. Th e group included:

R Jeff rey Aaron, principal member 
of AT&T’s Tech Staff ;

R Carl Bedingfield, lead member 
of AT&T’s Tech Staff ;

 R Art Brisebois, director member 
of AT&T’s Tech Staff ;

 R Brian Daly, director member 
of AT&T’s Tech Staff ;

 R Bob Koch, director – intellectual 
property for AT&T;

 R Barrett Kreiner, principal system 
architect for AT&T;

 R Dale Malik, director member 
of AT&T’s Tech Staff ;

 R Jeff rey Mikan, lead member 
of AT&T’s Tech Staff ; and

 R Sam Zellner, lead – AT&T’s IP 
patent development.

Th e group was joined by Scott Frank, 
president and CEO of AT&T Intellectual 
Properties. “Th is company has a lot going 
on and these guys are extremely busy. 
Th is is the fi rst time we’ve all ever got-
ten together in a room,” Frank said. “It’s 
like sitting in a room with Babe Ruth and 
Hank Aaron and Mickey Mantle and Wil-
lie Mays and others. We are sitting here 
with world-class inventors. Th is is a very 
very small group of people. Everybody 
here has over 100 patents. Th ey are lit-
erally in the worldwide hall of fame of 

inventors and they’re all in one room. 
And I think it’s an amazing feeling to be 
around them.” 

“Because of these people, they’ve posi-
tioned AT&T with competitive advantages 
for years to come which really bodes well 
for our customers, employees and share-
holders,” Frank added.

Atlanta Business Chronicle asked the 
inventors to discuss four topics:

*What are the secrets to innovation 
and the invention of great new products 
and technologies, whether in a large 
organization or in a startup?

*How does a company or organization 
create a culture that inspires and fosters 
innovation and invention of great new 
products and technologies? How does a 
company or organization inspire risk tak-
ing in new product development, allocate 
scarce resources, pick winners or losers, 
etc.?

*How can a company or organization 
best judge which new products or tech-
nologies are most likely to be successful 
in the market? Do the best innovations 
come from the lab or from the marketing 
department? What if the world doesn’t 
even know it needs a new product (think 

Steve Jobs and the iPad)?
*What are some of the biggest road-

blocks or challenges that stifl e new inno-
vation and invention within companies 
or organizations, and how can these be 
overcome?

Following is an edited transcript of the 
discussion.

Q. What are the secrets to innovation 
and the invention of great new prod-
ucts and technologies, whether in a 
large organization or in a startup?

Jeff rey Aaron: I think part of it is to 
look out into the future as opposed to 
being too fi xated just on your current 
problems. And a lot of what we do - we 
do architecture and design and so forth 
and build things for AT&T going for-
ward into the next three to fi ve years or 
so. So some of us have jobs that we look 
out in that way. But I think as well it’s 
sort of a mindset. If you submit some-
thing to be patented it takes a number 
of years for that process to go through 
anyway. So you really don’t want to 
focus on things that might be applied 
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Nine of AT&T’s top inventors 
with Scott Frank, center, CEO 
of AT&T Intellectual Properties.
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to a technology that you know will be 
replaced in a couple of years. So you 
really want to look ahead and just keep 
that mindset and a lot of times ideas 
just occur to us if you think that way.

Q. We hear a lot about looking into 
the future. How do you look into the 
future?

Jeff rey Aaron: A lot of us have jobs 
where we are constantly looking at how 
technology is changing, and trying to 
keep up. It’s rolled over 100 times since 
we got out of college. And we’re doing 
all kinds of diff erent things and we have 
to know how new stuff  works in order 
to do our jobs. But we are also are curi-
ous and we kind of see what’s the gen-
eration after that or what are the possi-
bilities after that. So I think a lot of us 
are immersed in that and we are inter-
ested in that sort of thing. We are inter-
ested in future technology in our area, 
and even more broadly.

Jeff rey Mikan: You keep up to date on 
where the technical trends are going. 
And then you can foresee not only your 
solutions and where they want to go 
but also you can foresee problems and 
where they’re going to go. Battery life 
is going to continually be a problem, 
right? And how do you address that in 
diff erent use cases. 

Dale Malik: Most people think that 
innovation happens just kind of by 
happenstance. It’s really actually a dis-
ciplined approach.  Probably the crew 
that you have here are the most disci-
plined people you’ll fi nd. Kind of adding 
on what Jeff  said is that  no explorer just 
goes out without supplies or any idea of 
where they might want to go, the things 
they might have to tackle when they 
get there. .... And that’s the disciplined 
approach. We might be tackling a new 
area and we just kind of set off  to see 
what it can do. How might it behave. Go 
through a lot of diff erent paces whether 
it’s an architecture that Jeff  is work-
ing on or a specifi c technology. Th at’s 
how you fi nd out what’s going on. It’s 
a very organized approach. It’s not just 
‘hey, look what happened!’ Th at usually 
doesn’t get you anywhere.  

Bob Koch: You asked how you look to 
the future? Sometimes it helps to look 
to the past to look to the future. What I 
mean by that is, what is it that we think 
in the future will seem kind of humor-
ous or laughable? ‘Remember back in 
2016 when we did it this way?’ When 
you look to the past and say ‘remember 
back when you had to turn a knob on 
your TV to change the channel?’  What 
are the annoyances or inconveniences, 
the simple diffi  culties today that are 
going to seem like humorous problems 
in the future? And you don’t have to 
solve all of it. Th ere may be some pieces 
of it that others will solve. Maybe you 
don’t have to solve the bandwidth lim-
itation or this limitation but you can 
take a core idea and also kind of expect 
and rely on others to do some of the 
solutions between now and what you 

see in the future.

Brian Daly: I agree with what you just 
mentioned about looking to the past. I 
think that’s very important because as 
we look to the future we have to learn 
from the past. Ten years ago who would 
have thought about smart phones and 
the apps that we have today? Now we 
are looking at 5G technology and try-
ing to predict what types of services 
are going to be on the network 10 years 
from now and trying to be innovative 
and invent the network that’s going to 
be around 10 years from now to sup-
port those services. So predicting the 
future is a very critical part of innova-
tion, and trying to understand the past 
and use that for those predictions is a 
key element.

Art Brisebois: Sometimes you look at 
the new technologies that are coming 
along and realize that people are being 
overwhelmed with layer upon layer 
upon layer of technology. Sometimes 
the most interesting ideas are about 
how to make the use of the technology 
eff ortless. Maybe you don’t invent the 
v12 engine but you invent the self driv-
ing mechanism to help drive the car. 
Make technology useful by everyone. 
As every new technology comes along 
there’s always an opportunity to make 
its use eff ortless.

Sam Zellner: I think an important part 
of innovation is identifying the right 
problems. Th ere’s tons of problems out 
there, big ones and small ones. Th at’s a 
big piece of it -- understanding where 
to focus your eff ort. If you focus your 
eff ort on something that’s not really a 
problem or goes away over time, you’ve 
wasted your time. To Dale’s point, it is 
about doing a systematic method. You 
think about a problem, making sure 
you’ve got the right problems. Tech-
nology breaks down some assumptions 
that used to be  true, and that’s one of 
the hard things for a lot of inventors, 
is to understand what assumptions no 
longer hold in the new world. If you 
take cell phones, the whole idea that 
you had to be in one place, you had to 
be wired, all of a sudden wireless com-
munications came about and you don’t 
have to be in the same place.

Jeff rey Aaron:  An additional thing 
that I think all of us probably try to do 
is think about the ways to put things 
together in diff erent ways or in new 
ways. Maybe do something a little bit 
diff erent than the industry might think. 
If you think what would happen if you 
do it the opposite way, is there some 
benefi t from that? I think for some of 
us, for a lot of us probably, it’s just fun 
to think in that manner. And so we do 
it a lot. And we have these ideas come 

fl oating around .  A lot of it doesn’t hap-
pen at work, at least for me anyway. 
I’ll be taking a walk , it will happen on 
weekends. I used to write down a lot of 
things over the Christmas holidays just 
because I had free time and a little relief 
from the day to day current job.   A lot of 
people in this room enjoy doing this .

Bob Koch: Jeff rey is right. A lot of 
times it may be something that I hope 
becomes a product in the future ... But 
part of it, too, is any time we solve a 
problem, we’ve solved the problem but 
we’ve probably without realizing it cre-
ated a new problem. And the new prob-
lem is sort of where the next generation 
of invention lies. When we had Caller 
ID come out, as a simple example, all of 
a sudden that creates problems because 
now you want to block Caller ID, right? 
So if you can anticipate what today’s 
solution, what kind of new problems 
they are going to create, then we can 
invent that generation ahead.

Brian Daly: Th ese problems come at you 
from all diff erent directions. Th ey may 
be handed to us from regulators, they 
may come from the competition, may 
be coming from consumers, they may 
be coming from internal operations. So 
trying to piece together the diff erent 
comments we’re getting from all these 
stakeholders really sparks some of the 
innovation, at least for myself, whether 
it be on long walks or in the shower or 
what have you. It’s something that you 
try to gather as much information as 
you can from diff erent areas and try to 
come up with solutions to solve the dif-
ferent problems that are being handed 
to us or encountered in what we are 
doing.

Dale Malik: Th ere’s another aspect to 
it. Th ere’s this, I’ll call ‘preform think-
ing’ the guys are describing. Th ere’s 
this other piece, I’ll call it the pres-
sure cooker. Something is presented in 
a very, very short period of time that 
we’ve got to do something. And all  of a 
sudden you’ve got a problem in front of 
you. And you may have done a lot of lat-
eral thinking, not specifi cally about that 
problem, but all of a sudden something 
jumps from way over here right into the 
middle. I go, ‘wait a second I was just 
thinking, was it related to that?’  You’re 
faced with a very critical problem that 
you’ve got to solve that these mental 
exercises have really brought you to the 
point of solving .

Art Brisebois: Sometimes you observe 
combinations of problems and gaps. For 
example an Internet of Th ings device 
manufacturer makes a $5 module. Th ey 
may not realize what kind of impact 
their product can have on the load of 
the billions of dollars of network invest-
ment. Th e network infrastructure ven-
dor of tens of billions of dollars of prod-
uct may not realize the impact they can 
have on the battery life with these little 
$5 devices. So fi lling the gap between 
and fi nding combinations and solutions 
is often a good area of innovation and 
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creativity. Th e diff erent vendors don’t 
always think about other product lines. 
Th ey patent things that apply to their 
area and we often bridge the gap. 

Jeff rey Mikan: Our own patent law-
yers come up with a list, ‘here’s a list of 
20 areas that we want to look at. Give us 
your thoughts on those 20 areas.’ And 
we’ll take those 20 areas and we typi-
cally delve into, well, 10 of those I can 
easily apply stuff  to and out of those 
10 I’ll get 20 ideas, and I’ll pitch those 
20 ideas back to them. Now of those 
20 ideas, fi ve will fl y. So it’s getting 
new problems into our brains for us to 
apply our knowledge to those problems. 
Because normally you’re focused in 
your realm with your problem feature 
set and you don’t look at all the other 
tools that are still in the tool box until 
you have a diff erent tool box and you 
come look at the problems in that area.

Bob Koch: Th at’s a key point. Because 
when we look to the future we are not 
just looking to the future, we’re look-
ing to the future potentially of AT&T 
as well. Because we are patenting, and 
the patent that we fi le today maybe gets 
issued in three to fi ve years and it goes 
for another 20 years, well who knows 
what AT&T’s future is going to be or 
what the market’s future is going to be. 
It may turn out to be something that 
is very important for the future of our 
company that we haven’t even antic-
ipated yet. So being able to be open-
minded and not just bound to the cur-
rent business of our company, I think, 
has generally helped the inventors to be  
very broad in their thinking.

Jeff rey Aaron:  I think it’s very easy for 
engineers, for instance, to be focusd 
down on what they have to do. It’s really 
important to make deadlines and things 
like that. But I think it’s really good to 
be willing to enjoy, if you can, to think 
of it as a valuable thing, to think a little 
more broadly, to think a little wider, a 
little more laterally, not just to think of 
‘what will AT&T need two years from 
now,’ because we may not know exactly. 
Th ings may change. So it’s easy some-
times to think that kind of playing 
around with ideas and thinking beyond 
what you have to do in your job might 
be a waste of time or might be some-
thing that you shouldn’t be doing. But 
it’s really important to kind of persist 
in that. And I think people here proba-
bly really enjoy it. So that may be part of 
the reason why we persist in it. But it’s 
a good thing. It’s not a distraction from 
your job necessarily.   

Sam Zellner: One of the things is in 
the patenting process we bring together 
lots of people, a diversity of people 
with diverse backgrounds to cultivate 
new ideas, to break down some of the 
assumptions. Barrett is a good example 
[Barrett Kreiner, principal system archi-
tect for AT&T.] Barrett comes in and 
brings ideas in from a diff erent angle 
because he’s not necessarily always 
involved with the engineering side, on 
the wireless side, the landline sides, 

things like that. Th at where you can 
break it down and get some very good 
innovation going on.

Barrett Kreiner: To what Sam’s say-
ing, for example, I have outside inter-
ests including public safety, being a 
hazardous materials technician. Th ose 
are somewhat diff erent domains than 
what the telephone company is. How-
ever, part of my job is to take what we 
are solving in the phone domain and 
applying it back to their communica-
tion needs potentially, and problems 
that may have been solved in those 
domains cross-pollenate back here. So 
we do bring a lot of ideas in where it 
was solved in one space and can we fi nd 
a similar solution that  may be poten-
tially patentable in a diff erent space. 

Sam Zellner: Some of the times it 
helps, in Barrett’s case where he’s doing 
emergency services, when you take 
things to extremes you can come up 
with some very good ideas that way, 
because all of a sudden, as you were 
saying before, you have to make some 
new assumptions, you have to make 
some new models to address the area.

Dale Malik: Let me add to Sam’s com-
ment. One of the things we do in Th e 
Foundry [AT&T’s innovation center at 
Georgia Tech opened in 2013], which is 
one of our areas we focus on, we like to 
look at things as platforms, not just an 
event.  ... I was at a Georgia Tech thing 
last week where they had the students 

doing an innovation thing. I was help-
ing coach some of the students and one 
of things one of the students said was 
‘we have this capsule that helps delivery 
of things to the lower part of your intes-
tine.’ And I said, ‘well did you think 
about it as a platform? It’s really a deliv-
ery system. Th at’s what it is. Th ink of it 
as a delivery system and expand your 
thought process.’ But that’s part of the 
discipline in making it into a platform 
and not just looking at it in an isolated 
perspective. You get a lot more out of it, 
you can see what other things you can 
do with it.

Bob Koch: Just to play on Sam’s 
thought again. It is important for us to 
bring others together who are not just 
engineers and to have mixed back-
grounds and mixed responsibilities 
because you need to have that balance 
of what is technically feasible and fore-
seeable in the future but also what is it 
that we think the market is really going 
to want. Because otherwise it’s innova-
tion without maybe an actual path to 
implementation. But also thinking to 
the future, I think what we are really 
seeing for inventors, it helps them think 
about their day-to-day work as well 
because if they can envision where their 
part of the business or their part of the 
technology is headed, they can work 
to make whatever it is they’re doing 
now more adaptable to the future or 
have a better path to getting there. And 
so, really thinking of the future helps 

accelerate innovation because you’re 
getting people to think about ‘how do I 
get there,’ not just ‘how am I solving the 
issue I have to solve.’ 

Q. How does a company or organi-
zation create a culture that inspires 
and fosters innovation and invention 
of great new products and technolo-
gies? How does a company or orga-
nization inspire risk taking in new 
product development, allocate scarce 
resources, and pick winners or losers?

Art Brisebois: I think having a low 
cost way to express ideas and get them 
considered is an important part of it all. 
We have what’s called TIP [Th e Innova-
tion Pipeline, an online crowd sourcing 
platform where AT&T employees can 
submit, vote and collaborate on ideas] 
where we can submit an idea and get 
feedback without having to engage all 
of the costs of the whole legal process to 
go through prior art checking etc. and 
I think that’s a low-risk way to foster 
innovation.

Dale Malik: On the back side of that, 
we facilitate the ideas and see if we can 
spin them up quick. Low cost proto-
types. See if it’s got legs and you can put 
it together. And then, if it’s got some-
thing, then obviously it moves forward. 
But you haven’t done a lot of upfront 
or back-end investment to give it some 
life and get it off  the ground. And that’s 
really a company-wide eff ort that has 
been really amazing.  

Carl Bedingfield: I think some of the 
things you talked about really require 
an attitude change in the management 
of the company. It’s one thing to decide 
‘we need to be more innovative .’... But 
in fact the notion of allowing people to 
fail or giving them free time to spend on 
an idea that you may not have as part of 
your business plan  ..., I don’t think you 
can just do that as a passing side proj-
ect. It really requires somebody to be 
committed. And of course in a company 
like AT&T with a long legacy of patent-
ing and innovation, it’s not too far a step 
to have that sort of perspective. But for 
another company pretty much focused 
on the bottom line, it’s going to take 
a big commitment and a very creative 
solution to get there.

Jeff rey Mikan: It’s not a freebie for 
AT&T. While it has been baked into our 
DNA, AT&T still has to work at it. TIP 
is seven years old and we continue to 
evolve the process to make it smoother 
and faster and easier to submit ideas.

 Bob Koch: TIP and the patent pro-
gram both are company-wide programs 
and it refl ects trying to have this com-
mon thread throughout the company 
of innovation . In TIP we took a lot of 
our direction from Silicon Valley. TIP is 
a crowd-sourcing, web driven place for 
any employee in the company to go and 
submit and idea. And it can be voted up 
or down by the crowd.  

Jeff rey Aaron:  I think it’s really impor-
tant that a company really values 
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innovation in all its diff erent forms and 
that it’s not just lip service. It takes time. 
And I’ve seen BellSouth and AT&T grow 
this over the years and be really con-
sistent about it. But it does cost a lot. 
Th ere’s a lot of eff ort involved.  ...But I 
agree it’s not something that if some-
body is starting with a small company 
or something, it’s not an easy thing to 
do. It took [AT&T] a lot of work and a 
lot of thought and a lot of eff ort and 
consistency.

Art Brisebois: I think the pairing of 
people with problems and people with 
ideas for solutions sometimes helps 
foster a lot. Jeff  and I have been work-
ing with marketing on some problems. 
Th ey have a problem, they have a poten-
tial use for a solution, and we have solu-
tions. So pairing us together, it makes 
for a great collaborative environment.

Q. Do the great innovations, the great 
inventions, start in the market where 
the market comes to you guys and 
says ‘we’ve got a problem,’ or do they 
come out of your minds and you go to 
the market and say ‘we’ve got this, is 
this useful?’

Jeff rey Mikan: It happens both ways. A 
good chunk of the time the problem is 
discovered fi rst and then marketing and 
this team kind of pulls in the experts in 
the fi eld to create the solution. Th ere’s 
another way where we create a solution 
and we don’t have a problem for it yet: 
Creating the solution — turning it over 
and saying here’s an innovative way 
to do X, Y, Z — but until certain things 
happen you don’t need this. And that’s 
when you start looking at what hap-
pens, what does it take, and is it fi ve, 10 
or 30 years out before this interesting 
solution actually has a problem.

Sam Zellner: I think the important 
thing here is when you think of really 
good innovation, what they’ve done is 
pinpointed the point where the technol-
ogy, the market demand, and the eco-
nomics all intersect just perfectly. Th at’s 
the tricky thing. Th at’s what makes 
innovation hard. Sometimes there’s 
great technology out there but there’s 
no need. Or there’s great technology 
and the cost is still too high. And that’s 
the way a lot of inventions are these 
day.  ...  Th e classic example is ATMs. If 
you had asked people do they wanted 
ATMs? [they would have said] no. But 
get them oriented, they were willing to 
accept that change.

  Q. What are some of the biggest road-
blocks or challenges that stifl e new 
innovation and invention within com-
panies or organizations, and how can 
these be overcome?

 Dale Malik: To inject it into the DNA 
has to become part of your methodol-
ogy. I’ll call it that pause along the way, 
the pause to consider. Because if you do 
that, that check point, then you don’t 
lose it as you’re running headlong to 
get something done.  Th e other piece is - 
because things are so wide and complex 

- is cross-collaboration. If you have your 
head down and you don’t have a mech-
anism to look left and right, you can’t 
pull in other things. So you have to have 
mechanisms to look left and right and 
to share in a very disciplined way. So 
as an example, we have an integrated 
working group which meets every so 
often where the diff erent projects share 
the things they’re doing with the tech-
nology -- cross pollinate. Without that 
cross-pollinization I might think to call 
Sam, I might not.  ...Th at’s very,very key.

Brian Daly: Another thing is recogni-
tion that innovation can occur at any 
level and any part of an organization. 
It’s not just the research organization 
because that’s their job. It could be the 
customer-facing, customer-care repre-
sentative. It could be the installer, any-
body in the organization can have input 
into innovation. And I think programs 
like our TIP program have really fos-
tered that and given an avenue for any 
employee to provide that kind of input. 
But that recognition, I think, is really 
important to get the innovation fl owing.

Jeff rey Mikan: Going along the same 
lines, in bigger companies it also helps 
to pull executives into the patent pro-
cess, by pairing their problem up with 
engineers for their solution. So it gets 
their exposure to there is justifi cation 
for driving money into this organization 
in return. 

Dale Malik: Jeff  and I a few years ago 
met with John Stankey who’s now 
the head of the [AT&T] Entertainment 
Group and we had one of those sessions. 
And he painted this picture of the larger 
problems of the business, which day-to-
day we would never hear. We sat there 
across from him and said, ‘Oh, really.’ 
And we started a three-way conversa-
tion parrying back and forth and by the 
time we were done we’d kind of laid 
the ground work for the future of where 
we wanted to go and what we wanted 
to do. But we couldn’t have had that 
opportunity to think that way without 
this cross-collaboration. And that was 
orchestrated, purposefully. Th at’s that 
up and down and left and right. It can’t 
just be one direction.

Carl Bedingfield: You can make inno-
vation with whoever you happen to 
have. I mean, some of the most innova-
tive creatures on the planet are kids, just 
because of the way they learn to think 
and the way they learn to try things that 
nobody else would try. I think that sort 
of mindset can go an awful long way.   

Jeff rey Aaron: One thing kids do is 
they play a lot. And they think that’s 
fi ne. So one roadblock in a smaller com-
pany is if people are constantly told they 
have one job and they have to do their 
job and they have a deadline and that’s 
it, there’s no head room, no ability or 
no free space to do any of the things we 
are talking about. Th at could be a big 
problem and I think some companies 
may struggle with that because they are 
struggling to do their day-to-day things. 
Th at’s just very diffi  cult. So at AT&T we 
can see all this stuff  happening and we 

have this culture and we’re all used to it 
and a lot of it’s great, but it took a long 
time to get there. It seems like a lot of 
companies may have trouble with some 
of that, and so they may make it hard 
for their people without even realizing 
it. Th ey think they’re doing their busi-
ness right but they may be cutting off  
the oxygen for people to be able to think 
a little more broadly.  

Dale Malik: How do you take friction 
out of your ecosystem? Part of it is a 
patent process but also part of it is all 
of these things I call ‘putting wheels 
on the bus.’ Whether it’s the fi nancial 
instruments you use or supply chain 
aspects, all the things you need to do 
your job. So if your level of friction in 
your job goes down, then your ability 
to innovate goes up because you can get 
to it quicker. You don’t have the obsta-
cles. If that friction level is high you lose 
interest, you lose momentum, it doesn’t 
feel as good, it’s not as rewarding. Th at’s 
really one of the fundamental tenets.

Brian Daly: Th e other thing is you can’t 
get discouraged when you’re innovating. 
I don’t know how many ideas I’ve had 
that didn’t move forward for one reason 
or another. If you’ve got ideas, get them 
evaluated. Th ere may be good business 
reasons or other reasons why they hit 
a brick wall but don’t let that discour-
age you. Continue moving forward. 
Th e company shouldn’t discourage you 
because you may have ideas that don’t 
make it forward. Just continue on and 
press forward.

Jeff rey Aaron: Th is happens all the 
time I’m sure to all of us, but particu-
larly with patents there can be ‘prior 
art.’ You can have a wonderful idea but 
some other wonderful people came up 
with some of those ideas, too. Th e point 
is, really you can’t look upon that as 
some kind of failure. I’ve had people, 
when I’ve come up with ideas before, 
sometimes they might seem a lit-
tle odd to somebody that’s really more 
entrenched in that area because I might 
think broadly, a little outside what I 
know best. So there can be advantages 
to not being totally entrenched in an 
area already. You might think of some-
thing new that the people that are really 
working there might miss. But you 
could also come up with something you 
think is great and you’re just not aware 
that there’s some group someplace that 
did that. Just don’t get discouraged or 
think you should have done more.

Jeff rey Mikan: From the innovator’s 
point of view, go do the quick Google 
search on the idea and if it’s in the 
fi rst two pages you probably shouldn’t 
bother submitting it. Unless you’re add-
ing a fourth leg to a chair. Unless there 
is a unique innovation there, don’t go 
pursuing it. But if it doesn’t pop up in 
the fi rst two pages, throw it at the wall.

Jeff rey Aaron: You may also fi nd an 
area that is just really crowded. We hear 
that a lot. You only have a fi nite amount 
of time, so try to prioritize. Pick some 
areas that you think you can make a 
diff erence in. You might decide to stay 

away from an area just because you 
know there’s tons of people working in 
that area.

Sam Zellner: Th e really interesting 
thing about innovation is when you 
look at the ideas, everybody goes ‘it was 
obvious.’ Great ideas come out and peo-
ple go ‘it was obvious.’ So that should 
encourage people to think that if all 
these ideas you’ve seen are obvious, 
then clearly you can come up with some 
obvious ideas, too.

Jeff rey Aaron: A lot of times you’ll hear 
‘well how is this diff erent than that?’ 
Th ere are all of these jumping off  points. 
Whatever exists, you could potentially 
build on. Th e end result is a new thing 
but the pieces of it are already existing.

Art Brisebois: One of the biggest chal-
lenges is people are used to doing things 
in order. ABCDEFG. Well what if you 
come up with D and there’s no ABC. 
Th ere’s no EFG. You’ve just come up 
with D. It’s hard fi nding people who 
think that way, out of order. But let’s 
patent D and A,B and C will come along. 
Th at creates some opposition. Th ey’ll 
say, ‘well, that’s a nice idea but you can’t 
do it because of X or Y or Z.’ Somebody 
else is thinking of those three things 
and you may just not realize it.

Dale Malik: So this is a cultural thing. 
Anytime you do creative sessions you 
can’t shoot the idea. If you bring the 
negativity in you kill it right away even 
before it gets off  the ground. We run 
into this in sessions. I say ‘well what 
if you don’t have that as a problem, it 
doesn’t exist? Stop telling me about the 
friction. It’s gone. Now what can you 
do?’ Remove the resistance points and 
you see what happens. 

Bob Koch: I think if you have an atmo-
sphere of trust where you feel willing 
and able to throw out ideas no matter 
how crazy they are, and then your col-
leagues are going to accept them and 
take you seriously and not just laugh 
you off ... my guess is if you threw out 
an idea 10 years ago about cars driv-
ing around and picking people up 
and driving them where they wanted 
they would think you’re crazy. What is 
Uber today? Having a work environ-
ment where you feel comfortable shar-
ing ideas and not stifl ed and willing to 
be overly creative, however creative you 
think you’ve gotten take it one step fur-
ther and there’s where you get beyond 
the prior art likely and fi nd novelty.

Jeff rey Aaron: And if there’s not an 
immediate path to something don’t nec-
essarily throw the idea away or say it’s 
not important or you’re wasting your 
time or doing the wrong thing. Because 
that might be very important later.  

Carl Bedingfield: I saw a picture yes-
terday of one of the worst inventions of 
1995. It was declared one of the worst 
inventions of 1995. It was a selfi e stick. 
It used an instamatic camera because 
that was available in 1995. Now all of a 
sudden it’s brilliant.
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