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Abstract
We build on recent research on the effects of category contrast to gain new insights on why
some patents have more impact than others. Analyzing forward citation patterns of almost
three millions patents of USPTO, we show that the distinctiveness of the class to which a
patent belongs affects the number of citations received in two ways: first, patents classified
in high-contrast classes, on average, exhibit a higher impact compared to those belonging to
low-contrast classes; second, the impact of recombinant patents is reduced when they belong
to a high contrast class. The paper elaborates on the theoretical link between the sociological
literature on categories and innovation research.
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