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AFTER YEARS OF GRUELLING 

RESEARCH, SHE FINALLY

DISCOVERED A NEW DANCE MOVE
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“I was four years old when my 
grandfather taught me to make toys 
from scrap metal. When I was 15 I 
noticed that my other grandfather 
struggled to squeeze the toothpaste 
tube with his arthritic hands. For my 
GCSE technology project I invented 
a dispenser, getting an A* grade and 
winning the Yorkshire and Humberside 
Young Engineer For Britain Award. It 
didn’t cross my mind to patent my 
invention, but I later learned that once 
you’ve disclosed something publicly 
in any way you cannot patent it.   

Two years later, for my A-level 
project, I invented a sustainable 
fridge which doesn’t use electricity 
and can be made out of local 
materials in Africa. Essentially it’s a 
cylinder within a cylinder, the inner 
one stores perishable goods, and  
the outer is filled with soil or  
sand and saturated with liquid.  
You leave it in a hot place  
and the fridge ‘sweats’ – as 

hey say we’ve all got 
one book in us. But 
does the same hold 
true when it comes to 
inventions? We’ve all 

seen a useful or stylish product and 
thought, “I wish I had come up with 
that.” Or worse: “I did think of that 
but never did anything about it.” 

Last year, over 15,000 people 
applied for patents with the British 
Intellectual Property Office, and 
earlier this year when David Cameron 
asked inventor James Dyson how to 
make Britain a leading technology 
exporter, Dyson pointed to inventing 
as a recession-beating career choice. 

While the number of female 
inventors in the UK is low compared 
to the US (2.5% of patent applications 
are made by women, compared to 
6-10% in America), government 
initiatives and sponsored innovation 
awards are determined to redress 
the balance. British women have a 
long history of invention, creating 
windshield wipers and the first 
computer language, among others, 
and there’s never been a better time 
to sit down at the drawing board. 
Creativity and common sense come 
as standard in most busy professional 
women; what sets the successful 
inventors apart from the rest of us is 
a) drive and b) a handful of legal 
documents. Here Stylist brings you 
the tried-and-tested tips from Britain’s 
latest wave of female inventors.

Emily Cummins, 24, 

created a sustainable 

fridge used by 

townships all over 

southern Africa. She 

was Barclays Woman 

Of The Year 2009

“NEVER�DISCLOSE�  
THE�IDEA�OF�  
YOUR�INVENTION�
PUBLICLY�OR�YOU�
CAN’T�PATENT�IT ”

Even an unlikely idea can be turned into a 
successful business. Stylist meets 

four inventors who have taken the initiative

WO R D S: JO U S M A R

F E M A L E  I N V E N T O R S

T

INVENTING 
A PIECE  
OF THE 
FUTURE
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the heat withdraws, the inner 
tube cools down. 

I won the £5,000 Merchant 
Adventurers’ Award for Enterprise 
for the design which allowed me to 
take my fridge to Namibia for six 
months before university. There I 
made friends with a township tour 
guide and visited skilled workmen 
and townships, to gauge interest. 
Women loved the fridge and we 
spent months teaching the design in 
different communities. They told 
their friends and the idea spread.

Back at university I continued to 
distribute the idea. I wasn’t selling  
the design – I decided to give away 
the design plan in townships because 
I wanted to enable as many people  
as possible to build their own  
fridges – the whole success of this 
invention is in the idea being passed 
on for free. The fridges are now in 
use in Zimbabwe, Zambia, Namibia  
and Botswana. I find the fact  
they’re appearing everywhere  
hugely exciting. 

Awards and competitions are an 
amazing way of promoting your ideas 
and meeting like-minded people. I’ve 
just co-founded a website called 
mykindacrowd.com – with lastminute.
com creator Brent Hoberman as an 
advisor – to set up internships for 
students with charities and 
businesses. Companies pay us to use 
the site which is how I make my  
living while I continue inventing 
commercial and unpatented products. 
I’m working on a fridge for camping 
and yachts which will allow me to 
fund inventions which are replicated 
for free, like a water-transporter I 
invented which is also in use in Africa.” 

“When I was 28 I changed careers, 
giving up my job as an office manager 
to become a teacher. In between, I 
had three weeks off before starting 
my new job, so accompanied my 
husband to Toronto where he was 
was speaking at a police conference.  
I attended speeches out of curiosity. 
The keynote speaker was Dr Henry 
Lee who’d been a forensic scientist 
on the OJ Simpson murder case. He 
showed photos of the crime scenes, 

“When I was 29 I gave up my career 
as an accountant in Preston to move 
to Texas for a couple of years with my 
husband. When I became pregnant 
with my son Charlie I knew nothing 
about kids, and with our family and 
friends far away we turned to 
parenting books for advice. One 
book advocated using slings to carry 
your baby as part of a ‘natural 
nurturing’ ethos. This idea of having 
him safe, secure and swaddled close 
really appealed to me.

We moved back to the UK when 
Charlie was six months old with a 
bundle of slightly flawed slings. One 
carried Charlie upright but, as he had 
a bad stomach, whenever I moved 
he’d throw up over my shoulder. Even 
so, women would ask where I’d got 
whatever sling I was using at the time. 
There was such interest I set up a 
‘sling library’ and lent them to mums. 
Then I thought, ‘Why don’t I just 
make one I’m happy with?’ 

I cut up all the old slings and 
started patching them together,  
and then came my eureka 
moment. I discovered that 

and that night at the bar I overheard 
two policemen discussing ‘stepping 
plates’ positioned around a crime 
scene so policemen don’t tread on 
evidence. He was unimpressed by the 
ones they used, while the other 
officer had never even heard of them. 
I thought ‘Someone needs to take 
this further.’

I asked my husband to get hold of 
a plate for me; a huge heavy 
aluminium slab which skidded on 
laminate flooring and wasn’t 

transparent. I googled them and 
found nothing more modern on the 
market. I designed a transparent 
example that wouldn’t skid and could 
handle weight. The first company  
I spoke to about manufacturing 
quoted me £250,000 to source  
the materials – impossible on my 
£17,500 teaching salary. It was 
depressing, but as I was driving  
home the name ‘Forensic Pathways’ 

popped into my head and I realised 
how I was determined to make this 
work. I mocked up a plate out of 
scrap plastic, took a photo and  
sent it to every police force in the 
UK. I was immediately contacted  
by an officer wanting to order 50. 
Embarrassingly, I had to admit they 
didn’t exist yet, but I now knew  
there was a market. I toured police 
stations to ask staff’s opinions, 
finalised the design and applied  
for a £29,000 government-funded 

Smart Award to make a prototype. 
I gave up teaching to focus on my 

invention full-time in September 
2002. The materials were priced at 
£60,000 and a small loans grant 
covered that. In early 2003 our first 
1,000 plates went into production. I 
decided to go for a registered design 
rather than a patent. A registered 
design is a legal right that protects 
the overall visual appearance of the 

product. Basically I protected the 
way the plates look rather than the 
technological design. This means  
that someone else can copy it, but  
I believe that as the first, and best, 
Forensic Pathways is safe. So far my 
tactic has worked, and we haven’t 
been threatened by competitors. 

Our first order came from the 
National Police Training College and 
after that it snowballed. In 2003 we 
won the Most Innovative Business 
and Business Of The Year awards, 
and in 2005 I was named British 
Female Inventor Of The Year. It 
hasn’t all been easy, however. We’ve 
had to keep up with changing forensic 
methods: heavier police equipment 
meant we had to redesign the plates. 
But the plates are perfect now and 
have even been featured on CSI: NY. 
I have 12 people on my staff, including 
my husband and son, and we now 
develop software development and 
perform fraud investigations. We’re 
still designing forensic equipment 
and have distributors in Australia, 
India, America and central Europe.”

Awarded an OBE  

for promoting 

entrepreneurship, 

49-year-old Deb 

Leary invented crime 

scene stepping plates 

after gatecrashing  

a forensic science conference

“LOTS�OF�WOMEN�
HAVE�IDEAS�BUT�
NEVER�DO�ANYTHING�
ABOUT�THEM”

Louise Day, 36, was 

so unimpressed with 

the baby slings on 

the market she 

invented a new one, 

the Lifft Sling 

(lifftslings.com) 

“I googled them and found nothing  
on the market… I realised I  

was determined to make this work”

F E M A L E  I N V E N T O R S

PROTECTING�YOUR�IDEA��
THE�BASICS

So you’ve invented something that will change the world,  

what next? Here’s how to guard your idea from the competition

W H AT I S 

I N T E L L EC T UA L 

P R O P E RT Y?

Intellectual property 

is an umbrella term 

for all exclusive 

rights laws that 

protect a variety  

of ideas and assets 

such as musical, 

literary, artistic 

works and 

discoveries  

and inventions.

VA R I ET I E S O F 

I N T E L L EC T UA L 

P R O P E RT Y A N D 

W H AT T H E Y M E A N: 

 Patent:  protects 

the features and 

processes that make 

things work. Lets 

inventors profit 

from their 

inventions. Once a 

patent is registered 

it’s published 

publicly so no one 

else can attempt to 

patent or make the 

same item/design. 

 Copyright:  protects 

written, theatrical, 

musical and artistic 

works. It’s an 

automatic right 

which means you 

don’t have to apply 

for it. Ownership 

depends on the 

circumstances  

under which the 

work was created. 

 Trademark:  

a sign which can 

distinguish your 

goods and services 

from those of  

your competitors. 

Often referred  

to as your ‘brand’. 

The only way to 

register your trade 

mark is to apply to 

The Intellectual 

Property Office. 

 Design rights: 

protects the shape 

and configuration, 

but not 2D aspects 

of products such  

as pattern. 

Visit ipo.gov.uk for 

more information 

“ONE�DAY�I �THOUGHT�
‘WHY�DON’T� I�  
JUST�MAKE�ONE�I ’M�  
HAPPY�WITH?’”
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“It was 2008 and I was late for my job 
as a sales manager because a BT 
engineer was struggling to install my 
new phone line. He was trying to 
thread a cable through the wall using 
a coat hanger. He had no idea what 
was in the wall cavity and could easily 
have been electrocuted. I asked him 
if he’d forgotten his equipment and 
he said ‘This is how we’re trained – 

putting a stretch panel in the 
sling gave the exact lift, 

weight and security I wanted. I knew  

there’s nothing else.’ I thought, ‘You 
could do this using magnets,’ and that 
was the beginning of MagnaMole. 

I’d never been very academic but 
had always had ideas. When I was 
seven I cut my socks so they wouldn’t 
show over my trainers. For a couple 
of years before MagnaMole I had 
registered lots of patents online via 
the UK Intellectual Property Office 
website. It only costs £200 to apply 
for a casual patent, which is a useful 
stop-gap while considering taking 
things further. A patent application 
takes weeks, and patents can take 
up to three years to be accepted or 
rejected, but as soon as they 
receive an application the patent is 
‘pending’ and your idea is safe.

That night I made sure there 
wasn’t anything else on the market 
and stayed up all night planning. How 
would it work? Who would make it?  
I calculated that I could make 66% 
profit on each unit, by working out 
costs and doing market research on 
what people would pay for it. 

I filed a patent application via  
an attorney and contacted Hull 
University who gave me a £400 

grant to make a prototype. I had to 
pay £4,000 for six technical trials 
(SIGMA) to prove the product’s 
worth. I was working 16-hour days 
while looking after my young 
daughter Molly, but I was so 
passionate about it I didn’t mind. 

I found an investor who gave me 
money to contact a manufacturer and 
make initial orders. I’d managed to 
blag an order of 2,000 units on the 
promise that BT was interested, then 
I went elsewhere with the same 
promise and took an order for 12,000 
units. I didn’t find pitching hard. If you 
know your product and your numbers 
inside out, you’ll do fine. 

I appeared on Dragons’ Den in 
2009 [note from Stylist – back on 
BBC2 at 9pm on 31 July]. Both James 
Caan and Duncan Bannatyne wanted 
to invest. I was thrilled, but realised 
later that I was working too hard and 
had to stop. My passion for Magna 
Mole had gone and it was time to pass 
it onto someone else, so I sold it to an 
international company while keeping 

“I ’VE�NEVER�BEEN�
VERY�ACADEMIC�BUT�
I 'VE�ALWAYS�HAD�
LOADS�OF�IDEAS”

Sharon Wright,  

41, invented the 

MagnaMole (magna 

mole.co.uk) cable-

laying device after 

watching an engineer 

using a coat hanger

brand. Some people thought I was 
throwing away my career as a 
management consultant, but starting 
this business means I can dictate my 
working hours to fit around my family, 
while changing the baby sling market.”

I couldn’t patent the whole sling as 
they’ve been around for centuries, 
but I believed the panel in the sling 
was unique. Luckily one of my cousins 
is a patent attorney and helped me. 
We applied directly to the European 
Property Office (epo.org) bypassing 
the British one, because I knew we 
wanted to market it in other nations.

I then approached a manufacturer 
and ordered 200 units. I contacted 
the BPA (Baby Product Association) 
and booked a stand at their trade 
show, where I officially launched Lifft 
Slings. We picked up four national 
retailers that day. At the end of 2009 
one of my retailers sent me a link to 
apply for a BBC2 show called Britain’s 
Next Big Thing where inventors could 
win a contract with a major retailer.  
I ended up securing a contract for 
3,000 units with Boots, which was  
a dream come true. 

There are only two of us, but we 
are going from strength to strength. 
I’ve just started taking a wage and 
have lots of ideas to expand the 

a 10% share. I’ve learnt a lot and am 
now financially stable and able 
to invest in other ideas.”

If you too think you’ve got a 

brilliant idea for a new invention 

– be it a solar-powered toothbrush 

or a unique website – but have no 

idea how to turn that gem into a 

physical reality (and a financial 

success), then book your place on 

the next Stylist Network event.

The latest in the series of our 

successful Stylist Network events 

– created by Stylist to 

encourage our 

readers’ entre-

preneurial spirit 

– Invent Your 

Way To A New 

Career will 

focus on 

inventing and 

will be 

packed with 

real advice 

and tips from 

the women 

who’ve made 

their ideas happen. 

We’ve assembled 

some of the 

brightest names in 

inventing to share 

their stories and help 

you navigate your way 

to market success. 

X  T H E S P E A K E R S

Kicking it all off will be 

X  G ET I N VO LV E D 

Our brilliant panel 

will talk about their 

paths to success 

before you ask 

them questions. 

Working the room 

afterwards will be 

two women every 

prospective inventor 

needs to speak to. 

Bola Olabisi – an 

award-winning 

entrepreneur and 

founder of the 

Global Women 

Inventors & 

Innovators 

Network and 

Cally Robson, 

founder of 

inventor 

mentoring site, 

She’s Ingenious!  

(shesingenious.

org). Experts from 

the Business and IP 

centre at the British 

Library will also be 

there to help as will 

intellectual property 

and patent lawyer Suzy 

Schmitz from Kemp 

Little (kemplittle.com) 

so you can find out about 

the legality of your idea. 

X  T H E AG E N DA  

Enjoy fizz and canapés in the 

British Library Business and IP 

Sophie Cornish, Stylist’s 

business ambassador 

who co-created leading gift 

website notonthehighstreet.com 

and has a wealth of experience in Centre (bl.uk/bipc) before taking 

your seats for the discussion and 

Q&A with our experts, followed 

by an hour of networking with 

them and industry experts. Bring 

your inventions with you!

X�T H E D ETA I L S

 Venue  The Business & IP Centre 

at the British Library, 96 Euston 

Road, London NW1

 Date  Wednesday 17 August 2011

 Time  6pm for a 6.30pm prompt 

start to 9.30pm

 Dress code  Business casual

 Price  £35 + £1.52 booking fee from 

stylist.co.uk/stylistnetworkevent

the creative, legal and financial 

implications of creating a digital 

concept. You’ll also hear from 

Mandy Haberman, who found 

success by inventing the 

Anywayup® cup, a cup for babies 

and children which has a patented 

valve so they can never spill their 

drink, and Lisa Irlam, the inventor 

of the Swimovate watch, an 

instant bestseller, and a winner of 

Enterprising Women Of The Year 

2009 and Special Recognition 

Award 2011 from European Union 

Women Inventors and Innovators 

Network (EUWIIN).  

“I appeared on Dragons’ Den.  
Both James Caan and Duncan 
Bannatyne wanted to invest”

I N V E N T  Y O U R  
WAY  T O  A  

N E W  C A R E E R
Book your ticket to the Stylist Network event  

on Wednesday 17 August


