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In the end, the highly publicized seven year legal battle over who owned the rights to the popular
“Bratz” line of dolls boiled down to one thing—how a jury viewed the terms of an employment
agreement.
As reported by the New York Times, Mattel Inc. first sued MGA Entertainment Inc. more than
six years ago, claiming that Bratz designer Carter Bryant had been working for Mattel (he later
joined MGA) when he first designed the dolls, and that Mattel was the rightful owner of those
designs under the terms of Bryant’s employment agreement.
Under the terms of the employment contract, Bryant assigned to Mattel rights to “all
inventions…conceived…at any time during my employment by the Company.”
MGA argued that the term “inventions” did not include ideas, but only more concrete creations.
The term was defined by the agreement as including “all discoveries, improvements, processes,
developments, designs, know-how, data computer programs and formulae, whether patentable or
unpatentable.”
MGA also argued that the phrase “at any time during my employment” should limit Mattel’s
rights to works created in the scope of the inventor’s employment. MGA alleged that Bryant
came up with the idea for the dolls during his free time, and therefore it was outside the
assignment provision.
The jury ultimately found that MGA owned the rights to the popular dolls and did not steal the
idea from rival Mattel Inc., as it had claimed.
What can employers take away from this case?
Employment agreements, particularly those involving intellectual property, must painstakingly
define the rights of each party and specify the scope of such rights.
You do not want to leave the interpretation of your employment agreements to a jury. Although
this jury sided with MGA, last year, another California jury awarded Mattel $100 million in
damages. However, a federal appeals court later overturned that verdict.
Employment agreements are an effective way to protect your company’s intellectual property, if
they are drafted carefully.
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