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(57) ABSTRACT 

A device and associated method for attaching an electronic 
device to a tether so that it cannot be stolen or inadvertently 
lost. The device includes a housing. Within the housing is 
contained a spool and a spring for reWinding the spool. A 
tether extends from the spool out of the housing. The tether 
terminates outside of the housing With a connector element. 
The connector element is selectively attachable to an elec 
tronic device. As the tether is Wound on the spool, the 
connector element is draWn toWard an attachment area on 

the housing of the device. The connector element and the 
attachment area are magnetically attracted. As such, When 
the connector element approaches the attachment area on the 
housing, the connector element becomes magnetically 
af?xed to the attachment area, thereby joining the electronic 
device to the housing in a ?xed orientation. 
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DEVICE AND METHOD FOR HOLDING A 
HANDHELD OBJECT 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0001] 1. Field of the Invention 

[0002] The present invention relates to devices that are 
used to tether a handheld electronic device, such as a mobile 
phone, so that the electronic device cannot be accidentally 
dropped and/or lost. More particularly, the present invention 
relates to tethers that are used to retract handheld electronic 
devices to a secure location on a user’s person. 

[0003] 2. Prior Art Statement 

[0004] Small handheld electronic devices are becoming 
more commonplace in society. Handheld computers, calcu 
lators, cellular phones, beepers and the like are noW carried 
by millions of people. As handheld electronic devices 
become more sophisticated, they have become smaller and 
lighter. Aconsequence of this evolution is the fact that many 
handheld electronic devices are noW so small and light 
Weight that they can fall from a pocket or be dropped from 
a belt hook Without a person realizing the loss. 

[0005] In the prior art, there have been attempts to prevent 
the loss of handheld objects using various techniques. One 
technique is through the use of a proximity transceiver that 
detects When an object is more than a predetermined dis 
tance from a user. Such systems include a base unit that is 
alWays carried by the user and a remote unit that is attached 
to the handheld electronic device. When the remote unit 
travels a certain distance from the base unit, an alarm is 
sounded, thereby Warning a person that the handheld elec 
tronic device has been left behind. Transceiver based sys 
tems, hoWever, are very expensive. Furthermore, they 
require that a user carry the base unit in addition to the 
handheld electronic device. As such, users must remember 
to charge the batteries of the base unit and must take 
precautions not to lose the base unit. For these reasons, 
transceiver based systems are not popular. 

[0006] A simpler approach used to prevent the loss of 
handheld electronic objects is the use of a tether. With a 
tethered system, a belt clip is attached to a user’s belt. A 
tether extends from the tether that is connected to the 
handheld, electronic device. In this manner, the handheld 
electronic device cannot be accidentally dropped, lost or 
stolen. To prevent the tether from becoming a nuisance, 
tethered systems have been developed Where the tether 
retracts into the belt clip. In this manner, the tether remains 
hidden until the handheld electronic device is used. Such 
prior art tethered systems are exempli?ed by US. Pat. No. 
5,938,137 to Poulson, entitled Cellular Phone Lease. 

[0007] Although retractable tethers are an effective and 
inexpensive Way to prevent loss of a handheld electronic 
device, tethers do have certain disadvantages. One of those 
disadvantages is that the base of the retractable tether must 
be coupled to a person’s belt, as Well as the tethered 
handheld electronic device. Accordingly, a person must have 
tWo different objects attached to his/her belt. One object is 
the electronic device itself and the other is the base for the 
tether. Another disadvantage associated With retractable 
tethers is that the tether often interferes With the ability of the 
handheld electronic device to be connected to a person’s 
belt. For example, suppose a person has a cellular phone 
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With a belt clip on its back surface. The tether from the base 
must also be attached to the back surface of the cellular 
phone. As the cellular phone is returned to a person’s belt, 
the tether becomes temporarily slack and may catch on the 
belt clip of the phone. The tether then interferes With the 
ability of the cellular phone to be clipped onto a person’s 
belt until the tether is untangled. 

[0008] A need therefore exists for an improved tether 
system that does not require that the base for the tether be 
mounted at a point different from that of the electronic 
device Aneed also exists for an improved tether system that 
Will minimiZe the chances of the tether tangling With the 
bound electronic device. These needs are met by the present 
invention as described and claimed beloW. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0009] The present invention is a device and associated 
method for attaching an electronic device to a tether so that 
it cannot be stolen or inadvertently lost. The device includes 
a housing. Within the housing is contained a spool and a 
spring for reWinding the spool. A tether extends from the 
spool out of the housing. The tether terminates outside of the 
housing With a connector element. The connector element is 
selectively attachable to an electronic device either With 
adhesives or mechanical fasteners. 

[0010] As the tether is Wound on the spool, the connector 
element is draWn toWard an attachment area on the housing 
of the device. The connector element and the attachment 
area are magnetically attracted. As such, When the connector 
element approaches the attachment area on the housing, the 
connector element becomes magnetically affixed to the 
attachment area, thereby joining the electronic device to the 
housing in a ?xed orientation. At any time the electronic 
device can be removed from attachment With the housing 
and used. After use, the tether Will retract and again pull the 
electronic device to the same position on the housing. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0011] For a better understanding of the present invention, 
reference is made to the folloWing description of an exem 
plary embodiment thereof, considered in conjunction With 
the accompanying draWings, in Which: 

[0012] FIG. 1 is a perspective vieW of an exemplary 
embodiment of the present invention device shoWn in con 
junction With a cellular telephone; 

[0013] FIG. 2 is a selectively cross-sectioned vieW of the 
device shoWn in FIG. 1; 

[0014] FIG. 3 is the same vieW as FIG. 2 With an 
electronic device shoWn pulled into a fully retracted posi 
tion. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
INVENTION 

[0015] Although the present invention system can be used 
to tether any handheld electronic device, such as a beeper, 
pocket computer or the like, the present invention is par 
ticularly Well suited to tether cellular telephones. Accord 
ingly, by Way of example, the present invention is illustrated 
in use supporting a cellar telephone in order to set forth the 
best mode of the invention. 
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[0016] Referring to FIG. 1, an exemplary embodiment of 
the present invention device 10 is shown. The device 10 
includes a housing 12. The housing 12 has a rear external 
surface and an opposite front external-surface. Abelt clip 14 
is coupled to the rear external surface. As such, the housing 
12 can be attached to a belt, pocket book fold, vehicle sun 
visor, or any other thin object that can be engaged by a belt 
clip. On the front external surface of the housing is located 
a depression 16. Within the depression 16 is an attachment 
area 18. The attachment area 18 is the point of external 
attachment to the housing 12, as Will later be explained. 

[0017] A connector element 20 is provided. The connector 
element 20 has a peripheral shape and Width that enables the 
connector element 20 to pass into the depression 16 on the 
housing 12 and rest against the attachment area 18 at the 
base of that depression 16. The attachment area 18 on the 
housing 12 and the connector element 20 are magnetically 
attracted. As such, both the attachment area 18 and the 
connector element 20 can be actively magnetic or one of 
these surfaces can be magnetic and the other can contain a 
ferromagnetic metal. In a preferred embodiment, both the 
attachment area 18 on the housing 12 and the connector 
element 20 contain at least one rare earth magnet. Such 
magnets are lightWeight and create a very strong magnetic 
?eld per unit Weight. As such, it Will be understood that 
When the connector element 20 approaches the attachment 
area 18, the connector element 20 Will be magnetically 
attracted to the attachment area 18, Wherein magnetic forces 
Will bias the connector element 20 against the attachment 
area 18. 

[0018] In the shoWn embodiment, the connector element 
20 is disk shaped. On the front of the connector element 20 
is located a piece of double sided tape 22. One side of the 
tape 22 is adhered to the connector element 20. Aremovable 
protective cover 24 protects the other side of the double 
sided tape 22. When the protective cover 24 is removed, the 
connector element 20 can be pressed against the rear surface 
of an electronic device 30, thereby adhesively interconnect 
ing the connector element 20 to the back of the electronic 
device 30. 

[0019] In the embodiment of FIG. 1, a piece of double 
sided tape 22 is used to interconnect the connector element 
20 to the back of an electronic device 30. Such a connection 
means is merely exemplary. It should be understood that the 
double-sided tape 22 could be replaced With other types of 
connection means. For example, glue can be applied directly 
betWeen the connector element 20 and the electronic device 
30. Mechanical fasteners that engage the electronic device 
30, such as clips, hooks, clamps and the like can also be 
used. The use of double-sided tape is only exemplary and is 
illustrated because it is a highly effective and inexpensive 
Way to interconnect the connector element to an electronic 
device. HoWever, other attachment means are intended to be 
included in the scope of this disclosure. 

[0020] A ?exible tether 26 interconnects the connector 
element 20 to the housing 12. The tether has a length of 
betWeen tWo feet and four feet When fully extended. HoW 
ever, the tether 26 is retractable Within the housing 12. The 
tether 26 exits the housing 12 at a point proximate the 
attachment area 18 of the housing 12. As such, When the 
tether 26 is retracted into the housing 12, the tether 26 pulls 
the connector element 20 to the attachment area 18. Once the 
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connector element 20 is close to the attachment area 18, 
magnetic forces pull the connector element 20 against the 
attachment area 18. 

[0021] Referring to FIG. 2, it can be seen that Within the 
housing 12 is located a spool 32. The tether 26 Winds around 
the spool 32. Next to the spool 32 is a retraction spring 34. 
The retraction spring 34 is set to bias the spool 32 to its fully 
Wound condition. As such, When the tether 26 is pulled out 
of the housing 12, the spool 32 turns and energy is stored in 
the retraction spring 34. The energy from the spring biases 
the spool 32 to reWind. Accordingly, When any slack is 
present in the extended tether 26, that slack is reWound onto 
the spool 32. 

[0022] Also from FIG. 2, can be seen that the attachment 
area 18 of the housing 12 itself may not be directly magnet 
or ferromagnetic. HoWever, by placing a magnet 38 against 
the housing 12 at the point of the attachment area 18, the 
magnetic ?eld of the magnet 38 extends through the attach 
ment area 18. The presence of the magnetic ?eld makes the 
attachment area 18 magnetic in a passive manner. 

[0023] Referring to FIG. 3, it can be seen that When the 
connector element 20 is attached to an electronic device 30 
and no external forces are applied to the electronic device 
30, the tether 26 is retracted around the spool 32 by the 
retraction spring 34. This causes the connector element 20 
and the electronic device 30 to move against the housing 12. 
Once in close proximity, the connector element 20 is mag 
netically pulled against the attachment area 18 of the hous 
ing 12 and the electronic device 30 is in its stored position. 
The belt clip 14 on the back of the housing 12 can then be 
applied to a person’s belt or any other object. As such, there 
is only one point of attachment to a person’s belt. Further 
more, since a clip need not be used directly on the back of 
the electronic device 30, the probability of the tether 26 
becoming tangled on the electronic device 30 is greatly 
reduced. 

[0024] To use the electronic device 30, the electronic 
device 30 is simply pulled aWay from the housing 12 With 
a force that overcomes the magnetic attraction betWeen the 
connector element 20 and the attachment area IS of the 
housing 12. As the electronic device 30 is pulled aWay from 
the housing 12, the tether 26 unWinds. If the electronic 
device 30 is ever dropped or left unheld, the tether 26 
automatically retracts into the housing 12 and pulls the 
electronic device 30 back to the stored position shoWn. 

[0025] In the shoWn embodiment, the tether 26 automati 
cally retracts if the retraction force of the tether 26 surpasses 
that of the force holding the electronic device 30. If desired, 
a locking mechanism can be added to the present invention 
that locks the tether at a desired length. In the prior art, there 
are many mechanisms that exist for temporarily retaining 
tethers at desired lengths. Such mechanisms are common 
place on vacuum cleaner cords, tape measures, chalk lines 
and the like. Any such prior art locking mechanism can be 
adapted for use With the present invention. 

[0026] It Will be understood that the embodiment of the 
present invention device and method described and illus 
trated is merely exemplary and a person skilled in the art can 
make many variations to the shoWn embodiment. For 
example, the housing can be con?gured in many different 
Ways. The siZe, shape and location of the attachment area 
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and connector element can also be changed as desired. 
Finally, the means of attachment betWeen the connector 
element and the electronic device can be altered in many 
Ways. All such alternate embodiments and modi?cations are 
intended to be included Within the scope of the present 
invention as de?ned beloW in the claims. 

What is claimed is: 
1. A device, comprising: 

a housing having an external surface With an attachment 
area thereon, said housing de?ning an internal cham 
ber; 

a spool disposed Within said internal chamber; 

a connector element, Wherein said connector element and 
said attachment area are magnetically attracted; 

an attachment means disposed on a surface of said con 
nector element, Wherein said attachment means enables 
said connector element to be af?xed to an external 
object; and 

a tether coupled betWeen said spool and said connector 
element. 

2. The device according to claim 1, further including a 
spring coupled to said spool for providing a bias to said 
spool that causes said tether to Wind on said spool. 

33. The device according to claim 1, further including a 
belt clip coupled to said housing. 

4. The device according to claim i, Wherein said attach 
ment means is selected from a group consisting of tapes, 
adhesives, and mechanical fasteners. 

5. The device according to claim 1, Wherein said tether is 
betWeen tWo feet and four feet in length. 

6. The device according to claim 1, Wherein said housing 
has a depression thereon and said attachment area is dis 
posed in said depression, Wherein said connector element is 
siZed to ?t Within said depression. 

7. An assembly, comprising: 

an electronic device; 

a connector element mounted to said electronic device; 

a housing having an attachment area thereon, Wherein 
said connector element and said attachment area are 
magnetically attracted; and 

a tether interconnecting said housing to said connector 
element. 
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8. The assembly according to claim 7, Wherein said 
housing de?nes an internal chamber and a spool is disposed 
Within said internal chamber, Wherein said tether is coupled 
to said spool Within said housing. 

9. The assembly according to claim 8, further including a 
spring coupled to said spool for providing a bias to said 
spool that causes said tether to Wind on said spool. 

10. The assembly according to claim 7, further including 
a belt clip coupled to said housing. 

11. The assembly according to claim 7, further including 
an attachment device disposed on said connector element for 
mounting said connector element to said electronic device. 

12. The assembly according to claim 7, Wherein said 
tether is betWeen tWo feet and four feet in length. 

13. The assembly according to claim 7, Wherein said 
housing has a depression thereon and said attachment area is 
disposed in said depression, Wherein said connector element 
is siZed to ?t Within said depression. 

14. A method of connecting an electronic device to an 
external object With a tether, comprising the steps of: 

providing a housing having an attachment area thereon; 

providing a connector element that is magnetically 
attracted to said attachment area, Wherein said connec 
tor element is tethered to said housing With a ?exible 

tether; 
mounting said connector element to the electronic device; 

connecting said housing to the external object; and 

magnetically connecting said connector element to said 
attachment area. 

15. The method according to claim 14, further including 
the step of applying a retracting tension to said tether. 

16. The method according to claim 14, Wherein said step 
of mounting said connector element to said electronic device 
includes adhesively attaching said connector element to said 
electronic device. 

17. The method according to claim 14, Wherein said step 
of mounting said connector element to said electronic device 
includes mechanically attaching said connector element to 
said electronic device. 

18. The method according to claim 14, Wherein a belt clip 
is attached to said housing and said step of connecting said 
housing to said external object includes connecting said belt 
clip to said external object. 

* * * * * 


