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IBM, also known as International Business Machines Corporation, is a
multinational technology company that has played a significant role in shaping the
world of corporate design. From 1945 to 1976, IBM went through a transformative
period in its design philosophy, which revolutionized the way businesses
approached design and branding.

During the mid-20th century, IBM experienced tremendous growth and became a
prominent player in the burgeoning computer industry. As the company
expanded, it recognized the importance of establishing a strong visual identity to
differentiate itself from competitors and convey a sense of professionalism and
innovation.

IBM's design transformation was spearheaded by its longtime design director,
Eliot Noyes. Noyes, an architect by training, had a vision of creating a cohesive
design language that would permeate every aspect of IBM's products, branding,
and even office spaces.
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Noyes believed that design should not only be aesthetically pleasing but should
also serve a functional purpose. He wanted IBM's design to reflect the company's
commitment to technical excellence and functionality. This philosophy influenced
IBM's iconic logo, known as the "8-bar logo," which was introduced in 1956 and
remained in use until 1972. The logo featured eight horizontal bars, representing
the binary code for the number 1.

In addition to the logo redesign, Noyes and his team revolutionized IBM's product
design. They introduced clean lines, simplicity, and functionality, which became
defining characteristics of IBM's design language. From typewriters to mainframe
computers, every IBM product reflected this design philosophy.

Furthermore, Noyes understood the significance of a well-designed corporate
office in fostering creativity and productivity. He collaborated with renowned
architects, including Ludwig Mies van der Rohe and Eero Saarinen, to design
IBM's offices around the world. The new office spaces combined open floor plans,
natural light, and functional furniture, creating an environment that supported
collaboration and innovation.

IBM's design transformation didn't stop at products and offices. The company
recognized the importance of creating a visual identity that extended to its
advertising campaigns and marketing materials. IBM's magazine advertisements
from this era featured bold, minimalist designs that communicated the company's
message clearly and elegantly, while also showcasing the products' sleek
designs.
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The impact of IBM's design transformation extended beyond the company itself.
As other corporations witnessed IBM's success in creating a cohesive design
language, they started to invest in their own design departments and prioritize
design as an essential element of their brand. This shift marked the beginning of
a broader embrace of design thinking in the corporate world.

The design revolution at IBM reached its peak in 1976 when the company
unveiled the IBM Systems Network Architecture (SNA). SNA was not only a
technological breakthrough but also a significant milestone in corporate design.
The SNA user interface showcased IBM's commitment to usability and intuitive
design, setting a standard for future technological innovations.

To this day, IBM's design legacy can be seen in many aspects of corporate
design. The company's emphasis on functionality, simplicity, and a consistent
visual identity have influenced countless brands and continue to shape the world
of design.

The Legacy Lives On

IBM's design transformation from 1945 to 1976 was a pivotal moment in the
history of corporate design. It demonstrated the power of design in shaping a
company's brand and influencing the wider business landscape. IBM's focus on
functionality, simplicity, and a cohesive design language laid the groundwork for
future design philosophies and helped establish design as a critical aspect of
successful businesses.

Today, IBM continues to prioritize design by investing in its Design Studio and
Design Language team. The company understands that design is not just about
aesthetics but about creating meaningful and impactful experiences for its users.



IBM's dedication to design thinking ensures that its products and services remain
relevant and competitive in a rapidly evolving digital world.

As we enter a new era of design and technology, it's important to recognize the
pioneers like IBM who have paved the way for innovative and human-centric
design. The transformation of corporate design from 1945 to 1976 serves as a
reminder that design is not a mere afterthought but an essential element that
shapes the way we interact with products, brands, and the world around us.
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In February 1956 the president of IBM, Thomas Watson Jr., hired the industrial
designer and architect Eliot F. Noyes, charging him with reinventing IBM’s
corporate image, from stationery and curtains to products such as typewriters and
computers and to laboratory and administration buildings. What followed—a story
told in full for the first time in John Harwood’s The Interface—remade IBM in a
way that would also transform the relationships between design, computer
science, and corporate culture.
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IBM’s program assembled a cast of leading figures in American design: Noyes,
Charles Eames, Paul Rand, George Nelson, and Edgar Kaufmann Jr. The
Interface offers a detailed account of the key role these designers played in
shaping both the computer and the multinational corporation. Harwood describes
a surprising inverse effect: the influence of computer and corporation on the
theory and practice of design. Here we see how, in the period stretching from the
“invention” of the computer during World War II to the appearance of the personal
computer in the mid-1970s, disciplines once well outside the realm of
architectural design—information and management theory, cybernetics,
ergonomics, computer science—became integral aspects of design.

As the first critical history of the industrial design of the computer, of Eliot Noyes’s
career, and of some of the most important work of the Office of Charles and Ray
Eames, The Interface supplies a crucial chapter in the story of architecture and
design in postwar America—and an invaluable perspective on the computer and
corporate cultures of today.
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