


IBM is sailing into the next digital era with a sleek
new product line, new image and a fresh strategy for future
developments. But will good design prevail? By Peter Hall
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WHEN IBM APPOINTED A NEW CHAIRMAN i1 1993,

Big Blue was deep in the red. So far that year it had
laid off over 100,000 employees and posted losses of
over $7 million. The problem, as the new CEO Louis
Gerstner saw it, was his predecessor’s diversification
strategy, under which IBM’s many divisions operated
as autonomous units, sometimes competing against
each other.

In product design, the effect of this strategy was
that each division—from servers to desktop and mobile
computers—had its own machines designedina
“transactional” way, each model differentiated from
the machines in other divisions by the addition of a
bezel or two. “It was a potpourri of products,” says
David Hill, personal systems design manager. “Each
brand wanted to be different, but since they all used
the same keyboard and monitor they all ended up look-
ing very neutral.”

Up in the boardroom, Gerstner rallied for a reorgani-
zation, insisting that the corporation’s monolithic size
was a strength rather than a weakness. With the
strength of the IBM name, he gambled, the corporation
could offer its traditionally big customers a one-stop
shop for products and service, just as in the past it had
specialized in providing mainframes, terminals and
maintenance.

Down at the design center in Raleigh, North
Carolina, Gerstner’s scheme presented an opportunity
to reinvent the entire product line. After a series of
brainstorming meetings, 2 frighteningly simple idea
emerged: Instead of trying to make all its products
look different from each other, the design teams,
from Raleigh to Scotland to Japan, would endeavor to
differentiate IBM from its competition. To Gerstner, it
made sense: a coherent and progressive product range
would be associated in the public eye with a unified and
innovative company. “Our policy was strongly endorsed
by the chairman,” says Lee Green, who arrived as
director of corporate identity and design at the same
time as Gerstner. “It was part of the overall emphasis
on repositioning the IBM brand.”

The fruits of this new policy have begun to appear
in magazines and on the shelves of computer stores,
where, to the appreciative eye, IBM’s new computers
stand like a squadron of Stealth military planes on a
runway of jumbo jets. In contrast to the booming speak-
ers, bl 1-11\1710 lights and bulbous, predominantly gray
boxes of its competitors, the IBM desktop Aptiva and
Intellistation NT machines are characterized by severe,
perpendicular lines and black, impermeable facades.

A closer look at the product line reveals that many of
these facades transform themselves during operation:
A low, sleek unit that sits under the Aptiva S series
monitm for example, unlatches and pops up, offering
ts CD and floppy disk drive slots to the user ata 20-
ngle; and the smoked translucent polymer
acade of the new server, the Netfinity 7000, extends

outward to reveal an array of modular drives.

72

Richard Sapper’s archetype:
the Thinkpad in its most recent
slim incarnation, the 770.
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Given itz dependence

on technological progress,

the market is strikingly conset v ative in its taztes.

position as the biggest computer-maker in the world, in
terms of overall revenue, is also under threat.

PC sales make up less than half of IBM's revenue,
but are disproportionately important, since the machine
is the public face of the corporation. This raises a
dilemma in marketing departments. A computer may
be an expression of a corporation’s values—in IBM’s
case, solid, sleek and expensive—but it still has to sell.
Shortly after the arrival of its high-end Aptiva S line,
IBM watched PC prices plummet in a sudden race for
a target bottom-line $999 machine. The top-of-the-line
Aptiva model, with its pop-up CD unit (which won
a Business Week/IDSA IDEA gold award last year) is
likely to be the first casualty, according to Hill and Sap-
per. At press time, discussion was afoot to eliminate it
from the line.

Ultimately, the computer designer’s greatest enemy
is not the marketing department, however, but the
computer itself. In its discombobulated development,
it has accumulated a trail of anachronistic features.
The first offender is the QwerTY keyboard—too large,
littered with keys that are meaningless to most, counter-
intuitive and difficult to learn. As has been frequently
pointed out, the arrangement of letters was invented to
slow down typists in the days when adjacent mechanical
levers would jam when punched in quick succession.

For Sapper, however, the area of computer design
that needs most work is what's on the screen. “The
computer industry is in its absolute beginnings,” he
asserts, “because nobody has understood how to
organize the thing that lights up when you open the
computer. At the moment it looks like pieces of paper
stacked on your desk.” On top of this, the “horrendous
Windows thing,” as he calls Bill Gates’s golden egg,
spoils the clean lines and facade of the computer. It also
creates complications: in the IBM team’s efforts to
make the Aptiva line more “friendly,” it has introduced
a mini operating system that works on top of Windows,
as well as a group of shortcut buttons on the keyboard
for starting up, for example, a Web browser application
without all that pointing and clicking. While such

* features might appear to be a blessing, they also add to

the number of mysterious buttons already cluttering
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the keyboard. A graphical user interface designed from
scratch would do a better job.

IBM actually has people working on the screen
interface. Its joint programs with MIT have yielded a
number of experimental interfaces loosely reminiscent
of gazing through a telescope at the clear night sky. The
in-house team is also at work on new hardware inter-
face paradigms. “Our objective is to make the systems
we interact with more intuitive,” says Green. “Under
the umbrella of ‘natural computing,’ we're looking at
voice and handwriting recognition and packaging them
in a way that gives the new technologies a form. That's
what gives them life.”

The next stage in the development of the computer
is easy to envision. The machine is already shrinking.
IBM has manufactured its first Java-based network-
station in limited quantities, a flat-panel monitor with
a small processor attached to the back to network with a
server. At MIT’s Wearable Computing conference last
year, Selker hinted at “wallet PCs” and demonstrated
a computer that clipped to the waist and could be
operated with one hand using a half-QwerTy keyboard.
Other speakers waxed lyrically about data transfer
through the human body via a handshake.

It is not insignificant that Big Blue has recently
rebranded itself under its “e-business” logo in an effort
to position itself not as a provider of simply hardware,
but software and—the most significant area of
growth—service. Hardware is, arguably, becoming
less important to IBM as information processing and
system maintenance expertise become more vital. As
microchips and sensors find their way into the everyday
objects around us, and the means of operating them
become increasingly intangible, the potential arises for
the desktop computer to disappear altogether. In an odd
way, this might please the exacting formalist in Richard
Sapper. At the very least, it would solve the aesthetic
problem of the cables that snake out the backside of
the computer into a messy, unsightly tangle under the
desk. “I have been fighting them for 20 years,” he
laments, “but it's a battle I may never win.” ¥

Peter Hall is senior writer at 1.D. Magazine.
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The clean lines and crisp forms of the Aptiva
and Intellistation, including the award-winning
but I_il_g'h_-pﬂced “media ccjnso[e" (center.)




