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For many, design and technology works 

together like oil and water. The right-brained 

creative person sometimes doesn’t want to 

be bothered with the left side’s need to use 

technology. The creative may find technology a 

barrier in making their ideas become a real-

ity when, in fact, it is essential they have the 

ability to use it properly. Not only do creativity 

and technology work hand-in-hand, technology 

has a tremendous impact on the application of 

design in both the present and future.

From Johann Gutenberg to Steve Jobs to 

the internet and beyond, advancement in tech-

nology has always played a major role in the 

visual communications industry. In the least, 

it creates new ways for designers to apply 

their skills in an established marketplace. At 

the extreme, it has often created entirely new 

industries in which design must be applied.

When Gutenberg invented movable type 

around 1450, it led to the Renaissance in 

Europe and is often regarded as the most 

important invention of the second millennium. 

It also created an opportunity for people to 

share their ideas and opinions in ways never 

before possible. Though the technology was 

essential in this process, the way design was 

applied also had a major role in its success. 

Without content designed in a way to make it 

engaging and understood, technology alone 

would fall short in its goals.

When Steve Jobs’ Macintosh computer 

became the main tool for graphic design in 

the late 1980s, it empowered visual commu-

nicators unlike anything since Gutenberg. It 

allowed designers a greater flexibility and abil-

ity to experiment while also allowing more con-

trol over the finished product. It also reduced 

the time between identifying the problem a 

design is intended to solve to the final printed 

piece. Those who embraced the technology 

and the opportunities it presented were able 

to expand their creativity and apply it in ways 

never before possible.

Several feel the internet is the big-

gest breakthrough in communication since 

Gutenberg’s. Like the many technological 

advances before it and since, creative and 

effective design was key to its success. 

Hundreds of thousands of jobs were opened to 

those designers who applied their skills to this 

new technology.

Whether it be a new area in which design 

can be applied or something that gives more 

ability to designers to use their creativity in 

new and unique ways, one thing is certain—

technology will continue to evolve. Those who 

embrace this reality, and look for ways to apply 

their design skill through it, will have more 

avenues for their creative expression and, in 

turn, a means to maintaining a career in visual 

communications.
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Though technology has opened many doors in 

the visual communications industry, it usually 

also closes one behind it. When Gutenberg 

invented movable type and revolutionized the 

printing process, it slowly made the scribe, 

who reproduced books and documents by 

hand for generations, obsolete. When the 

Macintosh computer became mainstream in 

its use among graphic designers, those who 

didn’t learn the new technology became 

extinct as did the thousands of typesetters 

and engravers who were no longer needed. 

The bulk of most modern technological 

advancements result in fewer designers being 

able to do more work. Today, technology 

allows one designer to create as much work 

as three or four could just two decades ago. 

The result is that the cost for design and print-

ing has become less expensive as designers 

have over-saturated the market. In theory, one 

would think a “survival of the fittest” situa-

tion in the industry would result in a dramatic 

improvement in design overall, since only 

the most talented would find themselves in 

demand. However, this is far from the case of 

the current visual communications industry.

What technology has created is the ability for 

non-professionals to produce their own design 

though the numerous software programs 

available and bypass the professional designer. 

Today, anyone with a computer and the ability 

to follow a step-by-step guide can produce 

everything from logos and brochures to multi-

page websites. The result is that our society 

has too many cookie-cutter, poorly-designed 

graphics and an overall lower standard of what 

is acceptable as “good design.” We too often 

see the judgment of quality design as whether 

or not it is “slick” while totally ignoring that 

visual communications is an idea-driven indus-

try where design serves to communicate a 

desired image to an intended demographic in 

the most unique and creative way possible.

The most dangerous part of technology’s 

impact on design is the dependency it creates. 

John Kenneth Galbraith said, “We are becom-

ing the servants in thought, as in action, of the 

machine we have created to serve us,” and the 

same holds true in visual communications. The 

temptation for designers is to seek the quick-

est and easiest solution by clicking a button 

in a software program to make something 

“pretty.” This further lowers the standards 

of quality design. Designers must remember 

technology is simply a tool to achieve a greater 

goal and that quality solutions start with iden-

tifying the problem the design is intended to 

solve and then develops concepts which leads 

to an approach both unique and effective.

The only way to break through the clutter of 

“watered down” design solutions is to create 

those which truly serve clients. This way, the 

focus shifts away from the technology used to 

the value of the design itself. 
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