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Systematic Survey on Technical and Business Development of Floppy Disk and Drive
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B Abstract

The floppy disk originated with the development of magnetic disks and drives at the IBM research facility
in San Jose in 1967. The aim was to be able to load microcode into mainframe computers and to distribute
software updates to customers.

In 1970, IBM announced the 8-inch floppy disk (FD), 23FD and floppy disk drive (FDD). The 8-inch read-
only magnetic disk enclosed in a lined, flexible casing was released on the market the following year, 1971.
The 23FD was the world’s first FD and had a maximum formatted storage capacity of 80 KB. IBM soon
added writing capabilities, releasing the 250 KB (33FD) in 1972, followed by the 560 KB (43FD) in 1976
and the 1.2 MB (53FD) in 1977 as the 8-inch FD and FDD developed.

IBM’s FDD for 43FD was capable of reading and writing to 33FD as well as to 43FD. The FDD for 53FD
could also read and write to 33FD and 43FD. This idea of backward compatibility became an essential
condition in the 5.25-inch and 3.5-inch disks and drives that followed.

Word processors and personal computers were beginning to grow in popularity by the end of the 1970s.
The 8-inch FDs and FDDs were too large and too costly for these machines. To solve this, the Shugart
Associates introduced the 5.25-inch FD and FDD. While these were smaller than their 8-inch predecessors,
the basic technology was the same.

Sony stepped into the arena in 1980 with the launch of the 3.5-inch micro flexible disk (MFD) and drive
(MFDD). The proposal for the 3.5-inch MFD and MFDD was to “develop a smaller and more user-friendly
FD and FDD to replace the 5.25-inch and expand into previously unusable applications to become the third
global standard”. Despite having had no prior experience in developing or manufacturing floppy disks or
drives, Sony developed and launched a product within the short period of one year. The 3.5-inch MFD and
MFDD was well received, as it was far more user-friendly than its predecessors. It went on to become the
global standard, adopted by HP for the 9121D/S in 1982, by Apple for the Macintosh in 1984 and by IBM
for the PS/2 in 1987.

This was epoch-making, as it was the first time a proposal by a Japanese manufacturer had become the
global standard in the data storage industry, which had until then been dominated by American manufacturers
such as IBM. The unformatted storage capacity of the 3.5-inch MFD and MFDD grew from 437.5 KB to 500
KB and 1 MB in 1983, reaching 2 MB by 1985, all the while maintaining backward compatibility.

As new technology emerged, 3.5-inch FDs and FDDs with greater storage capacity were introduced, as
well as 2-3-inch ultra-small FDs and FDDs. However, these gained little ground in the market, and the 2 MB
3.5-inch MFD and MFDD remained in use. The role played by the floppy disk in the early 1980s was later
superseded by that of hard disk drives (HDD), optical disks, flash memory, networking and other technologies.
This report discusses this course of events and the reasons behind it.

In the four decades from when IBM first introduced the 8-inch FD and FDD in 1971 until Sony finally
ceased production of the 3.5-inch MFDD in 2009, a total of 1.97 billion drives and 49.24 billion disks were
shipped. The overwhelming majority of these were 3.5-inch MFDs and MFDDs, with 1.71 billion drives (86.8%)
and 35.5 billion disks (72.1%) shipped.
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