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company with a cultural focus 
 

Background: Organizational culture is one of the most prominent topics in academia and 

has gained its status due to the transferability from academia into managerial practice. 

Today, organizational culture has become an institutionalized topic and scholars call for 

a need to revive the topic (Chatman & O'Reilly, 2016). Inconsistency with organizational 

culture and organizational vision, external market pressure and a changing composition 

of the workforce ask to adapt organizational culture to current times. 
 

Research question: How is culture formulated and the evolution of cultural values 

interpreted in the work life of a company with a cultural focus? 
 

Purpose: The purpose of this thesis is to describe how a multinational company with a 

strong focus on the management of culture and values re-interprets their core cultural 

values in the face of modernization and internationalization. At the same time, the 

preservation of the cultural core is investigated by looking at how culture is expressed at 

the case company. 
 

Method: The research design of this study is a qualitative case study with the collection 

of empirical data through interviews, observations, and organizational documents. 

Abductive reasoning was employed to serve the exploratory layout of the study. A 

constructivist ontological and interpretivist epistemological position was taken. Quality 

criteria, relevant for qualitative research studies were considered.  
 

Conclusion: The findings of my study show that organizational culture change and 

preservation ask for a differentiated point of view between promoted modification in 

cultural content such as formalized communication, and the degree of modification in 

cultural consensus, behavior and intensity of expression. 

The data shows a dissonance between communicated and exhibited change, where 

behavior does not meet the stage of textualized modification. The organizational culture 

at IKEA is characterized by stability and persistence with a notion of ethnocentricity. It 

is still expressed and experienced in the same way that it has been for many years despite 

attempts to reinvigorate it. 
 

Keywords: organizational culture, organizational culture change, organizational culture 

preservation, assessing organizational culture, normative control 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

This study focused on the field of organizational value management and culture 

cultivation at IKEA. More precisely, the issue of preserving organizational culture while 

modifying it.   

In the background, the rise of organizational culture from the perspective of sociological 

and managerial studies as well as its surrounding controversy from a critical perspective 

is introduced. The problematization depicts organizational culture change today. The 

problem discussion transits to the research question and purpose. Next, limitations and 

delimitations to meet the scope of my work are portrayed. Finally, the chapter concludes 

with an outline of this research study. 

1.1 BACKGROUND 

78% of fortune 1.000 CEOs and CFOs view culture as one of the top three factors 

affecting their firm’s value (Chatman & O'Reilly, 2016). Organizational culture is one of 

the most prominent topics in academia and has gained its status due to the transferability 

from academia into managerial practice. Between the early 1980’s and until late 1990’s 

organizational culture has been widely researched from many different and disagreeing 

points of view. Today, organizational culture has become an institutionalized topic and 

scholars call for a need to revive the topic (Chatman & O'Reilly, 2016). Inconsistency 

with organizational culture and organizational vision, external market pressure and a 

changing composition of the workforce call for a need to adapt organizational culture to 

current times.  

 

Were organizational culture previously served as differentiator, motivator, and 

performance booster, it gained another function recently. The influx of a well-educated, 

young generation into the workforce led to shifts in the composition of corporate 

personnel (Woods, 2016). With the baby boomers, as largest proportion among 

employees, retiring, this new generation of employees will soon replace them as largest 

group by 2020 (PricewaterhouseCoopers International Limited, 2011). Today’s 

workforce spreads across the minimum of three generations (Becton, et al., 2014) with 

very different value-bases (Schullery, 2013). Organizational culture provides an 

opportunity to unite all three generations under one common roof and bridge tensions 

(Chatman, et al., 1998; Carpenter & Charon, 2014). At the same time, there is a risk for 
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cultural dilution with new joiners replacing people who built the present organizational 

culture (Alvesson, 2013). 

 

Another aspect that calls for raised awareness for organizational culture studies is the 

need for companies to react to external market forces on top of demographic shifts and 

changing employee demands. Most organizations that face organizational culture 

adaptions where founded as small business and grew to a much larger size and global 

scale over time. The original goals of when those companies were founded are no longer 

valid, with business operations beyond the initial scope. (Denison, et al., 2012). Global 

companies are faced with the difficulty of opening organizational culture that was once 

developed on a small scale, to new, international markets. Former ideas, beliefs and 

values become problematic in this changed setting (Alvesson, 2013). At the same 

companies have to find a solution to preserving the already established organizational 

culture while modernizing it to the newfound operating conditions. Research shows that 

there is a high failure rate of organizational culture change programs and that a 

controversy exist whether organizational culture is changeable or not (Alvesson & 

Sveningsson, 2016).  

1.2 PROBLEM DISCUSSION 

Organizational culture management gained enough weight and interest to stay on the map 

of organization management researchers with no prospect to disappear from the map soon 

(Willmott, 1993). Even though there was a period at the end of the 1990s, where the topic 

of organizational culture was viewed as a natural part in organizational practice, that 

researchers lost interest for it (Alvesson, 2013), it gained new momentum through the 

critical perspective on organizational culture. Chatman and O’Reilly (2016) believe that 

this interest has not vanished until today, giving the example of consultancies offering 

methods to establish and maintain unique organizational cultures. According to them, 

organizational culture is of significant importance to understand how organizations 

function. Besides, the research insights the topic of organizational culture offers the 

possibility of translation into managerial practice like no other (Chatman & O'Reilly, 

2016). 

 

“Strong” culture has proven to enhance employee motivation and commitment, 

innovation, performance and brand perception (Moynihan & Pandey, 2007; Sørensen, 
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2002; Schein, 1996). Consequently, many companies created, cultivated, and embraced 

their signature culture since the boom of organizational culture in management studies in 

the 1980’s. Even companies that did not set a direction for their company culture often 

organically formed an unwritten culture (Schein, 2016). However, exhibiting a company 

culture does not mean it is immutable. There is a necessity for organizational cultures to 

adapt to changes in company strategies and goals to keep the culture modern and alive 

(Chatman & O'Reilly, 2016). This is especially true for companies where company 

culture is part of the business model or a culture established by the (no longer active) 

founder (Schein, 1983). Nonetheless, once a company culture is formed, it is difficult to 

change it (Schneider, et al., 2013). Yet, organizational culture is shaped by the interaction 

of employees inside the organization (Schein, 2016), it is not a fall-out from working 

procedures. The efforts put into maintaining and keeping a company culture alive are 

usually not rewarded or recognized and hence fall by the wayside in business operations 

(Kerr & Slocum, 1987).  

 

The question whether organizational culture is aligned with the organizational strategy is 

another aspect worth investigating (Chatman & O'Reilly, 2016). An example for the 

discrepancy between organizational culture and strategy is e.g. an organizational strategy 

where the customer is part of the mission statement, but in the majority of leadership 

meetings, no time is spent on discussing the customer’s needs.To avoid the discrepancy 

between a thoroughly designed concept and its application in practice, business leaders 

are called to take responsibility and adjust organizational culture to the circumstances it 

is lived in (Canato, et al., 2013). Organizational culture is highly influenced by the most 

powerful social groups within an organization. Hence, the possibility to change the way 

of decision-making, work operations, prioritizing, and interaction with colleagues, 

suppliers, and customers depends on examples by role models (Chatman & Cha, 2003). 

The shared norms that characterize organizational culture, act as social control system to 

form employees way of thinking and behavior (Chatman & O'Reilly, 2016).  

 

As Chatman and O’Reilly (2016) point out, there is a need to explore how companies 

nurture, maintain, and manage culture and to understand what the main enablers and 

obstacles are to transform organizational culture by conceptualizing and assessing 

organizational culture. Dauber (2012) agrees that the compared novelty of organizational 

culture as research field shows in the lack of observations of organizational culture change 

overtime by including existing empirical findings from other perspectives. Chatman and 



  

 

4 | P a g e  

 

O’Reilly (2016) further agree that the investigation of person-organization fit and culture 

transmission are important topics, which have not had enough attention in research. 

 

The lack of studies on organizational culture management over time, on changes and 

adaptions of organizational culture, and on the reasoning about these changes points to a 

gap in the literature that this thesis aims to address. Moreover, the theoretical interest and 

aim go along with the goal to provide feasible managerial implications on how to address 

organizational culture change through exploring the reinterpretation of organizational 

values. This study will contribute to a better understanding of how cultural modifications 

take place, of how actors reason about these changes, and of how these modifications 

might play out in the organization. 

1.3 RESEARCH QUESTION 

How is culture formulated and the evolution of cultural values interpreted in the work life 

of a company with a cultural focus? 

1.4 PURPOSE  

The purpose of this thesis is to describe how a multinational company with a strong focus 

on the management of culture and values re-interprets their core cultural values in the 

face of modernization and internationalization. At the same time, the preservation of the 

cultural core is investigated by looking at how culture is expressed at the case company. 

To proceed with the purpose of this thesis, I present a qualitative case study at IKEA and 

discuss how IKEA handles the challenges of keeping core cultural values over time. 

By studying the expression of organizational culture and the experience of cultural 

change, literature will be advanced from the angle of how organizational culture is 

maintained and adapted over time.  

1.5 LIMITATIONS  

The insights gathered in this study reflect the research depth possible under a time 

constraint of five month. The time restrictions did e.g. not allow for a time series with 

comparisons pre-change and post-change phase or implementation scenarios. Research 

findings and managerial implications drawn from the gathered insights are applicable for 

the specific situation the case company was in during the research period. Furthermore 
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did the researcher’s position influence the outcome of this study. Due to the researcher’s 

employment at IKEA while conducting the study, findings might be biased by the 

researcher’s preformed opinions and interviewees relationship as colleagues. 

1.6 DELIMITATIONS  

Since this study is a case study, findings are specific to the observed case company and 

cannot be generalized outside the examined context. It needs to be considered that the 

research findings are bound to three different locations, in Sweden and the Netherlands, 

representing two companies within IKEA. These two companies do not represent all, 

global IKEA locations. 

 

Moreover, no country specific culture traits as proposed by Hofstede (1993) were 

considered in this study. The impact of local culture on a global organizational culture 

might lead to different research findings than this study represents. 

1.7 OUTLINE  

Chapter 1 Introduction:  

The introductory chapter describes the research topic; organizational culture, leading into 

the problem discussion about factors provoking organizational culture change. At the end 

of the chapter, the research question as well as the initial purpose of the thesis is provided. 

The chapter closes with de- and limitations. 

 

Chapter 2 Theoretical framework:  

This chapter consists of the theories relevant to this study. The chapter starts with a 

background summary of how organizational culture gained its stance in academia, 

including the perspectives of sociological-, managerial- and critical management studies. 

Afterwards organizational culture concepts are displayed. The chapter ends with a review 

of organizational culture change approaches. 

 

Chapter 3 Methodology:  

This chapter elaborates the applied research methodology and the study’s conduction in 

a single case study design. A qualitative research approach was applied, collecting data 

through face-to-face interviews, observations, and organizational documents. This study 

followed a constructivist epistemological position with interpretivist traits linked to the 
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theoretical perspective and abductive reasoning to answer the research question. Quality 

measures applicable to qualitative research are elaborated. Besides clarifying the 

methodological approach, the chapter includes a description of the case company and 

research situation as well as reasoning for measures to ensure ethical conduct. 

 

Chapter 4 Empirical Findings: 

This chapter depicts the perspectives, information and data gathered from the empirical 

investigation in this case study. The chapter opens with the organizational perspective, 

summarizing organizational documents relevant for the research. Then interviews and 

observation are summarized by two categories: The data linked to organizational culture 

constants (forever parts) and the data linked to organizational culture fluids and the recent 

value modification.  

 

Chapter 5 Discussion:  

The chapter consists of interpreting the previously described empirical findings in relation 

to the theoretical framework, categorized themes and interrelations among the collected 

data.  

 

Chapter 6 Conclusion:  

This chapter discusses the key findings revealed in the previous chapter, putting them into 

a broader context. Finally, managerial implications and suggestions for further research 

are put forward. 
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2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  

This chapter entails the conceptual framework and relevant theories employed in this 

study. It begins with the sociological, historical background and emergence of 

organizational culture in popular- and academic literature. Then critical management 

studies in form of normative control are introduced. The chapter closes with 

organizational culture definitions an organizational culture change concepts.  

2.1 PAVING THE WAY FOR ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE STUDIES 

It is difficult to trace back when the research of organizational culture emerged. However, 

Pettigrew’s (1979) pioneering paper is considered as the starting point of contemporary 

organizational culture research (Schneider et al., 2013; Chatman & O’Reilly, 2016). 

Pettigrew was not the first to discuss organizational culture, but the first to suggest the 

application of culture in organizations. Before, culture was approached from the 

perspective of anthropology and sociology where culture was used to describe differences 

and characteristics of groups and nations (Schneider et al., 2013). Examples are the study 

of Whyte (1948), where the social norms and settings in a restaurant are described, the 

application of culture constructs in the workplace (Gardner, 1945) and Turner’s (1971) 

study on micro cultures. In addition, more recent studies such as the work of Hofstede 

(1993) reflects the bias through ethnocentricity as a starting point of culture from a 

sociological and anthropological perspective. 

 

However, it was when Pettigrew’s (1979) study was published that organizational culture 

enthused a larger interest for the topic, leading to the expansion of the research field 

(Schneider & Barbera, 2013). Schneider and Barbera (2013) put forward three main 

reasons for why Pettigrew’s (1979) study became such a milestone in the research history 

of organizational culture: 1. The accessibility to the anthropologic perspective of 

organizational culture for unfamiliar researchers, 2. The implications for business schools 

to incorporate the study of behavior and leadership in organizations in the curriculum, 

and 3. The discovery by consulting firms of organizations as human organizations, not 

only production set-ups.  

 

Even though, the topic of systematic culture management was approached as early as the 

1930’s by Barnard (1938) and 1950’s by Selznick (1957), it remained scattered 

(Alvesson, 2013). The dominant view of organizational culture by anthropologists until 
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the 1980s was the understanding of organizational culture as social system (Allaire & 

Firsirotu, 1984). In the 1980’s, organizational- or corporate culture emerged as a 

dominating theme within management studies and organizational research (Willmott, 

1993; Alvesson & Willmott, 2002, Alvesson 2013). Then, in the 1980s, an early approach 

by sociological scholars was to describe and understand organizational culture in the 

sense of an organically developed culture environment. At the same time, a more popular 

take emerged that saw culture as something more functionalist: culture, some authors, 

and consultants suggested, can be designed, managed, and changed. Nevertheless, this 

emerging, managerialist concept of culture management was soon criticized by scholars 

in Critical Management Studies (CMS) who pointed out that culture management is 

closely connected to normative control – a form of control that works through targeting 

employees feelings and value systems (Alvesson & Willmott, 1992). In this section, I go 

through these three perspectives on organizational culture management (sociological, 

managerial, critical) and then discuss important concepts around organizational culture. 

 

2.1.1 Organizations as cultures - sociological perspective 

Despite the lack of agreement on a general theory (Denison, et al., 2004), it is generally 

accepted that two leading perspectives exist in organizational culture theory: 1. Culture 

as social system, culture is something an organization is (Smircich, 1983), 2. Culture as 

conceptual, ideational system, culture is something an organization has (Smicich, 1983; 

Allaire & Firsirotu, 1984; Schneider, et al., 2013). Denison (1996) comes to a similar 

conclusion of two leading takes, one that describes culture as a mental phenomenon and 

the other of culture as a development from a social system.  

 

The perspective of culture as a root metaphor or organizations and organizing tries to 

investigate what it means for individuals to be part of an organization and how the culture 

is indorsed (Schneider, et al., 2013). Organizational culture develops evolutionary and 

organic, where a common organizational culture is driven by underlying assumptions and 

beliefs (Smircich, 1983). This type of organizational culture cannot be steered 

consciously and can be viewed as “evolved culture”. To decipher this approach of 

organizational culture, symbols, rites, and myths are used to explain the phenomenon. 

 

According to Chatman and O’Reilly (2016) and Denison et al. (2014) a broadly 

acknowledged theoretical framework is Schein’s (2016) concept from 1985. His seminal 

work on organizational culture describes that organizational culture consists of three 
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layers: 1. Underlying assumptions and beliefs, 2. Norms and values about right behavior 

and attitudes, 3. Artifacts such as symbols and language mirroring the norms and values. 

Albeit the acceptance of Schein’s framework, it has not been converted into a consistent, 

validated framework (Chatman & O'Reilly, 2016). The three levels of culture can be 

assessed from visible parts on the surface, to deeply rooted assumptions. The model links 

the culture concept to organizational characteristics (Denison, 1996). For the purpose of 

this study this chapter will lean on this generally accepted concept proposed by Schein 

and not go into further detail of other organizational culture models by other scholars, 

such as Hofstede (1993) and Hatch (1993) even though I am aware that Schein’s model 

is not exhaustive. 

 

Artifacts are the visible elements of a culture that can be evaluated by the outside. They 

are often physical or visual objects. However, their true meaning is only accessible to 

members inside an organization (Schneider, et al., 2013) who can interpret their meaning. 

Artefactual expressions are e.g. rituals, language, symbols, logo, stories, myths, 

ceremonies (Alvesson & Sveningsson, 2016). 

 

Norms and values reflect the processes of how an organization should function (Alvesson 

& Sveningsson, 2016). They are on the one hand communicated through business leaders 

and on the other hand lived by organizational members (Schein, 2016). Communicated 

and lived norms and values can be congruent or dissonant. The interpretation of generally 

accepted norms in society might change overtime. An example is gender equality, which 

is viewed different today than it was at the turn of the century. On the other hand, values 

are constants. If a discrepancy exists, then formalized value statements are idealistic and 

conceal the reality of organizational culture within an organization (Schneider, et al., 

2013).  

 

Underlying assumptions are the invisible basis for how organizational members behave 

and think. They become a mental, unconscious framework where they are taken for 

granted by organizational members when reinforced continuously (Alvesson & 

Sveningsson, 2016). According to Schein’s (2010) original work from 1985, artifacts as 

well as norms and values cannot be understood without investigating underlying 

assumptions that are commonly agreed across organizational members. This is the most 

difficult part of deciphering organizational culture, as underlying assumptions expressed 

through behavior cannot always be exclusively linked to values and require interpretation. 
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Despite the disagreement of a culture definition, how to research culture and the 

controversies of the impact of culture, commonalities have been found across academic 

literature for organizational culture attributes, developed from societal culture concepts 

such as Schein’s in 1985 and Hatch’s (1993). Due to the vast variety in organizational 

culture concepts in literature, I build on the commonalities and models that had the high 

level of agreement. Schneider et al. (2013, p. 131) summarize these attributes as follows: 

– Organizational culture is shared 

– Organizational culture is stable 

– Organizational culture has depth 

– Organizational culture is symbolic, expressive and subjective 

– Organizational culture is grounded in history and tradition 

– Organizational culture is transmitted to new members 

– Organizational culture provides order and rules to organizational existence 

– Organizational culture has breadth 

– Organizational culture is a source of collective identity and commitment 

– Organizational culture is unique. 

 

2.1.2 Culture management in organizations - managerial perspective 

The topic of organizational culture gained tremendous popularity in the 1980’s, which 

Alvesson (2013) describes as “corporate-culture boom”. The interest in organizational 

culture was driven by the economic success of Japanese corporations at that period of 

time (Ohmae, 1982; Abegglen & Stalk, 1985; Cole, 1980). The economic strength of 

Japanese corporations raised researchers and managers curiosity to understand Japanese 

managerial practices better (Chatman & O'Reilly, 2016). Cultural features within 

Japanese organizations and their inclusion in daily routines were observed as source of 

the organizations competitive advantage (Alvesson, 1990). Employee behavior was 

recognized and rewarded when it reflected the values designed by the organization. 

Hence, organizational culture was directly ascribed to enhanced organizational 

performance, stronger employee commitment, as well as optimization in productivity and 

quality (Wilkins & Ouchi, 1983; Cameron & Quinn, 2005). Consequently, 

“organizational culture” was attributed with performance acceleration (Lim, 1995) and 

researchers tried to find similar patterns outside of Japan.  
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Corporate culture characteristics that Peters and Waterman (1982)described as part of 

successful US companies, led to the belief of organizational culture being a key 

performance driver. These findings served as evidence to explain that the observations 

made at Japanese companies were not individual cases or because of Japanese national 

culture, nor the determination of a company’s success by external factors as proposed by 

Porter in 1985 (Porter, 2008). Instead of drawing on mere market forces to explain 

success, organizational culture was now considered as the real underlying mechanism to 

sustained company performance (Cameron & Quinn, 2005) and competitive advantage 

(Wilkins & Ouchi, 1983).  

 

The idea of corporate culture as a manageable source of corporate success stimulated 

great interest for the topic by both academics and practitioners including consultants 

writing about organizational culture and advising managers how to develop an 

organizational culture that would benefit their organization (Chatman & O'Reilly, 2016). 

Business Week (1980) published a cover story “Corporate culture: the hard-to-change 

values that spell success or failure” and Peters and Waterman issued one of the most 

popular books of the time (Schneider, et al., 2013), their management guide “In search of 

Excellence” (Peters & Waterman, 1982). Peters and Waterman’s book became one of the 

most influential business books, with more than 3 million copies sold in four years 

(Patrick McClain OCLC Research, 1997).  

 

In their book, Peters and Waterman (1982) describe US companies with strong 

organizational cultures that distinguish themselves from their peers by increased 

performance. Eight traits were identified at these companies with “excellent” 

performance: 1. A bias to action through active decision making, 2. Learning from the 

customer by being close, 3. Autonomy and entrepreneurship, 4. Productivity through 

people, 5. Hands-on, value driven management, 6. “stay with what you know”, 7. Lean 

staff, 8. Autonomy and centralization. According to Peters and Waterman (1982), the 

creation of a shared, value-based organizational culture would lead to a snowball effect 

inside organization where top managers serve as role models and transmit cultural values 

to their subordinates, which then would lead to higher commitment and productivity. 

 

In cooperation with Peters and Waterman, Mc Kinsey then developed the widely known 

and still used 7-S model: strategy, structure, systems, staff, style, skills, and superordinate 

goals (Schneider, et al., 2013). Out of the seven characteristics, four with the biggest 
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difference between American and Japanese companies were classified as success drivers: 

Staff, style, skill, and superordinate goals. Schneider et al. (2013) consider these 

dimensions as “soft” drivers. Peters and Waterman’s belief that a company’s success is 

built on the reinforcement of a unified culture through formal and informal measures by 

business leaders, made organizational culture a “hot topic” of the time.  

 

While Peters and Waterman sparked an enthusiasm for organizational culture another 

publication by Harvard professor Deal and McKinsey consultant Kennedy “Corporate 

Cultures: The Rites and Rituals of Corporate Life” added fuel to the fire in 1982. Hopkins 

and Richman (1999, p. 107) claim that “[Dean and Kennedy] popularized a phrase and 

legitimized an idea that has since been used and abused by a generation of company 

builders and managers.” describe as “culture wars”. Even though, the idea of 

organizational culture was not new, Deal and Kennedy (2000) suggested practices on how 

to evaluate culture in companies, understand their creation and the interrelation of culture 

and business success. A red thread through both publications is the emphasis on creating 

organizational culture by sharing values through all organizational levels, managed by 

organizational leaders (Schneider, et al., 2013).  

 

The idea of creating and emphasizing organizational culture was enthusiastically 

endorsed by practitioners (Willmott, 1993). Numerous books and guides with managerial 

implications on organizational culture were published, leading to involuntary 

consequences for the academic field of organizational culture studies (Chatman & 

O'Reilly, 2016). The observation made by Peters and Waterman paired with the success 

of Deal and Kennedy’s book, caused a rethinking of management practices towards 

“softer” business drivers (Chatman & O'Reilly, 2016) “[…] and spawned an industry of 

“culture consultants”.” (Hopkins & Richman, 1999, p. 107). Organizational culture as 

universal-remedy for organizational problems was a popular belief at that time, supported 

by the popular take on the topic by managers and consultants, who saw a lucrative, 

financial source in the topic (Chatman & O'Reilly, 2016).  

 

This perspective views organizational culture as variable, which influences and is being 

influenced by external factors, such as technology, company size, work organization and 

industry and internal processes. By understanding these causal relationships between 

organizational culture and success, advocates of culture management suggest, it becomes 

possible to increase efficiency and productivity of an organization (Alvesson, 2013). In 
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this perspective, organizational culture comes to its existences through its 

conceptualization, management, and reinforcement by internal, organizational drivers 

and is therefore a “created culture”. As popular authors such as Peters and Waterman 

proclaimed, this approach agrees that culture can help increase employee commitment 

through repeatedly communicating organizational values. The emphasis on 

organizational values will eventually lead to the desired employee behavior, which helps 

the organization to accelerate its performance (O'Reilly & Chatman, 1996).  

 

Therefore, while advisors and business leaders celebrated the insights and applicability 

of organizational culture, a counter movement emerged among researchers. Academic 

researchers started to look for patterns and reasons that would objectively confirm or 

reject the jubilant voices of popular authors with research findings. Academia was 

uncertain “[…] what culture was and what it represented - and even whether it was 

appropriate to try to link organizational culture with the financial success of 

corporations.” (Schneider, et al., 2013, p. 369). The methods to evaluate and create 

culture, developed as management tools by quasi-academics lacked the rigor and 

thoroughness of academic research (Chatman & O'Reilly, 2016).  

 

Academia was polarized between the positions of idolizing organizational culture and 

scholars who doubted organizational culture as savior (Willmott, 1993). The academic 

interest was similar to the popular attention for organizational culture. The relevance of 

the topic for businesses encouraged academics to look into applicable research, which 

would solve managerial problems (Schneider, et al., 2013). Another interest for 

researchers emerged from the possibility to connect organizational behavior and strategic 

management through culture management (Alvesson, 2013) or the applicability of 

qualitative research methods on the topic rather than quantitative (Trice & Beyer, 1995). 

Chatman and O’Reilly (2016) heavily criticize the shortage of advancing academic 

theories and methods in organizational culture studies in preference for supporting 

managers at that time. They identify this lack of academic progress as main root cause 

for the fractioned definition of organizational culture that exists today. Besides, the 

delayed research grasp on organizational culture, scholars debated how organizational 

culture should be studied, leading to the “culture wars” (Martin & Frost, 2011). Three 

main controversies arose: 1. Culture as an overarching concept versus the presences of 

subcultures and cultural ambiguity, 2. Qualitative versus quantitative research methods 
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to investigate organizational culture, 3. Organizational culture versus organizational 

climate (Chatman & O’Reilly, 2016; Schneider, et al., 2013). 

 

2.1.3 Culture management and normative control - critical perspective 

With the beginning of the mid-1990s a new view on organizational culture emerged, 

which was now more critical than before. Researchers in Critical Management Studies 

(CMS), which aims to critically reflect upon popular management trends, started to raise 

their concerns about the manipulative force a crafted organizational culture can impose 

on employees (Tapia, 2004). The roots of this observation came from the organizational 

premise of being, which is to structure and coordinate processes and large number of 

codependent employees (Kärreman & Alvesson, 2004). For organizations to manage this 

assignment, it is necessary to execute control over the members within the organizational 

system through e.g. feedback, goal setting and performance measurements (Chatman & 

O'Reilly, 2016). To impose the control, formalized parameters and activities such as 

financial key performance indicators (KPI) exist in organizations. By comparing 

deviations in performance indicators against each other, actions can be taken or incentives 

created to ensure the members compliance with organizational goals. However, these 

control systems have limitations, especially in their motivational effect. (O'Reilly & 

Chatman, 1996). Therefore, the critical view of organizational culture management raised 

concerns about culture management as a form of normative control by imposing control 

over an organizational system through social pressure, operated through norms, social 

beliefs and “right” behavior (Alvesson & Sveningsson, 2016). This system of control 

affects employees’ behavior indirectly (Kärreman & Alvesson, 2004). The legitimized 

systematic of a control system that regulates the unconscious state of an employee became 

a new take on the subject of organizational culture (Willmott, 1993). With the change 

towards a more critical perspective, organizational culture was no longer approached 

from a performance improvement perspective only, but also from the relation of 

normative control with organizational culture (Kärreman & Alvesson, 2004).  

 

Organizational culture and normative control are closely interlinked (Müller 2016, 

Willmott 1993, Kunda 1992). Alvesson and Willmott (2002) define normative control as 

“the different means of pursuing control in work organizations through the regulation of 

identity.” (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002, p. 622). It is described as the strong identification 

of an individual with organizational goals and a congruent value base with the 

organization (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002) “[…] by controlling [the individual’s] 
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underlying experiences, thoughts and feelings that guide their actions.” (Kunda, 2009, p. 

11). Social control through organizational culture is demonstrated as norms by which 

employees are coordinated (Chatman & O'Reilly, 2016). Willmott (1993) comes to the 

conclusion that normative control through organizational culture aims at winning “[…] 

the ‘hearts and minds’ of employees: to define their purposes by managing what they 

think and feel, and not just how they behave.” (Willmott, 1993, p. 516). Kärreman and 

Alvesson (2004) talk about persuading employees to adapt to values and norms and the 

comprehension of what is acceptable and non-actable in the organizational context.  

 

To manage employees through normative control, the function of social approval or 

disapproval to conform to anticipated behavior needs to be understood. Humans try to 

comply with accepted social norms to avoid group rejection and fit in. (Chatman & 

O'Reilly, 2016). Normative control works through superordinates as well as through peers 

and “the faceless mass” (Kunda, 2009). The “faceless mass” is the reflection of accepted 

social norms and attitudes within an organization by which individuals are judged and 

self-discipline themselves (Willmott, 1993). This psychological contract (Armstrong, 

2000) between employee and organization is built on the emotional bond an employer 

can evoke and the degree of identification of the employee with the organization 

(Kärreman & Alvesson, 2004). Willmott (1993) sees this as one of the main critical issues 

in organizational culture: The exploitation and disciplining of employees most human 

needs and fears in favor of social control. However, it needs to be kept in mind that the 

employee considers the compliance with organizational values as prestigious and 

desirable (Kärreman & Alvesson, 2004). The identification of the individual with the 

organization reduces the ambiguity between the individual’s norms and the organizational 

norms.  

 

Alvesson and Kärreman (2004) claim that the social control is based on the involvement 

and conviction of key players within an organization such as the top management, but 

also peers who belong to the most powerful social groups within an organization. The 

interpreted meanings by top management become widely accepted in the organization to 

the point where actions of employees are guided by these definitions. To challenge or 

reject these definitions becomes like a crime against the (organizational culture) 

establishment (Willmott, 1993). It is characteristic for normative control is that 

employees are allowed to think and challenge the organizational culture set-up, as long 

as it does not violate the construct (Willmott, 1993). A corner stone to prevent negative 
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manifestations in the system of normative control is the strict formalization of feedback 

to avoid the exhibition of negativity (Kärreman & Alvesson, 2004). Employees are 

encouraged to give feedback, which gives the impressions of openness and tolerance. 

However, self-discipline and social pressure lead to the circumvention of becoming 

singled out as traitor of organizational values. 

 

According to Czaplewski et al. (2001) the selection of recruiting employees is the key 

element to shape harmonious groups that are the basis of a unifying organizational 

culture. Organizations should focus on the right fit and attitude of a candidate rather than 

their skills (Czaplewski, et al., 2001). Attitudes are difficult to change, while a skill can 

be learned. With the right attitude, employees will be immersed in the logic of an 

organization through its cultural set-up (Willmott, 1993). There is evidence that person-

organization fit lead to a positive effect in value-congruence. (Chatman & O'Reilly, 

2016). However, a recruiting approach that aims at selecting “the right fit”, cannot avoid 

employing personnel with calculative compliance. Calculative compliance is the 

compliance on the surface through behavior and actions, but antipathy in the mental state 

(Fleming & Sewell, 2002). Employees with calculative compliance will follow the 

organizational culture structures as long as they benefit from the displayed consent. 

(Willmott, 1993). Resistance to normative control has been observed in literature in 

several forms such as calculative compliance, but also cynical distancing (Fleming & 

Spicer, 2003).  

 

Fleming and Sturdy (2011) take normative control in an organizational context one-step 

further and look at the inclusion of the individual’s life into normative control 

mechanisms. This form of extended organizational control is called neo-normative 

control and puts “being yourself” as an individual within the organizational context in the 

foreground. According to Willmott (1993), the impression of respect for the individual is 

created through recognizing the skill and contribution of each individual and by 

establishing core values. Fleming and Sturdy (2011) however add to the emphasis on 

individualism, that external pressure asks for diversity and inclusion, which is reflected 

in the position of normative control of “being yourself”. Employees are not asked to adapt 

to a homogenous group, but contribute to diversity with their own self. This extension of 

normative control resonates with the contemporary understanding of the induvial asking 

“what is in it for me?” and the expression of increased individualism. 
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2.1.4 Culture management and branding 

A recent development in culture management studies is the observation of a shift of 

organizational values towards branded values and the blurred lines of brand and presented 

organizational culture. In that context, organizational values then become 

partially identical or parallel with brand values. Müller (2016) considers internal branding 

as extension of culture management. Internal branding can be used to align employees 

behaviors and thinking with the brand (Kornberger, 2010; Land & Taylor, 2010), while 

employees serve as brand ambassadors at the same time (Boyd & Sutherland, 2006). 

Internal branding describes the branding of organizational members as opposed to 

employer branding, where the organization is branded as an attractive employer (Mosley, 

2007). Backhaus and Surinder (2004) define internal brandings as the goal to develop a 

workforce that is committed to the set of values and organizational objectives established 

by the organization. By systematically exposing organizational members to the 

organizational value proposition of the brand, the organizational culture is shaped around 

organizational goals. This further enables the organization to realize an inimitable culture 

that is focused on doing business in their particular way. (Backhaus & Surinder, 

2004). Employees behaviors and attitudes are aligned with the brand, regardless of 

customer contact. Hence, employees are not only used as additional audience, but also 

become the message and an artifact themselves (Müller, 2016). Branding activities such 

as training programs that reinforce how to live the brand are used as primary tools to 

enhance the employees brand supporting behavior (Edwards, 2005). Employees then 

enhance the brand message through their expression and interaction with internals and 

externals. They are in a hybrid role of being the brand message and receiver of the 

message at the same time. Brand messages designed for the outside function for an 

internal audience just as much and influence the employee’s identification process. A 

cohesive communication of the same brand message in external communication and 

internal value trainings, is the overarching mechanism that links organizational culture 

and internal branding, leading to a control mechanism for the organization (Müller, 2016).  

2.2 ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE CONCEPTS 

As mentioned earlier, organizational culture is one of the main themes in academic 

literature and managerial practice (Alvesson, 2013). The big interest in organizational 

culture led to the emergences of different theories/frameworks, concepts and models, all 

trying to explain the impact of culture and its relevance (Dauber, et al., 2012). The growth 
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of the field has led to numerous research investigations, developed concepts and practical 

implications (Alvesson & Sveningsson, 2016). Culture is an abstract term, which is 

difficult to define as Kroeber and Kluckhohn (1952) illustrated with their assortment of 

164 culture definitions. The disagreement of scholars on an organizational culture 

definition is further portrayed by Verbeke et al. (1998) who found 54 definitions for 

organizational culture and Denison et al. (2014) agreeing that there is no shared definition 

of the term.  

 

Even though, organizational culture has been extensively researched, no unified method 

has been established to understand organizational culture, its psychological foundation, 

and its influence on employees and organizations (Schneider, et al., 2013). “While there 

have been voluminous studies on the subject, it is difficult to see what with any clarity 

what we really understand about culture.” (Chatman & O'Reilly, 2016, p. 202). Contrary 

to the popular belief, researchers have not been able to reliably link organizational culture 

to firm performance (O'Reilly, et al., 2014). Alvesson and Berg (1992, p. 182), agree that 

“[…] there is little evidence today that anyone has had any real success in applying the 

culture concept at a practical level.” 

 

The lack of an agreed definition of organizational culture amongst scholars is reflected in 

table 1, which represents the definitions according to the differentiation among 

sociological, managerial and critical perspective on organizational culture. 

 

Author Definition 

Sociological perspective 

Pettigrew, 1979, 

p.574  

 

“Culture is the system publically and collectively accepted meanings 

operating for a given group at a given time.”  
 

Schein, 1983, p.14  

 

“Organizational culture, is the pattern of basic assumptions that a given 

group has invented, discovered, or developed in learning to cope with its 

problems of external adaptation and internal integration — a pattern of 

assumptions that has worked well enough to be considered valid and, 

therefore, to be taught to new members as the correct way to perceive, 

think, and feel in relation to those problems.”  
 

Hofstede, 1993, 

p.89  

 

“[…] the collective programming 

of the mind that distinguishes one group or category of people from 

another” 
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Managerial perspective 

Peters & 

Waterman, 1982, 

p.51 

 

“The top performers create a broad, uplifting, shared culture, a coherent 

framework within which charged-up people search for appropriate 

adaptions. Their ability to extract extraordinary contributions from very 

large numbers of people turns on the ability to create a highly valued 

sense of purpose. Such purpose invariably emanates from love of 

product, providing top-quality services, and honoring innovation and 

contribution from all.” 
 

Deal & Kennedy, 

1983, p.501 

 

“[…] every organization develops a core set of assumptions, 

understandings, and implicit rules that govern day-to-day behavior in 

the work place. Participants often describe these patterns as ''the way we 

do things around here," and thus informally sanction and reinforce 

them.” 
 

Williams, et al., 

1989, p.11 

 

“[…] commonly held and relatively stable beliefs, attitudes, and values 

that exist within the organization. It [organizational culture] is often 

defined as “the way people think about things around here.” 
 

Critical perspective 

Alvesson, 1990, 

p.32 

 

“[…] organizations as comprising shared norms, values, understandings, 

beliefs, ideologies, and so on, and structures and phenomena 

characterizing them and the actions being carried out in organizations 

having a symbolic meaning for the organizational participants. 

Important organizational symbols that are part of, expressions of and/or 

reinforce the mechanisms of the culture might be rites, rituals, 

ceremonies, language, jokes, architecture, and so on.” 
 

O’Reilly & 

Chatman, 1996, 

p.160 

 

 

“[…] a system of shared values (that define what is important) and 

norms hat define the appropriate attitudes and behaviors for 

organizational members (how to feel and behave).” 
 

Alvesson & 

Sveningsson, 

2016, p.41 

 

“[Culture is a] mental phenomena such as how individuals within a 

particular group think about and value their reality [...]. Culture refers to 

what stands behind and guides behavior rather than the behavior as 

such.” 
 

Table 1: A selection of organizational culture definitions in academia 

 

Summarizing the definitions from table 1, organizational culture is exhibited through 

observable behavior such as symbols, rituals, and stories, shared with other organizational 

members. However, these exhibitions are triggered by underlying values and beliefs of 

an individual, which can be interpreted or manipulated.  
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2.3 ORGANIZATIONAL CULTURE AND CHANGE 

As there are different approaches to organizational culture, the view of scholars also 

varies when it comes to organizational culture change (Alvesson & Sveningsson, 2016). 

Alvesson and Sveningsson (2016) identified roughly three directions that exist for 

organizational change in academic literature: 1. Organizational culture can be changed by 

the reinforcement of the top management, 2. Organizational culture is difficult to change 

due to the lack of influence on deeply rooted beliefs by the management, 3. 

Organizational culture is uncontrollable.   

 

Most scholars are hesitant and see little chance in changing organizational culture in large 

organizations (Brown & Humphreys, 2003; Ogbonna & Wilkinson, 2003). Siehl (1985) 

found that the efforts to change cultural values had little visible effect, except for the 

manifestation of values. The issue with organizational culture change is that the values 

and beliefs of organizational members are not directly visible, but linked to behavior and 

actions, which require interpretation. These behaviors cannot always be solely linked to 

organizational change mechanisms. Alvesson and Sveningsson (2016) remark, that it is 

more common to observe the impact of organizational change on exhibited practices 

rather than underlying values. Often the change in practice is triggered by structural 

organizational changes that go hand-in-hand with an organizational culture modification 

(Alvesson & Sveningsson, 2016). 

Most organizations that face organizational culture adaptions once started as small 

enterprises and grew over time, transforming into larger organizations with goals and 

operations beyond their original agenda (Denison, et al., 2012). Reasons that make an 

organizational change appear necessary or unavoidable might not always come from 

within or from the desire to change direction, but often from external factors influencing 

the organization. For example, the rate of technological advancement, according to 

Cameron and Quinn (2005), makes constant change an imperative When an organization 

changes its strategy, business direction or vision, organizational culture needs to be 

adapted to avoid a discrepancy between vision and customs (Chatman & O'Reilly, 2016). 

 

The managerialist literature on culture management is typically interested in intentional 

and systematic change of organizational culture by the top management, as it is based on 

the assumption that culture can be created, discarded, and changed. Schein (2016) puts 

the role of the founder as stabilizing force for organizational culture forward. As long as 
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the founder is present, changing organizational culture is considered offensive (Alvesson 

& Sveningsson, 2016). However, when the founder is no longer present and the 

organization moves towards a second-generation leadership, its culture will change with 

the new leaders who have the power to replace it with an organizational culture that fits 

with the e.g. current economic or technological reality (Schein, 2016). Usually, change 

initiatives are launched by the management in a top-down approach, in which the 

management acts as change agent (Alvesson & Sveningsson, 2016). Therefore, it has 

been observed that newly communicated organizational values are reinterpreted 

differently by managers who then transmit them to subordinates (Ogbonna & Harris, 

1998). The variation in interpreting new values leads to cultural fractionalization rather 

than unity. When managers favor certain values, they will promote and emphasize these 

more and serve as an effective role model to transmit values (Hofstede, 1993).  

 

In response to an ever-changing environment, Holbeche (2015) proposes to establish an 

agile culture, which will adapt and flow with change surrounding the organization and be 

constantly on the move. Regular audits and monitoring of organizational culture makes it 

possible to carry out changes when necessary (Boyd & Sutherland, 2006). Boyd and 

Sutherland (2006) further propose that employees will only accept constant change, when 

they understand the bigger picture of the organizational culture change, which can be 

reached through training and development concepts, which encourage a sense of 

belonging and personal responsibility.  

It has been observed by scholars that reactions to cultural change are mixed, with the 

majority accepting the new meanings, but some remaining skeptical and steered by the 

social pressure of complying with the organization (Willmott, 1993). Martin (2002) 

explains this cultural ambiguity by investigating the fluctuation and inconsistency of 

organizational patterns. Ogbonna and Wilkinson (2003) raise doubt that commitment to 

organizational culture change is done out of true belief, rather than the employees desire 

for compliance. 

 

Therefore, it becomes difficult to steer cultural change initiatives and avoid unintended 

outcomes. According to Alvesson and Sveningsson (2016), the expectations on 

organizational change to transform the culture of an organization from one situation to 

another is unrealistic. Especially considering the complexity of organizations and the 

“trickledown effect” which leads to misinterpretations as described by Ogbonna and 

Harris (1998). Research also shows that a high degree of perseverance exists when it 
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comes to the continuity of organizational culture (Alvesson & Thompson, 2005). 

Alvesson (2013) calls for a step-wise approach that resembles cultural maintenance rather 

than change with a selective recruiting strategy of “when in doubt, don’t employ” in place 

(Alvesson, 2013, p. 185). Besides, the broad-brush approach to change organizational 

culture assumes that an organization is homogenous, which has been disproved by 

scholars and hence often underestimated (Alvesson & Sveningsson, 2016).  
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3. METHODOLOGY 

This chapter motivates the research approach, research design, data collection method, 

data analysis, and interpretation procedures to ensure replicability of this study. 

Furthermore, the methods, research ethics, and qualitative criteria are considered.  

3.1 RESEARCH SITE AND RESEARCH CONTEXT 

This case study is conducted at IKEA, more specifically at companies within the Inter 

IKEA Group, which is part of the multinational IKEA conglomerate. IKEA is best known 

to its customers as affordable furniture retailer with stores across the globe. Inter IKEA 

Group is responsible for securing the IKEA Concept and the IKEA franchising operations 

as franchisor. Subsumed under the Inter IKEA Group are i.a. IKEA Range & Supply, 

which is responsible for developing and supplying the IKEA range while mirroring the 

whole value chain, as well as Inter IKEA Systems B.V., securing the IKEA Concept 

through its role as franchisor. Inter IKEA Holding B.V. is the holding company for the 

Inter IKEA Group and situated in the Netherlands. Figure 1 gives an overview of the case 

company’s organizational structure and different responsibilities. The companies studied 

for this research are highlighted in dark grey: Inter IKEA Systems B.V. and IKEA of 

Sweden AB (Inter IKEA Systems B.V. , 2016).  

 

 

 

Figure 1: The case company's organizational structure (Inter IKEA Systems B.V., 2016) 

 

 

Ingvar Kamprad founded IKEA after World War II in Småland, Sweden with the aim to 

bring affordable furniture to the many people. Until today, the company is private and in 

the hands of the Kamprad family, mainly the Kamprad sons Peter, Jonas, and Mathias, 

who carry on the legacy of their father. The origin in Småland and the influence of Ingvar 
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Kamprad on the company has been a big part of the IKEA heritage. Especially one 

document is considered the foundation of how things are done at IKEA – The Testament 

of a Furniture Dealer*. In 1976 Ingvar Kamprad wrote “the Testament of a Furniture 

Dealer”, securing and documenting IKEA values. Throughout time, the key statements 

from The Testament of a Furniture Dealer were reinterpreted, adjusted, and shortened. 

Recently IKEA addressed a need to reinvigorate corporate values. The latest 

reinterpretation took place in February 2017 where the value statements were further 

shortened, reworded, and rearranged.  

 

This recent reinterpretation is a main reason for looking into IKEA culture. Even though, 

numerous discussions and analyses about IKEA culture exist, the new take of taking 

current developments and the latest reinterpretation into consideration will add another 

perspective to previous research. IKEA was chosen as case study object as the company 

puts a strong emphasis on its organizational culture and values. IKEA is seen as one of 

few companies who put as much effort into securing an organizational culture as into their 

operations (Dahlvig, 2012; Vahlne & Jonsson, 2017; Brokaw, 2012).  

 

This case study enabled me to openly investigate how the need for reinterpretation and 

modification came up, what the motivations for a reinterpretation of organizational values 

were and how the culture transfer was managed. To examine these objectives, I chose to 

work with a “how” question as suggested by Yin (2014) to uncover the underlying 

mechanisms. The reinterpretation of values IKEA took place while I was conducting the 

study, which led to a unique opportunity to gather first-hand information on a current 

topic. 

 

Table 2 illustrates the different statements and how they have evolved since 1976. The 

IKEA value statements are an important corner stone on the IKEA recruiting websites 

around the world. Organizational documents, describing IKEA values are accessible on 

the webpages as part of the recruitment strategy to attract potential employees.  

 

 

                                                 

 

* Please refer to the reference list, (Inter IKEA Systems B.V., 1976 - 2013) for a download of the original 

document. 
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Testament of a 

Furniture Dealer 

(1976) 

A Little IKEA 

dictionary    

(1996) 

IKEA values 

(2012) 

IKEA key values 

(2017) 

The product range – 

our identity 

Humbleness Leadership by 

example 

Togetherness 

The IKEA spirit – a 

strong living reality 

Willpower Simplicity 

 

Caring for people 

and planet 

Profit gives us 

resources 

Simplicity Striving to meet 

reality 

Cost-consciousness 

Reaching good 

results with small 

means 

The many people Constantly being on 

the way 

Simplicity 

Simplicity is a virtue Making do “lista” Cost-consciousness Renew and improve 

Doing it a different 

way 

Experience Constant desire for 

renewal 

Different with a 

meaning 

Concentration – 

important to our 

success 

Doing it a different 

way 

Humbleness and 

willpower 

Give and take 

responsibility 

Taking responsibility 

– a privilege 

Never say never Daring to be 

different 

Lead by example 

Most things remain 

to be done – a 

glorious future 

Fear of making 

mistakes 

Togetherness and 

enthusiasm 

 

 Status Accept and delegate 

responsibility 

 

 The IKEA Way   

 Bureaucracy   

 Honesty   

 Common sense   

 Cost consciousness   

 Accepting and 

delegating 

responsibility 

  

 Facing up to reality   

 Togetherness and 

enthusiasm 

  

Table 2: The change of IKEA values and principles from 1976 to 2017 
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3.2 RESEARCH APPROACH  

A common distinction of research approaches in social and organizational research is the 

one between qualitative and quantitative research. The difference between the approaches 

lies in their technique of data collection and method to analyze the collected data (Ghauri 

& Grønhaug, 2010). Bryman and Bell (2011) differentiate qualitative and quantitative 

research methods by application of statistical method (quantitative) or interpretation 

(qualitative) to derive research results. Quantitative research is characterized by 

“quantification in the collection and analysis of data” (Bryman & Bell, 2011, p. 717) with 

a deductive and objective approach that has similarities with research methods in natural 

sciences. Alvesson and Deetz (2000) define qualitative research as “inductive study of 

socially constructed reality, focusing on meanings, ideas, and practices, taking the natives 

point of view seriously, without questioning either the wider context of it or the processes 

forming it.” (Alvesson & Deetz, 2000, p. 1). It is a research strategy that is interpretivist 

and usually not deductive (Bryman & Bell, 2011). 

 

According to Ghauri and Grønhaug (2010), the research purpose plays an important role 

when choosing a research approach. Quantitative research emphasizes testing, 

verification and a generalizable approach that relies on facts and logic, qualitative 

research on the other hand highlights the understanding of processes through 

interpretation. Besides the purpose, the context in which the research was conducted is 

another indicator for a suitable method (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). Environments that 

require the understanding of processes, behaviors and experiences through observation 

and consist of different cultures than the own, are usually more suited for qualitative 

approaches (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). 

 

This thesis builds on qualitative research as approach to studying social interaction 

(Bryman & Bell, 2011), as it aims to look at social situations in practice that are not of 

laboratory nature. Since this study focuses on organizational culture, it calls for an 

understanding and closeness to the studied object that requires insights based on 

qualitative approaches. Further, choosing qualitative over quantitative techniques is 

caused by the suitability of qualitative research for groups and organizations. This study 

aims to examine the relation of individuals with their employer’s values and tries to 

capture a close-up within the organization. This type of single phenomenon is typical for 

qualitative research (Creswell & Poth, 2017). Additionally, allows explorative research 
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to apply unstructured methods, where e.g. questions can be changed during the course of 

an interview to get a better understanding for the studied subject (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 

2010). The ability to apply flexible techniques throughout the research period gives 

insights that are adjusted to findings made along the way and permit to investigate deeper. 

Therefore, this study follows a qualitative research strategy with the purpose to 

understand underlying factors and influences on the research subject, without quantifying 

the data collected. 

 

3.2.1 Ontology 

Besides the qualitative direction of research, further methodologic decisions needed to be 

taken into consideration to ensure a high level of research quality. Not qualitative or 

quantitative research methods determine the quality or criticality of a study, but ontology 

and epistemology (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009).  

 

Ontology describes the reality and characteristics of the environment surrounding us, the 

researcher’s view of the world around him/her (Creswell & Poth, 2017). It is a question 

of whether reality is given and objective (objectivism) or constructed and subjective 

(constructivism) (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Alvesson and Sköldberg (2009) emphasize that 

in constructivism it is essential to examine how reality is socially constructed. Research 

results are sensitive to the participants and context (Creswell & Poth, 2017). 

 

This study looks at specific issues and topics where influencing factors such as cultural 

aspects and value interpretation on the individual affected the research outcome. Hence, 

these research results required an interpretation that take these factors in consideration 

and understand how they influenced the results. This is of importance as all studied 

participants have their own subjective view of reality and this study needs to reflect the 

different viewpoints and perspectives. As mentioned previously by Creswell and Poth 

(2013), a constructivist orientation considers the changing nature of constructed reality 

where individuals can change their opinion and observations can be made pre- and post a 

situation. This study aims at interpreting people’s interaction with each other, their role 

within an organization, and how culture is shaped in an organization. Data collection and 

analyzing methods, that take multi-perspectives into account and respect the different 

views of individuals, are impacted by the constructivist research orientation of this study. 

Presuming that there is not one true reality, but that every individual shapes its own 

perception, this study follows a constructivist orientation.  
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The choice of ontology influenced the research design, which can be found in 3.3 

Research design. 

 

3.2.2 Epistemology 

Researchers also need to understand what epistemological positioning their study takes. 

Epistemology is about knowledge sources and the boundaries of an individual’s 

knowledge (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009). According to Creswell and Poth (2017), the 

knowledge can best be obtained by getting as close to the studied subjects as possible, in 

“the field”. To acquire the same knowledge as the studied participants, observations in 

the same environment through the eyes of the participants can be made (Bryman & Bell, 

2011).  

 

As this study investigates people and how they make their reality understandable through 

their subjective experiences, it is important to conduct this study in the same setting as 

the individuals. The study tries to capture subjective meanings, the motivation of actions 

and details of a situation within a social phenomenon by interpreting its findings. This 

epistemological consideration is especially important as I interpret the collected data, 

which is not free from my bias. Consequently, this study has an interpretivist orientation. 

 

3.2.3 Abductive reasoning 

Deductive, inductive, and abductive research processes describe how theory and research 

findings are interlinked. It is the concept of how the research process is build and what 

the research’s starting point is. “Deductive reasoning is the logical process of deriving a 

conclusion from a known premise or something known as true.” (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 

2010, p. 16). Deductive reasoning tests the validity of hypotheses (Bryman & Bell, 2011). 

It starts from theory, on which hypotheses are based, that are then confirmed or rejected 

by findings. The reliance on a strict cause-effect logic is the weakness of deductive 

reasoning (Bryman & Bell, 2011).  

 

However, qualitative research is often oriented towards inductive reasoning of the 

socially constructed reality (Alvesson & Deetz, 2000). Inductive approaches add to the 

development of new theories. Their starting point are the findings and observations made 

during data collection, which are then applied on theories. The lack of quantifiable data 

leads to a weakness in theory building. (Bryman & Bell, 2011). 
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From the limitations of deductive and inductive reasoning, a third logic with the aim to 

overcome deductive and inductive restrictions evolved - abductive reasoning. Abductive 

reasoning is used for diagnosing incomplete facts. The researcher selects the “best” 

explanation for an observed phenomenon, which is often a single case (Alvesson & 

Sköldberg, 2009). Abduction puts an emphasis on understanding the reasons behind a 

phenomenon. Often the starting point is the empirical data, but it does not exclude theory 

and applies both approaches in its analysis to uncover patterns (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 

2009).  

 

From the beginning of conducting the study, a loose framework, but no explicit definition 

for theoretical examination is set. The starting point is to look at the collected data and 

detect patterns while analyzing literature for the phenomenon as described previously by 

Alvesson and Sköldberg (2009). These procedures are useful when the direction of the 

study is not fully determined or the phenomenon studied incomplete. Hence, abductive is 

the choice of reasoning for this study. 

3.3 RESEARCH DESIGN  

The research design is the strategy to relate the research problem to relevant data. The 

choice of the research design influences the data collection activities. Research problem 

and research design have to fit each other to get the maximal output possible from the 

research and avoid errors. (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). Three different schools are 

usually put forward: causal design, descriptive design, and exploratory design. Both 

causal and descriptive design are based on structured research problems. Therefore, they 

are not applicable in this study, which is of unstructured nature.  

 

3.3.1 Exploratory research design 

Exploratory research is often used when research problems are not fully understood or 

incomplete. It has a central role in social sciences and accentuates the flexibility in data 

collection, reviewing the data collection method throughout the process (Alvesson & 

Sköldberg, 2009). The ability to observe, gather information, and derive explanations 

from the observations are key skills for explorative researchers (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 

2010). Yin (2014) describes exploratory research design as a way of loosely setting a 

framework for the study, but defining the study’s final aim while analyzing the collected 

data.  
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In this study, the goal and possible outcome of the study is unclear from the beginning 

and starts to take shape throughout the research process. A factor for choosing an 

exploratory approach is that a lot of applicable theory exists and that the study does not 

aim at verifying theoretical hypothesis, but studying the reasons and handling of cultural 

modification. The topic is very broad from the beginning and becomes narrower under 

the influence of data collection. It is only then, I will know how to specify the study. 

Consequently, the major part of this study is spend to collect, analyze and interpret data. 

The exploratory design asks for an approach where as much information from multiple 

perspectives can be gathered on the topic at the case company. 

 

3.3.2 Qualitative case study 

A case study is the intensive and detailed investigation of a specific organization, person, 

event or location (Bryman & Bell, 2011). It is the methodology to examine a case in its 

real-life, existing setting through the collection of multiple sources of information (Yin, 

2014). According to Yin (2014), case studies are a preferred method when researchers 

investigate the “how” or “why”, focus on contemporary issues and do not require the 

control over behavioral events. Often, qualitative case studies are associated with 

exploratory research designs and cannot be understood when they are detached from their 

social context (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). The first step in case study designs is to 

identify a suitable case with set boundaries or parameters such as time, place, etc. 

(Creswell & Poth, 2017). The main feature of a case study is its intensity (Ghauri & 

Grønhaug, 2010), for which a limited time period in a specific setting were suitable 

preconditions.  

 

This study focuses on the Inter IKEA Group as the case company studied during the 

period January 2017 to May 2017.  

3.4 PURPOSIVE SAMPLING 

Sampling is the selection of different sources such as interviewees and organizational 

material that describe different perspectives on the problem (Creswell & Poth, 2017), 

including the access to the sample, type of sampling and its size. Two distinct sampling 

approaches exist: random, probability sampling, applied in quantitative studies and 

purposive sampling applied in qualitative studies (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). Purposive 
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sampling is an approach were participants of the sample are consciously selected based 

on the researcher’s judgement (Bryman & Bell, 2011). In qualitative studies, the reason 

behind purposive sampling is the need to collect relevant data for the study, which can 

only be provided, by knowledgeable participants or documents. As Creswell and Poth 

(2017) put it, it is critical that all participants have an understanding of the studied 

phenomenon. However, purposive sampling has its limitations, as a deliberately selected 

sample will lead to the inability of generalizing research findings across an exhaustive 

population.  

 

A focus is put on who or which characteristics in the sample will be able to answer the 

research question best. The most relevant participants who possess the knowledge or are 

willing to share their knowledge are selected. The sample does not only conclude whom 

or which documents to investigate, but also the chronological order (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 

2010). This is a gradual process as suggested by Ghauri and Grønhaug (2010), where e.g. 

I interview a manager first, which then leads to further interviews with individuals 

connected to the manager. Purposive sampling is employed through the access and 

selection of interviewees, organizational documents and observation occasions by myself.  

 

3.4.1 Accessibility 

The access to the case company, mainly interviewees and observation occasions is 

provided through two different channels:  

1. A gatekeeper at IKEA of Sweden who works in collaboration with the Master 

program,  

2. My personal network as employee at IKEA of Sweden. 

The gatekeeper serves as hub to connect me to other people at IKEA who possess 

knowledge, relevant to the studied topic. In large organizations, it is important to choose 

a relevant department or group of individuals (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010) and the 

gatekeeper helps to ensure access to significant participants beyond my natural reach. 

Besides the gatekeeper, I myself reach out to potential interview candidates who can 

provide insights into the research topic. I apply my own judgement to make the choice of 

whom to contact or not, based on my work-experience at the case company. However, it 

needs to be considered that due to my employment at IKEA a bias might occur and 

interviewees might not share the same content with a colleague as with an outsider. This 

issue is approached by selecting interviewees that have no direct connection to me by e.g. 

working in the same department. Nevertheless, certain expectations are related to being 
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colleagues in the same organization and many facts are considered acquired knowledge 

or “organizational common knowledge”. Hence, interviewees are likely to leave out facts 

during interviews that they think I am knowledgeable of. This situation makes it 

challenging for me to ask innocent questions, that are acceptable for an outsider, but not 

for an organizational member.     

 

3.4.2 Sample size 

In qualitative research, the influence of who is part of the sample and how many 

participants should be included is relevant to consider (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). Since 

the purpose of qualitative research is the deep understanding of a phenomenon, rather 

than the generalizability of the research results, sample size can only be judged while 

considering the quality and detail of the data (Creswell & Poth, 2017). The sheer size of 

the sample does not speak for itself, only when considering how much insights the 

individual participants brought to the table, the sample size can be considered as 

sufficient.  

 

The sample for this study consist of participants who work under the same organizational 

culture paradigms. Creswell and Poth (2017) recommend four or five interviews. During 

this study a total of 10 interviews were conducted.  

3.5 DATA COLLECTION METHODS 

Data sources can be categorized in two types - primary and secondary data (Bryman & 

Bell, 2011). Primary data refers to data that is first-hand collected information by the 

researchers themselves for the purpose of their specific study. Secondary data is data 

collected by others, usually prior to the researchers study. (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). 

Primary data is more relevant to the researched topic as it can be tailored to the researchers 

needs. However, collection of primary data is often time consuming and limited. 

Nevertheless, it proves indispensable when trying to understand reasons behind 

behaviors, decisions and opinions (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). 

 

To understand how IKEA invigorates its values, a close an in-depth approach is necessary 

that considers various information sources, e.g. organizational documents, interviews and 

observations (Creswell & Poth, 2017). Therefore, a mixture of primary and secondary 

data will be applied. Yin (2014) recommends six different types of data collection to 
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achieve a suitable level of depth: documents, archival records, interviews, direct 

observations, participant observation, and physical artefacts. Primary data is collected 

through observations and interviews. Secondary data is collected through organizational 

documents.  

 

3.5.1 Organizational documents 

Organizational documents help to gain the first insights into the topic from the case 

company’s perspective. In this study, the organizational documents are essential as the 

whole concept of culture is based on “The Testament of a Furniture Dealer”. Not only the 

content of the documents ask for interpretation, but also the context in which these 

documents were produced needed to be understood.  

 

Collected document Content Published 

Testament of a Furniture 

Dealer 

Framework on which IKEAs culture was 

grounded, written by Ingvar Kamprad 
1976-12-20 

A Little IKEA Dictionary 
IKEA key values, expressing the IKEA culture, 

written by Ingvar Kamprad 
1996-02 

The future is filled with 

opportunities 
Story behind the IKEA Concept 2008 

The IKEA Concept 

Description 

Insight into the IKEA Concept and intentions 

behind it  
2000, 2011 

Culture and values the IKEA 

way 

Manual for IKEA co-workers to understand 

IKEA values 
2012 

IKEA key values 
Modernized and simplified version of IKEA 

values 
2017 

Älmhultsbladet, week 49/2016 
Internal Newspaper, emphasizing the importance 

of culture and values 
2017-12-04 

Älmhultsbladet, week 06/2017 
Internal Newspaper, announcement of updated 

core values 
2017-02-10 

Älmhultsbladet, week 07/2017 
Internal Newspaper, content of updated core 

values 
2017-02-17 

Video, Jesper Brodin 
Internal video with the Supply & Range 

perspective on the value reinvigoration 
2017-02-11 

Video, Kamprad sons Internal video about the value reinvigoration 2017-02-11 

DRAFT  value-based 

recruitment approach 
Internal document unpublished 

Table 3: Overview over collected organizational documents 

 

3.5.2 Semi-structured interviews 

As qualitative research is looking at phenomena, interviews are an essential part to collect 

data from first-hand sources (Alvesson & Deetz, 2000). Interviews are considered 

relevant for this study as they give a precise and detailed picture of the interviewee’s 
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opinions and beliefs. However, interviews bear some risks such as the influence of the 

interview setting on the interviewee and that words do not necessarily reflect the mindset 

of a person (Alvesson & Deetz, 2000). There is a context dependency with interviews, 

where interviewees are not truth tellers, but stakeholders (Alvesson & Deetz, 2000). 

Therefore, it is important to collect background information about the interviewees before 

asking the subject-matter questions (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010).  

 

In this study, semi-structured, personal interviews are conducted. Semi-structured 

interviews are characterized by the topics to be discussed being set prior to the interview, 

but leaving room for flexibility and discussion during the interview (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 

2010). The semi-structured interviews allowed me to cover the topics relevant for the 

study, but also to give enough room for unexpected, but relevant topics. Questions are 

designed in an open-ended form, allowing interviewees to answer freely.   

 

Table 4 represents the interview guide, which is applied in all interviews. Since the 

interviews are semi-structured, the questions are not always followed strictly, but adjusted 

during the course of the interview to give the interviewee space and the majority of 

speaking time. The order of the interview questions is designed to enhance the flow of 

the conversation. This is achieved by posing introductory questions regarding the case 

company, first. Afterwards more detailed questions regarding the interviewee’s opinion 

on the subject are asked.  

 

Theory Question 

Background 
What is your role/position? 

How long have you been with IKEA? 

Cultural maintenance 

and identity 

What are IKEA values to you? 

How do you perceive culture and values at IKEA? 

Have you participated in culture & value trainings at IKEA?  

What does IKEA differently with its culture than other companies? 

Why is it so outstanding? 

Why do you think it is such a success/not? 

How do you/your team live the values? 

Can you see differences in the invigoration of values in other 

teams/locations? 

How do you encounter IKEA values on a daily basis? 

Which value means something special to you? 
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Are there values at IKEA on which a higher emphasis is put (value 

hierarchy)? 

Cultural change and 

modernization 

What changes have you seen it the IKEA culture throughout your 

IKEA-time? 

What is done to keep the values alive and modern? 

What values are you missing in the Testament of a Furniture 

Dealer/new concept? 

What have you heard of the value re-fresh? 

Why do you think it is happening now? 

How do you feel about the timing? 

What will the change be like compared? How will the culture 

change? 

What are your concerns? 

Table 4: Interview guide 

 

The order of the interviews is carefully considered before starting the interview series as 

implied by purposive sampling in chapter 3.4  

Purposive Sampling. Table 5, summarizes the interview formalities, describes the 

chronological order of the interviews and their length. Laying out the process of data 

collection such as e.g. the schedule or chronologic order of interviews, allows 

transparency in drawing conclusions from the data. All interviews are documented by a 

mixture of note taking and recording as suggested by Ghauri and Grønhaug (2010). 

Fictional names are assigned to interviewees for the ease of reading this document. 

 

The first interview conducted will be with the manager of IKEAs culture and value center 

in Älmhult. This interview will cover the history of establishing a company culture, which 

is curated at the center, but also how the culture was kept alive throughout the years. The 

interview concluded with recent developments, which showed needs for adapting the 

value framework at IKEA. This interview is chosen as kick-off interview to better 

understand the context of current developments and the traditionally grown culture. The 

following interviews are conducted to even further deepen this understanding. The next 

steps will be to talk to people who have been with IKEA for many years and are able to 

compare and observe differences of how culture and values were treated throughout time 

at IKEA. At the same time, interviews with HR managers are conducted to understand 

what value-based recruiting means at IKEA and how values are lived in daily routines. 

Next, the IKA employees who are related to the IKEA Concept at Inter IKEA Systems in 

Delft are interviewed. Inter IKEA Systems is the owner of the IKEA Concept and 
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consequently the holder of IKEAs strategic, cultural direction. These interviews will shed 

more light on the conceptualization and future direction in IKEAs culture and value road 

map. The interview series will be closed by meeting Linus who plays a major role in the 

value reinterpretation together with the Kamprad sons. 

 

Interviewee Position Place Date Length 

Maria, TILLSAMMANS IKEA Learning 

and Culture Centre  

Inter IKEA Systems 

B.V., Älmhult, SE 
2017-02-27 30 min 

Peter, TILLSAMMANS IKEA Learning 

and Culture Centre 

Inter IKEA Systems 

B.V., Älmhult, SE 
2017-03-13 120 min 

Sara, HR IKEA of Sweden AB 
IKEA of Sweden AB, 

Älmhult, SE 
2017-03-14 45 min 

Tom, TILLSAMMANS IKEA Learning 

and Culture Centre 

Inter IKEA Systems 

B.V., Älmhult, SE 
2017-03-23 120 min 

Susan, HR IKEA of Sweden AB 
IKEA of Sweden AB, 

Älmhult, SE 
2017-03-27 45 min 

Johanna, IKEA Concept Center  
Inter IKEA Systems 

B.V., Delft, NL 
2017-04-11 20 min 

Lisa, IKEA Concept Center 
Inter IKEA Systems 

B.V., Delft, NL 
2017-04-12 60 min 

Gunilla, IKEA Concept Center 
Inter IKEA Systems 

B.V., Delft, NL 
2017-04-12 90 min 

Ida, Inter IKEA Group  
Inter IKEA Systems 

B.V., Malmö, SE 
2017-04-20 60 min 

Linus, TILLSAMMANS IKEA Learning 

and Culture Centre  

Inter IKEA Systems 

B.V., Älmhult, SE 
2017-04-21 120 min 

Table 5: Overview over interview log with fictional names assigned to interviewees 

 

3.5.3 Field-observations 

Observations allow for analysis of what people say and do (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). 

This way of first-hand information can give insights about unspoken content, which 

cannot be retrieved from e.g. interviews. In this case, I will not be hidden and participants 

are aware of the studies purpose. Even though I am a part of the studied organization, the 

role of me is observer and participant at once (Creswell & Poth, 2017). Therefore, it needs 

to be considered that researchers are limited by their own bias in observing and filtering 

information (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). Besides the interpretation bias, researchers have 

an effect on the studied subjects by their presence (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). Being 

aware of their observation might make participants uncomfortable and act unnatural.  

 

The field-observations, are influenced by my knowledge prior to this study. I have been 

employed in a business support function at IKEA of Sweden since 2016 and while 
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conducting this research. During this time, a pre-understanding of IKEAs organizational 

cultures, structures, processes and ways of working and behaving has been accumulated. 

Besides, the interference of being an employee, I have been part of an academic project 

in collaboration with IKEA. The academic project consisted of a product development 

process. Nevertheless, I try to maintain the highest possible level of objectivity in 

discussions and throughout the data analysis phase. All data collected, stored, and 

analyzed is studied to the best of knowledge and conscious. To avoid misinterpretations 

and deception the study is conducted in a replicable way where all findings and 

conclusions can be traced back to the source. Further elaborations on the ethical conflict 

can be found in 3.5.4 Research ethics.  

 

Different occasions are chosen to collect situational insights by participating in field 

activities. The variety of events, locations, and settings allow to compare behaviors and 

processes which lead to the capability to judge whether certain behavior are regular or 

simulated. The chosen setting for observations is the natural field of the participants, 

documented in a protocol to follow-up the observations made.  

 

Occasion Content Date 

Department Day, 

Älmhult, SE 
Announcement of culture reinvigoration 2017-03-09 

Talent Focus Week, 

Culture and Value 

speech, Älmhult, SE 

Presenting the content of the new value framework 

to all Inter IKEA colleagues in a discussion panel 
2017-03-28 

Culture and Value Day, 

Älmhult, SE 

One day training dedicated to strengthening and 

experiencing IKEA culture and values. 
2017-04-05 

Front Week, Delft, NL 
Working for 1 week among co-workers on the shop 

floor to experience how values were treated 

2017-04-10 

-  

2017-04-18 

Table 6: Overview over field-observation occasions 

 

3.5.4 Research ethics 

Researchers have the responsibility to conduct their studies truthful and precise (Ghauri 

& Grønhaug, 2010). The moral obligation of researchers spreads from not causing any 

harm to e.g. the studied subjects, but also to inform the reader of the study of possible 

biases in the research. Bryman and Bell (2011) propose the principles of harm to 

participants, lack of informed consent, invasion of privacy, deception, and further ethical 

and legal considerations. 
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The most sensitive ethical principles apply when conducting research that involves other 

human beings (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). This study ensures confidentiality of 

participants and sensitive, unpublished data belonging to IKEA by complying to the 

signed non-disclosure agreement with IKEA and vigorously employment of moral 

standards. Throughout the research process, a Non-Disclosure-Agreement is in place to 

safeguard IKEAs rights. A consent form is provided to interviewees to protect their rights 

prior to the interviews (Creswell & Poth, 2017) as can be found in 8.1 Appendix – 

Methodology. Prior to the interviews, participants are informed that their participation is 

voluntary and that they can withdraw at any time (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010). Even 

though, interviewees are presented with a consent form, which is meant to provide 

security for them, it was noticed that some interviewees felt uncomfortable to sign it. As 

if reminded how much sensitive information they were about to share, they appeared to 

be more reserved during the interview, holding back critique. Consequently, the interview 

atmosphere was dampened in some cases due to the consent form. 

 

During observations and interviews, participants are informed of the purpose of this study 

and asked for their consent to participate in this study. Besides, asking for permission, 

interviewees are offered the possibility to be treated anonymously, not revealing their 

names or clues that would allow tracing statements back to them. Reassuring interviewees 

about their anonymity is essential to give interviewees the security to answer truthfully 

(Alvesson & Deetz, 2000). The invasion of privacy of participants is ensured by 

conducting the data collection at the case company’s location, not the participant’s private 

homes as well as by composing questions in a non-intrusive way. Furthermore, all 

recordings and data collected, comprising sensitive information will be destroyed after 

the completion of this study to comply with legal data management and storage laws. 

3.6 ANALYSIS METHOD  

“Data is the carrier of information. To become information they must, however, be 

interpreted.” (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 2010, p. 204). Gaining insights from the collected data 

is the main purpose of a research study. There are different ways of processing the 

collected data, e.g. following theoretical schemes and applying it on the gathered 

information or starting from the data and looking for patterns (Yin, 2014). Grounded 

Theory  is a way of analyzing data through the iterative, systematic detection of codes in 
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data from which theory is derived (Creswell & Poth, 2017; Bryman & Bell, 2011). Data 

coding is application of patterns to aggregate information into information categories 

(Creswell & Poth, 2017). It is suggested that Grounded Theory is well suited to capture 

complexity and provide managerial implications in practice (Bryman & Bell, 2011).  

 

The analysis process of this study loosely follows the Grounded Theory procedures as 

proposed by Strauss and Corbin (1990): open, axial, and selective coding; while taking 

case study analysis techniques into consideration. Since this study is a single case study, 

the analysis entails a detailed description of the case and its environment (Creswell, 

2013). Yin (2014) supports a case study approach, which is based on Grounded Theory 

for cases that are not trying to confirm theory through qualitative data collection. Since 

this study does not aim at confirming or rejecting theory, but to create a better 

understanding and detailed description of a specific, contemporary phenomenon, this 

study does not follow the Grounded Theory definition by Strauss and Corbin (1990) to 

full extend, but some distinctions are made. Arguments for the application of a softened 

Grounded Theory approach in this study are the relevance of the method to encompass 

the complex topics and the ability to provide practical actions.  

 

The decision to use inspiration from Grounded Theory is based on the previously chosen 

exploratory research design, which embraces data collection prior to the final definition 

of the study (Yin, 2014). Whereas Grounded Theory is usually classified as inductive, 

this study is not purely inductive, but abductive. Since the factors that influenced cultural 

change at IKEA are unknown, determining a specific theoretical framework prior to the 

data collection is unfeasible. This study follows abduction (Creswell &Poth, 2017; 

Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009), where the collected data is scanned while examining 

literature for theoretical concepts. The iterative process of Grounded Theory as suggested 

by Strauss and Corbin (1990) is used as basis while leaning on Gioia et al. (2013) to 

structure the data in a combination with case study analysis methods. 

 

Open data coding 

Since in qualitative studies, the amount of collected data is often overwhelming (Ghauri 

& Grønhaug, 2010), it is necessary to organize, structure and break down the data into a 

manageable amount (Creswell & Poth, 2017). Open coding is defined as “the process of 

breaking down, examining, comparing, conceptualizing, and categorizing data” (Strauss 

& Corbin, 1990, p. 61). In a case study research design, data is analyzed through the 
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description of case and themes (Creswell & Poth, 2017). Hence, the emerging concepts 

and themes from Grounded Theory procedures describe the case of the study. Leaning on 

Gioia et al. (2013), second-order and first-order themes are assigned to overarching 

themes.  

 

The first step is to condense the amount of data to the information relevant for this study. 

Already at this point, it becomes clear that the data provided by the organization through 

internal documents will differ from the information gathered through interviews. Next, 

open coding is applied. By selecting relevant content, simplifying and abstracting 

interview notes and creating meanings from field notes, it is possible to reduce the amount 

of data. The next step is to categorize and cluster the data with the help of open data 

coding to make the gathered information comprehendible. I start by screening through 

the collected data and identify statements, which can be grouped by (first-order) themes 

and work my way from the bottom up. Many of these themes overlap with each other or 

repeat themselves. Figure 2 illustrates the arrangement of themes by order and their 

connection. I then search for patterns and factors that may seem to have a connection of 

some sort while not speculating on the order of their occurrence (Creswell & Poth, 2017) 

and arrange them around more abstract concepts (second-order themes) (Gioia, et al., 

2013) as exemplified in figure 2. These themes come up during all interviews and appear 

in observations and organizational documents. From the categorized information, central 

themes emerge. After developing the preliminary set of categories, the central themes are 

selected from the list. The central themes are on the one hand the descriptions and 

explanations provided by IKEA in documents, booklets, etc. and on the other hand 

patterns of formalized as well as lived IKEA culture, which employees describe to me. 

The formalized culture is rather rigid and not prone to change, such as IKEAs roots in 

Småland - the forever parts. Contrarily, the lived culture is under constant change and 

adapts throughout time – the adaptive culture parts.  
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Figure 2: Decoding and arrangement of the collected data by themes 

 

Axial data coding 

Axial coding is “[…] a set of procedures whereby data are put back together in new ways 

after open coding, by making connections between categories.” (Strauss & Corbin, 1990, 

p. 96). When deriving the model, this study did not strictly follow the formal propositions 

of Strauss and Corbin (1990) in the axial coding phase, but examined the categories and 

their relation in a less rigid manner. The discovered codes are linked to their context, 

consequences, roots and patterns of interaction (Bryman & Bell, 2011), which can 

represent a theoretical model from which questions can be answered (Creswell & Poth, 

2017). As suggested by Charmaz (2006) as well as Gioia et al. (2013) the procedures are 



  

 

42 | P a g e  

 

slightly adapted in this study. I then look into theory to see how scholars cover the 

emerging, prominent themes and which additional input is missing to explain the 

phenomenon. Reiterating and circulating of the themes helps me to discover which 

themes are related to already existing literature and which not. I review my database from 

as many perspectives as possible to find new causalities. However, this study follows an 

emerging, exploratory approach that did not try to force the development of a framework. 

Here this study deviates from Strauss and Corbin (1990) and embraces understanding 

rather than explaining as proposed by Charmaz (2006). Consequently, selective coding is 

not applied, but the collected data is categorized based on logic interrelations.  

3.7 QUALITY CRITERIA  

To assess the quality of research, measurement criteria are applied. These criteria are 

validity, the degree to which findings can be generalized and reliability the degree of the 

study’s replicability (Bryman & Bell, 2011). However, the traditional measures of 

validity and reliability are difficult to apply in qualitative research (Ghauri & Grønhaug, 

2010). Denzin and Lincoln (2017) describe the development of alternative criteria to 

evaluate qualitative research. Several different criteria to assess qualitative research are 

described by Creswell and Poth (2017), their application depending on the research 

design. Denzin and Lincoln (2017) suggest the use of appropriate strategies in accordance 

with the research purpose. Lincoln and Guba (1985) put quantitative criteria such as 

objectivity, internal and external reliability, as well as reliability into a qualitative context. 

They subsume the above-mentioned criteria as “trustworthiness” and introduce 

procedures to institute them through credibility, transferability, dependability, 

confirmability, and reflexivity (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). These criteria where updated by 

Guba and Lincoln (1989) where they looked for validity criteria to evaluate the process 

and outcomes of qualitative research rather than the applied methods (Lincoln, et al., 

2017), which they subsume as “authenticity”. Lincoln (2001) describes” authenticity” as 

to what extend the research approach, e.g. constructivism, is visible in the study and pays 

it justice. Guba and Lincoln (1989) concluded with the criteria of fairness, ontological 

authenticity, educative authenticity, catalytic authenticity, and tactical authenticity.  

 

As this qualitative study collects data primarily through interviews in which opinions and 

experiences are expressed, it becomes clear that quantitative evaluation criteria do not 

fulfill qualitative demands. The purpose of validity to generalize is hard to meet when 
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looking at single cases, which only represent a fraction of reality. Similar difficulties 

occur with the ability to replicate this study. It is replicable as of the methodologic 

procedures. However, the outcomes might differ tremendously when applying the 

procedures in a replication. The case company and interviewees will be in a different 

situation than when this study is conducted, which will lead to a deviation in results. 

Consequently, the approach suggested by Guba and Lincoln (1989) is chosen as suitable 

application of qualitative criteria for this study.  

 

3.7.1 Trustworthiness 

Trustworthiness consist of credibility, transferability, dependability, confirmability, and 

reliability (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). However, in this study, only the relevant quality 

criteria were evaluated in detail. The applicable criteria are all above-mentioned criteria, 

except for dependability and confirmability. Dependability can be seen as parallel to 

reliability in quantitative research (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). As this study has a qualitative 

approach, were the consistency of measurement is not as relevant as in quantitative 

research, dependability was excluded. Confirmability assures the objectivity of the 

researcher when interpreting and analyzing the collected data (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). 

Guba and Lincoln (1989) emphasize that it is not necessarily the method applied that will 

ensure objectivity, but being able to trace the collected data back to its source.  

 

In this study, it is described that I am not completely objective due to my previous 

encounters with the case company. Nevertheless, these circumstances are disclosed to 

make the reader of this study aware of my influence as researchers on the study. 

 

Credibility 

Credibility is a criterion to ensure that the research study reflects the studied phenomenon 

correctly (Lincoln, et al., 2017). As described earlier several realities exist in social 

contexts, not claiming one true reality. Consequently, the study’s credibility will be 

judged by many different stakeholders with their own realities and they are the only ones 

who can legitimize the correctness of the study (Lincoln, 2001). This leads to the need of 

gathering and interpreting “believable” material. For me as a researcher it was important 

to accurately depict the studied reality at the case company. Mechanisms to achieve 

higher credibility such as triangulation and persistent observation (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) 

are not fully applicable due to time constraints. However, the thick and rich description 

of collected data as proposed by Creswell and Poth (2017) is taken into account.  
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Transferability 

Qualitative studies are usually conducted in a specific and unique context, which is not 

always generalizable (Bryman & Bell, 2011). Therefore it is considered necessary to 

share a detailed portrayal of the setting in which the study was conducted to enable the 

reader to make their own judgment of possible transferability (Guba & Lincoln, 1989). 

In this study, the context is described in much detail to be able to place the case company 

and the specific situation studied. Since the situation and reinvigoration of values 

researched is very specific to one organization and a specific time period, it is made clear 

that generalizations beyond this study are unlikely or only possible under limited 

conditions. The methods applied in this study are transferable whereas the context in 

which this study is conducted is unlikely to replicate. Even though these narratives reflect 

the studied phenomenon, they do not describe a holistic picture of organizational culture. 

Therefore, it would be beneficial to replicate this study at further locations with several 

case companies to draw more credible conclusions. However, it should not be forgotten 

that the aim of this study is not to represent a large population, but to understand the 

details and mechanisms of a specific group.  

 

Reflexivity 

It is the awareness of the researcher herself and her influence on the study (Lincoln, et 

al., 2017). Reflexivity asks to interrogate myself as researcher on how I interact with the 

study’s participants, the way of how I conducted the research and how previous 

experience influenced my actions and thoughts. Due to my double role as employee and 

researcher at the case company, I have to be highly aware of my influence on the study. 

This is especially important during the data collection phase were interviewees react 

differently to me than to an outside researcher. I am not able to ask certain questions and 

have to keep in mind that interviewees might have in their head how I could use their 

answers for my own interest besides the study. When decoding my data I write down as 

much as possible and try to find patterns from the transcripts, instead of following pre-set 

assumptions to keep my role as independent researcher. Nevertheless, the main challenge 

is to take a critical view where I feel strong personal loyalty and commitment to the case 

company as my employer.   
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3.7.2 Authenticity 

Authenticity describes the genuine traits of the study (Bryman & Bell, 2011). It should 

represent the interviewed participants correctly and serve to the research purpose. Lincoln 

et al. (2017) propose fairness, ontological and educative authenticity, as well as catalytic 

and tactical authenticity to reach authenticity. In the following section, only the relevant 

criteria will be described in detail. Catalytic and tactical authenticity were excluded since 

the aim of this study was not to empower and encourage the study’s participants to change 

their current situation through higher awareness provided by the study. The purpose of 

this study is understand the researched phenomenon in the context of the case company. 

 

Fairness 

Fairness is described as reflecting opinions of different stakeholders in a balanced way, 

trying to eliminate a bias as much as possible by getting all voices heard (Lincoln, et al., 

2017). In this study a variety of opinions are collected through interviews, trying to 

accommodate the views of all interviewees. The interviewees are chosen to achieve a 

broad spectrum of insights, which helps to weight their statements and represent them in 

a balanced way. Besides interviews, organizational documents support the validation of 

interviewee’s statements. Even though, a bias cannot be wholly excluded from of 

qualitative research, I try to consider all collected data and investigate it as objective as 

possible without few voices overpowering the many.  

 

Nevertheless, this study has limitations regarding fairness as I have a preformed opinion 

of the organizational culture at the case company before conducting the study. My 

positive perception of the organizational culture is a main motivator to conduct the 

researcher itself, which implicates that I am biased towards painting a positive picture of 

IKEA culture. My sample is too small to overcome this bias as time limitations do not 

allow for further investigations. Another limiting factor is the selection of interviewees 

through a gatekeeper with her own agenda as IKEA employee. The selection of 

participants might be biased since a majority of interviewees act as culture ambassadors 

at the case company.   

 

Ontological and educative authenticity 

Both factors are described as measure to raise awareness, emerging from a moral and 

ethical perspective (Lincoln, et al., 2017). Ontological authenticity refers to the awareness 

of the study’s participants of their own way of thinking (Lincoln, 2001). Educational 
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authenticity is the awareness of social constructions among participants in the study as 

well as the researcher herself (Lincoln, 2001). This might be by the participants knowing 

of each other’s opinions and being able to build on them (Lincoln, et al., 2017).  

 

By sharing this study with the case company and making it available to the public through 

a research database, I hope that this study contributes to a better awareness of 

organizational culture within the case company. This study can help the case company to 

open their eyes, reflect, and question their current way of doing things. Besides collecting 

insight for managerial practice, I hope that this study will lead to further academic 

research in the field.  
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4. EMPIRICAL FINDINGS 

The findings from the collection of empirical data are presented. The results from 

observations, interviews, and organizational documents are aligned by topics, such as 

the review of organizational documents, IKEA culture connected to continuity and topics 

surrounding the recent value modification.  

4.1 IKEA CULTURE AND VALUES – DOCUMENTS 

IKEA has various brochures, booklets as well as internal- and external documentation of 

what their culture entails and how it is brought to live. The organizational documents 

clearly state IKEA values and what they mean. The collected insights from organizational 

documents showed that organizational culture is artificially shaped with an interest by 

IKEA to influence the cultural direction as proposed by managerial authors. With the 

reinvigoration of IKEA values, new organizational documents are expected to emerge. 

As of now, the central reinvigoration document “IKEA key values”, describes the 

reinterpreted values and their meaning. During my data collection period, all employees 

were familiar with the statements valid until February 2017 as well as the reinterpreted 

version. Many interviewees carried a small booklet, containing the description of the 

reinterpreted values, with them. 

 

 

4.1.1 IKEAs description of culture and values 

The IKEA Concept summarizes the IKEA vision, IKEA business idea and IKEA offer 

and a description on how to achieve this. It is the foundation of IKEAs existence and a 

main cultural artefact. The four main components of The IKEA Concept are the 1. Product 

range, 2. Symbols such as the IKEA trademark, 3. Retail stores as well as 4. Culture and 

values (Inter IKEA Systems B.V., 2017). The base of The IKEA Concept is the vision “a 

better everyday life for the many people”. This vision is to be reached through the IKEA 

offer of well-designed, functional products at affordable prices.  

 

Where the product range is described as the identity of IKEA, IKEA culture and values 

are described as coming from the heart. This culture of hearts is “[…] a culture of 

enthusiasm, togetherness and willpower, born from our roots in southern Sweden and 

inspired by the IKEA founder, Ingvar Kamprad.” Throughout the interviews, it was often 

referred back to The IKEA Concept as guideline on how to do things at IKEA. IKEA 
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values are by-products of the challenges and environment in which IKEA was found. 

However, it is seen as essential part of successful business growth with the need for 

nourishment and preservation with IKEA expanding throughout the world. As stated in 

The IKEA Concept, the IKEA spirit must be cultivated and developed to be relevant 

throughout time. Or as Ingvar Kamprad puts it himself, “Maintaining a strong IKEA 

culture is one of the most crucial factors behind the continued success of the IKEA 

Concept.” (Inter IKEA Systems B.V., 2017). Here it becomes visible how organizational 

culture is shaped artificially, similarly as described by managerial authors who promoted 

organizational culture as a key ingredient to a smooth running organization.  

 

The founder Ingvar Kamprad first put the values emphasized by IKEA in writing in 1976 

in “The Testament of a Furniture Dealer”. Since then the document has been re-

interpreted, extracting value key words. The first time those key words were officially 

documented was in 2012, when the ten IKEA values where published. The formulation 

of IKEA values has become an artifact that clearly addresses how IKEA values are 

expressed. Almost like a bible, it is considered “untouchable”. This collection of the 

IKEA values is present on many of IKEAs local recruiting pages until today. In the 

following section, I will describe the ten IKEA values, which were valid until February 

2017, in chronological order as presented by IKEA. A complete copy of the IKEA values 

can be found in the appendix under 8.2 Appendix - Empirical findings. 

 

The first value in the list of IKEA values is Leadership by example. It is described as the 

way of acting at IKEA by being a role model and creating a pleasant work-atmosphere 

that will lead to improved performance and employee satisfaction.   

 

Next Simplicity is portrayed as a down-to-earth, common-sense approach in doing 

business at IKEA. It also reflects simplicity in the sense of keeping a low profile and 

understatement in terms of status.   

 

Closely related to simplicity with similar low-key attributes, is Striving to meet reality. It 

emphasizes the practical implications when doing business and being realistic.  

 

Constantly being “on the way” reflects the iterative process of taking actions, learning 

from them and improving. Here IKEA highlights “It is the journey and not the destination 



  

 

49 | P a g e  

 

that matters.” (Inter IKEA Systems B.V., 2012, p. 23), stating that continuous 

improvement is more important than a perfect result.  

 

A value often connected to IKEA by externals is Cost-consciousness. Even though, the 

emphasis is on the balance of value for money, it is a rigorous approach employed at all 

IKEA businesses to make room for future investments by keeping costs at a minimum.  

 

Next, Constant desire for renewal describes the need for continuous change and the 

encouragement of co-workers to seek new solutions.  

 

Humbleness and willpower is often showcased as a unique value to IKEA. What makes 

it unique is the combination of both terms in one meaning. It is about embracing each 

other as human beings, showing respect and generosity while having the willpower to 

drive business forward and get things done.  

 

IKEA has always done things a little different compared to competitors and disrupted the 

market with its self-assembly concept, which his portrayed in Daring to be different, not 

sticking to conventional ideas and challenging existing solutions. 

 

The value of togetherness is intensely displayed as a key term at IKEA. Not only is the 

culture center named after the value, it also appears frequently in IKEA communications. 

Togetherness and enthusiasm describes how employees should collaborate in working 

together and that every voice counts. 

 

The last value in the value list is Accept and delegate responsibility. The value refers to 

the responsibility each individual has for its own actions – be it mistakes or the courage 

to stand up for decisions.  

 

4.1.2 Reinvigoration of IKEA values in 2017 

In week 07 in February 2017 a reinterpretation of the “IKEA values” was announced and 

presented – the “IKEA key values”. The IKEA Intranet page and “Älmhultsbladet”, the 

internal, weekly Newspaper stated, “A modern company needs to stay in tune with its 

time. To stay focused on a glorious future, IKEA has therefore updated its key values 

after a thorough process.” (IKEA of Sweden AB, 2017-02-10). The article further 

explained that in 2017 the core values would be reinvigorated through workshops and 
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meetings. The reinvigorated IKEA key values comprise the following as found on local, 

updated IKEA recruitment pages and an IKEA Canada LinkedIn interview. The display 

of the reinvigorated eight key values is by the same order as found on IKEA webpages 

and the complete copy of the IKEA key values can be found in the appendix under 8.2 

Appendix - Empirical findings. 

 

Togetherness is described as the heart of IKEA culture and pulling in the same direction. 

Enthusiasm was taken out and the description shortened. The tone of voice of the text 

changed compared to the previous version, addressing the reader directly and creating a 

sense of personality by using the term “we”. Togetherness rose from the bottom of the 

value list to the top as most important key value.  

 

A new value that was added to describe IKEAs engagement in sustainability activities, 

Caring for people and planet. It reflects on IKEAs responsibility to act sustainable for 

future generations to come. The zeitgeist of acting responsible and sustainable for a better 

future was added to the list of values with a new notion of showing respect to society, not 

only IKEA co-workers and affiliates.  

 

Cost consciousness changed in the meaning as it is no longer emphasized to be cost-

conscious internally and strive for minimum cost. It is now about offering low-prices at 

sufficient quality to meet the needs and thin wallets of consumers around the world. The 

perspective of the value changed completely from internal behavior and anti-status 

display to recognition of a wider consumer group with little money.  

 

As cost conscious was previously linked to being a Smålander, it is now Simplicity that 

has replaced that trait. It still carries the no-nonsense, down-to-earth approach, but IKEAs 

roots in Småland are heavily emphasized. Moreover, was the value of keeping in touch 

with reality merged into Simplicity.  

 

Renew and improve is one of the values that has changed its caption, but other than that 

was only slightly modified. The notion of constant improvement as source of success 

remains the same.  

 

Daring to be different became consciously wanting to be different in Different with a 

meaning. The value is still about finding unconventional solutions and the fearlessness of 
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making mistakes. The change is that the value is no longer about doing something 

different for the purpose of demarcation, but to do it because of a deeper purpose. 

 

Give and take responsibility changed only somewhat in the description and caption. The 

value repeats characteristics found in other values such as empowerment, positivism, and 

looking-forward.  

The value of Lead by example fell from the top of the value list before the modification 

to the bottom post modification. “Leadership” became “Lead” to address all 

organizational levels beyond leaders in this value and emphasize the action instead of the 

position. It is still about being a role model and behaving accordingly. 

 

The key values were shortened from previously ten to eight, in parts re-worded and the 

descriptions of each value adapted. Chart 1 displays the change of values and principles 

over the last 40 years. The values and principles did not only change in content, but also 

changed positions in their hierarchy and the amount of vocalized values altered. Some 

values such as “Simplicity”, “Doing it different”, “Cost-consciousness”, 

“Responsibility”, “Renewal” and “Togetherness” remained constants throughout the 

years, whereas other values disappeared or where added.  

 

 

Chart 1: Values change in ranking position from 1976 to 2017 
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The number of values decreased over the years, the value description became more 

concise, and that the description changed in the tone of voice. Before the reinvigoration 

in 2017 the value descriptions were more factual whereas they address the audience 

personally by e.g. saying, “We do something” instead of “It is done”. It also gives the 

notion of separation between insiders (part of the “we”) and outsiders (“them”).  

Besides the content, the order of the values was modified, too. “Caring for people and 

planet” was added, “humbleness and willpower” and “striving to meet reality” were taken 

out, much to the dismay of some interviewees.  

4.2 IKEA CULTURE – THE FOREVER PARTS 

As organizational culture is a core part of the business at IKEA, it is a core concern of the 

company. I observed throughout my data collection period that several formalized 

activities exist to stress the ‘IKEA culture’ in terms of sociological and managerial culture 

development. These activities range from culture seminars to more subtle mechanisms 

like storytelling and collection of feedback. Not only are activities to keep the culture 

alive a part of the concept, but also symbols and references such as IKEAs roots in 

Småland, which are repeatedly underlined and are a reflection of Schein’s description of 

artefacts as an organizational culture mechanism. One of the most outstanding tools to 

emphasize IKEA values is the IKEA recruitment approach. There is a true belief that 

organizational culture is shaped by its members and their underlying assumptions. Hence, 

great effort is made to recruit the “right”-fit into the company that will allow to steer the 

organization in the wished direction. These mechanisms have been in place for many 

years and are unlikely to change extremely. IKEA culture and value are such a significant 

part of IKEA that a culture center, TILSAMMANS was established in Älmhult. Besides 

the culture center in Älmhult, a Concept Center exists in Delft. Both have the function to 

preserve, nurture and spread IKEA culture and values (Inter IKEA Systems B.V., 2017). 

The institutionalization of IKEA culture leads to the assumption that IKEA sees a need 

to control and manage the development and expression of their organizational culture. 

 

In the IKEA strategic framework, the “forever parts” are described as essential to IKEA. 

Tom described that the forever parts entail the business idea, vision as well as culture and 

values and will not be changed, but remain forever. These “forever parts” portray the 

purpose of IKEA (“Why we are here”), actions for the future (“what needs to be done”) 

and the basis of IKEA culture and values. All factors are considered as eternal constants, 
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hence, the name “forever parts”. Culture and values are anchored in the forever parts, 

which are based on The Testament of a Furniture Dealer. When Ingvar Kamprad wrote 

the Testament of a Furniture Dealer, IKEA started to expand in Europe and Ingvar 

Kamprad felt a need to share his view on IKEA culture, Tom clarified. Peter added that 

the first version of IKEA values was drafted during the IKEA Way seminars in the early 

90s where store manager from around the world came together and shared their feedback.  

 

4.2.1 The core of IKEA values 

IKEA builds its culture not only on values and on behavior resulting from the IKEA 

values, but just as much on its roots in Småland, a distinct language and symbols such as 

the store and color scheme. These artefacts are used as reiterative mechanisms to enhance 

employees identification processes and to anchor the organizational culture. 

 

Maria described that during the first weeks of being employed at IKEA, one comes in-

touch with the history of IKEA and its roots in Småland through a culture seminar. I 

noticed that IKEAs origin from Småland was highly emphasized in culture seminars, 

brochures, the IKEA museum, and even the store. Tom told me that, at IKEA it is believed 

that the IKEA values are the way they are because of IKEAs foundation in an environment 

of hardship, the unforgiving conditions forced Smålanders to be crafty, innovative, and 

co-operative, he explained. “This “Småland-legacy” is built into the IKEA way of doing 

things.” (Inter IKEA Systems B.V., 2012, p. 12). Besides the traits a Smålander or IKEA 

employee carries, the history of how IKEA was found is described. “It is essential to 

know the IKEA history to understand the origins of the IKEA Concept, our values and 

our culture.” Tom explained. He further elaborated that this is why a whole floor at the 

IKEA museum is dedicated to IKEAs roots. Not only have the roots in Småland played a 

central part at IKEA, but also Swedish traditions. Swedish holidays are celebrated in 

IKEA offices and stores around the world. When I visited the offices in Delft, NL during 

Easter, a typical Swedish Easter buffet was served and employees told me that they would 

have a Swedish midsummer and Christmas celebrations, too.  

 

As every organization, IKEA has its own corporate language, which is distinct to IKEA. 

Besides many abbreviations as you would find them in other companies, some 

expressions were repeatedly used in interviews and organizational documents. Even 

though, English is the official corporate language, many words are not translated from 

Swedish. You will hear and read the word “togetherness”, but never stand-alone, it always 
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comes in combination with “tillsammans”. “Tillsammans” is such a central word, that the 

culture center was named after that value. Further terms that are not translated are “Fika”, 

“kraftsammla”, “övertag”, and “utgående”. For some of these terms no direct translation 

to English exists or words will lose their original meaning, Susan said. It also creates a 

language that only we at IKEA speak and understand, Sara added. Whereas some of these 

words are technical terms, others translate directly into behavior such as “Fika”, the 

Swedish coffee break. “Fika” is celebrated in all IKEA locations around the world, I was 

told. 

 

Besides technical terms, the greeting “Hej!” is the most common greeting in spoken as 

well as written language at IKEA. “Hej” is used to address anyone and at any time of the 

day, making communication unpretentious. The language used at IKEA is simple and 

straightforward, avoiding complicated meanings and using a lot of “we”. This no-

nonsense communication is just as visible when employees interact with each other and 

their customers. Everyone is addressed informally by their first names, putting titles and 

last names aside, I noticed. This is even true for countries where it is uncommon to 

address people informally, Linus explained. IKEA made a decision to treat everyone 

equal in their communication to reflect its values, regardless. Still employees are aware 

of their superiors, nevertheless the informal way of communication ensures that flat 

hierarchies are expressed verbally.  

 

Symbols are another form where IKEA emphasizes its culture and origin. The stores and 

uniforms are held in the same colors as the Swedish flag and office and store decorations 

are reflections of Swedish landscape. The IKEA symbols, representing IKEA culture are 

manifold: Colors, the IKEA logo, stonewalls, Allen key, etc. The most prominent 

representation of being a Swedish company are the corporate colors of yellow and blue, 

mirroring the Swedish flag. One of the most present symbols throughout the data 

collection period was the stonewall. It was printed on internal brochures, hung up on walls 

as pictures, and used as background graphic in official presentations. The stonewall is a 

prominent picture in IKEA brochures and often used as metaphor. The brochure “Culture 

and Values the IKEA way” (Inter IKEA Systems B.V., 2012, p. 31) describes the symbol 

as follows: “The stonewall symbolizes strength, stability and solidness. It is a profound 

foundation that lasts for generations. Just like the IKEA culture and values.” It goes as 

far as participants in culture seminars build a stonewall together to experience the value 

of “togetherness” as Maria explained to me. The representation of the stone wall for 
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“togetherness” stems from the fact that the walls could only be built as a team, which 

would unify the builders and “[…] provide them with a shared sense of achievement” 

(Inter IKEA Systems B.V., 2012, p. 31). Further communicated symbols are for example 

the Allen key. It is a tool that customers need to assemble IKEA furniture. What makes 

the Allen key stand out is its simplicity of only needing one tool to assemble all products. 

Additional IKEA symbols, portrayed in organizational documents can be found in the 

appendix under 8.2 Appendix - Empirical findings. 

 

4.2.2 Procedures to keep the culture alive 

Not only artefacts, also procedures and processes to underline organizational culture are 

in place at IKEA. Through these processes it is ensured that employees are familiar with 

the organizational values, continuously remind them of their existence and check the 

employees compliance with them. The observation shows indicators for internal 

branding. 

 

When I asked IKEA employees about their first encounter with IKEA as employer, Peter, 

Sara, Susan and Gunilla were first attracted to IKEA because of its exceptional culture 

and values. Every interviewee had a unique IKEA story to tell, describing their career 

journey, which are usually everything but straight careers. Tom and Peter described how 

they moved through different roles and functions within IKEA, ranging from the store, 

different countries to the role of preserving IKEA culture. Both had a rich story to tell on 

how they ended up in their current assignment, sharing anecdotes and shaking their head, 

reflecting over their journey.  Sara and Gunilla agreed that the sharing of stories around 

values or career journeys is a big part of keeping IKEA culture alive. Some activities such 

as annual “Talent Focus Weeks” drive the sharing of stories. During the Talent Focus 

Week, employees share their personal career journey and IKEA story with other 

employees in small workshops and speeches, Susan explained. She continued to describe 

how stories are meant to inspire colleagues and offer empowerment. Besides formalized 

routines such as year-end reviews and goal setting activities in a development talk, many 

leaders seek to have “job chats” with their subordinates on a regular basis. In these chats, 

topics are discussed that affect the employee, but are not related to their daily-tasks. 

Examples are current leadership issues, career development plans, and personal 

development. Ida described that even though she is often pressed for time, she always 

makes spaces for her employees needs. The coaching culture is very active and informal, 

giving employees the time and space to reflect on their own behavior, she continued. 
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VOICE is an employee survey, which is conducted annually. Tom explained further that 

it is a business development tool, which is used to measure how well IKEA does from a 

co-worker point of view. “The anonymous VOICE survey asks questions related to the 

work culture at IKEA and the display of values by colleagues in daily business. Besides 

culture and value topics, it also collects information about employee motivation and 

satisfaction.” (Corporate PR, IKEA Services AB, 2006, p. 9). Results from the VOICE 

survey are then used to focus on areas where IKEA needs to develop. The VOICE results 

show e.g. that most employees do development talks, but still approximately 30% miss 

out on them (Inter IKEA Systems B.V., 2014). Nevertheless, “[…] patterns of bad 

leadership behavior are not common at IKEA” Ida said, adding, “of course there are 

exceptions. You will always have exceptions.”  

 

During the interviews, Tom mentioned that VOICE results have become weaker over the 

years and that the results show a deterioration in lived culture and values. He believes it 

is therefore necessary to highlight IKEA culture and values more and that the 

reinvigoration is a step in the right direction. Lisa agreed that now, with the reinvigoration 

being so fresh, it is time to bring the topic of IKEA culture to the forefront. She eagerly 

pointed towards the need for activities and discussions accompanying the change of the 

value statement documents and formal communication.  

 

Further formalized structures are training concepts to encourage IKEA culture. Through 

TILLSAMMANS, the IKEA culture center, employees encounter IKEA values in 

trainings and workshops. The first meeting with IKEA values is when employees are 

freshly employed, during the first weeks of starting their job, Maria said. Further trainings 

do not follow a planned schedule. In these trainings, employees are familiarized with the 

company’s roots in Småland and activities on how IKEA values translate into daily 

business. IKEA emphasizes that they have an active, lively culture, which is not just a 

paper document. Sara described that the conscious approach to underline IKEA culture is 

anchored in formalized activities that help to transmit culture and keep cultural habits 

alive. 

 

I had the opportunity to attend one of these culture workshops where IKEA employees 

from around the world attended. For employees to connect and familiarize themselves 

with IKEA values, posters with the name of each IKEA value where put up on the walls. 
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The participants were then split into groups and asked to describe what the assigned IKEA 

value means to them and to draw a symbol, which summarizes the IKEA value. An 

example for the value of “simplicity” was the “Allen key”, a tool invented by IKEA with 

which most of the IKEA furniture can be assembled, a key to fit everything. When 

describing the connection to the assigned value, many different stories were told. It 

seemed like everyone was able to connect to the values in their own way. However, 

depicting the assigned value in a symbolized drawing proved to be more difficult. Most 

of the drawings left no lasting impression on me and some groups made undecipherable 

sketches, saying that they only put a few dots and lines as they didn’t come up with a 

satisfying solution. 

 

Connected to the culture workshops and trainings, Maria, Linus and Lisa discussed 

whether it is possible “to teach” culture and “culture” employees. The majority of 

interviewees disagreed with the approach and believed that classical trainings are not 

purposeful for cultural topics. Maria said “Culture and values cannot be taught, it is about 

the experience!”. She described how building a typical Småland stonewall is such an 

experience, where people encounter the value of togetherness in a joint-effort to build the 

wall. 

 

4.2.3 Value-based recruiting 

One of the mechanisms to ensure the survival of IKEA organizational culture is their 

unique recruiting approach. Due to the belief that underlying assumptions steer the 

behaviors, attitudes and thinking of employees, IKEA tries to attract employees that 

conform to the organizational norm. By keeping the workforce in sync with 

organizational goals, it becomes manageable to steer the organization towards the wished 

position.  

 

Throughout the interviews, IKEAs “value-first” policy in recruiting was put forward as a 

success factor for why IKEA culture is vital and alive. All interviewees agreed that the 

culture is based on people believing in it and living in it. Consequently, it was of high 

importance to them to recruit “the right” people who fit the IKEA spirit. IKEA is proud 

to recruit value-based, the company goes as far as prioritizing personal values over 

professional skills. “We [IKEA] must always recruit on values first, then on competence 

and diversity.”, Sara and Susan explained. Sara, Susan, and Ida agreed that mismatches 

in values, results in difficulties for the hired employee eventually in their career. When 
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they felt that something was not quite right with a candidate, but could not put the finger 

on it and hired him/her regardless, it later proved to be a value-related issue where the 

relation would not work out for neither side. Susan also said, “People who have a thirst 

for hunger are eager and capable to learn any skill they want, whereas values are so deeply 

embedded they are much harder to change to fit group dynamics.” According to her, this 

goes hand-in-hand with “togetherness” as only well function teams can thrive. If an 

employee does not fit in the team, it might alter the whole team spirit. Sara mentioned 

that the interest in the person why she or he made the decisions they made is often more 

important than academic credentials. To her IKEA lives by this authenticity. “Especially 

in hard-times employees are the most valuable quality in the company”, she adds.  

 

The value-based approach applies to all recruiting steps, i.a. the descriptions in the job 

adds, the interviewing process and the job offer or rejection. When asked how value-

based recruiting is executed, since values are not visible or documented through degrees, 

Susan and Sara mentioned years of experience. Values and beliefs become the basis for 

screening applications they said. Linus also pointed out, how difficult it is to translate 

certain behaviors to underlying values. “It is like an iceberg, only a fraction is visible. 

And that is the behavior”, he said. Currently a guideline is developed on what value-based 

recruiting means exactly, Gunilla explained to me. The guideline is meant to give support 

in asking questions to uncover the cultural fit of a candidate. This questionnaire softens 

credentials or skills in favor of values, Gunilla added. She continued to clarify how the 

document refers back to each of the eight IKEA key values and connects them to guiding 

principles and questions for the recruitment process. 

 

Value-based recruiting at IKEA shows traits of trying to find a mechanism that will ensure 

a smooth functioning of the organization by formulating norms and values and checking 

employee-value-fit. The belief that employees are steered by their underlying 

assumptions was described by Schein in 1985 as basis on how employees think and act. 

By employing a value-based recruiting strategy, IKEA reinforces a selection process 

where underlying assumptions and expressed behavior are related in a cause-effect 

relationship. In both sociological and managerial publications, the organizational 

members are put forward as most important link shaping organizational culture. 
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4.3 INTERPRETATION OF IKEA VALUES – EXPRESSION OF IKEA CULTURE  

The Kamprad sons, collecting feedback from more than 2,000 IKEA managers around 

the world, initiated the re-interpretation of IKEA values in 2017. In a video published in 

February 2017, they describe how the aspect of culture and values is a matter close to 

their hearts and how much energy they are willing to put into strengthening IKEA key 

values: “We [the Kamprad sons] see it as our most important task to safeguard and nurture 

our IKEA culture.” (Internal video, 2017). For two years, the brothers and culture experts 

worked on the reinvigoration of IKEA values. The Kamprad sons said, “The Testament 

of a Furniture Dealer is just as valid today as then. In this document you find the essence 

of our IKEA values.” (Internal video, 2017). 

 

A much-quoted sentence repeated throughout the data collection period was “You can 

copy IKEAs products, but you cannot copy its culture”. The IKEA culture is not formally 

described. IKEA culture is based on key IKEA values, but the interpretation is left to each 

individual, Maria explained during a culture workshop. Sara said that everyone has his or 

her own special connection to IKEA values. Linus described this room for own 

interpretation as a boat-model, where the anchor of the boat is chained to values, invisible 

to others. The chain allows the boat to move, but not to stray too far from its original 

position. Other boats (IKEA employees) might not anchor in the same place, but if they 

anchor close enough and their boats move towards each other, they circulate in the same 

value space. Ida added that different cultures might express their values differently, but 

the value-base is still the same. Sara and Gunilla shared how at IKEA they can be 

themselves, because their values fit the IKEA values. 

 

When asked what the most important value is to them, the majority of interviewees 

answered “togetherness” and “humbleness and willpower” when describing what makes 

IKEA culture stand out. Linus stated that the attraction of togetherness to IKEA relates 

directly to one of the basic psychological human needs of belongingness and love as 

described in the Maslow Pyramid of needs. Since the appeal of “togetherness” captures a 

very broad audience and covers one of the elementary needs of humans, many relate to 

the value’s importance. In the reinvigorated version of IKEA values, “togetherness” is 

now the first value mentioned in the list of IKEA values. In The IKEA Concept 

Description (2000, 2011) a central message is shared – The IKEA Concept will only 

thrive when every IKEA employee lives the IKEA values. Sara and Lisa agreed that the 
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success of the IKEA culture depends on living up to it, together. Johanna said that the 

IKEA culture and values are a red thread throughout the business, embedded in daily 

routines and practices. Emphasis is especially put on leaders to provide an environment 

that allows for this and where the leader is a role model to others “IKEA leaders hall 

provide such an environment. […] Tillsammans, together is the key!” (Inter IKEA 

Systems B.V. , 2000, 2011, p. 70).  

 

Many interviewees described how there is a lot of give-and-take at IKEA, based on the 

belief that no-one abuses the balance and that “leading by example” will trigger a 

snowball effect where this habit is naturally carried on. Leaders at IKEA serve as role 

model to transmit culture. The generosity that I experienced throughout my data 

collection period, with people taking up to two hours to talk to me and showing me around 

the IKEA museum and IKEA facilities, is typical for IKEA I was told. They also left me 

to the believe that I could come back to them at any time if I had more questions. It was 

not just a phrase, but genuine commitment. Lisa said, “Who knows? Maybe I will come 

back to you and ask for your help in the future.” Ida mentioned that this system of trust 

and generosity only functions when it is mutual and we can learn from leaders who act as 

role models. IKEA leaders as role models are an integral part of the IKEA culture where 

the leader keeps in touch with the shop floor, Peter explained. Linus mentioned that 

leading by example is living the culture. He explained how self-awareness is necessary 

to be a good leader as one has to ask “Who do I want to be?” and “How do I behave?”. 

In his opinion, only this reflection and dialogue will lead to value-based decision making. 

Ida tapped into a similar topic when she talked about self-reflection and being able to take 

the time to reflect. According to her employees are under a lot of pressure and stress, 

which holds employers more responsible to refocus on humanity.  

 

At IKEA, I was told, every voice counts equally, with flat hierarchies underlining the 

belief in equality. Ida told me how for her IKEA stands for equality when she shared a 

story of homosexual employees in Russia finding a sanctuary in IKEA where they are 

accepted for who they are. She narrowed it down to that we are all human beings 

regardless of age, race, etc. and that we are therefore equal. This democratic principle is 

what makes IKEA different to her.  

 

Besides the culture workshop, I was part of an observation during a “front week/anti-

bureaucracy week”. A front week is a week where an employee who usually works in an 
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office environment or workplace outside the store, spends its time on the shop floor. “All 

IKEA managers who do not work in IKEA stores shall regularly experience “front/anti-

bureaucracy weeks”, working for a week in an IKEA store.” (Inter IKEA Systems B.V. , 

2000, 2011, p. 72). During my observation period in the IKEA store in Delft, NL, I got 

an insight into the importance of connecting to the shop floor and understanding co-

workers. The front week showed me practical examples of IKEAs flat hierarchy. I was 

treated exactly the same as every other co-worker, even though I was less experienced 

then they were. At the same time, it was natural for me to treat the shop floor co-workers 

with the same respect that I wished to receive – hierarchies did not matter. The team in 

the store welcomed me like a guest into a big family, which showed me once more that 

IKEA is a relationship building company where collaboration and connection to each 

other are a vital part of interacting with each other.  

4.4 NEED FOR MODIFICATION 

The need for a change of organizational culture can have external reasons such as market 

circumstances as well as internal reasons such as heavy critique on the organizational 

culture. At IKEA several external factors are put forward.  

 

According to several interviewees there were profound reasons for the changes, re-

interpretation and re-wording of the IKEA values. The rapid growth of IKEA around the 

globe was considered the main reason for the refresh. It was explained that now and in 

the coming years, pioneers who built the IKEA culture will retire while there will be an 

influx of new, “uncultured” employees. Therefore, this movement would bear the risk of 

watering down the existing IKEA culture. Even though, this seemed like a logical 

explanation no consensus was found among interviewees. Peter and Lisa argued that there 

will be no cultural dilution since employees who work at IKEA, share a common value-

base. This value-base will allow keeping the IKEA culture alive. In line with this 

argumentation, Linus mentioned that Hofstede’s point of equaling geographical distance 

with cultural distance does not hold. There is a set of approximately 400 values around 

the world and when IKEA recruits employees who share the same value-base, the IKEA 

culture will remain strong since values and behavior are directly connected to 

organizational culture. Interviewees from the IKEA culture center who come in contact 

with IKEA employees from around the world through culture trainings, agreed that there 

are some countries that show even stronger commitment to values in their stores than 
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what is noticeable in Sweden. Maria and Peter pointed out that there are some countries 

where the IKEA culture has not fully landed, despite high efforts over many years, such 

as the US and France. Even being a franchisee might not guarantee a full cultural 

commitment. Peter described how stores that are privately held often have a stronger 

interest in living IKEA culture compared to franchisees. 

 

When talking to the people at the IKEA culture center, they explained that the more 

international IKEA becomes, the more difficult that value became to understand for 

people far away from Småland. “Humbleness and willpower” does not translate in the 

same way in other languages and loses its Swedish meaning. In the Netherlands, 

“humbleness” is e.g. considered a weakness and negative attribute, in Asia it lead to the 

misinterpretation of “you don’t matter as individual”, Linus clarified. Therefore, an 

attempt was made to weave the original meaning of listening to one another, into the 

remaining eight values and taking out the headline. 

 

Linus brought up, the perspective of IKEA culture as a constant in rocky times. The 

current polarization in the world, asks for safety and emphasis on where employees are 

equal and have things in common rather than highlighting their differences, he elaborated. 

Hence, it was discussed that the living-environment and external pressure on IKEA 

triggered the reinvigoration of IKEA values. To him it is not about “teaching” new IKEA 

employees the “right” IKEA culture, but to highlight where IKEA employees have 

commonalities. Ida agreed that IKEA is a constant that offers the same respect and 

conditions to everyone, not only employees, but also their suppliers and customers. She 

continued, “People are not stupid!”, describing that people will notice when a company 

tries to force a way of thinking or acting on them.  

4.5 EMPLOYEE REACTIONS TO THE REINVIGORATION OF IKEA VALUES 

Indicators of normative control become visible in the reaction of employees towards the 

value modification. Little criticism is expressed, even though the majority of employees 

is unaware for the reasons of modification. At the same does the majority of employees 

agree that the reinterpretation was needed and has succeeded. 

 

When sharing their points of view about the reinvigoration and changes in IKEA values, 

many different opinions occurred. Most of the interviewees agreed that the change per se 
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was a good thing. Susan said that “[It] is a good “excuse” to bring the topic up again. The 

values are built to last.”. Lisa had a similar understanding of the current situation, where 

even more could be done to bring up discussions and make the values “talk of the town”. 

None of the interviewees was concerned that the reinterpretation might be to far away 

from the previous version of the values. Tom referred to the booklet, describing the IKEA 

key values, clarifying that the spirit of the previous IKEA values remained the same. The 

interviewees trusted the roots of the IKEA values in The Testament of a Furniture Dealer 

as described by the Kamprad sons in their video. “[…] With a growing family of co-

workers and a rapidly changing world, our company, culture and values evolve. But they 

will always be rooted in The Testament of a Furniture Dealer.” 

 

However, for some interviewees the reasons for the reinterpretation were not clear and 

they had no opinion on the modification. Taking out “humbleness and willpower” was a 

disappointment to many interviewees as they felt that it was one of the values setting 

IKEA apart from other corporations. Susan said that to her “humbleness and willpower” 

is IKEA and that this combination of values is unique to IKEA. To her some of the other 

values are rather related to Swedish business culture than to IKEA per se. Tom and Maria 

emphasized the combination of the two values and that what makes it special is the 

mixture, one alone will not work in an IKEA context, they agreed. During my observation 

period at the department day, one of IKEAs top manager sat in a discussion panel with 

other colleagues to talk about the value reinvigoration. He too agreed that he would like 

to see “humbleness and willpower” in the reinterpretation and that, he will miss the 

emphasis on one of his core IKEA values. Either the interviewees mentioned that they do 

not know the reason why one of their favorite values was taken out or that the reason that 

they have heard on the grapevine did not hold in their opinion. That the wording would 

lead to potential misinterpretation in countries outside of Sweden seemed like an excuse 

to some.  

 

The removal of “striving to meet reality” was not met by a lot of emotions from the 

interviewees. The addition of “caring for people and planet” was a logic step for all 

interviewees. They agreed that IKEA has acted in compliance with the value for a long 

time, but has never made “a big fuzz about it”. It was also mentioned that this addition is 

reflecting the current zeitgeist of sustainability. Moreover, Linus considered it as value 

that people strive after who have satisfied their basic needs according to the Maslow 

Pyramid and aim to create meaning beyond the egocentric view of need-satisfaction. 
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5. DISCUSSION 

In this section, I discuss the findings with the help of previously presented theory and 

concepts. First, a discussion of the interpretation of the IKEA culture is presented, 

followed by a critical investigation of the link between normative control and IKEA 

culture. Thereafter the value modification and its characteristics of continuity versus 

change are reviewed.  

5.1 IKEA CULTURE INTERPRETED THROUGH SOCIOLOGY, MANAGEMENT, CRITIQUE AND 

BRANDING  

IKEA has a present culture, which is expressed through visible objects, behavior and 

actions as well as processes. As Peters and Waterman (1982) proclaimed, organizational 

culture is created and reinforced by the top management. At IKEA, Ingvar Kamprad who 

founded the company built a legacy around values that he believed in. The core of these 

values is repeatedly communicated until today. Furthermore, did the Kamprad sons, 

carrying on the legacy, prompt the recent modification of the organizational culture. An 

exclusive circle worked on the reinterpretation of the organizational values, excluding the 

majority of employees. Consequently, the data implicates that IKEA organizational 

culture is “created culture” and did not evolve organically. On the other hand, do all 

interviewees agree that a fundamental pillar of IKEA culture is the shared value base 

among employees, which functions as a social system. Employees carry these underlying 

assumptions before they enter IKEA and are thus not shaped by IKEA. Schein (2016) 

concludes that organizational culture works as a social system, which develops, based on 

shared, underlying assumptions of an organization. However, in this case IKEA 

organizational culture is steered and not left to its own, organic evolution by employees. 

Supporting Schein’s (2016) argumentation is the fact that the lived culture at IKEA is a 

reflection of the individual connection of employees to their own values. In the 

interviews, employees had individual connections to each value, with some values being 

more important to them than others are. My data further indicates that the documents, 

describing IKEA values are taken as a guideline, but that every employees interprets the 

caption of each value in their own way. At the same time, a bond is created through 

embracing the prescribed value captions. This collective identity is expressed by 

interviewees as based on a common value-base, whereas organizational documents 

emphasize a connection to IKEAs origin in Småland as culture foundation. Hence, a 

discrepancy of formalized value descriptions and lived values becomes apparent. 
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However, this unity over organizational culture or as Alvesson (2013) says, the “glue” 

that keeps an organization together, needs some criticality. Academia (Müller, 2016; 

Willmott, 1993; Kunda, 1992) found a close link between normative control and 

organizational culture. A mechanism of normative control is to use organizational culture 

as a form of social control over large groups (Alvesson & Sveningsson, 2016). During 

the interviews, employees used the distinct corporate language to explain IKEA culture 

and had a high degree of identification with the organizational culture at IKEA. Most of 

them expressed it as a fit of their personal values with IKEA values. Alvesson and 

Willmott (2002) found that the link of normative control with organizational culture is 

through a corresponding value-base between employee and organization, or as Armstrong 

(2000) put it, a psychological contract between employee and organization. Therefore, it 

can be assumed that interviewees are under the influence of normative control when 

describing their view on organizational culture.  

 

An indicator for normative control is the overall positivity about the culture at IKEA. 

There was no criticism in my data and everyone agreed that IKEA culture is “good”. 

Deviation from IKEA norms was not demonstrated, which is congruent to the findings 

by Willmott (1993) who describes that criticism against an established organizational 

culture is considered as social crime. Since people aim to avoid social rejecting and to fit 

in (Kunda, 2009), it might be that employees avoid criticism in favor of social acceptance.  

An example where this became visible was during the culture workshops where it was no 

option to oppose participation or fail in the task. Even though, some teams had difficulties 

to symbolize their assigned value in a drawing, they put some dots and lines on the paper. 

Still, they seemed mortified when it was their turn to present, excusing themselves with 

the argument that time was not sufficient and that they are not creative souls. Although 

one interviewee mentioned that she believes that people would notice to be under 

normative control and rise up against it, there seems to be no awareness for the 

mechanism. The data does not explicitly show whether people secretly opposed (parts) of 

IKEA culture or whether they are truly convinced of IKEA culture.  

 

A value, which was popular among interviewees, but also emphasized through formalized 

procedures, is “lead by example”. The value moved to the bottom of the IKEA value list, 

which can be surprising, taking the procedures (VOICE, Talent Focus Week, value-based 

recruiting) created around the value into consideration. It might be that due to the efforts 
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that were made to reinforce “lead by example” are complementing the value statement in 

so many ways, that there is no need for the value to be at the top of the hierarchy. The 

description changed, too and now includes the notion of value-based recruiting, where 

attitudes count more than competence. Here it becomes visible that core norms, 

formulated by IKEA are checked against the values of each individual. Similar to a 

control mechanism, norms and values are interrogated in development talks and the 

VOICE survey. Czaplewski et al. (2001) showed that normative control is especially 

effective in harmonious groups of employees. My data underlines this finding as all 

interviewees agreed that a key building block to maintain organizational culture is to 

recruit employees who “fit in” via value-based recruiting. This mechanism is put forward 

by Alvesson (2013) as one corner stone to impose organizational culture change. The 

emphasis on value-based recruiting as mechanism to keep the organization on track was 

striking. Value-based recruiting was treated as the cure to impose “the right” IKEA 

culture continuity.  

 

However, heterogeneity of the group is encouraged at IKEA. Interviewees mentioned that 

they are able to be themselves, because their values fit with IKEA values. Fleming and 

Sturdy (2011) describe this parameter of neo-normative control as “be yourself”. “To be 

yourself” gives the impression that every individual is welcomed into the IKEA family. 

Instead of trying to create a heterogeneous workforce, IKEA attempts to create consent 

and commitment through diversity. Nevertheless, is diversity limited to the boundaries of 

IKEAs shared value-base. The value-based recruiting approach clearly states that it is 

values first, then skills and diversity last. Hence, diversity is encouraged as long as it does 

not violate the boundaries of a common IKEA culture. This case indicates that it is not 

only the individual who has a need to fit in the group and the management fostering 

harmonious groups, but that individuals consider harmonious groups as aspirational. Even 

though heterogeneity is promoted, it is group compliance the employees strive for.  

 

The extension of organizational culture by internal branding was pointed out i.a. by 

Müller (2016), Edwards (2005) and Land and Taylor (2010). Recently, organizational 

values seem to shift towards identical or parallel brand values where the lines between 

organizational culture and brand representation become blurred. The formulated IKEA 

values serve primarily as anchor, however they also help to position IKEA as an attractive 

employer in a competitive market environment, e.g. through IKEAs explicit recruiting 

approach. IKEA values are communicated internally in trainings and documents as well 
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as externally in the interaction with customers in the store and museum. This leads to the 

assumption that IKEA values are formulated organizational culture as well as a tool for 

branding. The data indicates that the employees become brand ambassadors through their 

behavior, specific corporate language, attitudes, and representation of swedishness, for 

example when employees share their stories on recruiting webpages. Müller (2016) 

describes that internal branding is often supported by training programs on how 

employees should live the brand values. In the case of IKEA every employees undergoes 

a training program where employees are familiarized with the way how IKEA values are 

represented. In these trainings the boundaries between the brand and organizational 

values are blurred. Employees are to represent the brand by conforming to the IKEA 

values. Hence, the way of living IKEA values becomes a lifestyle to the employees and 

extends from workplace into private life. The data confirms that employees consider their 

value-firm-fit as a possibility to express themselves in the same manner privately and in 

the work environment. Employees as the transmitter of the brand message (Müller, 2016), 

is something IKEA employees consider as positive. This case shows that employees are 

happy to share their positive experience at IKEA and that sharing mechanisms are 

instrumentalized by the organization.   

 

Schein’s (2016) description of artefacts in his seminal work from 1985, does not consider 

the brand as artefact with the power to influence the employee-employer relationship. 

However, this case shows that the brand is an influential artefact where the media object 

of the brand modifies the relationship of employee and organizational values. It could be 

argued that the brand might even take the place of the organizational values. This is 

visible when the addition of “caring for people and planet” was added in the latest 

modification. IKEA has pushed a sustainable agenda in their use of material with 

campaigns such as “better cotton” or UNICEF projects. These activities were primarily 

communicated to the customers, branding IKEA as sustainable in regards to environment 

and taking responsibility of a better future for underprivileged people. Some interviews 

agreed that it was time to include the topic in the organizational values since IKEA has 

been acting and pursuing a sustainable agenda for a long time. It was also brought forward 

that it is a value that is very “now” and could be seen as following the ingoing trend of 

acting more responsible for a sustainable future for generations to last. The 

interconnection of the branding strategy in line with organizational values, were the 

differentiation becomes difficult is clearly visible here.   
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5.2 MODIFICATION OF IKEA VALUES: CULTURAL PERSISTENCE OR CHANGE? 

Popular literature (Peters & Waterman, 1982; Deal & Kennedy, 1982) claimed that 

external factors such as the economic situation or globalization are drivers for 

organizational culture change. The influence of external factors as change trigger, as well 

as the process of growth has been observed as most common culture change source by 

researchers (Denison, et al., 2012; Alvesson & Sveningsson, 2016). My data confirms 

that IKEAs value modification takes place at a time where KEA has to respond to a 

changing environment with expansion in new markets, technological advancement, and 

resource scarcity. IKEA chose to respond to this hostile environment by strengthening its 

competitive advantage through organizational culture. The interviews show that 

employees agree that the IKEA value modification is necessary to stay up-to-date with 

the current situation. A common stance at IKEA is that the reinvigoration is triggered by 

the world around us, external factors such as globalization, changing IKEA workforce 

and turbulent times and that the IKEA values before the reinvigoration 2017 did not 

reflect that world anymore. IKEAs rapid growth globally, was put forward as change 

reason in this case, but also the current zeitgeist, which requires new values such as 

“caring for people and planet”.  

 

Chatman and O’Reilly (2016) discussed that a mismatch between organizational strategy 

and culture can lead to a deterioration of employee commitment. As described previously, 

can organizational culture serve as tool to coordinate and manage large employee groups. 

However, the mechanism only works, when employees feel like a part of the organization. 

Since IKEA grew around the globe, the value statements needed to become accessible 

and equally attractive for all IKEA employees, regardless of their origin. IKEA 

acknowledges that their communication of culture and values is centered on their Swedish 

or Smålandish understanding of the values. Therefore, mistranslations in the meaning of 

some IKEA values, such as “humbleness and willpower”, are eliminated to make them 

internationally accessible. Still, there is a contradiction in the way of communication for 

IKEA values. Even though changing value descriptions to international understanding, 

the emphasis of IKEA culture is on its tradition, origin, and traits of a Smålander. IKEA 

refers back to that it only came to its existence because of Småland characteristics, which 

are reflected in the value statements. Similar to saying all employees should become 

Smålanders in their own countries. The emphasis on cultural continuity in the roots of 

Småland can also stem from the ongoing retirement of the generation that established 
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IKEA culture. The influx of a large number of new employees caused by IKEAs 

expansion and changing demographics with IKEA culture pioneers retiring, the future 

workforce is not as connected to IKEA origin. The controversy whether the shift in 

workforce compositions towards a younger generation would cause cultural dilution was 

discussed among interviewees. My investigation indicates that a high emphasis is put on 

rites, traditions, celebrations and the repeated story in which circumstances IKEA was 

found, to increase awareness for the evolution of IKEA culture and to establish a 

foundation of IKEA culture that remain forever. In a fast-pace changing world where 

trends do not last, IKEA decided to provide a counterbalance of stability. 

 

This attempt by IKEA to provide a universal culture at all locations around the globe can 

lead to challenges and even hazards. There is a danger in importing or exporting 

organizational values, since cultures are more complex than their values. Even though, it 

was put forward that the same values exist around the world, their interpretation differs 

among cultures and hence IKEA entities. This raises a concern whether it is possible or 

even desirable to export organizational culture as lived experience globally without 

awareness and sensitivity to embed the local nature. Organizational culture is embedded 

in a larger cultural system such as the market economy, historical developments and 

habitual environment. Consequently, organizational culture cannot be viewed isolated 

and without context. However, IKEA tries to extract their organizational culture, which 

evolved in a Swedish context and specific historic point in time and tries to export it to 

countries that do not act in the same context. Any interpretations of the organizational 

values are open for reinterpretation and rendering, leaving them open-ended. What is 

desirable in one context or set of networked relations, might turn intrusive in another. An 

example for this could be when examples of countries who have difficulties to embrace 

the IKEA culture were pointed out during the interviews. The explanation by the 

interviewees was that these countries have difficulties because their local culture is so 

contrary to IKEA culture and that people are not willing to adapt or are trapped in their 

long-learned, local cultural patterns. Even though, IKEA does not attempt to create a 

homogenous group, it still tries to shape a workforce that is in-line with the organizational 

values. Since there is a threat of the dilution of IKEA culture, the export and emphasis on 

swedishness can be seen as counter movement to secure cultural longevity. Swedishness 

or the roots in Småland are strong elements of IKEA norms and branding. Even though, 

IKEA presents themselves as multinational company, they only allow for one 

organizational culture, which is Smålandish. In sociology, this is described through 
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ethnocentricity and as a response to experienced threats to social identity. A question 

arising from these findings is the discussion whether the attempt of exporting a uniform 

culture to secure organizational identity serves its cause. Hofstede (1993) argues that 

ethnocentricity is to a people what egocentricity is to a person. By not considering the 

local nature, values such as “togetherness” are worked against. When employees do not 

fully accept or modify the proposed uniform organizational culture, it causes 

fragmentation and disunity. Moreover, it can impose an imperialistic sentiment where the 

exporter for organizational culture is seen as superior to the importers.  

 

The case displays that the overall response to the reinvigoration of IKEA values is very 

positive and not met with resistance. Even though, there is great commitment to the value 

modification, shows the data that most interviewees are unaware of the true reasons 

behind the reinvigoration. Hence, employees made their own assumptions for the reason 

behind the modification. In this context, it is surprising that the consent of employees for 

the reinvigoration is so strong as Boyd and Sutherland (2006) found that employees need 

to understand the bigger picture of the organizational culture change to commit to it. Still, 

they all accept that IKEA today is no longer the same as it was when it was founded. The 

context in which IKEA operates today and size have changed tremendously. It seems like 

this observation alone is enough to convince the employees. As culture and values are an 

immanent part of the IKEA organization, employees do not dare to raise objections. Even 

though some employees mentioned that they are disappointed to see “humbleness and 

willpower” disappear from the key values, they were quick to weaken their statement by 

adding statements showing that they believe it is merged into another value and that the 

overall spirit of the values remains the same. The feelings for the loss of the value are not 

strong enough to object to the modification. The only occasion where criticism was 

displayed was when the Range & Supply manager shared his discontent about the 

withdrawal of “humbleness and willpower” in a panel discussion. In this case, it needs to 

be considered that he, as the top manager of Range & Supply, might be protected by his 

powerful position within the organization to be able to make critical statements. 

According to Kärreman and Alvesson (2004), resistance from top management occurs in 

normative control settings from those promoted from within. Nevertheless, my data does 

not show any further resistance from middle management or other top managers openly 

voicing their concern about the content of the reinvigorated values. Usually, the consent 

among interviewees is a recollection of the reinvigorated values to the Testament of a 

Furniture Dealer, which’s criticism is socially unacceptable. In this case the reference of 
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the reinvigorated key values back to the Testament of a Furniture Dealer was repeatedly 

brought up during the interviews. As the Testament of a Furniture Dealer was written by 

the founder and objecting to the founder’s view on culture is deemed socially 

unacceptable (Willmott, 1993), a mechanism was created that left the employees almost 

no choice, but to comply with the reinvigoration. However, Schein (2016) claims that a 

generation shift of leaders will lead to cultural adjustments if they are powerful enough. 

My data gives no indication of the Kamprad sons power to replace existing culture at 

IKEA.   

 

The behavior and processes to keep IKEA culture alive have not changed since the 

announcement of the reinvigorated values. Instead, employees hold on to the patterns, 

norms, and processes that they have known for a long time. During the interviews, 

employees reacted to questions about the modification by expressing how IKEA culture 

has been expressed in the past and is currently lived with an expectation to carry on in the 

future as they have always done. The change was more connected to immersing externals 

into the IKEA culture in a different way than before. This observation indicates that the 

adjustment of organizational values in the communication does not necessarily translate 

into a behavioral change at IKEA. Siehl (1985) confirms this observation by describing 

the minimal effect of adjusted value manifestations to lived culture. Even though, a lot of 

fuzz is made about the modification, it is not named or communicated as change, but as 

reinvigoration. The new key values are not classified as “New Testament of a Furniture 

Dealer”, but as a reinterpretation of the existing value-base. Moreover, appears IKEA 

culture not as fluid as pretended.  

 

According to Alvesson and Sveningsson (2016), it is common that change imposed by 

the top management takes usually place on changing the visible parts, rather than on the 

underlying parts. The data implies that the ongoing process of culture modification is a 

step of culture maintenance to adapt the communicated documents and value statements 

to modern times. Cameron and Quinn (2005) consider the changing environment in which 

organizations act as need to adapt organizational culture to remain significant. As the 

values are publically available on IKEA recruiting pages, it is vital to attract potential 

employees. Thus, it is important for IKEA to keep its values relevant by e.g. adding values 

that reflect the spirit of today such as acting responsibly and sustainable (Caring for 

people and planet). The meaning to maintain a relevance of is even stated in the IKEA 

Concept, which describes the purpose of cultivating and developing IKEA culture with 
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relevance. Looking at the value reinterpretation and modification, which is hardly visible 

in employees expressions, leads to the need to look at the relationship between values and 

norms more closely. As observed, values at IKEA stay relatively constant, however 

norms and their interpretation might have shifted over time. Even though it is recruited 

on a value-first basis, diversity plays a more important role in today’s workforce than it 

did 50 years ago. Today it is generally accepted by society that women and diverse 

ethnicities are equal counterparts in a modern society and work environment. This shift 

of interpreting norms differently is not reflected in the value statements, but in actions 

employees take. 

 

Cultural attributes pointed out by Schneider et al. (2013) such as uniqueness of culture, 

shared values and stability are confirmed by my data and reflect IKEA culture. Especially 

stability and culture, which is grounded in history and tradition emerges as a main theme 

at IKEA. However, I also found that the referral to longevity and a focus on 

ethnocentricity can go against IKEAs desire for securing a uniform cultural identity. 

Imposing one organizational culture globally can backfire and cause defragmentation as 

opposed to “togetherness”. The conclusion Alvesson and Sveningsson (2016) made about 

the difficulties to change organizational culture visibly, is confirmed by my data where 

no radical changes are observable. Overall, the findings of this study are in line with the 

findings from Alvesson and Sveningsson (2016) and Alvesson (2013) who claim that 

organizational culture is more difficult to change than commonly believed and that 

change efforts fizzle out. It can be summarized that the IKEA value modification is rather 

an adjustment of documents and communication than a change of the cultural direction 

and behavior. This maintenance process indicates that the value modification at IKEA is 

a process of preserving of what is rather than moving to something new. It also shows 

that the organizational culture context, even though emphasized in the cultural roots, is 

not considered in the international environment, the culture is transferred to, leaving a 

sentiment of imperialistic behavior.  
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6. CONCLUSION  

This chapter demonstrates the research results while putting them into context, deriving 

key findings. Lastly, research implications for future research and managerial 

implications are put forward. 

6.1 KEY FINDINGS 

The findings of my study show that organizational culture change and preservation ask 

for a differentiated point of view. There are different aspects to what IKEA organizational 

culture is made up of, such as documents and formal communication, processes as well 

as lived behavior. Hence, the degree of change or continuity needs to be threefold: degree 

of modifications in the content of organizational culture, degree of modifications in the 

shared cultural identity consensus and the degree of intensity of exhibited culture.  

 

The changes made in the content of IKEAs organizational culture by the Kamprad sons, 

translates into an immediate, visible modification of previous, formalized 

communication. This adaption of key values in formal communication is promoted as 

milestone in IKEA history and a leap forward to a new generation of IKEA culture. 

However, at the same the employee consensus of what IKEA culture entails did not 

change. The cultural system that IKEA employees agree about is described through 

emphasizing the past, traditions and roots, giving it a continuity, which employees expect 

to be eternal. Behaviors and narratives are not modified in line with the content 

modification of IKEA culture. This strong consensus and referral to the foundation of 

IKEA culture in the past is paired with a high intensity of culture expressions such as 

behavior, procedures, and artefacts where employees preserve the status quo and what 

has been. Moreover, the IKEA view on organizational culture is ethnocentric and does 

not consider the circumstances under which local cultures were formed in locations 

outside of Sweden. 

 

The continuity and consensus of perceived, interpreted, and expressed IKEA culture by 

employees creates divergence to the modernized value statements in formal 

communication. The written modification of value statements might not lead to actual 

change. However, the changes made in the content of documents and communication do 

not differ tremendously from previous presentations. Hence, the deviation is only slightly 

visible now, but might have larger impact in the future. As IKEA values are 
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communicated externally on e.g. recruiting webpages, potential employees might be 

attracted to a different value understanding than what is practiced in reality.  

 

Another finding of this study is the dissonance between what is considered to be the 

foundation of IKEA values. Employees express that their personal connection to the 

values and the consensus with other employees of how the values should be expressed 

and lived serve as an unspoken base. Contrarily, do the formalized communication in 

documents, the story of IKEA in the IKEA museum and formalized processes such as 

culture trainings, emphasize IKEAs roots in Småland as common culture base. The 

cultural consensus and lived identity of employees does not comply to full extend with 

formalized expressions. This could be due to the shift of organizational values to the 

brand, where organizational values serve as branding strategy. This became apparent in 

the recruiting approach where the organizational values are communicated to attract 

future employees. So far, no conflict in this dissonance is visible, but it might get stronger 

over time when employees who have been with IKEA for many years will retire and new 

joiners will no longer reconnect to IKEAs origin, as they have never experienced it.  

 

Overall, the reinvigoration of IKEA key values appears to be a step of cultural 

maintenance to adapt to modern times, rather than a change of cultural direction. This can 

be seen as an adaption of the values to a shift of societal norms, e.g. in diversity or 

sustainability. Alvesson (2013), who claims that organizational culture is rarely 

reinforced with a true reach by the management, confirms this observation. The one-fits 

all or broad-brush approach that large organizations apply to satisfy different employee 

needs, does not go deep enough to impact behavior and thinking, but only scratches on 

the surfaces such as the written documents. At the same time is (unconscious) persistence 

observable where both written and expressed culture underline IKEA culture in the way 

it has existed since it was developed. Even though, employees seem open for change and 

have a generally positive attitude towards the modification, they are highlighting 

something that has existed for a long time, instead of setting out for something new and 

unknown. This could be due to the fact that IKEA has so far used a one-fits-all cultural 

approach where Småland culture is exported globally without larger modification. The 

same observation is true for the written, reinvigorated key-values, for which the emphasis 

is on the reconnection to the Testament of a Furniture Dealer instead of creating a new 

cultural direction. Still, there is some dissonance in the communication and perception of 
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the value modification. Put forward as major milestone and big impact on the organization 

by the management, this (exaggeration of) change is not reflected by employee behavior. 

To conclude, the organizational culture at IKEA is characterized by stability and 

persistence through ethnocentricity. It is still expressed and experienced in the same way 

that it has been for many years despite attempts to reinvigorate it. It is to wait and see 

how the cultural journey will play out at IKEA with a new generation of leaders setting 

the direction and further blending and blurring of branding and organizational values. 

6.2 RESEARCH IMPLICATIONS  

One of the main obstacles in organizational culture studies is the missing agreed 

theoretical framework amongst scholars to advance research findings (Chatman & 

O'Reilly, 2016). This has been criticized by scholars before and leads to the lack of a 

common understanding of organizational culture or a theory thereof. A widely accepted 

framework would help in discussion research results and measuring them more precisely. 

Thus, I propose for further research in organizational culture studies to develop a coherent 

theory. This study would have benefited from a theoretical concept of organizational 

culture to assess observations and make them more valid and replicable.  

 

Culture is a phenomenon that is difficult to assess, it requires in-depth interpretation over 

a long period of time to make sense of the collected data (Alvesson & Sveningsson, 2016). 

Since this study was conducted over a limited period of time, close to the change 

announcement, it would be helpful to further investigate the case over a longer period of 

time to evaluate whether the conclusion of minimal adaption to the value reinvigoration 

remains valid. A longer time period with researcher spreading over different case 

companies would also allow to generalize findings beyond this case study. Long-term 

effects and the impact of the value statement modification on new joiners to IKEA are 

not covered in this study, but might shed more light on the topic.  

 

Another possibility to gain more insights would have been to extend this study into two 

phases, one pre-change, and one post-change to compare the research findings. As this is 

no longer feasible at the study’s case company, it could be of value to engage the extended 

research method at another case company in a similar context. 
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6.3 MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS 

This study indicates that managers need to understand that organizational culture 

modifications in written and formal documents will not necessarily lead to a changed 

behaviors and habits. Mandatory activities that are congruent with the change in written 

communication and a selective recruiting approach can be applied to support the purpose 

of the organizational culture change. The data revealed that even though many employees 

are generally positive about the modification, they are reluctant to adapt their own 

routines and all have a different interpretation of the reasons and purpose for cultural 

modification. It could be helpful to share the bigger picture of the value-statement 

modification and employ activities, such as value-based recruiting, more consistently.  

 

However, cultural persistence and the employees wish for stability and continuity should 

not be underestimated as a force influencing the cultural development. The difficulty to 

apply a common organizational culture globally and reinforce the reach of the 

management could be steered by engaging key players in the social system of IKEA. 

Another approach could be to embrace the value modification as a step in cultural 

maintenance rather than to promote it as value reinterpretation. The fear of steering away 

too much from the original Testament of a Furniture Dealer might prevent organizational 

members to acknowledge the modification. Hence, the way of how the modification will 

be communicated in the future to internals and externals is of importance.    
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8. APPENDIX 

In the appendix, additional documents and explanations are collected that support the 

understanding for this thesis, but are not vital to the research. The appendix is structured 

in the same way as the thesis, indicating to which section of the study the appendix refers. 

8.1 APPENDIX – METHODOLOGY 

Master Thesis Consent Form 

Title of Thesis Research: Culture Management at IKEA 

Name of the Master Student: Lena Bischoff 

Background to the Research: 78% of fortune 1.000 CEOs and CFOs view culture as one of the top 

three factors affecting their firm’s value (Chatman & O'Reilly, 2016). Organizational culture is one 

of the most prominent topics in academia and has gained its status due to the transferability from 

academia to managerial practice. This thesis will look at the value reinvigoration at IKEA and draw 

conclusions how IKEA modernizes its values while preserving its cultural identity. 

1. I confirm that I have read and understand the information about the above study. I have 

had the opportunity to consider the information, ask questions and these have been 

answered satisfactorily.  

   

2. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any time 

without giving any reason up until date 2017-05-23 when this thesis will be submitted for 

examination  

 

 

3. I understand that the information I provide will be confidential, I will be anonymous or a 

pseudonym will be used to protect my identity. 

 

4. It has been explained to me when and how the recording or scripting of the information I 

provide will be stored and destroyed.    

 

5. I agree to take part in the above study.    

 

        

Name of Participant  Date                     Signature 

                                

       

Name of Master Student Date                      Signature 
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8.2 APPENDIX - EMPIRICAL FINDINGS 

The IKEA key values prior to the modification 

Leadership by 

example 
Leadership by example is about acting in accordance with IKEA 

values, creating an atmosphere of well-being in the working 

environment and expecting nothing less from co-workers.  

Leadership by example aims at motivating and developing IKEA 

co-workers and improving performance of IKEA business.  

Simplicity Simplicity is about having an easy-going, straightforward, down-

to-earth approach when solving problems, dealing with people or 

meeting challenges. Simplicity is also about common sense and 

efficiency. Simple habits, instructions, explanations and solutions 

– including a healthy aversion to status symbols and temporary 

trends – all these save time, energy and costs. It also creates 

togetherness between people 

Striving to meet 

reality 
Working in IKEA operations is about keeping things simple, 

keeping feet on the ground, following decisions into reality and 

never losing track if the daily work on the floor. It is about staying 

true to practical solutions to develop and improve. 

Constantly being 

“on the way” 
By reviewing what is done today and asking what can be done 

better tomorrow, new sources of inspiration and ideas can be 

found for the good of the IKEA business. This stimulates the 

imagination and encourages IKEA co-workers to develop and 

improve. Energy comes from constant improvement today, rather 

than the expectation of perfection tomorrow. It is the journey and 

not the destination that matters.  

Cost-consciousness 

 
Cost-consciousness is the foundation of the continued success of 

the IKEA Concept. It applies to all areas of the IKEA business: 

from producing home furnishing products in as smart a way as 

possible for as little as possible to not wasting time or resources. 

Cost-consciousness is also about being able to balance cost with 

revenue and investment with saving. It is a lifestyle where any type 

of waste simply makes people feel bad.  

Constant desire 

for renewal 

 

IKEA co-workers’ practical experience proves that nothing is 

constant – except change. This shows the necessity of renewal. Co-

workers ate encouraged to find new solutions and adapt them for 

the good of the IKEA Concept.  

Humbleness and 

willpower 
We always strive for this, and it helps IKEA co-workers develop 

both as human being and as team-workers. It means listening and 

showing generosity and respect to colleagues and all other people 

including the many people. It also means admitting one’s own 

weaknesses, and trying to put them right. Willpower means getting 

things done. Willpower without the ability to be humble is 

meaningless and will lead to negative results.   

Daring to be 

different 
Development, improvement and reducing costs sometimes require 

different thinking and actions. A willingness and ability to try 

different solutions – without reinventing the wheel – and not just 
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stick to traditional and conventional ideas. This leads to progress 

and improvement.   

Togetherness and 

enthusiasm 
All parts and areas are built up and developed by co-operation 

between people who believe in the same cause and respect each 

other’s efforts. Everyone should feel that they are seen and values. 

Enthusiasm and commitment are important to create, supply and 

continuously develop the IKEA product range, and market and sell 

it to the many people.  

Accept and 

delegate 

responsibility 

The willingness to accept and delegate responsibility is both a 

privilege and a duty in IKEA operations. It means daring to make 

mistakes and learning from them. It also means having the 

courage to make decisions and to trust each other.  

Table 7: IKEA values. Ten key expressions summarizing our culture (Inter IKEA Systems B.V., 

2012) 

 

 

The modified IKEA key values as of 2017 

Togetherness Togetherness is at the heart of the IKEA culture. We are strong 

when we trust each other, pull in the same direction and have fun 

together.  

Caring for people 

and planet 

 

We want to be a force for positive change, we have the possibility 

to make a significant and lasting impact, today and for the 

generations to come.  

Cost-consciousness 

 
As many people as possible should be able to afford a beautiful 

and functional home. We constantly challenge ourselves and 

others to make more from less without compromising on quality.  

Simplicity A simple, straightforward and sown-to-earth way of being is part 

of our Småland heritage. It is about being ourselves and staying 

close to reality. We are informal, pragmatic and see bureaucracy 

as our biggest enemy.  

Renew and 

improve 

 

We are constantly looking for new and better ways forward. 

Whatever we are doing today, we can do better tomorrow. Finding 

solutions to almost impossible challenges is part of our success 

and a source of inspiration to move on to the next challenge.  

Different with a 

meaning 

 

IKEA is not like other companies and we don’t want to be. We like 

to question existing solutions, think in unconventional ways, 

experiment and dare to make mistakes, always for a good reason.  

Give and take 

responsibility 
We believe in empowering people. Giving and taking 

responsibility are ways to grow and develop as individuals. 

Trusting each other, being positive and forward-looking inspire 

everyone to contribute to development.  

Lead by example We see leadership as an action, not a position we look for people’s 

values before competence and experience. People who walk-the-

talk and lead by example. It is about being our self’s ad bringing 

out the best in each other.  

Table 8: The reinvigorated IKEA key values as of 2017 (Inter IKEA Systems B.V. , 1999 - 2017), 

(Kang, 2017) 
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Further IKEA symbols, portrayed in internal documents 

Symbol Relation to IKEA values 

The flat pack Revolutionized the furniture world, communicating cost-consciousness 

and doing it a different way. 

Allen key The customer needs it to assemble IKEA products. It symbolizes the 

IKEA Concept where the customer does his part and IKEA theirs. It is a 

representation of togetherness and simplicity as only one tool is needed to 

assemble IKEA products. 

Hot dog Breath-taking price, low price, symbolizes “good-bye and welcome back” 

without saying a word.  

IKEA pencil Simplicity, cost-consciousness and function 

Table 9: IKEA culture and value symbols (Inter IKEA Systems B.V., 2012) 

 

 


