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The JourNey behIND 
The Global eValuaTIoN
of the 2013 IKEA CATALOG

vision is “to 
create a better 
everyday life 

for the many people” by “offering a wide 
range of well-designed, functional home 
furnishing products at prices so low that 
as many people as possible will be able to 
afford them.” For IKEA, its yearly catalog
is one of the company’s main channels of 
global communication with existing and 
potential customers: one catalog show- 
casing IKEA products, offering to serve 
“the many people” around the globe.

Every year before the actual launch, 
IKEA conducts a global qualitative study 
to understand how people feel and think 
about, and what they do with, the new 
edition of the catalog before its actual 
launch. A couple of weeks after the 
global distribution, a large quantitative 
study is conducted to evaluate the new 
edition on key performance indicators, 
measure the impact it had in the market 
and benchmark the performance with 
previous editions. The findings of these 
studies serve as input for the creative 
team that works on the newest edition.

For the 2013 edition, significant 
changes were made to the catalog’s 
format (slightly bigger), content (offer- 
ing more inspiration pages, including 
more storytelling and a different way 
of picturing the products) and structure 
(Photo 1). A complementary mobile 
application was also launched. These 

iKEA’s
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structural changes made it even more 
important to deeply understand people’s 
emotional and rational reactions to the 
new edition.

from good to great
Over the past years, the feeling 
had grown within IKEA that the quali- 
tative evaluation of the catalog, done 
through offline focus groups in differ- 
ent countries around the world, could 
potentially be done in a different, 
fresher and better way. Here is a short- 
list of the key issues that store business 
owners and the research team at IKEA 
were encountering:
•  Focus groups were giving only a

snapshot of reality: the first reactions 
to the new catalog. No real insights 
were gained on people’s second 
thoughts and their behavior afterwards 
(how they are still using the catalog 
and how that usage evolves over time).

•  Given the limited time spent with
consumers and a limited portfolio 
of research techniques possible, focus 

groups did not bring much fresh and 
inspiring information to the table. 
Every year, a new edition of the cata- 
log was judged only partially (due to 
the limits of the method) and in the 
same way, leading to conclusions that 
were very similar year after year.

•  Another issue flagged by internal
stakeholders was the limited number 
of participants per session in a focus 
group and the dominance of certain 
individuals in the discussion. Commu- 
nities give access to more opinions of 
people with a wide range of profiles. 
And due to the longer time period, all 
participants are given an equal chance 
to voice their opinion.

•  The project owners found that the
quality of a focus group was largely 
determined by the quality and experi- 
ence of the moderator. Also, there was 
probably interviewer bias, as well as 
the fact that country differences were 
possibly due to differences in modera- 
tion style, rather than real differences 
between cultures.

•  Finally, despite all the new technolo-
gies available for internal stakeholders 
to follow offline focus groups from 
home, they do not actually follow ses- 
sions that often. Later, focus group 
transcripts are experienced as not that 
convenient or pleasant to return to for 
inspiration, to justify a modification or 
when creating or making decisions. As 
a result, internal stakeholders hear less 
of the “voice of the customers” during 
and after the project.

Switching up the methodology
Given this situation, the research team 
at IKEA wanted a different methodol- 
ogy to understand both the emotional 
and rational reactions to the 2013 
catalog and its mobile application. Fur- 
thermore, gaining insights into how 
people use the catalog on a daily basis 
after it arrived in their homes was 
also important.

With these objectives, a market 
research online community (MROC) 
(Photo 2) (De Ruyck et al., 2010) was 

Photo 2
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chosen as the backbone of this project 
instead of traditional focus groups. 
Online closed platforms that would dia- 
logue and work together with consum- 
ers in five different countries (Germany, 
Italy, Poland, the United States and 
China) seemed to be the answer to the 
above issues.

Why was this a better option? A 
simple, but useful framework to evalu- 
ate a new research method and to dem- 
onstrate its effectiveness internally is to 
check if it is providing you with automa- 
tional, informational and/or transforma- 
tional benefits.

Automational: doing things 
faster and more cost efficiently
•  A research community indeed takes

more time to set up, but once created, 
it can be reused without losing the 
time of a classical setup phase. This is 
a plus in the process of crafting a new 
catalog: the platform can be used to 
evaluate the current issue, as well as 
be a source of feedback and inspira- 
tion during the process of creating 
the next edition. For this project, five 
communities with a duration of three 
weeks were created. After eight weeks, 
the platforms were reopened for 
a week to get feedback on the next 
stage (the creation of the cover for 
the 2014 edition).

•  Secondly, the setup cost of a commu-
nity project is higher than that of an 
ad hoc qualitative project, but once 
established and in use, it becomes a 
cost-efficient tool — more and differ- 
ent research methods can be com- 
bined within the same budget.

Informational: gaining a higher 
quality of data and deeper insights
•  Communities are characterized by

the fact that you can work with more 
people of different profiles. In this 
case, with 50 participants in each of 
the 5 countries, we included 3 differ- 
ent profiles: potential, existing and 
lapsed customers. With five MROCs, 
we could hear the opinions of “the 
many people” in one single project, 
on one platform.

•  From “research on research” we did in
the past, we knew that it is best to run 
a community in the mother tongue of 
the participants because participants 
discuss more with us and post in a 

more nuanced and emotional way. 
We also learned that the community 
should be moderated by a native who 
knows the language, the local culture 
and the local market to gain more rel- 
evant and to-the-point customer dia- 
logues. We set up a separate MROC 
in each of the five countries and a 
central/global project team and content 
overview to “connect the dots” on a 
global level.

•  Working with a single master topic
guide (adapted to the local reality 
and culture of the country) partly 
eliminates interviewer bias. Teams of 
different people work together both 
on country and global levels.

Transformational: doing things
that were just not possible before
•  Evaluating the catalog in an MROC

gave us the opportunity to work with 
the same participants over a longer 
period of time (3 weeks of 24/7 con- 
tact, in this case) in the comfort and 
context of their own home. We fol- 
lowed the evolution in perception and 
usage of the catalog over time (before 
the catalog arrived, the first flip- 
through moments and different read- 
ing sessions), which would be hard to 
realize with traditional methods in a 
cost-efficient way.

•  Another advantage of having more
time with participants is “consecutive 
learning.” One can build on what was 
previously learned. Stimuli material 
can be tested, adapted and tested again 
in only a matter of days among the 
same group of consumers.

•  To get a holistic view on participants’
use and perception of the catalog, we 
leveraged a whole range of research 
techniques: observational tasks, an 
online diary, a collage tool, mini-sur- 
veys, creative exercises, group discus- 
sions and even implicit/emotion meas- 
urement tools. Communities allowed 
us to blend different research methods, 
giving us depth and breadth in terms 
of the insights we found.
The research team did not have a 

hard time convincing the internal clients 
to make the switch to MROCs. The 
questions that arose among the busi- 
ness owners were more about the prac- 
tical side of things: e.g., how to choose 
and optimally combine the different 
research options available on the plat- 

form, how to distribute large amounts of 
catalogs to different parts of the world 
before the actual launch in a safe way 
and how to make sense out of a big 
pile of information.

a research Community as the 
backbone for fusion research
In order to bring fresh, unique insights 
to the table and to get a valid, clear 
and holistic view on people’s perception 
and use of the 2013 catalog, we used the 
principle of “triangulation” (Guin et al., 
2012) to create a true Fusion Research
tool: investigating the same subject 
or issue from different angles and, by 
doing so, creating a more adequate, 
deeper understanding. We applied this 
approach on five levels.
•  Data triangulation: By including

both existing, lapsed and non-cus- 
tomers in the evaluation, we got data 
on all three groups and a full view on 
how different receivers of the catalog 
reacted to it in what they felt, thought 
and did.

•  Method triangulation: By combining
different observational, qualitative 
(both interviewing and discussions) 
and quantitative research techniques 
(both explicit and implicit measure- 
ment), we tackled the same issue from 
different angles, leading to a holistic 
view on it.

•  Environmental triangulation: The
mobile application of the community 
platform allowed participants to not 
only take part from behind their PC 
on the main research platform, but 
also to provide us with more personal 
and contextual information (in this 
case, on how they use the catalog on 
a day-to-day basis in their homes and 
over time).

•  Theory triangulation: Since “people
think less than we think they think,” 
it was important to take into account 
behavioral economics’ System One 
and System Two thinking when asking 
people to evaluate the catalog. That 
is why we included both an implicit 
and an explicit test of the 2014 cover 
during the one-week reactivation of 
the community.

•  Investigator triangulation: By ask-
ing different stakeholders to analyze 
certain parts of the data, we made 
sure we got everything out of it and 
included different points of view from 
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people with different backgrounds into 
our final conclusions. The local mod- 
erators kept an eye on aspects that 
were specific to the local culture and 
market of their country; the global 
research team looked for global con- 
sensus; client-side researchers and 
internal clients framed the results 
within the business context; and par- 
ticipants helped us close the final blind 
spots. Ambassadors from the five dif- 
ferent country communities joined 
forces in an English-speaking “global 
room” for the cover test during the 
reactivation week to see if and how it 
was possible to use one cover for all 
countries. The view of the participants 
helped us to see which cultural differ- 
ences could be overcome.
Although it cost more in terms of 

resources and hours, using a research 
community combined with the trian- 
gulation approach resulted in a fresh 

and complete view of the evaluation of 
the 2013 catalog.

Conducting the research
Below are examples of each of the 
different tools we used to bring Fusion 
Research into practice.

Phase 1: 
Evaluation of the 2013 catalog 
during three-week communities 
in five different countries
During the first week, the goal was to 
“meet the reader” and understand the 
actual and aspirational behavior of the 
participants. Who was the reader, and 
what were his/her expectations towards 
the brand and the catalog? For answers, 
we conducted (among other things) a 
mix of an ethnographic tasks to get a 
view of their house and insights into 
how they live, a mood board exercise 
in which we asked the members to map 

their feelings about the IKEA brand and 
creative tasks on the platform’s forum 
(e.g., tell us “Your IKEA Catalog Story”).

After the catalog was delivered 
to the homes of the participants (two 
weeks before the real global launch), we 
assessed the perception, satisfaction and 
level of engagement that the 2013 cata- 
log evoked. We measured first impres- 
sions and second thoughts on particular 
aspects of the catalog (structures, pic- 
tures, stories, app, etc.). It was impor- 
tant to understand how the catalog 
offered both inspiration and informa- 
tion to the reader and if that was done 
to the right extent.

We also wanted to understand the 
lifecycle of the catalog. We did that by 
adding two specific exercises:
•  A photo safari, in which we asked the

participants to spot the catalog in their 
house. We wanted them to imagine 
that the catalog could speak and 
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tell the story of its past, current and 
future life.

•  During the last two weeks of the
community, a calendar tool was added 
to the platform to get day-to-day 
insights into the usage and the emo- 
tions it evoked. This was done in a 
private part of the community (partic- 
ipants could not read the responses of 
the others) to prevent bias.
Finally, the app was tested — we 

asked readers to use the app and, after- 
wards, evaluate it on its relevance and 
user friendliness and discuss possible 
improvements on the next version.

During the final week, we investi- 
gated to see if the catalog was meeting 
the expectations, giving us first clues on 
the impact the new catalog had on the 
brand perception and shopper behavior. 
In other words, what impact it had on 
the business: was it attracting people to 
the stores and/or raising interest in home 
furnishing, and was there a positive 
impact on the perception of the brand, 
especially among lapsed customers?

Phase 2: 
Reactivation of the different 
communities (after eight weeks of 
inactivity) to test the overall theme 
and the first cover ideas for the 2014 
catalog, accomplished in a two-step 
approach during one week.

#1: Starting with a mini-survey (N =
226, response rate > 70%) to test 6 
options for the new cover (illustrating 
the theme). Each participant evaluated 
3 different covers randomly (resulting in 
at least 90 participants for each cover 
tested). The questionnaire was a mix of 
explicit questions (fit of the covers with 
brand and mission statements) and 
emotional/implicit measurement:
•  Explicit measurement via a “two

seconds” test: Each participant saw a 
cover page for only two seconds. After- 
wards, via an open-ended question, 
participants recorded what (s)he saw, 
which emotions (s)he felt and what 
(s)he remembered. This was done three 
times for each participant in a ran- 
domized way to exclude order effect. 
We were measuring “stomach impact” 
here in an explicit, though spontane- 
ous way.

•  Implicit measurement: Each partici-
pant saw a cover page for 10 sec- 
onds. Afterwards, the members had to 
execute an “implicit measurement” 
assignment in which 15 emotions were 
shown rapidly (1 second) in a ran- 
domized way. Participants pressed the 
space bar each time they associated 
the emotion with the cover page. Our 
goal was to measure unconscious 
emotional reactions upon seeing 
the cover page.

#2: Continuing with a discussion 
on the forum.
In the survey, the participants were 
shown the different cover ideas. After 
two days, they were asked which of 
the covers they still remembered. We 
used a tool in which a respondent must 
answer first, before the others can see 
that answer (to make sure answers 
were not biased). We did this to assess 
the “stomach impact” on the mid- 
long term.

After the spontaneous recall test, 
we conducted the spontaneous associ- 
ations test. Upon showing the different 
cover pages, participants were asked 
to share their initial thoughts, without 
prompting. Via this exercise, we gleaned 
an understanding of the key associations 
made with each cover page.

Finally, by asking indirect questions 
(e.g., “tell the story of the cover”), par- 

ticipants were motivated to elaborate on 
the indirect impact of the cover page.

#3: “Battle of the Covers” across all 
five countries to find creative ideas 
with appeal across the globe.
All participants of the five communities 
got the opportunity to take part in this 
discussion in English in a central room. 
In this way, cultural differences and 
local preferences were unveiled.

The future for research Communities
The power of research communities as a 
methodology lies in the fact that, over a 
longer period of time, you have the abil- 
ity to work with more people that you 
get to know very well from all kinds of 
different angles by combining different 
research tools and methods. This case 
study describes how fusing observational, 
qualitative and quantitative research 
methods leads to a deeper understand- 
ing and new insights.

The case also demonstrates that 
“structural collaboration” with 
consumers over time is valuable and 
leads to more impactful communica- 
tion tools. 
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this case study demonstrates the power of research communities as 
a methodology to work with more people, over a longer period of time, 
and to get to know them very well from all kinds of different angles by 
combining different research tools and methods.




