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Introduction 

The IKEA Group is a Swedish based multi-national group of companies that designs and sells 

ready-to-assemble furniture (such as desks, shelves, beds), appliances, and home accessories 

(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/IKEA) worldwide. They have both retail stores and catalog sales. 

IKEA ships their catalog globally publishing approximately 200 million copies with 62 different 

versions, with some of the catalogs changed to align with cultural standards of the countries in 

which they market their products (cite article).  

In their 2012 catalog targeted to potential customers in Saudi Arabia, the photos used in 

the Saudi Arabia catalog were identical to the photos in the standard catalog with one exception; 

several women who appeared in photos within the standard version catalog were ‘photo-

shopped’ out of the Saudi Arabian catalog photos (Saudi Arabia has three IKEA retail stores), 

ostensibly in an effort to align with cultural standards of that country. This move created a 

controversy for IKEA as it was viewed to be in conflict with the IKEA Group values as they 

pertain to gender equity and family values. Additionally, the move may have been perceived that 

IKEA was supportive of Saudi Arabia’s disparate treatment of women that places restrictions on 

women’s travel, working, education, driving, etc.  However, the article provided for this 

assignment quoted Ms. Ulrika Englesson Sandman as noting that Saudi Arabia does not prohibit 

women from being depicted in marketing materials.  

 This paper will be organized to present the IKEA Culture; Saudi Arabian Culture; the 

problems created by IKEA’s 2012 catalog; an analysis of what may have contributed to the 

problem and recommendations on how IKEA can avoid similar situations moving forward. 
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IKEA Culture 

 In order to gain some perspective of IKEA’s marketing strategies, it is important to have 

a basic understanding of their corporate culture. Coleman (2013) identified six components of 

effective corporate cultures that companies should embrace: vision, values, practices, people, 

narrative, and place. He notes that certain cities and countries may have local cultures that may 

contradict or reinforce the culture a company has created. Enquist and Edvardsson (2009) state 

that “… IKEA has been studied for several years in many countries such as the US, China and 

Sweden but there has not even been a single study about IKEA’s customers in Middle East” (p. 

9). 

IKEA was founded in 1943 in the small Swedish village of Smaland by Ingvar Kamprad. 

According to Edvardsson and Enquist  (2009), IKEA was influenced by the work ethic of the 

local farmers who believed in working hard with limited means in order to keep prices as low as 

possible with an acceptable level of quality. The company quickly evolved into a mail order 

company selling furniture kits that the customer puts together at home. Two important events in 

the development of the IKEA concept were the IKEA catalog, which introduced their furniture to 

a large audience, and the opening of a showroom in Almhult Sweden, which provided customers 

with an opportunity to see and experience the furniture assembled before purchasing. The 

business evolved into one of the world’s largest family-owned companies.  

Ingvar Kamprad formulated IKEA’s vision and concept as: “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”.  

Kamprad’s vision for selling furniture kits was not only related to the efficiency of easier 
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shipping, but as Salzer (1994) stated, “By being cost-conscious, working hard and sharing the 

task with the customer, IKEA can offer you a functional, beautiful and affordable home” (p. 3). 

The company purports to take responsibility for its people and the environment by promoting 

programs and policies to improving working conditions for both suppliers’ and IKEA’s 

employees. In 2000, IKEA introduced the concept of IWAY, which is intended to emphasize 

good working conditions for their employees. Ikea refers to their employees as ‘co-workers’ 

since that term reflects the company’s way of doing business and suggests shared values with 

employees such as togetherness, cost-consciousness, respect, and simplicity.  

Ingvar Kamprad insisted that IKEA not adapt its core concept to local tastes when 

expanding (Usunier and Lee, 2009).  All products are designed by IKEA and incorporate light 

Scandinavian style. The names of the products are the same, regardless of location, and IKEA 

named furniture products after Swedish town names (e.g a sofa call Karlstad), and assigned male 

names for tables and chairs (e.g. Ingo). Edvardsson and Enquist note that IKEA refers to the 

criteria of good design, functionality, and low price as a ‘democratic design’ (2009) and aims to 

target families with young children; young people starting a home, and first-time home buyers. 

Salzer (1994) has studied IKEA and notes “Even though IKEA has gradually become 

more formalized, IKEA managers often describe the company as a company with very few 

manuals and policies. The existing manuals, such as the one about how the store works, can be 

seen as the written-down experiences of those who have developed the concept over the years. 

But much of the work is never documented. The company relies more on direct experience than 

following guidelines” (p. 139). When IKEA expanded into the Canadian market, terms such as 

"dis-organized" and "un-structured" were used by Canadian managers to describe their first 

impression of IKEA’s operations.  Salzer found that the consensus was the company needed to 
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be more professional in managing stores and personnel and that IKEA should leave behind the 

"naive farm-boy attitude" that the Swedes represented (p. 140).  However, Salzer indicates that  

the "IKEA-way" of doing things is often viewed as a "Swedish" way. Cost-consciousness, 

team-spirit, informality and egalitarian relationships are all regarded as values emanating from 

the Swedish or "SmaIandish" culture (p. 151). 

Saudi Arabia Culture 

 Saudi Arabia is a monarchy ruled by a king. Saudi Arabia is considered a stable country 

in an unstable region in the Middle East, and has a modern well-developed civil infrastructure 

such as airports and roads (Eskander, D., & Aal, M. K. A., 2010). Despite the major cities 

looking like a modern state in many respects, the Saudi nation has one of the most traditional 

societies worldwide (InterNations, n.d.). Wikipedia (n.d.) describes the cultural setting in Saudi 

Arabia as being deeply religious, conservative, traditional, and family oriented, with attitudes 

and traditions based on centuries old Arab civilization. The culture has been affected by rapid 

changes due to increased wealth, information technology, and outside influences. There are strict 

limitations on dress and behavior and daily life is dominated by Islamic observance. Saudi has a 

‘religious police’ presence who enforce dress codes, strict separation of men and women, 

attendance at prayer and other aspects of Islamic law or behavior commanded by Islam. 

 It is estimated that only 30 to 40 percent of working age Saudi’s hold jobs or actively 

seek work and those who do work have non-demanding jobs with the government (Wikipedia). 

Further estimates indicate that 90% of people employed in the private sector of Saudi Arabia 

were foreign nationals and there has been little success in attempts to replace the foreign 

workforce jobs with Saudis. Explanations for the culture of leisure include aspects of the hot 

climate not being supportive of farming, the history of nomadic herders not developing skills that 
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led to industrialization, and the lack of a product based commercial economy that fostered a 

work ethic until the oil boom of the 1970’s began. Even within its large oil production industry, 

the majority of workers are non-Saudi. 

 Women in Saudi Arabia have a defined legal status (InterNation, n.d.). They play a 

limited role in public and have fewer rights than men. Some positive changes are being 

implemented by King Abdullah in an effort to provide women a larger role in society; for 

example, allowing women to run for office in municipal elections beginning in 2015. 

Additionally, the strength of guardianship law (which dictates that a male ‘guardian’ must 

accompany a woman in public, grant permission to travel, attend school or marry, and if needed, 

identify the woman in the eyes of the public) will be reduced. King Abdulla is proposing national 

identity cards be issued so women can identify themselves and be recognized as individual 

citizens under the law.   

 Culture is a broad concept to which there is no simple definition. It can be viewed as the 

way people make sense and meaning to the things around them. It permeates all aspects of 

human society and affects the way we think, behave, talk, and dress. The addition of religious 

beliefs, political systems, and historical perspectives adds to the complexity of attempting to 

define a specific culture of a country, company, or group of people. 

Analysis of what may have contributed to IKEA’s 2012 Saudi Arabia Product Catalog event 

Molin highlighted the primary problem IKEA faced in her October 1, 2012 Wall Street 

Journal article as follows: Swedish government officials criticized IKEA’s manipulation of the 

photos in their Saudi Arabia catalog to eliminate women from pictures as raising “…questions 

about how IKEA is living up to its own values”. It is not surprising that the Swedish government 

spoke out since, as noted earlier in this paper, the "IKEA-way" of doing things was often viewed 
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as the "Swedish" way, where cost-consciousness, team-spirit, informality and egalitarian 

relationships are all regarded as values (Salzer, 1994, p. 151). Nyamko Sabuni, Sweden’s 

equality minister at the time, said Ikea was a private company that made its own decisions, but 

added “For Ikea to remove an important part of Sweden’s image and an important part of its 

values in a country that more than any other needs to know about Ikea’s principle and values, 

that’s completely wrong” (Quinn, 2012). IKEA’s response to the manipulation of the photos was 

to issue an apology and to state that it was “…not the local franchise that has removed the 

photos” (Molin, 2012). They further elaborated in their apology that the error had occurred in 

“…the process of producing the proposal to Saudi Arabia, and that is ultimately our 

responsibility”. 

 It is interesting to note that IKEA stressed the ‘local franchise’ (i.e. the management team 

running the Saudi IKEA retail stores) were not involved in removing women from the 

photographs in question. This implies (to me) that IKEA wanted to avoid potential further 

negative reactions to the manipulation of the photos by not having it appear as if Saudi Arabian 

officials somehow objected and insisted the photos be edited. There was no mention in Molin’s 

article that indicated IKEA had consulted with Saudi Arabia officials prior to the final 

publication and distribution of the catalog in the country in regard to the pictures (nor was I able 

to find information from other sources to determine if such consultation had occurred). Likewise, 

although one can easily find numerous blogs (e.g. http://gawker.com/5947998/saudi-arabias-

alternative-to-photoshopping-women-out-of-ads-scribbling-all-over-cleavage ) and articles 

providing a variety of commentary on the situation, I did not find any official statements from 

the Saudi Arabian government either supporting or in opposition to IKEA’s choice of catalog 

photos. Knowing a part of IKEA’s early culture was characterized by a “..self-dependence 
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attitude, where internal recruitment, working oneself up the long and hard way, and finding ones 

own solutions were the ‘IKEA-way…” (Salzar, 1994, p. 138), perhaps the decision to remove 

women from the photographs was made by a single or few individuals in the spirit of ‘finding 

one’s own solution’. As noted earlier, there is no indication that any meaningful consultation 

occurred with individuals knowledgeable of Saudi culture or the IKEA Saudi franchise group. 

 The manner in which a company responds (or chooses not to respond) to negative 

publicity can be a critical element affecting consumer attitude to its brand. Menon, Jewell, and 

Unnava (1999) found that a strong argument response to negative publicity resulted in less 

damage toward a company and brand. Providing no comment or no comment due to possible 

litigation are more damaging; providing a weak comment in response to a negative event is as 

damaging as providing no comment. These researchers suggest that it is advisable for companies 

to carefully craft a strong response when issuing statements for damage control. It is difficult to 

determine (for me) where IKEA’s apology falls in regard to strong versus weak; however, their 

response seemed to be sincere with the inclusion of Sandman’s simple words “We’re deeply 

sorry for what has happened” in her statement on behalf of IKEA (Molin, 2012). 

Recommendations 

Based on what I learned, the following recommendations are provided for IKEA’s consideration: 

-Establish internal procedures that provide a thorough review of catalog content to insure 

appropriateness related to the cultural context of targeted consumers, as well as not conflicting 

with IKEA’s company culture. As noted by Eskander & Aal (2010), multinational companies 

must conduct “…thorough market research, paying attention to every aspect of the local culture 

to get a complete picture of the market and customers.” They further note “…for a company like 
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IKEA, the challenge is how to balance the too much (sic) cultural differences that exist in the 

new opening markets which might undermine the company identity…” (p. 71). 

-Such review should include consultation with relevant and knowledgeable sources expert in the 

culture of the targeted consumers.  

-Establish clear corporate policy and procedures related to including company franchise partners 

in decisions that directly impact the franchisee operation in regard to local cultural standards. 

-Develop a organized and systematic approach to develop a strong, sincere response to any 

perceived negative event. Utilize IKEA management and appropriate public relations consultants 

to obtain relevant facts and accurate information prior to releasing a formal response. Menon et. 

al. (1999) note that consumer reaction to suppressed information from a company that 

experiences negative publicity appears to be an enhanced desire for whatever is unavailable. This 

increased desire for the unavailable can result in speculation, innuendo, and rumors about the 

negative event that can increase the public’s negative perceptions of the company, oftentimes 

unfairly. 

Alternative Solutions 

One alternative solution would have been that IKEA simply not publicly respond to the initial 

outcry over the picture-editing incident. Although Menon et al (1999) indicate this strategy can 

produce the most damage for a company, it was an option for IKEA to risk. Since there was no 

mention of a dramatic decrease to company sales in the information I researched, one might 

assume it had little impact in that regard. The company could have chosen to quietly respond 

privately to Swedish government officials and Saudi constituents. 

A second alternative solution would have been to publicly provide extensive information as to 

how the company would mitigate catalog content moving forward. For example, in addition to a 
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an apology, they could have provided detailed plans for proposed staff training opportunities 

related to cultural differences and IKEA corporate cultural norms, outlined changes to internal 

procedures for reviewing catalog content, listed expert consultants they obtained for assistance in 

moving forward, etc.  

Conclusion 

The difficulties of this case study involved IKEA’s corporate culture as being 

compromised in an effort to not offend the culture of their Saudi Arabia customer base. Other 

aspects that came into play was Sweden’s government publicly challenging IKEA’s values and 

expressing their displeasure that the company was not living up to the standards of Sweden; this 

added an uncomfortable political element to the event since the Swedish government (via    

Nyamko Sabuni, Sweden’s equality minister at the time, stated that IKEA was ‘completely 

wrong’ to “… remove an important part of Sweden’s image and an important part of its values in 

a country that more than any other needs to know about Ikea’s principle and values” (emphasis 

added), (Quinn, 2012).  

 The solutions included in my recommendations would help to prevent a similar, negative 

public relations event from occurring in the future. 
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