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Executive Summary

[bookmark: _GoBack]IKEA is an international enterprise which is famous for its low cost and well-designed ‘do-it-yourself’ (DIY) furniture and home furnishing products.  Ingvar Kamprad founded IKEA in 1943 when he was seventeen years old and he set up trusts, foundations and holding companies later to create an ownership structure for the IKEA Operations.  This could help protect the company from being torn apart due to family dispute in the long term (Regani, 2005).  He founded IKEA in 1943 at the age of seventeen.  Kamprad began by selling knickknacks and trinkets before moving on to furniture five years later.  IKEA expanded beyond Sweden in 1963 and opened its first U.S. store in Philadelphia in 1985.  The IKEA Holding U. S ranked 72 amongst the Fortune 100 Best Companies in 2017 has 14,927 employees with 52 work sites in the U. S. (Fortune.com).  It also ranked 31 in PEOPLE 2018 Companies that care (greatplacetowork.com).  In September 2017, IKEA Group bought TaskRabbit, an online marketplace based in the U. S. for odd jobs such as assembling furniture.  This was the first acquisition made by IKEA outside the group of companies.  This strategy is necessary as the market transforms and becomes a strategic move to maintain its competitive edge of low cost.  This is an example of keeping prices down at the same time when IKEA is trying to offer the best in the market using partnership (Reuters, 2018).  This acquisition driven by keen competition, growth and innovation in the furniture retail business also brought about people management issues in the complex business environment.

When researchers and practitioners talk about human resource management (HRM) and international human resource management (IHRM), there is always a significant difference concerning the degree of complexity.  Although they are dealing with similar functions such as hiring, training, developing, evaluating and motivating staff, the scale of operations and level of complexity differ drastically (Farndale, et al., 2019).  Following the acquisition of TaskRabbit in the U. S., this business management report consisting of three main sections will focus on the HRM function of IKEA U. S.  Firstly, it will contain a literature review on two key people management issues, motivation at workplace and multi-generation workforce based on classic and contemporary theories and previous research.  Secondly, the report aims to examine and analyse the human resources management (HRM) policy of the IKEA U.S. with a view to identifying its best practices.  On the other hand, after the merge and acquisition of TaskRabbit, the company had to face people management issues concerning motivation and human resources (HR) policies on multi-generation workforce.  This will, in the second section, include an internal audit on the key HR performance indicators and identify the problematic issues that need to be addressed.  Finally, this report will recommend a series of short, medium and long-term strategic options on the identified HR issues or areas for the consideration of the Group management team.  These options include incentive and reward programmes, coaching, peer-to-peer mentorship programme, creating values and enhancing staff skills including problem-solving and people skills through various policies and activities.

Key words: people management, acquisition, motivation at workplace, multi-generation workforce, coaching, peer-to-peer mentorship, creating values, staff skills

__________________________________________________________


1. Introduction

In 2017, Fortune, a famous magazine focused on global business, published a list of the ‘100 Best Companies to Work for’.  The IKEA Holding U. S. (IKEA), a renowned furniture and home furnishing products retailer in the U. S. and part of the Sweden-based IKEA Group, ranked 72 amongst the Fortune 100 Best Companies, which has 14,927 employees with 52 work sites in the U.S.  (Fortune.com).  It also ranked 31 in PEOPLE 2018 Companies that care (greatplacetowork.com).  In September 2017, IKEA Group bought TaskRabbit, an online marketplace based in the U. S. for odd jobs such as assembling furniture.  This was the first acquisition outside the IKEA Group.  This strategy is necessary as the market transforms and becomes a strategic move for the company to maintain its competitive edge of low cost.  This is an example of keeping prices down at the same time when IKEA is trying to offer the best in the market using partnership (Reuters, 2018).  This acquisition driven by keen competition, growth and innovation in the furniture retail business also brought about people management issues in the complex business environment.

	IKEA was popular as an employer due to its innovative human resource management practices which placed significant emphasis on flexibility, employee development and a support work culture for its coworkers (as how they call employees at IKEA) while creativity and diversity are highly appreciated (Regani, 2005).  In IKEA, more than half of its coworkers belong to ethnic minorities, while women account for 47% of the work force.  While each IKEA store has a “diversity and inclusion” ambassador, the diverse work force helps drive IKEA to promote and enhance equality in the workplace (Fortune.com).

	When researchers and practitioners talk about human resource management (HRM) and international human resource management (IHRM), there is always a significant difference concerning the degree of complexity.  Although they are dealing with similar functions such as hiring, training, developing, evaluating and motivating staff, the scale of operations and level of complexity differ drastically (Farndale, et al., 2019).  After the acquisition of TaskRabbit in the U. S., this management business report aims to conduct an evidence-based research on how the complex business environment after a major acquisition process impacted on the HR policies in IKEA.  It also aims to examine two key people management issues, namely motivation at workplace and multi-generation workforce, and how IKEA should formulate an implementation plan for recommended changes.

	This report consists of three main sections.  Firstly, it will contain a literature review on the two key people management issues, motivation at workplace and multi-generation workforce based on classic and contemporary theories and research.  Secondly, the report aims to examine and analyse the human resources management (HRM) policy of the IKEA Group with a view to identifying its best practices.  On the other hand, after the merge and acquisition of TaskRabbit, the company had to face people management issues concerning motivation and human resources (HR) policies on multi-generation workforce.  This will, in the second section, include an internal audit on the key HR performance indicators and identify the problematic issues that need to be addressed.  Finally, this report will recommend a series of short, medium and long-term strategic options on the identified HR issues or areas for the consideration of the Group management team.  

2. Literature Review

People management is important and significant to business sustainability and long-term survival, especially in the manufacturing and service industry.  When the business environment is becoming more complex, multinational enterprises (MNEs) have to consider multi-national contexts because different countries have different cultures, institutional norms, systems, legal framework and regulations.  Professionals in both HRM and IHRM are dealing with similar functions such as recruiting, training, developing, evaluating and motivating the company’s workforce.  However, the major difference is the scale of operations, from domestic to international, and the level of complexity will differ drastically (Farndale, et al., 2019).  HR professionals working in the MNEs corporate headquarters will not only be required to understand the home country operations, but also how the global HRM strategy applies in different countries.  The discussion should go back to the strategic HRM models raised by scholars from Harvard and Michigan Universities.  The “Michigan model” argues that the internal alignment of a company’s strategy, structure and HRM system will be affected by external forces such as cultural, economic and political.  The “Harvard model” also emphasizes the influence of inside and outside key stakeholders as well as situational factors such as business strategy, workforce features, markets, unions, legislation and so on (Farndale, et al., 2019).  Therefore, in the face of economic, political and social crisis, it is the responsibility of MNEs to formulate strategy and consider both global and local interests while responding (Edwards & Rees, 2017).

	When researchers conduct research on organizational behavior, motivation forms part of the performance of employees.  Organisations are always looking for novel and better ways to motivate their workforce, especially during or after a major re-structuring or acquisition process, which have great impact on HRM or IHRM policies.  Recent research focused on employee engagement and they found that employees who are "engaged" or committed would invest more time and energy into their jobs.  There have been for years many theories and concepts to try to explain why some employees are more engaged or motivated than others (Colquitt, et al., 2019).  In this section, it is aimed to understand some of the classic theories such as Maslow's hierarchy of needs and McClelland's "Three Needs Theory".  These form the basis and foundation for readers to understand how motivation was explained.  After that, contemporary motivation theories including Expectancy Theory, Goal Setting Theory and Equity Theory will also be discussed.

The "hierarchy of needs" concept was first introduced by Maslow in his paper "A Theory of Human Motivation" dated 1943.  The concept was also contained in his book Motivation and Personality.  This concept suggests that there is a hierarchy of five needs including physiological, safety, social, esteem and self-actualization.  The theory says that before proceeding to a more advanced need, people are usually motivated to fulfill their basic needs first (McLeod, 2007).  However, given today’s complex environment and richer society, it is argued that needs are not by layers and not necessarily in hierarchical order.

McClelland's "Three Needs Theory" focused on the need for achievement, the need for power and the need for affiliation.  The need for achievement suggests the drive to excel and a desire to succeed and achieve.  The need for power means that people want to be in charge and make others behave in a way they wish.  Finally, the need for affiliation is a desire to build close and friendly relationships with others.

Expectancy theory depicts the cognitive process in which employees can make choices, for example, whether to take a break or continue on the current task, when they are allowed to respond voluntarily.  This theory argues that employees will be directed towards a desirable outcome, based on three beliefs derived from past learning experience, namely, expectancy, instrumentality and valence.  Expectancy explains the belief that when we exert a high level of effort, it will result in performing a task successfully.  One of the critical factors that shape our expectancy for a task is self-efficacy or self-confidence.  We will usually consider our past accomplishments and predict the degree of success or failure.  Instrumentality refers to the belief that successful performance may lead to some outcomes.  It is a technical term to describe how performance is instrumental in producing desirable outcomes.  Valence refers to the anticipated value of the outcomes such as rewards, bonus or salary increase.  As a result, employees are more motivated when they perceive that attractive outcomes will be attained with successful performance, and therefore, they will put in high level of efforts (Colquitt, 2019).

Goal setting theory treats goals as the main driver of intensity and persistence of effort.  Goals can be defined as aims or objectives that you need to achieve within a certain period of time.  When the goals are difficult and specific, people will perform to a higher standard.  When a goal is easy, people will tend to exert less effort and will not perform to their best.  Difficult goals can increase the intensity of effort and extend the persistence of effort.  By formulating some task strategies or problem solving approach, employee will work harder and smarter.  Research found that feedback, task complexity and goal commitment are three moderators which will have stronger or weaker effects on task performance (Colquitt, 2019).

Equity Theory suggests that motivation not only depends on personal or individual beliefs or circumstances, but also on what other people get.  It tells us that every employee will create a "mental ledger" of the outcomes after they complete their tasks or duties.  Under this theory, there are three general possibilities that may occur.  The first possibility is a balanced ratio of outcomes to inputs.  The employee will probably maintain the intensity and persistence of effort.  The second and third possibilities are imbalance of the ratio of outcomes to inputs, either less than or greater than your comparison other's ratio.  These will lead to finding ways to restore the balance by shrinking or increasing your inputs in the tasks (Colquitt, 2019).

	When talking about a multi-generation workforce, there is a need to know the definition of different generations in different countries so that we can have a better understanding of the characteristics of generational cohorts.  Across the western countries including the U. S., organizations will divide their workforce cohorts into three categories according to the years of birth.  People who were born between 1943 and 1964 were called “Baby Boomers”; people who were born between 1965 and 1980 were referred to as “Generation X” and “Generation Y” (also called Millennials) were people who were born between 1981 and 2001 (Hole, et al., 2010).  According to a Pew Research Center analysis of U.S. Census Bureau data, more than one-in-three American labor force participants (35%) are “Millennials” (born between 1981 and 1996), making them the largest generation in the U.S. labor force.  As of 2017 (the latest year in which data are available), 56 million “Millennials” (those between 21 to 36 years of age in 2017) were among the labour force or finding jobs.  And it was well ahead of the 41 million “Baby Boomers”, who represented a quarter of the total.  “Generation X” was being surpassed by “Millennials in 2016 (Fry 2018).  It is important to understand the common traits of each group so that HRM policies such as recruitment, retention and development strategies can be reviewed regularly to suit the needs of different generations.  However, HR practitioners should not view the divisions as straightforward as they present.  They should understand that there are other factors affecting the workforce such as cultural norms, societal conditions and political factors (Hole, et al., 2010).

3. IKEA Group

3.1 Background and organisation structure

	In order to understand IKEA Group’s background and HR strategy, it is essential to begin by looking back at its origin.  Ingvar Kamprad established IKEA when he was seventeen years old in 1943.  Kamprad began by selling knickknacks and trinkets before moving on to furniture five years later.  IKEA expanded beyond Sweden in 1963 and opened its first U.S. store in Philadelphia in 1985 (Colquitt et al. 2017).  Kamprad intended to protect the company from falling apart due to family dispute and created an ownership structure by setting up trusts, foundations, and holding companies as a long-term approach in 1982 (Regani, 2005).  The company has been offering different series of affordable, functional and well-designed home furnishing products.

The IKEA Group has been owned by a foundation called Stichting INGKA Foundation based in the Netherlands since 1982.  Through the Stichting IKEA Foundation, it is aimed to provide funding for charity and to reinvest in the IKEA Group (IKEA, 2019).  IKEA Group has a total of 390 stores in 52 countries worldwide, employing 211,000 employees.  The company tries to instill specific traits in its employees and its organisational culture.  For example, new hires are given the “Little IKEA Dictionary” that describes the importance of humility, heritage, simplicity, equality, togetherness and sustainability (Colquitt et al. 2017). 

The IKEA Group operates throughout the whole value chain from range strategy and product development to production, distribution and retail.  Being the largest furniture retailer in the world, the IKEA Group has “to maintain or raise already high levels of investment in coming years as it adapts to the fast-changing shopping habits”, according to CFO Juvencio Maeztu during his first interview with Reuters in February 2018.  In September 2017, IKEA Group bought a US based online marketplace called TaskRabbit, which offered odd jobs such as assembling furniture.  This became IKEA Group’s first acquisition ever and it does not involve other companies in the IKEA Group.  This strategy is necessary as the market transforms and a new way to keep prices down at the same time so that IKEA is able to offer the best in the market.  However, this acquisition process also brought new challenges to IKEA’s people management policies.

3.2 Vision and mission

The vision of IKEA is “To create a better everyday life for the many people”.  The word “people” refers to customers, employees and the community as a whole.  The company not only attempts to create a better life for its customers, but also believes that the staff’s needs and well-beings have to be looked after by the company so that the staff will be more productive and committed in providing quality services to customers and the community.  Kamprad, the founder, has once written the following in a manifesto, which reflects the core values of IKEA’s culture,

“The true IKEA spirit is still founded on our enthusiasm, on our constant will to renew, on our cost consciousness, on our willingness to assume responsibility and to help, on our humbleness before the task and on the simplicity in our behaviour.  We must take care of each other, inspire each other.”

IKEA’s mission is represented in the “IKEA Concept”, which begins with “the idea of providing a range of home furnishing products that are affordable to the many people, not just the few” (IKEA, 2019).  The “IKEA Concept” embraces quality design, sustainable function and values which can be found everywhere in the stores, from “design, sourcing, packing and distributing through to the business model”.  The ultimate vision of the company is “To create a better everyday life for the many people” (IKEA, 2019).

3.3 IKEA’s key values

IKEA’s key values represent the company’s identity and unique work culture.  It is always essential for human resources practitioners to re-visit the company’s key values in order to find out the best way to recruit people who match or have the same values of the company.  According to IKEA (2020), the eight key values listed in the IKEA website are as follows:

TOGETHERNESS
COST-CONSCIOUSNESS
RENEW AND IMPROVE
GIVE AND TAKE RESPONSIBILITY
CARING FOR PEOPLE AND PLANET
SIMPLICITY
DIFFERENT WITH A MEANING
LEAD BY EXAMPLE

	These key values represent a few characteristics about the distinct culture of IKEA.  These include the emphasis on team work, empowerment, trusting each other, sustainability while caring for people and the planet, creativity and pragmatic as well as leadership in action.  The key values are important pointers for the management in finding the right people for the jobs.  At the same time, key values of a company are also important to attract people with the same vision and values to join.  Nowadays, the younger generation such as the Millennials are keen to look for companies which can fulfil their ambition and support them at the same time.

3.4 IKEA’s HR strategy - Why people stay

	IKEA has been having a fine reputation as one of the ‘100 Best Companies for Working Mothers’ September 2004, which was based on a study carried out by the Working Mother magazine.  At that time, IKEA was being listed for the second time.  IKEA always tried to accommodate the needs of working mothers and create a family friendly workplace, which were highly appreciated.  There were three issues worth mentioning in the study which included “flexible work timetable”, “time off for new parents” and the “provision of childcare facilities” (Regani, 2005).  In the U. S., IKEA’s HR policies were popular because the retail sector in the U. S. had been known for not being employee-friendly for many years.  The fact was that large retail companies usually expected their staff to work long hours but they failed to pay reasonable salaries or benefits to them resulting in high turnover rates of the retail industry.

IKEA’s vision is “To create a better everyday life for the many people”.  The word “people” refers to customers, employees and the community as a whole.  The company’s HR underlying thinking included a strong belief that when the company took good care of the needs of its employees, they would become more committed and productive.  Owing to its Swedish background and culture, IKEA adopted a paternalistic approach towards employees and promoted employee empowerment.  It had a strong conviction that the HR practices should be standardized and policies should apply to all employees uniformly (Regani, 2005).  When Spiers-Lopez took up the post of HR Head at IKEA U.S., she found that there was a need to introduce flexibility in benefits administration, which was introduced in the late 1990s.  It was because she understood that not every employee could be benefitted from the company’s HR policies.  After conducting a series of comprehensive employee survey with a view to gauging employees’ needs, expectation and preferences, Spiers-Lopez concluded that although all IKEA’s employees were committed to the IKEA culture, they did have different needs and expectations.  Therefore, in order to support her belief in ‘life balance and diversity’, she started to establish a series of initiatives, which will be further explained (Regani, 2005).

As a result, ‘flexibility’ became the cornerstone of IKEA’s human resource management philosophy.  It extended to work design so that employees could enjoy a life beyond work.  IKEA introduced “flextime” which meant that its staff could choose when to start and end their workdays within a month, according to the needs of respective stores or locations where they worked in.  Other features such as compressed work-weeks, job sharing and tele-conferencing were introduced so that its staff could coordinate their schedules accommodating their personal and families’ needs.  IKEA also placed great emphasis on promoting an “inclusive” culture which was demonstrated by the large proportion of women (47%) and more than half of staff belong to ethnic minorities.  On the other hand, “everyone’s opinions matter” regardless of their background, has been a key element making people feel valued for the contributions they make.  In order to further promote equality, a “diversity and inclusion ambassador” is present in each and every store and office location (Regani, 2005).

	When recruiting and selecting people to join the company, it looked at the person’s values as well as skills.  IKEA management understands the importance of hiring the right people who share the same vision and values as the organization and whether these people can be a good fit into the organizational culture.  The company is looking for people with certain qualities which include enthusiasm, eagerness to team up with others, persistent and being humble, willing to take extra responsibilities and take up challenges.  Since all co-workers are all in business together, they should at the very beginning show their willingness to collaborate with one another and to accept diversity (Kats, 2014).

	After recruiting the right people for the company, it is important to provide them with training and development so that they can grow with the company and realize their potential through understanding more about themselves.  IKEA also believes that happy and satisfied employees in their workplace will be a pre-requisite for happy and satisfied customers.  These will also translate into organizational success.  Training in IKEA starts from day one and the employees are given the opportunity to rotate to different departments so that they can have more thorough understanding of the business resulting in serving the customers better (Kat, 2014).

	Finally, employee engagement and retention of talents are important elements in HR strategy.  A stable and committed workforce can help the company to reduce cost generated by frequent turnover and disengagement such as laziness or calling sick frequently.  IKEA promotes work-life balance with flexible work scheduling mentioned earlier.  The performance management system includes above-average pay, bonuses and rewards scheme, as well as rapid promotion acknowledging achievements and hard work.  Furthermore, the company promotes the concept of ownership so that so-workers feel that they are part of the business and are more willing to invest their time and energy in achieving the overall success of the company.  Finally, it has a comprehensive talent management and appraisal system including the 360-degree performance evaluation so that each employee is aware of how they perform in the eyes of different level of employees.  These also help manage poor performance effectively (Kats, 2014).

4. What Happened After Merge and Acquisition 

4.1 What is TaskRabbit?

TaskRabbit was a nine-year-old startup by Sep 2017 when IKEA announced its acquisition of this online platform for assembling furniture.  TaskRabbit was established by husband and wife team Kevin and Leah Busque, offering assembling service through its online platform.  From the perspective of customers, it was a very good move of IKEA acquiring TaskRabbit and became its partner in terms of expanding its market share in the US.  After the acquisition, TaskRabbit not only offers furniture assemble service for IKEA products, it also has services which include mounting and installation; moving and packing; disassembling furniture; handyman; minor home repairs and heavy lifting service.  TaskRabbit’s mission is “to provide opportunities for millions of hard-working people across the United States, United Kingdom, and soon, around the world (TaskRabbit.com).  TaskRabbit has four values on its website:

(a) Care deeply – this value is similar to IKEA’s “Caring for People and Planet”, which means that they will care for their customers and staff with love and maintain partnership with the community;
(b) Level up – this value is similar to IKEA’s “Renew and Improve” as it emphasizes continuous learning and taking up more in order to keep up;
(c) Be a better neighbor – this value is similar to IKEA’s “Togetherness; Give and Take Responsibility”, which aims to build a diverse and sustainable community and trust each other to form a strong team spirit; and
(d) Lead the future together – this value is similar to IKEA’s “Different with a Meaning; and Lead by Example” which focuses on being open and accessible, ready to make mistakes and to be innovative in finding solutions.

IKEA has been facing fierce competition from competitors like Amazon and IKEA is able to enhance its competitive edge through this acquisition (Morgan, 2017).  In the next section, we will conduct an internal audit of IKEA after the acquisition through a SWOT analysis on key people management issues.

4.2 SWOT analysis of key people management issues

		IKEA has a long history of being one of the best and admirable employers in the retail industry. For example, on Glassdoor (a website on business issues), IKEA was ranked among the best place to work in 2013 and 2017 respectively.  The company was commented favourably on its benefits such as health insurance, paid time-off, and in-store staff discounts (Cain, 2018).  After the acquisition of TaskRabbit in September 2017, it is aimed to conduct a SWOT analysis of IKEA in order to have a more thorough understanding on what challenges on people management the company has been facing.

	IKEA’s biggest strength is having an international branding and there is no direct like for like furniture store which has its business model and varieties.  Corporate branding is an important element to attract potential employees especially when the “Generation Y” or “Millennials” are looking for jobs with flexi-work hours.  On the other hand, the IKEA Group has 67 stores in North America and a total of 448 stores globally.  It provides its co-workers the opportunity of rotation of working locations across continents, regions and within countries, which is a very competition strength.  At the same time, North America is having a stable business environment.  External factors such as customers, competitors, supplies, distributors, government policies, political and economic climate all contribute to this stable environment, which attract talents from all over the world (Colquitt, et al. 2019).

	IKEA’s weakness after the acquisition was the introduction of the new “Organization for Growth” policy which aimed to restructure employee’s roles within the stores in North America.  We will look at this new policy and what problems it brought to IKEA in more details in the next section.  At the same time, IKEA has the weakness in its company strategy in keeping a low cost, thereby the quality of products is questionable.

	After acquisition with TaskRabbit, IKEA became more competitive in the furniture market as it could now provide the customers with assembling service that it did not provide in the past.  This also became a model for other countries’ IKEA stores and they could learn from this experience to increase its market share and competitive advantage.  On the other hand, making use of technology to transform inputs into outputs as well as to assist the company to operate more effectively is another opportunity.  Technology should be built into the company’s structure in the long term (Colquitt, et al. 2019).

	Finally, IKEA was facing threats by external factors such as competing with other similar global brands for talents in recruitment.  It also encountered the sustainability of its HR practices in motivating and engaging its workforce.  Since the multi-generation workforce and the different values and beliefs of the “Generation Y” or “Millennials”, the threats that IKEA being complacent with its good reputation and the increasing complex business environment cannot be overlooked.  When a company is becoming bigger, it will be more mechanistic in operation, which means that there is a high degree of work specialization and high level of hierarchical control.  Employees will have less autonomy and are not encouraged to make decisions without supervisors’ consent (Colquitt, et al. 2019).

4.3 Problematic area - New “Organization for Growth” (O4G) Policy

In October 2017, IKEA introduced a new, IKEA U.S.-wide policy called “organization for growth,” or O4G, right after its acquisition of TaskRabbit.  It was announced as a policy to help IKEA U.S. be more “customer-oriented” and to restructure employees’ roles within the stores.  The IKEA spokesperson said that the objective of the new policy was to meet customers’ expectations in today's complex business environment through empowering its staff, and enhancing IKEA’s leading position in the complex and competitive retail industry in North America.  Hundreds of coworkers (what they internally address IKEA employees) from throughout IKEA in North America were invited to participate in creating the new organization's design (Cain, 2018). Business Insider interviewed some anonymous IKEA “co-workers” across three U.S. states and found that many co-workers left the company because of the new O4G policy.  In the past, the IKEA’s coworkers were able to build up their expertise within their respective departments in the previous structure.  Specific people concentrated on specific roles so that co-workers know everything within their role and department.  Under the new policy, the co-workers were asked to fill out a quiz so that they would be placed in new post-O4G positions.  The questions in the quiz asked about their skills and existing duties or roles.  They were asked to list out their skills and to prioritise their preferred departments.  All supervisors and team leaders also filled out the quiz for each of their direct reports to ensure that their results were matched up.  After that, the co-workers received their new assignments, usually with one single offer Many employees expressed confusion, anxiety and dissent towards the new policy.  One of the co-workers got switched out from the department where she has worked for six years.  Some co-workers expressed that they accept the new position just because they did not want to lose the job or positions as they could apply for a new position if they were not satisfied but this could only be done within a two-week time frame (Cain, 2018).  Figure 1 below explained the changes in IKEA roles under the new O4G policy.

[image: changes in ikea roles]
Figure 1 The Changes brought by the new O4G policy (Shayanne Gal/Business Insider)

	Another problem raised by the co-workers about the new O4G policy was pay disparity.  According to a survey conducted on IKEA’s internal online social network, Yammer, 67 percent of the 267 participants thought that the new, post-O4G coworkers were earning more than them to a large extent.  Around 22% of participants believed that the new employees did earn more than them, but not very significant.  While 3% of respondents thought that new employees were making less, only 7% believed that new employees were earning about the same amount as them.  IKEA, however, did not give an official statement in response to the perceived pay disparity rumour to Business Insider.  IKEA was once quoted giving an explanation about the pay disparity as new hires having more experience.  This made some employees feeling dissatisfied as the new hires were trained by the existing co-workers (Cain, 2018).

	Employees agreed that the morale in IKEA dropped and they expressed concerns over understaff in stores after the new policy was introduced.  According to the employees, people now know to do all of the things in a store and they can be moved around to assist in different departments.  However, when this was combined with the understaffing issue, customers constantly complained that they could not find a staff to help them.  It not only made the store operation become inefficient, the worst thing was that existing employees feel themselves being “disposable”, one IKEA employee told Business Insider.  The new policy had contradicted IKEA’s value of "go above and beyond" in helping customers as its employees had so much extra work to do.  Employees being interviewed by Business Insider revealed that there were many farewell messages posted on Yammer saying that they could not stay in the company anymore and not one comment about the O4G was positive (Cain, 2018).  According to Colquitt, et al. (2019), restructuring means that an organization undergoes a change process.  Research reveals that restructuring has a weak negative effect on job performance or task performance.  However, restructuring has a comparatively more significant negative effect on organizational commitment.  As demonstrated in IKEA’s case, restructuring brought stress to its employees who will start losing trust in the company.  The end result will be a lower level of affect commitment.

	According to Figure 2, Since the company first announced the O4G policy in 2016, IKEA's overall rankings on Glassdoor have dropped.  The data shows a marked downward trend in many areas such as “culture & values”, “work/life balance”, “senior management”, “compensation & benefits” as well as “career opportunities”, despite the fact that Glassdoor ratings could not be verified due to anonymity.  The chain received overall scores ranging from a 4.5 to a 4.7 out of 5 throughout 2015.  The restructuring was aimed to make the chain more competitive and improve continuously in the long term, according to an IKEA spokesperson.  The new structure and new ways of working tried to inject continuous improvement in the mind-set of co-workers.  As the business environment for retail is becoming more complex, the company felt the need to adjust and evolve to enhance both customer and co-worker experience through more flexibility and agility.  The fact was that this vision was not shared by the employees and they did not view IKEA as a good company to work for anymore (Cain, 2018).
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Figure 2 IKEA’s rankings on Glassdoor from 2015 to 2018 (Glassdoor)

5. Recommendations of Implementation Plan and Conclusions

After all the discussion on the IKEA organization background, vision and mission, HR practices and literature review on classic and contemporary theories on “motivation” and “multi-generation workforce”, the author, in this section, will recommend a series of short, medium and long-term strategic options on the identified HR issues or areas for the consideration of the IKEA HR management team.  These options include review of O4G policy, incentive and review programs, coaching, peer-to-peer mentorship programme, creating values and enhancing staff skills including problem-solving and people skills through various policies and activities.

5.1 Short-term plan

	As a manger, the immediate and best thing to do is to help manage the employees who remain in the company following a lay-off or after many coworkers have left the company.  Managers or supervisors have to understand them more and assist them to adjust more quickly, especially facing the increased workload and job demands.  Another way of helping “survivors” is to let them have a stronger sense of control and have a voice in how to formulate plans to accomplish future goals.  More open and honest communication can definitely help ease their stress and anxiety during the difficult period (Colquitt, et al. 2019).  Therefore, after all the criticisms and adverse effect discussed in the previous section on the O4G policy, IKEA should immediately conduct a comprehensive review on the policy involving concerns raised by its co-workers.  These include pay disparity, understaffing, inefficient operation in stores, decline of staff morale and the communications with co-workers.  These can be done through conducting a thorough staff survey with a view to understanding the real problem brought by the new policy and the staff concern on various aspect.  It is believed that there has been misunderstanding between old and new employees, which made the situation even worse.  Furthermore, in order to improve the motivation and address the morale issue due to the new O4G policy, IKEA should immediately review the exiting incentive and reward programmes.  Obsolete programs which are proven to be inefficient should be abandoned and new programmes should be introduced.  The flexi-work policy should be maintained as this is the biggest competitive advantage of the company which earns its reputation for years and allows its employees to enjoy work-life balance.  Furthermore, the corporate culture and values should be reinforced by adopting a ‘top-down’ approach from global HR to regional and local stores.

Owing to the pay disparity issue arousing the discontent between old and new co-workers, there is a need to introduce and train managers and team leaders on “conflict management”.  The new policy brought new sources of conflict which include poor communication, different values, different interests and the imbalance of manpower resources across the departments in the stores.  IKEA HR management team should look into the various sources of conflict and the root problem so that conflict can be resolved through understanding the needs of co-workers, their concerns and worries as well as adjusting or revising the new O4G policy.

5.2 Medium-term plan

While IKEA is also facing the problem of managing a multi-generational workforce.  The fact is that today’s Millennial and Centennial generations make up a combined 40% of the workforce according to the PEW Research Center analysis of U.S. Census data (56 million Millennials and 9 million Centennials) (Fry, 2018).  That represents 65 million people facing the same workforce challenges like any other companies.  For analytical and statistical purposes, the PEW Research Center defines the Millennial generation as people born between 1981 and 1996, which is similar to the definition of Generation Y (born between 1981 and 2001, please refer to the literature review section).  By early 2020, the oldest Millennials have reached maturity in the workplace at age 38.  At age 23, the younger Millennials are just beginning their career growth.  The Centennial generation begins in 1997 with the oldest now beginning to navigate career paths at age 22.
Introducing mentorship programme in the business world is not a new HR idea.  As a medium term HR plan, instead of the traditional mentorship programme matching experienced employee with newly joined co-workers, it is proposed to introduce a peer-to-peer mentorship programme.  There are two key attributes of mentorship, namely experience and emotional intelligence.  Neither of these is the exclusive providence of older mentors.  Nowadays with the advanced technology and rapid changing environment, peer experience as early technology adopters is even more valuable than an older mentor’s experienced knowledge of how things should be done.  Therefore, peer-to-peer mentorship is about trusted peers sharing in each other’s success as well as warning each other about what is not working under certain circumstances (Carter, 2020).  This can create “reverse” mentorships where the Millennial generation finds value from the Centennial generation.  Certainly, the technological and philosophical gaps between the younger generations are not nearly as wide as the gaps with the Baby Boomer generation.  This is key to why peer-to-peer mentorship work well between two or more Millennial peers as well as between Millennial to Centennial peers (Carter, 2020).

	Apart from introducing mentorship programme, coaching is another useful HR tool to support an employee through the process of achieving a specific personal or professional result.  There are a few pre-conditions concerning coaching which include effective communication, sufficient time, clear objective and trust.  When the coaching begins, the coach must understand the coachee’s background, experience, education level and training needs as well as his or her will such as attitude, mindset and degree of motivation.  They should build up trust and set a clear objective of what the coachee wants to achieve.  When the coaching goals are set, it must be emphasized that the acronym “ASMART” – Aligned, Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant and Timely be followed.

5.3 Long-term plan

In the long run, in order to address the issues of staff motivation and multi-generational workforce, the following strategic plans should be in place to connect and understand the needs of different demographic groups as well as to maximize staff performance on a local as well as global basis.  These plans include:

· In order to attract, retain and motivate talents, the company should go back to its organizational culture where the values and vision of the company is embedded.  It is important to recruit people who have the same values and vision of IKEA.  As a long term measure, it is essential to conduct regular surveys on the workforce composition and review employee benefits and preferences so that these remain IKEA’s competitive advantage to retain and motivate its co-workers;

· Based on the training needs of different generational cohorts, it is necessary to enhance the development of staff’s knowledge and skills and allow them to fulfil their ambitions and aspirations.  Through customized programmes or team-building activities on a regular basis, co-workers should be encouraged to understand each other and work together as a team for better efficiency and effectiveness; and

· In order to improve management effectiveness and corporate performance under the complex business environment, especially after the acquisition process, special programmes should be introduced to enhance leadership capabilities in managing people with different background, diversity and across generations.


5.4 Conclusions

IKEA’s vision of “creating a better everyday life for the many people” has been an iconic existence in the company’s way of doing business.  This underlying philosophy which is reflected in its focus on cost consciousness and sustainability can be found in all of their activities as well as the HR management practices (Kats, 2014).  It is because the “people” in the vision statement also refers to its employees, i.e. co-workers.  IKEA’s emphasis on flexible work scheduling, staff welfare, employee development, unique work culture and supporting environment which encouraged creativity and diversity, has earned this company a series of “Best Company” titles for many years.  The strong organizational culture and tradition embed its values and beliefs, which make employees eager to innovate and contribute to the company’s success and sustainability.  As a result, in the past decades, IKEA not only established a strong relationship with its customers, it also built up a strong, motivated and dedicated workforce who are essential during the implementation of IKEA’s business strategy (Kats, 2014).

IKEA understood the importance of maintaining a committed and stable workforce and had been putting in efforts in retaining, motivating and training its people.  In order to create a sense of belonging among its employees, IKEA has established a set of distinct values and norms as well as maintained the Swedish traditions.  These allow employees to identify themselves with the IKEA standards and will not lose the roots of its culture (Regani, 2005).  Company’s management have to appreciate the importance of the consistency and sustainability of any policies.  These policies must be in line with the corporate values and culture which can be further reinforced and enhanced through various HR management practices and activities.  These could help to maintain the motivation of the workforce, reduce turnover and increase the company’s competitive advantage in the long run.
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