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HARDLINKING refers to the connections between electronic media 
and physical objects, something that might be useful when want-
ing to know the whereabouts of an object, like your furniture for 
example.  Tracking furniture might seem like a crazy idea but if 
you think about all the IKEA furniture that often moves around 
and the people that get to share it at different points then track-
ing might be something useful to establish connections between 
these users. Tracking provides an opportunity to better understand 
the role objects play in our daily lives, where they come from and 
where they might end up, it’s all part of our life cycles and theirs 
too, and if we are able to understand these connections we can 
only end up with a more transparent living and thus a better 
future.
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Where does the home start? Is it with our chairs and tables or the architectural spaces 
that surround them? Is the home only a house or an apartment or is it more of an en-
vironment that we carefully customize according to our taste and possibilities? How 
does furniture contribute to our everyday life? In which ways do we interact with it, 
is it only a passive element or could it become a more dynamic tool for interaction?

Furniture has a kind of heavy presence in our lives, both physically and metaphori-
cally. Chairs, tables, beds, desks, they are all elements that come together and build 
up our home. Some of them are loved pieces with fun stories others are mainly 
complementary items that make a room come together perfectly. Quite a few of 
them are confined and forgotten in our basements and attics and could possibly use 
some fresh air and new paint. Furniture has an important role in our everyday, even 
though sometimes their relevance might be underrated or ignored, their presence is 
significant towards our emotional well being and creating a pleasant living.

The title of this project, HARDLINKING, refers to the connections between electronic 
media and physical objects, something that might be useful when wanting to know 
the whereabouts of an object, like your furniture for example.  Tracking furniture 
might seem like a crazy idea but if you think about all the IKEA furniture that often 
moves around and the people that get to share it at different points then tracking 
might be something useful to establish connections between these users. Tracking 
provides an opportunity to better understand the role objects play in our daily lives, 
where they come from and where they might end up, it’s all part of our life cycles 
and theirs too, and if we are able to understand these connections we can only end 
up with a more transparent living and thus a better future.

INTRODUCTION



Nowadays mobile technology is opening up the possibilities for generating more 
interactive communities and for sharing resources, also to acknowledge responsibil-
ity for our possessions from the moment we acquire them until their end of life. 
Tracking could allow opportunities for furniture to become “lighter” and much more 
interactive within the household or a wider community.

This project is an exploration of social interaction with a strong focus on the individual 
relationships to objects and possessions in general, in the background of continuous 
resource deployment and massive production, to question modern individual needs 
of constant renovation and conspicuous consumption of goods in general. Within 
this context, sharing (as a concept to enhance living) opens a gap and a possibility 
for new generations of consumers. Its true that not everyone would be willing to 
participate in a new type of social resource exchange however diversifying the pos-
sibilities of access to different products can lead to a more fulfilling lifestyle and a 
more sustainable one as well. 

1.1  Background
The idea for this project surged from previous a collaborative research assignment 
between the second year Design Master students at the Linnaeus University and IKEA 
(Sharing Resources Project).  The object of this particular assignment was to gain 
a better understanding of the things people were most willing to share around the 
household and with whom. The interest for this topic came from the need of generat-
ing a positive attitude change towards a more sustainable social interaction, a field 
that IKEA is keen on exploring continuously; sharing resources seems to be gaining 
interest in as a possibility of generating positive examples. 



1.2  Purpose and Goals

The main purpose of this work is to find possibilities of interaction between physi-
cal objects (furniture) and mobile technology in order to diversify the access to the 
IKEA range of products, in the context of the Swedish Market. This connection could 
enhance the living conditions of many users and contribute to a more fulfilling liv-
ing. Using technology to connect furniture pieces to an interactive Internet system 
attempts to explore different levels of personal interaction with objects in a mobile 
environment as well as the reasons that encourage such interaction. Different dis-
courses such as sustainability, technological availability and consumer habits are 
embedded in the theoretical background and give way to a discussion and critique of 
contemporary consumption habits.
 
Some objectives to pursue during the course of the project are:

+To better understand living status and context of people in Sweden
+Understand how and what are the possibilities of diversifying the access to 
furniture and home decoration for people with different income levels.
+To explore possibilities for alternative social interactions through mobile 
technology in order to achieve more sustainable lifestyles. 



1.3  Focus
Two points of discussion that stood out from the beginning or at least seemed to be 
problematic were the disconnection between the user and IKEA furniture and also the 
possibilities of having a second life after the initial usability period had expired. 

Disconnection
 
IKEA furniture seems to provide a common solution for many different people at 
different points of their lives. As a company IKEA has a deep concern with the de-
sign/cost relationship in all their product range, however many of their products 
sometimes suffer from being produced massively and thus the quality is often not 
the best. This might lead the consumer into a kind of irresponsible disposal but also 
a complete disregard for it because, initially, it might have been inexpensive. At this 
point the producer (IKEA) is usually disconnected from the user and so there is no 
way of procuring a new life for the object. In this process there is also a disconnection 
between the user and the object, once the object becomes “trash” it loses all value 
and perhaps possibilities of further use. It all may spring from the fact that these 
products are “cheap” and so they are seen as not being worthy of a second use, they 
might also be completely destroyed in which case they are impossible of having a 
second use. In the book Great IKEA, A brand for all the people, Elen Lewis makes a 
good point when stating “On the one hand IKEA has democratized the whole busi-
ness of home making, making furniture and household goods affordable to all- such 
great value, as customers say. On the other hand IKEA has made furniture a dispos-
able fashion item, a symbol of the way modern consumer society has corrupted 
our sense of value – no one buys an item of IKEA furniture to hand down to future 
generations.” (Lewis, 2005)





2.1  The Meaning of Furniture

framework

The role and meaning of furniture has evolved through the past century from being 
settled patriarchal structures and more recently becoming flexible “tools for living 
and interaction” that accommodate a more active and modern lifestyle. In an era of 
massive production and consumption in which the relevance of speed, in correlation 
to progress has permeated all areas of the social structures in which we deal, it is 
impossible to imagine that the once static furniture might remain untouched by the 
pace of modernity. Again Elen Lewis makes an interesting comment regarding the 
role of furniture “The home used to be a solid core where things were stable and 
known - your grandmothers armchair would always be in the corner of the kitchen, 
next to great uncle Harvey’s corner cabinet. But now we live in a society of spectacle 
and IKEA has helped us to stamp our own transient identity onto the home. There’s 
a supermarket mentality about furniture nowadays – It’s disposable. The home fits 
into the shopping cycle like food and fashion.” (Lewis, 2005).



IKEA is a low cost furniture manufacturer; it currently operates in a variety of coun-
tries across the world in three particular regions Europe, North America and Russia, 
Asia & Australia. There are several elements that make up their business model, 
those are: The product range, communication through the printed catalogue and 
magazines, the IKEA website, as well as co-workers and suppliers. IKEA has a range 
of approximately 9,5000 furniture products, which are sold and displayed at their 
stores/showrooms. Their basic unit of communication is the IKEA catalogue, which is 
printed every year portraying the products in a real context. Their online communi-
cation is made up of an online site, ikea.com, as well as other blogs to connect with 
their customers. “IKEA has brought design to the masses. It has helped people real-
ize the value of well designed furniture-this is contemporary design in a digestible 
way. It’s the equivalent of taking wine and putting it on the supermarket shelf. “We 
have decided once and for all to side with the many”, are the opening words to IKEA 
founder Ingvar Kampard’s 1976 book A Furniture Dealer’s Testament. “ What is god 
for our customers is also, in the long run, good for us.” His aspiration was to “create 
a better day life for the majority of people.” (Lewis, 2005).

When starting the design and projection of a new product there are several issues 
that are taken into account. For example, at IKEA the development of a product al-
ways starts with the Price Tag. They understand that their customers are sensitive in 
money and keeping the prices as low as possible is their way of making a difference.  
After the price tag come other issues like quality, safety and sustainability. Designing 
and planning products carefully is essential in order to achieve a balance between 
these dimensions. From choosing the right materials and selecting adequate suppli-
ers to flat packaging it’s all part of a long and well-designed process.

2.1.1 IKEA

PRICE
TAG

QUALITY

SAFETY

SUSTAINABILITY



2.2  Social Interaction

Life used to be rooted and limited to a certain area of dwelling a territory, an estate 
or a household, however many modern societies are based on constant change and 
people have been pushed to settle where they find opportunities for survival. This 
might include a constant change of address within a country, a region, continent, 
etc. In this scenario of the individual disengaged with territorial boundaries the idea 
of the home as a dwelling of permanent characteristics has also evolved: we have 
entered the age of the modern nomad. 

A change of address implies a massive change in the static life on an individual and 
his belongings because the amount of objects that one might be drawn to collect 
within a certain period of time is impressive. Those objects occupy a volume and 
while they remain on their shelves they do not represent a problem however when 
having to emigrate towards a new location, transportation becomes an issue and 
moving this collection of objects becomes one big issue. Should I keep this or throw 
it away? Should I give it to someone? How much is it going to cost me to move ev-
erything? It is precisely in this questioning that many issues regarding sustainability 
practices arise and not because the individual is irresponsible in wanting to get rid 
of all the nonsensical and irrelevant things he might posses but rather because the 
structures of production and consumption have mainly focused on the initial stages 
of the product and individual lifecycle: identifying a need, providing a design or 
product to satisfy it and acquisition/point of purchase. The lifecycle stages of pos-
session and the further stage of disposal have long been ignored by the companies 
providing us with products and the reason is that they do not represent a significant 
business opportunity, when something gets thrown away there is no money to be 
made anymore (apparently).

The issue here is then, how can a company like IKEA acknowledge it’s responsibility 
as a provider of products and create structures that would enable easier transac-
tions between users. Mobile technology has the potential of providing solutions, John 
Thackara explains in his book ‘In the Bubble’, “A more sensitive approach to people, 
contexts, and networks leads to a way of approaching the world that is, as Tom 
Bentley puts it, “purposeful and ambitious, but also careful and humble, seeking to 
maintain and develop systems of increasing complexity so that they support people’s 
needs and interests in appropriate and sophisticated ways.” Networks and systems 
in nature generally start out small and develop during a process of gradual growth. 
That’s also how we should design man-made ones: Act lightly, sense the feedback, 
act again.” (Thackara, 2006). There is a potential in technology to create better ser-
vices and networks around what once seemed to be static elements, like furniture. 



2.3  Furniture and Sustainability

Massive production has implications of resource consumption: millions of people 
need millions of things and if we escalate the number of products needed to provide 
for all of them then we end up with rocketing amounts of natural resources that 
are required for production. For example, W. M. Adams explains in his book Green 
Development that “In the first decade of the new century, the issue of human impact 
on global climate change has mostly been framed within a broader debate about 
sustainability. The challenge of doing something about this and other global issues 
(such as biodiversity depletion and pollution), while simultaneously tackling global 
inequality and poverty and not letting the wheels come off the world economy, is 
labelled as sustainable development” (Adams, 2009). Millions of new objects are 
produced every year and the amounts of objects that are disposed of every year are 
thus equal in quantity. The situation of consumption is having an impact on different 
areas of the natural environment from forest depletion to water and soil pollution in 
the regions where raw materials are obtained. The rates of production, consumption 
are always increasing in order to sustain the capitalistic economies in which growth 
equals positive development and the increment of wealth is the ultimate annual ob-
jective. One of the downsides of production and consumption is disposal and waste, 
disposal at the end of the product lifecycle and the waste that comes off production 
processes. 

Waste has always been one of the derivates of societies and living and people have 
dealt or avoided to deal with them for many centuries. In modern life natural chan-
nels of disposal are trash collecting systems provided by local governments, second 
hand and goodwill institutions and recycling systems. If we compare the amount of 
corporations concerned with the recollection of waste to the amount of companies 
producing products the relationship is not proportional at all (within an interna-
tional context). Besides recycling there are few other methods of disposing of the 
things we own. Regarding furniture, second hand shops are one of the most useful 
systems of reusing products. Adams comments about sustainability “It has been 
recognized for decades that sustainable development can be defined in many way. 
Many definitions are rhetorical and vague. The most commonly quoted is that form 
the Brundtland Report, in Our Common Future: ‘development that meets the needs 
of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their 
own needs’. The longevity of this formulation stems from simultaneous appeal both 
to those concerned about poverty and development and to those concerned about the 
state of the environment, and the preservation of biodiversity. Moreover it demands 
that attention be focused on both integrational equity (between rich and poor now) 
and intergenerational equity (between present and future generations).” (Adams, 
2009). Bringing up the discussion of the life of resources is a proactive way of un-
derstanding sustainability and also in taking one-step forward in the protection and 
care of present and future resources.



To talk about IKEA is to engage in a long discussion about the size of their business 
and of course, the impact and toll it takes on the environment. Producing furniture 
products requires a variety of resources and materials that might be scarce or limited 
or that might compromise the quality of life within producing countries and given the 
size of the company it all escalates enormously. However IKEA is trying to minimize 
its impact on the environment by setting and committing to reach several sustainabil-
ity goals throughout all it’s chain of production, distribution and purchasing, starting 
basically with the design of each of their products. At this level, the design level, IKEA 
develops a life cycle analysis of each product in order to better understand the whole 
process of production of new items.  The e-wheel, as it is called contemplates 5 basic 
stages from raw material to manufacture, distribution, use and finally end of life.

IKEA is trying to acknowledge their environmental responsibility on every stage of 
the value chain by creating sustainable processes for: product development and 
sourcing of raw materials, production and distribution, stores and shopping centers 
and product end of life (IKEA Sustainability Report 2011) For the development of 
the range IKEA designers and strategists realize a careful analysis of all the stages 
of the product life, what they call an e-wheel (from raw-material, manufacture, dis-
tribution, use and end of life) their products are carefully planned to comply with 
different requirements at different stages. 

2.3.1 IKEA and Sustainability
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In order to understand the present role of IKEA furniture and the possibilities of 
creating more interactive structures around it was necessary to work with people 
from the beginning to gather opinions and user information with a testimonial value 
as well as a possible validation for usability. Designers are not isolated beings but 
rather parts of a living environment and ecosystem. This project required close col-
laboration with users, their life at home in order to get a better idea of the contexts 
in which they move, the tools they use for daily interaction and how those tools can 
be used to improve their living conditions.

METHODOLOGY



3.1  Overview

From the beginning it was clear that a close collaboration with different users would 
be necessary to obtain truly valuable opinions. For this reason the demarcation of 
the research process started with preliminary interviews with students and people 
in Pukeberg, and later with customers of the IKEA store in Kalmar. Following this 
pre-study and after analyzing the resulting information a controlled tracking process 
was set in motion, with different types of users and in two different locations. The 
objective was, first of all, to set forward the tracking of furniture objects, to observe 
the people hosting the objects, their environments and reactions, and second to give 
a deeper personality to these objects through the interaction with the hosts and 
by making basic creative activities and understand if this generated an conscious 
impact.

3.2  Preliminary Study

The qualitative methodology employed for this preliminary study was interviews, 
with the help of an interview guide. The interviews were conducted in 3 rounds, first 
with students in Pukeberg and later with customers at the IKEA store in Kalmar.



3.2.1 Interview Rounds

First Round

To gather basic information regarding the use of furniture at home, emotional con-
nections, and general opinions about IKEA several sets of interviews were conducted, 
mainly in Pukeberg but also with people living in other locations in Sweden. 

The questionnaire included the following questions:
 
• Do you have your own furniture at home?
• What is your favourite furniture at home? Why
• How often do you change your home decoration?
• How often do you buy stuff for your home?
• What do you do when you want to get rid of something?
• Do you have IKEA furniture/home accessories?
• How do you feel about them?

The purpose of these short interviews was to get a sense of the general opinion 
regarding favourite furniture, home decoration, thoughts about IKEA and disposing 
of furniture. All the people interviewed in this section lived on their own (Apartments 
or Houses) and had their own furniture. The interviewees were also asked to send 
back a picture of their favourite piece of furniture, on one side, to test their skills and 
breadth of mobile technology within this test group. (The received pictures were used 
to create illustrations of the furniture pieces, which were shown at the final exhibi-
tion in Kalmar).  In total 20 people were interviewed, 14 of which were students at 
Pukeberg and 6 others had other occupations. 



Second Round

A second interview test round was carried out in the IKEA store in Kalmar. These in-
terviews were much shorter and direct due to different limitations. These interviews 
included the following questions:
 
• What is your favourite furniture at home?
• Why do you like it/What is the story behind it?
• What is the brand?
• If you had to get rid of it, whom would you give it to? How?

This questionnaire was applied to 8 random customers (in English) attending the 
IKEA Store in Kalmar on March the 12th 2012. These customers were not asked to 
send pictures. 

Third Round

A final round of interviews was carried out in the IKEA store in Kalmar. These in-
terviews were adjusted from the previous format and included the following ques-
tions:

• How often do you change your home decoration?
• Do you remember the last piece of furniture you bought?
• What is you most valuable/favourite piece of furniture?
• How long have you had it?
• Can you describe it? 
• Can you remember the last piece of furniture that you threw away?

This questionnaire was applied to 12 random customers (in English) attending the 
IKEA Store in Kalmar on March the 16th 2012.  These customers were not asked to 
send pictures. (The descriptions of the furniture by these customers were also em-
ployed to create illustrations, which were shown at the final exhibition in Kalmar; 
the customers were previously informed their descriptions would be used for this 
purpose).



3.2.2 Results

First Interview Round 

Most of the people in this round were students however they all shared some opin-
ions. The interviewed students lived under particular conditions, most of them, in 
single room apartments and owned their furniture. Among the favourite pieces of 
furniture mentioned were: desk, chairs, coffee tables, sofa and shelving system. 

They liked to “redecorate” or change things around their house often and approx-
imately every 2 months bought new accessories or decorative elements for their 
apartments. The situations varied according to their incomes, if they have a bit of 
extra money they spend it on accessories, however this study presents a limited pan-
orama, since these students live in quite large apartments compared to other places 
in Sweden. When wanting to get rid of something they recurred to posting ads online 
in websites like Blocket or Tradera. Another common answer was to put things in the 
basement or attic, drive them to the dump or give them to second hand institutions.



Second and Third Interview Rounds (IKEA Customers)

After talking to different kinds of IKEA customers and asking them to mention their 
favorite furniture I realized many of those pieces have intimate stories behind and 
others are favorites because of other “irrational” characteristics. The emotional con-
nections are present and furniture objects are able to recollect and embody different 
kinds and levels of meaning to an individual.

To talk about furniture is to talk about our homes and thus the people we live with, 
our family members. The situations within the home environment determine willing-
ness for explanation and description. There are pieces of furniture that are extremely 
intimate such as Bed or the bedroom environment, others are more sociable and even 
boastful and so much easier to talk about like sofas and kitchen tables. If the situa-
tion around a piece of furniture is complicated (Separations, Trouble with spouses or 
children, living instability, etc) or the interaction around it is too intimate, discussing 
the particularities of the object becomes almost impossible (in some cases). 
 
When asking couples to mention their favourite furniture at home there were basi-
cally 2 types of response either the couple together discussed the answer and re-
plied, otherwise only the woman was making the decision by herself (Perhaps to 
language limitation, or the partner had no interest). However in all cases they did 
discuss details together. For most it wasn’t an easy choice and it did involve some 
thought and further discussion. 



The Swedish Households

By dividing and the living situation of people in the interview rounds one observa-
tion becomes relevant, that of the types of households in Sweden. Generally they can 
be classified in three:

These types of households are relevant because they are the most common forms of 
life at home and contexts of intimate sharing. It is true that there are other types of 
households, but for the purpose of this project only these three have been considered 
and studied.

singles couples family
[3 or +][NO Kids]

household
types



Life Situations

There are life periods that are more sensitive than others for example when moving 
out of your parents house for the first time, or moving to a completely new place, 
it is precisely during these times that we tend to look for easy alternatives, whether 
in buying new things for a new apartment or having to get rid of our favorite stuff. 
The IKEA store and furniture provides a kind of relief and comfort within periods of 
uncertainty and sensitivity. In the lifetime of an individual living in Sweden there 
are specific sensitive peaks in which IKEA becomes an excellent solution to comple-
ment the home environment and create a better living for example one interviewee, 
Jenny, mentioned “IKEA is ok when you don’t have money and you need stuff.” 

During the interviews some people mentioned that they had bought IKEA furniture 
because it was an easy alternative for example, Robert said “IKEA is good, the style 
is simple and fits me now, the furniture gets scratched easily but the you just take out 
a marker and fill it in, you have to be conscious about price/quality of the products”.  
Other responses were that after reaching a stage of settlement in their living situa-
tions they found that their furniture was boring and did not satisfy their “emotional” 
needs any longer “IKEA is simple and boring and the problem is not the quality, you 
simply get bored of them before they break” Sara had a lot of IKEA furniture from 
her parents that she got when she moved out.  

From the preliminary research with students and IKEA customers it was obvious that 
people in Sweden are very fond of constantly changing and adjusting the home 
decoration, which is a strong indicator of the relevance of having a pleasant and ad-
equate home environment. This is also an indicator of the fact that home decoration 
contributes to the happiness and satisfaction of people in Sweden. Fanny said, “Right 
now we are still deciding on our living room decoration because we just moved in 
together, something between Asian and Minimalistic 70’s” People in Sweden have 
very specific taste and need for decoration. In that context IKEA plays a key role as a 
provider of complementary furniture pieces for people with different income levels. 
Thomas, for example, said “I like some stuff, but not everything. Its ok to buy small 
pieces but maybe not bigger ones”.

uncertainty

ikea

settlement

getting
bored

disposing

moving/
Redecorating/

Renovating



Lifecycles of Individuals and Products

People and products have parallel lifecycles. From being born or ideated to settle-
ment and change, these cycles intertwine and interact at different points. In terms 
of product design IKEA has full control and awareness of the initial stages of product 
development. Starting from the identification of needs and ideation as well as the 
selection of raw materials and production process to product transportation and dis-
play at the showrooms. These stages are carefully planned and studied in order to 
provide the best possible experience for the customer. 

This lifecycle of the product is matched by the lifecycle of a person from the moment 
that a need is identified, for example moving into a new apartment and requiring 
new furniture. At this point the individual begins to establish a decision-making 
process and evaluation of alternatives in order to acquire the products that are more 
suitable for him or her. 

During the stage of acquisition or point of purchase the lifecycles of people and 
product merge for the first time basically because the customer and the company 
get to meet at last. It is at this point in which the traditional ways of consumption 
operate and so after buying a product the customer gains full responsibility for 
the object/furniture and the company looses all control or responsibility for the 
produced item. 

The next stage of the lifecycle is a time of coexistence between the user and the item, 
the life stage in which both must live together. At this point the company has lost all 
responsibility for the object and it is up to the customer to decide the faith of said 
item. The last stage of this lifecycle is when the furniture must be disposed of due to 
several reasons: malfunction, new fashion, change of address, etc. 

The natural course of action is that this object gets thrown away, put in storage or 
in other cases given a second life (this means selling it to someone new or giving it 
to someone). 

Currently, this is the traditional way the product lifecycle works unfortunately at the 
final stage, the stage of disposal, the producer has lost complete track and responsi-
bility of the materials used or the item in general, however, if IKEA wishes to take a 
leading role in reducing its environmental footprint they must begin to acknowledge 
their responsibility regarding sustainability and the complete lifecycle of all their 
products because there is a very wide gap between the end of the cycle (the dispos-
ing stage) and the beginning of the cycle (the identification of needs) that should be 
contemplated and understood, not only in terms of using the right materials for each 
new product but also by responding to user and consumer needs in terms of services 
and infrastructures.  
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3.3  Prototyping

After basic interviews were conducted a more and thorough experiment was neces-
sary to achieve a greater depth for the overall project. The initial idea to explore 
was to provide the opportunity for the user to keep track of their furniture. To better 
understand this transaction process a controlled experiment was carried out. The 
experiment consisted on asking an individual to select a piece of furniture and keep 
it for one week. The furniture was then passed on to a next owner who kept it for one 
week more and then it was finally passed to a third owner.

3.3.1 Process

The starting point for the prototyping stage was selecting the users. The characteris-
tics for the users were established from the findings in the preliminary research and 
the classification of the Swedish market into 3 major types of households. Initially 
the project contemplated the possibility of having 3 pieces of furniture in the 3 differ-
ent types of households, however due to time limitation the test was only conducted 
with Families and Single women (Starting Users). 

The possible participants (Gada and Caroline in the beginning) were invited to par-
ticipate. The process was explained to them, they received an invitation and descrip-
tion of their role and later were asked to select a friend or relative to whom they 
would like to give the chosen furniture to. 

Gada and Caroline’s Family were given preselected IKEA furniture options from which 
they could pick a favourite. After making the decision we fixed a date for going to the 
IKEA store and buy the selected item and later transport it to their homes.  The piece 
of furniture was then passed on to a second owner and later to a third owner. Each 
household was also given a kind of diary or book to complement the experience of 
having the selected chair; it was a kind of ‘media’ for them to have a deeper interac-
tion with the product.
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3.3.2 Place and Participants

The prototyping was conducted in two cities in Sweden, simultaneously, between 
the 15 of April and the 15 of May 2012. Each household kept the furniture piece for 
one week and later passed it on to a new household. The two cities were Nybro and 
Stockholm.
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3.3.3 Selecting a Furniture Piece

The Families

After talking to Caroline she received several furniture options to choose from. These 
furniture pieces were items from the IKEA 2011 Range of Products. The selection con-
sisted of 5 different items. The products represented a variety of styles and colours, 
appealing to different tastes and activities. Caroline’s Family chose the Värmdö 
chair. 

The Girls

After talking to Gada she received several furniture options to choose from. These 
furniture pieces were items from the IKEA 2011 Range of Products. The selection 
consisted of 3 different items. These products were more aligned to her personality 
and taste. Gada chose the Urban chair in white. 

URBAN

VÄRMDÖ



3.3.4 The Tracking in Nybro

FAMILY 1: Caroline, Hedda, Lova & Björn

In Nybro the tracking prototyping begun with Caroline’s family by going to the IKEA 
store in Kalmar and together buying the Värmdö chair. We also made a creative ac-
tivity: we painted a family logo on the chairs that would represent them and would 
remain as a mark or symbol of their ownership period, a permanent recognition of 
this piece of furniture as once belonging to them. This family loved to redecorate 
their home and often bought new accessories and textiles to change their interior. 
They own a lot of things that Caroline mentioned they almost never get rid of. Their 
house is quite big so they have space to store things.

About IKEA furniture they mentioned its very functional and useful but sometimes 
the quality might not be so good. Sometimes you are lucky and sometimes not so 
much. With this family we experienced the whole process together and they enjoyed 
the whole experience a lot. They were all very involved the girls and even Caroline’s 
husband participated briefly. They had fun putting the chair together and they hav-
ing it during the week. The girls were the ones using it the most. 
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At the end of the use period they gave some recommendations about the product 
and comments, that it was a bit hard on the back and that it would go better with a 
pillow on the back. They interacted a lot with the book colouring and posting notes. 
The kids made small drawings and posted some notes on it.  

FAMILY 2: Maria, Amanda, Markus

Maria’s Family was the ‘sandwich’ family. They received the chair from Caroline, 
Hedda, Lova & Björn. I didn’t know them personally and had minimal interaction. 
Still they kept the chair for the week and at the end they gladly answered a few 
questions. 

They mentioned that it was fun to have the chair for one week and also made some 
recommendations about where it would go best in the home (in a nice corner like a 
sculpture). They also loved to redecorate and buy new things for the house however 
they have limited space because they live in an apartment (about 80m2).  

About IKEA furniture they mentioned that it was useful and practical. Their purpose 
is that, to be handy, they never had any problems with it and had some old products 
from the 90’s. This family didn’t interact so much with the book. It was mostly their 
kid, Amanda playing a little bit wit it. She coloured some pages and replied to some 
of the questions.
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FAMILY 3: Sia, Smilla, Vega, Ole

Ole’s family was the last family to host the Värmdö chair in Nybro. I had less contact 
with them because they were busy at home (painting) so it was a bit difficult to talk 
to them. This immediately turned into a general low involvement from the begin-
ning. 

One aspect that became evident was that they were not seeking the chair and it 
wasn’t ‘their style’ so it was difficult for them to relate to it and accept it as a part 
of their interior. The family in general didn’t enjoy it very much. Ole mentioned that 
the girls didn’t play with it like he expected. 

About IKEA they mentioned that everybody has it so it’s difficult to make it personal. 
In general it’s very cheap and has bad quality. ‘It was much better 20 years ago’ he 
said during the interview. However he mentioned that they have a lot of things from 
IKEA because they can’t afford more expensive furniture. 

They also love to redecorate their house often, actually they were painting the walls 
in the living room during the time they had the Värmdö, but as Ole said, they don’t 
have enough money to do it as often as they would like to. 
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3.3.5 The Tracking in Stockholm

User 1: GADA

In Stockholm the prototyping stage begun with the help of Gada. Again we started by 
going to the IKEA store in Kungens Kurva and buying the piece of furniture she had 
preselected. Gada chose the Urban chair as the piece that was most suitable for her 
room. Together we made a creative activity, we put some stickers with her name on 
the chair, again a symbol of her ownership period that would represent her. 

Gada has a busy schedule all the time she has two part time jobs, which take up most 
of her day. She lives in Fisksätra with her brother in a 2-room apartment (approxi-
mately 70m2). While keeping the chair for one week she used it thoroughly: when 
playing the piano, when putting on make up, when she had friends over, etc. She 
mentioned it was quite comfortable and useful and the shape gave her impression 
of being childish, “It looks like a furniture for children” she said. 

Gada is a really heavy mobile phone user. While being with her for a few hours she 
had her mobile all the time, making calls, updating her Facebook account, taking 
pictures with Instagram, calling and texting. She mentioned her phone is a great tool 
because it keeps her connected and makes her life easier; if there is anything she 
needs to know she can just search for it online.



GADA GADA



About IKEA she thinks their products are really good because they are compatible 
with every style and it’s really easy to integrate them into your home. She loves to 
move things around the hose and recently redecorated her room, where she has 
most furniture from IKEA (Closet, bed, desk, side tables and a rug).

Gada also received a book to interact with through the week. She wrote a little bit 
on it but was confused what to do with it. She wanted to write something nice and 
with a meaning but she felt it was silly to say something poetic about a chair. She 
was really into making a statement that would represent her ownership period and 
as a symbol she made a paper flower and said some words, burnt it and put it on the 
chair. She also wrote a quote on it: “When you stop chasing the wrong things, you 
give the right things a chance to catch you”. At the end of one week we moved the 
chair to her friend Sarah’s home. 

User 2: Sarah 

Sarah received the Urban chair from Gada on Sunday April 29th. We went to her 
apartment and delivered the furniture piece to her door. She also lives in Fisksätra. 
Sarah was the second person to keep the Urban for one week. She was very strict 
with pictures so she did not allow me to take pictures of her. 

Sarah lives in a small one-room apartment (approximately 30m2) by herself. She 
also likes to redecorate often and buy new things for her home to make it look nice 
and pretty. Most of her furniture is from IKEA, which she has arranged very neatly. 
She was particularly proud of the positioning of the shelves next to the TV that she 
had arranged herself. About IKEA products she mentioned that they were cheap and 
good and fit her style. Her thoughts after one week of keeping the Urban were that it 
was actually a fun activity, something different from her average routine. She used 
the chair in the kitchen and took it outside to the balcony sometimes. She had quite a 
positive response even though she was quite reluctant to ‘expose’ herself too much. 

Sarah couldn’t find someone to give the chair to at the end of the week. This also 
happened with Family 2 in Nybro. I believe the people in between, who received the 
chair and later must give it to someone new, found themselves in a strange situation 
because they were not seeking the ownership of the object and were given a lot of 
responsibility of finding someone new.  Another factor was that they didn’t know me 
personally so their disposition to contribute was much lower because they were doing 
something for a ‘stranger’. This was also reflected on the book that accompanied the 
urban chair. Sarah wrote on a few pages and made a few sketches, she thought it 
was ‘funny’ but didn’t really make any other comments with the post-it notes. Sarah 
also wanted to make a statement by writing something on the chair; initially she 
commented that the chair might be ‘depressed’ because of what Gada had written 
on it. She then wrote: “If what you see with the eye doesn’t please you, then close 
your eyes and see from the heart, because the heart can see beauty and love more 
than the eyes can ever wonder”. 
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User 3: Mansooreh

Mansooreh was the last person in Stockholm to have the urban chair after Sarah. 
Since Sarah couldn’t find anyone to pass the chair, again I had to intervene in the 
process. Mansooreh volunteered to host the Urban for the last week. She lives in 
Bromma at quite a distance from Fisksätra.

Mansooreh had quite a positive interaction with the chair she saw it as an interest-
ing thing to have for a few days. She took it to the garden because it was light and 
easy to carry so she enjoyed it while taking a break outside. One of her observations 
was that she didn’t like that the chair was made of plastic, she would prefer other 
material such as wood. She mentioned that after going outside with the Urban she 
remembered she had some wooden chairs in the basement and started to consider 
bringing them out.

About IKEA furniture she mentioned that she had quite some stuff from IKEA and had 
been at the store recently (a few days before the interview). Mansooreh likes to buy 
only things that she needs, nothing else. 

Mansooreh didn’t spend any time at all with the book, she left it completely un-
touched. One of the reasons might be that she was busy with prior engagements or 
that it wasn’t interesting enough to catch her attention. 
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4.1  The Meaning of Furniture

findings

Initially the project had a strong focus on the emotional connections between people 
and their furniture, an emphasis on the stories behind favourite furniture pieces. 
IKEA furniture was almost never a favourite with interviewees; furniture was still 
meaningful but not because of the stories behind it. Almost all favourites were in 
the range of objects that provided rest or interaction between family members, for 
example, beds, chairs/armchairs, sofas. In this category (of furniture that provides 
rest/interaction) the IKEA products were mentioned more often. Sofas are usually 
favourites because they bring together all family members for basic entertainment 
activities and moments of leisure, talking with each other and communicating or just 
relaxing in their company after a long day of work, away from home. Furniture like 
arm chairs/sofas enables a closer interaction between family members that’s the 
reason they ubiquitously become favourites.  

A second category of objects were furniture items that had been given to the inter-
viewee by someone special as a kind of ‘inheritance’ from family members or close 
friends. In that case the story of the object became relevant (or at least there was 
one). Those furniture items that were inherited or had previous owners were mostly 
for decorative purposes. When furniture items have stronger decorative use then the 
story behind it increases it’s value in the esteem of the owner. 

The third category of favourites were purely decorative pieces in which collections of 
other objects were displayed (shelving systems). In these cases the furniture served 
as an enhancer of the decorative objects, and the furniture itself was an interesting 
design piece.  



In general there are two dimensions that are present in all favourite furniture pieces 
those that are most meaningful to users, these dimensions are the decorative and 
the practical. The decorative side relates to the emotional and appeals to the senses 
and the side of the users that is more sensitive. Important elements are colour, style 
or design. The practical side is more related to the physical conditions of the object, 
on this point technical issues such as usability and quality become more important 
as well as the ability of the object to be a source of interaction. 

In order to increase ownership awareness it is important that the furniture object 
has a strong balance between the decorative and the practical dimensions. Decora-
tive aspects strongly appeal to the emotional side of people. At the same time there 
should be a correlation with usability, quality and other technical issues that enable 
interaction between members of one family or community. This balance between 
emotion/story and usability/quality is a combination that benefits products in later 
stages of their lifecycles, like living and disposal, embedding the object with greater 
significance and thus triggering a longer relationship between furniture and owner.     



4.2  Social Interaction

In terms of mobile technology there is a strong presence or shift towards online com-
munities and services, especially in younger customer generations. The widespread 
and availability of smart-phones has partly made this possible. At the same time 
online technology has become the means of communication and interaction for a 
wider range of users. From the Tracking in Stockholm with the younger women there 
is a clear identifiable trend in this sense. The mobile phone is a kind of pivot to their 
lives where they are able to store and look up information, but mostly be connected, 
through different networks, with friends and family members. 

For IKEA there is an opportunity to start generating stronger links with their younger 
customers through the introduction of mobile phone applications or by establishing 
online communities that allow greater interaction around their furniture products as 
well as new forms of interaction. By creating networks of furniture users and letting 
them exchange, tag and rate the products they own they will be more involved in the 
product lifecycle and more active in maximizing the potential and use of resources. 
For the company its also an advantage to understand how the products are being 
used, if they have a successful acceptance or what are the problems being encoun-
tered, valuable information that could be provided within weeks of acquisition. 



4.3  Furniture and Sustainability

From previous analysis it became obvious that IKEA furniture is an excellent tool that 
contributes to the creation of a better home environment, perhaps not as main or 
favourite pieces but rather as subtle components and accessories that are key in cre-
ating an overall enjoyable atmosphere at home. One downside to this is that many 
items included in the IKEA Range are of low quality/boring for the owner and they 
might get replaced very quickly. 

Within Sweden, the study case for this project, people are keen on constantly redeco-
rating their home interior, an activity that has several unsustainable consequences. 
One issue here is space and storage capacity, what to do with the stuff people want to 
frequently replace. Usually, all those furniture items end up in storage rooms, attics 
or basements. People don’t want to throw them away or get rid of them and instead 
keep them ‘hidden’ out of their apartments. People who have bigger houses don’t 
see this as much of a problem however; they are still owners and collectors of large 
amounts of static items. Other times second hand institutions get the opportunity of 
reselling pieces that are still capable of having a second life and so the useful life of 
the products is extended.

Another problem that became obvious towards the closure of the Tracking in Nybro 
was the income levels of different families. Some users are more sensitive economi-
cally, but still enjoy changing their home decoration as often as they can. Many 
times they are looking for complementary pieces but they can’t afford the items that 
they actually want. This type of users could benefit from an online exchange system 
or a new way of interaction around static or unused furniture products.

One important gap in the life cycle of the IKEA furniture products is the disconnection 
at the stage of disposal from the producer.  Recycling products can become difficult 
when there is no information regarding part components and materials or even 
disassembly instructions. More holistic design strategies could include a clearer way 
of identifying product structures and used materials to make the classification and 
recycling easier.
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5.1  Basis for Concept Development

DESIGN

Research analysis findings lead to an understanding of the customer situation and 
environment. IKEA furniture buyers usually find themselves in difficult economic 
situations. Favourite pieces could be classified into three major types: those that 
provide rest or interaction such as chairs, sofas or beds. These pieces are a kind of 
interface for entertainment. The second category of favourite furniture objects are 
those with a history of ownership or that have been passed through several users or 
generations. A third category includes furniture pieces that allow the display of other 
decorative elements.  These are all relevant points of departure for the development 
of a tracking concept. 

A tracking service could be possible with furniture objects that are not completely 
static or entirely decorative but that can be moved around and shared between dif-
ferent users. Objects such as tables and chairs have more dynamic features.  Objects 
with strong personalities or design qualities could also become favourites/classics 
worth tracking if they can afford multiple lives with different owners. One important 
quality of tracking is the possibility of increasing the IKEA social responsibility and 
customer awareness regarding product life cycle from beginning to end. 



5.2  Brainstorming





5.3 Moodboard



5.4  Visualization of the Concept















6.1 Discussion

CONCLUSION

Tracking could provide an opportunity for closing the loops of waste and disposal 
that naturally spring from modern production processes, an important step towards 
taking full responsibility of waste and moving towards a more holistic sustainable 
future. Initially the idea of tracking furniture revolved around the expectation of 
creating deeper emotional connections with furniture objects and thus generating 
in the user/customer greater consciousness at the stage of disposal. After talking to 
different people and IKEA customers in different living situations it became obvious 
that emotional connections with furniture are not exactly present through the stories 
behind the products. Favourite pieces are not exactly relevant because of the stories 
behind them, furniture are favourites because they enable interaction and allow 
people to have fun/rest. Favourite pieces are beautiful but also useful and practical 
and people love them because they make everyday life at home more enjoyable and 
comfortable. 

When passing the Värmdö chair among the families the possibilities of enabling 
more interactive communities through the exchange of furniture became obvious. 
One of the major benefits of tracking with the aid of technology could be for families 
with different income levels, they could benefit from having access to the resources 
available within their community and products they couldn’t usually afford , and 
also by creating fun systems of interaction and dynamic, organized structures for 
sharing resources. However real customer response is difficult to test and predict 
without having access to the real technological tools such as mobile phone interfaces 
and online systems. A pilot platform would have to be developed in order to really 
test the idea and have clearer results. This project explored only one dimension, 
the human needs and how to possibly satisfy them with the help of the technology 
available today. 



6.2 Final Words

Within the current social context in which technology has become widespread and 
ubiquitously available there is an opportunity for companies to use this tool as a 
means of alternatively communicating with new generations of customers by cre-
ating opportunities for them to actively interact with each other through a digital 
(mobile technology) and physical interface (furniture products).  

Ikea has always had a strong focus on developing alternatives for most sensitive 
customers and the idea of creating more interactive products through the aid of 
technology goes well in line with their objectives of “creating a better everyday life 
for the many people.” If by making the life history of the products more visible and 
transparent and bringing out all the positive aspects that go into product develop-
ment there could be an increase in the perception of value in the user, this could lead 
to greater resource awareness and thus a more sustainable attitude and a better flow 
of resources. 
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Linnaeus University – a firm focus on quality and competence 
 
On 1 January 2010 Växjö University and the University of Kalmar merged to form Linnaeus University. This  
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