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Sammanfattning 
IKEA grundades 1943 av Ingvar Kamprad och återförsäljs idag i 44 länder runt om i världen. 

Med den 25-års garanti på kök som IKEA erbjuder har det blivit allt viktigare för dem att 

bekräfta kvaliteten på kökssortimentet och hur tillfredsställd kunden är.  

Syftet med detta examensarbete har varit att identifiera de mest kritiska faktorerna för 

köksfronter och bänkskivor baserat på nuvarande kundklagomål och vilka testmetoder som kan 

användas för att testa dessa faktorer i produktutvecklingsprocessen. Därutöver har IKEAs 

hantering av kundklagomål studerats för att undersöka om den skulle kunna förbättras för att 

stödja utformningen av nya produkter. 

Examensarbetet delades upp i tre steg. Först identifierades de kritiska faktorerna genom 

intervjuer med kundservice och analys av kundklagomål. De mest kritiska faktorerna för 

köksfronter är fuktskador och färg som flagnar eller spricker på lackerade luckor. För bänkskivor 

är fuktskador runt diskhon och sprickor de största problemen. Laminat och stenskivor är de mest 

utsatta av de måttbeställda skivorna och träskivor de mest påverkade av de färdigskurna. 

Därefter har nuvarande testmetoder utretts genom observationer och intervjuer på IKEAs 

testlabb och jämförts med de identifierade problemområdena. Många yttester utför varje år, men 

det är svårt att simulera förslitning av ytor och det kräver komplexa accelererade testmetoder. 

Köksfronter testas mer än bänkskivor och för bänkskivor görs de flesta av testerna bara på 

laminat. För flera av de identifierade kritiska faktorerna utförs tester idag och för vissa är nya 

testmetoder under utveckling och kommer att införas av IKEA. Men för att testa sprickor i sten, 

ytliga repor och ett flertal fläckar saknas det metoder. Som ett förslag på att undvika sprickor i 

sten föreslogs att leverera ett grytunderlägg med skivan istället för att införa en ny testmetod.  

Genom intervjuer och observationer med kundservice, Byten och återköp och centrum för 

produktutveckling (IKEA of Sweden) undersöktes gränssnittet mellan kundservice och 

produktutveckling för att hitta ett alternativt sätt till förändrade testmetoder för att minska antalet 

kundklagomål. Gränssnittet visade sig vara bristfälligt både tekniskt och organisatoriskt och en 

trestegsplan föreslogs för IKEA för hur detta gränssnitt skulle kunna förbättras. 
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Abstract 
IKEA was founded in 1943 by Ingvar Kamprad and is currently retailing in 44 counties around 

the world. With the 25 year kitchen warranty that IKEA offers it has become increasingly 

important to validate the quality of the kitchen range and the satisfaction of the customer. Thus 

the aim of this thesis was to identify the most critical factors of kitchen fronts and worktops and 

what test methods could be used to test these factors in the product development process. In 

addition IKEA’s management of customer complaints was studied to investigate how it could be 

improved to support the design of new products.  

The thesis work was divided in three stages. First the critical factors were identified by 

interviews with customer service and analysis of customer complaints. For kitchen fronts the 

most critical factors were identified as moisture and water damages and peeling or cracking 

paint. The fronts most affected by these problem areas are lacquered fronts, which are also the 

most popular fronts among customers. For worktops the most critical factors are moisture 

damages around the sink and cracks, and the most affected materials are laminate and stone for 

custom made worktops and wood for pre-cut worktops.  

Thereafter the current test methods were investigated by observations and interviews at IKEA’s 

test lab and compared to the critical factors. IKEA performs many surface tests every year, but 

predicting the wear and tear of surfaces is difficult and requires complex accelerated test 

methods. Kitchen fronts are tested more than worktops and for worktops most of the tests are 

done on laminate. Many of the identified critical factors are currently tested for and for others 

new methods are already in progress to be implemented by IKEA. But test methods for cracks in 

stone, fine scratches on laminate and a variety of stains are lacking. To avoid cracks in stone 

worktops it was suggested to deliver a pot stand with the worktop instead of implementing a new 

test method.  

Through interviews and observations at customer service, Returns and Exchanges department 

and IKEA of Sweden (IoS) the interface between customer service and product development was 

investigated to see if an alternate way to reduce customer complaints could be found. The 

interface was found to be inefficient both technically and organizationally, and a three step plan 

to improve the transfer of information between customer service and IoS was suggested. 
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1 Introduction 

This thesis is a collaboration between IKEA and the Royal Institute of Technology in Stockholm, 

Integrated Product Development, School of Industrial Engineering and Management, written 

during the spring of 2012. In this chapter an introduction to the thesis work is given. It describes 

the background and problem description, aims and delimitations.  

1.1 Background 

IKEA is a world-renowned company founded by Ingvar Kamprad in 1943, then only 17 years 

old. The letters in the company name stands for Ingvar (I) Kamprad (K), Elmtaryd (E) and 

Agunnaryd (A). Elmtaryd was the name of the farm Ingvar Kamprad was born on and 

Agunnaryd was the name of the village he grew up in. (About IKEA, 2011) 

In IKEA’s early history the company offered smaller items like pens and watches, sold door to 

door by Ingvar Kamprad himself. The company grew and furniture was introduced into the 

range, sold by mail order. This was appreciated by customers, and IKEA started to design their 

own furniture with the idea to facilitate transport by selling disassembled furniture. In 1958 the 

first IKEA store was built in Älmhult near Agunnaryd. (About IKEA, 2011)   

Today IKEA is retailing in 44 countries around the world. The business idea is to offer flat 

packaged home furnishing products at low prices, with the vision to create a better everyday life 

for the many people (IKEA, 2011). IKEA started selling kitchens in 1959, now selling about one 

hundred thousand kitchens a year in Sweden (Internal communication, 2012). 

In 2007 IKEA started to offer their customers a 25-year kitchen warranty. (Internal 

communication, 2012) The kitchen warranty covers the whole kitchen system, from cabinets and 

interiors to fronts and worktops, regarding defects on workmanship and material. The warranty 

does not cover normal wear and tear, cuts or scratches or other damages caused by accidents or 

impacts. (IKEA Services, 2011) 

IKEA continuously work with improving and assuring the quality of their products. With the 25-

year kitchen warranty in mind, it has become increasingly important to focus on and validate the 

quality of the kitchen range and the customer satisfaction. 

1.2 Problem Description 

As the 25-year limited warranty was not introduced until 2007, an important task for IKEA has 

been to assure that the products do fulfill the demands set by the warranty. Quality tests are a 

central part of doing this, at the same time helping in defining the demands set on future 

products. 

While the effect on hinges and drawers opening and closing for 25 years can be calculated and 

simulated, predicting the wear and tear on surfaces such as kitchen fronts and worktops has 

proven more difficult as it requires complex, accelerated test methods. Thousands of product 

tests are currently carried out each year, but still some customers experience problems with their 

kitchens’ which has led IKEA to question their test methods in use at present.  

To investigate the situation and define areas of improvement, this master thesis has been 

initiated. The task given from IKEA was to compare what is tested in IKEA’s test lab to 
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customer problems. The result shall be used as a base to define demands and test values for new 

products and materials.  

During the thesis process it was observed that IKEA does not have a defined interface between 

product development and customer service. Improving the transfer of information between these 

two departments may have a positive effect on the product quality. Therefore, to open up for the 

possibility to investigate IKEA’s quality in a more open perspective and to relate the thesis to the 

subject of product development, an investigation of this interface will also be made and 

compared to literature on the subject.  

1.3 Aims and Research Question 

The problem has been formulated to; 

How should the test methods and management of customer input be improved and used in 

IKEA’s product development process, to assure the 25 year warranty agreement? 

The question has been divided into tree sub question: 

 What factors are considered most critical to consider in the current and future generation 

of kitchens, based on the present customer complaints?  

 What available test methods or combination of methods can be used to test these critical 

factors in the product development process? 

 How could the management of customer complaints be improved to support the design of 

new products? 

The thesis project will result in a definition of the critical customer problem areas. These will be 

compared to current test methods, and result in suggestions of new or improved test methods. 

Thereafter, the management of customer complaints will be put in the context of the product 

development process which will result in a suggestion of how to improve the interface between 

customer service and product development. 

1.4 Delimitations 

The studies have been delimitated to focus on the surfaces of kitchen fronts and worktops as this 

area is most interesting to IKEA and because of time limitations. Kitchen fronts that are no 

longer in production and complimentary fronts
1
 are excluded, as the complementary fronts do 

not sell as much as the other fronts and hence do not have many complaints to investigate. One 

exception is the stainless-steel front. It has been included in the research as it exists in many of 

the sizes the other complementary fronts do not, and it has a large number of customer 

complaints.  

The scope of the thesis will involve suggestions of new or improved test methods; 

implementation of these will not be included due to time limitation. It will not be possible to 

measure the result of the thesis work, as it will require time for IKEA to implement any changes 

in their quality testing and processes. Study of the customer complaints are delimited to customer 

complaints only from Sweden because of the time limitation and for the fiscal year 2011 (FY11) 

as these are the latest customer complaints available.  

The product names have been exchanged in this thesis due to the confidentiality. 

                                                 
1
 Complementary fronts are fronts that are only available in few sizes.  
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2 Frame of Reference  

This chapter provides a theoretical framework that will be used as a basis for the analysis of the 

thesis work. The literature presented concerns accelerated test methods for simulating the 

impact on a product during its lifetime and quality problems that may occur on a surface. Also 

customers’ expectations on a product and how to analyze customer complaints will be included. 

2.1 Accelerated Testing 

Accelerated testing is used in product development to test how a product will perform during its 

expected lifetime, and to assure its quality. By simulating the effect usage and time, different 

properties of a product can be tested and evaluated. 

2.1.1 Product Testing in the Product Development Process 

A key factor in the product development process (PDP) is to design a product that performs 

successfully under specified, operational conditions, during the expected lifetime. To achieve 

this several design iterations are often required, which can be both time-consuming and costly. 

Product tests are thereby used to analyze the function of a product and to secure that it meets 

customer demands. This can shorten the time to market and save both time and money, as it 

allows potential problems to be discovered at an early stage. (Jayatilleka & Okogbaa, 2006) 

Accelerated testing (AT) is an approach to product testing that estimates the effect usage and 

environment will have on a product during its entire lifetime. As products are often expected to 

run for many years without failure, it is important for companies to identify product weaknesses 

and potentials of failure during its lifetime of use. (Jayatilleka & Okogbaa, 2006) With AT, 

results that would require years of field testing may be obtained in days or weeks (Klyatis & 

Klyatis, 2005 ). 

A version of AT is highly accelerated testing. Highly accelerated testing is useful at earlier 

stages in the PDP, to quickly identify inferior components, materials or suppliers, and thus sort 

out design alternatives. As the PDP progresses, the highly accelerated test are followed by AT to 

estimate product reliability for the user. (Jayatilleka & Okogbaa, 2006) 

AT has been effective in increasing the degree of improvement between design iterations, and 

also in reducing the number of design iterations. Hence AT can be a tool in shortening the PDP 

cycle and reaching the important goal of getting a reliable product to the market faster. 

(Jayatilleka & Okogbaa, 2006) 

2.1.2 Methods of AT 

There are three general methods of accelerated testing. The first method is to test a product under 

normal field conditions and subject it to the same impact that would happen in real life. (Klyatis 

& Klyatis, 2005 ) When the hinge on a kitchen front is tested, it is subjected to the same impact 

of being opened and closed that would happen during normal use in a kitchen. 

The second method is to use special equipment in a laboratory to simulate the influences on a 

product. (Klyatis & Klyatis, 2005 ) An example of this is when the wear and tear of years of 

usage of a worktop is simulated using a tool that causes abrasion on the surface. Since the 

influence on the product is simulated with a tool, the conditions do not correspond to normal 

field conditions. Accurate test results require accurate simulation of the field input. 
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The third method is to use computer software to simulate the effect on the product. The accuracy 

of this method depends on how accurately both product and the influences on the product can be 

simulated. (Klyatis & Klyatis, 2005 ) 

2.1.3 Use-rate or Product Stress 

The approach of AT is to either accelerate the use-rate or the product stress. Use-rate 

acceleration can be used when a product is normally not continuously in use, and it is assumed 

that its lifetime can be modeled in cycles. These cycles are accelerated during testing and the 

product’s lifetime estimated. This is sometimes referred to as accelerated life testing (ALT). 

(Klyatis & Klyatis, 2005 ) For example, the expected number of times the kitchen front will be 

opened during its lifetime can be calculated, and by accelerating these cycles the effect they will 

have on the hinge can be tested. 

In accelerated stress testing (AST) the stress factors that cause product degeneration are 

accelerated. For example temperature or concentration of chemicals may be increased in 

comparison to normal usage of the product. In the wear test of the worktop both the stress caused 

by the abrasion and the cycles are accelerated. Stress acceleration is often used to identify stress 

limits and design weaknesses. Combined stresses, such as temperature and vibration, are often 

especially efficient in accelerating failure of a product. (Klyatis & Klyatis, 2005 ) 

2.1.4 Test Accuracy 

The accuracy of an accelerated test is important to take into consideration. The number of cycles 

that represent the life of a product during ALT cannot be determined exactly and similarly the 

input values during AST will often have to be estimated. If an invalid estimation has been made, 

the negative effects may be magnified as test conditions are often exaggerated. Hence a risk with 

accelerated stress tests is that the product may break and show signs of failure that would not 

occur in the field. (Caruso & Dasgupta, 1998) 

The equipment used during testing will also affect the results, as it can often only simulate one 

type of input while the product during normal conditions may be exposed to several 

simultaneously (Klyatis & Klyatis, 2005 ). Components tested separately may also not respond 

in the same way they would as part of a product, as different parts of a product will age or 

fatigue at different rates (Caruso & Dasgupta, 1998). 

2.1.5 Surface Testing 

As the surface of a product is exposed to both impact and environmental stresses during its 

lifetime, degradation of substrate and coating will appear with consequences such as gloss loss, 

discoloration, blistering, delamination or cracking. (Fischer, 2010) 

Testing the durability and lifetime of a surface involves larger challenges than accelerated testing 

of a mechanical function. When it comes to a functional requirement, the use rate can be 

calculated and accelerated, but estimating and simulating the impact a surface will be subjected 

to during its life time has proven to be difficult. According to FCBA, a French technological 

institute responsible for defining requirements on furniture surfaces, it is impossible to verify a 

surface life time with laboratory tests. (Nussbaum, 2009) 

2.2 Degeneration of Surfaces and Coatings  

A coating is applied to a substrate primarily for two reasons. The most important role of the 

coating is perhaps to protect the substrate of a product, as an uncoated substrate is more 
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susceptible to degradation. Coatings are also used for an aesthetic purpose, to alter the 

appearance of the product. (Fischer, 2010) 

The efficiency of the coating depends on its penetration of and adhesion to the substrate, as well 

as its resistance to UV-light and, if outdoor, weathering. Degeneration of the coating itself will 

of course decrease its ability to protect the substrate from degeneration, and hence affect the life 

span of a product. (Ncube & Meincken, 2010) 

2.2.1 Aging 

The aging of a product due to photo-degradation is a process known to affect surfaces in 

particular, as the chemical reactions causes by the UV-light are limited to the surface layer 

(Fischer, 2010). When UV-radiation is absorbed by a coating and the underlying substrate, free 

radicals are produced and the adhesion between coating and substrate impaired. Degradation can 

occur in either coating or substrate, and cause discoloration, embrittlement, cracks, blistering or 

loss of adhesion. (Ncube & Meincken, 2010) 

One of the first signs of an aging wood surface is color change. This happens even in diffuse 

indoor lighting. (Aloui, Ahajji, Irmouli, George, Charrier, & Merlin, 2007) UV-radiation results 

in break down products from the wood, that seem to modify the coating and appear as yellowing 

of the surface (Ncube & Meincken, 2010). When followed by exposure to other influences such 

as heat or water, severe degradation occurs (Aloui, Ahajji, Irmouli, George, Charrier, & Merlin, 

2007). 

When exposed to UV-radiation, changes in the surface hardness start to appear. At first the 

hardness decreases, as the coating dries and molecular rearrangement takes place. This is 

followed by an increase in hardness, and brittleness appears as a first sign of aging. The top layer 

then starts to disintegrate which results in a decrease in hardness once more, followed by a final 

hardening as fresh material is exposed. (Ncube & Meincken, 2010) 

Another sign of aging is the surfaces degree of hydrophobicity, i.e. its ability to withstand water. 

When a coated surface is exposed to UV-radiation, it first becomes slightly more hydrophobic, 

which is explained by the final curing of the coating. As exposure continues and the surface 

starts to age, the surface hardness decreases and it becomes hydrophilic instead, i.e. the opposite 

of hydrophobic. (Ncube & Meincken, 2010) 

To enhance the durability of wood based products and protect surfaces against photo-

degradation, organic UV-absorbers are typically used in coatings for wood. However, the 

organic absorbers degrade upon radiation, causing the protecting gradually decrease. Hence 

research is focusing on developing new coating systems with improved properties. The Institute 

for Surface Chemistry, YKI, is currently working on a UV-absorbing system based on 

nanoparticles of CeO2, ZnO and TiO. These nanoparticles are developed to be added to coating 

systems, with the aim to increase the life of the coating and substrate. (YKI, 2012) 

2.2.2 Wettability and Water Damage 

Water and moisture can also cause damage to a surface and cause it to degenerate. 

Wettability 

How a liquid behaves on a dry surface depends on the surface energy of the solid and the surface 

tension of the liquid. As forces are pulling at the contact line where drop meets solid, the contact 

angle and the shape of the drop are determined. The higher the surface energy of the solid 

relative to the surface tension of the liquid, the smaller the contact angle will be. A high-energy 

surface will thus create a low contact angle, resulting in that the fluid will spread over a large 

area of the surface see Figure 1. A low-energy surface will lead to higher angles, meaning that 

the contact area will be minimized and the liquid remain in the shape of a droplet. When it comes 
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to water, a highly wettable surface is called hydrophilic and a non-wettable surface is called 

hydrophobic. (Blossey, 2003) If a substance such as a detergent is added to water, its surface 

tension is affected according to the Section manager of materials and coatings at YKI (Appendix 

7). 

 

Figure 1. Hydrophilic and hydrophobic contact angels (The Sabreen Group Inc, 2012) 

Water often plays an important role in the degradation of surfaces and wooden substrates. Water 

absorption will modify the properties of a coating and if transmission through the coating occurs 

it may cause swelling, cracking and movement of the substrate, development of mould and loss 

of adhesion of the coating. Therefore the design of coatings requires control of factors such as 

absorption and permeability to maximize the service life of the product. (Graystone & Ekstedt) 

Pearmability  

The transport of water through a membrane is controlled by diffusion. Diffusion occurs if there 

is a concentration difference of water across a permeable coating, causing the water to be 

absorbed into the surface and dissolve into the substrate. In a wooden substrate the absorbed 

moisture will often not be consistently distributed, but is often found to be concentrated in 

proximity to cracks or areas of mould. The wood species will influence the amount of water that 

can pass through the coating. (Graystone & Ekstedt) 

Depending on how permeable a coating is, it will protect the substrate. Adding hydrophobic, 

impermeable pigments to the coating may reduce the diffusion of water through the coating. The 

permeability will increase with rising temperature and decrease as coating thickness is increased. 

As has been pointed out in section 2.2.1, aging of the coating will deteriorate its protection as it 

drastically changes its absorption properties. (Graystone & Ekstedt) 

When water uptake results in splitting, volume change and movement of the substrate, the 

coating will be affected as well. Hence the durability of a coating will be affected not only by its 

photo-stability and added pigments but by properties such as extension to break and elastic 

modulus. (Graystone & Ekstedt) 

2.2.3 Dirt Resistance 

As coatings often serve an aesthetic purpose, discoloration and dirt pick-up can lower both the 

protection and the value of the surface in question. Hence improving the dirt pick-up properties 

of a coating could result in cleaner and more resistant surfaces and reduced costs. (Voepel & 

Larsson) Reducing dirt pick-up can be addressed in several ways. 

A surface’s resistance to dirt pickup could be affected by using superhydrophobic or 

superhydrophilic mechanisms (Voepel & Larsson). If a surface could be made to transport liquid 

along and off the surface, a self-cleaning surface could be obtained. Research has shown that this 
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could be achieved by two different approaches. If the surface is made highly wettable, self-

cleaning could be obtained when the liquid carries contaminants along as it flows off the surface. 

If the surface is highly non-wettable, superhydrophobic, drops would instead roll off the surface 

and possible drag contaminants long, as in the case of a lotus leaf. (Blossey, 2003) 

Hydrophobicity and hydrophilicity are usually described by parameters such as surface energy 

and surface tension, hence one way to affect the wettability of a surface would be to control the 

surface energy or the surface tension of the liquid. However, when it comes to extreme contact 

angels, the wettability of a surface is also affected by surface structure. For a hydrophilic surface, 

wettability seems to be improved by surface roughness, while it is impaired for hydrophobic 

surface. (Blossey, 2003) Hence, to create self-cleaning mechanisms the surface structure would  

be an important aspect, which could be affected by additives in the surface coating. (Blossey, 

2003) 

Surface hardness is an other way of addressing dirt pickup properties. Experiments by the 

Institute for Surface Chemistry, YKI, have showed that adding silica nano particles to paint 

increases the hardness of a painted surface and changes its microstructure. It induces a harder 

coating, which in three out of four cases leads to a more dirt resistant surface. The higher the 

amount of silica in the paint, the more the dirt pickup was reduced. The conclusion was drawn 

that changing the formulation of a paint to improve its dirt resistance is a promising approach for 

product development of painted surfaces (Voepel & Larsson). 

2.3 Customers’ Expectations and Involvement 

As has been explained it is difficult to develop tests methods that verify the quality and service 

life of surfaces. To make sure that a company satisfies their customers there are other methods 

than quality tests that can be used. By identifying customers’ expectations and involving the 

customer through the customer service center, the company can use the feedback to make 

improvements of their product quality. 

2.3.1 Customers Expectations 

To be a successful leading company it is important to satisfy the customer. A satisfied customer 

often leads to a loyal customer which for the company leads to a stable cash flow. A satisfied and 

loyal customer also results in decreased transaction cost and lower costs of attracting new 

customers. These customers are also willing to pay more for high quality products and services. 

Because of these reasons, strategies for customer satisfaction are becoming more important for 

companies. The strategies do not help the company to capture higher markets but to gain 

sustainable competitive advantages inside certain market segments. But to just fulfill customers’ 

expectations with a high product quality does not necessarily mean that the customers are being 

satisfied. (Matzler & Hinterhuber, 1998) 

There are three types of product requirements which influence customer satisfaction in different 

ways according to the Kano model (see Figure 2). These three are Must-be, One-dimensional 

and Attractive requirements. The Must-be requirements are the basic requirements that 

customers take for granted and if they are not fulfilled then the customer gets very displeased 

and is not at all interested in the product.  For One-dimensional requirements the customer 

satisfaction is proportional to the level of fulfillment; the higher fulfillment the more satisfied is 

the customer. The customers typically demand these kinds of requirements distinctly. The 

Attractive requirements have the greatest influence on the customers’ satisfaction of the product 

because they are not expressed or expected by the customers. The customer does not get 

unsatisfied if the product does not fulfill these requirements but if it does the customer’s 

satisfaction is more than proportional to the level of fulfillment. (Matzler & Hinterhuber, 1998) 
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Figure 2. Kano's model of customer satisfaction (Berger, o.a., 1993) 

Understanding the customer and what constitutes Must-be, One-dimensional, Attractive 

requirements can be an important part of achieving success with a product. 

2.3.2  Customer Involvement  

Several articles point out that it is important for companies to involve the customers in their 

PDP, as it has been shown to have several advantages. Customer involvement can provide 

valuable fresh perspectives which increases new product success (Pitta & Franzak, 1997), 

success within the quality field and insight into the customers’ present and future needs (Goetsch 

& Davis, 1997; Sandholm, 2008). The key is to recognize and capture the information from the 

customers and transfer it to the right people (Pitta & Franzak, 1997). 

There are different methods available to collect information from customer. Some of the 

methods are interviews, questionnaire, collecting information via spontaneous reactions and 

customer complaints. Interviews can give much information but are time consuming while 

questionnaires can feel like a burden for the customers. Spontaneous reactions are direct 

information between the employees at a company and the customer. Customer complaints from 

the customer service center can be used to collect information about quality. (Sandholm, 2008) 

To get as useful information as possible from the customer service center, the company should 

train the staff to quickly recognize problems (Pitta & Franzak, 1997). 

The customer service department has two roles, one is to handle individual complaints and the 

second one is to analyze aggregate complaints (see Figure 3). Many companies have an 

implemented strategy to manage individual customer complaints, but few have implemented a 

strategy of how to analyze aggregate complaints and reduce the future number of complaints. 

Not only companies but also literature have given little attention to aggregate complaint analysis. 

(Schibrowsky & Lapidus, 1994) 
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Figure 3. The roles of Customer service department (Schibrowsky & Lapidus, 1994) 

The article by Schibrowsky and Lapidus (1994) explains that it is necessary for the customer 

service department to handle both individual complaints by resolving problems and also to 

analyze aggregate complaints by identifying causes of customer complaints and eliminate them. 

Companies that do their finest job in reducing customer complaints have been identified as 

having a competitive advantage.  

Analyzing aggregate complaints takes time and money but the benefits overweight the 

disadvantages (Schibrowsky & Lapidus, 1994). Handling customer complains effectively can 

deliver customer loyalty and retention and complaints should be looked at in a constructive, 

professional and positive point of view because (Zairi, 2000): 

 Feedback from customers can be received in such ways so that improvement plans can be 

taken into action 

 Complaints prevent companies from feeling self-satisfied and function as a tool for the 

internal expertise to optimize services and products 

 Complaints can help in getting to know the customer and better understand him/her 

 Complaints can be used as a way to measure the performance of the company and 

distribute the resources to areas which are underprovided 

 Complaints can function as a “mirror” that compares the internal performance versus the 

competitors 

Having a high percentage of complaints does not have to mean that a company has failed. Quite 

the opposite, it can indicate the company’s commitment to their customer and that they listen 

carefully to the voice of their customers. That way companies need to encourage their customers 

to complain and provide them with necessary tools to do so, like information about where they 

can turn with their complaint. (Zairi, 2000) 

Schibrowsky and Lapidus (1994) are mentioning multiples of reasons for a company to 

implement an annual analyze of aggregate complains in their product development process. A 

few of them is that:  

 The company can manage its business in a proactive way if they identify the cause of 

complaints 

 The company can get a perspective of their business from a customer’s view 

 The analysis can help the company to tie operational decisions, issues and problems back 

to customers’ satisfaction 

 The company gets a summary of the level of satisfaction that they delivers  to its 

customers 
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2.4 Method for Analyzing Aggregate Complaints 

Schibrowsky and Lapidus (1994) point out that more is required than just counting the customer 

complaints to conduct a useful aggregate analysis of complaints. To ensure that the resulting data 

is accurate and actionable requires careful planning and decision making. Schibrowsky and 

Lapidus (1994) have explained a detailed method for analyzing aggregate customer complaints 

in their article, which is going to be explained further on. 

When doing an analysis the first step is to decide who should do the project, if it’s going to be a 

company employee or someone from the outside. There are both advantages and disadvantages 

with an internal employee and an outside consultant.  

If an internal person is doing the project then it will be less costly and the responsible employee 

can quickly learn the task and become an expert. Disadvantages is that the employee may not be 

trained in data collection and techniques for analyzing data and also that the internal person may 

approach the task subjectively because of the company’s influence. Unfavorable information risk 

being less reported inside the company as it moves up the organization because of a 

communication bias.  

An external consulter should do the project if the data is going to be used for external purposes 

(e.g. negotiations and litigations) because it will lead to more exact and acceptable data. The 

company can also chose to use an external person to help to set up the analysis for an internal 

person. 

The next step according to the Schibrowsky and Lapidus (1994) is to collect customer 

complaints. The best place to start with is the internal registers of the company. When receiving 

a complaint the customer service department should ask the customer to detail their complaint. 

What information to collect depends on the case, but all cases should collect: 

 The date when the complaint was logged 

 The name of the receiver of the complaint 

 If it was a purchaser or a non-purchaser that made the complaint 

 A short description of the complaint  

 The final resolution of the complaint 

Thereafter all the complaints are numbered, and if the complaints are too many to investigate 

then a random sampling should be used. Further on the complaints are investigated and 

categorized. The nature of the complaint and the major issue that led to the complaint is 

determined.  To be certain that the complaints are categorized similarly the investigators should 

be tested with a few complaints and see if they categorize them in the same way. The categories 

can be predefined but the risk is that the complaints are placed in wrong category anyway. 

Finally the findings are analyzed. An example of data that might be useful is the distribution of 

complaints by year, complaints made by purchasers and non-purchasers, the recipients of the 

complaints, the nature of the complaints and various cross-tabulations, such as date and nature of 

the problem. The relative magnitude of the complaints can be determined by dividing the 

quantity of complaints with the reported number of contacts and sales.  

The analysis should be made annually for most firms. A shorter time-frame might be a waste of 

time and money and a longer time-frame might not be regular enough to identify problems in a 

useful manner. When the process is repeated the total effect of any changes can be known. 

(Schibrowsky & Lapidus, 1994) 
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3 Case 

This chapter will introduce the different departments of IKEA that were involved in this thesis 

and explain the parts of the kitchen range that was the focus of the project.  

IKEA’s business idea is “to offer a wide range of well-designed, functional home furnishing 

products at prices so low that as many people as possible will be able to afford them”. The aim 

to make good-quality products at low prices is a part of everything IKEA does, from product 

development, choosing suppliers, quality testing and how the products are sold in the IKEA 

stores. (The IKEA Way, 2011) 

Today there are 287 IKEA stores around the world, with 17 situated in Sweden. IKEA in 

Kungens Kurva in Stockholm is the largest store in the world (About IKEA, 2011). Älmhult is 

however still the heart of IKEA and home to many important functions such as IKEA’s center 

for product development IKEA of Sweden (IoS), IKEA’s central customer service organization 

(IKSC) and IKEA’s own test lab. 

IoS is responsible for the product development of IKEA products. It is divided into different 

departments called HFBs (Home Furnishing Business), where HFB 7 works with the kitchen 

range. The kitchen range is an important part of IKEA’s products, presently constituting 

approximately 12.5 percent of the sales. (Internal communication, 2012) 

Many different functions are involved in the product development process. A product developer 

has the overall control of the development of either new or existing products in the range. A 

designer, that could be either internal to IoS or external, designs the product according to the 

developers brief. Product technicians are responsible for all technical aspects of the product and 

the supply planner is in charge of the supply chain and making sure the products are available in 

the stores. (Business types, 2010)  

IKSC is IKEA’s central customer service organization, also situated in Älmhult. The IKSC staff 

receives phone calls from customers all over Sweden, regarding everything from opening hours 

to product complaints. Part of IKSC is the Customized worktop-group. Matters concerning the 

kitchen range in general are handled by IKSC, while the Customized worktop-group specializes 

on the customized worktops. 

An important part of IKEA’s focus on quality is the test lab, situated in Älmhult close to the IoS. 

Since the 1960s the products have been quality tested in the lab (About IKEA, 2011) and each 

year thousands of tests are carried out (The never ending list, 2011).  

IKEA has more than 2,000 suppliers in over 50 countries that manufacture their products (FAQ, 

2011). Some are owned by IKEA, like Swedwood, manufacturers of lacquered kitchen fronts 

(Yearly summary, 2011). Most are external partners, for example Lechner, manufacturers of 

customized worktops. All worktops and kitchen fronts have a date stamp and supplier number 

attached to them, making it possible to trace back any quality problems to a specific supplier and 

time period of production (Internal communication, 2012). 

IKEA’s current kitchen cabinet system is called FAKTUM. The FAKTUM cabinets are 

constructed to match all of IKEA’s kitchen fronts and white goods. (Produktguider, 2011) The 

kitchen range offer kitchen fronts with surfaces made of solid wood, wood veneer, lacquer, high 

gloss foil, glass or melamine. IKEA offers both customized worktops  and standardized worktops 

(pre-cut). There are two types of pre-cut worktops, made of solid wood (birch, beech and oak) or 

laminate. Customized worktops are available in acrylic and stone as well, made according to the 

customer’s specifications. (Köksprodukter-Bänkskivor, 2012) 
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4 Method  

The thesis process was divided into three stages. The first stage involved identifying customer 

problem areas. In the second stage these were compared to IKEA’s quality test methods. In the 

third stage the interface between customer service and product development was investigated. 

Lastly the information gathered during the process was used to develop suggestions of 

improvements for all three stages. This chapter describes the methods used during the whole 

process. 

4.1 Working Process 

In this chapter the choice of methods are explained and the credibility of the project is discussed.  

4.1.1 Quantitative and Qualitative Methods 

Quantitative methods involve measurements or statistic from large samples of data. This leads to 

when using quantitative methods, the research data represents a larger population. Because of the 

large samples of statistic it is easy to effectively translate data to measurable graphs and charts. 

(The Answers Research, 2011) The quantitative methods were used in this thesis when studying 

the customer complaints provided by customer service. 

Qualitative methods provide in-depth information from smaller samples. It is a very subjective 

method that concentrates on getting an understanding of people’s viewpoints and impressions. 

But the capability of qualitative methods can also be misused and misunderstood, because some 

companies think that the results are projectable, which is mistaken, because of the small samples 

size. (The Answers Research, 2011) The qualitative methods were used in this thesis when doing 

the interviews with different persons and observations. The interviews give the freedom to the 

informants to communicate their views in their own expressions and provide reliable, 

comparable data. And the observations are important to get an overlook of the process. When an 

observation is made the researcher gets more impact than when he/she only does an interview. 

Below is a table of how many hours were approximately spent on collecting information (Table 

1). All of the interviews referred to further on in this thesis are summarized in Appendix. 

Table 1. Approximate hours spent collecting information with different methods 

Method Hours (approx.) 

Interview and observation at Customer service 8h 

Interview and observation at IKEA suppliers 8h 

Analyzing data 160h 

Interviews and observations at IKEA test lab 8h 

Investigation of test methods 16h 

Comparison of customer problems and test methods 16h 

Interview at YKI 2h 

Meeting with IKEA Range Navigator 4h 

Interview with Managers at IKSC 3h 

Observations at IKEA’s Returns and exchange department 1h 

Interview with IKEA Technical inspector 2h 

Phone interview with IKEA’s Quality navigator 1h 
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4.1.2 Credibility 

The collected information and the conclusions that were drawn were continually checked with 

the involved persons to be sure that the information was correctly understood. There were also 

continually meetings with the contact persons at IKEA and the supervisor at KTH, to make sure 

that the thesis focused on the right things and that the right information was selected. The 

meetings were held once every second week. 

4.2 Investigating the Customers’ Quality Problems  

To get a broad view of the problem areas regarding kitchen fronts and worktops, the thesis 

project was initiated with interviews and observations at IKEA’s customer service and suppliers, 

complemented by an analysis of customer complaint data. 

4.2.1 Interviews and Observation at Customer Service 

The thesis work started out with a visit to IKSC, the customer service department in Älmhult, to 

investigate what was their perception of customers’ quality problems. During half a day 

observations were made of how customer cases were handled, by listening to customer phone 

calls through a headset connected to the phone lines. In between phone calls, semi-structured 

interviews were also conducted with two staff members answering phone calls. 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with two staff members from the Customized 

worktop-group. Information was gathered regarding common quality problems, as well as the 

Customized worktop-group’s working process.  

4.2.2 Interviews and Observation at IKEA Suppliers 

Two different suppliers were visited to learn about how they work. During a visit to Swedwood’s 

office in Älmhult discussions regarding their approach to quality were held with a staff member 

working with Quality customer support. A tour of the factory gave insight into the production 

and which quality problems can arise with pigmented fronts. 

Lechner are suppliers of IKEA’s customized worktops. During a tour in the factory an 

observation of the production facility was made. These observations were complemented with a 

discussion regarding quality with a Quality technician. 

4.2.3 Analyzing Customer Data 

Comprehensive information about customer problem areas was obtained by analyzing customer 

complaint data regarding worktops and kitchen fronts, provided by IKEA. A choice was made to 

focus on data from Sweden and FY11.  

Delimitation became an important part. From 340,000 customer cases of both complaints and 

product returns organized in an excel pivot table, cases regarding product quality issues were 

sorted out, resulting in around 20,500 cases. Duplicate cases as well as cases lacking useful 

information about the product quality issues were removed, which left 5406 cases to by studied 

further. These cases were grouped into subgroups, allowing reoccurring problem areas to be 

identified. As the thesis focuses on surfaces, only cases relating to this topic were categorized, 

leaving 2,352 customer complaints for further analysis.  

The data was used to create charts that showed which products and type of products were most 

affected by product quality issues in general, and more specifically the identified problem areas. 

Since some of the products are sold in a much larger quantity than others, these became over 
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represented in the statistics. To avoid this, sales numbers provided by IKEA were used to put the 

number of problems in relation to sold items.  

The sales numbers regarding the customized worktops had to be estimated, as the sales data from 

13 weeks of the fiscal year were missing. This was done by calculating a mean value of the other 

weeks of that year. Weeks with an unusually high number of sales due to IKEA’s time limited 

kitchen campaign were omitted in this calculation as they were not deemed representative of the 

whole year. 

4.3 Investigating IKEA’s Test Methods 

When the customer problem areas had been identified, current test methods were studied to 

investigate how these relate to the problem areas. 

4.3.1 Interviews and Observation at IKEA Test Lab 

As an introduction to learn about IKEA’s test lab, an interview was conducted with a product 

requirements specialist at IKEA, specializing in surfaces and coatings. This was followed by a 

one-day visit in IKEA’s test lab. The day started with an interview with and a guided tour around 

the lab by one of the test technicians. The rest of the day was spent with a second test technician, 

specializing in testing surfaces. A semi-structured interview was conducted while at the same 

time observing him work with tests on worktops and kitchen fronts to learn more about the tests. 

4.3.2 Investigation of Test Methods 

Test specifications for the test methods currently performed on worktops and kitchen fronts were 

provided by IoS. These were studied to get a more detailed understanding of the tests methods, 

as a complement to the observation in the test lab. 

4.3.3 Comparison of Customer Data and Test Methods  

Once the customer problem areas had been identified and the test methods studied, a comparison 

was made between the two to investigate which test methods corresponded to which customer 

problem (Appendix 1). This was done using a matrix, which served as a starting point for 

developing suggestions of improvements later on in the thesis process. 

4.3.4 Interview at YKI 

To get a better understanding of the factors tested for in the test lab, a visit to the institute for 

surface chemistry, YKI, was made. During a meeting with the Section manager of materials and 

coatings, the mechanisms that lay behind several common customer problems were discussed. 

4.4 Investigating the Management of Customer Complaints   

IKEA’s customer service departments obtain a large amount of customer feedback which could 

be of use in the development of test methods and products. Hence it was decided to investigate 

the interface between customer service and IoS and how this could be improved. 

4.4.1 Meeting with IKEA Range Navigator 

During a visit to IoS a meeting with a Range navigator was scheduled, to learn about IKEA’s 

development process and how customer problems, product requirements and quality tests are 

connected. A filmed presentation explained how different functions that are important to the 



 

30 

 

product development process work at IoS. Written material about IoS’s different functions was 

also handed out, and questions could be asked to the Range navigator.  

4.4.2 Interview with Managers at IKSC 

A second visit at IKSC was planned, this time with the aim to understand how the feedback from 

customers is used and how the information received through the customer complaints could be 

forwarded to IoS. An unstructured interview was held with the Back office manager at IKSC, 

and two Range managers for kitchen fronts and pre-cut worktops. 

4.4.3 Observation at IKEA Returns and Exchanges Department 

To follow up the information gathered from the second interview at IKSC, a visit to the Returns 

and Exchanges department (R&E) at IKEA Barkarby was made. The aim was to learn more 

about how feedback from customers is gathered and stored in IKEA’s computer system SAMS. 

An observation was made of how the staff works using SAMS, to identify any areas of 

improvements and possibilities for IoS to use this information in the product development. 

4.4.4 Interview with IKEA Technical Inspector 

To assist IKSC and the Customized worktop-group in finding the cause of customer problems, a 

technical inspector can be sent to customer homes for an on-sight evaluation. A semi-structured 

interview with a technical inspector working at IKEA Barkarby was held to learn how the 

information he obtains is handled and communicated to IoS, the cause of the customer problems, 

as well as to get his view of customer problems and the 25-year warranty. 

4.4.5 Phone Interview with Quality Navigator 

An interview with the Quality Navigator for the kitchen range was conducted to learn about how 

information from customer service is received and handled by IoS. The semi-structured 

interview was held over the phone as a visit to IoS could not be scheduled at the time. The goal 

was to investigate how IoS views the interface between customer service and product 

development, what information from customer service that is desired by the IoS and which 

computer systems are used today to handle and transfer information about customer problems. 

4.5 Developing Suggestions of Improvements 

Analysis of the data was made in different steps to develop ideas of how to improve test 

methods, customer problem areas and the management of customer complaints. The first 

analysis session focused on problem areas and test methods. The result of these two initial stages 

was used as a starting point for an analysis between the two. Strengths and weaknesses with 

current methods were identified by comparing them to problem areas, and suggestions of how to 

improve both test methods and in some cases the product itself were developed. 

A second session was held to focus on the process of managing customer complaints. The 

information gathered in the investigation of the management of customer complaints was used to 

map out the current process. The process was illustrated on a white board, and from this starting 

point potentials of improvements could be found.   
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5 Problem Areas and Surface Tests 

This chapter describes the results from the investigation of customer complaints and IKEA’s 

current test methods. An analysis is made between customer problems and test methods, and 

suggestions of improvement are presented.  

5.1 IKEA’s Test Lab and Quality 

In IKEA’s test lab the products are tested during the product development phase. Once a product 

is in production the supplier is responsible for quality testing in external labs. There are several 

test methods used to test the durability of surfaces, but different surface tests are usually not 

combined. For example, surfaces may be tested for alcohol and scratches, but not alcohol on top 

of a scratch. The majority of the surfaces tested belong to the kitchen range. The tests performed 

are of the type accelerated tests. (Interview with Test Lab) 

The tests in the lab are performed according to test standards. For some products there are no test 

standards available, for example worktops made of solid wood and stone. For internal reasons 

IKEA can choose to test these products using available test methods anyway, but the testing is 

not based on requirements set on the product or supplier. The test technicians can also create 

their own test methods. (Interview with Test Lab) 

IKSC and the Customized worktop-group do not view the quality of kitchen fronts and worktops 

in particular as a huge problem and it is rare that a customer refers to the 25-year-warranty. They 

think that most product quality issues in fronts and worktops are caused in production or 

transport or that the problems could have been avoided with proper care by the customer. 

(Interviews with Customized Worktop-group and Interview with IKSC) 

The SAMS data that was analyzed showed that the total percentage of surface defects in relation 

to sold items was less than 0.1 percent for both pre-cut worktops and kitchen fronts, but 

significantly higher for the customized worktops. 

5.2 Kitchen Fronts 

IKEA’s kitchen fronts were compared by the number of customer complaints regarding surface 

problems. As some fronts are sold in a larger quantity than others, the total number of surface 

problems as well as the number of problems in relation to sold quantity was investigated. The 

studies showed that front A1, A2, and A3 had the highest number of reported surface problems, 

while B3, B4 and B6 had very few, see Graph 1.  
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Graph 1. The percental distribution of surface problems for fronts 

When looking at the percentage of defected products in relation to the number of sold products 

the results change, as is illustrated in Graph 2. 

. 

Graph 2. The number of surface problems in relation to number of sold fronts 

The fronts that have been colored grey in Graph 1 and Graph 2 are no longer in production and 

have been omitted in the rest of the studies. With this taken into consideration the fronts B3, C1, 

E1, D3 and A2 are the fronts with the highest percentage of surface problems in relation to sales 

numbers. Even so the percentage is lower than 0.2 percent. 

The problem areas for fronts that were identified through SAMS are presented next. 

5.2.1 Problem Areas for Kitchen Fronts 

All customer complaints regarding surface problems on kitchen fronts were grouped into ten 

different subgroups of reoccurring problems, identified through the SAMS data. A short 

explanation of every problem area is given in Appendix 9. Graph 3 shows the percental 

distribution of the identified problem areas, summarized for all different kitchen fronts. 

As shown, water damage issues and peeling or cracking paint are the most common problems, 

with over 20 percent each of the total number of surface problems. Surface defects such as 

stains, spots or surface structure defects are also common but often caused in production. Hence 

the problem areas most likely to affect customers in a 25-year perspective are water damage and 

cracking or peeling surfaces.  
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.  

Graph 3. Percental distribution of the identified problem areas for fronts 

Different types of fronts are affected by different types of problems. Below the most common 

problem areas for each type of front is presented, together with an explanation of how this is 

tested in the test lab. 

5.2.2 Lacquered Fronts 

The lacquered fronts are A1, A2 and A3. With sales numbers taken into consideration the 

number of problems per front is lower for A1 and A3 than many other fronts, but somewhat 

higher for A2. The lacquered fronts can be seen in Figure 4. 

 

Figure 4. IKEA's lacquered fronts. The plain white front also exists in black 

The largest problem areas for lacquered fronts is Peeling or cracking paint, followed by Moisture 

or water damage and Surface defects. For A2 in particular peeling paint seems to be a problem, 

as this problem area constitutes around 40 percent of the total number of reported surface 

problems for A2 as compared to 26 percent for A1. That water damage is an issue for lacquered 

fronts is confirmed by both IKSC and the Technical inspector (Interview with IKSC and 

Interview with Technical Inspector) 

The problem with peeling paint often arise after a few years, in many cases around the edges of 

the fronts, in some cases the paint is peeling off the whole front. In this group the cause of the 

problem has not been specified as water damage or heat in the SAMS data. Peeling paint is 

tested today with the method Surface coating adhesion, which checks the paint’s adhesion to the 
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substrate with a strip of tape. As can be seen in Appendix 10, this test will be improved with the 

method Cross-cut. Measures have also been taken to improve the composition of the paint. This 

was done by provoking the peeling paint problem in the test lab with a method called Modified 

cold check and changing the paint thereafter. Modified cold check will be implemented as a test 

method during year 2012 that suppliers are required to pass. 

Moisture and water damage often affect the fronts in proximity to dishwashers or sinks, and 

causes bubbles in the paint or the edges to swell or crack. This potential problem is tested today 

with the test methods Assessment of edges’ resistance to water and steam and Cold liquids. 

Figure 5 shows a kitchen front being tested for its resistance to water by being placed on sponges 

saturated in water. 

 

Figure 5. Test equipment for testing edges' resistance to water 

 

In the Surface defects group are problems such as black spots, marks on the surface or 

irremovable stains. Customers may also have problems with uneven surface structures, such as a 

coarse texture, bubbles in the paint or paint that has been running. These problems are usually 

existent at purchase and not caused by use, which is confirmed by the IKSC staff (Interview with 

IKSC). Bubbles in the paint or stains do however appear with time. Currently this problem area 

is tested by the method Assessment of surface resistance to cold liquids. The surface’s resistance 

against water, paraffin oil, ethanol and coffee is tested, and deviations such as discoloration, 

blistering, swelling or cracking are noted. 

5.2.3 Foiled Fronts 

The foiled fronts are B1, B2, B3, B4, B5 and B6 and can be seen in Figure 6. Generally speaking 

the foiled fronts have very few surface problems, both in numbers and in relation to sold items, 

as was shown in Graph 1. The exception is B3, with the most surface problems of all fronts in 

relation to sold items. However B3 was a new front in FY11 and there were not yet many sold 

fronts or many customer complaints to look at. Because of this the statistics are not reliable. B4 

and B6 were also new fronts in FY11, meaning few or no customer cases and unreliable 

statistics.  
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Figure 6. IKEA's foiled fronts. The high gloss black front exists in several colors 

The biggest problem area for foiled fronts is Surface defects. As with the surface defects on 

lacquered fronts they are often existent at purchase. Bubbles in the foil may however appear after 

a few years, which is noted by the IKSC as well (Interview with IKSC), especially in proximity 

to dishwasher machines. Bubbles is a problem especially for B1. This problem area is tested by 

the method Assessment of surface resistance to cold liquids and resistance to steam. Figure 7 

shows a kitchen front edge being tested for resistance to steam. 

 

Figure 7. Test equipment for testing edges' resistance to steam 

For B3 the biggest problem area is cracking or peeling foil. As with lacquered fronts, the foil 

often starts too peel off the edges. There is no good test method for testing the adhesion of foil to 

the substrate. 
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Dents is another problem area for foiled fronts, affecting edges and corners in particular. These 

damages are typically existent at purchase, even though no damage is done to the packaging. 

Dents that appear with time does not seem to be an issue for fronts, hence no accelerated testing 

is needed or done. 

Very few complaints concern the budget front B2. It is not covered by the 25-year warranty and 

the IKSC also believes that customers may accept defects on this front as the low price makes 

expectations equally low (Interview with IKSC). 

5.2.4 Stainless Steel Fronts 

The front C1 is made of particleboard and stainless steel, see Figure 8. It thus differs from the 

other types of fronts. It is the front with the most number of problems in relation to sold items 

after B3. These problems are dents, scratches and defects in the steel that are most often not 

caused by customer use and therefore not tested for. It has not been a focus during this thesis. 

 

Figure 8. IKEA's stainless steel front 

 

5.2.5 Solid Wood Fronts 

The solid wood fronts are D1, D2 and D3, as seen in Figure 9. All three are constructed with a 

solid wood frame around a veneered panel. The biggest problem areas for these fronts are 

Inconsistent hue, Surface defects and Cracks. When looking at sold items the wooden front with 

the most complaints is D3. 

An inconsistent hue affects wooden fronts in particular as the material ages. This problem area is 

equally distributed in numbers among D2 and D3, and the problem is often due to fronts being 

manufactured at different time periods or different suppliers. D3 and E1 fronts are treated with a 

UV-system to protect against photodegradation. These fronts are tested with a method that 

assesses the color change of the fronts after radiation. 

For D1 Surface defects is the most common problem. The complaints regard only the white 

version and not the brown-black. The cause is often an uneven glazing paint and thus not caused 

by use or time. Other reoccurring problems for wooden fronts are cracks, also not tested for in 

IKEA’s test lab. The fronts are often delivered to the customer with cracks existent, and hence 

seem to be caused in production before packaging. In a few cases cracks in wooden fronts have 

appeared with time. The IKSC describes how cracks may be caused by intense sunlight 

(Interview with IKSC). 
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Figure 9. IKEA's wooden fronts. The dark brownfront also exists in white 

5.2.6 Veneered Fronts 

The only front in the veneer group is E1, though it exists in two versions, seen Figure 10. For E1 

the biggest problem areas are similar to that of the solid wood fronts; Inconsistent hue and 

Surface defects. This is followed by Veneer damage. 

Hue issues are the most common ones as the wood veneer ages. Often it is due to fronts being 

bought at different time periods. This is tested in the same way as solid wooden fronts are. 

Sometimes fronts are delivered at the same time but still with inconsistent hue. The Surface 

defects often involve uneven lacquer, marks or discoloration that was existent at delivery and not 

caused by customer use. 

In the Veneer damage group the fronts may have cracks in the veneer, parts of the veneer may be 

missing or it may start to come lose at the edges of the kitchen front. The problems appear both 

on new kitchen fronts as well as fronts already in use. If the cause of this is water, steam or 

contact heat, it is tested for in the lab with the test methods Edge’s resistance to water, steam and 

contact heat. The adhesion of the veneer to the substrate is not tested. 

 

Figure 10. IKEA's veneered kitchen front 

5.3 Worktops 

Problem areas were identified for both the pre-cut and the customized worktops, and for each 

worktop material the most common problem areas were investigated. The pre-cut worktops are 

available in solid wood or laminate and the customized worktops are available in laminate, solid 

wood, stone or acrylic. 
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When comparing the percental distribution of identified surface problems in relation to the 

quantity of sold worktops the customized worktops have the highest values. Graph 4 shows the 

percental distribution of all identified surface problems, which show that the majority of all 

worktop complaints concern the customized worktops. 

..  

Graph 4. The percental distribution of surface problems for worktops 

The number of complaints that had enough information in the SAMS data to be useful to the 

project differed between pre-cut and customized worktops, which makes the categorization and 

sorting of the data somewhat unreliable. But even when looking at the unsorted product quality 

defects this trend remained the same. As the customized worktops are available in several 

different materials and custom made to the customer’s specification, there are more parameters 

that could potentially cause problems. 

The problem areas for worktops that were identified through SAMS are presented next. 

5.3.1 Problem Areas for Worktops 

The customer complaints regarding surface problems were categorized into ten problem areas for 

the customized worktops and eight problem areas for the pre-cut worktops. A short explanation 

of each problem area is given in Appendix 9. The problem areas are the same for the customized 

and pre-cut worktops, except some groups have been merged in one group for the pre-cut 

worktop because of the low amount of complaints. More information about this can be read in 

Appendix 9.  

Graph 5 below shows how all complaints are distributed over the problem areas for the 

customized worktops. As can be seen the biggest problem areas for the customized worktops 

during FY11 were Moisture damages around the sink and Cracks. Thereafter the problem group 

Discoloration is also relatively large. 
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Graph 5. Percental distribution of the identified problem areas for the customized worktops 

The pre-cut worktops have almost the same problem areas as the customized, but the complaints 

are not distributed in the same way. The biggest problem area for the pre-cut worktops were 

Cracks, more than 50 percent of all of the studied problems depended on Cracks, see Graph 6.  

 .  

Graph 6. Percental distribution of the identified problem areas for pre-cut worktops 

Problem areas like Scratches and Dents have been joined into the problem group Other as these 

kinds of complaints were very few for pre-cut worktops. The problem group Other moisture was 

not necessary for pre-cut worktops because all of the few moisture damages are either around the 

sink or the dish washer. The largest identified problem areas for each type of worktop and how 

these are tested in the test lab are presented next. 

5.3.2 Solid Wood 

For both the customized and pre-cut worktops, Cracks is the biggest problem area for wooden 

worktops. The cracks often appeared from the sink and are spread out to the middle of the 

worktop, often between the wood panels of the worktop. Some of the cracks where already 

present when the customer got the worktop delivered. The worktops were correctly installed and 

oiled. 

The solid wood worktops (see Figure 11) do not have any surface test requirements. IKEA has a 

test method that tests the bonding quality of solid wood worktops but this is something that was 

not included in the thesis work because this test is not a surface test.  

The test technicians can chose to use the tests for laminate worktops even though they are not a 

requirement that has to be fulfilled by the suppliers of wooden worktops. The cause of the cracks 

is not always clear, but if the cause of the crack is heat, water or steam IKEA do have two 
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surface tests for laminate that could simulate if cracks will appear in the worktop. One method 

tests the worktop edge’s resistance to contact heat, which simulates a worktop close to an oven. 

The other method tests the worktop edge’s resistance to steam, which simulates the worktop 

edge above the dishwasher.  

 

Figure 11. Three of IKEA's solid wood worktops  

5.3.3 Laminate 

According to both the Customized worktop-group and IKSC most of the worktop complaints 

concern laminate worktops (Interviews with Customized Worktop-group and Interview with 

IKSC). Laminate worktops are also the highest selling ones. Some of IKEA’s laminate worktops 

can be seen in Figure 12. 

CUSTOMIZED  

For the customized laminate worktops the most dominating problem area is Moisture (sink). 

More than 70 percent of the cases in this group were worktops with a factory-sealed sink and 

should possibly have been excluded. The surface resistance to moisture is tested with steam on 

edge and cold liquids on the surface. The test with water on surface simulates what happens with 

the surface when water is left on it for hours. Deviations such as fiber raising, swelling or 

cracking are noted after the test, which were also consequences described in the SAMS data. 

The quantity of Discoloration, Cracks, Edge and Other moisture is also relatively high. In the 

Discoloration group the problems were often described as white cloudy spots close to the sink. 

Some of the spots appeared where the washcloth is usually placed on the worktop or under a cup, 

in one case after the worktop had been cleaned with a little dish soap. White stains caused by 

water are also described as the most common surface problem on laminate worktops by the 

Customized worktop-group. They also describe how dark laminate worktops can be hard to clean 

in general and sometimes get mottled by dish soap. (Interviews with Customized Worktop-

group) The Technical inspector also describes discoloration as a common problem, and explains 

that the cause can be wine, metal cans and many other things (Interview with Technical 

Inspector). 

The test that IKEA use to simulate discoloration is the cold liquid test and surface resistance to 

wet and dry heat. When performing the cold liquid test four types of liquids are placed on the 

surface during a few hours. The liquids are distilled water, paraffin oil, ethanol and coffee. A test 

with dish soap is being performed unofficially but is not a requirement. The surface resistance to 

wet and dry heat simulates if it appears discoloration at the worktop when placing i.e. a hot cup 

on the worktop. 

As for the solid wood worktops, cracks in laminate worktops often appear from the sink. 

Approximately 50 percent of all cracks appeared from the sink. Most of the sinks were factory-

sealed sinks. In other cases the cracks originated from the corners and some are delivery/supplier 

defects. Cracks originating from the cut-out for the sink or the hob were also recognized by the 

Customized worktop-group as a common problem (Interviews with Customized Worktop-

group). The test methods for testing these types of problems are the same as mentioned for solid 

wood; that is edges’ resistance to contact heat and steam and surfaces’ resistance to wet and dry 
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heat. For laminate worktops the test methods are a requirement that has to be fulfilled by 

suppliers.  

The complaints grouped into the problem area Other moisture have problems with swollen 

laminate or bubbles. In a few cases these problems were described as appearing in the joints of 

the worktop. In the other cases the worktops were delivered with these problems. The tests are 

the same as for the problem area Moisture (sink)  

A lot of the complaints that belong to the group Edge are cases where the edging strip has 

detached from the worktop. A few SAMS cases describe problems with the edging strip above 

the dishwasher even when the customer used a diffusion barrier. Detaching edging strips was 

also recognized by both the Customized worktop-group and the Technical inspector as a 

reoccurring problem, sometimes due to the fact that the diffusion barrier was incorrectly placed 

(Interviews with Customized Worktop-group and Interview with Technical Inspector). The 

edging strip can be tested with the method that tests the edge’s resistance to contact heat and 

steam.  

A problem area that was not identified as a large problem through SAMS, but was described as a 

common complaint by the Customized worktop-group is Scratches. Particularly high-gloss and 

dark laminate surfaces seem to be susceptible to scratches according to them. (Interviews with 

Customized Worktop-group) 

Pre-cut worktops 

For the pre-cut worktops Cracks, Edge and Laminate loosens are the most common problem 

areas identified through SAMS. The complaints regarding Cracks were not as many as for the 

solid wood worktops. The cases belonging to the group was described as different kinds of 

cracks on different places of the worktop, no case were similar to another. 

Complaints concerning the edge occur but are not as many as for the customized worktops. The 

edging strip started to detach after a while and on some of the worktops a bit of the edging strip 

was missing when the customer unpacked the worktop.  

The pre-cut laminate cases that belong to the Laminate loosens group were also very few. Some 

of them were delivered with a bit of laminate missing and in the other cases the laminate started 

to detach after a while. If this problem does not depend on moisture or heat, factors which do 

have a test method, it is not being tested for. 

As for the customized laminate worktops, the problem area Scratches is one of the biggest 

according to customer service but it did not show up in the SAMS data. Complaints regarding 

scratches on dark laminate surfaces are especially common according to IKSC, as scratches are 

more visible on a dark surface. (Interview with IKSC) 

 

Figure 12. Ten of IKEA's laminate worktops 
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5.3.4 Stone 

Worktops in stone (see Figure 13) can only be ordered as a customized worktop. For stone 

worktops the most common problem is cracks. The cracks often appeared from the cut-out for 

the hob and from factory-sealed sinks. A lot of customers claim that they did not put anything 

hot on the worktop. Others claim that they did not get any information about the fact that they 

could not put anything hot directly on the worktop. Stone worktops are currently not tested with 

any surface tests at all. Around 9.0 percent of all sold customized worktops and about 1.9 percent 

of all IKEA’s sold worktops during FY11 are made of stone.  

 

Figure 13. IKEA's worktops made of stone 

5.3.5 Acrylic 

IKEA’s acrylic worktops can be seen in Figure 14. There were only two complaints from FY11 

regarding surface issues for acrylic worktops. One of these was a crack that appeared from the 

sink and the other moisture damage close to the sink. Acrylic worktops are not tested with any 

surface testing. Approximately 0.66 percent of all sold customized worktops and 0.14 percent of 

all IKEA’s sold worktops during FY11 are made of acrylic. 

 

Figure 14. IKEA's acrylic worktops 

5.4 Conclusions of the Comparison 

A comparison between the identified critical factors and the surface test methods has been made 

in Excel for both kitchen fronts and worktops. The critical factors that were described as mostly 

caused by the supplier or during transport and not customer use have been excluded. For every 

critical factor the current test methods that can be used to test them are mentioned, see Figure 15. 

The red, yellow and green circles illustrate if the test is good enough (green), should be 

improved (yellow) or missing (red). If the critical factor does not need a surface test as it is 

dependent on factors such as transport or supplier rather than customer usage, the circle is grey.   

As can be seen for kitchen fronts it is important for IKEA to improve the test methods for 

moisture/water damages, peeling and cracking paint, inconsistent hue, cracks and veneer 

damage. Moisture/water damage and Peeling paint is the largest problem area and the current test 

methods do not seem satisfactory. Improvements are however already being implemented by 

IKEA. For cracks in fronts not caused by heat or moisture there is currently no test method and 

IKEA could look into developing a test for cracks, although there were not a lot of these 

problems.  
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Figure 15. Critical factors vs. test methods for kitchen fronts 

In the comparison for the worktops every critical factor has four circles, see Figure 16. This is 

because the different materials solid wood (left upper circle), laminate (right upper circle), stone 

(left lower circler) and acrylic (right lower circler) are tested differently and hence needs 

individual circles to illustrate if the tests are sufficient.  

As was mentioned earlier acrylic, stone and solid wood worktops do not have any standardized 

test methods therefore they have only been marked red in Figure 16 for those problem areas that 

it was found during this thesis that these materials have problems with. As can be seen, it is 

important for IKEA to make improvements for worktops of solid wood and stone when it comes 

to the problem area Cracks. IKEA should also improve the surface tests for testing moisture 

damages for laminate. Discoloration is also a critical factor that needs new or improved test 

methods. 

 

Figure 16. Critical factors vs. test methods for worktops 

One example of a problem area that could be overlooked is Scratches on laminate. In Figure 16 it 

is marked with a red circle. It did not show up in the SAMS data as a large problem but scratches 

was however described as one of the most common complaints by staff at customer service and a 

test method for these finer surface scratches is missing. The test method Surface resistance to 

surface wear is only looking at the rough scratches. To improve customer satisfaction IKEA 

should improve test methods for scratches. 

Test methods for acrylic worktops are seemingly not necessary as there are not many problems 

concerning acrylic worktops that are being reported in SAMS. But by conversations with the 

Technicians at IKEA it was showed that Discoloration and Scratches are a critical factor for the 

acrylic worktops as well. That is way they are colored red in the comparison figure.  

5.5 Suggestions of Improvements  

Researching and analyzing customer satisfaction, product problem areas and quality tests is an 

important part in enabling continuous improvements and assuring that IKEA are doing as well as 

they could be. Some suggestions of improvements that have been developed during this thesis 
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process for both the surface test methods of kitchen fronts and worktops as well as the products 

themselves follow below. 

5.5.1 Kitchen Fronts 

As has been showed, the types of fronts most affected by complaints are stainless steel fronts, i.e. 

C1, and veneered fronts, i.e. E1. To solve the surface issues for these fronts would mean 

improving the fronts against inconsistent hue issues, surface defects and dents. Dents and 

Surface defects seem to be caused mainly during production or transport and thus irrelevant to 

test for with accelerated testing.  

For E1 and wooden fronts as well, inconsistencies in the hue of the front appear with time as the 

material ages. An improvement of the UV-lacquer that is applied to fronts today could help with 

this problem, as UV-lacquers lose their effect with time. Hence IKEA should look into how long 

their UV-lacquer lasts and the possibility of improving it. The UV-lacquer should also be applied 

to D2 as it is currently only used on E1 and D3 but D2 has several reported problems with this as 

well. It is possible that the test method should be modified as well, for example the exposure 

times to radiation may have to be increased.  

To improve the quality of the popular fronts A1, A2 and A3 the issues to focus on would be 

water damage and peeling paint. These problems are the most likely to affect customers in a 25-

year perspective. As has been explained, IKEA have already made improvements regarding this 

problem. What could be done is to further investigate why A2 has more surface problems than 

the other similar fronts.  

Potentially the problems with A2 are due to its design. A2 has a ribbed front which can be 

experienced as harder to keep clean as dirt can easily get stuck between the ribs. Possibly 

customers apply more force when wiping them clean or use more detergent, causing the paint to 

peel. A rub test could be implemented that simulates a surface resistance to rubbing. To validate 

that this is the cause, or identify other causes, customer visits could also be made. By observing 

how the customer behaves in their kitchen, an explanation to why the same type of fronts have 

different amounts of problems could be identified. 

Cracks and Scratches was the only problem areas marked red in Figure 15. The thesis did still 

not focus on improving this area as the number of complaints was low and some of the fronts 

were delivered with cracks but it could be an area of interest for IKEA’s future work with 

improvements. 

5.5.2 Worktops 

Concerning the customized worktops IKEA should focus on stone worktops to improve the 

biggest problem area, but laminate to improve the most popular worktop. As has been shown, 

this means improving the worktops against moisture damages around the sink, cracks and 

discoloration. 

Water damage around the sink is a big problem area, though it has been difficult to discern if this 

belongs to the factory-glued sink problem. If not, possibly a test is needed that simulates the 

impact of a sink mounted on the worktop and the activities that follow with it. This may be 

inconvenient in the test lab, but as water tests are already performed on worktops without a sink 

and customers still experience problems, something more may be needed. This could be a test 

method where a prototype of a sink is assembled to the test sample of the worktop. Customer 

observations at customers’ home may also be an option, to see if the customers’ behavior around 

the sink implies that the current requirements on the worktop need to be adjusted. 
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For the stone worktops, the data has shown that Cracks is the biggest problem area. An idea to 

avoid complaints about cracks is to change the customers’ behavior, not by telling them what not 

to do, but by providing them an option. A pot stand is suggested to be delivered with the 

worktops, especially designed to attract attention and curiosity. This would help IKEA to 

communicate to the customer that the worktop does not sustain hot pots in a better way than with 

care instructions, and at the same time please the customers as it is an unexpected extra feature. 

For laminate worktops the complaints in the Discoloration group often described white cloudy 

spots. It is possible that the cause of this is residues from dish soap. A dish soap test could be 

added as a requirement to IKEA’s cold liquid test, instead of being used unofficially as it is 

today. Customer visits could help determine if any additional liquids should also be added to the 

cold liquid test. 

An Internet forum for IKEA family members that would make it possible for customers to ask 

questions could also help to identify problem areas and gather customer feedback. Customers 

can get quick answers from both IKEA staff and other customers about i.e. white cloudy spots, 

why they occur and how they can get rid of them with household products like baking soda. This 

forum could also be good for the internal communication at IKEA so that the staff knows better 

what the warranty includes and not. 

A test method for testing the surface resistance against scratches should be implemented. Today 

there are methods like Surface resistance to surface wear and Assessment of resistance to fat on 

surfaces with scratches, the last method mentioned is for kitchen fronts. None of these are good 

methods for testing fine scratches on a worktop. Scratches have been observed to appear by 

many different kinds of impacts, i.e. pans that are drawn on the worktop or a belt buckle when 

the customer leans against the worktop.   

During 25 years a worktop is exposed with different impacts every day. By combining two test 

methods like scratches and cold liquids the test result is more realistic than only making one test 

at a new surface without any defects.   
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6 Analysis of Problem Areas and Test Methods 

This chapter will attempt to answer the main research questions of the thesis by analyzing the 

results regarding customer problems and test methods and putting them in relation to the 

presented theory on the subject.. 

6.1 Comparison of Fronts 

A first step in improving either test methods or the fronts themselves would be to decide on 

which problem areas to focus. For IKEA this could be the fronts with the most problems per sold 

front, or those whose potential weaknesses will affect the largest number of customers.  

Graph 7 below shows the four fronts with the highest percentage of reported problems in relation 

to sold items. The most prominent problem areas differ between the fronts, as they are made of 

different materials. The most affected types of fronts are stainless steel fronts, i.e. C1, veneered 

fronts, i.e. E1 and the solid wood front D3. This means IKEA should focus on improving 

Inconsistent hue, Surface defects and Dents if they want to focus on this group of fronts. B3 was 

a new front in FY11 and both customer cases and number of sold fronts were few, which makes 

the statistics for this front unreliable, but it can also mean that IKEA should keep an eye on the 

development with this front, especially problems with peeling or cracking foil. 

 

.  

Graph 7. Complaints in relation to sold items for fronts with most problems 

The distribution of problem areas for the four highest selling fronts is illustrated in Graph 8. 

Because most of the fronts are made of the same material, the distribution is more similar 

between the fronts compared with Graph 7. As can be seen, to improve the quality of the popular 

fronts A1, A2 and A3 the issues to focus on would be water damage and peeling paint. For B1 

the focus would be Surface defects, Dents and Peeling or cracking foil. 
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. .  

Graph 8. Complaints in relation to sold items for most sold fronts 

6.2 Comparison of Worktops 

Worktops are subjected to more impact than kitchen fronts, as customers use them for cooking, 

cutting, doing dishes etc. The customized worktop is also the product with the most complaints 

in numbers as well as in relation to sold items, which makes these worktops an important focus 

for improvements. It is significant to mention that because the customized worktops are 

customer specific and consist of more parts, there are more things that could go wrong in 

production and some parts that may be sensitive in quality do not exist on the pre-cut worktops.  

When comparing the customized worktop materials the worktops made of laminate and stone are 

the ones with the highest percentage of identified surface problems in relation to sales numbers. 

Over 2 percent of sold laminate and stone worktops had a complaint concerning surface issues, 

see Graph 9. The laminate worktops had most problems in the problem area Moisture around the 

sink and for stone worktops the biggest problem area is cracks. 

It is possible that many of the moisture damage cases originate in a previous problem with 

factory-sealed sinks. This could also explain why the moisture damage problem is much larger 

for the customized worktops than the pre-cut, as factory-sealed sinks is not an option for pre-cut 

worktops. Problems with the factory-sealing do not depend on the quality of the worktops’ 

surface but on the production, which means that these cases should have been sorted out from the 

data of this thesis. This could not be done fully as the moisture damage could not always be 

identified as a problem with the factory-sealing through the comments in the SAMS data.  
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Graph 9. Complaints in relation to sold items divided into problem areas for the customized worktops 

 

The precut worktops are selling approximately four times more than the customized but had 

significantly less complaints in relation to sold items. For the existing customer complaints 

during FY11 very few were had detailed descriptions in SAMS, especially the laminate 

worktops. Hence the quantity of complaints in each problem area was not high enough to be able 

to give a good description of where the most problems appeared and how they occurred.  

Concerning the pre-cut worktops, laminate sells approximately 1.4 times more than wood but 

wood has approximately twice as much problems per sold item in relation to the sales numbers, 

see Graph 10. The main part of all of the complaints regarding solid wood worktops concerned 

cracks. The biggest area for the laminate pre-cut worktops was also Cracks. The difference 

between wood and laminate cracks was that for the laminate worktops the cracks occurred on 

different places and no similar cases could be identified. 

.  

Graph 10. Complaints in relation to sold items divided into problem areas for pre-cut worktops 

IKEA can choose to focus the laminate worktops that sell the most or the wooden worktops that 

has the most problems per sold item. If IKEA choose to focus on the laminate worktops a deeper 

investigation must be done to recognize why the problems occur, as the few complaints studied 

in this thesis did not give enough information. This would cost more but IKEA could get the 

money back quickly if the right improvements were found. If IKEA choose to improve the solid 

wood worktops they can use the result of this thesis and improve the worktops against cracks and 

save money. 
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6.3 Critical Factors and Test Methods 

An important task in the initial phase of the thesis process was to identify the critical factors of 

worktop and kitchen front surfaces, as the degeneration of a surface will affect the life span of a 

product, as described by Fischer. The analysis of SAMS data has showed that these are water 

damage, peeling paint, cracks, hue inconsistencies, surface stains and discoloration.  

To handle critical factors and secure that a product meets customer demands, product quality 

testing is used by many companies in the product development process, as explained by 

Jayatilleka and Okogbaa (2006). This applies to IKEA too, who uses accelerated test methods to 

estimate the lifetime and durability of kitchen fronts and worktops. Most tests performed in 

IKEA’s test lab are accelerated stress testing rather than use-rate testing, generally performed 

with laboratory equipment rather than under field conditions.  

6.3.1 Water Damage 

The most critical factor for both worktops and kitchen fronts has been described as water and 

steam. The customer complaints showed that moisture damage caused laminate detachment on 

worktops, swelling around sinks, peeling paint and blistering on fronts. This corresponds to the 

theories about the role of water in the degeneration of surfaces. As the water from sinks or steam 

from dishwashers penetrates the coating of worktops and fronts, it dissolves into the substrate 

and causes the swelling of worktops and loss of adhesion, cracking and peeling of the lacquer on 

fronts. 

How water behaves on a surface is determined by how wettable it is, and the wettability property 

can be changed by altering the surface structure with nanoparticles, as explained by Blossey 

(2003). In this way e.g. a kitchen front could be made more or less hydrophobic by altering the 

lacquer. As has been explained, IKEA have already improved the composition of the lacquer for 

pigmented fronts which were the ones most affected by moisture damage. This thesis has not 

focused on in what way the lacquer has been improved, but perhaps improved wettability 

properties could be investigated for further development. In a future perspective, the 

hydrophobicity or hydrophilicity of kitchen fronts and worktops could possibly even be altered 

to achieve self-cleaning properties where water would either roll or flow off the surface and drag 

contaminants along, as described by Blossey (2003).  

If water damage continues to be an issue on worktops despite changes with the factory sealed 

sinks, the current testing using laboratory equipment is perhaps not enough. As described by 

Klyatis and Klyatis (2005) testing a product under normal field conditions in one method of AT 

and perhaps this would help. Therefore the idea of testing the worktops with a sink assembled on 

it has been suggested. If water damage continues to be an issue for fronts, the test method 

currently performed should be investigated to see if any changes should be made. Only the top 

and bottom edge of the fronts are tested against resistance to water and steam, and fronts that 

have a different construction on the side edges may have different test results if all edges were 

tested. For a front close to the dishwasher the side edges are subjected to steam more than the top 

or bottom edge. 

6.3.2 Staining 

The white cloudy spots on laminate worktops is another one of the critical surface factors. This 

could also be explained by the theories of surface tensions and wettability. As explained by the 

Section manager of materials and coatings at YKI detergent affects the surface tension of a 

liquid, which may cause dishwater to penetrate a surface and leave stains (Interview with YKI). 

Sinks and dishwater is of course a common occurrence when it comes to worktops, for this 

reason the additional cold liquid test using water with soap was suggested.  
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When it comes to stains on kitchen fronts, this was not identified as a large problem. Research 

from YKI (2012) did however show that the dirt pick-up properties of a surface may be affected 

by altering its hardness through silica nanoparticles, which could be of use for future 

development of the kitchen front lacquer in case staining of fronts appears as a problem on future 

generations of fronts. 

6.3.3 Peeling Paint on Lacquered Fronts 

The critical issue of cracking and peeling paint that could not be ascribed to water damage could 

possibly be caused by aging due to photo-degradation. As described by Ncube and Meincken 

(2010) photodegradation has been shown to cause embrittlement, blistering and loss of adhesion 

of surface coatings. The free radicals produced by radiation causes the adhesion between coating 

and substrate to weaken, which could explain the peeling of paint seen on kitchen fronts. The 

aging of the coating also makes the fronts more susceptible to water damage according to Ncube 

and Meincken (2010), which has also been observed in these fronts. 

For the factor of poor adhesion and peeling paint two new test methods will be implemented by 

IKEA, modified cold check and cross cut. Both are accelerated stress tests using special 

equipment in the laboratory. The additional method that was suggested to solve the problems 

with A2 would simulate the impact of wiping and cleaning either by estimating and accelerating 

the number of cycles a kitchen front would be subjected to during 25 years, or by accelerating 

the stress of the rubbing. 

6.3.4 Photodegradation of Wood 

Photodegradation is also a critical factor for wooden and veneered fronts. For these fronts an 

inconsistent hue was the most common customer complaint, which is explained by the break 

down products from the wood that causes yellowing of the surface, as explained by Ncube and 

Meincken (2010). This has to be accepted to some extent by customer as it is a natural process 

for the material. Fronts delivered at the same time should however not differ in hue, and research 

from YKI has showed that the UV-protection typically used in coatings for wood could be 

improved by addition of the inorganic nanoparticles CeO2, ZnO and TiO to the UV-system. This 

would increase the life of the coating and substrate and perhaps be of use to IKEA for further 

development. 

As wooden worktops are generally bought at the same time or in one piece, inconsistent hue is 

not a problem. Cracks has however been shown to be a prominent issue, especially for pre-cut 

worktops. Possible this could be explained by photodegradation, as cracks is another effect of 

UV-radiation according to Ncube and Meincken (2010). This critical factor will possibly be 

addressed when IKEA introduces UV-protection for worktops too. 

6.3.5 Cracks in Stone 

Cracks is the most critical factor for stone worktops. IKEA does not specify the temperature that 

a worktop made of stone can handle. If they had specified temperatures it would make it easier to 

communicate the right information to customers. But product engineers at IKEA believe that it 

could also make the customers want to test the worktop’s limits, and that it could make it 

difficult to prove if the temperature limit was crossed by the customer or not. 

In this thesis this problem has been ascribed to customer expectations more than anything else. 

Heat endurance is a product property that customers take for granted when it comes to stone 

worktops and can be described as a Must-be requirement in the Kano model. With better 

communication this problem could be avoided to a large extent, which emphasizes the 

importance of understanding the customer. Information from the customers, provided from e.g. 



 

52 

 

customer service, need to be recognized and transferred to the right people, according to Pitta 

and Franzak (1997). 

The idea with delivering a pot stand with the worktop does not only prevent that cracks appears 

on the worktop instead but also satisfies the customer, which according to Matzler and 

Hinterhuber (1998) establishes cash flow and sustainable competitive advantages inside certain 

market segments. The pot stand is not expected by the customer, which means that when 

comparing to the Kano model the pot stand is an Attractive requirement. And Attractive 

requirements according to Matzler and Hinterhuber (1998) have the greatest influence on the 

customers’ satisfaction which is more than proportional to the level of fulfillment. The 

satisfaction can also lead to the desire to use the pot stand often and in that way improve the 

lifetime of the worktop by resist putting hot pots on it. This also leads to fewer customer 

complaints and assuring the 25 year warranty agreement. 

6.3.6 Dents and Surface Marks 

Dents and surface marks is another critical factor, but as it was mostly caused in production or 

transport no new test methods has been suggested. Even though transport or production damages 

are not part of the surface issues this thesis has focused on, it does show the importance of 

analyzing aggregate complaints. By identifying e.g. transport damage as a cause of complaints, 

IKEA could manage its business in a proactive way as explained by Schibrowsky and Lapidus 

(1994), and implement changes to both IoS and suppliers if needed. 

6.3.7 Scratches 

Scratches was a critical factor that the customer service recognized as a common problem, but 

relatively few cases were found in SAMS. There are currently no test methods for fine scratches, 

but in the abrasion test a laminate surface’s resistance to wear is estimated. This is done by 

accelerating both the stress and the cycles. The relevance of this test method may be questioned 

as the measure of final wear through of the laminate layer may not reflect the customers’ 

expectation of a scratch resistant surface. This exemplifies Caruso and Dasguptas (1998) view 

that the accuracy of test lab methods is an important consideration when analyzing critical 

factors and how they are tested, as the number of cycles that represent the life of a product often 

cannot be determined exactly and the input values during stress testing will have to be estimated. 

As has been described by Nussbaum and FCBA as well, accurate accelerated testing of a surface 

is a challenge and may even be impossible to do.  
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7 Management of Customer Complaints 

For IKEA to be able to make an even better analysis of customer complaints in the future the 

interface between IoS and customer service was investigated. The information was gathered 

during visits and interviews with IKSC and the Customized worktop- group in Älmhult, as well 

as with staff members at the Returns and exchanges department (R&E), a Technical inspector at 

IKEA Barkarby and a Quality Navigator at IoS. 

7.1 From Customer Complaint to IoS 

Handling customer complaints well is highly valued by IKEA. Depending on the type of 

customer complaint, the information from the customer will pass through a number of stages. 

These stages involve the R&E departments at the IKEA stores, the IKSC, the Customized 

worktop-group, IKEA Trading and in the end IoS, as seen in Figure 17. 

 

 

Figure 17. The customer complaint process today 

The different roles of the customer complaint process are explained further below. 

7.1.1 Roles in the Complaint Process 

To manage the information received through complaints in an effective way it is important to get 

all of the roles involved in the process to work efficiently together. In this chapter are all of the 

roles explained. 

R&E, Quality Manager and Technical Inspector 

When a customer has a problem they can choose to turn either to the R&E at the IKEA stores or 

the customer service center IKSC. If the R&E can help the customer immediately in the store, 

information about the case is not registered or stored. If the complaint can’t be resolved there and 

then, R&E may choose to send a technical inspector to the customer’s home or forward the 

customer to the IKSC through the computer system SAMS. For reoccurring problems a Quality 

manager at each store is responsible for contacting the IoS about the issue through the computer 
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system Casey, which registers information about the reason of the customer complaint. The 

different computer systems are explained further in Paragraph 7.1.2. 

The IKSC Staff and Range Managers 

The customer can choose to contact the IKSC directly with a problem or be forwarded to them 

through R&E. IKSC in Älmhult answers calls and handles individual complaints and questions 

from customers all over Sweden. IKSC register information about all complaints in SAMS. The 

complaints are also coded according to the reason of the complaint. 

At IKSC there are staff members called Range managers. Aside from answering customer calls 

themselves they are also in charge of managing the information regarding their range, for 

example worktops or kitchen fronts. This involves sharing information about quality issues 

during group meetings at IKSC and on IKEA’s intranet.  

If IKSC get an unusual amount of calls about a product, the information is forwarded to the 

Range manager by the IKSC employees. When a reoccurring problem arises the Range manager 

investigates the issue in SAMS and collects pictures of the problem, the supplier number and the 

date stamp to be able to make a quality report in Casey that can be forwarded to IoS. 

The Customized worktop-group and Navigator  

If a customer complaint concerns a customized worktop, it is forwarded by R&E or the IKSC to 

the Customized worktop-group. The Customized worktop-group is especially devoted to the 

customized worktops since these products and complaints are more complicated and time 

consuming to deal with than others.  

The communication between the customer and the staff from the Customized worktop-group is 

often handled through e-mail and sometimes through calls. Aside from SAMS the Customized 

worktop-group also registers the complaints in their own computer system called Log a Call.  

A Navigator at the Customized worktop-group handles contact with the IoS and once a month a 

quality report about the customized worktops is sent to IoS. Quality issues are also forwarded to 

the supplier via IKEA Trading. 

Trading  

IKEA Trading is responsible for IKEA’s suppliers. When a quality problem arises with a product 

it is handled by the suppliers through Trading. Trading may handle quality problems on their 

own or together with IoS.  

Trading get information about quality problems either through Quality Alarms in Casey or 

through the Customized worktop-group when it comes to customized worktops. Previously, 

suspected worktop quality problems were sent to the suppliers directly, but as of recent all 

supplier cases are also forwarded to a representative at Trading, to make sure no important 

information about worktop quality is lost to IKEA. Once a month Trading, Supplier, IKSC and 

the Customized worktop-group have a meeting to keep everyone involved updated. The 

information from the meeting is forward to IoS by Trading. 

IoS  

At IoS a Quality Navigator is the link between customer service and the product technicians. 

There are product technicians working with each product range at IoS. The Quality Navigator 

receives information about product issues and collaborates with the technicians to handle them. 

While IKSC works primarily in SAMS, the Quality navigator uses mainly other tools to manage 

the information about these product issues, such as COPQ and Casey.  
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COPQ means Cost of Product Quality, and is used as a quality indicator (Internal 

communication). There are target values for the COPQ and if a product does not reach its target 

value it can be stopped in retail. What measures are taken by the IoS depends on the type of 

problem. (Interview with Quality Navigator) The COPQ value gives no information about the 

reason of the problem at hand, to learn more about the problem reports made in the computer 

system Casey are used.   

Several people at IoS have access to Casey, but the Quality navigator handles Casey reports that 

concern quality alarms and cases that may involve danger for the customers. The navigator 

investigates if it is a reoccurring problem or an isolated case. This may lead to a product recall or 

sales stop.  

IoS are dependent on the IKSC to file reports in Casey to get the necessary information about 

customer complaints. IKSC do file reports in Casey, but the IoS finds that the information 

received is often not sufficient (Interview with Quality Navigator). The collaboration between 

the Customized worktop-group and IoS is better developed than between IoS and IKSC. The 

information from Log a call goes straight to the team at IoS that are responsible for worktops.  

7.1.2 Computer Systems Used in the Complaint Process 

The following computer systems are using for registering information about customer problems 

and transferring it between the different roles in the complaint process. 

SAMS 

SAMS is a tool for IKEA’s retail organization, including IKSC and R&E, to keep track of 

customer cases and transactions. Each registered customer case gets a number of identification 

called SAC-number, which makes it easier for IKEA and customers to keep track of the 

development of a case. 

When a complaint is registered in SAMS, information such as article number of the product, 

which store sold the product and date of the return are registered. In a text box a free description 

of the issue at hand is written by the customer service employee. SAMS also gives the option to 

register the delivery date, supplier number and time stamp of the product but this is often not 

registered. 

In SAMS there are four predefined categories explaining the reason of a complaint. The reasons 

are Product quality issue, Damage issue, Sales issue or Changed mind. In a sub reason category 

several more detailed options are given such as Appearance defect, Transport damage or Faulty 

product. Currently these categories are mutual for all IKEA products. 

Casey-Report 

Casey is a system for registering and managing product quality cases, used by Range managers 

at IKSC, Quality managers in the IKEA stores, the Navigator at the Customized worktop-group, 

suppliers, Trading and IoS themselves according to the Quality navigator (Interview with Quality 

Navigator). There are different kinds of reports that can be sent in Casey with different 

recipients, such as the Safety alarms reports received by the Quality navigator at IoS. 

A Store Quality Report is another type of Casey report, registered by the IKEA stores to report 

issues with reoccurring product defects and flaws (Interview with Quality Navigator). The report 

is sent directly to the supplier and is also accessible for everyone at IoS working with Casey.  

Casey requires more detailed information about each case than SAMS does, which makes it 

possible to use the information gathered for quality management according to the Back office 

and Range managers (Interview with Back Office and Range Manager). However, Casey cannot 

be used to automatically quantify the size of product problems but requires an active search of 
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article number or supplier number for the IoS to learn more about a specific product issue. 

(Interview with Quality Navigator) 

Log a Call 

Log a call is a program created to register detailed information about product defects regarding 

the customized worktops. It has predefined categories especially adjusted to worktops, e.g. 

factory-sealed sink, edge etc. Log a call was ordered and paid for by the IoS, who wanted a tool 

that would give more information about customer problems according to the Back office 

(Interview with Back Office and Range Manager). It is used a complement to SAMS; while 

SAMS register the individual customer complaint Log a call keeps statistics over product defect 

details. The aim was to make it possible for IoS to create statistics about the different kinds of 

quality problems and which parts of the worktops are most often affected. It is however currently 

not used by IoS to a large extent. 

7.1.3 Interface between Customer Service and IoS  

Both IKSC and IoS agree that a closer contact between the two is necessary, but time and 

resources are lacking. The problem is based both in what the different departments consider their 

task to be as well as technical issues. Even though the IKSC know they obtain a lot of 

information that could be useful to the IoS, their role is primarily to be a resource to the 

customers. 

What IoS lack from IKSC is information that makes it possible to assess the size of different 

customer problems. They do get information from IKSC, but a little at a time, making this 

difficult to do. In order for IoS and the Quality navigator to get hold of the information gathered 

by IKSC it has to be registered in Casey as the Quality navigator does not reach IKSC’s own 

queue-system in SAMS. But the IKSC do not work enough in Casey to facilitate the flow of 

information between the two functions. For the IoS it would be best if there was a connection 

between IKSC’s systems and Casey, but this is deemed impossible because of technical issues. 

The problem with this gap of information is well known.  

A lot of information is collected through SAMS by the IKSC and if better communication 

between computer systems allowed it, it should be possible for the IoS to use it in their work. 

However, information such as date stamp and supplier number is often missing, in reality 

making it difficult to use SAMS data for quality management. This information should be 

registered in all complaints regarding product quality issues, it is however not required 

information and is often overlooked. The information lacking in SAMS is sometimes due to the 

customer being unable to provide it, but also seemingly due to different views among staff 

members at IKSC and R&E of which information should be registered.  

There is an ongoing project to test the detailed product defect coding from Log a call on the rest 

of the kitchen range according the Quality navigator (Interview with Quality 

Navigator). However, the IKSC staff thinks the detailed information required by the program 

may be too time-consuming for them, as they handle a much larger amount of customer calls 

compared to the specialized Customized worktop-group. 

Product engineers working with worktops at IoS have access to Log a Call information, but often 

find it practically unusable. One problem with Log a call is that the system allows the article 

number of a product to be written in different ways, e.g. with or without punctuation. If IoS want 

to search for a specific article number they have to type it in the search box in the same way it 

was registered. Another problem is that it does not register the supplier number, which is needed 

for IoS to know which supplier is affected and to take action concerning a specific problem.  

(Internal communication, 2012) If Log a Call allowed only one standardized way of registering 
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the article number and provided a connection between the registered article and supplier number, 

the situation could perhaps be improved. 

How information is registered and coded in SAMS and COPQ is important. To get reliable 

statistics about customer problems and to be able to follow up the reason why customers return a 

product all cases should be coded in a consistent way. With so many employees working at 

IKEA, this is not always the case. For example, in some cases a thorough explanation of a 

problem and its cause is given in the problem description free text box, while some cases lack a 

description of the customer problem completely. 

Another aspect is language. As IKEA is a global company information about customer problems 

is registered in many different languages. IoS are working on a standardized way of coding in 

different languages. All coding should be in English or automatically translated, according to the 

Quality Navigator. Tests of this are in the making.  

7.2 Improvements of the Interface 

When looking at the customer complaint process today, and more specifically the interface 

between the different customer service departments and IoS, the communication needs to be 

improved both technically and in terms of cooperation and responsibilities. Below the 

improvements are explained and a three step plan to implement the improvements is given.  

7.2.1 Step One 

Step one in improving the interface between customer service and IoS will be to change the role 

of IKSC and make them a tool in IoS’s focus on product quality. The new role will be to 

annually analyze all customer complaints and identify problem areas. 

This will add to the workload of IKSC and improved resources and commitment from both IKSC 

and IoS will be necessary. The added resources could be in the form of a new employee, 

especially devoted to the task of managing the information about reoccurring product problems 

and transferring this information in an effective way to the IoS.  

At present the Range managers are responsible for transferring information about product 

problems to the IoS. The Range managers possess a lot of knowledge about problems concerning 

their specific ranges, and it could be suitable to adjust their role to function better in relation to 

the IoS, see Figure 18.  
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Figure 18. Step one for implementing the improvements 

7.2.2 Step Two 

In step two a technical system needs to be developed that makes it possible to transfer 

information in an effective and meaningful way between IoS, IKSC, the Customized worktop-

group and Trading. 

First SAMS need to be modified so that all needed information is always registered. Date stamp 

and supplier number should be made mandatory when registering a case so that the SAMS data 

could be used to identify defect deliveries or specific supplier problems. Since this information is 

at times removed from the product or difficult to find for the customer, it should be permanently 

placed on all products without disturbing the appearance of them. Further on all employees at 

IKSC and R&E should be informed of the importance of registering this information. Writing a 

problem description should also be made mandatory to register a case, as it otherwise is difficult 

or impossible to obtain any useful information from the data, see Figure 19.  

Next, the sub reason categories need to be updated. If the categories were made individual for 

each product family, they could also be made more relevant and easier to interpret for the IKSC 

employee. An aspect of this would also be to inform the IKSC of the importance of registering 

product defects correctly. As their role is currently not to help IoS in managing information 

about the product quality, this has perhaps not been a priority. 

If these improvements would be technically difficult to implement in SAMS, a separate system, 

such as Log a Call, could be used instead. IKEA are already working on similar systems as Log a 

Call for the rest of the kitchen range. To make this system useful to IoS, the program has to have 

the connection between article number and supplier number requested by IoS, and a search 

function that only allowed one way of typing the article number. To function globally the 

program should also be in English or an automatic translation function. 
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Figure 19. Step two for implementing the improvements 

7.2.3 Step Three 

Step three is a long term goal for improving the interface between IoS and customer service. As 

had been described several different systems are currently used to transfer information, and the 

IoS are dependent on customer service to file reports in Casey. Therefore, an optimal solution 

would have to involve a new or improved computer system that allows an automatic transfer of 

information between the two functions. Even though this is viewed as impossible at present, in a 

longer perspective it would solve many communication problems if IoS would have access to 

IKSC’s systems to be able to search for and review problem areas themselves whenever it is 

necessary (Figure 20). The system should have a search function that compiles information about 

specific products or problem areas, and display the information in graphs that can be used for 

further analysis. 

 

. 

Figure 20. Step 3 for implementing the improvements 
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8 Analysis of the Interface 

This chapter will attempt to answer the main research questions of the thesis by putting the 

results regarding management of customer complaints in relation to the presented theory on the 

subject, and by analyzing how this could be improved and used in IKEA’s PDP process.  

To improve the management of customer complaints for use in the PDP process, a development 

in three steps was proposed in this thesis project. The first step of implementing a new role of 

analyzing aggregate complaints to IKEA’s customer service center would give IKEA a lot of 

advantages, such as getting the customers’ point of view and a summary of the level of 

satisfaction experienced by their customers (Schibrowsky and Lapidus, 1994)  

As Schibrowsky and Lapidus (1994) states it is important for companies to not only solve 

customer problems but also to implement a strategy of how to analyze these problems. The 

analysis should be made with appropriate intervals. For IKEA an annual aggregate analysis will 

be suitable to get a overview of the development of quality problems, as shorter intervals will be 

costly and time-consuming and longer intervals will be not be quick enough to solve problems. 

Initially it may be hard to convince IKSC to implement the new role, because they may think of 

how many extra resources will be needed in both time and money to fulfill this. Though it may 

require a lot of time and money in the beginning as Schibrowsky and Lapidus (1994) point out, it 

is important to realize that the advantages will outweigh these both for IKSC and IoS, like Zairi 

(2000) mentions.  

Schibrowsky and Lapidus (1994) write that companies that have competitive advantage are those 

that do their finest job in reducing customer complaints, which is why it is important to analyze 

the complaints and by doing so improve today’s products and the next generation of products.  

Thus the new role can help IoS to generate products with better quality than today, and to 

quickly improve products with product defects before they are delivered to too many customers.  

Quick improvements will also reduce the number of phone calls to the customer service center 

regarding the same product issues, and help IKSC to handle calls quickly without getting 

frustrated customers on the phone line. But it is important to also mention as Zairi (2000) says 

that having a lot of customer complaints does not always mean a bad thing, instead it shows that 

the company listens to their customers and is trying to do their best to satisfy their customers. 

That is why the company should aim to inform the customers to complain to the customer 

service center if they are unsatisfied. One way of reaching more customers and gathering more 

customer complaints is through the Internet forum suggested as an improvement. 

The next proposed step in improving the management was to develop the used computer 

systems, which would involve better categorization of customer complaints, as the investigating 

of the SAMS data for this thesis made it evident that the sub reason categories are currently not 

consistently used. If there is more than one person that is categorizing the problems then there is 

a big risk that they think different. Therefore, according to Schibrowsky and Lapidus (1994), to 

facilitate the categorization the process should start with a few cases followed by an evaluation 

to see if they were categorized in a consistent way.  This solution would have helped avoid the 

extra steps that were made during this thesis to categorize cases into consistent problem areas 

and the time consumption on the categorization would have been shortened.  

Before the categorization it is good to first define direct rules of which cases should be included, 

so that cases that do not really belong to the subject are avoided. If the rule is not direct enough it 

is easy that cases irrelevant for the investigation are included anyway, which can give misleading 

results. In this analysis a lot of the customer problems that were caused in transport or by the 

supplier were included at first and only identified at a later stage. 
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Since SAMS is not used in a consistent way, it would be hard to get reliable information out if it 

today. Part of improving this is finding an agreement among employees of how to register 

customer cases and part of it is improving the system itself. There is a risk that complaints are 

placed in the wrong category even if they are predefined, according to Schibrowsky and Lapidus 

(1994), because individuals think differently and it is hard to train them to think in the same way. 

With the suggestions of improvement to develop subgroups into the computer system that are 

different depending on the product, it is easier for an employee to choose the right group because 

the group names can be more concrete. It is also important to give the employees an introduction 

course in how to group the complaints to assure that they think alike.  

Further on when investigating the customer problems, for some of the problem areas it was 

necessary to know the date-stamp to know when the worktops/kitchen fronts were produced. 

IKEA have made some improvement of for example the paint on kitchen fronts, so it is hard to 

know if the fronts with peeling or cracking paint were produced before the improvement or after, 

and if additional improvements are needed in the future or not. That is why developing firms 

should register the date-stamp of a defect product, apart from the five information questions that 

Schibrowsky and Lapidus (1994) suggest for customer service departments to collect. Another 

important thing to register is the Suppliers number. The suppliers number make it possible to 

analyze which supplier caused the most complaints, and investigate if it is possible that the 

supplier have made changes to the product without informing IKEA etc. 

One thing to consider is customers’ expectations of a product. It is important to know what the 

customer thinks about the product and what the customer expects from the product, this can be 

exemplified by the complaints regarding A2 and stone worktops. This kind of information can be 

selected at different ways according to Sandholm (2008). Sandholm (2008) mentions in his book 

examples like questionnaires, interviews or spontaneous reactions. Because of this suggestions 

have been made in this thesis that IKEA should start gathering customer information in other 

ways than through SAMS. 
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9 Discussion 

This chapter is going to discuss the results of the thesis, what could been made better and what 

to think of when doing this kind of project. 

To assure the 25-year warranty agreement of kitchens, all parts involved such as product 

development, suppliers, quality testing and customer service have to work together. Hence this 

thesis concern more than new test methods, which was the starting point of the thesis. In the end 

it came to be as much about improved information flow and focus on customers’ expectations.  

The thesis started out by identifying the critical factors though present customer complaints in 

SAMS. But the thesis has shown that the factors identified through SAMS do not cover all 

problems experienced by customers, and to only rely on this data may be misleading. Some of 

the complaints recognized by customer service, such as scratches, for some reason did not show 

up as large problem areas in the data. Perhaps there may be even more problem areas 

experienced by customers that never even reach the IKSC or the IoS. Some problems may cause 

dissatisfaction among customers, but not enough for them to contact customer service.  

Identifying customer expectations before they have turned into complaints at the IKSC may be a 

more effective way of decreasing complaints and increasing customer satisfaction than new test 

methods. The importance of using alternative ways to improved test methods to decrease 

customer problems can be exemplified with the critical factors of cracks in stone and peeling 

kitchen fronts. The situation with cracks has been connected to customer expectations of the 

material and in this thesis the issue has been addressed with new ways of communicating the 

limitations of the material to the customer. In the same way understanding the customer’s 

behavior in the kitchen may help in explaining why some lacquered fronts peel more than others, 

and the approach suggested was to use customer observations instead of accelerated test 

methods.   

A fundamental aspect of verifying that fronts and worktops fulfill the demands set by the 

warranty is to define what is included in the warranty and that everyone involved has the same 

perception of this. The interviews conducted during this thesis have showed that the view of 

what should be an approved claim separate among IKEA employees. For example the Technical 

inspector in some cases seems to have a different view of what the warranty includes than the 

IKSC. This could lead to problems if for example one neighbor gets a worktop complaint 

approved and another with similar problem does not. This will lead to a dissatisfied customer 

which may spread the dissatisfaction by word of mouth or via internet.  

During the thesis it was learnt that a similar project was carried out at IKEA with focus on 

horizontal surfaces that are not part of the kitchen range. Their approach was to both use SAMS 

and to contact customers directly and ask them what problems they had experienced. This did 

show that some problem areas that did not show up in SAMS were still experienced by 

customers. Hence it will be important to gather information from customers in other ways than 

trough customer complaint data. Through the Internet forum suggested perhaps the customers 

that do not bother to contact customer service can be reached. 

Customer complaints that were caused by the supplier were excluded from this thesis, but the 

supplier plays an important part in the product quality. The two supplier visits that were done 

during this thesis did show that the attitude towards working with quality differs among different 

suppliers. The information between supplier and IKEA needs to work efficiently to solve 

problems and work proactively to avoid future problems. The problem with the factory-sealed 

sinks is an example when the communication did not work and the problem was allowed to grow 

unnecessarily large.  
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Though it would be desirable to develop test methods that could verify a service life of 25 years 

for surfaces of worktops and fronts, for IKEA improved test methods will only be a little part in 

the improvement process. For some critical factors the test methods are good, for others new 

methods are under development, but overall it is difficult to develop accelerated test methods for 

surfaces. Hence IKEA should focus on the other factors as well, such as improved 

communication and perhaps improved technology.  

In the analysis section of this thesis the use of new technology to improve the products was 

investigated, such as wettability mechanisms for stain prevention. It is however important to 

remember that IKEA are often not cutting edge in technology as their business idea is large 

volumes at low prices (Internal communication, 2012). Cutting edge technology often leads to 

high prices and specialized markets. New innovation is however interesting for product 

development and could perhaps be of use to IKEA in a long-term perspective. In a short-term 

perspective the use of current technology could be improved, such as using the Internet forum to 

reach more customers with information and to receive more feedback.  

The reason for having a 25-year warranty at all is interesting to discuss. IKEA’s Product 

requirement specialist pointed out that customers should not be used to test the quality of 

products, but as test methods to assure the quality implied by the warranty is lacking at times this 

seems to be the case. The 25-year warranty has however led IKEA to focus more on quality, 

which is positive for both company and customers. 

One reason for having the 25-year warranty has been explained by IKEA to be a commercial 

interest. But to achieve the positive repute a warranty gives it needs to be understandable by the 

customers. Diffuse conditions included in the warranty can quickly turn a satisfied customer into 

a dissatisfied when a problem occurs. The thesis has shown that customers are often not aware of 

what is included in the warranty and what the customer’s obligation is and that the warranty 

could be perceived as dishonest. Hence it is important to be able to clearly communicate to the 

customers what is included in the warranty and what is not. 

Less diffuse condition in the warranty would not only lead to less confusion among customers, 

but also make it easier for employees to give all of the customers the same and the right 

information. Communicating this issue of responsibility would be made easier with more defined 

conditions. That employees think differently and judge complaints differently is probably 

unavoidable in a company as large as IKEA, but an attempt to improve the situation should be 

made.  

An important part in doing so will be to train the employees in judging the customer complaints 

consistently and give the customers the same information. Customer service staff at both IKSC 

and R&E could benefit from learning from the product engineers at IoS. A better understanding 

of the reason behind customer problems makes it easier to explain an approved or declined claim 

to the customer. This could be done through courses or an Internet forum. 

How the warranty will affect future generations of kitchens remains to be seen. Customer service 

departments experience that most claims are made on new kitchens, probably because customers 

react more strongly to the first signs of wear and tear on their kitchen. But a slight increase in 

customer complaints had been noted but the Technical inspector. If this is due to the warranty or 

a general change in the attitude towards rights and obligations among customers has not been 

investigated in this thesis, but it does not seem improbable that customers expect more of their 

kitchens when the warranty is prolonged. To decrease the amount of customer complains on 

future generations of kitchens it will be important to not only improve quality and test methods, 

but also to clearly communicate conditions and responsibilities. 

Things to think of before doing a similar investigation is that if the data was not collected by the 

researcher itself, like the SAMS data in this thesis project, it will be important to investigate if 
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the data can really be used to answer the research question. In this thesis it was not clear if the 

data contained only customer complaints that were approved by IKEA or if some complaints had 

been dismissed. It is also not clear why some problems described by the customer service staff 

did not show up in the data. Perhaps the problems described are a misconception by the staff, or 

some problems are known but not registered. If there had been time additional customer data 

could have been collected to compare to the SAMS data, as in IKEA’s project with horizontal 

surfaces. 

Another issue with using the SAMS data from FY11 was the fact that it was not possible to 

identify which customer issues had already been solved since then. The largest problem areas 

identified are in fact already being worked on by IKEA. In the same way it was not initially clear 

which test methods were already changed or improved by IKEA. Information about these 

improvements and changes was obtained from IKEA as the project developed and more was 

learned on the subject. The test standards were also difficult to interpret at times, and some test 

methods are used unofficially and not according to standards. Had this information been clear 

from the start of the thesis project, perhaps it would have developed differently. 
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10  Conclusions and Future Work 

In this section are the conclusions of the thesis work resumed and taken, and the 

recommendations for future work given. 

10.1 Conclusions 

To answering the question of how IKEA’s test methods and management of customer input 

should be improved to assure the 25 year warranty agreement the conclusions are: 

 Peeling or cracking paint, moisture damages, Inconsistent hue and cracks are critical 

factors that are important to focus on for fronts. 

 For peeling paint improvements have already been made by IKEA. A2 should however 

be investigated further, maybe by customer visits or questioners. A rubbing test for 

kitchen fronts should also be implemented.  

 Moisture damage, cracks, discoloration and scratches are the critical factors for worktops. 

The test methods for cracks, discoloration and scratches should be improved.  

 To improve surfaces against discoloration IKEA should introduce a dish soap test in the 

cold liquid test standards. To make improvements against moisture damage around the 

sink IKEA should make tests on a worktop with a sink assembled. A scratch test that tests 

finer scratches than the surface wear test needs to be implemented as well. 

 Improving the quality of products can be approached in different ways than through 

quality tests. One example is the pot stand for stone worktops. 

 IKEA also have to consider supplier and transport problems in the future generation of 

kitchen fronts and worktops, as this thesis showed that there is room for improvement in 

these areas.  

 As a part of improving the quality it is important to use the collected information from 

customer service as they possess a lot of useful information.  

 To use the IKSC as a tool for quality and to improve the management of customer 

complaints so that it supports the design of new products a new role must be introduced 

for IKSC. IKSC should implement a strategy of how to analyze the customer complaints, 

and how to transfer the information to IoS. 

 Implementing an Internet forum can also improve the communication with the customers 

and the communication internally.  

10.2 Future Work 

To continue improving IKEA for the 25 year warranty agreement examples of future works that 

can help are explained below: 

 IKEA should overview the information flow not only between customer service and IoS 

as was the focus of this thesis, but also between R&E, Technical inspectors and sales 

staff at the IKEA store to make sure that the right information is communicated to the 

customer.  

 It is also important for IKEA to modify the requirements against the supplier, because a 

lot of the problems depended on the supplier and the transport.  

 Not all customer problems are discovered through SAMS. To identify all possible 

problems and increase customer satisfaction IKEA should investigate the customers’ 

expectations and view of what is important when it comes to the quality of surfaces. 
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Appendix 

Appendix 1. Interviews with Customized Worktop-group 

The interviewees at the Customized worktop-group were two staff members that have the job to 

solve customer problems concerning the customized worktop. The interviews are summarized 

below. 

Working Routines 

According to the staff members, the Customized worktop-group handles around 100 cases each 

month. The customers are referred to the group by the regular customer service. After the referral 

the customer should be contacted by the Customized worktop-group within 48 hours, but the 

staff explains that it usually takes a week. Their goal is to complete one case each hour. 

If a case concerns the measurements of a worktop, the worktop drawing is compared to the 

kitchen drawing. If the two drawing do not correspond, it is judged as an IKEA salesman error. 

If a case concerns product defects, pictures are used to determine the cause. Sometimes a 

Technical inspector is sent to the customer’s home to evaluate the cause of a problem. The policy 

is to make the customers happy, therefore many refunds are approved. In the case of reoccurring 

problems, meetings with IOS are arranged to take suitable measures.  

According to the staff most customers contact them about new product defects. Rarely do 

customers contact them with older worktops or refer to the 25-year warranty. If a product defect 

has appeared after more than two years, improper care by the customer can be suspected. 

IKEA has previously had large costs due to mistakes made by the supplier. Often IKEA has to 

pay for their mistakes, as the supplier may judge a refund case differently. For example, while 

the supplier may have refunded one part of a worktop, IKEA had to refund the other parts of it 

too, to make sure all parts have the same hue as color changes in sunlight and with time. One of 

the interviewee has the perception that the supplier mistakes have increased, but possibly this can 

be explained by an increased number of sales. The quality of the product has remained the same. 

Problem 

The biggest problems regarding worktops are caused by the supplier, according the staff. A 

customer may get their worktop delivered in two parts as intended, but in two different colors. 

This kind of simple mistake should be possible to avoid, one of the interviewees think. 

Factory sealed sinks have also caused many problems recently, as the supplier used glue not 

specified by IKEA. Though adjusted now, the Customized worktop-group still gets customers 

with this problem. Uneven joints is another supplier problem. 

The most common surface problem is white stains, cause by water on the surface. Other common 

surface problems are scratches, particularly in the high gloss laminate worktops. Scratches were 

also very common in black laminate worktops, although this has been improved. In the case of a 

cut-out for a sink or hob, cracks may appear in the corners during transport. 

Dark laminate worktops in general may be hard to clean properly, many customers experience 

that the surface gets mottled. White surfaces have problems with stains after coffee or wine. On 

laminate worktops the edging strip may also come lose.  
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Appendix 2.  Interview with IKSC 

The interviewees were two staff members that have the job to answer customer service calls and 

solve customer problems about the kitchen range.  

Working Routines 

During a phone call the staff member registers what type of customer case it is. In case of 

product defect, the product article number is registered. All phone calls are logged, which 

enables follow-ups. 

A challenge for the IKSC staff is to judge whether a problem is caused by a product defect or 

incorrect handling by the customer. Sometimes the customer is asked to send in pictures of their 

problem, which are used to evaluate the situation. 

Regarding kitchen fronts and worktops the IKSC staff members have the perception that most 

customer claims are approved, as there are no standards for what is acceptable wear and tear 

after some years. They believe that the customers do have all necessary information regarding 

the 25-year warranty, but that most do not bother to read it. 

If a customer problem seems to be reoccurring, the case is sent to the Range manager. There are 

three different Range managers, responsible for different parts of the kitchen range. If the Range 

manager finds that changes have to be made to a product, the case is forwarded to IoS.  

Problem Areas 

The IKSC staff receives phone calls about all parts of the kitchen range, and they are of the 

perception that the quality of kitchen fronts and worktops in particular is not a huge problem. Of 

the kitchen fronts and worktops that are returned, most are due to product defects caused in 

production or transport. It is rare that a customer refers to the 25-year-warranty. The IKSC 

believes that many customers accept some wear and tear after a few years, and hence do not 

contact the customer service with problems regarding older kitchens. 

The IKSC staff is however aware of several reoccurring customer problems. One well-known 

problem area is paint or foil peeling off the dishwasher fronts.  

Water and moisture in general seems to be a source of problems for kitchen fronts. The front on 

the base cabinet for the sink sometimes cracks along the top edge as water collects there. This 

could probably be avoided if the customer remembered to wipe the water away. 

Kitchen fronts in proximity to dishwashers or sinks are also especially prone to peeling or 

bubbling paint or foil. But this problem sometimes affects kitchen fronts in the whole kitchen 

after a year or two. 

Other problem areas are hue inconsistencies or cracks caused by intense sunlight. Discoloration 

may occur for example from coffee spillage. This problem could often be avoided with proper 

care and customers are often refused a refund. Scratches most often seem to be caused in 

production or transport rather than form wear and tear. 

IKSC are of the perception that most product defects concern the fronts A1 and A3. The more 

expensive fronts seem to have fewer problems, and rarely do customers return the cheapest front, 

B2. Possibly customers accept defects on this cheap product. 

Regarding worktops, most customer returns concern laminate worktops, according to IKSC. 

Many customers seem to think that the quality on laminate worktops is poor. Customers 

complain about scratches, especially on dark surfaces as scratches are more visible on them 

compared to light surfaces. Possibly customers accept more wear and tear on a solid wood 

worktop, as the surface can be sanded. IKSC are of the perception that the quality does not differ 

between pre-cut and custom made worktops.  
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Appendix 3. Interview with Test Lab 

This appendix is a summarization of the interviews at IKEA’s test lab and an interview with a 

Product requirement specialist at IoS. The interviewees at the test lab were a Quality technician 

and a Test technician. 

The test lab 

The test lab in Älmhult is used to test products during the product development stage. Once a 

product is in production, the supplier is responsible for testing in external labs.  

There are several tests methods used to test the durability of surfaces. The majority of the 

surfaces tested belong to the kitchen range. According to the Product requirement specialist, 

surfaces should never be tested alone but always as a part of a finished product.  

Most surfaces have to pass a number of surface tests to be approved. The tests performed are of 

the type accelerated tests. Often a known problem area is tested first to make sure the product 

passes this test, and other aspects are tested at a later stage. 

All tests run in the test lab are initiated by IoS, and the person ordering the tests may not know 

what tests are suitable for the product in question. The test lab will then help to decide what tests 

need to be done. It is the IoS however who decides what is required for the product to pass a test. 

The test lab only reports the results from the lab. 

About 20 percent of the products in the test lab fail the tests. When a product fails a change in for 

example material or construction has to be made. Depending on where the development takes 

place, e.g. Älmhult or China, it can take days or weeks for this to happen and for a new test to be 

ordered.  

Test methods and standards 

There are a number of tests for the IoS to choose from when ordering a test. The tests are 

performed according to test standards, which are used to evaluate how well a product has 

performed in a test. It is possible to change a test standard. Changing a standard would take 

about five years. 

IKEA’s current test methods originate from standards developed in the 70s and 80s. Some 

methods have been developed after customer problems have been discovered, but the customers 

should not be used as guinea pigs, the Product requirement specialist points out.  

New test methods may either be developed by the lab technicians themselves or ordered by the 

IOS. No new test methods or changes have however been introduced due to the 25-year 

warranty. The Test technician thinks that the test method Crosscut should be introduced. 

After a test has been performed on a surface, a scale is used to measure the effect on the surface. 

Two test technicians always cooperate in making the evaluation. Previously the tests were run on 

one or two samples, and when testing liquids on a surface only one sample of the liquid was 

used. As of recent the tests are run on 20 samples and two samples of each liquid are always 

used, meaning more reliable results. 

Some surfaces are tested more than others. For some products there are no test standards 

available. Stone and acrylic worktops lack standards and are not tested at all. Suppliers are 

responsible for assuring the quality, but it is not verified by IKEA. When test standards are 

lacking the test lab has created its own test methods. An example of this is the climate chamber.  

Laminate is the most tested type of worktop, and solid wood and foiled fronts are the most tested 

types of kitchen fronts. Heat is the biggest challenge for the surfaces to withstand, for example 

heat from a warm cup may result in a white, circular mark on a worktop surface.  
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The different surface tests are usually not combined in the test lab. For example, surfaces may be 

tested for alcohol and scratches, but not alcohol on top of a scratch. Joints on the customized 

worktops are not tested in the lab. Neither are cracks or shape defects, such as skewed worktops 

or fronts. 

Tests and quality 

The Quality technician experiences that few of the designers and product developers visit the test 

lab. At times a product arrives to the lab that the test technicians immediately know won’t pass 

the tests. The product may be in the final stages of product development, but as a result of failing 

tests will have to go through construction changes. Hence designing with the test lab in mind 

could save a lot of time and money. Recently a mandatory introduction day in the test lab has 

been introduced for new employees. 

The Product requirement specialist has previously investigated competitors’ test methods, and do 

not believe IKEA are lacking in comparison. Other kitchen manufacturers do however not give 

their customers 25-years of warranty, and hence do not need as strict test methods as IKEA.  

It would be desirable to develop a test method that could verify a service life of 25 years for 

surfaces of worktops and fronts, but the Product requirement specialist believes this will be 

difficult or impossible to do. The warranty has however led IKEA to focus more on quality, 

which is positive for both company and customers. 
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Appendix 4. Interview with IKEA Range Navigator 

An unstructured interview with a Range Navigator at IoS was conducted to learn more about 

IKEA’s product development process and the organization of IoS. The Range navigator is 

responsible for presenting the PDP-process to new employees at IKEA. 

IKEA’s range is divided into different departments called Home Furnishing Businesses (HFB). 

Different teams work at the different HFBs, and the kitchen range belong to HFB7. The number 

of article numbers that can exist in each HFB is limited and called the Frame, for the kitchen 

range the number of article numbers in the frame is limited to around 1400. Approximately 20 

percent of the range is replaced with new products each year. 

A Product developer at IoS works with a specific range area, for example tables or appliances. 

The product developers function as team leaders and decide which products are going to be 

developed. The product development process consists both of development of new products, 

expiration of old products and improvements of existing products. 

A range is build around price and style. A range should contain products of different price levels 

and different styles to appeal to many people. The product developer decides what products are 

needed to complement the existing range, and a designer creates the final design of the product 

according to the design brief of the developer. The designer can be either external or internal.   

Creating technicians are responsible for documentation and drawings. A supplying technician is 

responsible for follow ups after production. If there are a lot of customer complaints on a certain 

product the Supplying technician decides if the product should be improved or removed from the 

range. A Category leader keeps track of different materials and which suppliers are suitable for 

each material, and functions as a coordinator between different HFBs. 

The process from idea to product may take several years and requires a lot of planning. The 

development process should always start with a business plan, made three years in advance. 

IKEA’s vision is to create a better every day for the many people. To achieve this vision the need 

of the customer has to be understood. Customer needs and how this translates into a product is 

described in the business plan. A prognosis of expected sales is also made. 

In the development plan of new products aspects such as material, production, price, costs and 

dimensions have to be considered. A Product development engineer cooperates with the designer 

and investigates the requirements on the product, packaging, and construction.  

In a design review the idea, design and business plan of a new product is presented and has to be 

approved before details of production, suppliers and time plan are decided. The prognosis of 

expected sales volumes and price are updated. 

During the development process simple sketches, Solid Works models and physical prototypes 

are made. Quality tests are performed, sometimes on simple handmade prototypes and 

sometimes on a finished product. A test plan has to be made before the product can be approved 

in a Product council. 

During the Product council it is verified that the product has passed the quality tests and fulfills 

all requirements. It is held when most of the product development is done. If the product is 

approved it is ready for production which usually starts around seven weeks later.  
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Appendix 5. Interview with Back Office and Range Manager 

An unstructured interview was held with the Back office manager and two Range managers at 

IKSCs office in Älmhult. 

The role of the Range manager is to spread information between coworkers at IKSC, IoS and 

Trading regarding their specific range. At IKSC the system used to register customer complaint s 

is mainly SAMS. IKSC staff and the Range managers react when they get a large number of 

customer complaints regarding a specific product and use the computer system Casey to file 

reports to IoS concerning reoccurring problems. In a Casey report pictures, supplier number and 

date stamp are registered and can thus be used by IoS to manage the quality of products. The 

Casey reports are received at IoS by the person working with the HFB in question. 

The Navigator is the equivalent to the Range manager for the customized worktops and 

appliances. Concerning the customized worktops it was previously a problem that Trading 

lacked information and control of what problems occurred with the customized worktops.  This 

has been addressed by introducing a new role at Trading, whose responsibility is to take part of 

and spread information from the Customized worktop-group so that Trading does not have to 

trust the supplier.  

The program Log a call used by the Customized worktop-group allows detailed information 

about a product problem to be registered, making it possible to use for obtaining statistics about 

common problem areas. It was paid for by the IoS. The Range managers believe it would 

probably be too time consuming for the IKSC to use this type of program.   

According to the Range managers the IKSC staff possesses a lot of information about customer 

problems that could be of use to the IoS. Their role is however to help the customer and not to 

function as a quality tool. This is considered to be a known gap in the organization. 

A challenge for the IKSC is to handle customer complaints in a consistent way. More routines 

are needed in how to categorize complaints into the different groups of product problems. 

Different customers are also treated differently depending on how they behave and which staff 

member they are in contact with. 
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Appendix 6. Interview with Quality Navigator 

A telephone interview with the Quality Navigator (QN) at HFB7 was conducted to learn about 

how information from customer service is received and handled by IoS. The QN is the link 

between customer service and IoS, receiving information from the retail organization and 

working together with product technicians at IoS to take appropriate action when product 

problems occur.  

The QN uses Casey to handle information about product issues and the IKSC has to file reports 

in Casey for the IoS to reach it. There are different queues in Casey, handled by different people 

at IoS. The QN receives reports from the Safety Alarm, Quality Alarm and Sale Stop ques. 

Quality alarms are sent to Trading, who can handle problems on their own or together with IoS.  

COPQ is an indicator of product quality used by the QN. COPQ means Cost of Product Quality 

and is described by the QN as a measurement of the cost of product returns, e.g. the cost of a 

broken product or an opened package, weighted against the product’s sales numbers. When a 

problem occurs IoS has to investigate if it is an isolated case or a systematic error, and through 

COPQ large problems can be identified. There are target values for the COPQ and if a product 

does not reach its target value it can be stopped in retail. What measures are taken by the IoS 

depends on the type of problem.  

The COPQ value gives no information about the reason of the problem at hand, to learn more 

about the problem reports made in Casey are used. The QN also lacks feedback from IKSC that 

makes it possible to quantify the size if different product problems. A connection between the 

computer systems used by the IKSC and Casey would be the best but the QN believe this will be 

difficult to achieve technically. The fact that IKEA is a global organization also makes things 

difficult as product complaints are coded differently in different language. 

IoS desires to learn more about the reason of product complaints and the coding from Log a call 

will be tested on the rest of the kitchen range. There is a special project to learn more about the 

reason behind product returns because of a change of mind. This is only registered as Changed 

mind in SAMS by retail, but IoS wishes to have more information about this. The coding in 

SAMS needs to be consistent globally, preferably in English or automatically translated. 

The connection between IoS and IKSC is not as developed as that between IoS and the 

Customized worktop-group. The quantifiable feedback needed by the IoS is not a part of IKSC’s 

working description and resources are lacking, though the QN claims that both parts understand 

that a closer collaboration is needed. 
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Appendix 7. Interview with YKI 

An interview at the institute for surface chemistry, YKI, was held with Section manager of 

materials and coatings, to learn some foundations about surface theory. YKI is a part of SP, the 

Technical research institute of Sweden. 

If a substance penetrates the surface coating, it can cause discoloration, moisture damage and 

impaired adhesion. Nano silica particles can be used in paint to make the surface exterior harder 

and decrease the risk of discoloration. Increased hardness may also increase the risk of 

embrittlement. YKI have investigated the use of silica particles in paint for outdoor use with 

favorable results.  

How liquids penetrate a surface depends on the surface tension of the liquid and the surface 

energy of the surface. Different liquids have different surface tension and the components in the 

liquid will affect a surface differently, depending on the type of material of the surface. Dish 

soap changes the surface tension of water and may cause the surface of a stone worktop to 

become mottled. It is often more difficult to protect a substrate against steam than water. 

UV-protection may be obtained in paint, usually by adding organic absorbents to the paint. The 

organic absorbents deteriorate with time upon radiation. YKI are working on developing UV-

protection with inorganic particles in UV-lacquer for outdoor furniture. 
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Appendix 8. Interview with Technical Inspector 

The Technical Inspector (TI) at IKEA Barkarby was interviewed to hear his view of customer 

problems and IKEA’s 25-year warranty. The TI is sent to customer homes when a complaint has 

been made and customer service cannot determine the cause of the problem. He is in close 

contact with the Customized worktop-group and inspects all worktops in northern Stockholm. 

Around five inspections are carried out each day.  

Approximately 50 percent of all inspections concern kitchen problems as it is difficult for the 

customer to bring a worktop or kitchen cabinet to the R&E department. Kitchen problems also 

involve the largest costs for IKEA in case a refund has to be made. If a reoccurring quality 

problem is discovered it is reported by the TI to technicians at IoS through the Quality manager 

at the IKEA store. Since IKEA produces such large volumes of their products, a small problem 

may have large consequences. Hence it is important to act quickly. 

An important task of the TI is to determine who is responsible for a product problem; the 

customer, IKEA or supplier. According to the TI the customer is often not aware of what is 

included in the kitchen warranty and many problems are caused by incorrect handling. The 

customers do not realize they have an own responsibility, and to communicate the issue of 

responsibility to the customer is difficult. 

The TI believes that IKEA should be proud of their products and not approve claims that are 

caused by incorrect handling. It is important to show to the customers that IKEA is not 

responsible, if so is not the case. IKEA should never defend a bad product, but the TI believes 

that in many cases the customer does not know their own obligations. But the importance of 

pleasing the customer has led IKEA to have a forgiving attitude towards the customer.  

The TI believes that quality is not a big issue for IKEA, 99.7 percent of the products has no 

quality issues. But large costs are associated with the kitchen warranty and it is important to 

communicate the right information to customers. The TI estimates that 70 percent of all 

inspections are not approved claims, but the terminology in the warranty is often diffuse and 

difficult to understand for the customer.  

It is important to judge all claims consistently, but it is difficult in such a large company with so 

many co-workers with different experience and knowledge. The TI believes the warranty should 

clearly express what is an approved claim and what is the customers responsibility. He believes 

the warranty in the current form is not completely honest as it is difficult for customers to 

interpret it and it is used mainly for commercial reasons. 

Lacquered fronts have a tendency for moisture damage according to the TI. The paint may start 

to peel and cracks may appear in the front. Wooden worktops also have a problem with cracks, 

often due to incorrect assembly. Red wine, heat and metal cans may also cause stains on 

worktops. Laminate worktops are the most sensitive in the joint between edging strip and bottom 

surface. A diffusion barrier should always be used, but even when it has been used it is not 

always correctly installed. 

According to the TI there are more claims since the 25-year warranty was introduced. It is more 

common with claims for new kitchens than old ones. The TI thinks this is because the customer 

cares a lot about the first scratches or defects in the kitchen, while some defects are tolerated in 

an old kitchen.  
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Appendix 9. Customer Problem Areas  

In this appendix the surface problem areas for both kitchen fronts and worktops that were 

identified from the SAMS data explained. First the problem areas for fronts are explained, 

followed by the problem areas for worktops. The problem areas for the customized and pre-cut 

worktops are almost the same, but some have been merged into one for the pre-cut worktops. 

Problem Areas for Kitchen fronts 

Moisture/water damage: Water and moisture from sinks, dishwashers and electric water boilers 

is an important cause of damage on kitchen fronts. It can result in fronts that swell, cracks or gets 

bubbles in the foil or paint, or cause the edges of the front to crack. Most often the fronts 

damaged are the ones mounted on the dishwasher or the base cabinet for the sink, but 

surrounding fronts may also be affected. 

Cracks: In this group are fronts with cracks in the actual front, not in the paint or foil. These 

cracks usually affect edges or the frame around the panel. Cracks caused by water damage or 

heat from ovens are not in this group. The fronts are often delivered to the customer with cracks 

existent, and hence seem to be caused in production before packaging. In a few cases cracks in 

wooden fronts have appeared with time. 

Peeling or cracking paint: In this group are kitchen fronts with peeling or cracking paint, where 

the cause has not been specified as water damage or heat. Cracks often appear at the edges of the 

fronts, sometimes around the handle. In some cases the paint is peeling off the whole front. 

These problems often arise after a few years, and are not existent at purchase as opposed to 

cracks. 

Peeling or cracking foil: This croup contains complaints regarding cracking or peeling foil, that 

has not been described as water or heat damage. Either cracks appear in the foil, or it starts to 

detach from the particle board. It affects both doors and drawer fronts. 

Scratches: Scratches may occur on the kitchen fronts with time but more often, the fronts are 

delivered to the customer with scratches even though the packaging is not damaged. Hence most 

scratches seem to be caused in production, before packaging.  

Veneer damage: In this group are fronts with damage to the veneer. The veneer may have 

cracks, parts of it may be missing or it may start to come lose at the edges of the kitchen front. 

The problems appear both on new kitchen fronts as well as fronts already in use.  

Surface defects: In this group are surface related problems, not caused by heat, water, scratches 

or peeling paint. These kinds of problems may be black spots or other marks on the surface, such 

as irremovable stains. The surface may also stain very easily. Customers also have problems 

with uneven surface structures, such as bubbles in the paint or foil, paint that has been running, 

or patches on the kitchen front with a coarse texture. In some cases the paint is chafed off the 

edges. These problems are usually existent at purchase, and probably caused in production. 

Dents: One problem area on kitchen fronts is dents and bulges. Edges and corners seem to be 

particularly susceptible to this problem. Indentations or bulges also appear on the surface of the 

fronts. In some cases the paint does not cover the indentations in the front, in other cases larger 

dents seem to have been painted over in the factory. These damages are typically existent at 

purchase, even though no damage is done to the packaging. 

Inconsistent hue: One group of customer problems is when the hue of the kitchen fronts is not 

consistent. This may affect fronts bought with a time interval in between, but also fronts bought 

or delivered at the same time. The hue of a front may differ in that it is darker or lighter than 

other fronts, or have a tone of color that is not coherent with other fronts, or the ones seen at the 

IKEA warehouse.  
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Heat damage: Heat from ovens, possibly malfunctioning ones, may cause cracks, bubbles or 

discoloration of the surface or the nearby front.  

 

Problem Areas for Worktops  

Cracks: Cracks can appear in different ways. For the worktops in this subgroup a lot of the 

cracks appeared around the sink or the hob and reached out in different directions. But there are 

also cracks that appeared from the front of the worktop and from the middle of the worktop in 

the bonding between wood panels. Some customers said that they didn’t do anything and that 

they just heard a sound and others had put something hot on the worktop when the crack 

appeared. The worktops were correct installed and oiled. The cracks are between 5 and 60 cm. 

Moisture around the sink: Moisture/water damages often appear around the sink which may 

cause the worktops to swell, bubbles in the laminate and laminate separation for many 

customers. In approximately 70-80% of the cases in this problem area it was mentioned that the 

problem arose around factory-sealed sinks. This can mean that most of the problems in this 

group depend on the problem with factory-sealed sinks and not the worktops’ surfaces. These 

cases can be from those customers that bought their factory-sealed sink when the sealing-glue 

problem occurred.  

Moisture from dishwasher (DW): In this group moisture/water damages that arose from the 

dishwasher on laminate worktops belong. About fifty percent of the customer had the diffusion 

barrier mounted under the worktop but they got moisture damages on their worktop anyway. 

Other moisture: Moisture/water damages that were not around the sink or above the dishwasher 

were placed in the group other moisture. The damages are typically around the joint, at the 

worktop’s front edge, in the corners and sometimes in the lower edge. This subgroup belongs 

only to the customized worktops. 

Edge: In some cases the worktop was delivered with the edging strip detached, missing or 

incorrectly placed. For some the edging strip started to detach after a while. The problems belong 

to laminate worktops. 

Discoloration: In this group are surfaces that have been discolored in different ways. One 

customer got a stain from a slice of lemon another got a white circle from the heat from a cup of 

tea. Most of the stains are white cloudy spots. Some stains are from hotpots and some from wet 

rags. In this group belong also a few cases where there were stripes and small holes under the 

first layer of the worktop that the customer thought seemed ugly. These were delivered like that. 

Scratches: For most of the customers the worktop was delivered with the scratches, but the 

packaging was not damaged. One of the customers had drawn a tray along the worktop 

(laminate) and got a 25cm long scratch. This subgroup does not belong to the pre-cut worktops 

because they do not have many cases of this kind reported in SAMS. 

Splinter: There were very few customer problems concerning splinters. Almost all of them were 

already there when the customer got the worktop delivered. 

Dents: A few cases with different kinds of dents belong in this subgroup. This subgroup is only 

for the customized worktops. Most of the worktops were delivered with dents. 

Laminate loosens: In this group are cases where the laminate has been separated from the 

worktop. For almost all of the cases it was hard to tell from the comment why the laminate 

detached. 

Other: In this group only complaints regarding the pre-cut worktops belong, and it is mostly 

problems caused by the supplier. In the group are only one or two cases with dents, scratches and 

rough surface etc. 
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Appendix 10. Test Methods 

In this appendix is IKEA’s surface test methods for kitchen fronts and worktops explained. All 

test methods should be carried out on the surface of a finished furniture or product, alternatively 

on a test sample that has been processed in the exact same way as the finished product. To make 

sure all surfaces are tested under the same circumstances, all test samples are conditioned for at 

least a week in a set air temperature and relative humidity. All tested surfaces are also examined 

before testing, and any defects or deviations are noted.  

Assessment of Resistance to Fat on Surfaces with Scratches (Fronts) 

This test method is used to determine the flexibility of a coating and how resistant to scratching 

it is. This is followed by a test to determine the scratched surface’s resistance to fat. 

Using a scratch device attached to a mobile arm, the tip of the device is placed on the tested 

surface and a load is applied. The tip is set in motion and a scratch is produced and measured. A 

disc of paper soaked in paraffin oil is then placed on the scratch. The scratch is inspected to see 

how the oil has spread and if there is any change in color or any other surface defects. The 

spread of the oil is a measurement of the flexibility of the coating. 

Assessment of Edges’ Resistance to Water (Fronts) 

Fronts in kitchens may be exposed to high levels of humidity, hence this test methods is used to 

simulate the effect of water on the edge of a front. This is done by placing the front in a tub filled 

with sponges, saturated by distilled water. The front is places in a vertical position, with edge of 

the front resting in the tub, for a period of time according to the requirement specification of the 

product. After the test the edged is assessed by measuring its thickness and defects such as 

swelling, damage to the surface finish and loose edgings are noted. 

Determination of Edges’ Resistance to Contact Heat (Fronts and Worktops) 

This test method is carried out on fronts that are in contact with heated surfaces, such as ovens. 

The front to be tested is placed horizontally with the edge against a thermal rail, which has been 

preheated to about 85 degrees Celsius. After the test the edge is examined, and any changes to 

the edge band or glued joint are noted. 

Assessment of Edges’ Resistance to Steam (Fronts and Worktops) 

Kitchen fronts and worktops are subjected to steam and condensation on the edges. This method 

tries to reproduce the effect of steam on coated or covered fronts and worktops.  

The test sample is placed in a vertical position with the tested edge downwards, resting on the 

edges of a water bath. The sample is then exposed to five minutes of steam, followed by hours of 

resting in a horizontal position. To assess the effect of the steam the edge is examined for 

different defects, depending on the type of material.  Typical defects are discoloration, opening 

of joints, swelling, flaking and cracks.  

Assessment of Edges’ Resistance to Mechanical Damage-Impact (Worktops) 

This method is used to test an edge’s resistance to impact. The sample to be tested is placed in a 

jig at a 45-degree angle, with the edge facing upwards. A cylindrical steel weight is dropped on a 

steel ball positioned on the edge of the sample, from a height according to requirements 

specification. The impact mark left by the steel ball is then examined and assessed according to a 

scale. Impact marks, with circular cracks around them or a cracking, flaking surface are typical 

effects of impact. 
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Surface Resistance to Surface Wear 

This method measures a coated surface’s resistance to abrasive wear-through to the sub-layer. 

Abrasion is achieved by placing two cylindrical wheels covered with abrasive paper on top of a 

horizontal, rotating test specimen. After 25 revolutions the specimen is examined. The number of 

revolutions when the initial wear point is reached is recorded, i.e. the point when recognizable 

wear-through first happens. The test is continued until the final wear point is reached, i.e. when 

the sub-layer is exposed in 95 percent of the abraded area. The surface’s resistance to surface 

wear is measured by the number of revolutions required to cause defined abrasion. 

Surface Laminate Resistance to Crazing (Worktops) 

This test assesses a laminated wood based substrate’s resistance to cracking at elevated 

temperatures. Test samples are placed in an electrically heated oven for 20 hours.  Thereafter the 

samples are left to cool, and at the end the sample surfaces and edges are examined with the eye 

and under magnification. Defects such as cracks and delamination are noted.    

Method for Checking Surface Coating/Covering Adhesion (future test with cross-cut) 

This method is used to test surface covering/coating’s adhesion to the substrate. The test is 

carried out by applying packaging tape to the surface by hand.  The tape is then removed slowly, 

perpendicularly to the test surface. The test is made twice, and the adhesion is assessed by 

evaluating if any coating fragments have been removed from the surface. The future test cross-

cut are made in the same way only a few cuts with standardized width between them are made 

like a cross on the surface before applying the packaging tape. 

Furniture - Assessment of the effect of light exposure 

This test method is carried out to assess the effects of light on furniture surfaces in indoor 

conditions. The surface is subjected to artificial radiation and the behavior of the surface is 

examined. The radiation is achieved with a Xenon lamp, and after exposure the degree of color 

change of the surface is compared to an masked, unexposed area of the same surface 

Modified Cold Check Test Method (Future) 

The method gives an evaluation of adhesion and flexibility of the surface covering. During a 

maximum of 20 days, a 25-cycle test is carried out in a climate chamber according to a 

predefined test procedure. During the test cycles the specimen is subjected to temperatures 

ranging from -20 to 55 degrees Celsius, at different levels of air humidity. 

After each cycle an evaluation of the surface is made, and any swelling or cracking is noted. If 

the assessment is uncertain, another person should make an additional assessment and if the two 

observers’ ratings differ, an assessment should be made by a third person. This test is unique for 

IKEA and should be performed by suppliers twice a year. Deliveries to IKEA should not start 

before the test is performed and approved. 

Assessment of Surface Resistance to Cold Liquids 

This method is used to assess how surfaces resist cold liquids. The liquids tested on worktops 

and kitchen fronts are distilled or deionized water, paraffin oil, ethanol and coffee. Two tests of 

the same liquid are always carried out simultaneously on each surface.  

The surface should be put in a horizontal position, and the liquid to be tested is placed on the 

surface through a disc of paper that has been soaked in the liquid in question. The disc is then 

covered by a Petri dish, and left for a time period according to requirement specifications. The 

test surface is then assessed by a test technician who examines to surface in artificial daylight. 

Deviations such as discoloration change in color and gloss, blistering, fiber raising, swelling or 

cracking are noted.  
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Assessment of Surface Resistance to Wet and Dry Heat 

A surface’s resistance to heat is tested with a heated block of aluminum. The temperature of the 

block is raised using an oven, and the block is then left to cool until it reaches the temperature 

specified by requirements specifications. 

When wet heat is to be tested, the block is places on the test area on top of a fiber cloth that has 

been wet by deionized water. After 20 minutes both block and cloth are removed. When dry heat 

is to be tested, the block is placed directly on the surface. After the test the surface is examined 

for discoloration, change in color and gloss, blistering, fiber raising, swelling or cracking.  

Climate Chamber 

The climate chamber is a test used to simulate the effect of varying air humidity, e.g. transport 

from a warm country. During the test the test specimen is placed in a climate chamber and 

subjected to a constant temperature of 35 degrees Celsius, at varying levels of air humidity. 

There is no standard for this test. When the test is ordered, the specifications of the test and what 

is required of the product to pass it, are decided by the IoS.  
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Appendix 11. Problem Areas vs. Test Methods 

 

 

 


