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a summary
In an era where digitalisation has revolutionised people’s 
lives, it is vital to make this transition accessible to 
everybody, or at least to the many, so that more 
people may benefit from it. The European Accessibility 
Act of 2025 (Forum, 2020) is a key stimulus for this, 
as it mandates organisations to be more inclusive of 
individuals with disabilities. The retail business is no 
exception, and as one of the world’s leading retailers, 
IKEA has stepped up its efforts to address accessibility 
issues. People with vision disabilities who rely heavily on 
screen readers, are among its initial customer segments. 
However, this group is relevant for more reasons than 
one as revealed by this thesis, the most important of 
them being- shopping at IKEA is a very visual experience, 
making it inaccessible to navigate for individuals with any 
sort of vision disabilities. 

The project narrows its focus to IKEA stores, where 
visual elements combine with the physical obstacles of 
navigating a giant indoor maze for customers with vision 
disabilities. At the store, these customers interact with 
various stakeholders like store co-workers, digital co-
workers, and other customers. This project thus takes a 
strategic approach by considering the larger whole that 
the problem is part of. Through numerous touchpoints 
with stakeholders, it was revealed that navigation is 
not a problem specific to IKEA, but is common to other 
large retailers. What makes IKEA unique however, is 
that customers visit not only to buy products but also 
to gather inspiration for their homes and larger life 
experiences. Thus, IKEA’s 1:1 showroom space becomes 
a crucial component to allow customers to imagine their 
dream homes come alive. Unfortunately, this part of the

showroom is exclusionary due to its emphasis on visual 
components. As a result, this thesis reframes the 
problem: how might we make inspiration at IKEA more 
accessible for customers with vision disabilities? 

Despite having a more defined focus, stakeholder 
group, and problem scope, designing was not easy. To 
be understandable and successful, design relies greatly 
on visual skills. However, planning for and working with 
persons with vision problems required adapting typically 
visual processes to a non-visual context. This is how the 
intended intervention, Trails, came to be. It is a service 
in which sighted customers leave trails of curated 
home and product inspiration for customers with sight 
disabilities. The ‘curation’ highlights the most popular 
or preferred products and home inspiration based on 
customer reviews and ratings. An audio layer brings Trails 
to life and guides customers through specific parts of 
the showroom while advising them on how best to touch 
and experience the products in those parts, combining 
audio and tactile communication for people with vision 
disabilities.

After being developed and tested with customers at 
the context of use- an IKEA store, the desirability and 
feasibility of the intervention had been established, 
but its viability remained to be checked. Therefore, 
discussions with various IKEA teams and blind testing 
with non-disabled customers took place to ground the 
intervention further and understand its profitability 
for a wider audience. Though creating an accessible 
digital solution would remove barriers for customers 
with vision disabilities, if their environment remained 
unwelcoming and hostile, they would still feel devalued 
and excluded. Ultimately, this project evolved from 
enhancing accessibility to fostering inclusion at IKEA.
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IKEA 
co-worker

customer with 
vision disability

strong phrases and takeaways

main 
characters

important notes or quick pointers

limitations

recap of each section for skim reading

customer with 
typical vision

‘how to’ read this book. Occullor 
esciatque 
nobit 
doluptasit 
aut debis.” 

Um incipsande voluptatur sum quo 
estibusdae abor aut labor aut as volorem 
poribust, offic te sequod minum ame vid et 
explit hilitis aute elenimp oremporum

Although there are region-specific 
guidelines on AD and how to develop the 
right descriptions, since this project is not 
being tested publicly and is rather small-
scale, those guidelines have not been 
taken into consideration.

!

notes from author

Invendus. Ut posam, 
sperspicae voluptatur min 
cus, nat es accae. Faciae 
volorum late peritaestem 
iunt ut minvell accatia 
sperio torestotae velitis isit 
a vendaep udigenis a sed ut 
ut qui nobit quam, quunt re 
volo temporeperes estibus
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an inclusive glossary

a

b

c

i

acuity
a keenness of sensory perception, as of hearing 
or perceptiveness of mind (Kotagal, 1995).

these terms are here to help!

blindness
a lack of vision. It may also refer to a loss of 
vision that cannot be corrected with glasses 
or contact lenses (Blindness and Vision Loss: 
MedlinePlus Medical Encyclopedia, n.d.).

(avoid: the blind)

co-worker
an employee of IKEA, regardless of designation, 
positioning or location.

inspiration
the process of being mentally stimulated to do 
or feel something, especially to do something 
creative (Oxford Languages and Google - 
English | Oxford Languages, n.d.). 

customer
an existing or potentially interested consumer 
of IKEA goods and services.

n

t

v

non-disabled
not affected with a disability : not disabled 
(Nondisabled Definition & Meaning - Merriam-
Webster, n.d.).

typical/ 20-20 vision
a term used to express visual acuity (the clarity 
or sharpness of vision) measured at a distance 
of 20 feet (Visual Acuity | AOA, n.d.).

(avoid: regular, normal vision)

vision disability
a decreased ability to see to a degree that 
causes problems not fixable by usual means, 
such as glasses or medication. can be due to 
disease, trauma, or congenital or degenerative 
conditions (Vision Disability: Types and 
Information | Disabled World, n.d.).

(avoid: visually challenged, visually impaired)
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if you are 
someone 
with typical 
vision, why 
don’t you 
imagine

You are off to IKEA and it’s a typical Dutch day- bad 
weather but you brave the journey, anticipating the 
treasures you’ll find there. Once inside, you go up the large 
staircase from the front,  and the scent of Swedish cuisine 
and the store’s vibrant lights welcome you. Today, you are 
on a mission for the perfect sofa, navigating through the 
maze of options. There is way too much, but you know 
exactly what’s in front of you, so its quite clear. However, 
you want some advice. Now the staff is busy, but you find 
all your answers at a self-service kiosk, because you know 
what you are looking for. Finally after what seems like 
forever but was only a couple hours, you reward yourself 
with succulent Swedish meatballs, easily grabbing an 
open table even in the jam-packed restaurant, because 
of course, you spotted it quite swiftly. A satisfying end to 
a day of inspiration and shopping.

Now, let’s shift the scene. Years, months or even weeks 
later, your vision starts to fade. That once-clear path to 
IKEA is now obscured. The stairs, the signs, the sea of 
sofas, the restaurant, all become a real maze. Consider 
this: what if you never saw any of it because you were 
born blind? The staircase, the signs, the helpful staff in 
yellow and blue- unseen. 

I asked you to imagine but you visualised it just now, 
didnt you?

In this photo essay, as you move from left to right, you 
can see the spectrum of vision and disability. Its not all 
black and white, is it?

Fig 1. Typical vision and vision disability are 
indeed two parts of the same spectrum 
(Perkins School for The Blind, 2024).



Blind and 
non-blind 
is a false 
binary social 
construct.”
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introduction1 mentioned and overwhelming nature of the visual element 
in their stores, which made this a crucial domain to tackle.

problem overview

The background revealed a little about how the IKEA 
Experience as it existed, was not completely accessible 
to people with vision disabilities, thus limiting their full 
exposure to shopping there. The organisation’s ongoing 
research identified certain key pain points of this group to 
be navigational difficulty, high assistance needs and the 
inability to access predominantly visual information in the 
stores (IKEA, 2023). With a personal interest in inclusive 
societal transitions and IKEA’s commitment to accessibility, 
I aim to design an intervention that could aid individuals 
with vision disabilities in their store experience, ultimately 
making it more pleasurable for them. Consequently, this 
could lead to better purchasing habits of such a group 
and could turn profitable for IKEA. Besides, the learnings 
from designing for people with disabilities can be used to 
improve the experience for all people (Donovan, 2020).

project scope

This thesis aims to view the problem through a holistic 
lens, i.e. understanding that people with vision disabilities 
do not go in isolation when they visit IKEA. Ergo, 
acknowledging the need to address the concerns of the 
others involved in this shopping experience. Thus, the 
project considers the interests of multiple stakeholders 
from the storefront, corporate and customer segments 
of the IKEA ecosystem. However, the project is also 
cautious of the value tensions that may arise amongst 
these 3 groups and seeks to embrace them instead of 
trying to solve the problem for everyone involved. In order 
to tackle this complexity however, a system of multiple 
social, strategic and creative layers was proposed.
 

glossary

introduction

literature

a bit of background

Retail giant IKEA is more than just a one-stop home 
shopping destination for people all around the world. It 
also provides its customers with a unique shop offering 
known as the ‘IKEA Experience’ (BusinessBar, 2021). 
This is a brilliant strategy in which buyers are subtly but 
deliberately steered through a maze of places that mimic 
the liveability of their ideal homes, ultimately exciting and 
incentivizing them to buy more. This could explain why 
individuals spend so many hours at IKEA, being exposed 
to a wide selection of the brand’s products. The fact that 
this experience is visually supplied abundantly while also 
being aesthetically beautiful makes it worthwhile, despite 
the long distance for many. However, what happens when 
someone is unable to experience this visually heavy retail? 
Shopping at IKEA then might become more exhausting 
than enjoyable.

In the transition towards a more inclusive future and 
better compliance with the strict European Accessibility 
Act (EAA) (Forum, 2020), IKEA has been researching on 
how to make its shopping experience more accessible for 
individuals with disabilities (IKEA, 2023) both online and 
in-store, through more accessible digital solutions. Since 
the screen reader is one such digital tool that is important 
for people with vision disabilities, the organisation decided 
to foray deeper into this group. Beyond good intentions, 
however, lies the fact that the disposable income of people 
with disabilities provides a great investment market. In 
the USA alone, this income is around $490 billion (Yin et 
al., 2018). Added to all these factors was the increasingly 
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Fig 2. The 3 key stakeholders in this project.

Fig 3. Stakeholder involvement.

Though the designed intervention is going to be aimed 
at customers with visual disabilities, its application will 
directly/indirectly influence the roles played by IKEA 
stakeholders both in the store and digitally. 

notes from author

This part sets the stage for the thesis by describing 
the issue IKEA has been working on, the stakeholders 
it has been investigating, why it is so relevant right 
now, and which components of it are being addressed 
in this project. It also provides a quick outline of the 
issue at hand and why it is special to IKEA as a retail 
powerhouse. It also understands that there is more than 
one stakeholder engaged. As a result, it explores the 
project’s strategic response to this somewhat difficult 
issue. This brief review is followed by more extensive 
results from the literature, which help to establish the 
design intervention in empirical data.
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literature2
accessibility and IKEA: their story

IKEA has the goal of transforming into a completely circular 
and ‘inclusive IKEA’ by 2030 (IKEA Social Entrepreneurship, 
2024). This coupled with the organisation’s constant 
commitment to get in compliance with the EAA (Forum, 
2020), makes it recognise people with disabilities as a 
crucial part of both its business and its societal impact. 
The EAA mandates that digital products and services that 
are vital to people with disabilities be made accessible 
to them (Forum, 2020). This was a key point for IKEA’s 
digital accessibility journey. Though it began with a focus 
on understanding how people with vision disabilities 
interacted with various digital products online (eg: screen 
reader), it soon ballooned into understanding more 
about the people themselves and learning from their rich 
experiences to design better. 

intro: people with vision disabilities

When people hear of vision disabilities, they think 
‘blindness’, a world shrouded in darkness. Many also 
believe that blindness is a hard-line condition that they could 
never relate to because it is an extreme condition. Vision 
disabilities are far more diverse than the encapsulation 
of a single word. These disabilities could range from 
different types of low vision to total blindness to congenital 
blindness and even legal blindness (Kolarik et al., 2014; 
Lockley et al., 2015; Meaidi et al., 2014; Ricciardi et al., 
2009; What Do Blind People See? Facts and Research, 
n.d.). Thus, while some people are completely blind, some 

have limited vision which prevents them from seeing the 
peripheries, or certain spots in their line of sight. They 
are also far more common a condition than believed to 
be. About a billion of the global population is affected by 
vision disabilities (Brunes et al., 2021).  In general, vision 
disabilities limit access to information, engagement with 
the surroundings as well as direction and movement 
(Brunes et al., 2021). Furthermore, people who are affected 
with acquired vision disabilities cope and live differently 
than those with congenital vision disabilities (Choi et al., 
2019). Consequently, the ability to read signage, product 
information, and many times, even navigating through 
places is restricted for this group (Council of Canada, 2022). 
Research showed that people with disabilities in general 
have a harder time using digital applications (Disabilities 
When Using Apps | Appt, n.d.). In the Netherlands, the 
context of this project, an approximate 222,000 people 
with vision disabilities struggle to use digital products or 
apps (Disabilities When Using Apps | Appt, n.d.).

customers and IKEA: problem areas

From here on, people with vision disabilities will be referred 
to as ‘customers’ since they would be the potential/ ultimate 
buyers at IKEA. The company’s ongoing research involved 
a plethora of store visits and interviews with customers. 
Insights revealed that though IKEA was quoted to be a 
“fun” and “exciting” place to be, most customers would 
have preferred it if they could move about freely without 

introduction

literature

layering

This explains why the focus of this project 
was directed specifically towards designing 
accessible shopping experiences for 
customers with disabilities at IKEA.

In the 
Netherlands, 
a whopping 
222,000 
people 
with vision 
disabilities 
struggle to 
use digital 
products!”

This paragraph aims to bring awareness 
about the lives of people with vision 
disabilities in society. It does so not only 
by pulling hard numbers but also by 
highlighting the different experiences these 
disabilities have on affected individuals. 
Overall, it strives to drive home the fact 
that people with vision disabilities are 
not an extreme case, but are in fact quite 
commonplace, making them more relevant 
to address as a target audience for IKEA 
and this project.
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having to constantly ask for assistance or draw attention.

Unsurprisingly, navigating the store was one of the first 
problem areas that puts-off a lot of the ‘fun’ for customers 
(IKEA, 2023). However, it is interesting to mention here 
that navigation is not a problem specific to IKEA, but in 
fact is a common pitfall of large retailers when it came to 
serving people with vision disabilities (Rand, n.d.). 

A second problem area was the mismatch between what 
customers needed and how co-workers were equipped 
to support them (IKEA, 2023). Many times, the right 
questions were not asked, and other times, there wasn’t 
enough staff to help. 

Third, customers also remarked on the possibly daunting 
nature of the store partly since there is an overload of 
light and soundscapes (IKEA, 2023). Coupled with the 
excessive product choice offered with less-than ideal 
product descriptions, customers also take more time to 
read descriptions as they cannot ‘quickly glance’ over a 
vast number of aisles. Thus, they are dependent on their 
companions or co-workers in the store once again for 
access to such information.

problem area 2

problem area 1

problem area 3

This 
substantiates 
the need to 
recognise store 
co-workers 
as important 
stakeholders 
who interact 
with customers 
in this project.” 

Designing 
for disability 
inclusion 
makes life 
better for the 
many- people, 
organisations 
and 
businesses.”

A final fourth issue arises from not being able to translate 
their product findings from IKEA’s online website or app 
to the actual store (IKEA, 2024).

a bit of universal design

Universal design, or inclusive design is the practise of 
designing products, services and systems that can be 
used by people across all demographics to the largest 
extent possible (Yu et al., 2015). One of its important 
guidelines is market accessibility. Particularly in retail 
where lighting, physical space and staff interactions are 
inevitable touchpoints for people, making this experience 
accessible can bring a considerably large ROI to 
businesses (Yin et al., 2018). Disability or not, retail design 
provides individuals with the agency to feel competent 
enough to make choices and independent enough to 
follow through with them. Additionally, people with vision 
disabilities have well-defined but unique requirements 
when compared to people with other disabilities (Menzel 
Baker et al., 2002). Thus, understanding the challenges 
faced by such individuals can present the retail industry 
with opportunities to design for that delicate balance 
between independent functioning and dependence (Yu et 
al., 2015) , a greater good for more people. This is a driver 
of motivation not only for me, but also for the reader of this 
story to recognise the power they hold to make inclusion 
the norm, not the rule.

This bit stresses on the importance and 
benefits of ‘designing for the many’ by 
pointing out the monetary and larger social 
gains of including people with disabilities 
as customers of the retail industry.

problem area 4

The above piece underlines the struggles 
and complexities people with vision 
disabilities grapple with when they visit 
an IKEA store, based on literature and 
organisational research. It sets the bar for 
delving deeper into these issues as the 
project proceeds.
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notes from author

The literature review ties together many components 
of the project, people, and organisation. It begins with 
IKEA’s adventure with accessibility, which was motivated 
by both social responsibility and the need to comply 
with a robust legal framework that may have serious 
consequences if not addressed. It then goes on to tell 
more about the lives and experiences of the target 
population with visual problems, allowing readers to 
sympathise with and better understand them. Once the 
understanding has been formed, the review focusses 
on the numerous issues that this group faces at IKEA, 
leaving room for more probing and growth in the thesis. 
Finally, it emphasises the social and economic benefits 
of designing and incorporating a larger audience within 
IKEA, providing a compelling rationale to address those 
complicated issues. The following portion of this tale 
will provide techniques to navigate the total intricacy of 
this argument.
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adaptive layering3
a way to navigate complexity

literature

layering
(layers- 1,2,3)

RtD

why layering?

One of the goals of this thesis was to embrace diverse 
stakeholders, experiences and methods by breaking 
down their intricacies into simpler, logical takeaways, while 
keeping inclusion at the forefront. Hence, the following is 
a proposal of a multi-layered system that comprises of 
social, strategic, and creative domains that could help 
achieve this goal. 

a quick recap

IKEA is doing research and field studies to understand 
the experiences of customers with vision disabilities 
when they visit an IKEA store with the aim of making their 
shopping experiences more accessible.

but, these customers do 
not exist in silos.
Acknowledging multiple stakeholders, entities, and 
their values

layer 1: multiple stakeholders

Using the power of analogies to help others relate better

and the approach to design 
must be adaptive to others.

layer 2: analogies

layer 3: more-than-human design
Using a more-than-human approach that considers 
other factors surrounding the human (customer)

Co-design as a means to make involved stakeholders 
understanding of one another

but first, these ‘others’ 
must understand one 
another.

and then, ideas can work 
better with some validation 
from them.

hence, their experiences 
at IKEA should be relatable 
to others.

layer 4: co-design
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Conducting a validation of the ideas and concepts at 
the context of use with affected stakeholders

Aligning  and adhering the project to IKEA’s 
organisational values

but not without, the core 
IKEA values in place.

layer 5: experience prototype

layer 6: value alignment

This thesis aligns with four of eight IKEA values namely:
Togetherness- since the project considers multiple 
stakeholders and their opinions, Different with a Meaning- 
since the project takes a different, inclusive approach 
rather than solely targeting an end customer, Caring for 
People and Planet- by making the shopping experience 
more accessible to a wider range of people, and Leading 
by Example- if it works well, the designed intervention 
could be piloted to set IKEA apart from its competitors in 
the transition to inclusion in retail.

There are always other stakeholders and values in place 
even if it involves designing for/with a particular group. In 
this case, there are firstly the customer themselves, along 
with their human and non-human companions. These 
customers interact with co-workers at the store who 
guide them. And digital co-workers at IKEA find ways to 
make the interactions of both customers and co-workers 
in-store seamless and accessible. In essence, there is a 
whole ecosystem that makes up IKEA. This kind of broad 
involvement at an early-stage aids in comprehending 
how the designed intervention might be perceived by the 
various stakeholders and where the value tensions might 
be the highest. 

layer 1: multiple stakeholders

peeling open the layers

Acknowledging multiple stakeholders, entities, and 
their values.

Fig 4: Consideration of key stakeholders and 
their entities directly/ indirectly.
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Using the power of analogies to help others relate better

about analogies

Analogies can be used to describe a foreign target notion by 
detecting parallels in structure and relationships between 
it and a more known source (or analogue, anchor, base, 
and vehicle) (Chou & Shu, 2015).The potential possessed 
by analogies to make abstract concepts familiar by 
rooting them in real-world situations is as demonstrated 
by Duit (Duit, 1991) and Clement (Clement, 1993) not only 
provides cues for visualisations but also inspiration for 
students to relate remote topics to possible, pleasurable 
thoughts (Chou & Shu, 2015).

IKEA’s store experience can be mildly confounding to an 
audience that might not have visited or be fully aware of 
its working. To comprehend the unique problems faced by 
customers with vision disabilities within the store, it helps 
to first get an inkling of how the store itself functions. This 
layer thus relates to existing and well-documented topics 
to try and explain the less-documented topic of ‘how 
an IKEA store works’. Owing to its well-curated product 
displays and its exhibitionist showroom design, IKEA can 
be compared to a museum. The array of products and 
resources coupled with a partial self-service model can 
also be likened to a public library. 

two scenarios

Although the concerns of customers seem to be many 
in number, they seem to be experienced mostly in two 
specific scenarios within the store. These scenarios are 
concrete narratives about product or technology usage 
and usually have the capacity to bridge knowledge 
between various stakeholders (Anggreeni & van der Voort, 
2009). These led to developing initial problem statements.

analogies that can specifically relate to the 
IKEA experience.

customer looks 
for a product on the 
IKEA app/website

knows quite 
confidently what they 

want and visit the store 
for confirmation based 

on touch and feel

enters the 
overwhelmingly visual 

and large store

confused by 
complex navigation 

and having to walk long 
paths, fear knocking 

things over

left with fear and 
exhaustion in the end, 

without the actual 
product in hand

the usage of a scenario along with an 
analogy strengthens that analogy itself.

layer 2: analogies
scenario 1: “Finding a product at an IKEA store is like 
finding a single book in a large public library, its just too 
hard to know where it is located.”

This is a navigation-specific issue since the product on the 
IKEA website or app is not easily available to customers 
when they arrive at the shop. Customers are fatigued and 
upset because they cannot locate the product that was 
intended and sought.

relation between IKEA and a public library

problem statement 1: Cross-channel experience is not 
translated well when a customer first searches for a 
product online and then visits the store.

Fig 5: Scenario 1

Fig 6: Analogy 1



Sandhya Ravichandran  | TU Delft

40
A New Trail of Inspiration at IKEA  |   Thesis 2024

41

scenario 2: “Visiting an IKEA store for home inspiration is 
like visiting a museum, there’s way too much to discover 
and no place to start.”

customer visits 
the store to get some 
inspiration and ideas 

for their home

enters the 
overwhelmingly visual store 
that is also filled with way 
too many product aisles

exploded with product options 
but is not aware of which ones 

would best fit their need as they 
cannot see each product

though it is a fun 
experience to do once, they 
are left confused and tired 

from constant movement in 
the store

This is an inspiration-specific issue and is important to 
underline because most people go to IKEA for inspiration 
and home planning. However, the inspiration available 
in the stores as they exist is highly visual, and thus not 
accessible by customers with vision disabilities, leaving 
them confused, indecisive and once again, dependent on 
others around them.

relation between IKEA and a museum

problem statement 2: Home inspiration and planning 
are not accessible to customers because there is an 
overwhelming visual variety at the store with no way to 
filter.

Fig 7: Scenario 2

Fig 8: Analogy 2

layer 3: more-than-human design Using a more-than-human approach that considers 
other factors surrounding the human (customer)

People with vision disabilities do not visit an IKEA store 
alone (IKEA, 2024). Given the spectrum of their disability 
and the many physical elements they need to manoeuvre, 
there is a need for a companion. Many times, it turns 
out that their companion is not necessarily human. A lot 
of their faithful guides are ‘non-human’ or ‘more-than-
human’ agents like guide dogs, guiding sticks, guiding 
AI, or a combination of human and more-than-human 
agents (Ravichandran, 2024b). These individuals thus 
trust these agents   enough to be guided by them. This 
can also be seen in a ‘more-than-human’ perspective to 
design where we acknowledge that we are indeed part 
of a larger ecosystem and cannot function in isolation. 
This approach to design is a decisive choice made in this 
project not because it is better, but because an extremely 
human-centred approach at its core has threatened the 
diversity and inclusion of our society in the past (Deep 
Dive into More-than-Human Design – This Is the Deep 
Dive Repository, n.d.). The approach hinges on respecting 
but also knowingly lending support from more-than-
human agents around us, allowing us to rethink the power 
dynamics we have as humans. Ultimately, this perspective 
is also a more sustainable and systemic way (Chancel, 
2022; Cotsaftis et al., 2023; More-Than-Human: Design 
After Human-Centricity | by Ollie Cotsaftis | Medium, n.d.)
of caring for both people and the planet, one of the core 
values IKEA swears by.

Fig 9. More-than-human agents surrounding 
customers with vision disabilities.

A more-
than-human 
approach 
to design 
is a more 
sustainable 
way of caring 
for people and 
planet.”
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notes from author

Adaptation and flexibility are central to the thesis, 
and the section above presents a layered system that 
integrates this adaptability through design processes, 
strategies, and interactions. The first layer offers a new 
perspective on the target audience (customers with 
vision disabilities) through the lens of this project. The 
second highlights the need of making the target group’s 
challenges at IKEA accessible and therefore relatable to 
a larger audience. With various stakeholders, entities, 
and their values to consider, as well as a complex set of 
problems to design for, the third layer emphasizes the 
importance of a design approach that extends beyond 
a single stakeholder, i.e. a more-than-human approach 
to design. However, for these varied stakeholders to 
engage and collaborate on their beliefs and concerns, 
they require a coalition. The next section discusses how 
research can lead to a path.
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research through 
design (rtd)

4
why rtd?

The thesis addresses an issue that takes into deliberation 
diverse stakeholders, multiple processes, and a giant 
organisation. This led to rethinking the roles traditionally 
played by design in such complex situations and 
broadening the horizons between research and design. 
Research through Design (RtD) is an exploration-driven 
methodology where knowledge is derived from diving into 
design and other discipline-related activities (Sleeswijk 
Visser, 2018). 

RtD provided the author a versatility of roles in this project 
as a connector between stakeholders, a facilitator of 
stakeholder participation and an initiator of ideas that can 
be implemented (Sleeswijk Visser, 2018). 

about co-design

Since a project like this is under the influence of different 
stakeholders, almost every process is de-facto, a 
collaborative one (Manzini, 2014). Collaborative or 
cooperative design approaches change how and what we 
research (Sanders & Stappers, 2008).

Co-design involves actively creating and experimenting 
alongside individuals who will utilize, frequent, or live in 
the space of a final product (Brown, 2023). It recognizes 
these individuals as experts in their respective areas, 
capable of contributing insightful knowledge. Although 
co-design usually follows desk research and more 1-1 
research like interviews, an adaption was made to this 
usual method to fit this special context. This is because 
jumping into the fuzzy front end with stakeholders early 
on revealed not only their rich personal experiences, but 
also the challenges that arose from their interactions with 
one another. This provided an opportunity to design in 
quick cycles with a higher chance of validating ideas 
more than once. Naturally, co-design works better in the 
context of use. Thus, the motion to have a joint co-design 
session with the 3 key stakeholders (customers, store 
and digital co-workers) as participants in an IKEA store 
was realised in the form of a workshop. In this workshop, 
the author played the role of a facilitator who guided and 
encouraged participants to share their knowledge and 
expertise, rather than play a designer who might bias the 
session with their personal ideas.

co-design as an inclusive experiment

Design is a domain that garners a lot of strength from 
being visually powerful. However, field experiments with 
customers and research (IKEA, 2023) have established 
that the overly visual cues in IKEA are what hinder 
accessibility and ultimately, the fulfilling satisfaction of 
such experiences for customers with vision disabilities. 
Studies on designing with such a niche group are not 
too well documented, and therefore, the uniqueness of 
co-design becomes relevant. This method has several 
dynamics that set it apart from conventional participatory 
design practises.

Design and 
research are 
inextricably 
linked: Doing 
design is doing 
research.” 
(Stappers & Giaccardi, 2017)

Co-design is 
a mindset of 
moving from 
designing for 
people to 
designing with 
them.”

layer 4: co-design Co-design as a means to make involved stakeholders 
understanding of one another

layering

RtD
(layer 4)

making sense 
of things
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Co-design implies empathy, constructive criticism and 
techniques that greatly vary from most ‘designer-only’ 
processes (Smeenk et al., 2019) . Working alongside people 
with a disability also requires flexibility and sensitivity that 
co-design provides. Many standard design tools used 
for co-design are in fact, visual tools (Magnusson et al., 
2017) that make it hard to elicit feedback from the group 
in question. Since these customers preferred and were 
also adept in verbal communication, the workshop was 
designed to encourage verbal inputs from them (Brewer, 
2018). Though this has been mentioned as a limitation 
in some studies (Brewer, 2018), it presented a chance to 
ensure that all participants played on a level field. One 
interesting form of verbal communication was a scenario-
based textual narrative that was used to create a dialogue 
between a sighted individual and an individual with a vision 
disability (Metatla et al., 2015). Further, their experiences 
were made more sensorially accessible by providing a 
material library filled with tactile and textured materials 
during the workshop, more on that later. Lastly, taking into 
consideration the needs of both groups of people, with 
and without disability, assistive prompts accompanied 
participants throughout the workshop. These were 
accommodated in different formats namely large-visual 
print (for people with low-vision), audio (for people with 
blindness) and tactile formats (for everyone) to enable 
each individual with the will and ability to participate. 

the workshop: as a facilitator

The workshop took place at a busy IKEA store in the 
Netherlands. It lasted a total of 3 hours and comprised of 
3 sections with good breaks in between. The workshop 
involved a total of 8 participants who were a diverse mix 
of customers with vision disabilities, co-workers from the 
store and digital co-workers from IKEA. 

Often, it is quite challenging for people from different 
backgrounds to have a harmonious dialogue (Yuan & 
Dong, 2014), more so if it involves people with different 
needs. Opening the workshop with this specific section 
was hence vital for the 3 stakeholder groups not only to 
understand each other’s experiences, but also empathise 
with them. This was also chosen as a means to foster 
respectful dialogue and create a supportive participatory 
environment for everyone (Mattelmäki & Taideteollinen 
korkeakoulu., 2006). It began with participants sharing 
their lived experiences at the context in question: an 
IKEA store. Lived experiences are powerful true stories 
narrated by people from different points of views. It lasted 
45 minutes and everyone took turns to add a moment of 
joy or frustration to their experience at IKEA. This gave 
them a better understanding of what the other might have 
been through and in some cases even relate to them. 
Each section was bolstered with prompts that acted as 
scaffolding for those who wanted or needed them.
Prompt 1: “A memorable shopping/working experience at 
IKEA for me was...”
Prompt 2: “A challenge I encountered one time was..” 
Prompt 3: “A moment of connection with a co-worker or 
customer was…”

After the first section, participants grew more familiar with 
one another, and the wall between them seemed to be 
breaking down slowly. Naturally, each lived experience 
was unique and adding that last bit of emotion made it 
even richer, allowing participants to comprehend each 
other beyond the lives of ‘customer’ and ‘co-worker’. This 
was a good time to ease them into the context and the 
problem scope in more detail. However, the participants 
were a mix of people with and without disabilities, so 
a level playing field had to be ensured when they dove 
deeper.

Co-design workshop structure

Workshop section I: Empathy Building 
through Lived Experiences

Workshop section II: Roleplaying Scenarios 
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Scenario Based Design (SBD) is one such way to ensure 
everyone is able to participate in some way or another (Tunc 
et al., 2023). Role Playing Games (RPG) are yet another way 
to facilitate team work (Garneli & Chorianopoulos, 2021). 
Together, they are a strong duo that can help make sense 
of real-life situations by getting participants to indeed ‘act’ 
them out, similar to rehearsing for a play before actually 
performing. Since this project is grounded in the present-
day situation of accessiblity at an IKEA store, the scenarios 
that were played out were ‘actual practise’ scenarios, 
one of the 6 scenario types proposed by Anggreeni and 
van der Voort (Anggreeni, 2010). This section lasted 45 
minutes again, during which the participants were divided 
into two diverse teams of 4 (1 digital co-worker, 1 store 
co-worker, 2 customers), and were presented with one 
unique scenario each from the two mentioned previously. 
This process shed light on the various roles played by 
the co-workers at the store, and the kind of interactions 
customers have with co-workers during the two specific 
scenarios. A key goal of this section was to identify any 
challenge and opportunity areas within both scenarios 
for all three stakeholder groups. Again, prompts were 
constantly around to aid anyone who needed them. 
Prompt 1: “What would the customer want to do? Would 
they ask a store worker? Talk to their companion? Use a 
device?”
Prompt 2:  “What would the store worker want to do? 
Would they want to offer help at the information
kiosks or would they want to offer help on the shop floor?”
Prompt 3: “What kind of interactions would the customer 
and store worker want to have in this situation?”

Two-thirds down, participants were now more than 
comfortable with each other, so much so that they got 
chatty and had to be brought back to the clock. Having a 
well-rounded understanding of the problem scope backed 
by their personal affirmations in the form of experiences, 

participants were eager to jump into generating possible 
solutions. The final section thus involved coming up with 
ideas and recommendations based on the challenges 
and opportunities identified in the scenarios. This was 
carried out within the same teams and lasted for a total 
of 60 minutes. It had two parts to it: the first part was 
brainstorming, or simply hurling out any ideas that came 
to mind relating to each scenario. The second part was 
prototyping where participants could choose to narrow 
down and define a couple of ideas in slightly more detail. 
Though the teams were diverse, each team comprised of 
customers with vision disabilities and for them to freely 
participate in such sessions, any or a combination of 
non-visual modes including auditory, tactile, and haptic 
had to be included. However, communicating design 
concepts that utilise various modalities is tricky (Metatla 
et al., 2015). Involving people with vision disabilities in 
the design process then required adapting visual tools 
to meet their unique demands. The first component of 
brainstorming was a verbal session, where participants 
would share ideas within their teams without inhibitions. 
An audio recorder and a note taker from each team 
would also record all ideas. The second component of 
prototyping was made low-fidelity (lo-fi) such that the 
artefacts created simply needed to capture the essence 
of the idea, and not other visual cues. Additionally, the 
tactile library of materials provided for this very stage was 
handy to create accessible versions of their ideas. The lo-
fi nature of this component thus gave a lot of freedom to 
participants who could choose between audio recorders, 
tactile materials, large prints, and lastly visual materials, 
allowing each participant to pick a method fitting their 
abilities. 

Discussing just 
how hard it is 
for everyone 
at IKEA during 
their own 
experiences 
surfaced 
underlying 
tensions 
between 
customer and 
co-worker.”

Involving 
people 
with vision 
disabilities 
in the design 
process then 
required 
adapting visual 
tools to meet 
their unique 
demands.”

Workshop section III: Brainstorming and 
Defining Ideas
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reflecting on the workshop

The experimental co-design was more successful 
than initially imagined. Participants mentioned feeling 
comfortable with the numerous techniques at their 
disposal. However, a pitfall was the location of the 
workshop itself. Owing to being in a busy IKEA store 
in the popular morning hours, there was a lot of 
background noise that overwhelmed participants with 
vision disabilities, since they primarily relied on hearing 
and sound to make sense of the workshop happenings. 
Conducting the workshop in the problem context thus did 
not yield that desired effect and made it notably distracting 
for participants. In adjunct, despite the consideration of 
accessible participatory processes at various stages of 
the workshop, the unfamiliarity to such processes once 
again made participants distracted, and at some points, 
mildly confounded, maybe even disinterested. This was a 
sound realisation of how as a designer, good intentions 
don’t always lead down the right path.

workshop insights

One of the strongest insights from this workshop were the 
blunt yet simple truths quoted by participants themselves. 
What initially started off as a respectful and rather mildly 
uptight conference from both sides (customers and co-
workers), soon turned into a raw, open ground for honest 
experiences, both positive and negative.

“I hate to always have to be prepared 
because the world is not prepared for me.”

Quoted by a completely blind participant, the above strikes 
a chord not simply because it came from someone who 
is directly experiencing a disability, but because it reveals 
the amount of preparation and effort these customers

must put in for most things a lot of us take for granted, for 
instance, a random visit to IKEA. This quote underlines 
that customers with vision disabilities cannot afford to be 
impulsive shoppers. 

“Its not just overwhelming noise, it’s also 
very disorientating to have this really large 
open space without having any way to, like, 
to connect with where you are and where 
you need to go.”

This statement from a participant who is almost blind 
depicts the fear and stress induced by crowded public 
spaces like IKEA which are not just sensorially overloaded 
but also navigationally challenging for people with vision 
disabilities.

“Overwhelmed with our daily routine talking. 
I’m going to hear the same question every 
day, 5000 times a day.”

From the tone of this quote from a participant who is a 
store co-worker, it can be noted that the reality can be 
frustrating from both ends. Co-workers are also humans 
who get vexed and have to constantly be patient while 
assisting all customers, not just those with disabilities, 
and are thus overwhelmed and fatigued themselves in the 
process.

“It’s like what you don’t experience, of course, 
you don’t believe. That’s what a lot of people 
think, I think.”

The quote gives an indication of how other co-workers in 
the store perceive the experiences of people with vision 
disabilities. Not everybody seems to empathise; some 
are not aware of the difficulties faced by these customers 

Good intentions are not enough as a 
designer- an anecdote.

It is better to 
bear a non-
extraction 
mindset that 
focuses on 
peoples’ 
strengths and 
what they like 
doing rather 
than what you 
would like them 
to do for you.”

More anecdotes: Emotions, Pains, Truths

1 An annoyed customer reveals how 
people with vision disabilities cannot afford 
to be impulsive shoppers so easily.

2 A customer talks about their general fear 
of large public spaces, of which IKEA is a 
part.

3 A store co-worker shares their plight and 
side of the story.

4 A concerned co-worker talks about the 
lack of awareness and sensitisation, and 
the importance of it there of.
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because they have not personally experienced them, and 
that lack of understanding affects the way they assist 
these customers. 

However, despite these differences in opinion and diverse 
roles, the end goals of customers, store and digital co-
workers seemed to align interestingly.

a new type of persona: composite persona

The stories of customer and co-worker above seek to 
explain the variations in their IKEA experience largely 
owing to their lived experiences, but also due to their own 
traits. Thus, it became imperative to grasp a concise yet 
coherent description of the stakeholder groups to be able 
to easily empathise and design with them. That’s where 
the humble persona came in. Designing for specific 
groups with their personas in mind also allowed better 
immersion into their needs (Salminen et al., 2022). Data 
from co-design was nit-picked to build personas that 
characterised the behaviours, needs and wishes of the 
stakeholder groups. Though personas make it easy for 
people to empathise better with a target group, they fall 

into the limitation of revealing single-person descriptions 
while representing an entire group. However, one of the 
key learnings from co-design was that customers with 
vision disabilities had differing experiences at IKEA, 
based on the degree of their disability. Thus, it was prime 
to acknowledge these nuances. The same was applicable 
for store co-workers. While it is their job to help customers, 
they had contrasting ways of approaching assistance. 
Hence, a hybrid version justifies this discrepancy. Called 
a ‘composite persona’, this was a way to retain the 
commonalities that circumscribe a group of people while 
also highlighting the contrasts that set them so uniquely 
apart.

Fig 10. Co-design saw different stakeholders 
aligning to the same goal.

Fig 11. Composite persona of a customer.
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Fig 12. Composite persona of a store co-
worker.

the emergence of design directions (DD)

Despite the varying traits, desires and needs of the 
stakeholders, the intent for a better shopping experience 
at IKEA through more inclusive forms of design and 
technology favored both customer and co-worker. As a 
result, three design directions surfaced from brainstorming 
with in teams with the two scenarios. Calling them 
‘directions’ instead of concepts at this early-stage hints 
at the abstract nature of the possible future concepts of 
which only a few guiding elements are known right now.

Designing for accessible movement with a sensory 
navigation system

Designing for shopping assistance with a ‘more-than-
human’ companion

Designing for orientation with an accessible store tour

These design directions pointed to some rather hidden 
yet agreed upon truths surrounding people with vision 
disabilities. Moreover, it helped comprehend what 
accessibility really means to them in the realm of digital 
interventions. 

reflecting personally

The adaptive co-design workshop was an incredible 
experiment to learn from. It was a short but intensive 
journey that grew from scepticism to belief while trying 
out completely new things. Since the idea of a non-
visual co-design session is still quite fresh, some things 
worked marvellously but some just didn’t. The audio-
based nature of the workshop and the usage of more-
than-visual prompts throughout it seemed to delight 
everyone, we even had a team with a prototype! On the 
flipside, the audio component seemed to be taking a 
toll on participants’ energy levels because of how much 
they had to think and speak. This, coupled with focused 
methods of prototyping and roleplaying with people 
who have never done it before and had to do it verbally, 
created noticeable amounts of confusion, crosstalk and 
distraction. However, the workshop was not the only thing 
that needed adaptation. Making sense of and translating 
its insights, mostly a chunk of large audio recordings 
without much visuals was not easy and was rather dry. 

Design direction I

Design direction II

Design direction III
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This was enlivened by analysing an important element 
that remained latent until it was identified: the participants’ 
emotions. This component brought new insights on how 
the designed intervention could target specific feelings of 
the participants and add intangible value to their experience 
at the store by emotionally stimulating them. Lastly, it was 
also confounding to make sense of the design directions 
that were born out of co-design, but more of that in the 
next section.

notes from author

This section demonstrates how to learn more about 
the main stakeholders and their experiences at IKEA 
by engaging with them early-on in the process. The co-
design workshop described above was a highly refined 
approach to co-creation that was tailored particularly 
to the project’s non-visual setting. Despite being on the 
fuzzy front end, co-design was able to develop some 
key insights into the challenges and opportunities, and 
accessibility and inclusion. A significant outcome of 
this session was the creation of a composite persona-a 
concise technique for describing diverse stakeholders 
in a way that allows people to empathise with and 
create with them more effectively in the future. Finally, 
the workshop was filled with strong experiences and 
quotations from stakeholders, which they sought to 
put to use by eagerly developing design directions. In 
the next section, as a move towards designing more 
knowledgeably and inclusively, the findings from 
research and co-design will be cohesively broken down 
and made sense of.
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making sense of things5
after co-design

Following the process of co-design, two things happened- 
the first was the rather obvious emergence of design 
directions. The second was the discovery and formulation 
of design principles that are specific to the problem space 
and have a crucial influence on the intervention space. 
This part of the story is about making sense of all that has 
been learnt, experimented, and reviewed so far.

1 from design direction to design concept

The development of three different pathways to design 
hinted at features, mechanisms and elements that make 
up potential concepts. However, to make sense of the 
overwhelming amount of information that was born 
out of this process, affinity mapping was deployed. 
Again, although this process was inspired by the Affinity 
Research Approach (ARA) of Kawakita Jiro (Otieno, 2023), 
it was adapted to fit this context. Like the name suggests, 
the map helped identify underlying patterns of similarities 
among the three design directions, revealing the most 
important criteria for developing concepts. 

In the affinity map (right), patterns of connection between 
the 3 design directions have been depicted through lines. 
Though the directions emerged to unique problems of 
customers, they did share common elements, highlighted 
by the bold elipses in the bottom of the map.

A selection matrix was developed to further distil these 
criteria into 3 categories- ‘Must Have’, ‘Nice to Have’ and 
‘Should not Have’ where each category was provided a 
weight (from 1-3) based on which it was rated. The idea 
behind taking such a technical approach was to filter 
out the non-negotiable criteria sheerly by quantitative 
preference for them, as analysed from co-design data. 
However, to truly resonate with people, concepts need an 
emotional component. Indeed, that explains the presence 
of the fourth category- ‘Provide a feeling of’ in the figure 
below. This category adds an intangible but inextricable 

Fig 13. Affinity mapping of three design 
directions revealed patterns.

Affinity mapping

Selection matrix

RtD

making sense 
of things

designing with
inspiration
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component of emotion to potential concepts that can give 
people with vision disabilities a reason to connect with 
them on more levels than one. With the criteria from affinity 
mapping now sorted into four distinct categories with 
weights, the new design matrix was ready to be compared 
to solutions that already existed at IKEA. This comparison 
was imperative to understand in what ways and how the 
new intervention would benefit the stakeholders. Most 
importantly, it would substantiate why it was needed in 
the first place.

Not surprisingly, the highest scoring potential concept 
was the highest weighted combination of design criteria. 
These criteria paved the way for developing ‘features’ 
that the concept would embody eventually. Below is the 
combination of the highest rated features for the new 
intervention when compared to IKEA’s existing digital 
solutions. 

Fig 14. (Above) Selection matrix of design 
criteria with categories and weights. (Below) 
Rating different criteria and calculating how 
well they score.

Fig 15. The winning combination of features 
aims to provide a new feeling of agency 
and inspiration to customers with vision 
disabilities.

positioning and title of thesis

Throughout the first phase of this project which involved 
understanding, empathising and designing together 
with the relevant stakeholders i.e. customers and co-
workers, one realisation stood out- though navigation 
was mentioned to be among the most common issues 
that adversely affects customers with vision disabilities, 
it is not an IKEA-specific problem. Some of the biggest 
retailers in the world are also faced with making their store 
navigation more accessible to people with disabilities in 
general. Coupled with this, the selection matrix exercise 
revealed the winning combination of features that when 
put together, can provide a feeling of inspiration and 
agency to customers. Thus, designing only with the 
intent of making navigation accessible could result in an 
intervention that is not unique to IKEA, but is in fact more 
broadly applicable to all kinds of public spaces. One of 
IKEA’s biggest selling points is the 1:1 liveable showroom 
space (Showroom, Market Hall, Self-Serve, Full-Serve - 
What Are Eac - IKEA United Kingdom, n.d.)  talked about 
at the beginning of this story. In a sad reality, this dynamic 
visual space ceases to be accessible to customers without 
typical vision as it exists and is not able to fully wow and 
inspire them. What if inclusion for IKEA meant that its 
hallmarks were accessible to a wider range of people? 
What if this went beyond customers with vision disabilities 
and eventually became a brand identity for IKEA as your 
inclusive neighbourhood home furnishing store? These 
thoughts instilled a sense of clarity and paved way for 
a thesis strongly positioned on specifically making the 
IKEA showroom a more accessible and hence inclusive 
hallmark of the retailer.

What if 
inclusion 
for IKEA 
meant that 
its hallmark 
features 
were made 
accessible to a 
wider range of 
people?” 

Comparing the design directions with 
existing solutions at IKEA helped to 
understand why, how and in what extra 
ways the new design intervention would 
benefit stakeholders.
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but, design fixation.

Now with a clear stance and a hopeful direction, it was 
time to get cracking on a plethora of concept iterations. 
However, the ideas from the co-design and selection matrix 
kept creeping in, until they were met with the inevitable 
doom of design fixation. To overcome this fixation, 
divergent thinking was necessary, thus a technique termed 
SCAMPER was utilised (Özyaprak, 2016). SCAMPER 
served as a checklist (Annemiek van Boeijen et al., 2013) 
that was added to the design directions and features that 
emerged from the two above mentioned processes. With 
this checklist, new ideas were born on top of, along with 
or in place of existing ones to maximise the diversity. 

2 from assumption to evidence

While patterns were being drawn and novel ideas were 
being brainstormed, thoughts and biases were being 
broken and replaced by hard, cold facts. A couple sections 
above saw the first occurrence of the term ‘agreed upon 
truths’. These are principles or ‘stable patterns in life’ 

that are grounded in evidence (Hekkert & Van Dijk, 2011). 
They can be used to comprehend the various phenomena 
(physical, social, biological or even psychological 
(Hekkert & Van Dijk, 2011)) around certain topics, in this 
case, people with vision disabilities. These principles also 
govern the ways in which designing for such a group can 
be approached. Previously assumptions, now facts, below 
are a cluster of design principles that circulate around 
people with vision disabilities.

Rooted in factuality, these principles now provided a rich 
base to develop strategies or prompts that could explain the 
various characteristics the design concept could embody 
(Leahy et al., 2019). Also known as ‘heuristics’, this series 
of prompts could be likened to SCAMPER, but specific 
to the context of this project. Introducing ICSAMH, a 
heuristic devised for an intervention that keeps customers 
with vision disabilities at its core. Information, because 
whatever the designed outcome, it must provide access 
to more information to these customers. The design must 
provide Choice, because assistance is a switch that 
customers can turn off if they don’t want it. Simplicity 
and intuitiveness are crucial for these customers because 
they rely on intuition a lot to find their working around 
things. The presence of an algorithmic element would 

Fig 16. SCAMPER technique applied to the 
winning combination of features derived from 
the selection matrix exercise.

adapt modify

eliminatereversesubstitute

combine
put to 

other use

blind and non-blind is 
a false binary social 

construct.

sensory experiences are 
double-edged swords.

accessibility is about 
simplicity.

being social is a requirement, not a choice.

assistance is a switch that should be allowed to be tu
rned on and off.

nobody w
an

ts to pay for bare minimum.

algorith
ms d

o not need kindness and patience, people do.

Fig 17. Design principles or rules of thumb 
that emerged from co-design.

Explanation of each term in ICSAMH- the 
heuristic developed specifically for this 
project context.
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add efficiency to the process since algorithms don’t 
need the kind of considerations humans do. Of course, 
the solution must be  of minimal cost because these 
customers don’t want to pay for bare necessities that 
everyone else has access to. However, since customers still 
value human sensitivity and advice, a human component 
could provide that extra connection.

Information Choice Simplicity Algorithm Minimal 
Cost

HumanFig 18. ICSAMH, a checklist like SCAMPER 
was developed specifically from the analysis 
and insights of this project so far.

Fig 19. Concepts that were a result of a 
crossover between design concept and 
project-specific design principles.

from 1 to 2- concept meets evidence

On the one hand, new intervention ideas were springing up 
from the SCAMPER technique. On the other, ICSAMH, a 
context-specific heuristic language was being developed 
to bolster these ideas with important characteristics and 
attributes. Thus, when ICSAMH was applied to ideas from 
SCAMPER, four concepts that were suitably fitted to this 
problem context emerged.

Store tours could give 
information to 

customers about how 
the store is designed, 
what different sections 
are, where you can find 
generics and specifics

The tour could involve 
an AI planner that 

could go through any 
plans/pictures of 

customers' homes and 
recommend the right fit

The tour could be free 
if its general or 

low-cost if its specific 
to certain sections

The tour could be done 
by co-workers 

themselves who are 
store experts

Customers can choose 
between different 

types of tours based 
on their interest and 

time availability:
1. first timer- quick full 

IKEA store tour
2. repeat visitor- only 

certain sections (short)
3. repeat visitor- 

private planning (more 
detailed)

The tour could be 
launched as a service 
in the IKEA app, and 

would take into 
consideration 

co-workers hours and 
store's less crowded 

times so that this could 
be integrated within 

their schedules. 
Customers can 

pre-book it before they 
arrive to the store, then 
their needs are taken 

care of.

An intelligent 
companion you 
can wear

would provide 
information on where 
specific products of 
interest are located 
within the store, and 
would also provide 
additional extra info 
about a product if 
customer seems 

interested and wants 
to know more

The service would be 
an AI trained audio 
assistant. But the 

additional modes (task 
or sound) would also 

be trained on the 
internal layout of IKEA

do not know if it can 
be as cheap because it 

would involve the 
mass production of a 
new tool from IKEA's 

side

the guide could mimic 
guides in a museum- a 
human voice has been 

recorded (could be 
co-workers)

customer can choose 
between a 

combination of 
multiple modes or just 

the basic mode -
1. Controlled shopping 

mode
2. Impuslive shopping 

mode
3. Sound mode

though an extension of 
the APP, it would be a 
separate wearable on 
the wrist - so might be 

easier to use than 
holding phone 

constantly- hands free

Talkative 
store interiors 

A unique 
concierge 
service

This would involve 
product sections 

'talking' or 'prompting' 
to 'introduce' 
themselves to 

customers as they 
walk near/in the 

section

The talking could be an 
AI-trained model on 

IKEA's internal layout. 
Could be in a similar 

way like Navilens 
detecting 

codes/stickers while 
the phone is in 

someone's pocket

Can be workable as an 
extension instead of a 
completely new device

There could be a 
choice to turn on/off 
this talking feature in 
case customer does 

not want to keep 
hearing information

This could be an 
extension of the IKEA 
app on the customer's 
phone- touch a button 

and the the talking 
mode is activated

TLDR 
product tags

These would be TLDR 
versions of product 

tags that 'callout' the 
most salient and 

important information 
the customer needs to 

know

The TLDR itself could 
be an AI-trained model 

on the product 
tags/information

Not sure how low 
cost/expensive this 
could turn out to be

Customer can choose 
to have TLDR version 

first and then the 
whole version, or just 

the TLDR

Could be an extension 
of IKEA app, a feature 
called 'product TLDR'

Might not have the 
need to interact with a 

human while using 
this- unless the 

'talking' itself is a 
human-recorded voice

Not much human 
interaction with this 

solution

notes from author

With the important revelation that IKEA’s characteristic 
function of inspiring customers through its showroom 
area is inaccessible to those with vision disabilities, 
this section narrows down on the thesis positioning. It 
converts abstract research and co-design findings into 
practical design elements like principles, heuristics, 
and a selection matrix. Each of these elements helps to 
evaluate, reiterate, and reframe the design directions 
from the preceding section into more solid design 
concepts. With more concrete concepts emerging, the 
following section delves further.
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designing with 
inspiration

6.1
Despite the meticulous permutations, combinations, and 
experimentation with new processes, techniques, and 
methods so far, the concepts that resulted seemed rather 
lacklustre, and felt somewhat distant from the actual 
stakeholders in question. Strangely, though they were 
four in number, they seemed quite indiscernible when 
it came to how each of them could be implemented or 
work. Perhaps the technical nature of the previous steps 
took out some of the sweetness of an organic design 
flow, resulting in concepts that were more hooked to 
specific technologies and mechanisms than the essence 
of the ideas themselves. A small break in nature sparked 
new inspiration and a renewed sense of designing more 
humanely.

biomimicry: a pathway to novel concepts

What do many species in nature and people with vision 
disabilities have in common? They both employ additional 
senses and respond to external environmental stimuli to 
communicate and exchange information. Animals are 
part of a more inclusive species where combinations of 
auditory, chemical, optical, and behavioural clues are all 
part of their signalling towards communication (Eliason, 
2018). The natural ecosystem in which plants and animals 
depend on one another for these signals to plan their next 
steps can be compared to the man-made ecosystem 
that explains the internal dependencies of an IKEA store. 
In this context, though the prime figures are customers 

with vision disabilities, the store is not devoid of other 
customers themselves, along with co-workers both from 
the storefront and the office with a mesh of technologies 
and senses. The needed inspiration for design thus came 
unsurprisingly from nature. Commonly termed biomimicry, 
this is an interdisciplinary technique that transfers 
principles or mechanisms as occurred and observed in 
nature to solve design problems (Ilieva et al., 2022). Not 
only does this technique transfer mechanisms, but it also 
leads to interventions that are novel. 

Biomimicry is not alien to design and has proven to be 
successful through past and present with one of the 
most common products of all time, the airplane, being 
first modelled after the avian flight mechanism in birds 
(Ilieva et al., 2022). For this project however, biomimicry 
was used to find new ways to make inspiration accessible 
to customers with vision disabilities while humanising 
and making these ways understandable. Communication, 
gathering information and navigation were the primary 
sources of data garnered from nature. Some forms of 
biomimicry that developed further into concepts are 
included in the selection below.

making sense of 
things

designing with 
inspiration

Trails: an 
experiential service

Several animals 
in nature 
communicate 
and gather 
information 
using highly 
unique non-
visual signals, 
particularly 
those with 
limited vision.”

Why biomimicry: A success story that 
inspired one of the most common products 
used today.

Fig 20. Ideas that stemmed from biomimicry 
had more diversity to develop rather than be 
tethered to a single mechanism/ technology.
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reframing the narrative

With a more divergent brainstorm due to biomimicry now, 
it was also imperative to go back to the earlier narrative 
and reframe parts of it to be relevant to the latest set 
of ideas. Observing the intricacies of nature during this 
time led to more subtle connection with it, one that was 
certainly emotional. What if the designed intervention too 
could make people feel that way when they used it? The 
first element to be modified was then thus the ICSAMH 
framework, to integrate new findings into the existing 
checklist, making it richer as a design guide. In addition, 
since the design intervention would be a part of IKEA’s 
digital accessibility journey, the modified checklist was 
also compared with one of the thumb rules for good 
digital design, the ten UX heuristics (Simplified: Jakob 
Nielsen’s 10 Usability Heuristics | by Meghna Basak | 
Bootcamp, n.d.). Almost half the number of heuristics from 
the list seemed to associate well with the new framework, 
showing promise of being a good baseline to evaluate the 
now developing concepts.

With a surge of ideas and a stronger base, understanding 
what could make a customer’s journey in IKEA meaningful 
was of high value at this stage (Liedtka, 2018). ‘How Might 
We’ (HMW) questions enable a reframing and opening 
up of the problem statement within a context, resulting in 
quick, targeted, and imaginative brainstorming sessions 
(What Is How Might We (HMW)? — Updated 2024 | 
IxDF, 2016). HMW served as the link between defining 
the problem and ideating for it. There were two different 
HMWs both of which were directed towards the common 
goal of making inspiration at IKEA inclusive to customers 
with vision disabilities. 

Fig 21. Modification of the ICSAMH 
framework to ICSHARME followed by 
comparison of the new framework to the 10 
UX heuristics.

Fig 22. Framing HMWs helped in viewing the 
same subject through different angles. The 
blurbs in the middle are common to both 
questions.

How Might We (HMW) questions and their 
relevance in developing stronger research 
questions.

Comparing the existing ICSAMH checklist 
to the UX checklist was important to ground 
the project in the digital design sphere.

by providing access to a 
wide web of already existing 
or real-time inspiration and 

information from other 
customers

by maximising on other 
sense(s) that are not visual to 
reveal as much as the visual 

sense does

by figuring out what 
they really 'want' and 
then identifying their 

needs

by equipping 
co-workers around 
them to be able to 
provide the right 

support

by making it similar to the ways in 
which people with vision disabilities 

already assimilate and gather 
knowledge and inspiration for other 

things in life

by learning from nature where many 
plants and many animals use other 
devices to gather information and 

communicate 

by also making it accessible to other kinds of 
customers (eg: age-related conditions, 

neurodiversities, etc.)

by allowing them to 
emotionally connect with the 

products they choose

by making their time spent browsing 
through all those products in-store 

more efficient

by providing better access to product 
information so that they can filter 

through more products in the same 
time

by providing them different modes/ options of 
shopping (eg: controlled, impulsive, sound, etc.) 
so that they can develop a meaning for spending 

time at the store

HMW make 
product and home 

inspiration 
accessible for 

customers with 
vision disabilities 

at IKEA?

HMW maximise 
choice-based 
shopping for 

customers with 
vision disabilities 

at IKEA?
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Connecting back to the metaphor of ‘IKEA as an ecosystem’, 
these five elements below depict five distinct concept 
directions, each containing features that provide the 
fluidity to be combined, modified, substituted, or broken 
down. Moreover, each concept was rooted in at least 
one other human or non-human factor (sound, touch, 
haptic, algorithm, human) that would play a vital role in 
the final concept’s functioning and implementation. It is 
noteworthy that good inclusive design is not limited to 
catering to specific groups, but in fact, is applicable to the 
widest possible audience. Thus, these concept directions 
have also been thought out with considerations that 
could prove useful for a larger customer base outside of 
people with disabilities.

The five new 
concept 
directions 
each have 
a more-
than-human 
focus.”
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1 Trails: Sighted customers share trails of 
information and inspiration with customers 
having sight/vision disabilities.

Fig 24. Concept 1- Trails.

Fig 25. How Trails would work.

Several times it has been stated in this story so far, yet 
it is not stressed enough that customers with vision 
disabilities are lost and confounded when met with the 
overwhelmingly visual language the IKEA showroom 
presents them. If they wanted to seek inspiration amidst 
all this, starting from scratch was not so easy. What if they 
had a platform to jump off of? Inspired by the pheromone 
trails that ants leave for each other so that they can seek 
food or shelter (Sumner, 2024), this experiential concept 
revolved around customers with vision disabilities 
experiencing shopping at IKEA via ‘pathways’ of filtered or 
curated inspiration brought to them by other customers. 
These ‘other customers’ would be provided incentives 
to do so, so that their actions get rewarded beyond the 
recognition of goodwill. Designed to be a hybrid service, 
Trails would have a digital app element and a physical 
in-store experience. The curated inspiration would be 
accessible to customers through a special audio layer 
as they moved through the Trail. From a specific store 
journey to a time/budget-based tour to a method to 

provide customers the best way to make use of their time 
at IKEA, Trails meant several things and was not clearly 
narrowed down to a single element yet. However, the 
involvement of the different stakeholders was quite clear 
from the beginning. Being a customer-centric concept, 
the two key stakeholders engaged in the background and 
foreground respectively were customers with sight and 
those with sight/vision disabilities. But none of this without 
the organisation IKEA itself setting the foundation for this 
concept to work. Below is a simple diagram explaining 
how Trails could seemingly work.

relevant existing solutions: IKEA app

Studying a digital solution with a few features in common 
to the proposed concept helped comprehend what current 
components worked for IKEA and how accessible they 
were in aiding its customers. The solution in context was 
the IKEA app, launched to make finding home inspiration 
and furnishing easier for customers wherever they were 
(IKEA Apps - IKEA, n.d.). Some existing features of this 
app that could be taken into consideration while designing 
Trails were namely product descriptions, product reviews 
and star-based ratings, bestseller mentions, and product 
stock availability. However, it is noteworthy to mention 
once again that none of these are available in any format 
outside of the visual. This understanding thus provides 
challenge and opportunity spaces to further develop this 
concept without having to necessarily re-invent the wheel, 
so that it can be more inclusive using existing resources.

IKEA sets the 
foundation for Trails

IKEA provides an incentive system to customers

Trails can be of 
different types

sighted customers 
would populate the 

Trails with inspiration 
and information

IKEA would make 
these Trails accessible 

through Navilens 
codes/stickers

customers with vision 
disabilities have a 
good platform of 

inspiration to start from

time-based

area-based

budget-based

Trails can give 
customers 
a curated 
platform of 
inspiration to 
jump onto, 
without having 
to start from 
scratch.”
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how this could work for a wider audience: a thought

Trails could enable not only customers with the disability 
in question but also other customers to have better 
shopping experiences that fit both their time and pockets. 
This concept can hence make visiting an IKEA store more 
exciting while removing all the clutter of the products 
through the specific curated pathways themselves. Further, 
Trails could lead to an unconscious movement of ‘IKEA 
influencers’ who could take to social media and make the 
store’s internal happenings more public, drawing more 
interest and hence visitor count to the stores themselves.

IKEA stores have been reshaped with the UPPTÄCKA 
self-service kiosks, which were designed to provide 
customers more variety of choice and the ability to shop 
on their own (How IKEA UPPTÄCKA Self-Service Kiosks 
Are Transforming the Customer Experience | Ingka Group, 
n.d.). Similar to this successful kiosk, the stores are 

loaded with several other digital tools to assist customers 
with home planning and shopping. Despite this, none of 
these tools are able to assist customers who are unable 
to access visual information. Insert the Metamorphosis 
Kiosk, an intelligent one-off accessibility booth that would 
allow customers to input information regarding their home 
to get transformative outputs on the design, planning 
and styling of it. Like the name indicates, it is inspired by 
the transformation of a caterpillar into a butterfly where 
certain parts of its body are reformed into wings, legs and 
other parts (Butterfly Metamorphosis | American Museum 
Of Natural History, n.d.). 

The kiosk would stimulate interaction between a customer 
and an artificial intelligence (AI), specifically addressing 
the issue of home planning and allowing customers to 
directly upload pictures of their homes (visual), speak 
into the kiosk’s mic (verbal), or draw on a digital screen 
on the kiosk (tactile), depending on their comfort levels. 
Once the kiosk would receive the input, it would start 
a conversation back with the customers to understand 
their needs and interests for their home better. With the 
two-way interaction and a collaborative filtering of similar 
answers it received in the past, the kiosk would generate 
customer-specific output via audio on planning, designing 
and styling ideas for their home. Some of the features the 
descriptions would cater to include the budget, lifestyle 
(adult, child, elderly, etc.) and moods (functional, aesthetic, 
etc.) of the customers themselves.

2 Metamorphosis Kiosks: Transformative 
and accessible home planning for customers 
with vision disabilities.

Fig 26. Concept 2- Metamorphosis Kiosks.

IKEA adds a 
stand-alone 

accessibility-specific 
kiosk to its collection 

of digital tools in-store

accessible input that 
asks customers 

questions

accessible output via 
audio

(based on Chat GPTÕ
API and collaborative 

filtering)

audio

tactile

visual

Fig 27. How Metamorphosis Kiosks would 
work.
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relevant existing solutions: IKEA Kreativ

Kreativ was launched as an additional app to the main 
IKEA app series to allow customers to envision, design 
and plan empty spaces from different angles, and more 
specifically, in 3D (Inspired Design for Living Spaces, in 
the App or Web - IKEA Kreativ, n.d.). Kreativ has been 
successful in gaining interest from customers with motor 
disabilities since they did not have to go to the store each 
time and could now design from the ease of their homes. 
At its base, it provides two different options for customers 
to get started with their designs: designed rooms and 
empty rooms. Further, customers have the choice to add 
3D models of products into their spaces, and go beyond 
to even play around with furniture planner tools like the 
PAX planner to the same spaces (Inspired Design for 
Living Spaces, in the App or Web - IKEA Kreativ, n.d.). As 
it stands, it allows customers to experience customisable 
designs only by letting them ‘view’ their spaces, and 
not any other accessible means. However, the array of 
features and flexibility it provides customers is good for 
consideration.

how this could work for a wider audience: a thought

The metamorphosis kiosk could cater to many different 
audiences, not just those with vision disabilities. For 
instance, its tactile digital surface can be used by young 
people or adults who prefer a hands-on approach to 
design, regardless of their visual ability. The mood-based 
audio outputs could lead to tailored experiences that suit 
the needs or desires of all customers. The verbal mode 
of input could prove useful for people who are struggle 
with expressing their thoughts in ways other than verbal 
communication. The transformative output from the AI 
could bring out the hidden, latent needs of customers, 

surfacing ideas they might not have considered before. 
Lastly, the presence of accessibility-friendly kiosks in a 
retailer as large as IKEA would send strong messages 
about the organisation’s commitment to inclusion, urging 
competitors to do the same.

In addition to IKEA’s own research, a study on supermarket 
stores in the UK indicated that the main barriers faced by 
customers with different disabilities seemed to be a crowd 
of other customers, products being out of reach, and 
not knowing product locations if store layouts changed 

3 C&C Network: A real-time customer and 
co-worker matching system.

Fig 28. Concept 3- C&C Network.

The kiosk has 
the ability 
to not only 
strengthen 
IKEA’s 
accessibility, 
but also urge 
competitors to 
do the same.”
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(Vogelmann & Bird, 2021). Asking for help in such situations 
is something people with disabilities, including those with 
vision disabilities struggle with since it puts both them 
and the store co-workers in an awkward position. One 
of the key findings that prevents customers with vision 
disabilities from having access to product inspiration in 
the IKEA showroom is the lack of coherent assistance in 
the stores. This stems from the lack of awareness non-
disabled people in general have regarding disabilities, in 
knowing how to support people with specific disabilities. 
This problem was also discussed by store co-workers 
themselves during co-design. Coupled with this lack of 
knowledge also lies the fact that there are not enough co-
workers on the showroom floor to assist customers if they 
came for an unplanned visit (Ravichandran, 2024a). 

The C&C Network, would focus on bridging those gaps 
between customer and co-worker through a matching 
system. It can be likened to dating but in real-time, without 
the prior planning and conversation phase and directly 
skipping to the first date to discover a pleasant surprise in 
the store. Through this service, co-workers could enlist to 
receive accessibility awareness training so that they not 
only understand the social model of the disability, but also 
learn the right ways to assist customers subsequently. 
The training would be offered in different levels of detail 
and after a co-worker has undergone a level, they could 
sign up for the matching through a digital platform. 
Acknowledging that although co-workers are eager to 
help customers, they have limited time outside their main 
jobs, this platform provides a way for co-workers to input 
both their level of training and their time availabilities. 
Thus, when a customer makes an impromptu store visit, 
they could choose to avail this service and be matched 
with a co-worker on the spot based on filters like- product 
interests, showroom areas, time availability, etc. 

Comparing general problems faced by 
customers with disabilities in supermarkets 
to the ones faced by customers with vision 
disabilities at IKEA.

Co-workers in the store can enlist in 
disability awareness training as part of the 
network.

co-workers in the 
stores undergo 

accessibility and 
support training

co-workers who have 
been trained can sign 
up to be a part of the 

C&C network

customer with vision 
disability impulsively 

visits IKEA

customer can request 
for a ÔmatchÕ with a 
relevant co-worker 
who can assist their 

needs spontaneously

the network asks them 
to input relevant details

time schedule

store knowledge

training level

Fig 29. How C&C Network would work.

relevant existing solutions: IKEA Planning and 
Consultation

With IKEA’s existing personal planning services, customers 
can book appointments online and seek advice and 
design checks for several different products either for free 
or a small fee. The associated fee could be waived if the 
customer purchases the design after, else it goes into a 
consultation fee. Currently, these services are available 
for planning, organising, or designing wardrobes, storage 
systems, kitchens and bathrooms (Need Personal Home 
Furnishing Advice? We’re Here for You with Planning & 
Consultation- IKEA, n.d.). However, they always require 
the customer to plan in advance. The C&C Network 
on the other hand is aimed at giving spontaneity and 
impulsiveness to customers with vision disabilities who 
are tired of constantly planning ahead of time for things in 
their life (Ravichandran, 2024a).

how this could work for a wider audience: a thought

This service could extend to other kinds of customers, 
for example those with old age, neurodiversity or other 
disabilities that make it harder for them to skim through 
the entire store unassisted. The service could also 
be developed with a strategic revenue model where 
customers with disabilities themselves don’t pay for it but 
other customers who wish to avail it pay a small fee, thus 
opening it up to a wider mass while ensuring the time and 
effort of the co-workers does not go undervalued.

The C&C 
Network can 
give a sense of 
spontaneity to 
customers as 
they are tired 
of constantly 
planning ahead 
of time for 
things in life.”
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4 Store echolocation: a filtered 
communication companion that uses sound 
signals to aid customers in shopping.

5 Symphony at IKEA: Customers use sound-
based landmarks to identify and move 
through different parts of the showroom.

Echolocation is the primary mode of communication 
among bats, animals that hunt and live in darkness. This 
is a phenomenon where bats emit short pulses of sound 
at ultrasonic frequencies that cannot be heard by anyone 
but them, and extract information from the echoes that 
return (Ghose et al., 2006). In simpler words, this concept 
derives its title from having customers ‘send’ and ‘receive’ 
sound signals that bounce off specific products within 
the showroom, giving back information only relevant to 
those specific products, instead of the entire range. Since 
customers are overwhelmed with the variety and choice 
of products and related inspiration, there is a need to filter 
out relevant information. However, different customers 
have different needs, desires and reasons to visit the 
store. Thus, a customisable shopping companion could 
be useful to have here. 

With this concept, customers would collect a wearable at 
the service desk, an audio-based AI, that would offer room 
for customisation through certain sorting modes. Some 
of these criteria would be- an option to set a shopping 
budget, set a particular area of the showroom, filter items 
on sale or discount, etc. Once a mode is chosen, they 
could put on the wearable and walk through the store. The 
wearable would emit unique sounds for each mode (click 
for mode 1, snap for mode 2, etc.) that can only be picked 

up by the products within that mode’s field of access. 
Upon picking up signals from products within a particular 
mode, the wearable would send back a sound signal 
which would relay the direction, name or specifications of 
the products to the customer.

Since 
customers are 
overwhelmed 
with the 
product 
choice, a 
non-human, 
shopping 
companion can 
be useful to 
have.”

Fig 30. Concept 4- Store Echolocation.

Fig 31. How Store Echolocation would work.

how this could work for a wider audience: a thought

Like the previous concept, this one too could be applicable 
to a wider range of customers, especially neurodiverse 
people who do not wish to spend too much time at 
the store due its over-stimulating nature. This concept 
would also help customers be more independent in their 
shopping journeys and depend less on co-workers since 
they are short-staffed and call on them less frequently.

Fig 32. Concept 5- Symphony at IKEA.
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This symphony was inspired by how birds in nature use 
acoustic signals to communicate over long distances 
(Kumar, n.d.). What makes their sound language unique 
however is that different species of birds use different 
songs to reach their acquaintances, thus becoming 
labels of orientation towards their own kind. Birdsong 
communication is famous however not only among birds 
but also elsewhere in the world, indeed as an assistive 
technology for people with vision disabilities. Specifically 
in Japan, numerous bird sounds and jingles are used to 
provide people a sense of orientation in the extremely 
busy and complex train stations (Assistive Technology: 
Birdsong in Japanese Train Stations | by Amanda Yee | 
Medium, n.d.). These sounds are not just assistive, but 
also alleviate tensions created by the sensory overload at 
the stations (Assistive Technology: Birdsong in Japanese 
Train Stations | by Amanda Yee | Medium, n.d.).

Orientation is crucial for customers with vision disabilities 
when they visit IKEA since they cannot depend on their 
sight to determine which part of the showroom they might 
be in or where to go from a particular point. Through 
this concept, as customers move through the different 
sections of the main showroom, they have the option to 
listen to specific sound cues at each section. They would 
then hear a unique symphony that is composed of furniture 
sounds. Depending on the type of space, the symphony’s 
tone would vary, creating thus an energetic tone for the 
living room, a more relaxing tone for the bedroom and the 
singular tone of water for the bathroom. These are sounds 
are not special, but are in fact of furniture or products 
being used or moved in various parts of homes, making 
them identifiable to customers regardless of their disability. 
Playing on relatable sound memory and composition, this 
concept would provide not only a sense of orientation, 
but also one of identification. 

This symphony 
juxtaposes 
sound memory 
with music 
compositions 
to provide 
customers 
unique sound 
landmarks 
for different 
parts of the 
showroom.”

Fig 33. How Symphony at IKEA would work.

how this could work for a wider audience: a thought

Creating an aural layer of de-clutter and calmness in the 
store can alleviate not just the stress of the customers 
in question but also that of other customers, increasing 
their productivity and willingness to stay in the store for 
longer durations. These sounds would not only help with 
orientation but would also be able to help in navigation 
from one section of the showroom to another. Additionally, 
standardising this symphony as a layer of orientation 
across different IKEA stores could possibly result in a new 
development of a sound-based identity for its showroom 
for customers from all over. 
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selecting and evaluating the right concept

With the five concepts at hand, there was the looming 
question of which one would be the best pick. Surely, 
it could not be done on a whim. So, a timeline-based 
approach was used to evaluate which concept would 
be the most useful to the stakeholders in question, 
plausible to execute within the timeframe of the project, 
grounded enough to be more realistic than hypothetical 
for the organisation, yet innovative and the most fun to 
experiment and implement, for mostly, well, the author. 
Informed by the learnings of the past, the experiments 
and conversations of the present, and the forecasting of 
the future (thanks, Eric), the five concepts were brutally 
subjected to this timeline till only one emerged on top. 
See below the timeline in context.

the past.

Reflecting on what was done in the first phase traced 
back to the feedback drawn from the co-design session 
and the development of the new problem-specific design 
checklist (ICSHARME). Since actions in the past were 
quite technical, the evaluation following it was also a 
technical approach. Thus, being informed by the past 
meant weighing each concept against the others with 
respect to the checklist. Below is the depiction of each 
concept direction being tested with all heuristics from the 
checklist. The legend on the left indicates what scoring 
criteria was given to this evaluation.

Tangible, Technical & 
Grounded

research, co-design,  
design principles,

heuristics, comparison 
to UX heuristics, 

concept selection 
matrix

Less-tangible, 
Inspirational & 

Innovative
biomimicry, concept 

development, concept 
discussions, experience 

prototype testing

Hypothetical, 
Strategic & 

Organisational
future visioning, 

desirability-feasibility-vi
ability check, other use 

cases testing

Past Present Future

Anonymous 
Letter from 
the Future

Fig 34. A timeline-based approach to 
evaluate and select the right concept.
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Fig 35. Comparing the five concepts to 
the ICSHARME checklist and giving them 
weighted scores once again.

Fig 36. Ranking concepts purely in order of 
their scores.

Comparing each concept to every heuristic or feature in 
the ICSHARME checklist gave a broader idea of not only 
how strongly rooted certain features were in a concept 
but also how emotionally engaging they might be for 
customers. Though it can be observed from this rating 
that the highest rated concept (22/24) and the lowest rated 
concept (16/24) did not to have extremely contrasting 
scores, the concept that placed last did not seem easy 
to adopt, cheap or simple to execute, making it more of a 
challenge with the given time and resource availability of 
the project. 

While concept 1 scored the highest, concept 2 was not far 
behind. Though concept 5 and 3 scored equal, concept 3 
involved a changed in the store order and internal dynamics 
of IKEA, which made it harder to implement, something 
that will be discussed further in the next section.

the present.

This present is backed by richer arguments and provides a 
more nuanced, qualitative evaluation. By now, the project 
had evolved from its first stages into something more 
intricate, weaving in the needs, desires and criticisms of 
the stakeholders who would be influenced by the concept. 
Thus, this stage involved immersive one-on-one concept 

discussions with the stakeholders themselves, namely 
customers with vision disabilities and an IKEA co-worker. 
These discussions served as open grounds for criticism 
but also honest feedback from people who would be 
interested to try out the real intervention. 
The concepts were discussed orally with three vision 
accessibility experts through the format of a no-
expectation blurb. These experts also happened to be 
fathers, husbands, companions, and customers of IKEA 
themselves, allowing them to provide feedback through 
both lenses- an expert, and a customer’s lens. The main 
aim of these verbal sessions was to understand if they 
excited or stimulated customers to want them in some 
way. In short, this was a desirability check. These concepts 
were also subsequently discussed with an IKEA digital 
co-worker to understand the feasibility of these concepts 
for the organisation itself. 

> > > >

Technical ways of ranking concepts 
can turn out to be one-dimensional, since 
evaluation is based on a single threshold 
of factors without considering any external 
stimuli that could further influence them.

!

Fig 37. Concept discussion notes from 
customers and a co-worker.
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Once again, as seen from the discussion notes above, 
concepts 1, 2 and 5 were mentioned by both customers 
and co-workers, co-inciding with their occurrence as the 
highest scored concepts in the first (the past) stage of 
evaluation. With two out of three (desirability, feasibility) 
lenses of innovation (Three Lenses of Innovation — Isaac 
Jeffries, n.d.) addressed through the first and second 
stages of evaluation, concepts 3 and 4 were safely 
eliminated and only three went into the future stage.  

the future.

Imagine a future, few years from now where one of the 
three concepts from above was successfully implemented 
and running in an IKEA store. Since the concept would 
have to ideally work for the organisation, future visioning 
was used to express a desired future or serve as a 
reference point to convince and motivate stakeholders 
towards the goal (Annemiek van Boeijen et al., 2013). 
In the future, this provides a long-term direction for 
developing and innovating the concept into a workable 
solution. In the present, several actions, resources, and 
stakeholders would have had to be involved. Working the 
way backwards or backcasting from the desired future 
would thus shed clarity on how it connects to the present 
(Backcasting in Design | by Aga Szóstek | UX Collective, 
n.d.). In this last stage, with the desirability and feasibility 
of the concept established, its viability and capacity to be 
implemented needed to be evaluated. 

Since three concepts were to be evaluated, a roadmap 
was developed for each one with a unique future vision 
and backcasting. The visioning was cast across three 
horizons on a hypothetical timeline over the next few years 
(2030), with an arrow in reverse indicating the backcasting 
to present day (2024). These roadmaps are read from 

right to left beginning with reading and understanding 
the future vision first, and then the resources and actions 
needed to achieve it. Since the vision was casted far into 
the future, a HMW question attempts to tackle that vision 
in the present.

Only concepts 1,2 and 5 were chosen to 
go forward in the next and last evaluation 
stage.

This last stage was crucial to hypothetically 
evaluate the viability and the concept’s 
capacity to be implemented.

Future visioning 
provides a 
long-term 
direction and 
motivation for 
developing the 
concept into 
a workable 
solution for 
IKEA.”

concept 1: Trails, an imagined future

This concept integrates accessibility into the core of 
IKEA’s model in a way that it would be able to consider its 
customers’ experiences to be as valuable as its own.

Fig 38. Future visioning and backcasting for 
Trails.
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As seen from the roadmap above, this concept may require 
external collaborations, incentive systems, and interesting 
ways to motivate customers to share their own inspiration 
with others, without allowing the generation of too much 
user generated content (UGC) in the future. However, it 
may not need a completely new technology or a radical 
change in store dynamics to work. It could use existing 
resources like the IKEA app and adapt features from it 
to design a richer, inclusive experience in-store. Another 
driving factor as shown from IKEA’s own research was that 
most customers regardless of ability, came specifically to 
the showroom section to get a hands-on experience and 
feel for the products and spaces. Thus, this concept’s 
experiential feature may provide a new way to experience 
the same showroom. However, the audio layer may create 
a sensory overload for all customers around if it is not 
carefully designed to be customer-specific.

This concept may be quite heavily dependent on technology 
and AI to be successful and at present, the cost of such 
resources might outweigh other things. While discussing 
this further with a digital co-worker at this stage, it was 

concept 2: Metamorphosis Kiosks, an imagined future

This concept redefines the ways in which customers 
(regardless of disability) would perceive home planning 
and interact with digital tools in the store. 

Fig 39. Future visioning and backcasting for 
Metamorphosis Kiosks.
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found that home planning is a rather complex process 
that does not involve a single visit to the store and the 
usage of a digital planner. While the kiosk may thus serve 
as an idea generator in the initial planning phase, it might 
not be able to help customers all the way. Plus, though 
existing digital tools serve as helpful aids to customers, 
they are not a driver to visit the store itself. As stated in 
concept 1, customers visit stores to touch and experience 
products, so there might be the possibility of the kiosk 
itself not being used so much to aid them. Lastly, though 
the kiosk is designed to be more accessible, learning how 
to interact and adapt to it would also require some time 
from customers. As it existed, the concept needed more 
exploration and a better understanding of home planning 
and how customers went about it.

concept 3: Symphony at IKEA, an imagined future

This concept hinges on generating a sound-based identity 
for the IKEA showroom that customers with or without 
disability could orient themselves with, wherever they 
might be in the store.

Fig 40. Future visioning and backcasting for 
Symphony at IKEA.

While having non-visual landmarks within the showroom 
could prove useful for all customers regardless of their 
abilities, a big chunk of this concept might depend on 
soundscape design itself, yet another new technology and 
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cost that is currently not a part of IKEA’s store experience. 
One of IKEA’s core values, cost-consciousness hinges 
on making more from less (Our Culture and Values – 
IKEA Global, n.d.), which was hard in this case since 
there weren’t existing resources to start with. Finally, this 
intervention headed more towards the design of physical 
elements (eg: sound cues) in stores, something that was 
out of scope for this project.

the takeaway from evaluation

Future visioning and backcasting helped map out 
each concept’s strategic goal for the future while also 
highlighting important resources or actions that were 
not viable or aligning with the organisation’s own internal 
values. Concepts 2 and 5 were both technology-focused 
and would require additional costs from the organisation 
and time for customers to get used to them. With the main 
purpose of visiting an IKEA store being the desire to touch 
and experience products, concept 1, Trails, seemed the 
most optimal for customers and IKEA and the most 
exciting, for the author. 
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Trails: an experiential 
service

6.2
designing with 
inspiration

Trails

& then,
a discussion
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The right 
optimal 
concept: 
Trails, is an 
experiential 
service for 
customers 
with vision 
disabilities.”

Since many 
customers 
struggle to 
recall IKEA 
product names,  
Trails were 
purposely given 
direct names.”

what is a Trail?

A ‘Trail’ referred to a defined and consolidated path within 
the main showroom space. This path was designed with 
selective home inspiration and was made accessible to 
customers with vision disabilities via an audio layer. This 
inspiration would be curated in a diversity of product 
formats, all of which could be experienced through 
audio. Envisioned as a service, Trails was proposed to 
be “launched” as an extension of the existing IKEA app. 
Being hybrid, a part of the service was digital (the app) and 
the trail itself was a physical in-store experience. Much 
like a hiking trail where hikers need relevant information 
given to them upfront (Molokáč et al., 2022), Trails also 
provided customers with certain details that would make 
the difference between choosing to use the service or 
not. Thus, at the start of the service, Trails gives out first-
hand information about the character of the journey, the 
time an average customer would take to complete it, the 
part of the showroom it would cover, and the assurance 
that it would not be a one-way path but can be traversed 
as many times as the customer desired. This introductory 
information was developed keeping in mind the copious 
amounts of time these customers spend typically at IKEA 
owing to a lack of non-visual clarity or ease of access to 
products they desired. 

types of Trails

Since a single trail would only cover a part of the 
showroom, a variety would enable customers to cover 
it fully, trail after trail. Four types of Trails were decided 
upon, each spanning a specific area on its own, together 
spanning the entire showroom. The first of the four Trails 
would be the ‘I like to eat/cook Trail’ and it would cover 
the kitchen and dining sections of the showroom. The 

second one would be the ‘I work to live Trail’, which would 
cover the living, bed, study and bathroom sections, the 
third would be the ‘I have kids Trail’ and would cover 
the kids section and lastly, the fourth Trail would be the 
‘I just want to be outdoors Trail’ which would cover the 
garden, outdoor and patio sections of the showroom. The 
naming for these Trails was done to keep it quirky like 
IKEA’s current system yet easily comprehensible. IKEA 
is famous for having a product naming system based 
on famous Swedish words like islands, towns, and even 
certain species of plants (Äpplarö, Kattrup and Ullvide: 
This Is What the Crazy Names of IKEA Products Mean, 
n.d.). These names however make it harder for customers 
to recall their products. A branding study indicated that 
names had clearer advantages if they were simple to 
understand, pronounce or spell (Round & Roper, 2012). 
Keeping these cues in mind, to make each trail easily 
recognisable and recallable in the future by customers, 
the names given to them would quite directly hint at which 
parts of the showroom they would span.

audio description (AD): an accessible aid

Continuing from above, Trails used audio as an accessibility 
feature to bring the rich curated experience in a non-visual 
way to customers. Audio features can provide crucial 
information that could affect how customers engage with 
items;  (Muhsin et al., 2024; Stanton & Spence, 2020) in 
this case, products or spaces in the showroom. Audio-
based solutions are a type of vision substitution-based 
interventions. Garnering input from the surroundings 
of the human, they detect and extract information from 
visual codes, tags, images, stickers, etc., and translate 
that back to the human via auditory feedback (Khan & 
Khusro, 2021; Sivan & Darsan, 2016). Audio descriptions 
(AD) are not new to the market and have been imperative 

Trails gives customers important 
information prior to the in-store experience 
to help them decide if they actually want to 
use the service or not.

Trail I- ‘I like to eat/cook’

Trail II- ‘I work to live’

Trail III- ‘I have kids’

Trail IV- ‘I just want to be outdoors’
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in making other kinds of public experiences accessible to 
people with vision disabilities. Museums (an early analogy 
for IKEA) make a great example since they employ AD 
to make their experiences more inclusive and engaging 
(Hutchinson & Eardley, 2020). 

The AD designed for Trails was unique in the sense that 
it not only informed customers about the existence of 
select product offerings, but also provided advice on how 
they could best touch and experience them. With the lack 
of a strong visual layer, the combination of auditory and 
tactile layers aimed to create a highly immersive journey, 
making these customers relish the very experience they 
previously could not. Additionally, IKEA’s research pointed 
out that most customers liked to visit stores to touch 
and experience things and hence re-imagine their own 
homes. Research on customers with vision disabilities in 
museums also pointed out how significant the addition of 
the ‘touch’ factor was when combined with AD (Hutchinson 
& Eardley, 2020). The information that went into the AD for 
Trails attempted to keep the balance between objectivity 
and interpretation, a concern worldwide regarding the 
design of ADs (Hutchinson & Eardley, 2020).

Navilens: an external accessibility partner

After understanding how AD worked, it was time to 
determine what audio-based digital tool would be best 
applicable for this concept, since IKEA did not have any such  
existing resource. Co-design and concept discussions 
with customers and digital co-workers had surfaced the 
benefits of an audio-based guiding app Navilens, which 
was designed especially for people with vision disabilities. 
Navilens had 2 key components to it- the app itself, and 
coloured ‘codes’, that while similar in appearance to a QR 
code, were vastly better when it came to actual scanning. 

Some of the features that made them more effective than 
the standard QR code included a 12x scanning distance, 
quick readability, wider detection angle, readability in all 
light conditions and one of the most important features 
for people in this group- readability even with unfocused 
scanning (NaviLens EMPOWERING the Visually Impaired, 
n.d.). The access to these codes themselves was done 
via the app when people scanned the area with the app’s 
camera and detected a code. The necessary contextualised 
information would follow right after code detection. The 
audio would also guide a person towards the direction 
and placement of the code. The app’s interface was a 
simple combination of shapes, high contrasts and bright 
colours, making it easy for people with low vision to use 
(NaviLens EMPOWERING the Visually Impaired, n.d.).
Further, the success of this application was bolstered by a 
pilot project by Coca-Cola UK where the coloured codes 
were placed on the cola packaging, enabling people 
with vision disabilities to easily access the content on 
it (NaviLens EMPOWERING the Visually Impaired, n.d.). 
Additionally, it has been used in other public spaces like 
major transport stations (Amsterdam Central Station, New 
York Metro, Barcelona Public Transport System) as well as 
in museums (Archaelogical Museum of Murcia) (NaviLens 
EMPOWERING the Visually Impaired, n.d.). However, the 
biggest convincing factor was that these ‘codes’ could 
be requested for personal use and the information inside 
of them could be customised, by, yes, the author! These 
points made a strong argument to go ahead with Navilens 
as the provider of the AD in Trails.

What is so special about the audio 
description in Trails? Read on.

Why Navilens?
- 12x scanning distance compared to QR
- Readability in all light conditions
- Wider detection angle
- Guiding background noise while scanning
- High contrast and bright colours in app
- Adopted by super famous companies

Although there are region-specific 
guidelines on AD and how to develop the 
right descriptions, since this project is not 
being tested publicly and is rather small-
scale, those guidelines have not been 
taken into consideration.

!

Fig 41. Navilens- coloured code (left), app 
interface (right) (NaviLens EMPOWERING 
the Visually Impaired, n.d.).
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customer and the ghost of another customer

IKEA Family, a loyalty club that costs nothing to be 
a part of, offers a plethora of benefits in response to  
customer interest on the company’s latest offerings. From 
personalised home ideas to exclusive discounts to free 
coffee/tea, to even members-only workshops (How IKEA 
Family Strengthens Customer Bonds | by Adom Parker | 
Medium, n.d.), the club seems to have covered it all. That 
is because customers of IKEA take great interest and are 
willing to go the extra mile if it meant better home inspiration, 
offers, suggestions, ideas, anything that upvotes their 
home. Referring back to the ‘IKEA experience’ mentioned 
in the introduction of this story, in stores too, customers 
spend hours strolling through the showroom, soaking 
in and cataloguing all the visual inspiration. So much 
so that an IKEA fanbase extended this interest outside 
of the organisation in an online community called IKEA 
Hackers, a place for anyone to get inspired through hacks, 
upcycling, or DIY home projects (IKEA Hackers - Clever 
Ideas and Hacks for Your IKEA Furniture, n.d.). Though 
all these modes of inspiration above were typically visual, 
this type of customer behaviour revealed an unspoken 
acceptance and maybe even a desire for user generated 
content (UGC). Much like the potential acceptance for 
UGC, is the growing acceptance for ratings and reviews 
(R&Rs) that allow customers to exchange feedback on 
their independent choices, experiences and opinions 
(Kutabish et al., 2023). This is because both ways allow 
customers to transparently observe other customers and 
hence gain social experience and knowledge by engaging 
in these forums (Kutabish et al., 2023). 

This explains why Trails, a service for customers with vision 
disabilities, was focused on bringing in curated home 
and product inspiration as vouched for by customers 

with sight. A big factor to be considered for this to work 
was trust. Thus came a bold hypothesis- If despite their 
disability, customers could access and hence understand 
the ideas, criticisms and experiences of other customers 
who visited the store, they might be able to trust their 
recommendations better. This had to be further tested 
through a prototype with the customers in question 
themselves to be proven right or wrong.

incentives for other customers

Encouraging customers to share their inspiration, feedback 
and experiences on products required a driver stronger 
than the accolade of goodwill, it needed an incentive 
system. In true IKEA fashion, this was the iconic digital 
allen key reward (IKEA Introduces Reward Keys from 
IKEA Family - IKEA, n.d.). Currently given to IKEA Family 
members when they make purchases or interactions, 
these were IKEA vouchers masked in gamified keys which 
provided discounts on delivery, products or restaurant 
offerings (IKEA Introduces Reward Keys from IKEA Family 
- IKEA, n.d.). Thus, the incentive system for Trails would 
stem from the organisation’s existing one, providing 
customers who were interested in sharing information 
with digital rewards. In this project, the exactness of the 
incentive system and how each voucher would work has 
not been delved into, but the overall working would remain 
similar to how customers of IKEA Family currently receive 
these vouchers.

designing the information in each Trail

If a variety of inspiration, feedback and experiences was to 
be shared by customers, it could result in a confrontation 
with too much information. This could also occur in 
multiple formats like image, text, voice, etc. There would 
thus be a necessity to streamline this variety and make 

Customers 
like to 
transparently 
observe other 
customers 
and gain social 
experience and 
knowledge in 
retail forums. 
Trails taps into 
this attribute.”
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and make the complex information simple and accessible 
in a single format. If customers with vision disabilities 
were to further retain that information after a trail, it must 
be filtered from the larger set, with a focus only on what 
would be relevant to them and enable them to recall things 
(dos Santos et al., 2023). 

Information design would also improve decision-making 
for customers since they would be able to discern their 
interest in a product based on particular information 
(Information Design | UXtweak, n.d.). Careful information 
design was pivotal to organise, write and present the home 
inspiration via audio to customers to pique their interests 
and not further overwhelm them. Additionally, this form of 
design could enhance the accessibility of information by 
considering diverse customer abilities and learning styles. 
Though the two common paths of information design 
were mentioned to be infographics and data visualisation 
(dos Santos et al., 2023), both relied on the visual acuity of 
an individual, making it irrelevant to this project’s scope. 
Since the main output of information in Trails would be via 
audio, the input of information would be text. Hence, for 
each curation on a trail, a streamlined piece of information 
would be converted from text to speech, seamlessly then 
allowing customers to receive it via audio.

features of Trails

Understanding and delving into new terms and entities 
involved in this concept like AD, Navilens, incentive systems 
and information design were fundamental to explaining 
how the concept would work. Within a curated pathway 
of filtered information, each Trail had three features or 
channels of inspiration that would be available in audio 
form for customers. These features were developed based 
on a number of influences- initial discreet observations at 

the store, discussions with accessibility experts who were 
also customers, and certain IKEA campaigns.

For the sake of this project, only one out of the four trails 
mentioned above was detailed, prototyped and tested 
with customers. That was the ‘I like to eat/cook Trail’, 
covering the kitchen and dining sections of the showroom. 
The three features thus contain information on products 
specific to this part of the showroom. Although there was 
no prior UGC from customers specific to the products 
curated in this trail, product reviews from IKEA’s main 
website were used as a demo. Following the analysis, 
search and interpretation of customer reviews on specific 
products within the kitchen and dining sections, audio 
descriptions were generated for designing the prototype.

feature I: trending products

This feature highlighted only the most popular products 
as reviewed, recommended or vouched for by other 
customers who purchased or experienced them at the 
showroom. Below is a sample collection of customer 
reviews of some of the trendsetter products in this section. 
Naturally, like in any review system, certain products had a 
greater number of reviews than others, and depending on 
the customer satisfaction levels, products were eliminated 
or considered for the prototyping phase.

For each Trail,  
streamlined 
information 
would be 
converted from 
text to speech, 
seamlessly 
then allowing 
customers to 
receive it via 
audio.”

The need for good information design is 
crucial for Trails to be comprehensible and 
effortless for the customer.
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Fig 42. Examples of customer reviews filtered 
specifically to products in the kitchen and 
dining sections. (GLITTRAN Kitchen Mixer 
Tap, Chrome-Plated - IKEA, n.d.; KONCIS 
Garlic Press, Stainless Steel - IKEA, n.d.; 
Trolley, RÅSKOG, Black, 35x45x78 Cm - 
IKEA, n.d.) 

The reviews above revealed something intangible- 
customers not only reviewed products for their 
functionality, but also expressed their general emotions 
during or after the usage of those products. Knowing how 
another customer felt went beyond knowing how well a 
product worked, and could instil a stronger feeling of trust 
in the minds of customers receiving the corresponding 
product inspiration.  On top of that, customers tended to 
mention the stage of life they were in when they purchased 
a product, giving the listener a better way to connect with 
or relate to them. 

product range. Since it involved combining products from 
different categories, there were no existing customer 
reviews catered to this feature. Thus, after selecting few 
popular products within the kitchen and dining sections 
based on individual product reviews, they were analysed 
to see which ones could be a good match together. Post 
analysis, their reviews were combined, and a single, 
cohesive audio description was generated for each 
pairing.

feature III: events on a budget

Events on a budget provided inspiration through  curated 
event packages, making it the Trails feature that went 
beyond products and inspired customers for the special 
moments in their lives. The IKEA ‘Back to College’ 
campaign, featuring starter boxes for students like the 
kitchen, bathroom, bedroom and study essentials, served 
as a good reference for this feature (Dorm Essentials - 
IKEA, n.d.). These starter boxes were essentially a variety 
of products found in the same box to be used within the 
same space. Events on a budget was developed on a 
similar note but was curated such that the products in 
the same box would work well for specific events and 
occasions, for example, a mid-summer Swedish picnic, 
or a movie night for the kids. On top of this, adding a 
price point would likely have a positive influence over 
the customer’s purchasing behaviour (Zhao et al., 2021). 
Research states that satisfied customers believe that the 
value of the product must match its price (Zhao et al., 
2021). IKEA products are known to be pocket-friendly, 
and the ‘budget’ part of this feature would bolster that 
for customers. With special moments and a price cap, 
this feature strategically aimed to touch the economic, 
emotional, and social attributes of customers who shared 
inspiration, indicating that they visited IKEA not only for 

Since this mode of information did not 
exist yet, the combination of products 
that were selected along with their 
corresponding audios were influenced by 
the author’s own biases and might not 
necessarily be combinations all customers 
would vouch for. 

!

feature II: popular product pairing

The second feature brought together popular combinations 
of products that might not necessarily belong to the same 

For customers, 
‘events on a 
budget’ could 
motivate them 
to experience 
IKEA as more 
than a retail 
store, as a 
place where 
special 
moments are 
also taken care 
of.”
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daily home inspiration, but also for affordable inspiration 
on their special days. For customers with vision disabilities, 
this could motivate them to experience IKEA as more 
than a retail store; a place where they could create new 
connections with home furnishing.

how Trails works: a comic

With the relevant know-hows out of the way, it is finally time 
to understand how this service would work! As mentioned 
previously, this is a hybrid service and would have a 
backend and a frontend. While the backend referred to 
the activities, resources and stakeholders involved behind 
the scenes, the front referred to the in-store experience 
itself. Below is a comic sketch that depicts the journey of 
a customer with a vision disability and their companion, 
as they use this new service for the first time.
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layer 5: experience prototype Conducting a validation of Trails at the context of use 
with affected stakeholders

making sense of 
things

Trails
(layer 5)

you are 
still here

& then,
a discussion

prototyping Trails

To assess if the designed intervention would contribute 
to making customers’ experiences more accessible and 
hence richer at IKEA, prototyping was vital. While doing 
this in an isolated environment might have captured the 
essence of the idea, it would have been devoid of all 
the complexities and barriers the store actually poses 
to these customers. Thus, experience prototyping, a 
contextual way to not only test experiences but also 
convince stakeholders involved, was employed towards 
the final stages of this project. This type of prototyping 
typically involves grounding the service prototype in the 
context of use (Annemiek van Boeijen et al., 2013), i.e. an 
IKEA store. This would allow an honest observation of 
how a customer would explore and interact with Trails, as 
they would if the service existed. The focus of this kind of 
prototype was not on the tangible qualities of the service 
itself, but on the experiential qualities that materialised 
from it. The prototype was thus quite raw and low fidelity, 
using made-up props for the product features and even a 
little bit of ‘pretend’ technology. 

Navilens as a prop

To create a realistic atmosphere of the prototype with 
audio in the store, Navilens codes were needed. Luckily, 
these accessible codes were also available for personal 
usage, so they were downloaded and printed in large sizes. 

Personal codes were provided by the company for people 
with vision disabilities to edit the information that would 
be delivered to them via audio for labelling or recalling 
items around them. In a similar manner, after printing the 
codes out and downloading the Navilens app, the author 
used the ‘Annotation’ icon to write and edit the relevant 
product information inside each code. 

context and participants

The experience took place over a span of two days at 
the same busy IKEA store the co-design workshop took 
place in. Being the context of the problem, the store would 
present customers with challenges relating to navigation 
and accessibility that they would encounter had the 
service already existed, thus allowing them to experience 
it with realistic expectations. 

Since these codes were available only for 
personal use, they could only be scanned 
and accessed through the smartphones 
of the individual who got those codes; in 
this case, that was the author. Thus, for 
participants to experience the audio, they 
had to use the author’s phone, which was 
not as customisable or handy for them.

!

Fig 44. Low fidelity props- Navilens codes 
printed and stuck to card paper (above) 
and a cardboard box resembling a product 
package (below).



Sandhya Ravichandran  | TU Delft

122
A New Trail of Inspiration at IKEA  |   Thesis 2024

123

There were three participants who went through this 
experience. They were the same individuals from the 
initial co-design session. From the four models of user 
involvement in design (Zhang & Dong, 2016), this method of 
involving participants from the start leaned more towards 
participatory design. In co-creation, the participants first 
shared their lived experiences, knowledge and delved 
into using that to come up with early design solutions. 
What they left behind was rich feedback that was then 
considered throughout the multiple loops of design 
iteration, resulting in the creation of Trails. Now, the same 
participants showed their interest in experiencing the 
results of our interactions. 
Thus, by continuously involving them during various 
stages in the design process, this project acknowledged 
customers as constant stakeholders and experts of their 
own fields, with irreplaceable experience and insights.

experience prototype

You will now be able to experience Trails as participants 
did in the store, but on paper, and visually, not via audio. 
This specific Trail contains Navilens codes embedded 
with audio descriptions relating to products and home 
inspiration in the IKEA showroom. To make your typical 
visual experience more exciting, snippets of the products 
have been added so that you may understand that 
stimulating feel of touching them as you listen to stories 
about them, even if you unfortunately can’t do so yourself 
right now.

Involving the 
same people 
from the initial 
phase in the 
final phase 
acknowledges 
them as 
constant 
stakeholders 
with 
irreplaceable 
knowledge.”

In this report, only selected product 
inspiration has been detailed out as part 
of the experience prototype. Refer to 
Appendix B for the entire Trail’s collection.

!

“Welcome to the ‘I like to eat/
cook’ Trail.	

“Trending product spotted. You 
must be near the GLITTRAN 
kitchen mixer tap... 

11

22
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“Here is a Popular Product 
Pairing. You are standing in front 
of a family dining…

“Nicely done! You have 
completed…See you on our next 
Trail.

“Events on a Budget is an exciting 
feature of Trails that…Home Pizza 
Party in just 39.99.

33 55

44

Fig 45. Accessible Navilens codes (left) and 
audio descriptions (right) for select Trail 
curations.

reviews, recommendations, reflections

The individual Trails experience lasted about 20-30 
minutes following which there were one-on-one reflection 
sessions with each participant.

reviews

Participants were used to certain ways of navigating 
through environments in their daily lives. Thus, the 
common navigational instructions that were given via the 
audio experience did not add much value since it was 
hard for them to adapt to something new on the spot. 

The severity of their disability shaped the participants’ 
journey through the Trail; one participant who was almost 
blind and a little hard of hearing was cautious to not 
touch the products, while another who was short-sighted 
seemed to have no qualms in touching, interacting and 
even giving product-related feedback on the fly.

Participants used gestures and a bit of acting to possibly 
imagine how the products would fit into their own lives. As 
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As the audio came in, some participants pretended like 
they were using the products in their own kitchen.

Participants made affirmatory sounds whenever they 
correlated an audio to the product or product package. 
From simple hums, to nods, to speech, participants 
confirmed their understanding of the AD by reacting both 
to themselves and to the author, signalling that we could 
move forward to the next part of the Trail.

Participants were able to recall some relevant product 
information once they finished the Trail. Though it is not fully 
clear if that information was enough for them to describe 
a product to a co-worker, the ADs played an important 
role in engaging with the participants’ memories.

Participants were okay with compromising a human voice 
for an AI in the audio if it meant that the information would 
be quick, efficient and not requiring any of their attention. 
With the Navilens in-built AI voices, participants could 
change the speed of the voice, the accent and exactly 
what kind of information they wanted to hear, without 
having to keep asking a human.

recommendations

While observations led to rich insights on customer 
behaviour, speaking to them right after the Trail put a 
spotlight on how the experience prototype and different 
aspects of the concept could be better in the future. It is 
good to mention here that though Navilens was perceived 
by the author only as a substitute external application, the 
participants did not seem to view it that way. They viewed 
the Trail which included both the usage of Navilens, and 
the design of the information as a whole experience. 
Thus, the recommendations below were divided into 

these two pockets for the sake of clarity. Besides, the 
recommendations pertaining to Navilens would serve 
as critical feedback for the company to develop more 
accessible solutions in the future.

recommendations: information and experience design 

In general, participants felt that although the information 
was useful and helped them immerse into the store’s 
offerings, it took quite some energy and was a lot to 
assimilate for the first time. Additionally, the experience 
prototype was curated to reveal sets of the same features 
one after the other, for example, the first three audios 
were on ‘trending products’, the second two were 
‘popular product pairings’ and the last one was ‘events 
on a budget’. Having similar information back-to-back 
made customers feel like they couldn’t distinguish much 
between the features themselves. All three participants 
thus preferred a randomised order of product features 
so that the Trail could remain surprising and interesting. 
Below are some of their key recommendations for this 
part of the Trail.

Fig 46. Recommendations on the information 
and experience design of Trails.

Recommendations Type I

Moving away from the general experience, customers 
also provided rich and important feature-specific 
recommendations for Trails.
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Fig 47. Recommendations on specific 
features and the tone of audio.Sensitive data has been blackened.
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recommendations: Navilens 

One of the biggest concerns with this app was the 
sensitivity of its codes and the audio that followed. 
Though the scanning distance and range with Navilens 
are significantly higher than with a typical QR code, this 
also became a potential shortcoming. As participants 
moved around the store, while they held the phone out to 
detect the next code in the sequence, many times the app 
would detect any nearby code, and disturb participants 
with unrequested audio. As stated previously, participants 
also faced some barriers navigating through different 
parts of the Trail. That was partly because the information 
in the Trail was not designed to give directional guidance, 
since the assumption was that the Navilens app already 
had an in-built guiding feature. Lastly, though Navilens 
did provide audio in 34 languages, the basic language on 
a person’s phone would be set to their phone language. 
Since it was the author’s phone the participants had to 
use, that default language was set to English, something 
not all of them were equally comfortable in. Below are 
the main criticisms and comments, some of which are 
addressed to Navilens, the company.

Fig 48. Recommendations on Navilens.

reflections

“I usually cannot initiate shopping myself so 
its very nice now to know that I can use these 
codes to be more independent- I don’t need 
anyone to show me around as much.”

“When I have Trails, I will have more reason to 
go to IKEA on my own. Of course, its very cosy 
to have someone with you, but sometimes 
you want to be independent, I think this can 
help. It gives you a little bit more to go on 
your own.”

Independence, freedom, agency, these were some of 
the words that kept surfacing during the reflections with 
participants. Trails, as they quoted, might be the push 
button to visit the IKEA store on their own in the future.

“For me, Trails was a nice challenge.”

The overall sentiment at the end of the Trail was that it was 
a nice and exciting challenge. It was well-liked and there 
was a positive inclination to do it again, but maybe let’s take 
a break first, was the thought that crossed participants’ 
minds. For Trails to work, the above feedback highlighted 
the importance of making the experience enjoyable yet 
physically doable on an average day.

“Yes, the audio works but my memory is a 
more tactile memory now because of it, and 
wherever tactile memory clashed with the 
information, I was like, no.”

The relation between the audio and touching the product 
was not very coherent at all points, it seemed. Participants 

Candid participant reflections revealed the 
need for something like Trails at IKEA.
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desired some level of objectivity instead of a completely 
customer-centric story. This was yet another limitation 
stemming not only from personal bias since the information 
was designed by the author alone, but also from the 
subjective nature of the customer reviews.

“It feels like somebody has a maniacal smile 
and is telling you how great everything is, a 
little bit. It doesn’t really feel like IKEA.”

An important criticism was that a lot of the audio 
sounded more like a commercial advertisement, and 
less like the calm, subtle, non-pushy vibe of IKEA. This 
made participants at some points feel like Trails was just 
another sales strategy, and since they perceived it to be 
much more, the audio was clashing with their opinions. 
Indeed, thisresulted due to a lack of in-depth knowledge 
on how such product descriptions must be designed to 
be coherent with the brand’s image.

“We are short-sighted but we are not loony 
or childish, so when people design things 
that provide information in an especially 
slow and childish manner, that’s horrible! In 
that case, this is better.”

As a participant pointed out from one of their previous 
frustrating experiences, several solutions that exist for 
people with disabilities seem to single them out in the 
name of ‘inclusion’. Trails however was designed to 
accommodate the needs and feelings of a wider range 
of people, not just customers with vision disabilities. The 
audio description made sure of that. This was a positive 
sign that the participant felt like they were on a level 
playing field.

“I find a good corelation between the result 
of the co-design workshop and this session. 
You’ve been listening very well since the last 
time, that’s why I am working with you and 
that makes me really happy.”

Participants appreciated their involvement from the 
beginning and their ideas and feedback being taken 
seriously. They also acknowledged the difficulty of taking 
feedback from niche groups and implementing them. 
Thus, despite the rawness and low fidelity of the whole 
experience, the meaning it derived from people who 
would use it was invaluable.

an anonymous letter from the future

After reading the anonymous letter from the future below, 
you might understand how this service could be positioned 
with IKEA’s future customers and within the organisation 
itself. Regardless of disability, Trails can be a new way 
to access IKEA’s visual showrooms for customers. 
Furthermore, the concept of customers leaving trails of 
inspiration for other customers seemed to create a less 
authoritative feeling than when it came from the large 
organisation itself. 



Sandhya Ravichandran  | TU Delft

134
A New Trail of Inspiration at IKEA  |   Thesis 2024

135

In 2030, Trails 
is successfully 
in the market. 
An anonymous 
customer has 
written this 
note to express 
their gratitude 
and the impact 
this service 
has had on 
their lives, and 
teleported it 
all the way to 
present day, 
2024.

“Hi IKEA,

Thank you for creating Trails, the hybrid platform for 
blind people like me and others with vision disabilities. 
It has changed the way I shop. Before Trails, I relied on 
family, friends, or my partner to accompany me. The 
world is evidently designed for sighted people, so I picked 
my battles. Visiting an IKEA store was not one of them. It’s 
not just the noise; it’s also overwhelmingly large and has 
way too much variety for me to skim through products, 
even if I spent 3-4 hours each visit.

That’s when a friend in the blind community mentioned 
your newest feature. Initially, I was skeptical, thinking 
it was just another technology to learn and wondering 
about the cost. But my partner Foxi coaxed me, and soon 
I was awkwardly asking about this Trails thingy at IKEA.

The store assistant explained the different types of trails 
and which sections of the showroom each one covered. I 
started to feel a bit excited, not gonna lie. The trails had 
funny names, and I picked the “I like to eat” trail, which 
covered the kitchen and dining sections. They said I just 
needed the Navilens app, which I already used daily. 
Each trail had Navilens codes that acted as audio and 
navigational guides. The assistant brought us to a pont in 
the store and said we could begin our trail.

As I opened my camera and searched for the first 
Navilens code, a ‘beep’ followed, and the first audio gave 
us a welcome intro, explaining the trail and its duration. 
I loved knowing I would spend around an hour on this. As 
the first code ended, I was asked to scan for more codes. 
A quick ‘beep’ later, the audio explained how a product 
to my right was trending with 300 positive reviews. With 
my partner’s help, I located, touched, and related the 
audio to the actual texture and feel of the product, and 

and decided to pop it in my basket. It was a copper cutlery 
set!

Moving along the trails, my partner and I discovered other 
trending products and popular pairs in the kitchen and 
dining sections. I didn’t add anything else to the basket, 
but at the end of the trail, the last audio revealed fun 
events on a budget, like products for an outdoor BBQ 
or a birthday party, all under 99 euros! Man, IKEA was 
seriously getting fun. I began to understand that since 
people like me can’t access every product, we can at least 
access the most popular ones and get extra inspiration 
while knowing how much time to spend.

After the Trail,  we moved to the billing area and thanked 
an assistant on our way out. It was a bit tiring and there 
was a lot to assimilate for a first-timer, but I think I can get 
used to this because I only spent an hour and a half doing 
all of it! It’s funny because I was so reluctant at first, but 
now I go to IKEA just to try new Trails. I know you update 
them every six months or so, which is cool. Funny story: 
my friend Crow, who has good vision, tried Trails out of 
FOMO and ended up liking it so much he subscribed to 
the your newsletter! I later found out that the curated 
inspiration in Trails was shared by other customers 
who liked and purchased these products. Knowing that 
others preferred and bought the same products as me, 
and shared their thoughts on how to use them at home, 
provided some surety that these products were the real 
deal. It’s also just goodwill to help others out if you can, 
man. I like this idea and I will do so myself if needed! I just 
wish the Trails would change more frequently because 
I don’t want to wait for new information, and I’m really 
enjoying going to IKEA more often now.

Best, Rhino”
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reflections, but personal

Everything said and done, the author’s thorough immersion 
in those weeks to build and watch the prototype come to 
life was incredibly fun! Talking to participants who were 
customers themselves was also very insightful. However, 
there were countable times when the author erred and said 
or asked for information that might have biasedly impacted 
the prototype itself. It wasn’t exactly roses, designing for 
a group that the author could not immediately relate to.

“so here are some brutally honest reflections 
on the author and the Trails they designed.”

Trails: desirable, feasible, viable or not?

Up until this stage, designing, testing, feedback, and 
reflecting on Trails with customers showed actual proof 
of desirability from them. Some of their quotes from 

earlier sections revealed positive indications not only 
towards their preference, but also their need for a service 
like Trails. Though reported to be ‘slightly challenging’, 
it was deemed an appropriate start to provide them 
independence and control, inspiring shopping at IKEA 
through a new lens. 

Trails was also chosen as the ‘optimal’ concept not because 
it was the best of the five directions, but mainly because it 
could use a lot of existing resources at IKEA without having 
to start from scratch. Additionally, in alignment with the 
some of the organisation’s core values (Our Culture and 
Values – IKEA Global, n.d.), Trails proved to be more cost-
conscious and brought different stakeholders together, 
when compared to the other directions. As a result, Trails 
depicted signs of being feasible for the organisation, 
adhering to its core ways of working.

However, Trails needed to establish itself as a service 
with a profitable model, one that could benefit both the 
organisation that would develop the service, and its 
customers who would use it. With two of the three golden 
elements for successful innovations considered (Orton, 
2017), the third and the hardest was yet to be addressed.

Fig 49. Self-reflection, an honest yet not-so-
shiny process.

Trails was considered desirable by 
customers with vision disabilities.

Trails seemed to be the most feasible 
out of the 5 concept directions for the 
organisation, IKEA.

Fig 50. Establishing desirability and feasibility 
of Trails.
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Fig 51. Viability, the third and the hardest 
component, had to be addressed.

Fig 52. Two ways viability was addressed in 
this project.

Viability
for IKEA and 
customers

Organisational 
level

Customer
 level

Viability
for IKEA and 
customers

Organisational 
level

Customer
 level

Viability addressal was done in two ways:

organisation level: discussion with other 
IKEA teams

To understand if this service could realistically be 
implemented, talking to people familiar with the context 
was vital. This would eventually help not only understand 
how much of the service might be workable, but also close 
in on other resources, research, or internal developments 
that could be used to make the implementation case 
stronger. 

Over a week, Trails and the motivation behind it was 
presented and discussed with co-workers across various 
teams within IKEA, namely Strategy, Experience and 
UX Design and Research, since the service sat on the 
intersection of all three domains. The experience of 
sharing and garnering such spontaneous feedback was 
a first, and thus, a tad intimidating. However, listening 
to the affirmatory responses from co-workers bolstered 
the courage and knowledge with which I continued to 
share about the project. Since the service had different 
domains to it, the gathered output was divided into the 
same categories for ease of understanding. Below is a 
diagrammatic representation of the feedback.
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Fig 53. Discussions with IKEA experts and 
co-workers.

feedback on information and experience design

Home inspiration beyond IKEA products- Co-workers 
mentioned the impact Trails could have on customers’ 
shopping if it did not cater to product-driven inspiration 
alone, but instead catered to the bigger needs of life. For 
example, a Trail for parents on ‘having a new baby’, or one 
for students on ‘having the first college experience’ or for 
adults in general on ‘buying a new apartment’, could prove 
to be not only interesting but also a more experience-
driven way of curating inspiration for customers based on 
their actual life needs.

Personalising Trails- IKEA offers a wide variety of 
customisation in its furniture and customers feel more 
connected to their products because of it. Introducing 
that feature within Trails would then provide customers 
more reason to use and connect with this service too. 
As an example, Trails could provide customers the option 
to add their shopping list during their visit. Each Trail 
could then comprise of 80% of curated home inspiration, 
and the remaining 20% could be inspiration specific to 
products within the customers’ shopping list, giving them 
not only generic but also personalised information on their 
choices. 

“Trails has the capability to become 
something real- great job with the audio 
descriptions.”

feedback on existing resources at IKEA

IKEA’s internal digital application

DTAGs for the many- Digital product tags are alternatives 
to the typical physical product tag (PTAG) that have been 
designed keeping accessibility guidelines in mind. The 
tags cater to people with diverse abilities by providing 
a digital experience of reading the paper tag. The tags 
themselves provide some basic product information 
and have an embedded QR or Navilens code to further 
assist customers in case they want to know more. Since 
they function similar to the PTAG and can be seamlessly 
placed around product aisles without intrusion, they could 
be scanned to provide audio to customers with vision 
disabilities, relating to specific products in a Trail. These 
have already been implemented in certain IKEA stores in 
Denmark and Belgium, showing promise for the context 
of the Netherlands too.

Senior IKEA designer on the design of 
the information and the usage of audio 
descriptions.

Cannot be publicly disclosed.
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IKEA Family- This is a loyalty club comprised of members 
who are not only loyal to the brand’s products, but also 
its internal events and happenings, like workshops, 
discussion sessions, etc (IKEA Introduces Reward Keys 
from IKEA Family - IKEA, n.d.). Since it has a genuinely 
interested and active customer following, the club could 
provide a good starting point for customers who might 
be interested to share their inspirations for the curation 
of Trails. Furthermore, IKEA Family also has an incentive 
system in place (IKEA Introduces Reward Keys from 
IKEA Family - IKEA, n.d.) which could be deployed to 
encourage more of the club’s members to share good 
home inspiration.

“This is great, customers come to the store to 
touch and feel no matter how much they can 
scroll through products digitally- regardless 
of disability, this is something that can be 
used by all customers eventually.”

feedback on awareness, strategy and implementation of 
Trails

Wider Use Cases- This was a crucial point to touch upon if 
Trails was to be successfully implemented and usable for 
the many. Discussions revealed that certain other groups 
of IKEA customers might also benefit from a curated 
service like this. People with children in particular, do not 
wish to spend too much time surfing through all products 
in the store because of the distractions from their kids 
and shopping in an already noisy store. People who are 
elderly would also avail from shorter pathways of shopping 
compared to their usual experience of going through the 
entire store.

Comment by members of one of IKEA’s 
research teams.

IKEA UX research team leader on Trails for 
a wider audience.

Wider Store Formats- This project focused on a typical 
IKEA store; a large blue box generally located in the middle 
of nowhere. For many people in the world, this type of 
store is not accessible. IKEA’s own research revealed how 
customers with vision disabilities struggle to commute and 
manage their time when it came to these stores. In these 
large flagship stores, Trails was introduced as a move 
towards making customers’ time spent more efficient. 
However, IKEA has plans of moving beyond these blue 
boxes. With the advent of the IKEA ‘city’ stores, smaller 
format stores near the centres of the city, people can more 
easily reach and gain access to IKEA. Being smaller in size 
than the typical store, these stores would also have lesser 
variety of products on display. Thus, customers might be 
able to really touch and experience most products before 
buying them. Now, if a curated audio service like Trails 
could be implemented in this scenario, it could see a high 
usage rate not only by customers with vision disabilities but 
also by other customers who simply want to experience 
more with less.

“There is something about giving people a 
showroom experience that is not completely 
visual- it almost feels like a museum.”

customer level: what ‘others’ think of Trails

While discussions on an organisational level offered 
clarity to evaluate, assess and eventually widen the target 
audience of Trails, it was imperative to have conversations 
with some of this new audience to understand their 
nuanced opinions on the service. Thus, a blind testing of 
the service purely in verbal form was done with participants 
(people without vision disabilities) to understand their 
thoughts. To keep it real, Trails was presented to them as 
though it were a regular service launched newly at IKEA, 

Viability
for IKEA and 
customers

Organisational 
level

Customer
 level
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without mentioning that it was designed for a specific 
customer group with accessibility features in mind. Below 
are strong quotes and arguments from customers.

“Being at IKEA is like being in a silence if there 
is nothing visual. So, if there was another 
sensory layer, that would be interesting, kind 
of like a museum.”

Indeed, the number of times ‘museum’ was mentioned 
could not be kept track of. This was interesting to hear 
towards the end of this project since it connects back 
to the initial analogy of IKEA being a ‘museum’. When 
people thought of a museum, it suddenly became a space 
accessible to everyone, not just a certain group of people. 
They even drew parallels between the curated audio of a 
museum and the curated audio of Trails.

“I don’t like touching stuff but if there was a 
curation going on telling me to feel the fancy 
wood with my own hands, that sounds kinda 
cool. Like it allows me to connect with the 
product more.”

“It also depends on how I’m made aware of 
this. Is it going to be advertised when I enter 
the store? How I get onto it should be pretty 
quick and easy.”

People do not want to take too much effort to get used to 
‘yet another service’. How, where and in what ways Trails 
would reach IKEA’s customers would be crucial to gauge 
how many of them would use it.

“I might even use it every time I go because 
then I will exactly want to go to a specific 
part. Like, no one wants to go through the 
whole of IKEA except maybe the first-ever 
IKEA visit.”

One participant could see themselves using Trails quite 
regularly if it meant they could cover certain parts of the 
showroom and not have to do the round of the entire 
store. This is synonymous to the feedback that came from 
discussions with IKEA Teams when they identified other 
applicable use cases for Trails. In essence, people would 
benefit from not having to skim through the whole IKEA 
store each time.

“But I can already see everything the product 
has to offer, so I don’t know if the auditory 
feedback might be like overwhelming, or if it 
might actually be, nice?”

“Personally, I would say no because I’m not a 
fan of IKEA. I have a need and I will look for 
that object online. To me, its quite upsetting 
to go through the whole showroom, I know it 
is a marketing thing.”

Fig 54. Blind testing with customers without 
vision disabilities.

What customers seemed to like most, 
disability or not, was the curated aspect of 
Trails.

Experiencing IKEA products through touch 
allows people to connect and identify with 
the products better, as told by customers 
themselves time and again.

The onboarding process for using Trails 
should be super easy.

Trails could become part of customers’ 
regular store experiences.

Trails should be cautious of not becoming 
a sensory stimulant that overloads 
customers and instead could play on the 
values the additional auditory layer brings. 

Not everyone is happy about a service like 
this, especially those who look for specific 
products on a need basis. To them, it 
comes across as another IKEA marketing 
strategy. 
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“I’ve recently been thinking of moving and 
setting up my home from scratch and then 
when I went to IKEA, I really felt like I was in 
a blackhole.”

This quote resonates strongly with the initially identified 
pain point of customers with vision disabilities being 
faced with too much visual variety and not enough clarity 
to distil out the products they desire. Only, in this context, 
a customer expressed having faced the same problem, 
despite having typical vision, indicating that the store 
indeed overwhelms customers in other ways, and needs 
some filtering.

“We really need some kind of starting point 
that is also based on peoples’ experiences. 
People take a product and give their own 
meaning to it, and that is always super 
inspiring. Kind of like Pinterest.”

The need for a baseline or a starting point at IKEA was a 
comment that showed the necessity of such a service for 
everyone.

At the end of the blind tests, when it was revealed to these 
participants that Trails was designed as a service for people 
with vision disabilities, a lot of ‘Ohs’ and ‘oh that makes 
sense’ were heard. Some were excited with the prospect 
of Trails being made available to them too, some were 
not personally interested but knew others in their family 
who would be, while some others were more concerned 
about the sensory and information overload, naturally. 
Overall, the two processes both on an organisational and 
peoples’ level grounded Trails and the process until now 
further in reality. Though complete viability was not able to 
be checked, a lot of replaceable, modifiable, combinable, 

and new elements were identified within IKEA’s existing 
ecosystem. In adjunct, the raw feedback and criticism from 
conversations with non-disabled participants bolstered 
the workability and usability of Trails. 

notes from author

This is the largest of the nine parts to this narrative, 
and with good cause. From pitching rather lifeless 
design directions to using biomimicry as an inspiration 
catcher to developing five unique non-visual concepts 
to evaluating and selecting the most optimal one, this 
section is replete with diagrams, sketches, and doodles 
that express the rationale, function, and emotion at 
every step. The chosen concept (Trails- a service that 
allows sighted customers to share home inspiration 
with customers with sight disabilities), along with all its 
ancillary aspects and features, has been explained in 
depth. Trails was then evaluated in the context of usage, 
using an experience prototype at an IKEA store, eliciting a 
wide range of favourable and critical comments. Finally, 
after some self-reflection and criticism, this section 
concludes with the golden desirability-feasibility-
viability check to ground the thesis in further reality, 
with viability being critically discussed and tested with 
other IKEA teams and non-disabled customers. Moving 
on, the following part presents some intriguing findings, 
both for IKEA and for the field of inclusive design. 

Disability or not, shopping at IKEA can be 
overwhelming for any customer.

Trails was thought of as a good ‘starting 
point’ for inspiration.





A New Trail of Inspiration at IKEA  |   Thesis 2024

151
Sandhya Ravichandran  | TU Delft

150

& then, a discussion.7
a new meaning to inclusive design

When participants were sharing their thoughts and 
opinions during the experience prototype, they were also 
inadvertently critiquing the design of the very IKEA products 
that were a silent part of the same experience. Though 
a lot of this went undetected in the main footage of the 
experience video, playing it several times and discussing 
it with my supervisors (thanks, Rebecca), revealed the 
subtle yet sure feedback on products themselves. For 
example, one participant mentioned about how they might 
have liked it if the GLITTRAN kitchen tap’s lever moved 
in the opposite direction than it did currently, so that it 
could be easily touched and accessed without hitting 
the tap’s body. For starters, this was great feedback on 
a product feature coming from a customer with slightly 
diverse needs. Imagine if ten, no twenty other customers 
were to give such feedback unknowingly or knowingly. 
Imagine if this feedback was somehow able to reach the 
design, development and other internal teams working on 
products. It could give IKEA a new way to design products 
to be more inclusive for a wider range of people.

This project aimed to achieve a renewed sense of inclusion 
at IKEA, one where customers’ experiences and journeys 
would be valued just as much as that of the organisation’s. 
Because it is not about just designing inclusive shopping 
experiences for customers; it is about integrating all that 
customer experience back into IKEA’s own design.  

In this dramatic piece, the author has taken the liberty to 
quote some people with interesting views on inclusion.

“Inspiration does not come from catalogues 
alone; it comes from people who use the 
products in those catalogues.”

“Inclusion is about making all kinds of people 
love their home, which is what IKEA does, at 
an affordable price.”

“Inclusion is also about studying fringe users 
to really understand if there are extremities. 
In this case, it was people with vision 
disabilities.”

a strong(er) value proposition

While the thesis was aimed at making IKEA’s hallmark 
showroom more inclusive for a wider audience, it was 
also hinged on the assumption that since IKEA customers 
primarily visited the store to touch and feel products 
before they bought them, they would be interested in a 
service that allowed them to touch and experience specific 
curated items. This assumption was naturally tested 
with customers with and without disabilities through the 
design of the experience prototype. Despite criticisms, the 
largely optimistic responses from both types of customers 
reinforced the assumption made above. This was due 
to the frequent comparison of Trails to a good museum 
experience. And it so happens that with museums, many 
times people don’t just go in with an agenda, but instead 
with an open mind to discover something new. 

All this tied back to the main research question of making 
inspiration and discovering new products inclusive for a 

& then, a 
discussion

finally, the 
implications

Trails

Customers 
were 
unwittingly 
giving feedback 
not only on the 
curated Trail 
but also on the 
design of the 
products in it. 
What if IKEA’s 
design and 
development 
teams got a 
hold of this 
gold?”

Reading out quotes of people who have 
said some fantastic things about their 
perception of inclusion provides an idea 
of how much of that is incorporated in the 
designed intervention, Trails.

The design of Trails really hinged on an 
important assumption. 
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broader audience. Thus, with the launch of Trails, IKEA 
could certainly see a higher footfall of people who might 
visit the store not only to touch and buy products, but also 
to simply experience and discover new things related to 
home inspiration. Coupled with the addition of the ‘trust 
factor’ customers have in product reviews and ratings left 
by other customers, Trails could bring in a stronger value 
proposition to IKEA. One that is pivoted on bringing diverse 
groups of customers to essentially visit and experience an 
IKEA store, without the immediate intent of getting them 
to buy IKEA products. As word about Trails spreads in the 
future, a higher visitor count could mean a better revenue 
model for the stores themselves. 

how to design inclusively: a friendly guide

This piece is dedicated to IKEA, the retail behemoth that 
is bracing itself and working towards becoming a more 
integrated, circular, and ultimately, a more inclusive IKEA. 
The following pointers were distilled from the learnings, 
interactions and takeaways across various stages of this 
project with diverse stakeholders and only serve as an 
informal yet honest guide to consider while designing for 
the many.

general guidelines

1. Whether designing for a single stakeholder or a group 
of stakeholders, as a ground rule, it can be considered 
that there will always be other stakeholders affected, 
influenced, or involved in IKEA’s complex ecosystem.

Additionally, each stakeholder would come bearing 
values unique to them, and when their values don’t align, 
tensions are bound to arise. It would help to embrace 
those tensions while focusing on the stakeholder whose 
values need the most attention at that point, rather than 

try and solve things for everybody involved. 

2. Inclusive design needs a genuine mindset of moving 
from designing ‘for’ people to designing ‘with’ them.

As quoted by one customer, “it’s always a must to involve 
those who face the problems themselves, and if not in the 
beginning, better in the middle than in the end.” In a large 
customer-centric organisation like IKEA, this could mean 
involving all kinds of customers; from the middle to the 
fringe, in the organisations’ grounding, research, design, 
development and testing processes. This could involve but 
would not be limited to those with children, with disability, 
with neurodiversity, and the elderly. Participatory design 
methods like co-design, context mapping, personas, 
scenarios, and roleplaying could prove useful in going 
beyond understanding the customer as an end user, 
and actively including them as a co-stakeholder in the 
process.

3. Regardless of the stakeholder, inclusive design has 
something in it for everyone.

In the context of this project, the specific stakeholders of 
interest were customers with vision disabilities at IKEA 
stores. However, many of the insights derived from this 
context can still be applied to other stakeholders. Elderly 
customers for instance in the same context, also struggle 
to manoeuvre through the entire store during each 
visit, much like customers with vision disabilities. Thus, 
learnings from inclusive design can be transferable and 
are not mutually exclusive to a particular scenario.

project-specific guidelines

1. Break down personal biases before you are knee-deep; 
smile when they are being broken down.

A higher visitor count to IKEA could mean 
a better revenue model for the stores 
themselves.

Learnings from 
inclusive design 
are transferable 
and are not 
mutually 
exclusive to 
a specific 
context.”
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As someone who does not have a distinct vision disability, 
it was quite the struggle to initially have a conversation with 
people from this group without restlessly wanting to ask 
about the numerous stereotypes around their disabilities. 
In such a scenario, the guiding comment would be- just 
ask. Which is why, the report began with an immersive 
scenario that revealed a core personal finding - disability 
is not an extreme, black or white, life or death condition! 
Thus, when personal interactions with this group of people 
grew, the author’s biases and stereotypes slowly died. 
Often, people with disabilities are used to being fired with 
questions and comments about their life and condition, so 
they would rather appreciate if they were asked straight to 
their faces. If speaking up is daunting however, keeping a 
neutral composure while being a good listener could help 
in recognising the internal biases being broken down as 
more of the conversation unravels.

2. Designing for people with vision disabilities needs 
a highly adaptive mindset since design speaks a largely 
visual language. While this could prove challenging, it 
could equip IKEA designers and researchers with the vast 
ability to transform core design methods or philosophies 
to better suit niche audiences or contexts.

For this project, a lot of research was done on the non-
visual ways of communicating and practising design. 
Incorporating this understanding into traditionally visual 
design tools opened new opportunities for expressing and 
connecting with the stakeholders. An example was the co-
design workshop, a typically visual interaction involving 
post-its, lots of colours and boards. It was transformed 
into a non-visual session where emphasis was placed 
on verbal, auditory and haptic communication, elements 
these stakeholders were more comfortable with.

3. Good inclusive design is better invisible than visible.

Specific to this thesis, while the design intervention was 
developed keeping in mind a corner of IKEA’s customers 
who face vision disabilities, it is not a concept that screams 
‘for visually disabled’. This was bolstered by the blind 
tests that were done with customers without disabilities 
as they imagined the designed service to be ‘just another 
regular service.’ That is because the essence of inclusion 
as discovered through this project might indeed lie in 
bringing a wider number of people access to the same 
things, and not in singling out specific groups of people. 
Additionally, loud solutions that work for smaller groups 
do not align well with IKEA’s values of ‘doing good for 
the people and planet’ and its ‘cost-consciousness’. 
Thus, if the stores could open their doors through subtle 
modifications that are better inclined towards universal 
design in retail, they could garner not only greater footfall, 
but also better relationships with more of their customers.

4. There is enormous value in extending ‘inclusion’ at 
IKEA beyond shopping experiences and letting it seep 
into several other facets of the organisation’s working 
and offering.

People with vision disabilities, owing to their adeptness 
for experiencing and expressing their thoughts through 
other senses (e.g. sound and touch), can be valuable 
contributors of feedback for IKEA. The continuous 
observation and interaction with these stakeholders 
helped in comprehending the various strategies and 
approaches the organisation could mobilise to gather 
earnest customer feedback not only on its shopping 
experience, but also on other verticals of its functioning 
like- the product and furniture design, logistics and 
assembly, digital data collection, and much more. 

If you wish 
to break 
down biasses 
surrounding 
persons with 
disabilities, just 
ask.”

The essence 
of inclusion 
indeed lies in 
not singling 
out groups of 
people.”
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notes from author

The discussion focusses on three crucial points. It 
begins by bringing fresh meaning to inclusive design in 
this context, as discovered throughout the thesis, and 
demonstrates how inclusion is a two-way street from 
which both IKEA and its customers can win. Second, 
it describes how Trails may provide a better value 
proposition to the operation of IKEA stores, eventually 
moving beyond customer purchases and into their 
life experiences. Finally, the discussion concludes 
with a friendly guide on ‘how-to’ design inclusively, 
which includes both generic and project-specific 
recommendations. The last section of this story will 
discuss the project’s repercussions, both overt and 
concealed.
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finally, the 
implications.

8
beyond accessibility, towards inclusion.

It’s in the title of the team the author was a part of. Indeed, 
what began as a project to break down barriers and 
increase access to the in-store shopping experience for 
customers with vision disabilities evolved into a mission 
to include more of IKEA’s customers so that they, too, 
could have a better shopping experience through this 
service. At this early point, the transition from accessibility 
to inclusion appears to be difficult since it would require 
the engagement of more resources, teams, organisational 
authority, and public sensitisation. However, it is not 
impossible, and this endeavour has generated significant 
hope, which is supported by some evidence. At the start 
of this undertaking, there was an almost urgent want to 
do ‘something’ for those who were unable to enjoy the 
beautiful shopping IKEA had to offer since everything 
was so visual. If the research had continued in the same 
direction, it may have resulted in an accessible intervention 
to help persons with visual difficulties use and navigate 
the store’s offerings. This is accessibility. However, it was 
critical to evaluate the setting in which this intervention 
will be implemented. To recognise and treat these 
stakeholders as equal IKEA customers, the culture and 
atmosphere surrounding the intervention must be fair, 
safe, and friendly. This is inclusion. Understanding and 
incorporating these additional issues through interactions 
with other IKEA teams, as well as grasping the perspectives 
of persons without disabilities, served as the foundation 

for an inclusive movement. As a first implication thus, the 
path from accessibility to inclusion was a logical extension 
of this idea.

influence on stakeholders

The three primary stakeholders were identified at the 
beginning of  the project. Though the intervention, Trails, 
was designed for people with vision problems, it does 
not exclude other stakeholders. When compared to a 
current IKEA accessibility service in which shop co-
workers can physically help such customers (Accessibility 
Service - IKEA, n.d.), Trails has the potential to eliminate 
the requirement for an already overburdened co-worker, 
giving them more time on the clock. Furthermore, the 
hybrid nature of the service, which compels consumers 
to share their ideas on the IKEA app, would bring more 
attention to the app’s existence, usage, and capabilities, 
which would be extremely beneficial to the individuals 
behind all this- digital co-workers. IKEA, as the greatest 
stakeholder, might benefit greatly if it elected to collect 
customer feedback throughout their shopping experiences 
and incorporate it into its internal operations. As a result, 
a second implication of this thesis is that the proposed 
intervention has an impact on all involved stakeholders, 
either directly or indirectly, and to varied degrees of 
positive.

contribution to diverse fields

This project involved equal parts research and design. 
Furthermore, most of the study was not desk research but 
rather field work or research through design (rtd), in which 
new things were found through discrete observations, 
subtle interactions, and overt gatherings of design 
processes, methodologies, and people. It provides a 

finally, the 
implications

references

& then, a 
discussion

As a first 
implication, 
the path from 
accessiblity 
to inclusion 
was a logical 
continuum of 
this thesis.”

A second 
implication is 
that Trails has 
an impact on 
all involved 
stakeholders, 
directly or 
indirectly.”

Contribution to the field of design 
methodologies and processes.
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variety of approaches for adapting standard research 
methodologies to accommodate uncertainties and new 
circumstances, making them more familiar. Importantly, 
it demonstrates how both research and design are not 
limited by their traditional visual character but may be 
eccentrically non-visual while remaining straightforward 
to understand. 

The study also provided a humanitarian method to 
recognise the diverse distinctions individuals with 
disabilities live with, rather than cage them under a single 
roof through the design of composite personas. 

In the realm of research, this gives a nuanced perspective 
on participants and their perspectives in inclusive 
investigations. In specialised research scenarios like 
this, the project demonstrates the need for including 
participants from the outset to enable adequate time 
for the researcher to become sensitive and empathic to 
others’ experiences that they cannot comprehend. 

For IKEA, the initiative focusses on the retailer’s 
distinctiveness rather than its more generic qualities, 
creating an intervention that is tailored to the organization’s 
intricacies and not easily replicated by rivals. 

Finally, it contributes another page to the extensive library 
of inclusive design--a method for designing honestly, 
critically, and without excessive selfishness. 

limitations of the project

Due to the difficulty of acquiring access to a specialist 
and sensitive target group, contacts, and involvements 
with them were limited and infrequent. Thus, with every 
opportunity for engagement, the project had to immediately 

adjust and, in some cases, pivot away from its original 
direction to optimise the efficiency of the time spent, 
resulting in some low-fidelity and quite raw work outputs. 
Due to the same reason, the experience prototype could 
not be repeated or evaluated further, despite receiving 
crucial comments. Furthermore, the prototype was not 
evaluated in the presence of store co-workers who are 
an important part of the store experience, and therefore, 
any input or criticism from them is absent. Furthermore, 
while incorporating the same participants from the 
project’s beginning phase in its final one was intended 
to be beneficial, it did result in sampling and feedback 
bias at some points. Finally, the project was unable to go 
further into the business model or other monetary features 
required for the service to be successfully implemented 
within IKEA. 

the end? not really.

This is not a conclusion to the thesis, but rather an end 
summary to this particular narrative. Trails has been 
praised and criticised, and rightfully so, since there is 
room for salvaging its greatest components, as well as 
insights gleaned from conversations with IKEA teams 
to produce versions 2.0, 3.0, and beyond. Furthermore, 
interactions with a variety of designers and researchers 
indicated how useful this may be as a starting point for 
the accessibility and inclusion journey within IKEA stores. 
In adjunct, the need to comply with the rigorous EAA 
might create a compelling motivation for IKEA to establish 
countless new design sprints and exercises to swiftly 
test developing concepts with the full participation of its 
various consumers. 

Although a part of the author is deeply immersed in this 
project, the interest, sensitivity, and urgency of looking 

Contribution towards recognising people 
with disabilities.

Contribution to the field of inclusive 
research.

Contribution to IKEA.

Contribution to vast field of inclusive 
design.
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Although a part of the author is deeply immersed in this 
project, the interest, sensitivity, and urgency of looking 
beyond products and accessibility to encourage inclusive 
usage scenarios and environments at IKEA rises, eager to 
be shared. 

Thus, this project is only a beginning in the author’s 
arduous journey of designing and building better products 
for socially underrepresented groups of people. It gently 
instills both the fear of being a part of an increasingly 
exclusive world and the joy of breaking down that 
exclusivity by allowing more people in.

notes from author

An overarching summary to this lengthy but incredibly 
motivating thesis highlights the implications and 
repercussions it produced through the way. From 
accessibility to inclusion, the thesis recognizes the 
need to stir towards building better environments for 
a wider audience to feel included at IKEA, beyond 
making its products and shopping experiences inclusive. 
This section also links back to the project’s strategic 
consideration of stakeholders within the IKEA ecosystem 
and elucidates how the service directly or indirectly 
influences all of them, despite having been specifically 
designed for one. Additionally, the contributions to 
various fields have been discussed, but not without the 
project’s candid limitations. Lastly, it takes a positive 
tone as the author takes a bow for now but is resilient 
to forge on this path of making inclusion the norm in a 
scarily exclusive society.
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