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TEACHING TOLERANCE
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An internal idea at furniture giant lkea turned into
a PR-campaign promoting diversity and understanding.

by George Kyriacou

aven’t some

of the worlds

shortest, sim-

plest, yet most

provocative

of controver-
sies of late conjured up the feeling
that youre doing something blatantly
wrong? There are no two ways about
it. No grey, no perhaps, just obvious
and erroneous communication. And
when disastrous publicity spills over
into the uncontrollable — into the
hands of customers, viewers, citizens
or passersby — well..sometimes it can
be too late. Celebrity Big Brother,
the Mohammed Cartoons, Ségolene
Royal or Hillary Clinton — all me-
dia campaigns which have hit the
headlines for diverse reasons — and
diverse is the very word that figures!
‘Diversity Management’ is about un-
derstanding, developing tolerance for
and eventually deriving benefit from
different aspects of human thinking
and behaviour. Typically, diversity
refers to uncontrollable differences
people have in terms of age, gender,
race/ethnicity, sexual orientation and
physical ability. However diversity
can and should also include religion,
work styles, communication habits,
thinking patterns, etc. More and
more organizations are taking part
in what they call ‘Diversity Initia-
tives’, which looks for strategic ways
to manage these issues.

TRAINING SESSIONS Since 2001, Tkea International

decided to tackle the topic of diversity in a more strategic

manner. The furniture giant -alone in Germany- start-

ed training in 2004 and acquired the services of Jirgen
Schlicher of Diversity Works (www.diversity-works.eu).
They talked to him about diversity in the framework of

corporate communication. “Being such a dynamic, multi-

cultural company, we felt Ikea should take the bull by the

horns and begin by carrying out diversity training at top

Multinational | With a series of
campaiging-pictures lkea aims to
prove the diversity and tolerance of
its staff.
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PERT OPINION

+ lkea through diversity?

Sparking controversy and provoking
public debate is one of the oldest tricks
in the communications professional's
handbook, but pulling it off successfully
hasn't become any easier. It still is a com-
plex challenge for any communications
expert. As impressive as lkea’s achieve-
ment on this front is, however, it is not
the campaign's most remarkable aspect.
What really makes this diversity-cam-
paign of the furniture giant stand out is
that it is based on a true change of cor-
porate culture, carried out internally first,
before being rolled out to the outside
world. Communication plans are today
too often based on empty or artificial
messages, which do not endure the trial
of experience. lkea passed the reality test
by ensuring that customer and employee
experiences matched their Public Rela-
tions and advertising messaging. This is
an example of authenticity and at the
same time an example of a precisely
implemented strategy. This is the only
way to avoid consumer backlash and
being accused of hypocrisy, especially in
this era of instant consumer feedback
and employee blogging. Being myself a
mongrel (or more elegantly put, a per-
son of many national and cultural loyal-
ties) and working in a global company
like the Brunswick Group and regularly
working on various international cam-
paigns, | know how crucial seeing beyond
stereotypes and understanding cultural
differences is to delivering value for cli-
ents. Swedish company lkea has added
to that the support of its employees and
demonstrated a knack to engage society
as a whole. This has vastly increased the
impact of its diversity-campaign, and al-
lowed the entire company to take pride
in its achievements.

Rurik Ingram

Managing Partner,
Brunswick Group

Since joining Brunswick in ‘99, Rurik has helped
develop its EU client-base advising on numer-
ous cross-border M&A situations. He has also
led several IR/PR European projects for clients.
Rurik grew up in Portugal and France and is a
Yale graduate.
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* Forcing open doors

Can diversity and tolerance be insured
through textbooks and internal training
programmes? Well, one might try, as lkea
did in Germany. But it seems like forcing
the door that is already open. One should
ask why lkea Germany decided that its
business would function better if the top
management learned more about "di-
versity”. Did it encounter problems with
religion, communication habits? Was it
troubled by gender; race/ethnicity or sex-
ual orientation tensions? Most probably
not.The success of lkea's business model
is partly due to the fact that lkea adapts
to the local cufture.Which is, in that mat-
ter, the Western European culture, with
its rather high standards of tolerance.
lkea's rather open structure ensures that
no discrimantion/social tension - should
it ever exist - could go unnoticed. Any
problem of that kind (sexual harrasment,
racist attitudes etc.) would be dealt with
quickly at the middle-management level.
No senior managers would have be en-
gaged, the “troublemaker” being swiflty
fired. Already now the risk of discrimi-
nation in lkea Germany is very low. So,
what was the reason then? Possibly - the
preemptive action. “Diversity” being a
very popular social subject, lkea wants
to demonstrate to potential customers
and its own staff that is speareheading
the trend.Teaching senior staff about "di-
versity” might be yet another example
of such modernity. In a society where
inequalities, race and gender tensions ex-
ist as a part of deep-rooted local culture,
no business can seriously believe that it
is possible to counter them with “diver-
sity”’ classes and textbooks, however well
written. Fortunately for Ikea, Germany is
not the case. Nor is any other Western
European country.

Konrad Niklewicz

Brussels Correspondent,
Gazeta Wyborcza

Konrad Niklewicz is Gazeta Wyborcza's cor-
respondent in Brussels since 2005. Graduated
in international law at University of Warsaw,
he joined Gazeta in 1998. In 2005 he was
awarded the Grabski Prize for best businness
reporting in Poland.

management level” says Schlicher.
Following this, management was
impressed and decided to charter
a series of training sessions for all
employees throughout the company.
The goal was to help employees see
where they could improve their re-
lationships with customers, better
their relationships with one another
whilst minimising conflict, and to
improve work productivity while re-
ducing stress.

They learned how different cul-
tures have different buying habits
and expectations of service. One ex-
ample is the ‘customer-help-yourself’
principle at Ikea which works with
German and Scandinavian cultures.
But people from Asia, Latin Amer-
ica, and even North America expect
to be served — it is a part of their con-
sumer lifestyle and more importantly
a part of their culture. The trained
employees see different needs and
respond to them now. The impact
of stereotypes was discussed during
the training sessions and one con-
clusion reflected a degree of concern
between relationships from African,
Asian, and Eastern European back-
grounds. Once the training was over,
these pinpointed stereotypes were
actually reduced and people grasped
and appreciated one another's angles
of diversity at Ikea. Thus the risk of
conflict or discrimination was also
dramatically minimised. This bore
consequences on the ways employees
began to work with one another, and
on the levels of interaction between
customers and Ikea staff.

STATEMENT OF UNIQUE-
NESS Following the develop-
ment of a mind-set change, Ikea
worked on the strategic aspects
of integrating diversity into daily
business operations. For fast, ef-
fective results they needed internal
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Communications help: wherever
possible, internal publications and
visually displayed stories, pictures,
and announcements on the topic of
diversity or cultural differences. Ad-
vertising campaigns were reviewed
and diversity was integrated into the
central, external marketing mecha-
nism of the Ikea brand. A yellow
poster campaign carrying provoca-
tive statements such as ‘Women be-
long in the kitchen’ started to appear
in public spaces all over Germany.
The next series of billboards car-
ried the same message, but this time
they had a red line drawn through
them — bearing a new, diverse and
tolerant company communications
statement. The company wanted to
make a statement about its unique-
ness, modern way of thinking, and
breaking down of stereotypes. This
cutting edge campaign has gener-
ated a large amount of dialogue in
Germany about the controversial
diversity subject at a time when tol-
erance and open-mindedness is in
need throughout the western world
and to a great extent has given Ikea
benchmark status. Petra Hesser the
CEO of Tkea Germany states, “We
want Tkea to relate to our customers
well — therefore we recognise we live

in a diverse society in Germany”. Visuals can be highly
pragmatic and effective for stimulating discussion. But
action is also needed. Global expert in Diversity Man-
agement (Diversity Works) Melissa Lamson, jumped into
the Tkea scene to help set up Employee Networks. “These
networks are the basis for getting things done internally
now”, states Xenia Mohr, head of the Diversity Depart-
ment. “We've brought the most interested employees to-
gether, asked them to define what topics they’d like to
deal with, and then formed groups to develop a plan”.

'The groups they decided on were Work-Life Balance, a
Gay & Lesbian employee network, and an Intercultural
group focusing on culture and religion. “I kind of pushed
for this, as Tkea is such a diverse company. We have the
first group dealing with culture and religion together in
Germany”, said Ms. Mohr. The Diversity Team continues
to wrestle with pressing issues in Europe such as age, gen-
der, and how to meet the needs of changing demographics.
A future project entails continuing the campaign via the
production of a handbook on diversity for employees. The
book will hold information such as statistics, informa-
tion, personal stories, and exercises whereby individuals
can continue this learning experience. Ikea also plans to
roll-out Train-the-Trainer workshops for Ikea personnel.
“The idea is to make the company self-sustainable on the
topic of diversity”, says Schlicher of Diversity Works.

More and more organisations are beginning to pay at-
tention to the people factor and the direct and causal links
this factor has on an organisation’s productivity and suc-
cess — both externally and internally. Germany has been a
multicultural, not to mention diverse society for decades
and waving the flag for unity in diversity is something
that companies there are starting notice. |

Team spirit | Internal
communication is one of
the key factors.
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