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IKEA built a global empire
selling affordable furniture
that people assembled them-
selves, For its first store in In-
dia, the Swedish retailer is up-
ending its business model.

The India store, set to open
next month in the southern
city of Hyderabad, will feature
IKEA’s first in-house furniture-
assembly team, with 150 full-
time employees. IKEA created
the optional service after re-
search indicated many Indians
would be unlikely to buy book-
shelves and tables they had to
screw together.
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Among the retailer’s poten-

tial customers is Nitin Pai of
Bangalore. Mr. Pai liked the
IKEA bookcases he bought in
Singapore so much that he
looked for a local carpenter to
copy the design. Until IKEA
makes its debut in Bangalore,
the 44-year-old hopes the
company'’s arrival in India will
create better options. “Higher
expectations will cause domes-
tic competitors and those elu-
sive carpenters to raise their
game,” he said.

Getting India—the world’s
second-most-populous coun-
try—right has never been
more important for IKEA. Its
global sales growth has
slowed sharply in recent years,
while its profit has been
squeezed by heavy invest-
ments in e-commerce.

IKEA has considered doing
business in India for years,
having first established a pres-
ence in 2007 only to run into a
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raft of regulations imiting for-
eign investment in the coun-
try’s retail sector.

In the past month, the an-
nounced date of the company’s
India opening has been de-
Jayed twice. A spokeswoman

THE WALL STREET JOURNAL.

said IKEA still has more work
to do on the store.

The Swedish retailer spent
years studying India to under-
stand what makes its residents
tick. It set up a makeshift
IKEA store near New Dethi and

watched how invited families
interacted with its products.
Its employees have been on
over 1,000 home visits to fig-
ure out how Indians eat, sleep,
relax and entertain. In prepa-
ration for its Hyderabad open-
ing, IKEA flew 75 Indian em-

ployees to Sheffield last year '

to help open a store in the
English city. It also opened a
pop-up shop in Hyderabad to
start introducing its products
to potential customers,

Many things in the
400,000-square-foot Hydera-
bad store will be the result of
that research. Dining-room
furniture will have a promi-
nent role after home visits

showed the dining table js

“not only a place to eat but to
discuss,” Mr. Maeztu said.
The new IKEA will have
hundreds of items the average
Indian can afford, including a

$2.16 jewelry box, shoehorns

for 70 cents each and door-;

mats that say “welcome” in
different Indian languages for
about $5. Roughly 800 of the
7.500 products on sale in the

Indian outlet will cost less
than $3. It also will offer a
sewing service so customers
can buy fabric to have curtains
made in the store.

IKEA spent weeks training
its in-house team, which in-
cludes 75 women, to assemble
its furniture. In addition to its
full-time employees, the com-
pany has separately trained
carpenters available on Urban-
Clap, a Bangalore-based online
marketplace for freelance la-
bor, to assemble its furniture.

Low labor costs mean many
Indians are used to hiring car-
penters to make furniture or
even just hang pictures.
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Elsewhere, too, IKEA has
been working to be more con-
venient. Last year it acquired
Silicon Valley startup Task-
Rabbit—the online market-
place that connects people
with freelancers willing to run
errands and do odd jobs—say-
ing it would use it to for furni- |
ture assembly.

One of its biggest adapta-
tions in India is a plan for
smaller, city-center stores. In-
dian cities are traffic-filled,
making it unappealing to
travel long distances. And con-
sumers are used to shopping !
in much smaller stores than
the sprawling big-box chains
of the West.

“India is an opportunity to
leapfrog,” Mr. Maeztu said.
“We cannot penetrate Mumbai
or Bangalore only with a blue
box in the outskirts.”

IKEA’s main domestic com-
petition will be the thousands
of tiny furniture shops apd
roadside carpenters who build
to order. There are only a few
national furniture brands and
websites.

A few miles from the_]l(EA
in Hyderabad is Ashish Singh's
Furniture Point store. He

knows IKEA is coming, but
said he isn't worried. Although
both venues will compete on
price, Mr. Singh maintained
that IKEA can’t match the
quality of materials or cus-
tomization his stre allows.

«We deal with-Indian teak;
they deal with plywood,” he
said. :



