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Abstract. Under the background of the transformation of the consumer 
society, this study, based on Baudrillard's three-value theory and symbolic 
value theory, adopts case studies and textual discourse analysis to construct 
a three-stage value transformation model. Research findings show that DIY 
progresses step by step through three stages: selection, assembly, and 
display. In the selection stage, cognitive labor is invested to pre-embed 
symbolic value. In the assembly stage, physical and emotional labor is 
invested to generate the "IKEA effect", achieving the transformation from 
use value to symbolic value. In the display stage, social labor is invested to 
achieve symbolic value - completing the accumulation and fundamental 
transformation of value. Ikea has adopted a triple strategy of brand narrative, 
product design and community operation to incorporate the consumer labor 
system into brand assets and create a social distinction between "production-
oriented consumers" and "purchase-oriented consumers". However, DIY is 
essentially a trap of consumerism. Brands transfer the production labor that 
should be done by factories to consumers, making them pay for a "false 
sense of satisfaction". This study provides brands with learnable premium 
paths while helping consumers understand the symbolic meaning behind 
free labor.  

1 Introduction 
Under the background of the transformation of the consumer society, the consumption logic 
is changing. Consumers are no longer merely recipients of products but are gradually 
participating in the production process of products. IKEA's Do-It-Yourself (DIY) model is a 
typical example in this context. As one of the world's largest furniture retailers, IKEA offers 
home products with excellent designs and complete functions. Ikea's goal is to ensure that 
customers do not feel that the goods they purchase are cheap or of poor quality while keeping 
the prices of its products reasonable. To achieve its goal, IKEA aims to offer "valuable low 
prices" by cutting costs. The DIY model is one of its main strategies for cost reduction. This 
model requires consumers to complete the entire process from selection, transportation to 
assembly by themselves. When consumers want an IKEA shelf or bookcase, they not only 
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have to purchase it from the store, but also have to invest time and effort in transportation 
and assembly. Although each link and step seems inconvenient, consumers can gain a sense 
of satisfaction and achievement from the entire process. Against the backdrop of the 
constantly evolving logic of social consumption, this model is a way to transform labor into 
consumable symbolic resources and also a mechanism for generating symbolic value 
premiums. 

Based on Baudrilliard's three-value theory and symbolic value theory, this study adopts a 
research method that combines case studies with text and discourse analysis to examine the 
online sharing of IKEA brand-related promotions and user achievements. On this basis, this 
study constructs a three-stage value transformation model to reveal the mechanism of 
symbolic premium in the IKEA DIY process. Theoretically, the "IKEA effect" is expanded 
from the individual psychological level to the perspective of consumer sociology, enriching 
the application of the three values theory in specific consumption scenarios and revealing the 
symbolic transformation mechanism of the labor of producers and consumers in actual 
consumption. At the practical level, by explaining IKEA's DIY strategy, new value growth 
points can be identified, providing a learnable premium path for other brands and helping 
consumers understand the symbolic meaning behind free labor and the new consumption 
logic. 

2 Literature review and theoretical foundation 
At the theoretical foundation level, consumer labor and value creation provide the core 
perspective for this research. Hochschild's theory of emotional labor states that individuals 
need to manage their emotions at work to generate specific psychological states. This 
framework has been extended to the field of consumption by subsequent research: Denegri-
Knott et al. proposed the concept of "relational labor", revealing how the emotional 
investment that consumers make by maintaining interpersonal relationships on digital 
platforms is capitalized by the platforms [1]. Zuo Luping and Zhu Liang further proposed the 
concept of "emotional consumerism", pointing out that emotions have become the main 
driving force in consumption behavior. The objects of consumption have shifted from 
material goods to emotional goods, and emotions have gradually become commercialized, 
symbolized, capitalized and consumed [2]. Meanwhile, the "consumer" concept proposed by 
Ritzer and Jurgenson indicates that consumers actively engage in labor at the boundary 
between production and consumption [3]. However, Zwick et al. critically pointed out that 
the so-called "value co-creation" by enterprises is often a systematic incorporation and value 
extraction of consumers' labor [4]. 

At the level of symbolic value and differentiation, Baudrillard's symbolic consumption 
theory clarifies that in a consumer society, items not only possess use value but also carry 
symbolic meaning and social identity [5]. Bourdieu's theory of cultural capital and 
segmentation provides an analytical tool for understanding how DIY labor is transformed 
into social status [6]. In view of the particularity of DIY, the classic study of the IKEA effect 
by Norton, Mochon and Ariely confirmed that self-assembly labor leads consumers to 
attribute disproportionately high value to products [7]. Subsequent studies have further 
deepened this finding: Oishi et al. revealed the neural mechanism of the IKEA effect through 
fNIRS neuroimaging technology [8]. In the Internet age, Marchowska-Raza and 
Rowleyanalyzed the value co-creation mechanism in brand communities [9]. 

To sum up, existing research has accumulated rich results in aspects such as consumer 
labor, symbolic value, and the IKEA effect. However, the entire DIY process (selection - 
assembly - display) and multiple types of labor including cognitive, physical, emotional, and 
social labor have not yet been unified into a systematic dynamic model. The two-way cycle 
mechanism between brand acquisition and consumer segmentation also lacks systematic 
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elaboration. This study aims to construct a three-stage value transformation model, revealing 
the complete symbolic premium transformation path from private labor achievements to 
public symbolic value, in response to the aforementioned research gap. 

3 Deconstruction of DIY process 
DIY is not merely a process of product assembly; it is a continuous labor process that runs 
through selection, assembly and display. Consumers engage in different forms of labor in 
these three stages - cognitive labor in the purchasing stage, physical and emotional labor in 
the assembly stage, and social labor in the display stage. Each of the three stages corresponds 
to a unique value transformation mechanism, in which value accumulates layer by layer, 
achieving the transformation from use value to symbolic value and finally back to symbolic 
value. This article deconstructs DIY into three progressive stages and constructs a three-stage 
value transformation model to explain how consumers, through their own labor, transform 
standardized products into "my items" that carry personal emotions and meanings and have 
symbolic value. 

The first stage is the selection stage. Consumers need to search through a vast array of 
products, compare their sizes, colors, functions and combinations, and imagine the scenarios 
in which they would be placed and used in daily life. The core of this cognitive labor lies in 
the fact that consumers do not purchase a finished piece of furniture but a "semi-finished 
product" - and this is precisely the essence of IKEA's DIY, allowing consumers to preset 
assembly or renovation labor (and DIY) when choosing furniture. Ikea, through online 
displays such as official social media and AR technology, as well as offline store and model 
room displays, guides consumers to imagine future living scenarios and encourages them to 
make DIY presets. At this stage, consumers start to make differentiated product combination 
choices based on their own tastes to distinguish themselves from the "mass aesthetic", and 
initially build household items with their own personalities - this means that symbolic values 
are pre-buried at this time. The value transformation mechanism at this stage is "cognitive 
labor → personalized choice → the initial construction of 'my taste' (and differentiation)". 

The second stage is the assembly stage, which is the core of DIY labor. Consumers invest 
their labor and emotions in this stage, creating unique and intensive value. From 
transportation, reading instructions to assembly, consumers engage in physical labor. From 
a pile of parts to the physical furniture, consumers need to be patient and manage the possible 
sense of frustration, invest emotional labor in the process from zero to one, from nothing to 
something, and ultimately experience the sense of achievement of "crafting with one's own 
hands". This kind of investment has given rise to the "IKEA effect": people tend to give a 
higher evaluation to the items they have personally participated in making, assembling or 
creating than their objective value, and a sense of ability plays a mediating role between self-
creation of products and overvaluation [7, 10]. At this point, a seemingly ordinary piece of 
furniture, due to the consumer's personal investment, is no longer just "a piece of furniture", 
but becomes "my furniture" with symbolic significance - this means that at this stage, the use 
value begins to shift towards symbolic value. The value transformation mechanism at this 
stage is "assembly labor → IKEA effect → emotional premium". 

The third stage is the presentation stage, during which consumers engage in social labor. 
Consumers integrate the assembled furniture into their lives, transforming their personal 
labor achievements into "cultural markers" - as they carry consumers' labor and taste, they 
become "symbols" that can express consumers and become part of the home space. On social 
media platforms, engaging in social labor such as set shooting, writing copy, showcasing 
achievements and renovations, and receiving likes and comments - personal achievements 
are further recognized by the public society, and consumers are recognized as "having strong 
manual skills", "being creative" and "having good taste" - this means that at this stage, the 
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symbolic value of furniture becomes prominent. The value transformation mechanism at this 
stage is "display labor → social recognition → symbolic value realization". The value 
creation of labor in the three stages is cumulative. From personalized selection, assembly and 
splicing to the display of achievements, the investment in each stage has advanced step by 
step. DIY has completed the fundamental transformation from standardized products to 
carriers carrying meaning, and from use value to symbolic value. 

4 Symbol premium mechanism 
The symbolic premium mechanism is the key to understanding the DIY phenomenon at 
IKEA. Unlike the traditional product premium, the symbolic premium brought about by the 
IKEA effect stems from the various labors invested by consumers and their social 
significance. In the three-value model, consumers transform an ordinary piece of furniture 
into a "cultural mark" that carries their personal taste and sense of achievement through three 
stages: selection, assembly, and display. Ikea continues to systematically incorporate these 
individual labor achievements into brand assets through a series of strategies. Meanwhile, 
consumers have also gained a new type of cultural capital through DIY labor and formed a 
social distinction from pure "purchasing consumers", becoming "production consumers". 
The symbolic premium mechanism is precisely the dynamic process of brand acquisition and 
enhanced consumer segmentation. 

Ikea's strategy for incorporating individual labor achievements can be divided into three 
levels. The first level is brand narrative. Ikea packages "simplicity, practicality, sustainability 
and self-reliance" as the essence of the Nordic lifestyle to build its brand image and 
personality. This corporate personality narrative provides a reasonable value system for DIY 
labor. Consumers are no longer merely seeking high social display capital at low prices, but 
rather practicing a life concept of style and taste. Every DIY effort made by consumers is 
practicing and spreading IKEA's brand values. The second level is product design. Ikea's 
modular design of products (such as the MARIUS stool) reserves personalized space - the 
stool surface can be removed to become a clock display, and the pot lid can be transformed 
into a bookshelf. Through designing such semi-finished products, IKEA invites consumers 
to add creative modifications to its products and post them on social media platforms to create 
a demonstration effect. The third level is community operation [11]. Ikea's official social 
media encourages users to share their purchases and modification suggestions. Once 
individual labor achievements are labeled with the brand, they become free and genuine 
promotional materials for the brand. As a result, IKEA incorporates individual labor into 
brand assets. Through these three strategies, IKEA has successfully transformed the symbolic 
value originally belonging to consumers into brand assets that can be accumulated and 
disseminated. 

From the perspective of consumers, the symbolic premium mechanism has also created 
social segmentation. Traditional conspicuous consumption mainly relies on money display, 
showing off status by purchasing expensive goods. Ikea DIY offers other display channels. 
By showcasing "taste + hands-on ability", it more effectively highlights personalized 
aesthetics, differentiating itself from consumers who only purchase finished products and 
achieving social distinction among people [12, 13]. This proves that IKEA DIY constitutes a 
new type of cultural capital: It does not require expensive investment, but it does need time, 
patience, creativity and aesthetic judgment. Ikea sells not only goods, but also gives 
consumers a sense of identity as a "person with taste and ability" [14]. Self-assembly labor 
has become a way for the middle class to showcase their taste, and this even constitutes the 
source of symbolic premium [15]. 

The symbolic premium mechanism relies on the combined effect of brand incorporation 
and social segmentation. Consumers gain social differentiation through DIY labor. Their 
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approving likes and comments can motivate them to produce more complex and creative DIY 
renovation content. On the other hand, IKEA continuously transforms these contents into 
brand capital such as brand stories and advertisements through a triple acquisition strategy. 
The more successful the acquisition, the more three-dimensional and profound the IKEA 
brand image will be. Ultimately, for consumers, symbolic premium turns into social capital. 
For the IKEA brand, symbolic premium has transformed into brand loyalty and high premium 
capacity. This is the reason why IKEA's DIY model has been a huge success. 

5 Conclusion 
Through research, this paper finds that under the background of the transformation of the 
consumer society, DIY progresses step by step through the three stages of selection, assembly 
and display, accumulates value creation, and ultimately achieves a fundamental 
transformation from use value to symbolic value. Ikea, through a triple strategy of brand 
narrative, product design and community operation, has transformed DIY into a new type of 
cultural capital, thereby achieving social segmentation and converting consumers' labor into 
brand assets, thus realizing new value point growth. This research has guiding significance 
for the real world. From the perspective of enterprises, IKEA has transformed consumers' 
labor into marketing, communication and segmentation through a triple strategy. In terms of 
marketing, brand loyalty is enhanced by getting consumers to take action. In terms of 
communication, brand word-of-mouth promotion is achieved through consumers' sharing on 
social platforms. In terms of differentiation, through DIY labor, help consumers build a 
"tasteful" persona, thereby forming a high-value brand perception. Ikea has transformed labor 
into brand assets through these three steps, providing other brands with a learnable path for 
value growth. From the perspective of consumers, DIY transforms them from recipients of 
standardized products to producers of product meaning who demonstrate their taste, 
personality and emotional expression through labor, thus liberating the consumer subject. 

However, this article still holds that DIY consumption, to some extent, is a trap of 
consumerism. Although DIY can bring consumers a sense of satisfaction and self-identity, 
brands have transferred the production labor that should have been completed by factories to 
consumers. Consumers are also willing and enthusiastic about it, transforming them into free 
labor. This is a kind of "labor assignment" at the emotional level. At the same time, DIY 
products have led consumers to shift from purchasing "an item" to buying "an identity", "a 
lifestyle", and "a meaning". In fact, they may have fallen into a more concealed trap of 
consumerism. Under such circumstances, consumers can no longer enjoy the purest pleasure 
that comes from creation itself. As the background of the consumer society transformation 
deepens, subsequent research can reflect on the symbolic meaning behind free labor from the 
perspective of consumer decision-making, understand the new logic of consumption, help 
consumers deeply disintegrate the relationship between "labor" and "consumption", 
understand the dual nature of DIY as "cultural capital", see through the essence of "emotional 
premium", and avoid overpaying for "pseudo-satisfaction".  
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