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Abstract: We explored the impact of Al, specifically Midjourney, on the retail design
process for master’s students. Over three years, three student groups followed the
same design exercise, with Al introduced at different phases. Group 3, which used
Midjourney during concept development, showed increased creativity, stronger
storytelling, and more cohesive designs. However, Al had no significant impact on
innovativeness or originality. Midjourney did accelerate ideation, allowing students
to generate concept boards quickly, reducing early-stage development by 1-2
weeks. Despite this, its use declined in later design phases, as students found it un-
able to fully align with their visions. The study concludes that Midjourney is most ef-
fective in the concept phase, offering fast visualization, lowering technical barriers,
and inspiring creative thinking. While it may not replace traditional design methods,
it serves as a valuable creative tool for exploring and refining ideas.

Keywords: Al; design process; creativity; retail design

1. Introduction

As researchers and teachers in the Faculty of Architecture and Arts, we have been work-
ing for several years to develop tools that facilitate the design process of stores for stu-
dents. Several tools and models have already been published (Quartier, 2023). Influenced
by recent developmentsin Al, we set up an experiment to explore the possible impact of
an Al-tool on the design process. In scientific literature we found sound proof that Al
could benefit the design process. Text-to-image Al tools like Midjourney are particularly
suited for retail design by accelerating spatial planning, enhancing brand identity, and im-
proving consumer experience. They enable rapid exploration of store layouts, help main-
tain visual consistency with brand aesthetics and assist in crafting immersive shopping
environments. While primarily used for visual inspiration, their ability to generate diverse
design concepts makes them valuable for the fast-paced retail industry. In recent years
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there has been a lot of focus on appropriately integrating generative Al models into the
design process. For example, we see a |ot of publications around supporting the concept
phase, using language or image generation to explore a broad spectrum of conceptual
possibilities. The literature review by Rane et al. (2023) shows that tools like ChatGPT or
Bard can play an important role in this, as they can quickly generate different alternatives,
taking into account style preferences, color palettes and spatial requirements. A similar
conclusion can be drawn based on the user study by Paananen et al. (2023), in which ar-
chitecture students were asked to use popular models (Midjourney 4, DALL-E 2, Stable
Diffusion 1.5) to generate an impression image of a floor plan, an interior and a material.
Students particularly appreciated that the models took into account certain conditions
(e.g., number of floors or overall size). After the concept phase, several publications ex-
plore how initial impressions can be further solidified.

For example, RoomDreaming is a prototype by Wang et al. (2024) that uses image genera-
tion to iterate quickly and efficiently over a wide range of suggestions, with the user di-
recting the process by selecting the preference each time. As a result, suggestionsin
subsequent iterations quickly converge to the user's specific needs. Designers reported
after a user study that a first hour of collaborative design via RoomDreaming gave similar
results to several days of traditional meetings. Another example is the platform by Thak-
kar et al. (2024), where users first enter the dimensions of a virtual (3D) space and place
objects. Then aninterior image is generated that matches the space to a certain extent
(in terms of layout, specific furniture, proportions ...). This shows that even with image
generation, the algorithm can be somewhat controlled, by enforcing a certain spatial
structure. Moreover, the platform also allows objects to be moved or removed. Research
also shows how Al can assist designers in later steps of the process. For example, Hou et
al. (2024) investigated how color palettes can be automatically determined via a lan-
guage model supported by domain-specific knowledge, allowing the intent of the design-
er's textual input to be better ascertained. The colors suggested by the model can then
be automatically assigned to parts of the interior (furniture, walls, etc.) and refined by the
designer. Generative models such as ChatGPT and DALL-E can also be used for assigning
textures and colors in a 3D scene. For example, the prototype of Gallega et al. (2024) uses
these models to recommend relevant textures, generate multiple texture maps of the
same type of texture, or suggest color palettes. In turn, Merell et al. (2011) developed an
interactive system that proposes furniture arrangements that consider interior design
guidelines (such as balance, focal points, alignment, and circulation). An informal study
found that users with no prior knowledge in terms of interior design knew better arrange-
ments when using the system.

Next, we did an online exploration to look for the tools at hand. There seems to be a
breakthrough in generative Al technologies that can support and accelerate creative pro-
cesses. An important evolution in the landscape of Al and creative design is the break-
through in generative algorithms. Given the impressive advancements in recent years,
this technology is well-suited for translating abstract DNA values—typical terms brands
use to define themselves—into immersive visual and sensory shopping experiences. Es-
pecially interesting are image models that can convert textual input into an image based
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on their extensive training. Tools such as Midjourney, Stable Diffusion, Shutterstock Al
Image Generator, DALL-E, Adobe Firefly, ... are available to a wide audience, whether for a
fee or not. Such tools already offer many advanced features, such as the ability to manu-
ally select and delete specific parts of an image or replace them with an alternative. There
are, however, commercial generative Al tools that specialize in interior design. Some in-
teresting players in this field are Spacely Al, AlRoom Planner and RoomGPT, which prom-
ise users through their Al-based visualization to speed up and streamline the design pro-
cess, while being cost-effective. They offer users a choice of interior styles, but their cus-
tomization options remain very limited. These tools often require an initial image or
sketch of the existing/desired room, in an attempt to meet the user's needs, but they pri-
marily focus on generating visually appealing images of interiors similar to the user'sin-
put. Midjourney is a bit different as it allows users to generate designs by simply describ-
ing what they want in words.

After this exploration, we chose the Midjourney programme. Midjourney promises, as an
Al-powered image-generation platform, offers students an opportunity to explore and
visualize concepts in ways that were previously time-intensive or technically challenging.
Also, Midjourney seemed to be easily accessible, offering endless conceptual images of
spatial images without giving it a lot of input. So, both for conceptual thinking as store de-
sign Midjourney seemed the best fit.

2. Experimental set-up

The study was conducted among Master students of interior architecture majoring in re-
tail design in the academic year 2022-2023, 2023-2024 and 2024-2025, with 2022_2023
as the control group, using no Al. With the retail design process model of Servais et. al
(2012) in mind, and what we found in the literature review, two phases in the design pro-
cess were selected to introduce Midjourney to the students: concept design phase, and
the store development phase.

During the first year of the three (2022-2023), no Midjourney was taught nor mentioned
to the 6 students following the master (group 1). After a short survey at the end of the ex-
ercise, students were found to be unfamiliar with Midjourney or any other Al design tool.
During the second year (group 2), Midjourney was taught to 11 students following the
master, in the store development phase with the premise that it would inspire the stu-
dents to elaborate their design. The third year of study, we taught students Midjourney at
the beginning of the design process, during the concept development phase (group 3).
This year, there were 6 students involved. The Midjourney training consisted of a half-day
session, beginning with a brief introduction to the platform. Following this, students were
assigned two hands-on exercises to assess their ability to work effectively with the pro-
gram. The retail design exercise remained consistent over three years: students were
tasked with designing a concept store for an internationally recognized luxury brand or
designer within a 400 m2 space provided to them. They had the freedom to choose their
brand, with selections including Louis Vuitton, Dolce & Gabbana, Dries Van Noten, Walter
Van Beirendonck, and Rolex. A key focus of the exercise was crafting an immersive shop-

153



Quartier Kateljjn

ping experience. Master’s students were already familiar with retail design, having com-
pleted a semester-long retail design project in their third year of the bachelor’'s program.
During that phase, they followed a structured design process with strict timelines, guided
by tutors. In the master’s program, however, they had greater autonomy in managing
their own schedules. This flexibility allowed us to evaluate whether Midjourney influenced
the timing of their design process.
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Figure 1 Retail design process with the use of Midjourney indicated in the process

3. Analysis

Over the course of three years, two teachers—a retail design expert and the author—con-
sistently guided the design process. They maintained a stable approach, making no
changes to the design exercise or their methods of instructing and mentoring students.
This ensured that any variations in student outcomes were not due to differences in
guidance but rather to the influencing of the Al-tool used in the process.

The design process was closely monitored in terms of both timing and visual output, us-
ing structured documentation (workflow document) and student presentations. To as-
sess the effectiveness and impact of the process, the results were analyzed based on
three predetermined criteria:

¢ Innovativeness - The extent to which the design introduces new and forward-
thinking solutions.

¢ COriginality - How unique and distinctive the design is compared to existing solu-
tions in the market.

e Creativity - The depth and meaningfulness of the ideas generated throughout the
design process.

By systematically evaluating these aspects, the study aimed to identify the influence of
different approaches on the quality and nature of student designs.
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4. Results

4.1Use of Midjourney

Although the students in Group 2 only learned to use Midjourney during the store devel-
opment phase, many still referred to their concept boards from the concept design
phase. Most of them recreated their concept boards using Midjourney (see Figure 2),
though these new images were largely copies of their original work, with little further ex-
perimentation. During the store development phase, students used Midjourney primarily
for inspiration but did not allow it to influence or guide their design decisions. Analyzing
their workflow documents at the end of the process revealed that the frequency of
Midjourney-generated images remained relatively low.

In contrast, Group 3, which was introduced to Midjourney during the concept design
phase, used it extensively to experiment and develop their concept boards. These boards
were notably more spatial and interior-focused than those of Group 2 (see Figure 3). Stu-
dents in this group continuously generated images until they arrived at their ideal con-
cept—an efficient process completed within half a day. However, like Group 2, they rarely
used Midjourney in the later design stages, neither for inspiration nor for visualizing their
ideas.

During a final review, students in both groups expressed that Midjourney did not always
produce the results they envisioned. Many already had a clear mental image of their de-
signs that the Al struggled to replicate. A key difference, however, was that Group 3
tended to keep their Midjourney-generated concept images as a guiding reference
throughout the design process, whereas in Group 2, the concept board played a minimal
role in further development.

Figure 2 Concept boards of Group 2, Walter van Beirendonck and Nicky Vankets

155



Quartier Kateljjn

4.2 Impact on final design

An analysis of the students’ results revealed no significant impact on two of the three
predetermined evaluation criteria: innovativeness and originality. In other words, the ex-
tent to which the designs introduced new solutions, and their uniqueness compared to
existing designs remained relatively consistent across all groups. However, there was a
noticeable increase in the creativity factor, particularly in Group 3.

In this group, the use of Midjourney appeared to enhance the depth and strength of the
conceptual storytelling. The narratives behind the concepts were more compelling, and
the overall design concepts were more clearly defined and cohesive. Additionally, the
translation of ideas into visual design was more consistent, as illustrated in Figure 3. This
suggests that Al-generated inspiration may have helped students refine their ideas more
effectively, leading to stronger and more coherent design outcomes.

Figure 3 Student work for Vivienne Westwood, group 3: left-hand side is Midjourney concept
board, right hand side is final design

4.2 Impact on design process

The teachers noted that the timeline of the design process varied between groups. In
Group 1 (the control group), the initial research and analysis phase lasted seven weeks.
During this time, students examined the brand and target audience, culminating in the
creation of two personas, a brand analysis using the brand pyramid (author, 2023), and a
concept board with accompanying text. This was followed by another seven weeks dedi-
cated to the actual design work.

Group 2 followed the same timeline for both research and design, showing no change in
process duration. However, in Group 3, the use of Midjourney accelerated the early
stages of concept development. The Al tool provided immediate visual inspiration, allow-
ing students to generate ideas more quickly. As a result, the analysis and concept devel-
opment phases took less time, reducing the need for the additional one to two weeks
that were typically required to create a concept board manually. This suggests that Al-
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driven tools can streamline the ideation process by offering rapid visual references, po-
tentially allowing for more time to refine and develop designs.

5. Conclusion and discussion

When designing the exercise, we assumed that Midjourney would serve as a valuable de-
sign companion, providing students with limitless inspiration, particularly during the store
development phase. However, our research shows that students are more likely to use
Midjourney in the concept phase. Somewhat unexpectedly, the program was little used in
the later design phase. We can conclude that:

1. Accelerating Ideation and Visualization in concept design phase: Midjourney allows stu-
dents to quickly generate visuals based on textual prompts, which accelerates the brain-
storming and ideation phase. This capability enables them to test multiple creative direc-
tions in a fraction of the time it would take using traditional methods. For design students,
this means they can explore a broader range of ideas, iterate faster, and refine concepts
more effectively.

2. Lowering Technical Barriers: for students who may lack advanced skills in complex de-
sign software, Midjourney provides an accessible way to create professional-grade visu-
als and boards. This empowers students from diverse backgrounds to engage in creative
exploration without being limited by their technical expertise.

3. Inspiring Creative Thinking: by generating unexpected or unconventional results,
Midjourney often pushes students to think outside the box. The Al's interpretations can
serve as inspiration, challenging students to reconsider their assumptions or explore new
creative directions.

So, Midjourney could become a powerful companion in the design process for students,
offering inspiration, some level of efficiency (producing a lot of images in a short
timeframe) and accessibility. We noticed that it is especially useful in the concept gener-
ation phase.

6. Limitations

While our study provides valuable insights into the role of Al in the design process, the
small sample size (6-11 students per year) presents certain limitations, particularly re-
garding broader applicability. Beyond sample size, several potential biases could influ-
ence our findings: group dynamics and cognitive bias in Perception of Al Assistance. Re-
garding group dynamics, although students worked individual on their project individual
differences, dominant personalities, and peer influence can affect student performance,
making it harder to isolate the study's impact. In term of cognitive bias, students’ precon-
ceived notions about Al-whether overly optimistic or skeptical—could affect how they
engage with the tool. If participants expected Al to be highly creative, they might have re-
lied on it more, whereas skeptics may have underutilized its potential. A more structured
approach, such as comparing Al-assisted and non-Al-assisted design processes, could
help isolate these effects.
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By addressing these biases in future research, we can gain a more nuanced understand-
ing of Al's role in design education and ensure that findings are more broadly applicable.

Overall, a quantitative component, such as larger-scale data collection or statistical anal-
ysis, would strengthen the findings by providing more objective insights.
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