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Abstract: We explored the impact of AI, specifically Midjourney, on the retail design 
process for master’s students. Over three years, three student groups followed the 
same design exercise, with AI introduced at different phases. Group 3, which used 
Midjourney during concept development, showed increased creativity, stronger 
storytelling, and more cohesive designs. However, AI 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: AI; 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 developments in AI, we set up an experiment to explore the possible impact of 
an AI-tool on the design process. In scientific literature we found sound proof that AI 
could benefit the design process. Text-to-image AI 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 AI models into the 
design process. For example, we see a lot 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, suggestions in 
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 an interior 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 AI 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 AI technologies that can support and accelerate creative pro-
cesses. An important evolution in the landscape of AI 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 AI 
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 AI tools that specialize in interior design. Some in-
teresting players in this field are Spacely AI, AI Room Planner and RoomGPT, which prom-
ise users through their AI-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's in-
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 
AI-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 AI. 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 AI 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-
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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. 

 
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 AI-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. 

• Originality – How unique and distinctive the design is compared to existing solu-
tions in the market. 

• 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 

4.1 Use 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 AI 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 
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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 AI-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 AI 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 AI-
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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 AI’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 AI 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 AI 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 AI—whether overly optimistic or skeptical—could affect how they 
engage with the tool. If participants expected AI 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 AI-assisted and non-AI-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 AI’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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Abstract: Marketing and design emphasise consumer-centricity and advocate for a 
participatory, co-creative role for consumers. However, retail designers often view 
consumers as constraints with limited influence on store design. A literature review 
analysing retail design from a consumer perspective reveals three key approaches: 
brand-based frameworks, which align retail design with brand identity; handover-
based frameworks, which incorporate consumer insights in a design brief; and em-
pathy-based frameworks, focused on understanding consumers through iterative 
design. In these frameworks consumer participation remains minimal. Barriers to 
greater involvement are largely linked to the role of the designer. The review sug-
gests that a more creative and participatory role for consumers in the design pro-
cess could lead to more customized, meaningful experiences and make retail 
spaces more consumer-centric. A proposed 5-level ladder of consumer involvement 
offers a tool for aligning retail challenges with appropriate levels of consumer par-
ticipation, enhancing consumer-centric design in retail spaces. 

Keywords: Retail design; Consumer-centricity; Co-creation; Participation ladder. 
 

1. Introduction 
Since the 1970s, designers have progressively adopted a consumer-centric approach, fo-
cusing not only on what they design but also on how they engage consumers (Sanders & 
Stappers, 2008). Consumers have played a more active role in the early stages of the de-
sign process, particularly during idea generation. This emphasis on consumer involve-
ment parallels the evolution of a marketing concept where customer-centricity has be-
come pivotal. In the previous century, many service-oriented firms progressed from a 
product-centric and internally focused approach to an external focus, serving specific 
customer segments (Sheth et al., 2000). Advances in technology have since driven this 
further, enabling a shift from market orientation toward a customer-centric model in 
which firms prioritize developing and maintaining relationships with individual customers 
(Guo et al., 2020; Sheth et al., 2000). Consumers increasingly seek to influence all as-
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pects of the business system, turning every point of interaction from design and produc-
tion to consumption into opportunities to create and extract value (Prahalad & 
Ramaswamy, 2004). This movement toward consumer-centricity in both marketing and 
broader design disciplines contrasts with the way consumer roles are described in retail 
design literature. For instance, Münster and Haug (2017) find that fashion store designers 
underrate consumers compared to other stakeholders and consumer influence dimin-
ishes as the design process progresses. In response to this gap, frameworks proposed by 
Schüller (2020) and Servais (2023) advocate for making retail design more consumer-
centric. This shift is important because creating value for customers inherently gener-
ates value for retail firms: “the true essence of the customer-centricity paradigm lies not 
in how to sell products but rather in creating value for the customer and, in the process, 
creating value for the firm; in other words, customer-centricity is concerned with the pro-
cess of dual value creation" (Shah et al., 2006 p.115). First, an understanding of the cur-
rent role of consumers is required before discussing possible more co-creative roles be-
cause value creation for consumers may occur without requiring their active participa-
tion. Consumer co-creation can be defined as a collaborative approach in which consum-
ers work actively with designers and retailers to achieve shared goals (Bødker et al., 
2022). This literature review examines the current role of consumers in retail design. This 
helps to understand why the consumer's role in the retail design process is undervalued, 
despite the pivotal role consumers play in the marketing concept and the widespread 
adoption of consumer-centric approaches in design. The topic of this study is relevant to 
both marketing and design disciplines but ultimately it focuses on the retail design pro-
cess and specifically, on the way one of the stakeholders, consumers, are involved. 

2. Research design 
A semi-systematic, scoping literature review was chosen to take the process of summa-
rising and disseminating research findings “one step further by drawing conclusions from 
existing literature regarding the overall state of research activity” (Arksey & O'Malley, 
2005 p.21). Systematic reviews aim to evaluate the quality of publications addressing a 
highly focused research question, whereas scoping reviews seek to identify gaps in the 
existing literature. This study exhibits characteristics of both approaches. Its systematic 
nature is reflected in its replicable process, the inclusion of only peer-reviewed publica-
tions, and the assignment of characteristics to a selection of publications for analysis. On 
the other hand, its scoping nature is evident in the broadly rather than narrowly defined 
research question and the reflexive application of inclusion criteria, which evolved with 
increasing familiarity with the literature. First, publications were selected that included 
“store design” or “retail design” and at least one of the following terms: “consumer”, 
“shopper”, “customer” or “end-user”. The search included a wide range of sources such 
as Arts & Architecture Source, EBSCOhost, Scopus and Web of Science from their mo-
ment of first publication till 1 August 2023. As this resulted in tens of thousands of publi-
cations, in a next step the selection was restricted to English and peer-reviewed publica-
tions in the academic disciplines of architecture, business, economics and social sci-
ences. Next, the abstracts of these publications were checked for mentions of the retail 
design process, stakeholders in the design process, and/or consumer participation in the 
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design process. This generated a first list of 43 publications to which 7 publications were 
added based on references in the first list. They were read in full to check if they also re-
lated to physical stores. The 50 publications were coded based on characteristics of the 
retail design process, stakeholder types, consumer involvement and key themes, ena-
bling the identification of barriers and accelerators of consumer involvement in retail de-
sign. 22 publications in particular contained detailed information relevant to the review. 

3. Findings 

First, those publications are selected that describe processes in various phases to de-
velop a physical store, hereafter called retail design frameworks. Clustering of such indi-
vidual frameworks may help to identify the context in which they are effective and ena-
bles a discussion at the group rather than the individual level. After reporting on frame-
work typologies, all publications are used to discuss the findings on process, stakehold-
ers, consumer role, barriers and accelerators. 

3.1 Frameworks 
Retail design frameworks were evaluated on aspects that could inform us on consumer 
involvement in retail design: the intensity of involvement of the consumer, the timing of 
the involvement, the actor that invites consumers into the process and finally the actor 
that is the main driver of the design process. Intensity of consumer involvement is de-
scribed as low if the consumer assumes the role of informant in one or a few research 
steps, is characterised as one of the constraints, and/or functions as a trigger of the pro-
cess. This attribute value is medium if the consumer is perceived as a valuable source of 
information and inspiration at various steps, not merely as informant in the analytical 
phase. Finally, intensity is high if the consumer is co-creator in one or more parts of the 
process and assumes decision-making responsibilities. Timing of the consumer involve-
ment was divided into 3 phases of the process: at the start, in the middle and/or at the 
end. Both intensity and timing did not result in much differentiation and therefore they 
are not helpful for grouping frameworks. In all of the identified retail design processes the 
consumer involvement is low, and if there is any, consumers are observed or interviewed 
in an analytical phase at the start of the process and as input into the briefing for the de-
signer. However, the models differ in the choice of the actor who leads the overall pro-
cess and the selection of the actor who carries the responsibility of involving the con-
sumer. When the frameworks are plotted on these two aspects three types of frame-
works appear (figure 1): brand-based framework, when the retailer takes the lead; hando-
ver-based frameworks when the designer leads the overall process and uses the design 
brief as handover moment while relying on the retailer for consumer insights; and empa-
thy-based frameworks when the designer leads the process from start to finish, not rely-
ing on the retailer. Figure 2 shows the main differences among the 3 types. Interestingly, 
there is no framework that describes a collaborative process where the retailer leads the 
overall design process and the designer is responsible for involving consumers. Most 
frameworks give the responsibility of involving consumers to the retailer.  
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Figure 1     Typology retail design frameworks 

3.2 Process 
The brand-based frameworks share a strong connection between retail design and the 
retailer’s strategic marketing processes. The process starts with the current brand iden-
tity or guides the (re)definition (Botschen & Wegerer, 2017; Paik & Lee, 2021; Schüller, 
2020), is harboured in retail strategy (Turley & Chebat, 2002), and/or is a response to 
consumer demand, retail competition and/or supplier action (Vazquez & Bruce, 2002). 
The brand-based frameworks suggest a number of sequential steps: determining brand 
principles, analysing the context, setting retail strategy and translating this into retail de-
sign. At the end of the process Turley and Chebat (2002) create a feedback loop from re-
tail design implementation to retail strategy. Botschen and Wegerer (2017) ensure that 
strategic marketing plans are elaborated in retail employee behaviour, processes and 
structures.  

In handover-based frameworks designers take overall responsibility but call on retailers 
to present information on the retail context, retail strategy and consumer insights in a 
design brief. Apart from this, these frameworks differ on many other aspects of the retail 
design process. Moore and Lochhead (1998) see the design process as an essentially 
creative response by designers to an actual or perceived problem. Claes et al. (2016) pre-
sent an iterative, never-ending process.  

In empathy-based frameworks designers maintain control and direction throughout the 
process. The frameworks demonstrate a commitment to gaining a deeper understanding 
of consumers. Seifer (2007) starts with observational research of consumers, Knox 
(2016) emphasizes awareness of the consumer situation and further context as a first 
step, and Servais et al. (2021) rename ‘target group’ from the framework by Claes et al. 
(2016) into ‘customer’. The frameworks accept continuous adaptation through feedback 
from monitoring that is incorporated into subsequent iterations. Servais et al. (2021) en-
courage self-reflection by ‘finishing’ their process with a next phase called ‘Next step…?’. 
Knox (2016) suggests the designer to lead the process to the end up to guiding the open-
ing of the store and monitoring performance. 

Leads Process 

Involves 
Consumer

Designer

Retailer

Designer Retailer

Empathy-based frameworks
- Seifer, 2007
- Knox, 2017
- Servais, Quartier & Vanrie, 2021

Brand-based frameworks
- Vazquez & Bruce, 2002
- Turley & Chebat, 2002
- Botschen & Wegerer, 2017
- Schüller, 2020
- Paik & Lee, 2021

Handover-based frameworks
- Moore & Lochhead, 1998
- Claes, Quartier & Vanrie, 2016
- Madsen & Petermans, 2020
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Figure 3:     Stakeholders by involvement 

3.4 Consumer role 
In brand-based frameworks retailers operate with the consumer in mind, but they regard 
the consumer as a target that may trigger the start of the process by the retailer 
(Vazquez & Bruce, 2002) or evaluate the outcomes. Turley and Chebat (2002) highlight 
the concept of consumer-oriented design, emphasizing the advantages of tailoring store 
environments to specific market segments. They discuss the potential for decentralized 
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way consumers respond to targeted marketing tools, and the value of a feedback loop 
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frameworks prioritize the representation of consumer interests within the design process 
without necessitating direct consumer participation. Their guiding principle is the desired 
brand identity as they aim to connect the retail design with the retail branding process. 
The retail design process is interwoven with strategic marketing processes and “while 
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our branding perspective suggests including all internal and external stakeholders” 
(Botschen & Wegerer, 2017 p.876).  

Both handover-based and empathy-based frameworks view consumers as subjects of re-
search rather than participants in the design process. In handover-based frameworks de-
signers lead the overall design process and extract information on consumer needs from 
the design brief drafted by the retailer. These frameworks differ on many other aspects. In 
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the framework by Moore and Lochhead (1998) retailers frame the problem, provide an ac-
curate portrait of the consumer, conduct a trends analysis and ask designers to create a 
solution. Claes et al. (2016) propose a visual model showing activities, actors and tools in 
a retail design process. The framework highlights the complex intertwining of the retailer, 
the retail designer and society in which the consumer is embedded. The consumer is in-
vestigated in market research when establishing a need and defined as target group 
and/or personas. The consumer is involved at various steps of the process, but it is unde-
fined to which extent the consumer actively engages as a valuable source of information 
and inspiration. Madsen and Petermans (2020) present a view of a designer’s observable 
universe consisting of four subsystems: place of business, retailer spaces, staff, brand 
and product mix. The type of consumer involvement is not detailed, but the frameworks 
could be interpreted such that consumers are involved in the design process.  

The empathy-based frameworks call upon designers to give empathic attention to con-
sumers often in a first step of the retail design process. The framework by Seifer (2007) 
starts with data gathering preferably through observational research. Knox (2016 p.139) 
gives the name awareness to the first phase of the retail design process when “designers 
must make themselves acutely aware of the needs of their clients, the customers, and 
the landscape or climate”. Knox (2016 p.141) emphasises consumer empathy: “An interest 
in, and an understanding of, human thought and behaviour will help determine what be-
comes effective design”. Servais et al. (2021) highlight the consumer role in the analytical 
phase after the briefing by the retailer. They rename target group to customer which 
comprises the aspects of personality/self-image and expectations/value perception.  

3.5 Barriers 
In the frameworks being examined, consumers have limited involvement in the retail de-
sign process and are predominantly regarded as subjects of research. This stands in con-
trast to marketing and design literature, which highlights a shift toward consumer-centric 
approaches, where consumers are given the opportunity to co-create solutions and ac-
tively participate throughout the entire process (Sanders & Stappers, 2008; Sheth et al., 
2000). The publications under discussion were reviewed to explore potential explana-
tions. 6 barriers are identified: the first 5 pertain to the role of the retail designer, while 
the sixth is associated with the design process.  

The first barrier relates to the role complexity of the designer, because they need to bal-
ance many aesthetical, functional, commercial, financial and legal aspects (Münster & 
Haug, 2017) at different abstraction levels (Haug & Münster, 2015) from many stakehold-
ers (Knox, 2016), potentially even more stakeholders than in other design disciplines 
(Schüller, 2020) while one changed aspect results in a domino effect of changing other 
aspects (Knox, 2016). If designers plan retail space with financial and volume metrics of 
retailers in mind, they may overlook the deeper emotional drivers that make consumers 
choose a store and form the foundation of a relationship between the consumer with the 
retail brand (Quartier, 2011). Despite their best intentions, retail designers often base 
their decisions on intuition and personal aesthetic preferences (Raffelt & Meyer, 2012). 
Also, both designers and consumers derive pleasure from novel design, but it may result 
in higher perceived complexity for consumers (Murray et al., 2017).  
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The second barrier concerns the indirect inclusion of the consumer perspective. Design-
ers often assume that retailers, who are perceived as having more knowledge of consum-
ers, have incorporated consumer needs (Münster & Haug, 2017). Retailers typically con-
duct most consumer behavior and needs research (Quartier et al., 2008). However, this 
indirect knowledge transfer, rather than direct consumer engagement, is unreliable, es-
pecially when consumers interpret concepts like experience differently than other stake-
holders. While retailers prioritize creating exciting experiences, consumers often seek 
more practical or utilitarian experiences (Bäckström & Johansson, 2006). The indirect in-
clusion may also be hindered by differences in argumentation style and vocabulary be-
tween designers and retailers. Petermans et al. (2013) note that retailers use more ra-
tional, logical arguments in the design process, while designers rely on emotional, narra-
tive reasoning. 

The third barrier relates to the type of consumer research. Available research from mar-
keting and psychology disciplines sheds light on consumer behaviour by testing the influ-
ence of isolated environmental or atmospheric stimuli (Petermans et al., 2013). However, 
this collides with the holistic view by designers and as a result, retail designers do not 
take the consumer research into account sufficiently (Petermans & Quartier, 2021). Fur-
thermore, designers may dismiss consumer research due to a perceived lack of credibility 
and relevance. More often than not, they associate research with questionnaires giving 
insight into consumer intentions and claimed behaviour rather than observed behaviour 
in actual retail environments.  

A fourth barrier stems from the disconnect between academia and design practitioners. 
While marketers value academic insights from marketing and psychology, designers re-
main skeptical of consumer behaviour research, viewing experimental studies in artificial 
settings as lacking credibility and relevance (Calienes et al., 2016). Additionally, limited 
access to scientific knowledge often leads designers to rely on intuition rather than evi-
dence-based practices (Petermans & Quartier, 2021). 

Münster and Haug (2017) identify a fifth barrier: unlike other stakeholders, consumers ex-
press their preferences less explicitly. Designers do not intentionally overlook these pref-
erences but often struggle to identify unconscious ones. Münster and Haug (2017 p.138) 
argue that “if designers had a better understanding of the consumers, they might be able 
to target their store designs even better, and they would have stronger arguments for 
their design choices in discussions with their clients”.  

Finally, a sixth barrier results from perceived process complexity. Consumer interests are 
overlooked in a retail design processes that have been described as “evolutionary phases 
and continuous tweaking” (Kent, 2007 p.740; Schüller, 2020 p.28). Servais et al. (2021) 
conclude that decisions on experience are made in an intuitive way, are approached dif-
ferently in each case, and happen in the executional post-concept development phase. 
Yet, when consumers are involved from the start of the design process, creative thinking 
and new approaches to problem-solving may flourish (Kent, 2007). 
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3.6 Accelerators 
Though the selected publications do not suggest a participatory role for consumers in 
the design process, they hold arguments that may accelerate a more consumer-centric 
retail design. These arguments revolve around 4 themes: market dynamics, call for inclu-
sivity, new technology and consumer experience.   

First, as the number of options available for selling, distribution, communication, and pay-
ment increases, consumer expectations regarding retail environments evolve more rap-
idly in various ways (Christiaans & Almendra, 2012). Retail spaces are expected not only 
to reflect shifting societal trends but also to take a stance on societal debates, such as 
the sustainable use of materials (Lehner, 2015). Moreover, the more consumers perceive 
products as homogeneous, the more retailers strive to differentiate themselves through 
various means, with retail design serving as an enabler (Willems et al., 2016). 

Secondly, the call for inclusivity may lead to more consumer-centric design. Various au-
thors highlight the necessity for stores to accommodate the needs of particular target 
groups, such as an aging population (Petermans & Van Cleempoel, 2010; Yu et al., 2022), 
Millennials (Calienes et al., 2016) and consumers with physical and/or cognitive limita-
tions (Celik & Yakut, 2021; Edwards et al., 2018). For instance, consumers with mobility im-
pairments frequently encounter architectural barriers, such as entryway steps, while 
those with vision loss face challenges in reading store signage. 

Thirdly, as a shopping journey integrates physical and digital components and advances 
in technology give consumers greater control, consumers expect a seamless retail brand 
experience across various media and retail channels (Kartajaya et al., 2019). In-store 
technology such as virtual reality is creating new opportunities to enhance the shopping 
journey (Bonfanti & Yfantidou, 2021; Siregar & Kent, 2019).  

A final accelerator of consumer-centric design is the consumer search for meaningful and 
customised experiences (Petermans et al., 2013; Quartier, 2017). In the experience econ-
omy consumers are no longer viewed solely as buyers of products but as individuals with 
distinct personalities and feelings (Quartier, 2017). This shift necessitates new insights 
into consumers’ self-image and emotions. Millennials, as a new generation, have stimu-
lated the demand for experiential stores, as they seek to be entertained, value authentic-
ity, appreciate perso-nalisation and are tech-savvy (Calienes et al., 2016). 

4. Discussion 
Current retail design frameworks do not suggest that a consumer-centric design out-
come requires a high level of consumer involvement. To better understand how designers 
and retailers could involve consumers, it is beneficial to make a clearer distinction be-
tween varying levels of involvement. The ladder of citizen participation by Arnstein (1969) 
served as foundation for conceptualising a similar ladder of increasingly higher levels of 
consumer involvement in the retail design process. To illustrate these levels, we utilised 
examples drawn from the publications in our review. We suggest 5 levels on which con-
sumers:  

1) are documented in consumer research reports;  
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2) are observed as part of the process;  

3) give feedback on ideas, concepts and products;  

4) create together with professionals in some phases of the process;  

5) engage with the team as co-designers throughout the process.  

The frameworks in our literature study facilitate designing retail space for consumers 
(levels 1 till 3), but they do not match the trends in marketing and design to co-create 
with consumers (levels 4 and 5). If consumers derive more of the value being created in 
retail from their experiences and their interaction with the retailer and other consumers 
rather than from the exchange of goods and services, the role of the consumer changes 
from buyer to actor in a store staged by the retailer (Pine & Gilmore, 2011). The consumer 
experience goes one step deeper if the stage is not set only by the retailer and consum-
ers also co-create the stage (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004; Russo Spena et al., 2012). 
We think that increasingly consumers will help decide on the stage and artefacts of the 
store. This is driven by the inherent characteristic of stores that production and con-
sumption of the service occur simultaneously and the highly personal nature of an experi-
ence. Inviting consumers to co-create retail space, will tap into their creative capabilities 
and increase their engagement with the retail brand. This may also leverage retail design 
in a way to differentiate one retail brand from another (Petermans et al., 2013) which re-
quires knowledge about which aspects of the retail design are important to consumers. 

Co-creation may not be an objective in itself but a means to achieve consumer-centric 
retail design. Co-creation in all design phases is perhaps the highest level of consumer 
involvement as opposed to observing consumers and asking feedback on designs cre-
ated by others. When delivering consumer-centric design, retailers may have relied on 
sales data or in-store observations, but whether such approaches are robust enough to 
withstand future developments such as the demand for in-store experiences remains un-
clear. The required level of consumer involvement may depend on the situation. When re-
tailers roll out an existing concept it may be sufficient to measure the change in the com-
position of households in the catchment area in order to reallocate category space. More 
radically new retail concepts targeting previously unknown target groups may require 
more consumer involvement. This has implications for the choice of the retail design 
framework. Designers and retailers need to know for which situations the retail design 
framework was developed and select the relevant frameworks depending on the context. 
Also, the retail design frameworks may be designed in a flexible manner and allow for vari-
ous levels of consumer involvement in the retail design process in terms of phase of the 
process, duration of the involvement and type of contribution. 

5. Implications, limitations and future research avenues 
This literature review of retail design processes, examined from the consumer's perspec-
tive, highlights the opportunity for greater consumer-centricity in store development. A 
key question is whether consumer-centric design can be achieved with minimal or no par-
ticipation from consumers. We propose conducting experiments that vary the degree of 



The Role of Consumers in the Retail Design Process 

169 

consumer involvement, assessed against a range of criteria representing the diverse pri-
orities of stakeholders. These experiments could also explore how increased consumer 
involvement can be achieved without overly complicating the design process or the de-
signer's role both of which currently are perceived as barriers to high consumer participa-
tion. 

An additional contribution of this review lies in identifying barriers and facilitators to con-
sumer involvement, which may help stakeholders optimize their processes. Six primary 
barriers to high consumer involvement in the design process were identified, most of 
which relate to the designer's role. Future research should also consider retailer-specific 
factors, such as budget constraints. Importantly, identifying these barriers and facilita-
tors from the same body of literature that informed the frameworks and stakeholder anal-
ysis ensures specificity. However, employing alternative search terms might uncover a 
broader array of relevant factors. 

Building on existing literature, we developed three types of frameworks for the retail de-
sign process. Brand-based frameworks are most applicable when developing or revisiting 
a brand identity statement, enhancing synergy across marketing instruments, working 
with less stringent time constraints, or operating within an organizational culture favour-
ing structured approaches with clear accountability. Handover-based frameworks where 
the design brief plays a central role, are suited to contexts where designers are unfamiliar 
with the retailer's environment or where significant changes are anticipated. Empathy-
based frameworks may prove effective in organizations with cultures that prioritize con-
tinuous change and adaptability. Further research is needed to validate two critical as-
pects within these frameworks: the actor leading the overall process and the actor re-
sponsible for involving consumers. Additionally, the applicability of the frameworks them-
selves requires evaluation. Rather than viewing the three frameworks as distinct pro-
cesses tailored to specific contexts, they could be considered interwoven, allowing re-
tailers and designers to integrate emphasis on brand identity, the design brief, and itera-
tive feedback. This perspective suggests the need for a unified process description offer-
ing a menu of options that can be tailored to the specific requirements of the retail design 
context. 
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