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DESIGN
PROCESS

			Interior design is a rigorous process built on many decisions. Whether the project in question is new construction or preexisting, a studio apartment or a grand domicile, it requires a methodical, orderly, and organized approach. A specific sequencing of events is necessary to get from concept to completion. Planning ahead, thinking through myriad problems in advance, and sizing up one’s needs and spatial constraints to determine the most appropriate and inspired solution are indispensable skills. From day one, every element—from the tiniest detail to the most comprehensive architectural modification—needs to be considered as a whole and managed with informed decision making, scrupulous oversight, and a lot of quick thinking, as things can and will inevitably go awry.

			Anyone who takes on a serious design project discovers the unexpected complexity of interior design. Intertwined decisions lead to creative and operational challenges. Even seasoned pros confess that much of their work involves troubleshooting and problem solving—and that’s part of the fun. For design enthusiasts of all stripes, the excitement of seeing a vision fulfilled trumps the hiccups that occur along the way.

		

		THE PROFESSIONAL MIND-SET

		Most people design their homes in an ad hoc manner, one step at a time: over the course of a few years, they save up enough money or muster the energy to tackle the next room. For instance, a young couple upgrading to a larger abode might use their old furniture plus a few family heirlooms donated by a sympathetic parent to fill the yawning spaces. Months later, as their budget frees up, they buy a few items to plug in the gaping holes. When they become fed up with sitting on a too-small sofa, they buy a new one. Off-the-shelf curtains are upgraded to a custom design; a plain rug is exchanged for a more lush version.

		Such a piecemeal approach to interior design can certainly result in a lovely home. But a strategic plan is necessary to achieve the level of finish, resolve, and customization that distinguishes a well-executed space. From information gathering to installation, either the homeowner or a practitioner will need to follow the professional design process as closely as possible—and embrace the professional mind-set:

		PLAN AHEAD

		Set the vision in advance. Every detail is interrelated, so having the big picture in mind can help you organize and edit as you proceed through the design process. That way, you’ll know whether to say yes to the quirky lamp you spy on a leisurely Sunday stroll through the flea market. “You cannot look at a job through tunnel vision,” says designer Vicente Wolf. “Everything hinges on something else; it’s like fitting together pieces of a puzzle.” 

		BE ORGANIZED

		Designing a space is a job for a person who relishes bringing order to chaos. Use lists, charts, and spreadsheets, and store it all in three-ring or digital binders. Cross-reference every detail.

		EMBRACE TROUBLESHOOTING AS A CREATIVE EXERCISE

		Even if you have designed a residential interior before, something will always throw you for a loop, because the system has a million moving parts, and you can’t quite know what you are getting yourself into until you’re in the middle of it. But for professional designers, troubleshooting is an exciting challenge: instead of doing things the same way over and over again to avoid problems, most prefer to push themselves to find new solutions to enhance a space. “We’d go stale if we just did things the same way each time,” explains designer Katie Ridder. “Part of the challenge—part of the art—is to figure out how to create something you’ve never created before.”

		RESEARCH AND ASK QUESTIONS

		Interior design is the ultimate continuing education pursuit. Designers learn something new on each project, because their work entails an ongoing dialogue—with vendors and specialists—that helps them to refine their knowledge.

		KNOW YOUR LIMITATIONS

		Be realistic about your strengths and weaknesses, your capacity for organization, and the amount of time you have to devote to a project. Some tasks are very challenging for DIYers who lack the proper knowledge and experience. You may want to engage the services of an interior designer for your project if a certain level of sophistication requiring custom elements is called for, the timeline is tight (for instance, you want a remodel done all at once instead of over the course of a few years), or the scope of the project is too much to handle solo.
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			Designer Paul Siskin cleverly set apart a slim settee from a living room seating area, allowing a circulation corridor through the space.

		

		HIRING AN INTERIOR DESIGNER

		For many homeowners and renters taking on a design project, the best solution is to hire a practitioner to determine the goals and requirements, outline an appropriate budget and schedule, develop space plans, select and purchase furniture, fixtures, and equipment, and commission custom millwork. An interior designer can team with and help the client engage allied professionals—from architects to AV consultants to structural engineers. He can spearhead every aspect of the project or help his clients to structure or phase the work so that they can oversee certain tasks on their own. Regardless of how the collaboration unfolds, designers welcome—and indeed rely on—input from their clients. Interior design is not only an applied art but also a service business, and the practitioner’s goal is to fulfill his clients’ needs and to help them define their vision. 

		Consider hiring an interior designer as early in the process as possible to reduce the chances of potentially costly mistakes, even if an architect has already been retained to oversee a renovation or a new construction. An interior designer can work with the architect to select finishes, from flooring and ceiling treatments to hardware and architectural lighting, and her keen understanding of how people use rooms is instrumental in finessing a floor plan to suit a client’s lifestyle.
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			A fireplace with mirror above forms the focal point of a traditionally appointed living room by Cullman & Kravis.

		

		Each interior design firm develops its own process and procedures, but here are the steps you can expect to encounter:

		1 INITIAL INTERVIEW

		The client meets with prospective designers—the ideal candidates will have both an academic grounding and hands-on experience in the field. During the interview the client outlines the project’s parameters and reviews the designer’s qualifications and portfolio. Designers are often hired after this initial get-to-know-you appointment, but some clients need a few more meetings before making their decision.

		2 CONTRACT

		The designer will prepare either a proposal or a more formal letter of agreement based on the initial conversations. A proposal for services will contain a brief statement about the project and the work it will entail. A letter of agreement is an official contract requiring signature by the client, and sets forth details about the project, the scope of the designer’s work, compensation and fees, and other terms and provisions. Once the contract is signed, the project begins.

		3 INFORMATION GATHERING

		Every project starts with a discovery process, a fact-gathering phase to give the designer a deep understanding of the clients, their needs, their possessions, and the character of the space. This “programming” stage—also referred to as “pre-design”—defines the key problems, challenges, and goals that will shape the resulting design. Ideally, the designer meets the clients at home and/or project site to better grasp their lifestyle and assess and document the physical condition of the space and any belongings.

		4 ADDITIONAL FOLLOW-UP

		The initial Q&A session often generates more questions than answers. Follow-up meetings or conversations are sometimes needed to get a crystal-clear picture of the project’s parameters. The designer may even give the client “homework” in the form of a questionnaire to fill out at leisure. The get-to-know-you phase can last for a few weeks or even months.

		5 PROGRAM DEVELOPMENT

		The programming stage culminates in a written summary (or program) that details the project’s parameters. The designer presents this to the client, who carefully reviews it, makes any necessary corrections (“actually, our library will need to house five hundred books, not two hundred”), and ultimately approves it.

		6 ANALYSIS AND IDEATION

		The designer takes time to analyze the project’s challenges and parameters and to cull ideas and inspiration. This “schematic design” phase sparks a concept that will unify every decision, from spatial layout to color palette. This thinking-through stage is when the practitioner uses her imagination, creativity, knowledge, and wit to create potential solutions.

		7 SCHEMATIC PRESENTATION

		The designer proposes the concept and a preliminary scheme to the client. This might take the form of a mood board and impressionistic sketches of the space, or it might be more involved: furniture plans, swatches of materials, tear sheets of furnishings. The client approves the scheme—in writing—or requests modifications to be implemented in the next step.

		8 REFINING

		After the client approves the proposed direction, the designer begins to flesh out the scheme. She has just defined her vision; now she refines it. Ideas begin to evolve from the general (a round dining table) to the specific (a 60-inch-wide Eero Saarinen black marble–topped table). The designer will determine the exact height and profile of the baseboards, figure out the best placement of electrical outlets, choose final paint colors, furnishings, and much more. 

		9  DESIGN DEVELOPMENT PRESENTATION

		The designer invites the client to her studio in order to share the complete scheme. She will present renderings of each space being designed, floor and furniture plans, samples of wood and other materials, and fabric swatches. By taking in every space and detail in relation to one another, the client is able to better understand the overarching design concept and unifying sensibility. At the end of the meeting, the client is asked to approve the scheme and is sent home with a project binder organized by room, which includes the cost of the proposed elements, and takes some time to mull the proposal and express concerns about various features.

		10 CONTRACT DOCUMENTATION

		Once the client approves the scheme, the designer generates final floor and furniture plans. Purchase orders for furnishings and custom features are issued. At this stage the designer coordinates with the architect or other licensed professionals and, if the scope of the project warrants it, helps the client solicit bids to hire a GC.

		11 CONTRACT ADMINISTRATION

		The designer purchases the specified fabrics and furnishings, enlists vendors to initiate custom commissions, and hires any necessary collaborators, such as AV or lighting consultants. If construction is involved, the designer will review the documentation generated by the architect and/or GC. The designer’s role in the build-out includes visiting the construction site, managing some of the craftsmen, and generating the final punch list of unresolved items.

		12 INSTALLATION

		Once construction wraps, the designer works with various tradespeople to complete elements such as wallcovering and decorative finishes. She then oversees delivery and installation of all furnishings, lighting, and accessories. For large projects and those involving construction, items are stored in a warehouse until the space is ready; then the installation happens within a tight time frame. Otherwise, the designer will be present as needed over the course of a few weeks or months to receive deliveries.

		13 AFTERMATH

		After the installation is complete, a few items inevitably linger on the punch list: a console with a long lead time arrives a few weeks late, or the painter has to return to fix some nicks. The designer ensures that all details are resolved. Sometimes the client waits until the space is 90 percent complete before making decisions about the final layer—accessories and artworks. Fees for additional work will need to be renegotiated if the designer’s contract has an end date.

		DEFINING THE PROJECT

		The first step of any design project is to determine its scope: What will the work entail? Defining the contours as concretely as possible provides clarity, context, and direction. Is the scope narrow (new window treatments for a bedroom) or broad (renovating and furnishing a large home)? The objective may be to improve function, as in the case of revamping an underutilized dining room to double as a home office. Or the goal may be more abstract, such as conjuring a nurturing mood in a nursery. No matter how modest the objective is, every step should be executed with the big-picture vision for an entire room (or home) in mind.

		Identifying the users of the space is also an integral part of defining the project. Each room tends to be dominated by a particular family member; a designer will ask questions to connect a certain space to a specific individual and to determine whether any areas are shared. He will also assess the needs, desires, lifestyle, and interests of the inhabitants. How do they envision using the space? How do they want their home to feel? How should it function (for dining, lounging, sleeping)? Technology or other special considerations that affect the planning or infrastructure should also be carefully taken into account.

		Designers call this analysis the programming or pre-design phase. It is the foundation of every well-managed interior design project, no matter the size. A thorough consideration of these variables up front—by both the client and the professional—will mean a smoother process and a more satisfactory result.
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			When David Scott was hired to design the interior of an oceanfront home, he envisioned a decorative scheme that drew from the site. Part of the challenge was to instill a balance of openness and enclosure in the airy, double-height main living area, which he achieved by using textured finishes evocative of the beach.

		

		QUESTIONS TO ASK

		Whether you are a homeowner or a designer, you can determine the parameters of your project by asking the following questions:

		WHO LIVES HERE?

		Consider all inhabitants who will primarily use the space: don’t forget kids and pets, the au pair, and live-in grandparents, for example. The needs of empty nesters will be very different from those of young couples with three kids and a dog, or recent graduates living on their own for the first time. Even if the project is to remodel just one room occupied by a single family member, it’s still a good idea to keep in mind everybody else who lives in the home. A teenage boy may see his bedroom as a private sanctum, but his parents will pop in on occasion to chat or assist with homework.

		WHO ARE THE OTHER USERS?

		Assess the needs of any person who enters the home on a regular basis for work or another reason, such as a housekeeper, a caretaker, or a nanny. Does the homeowner entertain often or host overnight guests? If the answer is yes, then their use and comfort should also factor into the design scheme.

		SHOULD THE LOCATION—THE GEOGRAPHIC AREA AND THE BUILDING ITSELF—INFLUENCE THE DESIGN?

		The structure’s architectural character and the surrounding environment will inevitably inform the interior scheme. Generally, the best strategy is either to be consistent with the existing style or to deliberately play against type. Take cues from the locale by redoing a waterfront living room in a spectrum of aqueous hues and finishes. Or give a colonial home an ultramodern interior, using the design principle of contrast to conjure aesthetic frisson.

		HOW WILL THE INHABITANTS USE THE SPACE?

		Get a handle on how the inhabitants will use the space. Is the kitchen just for cooking, or will the family eat here too? A library may need to accommodate both quiet reading and laptop use.

		WHAT ARE THE ADDITIONAL FUNCTIONS OF THE SPACE?

		Some spaces will have a singular focus, and others will be called upon to multitask—for example, a den is occasionally used to sleep overnight guests, or a bedroom also functions as a sitting room or a home office. A generously sized kitchen is an ideal spot to incorporate a laundry nook, a command center, or a play area.

		WHEN WILL THE SPACE BE USED?

		Account for the season and time of day when a space is inhabited. Is it a year-round residence, a pied-à-terre, or a weekend or summer home? Will a room be occupied throughout the day or just in the morning or evening? When the space is used and what it will be used for must inform everything from the type of lighting needed to the optimal texture of the finishes.

		WHAT STYLE WILL REFLECT THE HOMEOWNER’S AESTHETIC SENSIBILITY?

		An interior design scheme should address a desired atmosphere and account for color preferences and historical influences—for example, French art deco or Scandinavian modern.

		DO THE INHABITANTS HAVE SPECIAL NEEDS OR SENSITIVITIES THAT THE SPACE MUST ACCOMMODATE?

		Ramps, open shelving, or other accessible solutions may be required if residents’ sensitivities, disabilities, or physical limitations are a consideration. If the homeowner intends to “age in place”—that is, remain in the space for a lifetime if possible—then features such as wide doorways for easy wheelchair passage are helpful. Blackout shades can be used in window treatments to make light-sensitive residents more comfortable, and additional insulation or wallcoverings and flooring that cushion sound are good design choices to muffle noise. When dust allergies are a concern, minimize the use of textiles.

		HOW SHOULD THE SPACE ADDRESS THE INHABITANTS’ PSYCHOLOGICAL NEEDS?

		Physical space influences how people feel on a very subconscious level. Yearnings for privacy, personal space, and access to light and nature are important factors to consider. Good design anticipates and supports these needs.

		WHAT TECHNOLOGY WILL BE INCORPORATED INTO THE SPACE?

		Security systems and smart-home or whole-house automation require touch pads, routers, wireless communication devices, and other gadgets that may affect infrastructure; if planned for in advance, such technology can be integrated into the design or hidden from view.

		IS ENVIRONMENTAL CONSCIOUSNESS A CONCERN?

		Because they will affect infrastructure, ecologi-cal requirements should be addressed from the project’s inception. Everyone has different standards (not to mention budgets). That being said, homeowners’ philosophies often change over time. “Many clients don’t think about eco-friendliness until they have their first baby or the pet gets sick, and then healthy materials and finishes suddenly become a priority,” says designer Kati Curtis. Changing an element such as cabinetry—which can off-gas formaldehyde—after it’s been installed is tricky and expensive, so think ahead.

		HAVE ANY SCHEDULING ISSUES BEEN IDENTIFIED?

		Is this space currently being used for another purpose? Will anybody be living in the space while it’s being redesigned? What’s the ideal move-in date? Does the baby’s room need to be completed before the due date? Construction that needs to be wrapped up prior to a big party or a major life event is particularly stressful.
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			A carefully illuminated side table becomes a spotlit pedestal for art in a living room by David Scott, which features a custom sofa upholstered in masculine pinstripes.
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			For his New York home, Geoffrey Bradfield designed a library that doubles as a den and an entertaining salon. A U-shaped banquette anchors the room, creating a sort of conversation pit in reverse.
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			A living room by Matthew Patrick Smyth showcases pale tones and an eclectic mix of delicately scaled furnishings—a formal space designed for formal occasions.
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			The dining room of Joan Dineen’s townhouse is used primarily in the evenings and for formal occasions. Dark wood finishes, a moody lighting scheme, and a formal ambience suit the room’s nighttime-only character.
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			To create a bedroom that would grow up with its youthful inhabitant, Suzanne Lovell combined a tasteful gray-on-gray palette and furnishings with whimsical artworks.
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			Eco-consciousness was a consideration in a living room by Kati Curtis, which features sustainably sourced textiles and VOC-free paints and finishes. The scheme contrasts rough, natural textures and elegant gray tones.

		

		CREATING A BUDGET

		Developing the budget for a project can prove vexing, especially for those new to the interior design process. Novices tend to have an inaccurate sense of the pricing of various elements and services. (And indeed there exists quite a range; consider a 32-inch-long metal console table, which can cost $400 or $100,000 or anywhere in between.) While some people can readily identify a maximum amount they feel comfortable allocating to a project, for many homeowners the budget is a question mark. Some lucky ones are concerned with value—at whatever price point—rather than an actual dollar amount.

		Still, it is essential to earmark an acceptable figure at the project’s inception, prior to making any decisions—or even beginning to design, for that matter. “It makes no sense to go down a route that might be completely unrealistic,” says designer Jamie Drake. (In fact, many professionals won’t start working with a client until a budget has been solidified; it’s often written into the contract.) Creating a budget, especially for a large or complex job, is a task for which a layperson can benefit from professional advice. Experienced designers can approximate what the project might cost given comparable jobs they’ve completed, or suggest an appropriate range.

		One way to approach budgeting is to ask how much do I want to invest in the space? versus how much is it going to cost? “Think about the interior design budget as a percentage of what the property itself costs,” designer Vicente Wolf advises. “Ten percent is a good baseline.” 

		Projects can be phased so expenditures are spread out over time; with a master plan in mind, the job can proceed in a sound and logical fashion but as the budget allows. Designers can also advise about where to splurge and where to save. A good start is to invest in a few key pieces you love and then build the room around them over time.

		Interior designer Allison Caccoma prepares a rigorously detailed budget for clients before a project gets under way. She creates a spreadsheet itemizing each projected purchase—from the carpet installation to bedside sconces—with columns listing a high and low estimate, figures based on similar previous jobs. “As elements are specified, I fill in the actual amount in a third column. The spreadsheet is constantly updated, so clients know how much they’ve spent already, and where they are in terms of what they hoped to spend,” she explains. Although replicating that method could be complicated, it’s nonetheless a savvy organizing tool. Many design-management software programs have budgeting capabilities that can prove helpful for professionals and amateurs alike.

		Keep in mind that design and renovation projects invariably cost more than anticipated. Along the way, it’s easy to be tempted by the nicer fabric or higher-end furniture, or to tack on a redesign of another room. “We often observe the phenomenon of budget creep: ‘Actually, while we’re moving out to finish the master bath, we might as well renovate the kitchen too,’” says Chip Brian of Best & Company, a general contracting and construction management firm.

		After an order for custom furniture has been placed, shipping and delivery charges are calculated (estimate 15 percent of the cost of an item); also account for applicable sales taxes on design services and purchases. Those fees alone may add up to an additional 10 percent of the base cost of furnishings and materials. Whatever the anticipated budget, a smart homeowner or designer will set aside a cushion of at least 25 percent of the overall budget. The unexpected will arise—and the unexpected always costs money.
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			Custom details like decorative wall finishes and bespoke upholstery—as in this living room by Phillip Thomas—can eat up a sizeable portion of a design budget. Fine art and antiques are always worthwhile investments.

		

		ASSESSING THE “GIVENS”

		After identifying the project parameters and the end users, the next key step is scrutinizing the site and itemizing any existing furnishings. During this survey phase—or predesign—information is gathered about the configuration and condition of the room or rooms, from big-picture characteristics (what is the quality of light?) to granular details (are there any odd bumps and pipes?). The survey entails a painstaking evaluation of the positive and negative attributes of a space. Close examination helps determine what features and qualities can be emphasized or celebrated, and what should be toned down, accommodated, or altered. A room’s bones will also reveal what can be changed and what cannot. This is when assets and liabilities are pinpointed that will be dealt with later, during design development.

		The site survey can also be a time of reckoning. Problems are singled out that may require expert help to resolve. A homeowner who thought she could get by without any major rehabbing may realize she’ll need to hire a specialist to tear up a hearthstone and refinish the floors. Turns out the dining room will have to be skim-coated by a painter before the scenic wallpaper can be hung. Or an interior designer uncovers structural challenges that will require the aid of an architect.

		However, this is also the step when a space’s potential for beauty is uncovered. Such an intimate appraisal sparks the imagination, planting a seed about how the design might ultimately take shape, and the many possible scenarios to be explored.

		
			“INTERIOR DESIGN IS NOT JUST ABOUT PRETTY; IT’S ABOUT CREATING A LIFE AND A LIFESTYLE THAT’S ENJOYABLE AND FITS THE HOMEOWNER’S BUDGETARY AND FUNCTIONAL PARAMETERS.”

			—Jim Druckman, president and CEO of the New York Design Center
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			Neal Beckstedt was challenged to maximize a bedroom’s assets (amazing views, high ceilings) while working around its limitations: small size, not enough wall space, bland architecture. He layered textures and hung artworks in intriguing locations to counteract the lack of architectural interest, and created a built-in to house the HVAC and serve as the headboard. Sheers soften the glare without screening the views.

		

		SIZING UP THE SPACE

		It is important to evaluate the spatial characteristics of the room from an objective point of view, independent of the future design or even the intended use. Take stock of existing elements and their condition—from floorboards and ceilings to the location of doors and power outlets. Scrutinize the location of windows, overhead lighting, and any existing built-ins. Are areas of the room significantly different when examined at one foot above the floor, at five feet above, or closer to the ceiling? Imperfections make their appearance at every level and need to be accounted for as the design is developed. If the project is not yet built, the space can be judged by examining the architectural plans and construction documents. 

		The following checklist will help in discerning a space’s potential and limitations—whether the space has already been secured or during a hunt for real estate.

		Scale

		Note the overall scale of the room (i.e., its size in comparison to the human body). A room is judged as cozy or impressive by how big or small a person feels in it. How high is the ceiling? How wide or large or snug is the room? Does one feel dwarfed, crowded, or comfortable there? Perception of scale is often affected by the path or transition from one room into another.

		Frank Lloyd Wright famously exploited this quality, often designing a very low, restrictive entry that opened into a high-ceilinged room. This created a jolt of expansion that enhanced the loftlike impression.

		The scale of a room has the most impact on what must be done to create the desired ambience. If a room has a high ceiling and grand moldings, it will be difficult to create a sense of coziness. Similarly, if a room is on the small side and the goal is formality, then special attention will have to be paid to the windows and entries, the size of the furnishings, and the lighting in order to fulfill the vision.

		Proportion

		While scale concerns the relationship of one thing to another (i.e., a person to a room), proportion is the relationship of parts to the whole. Look at the overall shape of the floor plan. A rectangular space whose height approximates the width of its shortest side is considered to have balance and stability.

		Balance

		Just as people seek balance in life, so too do they seek it in their surroundings. A sense of visual equilibrium is often established through symmetry, as in the case of a matching pair of windows that are equally spaced on a wall. But balance can also derive from asymmetry; consider a seating group with a sofa anchoring one side and, opposite, two chairs. Note any opportunities to create symmetrical or asymmetrical balance by using the architectural elements or the decor. Look for the existence of a strong centerline or focal point. Is there a centrally located fireplace, for instance? Also be attentive to what’s called a “local” symmetry: just one part of an overall plan allows for a symmetrical arrangement, such as a seating alcove in a larger room.

		Axis and Alignment

		Note how key architectural features align along cross axes, which are lines drawn through the middle of opposing walls. Is the main entryway or other focal point centered on the wall? Are windows symmetrically placed or offset? Do they line up along an axis? Are any of them directly opposed or otherwise aligned? Often, a strong axis will align with the center of a major architectural element.

		Vistas/Sight Lines

		A sight line is a kind of visual axis, leading the eye toward an interior focal point or an exterior view. During this initial evaluation of a room, it is important to note exactly what is seen upon entering: A wall? A view of the garden? A specific feature? What is viewed from other key vantage points within the room? What’s visible through each window and doorway?

		Circulation

		This term refers to the flow of foot traffic through a space. A strong entry point and a linear path—visual or physical—aimed directly at an important focal point or destination within the room is an asset. Paths of movement are largely based on the placement of doorways. Is there an overabundance of them, and might sealing one off improve the sense of circulation? Does the room provide access to another? The placement of furniture can control the circulation through a room; at the same time, the circulation must be appropriately directed so furniture can be grouped together as islands of conversation and repose.

		Natural Light and Views

		Windows, doors, and skylights are assessed both as portals to a view and as conduits of daylight. They can frame a view or create moments of pause—transitions between one space and the next. Note what type of view each door or window frames, and if those vistas should be obscured or celebrated. How much direct or indirect illumination does each window admit? Will windows or open doorways need to be treated for visual privacy or light control?

		ARCHITECTURAL ELEMENTS

		Construction

		Is the room or structure wood-framed or built of concrete? (Retrieving the original architectural construction plans or those from the most recent renovation can provide insight if this is not obvious.) Also critical is identifying what rooms or areas are directly above and below the work being done. Is the laundry room one flight above a dining room, for instance, and will vibrations from the washing machine preclude hanging a delicate chandelier below?

		Openings as Architectural Features

		Windows and doors are physical elements in a room, not just apertures to admit daylight. Are the windows large or small? Are they well placed on the wall and in relation to each other? Are they flush to the inside wall surface or recessed with a deep or shallow sill? Do they feature moldings, mullions, or other trim? Proportionally speaking, how do the windows and doors relate to the height of the room?

		WINDOWS

		How do the windows operate: double-hung, hopper, etc.? Will the opening and closing of the window have any bearing on the installation of treatments? How will the windows be cleaned?

		DOORS AND DOORWAYS

		Can any of the existing interior doors be removed? What are they made of and how do they operate: by swinging, folding, or sliding? If sliding, which door panel is stationary? How much wall space is above doors leading to the outside, and do they swing in or out?

		ARCHWAYS

		What is the sense of entrance? Do any archways mark the transition from one space to another? What views do they frame?

		Built-ins and Architectural Woodwork

		Note the existence of any built-in elements and millwork, including cabinets, bookcases, mantels, hearths, and steps or level changes. Can these be removed or modified? Observe areas of tile, marble, and mirrored panels. If these features are to be removed, what is behind or below them? How big are any closets or cupboards, and could incorporating these into the main space significantly enlarge or otherwise impact the room? Apply the same thinking to architectural woodwork: baseboards, cornices, chair rails, paneling, and trim surrounding doors and windows. These elements contribute to the room’s sense of proportion and scale, and may hide electrical conduits, wiring, and other unexpected infrastructure. Level changes, platforms, and steps impact accessibility and ease of access; the latter will also require railings and attentiveness to the riser height and tread depth. How are the stair and rail detailed?

		Floors

		What are the floors made of, and what is their condition? What type of subfloor lies underneath, and what state is it in? Even the subtle sheen and feel of a floor underfoot can convey a strong impression of luxury, modernity, or utilitarianism, thereby influencing the sense of an entire room. Take note of the following elements:

		
				
				Material

			

				
				Pattern

			

				
				Color

			

				
				Condition

			

		

		Wall Finish and Condition

		How are the walls finished? Are painted walls smooth and ready to accept a new coat? If they have been painted many times, the surface might be rough or bumpy, requiring sanding or skim coating. Are there cracks and, if so, what caused them? If there are existing wallcoverings, be sure to look below for signs of recurrent water damage. An assessment of the walls’ condition will help determine what treatments can be applied, and how the walls must be prepared. For instance, fine paper wallcoverings require a smooth-as-glass substrate, and the process of creating an even, blemish-free surface is extremely costly and labor-intensive.

		Ceiling

		Document any treatments, textures, surfaces, and drops—from ceiling coves and tin tiles to acoustical elements such as a popcorn ceiling. If a ceiling is to be coated with a high-gloss paint or sheathed in gold leaf or wallpaper, then it must first be carefully plastered and sanded to a glass-like finish. Also note whether downlights or electrical conduits can be recessed into the existing ceiling. Many apartments have concrete ceilings that can’t be channeled into, meaning new recessed lighting will require a dropped Sheetrock ceiling.

		Columns and Beams

		Columns can be either freestanding or attached to the walls (thus creating bump-outs). Are they structural or removable? Can freestanding columns be made smaller? Are there beams in the ceiling or along the tops of walls, or headers over the windows? Because beams are almost always permanent, they affect the room’s overall appearance and limit many aspects of the design. Note the height from the floor to the lowest point of the ceiling—often the underside of a soffit or ceiling beams.

		Heating, Ventilation, and Air-Conditioning

		Where are the HVAC mechanical systems routed from, and how does the system operate? Will it require an upgrade? Are there radiators, heat pumps, baseboard heaters, vents, radiant subfloor heating, air-supply diffusers, or returns? (Behind many of these are ducts.) Do any exposed pipes need to be hidden inside walls or columns?

		Sensors and Controls

		Is there a thermostat or other sensors or controls? Or a security or whole-house system? Is it a “smart home”?

		Hardware

		Look closely at hardware style, color, condition, and materials. Hardware is like jewelry, and its finish should ideally coordinate with everything in a room. Will doorknobs, hinges, or switch plates need to be replaced, refinished, or upgraded? Bear in mind that good-quality hardware can eat up a surprisingly large chunk of the budget.

		Electrical

		Where are the electrical outlets located, and how much overall power is coming into the home? Does the wiring meet the current code? Where are the light switches, and do they control any outlets? It is important to note which switches control which fixtures or outlets, and the existence of any special outlets equipped with surge protectors or dedicated to appliances.

		Cable/Internet

		Observe phone, cable, and data receptacles. Where do the cable and Internet come into the room, and where are they routed to? This can impact placement of major furnishings such as media cabinets.

		Lighting Locations

		Where are ceiling lights or wall sconces located? Can the placement of any fixtures be changed, and what would that require? For instance, if the ceiling is structural concrete or intersected by steel beams—and thus cannot be channeled—how might new wiring be concealed?

		Fireplaces

		Is there a fireplace? If so, is it functional, and will it have to remain? Can it be moved, changed, or restyled?

		Water Sources

		Identify the location of all plumbing supply sources and drains, and the closest ones to each room. This information will affect the location of key elements, from a bathroom tub to a living room wet bar.

		
			ELEMENTS OF AN INTERIOR

			
					
					Focal point: a painting, sculpture, or other artwork

				

					
					Lines: axes and circulation paths

				

					
					Planes

				

			

			»Vertical: walls

			»Horizontal: floor and ceiling

			
					
					Volume: the shape of the space

				

					
					Apertures/openings: windows, doorways, skylights

				

					
					Sources of light

				

			

			»Natural

			»Artificial
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			An abundance of windows, both interior and exterior, offer intriguing sight lines in a double-height, open-plan living room by David Scott.

		

		DOCUMENTING THE SPACE

		The site survey also includes thoroughly measuring and photographing every aspect of the space—for example, the span of each wall, the distance between the overhead light switch and the doorway, the height of the windowsills, and the placement of radiators. It is important to photograph the room from every angle, with long shots of each wall and of the ceiling, and close-ups of all problem areas and details. These images, along with the measured drawings, become a visual reference during the design process.

		This step is like a second date, an opportunity to get more deeply acquainted with the personality of a room—its wonderful qualities and unseen challenges. Through observing, photographing, and measuring a space, one gets to know it intimately.

		Site measurements are used to generate two types of drawings:

		PLANS

		The floor plan is a bird’s-eye view of the space: an outline of a room, bordered by the walls. The ceiling plane is depicted the same way, but looking up instead of down: its edges traced, with any changes in height noted, including dropped soffits and coves. These plans are used to document all horizontal dimensions. Bear in mind that floor plans only depict a room at the level of the floor plane or a tiny bit higher. But rooms change as they go up: conditions at 12 inches are different from those at a height of 36 or even 72 inches. Thus it is important to take measurements at several heights, noting any relevant details, peculiarities, or discrepancies.

		ELEVATIONS

		The second type of drawing is a vertical view. Elevations are representations of each wall as seen from afar. The height of the room and of any interior elements, such as windows and built-in shelving, is marked on the elevations. Create one for each wall.

		
			[image: ]
			

		How to Measure

		Surveying a room ideally requires two people: one to operate the tape measure (or laser-measure tool), another to jot down the dimensions and any notes. Start with rough sketches of the room and mark all the distances as they are tallied; these preliminary drawings need not be to scale. Then methodically transpose all the measurements into scale drawings (usually ¼ inch equals 1 foot) by using drafting tools or graph paper and a scale ruler.

		An existing floor plan from the previous owner’s architect or the developer can also be used for checking measurements—but only as a starting point. “Inherited” plans must always be carefully checked for accuracy, and professionally site-measured and redrawn as necessary. Often, an architect’s plans are modified as the space is constructed, and these changes aren’t documented anywhere. (Plans revised to reflect the final, completed design are called as-built drawings, and are rarely commissioned.)

		STEP 1

		Create the base drawings on ¼-inch graph paper:

		
				
				Roughly draw the floor plan of the room, indicating door openings and columns.

			

				
				Draw each wall in elevation, showing approximate locations of windows, doors, significant architectural features, switches, outlets, receptacles, thermostats, and other controls or special items.

			
 	
				Using another sheet of graph paper, draw a plan of the ceiling. (The technical term used on construction documents is “reflected ceiling plan.”) Note the location of chandeliers, track or recessed lighting, ceiling fans, and beams, dropped ceilings, coves, soffits, or skylights. Also mark placement of smoke detectors and alarms as well as sprinkler heads.

			

		

		STEP 2

		Choose one corner of the room as the starting point, from which all measurements will radiate—both vertically and horizontally. From this point (referred to as 0'-0"), take the overall dimensions of the room across the length and width of the floor. Mark these on the sketched floor plan.

		STEP 3

		Beginning again at 0'-0", move clockwise around the room’s perimeter. Note every element encountered—from radiators to windows—jotting down its distance from the nearest perpendicular wall and from the next closest element on the floor plan. Pay particular attention to the following details:

		
				
				Mark the location of outlets, cable and telephone receptacles, thermostats, dimmers, switches, and other controls. Measure these elements to their centerline, not an outside edge. Designers denote these electrical and mechanical elements with special symbols, which are also helpful for the layperson to know when decoding floor plans. Also note which controls are dedicated to appliances or have special configurations. 

			

				
				Note if any outlets or receptacles are controlled by wall switches (these are usually found in bedrooms, often to operate nightstand table lamps). Do this by drawing an arrow from the switch to the corresponding outlet.

			
 	
				Note the location of any wall sconces (to their centerlines) on both the floor plan and the elevation drawings.

			
 	
				Measure any speakers on the corresponding wall elevation.

			

				
				Windows, doorways, and other openings are measured to and from their inside edges—as in, the actual opening—ignoring any moldings or frames. 

			

		

		STEP 4

		On the ceiling plan sketch, measure distances from walls to all ceiling fixtures, including chandeliers, track lighting, and recessed lights. If the ceiling is very high, it may be necessary to estimate the locations and sizes. Again, it’s essential to note which switches or dimmers control which ceiling fixtures.

		Some measurements should be taken twice to ensure accuracy, such as the distance from the corner of a room to a window opening, and the width of the opening itself. Be exacting. Thoroughness is important, since it is often impractical (and sometimes impossible) to return to the project site or a client’s home in order to double-check details. Inaccuracies can compromise the correct sizing and location of furniture and much more.

		Once generated, the site-condition drawings and measurements—as well as notes from the survey—are constantly referenced by the designer, contractors, and homeowner as design decisions are made over the next few months or years. Measured drawings will show if the size of the doorway or the scale of the room can fit a particular sofa, for instance, or help determine where the seams of wall-to-wall carpeting or upholstered wall fabrics should be placed. Indeed, careful measuring requires anticipating problem areas for elements that haven’t even been designed yet.

		
			[image: ]
		

		INVENTORYING BELONGINGS

		After sizing up the space to be designed, it’s necessary to take an inventory of any furniture and major accessories—sofas, dining tables, beds, mirrors, lamps, etc.—that will be reused in the new scheme. For a small room or a second home being outfitted practically from scratch, this task is straightforward; obviously, if the project entails buying all-new furnishings or the scope is simply to refinish a sideboard, an inventory may not be necessary. But for a suite of rooms or an entire abode for which many of the homeowner’s existing possessions are being reused, the process can be quite involved and will require a methodical and organized approach.

		Every piece should be itemized, measured, and photographed, and information about its characteristics and condition compiled. Make specific notes about color, material (for example: wood, brass, plastic laminate), and other pertinent details. Don’t forget area rugs, table lamps, accessories, and artworks (including paintings, pedestals, and sculptures). If the project in question is a new kitchen or a library renovation, the inventorying process may be more involved. You needn’t log every book in the library (or bottle in the wine cellar), but tally the approximate number of books the room will house so you will know how many linear feet of shelving are needed.

		The documentary photograph should capture all sides, including the back. Use the chart on the following page as a guide for how to itemize the existing pieces.
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			A curve-backed sofa—mirrored by similarly sinuous furnishings—anchors a sitting area by Amanda Poole Parisi, Hong Molitor-Xu, and Jamie Drake of Drake/Anderson.
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			Built-in bookshelves grace a library Phillip Thomas designed in the apartment of a young family.

		

		HOW TO MEASURE FURNITURE

		Understanding how to measure furniture correctly and accurately is helpful not only when inventorying but also when buying new pieces. Always tally the largest dimension first.

		Upholstered Pieces

		The seat cushions of most upholstered pieces are 24 inches deep, but otherwise dimensions vary wildly. What’s important to measure is the height of the piece and its footprint: the overall length and width, inclusive of the arms and the back. It is the design and fullness of the outer elements—the back cushions, the back support, and the arms—that account for a seat’s bulk and overall size. Seat backs usually angle slightly: measure the sofa or chair from the most extended point of its back to the very front edge of the seat or arm—whichever extends the farthest. If the chair has roll arms, for example, then measure the width across the widest point, from the arms’ outer edges.

		Tables and Desks

		Jot down the height, width, and length, along with the exact placement of the legs. For desks, make a note about handedness: is the kneewell centered, or is there a return or an L-shaped surface that would require a specific placement or orientation within the room?

		Case Goods (Bookshelves, Cabinets, etc.)

		Measure height, width, length, and then depth. Note any moldings that extend beyond the base or the top edge. Indicate the material and if the back is finished (or built of a different material or finish than the front or outside). Note if cabinets can be placed flat against a wall.

		Keeping Track

		Collate the information in a digital or physical binder, with a section devoted to each room. (Professional designers often use software designed for the purpose, but even a notebook will suffice; the point is for the documentation to be thorough, not high tech.) Each furnishing should have its own page that includes the photograph, description, and dimensions plus an actual fabric sample if applicable (and possible). This careful record will be used over and over, throughout the entire design process—and especially during construction, delivery, and installation. Later, as new furnishings are specified, a tear sheet for each—listing the same information—should be added to this binder.
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		FINDING INSPIRATION

		Inspiration is the engine of creativity. The time to start gathering ideas, influences, and images to guide the interior is early in the design process. This act entails keeping an open mind, looking at a vast pool of potential material, culling the most relevant, and then organizing them in one place: a manila folder, a mood board, a digital bulletin board, or the like.

		Inspiration for a design project can be found anywhere: in photography books, at a museum, or in the indigenous materials and unique color sensibility of a particular culture. References need not be highbrow or esoteric. “I’ve found inspiration in magazine ads and vintage furnishings,” says Allison Caccoma. “Even a conch shell—with its lovely spectrum of beiges and pinks—once sparked the color scheme of a room.”

		A single source image often sparks the vision of an entire home or the treatment of a specific element. The pleating style of a favorite dress might inform a lampshade detail. Or a photograph of Diana Vreeland’s iconic red-on-red living room by Billy Baldwin might kick-start the palette of a den. In other instances, inspiration is in the aggregate—a collection of visuals. A scrapbook curated over the years seems a disparate collage until a closer look reveals an underlying theme, motif, or mood.

		For design professionals and enthusiasts, inspiration gathering is a continuous, ongoing endeavor. Ideas are constantly being discovered and filed away for future use. A designer will often tap into this mental or physical repository when embarking on a new interior. Once the project parameters and the character of the raw space are understood, ideas begin to
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THROW PILLOW SCHEDULE

Room / Pillow
Location

Qty

Size/Description

Yardages

Face Fabric

Back Fabric

Fabricator | Fabric Status

Labor Status

ROOM # 2 | FAMILY LIVING

ROOM

A. Rudin Tufted Sofa
#2736 (Fumniture item
Ain Room
Description Package)

(4)16'x16"

Knife Edge
*No welting*

Fromental:
1sq. yd. (TBC)

Lee Jofa:

Please advise

*fo confirm
yardages*

Fromental

ltem # 711953

Custom Embroidered Velvet
Width: 55"

Repeat: None (custom)

Lee Jofa

Item # 960033-110

"Queen Victoria Antique Velvet"
Color: Mauve

Width: 54"

Repeat: None

Fromental:
Strike-Off
approved

Lee Jofa:
No CFA being
issued -
color
guaranteed

Vintage Pearsall
Wave Sofa (Furniture
item K in Room
Description Package)

(6) 18" x18"

Knife Edge
*No welting*

Fromental:
1.55q.Yd.
(TBC)

Ji

Thompson:
5 yards (TBC)

*to confirm
yardages*

Fromental

Item # 711981

Custom Embroidered Velvet
Width: 55"

Repeat: None (custom)

Jim Thompson
Iltem #139706

"New Khmer"
Color: Autumn Fern
Width: 54"

Repeat: None

Fromental:
Strike-Off
approved
Jim
Thompson:
CFA #139706
approved

Edward Wormley
Swivel Chairs
(Furniture item C in
Room Description
Package)

(2)16"x12"

Knife Edge
*No welting*

*fo confirm
yardage*

Scalamdre
Item # 26832-002

Sophie Onde Campagna Damask

Width: 51"
Repeat: V: 14" | H: 12.75"

CFA
Approved

Kagan Barrel Swivel
Chair
(Furniture item Fin
Room Description
Package)

Vintage Carlo Di Carli
Chair
(Furniture item Jin
Room Description
Package)

(1)16'x12"

Knife Edge
*No Welting*

(1) 14" x14"

Knife Edge
*No Welting*

*fo confirm
yardage*

*fo confirm
yardage*

Pierre Frey

Item # F29290001
Aflas, Sable
Width: 55"
Repeat: 14.6"

Pollack

Iltem # 130-27-06
Retablo, Wisteria
Width: 54"
Repeat: None

Need CFA

Need CFA
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