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This book is dedicated to designers, especially to those who
call me with questions or to share information.

Together, we can continue to raise the standards for the field of
interior design and to increase our ability to serve our clients.
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When we use the right procedures, the business portion of our organization can
beautifully complement the creative process. As interior designers, we deal with
business issues every day. We engage in business development when we seek
new clients. We deal with finance every time we handle money. We sign contracts
and letters of agreement, address personnel problems, and seek out new re-
sources. We cope with masses of paperwork, including writing specifications and
placing orders. Often we do these tasks without the background and advisors
available to many other kinds of professionals.

To stay in business, we have to understand business. We don’t have to earn
business degrees or be personally capable of performing every business function,
from accounting to devising retirement plans, but we do have to be able to talk
with and understand the people who are specialists in these fields. To pull our
weight as members of financial planning teams and to help our firms end the
year with a profit, we cannot afford to wear blinders to financial matters.

Though business procedures are taught in design schools, they are not taught
as extensively as they should be; the courses are usually scheduled for one se-
mester or a year. Business procedures are the basis of communication that we
will use throughout our professional years. We must relate to other industries,
including the financial and legal entities that are part of the business world. If
handled properly, these relationships can ease and complement our own work
practices. Moreover, a good basic understanding of specific business functions is
necessary for everyone, not just the person running the design company. Staff
members or anyone participating in the company, no matter in what capacity,
will benefit from a good understanding of business practices.

Other professions establish strong liaison and group activities through which
they share their business practices and solutions to common problems. The in-
terior design profession needs to do the same. We can learn from each other; and
by learning from each other, we can strengthen our individual firms and create
a stronger and better-understood profession.

Awareness is the key. Just as we continue to learn about design throughout our
lifetime, we need to keep current with other issues that affect the interior design
field. Everything that affects business in general affects the interior design busi-
ness. When insurance rates go up, or certain types of insurance become un-
available, we may have to modify the way we do business. The state of the stock
market, the price of oil, and the value of real estate affects our clients’ attitudes
to buying design services; therefore, they affect our interior design businesses.
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It’s a chain reaction: If we are not operating our firms profitably, we all lose—our
clients, because we don’t have the same quality of interest in a job that is losing
money; our staff and resources, because we don’t have the funds to promptly
meet our obligations. Consequently, we may not be able to attract the caliber of
projects we enjoy working on and find most financially profitable.

When designers are comfortable dealing with money and with all the finan-
cial issues of our business, it gives us a tremendous sense of freedom and pro-
vides a good environment for creativity.

The Interior Design Business Handbook is written primarily for practicing in-
terior designers—whether working independently or within large firms. It covers
the full range of business activities and procedures for the life of a practice—from
choosing a location and running a business on a daily basis to selling it when it’s
time to retire. It is also useful to students and as a training manual for support-
staff members. It defines business procedures that work for interior design firms
all over the country. It’s a book to refer to just before a meeting with business
advisors. You may also want to give a copy to your bookkeeper or accountant so
they better understand our field.

This third edition of the Interior Design Business Handbook addresses many
new issues not included in previous editions. My first book, Interior Design for
Profit was a very simple text. Since then, however, our work has become more
complex, and each edition of the book was progressively more extensive. Still, I
was surprised at the number of changes that needed to be made in this edition.
Banking, other financial issues, and many general procedures have changed sig-
nificantly. Technology has been part of that change. We are also dealing more on
an international basis. Even as I finish this book, I realize that I would like to
keep going, as there are so many more subjects that I would like to present.
But if I included everything I would like, the book would be so large it would be
difficult to carry. Thus, it became necessary to address only the most important
issues.

This book provides the basics to help you formulate an excellent business
foundation for your design firm. The information contained within has been re-
searched and gathered in a very real, “hands-on” fashion. During the many
workshops, programs, and classes in which I have held with designers, archi-
tects, and others in related industries. At these meetings, many new questions
surfaced. If I did not have a solution to them, I asked my consultants for their as-
sistance in finding one. Once we found a solution, we asked the designer to try
the procedure. If appropriate, we tested the procedure in our firm. After the pro-
cedure had been tried in a number of firms, and polished, it was then presented
in workshops that become the basis of articles or books. As a result, I can state
with confidence that every procedure in this book works. They are used daily in
my own firm and other successful design firms throughout the United States.

The goal of this book is to define business processes that complement the pro-
fession of interior design. I believe that we have a great contribution to make in
our world. The creative process is very valuable in problem-solving situations.
This book uses the design process to present and solve many of our business is-
sues. You will find these procedures quite conducive to your creative style.

In working with many interior design firms, some near bankruptcy, others
among the most profitable firm in the country, I have found that they have very
specific problems. I’ve seen what goes wrong; even the most talented designers
can lose money. But there are very easy ways of accomplishing our goals, and
you will find many of those procedures here.
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It is my hope that the Interior Design Business Handbook will enhance your
creative energies by making the business end of interior design not only com-
prehensible but also rewarding—in every sense of the word.

Interior design and architecture at one time were considered “gentlemen’s pro-
fessions,” something they did because they loved doing it, not because they had
a need for or interest in earning money. Today, however, though most of us still
love our work, we need to support ourselves and our families. To do that, we need
the right business structure, one that permits us to be creative, to service our
clients, and to earn appropriate income.

Preface � xi





My goals in writing this book and in sharing business information have been to
help create a professional standard for the interior design field and to try to en-
sure that there are rewards enough to keep all the bright and talented designers
working in this field. Without the help and encouragement of many special peo-
ple, I could never have completed a book of this scope and complexity.

Special thanks to the late Samuel Ledger for teaching me to understand ac-
counting procedures.

■ To Laura J. Haney for teaching me to write, and developing and refining
the earlier editions.

■ To John Purcell, Jr., for updating legal information.

■ To Shirley Y. Rouzer and Robert Rutz of the PNC bank for updating me as
to current banking practices.

■ To Linda Chubb for assistance on a multitude of forms.

■ To Carmelia Urich for typing the several reams of paper used in writing
and revising the manuscript.

■ To Lee Kolker for all her encouragement.

■ To all my designer friends and fellow members of ASID, IIDA, IDS, and
IFDA for posing questions that inspired research, and for sharing their
views on a variety of issues.

■ To the consultants and business friends who helped develop ways to
improve professional business practices for designers, and who are part
of the Design Business Solution team.

■ To my support staff who helped me live, run a business, and write a book
at the same time:

■ And to my friends, who thought I had deserted them.

Acknowledgments

xiii





1
Finding Your Place in
Interior Design

Interior design is a profession, a career, a vocation, and a lifestyle. It is not just
a job. To practice it successfully, it is important to have a clear idea of what in-
terior design involves, as well as an appreciation of its demands. It is just as im-
portant to know whether you have the combination of personal attributes and in-
terests that a professional interior designer needs.

WHAT IT TAKES TO BE AN INTERIOR DESIGNER

Design expertise comes from exposure and experience, a combination of aca-
demic study and learning on the job. Every one of your experiences contributes
to your design vocabulary. Design education stresses problem-solving. The four
to six years you spend in the formal study of interior design gives you the infor-
mational tools to use in your work—problem-solving skills being perhaps the
most valuable tool of all. But interior design demands a tremendous amount of
ongoing research. To be a responsible designer, you must study new technolo-
gies, new product specifications, new laws and regulations, and changes in build-
ing and fire codes. With each new project, there is more to study and learn. Your
education never ends. Learning is part of the lifestyle.

Interior design work, by nature, requires that those who practice it learn to
temper their innate idealism with the practical demands of reality. You design for
real people in the real world. In every design project you undertake, you must be
willing to strike a balance between what you envision as “the ideal” and what
you can achieve within the project’s practical constraints.

Interior design is creative work, and it attracts talented, creative people. In fact,
without talent, you cannot go far in this field. Your challenge is to direct and fo-
cus your creativity. There is no problem in coming up with new ideas—only in
choosing which ones should be executed first, which ones have priority. Setting
and acting on priorities requires mental and behavioral discipline.

The days of sitting at a drafting table and drawing pretty pictures are over—if
they ever existed. Designers have to make things happen. Social contacts are im-
portant in acquiring new projects. You need to like people and you need to get
along with all kinds of people and to inspire their confidence.

An interior design career depends on organization. From beginning to 
end, every project involves myriad details; keeping on top of things is absolutely



critical. Even if your firm includes someone whose job is to expedite, you will al-
ways have to deal with mountains of details.

Interior design demands high energy and passion. It is almost never a nine-to-
five business; on occasion, it is a twenty-four-hour-a-day profession. Interior de-
signers need physical and emotional stamina to fuel their long hours and to cope
with pressures of completing a job on schedule and to their client’s satisfaction.

Most extremely successful designers—those with annual personal incomes of
$200,000 to millions per year—are addicted to interior design. They live it, eat it,
and sleep it. It is a passion they cannot live without. Design addiction can be de-
structive. But the most successful designers are people who have managed to
merge good business practices with their positive addiction.

This book is about how you can integrate your love for the creative parts of in-
terior design—and the way of life that comes with your career—with good business
practices. It is about success with profitability.

FIVE TRADITIONAL DESIGNER-CLIENT RELATIONSHIPS

The designer may fill many different roles in his or her relationship with the
client; the business structure established will reflect the roles accordingly. Tradi-
tional roles that designers have held in the past include pure designer, agent, mer-
chant, employee, and contractor.

Pure Designer
In this capacity, the interior designer provides just professional design services:
drawings, documents, and purchasing specifications for all interior elements and
furnishings required. The scope of the work usually includes the preparation of
the entire interior plan.
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A Personal Inventory for Prospective 
Interior Designers

1. How important is interior design to me?
2. What kind of lifestyle do I want to have?
3. Do I have the innate creative abilities to become a successful designer?
4. Am I willing to spend the time and money required for the formal training?
5. How much time do I want to devote to my work?
6. In general, do I like the people in the field enough to work with them?
7. Do I have the personality to work with any kind of client?
8. Do I enjoy planning and organizing?
9. Am I self-disciplined?

10. Am I self-motivated?
11. Do I have more than average physical and emotional stamina?



Agent
The designer can act as an agent on the client’s behalf, placing the client’s orders
with manufacturers and showrooms. The monies go through the designer’s firm
or under his or her name. The designer is responsible for managing the project.
In some cases, the contracts are written so the designer does not assume respon-
sibility for the merchandise, materials, and the work performed.

Merchant
The designer becomes a merchant when selling merchandise. Many design firms
will procure and sell merchandise. In some smaller communities, there is no
choice but to act as a source of materials and to see that they are appropriately in-
stalled. The design firm may also charge a fee for the design of the space.

Employee
Some designers are employed by retail stores, where they are usually paid salary
plus commission. When the client purchases items from that store, the designer’s
services can be included or can be offered at an extra fee. More and more often,
firms of this type are charging some fee in addition to the retail or list price of
items, depending on the individual financial structure of the company and its 
location.

Contractor
The designer may act as a contractor by employing the workers required to do con-
struction, hang paper, finish surfaces, handle drapery and window treatments, and
so on. In some states, the designer will have to carry a contractor’s license in or-
der to provide these services. In many instances, the craftspeople are directly em-
ployed by the design firm; in others, they work on a freelance or contracted basis.

WORKING STYLES

Many of the arts attract people who like to work alone; but interior design forces
people to work together. This makes interior design almost as much a social sci-
ence as an art.

Interior design touches many other disciplines. There is constant interaction
with all types of construction trades, as well as with artisans from many different
craft groups. A coordinated effort is of primary concern.

Working Alone
If you work as an independent designer, you can do whatever you want at what-
ever speed you choose. If you want to work only one day a week, you can. If your
forte is specialized work that no one else wants to become involved with, perhaps
you need to work alone. If you are certain that you have mastered your art to 
the point at which you can perform every task within your specialty, and have a
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personality that does not require a lot of stimulation, then an independent practice
is for you.

Teamwork
The trend now is to work in groups, or teams. Designers who practice in groups
do so because they see this as a better way to accomplish their goals. It is a grow-
ing movement. The group may not be part of a corporate structure, where a group
of designers all work for the same firm, but design teams and design partnerships
are working successfully now, and there will be more of them in the future.

Interior designers are also realizing that by working together, as attorneys and
physicians often do, they can share a business manager, an expediter, an accoun-
tant, an insurance consultant, legal services, and other professional management
personnel. This gives them a better-managed and more profitable firm, with op-
portunities for better retirement plans and many of the perks that are possible only
in a team arrangement.

When designers work with other designers, there is a chance to test each other’s
designs, to determine what will work. When three other people look at a design
and all say “I don’t see any problems,” obviously the chance of producing it suc-
cessfully is much greater than if done in isolation. This kind of trial process, I have
found, is important to quality design.

Increasingly, clients want one firm to control the whole project, even though
their project may be complex enough to require several disciplines. Therefore,
they like to hire firms who do it all. Obviously, a designer can team with other de-
sign professionals. Multidiscipline design teams of architects, landscape architects,
interior designers, and engineers have an advantage in bidding for larger projects.
Clients usually prefer teams that have experience in working together.

Government regulations require more recordkeeping than ever before. The nature
of the work has changed, and clients are more likely to sue if the unforeseen occurs.
We need to become more professionally efficient and to develop high administrative
and production standards. We need access to more sophisticated tools, such as com-
puterized equipment. A small office cannot as afford much of it. But by working to-
gether, designers can afford this kind of equipment and get the bonuses of other de-
signers’ professional knowledge and the stimulation of each other’s company.

At one time, designers would work together in order to share technology. Today,
computers are so inexpensive that it is easy for each professional to have his or
her own computer, or even several.

Technology also permits designers to work where they want to work. It may be
at home, in the mountains, at the beach, or any other locations where you feel most
creative. Technology permits us to communicate, to share projects or administrative
needs with others in any part of the country. I often work with specialists in other
states, yet we work so closely that you would think we’re in same office. Technology
is a great research tool and a wonderful storage system, but more importantly, it en-
ables us to work with people who otherwise would be too far away to work with.
We can now design our companies to suit the type of work that we are doing. Tech-
nology permits us to grow, and the opportunities are increasing constantly.

Design Associate
At one time, people became design associates because they didn’t have funding or
were not ready to start their own company. Today, many interior designers who

4 � Interior Design Business Handbook



have been practicing independently are associating with larger firms because the
profitability is so much greater. Some interesting arrangements share profits be-
tween the management company and the associate designer. In this way the asso-
ciate is responsible for writing the orders for handling all the design issues. In
some instances, the designers provide their own marketing and bring in their own
jobs; in other cases, the jobs are brought in by the firm.

Designers can work as hard as they want to. If the work or project is highly prof-
itable, they profit accordingly. If they elect to do a project for little markup, per-
haps as a marketing effort, this is also acceptable. Of course, certain overhead re-
quirements must be met. If the designer decides to take time off—for example, to
study—this is his or her decision since he or she is only paid for performance.

Experienced designers have found this arrangement one of the most profitable
and most pleasurable ways to work. Let someone else handle the business problems.
Designers want to design. Also, the clients know there is a higher power, so they are
less likely to question pricing, billing, and other contract issues. In addition to high-
quality management, the larger company atmosphere can also provide designers
with the tools that they could not afford on their own—high-tech environment, li-
brary, consultants, support staff, communication with other designers, and so forth.

The arrangement permits the designer to work as an independent contractor.
Designers cover all of their own expenses and are responsible for their own de-
sign work, but the managing company handles the actual processing of the proj-
ect. The gross profits are usually split at different levels, depending on the varied
responsibilities and levels of performance.

Today, we can arrange to work on the projects and parts of projects that use our
best talents. There’s no point in designers spending 75 to 90 percent of their day
doing tasks that they are not good at. Even when you practice alone, you don’t have
to do it all. You can have the best bookkeeper, the best specification writer, and the
best lighting designer. You can build a team of professionals you can call on, and
use software programs they suggest. Whatever you need, it’s there.

SPECIALIZATION AND SPECIALTIES

This is definitely a time for specialization. Designers with the greatest name recog-
nition and financial success are those who have specialized. (This could lead you
to wonder if being multifaceted in accomplishments and abilities does not hurt
more than it helps.)

A review of design publications of the past ten years shows that less-qualified
design firms can and did take the market share from “better” firms just because
they were very clear in stating that they do offices, or that they do nothing but med-
ical facilities, or that they do only restaurants.

Specialization most often leads to better profit. Specialists know their work; it is
easier to do it because they did it last week. If you choose to specialize, you can
vary certain facets of the work, but you do not have to relearn 80 percent of the
technology to lower the risk of error and speed up design production.

Interior design has been a broad-based service profession—blanketing residen-
tial, contract, and industrial work. In the next decade, however, interior design will
be more specialized than it has been, and some of the best and most interesting
jobs will probably be in the specialties. The following pages offer brief looks at
over one hundred areas of specialization.
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Client demand can cause you to change your area of expertise. A designer in
Ohio specialized in education interiors. In time, she found that although she
had become a specialist and did some of the most up-to-date and innovative
designs for education, the demand was no longer there. She was forced to
change her orientation, and began designing psychological/psychiatric spaces,
working with many therapists to develop spaces to support their therapies.
When interest in this dwindled, she found herself specializing in interiors that
supported profit-making endeavors—professional services, manufacturing,
general business, and spaces with a marketing and/or production component.
In each instance, she was able to use some of what she had learned in the
previous specialty. Still, she had to study, bring in many consultants, and do
a lot of traveling to meet with other specialists in the course of mastering new
specialties.

Changes are expensive, but often the best thing that can happen to creative
people. Creative people become bored; boredom is one of their greatest prob-
lems, so having a specialty developed out of another specialty is really the
most productive and profitable way of making a change.

Acoustic Design
Hearing is one of the five senses; sound is an integral part of every environment.
As space becomes more expensive and people live and work closer together, quiet
has become a luxury. Specialists in acoustic design consult on projects ranging
from concert halls, conference rooms, open offices, and restaurants to residential
design. Controlling sound has become a science. In open landscape offices, there
are sound-breaking panels and sound maskers. Teleconferencing rooms need the
sound to be contained. On the other hand, restaurants need a certain amount of
noise in order to sell food. In any space, from residential to the most technologi-
cally demanding commercial environments, there are sounds we want to hear and
sounds we don’t want to hear.

Administrative Headquarters
Every major company has an administration building with needs and demands
that require design. The demands change as the products change, and interior de-
signers are called in to streamline and to develop spaces to support work flow. At
one time, we just designed offices, but today social environments are also impor-
tant. Sometimes, more important decisions are made over a cup of coffee than in
the boardroom.

Adaptive Reuse
Reusing old buildings for new purposes is a growing trend as the composition of
cities changes. Factory lofts are converted into shopping malls and residential use.
It is not always practical to maintain an older commercial structure as commer-
cial real estate. For example, turning the Chrysler Building into a residential con-
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dominium building is being seriously considered. The building’s construction will
not accommodate the way computers are used today in business. Workstations can
only be functional within so many feet of the main terminal. This makes many
major landmark buildings obsolete as office space, while their location and the
quality of construction argue that the building should be reused. This ties in to a
concern for ecology and for not wasting available resources.

Airplane Design
This is a unique specialty. Airplanes range from a standard passenger carrier to a
flying conference room or living space. Designers must consider design elements
in terms of weight, fire safety, and psychological and environmental effects.

Amusement Park Design
Some designers work on theme parks, developing the visual components that en-
hance rides and exhibits. These can incorporate animated figures, and appeal to
all the senses, even that of smell. These designers may develop unique signage for
the park, design the fixtures, or be involved with the service areas: foodservice, 
restrooms, souvenir shops. Park design has this in common with museums and
community buildings. Safety, effectiveness, and efficiency are important. Prof-
itability is determined by the effectiveness of the fantasy, and everything has to
work so that the fantasy is maintained. Designing traffic patterns to keep people
moving is an art in itself.

Apartment/Condominium/Co-op Design
With more multiple-housing developments in every part of the country, this spe-
cialty presents major opportunities. Some interior designers do only apartment
layouts; others do only lobbies and corridors. Still others are responsible for the
social rooms, which include function rooms, social areas, televideo conference
centers, computer rooms, office and secretarial areas, and athletic areas.

Aquarium Design
This specialty is not limited to aquatic parks. There are designers who do large
aquarium design for homes, offices, and other businesses. There is a restaurant
where one enters by walking over a sizable aquarium. Aquariums as a design el-
ement serve several purposes. Medical evidence suggests that gazing at an aquar-
ium reduces blood pressure; and there is a social push toward using natural,
earth-friendly materials in public spaces.

Art Consultant
Searching out existing art and contracting for the creation of art suitable to a spe-
cific interior environment is the function of art consultants, who usually work for
the client. They provide the background to support the art investment. The spe-
cialist must have an extensive knowledge of fine art disciplines as well as a prac-
tical and artistic understanding of interior design.
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Art Dealing
Interior designers with an interest in fine art understand what people enjoy and
will buy; they understand the space, and they also know how to place art properly.
This is a major asset for an art dealer, because art sells best when it can be envi-
sioned or placed in an interior.

Audiovisual Center Design
Television, computer, videocassette recorder, and stereo equipment provide enter-
tainment and worldwide communication for residential and commercial use. They
are often clustered in the same area or room. The technical requirements of these
devices demand a knowledge of electronics, acoustics, and lighting disciplines.

Auditorium Design
This is a fascinating field, and very different from stage design. Acoustics and sight
lines in theater design are vital and complex. Productions can be made or de-
stroyed by very small design elements of the house.

Barrier-Free Design
New laws require that new commercial and public buildings, and renovations to
existing buildings, make the space accessible to those in wheelchairs. Barrier-free
design is increasingly desirable for all spaces. Probably more money has been in-
vested in designing for the physically limited or orthopedically disabled than for
any other group. Some interior designers specialize in reviewing products and
buildings for this group to ensure that standards are met. This specialty is included
in almost every project.

Bathroom Design
At one time, a neglected and utilitarian room, today the bathroom joins the kitchen
as a selling point for houses. Modern bathrooms may include spa-like environ-
ments with whirlpool baths, saunas, and hot tubs. Public restrooms and bath-
rooms for commercial spaces demand state-of-the-art detailing. A new conscious-
ness of human factors has greatly improved aseptics, safety, and the adaptations
needed to make the bathroom barrier-free. International bathing customs have
had an influence, bringing us the European fixtures, the Oriental soaking tub,
saunas, and steam rooms. Environmental concerns have brought new products
and codes.

Beauty and Barber Shop Design
Beauty and barber shops are often mixed-media salons. The designer may be
asked to provide appropriate space for services such as waxing, facials, manicures,
and cosmetology, in addition to hair care. State regulations and requirements dif-
fer. Interior designers in the beauty field often work with or for suppliers, who may
offer complete financing and turnkey projects.
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CAD Specialist
A designer who is also expert at computer-assisted drafting and drawing is increas-
ingly important today. Computers are instrumental in communicating with other de-
sign professionals. Designs created on CAD may be used by the client as a basis for
in-house space management. CAD’s accuracy and ability to make quick changes is
invaluable. This former specialty is a basic tool of most design specialties.

Carpet and Rug Design
Who should know better how to design carpets and rugs than interior designers,
who are responsible for a large volume of floorcovering sales? Interior designers
working with textile specialists can develop the most suitable rugs for a given sit-
uation. Designing handwoven rugs is very different from designing for the techni-
cal demands of Axminster, Wilton, tufted, or woven machines. A designer must ei-
ther study at a textile-intensive school, such as the Philadelphia Textile School, or
work extensively in the carpet field.

Ceramic Tile Design
This field encompasses foreign and domestic sources as well as artist-made and
mass-produced tiles. Ceramic tiles are used for high-traffic, functional areas as
well as decorative effect, including murals and sculptures.

Closet Design
Space is at a premium today, and closet space especially so. Around the country,
businesses that do only closets are designing storage components and new ways
to store almost every item.

Code Safety Design Law Specialist
This person keeps up-to-date information on building, fire, and safety codes in all
states. The specialist designer may consult with other designers, contractors, man-
ufacturers, and owners.

Color Consultation
Color and its effects on people is a recognized science with well-documented re-
sults. Color is the most noticed of all the design elements. This specialty is used
by all the design disciplines, as well as marketing firms, corporations, govern-
ments, and medical practices—anywhere encouraging specific reactions is desired.

Commercial Design
This specialty designs everything except residences. It includes retail, businesses,
offices, laboratories, factories, medical facilities, and other commercial space. Most
commercial designers specialize further. Within the specialty of design for medi-
cine, there are several subspecialties.
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Computer Office Design
Designing to accommodate computer use is much in demand. Office requirements
of computers have changed dramatically since computers first emerged in the
workplace. In some ways, the requirements are less rigorous. Specialists in de-
signing offices to accommodate computers usually work for the computer compa-
nies, and may travel across the country to explain the requirements and conve-
niences of combining computer and staff functions.

Construction Supervision
Designers supervise, manage, and review the components of a project and advise
on decision making. Interior designers are often hired to act as liaison between the
contractor and client. Sometimes, they are responsible for hiring other consultants
and contractors.

Corporate Campus Design
The designer creates a total environment. The corporate campus promotes effi-
ciency and expresses the mission of the company through design that is tailored
to meet the specific needs of that company. Campuses can include administration
buildings, training centers, manufacturing or production facilities, and fitness cen-
ters. Some demand space that can be leased to support companies.

Corporate In-House Design
The staff interior designer for a corporation is responsible for maintaining the
company’s design identity. The designer may initiate and complete the design or
hire design consultants on major design projects, as well as act as liaison between
outside consultants and the firm.

Country Club Design
These spaces combine aspects of residential and commercial design. The build-
ings must conform to area regulations and codes for fire, safety, labor, and indus-
try. They must encourage proprietary feelings among the membership but must
also give the staff the tools to run programs with time and financial efficiency. Fa-
cilities may include indoor swimming pools, ball courts, gyms, locker rooms,
restaurants, and areas for business meetings and socializing.

Dental Office Design
This is a highly engineered segment of the medical field; the design specialist must
have an understanding of the mechanics as well as the antiseptic and medical as-
pects of the discipline. The dental profession has exerted the effort to develop busi-
ness management techniques and to improve use of time to make dentistry more
efficient and professional. Space design for dental offices is an integral part of the
new dentistry.
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Design for Children
Environment affects a child’s behavior; there is a body of research indicating that
what stimulates a child is not what stimulates an adult. Spaces for children must
be adaptable, because children change and grow so rapidly. These spaces include
every place a child might use: doctors’ offices, libraries, schools, and retail spaces,
not just bedrooms.

Design for In-Home Medical Care
At one time, patients with chronic, debilitating illnesses were confined to hospital
wards, but the trend is toward in-home care. Not only do these patients enjoy the
comforts of home, but there is also less risk of acquiring new infections while their
immunities are low. This specialty means more than just installing a hospital bed.
The residential space must be adapted to meet geriatric, orthopedic, or other med-
ical requirements of both patient and caregivers.

Design for Vision and/or Hearing Impairments
Not every person sees or hears as well as the next. The number of people affected
with vision or hearing grows each year in proportion to the aging of the popula-
tion. More than 60 percent of people in the workforce today have some hearing
loss, and probably a much larger percentage have some vision impairment. Peo-
ple are becoming more aware of the problems. There is an increased knowledge
of the issues and more technology available to resolve the problems. There are
successful applications for every situation—from residences to theaters.

Display/Exhibit Design
Retailers, wholesalers, specialty shops, museums, and all types of public spaces
can use display and exhibit design to sell products as well as ideas. These displays
may be permanent or built for travel. These exhibits must make an impact but also
be easy to set up and take down.

Energy Conservation Design
An energy specialist advises on energy-efficient products and space planning for
better use of energy. This may include solar design, adapting existing structures or
developing new ones; or it may be simply involve finding new uses for traditional
products and appropriate uses for new ones.

Ergonomic Design
Ergonomic design is the science that relates people to the way they use things. It
is an engineering science based on the physical needs of the human body. Factors
considered are the measurements of the human body, human sensory capacities,
comfort, body functions, safety, and emotional satisfaction.
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Facility Management
The person or department responsible for the physical management of the facility
coordinates purchasing, repairs, and maintenance. Facility managers plan and act
as liaisons between the firm’s executives and the consulting designers, architects,
and engineers.

Factory/Production Consulting
This specialty includes traffic control and designing to improve safety and increase
productivity. See Ergonomic Design.

Faux Finishes and Stenciling
Faux finishes and stenciling have become a vital and growing decorative element
since the ’80s. A fine arts or interior design degree is not essential for this type of
work, but either help in translating the client’s desires into reality. Tools to create
faux finishing effects are available at every hardware store and in most hardware
departments. Though the books on these subjects are in great quantity, which
makes the art understandable and desirable to the general public, most clients
would rather hire a specialist than attempt it themselves.

Feng Shui
The ancient Chinese art of placement is considered the mother of natural sciences.
Harmony and balance are the goals. A feng shui practitioner serves in the multi-
ple roles of healer, psychologist, therapist, cleric, business consultant, financial ad-
visor, and matchmaker. The concepts are drawn from Tibetan, Chinese Buddhist,
and folk wisdom.

Forensic Consulting
This specialty was created by the litigious times we live in. When a product is
made or used incorrectly, and results in injury or death, a forensic designer may
be consulted by attorneys. In addition to expertise in ergonomics and product con-
struction, the designer must also be familiar with court terminology and the cor-
rect way to testify. This field requires not only training but a special personality
that holds up well under pressure.

Funeral Home Design
The funeral home must comfort and support people at an emotionally vulnerable
time. There are presentation and financial aspects to consider, as well as the ap-
propriate physical supports for heavy objects, and space for behind-the-scenes
management.

Furniture Design
Interior design and industrial design must be blended for good product design.
The interior designer knows where the furniture goes and how it is used; the 
industrial/furniture designer knows construction techniques.
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Geriatric Design
As our society grays, design for the mature market gains in recognition as a spe-
cialty. Retirement centers, nursing homes, even condominiums are designed to
meet the physical, psychological, and cultural needs of older people. It’s not a case
of just dealing with illness and infirmity; it is acknowledging the pleasures of life
and the opportunities still available. Older people are no longer simply old; they
act, hence like to be treated, as if they were young.

Graphic Design
These specialists can develop a corporate image or design graphics that define the
space or movement of people through public-use facilities. A graphic designer de-
velops the logos and icons that are used on everything from business cards and
stationery to Web sites and Web pages.

Greenhouse Design
At one time, greenhouses were simply for plants. Now they are incorporated into
residential and commercial spaces that also accommodate people. Depending on
the climate, greenhouse design can involve controlling temperature, light, and hu-
midity. Insulating elements and the design atmosphere are other factors. Manu-
facturers consult interior designers on the design of greenhouse components;
some designers have made this their specialty.

Hard-Surface Flooring Design
Designing this flooring product demands a knowledge of color trends, as well as
a working knowledge of the properties of wood, ceramics, marble, vinyl, and other
appropriate materials. There are so many hard-surfaced floors and flooring prod-
ucts that each of them requires specialists.

Hardware Design
The work of interior and industrial designers enhances the functional and deco-
rative effect of knobs, hinges, and handles—hardware for use in buildings and on
furniture. The demand is increasing for beautifully sculptured, handsomely crafted
hardware.

Health and Fitness Club Design
Personal fitness became important in the eighties, and health clubs are not just
places to exercise, but meeting spots for people with similar goals and interests.
Athletic, aerobic, and recreational facilities of all sorts are proliferating. Keeping
the facilities safe, convenient, and appropriate to their specific sports is involved
enough that some designers have made it their specialty. It has some aspects in
common with country club design.

Historic Preservation and Adaptive Reuse
Historic preservation demands technical and scientific knowledge, and an ability
and willingness to research small details. What were the colors, materials, and
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wallcovering in use when the building was created? What hardware is appropri-
ate? How historically accurate does the client want it to be? Some people want the
interiors to be absolutely authentic, and will hide the electricity or do without it.
They want everything exactly as it used to be, with no substitutions or modifica-
tions. Technology has given us the means to determine what the original colors
were (and they are often garish when compared to the more subtle ones we are
accustomed to seeing today). We can assign precise dates to furniture. The body of
knowledge continues to grow.

Home Office Design
The home office is a space tailored to the way an individual works. Working with
people who have been in the corporate scene for many years and who now want
home offices can be exciting. The office may be small, and be incorporated into
part of an apartment or bedroom, or it may be larger than any executive office in
a corporate building. Quite often, the office contains all the bells and whistles of a
commercial space, along with all the comforts of home, plus a few indulgences 
as well.

Hospital Design
Today, some areas in a hospital have such complex technical requirements that
hospital designers with a particular specialty have international practices. Spe-
cialties proliferate. Some designers do only emergency rooms and intensive care
units, others design paient and visitor areas, and some designers combine both.
Hospitals are changing dramatically and quickly to support new systems of med-
icine, causing hospital designers to put aside most of their traditional systems and
work with System Technology, a new and very demanding set of guidelines. For-
tunately, as a result, hospitals are much more user-friendly. Insurance and legal
requirements, along with cost-effectiveness, place demands and constraints on the
design. It is highly unlikely that a specialist in hospital design would also work on
a nursing home project; the demands are very different.

Hospitality Design
This practice can range from the bed-and-breakfast to a large conference center,
and some of the latter are practically cities in themselves. This field encompasses
luxury spaces for community and celebration, as well as functional accommoda-
tions. Designers may specialize in restaurant dining halls, training centers and
convention spaces, guest rooms, lobbies, and corridors.

Interior Landscaping
Plants add a natural quality to even the most static environment. This field re-
quires knowledge of landscaping and botany in order to place plants where they
are suitable. It may include contracting to provide maintenance, and design changes
for seasonal updates and plant health. While greenhouses are primarily to keep
plants healthy and growing, interior plantscaping is an increasingly important
component of a building’s atmosphere. Design factors include temperature, light,
and humidity control.
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Journalism
Through writing, designers can expand the design field, making our work more
understandable to people inside and outside the field. Designers can educate
through columns and articles on design for newspapers and magazines, and more
recently, on television as well. Writing is a special skill, as is the ability to relate
on camera. Some people with design education have chosen design journalism,
but only after intensive efforts to learn these additional skills. If these skills do not
come easily, designers who need to produce books and articles would do well to
collaborate with a writer. It may be a more effective use of their time.

Kennel Design
In the competitive world of breeding pedigreed pets, space design for each species
is a serious business. You must understand animals and their needs. In kennels,
there are areas for grooming and training, food preparation and nutrition, as well
as testing. Maintenance and health care are a prime concern.

Kitchen Design
The kitchen is often one of the most expensive parts of the house. Some equipment
is unabashedly new. There are also historic designs infused with new technology.
Scientific and artistic detail go into the design and planning of components for res-
idential and personal-use kitchens. The designer must have a complete knowledge
of currently available products as well as the dietary requirements of the users.

Law Office Design
Law offices have many features in common with residences. A designer who is
skilled in residential work will be excellent at doing this. Image, cost, and work ef-
ficiency have become important here. An environment that supports legal profes-
sionals and visiting clients and consultants provides visual and acoustical privacy.
Law offices now incorporate highly technical equipment, as well as areas for spe-
cialized personal interaction.

Library Design
Libraries are individual and specialized, catering to local needs. A library in a
county seat will be different from one on Wall Street. Libraries need space plan-
ning and marketing, with special attention to lighting and acoustics. Many li-
braries have exhibit areas or function rooms. They are true multimedia environ-
ments, lending books, videocassettes, art, and music. Electrical demands have
increased greatly with the advent of computers, which are used for card catalogs,
periodical indexes, and subject-dedicated databases. Spaces for extensive personal
libraries are enjoying a comeback. Personal libraries are no longer just for En-
glish country homes.

Licensing
Many designers license their names to a product line. The designer can style or
develop the product or merely endorse it. This is a growing field, encompassing
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wallcoverings, upholstery textiles, bed linens, tabletop china, and just about every-
thing that can be used in interior spaces. Today, very fine designers design for in-
expensive merchandise. Licensing fees are based on volume, and work on easily
available consumer goods becomes very lucrative. Although some licensers are
used principally for their names, most designers contribute to the design of prod-
ucts for widely divergent markets.

Lighting Design
Lighting is a strong and important element, used for design, drama, ecology, and,
of course, for function. Scale, structure, engineering, and a knowledge of the end
use are critical components of good fixture design, as are the technical require-
ments and codes for specific projects.

Lighting Fixture Design
In any space, the human eye goes to the windows and to the lighting fixtures.
Scale, structure, engineering, and a knowledge of the end use are critical compo-
nents of good fixture design.

Liturgical Design
Churches and synagogues are not just monuments, but living centers that actively
serve the community. Some offer recreation areas for children. These buildings are
used for social events, theater productions, educational lectures, and community
activities. Of course, each religion has its own design requirements; the designer
must know and understand the liturgy.

Manufacturer In-House Design
Manufacturers have staff designers who work not on design but on merchandis-
ing. In order to promote sales, many contract office furniture manufacturers offer
interior design services at little or no cost to the end user. Designers, especially in-
terior designers, work directly for manufacturers to help align products to the
needs of today’s design public.

Manufacturer Representation
This sales position is the link between manufacturer and interior designer. Some
of the best manufacturers’ representatives are former interior designers or deal-
ers. They understand the product, they know how to sell it, and they appreciate
what interior designers want. Within assigned territories, manufacturers’ reps call
on designers, providing catalogs, assisting in specification preparation, and writ-
ing purchase orders.

Marine Design
This specialty requires extensive knowledge of fire codes, marine standards and
regulations, weights, and materials. Many products must be made specifically for
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marine use. Marine design encompassses all sizes of ships and boats, from work-
ing boats to cruise liners the size and complexity of small villages. The design de-
mands range from stripped-down, where every inch must have more than one use,
to extravagant, with swimming pools, shops, ballrooms, and health spas. The de-
signer deals with physical, psychological, and ergonomic issues as well. There are
fewer restrictions—sometimes none at all—on smaller craft for personal use.

Marketing Specialist
This person develops and positions design firms with appropriate clients. Some de-
signers are better at design work than selling, so the need for and value of this spe-
cialist is well recognized and compensated.

Medical Center Design
Hospitals, clinics, rehabilitative care centers, and nursing homes have requirements
so specific and technologically complex that only a specialist could keep up with the
constant changes in standards, codes, and equipment. The specialty includes emer-
gency rooms, intensive care units, lobbies, and administrative support. Today, exam-
ples of special needs campuses are: a medical complex dedicated to heart care, an-
other to birthing and women’s care, another to orthopedics. Hospitals in many cities
are being redesigned. Some doctors are designing centers to fit their own specialties.
The medical field is changing so rapidly that some facilities are not even completed
before major changes must be made. Outpatient care has expanded so dramatically
that it has changed the profile of every medical institution. Medicine is advancing
dramatically, so we can look forward to much more work in this area.

Medical Office Design
Every medical specialty requires special equipment, as well as appropriate space
planning, traffic patterns, and storage management. Today’s specialties use such
an intensive array of high-tech equipment that offices require total replanning
every few years. A complete understanding of the medical procedures and equip-
ment, legal aspects, codes, and aseptic demands is needed.

Modular Prefabricated Design
This area of the building industry is rapidly growing. It is cost-effective to build
standard components in a factory-controlled situation. A high level of quality with
skilled engineering, can be accomplished by prefabricated design. Understanding
requirements of building and delivery is critical. It’s not just price, but quality
that’s relevant here. You can construct a much better product under controlled
conditions. Factory-built housing or modular complexes for other purposes also
come with guarantees, something not available in on-site construction. Modular
prefab construction is usually most practical when you are building a hundred or
more similar units. The designer creates a standard, builds a sample, checks all
the details, confirms with the client, and analyzes the finished product. When all
has been approved, several hundred units are built. These units ship well over 
water, which can be a construction advantage when placing large complexes on
deserted islands where you have very few construction trades.
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Model Home Furnishing
Model home furnishing may be handled by an independent designer, who may
also specify the architectural details of the interior to be purchased and installed
by another contractor, or by companies dedicated to furnishing model homes.
There are also companies who will grant all of the furniture, accessories, and ap-
pointments to the builder for his or her use for several months or a year. At the
end of that time, they retrieve the furniture to reuse in another project.

Model home design can be a promotion tool for design firms. In some areas, in-
terior designers pay contractors or developers for the privilege of working on their
models. The work may encompass all the interior architectural details, lighting,
fixture specifications, and hard and soft furnishings. The furnishings are often sold
with the home. In other instances, contractors consider this same work part of the
presentation of the home, and will hire designers, and/or lease furnishings.

Mural Painting
A number of mural artists are interior designers with fine arts backgrounds. They
first paint a miniature for the client, then execute the full-size product on canvas
or directly on the wall. This art form has become very prominent. Demand is in-
creasing for this, and spills over to create a new specialty, that of hand-painted
walls.

Museum Design
At one time, only people with backgrounds in history or art history worked in mu-
seums. However, museums today have many opportunities for interior designers,
to design exhibits, promotions, and community projects. Since preservation of ar-
tifacts is as important as the display, understanding the effects of humidity and
lighting on artifacts is important. Interior designers may work directly for the mu-
seums or be employed by consulting firms that specialize in museum work.

Nursing Home Design
As the levels of health care change, so do the codes, systems, regulations, and re-
quirements. Nursing homes now cater not just to senior citizens but to young peo-
ple who have short-term needs—people who live alone or have no one to care for
them, but who require care for a limited time. Things to consider in any design of
nursing or convalescent homes include the probable length of the stay and the spe-
cial equipment that patient will need. Changes in medicine make many facilities
obsolete before they are five years old, so it is important to plan for change.

Office Design
While commercial and home offices have elements in common, the home office is
usually for one or two people. Commercial office design requires knowledge of
high-tech equipment, as well as an understanding of management and office pro-
duction. The term “commercial office” today may still suggest open-plan offices;
however, companies vary, hence need different types of design. In general, these
spaces are designed for large groups of people working together in a cooperative
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and productive fashion. The space must accommodate many different disciplines
with varying needs.

Park Design
Amusement parks, municipal, and other parks need safety, effective traffic pat-
terns, management systems, and efficiency. Designers may be called on to develop
unique signage, to design fixtures or the service areas: food service, restrooms,
souvenir shops. Some designers work only on theme parks. The emphasis is to get
people to come back often, especially if the park is for-profit. Parks are also hubs
for many other environments, such as residential complexes, or campuses for ed-
ucation, medicine or business.

Passenger Train and Bus Design
The interiors of passenger trains and buses must be designed for the comfort and
safety of the traveler. They also need to be made attractive.

Party and Ball Design
Designers organize and orchestrate parties and balls for corporations, charities,
and other organizations. Entertainment and celebration requires an appropriate
atmosphere. It is not enough just to put people into a ballroom for so many hours;
they want fantasies brought to life. The competition among charities is intense.
The donors have been in every hotel many times. If you cannot show them some-
thing different, they are not interested.

Photographic Set Design
This specialty works with manufacturers and advertising agencies to create set-
tings designed to sell products. They maintain an inventory of props and back-
grounds, spend weeks creating and building a set, then tear it down immediately
after photographing it. Successful photographic set design requires an under-
standing of what photographs well and what does not, as well as what can be
faked.

Photography Stylist
Designers work with photographers to make interior spaces work better in pho-
tographs. This involves moving furniture to show the room to advantage, and ac-
cessorizing the space. Very few interior designers and architects understand how
to stage their own work for good photography.

Plumbing Fixture Design
To design sinks, lavatories, bathtubs, and spas, the designer must have training
and a special interest in sculpture. Sometimes the specialist will be asked to re-
color or redesign an existing line, but more often, the project means creating new
forms. Fixtures manufacturers may revive the shapes of antique items or items
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from the Orient, reworking them to meet today’s plumbing standards. The day of
strictly utilitarian bathroom fixtures is gone.

Prison Design
State and local governments are turning to private companies to help in con-
structing prisons, which are then leased back to the government. Some organiza-
tions, such as Volunteers of America, actually operate the prisons. Prison design is
a specialty in the midst of change. Social scientists suggest that new prisons should
not just house prisoners but also help to rehabilitate them.

Product Design
Opportunities in the field of product design are as numerous as the products them-
selves. Designers can make vital contributions in helping manufacturers find and
develop products that are wanted, function well, and suit the environments they
will be used in. Designers have a hand in almost every product available today.

Product Display
Interior designers have traditionally designed store windows and product displays.
Never has it been brought to so refined an art form as recently. This strong effort
in merchandising often permits unlimited budgets, which encourage a free range
of ideas.

Product Evaluation
Hiring designers to evaluate products for design quality, practicality, and mar-
ketability is a sound investment for manufacturers.

Product Marketing
Interior designers are well qualified to assist in product design development, as a
complement to the manufacturer’s design staff. Consulting interior designers can
help maintain a firm’s position in the marketplace. Interior designers assist with
marketing products by developing ways to use the product.

Professional or Promotional Organizations
Trade and professional organizations and product promotion organizations often
hire interior designers as spokespersons or interpreters to build links between the
product group and the designer or client. The designers’ skill in organization and
promotion can strengthen the organization. Designers understand the needs of the
end user as well as the multitude of design disciplines involved in the manufac-
turing process.

Project Management
This can be as simple as handling interior design development for one’s own firm
or as complex as running a project under a turnkey proposition. It requires com-
plete understanding of various crafts.
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Psychiatric Care Facility Design
While many codes are the same as for other medical facilities, the form of therapy
determines the design response. Use, practicality, and ease of maintenance are
prime concerns.

Public Relations
Interior designers with strong communications skills may choose to draw media
attention to the work of other designers rather than to run a design practice of their
own. Some act as liaison between manufacturer, designer, and end user.

Purchasing
The designer may act as a purchasing agent for large companies, reviewing and
testing products, then negotiating and ordering the furnishings. Purchasing agents
or procurement companies can get better prices for the individual design firms
that use them than those firms could get on their own.

Real Estate Development
A knowledge of space, its uses, and its potential for change has given many inte-
rior designers an edge in real estate sales and development. Some designers assist
developers by restructuring and designing buildings for turnkey or development
projects. In some states, interior designers will need Realtor’s licenses in order to
be recognized and compensated for their contributions. In others, interior design-
ers are part real estate development firm.

Real Estate Upgrading
Build a better home, please the client, and sell: These are the objectives in design
upgrading for luxury development homes. Many experienced designers have
moved into this specialty: There is opportunity for creative design, and it pays 
very well.

Rendering
CAD can do a lot, but there is nothing like a beautiful hand rendering. Rendering
is a special art, requiring knowledge of graphics, fine art, and design. A good pre-
sentation is vital: Many design firms, even small ones, hire good renderers, either
staff or freelance. Fees can run into the thousands of dollars.

Residential Design
At one time, the most prevalent design specialty, residential design also can be the
most lucrative. It requires a knowledge of human behavior within living spaces,
an understanding of and ability to communicate with people, and respect for the
client. Generally, people hire residential designers whose tastes and communica-
tions skills are similar to their own.
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Restaurant Design
There is room for design in every restaurant, from the fast food stands in malls to
local eateries to establishments for gracious dining. Knowledge of all design dis-
ciplines as well as food management is essential.

Restaurant Kitchen Design
This requires a knowledge of kitchen equipment and the know-how to adapt it to
the preferences of individual restaurateurs. Kitchen specialists work as indepen-
dents or for equipment suppliers. Kitchens for country clubs, educational facilities,
and large commercial restaurants are typical projects.

Retail and Specialty Selling
Selling is part of every design practice. Some designers have found it more lucra-
tive to own, manage, or work for retail and specialty stores. Designers are good
salespeople, especially in design-related areas, because they understand how to
use a product. The best salespeople are consultants who show clients how to use
a given product. Interior designers may help develop a product mix for a specific
store; this often means creating a design package to be sold by other people. It also
can mean working with a group of artists to market their work.

Retail Store Design
This popular specialty requires skill in image development, marketing, traffic pat-
terns, and security and concern for financial return on space. Custom fixturing is
often part of the design. The designer may be customizing local spaces for national
chains or working with individual store owners.

Security Systems Design
Everyone cares about security, either for personal safety or as theft prevention.
Safety and security have also become increasingly vital to all spaces, from com-
mercial to residential. Schools and courthouses are being retrofitted with cameras,
metal detectors, and other devices. A security consultant is now part of the basic
design team for any public building.

Set Design
Many interior designers started in set design; others expanded their practices to
include set design. Although it is a unionized profession, there are still some op-
portunities. Set design for movies, theater, dance, and opera is a different world.
You build for show, not to last. You design everything to be seen from a certain
perspective. The size and design of the theater—whether it is a proscenium or a
theater-in-the-round—affects the placement of furniture and props. The director’s
vision of the production is critical to the choice of furnishings.

Shop-at-Home Services
If you can show the client a product sample in his or her space, very often you can
sell it. There are extremely successful firms that specialize in shop-at-home ser-
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vice. Some stock a van or truck with a coordinated line of pictures, accessories,
pillows, and draperies. They distribute their products to representatives or fran-
chise owners.

Shopping Mall Design
This is large-scale marketing. Each store in a mall must contribute to the total mall
concept, which ranges from discount to luxury. Each mall promotes a different
lifestyle or environment. Designers may work directly for the mall owners to co-
ordinate all mall activities and designs. They also work with individual retailers
and in the common areas. The mall of today must allow space for entertainment
and other activities. It must be an experience in itself, not just a place to shop.

Showroom Design
In Manhattan, Rome, Paris, London, and every small city in the country, show-
room designs and presentations account for an amazingly high dollar figure. The
primary job of the showroom is to sell a product. Whether the showroom is beau-
tiful is a question of taste, but whether it works and produces can be measured.

Spaceship and Rocket Design
This is the ultimate challenge in ergonomic design—every inch must count. Many
consumer products have been developed as a result of studies done for spaceship
design.

Solar Design
Design for solar buildings is not just solar collection but a matter of coordinating
solar and environmental concerns with human needs. Energy efficiency, sun con-
trol, sunlight-resistant materials, and insulation are key.

Stadium and Arena Design
While architects and engineers are most often involved with shaping the space, in-
terior designers are consulted on public areas, service areas, and even choice of
seating. This specialty has aspects in common with theater and store design. Safety
and security are also prime concerns.

Storage Design
Planned storage is an essential design element. Storage specialists catalog the
clients’ storables, then plan for growth. Custom storage can range from making
tiny drawers to accommodate contact lenses to developing automated filing areas
for offices. Good storage means placing things in convenient locations near where
they will be used, and putting lesser-used items in less accessible places.

Tabletop Display Design
Restaurants and department and specialty stores use tabletop display to sell food
and tabletop products. Clients today expect both drama and practicality.
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Teleconference Center Design
Teleconference centers exist not only in large corporations but also in community
centers and occasionally in apartment complexes. This discipline may specify the
shape of the room, lighting, choice and placement of furnishings, and even the
teleconference equipment. Sight lines, light and sound control, and audibility are
prime concerns.

Tenant Development Services
Interior designers work with landlords and developers to coordinate interior spaces
for homes, apartments, and commercial offices. They may devise color schemes
and layouts or may only ensure that the work of other designers coordinates with
what exists in the building.

Textile Design
Interior designers with special knowledge of textiles design rugs, fabrics, and wall-
coverings. This combined discipline creates products that are appropriate, distinc-
tive, and easy to use.

Training Center Design
Education takes place in more places than schools. Corporate training centers are
found in office buildings; smaller firms use hotel meeting rooms or convention
centers. Special demands include adaptable lighting, to accommodate audiovisual
equipment, and attention to acoustics and sight lines.

Transit Center Design
Airports and train and bus terminals have become almost total living environ-
ments for some people. Interior designers are called on to entertain people, en-
hance people-movement, and accommodate their needs with airport shops, small
conference areas, VIP clubs, and cocktail lounges. There is not much one cannot
do in transit centers these days, from banking to seeing a podiatrist to hiring a sec-
retary. Transit centers have become like cities in the range of services they offer
the daily commuter, as well as the person who may have a layover of many hours.
Chicago’s O’Hare airport has a laser show. Some centers offer college courses; oth-
ers have educational displays. There is usually a church or chapel.

Turnkey Services
A turnkey design service does everything from securing the property and design-
ing and building the facility to installing furnishings and finishing to the finest de-
tail. All the client needs to do is turn the key and open the door.

Underground Habitation
Because the temperature underground is a constant 55 degrees Fahrenheit, un-
derground space has become a practical and appropriate area for living and work-
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ing. Computer centers, for example, are located underground. This field is rela-
tively underdeveloped.

Vacation Home Design
Second homes are big business, but they often must be designed as turnkey proj-
ects because the clients are involved elsewhere. This market is growing. For some
clients, the vacation home is a place to indulge in an opulence they would not feel
comfortable expressing in other parts of their lives.

Wallcovering Design
Many interior designers design wallcoverings, drawing on their expertise with
color, pattern direction, and scale. The field demands production and design ex-
pertise as well as an understanding of current trends.

Wall Finishes
Marbling, fresco, and textured finishes—some of which have not been seen for cen-
turies—are again in demand. This specialty is no longer limited to historic restora-
tion work; commercial and residential clients also request novel wall finishes.

Wayfinding
Wayfinding involves signage, but it also involves many other parts of the interior
design discipline. It means designing a space, building, or complex that is easy for
people to move around in. Finding one’s way becomes natural, not complicated or
confusing. This specialty first became popular in hospitals, but is now relevant to
almost every large complex. People want to be able to find the things they’re in-
terested in easily, whether on a campus, in a conference center or hotel, or in any
other complex.

Window Treatment Design
Draperies, shades, louver drapes, valances, cornices, and a broad spectrum of
other treatments make up this specialty. Insulation, ventilation, light control, and
energy conservation are all part of today’s window treatment design.

FINDING YOUR PLACE

With a plan, effort, and research, everyone has a reasonable chance to find his or
her career niche—whether that means general practice, specialized work, or work-
ing independently or in a firm.

Using this book, you will learn virtually everything you need to know to design
your successful independent career. That said, I admit that I have a bias about
starting to work independently too soon: It can be very risky, and for that reason
I strongly discourage it. If you want to give yourself the best chance for success in
your career, find someone whose work you admire. Find a mentor and learn
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everything you can from that person. That usually means going into an established
firm. But before you invest several years of your life in a firm, invest some time in
learning as much as you can about the firm and its principals. Chances are that
as a new member of the company, you are not going to be able to change it to suit
yourself; you will have to work their way.

Find out exactly what kind of work the firm does. Look at its work in trade and
design press magazines and books. Talk to their clients; ask staff or contractors
who have worked with the firm about the projects they have worked on. And ap-
proach the firm directly. You do not have to say why you are interested in the firm;
you can say merely that you’d like the opportunity to see more of their work be-
cause you admire it. Most design firms are proud of their work and will be happy
to show and tell you about their projects. Visiting their installations will tell you
quite a lot about the quality of the firm.

Find out as much as you can about the principals within the company—espe-
cially the person you’ve identified as the one you’d like to have as your mentor.
Know their education and business backgrounds. Be familiar with their career his-
tories: Where did they start, and how long has it taken them to reach their present
status? That information may rest with former employers, clients, and other 
designers.

An interior design firm works as a team. In selecting a new job relationship, as
in choosing a marriage partner, it is important to have a sense of how well the
team works. You’re going to spend a lot of time with these people, and you’re go-
ing to share many different experiences and pressures. You want to learn as much
as you can to ensure that you will be a complementary member of the team.

If you put the same care into planning your future that you put into your inte-
rior designs, it is possible to get what you want from your career. No one can ex-
pect to have the perfect job handed to them on a platter. Instead, plan for, plot, and
go after the job you want and really should have. Do it in a professional manner
and you will find your place. You will probably also be successful.

I’ve been conducting seminars where small groups of designers gather to define
their best abilities and to examine what it will take to ensure that they can per-
form at their best. The group synergy, combined with the guidance of a business
coach, has helped many individuals attain their twin goals of greater job satisfac-
tion and higher profits.

After one of my lectures, a senior student at the Philadelphia Textile School
came to me for advice on how to get a job in textiles arts in her home state
of Colorado. She had found that most of the textile design positions were in
the northeastern United States, around New York and Philadelphia. I asked
what she meant by no jobs. Wasn’t there even one company?

Yes, she admitted, there was one specializing in fabrics for men’s and
women’s ready-to-wear clothing, but she didn’t know much about them other
than that they had a large factory, had been in the same location a number
of years, and had said they had no openings when she asked.

Her father was in insurance, so I pointed out that he would know a lot of
people in the community and could find out about the major people in the
firm, including their educational and work backgrounds. “You want to know
about their families,” I counseled, “whether they live within the community
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or commute from a distance—anything you can find out about how these peo-
ple relate to this company.”

I suggested that she use her Saturdays and free days to visit apparel spe-
ciality stores and department stores in big cities of neighboring states to re-
search this firm. I told her she could talk to the buyers about how they felt
about the fabrics made by that particular textile company. She should create
an outline of appropriate questions for every buyer: whether they liked the
quality, which colors sold better, which year the line was best. It would take
about six months to accumulate the information she needed to put into a pro-
fessional presentation.

After this was completed, I suggested that she test the presentation, polish
it, refine it, and ask her professors to review it. Then, at my urging, she called
the president of the firm when she went home for Christmas vacation. She
told him she had spent six months doing research on his company, after
which she asked for an appointment to review it with him. She got the ap-
pointment. He was surprised at her interest in his firm, and he was intrigued
by some of the comments she made, which differed from what he had heard
from his staff and marketing people. It is hard to know just what impressed
him most, but the main thing is that he was impressed by the attention she
had given his company. She told him of her textile arts training and that she
intended to move back to Colorado and would like to work in his company.

Her tangible interest in his firm convinced the president that he wanted her
to work with them. He didn’t know which job he was going to give her, but
she was hired. He told her to come back in June and he would have some-
thing for her then.

MEASURES OF SUCCESS

How is success measured in the interior design profession? Is a successful interior
designer one whose name appears frequently in newspaper columns and in the
popular design press? Or is a successful designer one who has achieved a reliable,
steady income and some continuing creative satisfaction?

Public success and personal satisfaction go hand in hand. You do not have to be
an Elsie de Wolfe or a Syrie Maugham to be successful today, because there are
opportunities and alternatives open to you that could never have existed when
these two grande dames of the industry started their businesses on chutzpah, con-
tacts, and not much else.

The truth is that many designers we see as successful take success for granted.
In researching Profitable Career Options for Designers (Kobro Publishing Com-
pany, 1985), I discovered that successful people are always looking ahead to the
next project or projects, and that their favorite project is the one they are working
on at the moment.

Being an interior designer today means making choices, developing an area of
expertise, and being receptive to change. This is the mentality of successful de-
signers. They are always looking for ways to improve. None of us should say,
“There is only one correct solution and it is mine.” We should go out and find two
or three or even a hundred ways of approaching a problem, and use the one we
feel best answers the client’s needs.
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It is not unusual or unexpected for designers to become bored with their work.
Profitable businesses develop a good product and then repeat it. This is fine for a
while, but as a creative person, you will understandably want to do something
else. There are ways to change your career and maintain your joy in your work,
as well as keep your business profitable. Sometimes, you will be able to redesign
your career without outside help, but for the most part, it is better to do this as part
of a group, with a business consultant as a coach.
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2
Starting A Business

Many of us enjoy expanding our present businesses or creating new businesses,
putting ideas together and making them work. This compulsion to forever do
something new can be a strength, but it can also distract us from what should be
our main focus: our interior design practice. Each year in our country there are
many new businesses starting, and a number are very successful. This has be-
come the era of the entrepreneur and small business. Still, many have failed.

INITIAL CONSIDERATIONS

Before starting your own business, look first at how it affects you. If you have
been working for a company, you may have job tenure, a regular paycheck, paid
holidays and vacation, sick leave, insurance plans, and the knowledge that when
you are finished work each day you can leave it behind—it is ultimately someone
else’s responsibility. These benefits are not a part of a new business.

The idea of starting your own firm is exciting, but there is no point in start-
ing it if you do not intend to make it a success. That takes an investment in
years of time and effort. To start a business you will need to devote the first
seven or eight years to the business, and running it well will probably require
80- to 120-hour workweeks. Is this a sacrifice you are willing to make? What
about your personal needs? Will they mesh with the obligations entailed in
starting a business? After all, you are not establishing just a job, but a lifestyle.
Can you make this intense a commitment? If you are planning to start a pri-
mary personal relationship or a family, this may not be the best time in your
life to start a business too.

Are you prepared to accept the responsibility of managing a business? A de-
signer I know started a wonderful art gallery because his mother-in-law wanted
something to do. This worked beautifully as long as the mother-in-law stayed in-
terested. But after about two years, the fun wore off for her—and the designer was
stuck with a gallery that had to be kept open eight to ten hours a day, and re-
quired a minimum of two people to staff. If you are considering investing in a
business venture for a child or relative, give the venture a careful review. Is the
relative committed to the project on a long-term basis? If not, would you be able
to hire staffing to continue it?



Personal Traits
Do you have the right personality to start a business? It takes a certain type of per-
son to succeed in business. The following is a list of questions to ask yourself be-
fore starting your own business:

1. Are you in good health? You need to be in good shape to endure the
physical and emotional rigors of starting a business.

2. Do you really have all the energy that it takes to make this project
succeed? Almost all people who succeed in their own businesses have
boundless physical energy. If your physical energy is limited, perhaps you
should consider teaming with another professional who can carry part of
the burden.

3. Are you a self-starter? Are you the type of person who gets things
done and starts projects on your own initiative? In your own business you
will have to act without anybody else pushing you or reminding you.

4. Do you enjoy other people? Do you really like all kinds of people? You
will find yourself working with a variety of professions and personality
types—laborers, persons with limited education, high-level professionals,
and eccentrics.

5. Are you a leader? Your staff will be following your cues. You must be
someone that people are ready to follow.

6. Are you ready for the responsibilities of a business? Do you
understand exactly what this entails? Before deciding to start your own
business, investigate a number of other businesses to get a real knowledge
of what you are facing.

7. Are you a good worker? Are you the kind of person who does not
mind doing what it takes to get a job done, and will keep working as long
and as hard as is necessary to complete a project well? Running your own
business will demand your complete dedication.

8. Are you well organized? Interior design is a field that requires high
organizational abilities.

9. Are you a good decision maker? Do you enjoy making decisions? You
will need to be ready to make decisions quickly and accurately without
the fear of failure.

10. Do people have confidence in you? Have you built a rapport with the
people who have worked with you? For people to do business with you,
they must have confidence that if they give you the job, it will get done.

11. How committed are you to running your own business? Too many
designers start in business with the idea that it will be fun for a while. If
that is your attitude, probably you should not consider starting in
business. To develop a business always takes much longer and requires
more energy than you might imagine.

12. Do you have the excitement that it takes to carry this through?
Your enthusiasm will inspire your staff to do its best. Are you turned on
about the business and ready to handle whatever comes up?

13. Are you a good communicator? You must be able to express yourself
clearly and to talk with others at all levels; this is the only way to share
ideas and work together.
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14. Do you know what you are doing? Do you really know the interior
design field or at least the specialty that you are selecting? It is much
cheaper to learn in someone else’s studio than to do it yourself. You must
understand the field on a professional level. You are the last word;
therefore, you must know everything about the work that you are going to
be doing, or where to get the answers. Know your field well before you
start in business.

15. Have you had any business training? You have no idea how much
you need to learn until you begin a business. Spend some time reading
and learning about any unfamiliar business processes. Don’t even
consider starting your own business until you’ve researched the business
end of it.

What other problems can you foresee in starting your own business? What do
you expect to get out of this business? List what you consider to be the assets and
the benefits of starting the business.

PLANNING AHEAD

A successful business starts with a good plan. Too many designers enter in busi-
ness impulsively, without a plan. In today’s business climate, a business without
a good basic plan is not likely to succeed.

First, prepare an action plan. It should cover when you expect to start; where
you want your business to be located; what you expect your profit plan to be; what
areas of business you expect to make money from; and how you will charge—by
fees, by markup, or by hourly rates (see pages 229–230). Every step of basic busi-
ness planning (see Chapter 3) also applies. Also prepare a financial plan. Deter-
mine just how much money will be needed. Further on in the book there are de-
tails on these business requirements.

Before you start your company or venture, make sure that you have your clients
lined up. There is no point in starting a design business, or any other kind of busi-
ness, without a good client base.

Review your present client load to see which clients you feel would come with
you to a new business. It usually takes several years to develop a good client base.
There is no point starting in business without a list of clients, because it is diffi-
cult and expensive to go out and find that first client. If you have your clients and
sources developed ahead of time, you automatically decrease the period it takes to
start turning a profit.

People are your biggest asset, if you can put together the right people. You may
make a plan with a particular person in mind and then find that person is not
available. It is not realistic to expect someone to work for you unless you can of-
fer the individual something that really holds his or her interest.

Make sure that there really is a market out there. Sometimes the fact that no
one else is offering a service means that there is no market for the service. When
you have a lot of other competitors, this may mean that there’s a tremendous mar-
ket for your service, which you can top if you can find a better way of selling to
that market.

Do you know where your customers live? Are you in the correct geographic
area? Interior designers work in very wide areas; however, it is most effective to
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work in an area that supports you. You can travel for a portion of your jobs, but it
is usually too expensive to travel for every job.

Do you have the ability to produce the products or items? Many businesses in
the design field start with great ideas but have inadequate staff or production ca-
pabilities. There is no point in selling something that can’t be delivered. Plan in
advance where your materials will come from and how your products will be
manufactured. Having the ability to produce a few dozen items is not of much
value if you need to sell thousands to make the business profitable.

Write a list of required resources—manufacturers, showrooms, dealers, contrac-
tors—and spend time developing a good rapport with them. Make sure that your
resources get to know you and the quality of your work. Usually your resources
will be sources you have used in the past—people you know think well of your de-
sign work.

All business ventures require money. Try to have more money than you need;
you always will use more than you expect. Look for and find a resource for three
to four times the amount of money that you think you will need. Too many busi-
nesses fail because they don’t have enough capital. It is easier to find these funds
before you start a business than it is when you are actually committed.

If you have more money than you need, it is easy to pay back the loan or keep
the overage in a savings account or interest-bearing fund in the interim and draw
from it as needed. Paying that bit of extra interest is inexpensive insurance to en-
sure your project’s success. It is very easy to borrow for building and equipment,
but difficult for “soft costs” such as salaries, staffing costs, advertising, and other
day-to-day expenses.

How much money have you saved? How much of your own funds are you ready
to invest? Unfortunately, there are few resources for financing a small business.
Usually you will need to use your own funds or have someone assisting you. Most
design firms need higher levels of financing.

If you are not using your own money, you may have to take on a partner or de-
velop other types of obligations. If you need money and have to take in a partner,
discuss with your attorneys ways of accepting either stockholders or partners.
When you establish which way you will be going, build into your plans ways to
adjust or change the agreement. In almost every instance, as a business develops,
it becomes necessary to change the structure. Can yours be changed? Your attor-
ney and your accountant can advise you on this.

Have you figured into your financial projection the amount of income you ex-
pect during these start-up years? What salary will you require? Can you live on
less than what you have been making in order to permit your business to progress?
Talk to your bankers and be sure that they understand where you are going. Ask
them to specify what borrowing ability you have. Specifically, ask them about var-
ious loans such as long-term loans, short-term loans, lines of credit, and individ-
ual project borrowing.

After determining how much money you need to start your business (which is
stated in various parts of this book), you also need to consider how much credit is
available from your suppliers—what terms they will offer you. Also, determine
what type of credit terms you are going to be able to work out with your potential
clients. Often, interior designers can get retainers and deposits on items, and can
carry certain portions of their business. But it is foolhardy to think that you can
carry it all. Understand and outline your anticipated financial condition, both on
accounts receivable and accounts payable.

32 � Interior Design Business Handbook



How long will it take to make the venture work? Can you take that time from
your other endeavors? If you acquire sufficient business to keep you busy thirty or
forty hours a week, and your time sells for $100 to $150 an hour, the new venture
must be very good for you to afford to pursue it. All business takes time, usually
three to five times what you would estimate. This question refers not only to how
long it takes to get started, but also how long it takes to get established. New clients
and projects don’t just walk in the door; they must be cultivated, which requires
continuing effort. As you do your break-even financial analysis, do an analysis of
the time required to see how that compares to the time you’re really willing to
spend.

A break-even analysis is a valuable test to make on your business venture. It de-
termines whether it is worth investing a stated amount of money and time in this
project in order to reach a certain level of profit. For a new business, you should
prepare a one-to-five-year break-even analysis (see page 335). An accountant or 
a business consultant can help you prepare one.

Almost any new business venture or project will take three to five years to get
started. The initial planning requires a considerable amount of work, but it is noth-
ing compared to the work of actually running a business. Time spent planning
now is inexpensive—and is absolutely essential in the total process of starting a
business. The plan should include several test points and stop-and-go points. List
certain levels at which to reevaluate your plan, deciding whether to forge ahead,
stop, or veer off into a new direction.

ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES

There are a number of advantages to running your own business.

1. You have complete control. You have the right to make the decisions.
Therefore, you can direct the activities and the design direction of the
business.

2. You have complete freedom to be as creative as you want. You can
do things your own way.

3. You determine how great the profits will be. You can make as much
money as you like, depending upon your ability, talents, ideas, and energy.

4. You have the ultimate job security. You can’t be fired. If you do not
bring in business, you are not going to have a company. Still, you cannot be
forced to retire.

5. There is great satisfaction in running a successful business. Since it
is your business, you can justifiably feel proud in taking all the credit.

Starting your own business also has some major disadvantages.

1. Running the business will demand long hours. Very few businesses
run on a nine-to-five basis. Most independent designers work twelve,
fifteen, sixteen hours per day. Often you will have to perform tasks that you
would never have been asked to handle as an employee. When the job
must be done, many times you are the person left to do it.

2. There is the risk you will lose your investment. If you make money, it
is yours, but if you lose it, all your personal assets could be in jeopardy.
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3. Your income will fluctuate with the success of the business. In the
first years there is often a greater fluctuation than in later years; however,
this is one of the risks of a small business. Your employees get paid, your
suppliers get paid—and you get what is left.

4. The responsibility for the business is all yours. If something goes
wrong, you are responsible.

5. All of the pressures are basically yours to bear. You must please all
your clients. You must meet all your credit obligations, tax and insurance
demands, and the payroll. This has to be done on a regular basis, not just
when you feel like it.

6. There are many federal, state, and local laws you must abide by, as
well as all kinds of stipulations applied by your insurance
companies. It is amazing how many regulations there are to restrict
business activities—and many are very expensive. It is wise to review your
objectives with both your attorney and your accountant before you start
your business.

GETTING FEEDBACK

Find yourself several advisors who will work with you on this project and who
will continue to be your advisors throughout your business career. You especially
need a good accountant and a good attorney, as well as an insurance advisor and
other consultants who will work on design projects when needed (see pages 107—
115). Be sure that you have these people lined up before starting your new ven-
ture. Confidentiality is important in starting a new business, so you may need to
look outside your community for consultants if you cannot find people with whom
you have developed a long-term rapport.

Business Consultant. Once you have prepared your plans, find a good business
consultant—someone who is familiar with the interior design field—and see if
he or she can find anything wrong with them.

Accountant. Ask your accountant to prepare a financial projection (see
Chapter 3) and a break-even analysis. His or her thoughts may be different
from those of a business consultant, as the two view business from different
perspectives. You need to compare both points of view.

Financial Advisor. The financial aspects of the venture should be reviewed by
a financial advisor. This should be someone other than your accountant or
your attorney. The financial advisor’s job is to really look at the financial
development of your project, taking into consideration the resources of money
that are available to you and your overall company potential.

Lawyer. An attorney will tell you whether you are putting your existing
business or personal assets in undue jeopardy.

Insurance Advisor. This person will check that you can properly cover your
major risks with insurance. For example, a designer was interested in
restoring downtown properties, but found she could not purchase any kind of
insurance on the project during construction or until the buildings were
actually occupied. Because the restoration project would take two years in an
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underpoliced neighborhood, she and her insurance advisor decided it was
much too heavy a risk.

Designer. Try your idea out on another designer or experienced person in your
field whom you can trust, someone with perhaps more experience and in a
noncompetitive situation. We test every venture we plan with a few designer
advisors before going any further. It is often surprising and exciting what
additions or revisions they suggest. They are usually good at helping to build
and mold a project.

Consultants. Talk with other people in businesses that are similar to yours to
see what you can learn from them. What can you learn from their successes
or failures? Develop a list of consultants and people that you can call on and
depend upon.

BUYING AN EXISTING BUSINESS

Is it worth buying a business that someone has started? Very often it is, because
the business has an established clientele. If you can work in the business for a
while, you can get an intimate knowledge of the condition of the firm and whether
the practice is appropriate for you. Although it is more common for a design firm
to be dissolved rather than sold on the retirement or death of its owners, many in-
terior design businesses are being sold, and can be valuable to the young designer.

It is a sound idea to ease into the business by working with the firm and devel-
oping a rapport with the clients as well as the sources before committing to buy-
ing an established firm. There is one strong benefit: a structure is already estab-
lished. However, do not shortchange yourself. Although the practice is established,
you will need the same business plan as you would if you were starting your own
business. There are certain advantages in taking over an existing business, but
there are also areas where the business could be strengthened or revised to take
into account your own skills and weaknesses. The firm may need updating to 
present-day standards. You probably will want to shift some of the priorities. Talk
with your legal and financial advisors to determine the best buy-out plan for this
business.

Advantages
The following are some of the advantages to buying an existing business.

1. An established business has a greater potential for success. The
location of the business has been preselected; people know about it, and
they are inclined to go there. There are years of advance marketing that
you will not have to do. If the business has been profitable, it will be
much easier for you to continue to make a profit.

2. The amount of planning that would be necessary to start in
business has been reduced. Therefore, you can make your first sale
that much sooner.

3. Usually, the clientele is already established. If proper introductions
are made, you can continue with them and then start to build your own
clientele.
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4. There may be some inventory available to get you started. Office
equipment and supplies are in place; these are items you do not have to
buy and set up before making your first sale.

5. Financing is usually easier to procure for the purchase of an
existing business than for starting a new business. Often it can be
prearranged with the previous buyer. An exact figure is far easier to
establish.

6. You may be buying a business at a bargain price. The sellers may
need to sell. They may want to see their business continue and thus be
willing to work with you and help set up the situation to your advantage.

7. You can call on the experience of a prior owner. Even if you are not
in complete agreement with the previous owner, at least you have a point
of reference to check against. It is easier than doing it yourself.

8. A lot of the original hard work of setting up has been eliminated.
Not that there is no work to be done or adjustments to be made, but these
can be handled gradually as you have time and money available. You do
not have to do everything at once.

9. Often there is a group of experienced employees; you do not have to
train them all. If there are people you can work with, you begin with a
tremendous advantage.

10. There are many past records available, in business and in clients, that
can help you build and market for future business. You will know
what clients have used before and therefore be better able to serve them than
if you moved into an area with no records or no client background.

Disadvantages
There are also some clear disadvantages.

1. If the business was poorly managed, the management problems can
carry over into your business. Bad habits often continue. Be sure the
management system is what it should be. It’s best to try and work within
the business to evaluate their systems.

2. If the employees who are working for the company are not good,
they can get in your way. Sometimes you are better off not to have any
employees than to have badly trained employees. Consider this and your
obligations to the employees before committing to purchasing this business.

3. Many policies established by the previous owners may no longer be
appropriate and may be difficult to change—both with clients and
employees. Review these standards. (One reason it is wise to work in a
firm for a period of time before determining whether you should buy is to
get an idea of just what exists there.)

4. Much of the inventory might not be appropriate to current-day sales.
While you may be able to sell off some of it for instant capital, you will find
that a lot of inventory that people have in stock is just not currently saleable.

5. You may be short of money for extending and developing the
business if you put all of your monies into buying the business. It
takes considerable monies to have a business run effectively. Allow for this.
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6. The location and the image of the firm may not be appropriate for
your intended practice. If this is the case, it is probably better to start
your own business. But if the existing business has a blend of styling and
background that relates to yours, then it could be very worthwhile.

How can you find out about businesses that are available?

■ They are often listed in design magazines or in classified display ads.

■ Sometimes realtors will know of one in a given area.

■ Brokers who deal only with businesses have many of them listed.

■ The Chamber of Commerce will often have listings of businesses for sale.

■ Trade sources usually are our best resource. The people a business buys
from and works with usually know the position of the business and its
quality.

■ Professionals—accountants, attorneys, bankers—can be of help in introducing
you to businesses, but often they do not know the details or the background
that trade sources and other designers would have.

■ Other designers usually know of people who face a problem, who have
decided to retire, or who for some reason want to get out of business. If you
start here, it is usually best to use other professionals to review the
business before considering a purchase.

Evaluating an Existing Business
Buying an existing business is not only an excellent way to start in business, it is
also an excellent way to expand one’s business. More and more designers are buy-
ing up other practices. The most efficient way to evaluate an existing business is
to work there for a time to test its health and suitability to your goals.

Before making an offer, investigate whether the business is a good one to buy.
First of all, find out as much as you can about it. Visit with people who work there.
Talk to the owners of the firm and find out the names of their suppliers. When you
learn their resources, talk to the resources to learn what kind of a company the
firm has been and what size volume it does. Very often sales reps will give you a
lot of this information, although since it is on an unofficial basis, it must be con-
sidered that way. Sometimes it does give us leads as to the direction and the suc-
cess of a business.

Visit some of the projects that the firm has done and consider whether you
would be proud to associate your name with this type of work.

Have the company evaluated by other people in the field. Is the owner’s asking
price reasonable? It is usually best to have several people review this. Although the
opinions of accountants, lawyers, and other professionals are worthwhile, you
should get an evaluation from someone in the design field who can look at the
business objectively.

Ask to see the books for at least the last five years so that you have a basis for
judgment about the firm. A design firm cannot be judged on just two years of work,
because the field is much too changeable. Have your accountant look at the fi-
nancial statements and the general history of the company. Also, find a good fi-
nancial consultant in the interior design field to give you an interview. If possible,
talk to some of the firm’s clients; find out what kind of work they do and how they
would feel about the business continuing.
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There are many ways of doing this type of investigation, and it has to be altered
according to the status of the current business. Is it a situation where everyone
knows the business is for sale, or is it more confidential? Either way, do a thor-
ough investigation.

Determining a Firm’s Dollar Value. There are many different formulas for esti-
mating the dollar value of a company. You need to determine the floor and ceiling
values so you can establish the range for negotiation.

The floor value of a design firm is the amount of cash that would be required to
establish a comparable design firm, starting from scratch. To arrive at this figure,
you should analyze the basic costs involved in starting and running a business.

1. Initial Fees. Calculate the fees you would need to pay in the start-up
years (legal and accounting, for example).

2. Physical Property. An existing business has already paid for the facility,
leasehold, and equipment. You should consider the time and money you
would need to find and establish a new space.

3. Cost of Establishing a Business. Try to determine what the cost of
starting the business and the amount of money required to fund it up to this
point might have been. This would include covering the many losses that
are usually incurred in the start-up years. This final cash figure could be
considerable since it generally takes a while for a design firm to become
profitable. Usually, when you  take over a firm, it is profitable from day one.

4. Employee Training. Training employees to work effectively as a group is
a large financial investment. You will save considerably by starting out with
a trained team ready to produce.

5. Any Promotion or Advertising Efforts Already Developed. Generally,
through promotion and advertising, the positioning of the firm has been
established.

The ceiling value of a firm takes into account the firm’s history and its poten-
tial for becoming more valuable than its present worth. To determine ceiling value,
research the following:

1. Profits. What is the firm’s level of profits? Does the firm have the ability
to continue at this level? While the financial sheet of a service organization
is generally easy to analyze, it is often difficult to determine the profitability
factor and the cash flow analysis.

2. Goodwill. Goodwill that can be transferred from an old ownership to a
new one is a major factor in establishing a high ceiling value for a firm.
However, the value of goodwill has to be determined on an individual
basis. Generally, design businesses are highly personalized, and the
owners are very involved in every part of the design service. If the owner is
no longer there, how much of the goodwill of the firm will evaporate? Is
the owner going to continue with the company, or is the owner willing to
sign a noncompetitive agreement?

3. Client Base. A firm’s client base and the continuing projects you will
inherit greatly influence the ceiling value. Most important is the ability of
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this firm to sustain its client base. Are the clients dedicated to the design
firm and willing to continue using the firm through the next ownership?

4. Internal Self-Sustaining Structure. Is the management structured and
well designed to continue into a new ownership?

5. Location. A firm’s location plays a major role in establishing its ceiling
value. For example, if a business is located in a progressive area or one
with a pleasant climate, these factors make the firm significantly more
valuable than a business located in a less desirable area.

6. Staff. What are the general skills of the employees? In design businesses,
there are not always a lot of hard assets such as buildings and equipment.
In a design business that offers purely professional service, the assets are
represented in the fees of services rendered. The inventory is, in essence,
the staff and the price that is charged for their design services.

7. Special Information. Trade names, copyrights, patents, and other
information, including customer lists and mailing lists, are assets you
should consider in determining a firm’s ceiling value.

The return expected from the investment of capital, taking into account chang-
ing economic conditions, is a determinant in calculating the ceiling value of a
business. Buyers will normally pay a multiplier of approximately five times the
firm’s pretax income, which would be the firm’s annual profits plus the salary of
the owner. For example, if a company’s profits per year are $200,000, and the
owner draws a $175,000 salary, the pretax income would be $375,000. The firm’s
ceiling value would be five times $375,000 or $1,875,000. In determining the firm’s
pretax income, be sure to factor in any excessive travel and entertainment ex-
penses and other fringe benefits. For example, if the owner received an additional
thirty percent of his or her salary in the form of special perks, this would raise the
value considerably.

There are three basic ways of evaluating a purchase. One is through the ad-
justed net worth. The second is multiplying the annual billings by a multiplier 
of .5. The third is multiplying the pretax income by 5.

In the purchase or sale of a business, the buyer and seller usually have con-
flicting interests. For example, it is usually to the advantage of a seller of a
corporate business to sell the stock, whereas it is usually to the advantage of
the buyer to buy the assets. There are various provisions in the IRS code that,
to a considerable extent, provide the seller of corporate assets with the tax ad-
vantages of a corporate stock sale, and also provide the buyer of a corpora-
tion with the advantages of an asset purchase. Because the requirements of
these code sections must be strictly adhered to in order to qualify for the ben-
efits, it is imperative that you discuss the contemplated transaction with your
accountant and lawyer before you enter into any negotiations.

Starting a Business � 39



SELECTING THE RIGHT FORM OF OWNERSHIP FOR YOU

There are basically three forms of business ownership: the sole proprietorship, the
partnership, and the corporation. There are advantages and disadvantages to each
form of ownership; you should discuss them with your accountant and attorney
before deciding. Of course, the form can be changed if circumstances suggest such
a move.

Sole Proprietorship
A sole proprietorship is the simplest form of ownership and the easiest to estab-
lish. An individual begins a firm and is automatically a sole proprietor. All profits
earned by the business belong to the owner, who also bears all losses. The owner
has total authority over the business operation. There are few legal restrictions
with the sole proprietorship except for the general civil and criminal laws, which
apply to all forms of businesses.

If you are a person who likes to take charge, it is a very attractive form of 
ownership.

Advantages. There are many advantages to a sole proprietorship. You are the
boss. You have complete control over the size of the business and its direction. You
can stop and start the business as you choose. You can simply make a decision and
go from there. If you are looking for a situation where you have maximum control
and minimal government red tape, sole proprietorship may be your best choice.

A sole proprietorship is the easiest type of business to form legally, which also
makes it the least expensive. You do not have the expense of setting up a corpora-
tion, and bookkeeping to meet government regulations is less expensive.

You keep all the profits. You can withdraw them for your personal use, consis-
tent with business requirements or contractual obligations; it is your money.

A sole proprietorship, as an entity, does not pay income taxes; rather, the owner
reports the gain or loss on his or her individual income tax return (whether filed
singly or jointly with a spouse).

Disadvantages. While a sole proprietorship offers enormous freedom, with that
freedom comes great responsibility and risk. One of the main disadvantages of a
sole proprietorship is that you are totally responsible for everything that happens.
In the event that you fail, your personal assets could be claimed by creditors. This
may include your home, your automobile, and your savings. Unlimited liability is
probably the worst feature of this type of business.

The owner must come up with the total capital that is required for the business.
The amount of capital you are able to raise is limited by what you yourself have
or are able to borrow. In a partnership or a corporation you can draw on the re-
sources of other people.

Because you have no co-owner to share the trials and tribulations of operating
a business, you need to be the kind of person who is capable—and willing—to do
everything.

A sole proprietorship may find it difficult to attract high-quality employees be-
cause there may not appear to be as promising a future. However, an agreement
might be made to arrange for an orderly transfer of part or all of the business un-
der specified conditions. This would provide a greater incentive for top employees
to join you.
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Partnership
A partnership is an association of two or more persons, formed to operate a busi-
ness for profit. Although a formal agreement is not legally required for partners, I
would insist that a legal document called the “Articles of Co-Partnership” be drawn
up to establish the understanding between or among the partners.

Among the important items that should be in the partnership agreement are:

1. How profits and losses are to be shared.

2. How authority is to be divided.

3. Whether the partners are to be paid a salary (in addition to the sharing of
profits and losses).

4. Whether interest is to be paid to partners on their investment in the firm.

5. An understanding as to what withdrawals of funds may be made by the
partners.

6. How disagreements are to be settled. (Perhaps by appointment of an
independent arbitrator.)

7. What happens upon death or disability of a partner.

8. How assets and liabilities are to be divided in the event the partnership is
terminated.

These are only a relatively few of the items that should be included. A meeting
of the partners, with their individual lawyers, should be held before a partnership
is started in order to avoid misunderstandings.

Types of Partnership. There are two types of partnership: general partnerships
and limited partnerships. In a general partnership, all partners have unlimited li-
ability for partnership debts. In a limited partnership, the limited partners are li-
able only to the extent of their investment in the partnership. A limited partner-
ship must have at least one general partner (who will have unlimited liability).
The general partner must be active in the operations of the business. A limited
partner may or may not take active part in the management of the business.

Many types of relationships can be established within a partnership. This often
permits people of different talents and skills to establish a business. With design-
ers, it can be a merging of different talents within the interior design field or a col-
laboration of people from various interconnected fields such as architecture, land-
scape architecture, engineering, lighting, and business management.

Advantages of a Partnership as Compared to a Sole Proprietorship. Usually, two
heads are better than one. One person may oversee the design functions, while an-
other handles the bookkeeping or expediting. One can add tremendous strength to
the other.

Partnerships are easy to start. There is very little additional expense except writing
up your partnership agreements and establishing the way that you are going to work.

There are more money and resources available. Usually, all partners contribute
capital to the firm. Also, they may be a source of additional capital, if necessary,
or perhaps loans.

Partners can provide the business with a high-quality staff. Someone who is
willing to be your partner many times would be unwilling to be your employee.
Sharing in the ownership and profits brings in a high level of interest.
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Advantages and Disadvantages of a Partnership as Compared to a Corporation. A
partnership also has some advantages (as well as disadvantages) as compared
with a corporation. A major advantage is the absence of red tape; there are fewer
governmental regulations and requirements.

On the other hand, a major disadvantage is that there are fewer perks and fringe
benefits available to a partnership. Also, as mentioned elsewhere, unlimited lia-
bility is a major disadvantage of a partnership.

Partnerships do not have as great an ability for acquiring capital as corporations
do. An individual who may be willing to invest in a corporation may, because of
the unlimited liability, refuse to become a partner.

Corporation
A corporation is a legal entity formed under the laws of one of the states. As such,
a corporation is considered to be an “artificial person.” Each state has its own re-
quirements for incorporation; if you choose to incorporate, you should engage an
attorney to handle the matter. A corporation is considered to be “domiciled” in the
state of incorporation, but it may engage in business in any other state by regis-
tering with such state as a “foreign” corporation.

A corporation, as a legal entity, is subject to federal corporation income taxes
and to various taxes in each of the states in which it registers to do business. In
addition, of course, it is subject to all taxes imposed on businesses generally, such
as payroll taxes and sales taxes.

There are both advantages and disadvantages to a corporate form of business
as compared with a partnership or sole proprietorship. These should be discussed
with your accountant while you are still in the planning stages of structuring your
business, before you have started to establish a business structure. If there remains
any uncertainty, but you nevertheless must proceed in getting the business started,
operate as a sole proprietorship (or a partnership, if more individuals are in-
volved). There are few problems in incorporating an established business, whereas
terminating a corporation and then continuing business as a proprietorship or
partnership can become complicated and costly in terms of tax implications.

So many factors enter into the tax situation of a sole proprietorship, partnership,
or corporation, that it cannot be said unequivocally that any one form of business
operation is more tax-advantageous than another. You and your accountant must
review each situation separately and make projections under each of the various
assumptions before deciding on which structure is right for you. There are factors
other than taxes to be considered in deciding which business structure is advis-
able for your situation. The tax implications, in fact, may be one of the least im-
portant considerations in this matter.

Some of the other advantages and disadvantages of a corporate form of business
as compared with a proprietorship or partnership are as follows:

Advantages. The principal advantage is that a corporation has limited liability. A
shareholder is liable for business debts only to the extent of his or her investment.
There are more perks and fringe benefits available to the shareholder-employee.

It is usually easier to transfer ownership. The shareholder needs only to assign
his or her stock certificate(s) to the new owner. This also facilitates the settlement
of an estate upon the death of a shareholder. The business continues without be-
ing interrupted by the transfer of ownership.
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It is easier to raise capital for a corporation because a prospective investor may
not be interested in a partnership, which would subject him or her to unlimited
liability.

Disadvantages. As a creature of state law, a corporation has more red tape in-
volved in complying with the more numerous and sometimes complex regulations
and requirements.

If your firm is a large organization, business arrangements sometimes become
more cumbersome because of the formalities that a corporation must observe and
that a proprietorship or partnership can ignore.

Other Considerations. You should keep in mind that a business operation need
not be confined entirely within a single corporation, partnership, or proprietor-
ship. Often, for tax or other purposes, it is advantageous for real estate to be held
separately by the individuals involved or by a second corporation. The first cor-
poration, which operates the business, would then pay rent to the entity owning
the real estate. Such arrangements have so many advantages that it is of utmost
importance to review them at the time you are planning your business structure.

When you form a corporation, it is important to have a shareholder’s agreement.
If one of the shareholders dies, decides that he or she is going to retire, or does not
want to be in the business any longer, without a shareholder’s agreement he or she
can sell or bequeath his or her stock to a stranger that you might not want involved
in the business. A shareholder’s agreement should require, among other things,
that the withdrawing shareholder first offer his or her stock to the corporation or
to the remaining shareholders for purchase at a specified or determinable price.

Most large interior design firms work under a corporate structure. Not nearly
as many architectural firms do this, with the reason being that in the past it was
not considered appropriate for licensed professionals, such as doctors or lawyers,
to practice under any kind of a limited-liability vehicle. Professional service cor-
porations, commonly known as “PCs,” came into existence to permit profession-
als to utilize the corporation for business and tax benefits without reducing their
professional liability. In PCs, the licensed professional remains fully liable and ac-
countable for any negligence that would be committed by him or her or any per-
son on his or her staff under his or her direction.

It is felt that licensing of interior designers probably would not affect their work-
ing under a standard corporation since there are many other licensed professional
companies that have incorporated, such as insurance agents, stock brokers, and
many types of contractors.

Stockholders in a Corporation. Each person who owns stock in your corporation
is a stockholder. This does not mean that every person who holds stock needs to
be active in the company, but they do have the right to vote for the corporation’s
board of directors and on certain corporate policies.

The board of directors represents the stockholders. The stockholders elect the
members of the board annually, and their terms can vary according to the bylaws.
A shareholder may vote for himself or herself to be a member of the board, but it
is not necessarily a requirement that a board member also be a shareholder.

The board of directors is responsible for setting corporate policies. Any major
decision affecting the corporate officers must be made by this board. The board
must meet on a regular basis—at least annually—and keep records of their meet-
ings and decisions.
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Corporate Officers. The corporate officers have various, carefully delineated,
functions.

1. Chief Executive Officer. The CEO is the officer of the firm responsible
for the activities of the company. This position is usually held by the
chairman of the board or the president.

2. Chief Financial Officer. The CFO is the executive officer responsible for
handling the funds. This includes signing checks, keeping financial
records, and supervising all financial planning. The CFO is usually a vice
president in charge of finance, a treasurer, or, in some small companies, a
controller. Many state laws require that a corporation have a treasurer, and
therefore this person can have more than one title, such as vice
president/treasurer.

3. Chief Operating Officer. The COO is the officer of the firm who is
responsible for the day-to-day management of the corporation. Usually, it is
the president or the executive vice president. The chief operating officer
reports to the chief executive officer.

4. Chairman of the Board. This person is the member of the corporation’s
board of directors who presides over board meetings and is the highest-
ranking officer of the corporation. The position can carry either major or
minor power, depending on the term the chairman is elected for and on
the policies of the corporation. The chairman of the board is often a
position reserved as a prestigious term for a past president or a large
stockholder or family member.

5. President. This person is the highest officer of the corporation after the
chairman of the board. He or she is sometimes titled the chief executive
officer, in which case the president would outrank the chairman. The
president is appointed by the board of directors and reports directly to the
board. In a small corporation, the president and the chief executive officer
are usually one and the same, having authority over all matters in the day-
to-day management and policy-making decisions of the company.

6. Outside Director. This person is a member of the company’s board of
directors who is not an employee of the company. Outside directors are
usually paid a director’s fee, which is a set amount for each board meeting
or a certain amount annually. They become part of the decision-making
process of the design firm and are often used for business development or
to increase the company’s operational knowledge.

While I would not discourage a business association with a relative, I should
remind you that such relationships are usually much more sensitive than as-
sociations among nonrelated parties. In the event of a major disagreement,
not only is the business relationship disturbed, but the effect on family rela-
tionships may be traumatic.
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Buy/Sell Agreements
In any business with another person, you need a buy-sell agreement. I cannot
overemphasize the importance of such an agreement. It should be considered in
the preplanning stage of the enterprise, before the business association is effected.
Your accountant should be consulted in planning the agreement, and your lawyer
should draft the agreement.

There is always a tendency, when people engage in a business association, 
to think that there could be no disagreement they would not be able to re-
solve amicably. Aside from the fact that such disagreements occur, a more com-
pelling reason for having a buy-sell agreement is to assure, to the extent possi-
ble, that no unwanted parties are brought into the business. Without a buy-sell
agreement, one of the owners could sell or otherwise transfer all or part of his
or her interest to a person not acceptable to the other owners. This could hap-
pen, for example, if one of the owners dies and leaves his or her interest in the
business to a spouse, child, or any person not acceptable to the remaining
owner(s).

There are several ways by which a departing owner may dispose of his or her
interest. The remaining owner(s) may purchase the interest, or the business itself
(usually in the case of a corporation) may purchase the interest in a “stock re-
demption” transaction. A word of caution with respect to the latter: Some states
have laws that restrict such redemptions in certain circumstances; if you are con-
templating a redemption, check first to see whether your business may properly
do so.

More often than not, the business itself is unable to purchase the interest with-
out so depleting its capital that it would no longer be able to continue as a going
concern. For this reason, it is important for the firm to have a means of funding
the purchase. One way of providing these funds is for the firm to take out life in-
surance policies on the owners, with the company as the beneficiary. The insur-
ance proceeds can then be used to fund the redemption without diminishing the
firm’s capital.

Life insurance policies can also be used to fund the purchase of interest by the
remaining owners. In this case, each owner is beneficiary in a policy on the life of
the other owners.

An agreement must be reached as to how the cost of the insurance premiums
are to be shared, since the premiums may differ widely for each insured owner.
Because the agreement is beneficial for the departing owner as well as for the re-
maining ones, an equal sharing may be equitable. Whatever the case, this question
should be decided and included in the buy-sell agreement.

It is not uncommon for one or more owners to be uninsurable. In such a situ-
ation, the firm needs to provide other means of funding the buyout. The first right
to purchase is meaningless if the funds required are not available.

The amount to be paid for shares in the firm should be fixed or determinable,
and the entire buy-sell agreement should be reviewed periodically in order to up-
date or amend it as the situation suggests.

The IRS will accept for estate (death) tax purposes the value prescribed in
bonafide buy-sell agreements, unless the value is clearly unrealistic. Accord-
ingly, in a situation where estate taxes are an important factor for an owner, the
IRS position may need to be considered when you are establishing the buyout
price.
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Taxes
Aside from the taxes that are peculiar to corporations, all businesses, whether con-
ventional corporations, S corporations, partnerships, or proprietorships, are sub-
ject to the regular taxes imposed on all subject taxpayers. Examples of some of the
more common of these are:

■ Income taxes (federal and state)

■ Social security taxes (federal)

■ Unemployment taxes (federal and state)

■ Local wage taxes (withheld from employee)

■ Mercantile taxes (local)

■ Real estate taxes (local)

■ Sales taxes (collected from customer)

See pages 351—357 for additional information.
Your accountant should be fully aware of the tax implications for your business

in the jurisdictions in which it is located. (This is an additional reason to engage
an accountant as soon as a business enterprise is contemplated.) The accountant
can then see to it that all forms and applications are properly filed. Income taxes
will vary, depending on your firm’s structure.

Sole Proprietorships. A sole proprietor reports the firm’s profit or loss on his or
her personal income tax return. It is then taken into account with the other ele-
ments in his or her return in determining his or her tax liability.

Partnerships. A partnership does not pay income taxes as an entity. Rather, a part-
nership files a “Partnership Return of Income,” which shows, among other things,
the distributive share of the profit or loss for each partner. Each partner then in-
cludes this amount in his or her individual income tax return, and it is taken into
account in the determination of the income taxes he or she must pay. It should be
noted that a partner must report and pay income taxes on his or her entire share
of the profit, even though it may not have been actually distributed to him or her
that year. In other words, a partner reports his or her share of the income or loss
in the year it is earned (or lost) by the partnership, regardless of when distribu-
tion is actually made. Distribution, in fact, is simply a withdrawal of capital from
the partnership, and there is no tax implication for the partnership by reason of
the withdrawal.

A partnership must also file a “Partnership Return of Income” in all states (and
some local jurisdictions) where business is conducted (in addition to filing it with
the Internal Revenue Service). As with the federal government, the partnership
pays no income tax as an entity to the state or locality. The individual partners
must report and pay tax as individuals on their distributive shares. It is noted then
that a partner may be subjected to income tax in a state or jurisdiction where he
or she does not reside. There is little or no overlapping or double taxation, though,
because the various taxing jurisdictions usually provide for a credit or offset for
income taxes paid to other jurisdictions on the same reportable income.

Corporations. A corporation is a legal entity apart from the owners and, as such,
is subject to corporation income taxes (not to be confused with income tax re-
quirements of proprietorships or partnerships).
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Corporations are subject to federal income taxes and to state or local income
taxes in the jurisdictions where they engage in business (provided, of course, that
the particular state or local jurisdiction imposes an income tax on corporations;
most states and many localities do).

S-Corporations. An S-corporation (formerly called Subchapter S-corporation) is
a conventional corporation in every aspect except for income taxes. An S-corpora-
tion is one whose shareholders (as well as the corporation itself) have elected to
be taxed much in the same manner as a partnership would be taxed. As with a
partnership, the S-corporation does not pay income taxes as an entity, but the
shareholders report and pay taxes on their distributive shares.

A corporation must meet certain requirements in order to be eligible to elect S-
corporation status. Because these requirements have, at various times, been
changed, I will not list them here. If you are considering S-corporation status, con-
sult with your accountant to see whether or not your corporation is eligible under
the laws in effect.

S-corporation status is particularly advantageous in a new business that antic-
ipates several years of losses before profits are generated. In an S-corporation, the
owners can deduct the losses on their individual income tax returns. When the
business becomes profitable, the owners can then elect to terminate the S-corpo-
ration status and revert to a conventional corporation (if a conventional corpora-
tion is considered at the time to be more desirable). After a revocation or termi-
nation, a corporation must wait five years before a new S-corporation election may
be made. S-corporation status can be elected effective with the inception of busi-
ness; therefore, this is a matter to be considered in the preplanning stage of the
enterprise.

In addition to income taxes, states (and some localities) impose various taxes
peculiar to corporations. These taxes vary in each state and locality, so no gener-
alizations can be made. State and local corporate tax implications should be con-
sidered at the time you are planning the form of business structure for your firm.
Needless to say, you should select an accountant who is knowledgeable in the var-
ious taxes, as well as competent in accounting matters.

Limited Liability Company. An LLC has the tax structure similar to a partnership
in that its distribution of profits goes directly to partners. Each reports the profits
on his or her individual tax returns. The major benefit is that an LLT has the lia-
bility protection of a corporation. This is a relatively new form of business that is
available in most states (approximately 47). Regulations do vary somewhat from
state to state, which needs to be taken into consideration if you are operating in
more than one state. The formation of an LLT can be more difficult and often more
expensive than setting up a typical corporation. Your attorney and accountant will
explain whether it is for your firm.

Ownership of an LLC is by the members, not by those owning shares of stock.
The responsibilities of the members are defined by the operating agreement,
which is similar to the bylaws or shareholder’s agreement of a corporation.

Licenses
It should not be overlooked that some states require interior designers to be li-
censed, and soon an increasing number will be following suit.
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Other types of license or permits that may be required are:

■ Zoning

■ Building codes (including parking facilities)

■ Safety standards

Fictitious Name Registration
To use any name other than your own for your business, you must file a fictitious
name registration request. Your attorney can help you with this. First, a review (or
search) is done by the office with which the application is filed to determine that
no one else has the same name registered in your state or geographic area. If the
name is cleared, then various forms must be filed before the formal registration
certificate is furnished. In certain states, this registration is only good for five years
or so and must be renewed. Check with your state to determine its requirements.
If your registration needs renewing, make sure to mark in your books to have this
done on a regular basis. Many companies have run into problems because regis-
trations have not been properly renewed.

DEALERSHIPS

There is a tremendous change taking place in dealerships—along both residential
and office furniture lines. In the past, through arrangements with residential and
office furniture resources, larger design dealerships had many lines available.
About 40 to 60 percent of the merchandise they sold was from the smaller lines.

As long as they were able to meet a certain yearly volume and, in some cases,
if they did not carry conflicting lines, they were given special privileges by the fac-
tories they represented. These privileges, which varied according to each furniture
company, were usually better discounts, advertising reimbursements, exclusivity
on certain items, and priority in deliveries.

Now, however, most well-known manufacturers are asking for exclusivity. They
require interested dealerships not only to carry their line exclusively, but also to
meet their management standards. Moreover, companies such as Herman Miller
have opened their own pavilions in the contract field, just as companies such as
Henredon and Drexel Heritage are requiring showrooms be exclusively devoted to
their lines.

This changes the role for the interior designer. If a designer works for a 
company-directed dealership, then the designer doesn’t have the opportunity to
use any other line he or she might select. If a designer works for a company with
diversified lines, then the designer usually doesn’t have access to the major lines.

The purchasing options for the independent interior designer are also being
strongly affected by these dealerships. In some cases, the dealerships refuse to sell
to interior designers. In other instances, when the interior designers refer jobs to
dealerships for processing, the dealership attempts to cut the interior designer out
of the picture by suggesting that the client use the dealership’s design department
the next time.

Some of these dealerships are developing great management systems. They
have transformed small businesses (in some cases, family businesses) into very at-
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tractive companies for others to buy. Some have started franchising dealerships
and have a large corporate buying center. These companies are very sophisticated
in their methods, are completely computerized with CADs, and have invested
heavily in expensive equipment. They have hired strong marketing and image
firms, and play a significant role in the field. Their great advantage is that they
know their line, and by working as a unit, they can afford the very best talent and
equipment.

If a designer chooses to become part of one of the major dealerships, obviously
there are advantages, because these firms do a lot of advertising and offer special
pricing and shipping and installation processes that would otherwise be unavail-
able to an independent design firm.

JOINT VENTURES AND ASSOCIATIONS

Joint ventures and associations are important vehicles that can help to broaden
your scope as an interior designer and that can be very profitable as well. A joint
venture allows two firms to work together under the same contract, while each
firm remains independent and is responsible for its own professional perfor-
mances, legal positioning, expenses, profits and losses. Joint ventures are similar
to partnerships, both legally and financially, except that they are usually estab-
lished to accomplish a single objective and then terminate, whereas a partnership
is generally formed to operate indefinitely. They can provide a new avenue to mar-
kets and can often give interior designers opportunities to work on larger projects—
ones they would not be able to do independently because of the architectural, en-
gineering, and other professional services required.

Interior designers often joint venture or associate with other designers when
one designer is doing a large project in a distant city and needs someone local to
supervise it. This can help the management of the project considerably.

In a joint venture or association, you obviously want to associate with a firm
that you know or have worked with before and that you know will take responsi-
bility for their portion of the work. A great deal of research is needed to determine
whether a firm would make a good associate. When investigating a firm, check
with other professionals they have worked with, as well as with their past clients,
and learn how their other joint ventureship projects worked out.

It is also important to determine the structuring of the project before develop-
ing the parameters of the venture or association. Many design firms find forming
an association with another firm better than formal joint venturing because they
do not require the legal paperwork needed to set up a joint venture. Clients, on the
other hand, often prefer joint ventures so that they have one firm to relate to. In
an association, each firm can point the finger at the other one if something goes
wrong.

Before marketing for a project, it is best to have some form of a preliminary
agreement that identifies the firms and the positions each will play on the project.
Roles should be clearly defined, and all fees and administrative structures firmly
established, before going after the project. Going into these ventures casually can
prove disastrous.
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3
Planning for Profit 
and Growth

Most of us work in the interior design field because we love it. Because we re-
ally love it means we are willing to pour energy—no holds barred—into doing
everything necessary to make each project absolutely great. We don’t measure
the effort that goes into it, and there is no yardstick for what should be 
accomplished.

One Monday I asked my staff how many of them would come in to work if they
were not getting paid, and most of them said they would. I asked some of my fel-
low interior designers the same question, and they all concurred, saying there
was nothing they would rather do.

This kind of devotion can be good for our clients because they get outstanding
projects. On the other hand, if it is all done for love, we may never finish or get
paid. Designers need to measure their love of the design process against the time
spent and money earned.

PLANNING

“Vision without systems thinking ends up painting lovely pictures of the future
with no deep understanding of the forces that must be mastered to move from
here to there” (Peter M. Senge, The Fifth Dimension, p. 12, New York: Doubleday,
1990). Today, it is easier than ever to become just another firm offering design
services. This underscores the value of planning.

Planning is establishing priorities. Planning provides a map and direction for
the activities that lead us to achieve our goals. I find it a great help to draw a vi-
sual map of the processes needed to accomplish the goals at hand.

Planning makes decision making simpler, because it provides a yardstick to
measure against. Without a plan, it is easy to fall into the habit of making no de-
cisions, or being pushed and pulled by events. Sometimes, we don’t plan because
we are afraid of failure. We don’t want to measure the levels of success for fear
it will show we have reached none. But the only wrong decision is to decide to
make no decision. At least one day each year should be spent on planning. It is
valuable to bring in a consultant skilled in this process or attend a workshop to
learn the best techniques for planning.



SETTING GOALS

In planning your company, deal first with your personal goals—where you want to
be as a professional—and then with the financial goals of the company. Remember,
all planning is based on assumptions. This is why you should bring together the
best people possible that you can find to help you plan a program, based on their
experiences as well as your own. Chances are good that your assumptions will be-
come realities because they have direction and planning.

Personal Goals
Each of us has personal needs and desires. You cannot deny them if you are go-
ing to be happy and fulfilled. Personal goals are often dependent on meeting cer-
tain business objectives; it helps to correlate the two. Do your personal goals fit re-
alistically within the interior design field?

We each know more about ourselves than anyone else in the world: what we
like and dislike, what works best for us, and how we work best with other people.
We know if we like to live alone or with other people. We know how much we
value our profession. We also know our financial requirements—whether we want
to live modestly or more comfortably, and whether we require a more-than-
adequate income.

A good way to define your personal goals is to decide whether you see yourself
three years from now. Determine the lifestyle that is most comfortable for you and
that best enhances your creativity.

Sit down and take stock of how you actually feel about the interior design field,
even if you did not do so at the beginning of your career. How important is it to
you now? Do you want to spend the rest of your life in design? Or do you just want
to dabble in it for several years to gain experience before going into another field?
It is important to put your private thoughts into perspective.

You can learn more about yourself by writing down these goals. This can be
done alone or with another person. Sharing your goals and objectives with other
professionals or friends is often enlightening. Other people can remind you of cer-
tain personal preferences you might not have considered.

As you list your goals, organize them in the order of their importance to you.
List-making and priority-setting reinforce what you know and help you organize
your thoughts so they are manageable. I begin each day with a list of goals, and
what I expect to get done. Lists help me to accomplish more.

After listing your goals, make another list of the things that annoy you, the
things that you really want to avoid. Do you feel good about your work? The peo-
ple in your life? Yourself? List at least a half dozen activities that you enjoy doing
purely for fun, and the last time you had an opportunity to do any of them. All out-
standing creative designers need balance in their lives to be able to continue to de-
velop in their careers. To each person this is something different. We need to cre-
ate safeguards to prevent burnout. If a designer burns out, he or she is out of a job.
Our career demands that we are always up and ready with new exciting ideas.

What should you be doing differently to make yourself happier? Less frustrated
and bored? Finding the answers to these questions can prove to be an adventure
in self-discovery. Review your problems of the past few years so you can eliminate
as many of them as possible during the coming years.

It is a good idea to review your goals every three to six months to be sure they
can be accomplished. You may find that you have the wrong sets of goals. My goals
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have been revised many times, but at least there is a goal pattern. It makes me feel
more secure to think that I am ruling and running my life, rather than letting it
run me.

Business Goals
What are your goals? To make a profit? Many interior design firms with beauti-
fully designed offices are really not in business to make a profit. They do not have
to be; they have income from other sources. But is that really a business? A busi-
ness is an organized entity that manufactures a product or provides a service with
the goal of making a profit.

Managing an interior design firm involves being a good planner and under-
standing the importance of setting overall business objectives. Possible goals might
be growth, increased profit, increasing the rate of profit, or increasing your mar-
ket share. Consider the big picture of your goals—where you want to be five years
from now. At the same time, be flexible. We are creative in our work of interior de-
sign, so be creative in planning your business goals.

Your goals may change from year to year, depending upon your financial situation
and even different tax rulings. All business plans require testing. Often some of the
best master plans and strongest strategies on paper can prove unproductive during
the testing period. This compels us to restructure and reestablish our business goals.

Many companies never accomplish their goals because they have not defined
what they are and have not organized their efforts to achieve the goals. Define your
business goals very clearly to determine just how they fit with your personal goals,
as well as those of your employees. The principals of the firm must agree on the
firm’s goals.

Are your goals simple? If they are too complex, they will be hard for your fel-
low workers to understand and help you to achieve.

Reaching Business Goals. Procrastination can keep you from reaching any busi-
ness goal. Allow time in your regular schedule for planning and effectively devel-
oping your goals. Learn to balance large, important issues against the unimpor-
tant. Do not spend all your time putting out fires, but make sure you are working
toward the goals you establish.

In order to plan my company’s goals, I hire the very best business consultants I
can find—professionals with different orientations—to help me. Planners often offer
quite different input from that of your accountant or attorney. They usually show
more creative ability and foresight within the business planning. It is also helpful
to work with someone in the interior design or a related field. These people can ex-
pose you to marketing objectives as well as to different trends they see developing.

Be sure to also review your business goals with your accountant, your business
consultant, and your attorney. On several occasions, I have had what I thought
were very exciting business directions for my company, only to find after review
with my accountant that some of these projects would require me to pay in taxes
the money I thought I would be saving.

Review your business goals every few months. If you have not accomplished a
portion of them, go back and reevaluate them. They might be the wrong goals for
your company.

Mission Statement. It is often difficult for a firm to remain focused on its goals.
Creating a mission statement and using it as a constant daily reference helps keep
you on the right track.
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Determine your business direction—whom you expect to service and what your
products will be—and put this into a mission statement. For example, our firm spe-
cializes in professional office design. This is our business direction. Our staff has
a strong background in both medical and legal practices. This is what we do best.
Don’t let yourself flounder all over the design field trying to find the right spot. Find
an area in which you excel and where there is a client demand, and service those
clients.

Your mission statement needs to be constantly reviewed by you and all of your
employees. I keep my mission statement inside a book I refer to daily.

FORMULATING A BUSINESS PLAN

Planning for the year is not something that is done within an hour or so. Once a
year, or anytime you are considering changing the structure or direction of your
firm, you should take one week out to devote to the planning and goal-setting for
the next year.

Write down your business plan. This helps you firm up your thinking and helps
ensure that you have covered all of the essential issues before making actual
changes in your business. The plan is also a useful reference later on; it enables
you to compare your objectives, benchmarks, and levels of accomplishment over
a given time period. After you create your plan, go through it with your accoun-
tant and attorney to be sure that it fits with your company’s structure from a tax
viewpoint as well as from a legal one.

Your plan should consider the following:

1. Type of Business. The exact type of design services or design business
you intend to establish or develop, as well as who your anticipated clients
will be and how you will be charging, head the list of elements in your
business plan.

2. Location. Operating costs for a design firm can vary considerably,
depending upon the part of the country in which it is located. Generally,
costs are highest in the larger cities in the Northeast or on the West Coast.
Take location costs into account.

3. Product. Determine exactly what you are selling. Are you selling
professional services only or are you also setting merchandise? Designers
in smaller communities must often provide additional services that firms
in major cities do not need to offer, such as handling installation and
certain follow-up and purchasing procedures. While these services can in
some instances be profitable, the expense in maintaining divisions to
coordinate them can be quite risky. Installation and purchasing services
can destroy a firm’s financial base.

4. Facilities Required. What facilities will you require in order to provide
your service? Will you need a showroom? An office? Can you work out of
someone else’s showroom for a while? Your residence? Write out exactly
how you intend to present yourself.

5. Marketing Plans. No matter what type of design business you enter,
you will need to promote, market, and sell your product or services. How
do you expect to carry this through?
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6. Your Competition. Are there other businesses in your area that you see
as offering competition? Our field at present has considerable competition,
not just from other design firms, but from other professions and
disciplines. Many kinds of specialists call themselves “interior designers”—
plumbing supply houses, kitchen cabinet salespeople, “decorating
contractors,” retail furniture salespeople.

Find out how strong your competitors are, what kind of people they are,
and what their business experience is. Make sure you know exactly who
your competition is and what you expect. If your speciality is office design,
and there is already an office-equipment dealer in the area who gives
away the service, you have a built-in problem.

7. Available Funds. How much cash do you have on hand? How 
much more could you afford to invest in this project if necessary? You will
need to have reserve funds available. Have you established credit with
various resources? Do you have a line of credit at the bank? Set up a
budget for your company so you know where the money is going over the
next year.

8. Revenue Expectations. How much do you expect to take in? From
what resources? What percentage of your revenue do you expect to come
from professional fees, and how much from other sources?

Judging the expected revenue for an interior design firm is complex,
because some firms work on a professional-fee basis only, which makes
all income gross income. Other firms sell merchandise, and while their
volume figures could be much larger, their gross income could be
lower. The majority of interior design firms that are highly profitable
have mixed sources of income, which may consist of professional-
service fees, extra purchasing fees, commissions, markups, and
royalties, for example.

9. Expense Projections. Write out your expected expenses for the next six
months to a year. After enumerating these expenses, make additional
allowances for the many unknowns.

10. Administrative Structure. Good profitability comes from what you do
on a daily and weekly basis, and you need administrative structure 
for that.

11. Support Services and Staff. Make a list of the support services and
staffing required to run your business successfully. Do you have these
people in line? Do these people want to work with you, and are they able
to work for you? Do you have backups available? Sometimes when you
believe you have adequate personnel resources they become committed to
something else. If you have backups for these situations, it will make your
life a lot easier.

On the whole, the most profitable design firms are quite small (under
five members) or quite large (over fifty members). Firms whose personnel
number between five and fifty usually are not able to hire the quality of
operational and financial management personnel they must have to run
effectively.

12. Your Time Schedule. If you are taking your firm in a new direction,
consider how much time this will take and how the rest of your business
will be affected.
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PLANNING FOR PROFIT

Contrary to popular perception, the most profitable firms are well-run residential
design firms with a high level of creative design. Specialty companies also show
good profit, and firms that design very unusual work (what is described in the field
as “fantasy work”) generally tend to show excellent profit. Commercial work can
also be very profitable, but the field is extremely competitive and requires high
amounts of volume and repetition in order to show profit.

Very few interior design firms that change purely on an hourly or a per diem
basis are outstandingly profitable. The most profitable firms base their charges on
value, which means a certain fee base for a certain project. However, there is a
certain degree of risk in this type of management. If you quote a price for a par-
ticular job, you are committed to that fee. Therefore, you need to know how to pro-
duce within a particular range. This is easier to do when you specialize.

Today, specialization is one of the most profitable ways for designers to operate.
Because specialists have experience in one area, they know exactly how to handle
and price their work. They know their precise profit factor.

Factors That Affect Your Profits
In the past, when design firms went out of business, it was usually due to poor fi-
nancial management. Today, businesses are forced to close far more often as a re-
sult of lawsuits against them. Win or lose, a lawsuit generally costs the firm a con-
siderable amount of time and money, not just in legal fees, but in the stigma a
lawsuit creates against a company. Liability insurance can reduce your cash losses,
but it cannot retrieve your lost reputation.

Job processing strongly affects profitability. The faster the job can be completed,
the more profitable it is. Because of internal as well as external issues, designers
tend to have some jobs that drag out too long and decrease profits. You need to find
some way to shorten this period.

This can also affect your profits. Most firms expect their accounts receivable to
be paid within thirty days. However, investigation shows that it is far more com-
mon for firms to be paid within sixty days, and sometimes accounts go uncollected
for six to nine months, or even years.

On the whole, a trait that keeps many designers from achieving high profits is
that we try to make each job a bit different. While creativity is part of good design,
having too broad a range of projects can make profit projections difficult. The de-
sign firms that tend to be the most profitable are those that specialize. Since the
work is repetitious, they become experts, and so can work with ease and efficiency.

Ways to Increase Profits
There are two primary ways of increasing profit:

1. Increase the total sales or the amount of income secured by the design
firm.

2. Increase the amount of profit or markup. It is important not to simply
increase additional sales, but to carefully and constantly keep track of the
percentage of profit on each particular job. This is the basis of marketing
as much as it is of any other financial program.
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Growth is really the key to profits for many business endeavors. The future of
a company depends on its flexibility and willingness to grow. Determine whether
you should get larger or smaller or stay the same size. Decide which will be the
most profitable direction for your company to go.

Many people feel that doubling or tripling a firm’s size overnight is the way
growth is accomplished. This is simply not so. Growth is a gradual process, reached
by improving the company’s services by increasing its opportunities to acquire
more qualified personnel and additional technical knowledge. Management needs
to anticipate the requirements necessary for growth.

Management consultants can show you many sophisticated formulas for pro-
jecting your company’s growth, but this is usually a quite involved and costly
process. A designer can utilize a simple formula for business development by as-
sessing the needs of clients he or she expects to service against the qualifications
and background of the design firm. By matching the needs of clients to the firm’s
capabilities, a designer can determine a profitable direction for his or her firm.

Analyzing Your Firm and Its Direction
In planning your firm’s development, you will want to analyze the firm’s experi-
ence by carefully looking at each of its activities and projects from the past five to
ten years. (Projects that were performed more than ten years ago will have little
relevance to today’s market unless they were particularly outstanding. Even then,
their usefulness in marketing is limited.) Determine which areas have been the
most profitable for you during the last five years and which jobs can help you ac-
quire the jobs that you want to do over the next five years. A marketing structure
must be based on work to be done, building on the experience of work that has
been done in the past.

For each project that the design firm has done, you will need to list the 
following:

1. Name of the Project. The name of the project should be what you
commonly call it, such as the particular name of the building, the name of
the corporation, or the name of the residential client.

2. Name of the Client. The name of the client is the name of the person
for whom you worked on this particular job, whether it was a board of
directors or the managing director of a project.

3. Location of the Project. List the exact address. Also note whether the
project was located in the same town in which you are (or were) located,
or was a distance from you. Include any information regarding difficulties
in reaching the project or communication problems.

4. Type of Construction. Identify whether the project was new
construction or remodeling. Also outline your involvement in the
construction of this particular project—whether you, as the interior
designer, were involved in part of the architectural planning or came into
the project at a later date and were merely responsible for the furnishings.

5. Size of the Project. Break this down as far as you think necessary.
Depending upon the size of your design firm, you may want to define
specific areas of carpeting, wall surface materials, drapery and window
coverings, and so forth.
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6. Type of Services the Firm Provided. Outline all of the services you
provided, from the basic design to follow-through with construction
inspections and feasibility studies to presenting various types of drawings.

7. Design Accomplishments. List what the objective of the job was and
whether it was accomplished from the owner’s viewpoint as well as from
the interior design firm’s viewpoint. Include both the negative and positive
aspects of the job, and determine whether the project is one you are
pleased to have on your list of accomplishments.

8. Size of the Fee. List the size of the fee the firm received and the
charging method that was used. Include details on how you were actually
paid for the project—whether you were paid directly by the client or
through an independent contractor or other source.

9. Profit of the Project. List the firm’s net profit on the job. This is
calculated by computing all the costs—the expense of personnel time, the
cost of materials, the fees for supplying furnishings—and subtracting from
that figure the overall income from the project.

10. Percentage of Profit on the Total Project. The percentage of profit on
the total project is the net profit divided by the total contract value for
your services.

58 � Interior Design Business Handbook

DESIGN PROJECT ANALYSIS

Client: Project: Staff:

Address: Contact: Date: Started:

Phone: Date: Completed:

Type of Construction: (new, renovations, etc.) Size of Project:

Construction Budget:

Furnishings Budget:

Type of Services the Firm Provided: Design Accomplishments:

Size of the Fee: Source of the Job:

Method of Charging: Expected Referrals:

Profit of the Project: Percentage of Profit on Total Project:

© Design Business Monthly

Design project analysis sheet. This sheet will help you plan your firm’s development by determining which areas have been the most
profitable. It also serves as a basis for determining which jobs you want to consider in the future, and how to price them.



11. Source of the Job. It is important to identify the source of the job so
that additional marketing information can evolve. Under this category, list
the components that you feel contributed to your getting the job. List all
the sources that you feel were involved, whether the job was a referral
from an individual who had used you on a previous project, or that
advertising, newsletters, or any other media helped you get the job.

12. Expected Referrals. After completing each job, review it from a
marketing viewpoint to see just how this job can be used to secure future
projects (see page 119).

13. Publicity Potential. After completion, you may want to interview the
client and discuss with him or her other projects he or she might want to
do with you. You might ask whether the client would enjoy or consider
magazine or publication exposure. It is important to review the client’s
attitudes before going further in this issue. Also, you might want the job to
be considered for design competitions. Many designers have learned to
take a single project and capitalize on it.

After you have made up a sheet like this for each of your projects, file the sheets
by year so that you are able to judge how many projects you undertook during a
particular year, what types of projects they were, and how successful they were.
When the year is over, go through the file and summarize:

■ Types of jobs done

■ Number of jobs done

■ Amount of costs for each job

■ Percentage of profit for each job

This sheet will help you understand the trends of your company, as well as the
trends of the marketing area around you.

Evaluating Your Staff
Once you have defined your firm’s direction, you must determine whether the staff
that you have now is properly oriented to handle your objectives. Evaluate the abil-
ity of each and every staff member. You may have to replace certain staff members
in order to achieve your goals.

Have every member of your staff complete the design staff questionnaire on
pages 90—92. Analyzing the information on the forms will help you clarify your di-
rection. The form should be updated annually by all staff employees. Then, when
you are considering a new project, the staff’s experience may help you sell your
firm to a new client.

What makes successful projects? Winston Churchill once said: “It’s going
from failure to failure, without the loss of enthusiasm, that counts.” I think
that this is part of what makes a person successful—how he or she handles
failure. If we concentrate exclusively on our failures, however, we diminish
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our self-confidence and lose much of the excitement that exists in any suc-
cessful designer. I’ve heard everyone say—and I’ve heard it quoted many times—
that failure can teach us a lot. But I don’t believe failure can teach us as much
as success can.

When you review design work, and see something you like, be sure to ac-
centuate the pluses. Of course, if there are problems, they should be ac-
knowledged so they are not repeated. But promoting what is good within a
staff, and within yourself, is the most important thing. At the end of every day,
look at what you’ve done that you did well, and invest some time in examin-
ing the best parts of that activity. Ask yourself, How can I do it again? Can I
make it even more polished?

Reexamine your design projects from time to time to see what you did best
on each one. Do the same for each of your staff members to pinpoint their
strengths. If their strengths are in areas that they enjoy, try to let them con-
centrate on those areas. People are usually more successful in the areas that
they really like.

SELLING YOUR BUSINESS

If you plan to sell your business in the next few years, there are things you can do
now to get the best possible price and to establish the best situation for the sale.

■ First of all, try to show as much profit on your books as possible. Interior
designers tend to enjoy the perks their business can bring, rather than
leaving them in the firm. Because you plan to sell the business, you want to
increase the perceived value and to leave as much in the company as
possible.

■ Spend time developing your clients, and try to establish as many contracts
as possible for continuing projects. This is valuable to any prospective
purchaser.

■ Organize any copyrights or patents you might have. If you plan to sell them
with the business, present them in a professional manner.

■ Update your mailing lists and all of your contracts.

■ Reexamine inventory with an eye toward eliminating what is not current.
Can out-of-date items be turned into cash? If not, get rid of them. Make
your studio appear as organized and attractive as possible.

■ Hire a good appraiser to evaluate your building and the various advantages
of your property location.

■ Organize your business management system so that it can be easily taken
over by someone else the day he or she walks in. Established procedures
are very valuable to the next owner.

■ Review your work force and try to line up the best people possible.
Employment contracts and noncompetitive agreements are also assets
when selling a business.

■ Take stock of your financial position. Determine what capital is required to
run the business and what capital is excess. Consult your accountant as to
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the best position on this. You may have $400,000 in working capital, but the
business could be run well with $200,000.

The price of a business is often based on the amount of business it generates.
The last ten years of a business are the most pertinent in determining its value.
Project sales over the next two to five years could help contribute to the firm’s
value, which is why contracts or any other potential work are a tremendous asset.
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4
Setting Up A 
Design Studio

The success of an interior design practice is greatly affected by the physical space
out of which it operates. Not only the building, but its furnishings, equipment,
and location are important to both clients and staff.

THE RIGHT LOCATION

How much does location affect your business? It may not affect it at all. If you are
going into a speciality and expect your range of clients to come from a wide ge-
ographic area, or if clients don’t visit your office, you need not invest heavily in
location. If, on the other hand, your design practice is dependent upon the sur-
rounding community, you must look at the location in those terms.

Market Proximity and Client Base
Is the area a practical base for you? If you specialize in residential design, for ex-
ample, will you be accessible to your market? The location of a business can af-
fect whether it succeeds or fails.

Are there clients in the area? Before you select an area in which to establish
your design practice, determine whether the community is accustomed to using,
or would like to use, interior design services. It may be an area where people re-
ally are not interested in design. They may feel that if their furniture hasn’t fallen
apart yet, there is no need for them to buy anything new. Some people are just
not stimulated by the design fashions of today. There are also certain areas where
the financially elite do not buy new things. These areas obviously are not good
markets for interior design. This business is based on change. If the community
you are considering is this staid and/or established, it is probably not a good lo-
cation for an interior design business.

Find an area with a broad customer base. It is better to be where there are a
large number of clients, not just three or four. Very few interior designers can
make a living from the projects of the same few clients.

Is there a high enough income base? If most of the people in the area earn a
top salary of $50,000 a year, they probably do not have money to spend on inte-
rior design services. Most interior design clients have income levels that start in
the $100,000 a year range.



If the community is prosperous, moving, and changing, it usually is a good en-
vironment for an interior designer. Any growing community has tremendous po-
tential. On the other hand, if the community is very quiet and retiring, it probably
will not have the client base you need.

What is the median age of the people living in the area? Today, some young peo-
ple have extraordinarily high incomes. They buy multimillion-dollar homes and
spend millions furnishing them. The age variables of design clients are changing,
however, and with the great surge in retirement homes and new condominium
units, older clients have now become strong consumers of design services. Some
senior citizens are ready to do things very differently from the ways they had done
them in the past. As always, the amount of spendable income affects who becomes
an interior design client. Take a look at the attitudes as well as the ages of the peo-
ple that you are anticipating to be your clients.

Sizing Up the Competition
How much competition is there and what does it offer? In any community you are
considering, it is important to be aware of what the competition is doing and how
strong they are. Is the community economically strong enough to support both
your competition and you? Why would they buy from you?

Residential Suitability
Is this an area where you want to live? Where your employees will want to live?
Can they afford to live in the area? It is very difficult to put an interior design prac-
tice in an area where no one wants to be. You must consider your labor force.

The issue of residency has changed. Many design firms have key staff who con-
tribute to their practice daily, yet who live in other communities and maybe even
other states or countries. The location of your business very much depends upon
the type of practice it is, the personnel you need, and whether you need to work
together physically. Some designers are living on boats or islands, whereas years
ago they had to live in major cities.

Some designers choose to live in an area because they believe it offers good
business opportunities, but they don’t like the environment or the people. This is
a mismatch. It is sad to discover that after you have invested twenty or twenty-five
years in a location. I think it’s extremely important to select a location that suits
your personality, your family, as well as the other needs that affect everyday life.

Staff Availability
Affordability of support staff has become a major issue in selecting locations. Many
firms in the affluent, elite northeastern communities are moving into other areas
because they cannot get affordable support staff. If you are going to have to pay
four times as much for a secretary in one community as in another, it might be
worth considering life in the cheaper community to make your design practice
succeed, particularly if your practice requires a large support staff.

Business Climate
Is the location one in which you can do business? Investigate the zoning restric-
tions or any community restrictions in the area. Zoning restrictions are often a ma-
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jor source of aggravation for a firm. Some areas are more heavily zoned than oth-
ers. Find an area where you are wanted; it is less expensive and time-consuming
than fighting zoning regulations; I know this from bitter experience. My firm sur-
vived, but I can easily imagine a new firm being destroyed by the battles we 
endured.

Can you have deliveries made or do retail business there? Some areas prohibit
interior designers from doing business in typical office centers. Review the li-
censing requirements of the area before you select your location.

Location can also make a difference in your taxation rates. Sometimes being just
outside of a city’s border can change your taxation rates. Carefully review what
your taxes will be in any location you are considering.

You need easy access to suppliers and warehousing. While not every interior de-
sign firm sells merchandise, they all have to make sure that any merchandise they
specify is in good condition. If you have to travel fifty or sixty miles to check mer-
chandise every time you make a delivery, or if you are not checking it, then you
are in trouble. Interior designers must be responsible for their work and therefore
do need to have these services conveniently located.

Correct Visibility
In the early years of a design firm, it is usually best to be located somewhere
where you can be seen. In most cases, however, heavily trafficked areas, such as
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Questions for Evaluating a Location

1. Is it close to my market?
2. Are there sufficient potential clients with adequate income levels to support

a design firm?
3. How much competition is there?
4. How do I feel about making this area my home for the next ten years?
5. What is the quality of the area’s schools and cultural community?
6. Is there good police and fire protection?
7. Is there affordable housing available for both management and staff?
8. What is the quality of the available staffing?
9. What will be the cost of employees?

10. What is the quality of the business climate?
11. Does my business conform to the zoning within this area?
12. What are the taxes?
13. Are merchandise and materials readily available?
14. Can I get the contractors I need to perform the tasks required?
15. Am I able to get the warehousing I need, or can I supply it for myself?
16. How will I be able to process the jobs in this location?
17. Do I have the appropriate traffic flow?
18. Is this a good neighborhood in which to be seen?



shopping centers or very busy streets, are not ideal. These locations require addi-
tional staff to handle the many people who will just stop in to visit. At first, select
a slightly less trafficked area so that people entering your offices have to inten-
tionally come to see you. The right type of traffic is far more important than the
volume. However, try to select a safe, desirable area; the condition of the buildings
surrounding yours can reflect on you. Be sure you are attracting the right type of
client. Many practices do not need visibility. If a designer is well known in his or
her specialty, he or she could live almost anywhere and work in almost any type
of facility. His or her clients may never see where he or she works.

A BUILDING FOR YOUR BUSINESS

Some design firms need a space that projects an image. Others could be located
above a garage and it would not matter. Knowing your customers, your needs, and
your budget will guide you in determining what space is right for you. There are
times when it is valuable to put together a good real estate package, but there are
other times when one must keep major funds for the day-to-day business 
management.

Your firm’s quarters must look professional. They must look like an interior de-
signer’s firm. However, you should not put so much money into a building that it
leaves you without working capital.

If you expect clients to come to your office, it must be reasonably convenient for
them. Whether your office is located in a rural or urban area, it must be accessi-
ble. If you expect your clients to arrive by car, make sure there is adequate park-
ing for them. Too many firms allow only enough parking space for the design staff
and leave nothing for clients. Think of the clients first; if there are not enough
spaces for both clients and staff, arrange for your staff to park elsewhere.

Fortunately, interior designers tend to have a good sense about location. When
I found my building, I asked several designer friends from other communities to
come and look at it with me. This helped immeasurably because they pointed out
certain major drawbacks and some positive factors that I might have missed. All
of us have developed friends in other communities; this is a good time to use them
as consultants.

What your interior space should look like is largely determined by the type of
services you offer. If however, you are going to bring clients there, it must look like
an organized working space. Interior designers are selling organization through
design. If our offices are not organized, how can we recommend organization to
our clients? My personal belief is that an interior design studio must be very well
organized to conform to clients’ expectations if nothing else. Still, clients also like
to see action, so do not worry about showing that you are busy.

Leasing versus Buying
With both property and equipment, leasing should always be considered as an al-
ternative to purchasing because leasing does not require a large capital outlay.
This can be a real advantage. Leasing can be economical. It permits us to use our
capital for working items, and there are often tax advantages. Sometimes, leasing
property or equipment permits us to try before we buy.
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Types of Leases. The terms leasing and renting are often used interchangeably,
but there are differences. Usually, renting refers to a short-term lease, and leasing
to a long-term agreement. Leasing also often offers many additional financing ben-
efits, sometimes permitting 100 percent financing. In other instances, leasing may
also have considerable tax advantages.

There are many different leasing arrangements; each needs to be carefully re-
viewed in order to determine its appropriateness for your situation. Most leases fall
into one of two categories: gross lease or net lease. Under a gross lease, the lessor
is responsible for all the expenses, including maintenance, taxes, and insurance. Un-
der a net lease agreement, the lessee (the person leasing the property), is responsi-
ble for these overhead expenses. This is becoming a more common type of lease.

Advantages and Disadvantages of Leasing
There are certain advantages to leasing.

1. There are some locations that are not available for purchase.

2. You have the use of the building or equipment without a large initial cash
outlay.
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Questions for Evaluating a Building

1. Is the building physically suitable for a design business?
2. Does the exterior of the building reflect my design image? If not, can it be

adjusted within a reasonable range to suit?
3. Is there an opportunity to use some type of display or image-attracting

signage?
4. What is the cost of purchase or lease?
5. Can I design the space to fit the value, or am I paying for a lot of real

estate that I will never be able to use?
6. How will the building hold up over the next ten years?
7. Is the space flexible? Can we grow or shrink according to our needs?
8. What kind of history does the building have? What kind of business was

there before? Did it do well?
9. Is it a pleasant place to be?

10. Is it a safe environment for both my employees and my customers? Am I
going to have to worry about safety or provide a lot of extra security
measures?

11. Is it in a stable neighborhood?
12. Is the building easily accessible for my clients? Can they find the location? If

they will be driving, do they have parking?
13. Does the interior layout of the building correlate with the objectives of my

design firm? Will it be easy to adapt into a productive space?
14. Is the lighting good?
15. What is the condition of the HVAC?



3. If you are taking a loan or mortgaging a property, you often need to pay 20,
25, or 30 percent of the value as a down payment; with many types of
leasing, no down payment is required.

4. Your payments are spread out over a long period of time.

5. You are protected against being stuck with a building or equipment you do
not want. If you determine that a location is not right for you, you can
move on. If equipment you have leased becomes obsolete, you can simply
arrange to lease another type of equipment.

6. There are many tax benefits in leasing. In most instances, lease payments
are totally deductible as operating expenses. Today, the government
carefully reviews leases to determine if they are a disguised purchase
rather than a true lease. Have your accountant review details of the
contract.

7. The people who lease equipment to you are generally experts on it, so if
you have any problems, there is always someone to call.

8. Usually, flexible payments schedules can be arranged as required for your
business situation. For example, if your cash flow is weaker at certain
times of the year, due to certain contracts, normally you can arrange to
make payments at times when you are in a better cash flow position.

There are certain disadvantages to leasing.

1. There are certain tax advantages in owning property or equipment that are
not available to the person who leases them. However, you should check
with your accountant to see whether leasing or owning is best in your
particular tax situation.

2. At the end of the lease, the property or equipment still belongs to the lessor.
If you had purchased it, you would have an asset, and could continue to
use the piece of equipment or property.

3. Sometimes, tax benefits can make purchasing a property or piece of
equipment considerably more affordable. You need to do a cash analysis to
determine whether it pays for you to purchase rather than lease.

4. Usually, a lease is for a specific term, and you must pay for the full term of
the lease whether or not you need the space or equipment for the entire
time. If you own property or equipment, you have the option of selling it
when you no longer want it.

Before deciding to purchase a sizable item, whether it be real estate or an ex-
pensive piece of equipment, have your accountant do a cash-flow evaluation of the
cost of the lease.

Home Studios
It used to be considered unprofessional to work at home. This is definitely not the
case today. Professionals in every field have home offices, and sometimes the home
office is their only office. Whether you work at home or not depends upon how
you work best. Some people really need to get away from the many distractions of
working at home, and others find they’re much more effective there. You know
your style and your family. Many interior designers have adapted their apartments,
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turning the dining room or a second bedroom into a very effective design studio.
Whether this would work for you depends completely upon the type of practice
you have and how much you use your studio for client interaction.

If you work out of a home studio, you must be very careful to continue to main-
tain a professional appearance. If you have children and/or pets running around
all day, your home might not provide the right atmosphere in which to meet with
sales reps or clients.

Another common practice that some designers find practical is to combine a de-
sign studio with living quarters for the designer. My design studio in Harrisburg oc-
cupies a very large, thirty-three-room house. In part of the house there is a small
apartment, which I use as my home when I am in Harrisburg. This setup is both
practical and convenient for me because I usually work extended hours. I am often
up and at my desk before the sun rises and sometimes work until very late at night.
This had become a safety and security concern when I used to travel between my
residence and my studio. In fact, the police suggested that I avoid coming and go-
ing at these hours because I had created a pattern that criminals could exploit.

Working and living in the same building can be convenient. However, there is
no privacy. When you live above the studio, you are, in a sense, working twenty-
four hours a day. Everyone knows that if you are home, you are available if they
need you. Weigh your lifestyle, your practice, and your preferences carefully when
considering whether a design studio at home is appropriate. Generally, we all need
to be able to get away from our work, at least at some point of our lives.

Many designers who have home studios are also associated with larger firms
under an associate or partnership arrangement. This allows their project man-
agement to be handled off of the firm’s premises.

The IRS has become less lenient than it used to be about offices at home. Un-
der current laws, home office expenses are deductible only if that space is used ex-
clusively for your business. If the IRS has reason to believe that the main part of
your business is at another location, and your office at home is supplementary, the
expense of maintaining it is not deductible. Ask your accountant for advice on this
issue.

EQUIPPING YOUR OFFICE

Business equipment and supplies do not sell design, so keep your stock of these as
minimal as possible. Your investment needs to be in producing the design project.
Designers are working in so many different styles that it is impossible to make a
blanket statement about office needs. Equipping an office is highly personal. Hav-
ing the right equipment can definitely make your design work a lot easier. Too
many studios have a lot of equipment they really do not know how to use. Fortu-
nately, CAD and other technologies are no longer very expensive; almost anyone
can afford them now. Moreover, there are service companies that will do much of
this work for us. You need to look at your practice and your staff’s ability. Is it re-
ally practical to outsource, or should you keep it in house for reasons of conve-
nience or confidentiality?

For every piece of equipment that you consider buying, do a break-even analy-
sis on it first. Ask yourself if it is really appropriate for your practice right now, not
two years from now. Remember, you are planning a growing business. Therefore,
not everything needs to be done immediately.
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Drafting Equipment
Until recently, drafting equipment was very simple. Now, interior design firms are
being forced to acquire more state-of-the-art equipment for drafting and graphics.
Usually, instruction on how to use the equipment properly comes as part of the
equipment package. Regardless, interior designers and their staffs often enroll in
classes on new graphics and drafting techniques because they want to know fast
ways of creating beautiful drawings.

When starting up a design studio, you will need to purchase or lease certain ba-
sic equipment. The average design studio needs a small blueprint machine at least,
as well as some basic equipment to keep day-to-day work on schedule.

The quality of drafting equipment you need depends upon the amount of money
you have to spend and the amount of drafting you anticipate doing. Many design-
ers already have certain drafting equipment from school. An average draftsperson
can do exceptional work if he or she has the right equipment and the right 
resources.

Blueprint Machine. Buy a machine to do your simple, everyday work. For special
presentations, where you want the best and most up-to-date product, use one of
the many outside services.

Drafting Table. Drafting tables come in many sizes; 30� � 42� and 371⁄2� � 60� are
most commonly used in interior design studios. They also range in cost from sev-
eral hundred dollars to over $1,000. The size of your firm will determine how
many tables you will need.

Drafting Machine. A drafting machine is a piece of equipment that goes right on
the drafting table to draw the lines and calculate the different degrees. It eliminates
the need for a parallel straight edge and triangle. It is also about ten times as 
expensive.

Supplies. Stock whatever is convenient. You know what you use, how much of it
you use, and how easy it is to obtain.

CAD System. CAD is becoming a fairly standard tool for interior designers. Even
a small CAD system will save you a great deal of time. If you want to change an
interior plan or try something different, you can do it in a matter of seconds, rather
than redrafting a whole plan. See page 72 for more detailed information.

Scanner. An optical scanner makes an exact replica of a picture or photograph.
Designers use this device to trace an object, either from a freehand picture in a
book or from a floorplan. Then it can be translated directly onto their own draw-
ing. This is a fast, inexpensive way of doing freehand sketches.

Computers
For interior designers it is no longer a question of whether or not to computerize.
The questions are how many computers to buy and for which functions. Comput-
ers expand a design business’s range and permit the firm to handle a larger work-
load without adding staff or greatly increasing overhead. To survive and to get the
competitive edge, interior designers need to work with present-day tools.
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The role of the computer in interior design has changed radically over the past
few years. The biggest difference is that the computer is no longer simply a tool
for the support staff. At one time, only bookkeepers or secretaries worked with
computers. Today, almost every executive not only has a computer, but uses it to
run the business. With computers, information such as a graphical representation
of profits or of time expenditures is at an executive’s fingertips.

The best reasons for using a computer are:

1. Accuracy. It’s difficult to do as exacting work manually. The computer
checks mathematics and prevents errors.

2. Comparison. It’s easy to compare your work with that of other
consultants, such as architects and electrical engineers.

3. Fast and easy changes. Changes that would have taken hours or days to
redraw can be done in a matter of minutes.

Much of the work that took full-time secretaries or bookkeepers is now being
done directly by the designers themselves with computer software. Computers and
software have not eliminated the need for support staff, but technology does change
staff functions and the amount of time their work requires. Using computers and
software allows us, for example, to employ a higher-level bookkeeper perhaps for
only one day a week. This combination gives a firm better control than we ever
had in the past, even with full-time bookkeepers. Today, with technology, we are
able to view details of a project from many different angles. Also your accountant
can review your books each month by modem for a very low fee, saving you
money.

You also need to look at how long it takes to learn to use a system. A number
of software packages on the market are very hard to learn. They take anywhere
from several weeks to six months to really understand, and that is a major invest-
ment. Other packages that are equally capable, but geared for computer novices,
can be learned in several days or a week—a significant savings. Some programs are
geared specifically to the interior design field, and many generic ones can be
adapted to our special needs. When selecting software, first consider how you
work. There are programs that can be adapted to your system rather than you hav-
ing to adapt to them.

The price of computers has come down so much that it is often much less ex-
pensive to buy a new one rather than to upgrade an existing one. At this point, you
no longer need to buy the most advanced models just to be able to run business
software. Some computer experts suggest that instead of getting rid of an old com-
puter when you upgrade, keep it and dedicate it to word processing only.

It is a good idea to have a support person on call to assist when you have a 
problem. It doesn’t really matter whether this is a staff person who is more 
computer-savvy than you or a person affiliated with one of the computer stores.

Areas to Computerize. Routine management procedures such as bookkeeping
and financial management are usually the best areas to computerize first, followed
by information resources. The next area would be drafting, where programs such
as the CAD drafting system can greatly increase your business capacity.

In the typical design office, the bookkeeping and order-processing information
is stored on one computer in the business office. However, the design office also
needs access to information on delivery schedules and products. Your system
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could be networked to the design office. The idea is to be able to get the necessary
information to as many sources as possible. If you need access to accounting func-
tions, you should be able to get the information without having to go to the ac-
counting room by using the computer at your workstation.

The CAD System. Many offices in the past had a CAD specialist. Today, design-
ers usually have their own CAD workstations but share the output devices such as
printers and plotters. CAD is great for conceptual designing. Using CAD, design-
ers can play with options to be sure they will work, rather than having to do
roughs and then having them drawn up by a draftsperson. Decisions can be made
much faster when using CAD. However, most design offices are keeping a draft-
ing table for doing quick drawings. Some people still like to do their preliminary
work manually or in pencil.

Software. When setting up a computer system, find the software program most
suitable to your firm before you buy a computer (the hardware). Too many firms
have bought computer hardware and then have not been able to find compatible
software packages. Both IBM-compatible and MacIntosh equipment are standard
in the architectural and design fields.

Interior design is a specialized field, so it is usually best to buy software from a
firm whose programs are designed primarily for interior designers. That way you
don’t have to purchase capabilities you’ll never use. Training on how to run and
use these programs is usually part of the package.

There are software packages that eliminate a lot of the manual time that de-
signers used to have to take to specify furniture, fixtures, and equipment. Such soft-
ware helps you to identify items on a floorplan and allows you to describe the item
in as much detail as you need. It takes care of counting every item and introduc-
ing them into the budget. The software also produces several types of documents
that can be used for bidding or internal use. This software also identifies what you
may have omitted. If one hundred types of furniture are identified, and only 99 are
specified, a person might never notice; but the computer will quickly alert you to
the discrepancy.

Computer graphics packages sold for desktop publishing systems can give your
proposals a more polished look. Besides the obvious advantages of formatting and
error-free typing with these programs, you can also include illustrations and pho-
tographs in your proposals.

Catalogs from design industry suppliers now come on CDs. It may even be pos-
sible to research projects without ever leaving the computer. We can access indi-
vidual items and catalog pages over the Internet at any time of day or night.

Telephone Systems
Telephone systems today offer so many options that there are many considerations
in determining which system to buy or lease. Most of us are learning that some of
the new technology is convenient for our design business programs. However, a
lot of the offerings are in excess—items that we don’t use or don’t really need.

When determining which system to buy, list your needs first. Determine how
telephone-intensive your practice is. This will then help you to decide just how
many phones you need and what kind of services you will require. In some design
firms, every person needs a phone.
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Define which type of equipment and features you need, and review the systems
available to determine which best meets your demands.

If you use a modem and/or fax system, keep these lines separate. They should
not tie into your phone system. See below for information on fax and modem 
technology.

Require that your business or office manager, as well as one or two of your de-
sign staff, review the different systems to determine whether they really supply the
services that are appropriate for your firm. Very often, a management person will
review the system from one viewpoint and the marketing department from an-
other. These points of view need to be considered before purchasing.

When considering a new phone system, get at least three quotations and then
compare them, both in terms of price and features.

Check the service records of the individual companies you are considering.
Consult other people who have used the company’s system to determine whether
the company has provided appropriate service.

Also review the teaching methods of the company. Does the company train the
firms that purchase its system to manage the system and get the most out of it?
What kind of support will the firm provide? When you have a problem, you want
a solution now. Your time is expensive, and the telephone is an important tool.

Whether your choose to purchase or lease your telephone system is a matter
that should be reviewed by your accountant. The decision is generally determined
by the cash-flow position of your company.

To purchase or lease a system requires a long-term contract, which makes it
very difficult to change systems or alter the one you have. So take time and be sure
that you have the appropriate system installed. Try to buy or lease a system with
an approximately 30 percent growth potential so that as you need additional
phones the system will be able to accommodate them. However, technology today
is changing rapidly, and you may find yourself changing your telephone system
more frequently to obtain new features.

Fax Machine. It is hard to imagine a design firm today working without a fax ma-
chine. You can send drawings and details over the phone lines to a factory. Most
of our orders are faxed. The information is visible and date-stamped. Although it
is possible to fax from the computer, or to install a machine that combines fax,
scanner, and printer functions, it is really best to have a traditional fax machine.
They are very inexpensive today, compared to what they were in 1990. Get one
with good resolution (DPI), so that its faxes are easy to read.

Modem. Most new computers have built-in modems. Now, it is just a question of
the type of linking you will use—telephone lines, cable or other, depending on
where you live. This instrument is a modulator-demodulator that codes informa-
tion into audible frequencies for transmission through telephone lines. For exam-
ple, a design studio can be connected by modem with a fabricating firm. The de-
sign firm can then transmit drawings directly from its CAD to the factory. Drawings
are usually clearer when sent by modem than by fax machine since transmission
is from one computer to another.

Voice Mail. This machine is an advanced type of answering machine. It lets the
caller leave a message when he or she gets a busy signal or no answer at the exten-
sion he or she is calling. When managed properly, voice mail can be a great asset;
when it’s not, it is a great annoyance. Fortunately, there are many sophisticated
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and inexpensive systems that can keep us in touch with our clients, contractors,
vendors, at any time we desire. The person on the other end of the phone has no
idea whether you are at your desk, at home, or on the beach. With the proper
phone systems, we can be in touch with almost anyone, anytime and anyplace. De-
sign your system carefully, so it supports you, but doesn’t drive you crazy.

The Library
If you don’t have a great library, you can’t function in today’s design world. The
demands on the design library are increasing constantly, and individual library
collections within studios may not be adequate for most practices. Fortunately,
several new library systems are available: master research libraries, video li-
braries, computerized manufacturers’ catalogs, and library update services.

In many major cities, large research libraries boasting 30,000 and more manu-
facturers’ catalogs of materials for architectural and interior design projects are
being developed in or near the design centers. Maintaining a collection of this size
requires professional management, and can be expensive, making it impractical
for the average design studio. Master libraries for design research make member-
ship available to professionals in the design field. Some charge membership fees,
some do not.

In some larger cities, library specialists will set up a design library in your of-
fice or studio, customizing it to your specialty. The service includes weekly on-site
updates and maintenance. Because this is their specialty, they are able to keep
your library up to date efficiently and cost-effectively all the time.

Several services extend to the studio design library. Large manufacturers now
provide computerized library systems, including details needed for layout and
specification of their line. Weekly updates keep the systems current.

Video libraries are available from many manufacturers. These give us the op-
portunity to present products to clients in perspective. These images can be in-
corporated into our own video presentations for special clients. Designers who use
this process make slides or videos of special items when visiting markets, show-
rooms, or factories. Videos are also used to show how products are made, an-
swering the question of what makes one product different from a competing prod-
uct. Another use of videos is to train staff where no live trainer is available. Though
not as effective as interactive training, they are certainly better than nothing.

At one time, it was enough to update your catalog library twice a year. Now,
weekly or even daily is more appropriate. In this high-tech age, speed is a 
requirement.

In smaller cities, this opportunity to build a quality library is a good reason to
develop a co-op or team group practice.

The Design Library. Although we can access many things over the Web, and we
have catalogs on CDs, there is still a need for a good library. Both we and our
clients want to be able to see and feel. Your design library will need to contain di-
rectories, catalogs, and an unwieldy collection of samples for carpets, fabrics, wall-
coverings, laminates, paints, yarns, and wood finishes. Reference books, profes-
sional journals, new product brochures, tear sheets, and articles clipped from
magazines and showhouse guides add to the incipient chaos.

In a design studio, it is important to allow space for a good working library. Be-
cause there is no convenient resource for the samples, product catalogs and di-
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rectories, or even the specialized publications interior designers need, designers
have to supply most of their own reference materials. The quality of your library
strongly affects how well you are able to perform your services.

The first rule in establishing a design library is to define your studio’s needs and
then to research the companies and sources to secure the appropriate products to
fill those needs. Don’t keep anything that is not useful.

Every collection that goes into your library needs an assigned position. Catalogs
should be kept together, as should samples. You need open shelving for books, mag-
azines, and catalogs, and standard drawer files for smaller catalogs not kept in
binders, and articles and pages torn from magazines. Product samples come in all
shapes and sizes and should be filed according to their physical properties. Lucite
trays and drawers are invaluable for some carpet samples; so are standard metal
file drawers. Within your catalog section, furniture for contract office space should
be kept together, and separate from lighting fixtures or upholstered furniture.

A cross-referenced card file is necessary for easy retrieval of information. Many
product lines are apt to be classified in more than one category. An office-
furniture catalog might include desks and seating as well as some accessories and
wallcoverings. Most companies supply more than one type of product, so the card
file should be organized both by company and by product type. It is a simple mat-
ter to also note on the card whether you have samples, if these are purchased or
complimentary, and where they are kept.

Professional assistance in setting up an organized and easy-to-use library is
available. Interior-design and architectural libraries for both small and large firms
are based on traditional library standards and coded according to the Construction
Specifications Institute’s system. It may take six to ten months for a professional to
physically set up your system with complete documentation of every item used in
the field, with cross-references and documentation for the position of each item
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An Interior Design Library Collection

1. Catalogs
2. Price lists
3. Textbooks and reference books
4. Directories and bibliographies
5. Professional journals and periodicals
6. Research and reference reports
7. Clippings and tear sheets
8. Fabric samples
9. Carpets

10. Wood and finish sample chips
11. Paint chips and wallcovering samples
12. Lighting samples
13. Other sample items, depending upon the type of practice
14. Computer with modem to access vendor Web sites
15. Vendor catalog compact disks



and catalog. Most libraries are dysfunctional because they have too much infor-
mation. Regardless of your system, you should go through your library every year
and get rid of old and inappropriate catalogs. Also keep a “tickler” file of most re-
cent products.

Although a design library is highly individual, there are basic categories we all
handle.

1. Catalogs from Vendors. These are a designer’s primary source of
specification information on all design projects. They are expensive to
produce, and space is increasingly valuable, so you should only keep
catalogs for the product lines you use, which means you must make a
constant review of product lines. Catalogs are easiest to handle when
placed on open shelves alphabetically by the manufacturer’s name within
product categories.

2. Price Lists. Before filing these, you must carefully label them as to
whether they are at-cost or at-list prices. Some are easy to identify, but
others need careful scrutiny. Price lists are often filed directly with the
catalogs. If the price list is at-cost, and this file is directly referenced by
clients, studios occasionally will file these price lists individually. Price lists
for different categories should be kept separate; that is, fabric lines should
be kept from furniture lines. Keep discount information either in the
master file or with the price list. Some design firms code this information
so that if the customer sees the price list, he or she will not be able to
easily discern the information.

3. Textbooks and Reference Books. These are invaluable for every designer.

4. Directories and Bibliographies. These are important reference tools,
and should be grouped together because they are constantly used for
specification requirements. Duplicate directories are useful for those most
often used.

5. Professional Journals and Periodicals. These magazines are easiest to
keep track of when one person is responsible for them, and when a
distribution schedule is designated (see page 302). You should be able to
manage with a single subscription of each magazine, with an appropriate
circulation schedule and filing system. A special section of the library should
be devoted to their storage. Periodical storage boxes can be used, but storing
magazines on open shelves is more practical since these publications are
usually used as reference materials for their first year or so.

6. Research or Reference Reports. These need to be indexed for easy
retrieval. This type of material is often used with individual proposals.
They should be filed in manila folders and labeled according to the subject
and date.

7. Clippings and Tear Sheets from Catalogs or Magazines. These
should also be filed in folders. Some of the newest products and best
photographs of products appear in magazines, and your clippings can be
good selling tools.

8. Fabric Samples. These may take up minimal space if your design firm is
in a major market city where there is easy access to showrooms. In this
case, samples can be borrowed at no charge for one week to thirty days.
These are called memo samples, and there is no charge unless the
designer fails to return the sample. Outside of these market cities, design
studios usually purchase samples at the beginning of each season because
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the mailing time for memo samples would drastically increase the time of
developing a project.

The samples themselves have a life of two to four years. Many studios
tag and code these so the resources are not identifiable to the customer.
Upholstery fabric samples are generally twenty-seven by twenty-seven
inches, and other fabrics are a yard and a half or one full repeat. Designers
need some fabric samples that can be cut and worked into presentation
boards, so even a city practice has some outlay for samples.

Firms that do not maintain a physical selection of fabrics use catalogs
that define types of fabrics available from each supplier, and have an
appropriate collection of price lists.

9. Carpets. Carpet samples are normally presented in folders and are best
filed on shelves alphabetically by company name and type of carpet.
Additional three-by-five-inch samples are useful and should be filed
according to color as an effective cross-reference; this size is also good to
use on presentation boards. Larger carpet samples—usually eighteen by
twenty-seven inches or larger—are kept on open shelves. Some design firms
buy samples of the carpets they use frequently, but companies that do
purely contract work quite commonly receive these samples on a
complimentary basis.

Anything unusual—the rare fabric or unusual catalog—is ordinarily purchased.
Companies you work with in volume will give you samples, but in residential work
and specialty fields, purchasing samples is the norm.

Storing samples of oddly shaped items is best done in shelves and drawers, ac-
cording to size. These may be wood chips or larger items used for construction,
depending on the type of projects you do. Keeping a room organized for these sam-
ples can be the most difficult part of maintaining a design studio.

The use of computers may decrease the physical space needed for catalogs. Any
computer for library use must be equipped with a modem, as manufacturers fre-
quently update their catalogs online long before sending out their catalogs on com-
pact disk.

Reference checks via computer allow a design to get information on an unfa-
miliar source on a per-inquiry basis, and many reference materials are now avail-
able in software packages easily accessed by the computer.

Even when specification checks and catalog resources are completely comput-
erized, however, design studios will still need product libraries. Clients want to feel
a fabric, and designers want to test and see the quality of a carpet, wallcovering,
fixture, or other product.

Keeping a library in good working condition is a challenge. It’s always growing
and changing as you use it. Most designers have some special products they use
over and over again. Then there are the new items you just saw at a market or de-
sign show and can hardly wait to use. When you arrange your system, whether it
is highly organized or simply a special bin or section of your file drawers or part
of your library shelves, it’s advisable to keep these priority items separate. Give
them some form of special identity marks so that they are easy to find.

Weed, eliminate, and throw away are the most important verbs to apply to a de-
sign library. Whether you are in a specialty or in a varied practice, things change.
It’s better to have a small and workable library than to have one that is so massive
and jammed with information that you can’t find what you need when you need
it. The key to interior design is organization.
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5
Developing a Team of
Staff and Consultants

Aside from you, the most valuable asset of your design firm is the staff. So much
emphasis is put on buildings, properties, dealerships, or lines, what is sometimes
forgotten is that the quality of your support team contributes to your success or
holds you back. When you begin your business, or consider any growth or re-
structuring, carefully review what part you plan to play in that growth and what
kind of staffing you need to help you accomplish your goals. Staffing your busi-
ness with the best quality of people should be your design firm’s highest priority.

FORECASTING REQUIREMENTS

The nature of the projects you have scheduled determines what kind of person-
nel you will need in the future. This forecasting is easy when you keep an ongo-
ing list of each project you have, the type of staffing required for each project, and
the hours of work that you anticipate will be needed from your staff during the
next twelve months. Keep this information on a form; use a separate form for
your staff to list their individual projects, their estimated hours of work for the
next month and the months to come, and any other job responsibilities that they
have, such as marketing. Keeping these two forms up to date will help you ana-
lyze which jobs you can accomplish in a given period of time. The information
on these forms can be input on the computer or personal planner, as well as by
hand. What matters is that you institute a system of planning that you under-
stand. You should be able to see at a glance the work to be done and the monies
to be generated from that work. This is part of what makes a company profitable.

In day-to-day business, it is easy to assign projects and then to forget what a
given person is doing and how much time it ought to take. Fortunately, business
is not static; but in taking on additional priorities, you can sometimes forget about
your staff’s previous commitments. These forecasting sheets on the staff mem-
bers and their projects tell you where they are going and how frantic their sched-
ule is. You can see, at a glance, whether a project needs additional support or can
be handled in-house by reapportioning the workloads. Although you should try
to plan for a twelve-month period, realize that you will have to make some ad-
justments to the plan. The plan is your guide; it should not be carved in stone.

These sheets are effective for firms of all sizes, even a single-person firm. Em-
ployee scheduling sheets can also be valuable aids in forecasting the income from



current projects. They indicate which projects should be completed in a certain
time and what the compensation from them should be.

Before considering hiring anyone, do an analysis of the project. Outline the di-
rection in which you see your company going, and determine what is financially
practical for you to do. In analyzing the job, you should check the following:
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FORECASTING LABOR REQUIREMENTS Year:

Hours of Work Required:
Project: Type of Staff

Required: JAN. FEB. MAR. APR. MAY JUNE JULY AUG. SEP. OCT. NOV. DEC.

© Design Business Monthly

Form for forecasting labor requirements. This form will make it easy for you to determine what kind of personnel you will need in the
future and which jobs you can accomplish in a given period of time.



■ What is the work to be accomplished?

■ Do I need additional help to do it, or can I use the staff that I have, working
overtime or extra at some point?

■ Is there any freelance staffing available?

■ Could I hire a specialist or outsource help for this period of time?
(continues)
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MONTHLY STAFF WORK PLAN Month:

Estimated Time Required:
Person: Project:

Week 1 Week 2 Week 3 Week 4

Other Responsibilities: Time Required:

© Design Business Monthly

Monthly staff work plan. On this form staff members list their individual projects and responsibilities for the month, along with the
estimated time they will need to perform them. This form can help remind you what a given person is doing so that you can utilize
your staff most effectively.



■ Am I going to need the kind of person who can do this work on a
continuing basis?

■ What kind of experience should the person I hire have?

■ What type of skills are necessary to do this job?

■ What is the labor market today?

■ Can I get the type of person I want; if not, can I modify this job to fit the
kind of person I am able to find?

■ What am I able to pay?

■ Will this job remain attractive for the person I hire in the future?

■ Will the person I hire be able to develop his or her career here, and
perhaps still fit into other parts of my design firm?

STAFF POSITIONS

When planning your business, you need to consider not only how many staff mem-
bers you should have, but also what types of employees are necessary for your
firm’s size and goals.

Chief Executive Officer (CEO)
The performance of the chief executive officer or the designer who starts the com-
pany and/or runs the firm plays a major role in the success of a design company.
A chief executive officer of a highly successful, rapidly growing firm of ten works
at least 65 to 100 hours a week. The CEO has a heavy investment in the firm, emo-
tionally, physically, and financially. Working more than 65 hours per week is not
recommended. It shortchanges your family, and can kill your creativity.

Because the performance of the firm as a whole is so dependent on the CEO,
there need to be some safeguards in place to keep that CEO stimulated and ex-
cited about the work. It is all too easy for a CEO to burn out because of the stress
of various administrative problems. Therefore, efforts must be made to keep that
person enthusiastic, if everyone else in the firm is to continue at a high perfor-
mance level.

In In Search of Excellence, Thomas Peters and Robert Waterman clearly state
that the chief executive officer has a lot to do with the performance level of the
corporation. I find this even more so in design firms. It is not just the CEO’s de-
sign talent and design excitement, but his or her excitement for business and abil-
ity to use the tools of business that generate success.

Some of the most successful design firms do not have a formal structure within
the group. In these firms, CEOs have hands-on involvement with all of their key
people. These design firms work as a team, and the chief executive officer usually
refers to the firm as “we.” These designers have a vision that they are able to share
with their staff and their clients. This intimate involvement and excitement are
what makes these companies successful.

Managing Director or Business Manager
The managing director or business manager is responsible for the management of
the company, whether the firm has three or four people or as many as seventy-five.
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In a small business, this is often a partner. The business manager is responsible for
coordinating schedules, processing and expediting orders, managing finances, and
handling any business management problem that arises. This person usually has
the authority to fire and to hire. He or she deals with most of a company’s consul-
tants, such as accountants, attorneys, and other business professionals.

Although a business manager usually has very little to do with the design end
of a business, he or she can assist in setting standards for markups.

Usually, the business manager should be a person with a business-management
background, rather than one in interior design. If we want to make a firm finan-
cially successful, we need different outlooks on a job.

It is important for this person to be familiar with current business vocabulary
because most interior designers are short on business education.

Marketing Director or Manager of Business Development
Most design firms find it necessary to have a director in charge of developing busi-
ness. Most design firms that are successful (running close to their total potential
productivity) have one or more people doing marketing or business promotion 
for them.

Marketing and sales are usually part of every staff member’s responsibilities.
However, a good marketing program requires a primary person on the staff de-
voting his or her complete attention to this area. While marketing is done accord-
ing to principles, someone has to keep the program on schedule, and assign the
tasks that do not have to be performed by the firm’s principal. The marketing di-
rector has a great deal of control over the general direction of the company; there-
fore, the authority endowed in this person is considerable.

A marketing director should be a person who enjoys developing and creating
business—a person who likes to sell. This kind of personality is of great benefit to
any firm. Finding a good marketing director can be difficult. Most firms hire a per-
son who has design experience, but prefers to be out there selling and developing
business. The salary or income of a marketing director is usually very high, which
is why this position often attracts other staff members.

Human Resources Manager
The human resources manager was formerly known as the personnel adminis-
trator. In a small firm, the human resources manager job may be handled by the
principal, but in a firm with twelve designers or more, this job requires a specific
employee. This may be either a staff member or a consultant.

Today, the position of human resources manager goes far beyond what was the
typical personnel manager’s job of hiring and firing and establishing a personnel
structure. The human resources manager is now asked to build a unified, pro-
ductive workforce that is motivated to achieve the company’s objectives. This per-
son needs to be a results-oriented individual, willing and able to develop a work-
force to fit the diversified needs of a design firm. Both small and large firms are
realizing that staffing can greatly increase or inhibit the quality of a company’s
growth.

The functions of this position are basically staffing, personnel-program admin-
istration, and planning for future staffing needs. Most firms can’t afford to have this
type of person on staff full-time. There are consultants or specialists available to
handle this for you on an as-needed basis. You can add this requirement as part of
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your business development program. Sometimes, we are so close to people that we
don’t notice some of their unique abilities. Having someone else interact with your
staff is often valuable to both you and the company.

Human resources managers are involved in many different areas, including the
following:

■ Staffing. They ensure that positions are filled with qualified individuals
who are trained appropriately and are able to meet the company’s
objectives.

■ Training and Organizational Development. They can devise
programs, procedures, and a methodology to improve the performance of
individual staff members. They can develop training programs, bring in
consultants, and introduce new equipment that will elevate the staff’s
productive capabilities so the company can grow and be more profitable.
The staff will have the opportunity to do better work, advance, and gain
better income.

■ Salary and Benefits Program Administration. They organize the total
compensation programs of the company as a whole, as well as individual
salary situations.

■ Employee Relations and Communications. They create an
environment that helps the company and the individual workers be more
productive. They help with overall structuring and decision making, to
develop a feeling of teamwork among the staff. They develop
communication programs that are necessary for employees.

Receptionist
In most design firms, the receptionist and the person who answers the phone are
the same person. This person represents you more than any other person in your
firm, and the quality of his or her interaction with clients is very important to the
clients’ attitude toward your company.

A good receptionist requires knowledge, control, grace, and courtesy. Find some-
one who knows all the people in your firm, what their strengths are, and how the
firm operates. Then place that person in this key position and pay him or her well.
Make sure that you have someone who is a “greeter”—someone who has courtesy
and charm. It makes for very happy clients, and helps keep your day’s schedule
workable.

Other Staff Positions
Depending on the size of your design firm, you may want to hire various other
types of staff members, including the following:

■ Assistant Designer. This is a trained designer who works with a more
advanced design professional. While this person has a formal education in
design, he or she may lack the necessary experience, creativity, or drive to
be in a position with more responsibility.

■ Administrative Assistant. This position requires management,
bookkeeping, and client communications skills. In general, this person
must be a practical partner to the creative person.
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■ Bookkeeper. This person records business transactions in an orderly
fashion. (See pages 271—273 for additional information about this important
position.)

■ Draftsperson. This person draws plans or sketches. He or she usually
has special training in architecture and design.

■ Installation Specialist. This person is responsible for all the details of
actual installations. His or her skill and ability to handle problems on-site
keep the work moving. An installation specialist also knows how to present
a project with great showmanship. The closest analogy is “magician.”

■ Librarian. This specialist manages a design firm’s library. He or she may
have a formal design education, or simply a long-term experience with the
firm. A secretary or member of your design support staff could be trained
to handle this function.

■ Project Manager. This person manages the resources and activities
necessary to achieve a set of objectives on a project within a specified time.

■ Renderer. This is an interior designer or illustrator who creates drawings
called renderings of interior design or architectural work, usually while the
work is still in the conceptual stages.

■ Salesperson. This person sells design services or products.

■ Secretary. This person handles correspondence and manages routine
office work.

■ Staff Designer. This is a person with a design education who works for a
design firm or department. The necessary qualifications and responsibilities
for this position vary according to the designer’s abilities and the firm’s
administrative structure.

Short-Term Staff
If you have a special project that you know is going to last only two or three
months, you should see if you can either hire a freelancer, or borrow a staff per-
son from another firm.

Freelancers. The interior design field is full of freelancers who are available and
willing to work with you on specialized projects. In hiring a freelancer it is im-
portant to define the parameters of the relationship. When your project is confi-
dential, for example, you need to be careful in hiring freelancers. The person you
hire should be asked to sign a statement to the effect that he or she understands
that this project requires confidentiality. Freelancers are a very good resource, and
if you use these people regularly, you can hire them as independent contractors,
which relieves your firm of some overhead expenses.

Borrowing a Staff Person. We all know designers working in other communities.
It is often possible to borrow a worker from another firm for a week or two to get
you through a special project. This is a good way of bringing an expert into your
firm. You have the benefit of knowing the standards of the design studio that they
come from, and they can often gain new perspectives from being in your studio
for a while. Design firms that work closely together can easily borrow and ex-
change staff members, which gives them the flexibility of being able to do large
projects without the encumbrance of a larger staff.
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Independent Contractors
Today, the majority of design firms use as many independent contractors as pos-
sible. By hiring independent contractors, firms pay for services as they are ren-
dered, saving on staffing costs. With the heavy fluctuation in design work most
firms experience, using independent contractors helps them keep overhead down.

Among the independent contractors a design firm might use are the following:

■ Artist. A person trained and skilled in one of the many art processes,
such as painting, who may carry out or develop the artistic portion of the
design project.

■ Artisan. A skilled mechanic in a manual occupation. This person is more
highly skilled than a tradesperson or craftsperson.

■ Craftsperson. One who practices a trade or manual occupation with a
certain degree of skill that separates him or her from tradespeople.

■ Contractor. A person or company that undertakes to perform work,
usually for a specific project at a specified price within a certain time limit.

■ Tradesperson. A worker in a skilled trade such as plumbing, carpentry,
or electrical wiring. This person is generally not as highly skilled as a
craftsperson or artisan.

What are the differences between an independent contractor and an employee?
The IRS scrutinizes this gray area carefully. You must take care in maintaining the
records that prove the legitimacy of these independent contractors in the case of a
tax examination. Here are a few guidelines from tax experts that will classify
whether someone is an independent contractor or an employee.
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Independent Contractor or Employee?

Independent Contractors:
• Are paid for each individual project.
• Offer their services to other companies or people.
• Have their own tools and equipment.
• Quote companies a contracted price, which means that they are subject to

both profit and loss.
• Establish, usually in conjunction with their employers, the scheduling of work

to be done.
• May work in more than one location.
• Set their own hours.
• Collect and hire their own support people or assistants.

Employees:
• Have a regular paying relationship.
• Work for one employer.
• Can be fired.
• May quit without any liability.
• Usually receive reimbursements for expenses.
• Are a part of an organization.



Acknowledgment of Independent Contractor. If you are taking on an indepen-
dent contractor, and want to be sure that you will not be responsible for taxes and
other liability issues, it is important to acknowledge the independent contractor’s
status. Either use an agreement similar to the following example, or have your at-
torney write up one for your specific situation. You will also want to document the
types of insurance that your contractor will have, noting any liability issues relat-
ing to your company. You need a document stating exactly what type of insurance
they have. It is advisable to list the type of policy, the liability limits, and the com-
pany with which he or she is insured; show this list to your insurance agent to be
sure that the coverage is appropriate.

FINDING THE RIGHT EMPLOYEES

The ability to attract and to keep good workers is an extremely valuable asset. It
is not easy to do. People work together for many reasons. In the design field, fi-
nancial considerations are not always the major ones.
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ACKNOWLEDGMENT OF INDEPENDENT CONTRACTOR

This acknowledges that ____________________________ has been retained 
for services (describe services here)

These services as stated above will be paid for in the following manner:
Amount:
Method of Payment:

It is acknowledged that:
A. The undersigned shall be deemed an independent contractor and is not 

an employee, partner, agent, or engaged in a joint venture with 
Company.

B. Consistent with the foregoing, the Company shall not deduct 
withholding taxes, FICA, or any other taxes required to be deducted 
by an employee as I acknowledge my responsibility to pay same as an
independent contractor.

C. I further acknowledge that I shall not be entitled to any fringe 
benefits, pension, retirement, profit sharing, or any other benefits 
accruing to employees.

D. I further state that I have the following insurance covering my 
work:

Type of Policy:
Limit:
Company:

______________________________

Acknowledgment of
independent contractor. It is
important to use an agreement
such as this with each
independent contractor you
use, to assure that you will not
be held responsible for the
individual’s taxes and other
liability issues.



How do design firms acquire new staff members? Two of the most common
ways are through working together on a project, and by learning about someone
from a resource or individual who knows your firm. Other sources of recruitment
for new staffers include design schools, other designers, ASID, IIDA, IFDA, IDS
and any professional groups where one has the chance to meet design profes-
sionals. Design firms today are looking for people who have specific skills. It
makes no difference whether they are students or not. The important concern is
whether they can do the job as it needs to be done.

Writing a Job Description
Before hiring a new person, prepare a job description. This should include the ap-
proximate duties that will be performed; the responsibilities; and the specific
skills, necessary education, and experience required. For some jobs, we can train
the new staff member, but for others we need a competent individual who can per-
form the job immediately. Review your work objectives so that they properly mesh
with your staff selection.

A job description should include the following information:

■ Job Title. Make this as descriptive as possible.

■ Start Date. The date you will need this person.

■ Immediate Supervisor. To whom will the employee report? Is the new
person to be an assistant to another designer, or an assistant to your
expediter? Whatever the position is, clearly spell out the chain of command.

■ Required Background. For example, “This person needs a degree in
interior design and three years of experience working in the commercial
office-related field.”

■ Job Responsibilities. List specifics, such as design layout work, or
assisting with presentation.

■ Desired Experience. What experience would be ideal? Perhaps you
would like the person to have worked with certain types of landscape
panels. Or maybe he or she should be familiar with all the components
required in building and putting together a state-of-the-art office.

■ Special Problems. Are there special problems associated with this
particular job? Will the job require working with other people with whom
the new employee must be compatible?

■ Travel Requirements. Write down whether the employee will be
handling some out-of-town projects, which will require him or her to travel
to other cities. List the percentage of time you anticipate he or she will
spend out of town.

■ Salary Range. Give the approximate range, dependent upon
qualifications.

■ Benefits. Other compensation, such as health insurance, paid vacation
days, and merchandise discounts.

■ Opportunities. Does the job offer a chance for professional growth?

■ Limitations. What are the negative features of the job? In our firm, we
have three people in line for promotion ahead of any newcomer. A new
employee cannot expect rapid promotion.
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Trying Out a Person
If you can, it is good to try out a prospective employee on a special project. If the
person is unemployed, he or she can come into your studio and work for a few
weeks; otherwise, he or she can work on a weekend basis or after hours. Trying
a job is a great way for both the employee and the employer to test the situation.

INTERVIEWING A PROSPECTIVE EMPLOYEE

Every firm has a different interviewing procedure. I need an outline with me when
I am interviewing a prospective employee, or I forget what I need to cover.

Interview Techniques
In the interview, compare the job requirements with the stated abilities and expe-
rience of the applicant. Discuss the requirements with the applicant, and discuss
what you understand his or her background to be. You should usually ask to see
a résumé and a portfolio. And it doesn’t hurt to have the person fill out a standard
application form on the spot; it gives you some basis for your evaluation. If the per-
son is applying to be on your design team, you should have him or her fill out the
design staff questionnaire on pages 90—92. This questionnaire is good for the new
employee, but should also be updated regularly for your present staff. The more
you know about your employees, the better. Sometimes, they have background and
experience that you may not realize or have forgotten. When you are planning a
future project, review the staff questionnaires. It doesn’t hurt to have this infor-
mation on your consultants and other members of the team, as well.

Because most design firms are small, if a new person doesn’t fit in, it can cause
a lot of problems. Try to get the applicant to talk about his or her background. Take
notes; and when you are finishing the interview, review these with your candidate.
Try to find out what the applicant’s career goals are so that you can determine
whether the job you can offer will fit with his or her objectives. If you are seri-
ously interested in the person, you may want to mention the fringe benefits and
extra duties of the job.

Equal Opportunity Laws. There are a number of laws that prevent an employer
from discriminating against an applicant on the basis of race, religion, sex, na-
tional origin, or age. According to the Small Business Administration, you may not
ask the following questions without risking being considered discriminatory
against an employee or a prospective employee. Be warned.

Obviously, firms have preferences in design styles and qualifications, but you
must be very cautious not to allow personal prejudices to enter into your selection
criteria. It is too easy to be sued for discrimination. A firm can still select people
that it would like; however, it must be cautious that the applicants are judged for
their professional merit and suitability.

Legal Commitments. Be careful what you promise new employees. On paper,
their qualifications may be excellent, but on the job, they may not perform to ex-
pectations. Yet, in many instances, you can be held liable for commitments made
to employees. Employees can also be held liable for their commitments to their
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DESIGN STAFF QUESTIONNAIRE

Name: Address: Phone No.:

Date:

Education:

Design School or College:

Degree Received:

Courses Studied: From: To:

Awards Received:

Other Education: (workshops, seminars, etc.)

Subject: Dates Attended:

© Design Business Monthly

Design staff questionnaire. This questionnaire should be filled out by design staff applicants, and it should be updated annually by
each member of your design team. These forms will help you in planning your company’s objectives, evaluating your staff, and
matching projects with appropriate staff members.
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DESIGN STAFF QUESTIONNAIRE Page 2

Employment Experience:

Company: From: To:

Your Title:

Job Experience:

Company: From: To:

Your Title:

Job Experience:

Company: From: To:

Your Title:

Job Experience:

Company: From: To:

Your Title:

Job Experience:

Professional organizations to which you belong and offices, committees, 
or posts that you have held in these organizations:

Any special abilities or knowledge that you feel would be of benefit to 
the firm, i.e., certain social acquaintances, fluency in foreign 
languages, knowledge within other disciplines, list of prospective 
clients with whom you are familiar or have had experience:

© Design Business Monthly
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DESIGN STAFF QUESTIONNAIRE Page 3

Design Project Experience:

Type: Date:

Client or Owner:

Cost of Total Project:

Cost of Work Done by Design Firm:

Services Rendered by Design Firm:

Your Responsibilities:

Accomplishments on this Project:

Type: Date:

Client or Owner:

Cost of Total Project:

Cost of Work Done by Design Firm:

Services Rendered by Design Firm:

Your Responsibilities:

Accomplishments on this Project:

Other Relative Information:

© Design Business Monthly



employers. You must be cautious in the way you outline a project to a new em-
ployee. If you can, give a person a test period to evaluate his or her capabilities be-
fore you make definite commitments.

Getting References
When a prospective employee interviews with your firm, you may want to obtain
information from his or her previous employer. For legal reasons, it is desirable to
receive written permission from the applicant authorizing the previous employer
to release information about the applicant’s work, so the previous employer will
not be put in jeopardy. This will help you get a better quality of information. At the
time of the interview, you ask the prospective employee to sign a release form.
Then send the release with your questions or the form that you want filled out by
the previous employer.

It is advisable to have an attorney prepare a release form to ensure that the
statements are legally stated and that the proper release of liability is included.

When sending an applicant’s previous employer a request for information about
the prospective employee, you should try to include the authorization-to-release-
information letter signed by that person, so that the firm knows that they have their
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Questions Not to Ask

In the past, employers often asked questions about the following topics, but
today they are considered discriminatory:

• Marital status.
• Birthplace.
• Age.
• Religion.
• How or when citizenship was obtained.
• Extracurricular or nonprofessional affiliations or memberships in organizations.
• If male and married, the applicant’s wife’s maiden name.
• If female and married, the applicant’s maiden name.
• Relatives. (However, after people are employed, you can ask them for the

name and address of their next of kin in case of an emegency.)
• How skill in a foreign language was acquired.
• Any arrests for crimes. You may ask, however, if a person was ever convicted of

a crime. (Note: It is illegal to refuse to hire an employee for falsely answering
a question about his or her arrest record.)

• Whether the candidate has children.
• Physical characteristics. It is illegal to ask questions about an applicant’s weight

or height, or to request a photograph of the applicant.
• If the applicant was ever refused bonding.
• Possessions: whether the applicant owns a car or a home.
• Whether the applicant’s spouse works, or their parents work or any

information about their jobs.
• Previous wages or salaries, and any extras that the applicant has received.



former employee’s permission to give out this information. A letter similar to the
one above could be used.

Hiring an Employee
When you decide to hire a person to be an employee, send him or her a letter
defining the position and the conditions of the employment, to prevent this from
becoming an issue later on. A special notation should be made that the associa-
tion will be an at-will relationship; this means that either the employer or the em-
ployee may determine to end the relationship at any time. Again, for legal pur-
poses, it is well to have this documented.
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DATE:

RE:

Dear (former employer):

We have received an application for employment from
__________________________,
seeking a position with our firm in the above capacity. We understand 
the applicant was previously employed by your firm. We would appreciate 
a reference on the individual, including confirmation of the dates of 
employment with you, a performance evaluation, and the reasons for 
termination. We have enclosed a release signed by the above-named 
person.

Please advise whether your reference should be held confidential.

Thank you for your anticipated cooperation.

Very truly,

__________________________________

Request for employment
reference. A letter such as this
should be sent to a prospective
employee’s former employer.
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DATE:

TO: (employee)

Dear (employee):

We are pleased to confirm your being employed by our design firm in 
the position of __________________. You will report directly to
__________________, to start employment on __________________, 20____.

Your salary shall be $________ per ________. You will also be 
covered by Blue Cross and Blue Shield plans and receive fringe benefits, 
as explained. For the first year, vacation time shall be prorated and 
you will be entitled to _______ day’s vacation this year.

It is understood and accepted that the employment relationship we have
agreed to is an at-will relationship, and that it may be ended by either 
party, at any time, and for any reason.

If you agree this letter sets forth our understanding, please sign the 
enclosed copy and return it by __________ for our files.

(date)

We look forward to your joining the company.

Very truly,

__________________________
Agreed and accepted:

__________________________
(Employee)

Employment letter. This letter
should be sent to a person
when you decide to hire him
or her to be an employee. It
defines the position and the
conditions of the employment
for future reference.



Noncompetitive Agreements. It is becoming common in the design field to ask
employees to sign noncompetitive agreements when you hire them. In signing this,
an employee agrees that if he or she leaves your employment, he or she cannot
work at the same type of business in that same community for a period of time,
which could be six months, a year, or longer. These agreements are very common,
but our attorneys have advised us that they are difficult to support and expensive
to fight. I have seen agreements restricting a designer from working in the field for
as long as ten years. Such an agreement would never stand up in court because it
is denying a person his or her livelihood.

If you are considering moving from a job where you have a noncompetitive
agreement, review it with your attorney first. Clarify your position before negoti-
ating a future job.

If you are considering hiring someone who has an agreement with another
company within your city, it would be best for you to run the agreement by your
attorney. He or she can prepare a document to absolve your company of any re-
sponsibility, leaving all the liability with the prospective employee. However, you
may be recommended to delay the hiring until the situation is legally clear.
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DATE:

TO:

We appreciate your interest in employment by our firm.

We regret to inform you that the available position has been filled, and 
we cannot consider your application at the present time.

We will keep your application on file for future reference should an 
opening arise.

Very truly,

__________________________

Sample letter of notification to
unsuccessful applicants.
Sending a letter such as this to
applicants you will not be
hiring is both courteous and
kind.



Noncompetitive agreements are not legal in all states; but if they are legal within
your state, you may find them helpful. It has been my experience that very few of
these agreements hold up in court, but they sometimes encourage an employee to
be more focused during the time of his or her employment. Although noncompete
agreements are difficult to enforce, ask any prospective employee if he or she has
signed one with a prior employer, and consult your attorney if an agreement is in
force.

Notifying Other Applicants
When you decide not to hire a person you interviewed, send that person a letter
or call him or her promptly. Tell the person frankly that the position has been filled
so that he or she can continue job hunting. It is kind, and can create goodwill, to
give applicants some idea why they were not selected. However, be careful what
you say, to avoid having your words being construed as a form of discrimination.
It doesn’t hurt to keep on good terms with these people; at some time, they might
fit in for another type of job with your firm. The design world is a small one; it
usually pays to be friendly toward as many people as possible.

SALARIES AND BENEFITS

The salaries and compensations of interior design firms vary considerably from
firm to firm and from town to town. Interior designers earn from very minimal to
very high rates. The high rates are based almost completely upon performance.
Normally, designers begin at a starting rate and receive raises according to their
productivity or the amount of work that they are able to bring into a firm. In to-
day’s market, the designers who are able to bring in the work, or become part of
that sales team, are generally the best paid. There are some high performers in
different, unusual situations, but it is usually the designer who has proven ability
to make things happen who gets the highest compensation.

A designer’s performance can be easily measured. Designers’ charges are usu-
ally based either on an hourly rate, for productivity, or on a flat rate, for value.
When designers are paid in terms of value, this can bring in higher revenues to
the firm, and therefore reap larger profits. In addition to salaries, many designers
earn either a percentage of the firm’s year-end profits or a percentage of the prof-
its on the jobs that they handled.

Designers who work in sales are usually given a direct percentage compensa-
tion of the business that they bring to the firm.

The higher a job is within a firm, the less fixed the salary or compensation tends
to be. With higher-level jobs, the income is more apt to vary based on individual
productivity or the profits of the firm. Designers who are holding the highest-
paying jobs in firms may have as high a ratio as 10 percent fixed salary and 90
percent variable income. Designers in lower positions will receive either fixed
salaries or salaries supplemented with small percentages of income based on pro-
ductivity or profits.

Designers’ income levels are not what they could be. In order for the level of in-
come to be raised, higher levels of productivity need to be established. In almost
every company that I have reviewed, I have found that if the firm were able to 
get an additional 20 or 30 percent more new business, or were able to enlarge its

Developing a Team of Staff and Consultants � 97



projects to get an additional 20 or 30 percent profit margin, the firm would be able
to pay its employees considerably more. Today’s interior designers need to review
just what makes them productive to determine how they might develop their
salary potential.

Design Firm Benefits
Many of us work in the design field because we enjoy meeting people and like the
work we do. But emotional benefits don’t pay the rent. Today, everyone needs some
form of financial benefits. The majority of design firms do not have as large a ben-
efit package as is offered by other, larger businesses. But most are attempting to
remedy this as best they can.

Health Benefits. Standard Blue Cross/Blue Shield, or any other health insurance
program that can give employees standard health benefits, is generally one of the
primary benefits an employee expects. Whether the company or the employee pays
the premiums depends upon the individual’s contract. You should look for a pack-
age with the appropriate flexibility to meet your individual employees’ needs. Pat
Choate, in his book The High-Flex Society (Alfred A. Knopf, Inc. 1986), suggests
that insurance plans should be designed so that the coverage can remain with the
employee should he or she leave your firm.

There are many ways for small firms to buy good health benefits at reasonable
prices, such as through their local Chamber of Commerce. At one time, good ben-
efits were available only through larger firms, but this is not the case today. Indi-
viduals or small firms can find some way of attaching to an appropriate organiza-
tion so they and their staff can receive the benefits.

Vacations. Traditionally, design firms are not outstanding in terms of vacation ben-
efits offered. Although larger firms will sometimes have different vacation schedules,
most firms give employees one to two weeks. Many design firms require the entire
staff to take vacations at the same time because they feel they cannot work with a
short staff. Other companies do not permit more than one person to be gone from
any department at a time. Obviously, your individual production schedule must be
considered, but it is the rule that designers do not take vacations at prime contract
periods, such as when a big contract is due or when there is a large installation.
Since most design firms are of moderate size, work schedules have to take priority
over personal ones, and vacation and off-time are arranged around contracts.

Insurance. A design firm is required by law to provide workmen’s compensation
insurance to its employees. Some firms also offer insurance coverage in case of ill-
ness or death.

Discounts. Usually, interior design firms try to make available to their staff any
interior furnishings that they have access to at reasonable or moderate terms.
Sometimes, employees will be given a discount on the retail price; in other in-
stances, they will be charged a small percentage over cost. It is usually appropri-
ate for the firm to get some compensation for order-processing and delivery. Creat
buying privileges are one of the perks of working for a design firm.

Retirement Plans. In many situations, affording a proper retirement plan is diffi-
cult for small firms because the actuarial costs are so high. It costs a minimum of
$1,200 per year plus $200 per employee to meet the government requirements for
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a deferred benefit plan. If you do not have a large enough group to have a retire-
ment plan within your company, you might offer to match your employee’s con-
tribution to his or her existing retirement accounts. For example, you might offer
to contribute up to 5 percent of their income, not to exceed $1,000. In this way,
your employees are getting some contribution, although not as much as they might
be receiving from a more accelerated plan. Retirement plans must be set up ac-
cording to government regulations, and they require constant updating. Check
with your accountant and financial advisor regarding retirement plans, as the new
tax laws are not yet clearly defined, and revisions are being made almost daily.
There are many companies that have been forced to change their plans due to the
new regulations. Bringing in special consultants to help you set up your firm’s re-
tirement planning is almost a must.

Tax-Deferred Qualified Retirement Plans. Today, most profitable design firms are
exerting much effort to develop and maintain a well-trained team. In order to do
this, appropriate compensation programs need to be in place. Fortunately, there
have been many changes in the last few years that make it practical and cost-
effective for smaller companies to have good tax-deferred savings plans. The ad-
ministration costs for managing a program according to government regulations
by a qualified plan administrator can vary, based on the complexity of the plan,
from as low as $300 to as high as $2,000 per year.

There are many advantages to these types of plans. Since they are tax-deferred,
a person is permitted to accrue a larger amount of savings than would be possi-
ble if taxes were paid at the time the monies were earned. Most often, we are in a
higher tax bracket during these high-income years than when we retire.

This is an area where it is best to consult your financial advisor. Plans are usu-
ally required for all employees, but many exclusions are permitted. There are ways
to design plans to dedicate greater funding to long-term, more valuable, or higher-
paid staff members. There have been, and will be, considerable changes in the rul-
ing of qualified employee pension plans. In most cases, it is best to have a profes-
sional administer your plan.

There is a limit to the income on which these plans are based: $200,000 � CPI
(Consumer Price Index), which is the government’s standard for cost-of-living in-
creases. The two plans can be used in combination if the person is making less
than $200,000 per year and would like to maximize his or her contributions, and
maintain discretionary flexibility.

Defined Contribution Pension Plan. A nondiscretionary plan for deposits to a tax-
deferred account. This plan allows 1 percent to 25 percent of payroll with a max-
imum limit of $30,000 to an individual’s account.

Profit-Sharing Plan. A way of allowing an employer to create tax-deferred de-
posits on a discretionary basis. There is a limit of 15 percent of payroll, with a
maximum of $30,000 to an individual account balance.

401K Plan. This provision of a profit-sharing plan allows for employee contribu-
tions on a tax-deferred basis. This plan can stand alone or be used with a profit-
sharing plan.

Defined Benefit Plans. This plan first establishes a defined benefit. If you are an
older person and want to put away a lot of tax-deferred money, this plan can be
used to create larger deposits. The funding for a pension or profit-sharing plan

Developing a Team of Staff and Consultants � 99



may be developed through many vehicles. These consist of exchange-listed stocks,
mutual funds, guaranteed profits from insurance companies, savings bonds, cor-
porate bonds, and any paper issued by the agencies of the government.

Stock Ownership Plans. Many design firms offer ownership opportunities, often
the key to maintaining a high-level staff. A recent study by the National Center for
Employment Ownership confirms that:

■ Employee-owner companies enjoy increased rates of growth after installing
a plan.

■ Companies offering ownership to most or all of their employees have a
median annual sales growth twice that of other companies.

■ Employee-owned companies have greater operating margins and returns
on equity than similar companies not sharing ownership.

■ Over a ten-year period, most design firms provide substantial financial
benefits to employees.

Key Person Insurance. The death or disability of a primary person within a firm
must be expected to cause major losses or heavy financial obligations to a com-
pany. This insurance not only protects the firm against such possible losses, but
can also assure that an appropriate person (beneficiary) will have funds to pur-
chase the company from the heirs. This type of insurance can make a major con-
tribution to the successful management of a company at this time of crisis by pro-
viding indemnification for the loss of services. This insurance can:

■ Pay for the recruitment and training of a suitable replacement.

■ Aid the company in maintaining its credit standing.

■ Secure the business so it can continue, by providing working capital.

■ Provide funds to redeem the key person’s stock so the remaining staff can
control the firm, rather than the deceased person’s family or relatives.

■ Provide benefits for the key person’s family.

■ Fund a deferred compensation plan for the key person’s retirement.

EMPLOYEE EVALUATIONS

It is traditional for a firm to give year-end evaluations of employees. In a small de-
sign firm, however, it is better to evaluate staff performances as you finish a proj-
ect. When the job is fresh in everyone’s minds, the evaluation is more valuable and
effective. You talk over the job with your staff. You might say, “This is what we did
that we feel is great, and this is the part you played. Perhaps next time you would
like to take on more responsibility or to carry out certain tasks that you did not do
on this project.”

As a firm grows larger, the evaluation process must become more formalized.
In large firms, regular written employee evaluations are a good practice.

Reviewing Goals
When you evaluate your staff, you should also review their initial design staff 
questionnaires (see pages 90—92). The information on the questionnaire is useful
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in determining the value of an employee to the firm, both for reviewing his or her
salary and in marketing future projects.

In order for you to properly place and develop new and existing design staff
members, you should have them update their design staff questionnaires every
year. While some of the information will remain the same, education and em-
ployment experiences often change. Their changes and additions should be
recorded with a summary of their goals and objectives, so that when new oppor-
tunities arise within the firm, you can try to match them with the personal objec-
tives of your staff.

Understanding the goals of each individual in your firm can help you in plan-
ning company objectives. When a staff member’s objectives vary from the direc-
tion the design firm is taking, it is time to have a discussion with that employee.
For instance, you might say, “This is where we see our company going. How do
you feel about this direction?” Or, “I realize that you would like to learn more
about computer technology, but I see your abilities as stronger in marketing. How
would you feel about moving into the marketing area? I’d like it if you would try
relating to some clients directly to see if you enjoy it.” This ongoing, yet docu-
mented, interaction is important in long-term relationships. Once a person writes
down his or her objectives, you have a more reliable statement than you would re-
ceive in casual conversation. It’s a good point of reference to be able to say, “Last
year you felt the best thing you did was this particular job; now I see you going in
a completely different direction. How do you feel this compares with what you had
planned back then?”

Write down what is expected of your employees. Describe their jobs. Define
each employee’s position within the company; list his or her wages, and responsi-
bilities. Outline his or her benefits, working hours, pay schedule, and any overtime
payment.
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How Much Do You Cost?

Do you know how much you and your employees cost? Figure out exactly what
each employee costs your company, and then determine whether the employee
is really earning what he or she is being paid. A person’s cost is not just the salary
he or she takes home. It includes all of the fringe benefits he or she receives—
vacation, health insurance, sick leave, extra time off, business lunches, trips to
conventions or shows, a car, and all the other expenses and benefits that this
person enjoys, such as extra travel and meetings that he or she is able to enjoy
on company expense. You will find that you are paying for a lot of extras.
Health insurance, vacations, and sick time are just part of it. Many corporations
say that a staff person costs them approximately 30 to 40 percent more than the
salary. Within the design field, the cost is very similar.

You may discover, as I did, that your present staff is not really what you need.
It is nice to have a well-known person who enhances the reputation of your
studio—but is he or she producing, or is the person there just for cosmetic
purposes? How much is having this person worth? Is he or she part of your
image? Your advertising? You must evaluate your staff on a regular basis to be
sure that your employees continue to fit the business objectives of your
company.
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DATE:

TO: (employee)

This memorandum confirms our meeting of __________________, 20____, 
during which you were advised that your job performance has been 
unsatisfactory in the following respect(s):

You were advised that the deficiencies must be corrected if you are to 
remain an employee in good standing and that you should take the 
following actions to correct the problem(s) described above:

We have every confidence the problem(s) will be corrected, and that you 
will become a valued employee.

Sincerely,

_____________________
(Employer)

Receipt of the above notice is acknowledged:

_____________________
(Employee)

Notice of unsatisfactory
performance. This
memorandum should be issued
to employees whose work is a
problem and who you are
considering terminating. It can
help support any dismissal and
protect your firm against
claims of discriminatory
termination.



It is helpful to review your staff files, so you see where they started and how
they have progressed. Keeping these files current by updating the design staff ques-
tionnaire will help both you and your staff understand the situation. Today, pri-
mary staff members expect to be part of the profit structure of the company. They
need to have an understanding of where the money is coming from.

Sometimes, employees are given benefits that they may not consider of value,
although the benefits cost the company money. Small companies should ask the
employees which benefits they feel are worthwhile and which they feel have no
value to them.

Before adding a new employee, do a break-even analysis on the person and all
of his or her costs to be sure you can really afford him or her.

Notice of Unsatisfactory Performance
When you are considering terminating an employee, first give him or her a mem-
orandum verifying that there are certain unsatisfactory elements in his or her per-
formance. This memorandum can be followed up at a later date with appropriate
resignation forms. The purpose of issuing this notice of unsatisfactory perfor-
mance is simply to protect the firm against any claims of discriminatory termina-
tion. It is an excellent policy to have this memorandum for use as a support for
any dismissal. To be safe, consult your attorney if you feel you are going to be deal-
ing with any problems in this area.

TERMINATION OR RESIGNATION OF AN EMPLOYEE

When you terminate an employee, it is a good idea to inform him or her in writ-
ing, citing the specific reasons for termination. This will formally state the issues
just in case the employee should question the reason. On receiving the notice of
termination of employment, the employee should acknowledge receipt and return
the acknowledged notice to the company; severance and other benefits should not
be paid until the acknowledged notice is received. When you are terminating a
corporate officer or director, you need to receive from him or her a formal resig-
nation, which you must formally acknowledge. Samples of these letters are on
pages 104–105. Have your attorney review letters of termination.

When terminating or firing someone, don’t try to be nice or make it easier for
the individual. State the exact reason. To avoid employment claims, you must be
completely honest about termination decisions. There are so many lawsuits against
employers today. It is important to speak with your legal advisor seeking their di-
rection in the matter before you take action to terminate.

Resignation with Formal Acknowledgment
When a corporate officer or director leaves the company, he or she must submit a
formal resignation stating his or her position as a corporate officer and the fact
that he or she has officially resigned from the corporation. In that way the person
ensures that he or she will no longer be responsible for actions of the corporation
or involved in the corporation in any fashion. This resignation is then acknowl-
edged by the board of directors.
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DATE:

TO: (employee)

We regret to inform you that on ____________________, 20____, your
employment with the firm shall be terminated for the following 
reason(s):

Your severance pay and any fringe benefits due shall be according to 
company policy.

Please call for an appointment so that we may review with you the 
termination and arrange for the return of any company property in your
possession.

Again, we regret this action is necessary.

Very truly,

_____________________
(Employer)

Receipt of the above notice is acknowledged:

_____________________
(Employee)

Notice of termination of
employment. It is a good idea
to send a letter such as this to
employees you are terminating.
The employee should
acknowledge receipt and
return the acknowledged
notice to the company.



Exit Interview
Try to stay on good terms with everyone you have worked with or for. It’s a small
world, and you never know when you will be working together again. When em-
ployees resign, it is a good idea to have an interview with them to learn the rea-
sons why they are leaving. This will help you evaluate what sort of person you
need to hire as a replacement. You may find that the job is not appropriately struc-
tured, in which case, you will want to revise the job before hiring another person.
Or you may find that the qualifications of the departing employee did not fit the
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DATE:

TO:

Management:

Please be advised that the undersigned hereby resigns as 
______________________ of the corporation effective upon acceptance.

Please acknowledge acceptance of said resignation on behalf of the 
corporation.

Very truly,

_____________________
(Corporate Member)

The foregoing has been accepted pursuant to vote of the directors/
stockholders of the corporation effective ____________________, 20____.

_____________________
(For the Corporation)

Acknowledged resignation.
When a corporate officer or
director leaves the firm, he or
she must submit a formal
resignation such as this, which
you must formally
acknowledge.



job. This is also an excellent time to learn about issues within your company that
you may not be aware of.

It is a good idea to write a report on each exit interview and add it to the em-
ployee’s design staff questionnaire. I state the name of the employee; the date of
the exit interview; the date the employee was hired; and the employee’s address,
sex, marital status, age, and educational background. Generally, we use our regu-
lar staff evaluation form, but we add the reason for leaving and the type of 
separation.

After the exit interview, you should determine what action to take: to hire an-
other person, to ask another staff person to take on the additional work, or to fill
the void in some other way.
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DATE:

TO: (employer)

I hereby tender my resignation from the firm effective _____________, 
20____.

At that time I shall deliver all property of the firm in my possession.

Very truly,

_____________________
(Employee)

Sample letter of resignation.
When an employee resigns, he
or she should submit a letter
such as this to his or her
employer. The employee may
want to add certain details to
this basic letter.



While you may wish the employee were staying, you can make the most of his
or her departure by using the occasion to learn information about your company
that can help you with your future direction.

HIRING CONSULTANTS

Every year American businesses spend billions of dollars on consultants to address
specific problems that their in-house staff may not have the expertise or time to
handle. Smaller companies in particular find that consultants can make the dif-
ference between success and failure, profit and loss.

Appropriate consultants can help solve many types of problems for the design
firm; they can also become part of a team on a design project. A good reference
and directory of consultants is valuable to the management structure of a firm. We
need many types of consultants for many reasons.

When to Hire
You should hire consultants for the following reasons:

1. To bring in additional expertise. If you do not have a specialist on a
particular subject within your staff, it is economical to hire a consultant
with expertise in that area. This is the case whether the subject is
accounting, law, computers, or design specialities such as lighting and
hospitality.

2. To make a design team stronger. You can hire consultants to suit
particular projects. In this way you can assemble a team of experts that are
seldom found on any one person’s staff. Consultants make a firm stronger.

3. To review management or processing. It is a good idea to bring in a
consultant to determine whether your management is up to date or that
there are other processes more appropriate for managing your operation.

4. To resolve conflict. Design firms often have conflicts regarding
employees or staffing. Sometimes these can more easily be resolved by
bringing in another party to act as an impartial observer or a mediator.

5. To act as advisors to your staff. You might hire consultants to train
staff, to act as their mentors, and to help them develop their individual
potential.

6. To broaden the spectrum of information available to everyone within
the company. This can help you compete with the very large specialized
firms.

You should not hire a consultant under the following conditions:

1. When your need is not defined. There is no point in hiring a consultant
unless you know exactly which areas you want him or her to address.

2. If your need will be very long-term. For a long-term need you should
reconsider finding a person who would become part of your company.

3. If the consultant is not experienced with situations similar to yours.
If the consultant is extremely overqualified or has been dealing with very
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large companies, he or she may not understand your individual small
issues.

4. If the timing is not appropriate. A consultant should be brought in to
your firm only when there is time for him or her to digest the information
that is going to be reviewed. There is no point in bringing a consultant in
during a crisis if his or her interaction will take a considerable amount of
time to comprehend and use. Unless the consultant can become directly
involved in the crisis management, you should see the crisis through
before bringing him or her in.

When I was younger, I thought that if I wanted to learn something, I could
take some courses, or enroll in college. As I developed my business, I found
myself wanting additional knowledge in business and other specialized areas.
I discussed this with a number of my business consultants, and they told me
that the best way I could get the most appropriate, clearly defined, and up-
to-date information for my subject was to hire a group of consultants. In
essence, I was advised to look at my individual needs and to find the best pos-
sible consultant available.

I have been using consultants extensively now for over thirty years. There
is barely a week that passes in which my firm does not use a consultant for
some reason. Some of their fees have been startling, but usually the consul-
tants are more than worth it. When I have had a properly defined project and
been able to clearly state it to my consultants, their response has been amaz-
ingly quick and direct.

Consultants are part of our everyday vocabulary. We could not run our
small firm without them. If you were within a very large corporate structure,
perhaps you would not need as many consultants. But for us it is one of the
most rewarding methods of learning I’ve experienced. Consultants have also
pointed me toward other specialists they believed I should know about or
meet. They have recommended lectures, people, courses, and books. When a
consultant recommends that I review information, I know the time I spend
doing so will not be wasted, but very worthwhile.

Whom to Hire
There are two consultants every firm will need: an accountant and an attorney. At
my firm, we also call on a number of other advisors for a variety of reasons. When-
ever I see a problem, I contact some outside consultants for their review and opin-
ion. They bring us an objective viewpoint and management expertise that we
could in no way have ourselves. Hiring a consultant gives us strength in areas out-
side our major interest.

Your Accountant. You need the services of an accountant from the time you be-
gin planning your office until the day you sell it. Too often, accountants are treated
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as postmortem people. To get maximum value, you must learn to use accountants
in your planning stages as well as for your annual review. If he or she becomes
part of your company, you will get more from the relationship.

Your accountant can help you with your cash management systems and day-to-
day operating techniques so that you can use your money to your best advantage.
I don’t like any accounting system that leaves room for question. I want to know
ahead of time what we’ve done, where we stand, how our projects are developing
financially, and how our time management is being handled. Any good accoun-
tant can set this up for you.

Invite your accountant to look over all your future business plans. Subtle flaws
can result in unbelievable tax consequences or can greatly affect your cash flow.

Your accountant should also review your leases, loan agreements, contracts, and
any long-term commitments before you are inextricably involved. You may want
him or her to review your insurance as well, and to comment on the policies you
have purchased. Because your accountant knows your financial needs, he or she
is able to spot quickly whether your coverage is adequate. If it is not, he or she can
recommend what else you should have. This can be exceptionally helpful.

The more your accountant is told about your operation, and the less he or she
has to discover by searching and probing, the more quickly he or she can start
helping your firm. Accountants bill by the hour, so it pays to make their job easy.
I recommend inviting your accountant and your attorney to regular meetings
where you and they discuss the advancement and structure of your company. Be
sure they know each other and are familiar with what the other does on your be-
half. Meet with your accountant several times a year, and pick his or her brain
about every financial aspect of your business.

When it is time for your accountant to review your books, be sure the records
are up to date and all the numbers are ready. For the lowest accounting prices pos-
sible, use your own bookkeeping staff to prepare the records. It is difficult and ex-
pensive for an outside person to come in and update your records. Have your
books ready for your accountant, on time, and in clean, readable condition, and
you won’t be paying accountants’ prices for clerical work.

Don’t be afraid to ask your accountant questions, but remember that the orien-
tation of accountants is to be conservative. If you have stated a plan of action, and
your accountant suggests it is not financially feasible, or does not recommend it,
don’t be afraid to ask for alternatives. It may be that only one phase of the project
is inappropriate and that you can easily adjust the plan.

One accountant worked with my firm from 1956 until he died in 1990. Mr.
Samuel Ledger became our accountant because he was very easy for me to
understand. He taught CPAs locally, and was used to explaining financial
matters in elementary language. Every time I considered an addition, a sub-
traction, opening another business, closing one, a move or a change, Mr.
Ledger was one of the first people I called in to see if my idea was economi-
cal. There were times when I had projects I thought were extremely exciting
until he showed me how the taxes and additional accounting records re-
quired would make them impractical.

Before I met Mr. Ledger, I worked with a firm of many accountants who
insisted on doing it “their way,” who really didn’t care what my company
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wanted—only that it was done according to proper accounting principles.
These accounts could not communicate. It was important to me, when I
started, to have someone who was able to relate to me in terms I understood.
The first accounting Mr. Ledger did for me was to prepare my annual taxes.
I would take him my little red book every year, and he would do my ac-
counting and charge me $25.00. The account grew considerably, and he took
on a number of other accounts we referred to him. He became a part of our
company over the last thirty years, and I think he learned to enjoy us as much
as we learned to enjoy him.

Learn to talk with your accountant. You should understand every form and re-
port your accountant gives you. If you don’t understand one, ask your accountant
to explain it to you. If he or she can’t explain it to your satisfaction, find someone
who can explain it to you in terms you understand. State your aims. Start him or
her thinking as to how they can be accomplished from a financial viewpoint.

Your Attorney. You need an attorney in the preplanning stages when starting a
business, not after you have decided to start a business. Should it be a sole pro-
prietorship, a partnership, a limited partnership, limited liability company, or a
corporation? These and other types of ownership are explained in Chapter 2 (see
pages 40—43). You, your attorney, and your accountant should work together to tai-
lor your business structure.

Other times to use attorneys would be for contract interpretation, drafting, and
review; for working out problems with clients who file suits; and for negotiating
with employees.

Your attorney can also help you maintain your business structure. He or she
might assist in preparing corporate minutes, corporate resolutions, and the docu-
ments required for tax and legal purposes.

I asked a number of attorneys how large a part they felt an attorney should play
in a company structure. The answer was, in essence, “as large a part as the client
requires.” Some people need a person to talk to when they are testing ideas. An at-
torney is a good person for this, but an expensive one. Other people talk to an at-
torney only when they have a definite problem—a lawsuit or a contract dispute, for
instance.

I think there is a middle ground. For an attorney to give you the best service,
you should bring him or her in before the final die is cast so he or she can mold
the manner in which the issues are handled. Consult with an attorney if you think
there is going to be a suit; don’t wait until someone sues you. Your attorney can
help with the negotiations or preparations for a possible legal suit.

Selecting an attorney is difficult. I think the best way to go about it is compare
notes with other businesspeople. Ask for recommendations from those who have
used an attorney’s services. Some attorneys do not want small business accounts.
It is important to deal with an attorney who is interested in and handles small
businesses.

You can find an attorney by consulting recognized law listings. Probably the
best-known directory is the Martindale-Hubbell Legal Directory, available in most
public libraries. It lists attorneys by representative clients, and gives financial ref-
erences. It also rates the attorneys for general ability and overall reputation.

The Martindale-Hubbell Legal Directory uses three ratings—”A,” “B,” and “C”—
for general ability. To be classified under any of these categories, an attorney must
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have been in practice for a particular period of time, and must be rated by fellow
attorneys. While “A” is the highest rating, many good attorneys do not have an “A”
rating simply because they have not been in practice long enough.

The directory also uses three ratings for overall reputation: “V,” “AV,” and “BV.”
The “V” rating stands for a very high reputation. However, an attorney with an
“AV” rating is well above average in reputation, and a person with a “BV” rating
may be just as good. Reputation ratings tend to reflect an attorney’s years of expe-
rience, rather than his or her level of integrity. They do not reflect ability.

When you meet with the attorney you have chosen, discuss your business ob-
jectives and your interests. Do not be put off if the attorney is not particularly en-
thusiastic. We hire attorneys for their skills and experience, not to have the same
enthusiasms we have. From experience, an attorney knows that everything that
crosses his or her desk is not necessarily going to succeed.

The attorney will try to diminish your enthusiasm to see if you have both feet
on the ground and are aware of the realities. It is part of his or her orientation.

Ask the attorney whether he or she will actually do your work or outsource to
another lawyer. Very few lawyers today practice in a one-person office; most are
in partnership or are part of a large company. If you expect your attorney to do all
the work, make that clear at the outset; he or she will price accordingly. If your
work will be outsourced, get some idea from the attorney of who will perform the
legal services and how they will be handled, so that you are not disappointed with
the outcome.

Judging the quality of an attorney’s work can be just as difficult as selecting the
attorney in the first place. Results are your best guide. Has using this attorney re-
duced or eliminated your firm’s disputes and litigations? Are you in trouble with
tax authorities or in other areas where he or she represents you?

The lawyer-client privilege means your lawyer cannot be forced to reveal any-
thing you told him or her in preparation of your case. However, you should be
aware that this privilege does not apply to your accountant, your corporate trea-
surer, other employees, professional advisors, or board members.

Your Financial Planner. At one point, the financial planning of a firm was handled
by its banker and accountant. Today, however, the financial world is much more
complex, and many firms find that using a financial consultant can be valuable in
planning their financial structure.

The financial planner will review all of your assets and liabilities, including
your income tax returns, your wills, and any settlements, contracts, deeds, mort-
gages, insurance policies, and other papers related to your financial position. With
this information, he or she will calculate your net worth, give you a monthly cash-
flow statement (if your accountant has not already given you those), and recom-
mend a plan for you that takes advantage of your best financial opportunities.

A financial planner will review everything, from your types of mortgages to your
kinds of investments, retirement plans, and company structures. He or she will
look at your total financial position, not just your company’s—a different viewpoint
from that of your accountant.

Financial planners can come from many different backgrounds. Anyone can say
he or she is a financial planner, so you must use caution in selecting a planner.
Look at the person’s credentials. He or she should belong to either the Interna-
tional Association for Financial Planners or the Institute of Certified Financial
Planners. Many colleges and business schools also offer programs in financial
planning, and while people who have attended these classes may have certificates
or a degree, this in no way guarantees their expertise.
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I have found that the best way to find a financial planner is through a reference
from a personal friend, your banker, your accountant, your lawyer, or someone
else who normally works with planners. When interviewing a financial planner,
ask to see the kinds of plans he or she has done for other people. Also ask what
types of firms have used him or her. Some planners will only take very large ac-
counts; others will take reasonably small ones.

Planners usually cost anywhere from $1,000 and up, depending on the area they
are in and the type of services they offer. They usually charge a fee (flat or hourly);
and this is the only type of planner I would recommend. I feel that someone who
earns a commission on whatever he or she sells you cannot have an objective
viewpoint. It is usually worthwhile to review your program every year with a fi-
nancial planner.

Each consultant brings his or her own knowledge and experience to a situation.
Consultants you should consider hiring include the following:

■ Accountants.

■ Advertising and Promotion Consultants.

■ Architects. If a designer initiates the project, it is common for the
designer to hire an architect as a consultant.

■ Attorneys.

■ Business Development Consultants or Business Coach. It can be a
real help to have someone outside your firm assist you in analyzing your
opportunities and the development of your company. This person knows a
lot about the current happenings in the field and can help review your
options. It is also very valuable to hear about the different systems and
processes that work in other firms.

There are coaches and programs for most needs, from a hands-on
examination of your particular firm to a more general course that gives you
guidelines. In the Design Business Solution Program, we bring designers
together in groups so they see not just what others are doing, but hear their
goals, roadblocks, and successes. Interior design can be a very lonely
business. A good program will put you in the company of noncompeting
designers, so you can speak freely and gain true support.

■ Business Service Consultants. There are consultants for every aspect of
business: telephone and telecommunications, office equipment, computer
troubleshooting and instruction, personnel management, and more. If there
is a problem in your office, it is likely that a specialist exists who can help
you solve it.

■ Collection Agencies.

■ Compensation Specialists. These firms organize compensation
performance schedules that relate to the performance of the company.

■ Design Consultants. Without the input of other designers, I am sure that
I would have made many more mistakes than I have. When something
we’re concerned about comes up on a project, we have another designer
review it. When I purchased the building that I am in, I asked two other
designers to review my plans for the building to see if they could find any
ways of improving on them. It was amazing how much they found.

Design consultants can help guide you in determining which issues must
be handled now to avoid later cost increases. In this way they can help
remove your profits.
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You must find designers who are not in your locale. They need to be
from another city or in a noncompetitive position.

■ Engineers. There are many types of engineering services that our
projects require—structural, civil, acoustical, and lighting. With all the high
tech work we do today the list is very extensive. Designers require not just
engineers to assure the liability issues, but also to bring their projects to a
higher level than their firms can do in house.

■ Educational Consultants. Usually, these are experienced educators who
are familiar with the many programs offered by various institutions. They
also have current knowledge of the field, so they are able to advise on
programs that would be suitable to a particular designer’s needs. Today,
there are many courses available, but they are on different levels. This
person will help you find the ones that are best for you. These consultants
recommend the different kinds of educational programs that might be
appropriate for your staff, either on an in-house basis or on a special basis.
Ideally, the interior design school you attended will keep in touch with you
throughout your career. An educational consultant affiliated with your
school would enable you to pay the school a fee, which allows the school to
monitor your curriculum vitae and keep you up to date and assist you in a
career change. This process is explained more extensively in my book
Interior Design & Beyond (John Wiley and Sons, Inc. 1995)

■ Employee Benefits Consultants. There are a lot of recently formed
companies that can review your benefits-package plan. They can also
create a package for you, show you how to manage it, and present it to
your employees. Most of these consultants cater to larger firms; however,
some are available to small design firms.

■ Financial Planners.

■ Human Resources Consultants. There are firms solely dedicated to the
development and implementation of employee-relations strategies. These
firms specialize in compensation training, development, communication,
and management effectiveness. They will create policy manuals,
handbooks, and supervisory training procedures. These firms usually work
with larger firms of a hundred or more.

■ Import and Export Specialists. If you plan to do work abroad, you should
consult this kind of specialist. He or she will determine how you should
handle your work abroad, addressing such issues as government regulations,
legal permits, representatives, shipping, joint venture involvement, and
anything else related to working in a specific foreign country.

■ Insurance Specialists. Although you can often use your insurance agent
as your consultant, there are specialists who will review your insurance
and determine whether you can consider other options for your program.
These specialists are usually available to associations and larger midsized
firms, where bidding for policy coverage is appropriate.

■ Leadership Consultants. There are many consultants who train and
consult on leadership. Every chief executive officer and manager
understands that there are many problems in leadership. These consultants
can help train you in some techniques that will be helpful to you in leading
your specific firm.

■ Management Consultants. These consultants are available through
accounting firms or as individual consultants. They will review your
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management procedures, to determine what can be done to improve the
individual management of your firm. Almost every design firm uses some
management consulting because an outsider has the necessary distance
from the day-to-day operations to provide an overview of a management
system.

■ Marketing Consultants. Marketing consultants specialize in setting up
marketing programs and in showing firms how to develop these programs.

■ Mergers and Acquisitions Consultants. These consultants are very
useful if you are considering merging with or acquiring another company.
They will help you explore and evaluate the different options available to
your company, and provide assistance in staff evaluation.

■ Productive Systems Analysts. Any firm that has production scheduling
or any kind of production system can use productivity systems analysts.
These specialists review manufacturing and professional service
organizations to determine their individual productivity.

■ Record and Information Managers. Certified record managers provide
systems for handling all forms of documents, from the initial stages
through the final disposition. They will review any kind of base form.
Usually, you should hire those with backgrounds in records and
management systems within the design field.

■ Recruitment Specialists. Customarily only large firms use recruiters, but
small firms can benefit from their use, too. It is often difficult to know how
to locate and attract the particular person that you need. Professional
recruiters can help set up the structure and procedures for you.

■ Software and Computer Consultants. There are specialists in almost
every field who can determine which software packages would best suit
your needs. You give them the details of what you would like to produce,
and they, in turn, will put you in touch with the best software packaging.
Usually, it is best to meet first with a software consultant to determine
what software is required, then meet later with a computer consultant. It is
too expensive to make a mistake.

■ Telemarketing Consultants. For telephone communications, both
inbound and outbound, there are many training programs and consulting
services available. These companies will review your individual demands
and come up with a program that is appropriate. They will also provide
training for the program.

■ Training Consultants. There are consultants who can be brought in to
train your staff, depending upon your needs. They can also be hired on a
per-assignment or per-project basis to help bring your staffing up to date.
Using training consultants is often less expensive than sending your
employees to school.

Consultant Contracts
The contract with your consultants can be an ongoing contract or a specific one,
depending upon your requirements. Before you hire a consultant, it is a good idea
to draft a contract or a letter of agreement. (Your consultant may give you a letter
of agreement.) But first define your service requirements so that your goals will be
based on reality. Your goal may be being able to train a designer in the use of a
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CAD. If so, explain to the consultant the type of work that you expect the designer
to be doing so that the consultant can set priorities on what is taught. It may be
more important to teach space planning than other types of drafting to this de-
signer. By carefully defining your goals you will save a tremendous amount of your
consultant’s time—and your money.

Your agreement should also state the starting and completion dates of the proj-
ect. Every project has time assignments; you need to know how many hours the
consultant will be working—and the consultant needs to know how many hours
will be required—in order to plan your schedule and estimate your costs for the
project.

Add a requirement, or clause, in your agreement to cover any additional work
or modifications that might be needed. For example, if the consultants are going
to continue to consult on a weekly or monthly basis, or be available for telephone
consulting, what will your costs be?

Outline in your agreement what support the consultant will require. If the con-
sultant is in your space, will he or she need an individual office? A secretary? De-
termine just what kind of time, personnel, and physical requirements are neces-
sary for him or her to do his or her job.

Include a definition of termination. If you find that you are not happy with the
contractor’s handling of the project, you need to know how you can terminate the
relationship. This should be defined before you start working together.

Spell out financial arrangements: the fee per hour or day, the set fee for the as-
signment, or the reward in the case of negotiating a contract. If the consultants
help get a contract for you, they might be paid on a percentage basis. Outline the
payment schedule, listing exactly when the fee will be paid and what your obli-
gations are so that you can be prepared. Spell out which expenses and other items
you will cover. These might include travel expenses and other expenses incurred
in relation to the job.

Be sure that you have a confidentiality clause in your document. You are hiring
a consultant because you want top-quality, up-to-date information, and the best
caliber work. The product of your cooperative effort should be used only for your
firm and not by competitors.

Determine up front the right of ownership of information or any products or
sales that are developed from your relationship with a consultant. I make it un-
derstood from the beginning that when I use a consultant, this is my project, done
for my client. I do the billing, and my consultant has no right to work for the client
independently of my corporation.

Your agreement should include a right-to-advertise clause to prevent the con-
sultant from using your company’s name for promotional purposes without writ-
ten approval. The consultant can usually list your name on a résumé without con-
sent, but this should be clearly documented in your agreement.

You need a statement in your agreement regarding the legal process. It should
be clearly stated that in the case of any litigation, the consultant is required to co-
operate with your company.

A consultant will usually want to put some kind of stop-work clause into the
agreement, which means that if you do not pay at a given prescribed time, he or
she has the right to stop working.

An appropriate up-front agreement is crucial with consultants. It makes for a
better working relationship and helps eliminate problems later on. Even though
you expect never to disagree, formulating the process by which to disagree in ad-
vance is always advisable.
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6
Marketing and Selling

Marketing is the process of getting goods and services to the customer. It can be
divided into three major areas: market development, advertising and public re-
lations, and sales.

Just as McDonald’s has learned to sell hamburgers, and hospitals have learned
to sell medicine, interior designers need to learn to market and sell design ser-
vices. We need to develop the techniques of communication that work with the
particular client group we seek, because it is the person who knows how to mar-
ket and how to sell who gets the business.

A designer’s business is to solve problems that the client cannot or does not
want to solve alone. It is the designer’s job to identify the problem and then, by
technical skill and experience, show the client how to solve and expedite the sit-
uation. To sell their services, interior designers must show that they are busi-
nesspeople who understand construction and appropriate schedules and budgets.

Only an informed consumer can differentiate between partial service and full
service, unqualified and qualified designers; and it is up to us to educate the con-
sumer through marketing. The longstanding method of obtaining new clients
through word of mouth is no longer adequate, even for firms that have been in
business for decades.

The majority of design firms rely on referrals as their major marketing tool.
This is no longer enough, as many newcomers to the field have spent as much
time developing their marketing techniques as other firms have spent developing
design skills.

Marketing and selling is building a relationship between the right client and
the right firm. It is critical that the relationship is designed to last.

MARKET DEVELOPMENT

To maintain your business activity and required growth three years in the future,
you have to seek new business now. The business practice of marketing is an ef-
fective tool for controlling short-, middle-, and long-term development.

The first and most important part of marketing is to establish your company’s
overall goals and to define the design firm’s strengths and abilities. You can then
identify which strategies you need to achieve your objectives.



Before beginning your marketing program, answer the following questions:

1. What is the size of your firm and what is its general organization?

2. What types of employees do you have and what are their areas of
expertise?

3. Who is the person in your firm responsible for your marketing efforts?

4. What are your firm’s strengths?

5. What are your firm’s weaknesses?

6. How do you expect to overcome these weaknesses?

7. Who will carry out your firm’s marketing efforts? List what is to be done
and who will handle it.

8. Which selling tools are available to you and which ones will you need to
acquire?

The most costly mistake marketers can make is to place their entire emphasis
on existing or prospective clients and to overlook in-house capabilities.

Finally, for market development to be effective, it must be a highly systemized,
structured process, with exact schedules and reviews of each part of the client in-
teraction—from the first contact through to proposal writing and the follow-up.

Market Research
Your market is your actual and potential clients. Today, most interior designers
need to develop business, and a prime tool for doing this is market research. The
purpose of market research is to identify additional business areas and to evalu-
ate ways that might be effective in securing business in these areas. The effective-
ness of basic market research can be quite significant in proportion to the time and
effort put into it. The business activities that make up market research include an-
alyzing and understanding consumer circumstances, economics, and attitudes; it
is also knowing the competition and being aware of relevant government regula-
tions. The ability of recognize early trends is as important as knowing the current
situation.

All marketing is guesswork. However, the more information you can acquire in
your research, the more scientific and profitable your marketing becomes. It is
possible to hire someone to do all or part of your market research, but very few
interior design firms are large enough to afford this luxury. Those that are large
enough may wish to consult Bradford’s Directory of Marketing Research Agencies,
which lists market research firms, their principals, number of employees, and the
type of market research they do.

Investigating the Competition. To exist in the marketplace, you need to know
your competition. It is relatively easy to find out what your competition is doing
just by being observant. As interior designers, we have the ability to know what
was done on a project and how, just by looking at it. In addition, many times
clients, friends, and other people will give you information.

Competition for the interior design dollar has become increasingly aggressive.
Published surveys rate interior design as the highest paying of the design profes-
sions, over architecture, landscape architecture, and engineering.

The competition comes from all directions—from large architectural firms with
small interior design departments to the spouse of the CEO and the office-supply
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distributor who suddenly announces that he or she has a design department. Even
the manufacturers themselves offer competition. Some are qualified, others 
are not.

Often, designers are not competing with their peers, but with people who may
have minimal, if any, design training. Many of these newcomers are unaware of
the scope of interior design, do not provide full service, and can undercut profes-
sional interior designers’ prices as a result.

We need to maintain rapport with our design competition, and to work with
them if possible. It is usually best not to talk down a competitor; instead, show a
potential client how your design services are exceptional.

Identifying the Client. At one time, it was thought that marketing was selling a
product to a client. Today, marketing is determining who needs what you have to
sell. It is saleable? Is the client ready for this product or service at this particular
time? A professional designer should pinpoint his or her marketing area. It is quite
costly to blanket the field; even a large design firm cannot afford to do this.

Set geographic limits for your marketing efforts. Ask yourself the same questions
you would ask yourself in deciding on a location for a new business (see pages
63–64). Being where you are visible and where there is work makes marketing
easier.

Identify the kind of person you want to attract as your potential client. If your
focus is hospitals, it would be foolish for you to allocate research funds or mar-
keting energy in residential areas.

Sources for Jobs
Every interior designer has many sources for potential clients. The following list
of prospects should always be considered.

Referrals. Be referable—do quality work, and establish client/friend relationships
so that you become a firm clients will be happy to refer. The best source for new
clients is referrals. Because design is a sizable investment, prospective clients are
wary of hiring an interior designer without knowing something about him or her.

One of the best prospecting methods is to review your present work to see if
there are contacts from these jobs who can help you to get more work. No job
stands alone. There are always other jobs that come from each particular job. The
clients for whom you have done satisfactory work are excellent referral sources if
you keep in touch with them. Ask them if they would be willing to write testimo-
nials or case studies on their projects. These can often be published or mailed to
a prospective client. Call a client and ask him or her to give you an overview, ei-
ther through an interview or a written comment, or just ask what he or she
thought of your job.

Anyone who uses an interior designer creates a demand among his or her
friends and acquaintances for design work. These people probably don’t want ex-
actly what the others have; these are potential clients.

1. Friends. Some people work well with friends, and others prefer an 
arm’s-length relationship. You alone can determine whether you wish to
work with friends, but many designers begin their careers this way.

2. Interprofessionals. Engineers, architects, and other professionals in
design-related fields are excellent sources for clients. They often have jobs
that need interior design services.
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3. Contractors. You should interview both general contractors and
subcontractors to find out what type of projects they are working on and
whether there are any opportunities for a design professional.

4. Manufacturers, Representatives, Wholesalers, Supplies, Distributors.
All have salespeople in the field and are aware of future projects. These
groups can be excellent sources for the interior design to develop.

5. Business Development Organizations. Every region has several
organizations dedicated to business development. The Chamber of
Commerce is a traditional one, but there are many more. Some handle
only business development for special groups, such as minority-owned
firms.

6. Government. A major purchaser of design services and products today,
the government is a special type of client with specific communication
requirements, both in qualifying for a project and in documenting the job.
In order to formulate the appropriate approach, you may want to attend
one of the courses given on this subject by the Small Business
Administration and/or other localized business development organizations.
These organizations have prepared up-to-date guides and contact lists.

7. Government Officials. Often, the officials within a community are aware
of new building projects and new industries that are coming into the area.

8. Owners. Owners of any large project, such as an apartment building or
an office building, are an excellent source for learning about new tenants.
Normally, the owners are interested in maintaining a good standard within
their building, and so are happy to share this information.

Networking. It is often said that what counts in business is not what you know,
but who you know and how you use those contacts. The process of developing and
using your contacts for informal advice and moral support as you pursue your ca-
reer is called networking. It is a popular and valuable tool for interior designers
because through networking you can learn about jobs, people, and situations that
credit reports cannot cover. With a good networking system, it’s easier to find the
right type of client.

Some networking relationships may be quite profitable, but not all are effective.
Time spent networking is an investment. Is the return adequate? If it isn’t, perhaps
you have the wrong networking group.

People tend to label almost any interaction as networking. However, effective
networking must have a goal, a strategy, and a direction. Set as your goal that in
the next month you will meet a certain number of people: prospective clients, sup-
pliers, contractors, competitors, and perhaps a few masters in the field. Allow
yourself a specific amount of time to make these contacts and then make use of
mealtimes, or even exercise periods, to interact with these people. Then write out
a networking program for the next twelve months.

The basis for a good networking system is your list of friends, your telephone
book, your correspondence files, and even your address book. This is your current
group for normal interaction. If you can, separate these lists into personal and
business acquaintances.

For networking to be successful, you should follow these guidelines:

1. Meet business contacts on a regular basis. To do so, plan events and
situations to occur on an average of every four to six weeks throughout the
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year. In addition, go to events, either alone or with someone from your
group. Go to seminars, workshops, meetings—any kind of an organized
program. You’ll find that at almost any community meeting you end up
speaking with new people or renewing an acquaintance. Exchanging
updates on what each of you has been doing paves the way for more useful
conversation.

2. Make the first contact. Do not be afraid to say hello to someone, or to
call a person about a situation. People are usually flattered that you have
taken the time to call them.

3. Ask the right questions. You can probably acquire some information
about anything just by contacting four or five people. Just ask: “Who do
you know that could do this particular craft?” or “Where can I find this
item?” People like to be asked questions. They enjoy being considered
authorities.

4. Network with your competitors. Many designers see other designers
solely as competitors. I don’t. Other designers help us get jobs because they
create an audience of people who want design services. No one’s services
are appropriate in all situations. Talk to your competitors. There are many
ways to share information without jeopardizing your business. Good
relationships with your fellow designers can save you a lot of aggravation
and money, just in the tips that are shared.

5. Stay in touch. You must keep in regular contact with anyone with whom
you want to build a networking system. Sometimes it is better not to start a
relationship if you cannot keep it up. Keep in contact with people on a
four-to-six-week basis. Often, a short note or a phone call is all that is
needed. If they are not available, leave a message. Just make sure there is
some kind of contact on a regular basis so that when you do need special
information from these people, they remember who you are. Then they are
usually happy to respond.

6. Send birthday and anniversary cards. If you can, learn the dates of
your contacts’ birthdays and anniversaries, and send them cards. A number
of professionals organize these mailings on a yearly basis, with all the
cards addressed and ready to go on January 1. Their secretaries then put
the cards in the mail on specific dates to assure that they reach their
destination at the proper time. If you cannot organize these mailings on an
annual basis, do it at least on a monthly basis. Keep a book with these
special dates and names in it. Many well-known businesspeople seldom get
a birthday card, so when they do get a special card, a few flowers, or a
small gift beautifully wrapped, this makes a great impression. They will
remember you, sometimes years later.

7. Send “thank you” notes. When someone does a favor for you, send a
note thanking him or her. Saying “thank you” is important, but you will
make more of an impact if you also send a handwritten card. All it has to
say is something like “thank you for the favor you did for me last Tuesday.”

8. Promote others. In introducing people to other people, and
recommending them for projects, you accumulate goodwill. It is always
good to be owed a favor. When I meet people who are good in specific
disciplines, I make a point of trying to help them progress as far as
possible within their given field. I try to have them meet the right people in
the right situations—and I expect them to recommend me in return.
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Reciprocity is expected when you give a person a reference. A designer I
know in Arizona recommended a landscape architectural firm to the point
where the firm had twenty jobs at one time from his recommendations, but
he got no client referrals from the firm. He mentioned the lack of
reciprocity to the principal of the firm, and, although the principal was
supportive, no jobs resulted. The firm did not understand enough about
interior design to be able to sell any designer. So the designer started
looking for a more reciprocal situation. Sometimes it’s not that the firm
doesn’t recommend you; it’s that they are not able to sell you.

9. Try to enlarge your networking system. Usually, everyone that you can
introduce to your network makes the system a stronger and more valuable
marketing tool.

Getting the Right Jobs
You must determine which clients are worth approaching and how much is ap-
propriate to invest in each individual project.

Larger projects and continuing commissions are the most financially desirable,
but remember that many firms are going after those jobs. Sometimes the most lu-
crative projects are from smaller clients, with whom the principal of your firm has
taken the time to develop a rapport. These clients appreciate the attention and are
often willing to reward the designer, both financially and with good design 
opportunities.

Review your success in getting jobs. If you are trying for jobs in a certain area,
and you’ve lost the last six or eight of the jobs, you’re either going after the wrong
jobs or your whole marketing presentation needs to be reviewed.

Taking the wrong job can destroy your firm. There is no faster way to ruin a
project and to diminish your reputation than by taking on a project that is be-
yond the ability of your firm, or that is inappropriate for your firm. It is ex-
citing to move into a new area, but you shouldn’t jump into it before you are
ready to handle it.

Source of Market Information. A lot of market research can be done from the ma-
terials available from the government. Look in “Government Publications and
Their Use,” available from Brookings Institute, 1775 Massachusetts Ave. NW, Wash-
ington, DC, 20036, or www.brook.edu. Another source is the popular “Guide to the
U.S. Publications.” To get government publications, write to the Federal Consumer
Information Center, Pueblo, CO, 81009, or www.Pueblo.gsa.gov. All publications of
the Government Printing Office are on sale through the FCIC in Pueblo. The GPO
Web site at www.access.gpo.gov/su_docs/ can tell you what is available. The Small
Business Administration and the Department of Commerce Field Office are other
good sources of information.

For the most specific information, define your market group. If your specialty is
residential design for the highly affluent, you should read the social columns and
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announcements in many publications to watch the social movement of your po-
tential clients. Designers who specialize in space planning for large offices might
want to add Commerce Business Daily to their reading lists. This publication list
government jobs being put out for bid.

It is important for the interior designer to be aware of general economic trends,
as well as specific developments planned by different organizations for which de-
sign services could be required. Publications that are helpful include:

■ Wall Street Journal

■ Barron’s

■ BusinessWeek

■ Forbes

■ Time

■ The New York Times

■ The National Observer

■ Other local papers published by statewide business organizations, such as
Business Magazine and Banking Magazine, and magazines related to each
individual discipline in which you are working can also be valuable.
Newspapers and magazines should not be underestimated as information
sources for they are media to which our clients are constantly exposed.
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Qualifying the Job and the Client

There are several key items that you should look at in qualifying a job from a
potential client:

1. Is it the right type of job for you?
2. Is it the right size job?
3. Is there opportunity for professional growth? Does the job offer new

challenges?
4. Is the prospective client accustomed to making decisions?
5. Is he or she reasonable—or overly demanding? Check with a number of

other designers and/or contractors who have worked with this person to get
a feel for what he or she is like. If the person has a great ego problem and
needs boundless support, the job may become too time-consuming and
difficult to handle.

6. Is the timing right, or will you have to rush to prepare your proposal?
Usually, a poor proposal is worse than no proposal.

7. Does the client pay his or her bills properly? Does he or she have a good
credit rating, and is he or she willing to meet the requirements?

8. Is this particular prospective client connected with any special competitor of
yours? If the prospect has a relative or friend in the design business to
whom he or she has given previous business, it is probably not worth
pursuing this client to any great extent.

9. What will it cost you to develop this particular client? Is it worth it in
relation to the payoff of the potential project?



Read what your prospective clients read. If you are to work in a specialty, you
must have an understanding of the current issues and changes within that 
specialty.

Two other publications you should read are Standard & Poor’s Industrial Sur-
veys and the Dodge Reports. Standard & Poor’s Industrial Surveys analyzes trends
in construction, utilities, retailing, and transportation.

McGraw-Hill publishes the Dodge Reports, available for specific geographic ar-
eas. This is an excellent outline of the buildings under construction within a given
area, the firms that are designing them, the details of the contracts, and the other
professionals involved in the projects.

Most of these publications are available in your local library’s business section.

Your Marketing Staff
Traditionally, most market development was done by the principals of the firm;
however, today the client development process has become so extensive that it is
impossible for the principals to be active in the design process and handle all the
market development. They are really two completely different functions. It is bet-
ter to have someone specifically devoted to this function. The person handling the
marketing division must have both a good knowledge of the design field, as well
as excellent interpersonal skills. This combination is very difficult to find. The per-
son responsible for marketing often influences the design decisions because of his
or her liaison with the client.

Small firms that cannot afford a full-time marketing employee may choose to
use a part-time person to keep the program on target. The most important func-
tion is to have a consistent program and to work at it regularly. This is not some-
thing you do only when you need new business. By then, it is usually too late.

PUBLIC RELATIONS

Public relations comprises those business functions concerned with informing the
public of your abilities, activities, and policies; and attempting to create a favor-
able public opinion. Public relations can include hiring a publicist, but for most
interior designers it consists of personal interaction such as attending community
functions and inviting the public to see their work.

Public relations has three purposes:

1. To make you known to your resources.

2. To make you known to your peers.

3. To make you known to potential clients.

You tell people about your firm with your studio, your personal appearance, your
business card, your stationery, the community meetings you choose to attend, your
portfolio, and in many other ways. Public relations is not orchestrated for you; you
engage in public relations with each client contact—even with the way your tele-
phone is answered. The goal is to present yourself in a favorable light. Research
shows it takes a minimum of seven to ten contacts to build enough rapport with a
prospective client to be able to sell to him or her.
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A professional publicist directs a public relations campaign from a palette of re-
sources and techniques, choosing those that best suit the client. Public relations is
labor-intensive. Choose activities that suit your skills and personality, and they
will become part of the way you do business.

Fundamental Public Relations
You can contribute tremendously toward improving your firm’s public relations by
the following activities—which demand only time:

1. Provide the best service possible. Clients will usually return to you and
will give you good recommendations.

2. Call on potential clients. Visit developers and other people that you
know may have contracts available.

3. Talk to current clients. See if they will introduce you to other people
who could be good prospective clients.

4. Attend every event possible within your community. Try to be very
visible within the community where you want to develop business. Be seen
at places where you feel your clients will be. If you are interested in a sport
or cultural activity, be a regular supporter and meet everyone there.

Taking part in community affairs is an excellent way to show your future
clients that you are interested in their lifestyle—that you not only approve of
it, but are a part of it. Many designers have acquired their total client list by
being active in community affairs. It is important, however, to become
active in an area in which you are really interested, as well as one that
offers a good source of clients.

Watch your position on controversial issues. As a general rule, it is not
good marketing for an interior designer to take sides in public. Some
people are very active in political and highly controversial social issues,
and they will judge you by your position on these issues.

5. Go to various conferences or seminars and sit with your prospective
clients. Do not sit with other designers or professional people; you want
to appear accessible to your clients, not exclusive.

6. Meet people. Schedule lunch meetings. Some designers have breakfast,
lunch, or dinner with a different prospective client every day. Getting out
there and meeting clients is very important.

7. Be aware of your personal appearance. People may make judgments
as to whether or not they will retain you as a professional designer merely
because of your personal appearance. You should try to develop a personal
style that will be attractive to the type of clients for whom you will be
working.

8. Learn to advertise yourself. It is easy to forget how important it is to be
visible. Become an authority on something. A number of designers I know
have developed a personal interest and become world experts. One
expanded her expertise in Art Deco at a time when few people shared this
interest. Through her lectures on this subject she was able to get jobs in
others parts of the United States, as well as in other parts of the world.
Without that special interest, those exposures and opportunities would
never have been available to her.
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Many designers donate their services to charitable organizations. I think it is
important to submit a bill with your donation for one principle reason: to let the
client realize the value of the services that you are donating. Very often, designers
will donate many hours or weeks of their time to a community organization, and
the organization will feel that they are getting something that took no effort or was
of no financial value. If these organizations get a bill, and perhaps even a quota-
tion ahead of time stating, in effect, that you are donating so many thousands of
dollars worth of your services, you will receive proper recognition for your con-
tribution to the project.

The Tools of Public Relations
Good public relations requires you to spend at least a modest amount of money on
certain promotional tools. Your public relations budget should be a predetermined
amount. The figure generally budgeted for promotion is 3 to 5 percent of gross in-
come (not gross sales), although some consultants suggest 5 to 10 percent. I sug-
gest you put this amount of money aside specifically for promotion to assure that
you have future jobs. New businesses usually need the largest budgets.

Your Business Card. One of the first things each client sees is your business or
calling card. This should be regular in size and include the basics of all business
cards: name and title; telephone number (with area code); email address and/or
Web site address; company name; type of business; and logo (if you have estab-
lished one). To eliminate any one of these items may cause problems at a later
date. Your business card is your insurance that you are represented properly when
you or your staff cannot be there in person. Great care should be taken to make
sure it is accurate.

Your Stationery. Your stationery should be of a standard quality and color to ac-
cept a type of correction fluid. Do not use erasable bond; the typing can smudge.
Use reasonably well-designed stationery and business cards, it is attractive if the
two coordinate. Note: It is important to use someone who is qualified in graphic
design for designing both your stationery and your design card.

Letters of Interest. Sales letters are an important medium for everyone. Since
every firm has stationery, these letters are a personal way of directing your par-
ticular business to the attention of good prospective clients. Your letter should

1. Suggest that you understand the client’s problem.

2. State your standard practice of working.

3. Set a date for a follow-up call. Be sure to follow up on the letter; otherwise,
there is no point in sending it out.

Your Portfolio. Whether you are a beginning designer or an established profes-
sional, your portfolio is an important part of your professional presentation and
must be updated constantly. This does not mean that some of your older designs
cannot be included; it means that you must have the portfolio in readiness at all
times and that it must be reasonably representative of your work. Initially, it might
be the portfolio you created in art school.

Your portfolio or design presentation may include slides, photographs, and
brochures. Its style and presentation will vary according to your design specialty.
Ideally, you should be able to adapt your presentation to your client’s needs.
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Mailings. Mailings are valuable to keep your name in front of the client. Anytime
you have good information, send it out—let your clients hear from you. Send out a
report and perhaps some photographs of the work you are doing.

Brochures. Folders and brochures are good advertisements. The formal brochure
on heavy, coated-stock paper is becoming increasingly rare. Technology permits
you to create some very attractive and practical brochures in-house. Doing it in-
house gives you the flexibility to produce only what you need, to design various
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Dear Mr. Cross,

We understand that you will be interviewing design firms to help you 
renovate your health care facility. Our firm is interested in being 
retained for this project.

We have had a general interior design and space planning practice in 
Home City since 1958. During this time we have been responsible for a 
number of projects similar to yours, including the space planning and 
specification of furnishings for over 200 patient rooms and adjacent 
lobbies in two area hospitals, dental and optometric offices, and 
dormitories for 2,000 students at a residential college.

On most of these projects, in addition to providing the traditional 
design services, we also analyzed the space, developed the project 
jointly with the client, and supervised the contractors as well as the 
installations.

You will be particularly interested to know that on the hospital 
projects we worked with Stevenson Bros., a highly skilled general 
contracting firm with an excellent record in this state. We and 
Stevenson Bros. are prepared to collaborate again on your project.

Our staff includes specialists in planning and design, both of spaces 
and of furniture. In addition, we also have long-standing working 
relationships with several local structural and electrical engineering 
firms and the well-known architectural firm of Tower & Stone.

To tell you more about our firm we have enclosed a brochure, project 
fact sheets, and a magazine article about one of our past projects.

We look forward to meeting with you to discuss our qualifications in 
more detail.

Sincerely,

James Doe
President
Doe Design, Inc.

Sample letter of interest. A
letter such as this can be an
excellent way of bringing your
business to the attention of
good prospective clients.



brochures for different groups of clients, or a specific brochure for a special client.
Unless you are a very big firm, it probably doesn’t pay to print a large quantity of
brochures that may be obsolete by the time they are printed. Instead of a formal
brochure that might require the services of a graphic designer, create a folder that
coordinates with the graphics on your stationery. Into this folder, insert your card,
a sheet of general statistics on what interior design is, and another sheet of infor-
mation specific to the type of project and client you seek.

Letters of Commendation. When you receive a letter of commendation from an
outstanding client, ask him or her for permission to copy it and send it to other
prospective clients.

Some designers and architects send out letters of commendation as a regular
mailing to prospective clients and past clients.

Public Relations as an Investment
There are certain public relations activities that can help bring your firm to the at-
tention of potential clients.
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Professional Administrative Service
123 North Broadway
Stamford, CT 06900

Prospective Clients:

We chose the architectural and interior design firm of I. B. Designer 
and Association for our office space and all public areas, as well as for 
the entrance to our new corporate storage facilities in Connecticut.

Our choice, we feel, was excellent. Mr. Designer’s unique solutions to 
the almost overwhelmingly large spaces are pleasing to everyone who is 
working in these areas—a factor most important to me and my firm.

We are all very proud of our various new facilities, as is Mr. Designer. 
We would definitely recommend this firm to others for any project 
whatsoever.

Sincerely,

J. A. Smith
President

Sample letter of
commendation. A satisfied
client will usually be happy to
write you a letter such as this. 



Entertaining. Business entertaining is a very valuable marketing tool for design-
ers. It is important to have a space to entertain in that represents your design style.
If you cannot entertain in a space that is yours, you should consider using your
client’s space. I know several designers who make a point of entertaining in their
client’s spaces as soon as they complete a project. They feel that this both compli-
ments their client and shows pride in the project; it also shows potential clients
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John and Elizabeth Jones
112 Country Club Road
Cincinnati, OH 19475

Professional Interior Design, Inc.
123 Front Street
Cincinnati, OH 19475

Dear Designer:

Elizabeth and I have been meaning to formally write and thank you for the
wonderful contribution you have made to our family over the last three years.

Your talent, incorporated with your guidance and support, has provided us with 
two wonderful residences. Both are very different. Our city home, more formal, is
easy and satisfying for our many activities, which include a considerable amount of
entertaining. It’s hard to believe but we had more than 900 people here during the
month of December. After all that “wear and tear,” things still look great.

We love our mountain house as well. It is warm and so relaxing! We always feel
equally at home here in the country. The personal touches you suggested give us
the comfort we desire.

We both want to thank you particularly for the education we gained and pleasure
we experienced during the work process. We came to appreciate many of the skills
and beautiful products you brought to us. We really feel we have value.

You and your staff were very dependable, and their assistance was greatly
appreciated. It was exciting and fun; and we now have two lovely residences that
we are happy to call “our homes.”

We look forward to your continuing with us when we have needs for updates and
changes.

With pleasure,

John P. Jones

Another sample letter of 
commendation.



the type of quality of work that they do. It has brought them a gratifying number
of new projects.

When selecting the place for your entertaining, determine whether this is the
image you want to present. We are in the image business. Make sure that your
space makes a positive statement for you.

Most entertainment expenses are deductible when the goal of the entertaining
is to make a sale or to achieve a definite business objective. You do not need to get
the job in order to take the tax deduction, but you must prove you are working to-
ward a specific job.

Entertaining has many advantages. Very often you and your guests feel more at
ease. There is time to discuss design ideas and develop concepts. Telephone in-
terruptions and other day-to-day problems can be put aside.

For a profit-oriented evening, keep your party down to eight to ten people. If it
gets to be too large, you will not have the opportunity to interact with your clients.

Some designers entertain in a client’s space before beginning a project. Other
designers have gained permission to give a party in completed client space. Use
your creativity in entertaining, but document what you spend so that you have no
problems with the IRS. Estimates are no longer accepted; you must have receipts,
and your program for the evening must be clearly defined.

Entertaining in your studio can bring positive results. Most interior designers
have reasonably attractive studios; even small studios usually have one or two nice
spaces or a conference room where people can gather. Try to bring clients and
prospective clients into your space.

Having groups of people in for lunch or an early cocktail party is a low-stress
way of marketing yourself and your firm. Invite people who might enjoy seeing
what you are doing. While you cannot expect people to take three hours to see
everything you are doing or have done, usually anyone can take an hour for lunch.
Plan to keep your presentation or program short and to the point.

I try to have different groups of people in at least once a month. At times, we’ll
ask an old client to come as a catalyst, or to bring along anyone else who might
be interested in the kinds of projects we’ve developed.

When these groups are visiting, you should invite them to see any items you
think might be of interest to them—a special book you have in your library, your
new CAD system, some new products you are trying.

Make sure they pass by a few samples of your work, either photographs or
drawings, as they walk into the conference room; this stimulates curiosity. These
informal gatherings introduce design services in almost a museumlike atmo-
sphere—there is no perceived pressure to buy, only an effort to acquaint potential
clients with a range of design services.

Show Houses. Show houses give you an opportunity to present your talents. They
are a good way to expose your work to the many people who are interested in see-
ing quality furnishings or in retaining a good designer.

Before you commit your firm to participating in a show house, find out what
rules and regulations apply. Also check on the coordinators. Have they run a show
house before? What are their responsibilities? Some show houses allow you to staff
the rooms. Others insist that your work speak for itself.

Show houses are expensive, which can be a major drawback to using this
method of advertising. If you elect to participate in a show house, take the time to
do it well in order to properly represent your design talent.
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In metropolitan areas, many wholesale sources will supply designers with prod-
ucts to use in show house displays. This reduces the cost of doing the show house.
The show house staff will have a list available of sources that are willing to sup-
ply paint, carpeting, furnishings, electrical fixtures, as well as many services such
as paperhanging and carpentry. This list should be made available to you when
you are negotiating to design a room within a show house. In small towns, these
arrangements are not generally available, which makes the cost of participating in
show houses considerably higher.

Show house projects should be designed so that they can be favorably pho-
tographed. When selecting your room, consider both the exposure to visitors and
the photographic qualities of the space.

Contests. One of the easiest, least expensive public relations efforts is to enter the
contests sponsored by design resources. Very often, you will be competing with
fewer people than you might expect.

Most contests want photographs and drawings of actual installations, as op-
posed to conceptual drawings. In a competition, the quality of your photography
can be as important as the quality of your design; you may want to take new pho-
tographs of a job. Even if you do not win, your work will have been exposed to
magazine and newspaper editors, and may be published.

Publication. Get your work published, if at all possible, in local papers and 
consumer-oriented magazines. Publication in professional journals and maga-
zines is not usually as worthwhile; these are read primarily by your peers, and
they do not bring you work. Publication is only useful when your work is seen by
prospective clients.

If you can, write articles for magazines; again, consumer-oriented magazines
are the most valuable. Send your clients and prospective clients reprints of your
articles or press releases that feature your studio.

Publicists
Is it worthwhile to hire a professional publicist? Yes, if you can afford to support a
long-term campaign. Most publications have anywhere from a week to a nine-
month lead time, and people rarely act immediately on what they read. They may
carry a clipping around for years before they can afford to hire a designer. Public
relations is an investment in time as well as money.

Publicists are most useful when you consistently do spectacular work and/or
have new products and ideas to sell throughout the year. When the requests for in-
formation and photography that you receive from magazines and newspapers be-
come so numerous that they interfere with your ability to run your studio, then
you need a publicist to sort out which requests deserve your personal attention.

Most interior designers need a publicist on a one-shot basis, but publicists
rarely work this way. They need a consistent flow of information to maintain cred-
ibility with their editorial contacts. Interior designers can rarely supply this, but
their resources can.

Any large or national product manufacturer normally has a public relations
program, for which they need examples of products in use. Carpeting, laminate,
wallcovering, and tile manufacturers usually have their own programs. Sometimes
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the manufacturer of a fiber used in carpeting has the publicist. There are also as-
sociations of manufacturers who have public relations programs, such as the Na-
tional Association of Mirror Manufacturers, the Marble Institute of America, the
International Linen Promotion Commission, and the Wool Bureau.

When a product manufacturer photographs a design project, it is usually be-
cause his or her product is predominant, if not used exclusively. Some designers
even specify their projects with this in mind. If your project meets the product
manufacturers’ standards, and fills a need, they may offer photographs of it to a
magazine, or include it in publicity packets going to newspapers and news syndi-
cates. These publications will often then contact you for more information.

Designer friends of mine have seen photographs of their work appear on full
pages in ten or twelve magazines in a single month—and the publicity has cost
them nothing except their time and effort. By working with your resources, it is
possible to get the kind of exposure no interior design firm could afford.

If specific product manufacturers do not choose to publicize your work, and if
it does not fit any of the categories of available design competitions, this does not
mean that your work can’t be publicized. However, you may have to hire the pho-
tographer and place the work with a magazine yourself.

Find out which magazines are appropriate for your special project and what
their requirements are for publication. ASID’s pamphlet “How to Get Your Work
Published” includes a list of magazines that publish design work, their addresses,
their editors’ names, and their requirements. In all cases, it helps to double-check
the editor’s name with a phone call. A correctly addressed, well-photographed 
project will prejudice an editor in your favor.

Some magazines prefer to be approached by a designer rather than by his or
her publicist. The editor can then contact the designer directly with questions, and
get specific answers in the designer’s own words. This avoids having both ques-
tions and answers filtered through a third party.

ADVERTISING

At one time, it was considered unprofessional for interior designers and other pro-
fessionals to advertise. The only advertising materials considered professionally
appropriate were announcements and formal statements. Today, the stigma is
gone, and everyone advertises. While designers usually place courtesy ads in arts
programs and for other cultural events in their community, the kind of advertis-
ing that is currently used attempts to keep the firm’s name in the public eye. Peo-
ple should be aware of your firm, and not just that it exists. Ideally, your firm will
be seen as prosperous, involved in exciting things, and obviously interested in the
next big project.

Client and prospects will remember your name, but often not where they heard
or saw it. It doesn’t matter if it was from an ad, editorial, or some combination.
With advertising, you have some control. You decide how the ad should look and
where it should be placed.

Repetition is an important factor. Usually, it is more effective to run a smaller
ad four times a year than one large ad once a year. You should devise a plan that
includes a budget, a rough idea of what your ad will look like, and what it will say
about your firm. To get the most for your money, enlist the help of an advertising
agency or someone who is familiar with media buying. An agency will help you
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maintain a professional style. Interior design is a visual business; potential clients
expect a good view from us in all our contacts.

Choosing the Right Publications
The market research you did for your business development plan (see pages
54–55) defined what services you provide, your geographic area, and the type of
customer you wish to attract. You will need this information to determine in which
publications you should advertise.

Although we see some very expensive and opulent ads for design firms in The
Architectural Digest, The New York Times Magazine, and professional design pub-
lications that are also available to outsiders, these are not appropriate for all firms.
Unless you have an international or national clientele, national advertising is not
advisable. Your advertising should reach the customers you want and can service.
For most interior designers, advertising in regional and local publications is more
effective. There are many regional design magazines. A trip to your local news-
stand should produce at least two possible target publications. An added benefit is
that the cost of advertising in regional magazines is much less than for national
publications.

Repeating a full-page ad three or four times a year will usually give you suffi-
cient exposure. A quarter-page (or smaller) ad should be run more often. If your
business is largely residential, a national full-color ad in Architectural Digest will
undoubtedly give you prestige; but unless you can afford to repeat the ad several
times during the year, it’s a long shot.

The Design of Advertisements
Regional and local publications will often help you design an ad at little or no cost
above the cost of typesetting. They will often incorporate elements from your sta-
tionery or brochure design.
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The Keys to Advertising

The goal of advertising is to create a clear awareness of your company and its
unique selling proposition. But be aware that advertising probably will not
produce immediate results, and this can be frustrating.

There is no perfect formula for effective advertising, but using the following
tried-and-true methods will increase the odds in your favor:

• Be consistent. If you change the message, keep the look the same.
• Be constant. Repeat the same message.
• Create a need. Strike an emotional chord to sell what clients do not know

they need yet—peace, tranquillity, romance.
• Be clear. Say what you mean and mean what you say.
• Be different. Promising friendly service and/or the best prices are overused.
• Don’t assume. Don’t make the mistake of assuming the public has knowledge

of industry terms or services. Educate them.
• Create campaigns, instead of ads. Emphasize a single point—powerfully.



While line drawings dress up an ad, photography can be tricky. Only high-
quality or professional photography will serve your purposes. With photography,
small imperfections can become major ones when the publication has a high 
print run.

An advertising agency can usually create the best-looking and most effective ad
for you. This is important because interior design is a visual profession. Ad agen-
cies are skilled in creating ads to meet the individual requirements of magazines
and other publications. They keep information on file regarding ad sizes, type
sizes, screen requirements for black-and-white photography, and separation re-
quirements for color photography. They also keep a record of the circulation, de-
mographics, and prices for ads in specific publications.

Don’t go to anyone until you have worked out your marketing plan and have de-
termined what you want to accomplish. The more specific you are the better your
advertising can be directed to meet this market. You will have to educate the
agency or advertising consultant about the design industry and what makes your
firm special. If you have not outlined what you want in advance, the education
process can be lengthy and expensive. Mishaps include ads being placed in the
wrong publications, ads that don’t fit the nature of the business, ads that showcase
the wrong aspect of your business.

Having a relationship with someone in advertising—the right agency—can be
very valuable to you. The best value is in forming a long-term relationship. An
agency that sees what works, knows how you are progressing, and understands
the idiosyncrasies of your business will become a valuable member of your team.
And advertising will become part of your business process. As you work together,
you will learn how many of your general activities can complement a good mar-
keting and development program.

A survey* of interior designers from six midwestern chapters of ASID stated
that the majority of respondents agreed that marketing is an effective way to
create new business activity, and that there is a need for advertising by inte-
rior designers. Of the respondents, the firms that advertised operated closer to
their capacity level of business than those that did not advertise. More firms
in communities of fewer than 100,000 budget for advertising than those in
large communities; and those that advertise indicated that their advertising
budgets had increased in the past five years.

Photography
Why should you photograph your work? If all you need is a visual record of con-
tents to accompany an inventory for insurance purposes, a competent amateur can
do the work for you, even with a point-and-shoot camera. Camera technology has
changed, making it easier for amateurs to take better photos. Digital cameras al-
low you to see your results immediately. If you don’t like the photo, delete it and
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take another. A good photograph may be timeless, but it can take a lot of time to
achieve. Record shots are usually taken using a 35-mm camera, slow film, a wide-
angle lens, and a tripod. Slow film will give definition and clarity to the photo; the
tripod is a must with slow film.

The better the quality of the photography, the better your work appears to be.
Take the time to analyze the quality of the work shown in national and regional
magazines.

Keep a good picture story of your projects. With today’s technology, even simple
working prints can be made into a good before-and-after story. Your camera equip-
ment doesn’t have to be expensive or the latest thing in digital technology. Most
photography can be digitized. Every day there are new possibilities in photogra-
phy. The point is, you cannot go back and take a before picture when the project
is finished. Sometimes, a detail of a project in the works can tell a great story about
how designers work, as well as the part played by various crafts.

Excellent photography has an arresting quality. It takes hold of you and elicits a
reaction on an elemental level. Good photography can manipulate the way you feel
about a subject by changing the way you perceive it. The magic of photography is
achieved with angles, lights, and the photographer’s skill. An excellent source of in-
formation on the photography of interiors is Norman McGrath’s book, Photograph-
ing Buildings Inside and Out, published in 1987 by the Whitney Library of Design.

Cost. Photography of the type found in national shelter magazines and advertis-
ing requires an investment of several thousand dollars. Not all of your work mer-
its, or even requires, this elaborate and precise a visual record.

You might try to get your client to agree to pay half of your photography fee.
Clients may be interested in having these photographs for many reasons: for their
personal records, for insurance purposes, or, if the clients are a business or pro-
fessional account, for use in their own marketing program.

Publication Requirements. Be sure to consider the final use of your photographs
in determining whether you need transparencies, black-and-white shots, or color
prints.

If you plan to submit photographs to a magazine for editorial use or advertis-
ing, you should first check with the publication in which you hope to be published
to find out their particular requirements and standards for photography. Don’t in-
vest in a form of photography that the particular publication you want cannot use.

Creativity in photography is exceptionally important. If you are using a photo-
graph for a magazine or publication, be sure it is properly laid out and well de-
signed. Magazines want something that is attractive. Even if you are forced to move
furniture or alter your design, be adaptable when working with the photographer.

Photographers. I recommend that you use professional photographers who are
familiar with interior design work. These special photographers are available in
most areas, and their costs vary according to the locale.

Interior photography is an art form, an area of photography so specialized that
books on photography rarely devote more than two pages to it.

How good a photo is depends on the photographer’s eye for composition and 
his or her knowledge of films, cameras, and lighting. An error in choosing film,
lighting, or filters for a job can result in colors that are not true. Almost as impor-
tant is the skill of the film lab. Sloppy processing in the film lab can also give your
colors unwanted casts.
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The interiors photographer must compensate for unique problems. What you
see when you look into a room is not what the camera sees. A camera’s distortion
of small spaces is so extreme that what is seen through the viewfinder as perfectly
centered is, in fact, off to one side. This distortion can vary in degree from camera
to camera (it is most problematic with point-and-shoot cameras) and depending
on the distance between the subject and the camera. The skilled photographer
knows his or her camera and has learned to compensate.

You don’t have to be a photographer yourself to get good results from a photog-
rapher, but you must provide some basic information. No matter how brilliant the
photographer is, he or she is not a mind reader. If you don’t tell him or her what
you expect, don’t be surprised when you don’t get it. On rare occasions, a photog-
rapher is so experienced that he or she will be able to tell you what is important
about your space. Don’t take the photographer’s knowledge for granted; discuss
what you need by answering the following questions.

1. Which spaces are the most important?

2. Does the room have a focal point?

3. What qualities do you wish to capture? Is there a mood you feel your work
evokes? The photography can enhance or diminish this mood.

4. Do you need a photograph of the whole room, or will shots of certain areas
be more effective? If you designed a table specifically to enhance a
sculpture, for example, tell the photographer. If what you are selling is
efficient use of space, tell the photographer. Otherwise, you may get
photographs that do not help sell your work.

Interiors are not static works of art. They change with use; they weather and ac-
quire marks of wear. A carefully placed display of collectibles may be shoved aside
to make room for a stack of work brought home from the office.

Interiors are at their best during the first month after installation. Be sure that
your work is photographed correctly the first time; you are probably not going to
get a second chance. If the work is being photographed for possible publication in
a national magazine, bear in mind that it may take several days for the photogra-
pher to fine-tune the lighting and the angles.

Videotaping
Videotaping is an excellent tool, and very expensive to do. It is the most effective
way to document projects from beginning to end. With the help of a reasonably
good photographer you can prepare a great presentation. People like to see the 
before-and-after shots.

Most clients are now accustomed to seeing design videotapes and really prefer
video presentations to slide shows. Almost every household in the United States
now owns a VCR, so sending your videotape home with someone to review, or
passing it around among a group of potential clients can save you time in your ini-
tial sales efforts.

A collection of slides can also be worked into a video presentation. As with any
brochure or marketing presentation, videotapes must be kept up to date. Videotape
presentations are useful for approximately two years, after which time they need
to be reshot to incorporate newer work.

Videos are inexpensive and really do sell. They can tell the design story like
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nothing else. You can include project before-and-after shots, collect material from
a variety of projects, include photos taken at High Point and in showrooms. If
you’re doing a promotional video, keep it short—five to eight minutes in length—
and have someone do the voiceover for you. You’ll have a more professional prod-
uct, as a narrator can say things about your firm that would sound like bragging
coming from you. Videos can be styled to fit your particular client’s interest.

SELLING

The word selling has negative connotations. No one wants to be sold to. We enjoy
the process of acquiring. We love to own things with special value. Good selling
involves the ability to create romance, to explain the special potential of a product.
Selling interior design services requires finding a prospect with a problem, con-
vincing the prospect that you have the ability and experience to solve that prob-
lem, and converting that prospect into a client. Selling is building a relationship.
Everyone, including physicians and attorneys must sell. The best designer-client
relationships are lifelong, so it is worth spending a lot of care and effort to finding
the right client and building the right relationship.

Although your portfolio and your photographs can support your sales effort,
what sells a job is your skill at communicating to the client the abilities of your
firm to do the project.

Most people come to us with a need, or something they think they need, just as
a person might go to a doctor and complain of a cold or the flu. It is up to the de-
signer to learn enough about the client to make a good diagnosis.

How to Sell
Some interior designers are excellent salespeople. In the past, they might have
been called hucksters, but now we realize that marketing and professional sales
abilities are needed to get the right projects. A salesperson has to be very positive,
enthusiastic, and proud to work for his or her firm. He or she knows and respects
the competition, but believes that his or her firm will do a better job for the client.

Most good salespeople are able to see a situation as the client sees it. They can
understand and respect the client’s opinions, and can work with a client without
necessarily having to agree with him or her. Salespeople help develop rapport be-
tween a firm and a client. Because of their sensitivity to the client, they create an
atmosphere in which good decisions can be made.

Good salespeople have a lot of drive. They must be willing to do whatever it
takes to get a job. They have to be able to keep their enthusiasm high; they can’t
allow themselves to be discouraged. Even after they’ve lost a job, they have to keep
right on going after the next job.

A number of salespeople operate along the K.I.S.S. principle, which stands for:
Keep It Short and Simple. Good presentations are prepared with precision, but they
are delivered in a very short, simple, and direct fashion.

There should be no surprises when you are trying to sell to a client. Make it
easy and comfortable for your client. Encourage him or her to ask questions. The
more the client talks, and the less you talk, the better it is. In a sales conversation,
the client should talk 70 to 80 percent of the time and the salesperson 20 to 30 per-
cent of the time; this is the perfect balance. Try to encourage your clients to give
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you information, to tell you what they think is important. During a sales conver-
sation, your ability and willingness to listen is crucial. So are your skills of obser-
vation. You can often pick up visual cues from the surroundings, from what the
client wears, and from his or her body language.

Cold Calls. For many people, the idea of making cold calls is off-putting. That
may be because they don’t know how to do it. The trick is to make them warm, to
find out about clients in advance, to get an understanding of who they are and
what they want. There are so many systems of doing this. The theory of six de-
grees of separation—that you are only six people away from anyone you want to
meet in the world—is true.

At one time, making cold calls was a viable way to get new business, but the
process has been overused and abused, and today you need to tread carefully. In
my book Sales and Marketing: The Designer-Client Relationship, there are many
systems of bridging and building a relationship between the designer and the
prospective client. It is also worthwhile to spend some time attending a class or
two on this. Seeing a good caller in action will make it much easier to learn to do
yourself. Clients really want to know designers, but clients also want to know that
you understand them and have respect for them.

One Florida design firm specializing in banks has a remarkably high cold-
call success rate. When the chief designer completes the design of a bank in
a given town, he makes a point of visiting every other bank in the region and
introducing himself. He will tell them about the bank he has just completed
and suggest that they stop by and visit it. He will also ask them when they
will be ready to update. While visiting these other banks he is usually able to
tell, just by looking around, what could be done in their spaces and what
styles would be most suitable. For those banks he feels are his most likely
prospects, he actually does the design preparation and budgeting without fur-
ther contact or expression of interest. He then returns with the completed de-
sign and the contract, and generally sells the project in the same visit.

The Emissary Method. When the principals are not able to do all of the market
development, it can be effective to hire a person to act as an emissary. This per-
son will preinterview prospective clients. He or she will size up the project and its
general qualifications. He or she will describe the design firm in glowing detail,
telling the potential client about the principals in charge, the design staff, and the
management group. Then this person sets up a time for a formal presentation, at
which he or she is present. By the time of the presentation, the emissary will have
developed a friendship with the prospective client. An emissary will assist in the
communication between the client and the design team and will bring business to
a firm. But he or she will continue to look out for the interests of the prospective
clients he or she has developed.

Client Attitudes in Buying Design. Some design jobs are sold purely on emotion,
but the majority are sold to management-oriented decision makers.
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What clients wanted in an interior designer fifteen or twenty years ago is dif-
ferent from what they are looking for today. In 1970, most clients were looking for
a total service organization with a lot of design know-how and high creativity.
They looked at past projects, your availability to do the job, and, lastly, your pres-
tige. Today, clients are not just looking for a designer. They are looking for a per-
son they can relate to who happens to be a designer. This is the key to building
that all-important designer-client relationship: Who are you, what is your value
system, and how is it similar to theirs? They want to know why you are a good
person to be around, because you will become a part of their life; therefore, it is
necessary that the designer be a complementary personality.

After they feel you are the kind of person they want to be around, then they look
at your experience with their type of project; then at your experience with their
firm. They next evaluate your ability to complete the project on time and within
budget, and your accuracy in making estimates and specifications. On down the
list of their considerations is the kind of design work your firm does, the firm’s
quality of management, your enthusiasm, the size of the firm, and the in-house ca-
pabilities of your firm.

The Initial Interview
The initial interview is your client’s first opportunity to see you as a person. Some-
times it can even be his or her first real contact with the interior design profes-
sion. It is also your first chance to evaluate the client. Ask yourself if you think it
will be possible to establish the rapport needed for the duration of the project. Or
does this person have personality traits that spell trouble?

Advance Research. Before the initial interview, try to find out as much about the
prospective client as possible. If the client was referred to you, check with the per-
son who referred him or her. You can find out a great deal about almost anyone.
If you’re going to invest your time in a project that may take many months or even
years, you should research the client before the initial interview. Talk with the
other professionals on the job: the architect, engineers, and contractors. You may
have worked with some of them before. All the preparation helps you with the ini-
tial interview. You know what questions to ask, and if there are some particular
things that should be avoided.

Defining the experience level of a client is helpful. You may want to call a de-
signer who has worked with the client before to find out how that collaboration
went. A designer can tell you a lot with just a few sentences.

One of the most difficult things to do is to qualify clients. Too many designers
continue to solicit business from clients who are impossible—either they don’t pay
or they’re too demanding. Why not leave those clients for your competitors, and
spend your time and effort in finding clients who are the type of people for whom
you want to work? Too many designers continue to solicit business from clients
who are inappropriate to their practices.

Whether a project is a residential or a contract one, do a credit check on the
client (see pages 348–351), and do it now. At first glance, most clients appear won-
derful, but there may be hidden issues. Now is the time to find out about credit
history. You will also want to learn what the client firm’s objectives are and who
the other professionals involved in the project are. Who are the principals of the
firm? Who will be in charge, and what are his or her accomplishments and inter-
ests? Sources for this information include Dun & Bradstreet reports (see page 349),
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conversations with contractors, and building reports (these list the contracts let on
a building for construction, electrical wiring, and plumbing, and the budget for
each). From this information you can get a working idea of the possible design
budget.

Planning the Interview. The next step is to write out your objectives for this meet-
ing. In an initial interview, you need to determine the scope of the project, the
client’s needs, the scheduling, the financial expectations, and any restraints. Before
this meeting you should review the design service outline and meeting forms on
pages 219–224 and 288.

The location of the initial interview is a matter of personal preference. I hold
my initial interviews on the job site so I can see some of the particulars and as-
sess the client’s experience. Seeing where and how the client lives or works helps
me to determine his or her design standards. I gather all the visual clues possible.
If a client says he or she wants to redo an office inexpensively, I have no idea what
he or she means until I see the space. If the room is done in one-of-a-kind pieces,
and the client says he or she wants to scale down, I know I still have a workable
budget.

Plan what you will wear to the interview. The way you look and dress is criti-
cal. If you appear to come from a different world, your clients may find it difficult
to relate to you. You are there to create a connection, and the way you look is part
of your presentation. Some of us are more comfortable in simple fashions; others
prefer flamboyance. Your appearance must fit your personality and design tastes.

Leave nothing to chance. Make a checklist of topics you need to discuss, and
take notes during the meeting. Some designers take notes directly on their design
service outlines (see pages 219–224). Not only does this save time, but it also re-
inforces the client’s belief that he or she is dealing with a professional.

Your topic checklist must include carefully researched written cost estimates
and a time schedule. If costs are revised later because of a substantial design
change, put your financial expectations in writing. Most money problems between
client and designer occur because the project has not been adequately defined. You
build the designer-client relationship through careful observation, listening to the
client, and stopping every so often to paraphrase what they have said and to ask
for confirmation. It is critical to take in every bit of information, to review, ques-
tion, and confirm. This is the foundation for a serious relationship.

The Prospective Client Report. When you are interviewing a new prospective
client, there is some basic information you need to document. The prospective
client report on the facing page is an outline for your initial interview. It includes
a space to record the necessary general information, such as name, address, and
contact person. It also provides a space to list a definition of the project, the client’s
objective, and the results of the meeting. At the end of the form is a section in
which to note the research or information you will need for the next meeting, the
date of the next contact, and the general financial arrangements. Taking some
notes during the interview is seen as professional, but writing all the time can be
distracting to the client. Fill out the Prospective Client Report as soon as you leave
the client.

At the end of an interview or any business conference, I find it helpful to take
out my tape recorder and explain to the client that I am going to summarize the
meeting. This is so my staff and all others working on the project will have the full
details of the meeting. At that point, I review my notes and dictate a detailed sum-
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mary, which the client may correct or add to. This has proven very helpful through
the years. It also gives me the basis for my next meeting.

Interview Techniques. The initial interview can tell you a great deal. Ask ques-
tions about the client, as well as what he or she needs, wants, and can afford. Lis-
ten carefully to the answers; note the client’s body language. At first, it is usually
best not to offer an opinion or make a judgment; try to be neutral. Smile or nod,
and use short answers such as “yes,” “sure,” “right,” and “of course.”

Has the prospective client ever used an interior designer before, or is he or she
acquainted with someone who has?
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PROSPECTIVE CLIENT REPORT Referred By:

Client: Contact Person:
Position:

Address: Phone No.:

New Address: (if moving) Directions:

Project:

Objective:

Result of Meeting:

Research or Information Needed for Next Meeting:

Date of Next Contact:

Financial Arrangements:

© Design Business Monthly

Prospective client report. This form is useful for documenting basic information when you are interviewing a prospective client.



Where did he or she hear of your firm, and what does he or she know about
you?

Has the client seen a space you designed, or spoken to a former client? It not,
arrange for him or her to speak to a former client in the same business the new
client is in. Each profession has its own jargon and interests. It is important for
clients to understand something about the design business and the scope of ser-
vices available, and they will understand better if it is put in terms they use ev-
ery day.

Observe. Question. Probe. Use state-of-mind probes, questions such as “How do
you feel?” and “What do you think about this?” to draw out the prospective client.

Use echo probes. Repeat what the client says to encourage him or her to expand
on a theme. Or return to an issue you have already discussed, and ask a reflective
question.

Does your language say what you mean, or is it open to interpretation? A sin-
gle comment can influence or color the whole job. You should aim for simplicity
and clarity in everything you do and say in an initial interview. Many clients do
not understand the design field or its vocabulary. When discussing sizes, always
relate them to an item the potential client has in his or her home or office, some-
thing familiar that he or she can visualize.

If, during the interview, it becomes apparent that the prospective client is not
appropriate for your firm, bow out as gracefully as possible. No amount of money
can compensate for the emotional strain and physical upsets some people seem to
generate.

The following interviewing techniques can help you to determine the accept-
ability of a client.

1. Trust your gut reaction. It’s not always easy to spot the potential
problem client, but the first rule of interviewing is to trust your gut
reaction. Our initial responses to people are based on nonverbal clues. You
can often sense a problem without being aware of the source or reasons.

2. Probe the humor index. What amuses us taps our deepest prejudices
and values. Arm yourself with a few quips and funny stories. If your
prospective client reacts blandly, the prognosis for a good rapport between
the two of you is not good. If he or she responds negatively, it is definitely
not good.

3. Assess the empathy level. Every designer has a story or two about
something that went wrong on a job, whether through an “act of God,” a
personal miscalculation, or a factory error. Test the potential client’s
reaction to one of these stories. A person who says, “That had better not
happen on my job!” or is overly critical of the event, is probably a client
you would want to send to a competitor of whom you are not too fond.
Look for some expressions of sympathy or understanding—a viewpoint that
reflects tolerance.

4. Use the “what if” probe. This strategy is intended to determine the
potential client’s reactions to frustrations and disappointments. You might
believe you can meet your client’s expressed deadline, but you also know
that things can go wrong. Using the “what if” probe, you might say, “I’m
pretty sure everything will be finished by Christmas, but I don’t have
control of every link in the chain. All sorts of things can go wrong—strikes,

142 � Interior Design Business Handbook



floods, factory errors—and these could delay completion. Being optimistic, I
don’t think they will. But what if they do? Assess your client’s reaction to
predict how he or she might behave if a problem does arise.

5. Listen to the prospective client’s words. The words you need to be
most aware of are “should,” “ought,” “must,” and “have to.” The “must” and
“should” types betray a lack of flexibility and a penchant for rage and
unreasonable demands. Quite often, inflexible people have learned to mask
their aggressive feelings with a facade of cordiality and superficial
responsibility. But they cannot hide the manner in which their underlying
hostilities slip out in their conversation. For example, “You must be sure
that the project is completed by the fourteenth.” The sentence may be said
pleasantly, with a warm, friendly smile, but it contains the giveaway
“must.” Take notice.

There are many, many individual interview techniques. No matter which you use,
it helps to keep a list of the ones that work for you on your interviewing sheet, with
the outline of the questions you want answered.

Another designer described a dream job he had turned down. The potential
client lived in a well-appointed residence that was to be remodeled in a way
that perfectly fit that designer’s particular style. However, his initial interview
at the prospect’s home was interrupted by two phone calls, which she took in
the kitchen. He overhead her saying, “Sue him!” and “Don’t take anything
from him!” After he heard “Take him to court!” two times, the designer knew
he had to tread carefully because he was obviously dealing with a very liti-
gious person. There was no guarantee that he would not be the next person
she sued that month. He learned later that the designer who had accepted the
work wound up embroiled in a lawsuit.

Charging for the Initial Interview. Should you charge for the initial interview?
There are designers who say they wouldn’t walk out of the studio without being
paid for their time, but usually my policy is not to charge for the first interview.
This interview gives me an opportunity to look over the space and the situation
and to determine whether I want the job. I’ve walked into a number of situations
that I felt were inappropriate to my practice. Because I did not charge, I have felt
free to walk out.

If you are going to charge, notify the client before you go out to the site of a po-
tential project and clarify exactly what the charge will be. Some designers regard
the initial interview as part of their marketing effort and do not charge or charge
a very small fee. If someone just wants a simple answer, you may be providing
more of an on-site consultation. Make your policy clear before the interview. One
way is to send out a written agreement stating, for example, “We will review your
reception room for the change of wall color. Our consultation fee for that interview
will be $300.” Have the prospect sign the agreement and return it to you before you
meet with him or her.
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As a consultant to design firms, I receive many phone calls on the question of
charging for initial interviews. Designers are saying, “What do I do? I sent my
assistant out there and the clients were very nice. But then when I sent them
the bill, they didn’t want to pay it. Is my assistant not handling it properly?”
I find that these problems more likely stem from the fact that the manage-
ment has not structured this situation properly. If getting paid for initial in-
terviews is a problem, and you do not want to consider them part of your
marketing efforts, then state your fee in advance over the phone and in a writ-
ten letter of agreement. This will save you a lot of aggravation. Remember that
many of our clients have never purchased design services of any kind before
and don’t really know the customary procedures. Help them by giving them
the price tag in advance.

The Presentation
When you are presenting at a large, formal interview, who should attend the in-
terview? The principal of the firm usually needs to attend, as well as the person
who will be responsible for the project itself—the project manager or the person
who will be dealing with the client on a day-to-day basis. You might also consider
including several expert consultants or other in-house staff members. If the pre-
sentation is for a small job, take two or three people. If it is for a larger job, you
may take four or more people. However, be careful not to take along too many peo-
ple; it is a general rule that you do not ever want to have more people on your
team than the client has on his or her selection committee.

For formal presentations, usually the client establishes the time and duration of
the interview, allotting each presenter a half hour, an hour, or two hours, de-
pending upon the issues to be covered. Then the client introduces the first design
firm’s chief executive officer or the principal in charge, who then introduces the
team and outlines the presentation.

Sometimes you will be given an opportunity to choose the order in which you
fall in the presentation scheduling. The last position is ordinarily the best, and the
next best would be the first position. The middle presentation position is usually
the weakest spot.

At a team presentation, the principal generally makes the introduction and then
immediately turns over the presentation of the project to the person who will be
in charge of the project—the project manager—because this person has the strongest
and most direct relationship with the client. After that presentation, both the proj-
ect manager and the principal answer questions. If the presentation is held in the
design office, the principal might then give a tour of the offices, or the principal
and the project manager might take the clients on a tour of other similar projects.

The Agenda. Make enough copies of the agenda so that each member of the
client firm who attends can have one. Handing out copies of your proposal pre-
clude members having to write down every detail; they will have the names and
the positions of each of the presenters, and some of the main items will be listed
on the agenda as well. Leave space on the copies in case they want to write notes.

The agenda usually should be bound or presented in a formal, attractive way.
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Make sure that it has your company’s name prominently displayed. The clients
usually see many people during a proposal period; you don’t want them to con-
fuse you with some other design firm.

With your agenda, or after your presentation, you may want to pass out addi-
tional information on your group, such as magazine articles, newspaper articles,
or brochures.

Should visual aids be used and, if so, what kind? A lot of people feel that the
most deadly presentation is a slide show or PowerPoint display in a dark room. If
you are going to use slides in presentations to very large groups, make sure that
any text on the slides is readable from at least twenty feet away.

Where should the interview be held? It can be held in the client’s space, in your
office, on the site of the potential project, or, if you can arrange it, at a completed
project of yours that is similar to the one you hope to design. This can be an ex-
cellent way of showing off your work.

Presentation Techniques. Clients basically want to know who you are, what your
firm does, how long you have been in business, where your office is located, what
kind of services you are able to provide, and what types of consultants and other
professionals you would be bringing to the project. They will want to know about
recent jobs you have done that are similar to their project—and how those projects
were particularly successful. All new clients have some unique aspects to what
they want. First, they need to be sure they can work with you and that you are the
kind of person they want on their team. Then they are interested in quality, sched-
ule, and budget.

When making a presentation, you should try to relate whatever you present to
the client’s project. Clients are only interested in your past projects as they relate
to their current project. In some of the most outstanding presentations I have seen,
the designers have said, “Here is your problem, and this is our solution.”

Clients like a designer who is on their team, who shows understanding for their
viewpoint. Designers who have a similar background to that of their clients can
do this more easily. Clients need encouragement from their designers. And often
they need help to understand just how products work and how they will fit into
their lifestyle, whether it be at their business, factory, or residence.

When you use new technology—be it fiber optic lighting or ergonomic seating—
you need to reduce the complexity of technical data in your presentation so that it
is easier for your clients to understand.

It is not enough just to show clients how products work and how simply they
can be operated; you must relate a product to the client’s problem. Don’t just tell
a client that a low-voltage lighting system is the solution; go through the system
with the client: explain how it works, and then show it in actual use on a job site.
Letting a client see the real-life applications of a product allows him or her to be-
come comfortable with the new technology.

As designers, we often become so involved with new products and new design
ideas that we think everyone understands what we do. This is not true. Take your
cue from the client’s space as to how much background and understanding he or
she has about what you are presenting. Then find an easy way to present it. Use
words your clients will understand; do not feel you need to use a professional de-
sign vocabulary.

You never endear yourself to a person by embarrassing him or her, nor do you
develop clients by embarrassing them. Make it easy for them to understand what
you are doing. Make them feel comfortable, and you will never want for clients.
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Should you show enthusiasm? There is a saying that enthusiasm indicates you
will accept a low fee. Show that you are interested in doing the job, and that you
want the job, but not what you do need the work. Generally, if you are too enthu-
siastic, they will worry that you haven’t been getting business, and they will won-
der why.

Here are some tips that will help you sell the project.

1. Make sure your presentation is thorough, very organized, and exciting.
You will put the client to sleep with a dull professional presentation. You
should appear intelligent, aggressive, and talented. Let the potential client
realize that you are accustomed to winning jobs.

2. Check with the client in advance as to how much time is available for
your presentation, then structure it accordingly. There is nothing worse
than preparing a presentation that takes three hours only to find you have
thirty minutes in which to give it. Such a situation can cause you to lose
your orientation and give a poor presentation.

3. In making your presentation, say why a client’s project is of interest to
you, and show how many elements of the project are similar to ones you
have handled before. Describe the expertise and knowledge of your staff,
and explain how they will interact on the project. If other staff members
are going to occupy a primary position on the project, it is important for
you to have those people take part in your presentation. When the
principal makes the presentation and then vanishes, leaving the job to be
handled by his or her staff, clients feel neglected. They want to feel that
their project is important and is in the hands of the best people possible.

If you, as the principal, are going to be involved personally in the
project, say so and explain what your dedication will mean to the project.

4. Provide references to previous clients who have used you for similar jobs.
Before going to an interview, I will often send my prospective client a list
of previous clients, and suggest that he or she speak to those clients
before we come for our presentation.

5. Explain how your design firm is different from the others in competition.
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Don’t Embarrass Your Clients

This is something I learned early in my career. I was working on a large corporate
project, and one of my client liaisons asked me to make a private presentation
to him several days before I was scheduled to give my presentation to the board
of directors. The project was a historic restoration, and my presentation showed I
had done my homework. I described certain types of credenzas and cornices,
and made liberal use of other design terms. After I used one such term, my
client liaison stopped me and asked, “What does that mean?” So I explained. He
gave this valuable advise: “Don’t embarrass your clients. Don’t make them have
to ask you what you mean.” I later read that only the smartest people explain
things in the simplest terms. People who lack confidence are the ones who are
most apt to use words others might not understand.



What are your strong points? What can you offer the client that other
studios cannot?

6. Put your most important information on the first page of your agenda and
make it very easy to read and understand. Remember that what you write
will be read by every person on the selection committee. Is it clearly
stated? Have you presented your company as you had intended? Have a
capable person review your proposal to make sure that it is stated in an
appropriate fashion and that there is nothing that can be misunderstood.

7. When making a presentation, speak up so that everyone in the room can
hear you.

8. Dress in businesslike clothing. Generally it is better to be a bit on the
professionally neutral side than to seem too artistic. However, it depends
on the type of design that you are presenting as to what is appropriate.
Not everyone expects to see you in a banker’s suit.

9. Go over your presentation; rehearse it and try it out on everyone you can
before the actual presentation day. Practice until you feel very comfortable
with the presentation. If you have the opportunity, videotape yourself and
see how you are coming across.

10. Be aware that there is almost always someone in the selection group who
does not want to hire you, someone who really has it in for you. All you
can do is present your team in the best way possible.

11. Give the client something in advance. Prepare an analysis, build a model,
draw some sketches, or take some photographs. Try to give the client
something that shows that you have put in effort already. In many states
in this country, as well as in Europe, architects and designers often
completely design a space before being award the job. I am not sure how
they can afford to do this, but it happens. Even if you are not doing a full
presentation, try to make the client feel that you have taken time on the
project.

Presentation Costs. Generally, interior designers will spend about 4 to 10 percent
of their fee to get a job. This figure includes money spent on general promotion,
plus the direct marketing expense for special projects. Established firms usually
spend approximately 4 percent of their fee. However, with new firms, this per-
centage is often as high as 10, 15, and even 20 percent. The newer the firm, the
more it costs to get projects.

Negotiating
When situations come up that require special negotiating—such as a client want-
ing special handling with a project, or a better price, or an adjustment in a quota-
tion—it is best to turn the negotiation over to someone else within your company.
Should a situation arise that cannot be amicably handled, it is a good idea not to
have a salesperson in a position to be blamed. It is best to let the salesperson con-
tinue to be the good guy. Do not let him or her deal with the problems of the client
he or she is attempting to sell.

Sharing these responsibilities, even within a small firm, works to your advan-
tage. The client realizes that there is another administrative person handling de-
cisions, which makes your design firm appear to be much more professional. Even
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if you are making the decision yourself, and you are one of the chief executive of-
ficers, it is best to turn this kind of interaction over to someone else in the firm.

Closing the Sale
One of the most difficult parts of selling is to know when and how to close. Have
a list of leading questions ready. Prepare questions that cannot be answered with
a yes or no; this will require the client to give an extended answer.

You might say: “Now that we’ve reviewed your plans, what other questions do
you need answered before you are prepared to make a decision on the project?”
Or: “If we are the selected designers, when would you like us to start work?” Other
good questions are: “What are your scheduling plans so that we can alert our stu-
dio to reserve time for the appropriate people required for this job?”; “When will
you need your plans and specifications?”; and “Shall we start working on the final
designs for you?”

If you don’t get a positive response to these questions, go back over the prelim-
inary portion of your presentation to make sure you understand your position. At-
tempt to reorient or resell the project.

It is important to keep an itemized list of every point you have discussed on a
project, as well as what results you have achieved. If you have been summarizing
on tape in the client’s presence at the end of each meeting, you are using a good
closing tool. It confirms where you are and what their goals are. File this list so
you can refer to it during future contacts.

Sometimes designers lose a project because they oversell. The client is ready to
buy, and the designer talks him or her out of it. Losing a sale can sometimes hap-
pen simply because the designer neglected to ask for the job.

It takes an average of seven to ten calls to develop a client, and some designers
stop too soon. You should try to establish a date for calling a client before you leave
his or her office. You might say: “I will call you at the end of the month, and I will
have these other details ready for you at that time”. On the prospective client re-
port (see page 141) there is space for information or research to be done before
you see a potential client again. You may want to use a tickler file to help make
sure you call these people at the appropriate times.

Debriefing
Debriefing should be done whether you get the job or not. Do it while everything
is fresh in your mind. One of the best ways that you can develop your firm’s stan-
dards is to understand why you lost a job. This review is probably one of the most
effective learning methods there is. If you’ve made a presentation on a project, and
you suspect or know that someone else got the project, follow up. Call the client
and find out why your firm wasn’t chosen. Before you call or speak with the client,
however, prepare a list of questions that you want answered, so that you can make
the conversation only a few minutes long. Reading from a predetermined list also
lets the client know that the call is a standard procedural one used to evaluate your
position in the field.

First of all, ask how the client made his or her decision, and who was selected
for the project. Then ask how your presentation compared to the others, and what
the client thought of your presentation. Finally, ask the client whether your firm
could be considered for any other projects he or she has planned.
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It creates goodwill to talk to the prospective client who decided against using
your firm, to let him or her know that you are pleased that he or she made a de-
cision. You congratulate the client, and add that you would like to work with him
or her in the future should he or she ever become disappointed with the design
firm that was chosen. Your goal is to leave the client with a pleasant and positive
impression of you and your firm. You are professionally disappointed, but not an-
gry that you didn’t get the project. You will not let losing this project stand in the
way of your being considered for another project.

CONTRACTS AND LETTERS OF AGREEMENT

An interior design firm’s contract is one of the most critical documents that it has.
A contract can either make or break a project. It must be written in appropriate
legal terms, although most designers prefer to see it written as simply as possible.
To see that your contract is appropriately designed for both your firm and your
client requires a cooperative effort between the management of your firm and your
legal consultant. Each client is different. Whether the agreement is formal or in-
formal in style is not the issue. You need to clearly state what you mean, whether
in technical terms or using other terminology.

When accepting contracts with large corporations, where the client writes the
contract, your attorney needs to review both the client’s contract and your contract
to assure they are in harmony. I have seen contracts written by clients that are over
one hundred and fifty pages long. The costs of properly reviewing these may be
more than the contract is worth. It is important to choose an attorney familiar with
the type of work the firm does, who can review this type of document.

At least once a year you should review your projected design ambitions and
your legal positioning to be sure that your contracts reflect where you stand.

When you are determining the services that your firm will offer a client, you
should review your contract carefully to be sure that your firm is able—both prac-
tically and legally—to provide the services for which you are negotiating. It is more
prudent for a design firm to offer fewer services—but ones that it can securely per-
form—than for it to offer services that may put the firm in jeopardy.

General Provisions
When preparing a contract or letter of agreement, you should be sure to include
the methods for completing the project—how it is going to be contracted. Make it
clear in your contract whether you will be responsible only for the design and the
specification writing, the supervision of the project, or the coordination of the com-
plete turnkey project. The financial formats also need to be included.

Also, review and define exactly which areas are to be designed. If you have
agreed to do three offices, and the client has decided to add three more, you will
need to prepare a different contract or proposal.

When preparing a contract, you should carefully review with the client the ex-
act scope of the project to determine what your responsibilities are when there are
other design professionals involved. Define their precise responsibilities and clar-
ify how any overlapping responsibilities will be handled.

A contract that is going to involve other architects or contractors should clarify
exactly which items are included in your fee. For example, a phrase in your 
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contract could state that since you are involved with the selection and the detail-
ing of items involving lighting fixtures, wallcoverings and paints, floorcoverings
and finishes, custom hardware (whether it be plumbing or other decorative hard-
ware), all cabinetwork that is included for any areas, built-in or other custom
woodworking or doors, will be covered under the fee for interior design services;
and, although these items may be purchased by the contractor, the percentage-of-
fee billing does apply to them.

State your firm’s position regarding purchasing and fee schedules. For example,
if a client of ours purchases items involved in the implementation of the interior
design, which is part of the design, our office will assist in any way possible with
these purchases. But it is understood that our standard design fee will apply to
these purchases as well as to the items that are purchased through our studio. This
includes items purchased through other contractors or individually, as they are
specified, and would include items purchased for the room at a later date.

Ways to Prevent Lawsuits
Major disagreements between client and designer usually arise from a breakdown
of communication; unfortunately, they can lead to lawsuits. To prevent lawsuits,
assume nothing and document everything in contracts or letters of agreement.
Here are a few suggestions:

1. A design contract should clearly describe the services to be rendered and
the extent of the designer’s responsibility. Generally, when a contract
document that is ambiguous or incomplete goes to court, the ruling is
against the author of the document. Declare exactly what you will do—and
then live up to your contract.

2. List the amount of compensation you expect and explain how this will be
computed. State how billing is to be done—on an hourly basis, on a
specified total-project-cost basis, on a daily basis, or on a percentage
basis—and include a payment schedule. Make reference to all of your
billing and collection requirements. Many contracts state the work will not
continue if these conditions are not met.
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Are Letters of Agreement Really Binding?

Do we really need to use contracts like those of AIA and ASID, or is there
another more valid form? Several attorneys have said that there is no contract
written that guarantees against dispute and misunderstanding. However,
contracts are valuable because they spell out some of the areas of possible
dispute and litigation. They define, and make the client aware of, potential
problems. They acquaint clients with trade terms, and familiarize them with the
ways interior designers charge and calculate their fees. So I feel a contract is
valuable in clarifying your communications and diminishing misunderstanding.

It is not necessary to use a contract, but if you choose not to use one, and if
anything goes wrong, you are the person who did not take the initiative or the
time to clarify to your client your position and services.



3. Watch your time commitments. If you commit your firm to a schedule
where the project will take six months for design ordering and
installation, it is safer to say that your firm will finish the project three
months after the completion of the construction program, when the
building is available for interior work. If the construction is delayed, your
project will then be delayed, too. Committing to a date over which you
have no control can be disastrous. Do not assume responsibility for
anything you cannot control.

4. Stipulate who owns the drawings and specifications. You may be liable for
design or material failures if a client uses your documents for a different
project subject to different requirements. Copyright your drawings and
your specifications. If you own the copyright, then it is nontransferable to
another owner. If your client needs to own your specifications or
documents, you should retain ownership of the copyright.

5. Retain the right to use your designs and your documents as you choose.
You should be free to adapt the details to other projects, publish them, or
use them in any way.

6. Consider the possibility of licensing the documents. You may want to
negotiate for the client to have the nonexclusive rights to copy and
reproduce the documents for a specific project; however, make sure this
license is not transferable to any other project.

7. Thoroughly delineate the duties and obligations of each party involved in
the project. When using consultants, be sure that they provide
documentation of their responsibilities and positions in respect to the
project so that you are not liable for their responsibilities. Make it clear
when you require support documents on the project, without which you
cannot continue. For example, you might need the engineering documents,
the architectural documents, and specifications that affect your design.
Make delivery of these documents part of the contract, since the absence
of such documents could delay the project or add to your liabilities.

8. Be careful how your contract lists the prices that are to be charged. You
cannot be responsible for your suppliers’ price increases. Unless you have
total control of the project, don’t let your contract in any way tie in with
these financial obligations.

9. Note that your design detailing relies upon the work of other people.
Specify that you are using information from particular data, and document
its source, whether it is the architectural prints, for example, or the
client’s specifications. If a problem arises from an error based on faulty
information, this documentation can give you a legal out.

10. If the project requires certifications, such as for flameproofing, fire
retardants, and so on, have these prepared by the appropriate agencies
and have them addressed directly to the client’s project so that the
organization doing the documentation is responsible, not you. Also, any
guarantees that are appropriate to the project should be sent directly to
the client so that if anything should occur, the guarantors are responsible.

11. Spell out exactly how changes will be handled. In the precontract phase,
determine how additions or deletions will reflect on your fee or charges.
It is important to document this early in the job when it is easy to
negotiate; after you have started a project, it becomes far more difficult.
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12. Disclaim responsibility for changes made by anyone but yourself. This
way, the minute the owner makes any changes in the design, you
automatically are no longer responsible for the total project. Even if the
change the client makes is small, you must relieve yourself of
responsibilities. Small changes can affect the quality and safety of the
design.

13. Try to put all documents in clear, simple, and plain language. Avoid
words that suggest excellent or any form of perfection. These are not
clearly defined and can create unreal expectations, which may lead to
lawsuits.

Types of Contracts and Letters of Agreement
Designers work with many types of contracts. Many designers prefer to use ASID
documents or a preprinted contract because they feel these are more easily ac-
cepted by the client. These forms are very adaptable although they are designed
for the Interior Design profession. Since no two firms are alike, and there are many
states and local laws that affect our practices, it is necessary that your lawyer, ac-
countant, and insurance advisor review these agreements. There are also specific
terms and conditions that may be part of your business practice that need to be
added.

Many firms have their own standard printed contract that merely requires fill-
ing in several blank spaces. Each interior design studio has its own preferences.
We have included two forms—Instruction Sheet for ASID Document ID100, Stan-
dard Form of Agreement for Interior Design Services and ASID Document ID120,
Residential Interior Design Services Agreement for your review. I suggest that you
purchase a complete set from ASID, then review them with your advisor. Doing
so will help you to recognize the many issues to be considered. Then, review the
way you work: What are your issues and problems? After considering these, de-
termine which type of agreement is best for your firm.

ASID Documents. ASID has prepared contract documents suitable for the vari-
ous design services. A careful review of these will assist a design firm both in
defining services to be rendered and understanding the appropriate legal terms for
presenting them. Many firms’ legal advisors suggest the firms use these ASID doc-
uments, because they are generally accepted documents, hence stand a better
chance of holding up in court. Other firms find them forbidding and have their le-
gal counsel prepare special documents suitable to their practice. Whether your
firm elects to use a formal contract or a simple letter of agreement, these contracts
represent the best source of information for reference in preparing your 
documents.

There are very large jobs done with simple letters of agreement. In some more
litigious areas, doing even a small project without an extensive contract, could be
risky. Contracts or letters of agreement must be authored to suit you, your firm,
and your client.

(text continues on p. 174)
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Letters of Agreement. Some design firms prefer to work with a simple letter of
agreement. However, these are often more difficult to write than a ten- or twelve-
page contract. Since your attorney determines your legal positioning, he or she
needs to write or approve these documents. Each state and each area has specific
restrictions that may require a change in these documents.

As you move from one specialty to another, you will need to alter these docu-
ments to fit your new needs.

In reviewing various letters of agreement from the past twenty years, I have no-
ticed that, recently, the quantity of disclaimers is increasing at an unbelievable
rate. Obviously, designers have had many problems or they would not be so cau-
tious in their legal documentation.

Unfortunately, when there is a problem during a project, it not only affects the
financial and legal aspects of a project, but very often your opportunity to complete
a quality design project.

The following are examples of nine letters of agreement that design firms have
been using. You may be able to adapt them to your firm and situation; review them
first with your legal consultants.

When to Present a Letter of Agreement or Contract?
In some situations, it is to your advantage to have a simple letter of agreement or
contract that can be filled in very quickly. This can be used on those occasions
when you approach a client with a small project; the agreement can be presented
on the spot. Often it will be signed and you will be given your retainer right then.
There is a sample of a form that might be used in this manner on page 186.

In most cases, you should see and review the project before presenting a letter
of agreement or a contract. Talk with the clients and investigate the situation care-
fully by doing some of the recommended precontract checks (see pages 139–144).
The more you know about the project, the better contract you will be able to write.
If you have properly outlined the contract, it can serve as an outline of the work
to be done, making it very easy to coordinate the schedule and process the plan.
Before presenting a contract, you usually will have had an initial interview, and
will have spent time doing research and preparation. Often you will not present
your contract until after a second or third interview. The second interview is many
times used by designers to review their outline of what is to be included and to
check other details that they feel should be worked into the contract proposal. The
proposal should then be mailed or given to the client at the next meeting.

Don’t become so excited about starting a new project that you forget about some
of the legal ramifications. In today’s business climate, you must be extremely cau-
tious. Take extra time to define each project; be sure that you and your client un-
derstand the services to be rendered and the accompanying responsibilities. The
obligations of the client need to be as carefully defined as those of the design firm.

174 � Interior Design Business Handbook
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This agreement made this ____ day of ____________________, 20____ 
between (firm’s name) (hereafter called (firm’s name)
and (client’s name) (hereafter called CLIENT).

1. (Firm’s name) agrees to perform the following services 
for CLIENT in connection with Premises at _______________________:
(a) DESIGN FEE

Please sign and return copy.

2. In consideration for the services to be performed by (firm’s name) ,
CLIENT agrees to pay (firm’s name) AS FOLLOWS:
(a) One-third of design fee when signing of contract.
(b) One-third at first presentation of Design.
(c) Balance upon completion of contract.

3. In the event CLIENT should cancel this contract then all funds paid
hereunder shall be retained by (firm’s name) and in addition 
CLIENT shall pay any costs incurred by (firm’s name) .

4. Sales tax or any other taxes are not included in contract.

5. Prices subject to change 30 days after the above date.

IN WITNESS WHEREOF the parties hereto have set their hand and seal the 
day and year above written.

__________________________

__________________________
CLIENT

Sample letter of agreement.
This letter of agreement would
be used with a cover page
describing the project (or a
space could be left above
“Design Fee” for the project
definition). It is suitable for
either small contract or
residential use. 



176 � Interior Design Business Handbook

This Letter of Agreement will serve as our agreement in outlining the 
services to be rendered by _____________________________ in connection 
with the interiors of ______________________________________________.

As Designer, I agree to do the following: consult, evaluate, plan, 
design, shop, budget, and supervise all contract and subcontract work 
that comes under my direction. For all Designing Services rendered by 
my firm, the following fee schedule will be used:

Forty-five dollars per hour for my services, not to exceed two 
hundred dollars per day. My assistant designer and draftsman 
will be billed at fifteen dollars per hour. Charges will be 
made for all out-of-pocket expenses such as travel (other than 
normal commuting expenses), telephone calls, and any necessary 
blueprinting or professional rendering made at your request.

A time sheet and record of all out-of-pocket expenses will be kept by my
office. These records will be available for your inspection. All 
purchases will be billed to you at prices quoted.

All purchases, design plans, or work to be ordered by my firm will be 
submitted for your approval in the form of estimates. Each estimate 
will require your signature and a fifty percent deposit to authorize the 
placement of any orders or the execution of any design plans. An 
additional twenty-five percent will be due at the end of three months if
merchandise is ready but cannot be installed. The final payment will be 
due upon delivery.

There are no sales taxes added to the Design Fee; only to purchases. 
All freight charges or extra insurance ordered by you will be payable by 
you. I can assume no responsibility for delays occasioned by failure of 
others to meet commitments beyond my control. You shall have the 
benefit of all guarantees and warranties possessed by me against any
manufacturer. Any items purchased that have been approved by you on the
signed estimate cannot be canceled or returned without additional 
expense to you.

Sample letter of agreement.
This letter of agreement for
design services is for a firm
charging an hourly fee as well
as offering purchasing and
expediting services. 
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At this time, I am requesting a retainer fee of $_______________. This 
retainer fee will be deducted from your final statement at the 
completion of this assignment. The signing of this Letter of Agreement 
and the receipt of the retainer fee authorizes me to proceed with this 
project. In the event this project is terminated before completion, the 
retainer fee will be applied as compensation for services rendered based 
upon my hourly Design Fee.

If you consent to this Letter of Agreement, please sign and return one 
copy of the letter to me together with the retainer fee.

I am looking forward to being of service to you.

CLIENT _________________________________________________________________

Date ___________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________
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CONTRACT FOR PROFESSIONAL SERVICES

This contract is made between the Designer:

and the Client:

for the following project:

1. The Designer’s professional services shall consist of consulting 
with the Client to determine the scope of the work; preparing the 
necessary preliminary studies; making preliminary estimates; 
preparing working drawings and specifications; and consulting with 
architects, engineers, or other special consultants.

2. The Designer will perform or procure such periodic inspections as 
the Designer may consider appropriate. The Designer will endeavor 
to warn the Client against defects and deficiencies in the work of 
the contractor(s) but shall not have responsibility for the failure 
of the contractor to comply with drawings or specification or any 
latent defect in the work of the contractor(s).

3. The Client has the assurances of the Designer that the Designer’s 
service shall be rendered in good faith and in a professional 
manner; but the Designer cannot be responsible for the performance, 
quality, or timely completion of work by the contractor(s). Nor can 
the Designer be responsible for the guarantee of any fabric, 
material, or product against wearing, fading, soiling, or latent 
defect.

4. All drawings, specifications, and documents prepared by the Designer 
are instruments of service for the execution of the work on the 
project and are the exclusive property of the Designer, whether the 
work on the project is executed or note; and the Designer reserves

Sample letter of agreement.
This is a simple contract for
professional services from
design through completion,
including supervision. 
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4. the plan copyright, whether the work on the project is executed or 
not, and said plan shall not be used on any other project without 
the Designer’s prior written consent.

5. The Client shall pay the Designer for his services, a fee based upon 
time dedicated by the Designer at the following rates:

Principle
Designer
Design Assistant
Administrative

4. In addition, extensive travel expenses, long-distance telephone 
costs, extensive blueprinting or reproduction charges, or other 
out-of-pocket expenses will be billed at the Designer’s cost. The 
Designer will bill the Client following the fifteenth and last day 
of each month for the fees payable to that point. The amount is due 
and payable within ten days following receipt of statement.

6. Additional terms:

The parties agree to the foregoing conditions.

___________________________________ ________________________________

Date: ___________________________
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AGREEMENT FOR PROFESSIONAL DESIGN SERVICES
BETWEEN: (designer)
AND: (client name and address)
FOR: (project)

A. PROFESSIONAL SERVICES
The designer’s professional services during the course of the project 
consist generally of the following:
1. Consulting with the client to determine the scope of the work and

preparation of cost estimates.
2. Preparing the necessary preliminary studies.
3. Planning room layouts and selecting necessary wall and floor 

coverings, draperies, furniture, and accessories for client 
approval.

4. Making preliminary estimates.
5. Consulting with architects, engineers, or other special advisors.
6. Preparing working drawings and specifications as needed.
7. Securing contractors needed to provide services for the completion 

of the design project, including specification of work to be done 
and appropriate supervision of those contractors.

B. FEES AND PAYMENT PROVISIONS
The client agrees to pay a fee of $(fee or fee range) to the designer 
for the services outlined above. In addition, the following expenses by 
or on behalf of the designer for this project will be paid by the client 
at the designer’s cost.
1. Extensive travel (more than _________ miles monthly at a rate of 

__¢/mile) above ___________ miles.
2. Long-distance telephone expenses.
3. Blueprinting or reproduction charges.
4. Renderings.

If the designer arranges for other contractors to perform specific 
services as part of the project, the client will pay a supervision fee 
to the designer of 25% of each contractor’s billed cost.

Sample letter of agreement.
This letter of agreement is used
for a straight-fee or lump-sum
professional service contract. It
is suitable for residential or
contract use. 
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Payment of the fee will be as follows:
1. Initial retainer of 50% of the fee as authorization to proceed.
2. Supervision fees upon completion of contractor’s work and billing.
3. Balance of fee and other expenses upon completion of project.

Invoices are payable within 10 days of receipt. Balances unpaid after 
30 days are subject to an interest charge of 1.25% per month. Interest 
will continue to be charged on unpaid balances after 30 days even though 
a partial payment has been received.

C. TERMS AND CONDITIONS
1. Designs, drawings, and scale models will remain in the property of 

the designer unless a written agreement has been issued to the 
contrary.

2. Periodic inspections and observations of work on a project will be 
made as we consider appropriate. We do not have responsibility for 
the failure of contractors to comply with drawings or specifications 
prepared by us, nor for latent defects in their work.

3. If, after a definite scheme has been approved, the client makes a 
decision which, for its proper execution, involves extra services or 
expenses for changes in or additions to the studies, drawings, 
specifications, etc., the client will pay the designer for such 
extra services on a design time fee basis of $50/hour.

We agree to the services as outlined, the fees and payment provisions, 
and the terms and conditions.

Designer: ____________________________ Date ____________________________

Client: _______________________________ Date ____________________________
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This letter will confirm that you are retaining our firm to assist you in 
the interior design of your home in __________________________.

Our services include the following: preparing furniture plans; shopping 
for and selecting all furnishings to be purchased from our sources and 
workrooms; assisting in paint selection and overseeing painting; and 
placing furniture, accessories, and art.

All merchandise purchased by you, including custom designed furniture and
cabinetry, will be sold on a showroom list basis. Miscellaneous charges 
for freight, delivery, packing and sales tax will be additional. A written 
estimate reflecting the specified price will be sent to you after selection 
of merchandise.

A signed estimate and 50 percent initial payment are necessary before
merchandise is ordered. However, proforma merchandise, inventory items, 
and immediately deliverable items must be paid in advance of delivery. We 
have been advised by our suppliers that all prices are subject to change 
without notice. Should this happen, we will obtain your approval before
proceeding with the order.

Contracts for the work of carpenters, electricians, plumbing contractors, 
and similar tradespeople will be entered into directly between you and the
contractor. We will be available for consulting with regard to 
architectural changes and additions, and for the review of the work of the 
above-mentioned tradespeople to ensure adherence to plans and 
specifications.

You will be involved for this consultation or review at the rates of 
$130.00 per hour for my time, $90.00 per hour for any architect engaged by 
our firm, $50.00 per hour for project designers and senior draftsmen, and 
$40.00 per hour for junior draftsmen and staff.

We request that clients sign working drawings as a confirmation of their
agreement with the designs. Should you decide not to proceed with any

Sample letter of agreement.
This letter of agreement is
suitable for a residential or
small contract project that is
based on retail pricing. 
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custom furniture or cabinetry that we design for you, you will be billed at 
our hourly consultation rates for design time. Blueprinting charges will 
be additional.

Should you decide not to proceed with interior design selections that we 
have made in consultation with you and that you purchase directly from 
others, you will be billed at our hourly consultation rates for design 
time.

Should you terminate our business relationship, all time spent by me or my
personnel (including preparation of furniture plans, selection of 
furnishings, and all other services described in the second paragraph of 
this letter) will be billed at the appropriate hourly charges. Should 
there be any cancellation charges, they will be billed in addition. The 
balance in your account will be refunded to you after the above charges 
have been deducted.

An authorized signature on a copy of this letter, along with a $_________ 
retainer, will constitute authority for us to begin the project. This 
retainer will be applied to final billing.

If you have any questions concerning this letter, please share them with 
me. I look forward to working with you.

Very truly yours,

Mary V. Knackstedt

APPROVED ____________________________________________

DATE _________________________________________________

We request your permission to photograph and publish our design work. Your
signature below is our authorization.

APPROVED ____________________________________________
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This Agreement made this ________ day of ____________________, 20____
between (firm’s full name) (hereinafter called (firm’s name)
and (client’s name) (hereinafter called Client).

1. (firm’s name) agrees to perform the following services 
for Client in connection with premises:

Please sign copy and return.

2. In consideration for the services to be performed by (firm’s name) ,
Client agrees to pay as follows:

(a) One-half costs to (firm’s name) of total contract to be 
ordered when signing of contract.

(b) Remainder of costs to be billed as installed.
(c) Balance upon completion.

3. In the event Client should cancel this contract then all funds paid 
hereunder shall be retained by (firm’s name) and in addition 
Client shall pay any costs incurred by (firms’ name) for
merchandise or goods ordered.

4. All merchandise required to be purchased or services to be rendered 
under this contract shall be procured by (firm’s name) through 
its own facilities or sources, unless it is specifically specified to 
the contrary herein. (Firm’s name) will not be responsible for 
the quality of merchandise ordered or services performed through 
Client’s sources.

5. (Firm’s name) cannot and does not guarantee the merchandise 
installed or used under this contract from ordinary wear and tear, 
fading, or latent defects not apparent at the time of installation.

6. All drawings, photographs, renderings, materials, and samples 
supplied by (firm’s name) shall remain its property and shall be 
retained by it after the completion of this contract.

Sample letter of agreement.
This letter of agreement would
be used for the purchasing of
furnishings and services
relating to a residential or
small contract job, most likely
during the order-placing
phase.
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7. (Firm’s name) shall not be responsible for any delays in the 
performance of its services caused by third parties or by any other 
reason or cause beyond its control.

8. Client authorizes (firm’s name) to make photographs or other 
reproductions of the work performed by (firm’s name) and to 
thereafter publicly display the same through a new medium or otherwise; 
provided only that Client’s name is not to be used in connection 
therewith without the express consent and permission of the Client. 

(Firm’s name) is hereby given permission, after completion 
of the work, to enter Client’s premises for the purpose of making such
photographs or other reproductions, which photographs or reproductions 
shall become the exclusive property of (firm’s name) .

9. In the event any dispute shall arise between (firm’s name)
and Client, in connection with this contract, it is hereby agreed that 
such dispute shall be referred to three arbitrators, one to be appointed 
by each of the parties hereto and the third to be appointed by the first 
two named arbitrators. An award in writing signed by any two of the 
three arbitrators shall be final and conclusive and binding upon the 
parties hereto. The procedure to be followed by the arbitrators and all 
other questions concerning the scope and method of arbitration shall be 
as provided under Pennsylvania Uniform Arbitration Act of 1927.

10. Sales tax or any other taxes are not included in Contract.

11. Prices subject to change if contract is not signed and returned 
within 30 days of above date.

IN WITNESS WHEREOF the parties hereto have set their hands and seals the 
day and year first above written.

____________________________________

____________________________________
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Dear :

This letter will confirm our method of operation in connection with the 
work we have discussed for the project at the above address.

All furniture and furnishings as well as services provided through this 
office will be sold to you at our net cost plus a 20 percent commission. 
There will be no additional charge for our design services. Travel 
expenses, toll telephone calls, sales taxes, shipping charges, and other 
such out-of-pocket expenses directly applicable to the project will be 
rebilled to you at our net costs on a monthly basis.

We request a $1,000.00 deposit, which will be credited to your account 
at the time of the final billing. Each purchase will be covered by an 
invoice describing the item and requesting a 50 percent deposit and your 
signed approval. The balance is due upon delivery. For antiques, we 
request payment in full when the invoice is approved. This schedule is 
for each invoice submitted.

If the above meets with your approval, please sign at the bottom of the 
letter and return one copy to us along with the initial deposit 
requested.

Cordially,

_______________________________

Accepted and approved _______________________

Date ______________

Sample letter of agreement.
This letter of agreement is for
designers working on a
percentage- or commission-
compensation method, where
no hourly rate or other design
fee is charged. 
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PROPOSAL FOR PROFESSIONAL DESIGN SERVICES

TO:

RE:

This proposal for interior design planning of the first floor of the 
newly purchased building at this address will consist generally of the 
following.
1. Review of existing furnishings and equipment in present office.
2. Review of space and task requirements for the new facilities.
3. Space Planning: Review of the existing building conditions and 

preparation of a plan to accommodate the needs as specified; i.e.,
partitioning, general layout, etc.

4. Specifications for types of materials that would be required to 
implement the study, as well as furnishings.

5. Preparation of a master color scheme.

Specific services during the study include:
1. Presentation of the design plan to the client for review, with 

changes as needed to accommodate the client’s preferences.
2. Preparation of the final budget estimate and design plan for client 

approval.

The fee to provide the services described in this proposal will be in 
the range of $1,500 to $2,500 with a deposit of $750 required to begin 
this project.

The client will provide floor plans, measurements, and prints as needed.

Designer submitting proposal and responsible for this project:

_________________________________ __________________________________
(date) (signature)

I agree to the services outlined in this proposal and authorize the 
designer named above to proceed upon receipt of this signed agreement 
and my check in the amount of $750.

_________________________________ __________________________________
(date) (signature)

Sample letter of agreement.
This proposal was for a small
office project. A similar
proposal could be used for a
simple residential project,
where a more formal contract
might seem inappropriate. 
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Mr. And Mrs. John Newhouse
12 Shady Lane
Tuckedaway Village, Pennsylvania

Dear Mr. and Mrs. Newhouse:

After meeting with you and discussing the design and space planning of 
your residence, we are ready to begin making definite plans.

This proposal outlines our firm’s financial requirements and defines our 
services and responsibilities, as well as our role in relation to any 
other design professionals you may involve in this project. If you 
approve this proposal, by signing it and returning it to us with the 
initial payment, our firm will send a comprehensive letter of agreement.

Design Areas: The scope of the project encompasses your entire 
residence.

Design Services: For the design work of your residence, our firm will 
perform the following services:

1. Initial design study. The initial floorplans you provided will 
probably undergo some revision based on your needs and desires. Further
consultation with you will clarify the extent of these revisions before 
we prepare the preliminary architectural and interior design concept.

2. Preliminary architectural and interior design concept. A complete 
design presentation shall be prepared for your approval, and will 
include:

a. Architectural drawings and documents. We will detail all 
interior and exterior architectural changes for your project.

b. Preparation of complete floor plans. These will be drawn to 
scale and will include a proposed furniture layout.

Sample letter of agreement.
This letter of agreement is for
a firm requiring a design fee
by the hour and a percentage
fee on items purchased for the
project (both contracted items
and furniture).
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c. Finalization of all architectural and working drawings. All 
working drawings shall be submitted to you for your approval and for 
consultation with other design professionals involved with the project. 
Any necessary revisions will be made and final approval will be 
acknowledged by you in writing.

d. Preliminary design concept. After you have approved our layout
drawings, we will make a complete presentation including furniture 
selection, material selection (fabrics, wallcoverings, curtain design, 
floor design, color selections, lighting, etc.), and other visual aids 
we deem necessary to illustrate our design plan.

Purchases: All purchases will be made available to you at wholesale, or 
“net,” cost. Our firm will act as your purchasing agent and all bills 
from vendors will be forwarded to our office for payment. We will 
prepare all specifications and purchase orders, which specify payment 
terms with which you must comply; however, our firm will deal with all 
vendors on a financial basis.

Compensation: Our firm will bill on an hourly basis for our design and 
planning services as specified by the description of design services. 
The rates are:

Firm principal—$110 per hour
Senior designer—$70 per hour
Drafting—$45 per hour

Furthermore, the fees for selecting and specifying all purchases of 
furniture and furnishings shall be based on certain percentages of the 
furniture and furnishings budget, which are:

Thirty-five percent on the initial $100,000 of the “F&F” budget
Thirty percent on the “F&F” budget above $100,000
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If the above meets with your approval, your signature below will 
indicate your acceptance of the basic terms of our agreement. Please 
return one signed copy and a retainer of $2,000. We will present a more 
detailed agreement for your acceptance within several weeks. Of course, 
please call if you have any questions.

Sincerely,

Interior Design Firm
By: ______________

President
Accepted and approved:

_______________________
John Newhouse

_______________________
Bernice Newhouse
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Succeeding in Project
Management

Project management has separate and distinct stages: the programming phase;
the schematic phase; the design development phase; the contract documents
phase; and the installation or contract administration phase. This is the tradi-
tional language used to refer to various parts of the interior design project process;
however, it is changing. Today, we may perform various tasks at different stages;
and the system is so volatile that no new names have been assigned as yet. We
have to examine our projects and responsibilities, then determine the best process
to use to make the job happen.

The size and type of work will determine the client-designer relationship for
each of these stages; however, the basic purpose of each step of the process re-
mains the same. The programming phase will define the project and a beginning
contractual agreement between the client and designer.

The schematic design phase is for preliminary designing of space allocation
and locations for partitions, furnishings, and equipment; for establishing con-
cepts of types and qualities of finishes and materials; and for preparing a bud-
get and estimated schedule for project completion. This phase is meant to define
for the client all major decisions concerning the parameters of space, layout,
quality of products, and probable costs of the project, as well as the relationships
and scope of work/products to be provided by the designer or other professional
disciplines prior to the next step of finalizing and detailing all aspects of the
project. Client review and approval is essential prior to proceeding to the next
phase.

The design development phase includes finalizing all design layouts; details of
all interior construction; specifications for all products, materials, and equip-
ment; work methods and standards, plus any other document preparation needed
prior to the owner’s review and approval of this stage.

The contract documents phase is the point at which decisions must be final-
ized for the execution or installation of the project. How the work will be man-
aged by the design firm and/or the client, whether by one or more contracts or
purchase orders between the owner and contractor or supplier for products, must
be determined and mutually agreed upon. It is a time of preparing and execut-
ing the bidding, contracting, and procurement documents in preparation for the
next step of the process.

The contract administration, or installation, phase commences with the award
of one or more contracts or the issuance of purchase orders; it formally termi-
nates when the final payments to the contractors or suppliers have been certified.



It is the step in the process that includes the actual procurement, the construction,
the installation, and final finishing and placement of all elements of the total 
project.

THE PROGRAMMING PHASE

Your initial discussions with the client establish the parameters of the job. You will
learn what type of work is required, the client’s preferences and direction, the bud-
gets, the contract terms, and the availability of other plans or blueprints. You will
also discover which other professional people and/or design consultants will be
involved in the project. (See pages 139–144 for a more detailed discussion of the
initial interview.)

You next obtain credit information on the client from a credit bureau, his or her
banks, and other resources (see pages 348–351). When you have decided to proceed
with this client, you prepare a letter of agreement based on a review, analysis, and
evaluation of the client’s objectives, the site requirements, and the needed services
of the designer—all of which are included in a written program. The letter also in-
cludes the proposed contract terms for work and the schedule of payments; it is 
presented in a form that, when signed by the client, becomes the initial contract 
between the client and the designer. This contract usually is for all services to be
performed by the designer’s firm through the schematic design phase, or prelim-
inary design phase and the design development phase.

THE SCHEMATIC DESIGN PHASE

After the client has signed your contract or letter of agreement, you can proceed
into the preliminary design phase. This starts with an examination of the client’s
plans or premises to determine existing conditions and materials, and to evaluate
aspects of the facilities that would affect delivery or accessibility to the site.

You will also review the requirements for protection of property and/or any re-
moval of existing furniture, fixtures, and equipment. The existing conditions of the
site are spelled out. Your design firm should make an inventory of the client’s ex-
isting furniture to describe its condition, dimensions, sizes, details, and history.
Next, you will prepare evaluations.

This is the concept stage of the design. You will cover all details affecting the
interior space, including furniture, layouts, traffic patterns, existing interiors,
any built-in cabinetry, lighting, special HVAC requirements, doors, and win-
dows. At this stage, you should meet with the architect and other design pro-
fessionals associated with the job to exchange any special technical data, as well
as to establish the position and responsibilities of your design firm in relation
to them.

During this stage, you will do your product research, which involves finding fur-
nishings, equipment, fabrics, and materials appropriate to the specifications and
requirements of the project. You will also prepare preliminary drawings, sketches,
displays, and estimates of probable project costs for presentation to the client for
his or her review and approval.
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THE DESIGN DEVELOPMENT PHASE

Once your preliminary work has been approved by the client, you can move it into
the final design development phase. In this phase, you prepare detailed drawings
and specifications based on all decisions and data collected in earlier phases. You
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EXISTING CONDITIONS:

Client: Room: Photo No. Date: Page of

Floor:

Walls: N S E W Color:
Block
Brick
Glass
Plaster/Drywall
Wood/Paneling
Paint
Accent Paint
Vinyl
Ceramic Tile
Wainscot/Chair Rail
Thermostat
Telephone
Other

Ceiling:

Lighting:

Cabinetwork:

Other:

© Design Business Monthly

Existing conditions sheet. This is helpful in documenting the preliminary design phase.



also write detailed specifications for all items to be purchased, and prepare work-
room or subcontractor specs.

You prepare a detailed statement of probable project cost; this includes the cost
of furnishings, finishes, contracting, and materials. Then you review their avail-
ability. At this point, you may want to establish an allowance for accessories and
any other items required to complete the project. You will also prepare a review
of shipping and other installation expenses and terms. In this statement you will
also review and update your payment terms. Before continuing on to the next
process, you must receive and document formal approval of the proposal by the
client.
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WORK STATION SUMMARY
Client:

Date:

Position: Name: Location: Needs: Notes:

© Design Business Monthly

Workstation summary. This sheet is very helpful for reviewing the various needs and locations of different staff members, which will
aid you in your design analysis.



DESIGN MASTER SHEET

Client: Room: Date:

Floor:

Wall:

Woodwork:

Ceiling:

Window Treatment:

Feature:

Lighting:

Furniture:

Accessory Items:

© Design Business Monthly

Design master sheet. A sheet
such as this enables you to
keep the details for each room
you are designing in one place.
This is prepared at the design
development phase, after the
preliminary work has been
approved by the client. You
may wish to write the details in
pencil in case changes are
made. Keeping this single
record can help you in
numerous ways when you
make additions, revisions, or
even redo a project many years
later. Have it printed on
heavier stock paper so it’s easy
to find in the file and can
stand up to the wear and tear
of continuous or long-term use. 
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THE CONTRACT DOCUMENTS PHASE

After receiving the approvals of the design development phase, the design firm
makes any further adjustments required. It then prepares construction documents
and the specifications required for the construction work on the project. The de-
sign firm also may recommend contractors appropriate for the project, and pre-
pare request, receive, and review bids.

Appropriate purchase documents with detailed specifications are also prepared
at this stage, including detailed requirements for fabrication procurement, ship-
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ROOM SPECIFICATION

Client: Room No.: Name: Date:

Carpet:

Walls:

Ceiling:

Window Treatment:

Built-ins:

Furniture:

Room Layout:

Approval: Moving Schedule:

Contr.: From:

Owner: To:

To:

© Design Business Monthly

Room specification sheet. In
the concept stage of the
design, you prepare detailed
descriptions. A sheet such as
this will facilitate review and
approval of your room
specifications by the client and
contractor. The detailed
descriptions in this worksheet
are useful for the owner’s
records and for working with
contractors. A copy can be
posted in the room itself so
that all the contractors and
vendors have the information
they need. On this worksheet,
the objective is to keep
information simple and easy to
read, so that everyone can
understand it. The approval
sections should be visible, so
the contractors can confirm
that the appropriate
authorities have given their
approval.



ment, delivery and installation of all furniture, furnishings, and equipment re-
quired for the project. The design firm may assume the responsibility for pur-
chasing and project management of the installation or may merely supervise or
assist, depending upon the contract.

Most documentation can be done by computer. Many designers use Pilot and
Excel; others prefer paper and pencil. We use the paper system for examples only.
Any system you devise should be easy to read; keep certain items in the same lo-
cations on the pages. The goal is to have a system that makes it easy for anyone
who picks up the worksheet to understand what has been done and what still
needs to be done. Document electronically or in pencil, whichever is easier for
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PROJECT MASTER SHEET Date:

Client: Contact: Designer:

Address: Phone No.: Home: Start Date:

Work: Completion Date:Com

Date: Order Supplier: Item: Area: Quoted: Exp. Ship. Rec’d.: Del’d.: Billed:
No.: Week of:
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Project master sheet. This sheet makes it easy to see at a glance everything that has been ordered for the client.



you. The trick is keeping the worksheets up to date. Once you have established a
procedure, a support person can fill in the details.

Placing Orders
After the client accepts the proposals, your firm places all orders and finalizes sub-
contracts. You will meet with contractors to determine scheduling and organize
delivery installations. Any additional necessary detail drawings will be prepared
and reviewed. You will also review your insurance coverage to determine that all
items are covered appropriately.

If the client requests any revisions at this stage, you should determine how they
will affect the schedule and budget. Before making any changes in your orders, get
approval from both the client and the contractor to determine the correct costs and
whether the change will affect the schedule.

CONTRACT ADMINISTRATION PHASE

After the contract development phase has been completed, the contract adminis-
tration phase begins. This phase encompasses the follow-through period, the in-
stallation, and the post-occupancy evaluation. This phase is often underestimated
in importance to the project. There is a very delicate balance required in keeping the
client well informed and comfortable, and supporting the various vendors and
craftspeople. We are putting together many different personalities and although we
feel they are the best people available to do the job, and much care has been spent
in the designing and planning phases, there are always unexpected situations.

The “Twilight Zone”
The follow-through period is known as the “twilight zone.” The twilight zone be-
gins the moment a client signs a contract or places an order, and ends when the
merchandise is delivered or an installation is completed. During this period, all of
a client’s worries and insecurities about his or her project come into full flower,
and if left unchecked, cause difficulty on installation day. Maintaining communi-
cation with the client for the duration of the project is the way to avoid problems.

Client Updates. Establish a regular day and time with the client for a weekly up-
date call from your office on the stage of completion of the project. Early in the job
there is often not much to report. The report may consist of saying: “We are work-
ing on your preliminary design, have completed all the data collection, and are do-
ing research on some of the materials required.”

When the client knows that once a week, on a given day, he or she will hear
from you, many calls throughout the week are avoided. It also permits you to be
prepared. Before speaking to your client, you can consult his or her file for up-to-
date information; you will be able to speak intelligently about his or her job.

In our studio, each project has a master sheet (see page 197). On it we outline
the components of the job and where each stands at a particular time. We call our
client with the master sheet in front of us. On the back of the master sheet we
keep simple records. Our managing director notes any comments the client may
have during the telephone conversation. This means that, in addition to having a
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REUPHOLSTERY CHECKLIST

Client: Purchase Order No.: Date:

Workroom Time Pick-up Date: Expected Completion:
Required:

Description of Furniture: Fabric:

Source:

Number:

Style and Approximate Size:
Color:

Description:

Width:

Repeat:

Instructions to Workroom: Sample:

Changes in Construction:

Frame to be Tightened:

Sketch or Photo:
Wood to be Refinished:

Cushion Fill:

Arm Hoods:

Others:

Special Instructions:

© Design Business Monthly

Reupholstery checklist. This
checklist outlines all project
details involving reupholstery.
It is useful to include a
photograph of the existing
furniture for appropriate
documentation (a second
photograph should go to the
workroom). It is easy to put the
wrong fabric on the chair. This
worksheet, with its photo of
the piece and fabric sample—
with the correct side up—
clarifies your instructions.
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WINDOW TREATMENT CHECKLIST

Client: Purchase Order No.: Date:

Room Location: Workroom Time Required: Expected Installation:

Type of Treatment: Fabric or Product Used:

Source:

Number:

Color:

Description:

Type of Valance:
Width:

Repeat:

Sample:

Measurements and Specifications: Sketch or Photo:

Hardware/Rod Location:

Length:

Width:

Extension:

Overlap:

Other:

Accessories: (tie-backs, finials)

© Design Business Monthly

Window treatment checklist.
This is a good checklist to use
when preparing specifications
for any type of window
treatment, including draperies,
shades, and shutters. It also
provides space for a sketch or
photograph of the existing
window or treatment. 
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Furniture, furnishings, and
equipment specifications sheet.
This type of specification sheet
is appropriate for you to use
when you are sending a project
out for bids. These sheets,
which normally have the
design firm’s name on them,
can become part of a large
purchasing document. All you
need is an easily understood
reference sheet, whether it is
drawn up by hand or on a
computer. Keep it simple. 

FURNITURE, FURNISHINGS, AND EQUIPMENT SPECIFICATIONS

Project: Date:

Spec. Quan.: Description: (manufacturer, catalog Unit Ext.
#: no., finish) Cost: Cost:

© Design Business Monthly
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Letter of transmittal.
Transmittal sheets are used for
all correspondence between
the designer, other consultants,
and contractors. A transmittal
sheet such as this should be
attached to shop drawings,
letters, prints, change orders,
plans, and samples—anything
that would require a comment,
approval, or request. Any
change in work orders should
be documented with a letter of
transmittal. Fax has changed
the way they look. What is
important is that there are
areas to check and return.

YOUR FIRM NAME HERE LETTER OF TRANSMITTAL
123 Main Street

YOUR TOWN, STATE and ZIP

Phone 123-4567 DATE JOB NO

TO ATTENTION

RE

WE ARE SENDING YOU � Attached � Under separate cover via the following items:

� Shop drawings � Prints � Plans � Samples � Specifications

� Copy of letter � Change order �

COPIES DATE NO DESCRIPTION

THESE ARE TRANSMITTED as checked below:

� For approval � Approved as submitted � Resubmit copies for approval

� For your use � Approved as noted � Submit copies for distribution

� As requested � Returned for corrections � Return corrected prints

� For review and comment �

� FOR BIDS DUE 20 � PRINTS RETURNED AFTER LOAN TO US

REMARKS

COPY TO SIGNED:
If enclosures are not as noted, kindly notify us at once.



master file with all the original specifications for a job, we have a complete run-
down on exactly what is being done, with a record of all conversations and im-
portant data. If the designer wants to know what the managing director has said
to a client, he or she picks up the master sheet.

When we make a presentation, we give the client a copy of the project sched-
ule. It states when the materials are expected, as well as when the different crafts-
people will be working in the client’s space. If revisions are required, or a final
date is set, we tell the client during our weekly report. We will also send the client
an updated outline of the schedule so that he or she will have the space ready for
the craftspeople when they arrive on the job.

You should talk weekly to the other professionals involved on the job, such as
architects, engineers, or job coordinators. Neglecting this communication destroys
cooperation and can undermine the project. This regular interaction not only
serves to support professionalism but is an excellent marketing tool. If clients
know that you are on top of their job, they feel they are receiving very special, per-
sonal care, and are quick to recommend you to their friends.

This weekly communication can also spur clients to enlarge their project. Know-
ing that the original work is moving along smoothly and is not causing any major
discomfort or interference in their lives seems to make clients feel secure about
buying design services.

Tell the truth; don’t keep problems from the clients. But try to have solutions.
Give the client the options you have worked out, and ask for his or her input. Un-
less you are sure of the client, don’t offer more than two possible solutions. Offer-
ing more only tends to confuse the issue.

Purchasing and Follow-up. What happens to an order from the time it is placed
until the product is delivered? During this period, small developments can either
make or destroy an order, as well as a client relationship. Regular communication
with your suppliers and your client is essential.

The ability to get the job completed depends upon the designer’s ability to de-
sign a project that is practical to produce within the budget and medium in which
he or she is working. It must be within the abilities of your staff and craftspeople.

In addition to placing a written order for merchandise, you should also phone
in the order to see if any items have been discontinued or if there is anything in-
correct or incomplete about your purchase order. This follow-up phone call as-
sures that changes can be handled immediately and not three weeks down the
road, when they could affect a greater body of work. After making this call, you
should tell your client that the orders have been placed with no problem, or that
one fabric is discontinued and, therefore, will require another selection. Ask your
client when he or she can arrange an appointment to make that selection.

You must carefully consider the project schedule when you choose which ma-
terials to specify. Determine whether you can afford to specify materials from all
parts of the world when you have only ninety days to complete a job.

When an order is submitted to the person processing the job (the expeditor), the
design has been completed and there is an expected delivery date on the project.
This date has been established by the designer and the client. The expeditor knows
by seeing this date that the client is expecting this order in a set period of time,
ranging from two weeks to a year or longer. Few orders are done in a period of
two weeks.

Everything you consider on a project is based on the date of completion. One
item may have twenty to thirty parts. For example, fabric, finish, trimmings, and
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several different crafts may be part of a chair. Your expeditor places the orders for
each and every process or material you specify. He or she attaches one copy of the
purchase order, which is marked with the date the order is required, to the initial
work order. Another copy of the purchase order is placed in your “On Order” file—
an alphabetical file of each and every company with whom you have orders. When
you get an invoice in from Fabric Company A, for example, you can go to your “On
Order” file and match the invoice with the order.

On your purchase order, you should have the name of the client and a purchase-
order number. In our firm, the work-order number that we start out with follows
through on all the subsequent purchase orders. This means that if a work-order
number is 9046, all the purchase-order numbers would be 9046A, 9046B, and so
forth.

After an order has been placed with a company, you should have an acknowl-
edgement or some confirmation from them in approximately a week to ten days.
This will tell you if the product is available, in which case you may receive an in-
voice for it. If it is not available, the company will let you know how long it will
be before it is available, or if the product has been discontinued.

You should immediately compare all acknowledgments with your delivery ex-
pectations. If you have a year in which to deliver a sofa, for example, and there is
a three-month delay in the fabric shipment, it really won’t matter since you know
that it only takes another thirty to sixty days to produce the sofa after you have the
fabric. But if the acknowledgment says that the delivery of this fabric will be in
sixty days, and the client is expecting delivery in ninety days, you know you have
to do some checking. Even though you have a thirty-day cushion, you really can’t
count on that. This means that the fabric is expected from the mill on that date.
That is not the date on which it will be delivered to you. The fabric may be com-
ing from England or Italy. This could cause additional shipping delays before it is
shipped from the factory to you.

At this point, it is important to bring the delay to the attention of the designer in
charge. The designer may say: “There is a fabric almost identical to that from an-
other firm. Let’s consider using the fabric from Fabric Company B instead of the
fabric from Fabric Company A.” The designer will then compare the two fabrics
and decide whether this is a reasonable choice. Your firm will then check with
Fabric Company B to assure availability of this fabric and then put a reserve on
the fabric. At that point, you check with the client for approval. If the client ap-
proves the change, you call both fabric companies to change the fabric to be used
from Fabric Company A’s to Fabric Company B’s.

When you change an order, you must notify all affected vendors. In the case of
a sofa, which is to be made by an upholsterer, the upholsterer is expecting a fab-
ric from Fabric Company A with a certain identifying number. You must write to
the upholsterer to tell him or her that that particular fabric is not available, so he
or she will be receiving a fabric from Fabric Company B instead.

Suppose your client decides there is no substitute for his or her fabric selection,
and you, as the designer, agree. If a major change of fabric must be made, adjust-
ments on deliveries of all the other items will have to be made to coordinate de-
liveries. It may not be a matter of just changing sofa fabrics; it may mean chang-
ing the draperies, accent pillows, or three or four other items that go with the
different fabric.

Understanding the situation, your client may be prepared to wait and to adjust
the job completion date accordingly. When the client is given a choice, it makes
for much better rapport.
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Weekly Merchandise Checks. Another important follow-up procedure is to check,
on a weekly basis, every client order and every merchandise order to see if there
are any acknowledgments pending and if anything has not arrived by your ex-
pected delivery dates. When there’s a discrepancy, contact the involved suppliers
by telephone, fax, email, or letter to determine why that item is delayed or what
the problem is. They may never have received your order. These weekly checks al-
low you to catch problems quickly, not three weeks later, when you are expecting
an item on your loading dock.

A record of all the activities is kept on the master sheet for easy reference. To-
day, there are several computer programs that can handle your design firm’s
source communications and documentation (see pages 70–71).

Merchandise Inspection. Always inspect merchandise before it arrives on-site. If
you have an installation scheduled, check with the warehouse to be sure that the
merchandise has arrived and that it is the proper color, size, and shape. Regardless
of the supplier, it is advisable visit the warehouse and see the merchandise your-
self. There are ways you can open and repack cartons without adversely affecting
your scheduling. It is easier to check merchandise when it is in a warehouse facil-
ity than it is to do later. It’s important that someone who knows what was ordered
and the details of the piece to see it before it is delivered to the client. It is time-
consuming and expensive to do this, but it is also a mark of professionalism.

By inspecting the items, you can also determine in advance how complex as-
sembling the pieces will be. If you have installers who are not familiar with as-
sembling an intricate item, a trip to the factory for training or requesting a factory
person to assist with the installation can save time in the long run. Don’t get in-
volved in an installation unless you have experts available.

Assemble any item that can be preassembled in your own warehouse or work-
room so that you spend as little time as possible at the client’s space. Also, if there
is a problem during assembly, preassembly allows you to know about it before you
reach the client’s. Even if you must take the product apart again and repack it, be
sure that it fits together and that you have all of the pieces.

If you are unfamiliar with the installation assembly process, ask the product
manufacturer if you can visit another installation site so that you can see just how
this assembly is performed. It is unprofessional to deliver a product that your staff
cannot professionally assemble.

Organizing the Workers. Depending upon the craft, the designer should review
the project with the contractors and craftspeople and their management. Explain
the project. Show them the completed design so that they understand why their
part of it is being done in a certain fashion. If the plumber realizes what the next
three steps in a job are, for example, he will better understand his limitations and
know why he can’t take three feet when only one foot has been allotted.

Explaining the overall project to the craftspeople involved serves two functions.
First, it helps them understand how they fit into the total process. Second, it gives
them a sense of pride—they understand what they are working on and that you re-
spect them enough to make them a part of this outstanding project.

During the installation, you will have a great number of different contractors and
craftspeople to coordinate. To make sure that they work well together, you should
understand the exact processes that are required for them to do their jobs, and pro-
gram exactly how they are to work together. Go over the project with each craftsper-
son or delivery person approximately three weeks prior to the installation, and
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again within about four days of the installation to be sure that everything is ready.
If everything is not complete and ready, it is better to change the installation date.

When scheduling an installation by any contractor or craftsperson, visit his or
her warehouse and go over with him or her the list of plumbing fixtures, lighting
fixtures, and other items required for the project. Often contractors will start a
project thinking that they have everything they need when they only have 90 per-
cent of it. The last 10 percent will hold up the job.

You must determine whether they should go into the client’s space without all
the equipment, or that they really need to collect the rest of the materials—and
make any substitutions—before they start.

Plan the job so that each craftsperson or contractor can perform his or her in-
stallation easily and with the least likelihood of damaging other parts of the proj-
ect. When you do a project on a tight schedule, even though it requires a lot of give-
and-take from the subcontractors, efficient coordination makes the project appear
perfectly orchestrated. The client can usually afford to have a highly paid project
manager on-site for such a short period of time. If a project is done over a long,
spread-out period, supervision by a top-quality person is often cost-prohibitive.

Installation Supervision
Installations require supervision. Work closely with your installation people, as
they can make or break a job. The better the installers understand a project, the
better job they do. Larger firms have specialists who do only installation work. In
smaller firms, the project manager will supervise the project throughout the
process. The art of installation is becoming quite respected as a specialty, since the
quality of the project is at great risk. Whether this person is an installation spe-
cialist or a project manager, he or she should be involved with the project from
the concept phase throughout the job. If a design passes this person’s approval, you
know it will work and can be installed without extreme difficulty.

The person who supervises the complete installation should understand the job
and its composition. He or she should review the design concept in the initial
stages to determine any areas where the project might be adjusted to save money
or to make the installation go smoother.

An on-site project manager has to make many decisions and adjustments on the
design project. It is seldom that the existing facility is identical to what is expected.

The project manager should be included in the overall design program so that he
or she understands exactly which adjustments are negotiable and which are not.

Ideally, if the installation manager is familiar with the project and has checked
all items that are delivered to warehouses, he or she is going to be prepared for
anything that comes up. A well-prepared project manager, often one of the best-
paid people on a design team, can make an installation look professional—and the
design team look great.

Whoever supervises the installation must not only know the project, but must
also be willing to make the adjustments necessary to keep other people working.
If a supply item is required, and is not on-site, the supervisor takes care of getting
what is needed so that nothing stops the workers from continuing their job. The
supervisor must be willing to be inconvenienced if necessary to keep the rest of
the job running.

Preparing the Site. Before the day of the installation, the building management
needs to be informed of the requirements of the installation team. Parking al-
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lowances, street closings, and other preparations may need to be arranged. This is
all part of your preparation. Going to the extra effort of clearing a parking lot and
hiring a person to direct traffic into the lot is often one of the cheapest and best
expenditures you can make. The traffic coordinator can control the arrivals of var-
ious pieces so that one person doesn’t arrive a half-hour early and install his or
her part before its base arrives.

Although previous scheduling and planning has been done, always check the job
site the day before the installation. Be sure that the space is clean and ready for you.
Make sure proper temperatures have been maintained for carpet and others types
of installation. Check that the HVAC system is under proper control and that it is
clean and properly functioning so that dust does not become a contaminant.

It is usually wise to ask the client to be away from the site during the day of in-
stallation. If the client feels he or she must be part of the installation, you should
select the appropriate times in the day for him or her to come for comments and
approval. Typically, when clients are on-site they become concerned with inap-
propriate details, and the continuity of the installation is affected.

Taking Charge. Sometimes a client will say that his or her office can handle the
installations; however, this should be discouraged. It is a rare client who under-
stands installation procedures, and it only takes one careless installer to mar a
project that took months or perhaps years of careful design and development.

If at all possible, designate a member of your staff to be on-site throughout the
installation or at least to make periodic checks to ensure that your standards are
met by the craftspeople.

Typically, an unsupervised delivery team will drop dirty cartons in the middle
of the space. You can end up with grease on the carpet, or worse. Make sure this
never happens. What the client remembers most is his or her last impression of
your installation process.

Installation of Furnishings
The installation is one of the strongest selling parts of the job. You constantly re-
sell a project to the client by the way you handle the job—not just in the initial in-
terview or in the presentation, but the whole way through the “twilight zone” and
on into the installation itself. Your performance and the way your craftspeople
work in a person’s facility often determines both the quality of the design work and
the client’s opinion of your firm.

The question of whether to install a project all at one time or piecemeal is some-
times not the designer’s decision. But if you can arrange to install a project all at
one time—to coordinate the craftspeople tightly with the installation of furniture—
do it. This definitely makes a difference in the impact of the design on the client.
Most clients cannot visualize what a room will look like, even though they have
seen the plans and chosen the merchandise from the options you presented. Piece-
meal installation is nerve-wracking for the client, and his or her resulting insecu-
rities can cost you time.

The way you handle an installation affects not just that project, but your future
relationship with that client and his or her associates.

Planning for Problems. In order to orchestrate a polished installation, you must
be prepared in advance for any problems. Have on hand the tools and equipment
you need to take care of problems. Planning for problems prevents them.
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With advance planning, a great deal of difficulty and expense can be avoided at
the end of the project. When you begin a project, check out the delivery procedures
for your client’s building. It’s important that you know sizes of openings, elevator
capacity, and hours of access to the elevators. Some furniture simply cannot be in-
stalled in some spaces. We’ve all heard about the ten-foot sofa that couldn’t be de-
livered to the thirty-fourth-floor penthouse, or the boardroom table that wouldn’t
fit up the elevator shaft. When considering a design project, obviously the access
to the space has to be considered. Many corridors and entrances in buildings are
much narrower and smaller than one would expect; these are limitations you must
take into account in the planning stages.

If you are having several sofas made, order sufficient fabric to replace the back
or the seat (normally two or three yards). If you are ordering a chair, one yard of
extra fabric should be ordered to replace the back or the seat cushion. By order-
ing extra fabric in advance, if there is a problem during the course of delivery, you
are ready to take care of it immediately. If there is no problem, you can give the
extra fabric to the client and say: “We are including this piece of matching fabric
as insurance against a cigarette burn or a small tear. Put it away and keep it just
in case.” Or, if you have storage space, you can keep the fabric in your warehouse
with your client’s name on it. It’s amazing how often this extra material gets used.
If it doesn’t get used, it has still been a great backup. It is always better to have an
extra yard of material on hand than it is to call and try to match a yard or two of
fabric at the time of the installation.

When ordering carpeting, order a few extra feet. This lets you cut around an un-
expected flaw, or finish a closet that the carpenter created from hidden space. It
gives you the chance to make your installations what they should be. A little extra
carpeting can later be used to repair minor damage without requiring the whole
carpet to be replaced.

Always be prepared to handle touch-ups and minor repairs. If your installation
people don’t have a trained repair staff, schedule a standby for that particular proj-
ect to take care of any little repairs so that they are handled immediately, not three
months later.

A stain-removal kit and cleaning supplies should be part of your equipment for
all installations. Insist that every delivery truck that is to service you has the equip-
ment to vacuum, dust, and clean every interior item. Any cleaning supplies needed
for new textiles or other items that will be handled should be included.

It is unusual for every item to arrive at an installation in perfect condition and
in perfect sequence. There are usually some adjustments required during instal-
lation. Today, there are specialists who know how to touch up finishes and make
minor repairs or adjustments to make an installation seem perfect. These special-
ists can eliminate a lot of problems and complaints.

Installer’s Records. On any project that requires working at a client’s premises,
whether it involves installation, delivery, or another type of work, a job-assign-
ment sheet with the client’s name at the top helps control each phase. It lists the
various items ready to be delivered or work to be done at that particular site,
whether it is a residence or a contract space. The number of assignment sheets
you will need depends on the number of stages that the project has. For example,
the first phase may include removing the old furnishings and preparing the space
for painting, wallcovering, and/or carpet installation.

An installation sheet must define the things that are to be done, and it should
include a space for the installer’s comments. Comments may be about missing
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pieces or other problems, or the fact that the client is so delighted that he or she
wants to continue and do another project with you.

An installation may be done at one time or in three or four different phases. It
is important that everything that is to be accomplished in each phase be listed. You
must verify that all the necessary materials are on hand and ready for the instal-
lation. With an installation sheet (see above), you will avoid forgetting items or
having three parts of an item but not the other two.

When the installer arrives at the client’s property, even if a designer or assigned
supervisor is there, the installer calls the designer’s office to confirm that he or she
is on location. (Later, the time marked on the installer’s time sheet is verified at
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INSTALLATION

Client: Staff: Date: From:
To:

Items to be Completed Today:

Items to be Done for Next Appointment:
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Installation sheet. When an
installer is at your client’s
project, he or she needs to
have a list of the items that
are to be completed on that
day. This sheet should be
prepared by the project
manager or managing director;
it is later returned to that
person after the installer has
noted the amount of time
spent, the items completed,
and their history and results.
This simple form helps
tremendously both with billing
and with scheduling any
follow-up work.



the office against the master phone schedule.) In addition, when the installer ar-
rives, he or she gives the office a status report on the site. The office must be made
aware of any difficulties. The installer might say, for example, “The paper hanger
is not finished with the wallcovering, and we can only do a little more work until
this is completed. He should be finished by this afternoon. What do you want us
to do?” The person who manages the time scheduling in the office will then know
the movement of each person on staff. If a client has a question regarding addi-
tional scheduling, or an adjustment to the schedule, this is handled in the main
office—not by the installers, who may not understand the full planning process.

When the installer is finished for the day, he or she will call the office again to
say, for example, “I have completed this project and am returning to the studio,”
or “I am going on to the next client’s job.” At the end of the day, the installer will
return the installation sheet to the office, marking off everything he or she has
completed, the time that was spent, and any additional work that would require
extra charges. On the bottom of this sheet the installer or the project supervisor
notes any comments made by the client, such as, “I like the way we have done the
office, but I would really like to add three extra chairs to the conference room.”

These notes are important reference tools that can alert the designer to addi-
tional sales opportunities on that project. These records are kept in the client’s
master file and are used for billing purposes. Whether the billing is done through
a computer system or manually, the process is similar.

Every project needs to be managed by the office, as a firm always appears more
professional when control is centered there. An installer shouldn’t say to a client,
“I’ll be back tomorrow with these items” if he or she doesn’t know where the items
are. He or she should say instead, for example, “I’ll go back to the office to get the
three or four items I need to complete your project. As soon as I have them, our
staff person will call you and arrange for me to come out again and finish up.” This
helps the installer by not putting him or her in the position of having to answer
questions such as, “Will you be here tomorrow to finish this?” Sometimes the in-
staller doesn’t know the answer, and this gets him or her off the hook.

Installation Day. You need a script and choreography to ensure a well-planned,
professional installation day. It is more than just showmanship; time equals money.
There may be clauses in the contract that require a penalty be paid for each day
the project is late. If you can shorten the installation time, your profits will be bet-
ter. If you spend too much time on one project, when you should be working on
others, it costs you business.

When installation people arrive in a space, the designer or the project manager
must impress upon them that this is a new, finely finished space. It must be treated
with the utmost care, as if it were a fine piece of crystal or a lovely coutourier
garment.

How the installers are dressed and how they treat the site are critical. Clients
feel that their furniture deserves special handling. Insist that anyone who touches
or goes near it in any fashion understands that furniture is expensive and must be
handled carefully. The best people working for you should be the people doing the
installation, but so often firms use their lowest-paid and newest person. This per-
son should be kept in-house; do your training where clients can’t see it.

Inform your installation people that playing loud music, eating, drinking, and
smoking in the installation area are completely out of the question. On a large in-
stallation project, you should create a break area for the workers where they may
go to drink sodas and smoke; but be sure they realize they may not drink or smoke
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in any other part of the space. See that the break area is cleaned up when you
leave, even if the installation supervisor has to do it.

You can save time and money by having coffee or sodas on hand and arranging
for lunches to be delivered. It is usually a good investment to pay for and bring in
the installer’s lunches, just to keep them working and on the job.

When making a delivery, it is advisable to put walk-off mats down from the
truck into the space. You should also cover carpeting as appropriate; brown car-
penter’s paper is usually better to use than plastic runners because it is less slip-
pery. The paper also gives the area the appearance of work in progress.

The “white glove and bootie treatment” requires installation people to wear
clean white gloves, and those who are walking into a clean space with clean
carpets to put on fabric booties over their shoes so that they do not get any
outside soil on the carpet. This obsessive concern for a project is greatly ap-
preciated by clients, who usually have made a heavy investment in the space
and want it perfect. Great care should be taken on installation day to en-
courage the client to feel that everything about his or her project is special.
With this kind of emphasis, you can build lasting rapport with clients.

The way furniture is wrapped when it goes into a space is also important. If
it is covered with clean brown paper and nicely taped, that’s fine. If the paper
is soiled, or in any way torn, do something about it. In the past, furniture was
delivered blanket-covered and well protected. When you arrived in a client’s
space, the blankets were lifted off and the client got to see his or her special piece
of furniture. This was good showmanship. Today, plastic has replaced blankets
(and it is great because it keeps items clean and dry); the showmanship is still
important.

If you are merchandising or selling products, your company will make the de-
liveries. Again, the way your trucking and delivery processes are handled strongly
reflects the quality of your overall product. Designers deliver their furnishings in
many different ways. One firm, in California, uses women to do the deliveries in
attractive, nicely painted vans. The women wear black slacks and white ruffled
blouses, and they deliver almost all of the furniture that the firm supplies. It’s
showmanship. Everyone talks about the way their deliveries are made.

Never leave a job until it is presenting the very best effect it can for this stage of
the project. If you have not yet completed the project when you leave, be sure that
the area is thoroughly vacuumed and cleaned. Pay attention to details so that the
area looks organized; many times the client will sneak a peak.

Check your insurance coverage regarding your liability position while super-
vising or installing a project. In Chapter 11, care, custody and control are dis-
cussed (see pages 364–365). Obviously, the responsibilities of the design firm need
to be defined and addressed prior to an installation.

At the completion of the installation, go through the project and prepare a punch
list of problems, then make an appointment with the client several days later to go
through this list. Point out to the client any flaws or imperfections and explain
which are going to be corrected. Show the client before he or she shows you.
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Design Review. A design review should not be done just at the end of a project,
but throughout this project. This is when staff members meet, not just to review
the design, but also to review the scheduling, the budget, and the client’s expecta-
tions. A regular ongoing review throughout the project will strengthen it and keep
everyone on target. Firms often wait too long before the first design review and
concern themselves more with design quality than with other issues that are per-
haps more pertinent to the project’s success, such as whether they are really ac-
complishing their communication objectives with the client.

The Maintenance Manual. You should supply a maintenance manual to the
client at installation time or immediately thereafter. This manual lists each and
every piece of furniture, equipment, furnishings, and/or material that is incorpo-
rated into their project—including carpeting, wallcoverings, draperies, window
treatments, furnishings, textiles, lamps—and explains everything needed to keep
this installation in as fine a condition as possible. It lists handling precautions,
cleaning and maintenance instructions, as well as simply the right wattage for
the lamping. It includes the addresses and phone numbers of other companies
that should be called for various services or additional instructions for adequate
maintenance.

A maintenance manual is supplied to both residential and contract clients, and
is part of every design package. This manual also includes all of the guarantees,
warranties, and any special instructions for the products you have supplied. These
warranties are automatically passed on to the client. Any certificates for flame-
proofing or special finishes are also supplied with this maintenance manual.

The maintenance manual is not only an important service to the client, it may
also protect the design firm. This manual clearly states the appropriate care each
piece of furniture should have. This care is endorsed or prescribed by the manu-
facturer. Last, but definitely not least, the maintenance manual is a great market-
ing tool. It keeps your name in front of the client, identifying you as a continuing
part of their interior project.

Postoccupancy Evaluation
After the installation is complete, evaluate your performance. Discuss the project
with the client and see if his or her expectations have been met. Can you expect
referrals?

A postoccupancy evaluation should be made at certain periods after the job is
completed; usually at three months, six months, and a year. This is a good way for
you to keep in touch with your client and to evaluate your own work. It also gives
you an understanding of how the client sees the performance of your design or-
ganization. The past client follow-up summary on page 213 will help you organize
these evaluations.

If there are problems, a postoccupancy evaluation positions you as a part of the
problem-solving team rather than as the enemy. You are usually able to determine
just what needs to be done, which makes the client appreciate you. Taking care of
problems is a normal and a required part of every design project. If possible, try
to find a problem that the client has not noticed and see that it is corrected. This
shows your service ability.

Evaluations of this sort will help you define your future market. If the project
moved ahead smoothly, meeting your project objectives and design expectations
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as well as the client’s needs, then your firm is capable of handling more of this
type of work and should continue to market for this type of project.

Handling Complaints. How you handle complaints can be an important part of
marketing and sales development because it strongly affects the way the clients re-
late to your firm in the future.

The fact that the client called you at all is positive. It means that he or she is in-
terested in your firm and may plan to use you again. If this weren’t so, the client
wouldn’t bother to call; he or she would simply go to someone else. Look at a com-
plaint as a positive response.
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PAST CLIENT FOLLOW-UP SUMMARY

Client: Contact Person:

Position:

Address: Phone No.:

Finish
Date: Job: Type:  (room or building ) Size:

Last
Contact Client’s Comments: Follow-through:

Date:

© Design Business Monthly

Past client follow-up summary.
After you have completed a
job, you need to stay in
contact with the client. This
summary sheet works very well
for postoccupancy review and
additional follow-ups.
Normally, it is advisable to talk
with clients every three to six
months. This type of reference
sheet appropriately filled out
will help manage that process.



In most complaints, emotion and facts get mixed. To get the facts, acknowledge
the emotion, but do not respond to it. This is discussed more fully in the section
on telephone communication (see pages 301–312).

Mainly, give the client attention. Let him or her know that you are concerned,
that you are on his or her side, and that you will find a way to solve the problem.
Try to make the client a part of your team in solving the problem, but let him or
her know the problem is a priority issue with your firm.

It is best to have scheduled programs for handling complaints. Many firms re-
quire complaints to be handled within twenty-four hours of receipt, and sooner if
possible. The faster you can get back to the client, the less time he or she has to
worry about the issue. Prompt handling of complaints is a very important strategy.
There are some clients you can never please. But if you have gone through the
whole project with the client, and he or she is generally pleased with it, usually
complaints can be easily managed.

Give complaints priority handling, and try to leave the client with a positive im-
pression of your firm. It takes too long to develop a client to let some small item
become a major issue. The better your management of a project, and the more you
know about the contractors, various installation people, and other people who are
interacting with the client, the easier it is to avoid complaints.

Client Retention
On any residential or contract project, the designer and the client develop an in-
tense relationship that was built on daily contact. When the project is finished, the
intensity must diminish so the designer can go on to the next assignment. The
client must be weaned away from the constant support and affirmation of the de-
signer in a way that does not decrease his or her regard for the designer.

This takes special handling. If the project was an office building with eight hun-
dred rooms, the designer and the project liaison worked together daily, and the de-
signer may have practically lived at the job site. In residential work, the designer
has often been privy to the client’s innermost thoughts and feelings. Either way,
the relationship has been very close and intense. The closest comparison is the
relationship between patient and psychiatrist. To be abruptly dropped from this
relationship can be devastating, and dropping a client cold is asking for a lot of
problems.

If the client feels rejected, the designer loses him or her as a potential source
for referrals, and loses all chance of designing new projects for that client. A
planned withdrawal is strategic.

After the installation, assist the client in adjusting to the new space. Contact him
or her weekly, at the same time of day as your previous call, for the first one to
three months, depending upon the extent of the project. Don’t wait for the client
to complain; call him or her first and ask if there is any way your firm can offer
help. Later, call once a month for three to six months, and then try to call again
three and six months later, so that you have checked for possible problems during
the entire year after the installation.

By extending the rapport with someone with whom you have worked closely,
you reap the full potential of any marketing effort. After all, referrals from past
clients make up the majority of new business in most firms. They know what you
do and can explain it to appropriate potential clients. So spend some time on client
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retention. Too many design firms have this great untapped reservoir of past clients
that they no longer contact, and this can work against them.

Client Loyalty
Earning a client’s loyalty is one of the most sought-after and emotionally reward-
ing accomplishments that any design practice can achieve. Look through your list
of successful jobs. You will find that many of the outstanding ones have been jobs
that have developed out of other successful projects. The original project may have
been one or two rooms, or one building; then you ended up doing the client’s next
four or five, or thirty or forty, buildings. This is a loyal client. Still, a client must
be happy with every project you do or he or she will not hire you for the next
project.

One of the best things to do is to maintain quality interaction with your client
throughout the project. This will ensure that every movement on the job is help-
ing to develop the next phase of that job or the next project with that client or his
or her friends or associates.
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8
Charging for
Your Services

Before you even think about estimating a project, make sure you understand ex-
actly what the project involves. Many designers send out estimates or proposals
too soon, before they have completely evaluated a project or understand what it
is the client expects. The more time that you take up front to get to know the
client and the project, the better able you will be to present a contract that per-
mits you to complete the job successfully.

JOB PRICING

Some very successful designers refuse to give a quotation or a presentation un-
less the client first agrees to spend several hours with the designer to spell out
the overall design requirements.

The design service outline form is set up for this purpose (see pages 219–224).
A detailed project evaluation, documented at the precontract phase, can often help
clients understand just what your design services encompass and what the costs
involved entail. This form also clearly defines the job outline, the services to be
rendered, and the scheduling. This form stays with the project throughout the job.
It is important to have the project manager and others working on the project as-
sist in preparing this outline and the pricing of the project. This enables everyone
to understand the project goals and the firm’s responsibilities on the project.

Another excellent way to define a project is to do an up-front analysis for the
client for a small fee. This will permit you to carefully examine the total project.
You will then know how to quote on it and how to determine whether it is an ap-
propriate job for you.

Before You Give an Estimate: The 80-20 Rule
Choosing the right projects for your firm affects your firm’s success and profit
picture. When you are considering whether to take on a project, 80 percent of the
project should be something so familiar that there is very little margin for error.
You can be creative with the other 20 percent—learn, experiment, or take chances—
but if you do not know 80 percent of the job thoroughly, experience shows this
project will not be profitable. It will take too much time, be too risky, and offer-
too many problems.



A design firm must have the right work to build and maintain a reputation for
quality. We all love to do new things and to be creative, but we have to remember
that we’re running a business. We have a responsibility first to the client, our staff,
contractors and vendors to run a successful and profitable job. Experience has
shown me that whenever this is violated, the project is not profitable.

You may decide that you want to get into a new area of design, and that the proj-
ect you are considering is a great opportunity. Consider the investment: Can you
afford to take this project at a loss? When design firms take on a new specialty,
they plan to dedicate a certain amount of money from their marketing fund to po-
sition themselves in the new market. You need to consider the dollar potential of
the specialty, the time it will take to become proficient (sometimes years!) and the
probability that unforeseen risks will emerge.

Carefully defining and qualifying a project is the best way to determine the ap-
propriate charging methods. Design firms usually invest large amounts of time in
these efforts; a week or more is not unusual for a larger project, and it can even
take months. It is much better to invest a week’s labor to be sure that the job is
right for the firm and priced correctly than it is to take the wrong job and risk los-
ing six months of unpaid fees.

The Design Service Outline
When I use a form during the interviewing process, I notice that I am more likely
to get all of the information I need at that time. The design service outline not only
helps me define the job, but it also is a good reference, both for the staff members
who help with the quotation as well as those who are working on the project. In-
formation is provided in the same format no matter what the project, so they know
exactly where to look on the form for specific information.

The design service outline was devised primarily for contract work. It covers
some of the very basic issues: which staff people will be involved in the project;
system of communication with the client and other professionals; basic design re-
quirements; scheduling. It defines the project’s management.
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Job Pricing

When pricing a job, there are four things to consider:

• Scope of the job
• Services to be rendered
• Staff required, including their time and cost
• Schedule

Obviously, the schedule can affect the cost of the project. The way your
proposal is written strongly dictates the management style for the project. If your
proposal states all of the processes to be done, then your project management
list is almost complete. You know exactly who is going to do what, as well as the
approximate time and outline of the project.

Without the project plan in place, it is almost impossible to make an
appropriate estimate. As you do your estimates and your proposal, try to write
them in a fashion that makes it easy for later programming.
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DESIGN SERVICE OUTLINE Date:

Client: Contact Person:
Position:

Address: Phone No.:

Project:

Decision-making Process:

Presentation Form: Floorplans:
Boards:
Renderings:
Models:

Stages of Decisions:

Client’s Representatives:

Staff Involved:

Consultants:

Contractors:

Scheduled Contact Time:

© Design Business Monthly

Design service outline. This
outline can often help clients
understand what your design
services encompass and what
the costs entail. You should
process and complete this form
before turning a job over to the
project manager.
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Determining Requirements: (functional and organizational)

Space Analysis:

Traffic Flow:

Work Flow:

Personnel—Expected Growth:

Individual Space:

Visitors:

Flow:

Equipment:

Storage: Records:

Supplies:

Other:

Lighting:

Acoustical:

Audiovisual:

Security:

Handicapped:

© Design Business Monthly
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Scheduling:

Owner’s Projected Goals:

Design Schedule:

Work Schedule:

Other Issues:

Notes:

© Design Business Monthly
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Design Concept:

Architectural: Changes:

Details:

Finishes:

Floor Plans:

Wall Elevations:

Special Details:

Cabinet/Built-in Work:

Furniture:

Special Equipment:

Window Treatments:

Lighting:

Acoustical:

Security:

Audiovisual:

© Design Business Monthly
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Project Documentation:

Floor Plans: (areas or rooms involved)

Furniture Plans:

Lighting Plan:

Elevations: (areas or rooms involved)

Finish Schedule: (special notes to be included)

Hardware Schedule:

Window Treatments:

Special Conditions:

Specification:

Bidding:

Purchase Orders:

Maintenance Manual: (companies or products involved)

Moving Plan:

Schedule:

© Design Business Monthly



224 � Interior Design Business Handbook

Project Management:

Coordination: Client:

Consultants:

Contractors:

Scheduling:

Shop Drawing Approval:

Supervision:

Revisions:

Change Orders:

Negotiations: Prebid Quotes:

Contractors:

Payment Authorization:

Occupancy Evaluation:

Post-occupancy Review:

Others:

© Design Business Monthly



It is common for a client to call in a designer to work on two or three specific
areas, and then try to work in additional areas at no extra charge. The design ser-
vice outline defines the spaces to be done, the areas you have to include in your
contract. This interview process has helped to define the interior design process
to the client and to more clearly define the project to the design firm. Time in-
vested at this point is so valuable to the overall project.

Estimating is probably the most difficult thing we do. Being able to put together
good proposals and estimates is something of an art, and the only way it can be
done properly is with very good up-front review and coordination. Before begin-
ning estimations on any project you need to:

1. Define the scope of the work. Determine exactly what is going to be
done on this project and what position will you play: What kind of project
is it? Is there a high liability issue involved? Is the project one that will
require a lot of research, or is it a job you can manage comfortably? How
prepared is your firm for this project? If it is a bank project and you have
just designed fourteen other banks, there are going to be certain
procedures that will go much faster within your firm. If you have not
designed a bank for a year or more, the project is going to be a bit more
difficult.

Check out a job to see if it is a project you really want to handle. If it is
your type of job, it is worth putting effort into the proposal and into the
presentation. If it is not the type of job you want, then don’t waste your
time writing a proposal.

2. Determine the expected quality of the project. What is the client’s past
experience with interior design? Make note of the quality of furniture
currently in use and the quality of projects he or she is familiar with or
uses for reference.

3. Evaluate the design team. Who are the other people working on the
project? How will the architect and other design professionals that have
been selected affect you and your team?

4. Consider the schedule. Is it a fast-track job or is it one that will be done
over several years? Review your proposal with the different design people
who are going to work on the project to get their feedback and time
estimates. If they are committed to the project, they will feel a much higher
responsibility to complete it within the time period they specify. The staff
who will work on the job estimate their time requirements. Compare their
estimates with past records. Some staff members tend to underestimate,
while others are more accurate.

5. Investigate the regulations and codes that apply to the project. Are
there a lot of requirements necessary to meet either city or state codes or
corporate standards? Are there extraordinary requirements?

6. Assess your competition. How does your firm compare to other firms
bidding for the job?

7. Predict what you will gain from the project. What is your chance of
making a profit on this project? How much risk is there? Will the time
commitments or other restrictions on this project jeopardize your firm’s
profit opportunities on other projects? As you consider each job, look at it
in terms of the benefits you can expect to accrue from it. Balance your
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financial expectations and the amount of time you expect to invest in the
job. Also consider the marketing value of the job. We have all done jobs
that were not overly profitable, but that brought us several jobs that were.

Determine just what this job means to your studio. Every now and then
it is worth taking a job without much profit if it offers other benefits. It
may offer an introduction to a specialty, giving you an opportunity to test
the waters. If you want to change your specialty, you may find that you
have to do a few projects to gain credentials within that field. This may
mean taking a project at a lower fee or even without fee in order to get
background and experience within this specialty. You go into knowing you
will have a loss; it is a planned loss.

8. Evaluate the client. Is he or she accustomed to working with an interior
designer? Has he or she had experience either with your firm or with other
firms? What kind of decision maker is the client? How many meetings do
you expect to have? How many revisions are going to be required? What
kind of rapport do you have with the client? Are you going to get along
very easily or will it be difficult for you?

HOW TO CHARGE

Determining the appropriate fee structure for a job is of primary importance for
your firm’s reputation and profitability. The standard set by the proposal either
gives the firm an opportunity for quality design work and profit or creates a los-
ing situation. If the project is not priced and structured properly, it can turn out to
be a disaster, both from the design and profit viewpoints. Everyone loses. The firm
and the staff lose because it is not exciting and interesting to work on a job that is
not a winner; the job loses them money, and could cost the firm future jobs; and,
obviously, the client is the big loser, as he or she misses out on getting a first-rate
design.
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Jobs That Usually Lose Money

There are certain jobs on which you usually lose money because they take too
much time. Generally, they are with clients who are overly interested in the
project but don’t know a lot about interior design services. These clients often
want to become totally consumed with the project, which requires you to spend
considerable extra time with them, and can cause a great deal of unexpected
expense.

Community buildings also can lose money for your firm. These projects require
you to make multiple presentations to get the approval of the segment of the
community that is involved. This can become very expensive to handle. Country
clubs and other buildings, where there is an overwhelming feeling of ownership
by a large group of people, can also be losers. Even if you restrict the project,
too many people generally want to have a say in the project, which can make
handling the phone calls and other interactions difficult and time-consuming.



Your client should be made aware of the way you charge and the way you han-
dle finances. When you present a fee schedule or a quotation to a client, it is im-
portant to have an outline of all the services that you are going to include. Then,
if the client says the quotation is too high, you can simply point to the areas that
can be eliminated.

At this time, there are no official sources for standard fee scales for design work.
Magazines occasionally publish lists of what has been charged, but these lists are
not always accurate. Laws prohibit trade associations and other professional or-
ganizations from suggesting price or fee structures (this is considered price-fixing),
so there is no official reference. This makes it important to keep a history of your
past jobs. Comparing similar projects makes it easier to establish the appropriate
price structure for the new project.

It may also be helpful to talk to other design firms producing similar projects,
to learn about their experiences and what type of pricing structure worked best for
them. Spell everything out, because every firm has different services or processes
that are standard to it. Simply looking at the name of the project and the cost can
be misleading. A good business consultant, especially one familiar with the design
field and someone who knows how to grow businesses, could also be very
helpful.
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Retainers or Down Payments

Asking for a retainer or deposit is important; it is part of the professional
contract. It is safer to call the advance a retainer or down payment instead of
deposit. The term deposit is most appropriately used in real estate, where a
deposit must be kept in an escrow account, and cannot be used except for that
transaction. Designers today are discouraged from using the word deposit
because, legally, a deposit must be placed in a separate escrow account for that
client and cannot be mixed with funds of other projects.

Can a client demand his deposit back? The Federal Trade Commission’s (FTC)
cooling-off rule gives the customer three days to cancel any purchase over $25.
This rule gives the client the right to a full refund until midnight of the third
business day after the sale. This rule affects any item that is purchased in the
client’s house, workplace, dormitory, or at a facility rented by the seller on a
temporary or short-term basis, such as a hotel/motel, the convention center or
property, another location of an event, or any official store or place of business
of the company selling the item.

The cooling-off rule requires the salesperson to inform the client of his or her
rights at the time of purchase. There are some exceptions to this rule, such as
purchases made by telephone or mail or at certain types of craft and art shows.
The correct use of the term is important in protecting the design firm regarding
this situation. Every business is different. It is important that you discuss this with
your attorney when setting up the standards for your practice.

The cooling-off rule was instituted in May 1996. If you have any questions
about the Fair Credit Billing Act, you can write to Consumer Response, Center
Federal Trade Commission, Washington, DC 20580. You may also want to send
for the FTC’s publication on consumer issues.



When estimating or creating a quotation, you should use several methods and
then compare them. Use different methods to arrive at these figures: hours esti-
mated versus square-foot price versus a percentage of the cost of furniture and fin-
ishes required.

Basic Methods of Compensation
There are many ways to charge, and the interior design field is different from

the architectural field in the methods that are profitable. Normally, architectural
projects have a higher dollar volume than interior design projects, while labor and
detailing on interior design projects are far more extensive. In my experience, the
most profitable projects are generally those that use mixed methods of charging.

Many interior designers charge a straight hourly rate. Others charge an addi-
tional percentage on each item purchased, or keep a percentage of the cost of the
total purchases. Some discount the retail price; others add to it. There are so many
equations for how to change that it is almost impossible to give anyone a guide-
line without reviewing his or her own requirements and expenses.

Have your accountant determine exactly what it will cost to run the company
for the next year. Then figure your per-employee cost, library cost, and your gen-
eral production costs, and have your accountant review these figures. He or she
should come up with an overall budget and suggested markup or multiplier.

Overhead Expenses
Today, overhead expenses generally equal at least one and a half to two times an
employee’s expenses. This varies considerably, depending upon the size of the
firm, the overhead, the amount of equipment. When calculating hourly fees, this
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Establishing Your Overhead Costs

Review all overhead costs, or fixed expenses, such as:

• Rent
• Taxes and licenses
• Insurance
• Utilities
• Telephone
• Advertising
• Marketing
• Office expenses
• Automobiles
• Dues and subscriptions
• Loan payments
• Management personnel whose time is devoted to business development

or management
• Nonbillable support staff



expense is usually billed at two and a half to three and a half times the salary costs.
This is separate from any direct expenses, which are also billed to the client. Di-
rect expenses normally include blueprints; reproductions; illustrated drawings;
models; all of your travel expenses; shipping, freight, and handling costs; and any
expenses incurred during procurement and installation of the furnishings. It is al-
ways wise to keep management’s overhead expenses as low as possible without
sacrificing future business opportunities or quality of work produced.

Calculating Hourly Rates
Hourly rates in the interior design field in the year 2000 ranged between $50 and
$500. In many situations, the hourly rates have not really increased due to com-
petition both within the field and from many other sources. Clients question some
traditional charges. Technology has changed, and they think the computer can do
everything. I find that interior designers very often cannot successfully charge
more than psychiatrists do in the same city. I do not know why this is, but it seems
a good rule of thumb to follow in setting hourly rates.

The way you charge affects the quality of your company, the opportunities you
are offered, the longevity of your firm, and of course the profit you may earn. If
your rates cover only time and expenses, and you are paid by the hour, you have
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Establishing the Designer’s Hourly Billing Rate

Example:
Salary per year $24,000
*Fringe benefits
(30% of salary) $27,200
DPE (direct
personnel expense) $31,200 � 49 weeks � $636.73 per week

If a designer works an average of 40 hours per week, the usual number of
chargeable hours is 30.

$636.73 � 30 hours � $21.22 per hour

Using a 21⁄2 to 31⁄2 percent multiplier, you can establish an appropriate billing
rate.

21⁄2 � $53.05 per hour
31⁄2 � $63.66 per hour
31⁄2 � $74.66 per hour

*When calculating fringe benefits, include holidays, sick leave, vacation, unemployment taxes,
FICA, Workmen’s Compensation, insurance, and pension plan.



not risked much because you know that your profit is built into your multiplier,
and you will be reimbursed for all expenses. This is a safe system and can earn
profit, if you calculate a good profit margin in your multiplier.

FEE BASES

Today, most clients are aware of what standard designer fees are. Fees vary from
area to area, but generally clients in any one area know what to expect. There are
some basic methods of compensation.

The Design Concept Fee
This is a fee for developing the basic design concept. It is also called the design
study fee, and encompasses studying the project to determine what must be done.
At one time, this was considered the lead-in to the project, an opportunities for de-
signers to demonstrate how they would handle the project. If you were asked to
provide a concept, you were almost assured of being awarded the rest of the proj-
ect to develop and complete. Today, clients value the design but often feel that they
can do the rest of the job, that they know how to buy. And often they do. As a re-
sult, designers invest large quantities of time developing the design without proper
compensation. Today’s trend is that the design concept fee is one of the larger fees.
At one time, this was called programming. Today, you will find that the structure
of doing design work changes from firm to firm and often has different names.

The Straight Design Fee
Compensation for doing design is on an hourly, per-diem, or fixed-fee basis. When
the design fee is calculated on an hourly basis, the rate is usually two and a half
to three and a half times the cost of the employee (see page 101). You should quote
a fixed fee only after you have had enough experience with certain types of jobs
to have a solid basis for estimating their costs. Many designers establish a mini-
mum fee, part of which is payable in advance. This varies, depending on the type
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If It Works, Don’t Fix It

After one of my seminars on design professionalism, a woman confided to me
that a number of her fellow designers had criticized her for not charging a design
fee. “I’ve never done it, and I don’t think my clients would be comfortable with
it.” She has children, works out of her home, and arranges her schedule to suit
them. Her overhead for telephone, postage, and supplies was about $15,000
annually. Her clients paid all freight and delivery expenses, and her husband paid
the rent. She did $350,000 in business each year—$170,000 to $175,000 in gross
profit. No matter how you looked at it, she had to be making between
$150,000 to $160,000 a year, which is rather good for five hours of work a day.
Her method worked for her, and I suggested she continue doing it.



of practice and their location. This type of fee is much more popular since mer-
chandise can now be purchased through so many resources. Therefore, the de-
signer has less opportunity to earn revenue through the sale of merchandise than
he or she did ten and twenty years ago.

Time and Expenses
Many designers bill their time and expenses. If you use this method, you would
bill either on a per-diem basis or on an hourly basis. You build your profit into
your multiplier. Generally, the multiplier is from three to three and a half times
the cost of the designer; expenses are added. This multiplier varies according to
the size of the firm, its overhead, and the services rendered. Expenses can be cal-
culated on actual cost or a percentage of the fee.

Time and Expenses with Upset Limit. Charging for your time and expenses with
a “not to exceed” price limit is a very difficult billing method. It is based on time
and expenses with an upset limit, or a guaranteed maximum. This is really the
worst of all formats because it offers no room for extra profit, and a tremendous
potential for loss. Only very experienced firms can be confident of making a profit
using this method of charging. The firm must be very familiar with the client and
all of the demands and details of the project.

Time and Expenses: Estimated Amount. A safer way to charge is for your time and
expenses within an estimate. This would be based on a scheduled estimate of time.
This method can work well and be more profitable because there is a basis for
covering your extra charges.

Fee Plus Percentage of Savings. This billing method is based on hourly fees, plus
a percentage of what you might save the client on the amount of the project. For
example, if the project cost is estimated at $500,000, and you are able to bring it in
for $240,000, the owner may agree to split the difference with you on a fifty-fifty
basis. More of these types of incentive programs are being developed because
clients can see and understand their value. This method makes it worthwhile for
the interior designer to try to plan the project in a price-effective way.

For example, a designer can put the project out to bid among contractors who
may not be familiar with their work. Or they can bring in an experienced team of
craftspeople who have worked with them many times before. This can save a lot
of time and money.

Time-Based Fee: Open-Ended. For the designer, this is the best way to charge
and often, the fairest if the designer is developing a project with the client and has
no idea the length of time it will take. There is a need for good communication,
trust, and ethics, so that clients understand these fees.

Value-Oriented Fees
The best way of charging, if you are very experienced and a specialist, is on the
basis of value-oriented fees. This has a high risk, but it also offers excellent op-
portunities for profit. If you understand the project, and you run an efficient de-
sign firm, this method can be controllable and profitable. If, however, the project
is in an area with which you are unfamiliar, it can be disastrous.
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A value-oriented fee is based on a lump sum for a particular project. Lump-sum
fees are profitable. It can be the best way to charge when the firm has done a lot
of similar projects, knows the client, and has a good idea of the anticipated time
expenditures. Generally, designers who specialize work on this basis because they
have certain parts predesigned and can therefore complete a job very cost-
effectively. They may actually complete the job in one-half or one-fourth of the
time of an inexperienced firm, and still produce a higher-quality project. They
have spent many years developing this expertise, and deserve to be paid for it.
Value-based fees are perfect for this situation. If the fees were based on an hourly
basis, it would be unfair to the experienced firm.

Per-Square-Foot Charge
Charging per-square-foot is another system, and can be profitable if you have a
good rate and are experienced within a specialty. Otherwise, you can either make
or lose a lot of money depending upon how well you have defined the project.
Though this method is not as popular as it was at one time, it is still used in cer-
tain specialties. To calculate this charge, take the square footage of a space and
multiply it by the per-square-foot cost. Years ago, we used to have the nickel prints
that were used by developers. Presently, there are design/build projects where de-
sign fees, as well as all other costs on a building, are calculated in this manner.
The per-square-foot charges are often worked out as a comparison with other
charging methods.

Retail Sales Based Methods
Many clients want to buy a product, and retail organizations respond to that need.
Today, many traditional furniture stores have closed and are gradually being re-
placed by specialty companies or design gallery operations. Good design services
make these businesses outstanding. Some designers use a retail shop as a mar-
keting tool; it is a comfortable way for a new client to get to know the designer and
identify with his or her style. The retail method enables a client to know exactly
what the project is going to cost. Many residential clients understand product costs
rather than fees. To the client who wants to have fun buying, this method will al-
ways remain attractive.

Retail or specialty companies usually have better buying methods and, there-
fore, can produce an item with their specifications at a better price, faster, and with
fewer delivery problems than a typical design firm would be able to do. They have
chosen their preferred vendors, given them a large quantity of business, and there-
fore can expect certain considerations.

Earlier in my career, I thought the only professional way to work was on fee or
an hourly basis. At that time, some designers earned a living by working for fur-
niture stores, and received a commission or a percentage of the sales. I was told
that being a professional interior designer and selling furniture were poles apart.
Now I see the advantages of these methods. Many design firms have found it dif-
ficult to maintain the expenses of their firms on just an hourly fee. Either they
need a very high rate and a constantly busy office or they need additional forms
of income, such as a percentage of the items contracted by the client. Markup and
pricing methods vary according to the format of the business. This method of op-
eration has many advantages and opportunities for profitability.
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Some professional design organizations, as well as many consultants recom-
mend that designers not sell merchandise. I can understand why they suggest this.
It is so important that a firm be prepared to easily handle whatever part or parts
of the project they take on. It is also important that the firm be fully aware of the
responsibilities that go with each of these phases. So often companies—especially
young ones—feel that they can do it all, and this is where they get into trouble.

A firm that takes on the responsibility of retail sales or furnishing the mer-
chandise for a project, must be aware that doing so also requires installation, re-
pair, and maintenance responsibilities. Be sure you have a system in place to han-
dle these.

Contract Price
In many respects, contract price is similar to retail, in that you are charging the
clients for a project delivered to their house or place of business. The firm covers
all the overhead expenses, fees, delivery, handling expenses, and so on. The
major difference between retail and contract price is that the firm looks at the over-
all project, considers exactly what it will cost to deliver and install all the products,
and then calculates exactly is needed to complete the project appropriately. On cer-
tain items, they know they must price competitively—where a large quantity of prod-
uct is needed. Some items can be delivered without problem; other products are so
perishable or fragile that you pray you don’t break too many before you deliver one
in good condition. This is a reality of the field. Some things are easy to do, and some
things are incredibly difficult.

When a design project incorporates several rooms or entire buildings, there are
ways to buy product advantageously. If we can put a project together, and price it
in total, we can bring it in at a more appropriate price. I like the term contract
price, because it says to the client that the firm will agree to deliver this project
within this price range. I normally suggest that firms quote within a range of 10
percent if it is a more standard project. If it is very original, highly creative, and
very risky, then a range could be broader, such as 20 to 25 percent. In most in-
stances, clients really appreciate knowing what the project is going to cost; there
are no surprises. I feel that offering a range is fair, because with creative work,
there are always variables. If, say, you are bidding a project that includes several
hundred chairs, you will know exactly what each chair is going to cost. But if a
special item must be constructed for client, it is almost impossible to price it ex-
actly, because there may be changes or additions needed down the road. It is the
designer’s job to make these adjustments or additions. This is why the clients hire
designers.

Design-Concept Fee Plus Percentage. On residential work and small contract
jobs, many designers work for a design-concept fee plus a percentage of cost of the
items that are to be purchased or to be supervised. This percentage applies to both
construction items and furniture and accessories. The percentage varies, depend-
ing upon the location and experience of the design firm.

Hourly Fee Plus Percentage. Another method of pricing that is popular today is
the time-based or hourly fee plus a percentage of the merchandise that is speci-
fied. On smaller jobs, this is necessary and possible. As jobs develop into high-
level, large-quantity projects (such as large contract projects), then the fee plus
percentage method is not normally possible.
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Percentage of Cost. An interior designer can also provide his or her complete
services, including furnishings and labor, at cost, adding a fee based on a per-
centage of the total cost. With this method, the design firm makes all purchases,
and passes on to the client all discounts, commissions, and savings. The client thus
obtains merchandise at wholesale price plus the designer’s fee. This fee will vary
considerably depending on the type of work that is being performed. Obviously,
the larger the job, the smaller the percentage of the fee must be. When firms
charge an hourly fee plus a percentage of cost, the client needs to be clearly in-
formed that project management and follow-up on problems usually represent a
large portion of the fee—from one-third to one-half of the total.
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Percentage Of Costs

Cost of items $1,000.00
Freight 100.00
Receiving, warehousing, and delivery 120.00
� 25% fee 305.00

Subtotal: $1,525.00
� State sales tax @ 6% 91.50

TOTAL: $1,616.50

Another billing method is to charge for the cost plus a percentage of profit on
the furnishings that you are handling.

Percentage Off List Price. If you act as a buying agent, you can often receive from
your suppliers a percentage of the cost of items purchased by your client.

Percentage Off List Price

List price $2,000.00
Less 20% 400.00

Subtotal: $1,600.00
� State sales tax @ 6% 96.00

TOTAL: $1,696.00

Many firms will include the freight, warehousing, and delivery charges in their es-
timates. Others will make an additional charge in their billing.



Procurement or Expediting Companies
There are specialized firms that will purchase and handle the complete installa-
tion of a project for designers. This has been standard for many years in the hos-
pitality field, but was not popular in many other specialties. In some cases, a group
of designers will jointly own a procurement company. This permits them to buy
at large volume, often at better prices. It also permits them to procure lines on a
dealership basis—lines that may not be available to them as individuals in their
given area.

Master Builders. These designers create very unusual things; they build or have
their own products built, and so have their own unique pricing structures. There
are many more of this type of designer in business today than there were in the
’70s and ’80s, because people now want very unusual products. Designers are find-
ing this system of creativity very exciting and rewarding.

The Designer as Retail Employee. Designers who are employed by retail or spe-
cialty stores are usually paid either salary plus commission or straight commis-
sion. When a client purchases items from that store, the design services are either
included in the cost of the item or can be featured as an extra fee. Today, an in-
creasing number of these stores are charging professional fees in addition to their
typical retail or list price; however, this will vary according to the type of store, the
location, and the sales structure of the company.

The Designer as Agent. The designer, as the agent for the client, will prepare
specifications, orders, and contracts, and place orders on the client’s behalf, using
funds that are either advanced by the client or have been paid directly by the client
to the resources.

When working in this kind of arrangement, it is important that the designer in-
form all resources that the purchasing agreements and the payments will be made
by the client. The designer is acting as an agent only; the client has all financial
responsibilities. On some larger projects, the manufacturers often prefer this
arrangement; on others, it can present complications. Therefore, it must be made
known up front on the original purchase orders.

In these situations, the design firm needs to clearly specify the financial and
management responsibilities. If the client is purchasing directly, then he or she is
also responsible for dealing with the manufacturers directly on follow-up issues.
If the design firm is handling the purchasing, the client is charged a fee for
management.

Sales Tax
Usually, designers must charge sales tax on anything that is “movable,” which
would include all furniture or any movable unit that goes into a project. However,
if an item is “attached” to the building, and the firm is responsible for installing it,
then the firm is required to charge use tax instead.

For example, if you sell wallcovering to a client, and he or she has a paper-
hanger install it, you must charge the client sales tax. Bit if you have a paperhanger
do the installation of this same wallcovering, then you must pay the use tax.
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In most states, any item that is sold is subject to sales tax. This means that if
you are responsibility for the sale of any furniture, you must have a tax identifica-
tion number and pay tax.

In most states, when you bill your client for blueprints, these also need to be
taxed. However, if you include the print and drawing costs as part of your design
fee, you would then be responsible for paying a use tax on the paper, art supplies,
and other items used.

Taxes vary considerably from state to state. However, most interior designers,
whether practicing on a professional service basis or acting as a selling agent or
retailer, are responsible for some form of tax. This needs to be reviewed on a reg-
ular basis with your accountant since the laws change often.

In most states, designers do not charge sales tax on their design fee. Designers
who break down their charges, and charge a set amount for a product plus a per-
centage, only charge sales tax on the base price of the material. If charges are in-
voiced as a total price, then sales tax is charged on the complete item.

Usually, a firm is not responsible for charging taxes on items shipped out of
state. The client receiving the merchandise is responsible for paying the tax. This
issue should be reviewed with your accountant according to the specific project or
installation.

CHARGING METHODS THAT IMPROVE PROFITS

If you are not satisfied with your firm’s earnings at the year’s end, perhaps you
should study some techniques to improve your profits.

Reducing Bookkeeping
Additional expenses are an issue that has become very cumbersome. For example,
if you quote charges for prints and supplies at cost, plus 15 or 20 percent, each of
these items must be documented. This can be very time-consuming and expen-
sive. It is easier to quote costs for supplies for a fixed figure or for 5 or 10 percent
of the fee. This eliminates that extensive bookkeeping process.

Factoring in a Margin for Cost Increases
One year, our accountant brought to our attention that the cost of merchandise had
increased 11 percent during that year. In the past, there had been very few increases
on the prices of merchandise, so we had always given our clients a firm quotation
on all merchandise they were purchasing from us. After this announcement, we
found that we had quoted below our normal markup procedures while our cost of
merchandise and delivery had increased 11 percent. This, coupled with some ad-
ditional increases in our office and overhead expenses, caused us to lose money.

When you buy merchandise, you do not pay the listed price, but the price for
the item on the day it is shipped to you. Because this can vary considerably from
the amount you originally estimated, you should try to allow a 10 percent variance
in your estimates. For example, when you expect something to cost $4,600, you
should quote $4,600 to $5,200 so that you have some cushion in case there is an
increase price.
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DETERMINING THE FEE STRUCTURE

No matter how you estimate your projects, the only way to be accurate is to make
a comparison to your own past work. If you don’t have a similar project for com-
parison purposes, then you need to speak with several other designers who have
done similar jobs. For this purpose, it is a good idea to figure the job several dif-
ferent ways and compare them—for example, per square foot versus hourly rate.
This can often reveal an error in your calculations.

Getting Higher Fees
Calculating fees is an art and a science. Knowing your costs, your studio’s work-
ing style, and your clients is important, but it may be equally important to under-
stand how the market values our profession. Sometimes, raising the price can in-
crease sales because the client may not feel a project is valuable unless it has a
higher price tag.

You need to understand your market and the competition. For years, certain de-
sign processes may have brought good income to firms, then all of a sudden an-
other resource or source of competition eliminated that income source from the
designer’s firm. The point is, so we must keep up with the market. We must un-
derstand our competition. We must understand what our clients want and what
they value.

The strength of a practice lies in the ability of its principals to create desire and
demand. This definitely affects how you charge and what your profit will be. Can
you ask for a higher fee? Yes, if your office is very busy or if you are the leader in
your specialty at the time. If you are very busy, it is a good time to raise your fees.
Often, design firms get high fees and great jobs when they are most busy and don’t
need the work. This is because people like to follow the person who is successful.
If you are successful within a given area, it is usually easier to get additional jobs.

Relating to the Client. Some people are just comfortable asking for higher fees—
and knowing how to get them. The range of fees in the interior design field is ex-
tremely broad, and many times the fee can depend upon the client and on the de-
signer’s presentation. Most clients know what fees are being charged within their
particular area. They have a pretty good basis for comparison when they make
their proposal.

In order to demand, and get, top fees, you must have a good relationship with
your client. The client must feel that the design team understands his or her needs.
Successful, talented designers are those who know how to make clients feel that
they are getting exactly what they want.

Repackaging Your Services. There are three ways to get to the top of the heap. You
can be truly innovative, which is the most difficult way. The second way is to copy
someone else at the top of the heap, which is also difficult. The third way is to
repackage present types of services and give them a different name. By creating a
new category of service, you make the fee scale more flexible; no one knows what
the appropriate charge should be. For instance, almost everyone knows what the
square-footage prices are for space planning; but for certain types of design-
business analysis, none have been established. Therefore, they can bring in a
higher fee.
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Showing a Strong Portfolio. Having an excellent portfolio is another method for
setting top fees. The value of good photography cannot be overestimated. I have
seen many designers walk away with major projects just because they had good
photographs. They did not necessarily have an excellent background for the job,
but they were able to present themselves well and to sell the project appropriately.

Also, if you have a specialty, and your portfolio represents that specialty ade-
quately, you have a great entreé to quality work within that specialty.

Offering Something Different. The competition is fierce on larger projects, and
most people will bid on a square-foot or a percentage basis. If you can plan a pre-
sentation that is different from everyone else’s, this gives you a better chance of
winning a larger fee.

In his lectures and books, Frank Stasiowski claims that some jobs with the
highest profit are those that are the most innovative, the most unusual, those
that other people are not doing. To get the projects that permit innovation, a
firm will often have to do a great deal of marketing research. This means that,
in the beginning, jobs will principally be research-oriented, not necessarily
profitable. Then, when the firm develops skill in that unusual specialty, the
profits increase. When competition enters the field, the profits start to drop,
until they reach the competitive bidding or cut-throat stage.

Offering Better Services. By offering a better or more all-encompassing service,
firms can get the competitive edge. Some clients are looking for a multidiscipli-
nary firm—a firm that consists of an interior designer, an architect, an engineer, a
landscape architect, and other design professionals who work cooperatively to
complete the total project. I have found that, in these firms, the person who brings
in a project is usually the one who controls it. At one time, interior designers
waited for architects to team with them; today, however, interior designers want
to be the ones who write the job so they can have control of the project, including
the budget.

Many successful design firms are multidisciplinary, and are able to take care of
all the design needs of the client. They are able to keep the competition out be-
cause they have built a strong team structure. Obviously, it takes a lot of organi-
zational effort to coordinate a team that works well together; it also requires a
tremendous amount of support and charisma on the part of the principals.

Adding services used to mean adding more staff. Today, we may form teams,
joint ventures, or blend our company with another that is a specialty in the disci-
pline we need.

Having a Good Reputation. A designer’s reputation has a great deal to do with
the rates that he or she is able to charge. If someone is well known within a spe-
cialty or within a certain social circle, he or she will often be able to charge con-
siderably higher fees than a lesser-known designer will.

The charisma of the principals of a design firm also has a great deal to do with
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the size of the fee the firm can command. The value of charisma and ease of so-
cial interaction cannot be overestimated. Clients want their projects controlled by
a person with whom they feel comfortable. If the design principal or the person
selling the project has the ability to gain the confidence of the client, the quality
and types of jobs that can be secured is amazing.

WRAP-UP

How to charge is one of the major questions people ask during the workshops,
courses, and programs I have led. Fee assessment is an area in which many peo-
ple have problems. Some of the systems detailed here will work for your practice.
You should test several, and compare them. This will help you be sure you are on
target. I’ve also found that this is an area where you must be careful whom you
ask for help or advice. Often, another designer will see you as potential competi-
tion, or just won’t want you to know how they really charge.

You should review your charging system on a yearly basis, to accommodate any
changes in the services you perform. Our practices change constantly. Sometimes
we are unaware how much the little editions or subtractions may affect our bot-
tom line. Establish a policy whereby someone works with you each year to keep
your financial charging system up to date.
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9
Working with Sources
and Contractors

Interior designers coordinate many different products, suppliers, and outside
workers in the course of executing a project. The sources we use—the contractors
and craftspeople we engage—are our palette. We have to know how to choose and
work with these resources.

The success of our practices depend upon the quality of the contractors and
suppliers we work with, and the quality of our relationship with them. The goal
is to have a small group of carefully selected vendors and contractors. If you have
a specialty, you may be able to work with that same group of people on a
continuing basis. In many practices, this is not possible. Different crafts and
specialists are required, which means we have to search out and find the right
people to form our palette. This is one of the major challenges in any design and
practice.

SELECTING SOURCES

There are many ways of learning which manufacturers want your business. If
you become active in your local ASID or IIDA chapter’s Industry Foundation pro-
grams, you will meet companies that are interested in doing interior design work.
There are other professional organizations for designers, all of which provide op-
portunities to meet and work with manufacturers that want our business. They
are often willing to adapt and adjust their products for you. Some firms are too
big to do this; they simply want furniture-store business or major contract
projects.

Investigating Source Companies
Know your sources and know them well. Before you consider specifying any ma-
terial for a project, investigate the company from which you intend to purchase.
If it is a new account, talk to other designers to find out what they know about
the company. Don’t use a firm you have not thoroughly investigated.

Choosing Appropriate Products. When a new catalog comes across your desk,
examine it. Be sure it is an appropriate line for your work. Is it the type of mate-
rial that you would use on a job? For example, if a catalog only lists products for



inexpensive contract use, and your firm designs very exclusive offices, this cata-
log probably does not deserve to be in your library. If you decide to keep it, you
should store it in a section apart from your usual sources. If you are doing resi-
dential work, you should probably not keep contract catalogs, which require
quantity purchases.

Review each company’s line. If it is appropriate to your work, consider some ba-
sic ground rules. Do the products meet your quality standard? Are they products
that you as a designer would be pleased to recommend? Find out as much as you
can about the product quality, either by personally visiting the company’s show-
rooms or factories, or by visiting an installation that uses the company’s product.
The company’s sales representatives can give you a list of places where you can
see their products in use. You should also try to discuss the products with other
designers.

Learn whether the company can handle special product work. Many production
lines are not in a position to change products as a designer requires. If you want
something special, you may need to go to a smaller, more flexible company. In-
vestigate your options carefully when considering changing any product or doing
any special design work with an existing product. These variations can be not only
expensive, but disastrous as well if the companies you use are not set up to do spe-
cial design work.

Geographic Convenience. Is the product manufactured within a reasonable dis-
tance from your studio or jobs? Freight and administration problems can make
long-distance deliveries expensive. Products that are available from your geo-
graphic area, or an area nearby, help a project move much more smoothly. Inte-
rior design firms are increasingly using neighborhood sources, especially for cus-
tom projects.

Jobber versus Manufacturer. Is the source a jobber or a manufacturer? A jobber
is a wholesaler who buys in job lots from the manufacturer or importer, and sells
on a wholesale basis to interior designers. Quite a number of fabric and accessory
lines are sold through jobbers. Generally, designers do not buy fabrics directly
from the mills because, in most cases, they do not buy in large enough quantities.
Many mills will not sell to interior designers unless the order is for very large lots—
hundreds or thousands of yards per item. Jobbers generally charge more than
manufacturers, but they provide a method of distribution on a smaller basis that
meets the interior designer’s needs.

Working Arrangements. Once you have decided that a product is suitable, find out
who your contact person at the factory will be. You need a person whom you can
contact anytime during working hours to answer your questions about the new
product. This person should probably not be the company salesperson. Very often,
salespeople are hard to reach except in the evenings or on Saturdays. The more
familiar you are with the product, the easier it will be for you to talk to the factory
workers.

Credit Arrangements. Most interior designers prefer to deal with their suppliers
on an open account basis. If you have acquired a good credit standing for your
company, you should be able to establish open accounts. It is important to estab-
lish your credit at the beginning of a relationship. If you wait until you place an
order, it could delay delivery.
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Making Sales Reps’ Visits Worthwhile
Can designers profit from sales representatives’ calls? If you learn to use the time
you spend with salespeople properly, they can become a valuable resource. On the
other hand, if you don’t plan for their visits, sales reps can waste your time and
cause chaos in your schedule. There are times when you need certain products
and times when you don’t. How can you control the situation?

In my firm, we have instituted a few policies that have helped us and that might
work for you as well. First, we look on sales representatives as important contrib-
utors to our education about sources and the marketplace. We expect them to have
information. If they want to sell us anything, we expect them either to have it or
to know where to get it, and to get back to us with precise information. We do not
expect them to give us excuses. In this day of so many liability lawsuits, who can
afford to take chances? We have to know we’re getting the right product or if it is
a product that will work in our practice.

Setting Aside Space. Our key to controlling the time we spend with sales repre-
sentatives is never to permit them in our work area. First, they disrupt the work
schedule. Second, we see no reason for them to see our projects. These represen-
tatives visit many other studios in the community. We do not want them discussing
our work, much of which is confidential.

We have several rooms on our lower level where we see sales representatives.
We make it convenient for them to come right in the door with their sample cases
and set up their display for us to see. As soon as they are set up, they let us know
and we all come down and look at the line.

Setting a Schedule. Try to schedule sales rep meetings so they don’t interrupt
time that is scheduled for clients.

We schedule our sales reps visits either early in the day (from 8:30 to 9:00 A.M.),
right before lunch (from 11:30 A.M. to 12:00 noon), or late in the day (from 4:30 to
5:00 P.M.). This keeps interruptions at a minimum. We’re not making clients wait
for us; we’re investing time, not losing money. Generally, we can see three or four
sales rep in each half-hour period. We’ve found that almost every major fabric line
can be reviewed in less than fifteen minutes, and that salespeople with other prod-
ucts can almost always be seen in three to five minutes, if we know the line. A new
line will take longer. There is absolutely nothing wrong with saying, “I don’t have
anything major for which I can use your line at this time. Keep our catalog up to
date, and when I do have something, I will call you.”

I have found that if you make a point never to keep sales reps waiting more than
a few minutes, it helps to respect your schedule. I’m not saying we don’t run late;
we do, but we try to have it happen only occasionally.

We pay attention to the reps and try to keep them abreast of what we are doing.
If a line isn’t appropriate for us, we don’t take the literature. There’s no point in
cluttering library shelves with hospital equipment brochures when a firm only de-
signs offices.

Knowing the Line and the Rep. When we take on a new line, we want to know
more than just what the brochure says. We want to know who the salesperson is,
what his or her background is, and how we can reach him or her. We also want
to know the history of the company that produces the line. We want to know which
designers have used that line, what they think of it, and how they feel about the
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company offering the line. We ask the sales rep for the names of three designers
whom we can call to discuss the product.

Then, it at all possible, I like to visit the factory so I can understand what is easy
for the company to produce and what is difficult. So often, the price of a product
depends upon the vendor. One company can turn a product out easily and inex-
pensively, while another company will find it laborious and difficult—and end up
charging us three or four times the price we might have paid. If you can match the
right vendors with the right projects, you’ll find that you can run far more price-
effective projects.

Get to know your sales representatives. Offer them respect, but absolutely de-
mand the same from them. I am very straightforward with our sales representa-
tives. I tell them if I like something or not. This frankness saves me from having
to see a product I don’t like more than once.

Not all designers can see every line, but you should try to make sure you and
your staff see what’s exceptional. Our staff tries to meet and review new products
at least once or twice a week, usually over lunch. Everyone trades information
about new catalogs, products, and what we have learned from any of the sales reps
or from material received through the mail.

When we buy, we also try to ensure that we know how to reach the reps or a
good liaison at the factory at all times. When a problem occurs, we need to have
immediate access to them. We always ask, “If something comes up during the day,
evening, or on the weekend, how can we reach you?”

Using Design Centers
Design centers are an increasingly important part of the furniture industry (see list
on pp. 245–249). These building complexes where manufacturers of furniture and
furnishings show their products became part of the industry in the late 1960s, ini-
tially only in New York, Boston, Philadelphia, Atlanta, Miami, Chicago, Dallas,
Houston, San Francisco, and Los Angeles. Many more are in operation today; cen-
ters are being built, and existing ones are increasing their space.

Some design centers are closed to the public, which means that a consumer can-
not enter the building unless accompanied by the designer, an architect, or a letter
from a design firm. Others permit the individual showrooms to set their own poli-
cies, and still others admit the public. In the latter case, a dual pricing system is in
effect: interior designers and architects receive a discount, and consumers pay full
price. Where the public is allowed free access to the design centers, the center is said
to have an “open showroom” policy, as opposed to a “to the trade only” or “closed
showroom” policy. From the advertisements in consumer shelter magazines lately, it
seems that even centers with closed showroom policies seek to attract the consumer.

Does an open showroom help or hurt the designer? It depends on your meth-
ods of fee structuring. For example, most designers who use design centers work
on a straight fee basis or a percentage basis. Their fee structure is protected, so it
doesn’t matter if their clients see two prices on each furniture hangtag. The de-
signer who is hired on a professional fee basis has no worries about the client hav-
ing pricing information.

To get the best use from a design center, preshop it to determine exactly what you
want to show your clients. Otherwise you can spend weeks taking a client shopping.
Letting your client see the merchandise you have specified is a good idea because
most people cannot visualize; however, you should prepare your client for your visit
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to the design center. Explain that the purpose of the visit is to see two or three con-
ference tables for his or her new office building, for example, or that he or she must
sit in several chairs to see if they are appropriate for the executive offices. This keeps
the client from being overwhelmed by the variety and quantity of other merchandise.

DESIGN CENTERS & TRADE MARTS

Arizona
Arizona Design Center
3600 E. University Drive
Phoenix, AZ 85034
602-232-0032
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California
Atrium Design Centre
69-930 Highway 111
Rancho Mirage, CA 92270
619-770-0800

Design Pavilion at 200 Kansas
200 Kansas Street
San Francisco, CA 94103
415-552-846-1500

Galleria Design Center
101 Henry Adams Street
San Francisco, CA 94103
415-846-1500

Laguna Design Center
23811 Aliso Creek Road
Laguna Niguel, CA 92656
714-643-2929

LA Home Furnishings Mart
1933 So. Broadway
Los Angeles, CA 90007
213-7490-7911

Pacific Design Center
8687 Melrose Ave.
Los Angeles, CA 90069
310-657-0800

The San Francisco Mart
1355 Market Street
San Francisco, CA 94103
415-552-2311

Showplace Square Group
Two Henry Adams Street
San Francisco, CA 94103
415-864-1500

Showplace Square West
550 Fifteenth Street
San Francisco, CA 94103
415-626-8257

Sobel Design Building
680 Eighth Street
San Francisco, CA 94103
415-861-4443

Colorado
Denver Design Center
595 South Broadway
Denver, CO 80209-4001
303-733-2455

Denver Merchandise Mart
451 East 58 Street
Denver, CO 80216
303-292-6278

Design Center at the IceHouse
1801 Wynkoop Street
Denver, CO 80202
303-298-9191



Florida
Dacra
230 Fifth Street
Miami Beach, FL 33139
305-531-8700

Design Center of the Americas
(DCOTA)

1855 Griffin Road
Dania, FL 33004
305-920-7997

Miami Decorating & Design
Center

180 NW 40th Avenue
Miami, FL 33137
305-575-7511

Miami Decorating & Design
District, Plaza II

180 NE 39th Ave.
Miami, FL 33137
305-573-8116

Miami Decorating & Design
District, Plaza III

3939 NE Second Ave.
Miami, FL 33137
305-573-8116

246 � Interior Design Business Handbook

Miami Decorating & Design
District, Plaza IV

3901 NE Second Ave.
Miami, FL 33137
305-573-8116

Miami International Design Center
4100 NE Second Ave.
Miami, FL 33137
305-576-7571

Miami International Design Center II
4141 NE Second Ave.
Miami, FL 33137
305-576-5515

Miami International Merchandise
Mart

777 NW 72nd Ave.
Miami, FL 33126
305-261-3659

Georgia
Atlanta Decorative Averts Center

(ADAC)
351 Peachtree Hills Ave.
Atlanta, GA 30305
404-231-1720

Atlanta Merchandise Mart
240 Peachtree Street, NW
Atlanta, GA 30303
404-220-3000

Illinois
The Merchandise Mart
200 World Trade Center
Chicago, IL 60054
800-677-6278

Massachusetts
Boston Design Center
One Design Center Place
Boston, MA 02210
617-338-5062



Michigan
Michigan Design Center
1700 Stutz Drive
Troy, MI 48084
810-649-4662

Minnesota
International Market Square
275 Market Street
Minneapolis, MN 55405
612-338-6250

Missouri
St. Louis Design Center
917 Locust Street
St. Louis, MO 63101
314-621-6446

New York
Architects & Designers (A&D)

Bldg.
150 E 58th Street
New York, NY 10155
212-644-6555

The Art & Design Bldg.
1059 Third Ave.
New York, NY 10021
212-759-6935

Design & Decoration (D&D)
Bldg.

979 Third Ave.
New York, NY 10022
212-759-8815

Decorator’s Center Bldg.
315 E 62nd Street
New York, NY 10021
212-759-4347

The Fine Arts Bldg.
232 E. 59th St.
New York, NY 10022
212-759-6395

Forty-One Madison, The
New York Merchandise
Mart

41 Madison Ave.
New York, NY 10010
212-686-1203
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Interior Design Bldg.
306 E. 61st Street
New York, NY 10021
212-838-7042

International Showcase
225 Fifth Ave.
New York, NY 10010
212-655-6377

Manhattan Art & Antiques Center
1050 Second Ave.
New York, NY 10022
212-355-4400

The Marketcenter at 230 Fifth Ave.
230 Fifth Ave.
New York, NY 10001
212-532-4555

New York Design Center
200 Lexington Ave.
New York, NY 10016
212-679-9500

New York Merchandise Mart
41 Madison Ave.
New York, NY 10010
212-686-1203

255 - The International Showcase
255 Fifth Ave.
New York, NY 10010
212-685-6377



North Carolina
Hamilton Wrenn Community of

Showrooms
200 N. Hamilton Street
High Point, NC 27260
910-884-1884

Hickory Furniture Mart
220 Highway 70 SE
Hickory, NC 28603
704-322-3510
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International Home Furnishings
Center

210 E. Commerce Street
High Point, NC 27260
910-89-4464

Market Square
305 W. High Street
High Point, NC 27260
910-889-4464

Ohio
Longworth Hall Design Center
700 W. Pete Rose Way
Cincinnati, OH 45203
513-621-1000

Pendleton Square Design Complex
1118 Pendleton Street
Cincinnati, OH 45210
513-241-4010

Oregon
The Design Center at

Montgomery Park
2701 NW Vaughn Street
Portland, OR 97210
503-273-8313

Pennsylvania
Marketplace Design Center
2400 Market Street
Philadelphia, PA 19103
215-561-5000

Texas
Dallas Design Center
1025 N Stemmons Freeway
Dallas, TX 75207
214-747-2411

Dallas Market Center
2100 N. Stemmons Freeway
Dallas, TX 55207
214-656-6100

The Design District
1400 Turtle Creek Blvd.
Dallas, TX 75207
214-698-1352

Decorative Center of Houston
5120 Woodway at Sage
Houston, TX 77056
713-961-9292

The Resource Center
7026 Old Katy Rd.
Houston, TX 77024
713-861-2114



Utah
Showplace Square
1025 E. 3300 S
Salt Lake City, UT 84106
801-355-0519
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Washington, D.C.
The Washington Design Center
300 D. Street SW
Washington, DC 20024
202-554-5053

Washington State

Lenora Square Professional
Design Showrooms

1000 Lenora Street
Seattle, WA 98121
206-762-1200

Seattle Gift Center
6100 4th Ave. S.
Seattle, WA 98101
206-767-6800

Keeping a Research Sheet
When researching the possible suppliers for a client’s project, you can sometimes
go through eight or ten catalogs. If the subject and goal are not defined, it’s easy
to get off track. One way to handle this is to keep a research sheet listing the
client’s name, the date on which the project was assigned, the date by which you
need the information, and the person to whom the research is assigned (see fol-
lowing page).

Define the subject or the product. Perhaps it is a secretarial desk no longer than
sixty inches or a table that must be viewed from a specific angle. Perhaps it is
chairs with casters.

State your goals; list the price range, materials, or type of design you need. List
the contacts you have made. Document all the companies you have researched,
whether by telephone or showroom visit. If a suitable product is located, list the
price range. Also state the dates on which phone calls were made and the time
they took. At the bottom of the sheet, give the final decision. If, at a later date, ei-
ther you or another person picks up this sheet, this research is documented and
the results are clearly marked.

Research sheets should be kept in the client’s file until the product is ready for
processing. You can refer to them to refresh your memory on a project, or if you
need to change something in the project. For example, if a client’s price range
changes, you can look at this sheet and quickly see, for example, that a particular
sofa you had wanted is going to be too expensive, and that one of the sofas you had
originally rejected may be a good choice instead. The research sheet provides a
system for documenting all the research we do for each individual item that goes
into a project. The research process may require dozens or even hundreds of
source checks, and can extend over a long period of time. We record each source
and the results. Even after the project is over, we may keep the records to serve as
a basis for similar projects.



RESEARCH SHEET

Client: Date Assigned: Due Date: Staff Person:

Subject:

Goal:

Contacts: Results: Date/Time:

Final Decision:

© Design Business Monthly

Research sheet. In researching
information that is required for
clients, document all the
companies you have reviewed,
whether by catalog, telephone,
or showroom visit. If, at a later
date, either you or another
person picks up the file, this
research is documented and
the result is clearly indicated.
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Keeping Up-to-Date with Your Sources
Review your sources at least once a year. New companies are forming, and older
companies are closing or their owners are retiring. Design centers are in a state
of constant change because everything from environmental issues to international
issues affects our sources. Not only do we have to make sure we have the right
sources, we have to make sure our sources are still in business.

WORKING WITH YOUR SUPPLIERS

Make each firm you deal with your ally, not just on exceptionally large projects,
but on every project.

When a project has specific needs, enlist your resource company to help find
solutions. Define the problem, the type of client, and the probable maintenance, as
well as the budget and design requirements. With this rundown, the resource com-
pany and you can usually come up with a product recommendation to work for
the specific situation.

Some firms have laboratories and testing equipment that can help you analyze
functional problems or do chemical analyses. Your resource companies’ knowl-
edge is an asset, something you could not supply within your own studio, and
something that helps make your presentations professional and your designs long-
lasting.

Quality Control
Interior designers can be leaders in quality control. We know what clients want.
We generally are very good judges of quality. We have researched the product,
we know who makes similar products, and we know what the product price
should be. We are in a great position of control. It is part of an interior designer’s
job to monitor quality. First of all, you need to report all problems, even if your
clients have not complained. If you see something that is wrong with a product,
report to the company that supplies it. Let them know that you are sensitive to
quality.

Second, if you receive something that needs a simple repair, you should
take care of it so that you don’t have to return it. Let companies know that you
are willing to make small repairs and touch-ups as required. However, also
notify companies when you have had to make repairs and alert them to the
situation.

One of the best ways of maintaining your clients is to demand good quality prod-
ucts from your resources. Quality is a commodity. We are producing better prod-
uct for the price, but we also have more discriminating clients than ever before.
Quality exists at all price levels, from the costly to the less expensive. Many excel-
lent designs still use products from top-quality sources, but these can be costly. On
occasion, budget compels designers to use mass-market products which discrim-
inating clients will sometimes refuse to accept with even the slightest imperfec-
tion. If you must use mass-market products, make a point of having someone from
your firm look over these pieces, checking the finish, the upholstery details, and
the overall quality. Many times, the piece needs work before you can deliver it to
your client.

Working with Sources and Contractors � 251



At times, every interior designer has been caught with expensive repair bills
for mass-produced furniture. Try to build a safety cushion into each project
where you use mass-market products. We had one project where we needed
twelve reproduction chairs. One source offered the chairs at $4,100 each, and
a source from the mass market had similar chairs for about $1,500. We quoted
the client a price the mass-market chairs, but we added about 20 percent to
the actual price to cover any adjustments or refinements that might need to
be done when the chairs reached our studio. Quoting the client a variable
price—the chairs will cost about $1,800—gave us enough leeway within our
budget to pay for any necessary repairs. The client has an excellent quality
product and never was aware that the product had any shortcomings.

Clients have no idea what happens behind the scenes, and if a job is to run
smoothly, they shouldn’t have any idea.

Maintenance Programs. Have your sources provide maintenance recommenda-
tions. This information is available from the companies supplying the products
you purchase. Since factory guarantees are based on maintenance procedures, re-
view these procedures with your resource companies. Find out in advance how
the manufacturer wants problems handled, and then make appropriate recom-
mendations to your client.

Government Regulations. The government has put a lot of new regulations on the
products interior designers handle. Your best source of regulation information is
your suppliers. They are required to provide you with flameproofing certificates
and other necessary papers to meet state or city requirements. You, as the designer,
are responsible for every product you specify, so be sure to keep abreast of state
and federal regulations.

Confidential Work. If your work is confidential, mark it so and explain to the
shop from the beginning the reason for this confidentiality so that all of the work-
ers will understand the situation. (See also pages 297–299).

Getting the Best-Quality Performance from Your Suppliers. Interior designers rely
heavily on the performance of their craftspeople and suppliers to assure the over-
all quality of a job. There are ways of improving the quality of this performance.
Here are a few methods that have worked for some designers.

1. When you are designing a new project that you expect a shop to build,
review the design with the shop before presenting it for pricing or to the
client. Let the shop see if there are any ways of improving the design,
reducing the cost, or upgrading the quality of the product.

2. As you review the project with the craftspeople, determine what their
capabilities are and if there are any areas with which they have difficulty.
Is there another resource that you could use for that part of the job? Giving
a project to a supplier who is uncomfortable with it only delays the project
and can cause problems in the quality of production. Talk it over together
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carefully. Maybe it would be better to take this project someplace else, and
bring this shop another project that is more suited to its equipment and
abilities. So often, problems in design work are due to the fact that the
shops are not appropriately tuned for the work to be done. I have found
that giving a woodworking project to a company that specializes in
laminates is usually a disaster because that company doesn’t want to
handle woodworking any longer. Giving a laminate job to someone who is
a master woodworker is probably equally foolhardy. Find out what each
shop does best and use them for that. Before a shop starts working on a
product, make sure that everything is in good condition. Check all of the
components that go into the product with the shop that is going to work on
it. If there are problems with some aspect, help solve the problems before
production begins.

3. Use as few supplies as you possibly can. As long as they produce what you
want, and are competitive, it is better to work with suppliers you already
know. Giving suppliers priority and letting them know that you are really
interested in using them and supporting them is an excellent way of having
people perform at a high level for you. If they do a good job for you, reward
them. If they do an excellent job for you, show them some form of
appreciation: pay them a little extra money or send them an arrangement
of flowers or a little gift. It’s amazing what a small gift, especially with a
written note, will do to improve the quality of that next job. When you
thank your suppliers, send them a letter they will appreciate, one that they
can proudly display on their bulletin board.

If you find sources that are not up to standard, replace them. Unfortunately, shops
and sources do change for many reasons. Don’t put up with a bad situation; look
for a new source. They are out there.

Not all craft resources are conveniently located to your practice. You may need
to travel a distance to find some of the specialists. Sometimes it is just not possi-
ble to have every craft you want, in which case you have to find another way to
solve the design problem. Through the years, designers have had to make many
adjustments because certain resources are just not practical or available.

Attending Markets. When you go to markets, make sure that you meet the peo-
ple from the factory. Ask them about their products. Try the products. Let the fac-
tory people tell you what the strengths and weaknesses are of the individual items;
where they should be used, where they should not be used; what the problems
and limitations are. These factory people are very good at explaining just how
these items should be treated. Often, quality is jeopardized by misuse. Everything
that you put into a project that doesn’t work, or presents a problem, reflects di-
rectly on your designs.

Visiting Factories. One of the best learning experiences designers can have is to
visit the factory of a resource that is important to them. This not only provides in-
formation, but also builds rapport. Here are a few guidelines that can help you get
the most from your visit.

■ Before you go, review the company’s catalog and any of its products you
have used before. Make sure that you have a general outline of what your
past experiences were and what your future interests and uses might be.
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■ Make a list of questions that you have on various products. Arriving with
this list can help you make this trip much more productive. It will let the
company know that you are knowledgeable about the product, and you will
leave with your questions answered.

■ Ask to go through the production line to see just how the work is
processed. Try to see all of the components that go into the product. This
will help you to better explain the product to contractors and clients.

■ Talk to the people doing the production scheduling, so you can better
understand their methods.

■ Discuss with the factory personnel any documentation you could provide
that would be particularly helpful, such as information that they would
need for processing special orders.

■ Review with the factory whether it is willing to do special orders. Find out
just what is practical and impractical for them.

■ Meet the people in the factories. Find out which people are your best contacts.
Then, when you call on the phone for your next request (keeping your outline
of who you talked to about the functions at hand), you can ask for the right
person for the situation and save yourself a lot of time and aggravation. Say
hello to workers you may be speaking with later, so that when you call, they
will remember you. Building this rapport is immeasurably valuable.

■ Follow up your visit with a thank-you letter to make sure that the people at
the factory will remember that you appreciated their hospitality.

What Suppliers Want
From a source viewpoint, here are some suggested ways to improve communica-
tion between designers and sources.

1. Most orders are faxed today. Should you have a question regarding a
particular product, you may want to speak with someone. Once your
question is answered, they may not take your order by telephone. Check
to be sure of their preferences and procedure, and be sure you are not
duplicating an order. Suppliers handle hundreds of faxes and calls per
day, and cannot be responsible for identifying identical orders coming to
them by different methods of communication. If you have faxed an order
and later decide to call it in, make this clear to the person you are
speaking with, to avoid a duplication.

2. When ordering, provide complete identification or full specifications.
Omissions or abbreviations may lead to misunderstandings about what
you want.

3. When inquiring about an order that you have already placed, always
mention which products the order called for, rather than just giving an
order number. It helps to expedite the order in the event that the original
order was never received by the supplier.

4. It is wise to add from 5 to 10 percent to your selling price as protection
against possible price increases. Most suppliers bill at the price prevailing
at the time of shipment if their products are selling and their inventory is
turning over quickly. If you are ordering a substantial quantity of a
product, it is important to get a firm quotation from the source.
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5. When requesting a fabric sample of present stock a supplier is carrying,
advise as to the yardage that may be needed. Without knowing what your
requirements may be, the source cannot promise that the same stock will
be available when a definite order is received. However, most sources will
reserve specific yardage for a reasonable length of time if they know what
your requirements might be.

6. When attempting to match fabric to paint, or vice versa, always obtain the
fabric before painting. A small cutting from present stock can be
deceptive. In a large piece, the intensity of color may look entirely
different. The safe practice is to actually have the fabric yardage needed
on hand and work from that in determining the paint color.

7. When ordering fabrics for draperies, indicate the size and number of cut
lengths needed. For many reasons, suppliers cannot always ship a specific
requirement completely free of defects in one length. However, if the
source has the details of your requirements, it is often possible for him or
her to expedite the shipment.

8. When you need to match a fabric, submit a cutting. Even though you may
be ordering a small amount of yardage to supplement a recent shipment,
the supplier may not be able to furnish this yardage from the same piece
or dye lot as the first shipment. Few suppliers keep cuttings of what was
shipped, so your sample is needed.

9. When using a reversible fabric for C.O.M. orders, carefully instruct the
manufacturer or fabricator as to which is the face side. It is commonly
assumed that the face side is the side that is rolled or folded to the
inside. This is not always the case. So many fabrics made today are
reversible that it is easy to make a mistake. Send your manufacturer or
fabricator a sample of the fabric showing the face side, the side you
want used.

10. When suppliers drop-ship to a destination other than your studio address,
ask them to attach a cutting to the invoice that comes to you to show what
has been shipped. You are responsible for checking that cutting for
accuracy. Do it promptly, before any fabrication can be started.

11. Identify C.O.M. goods sent to a processor. Write to your processor to tell
him or her what to expect, from whom the goods are coming, what
processing is to be done, and to whom the goods should be shipped when
completed. You would be surprised how many times C.O.M. goods sent to
a workroom for quilting, flameproofing, or fabrication sit for days because
no one has bothered to say what is to be done with them.

12. When you have a fabric flameproofed, request a certificate of
flameproofing in the name of your client, and make a photocopy for your
files. If a claim is made later, it will be handled between the client and
the manufacturer. Certificates can only be issued at the time that the
flameproofing is done.

13. When requesting memo samples by phone, give as much information as
possible, including a broad description and the ultimate end use. This
helps the person selecting the samples to give you the most satisfactory
response.

14. When making a remittance, list your account number and the invoices
being paid. This helps to maintain a mutual understanding of an account.
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Some suppliers furnish invoices in duplicate; one copy can be returned
with your remittance.

15. If there is cause for merchandise to be returned, advise your supplier as
to why you are making the return, and make the return promptly. It will
avoid irritation, confusion, and possible further inconvenience to you.

16. Keep the lines of communication open with your suppliers’ credit
departments. If you are unable to pay within their terms, notify them.
Don’t neglect to do this. Credit managers are generally very reasonable
people who are anxious to help you in every way they can. Keeping them
informed of your situation and intentions is the best way to gain their
cooperation.

BUYING METHODS

There is so much discussion as to whether or not designers should buy for their
clients. In some practices, it is appropriate for designers to specify, then procure-
ment companies handle the purchasing and installation. In specialized or smaller
practices, buying may be a requirement. Clients want the job finished. Your ren-
derings and specification sheets are less important to them than having the room
or building completed. Buying is a key part of many of the design practices today.
It can make or destroy a practice.

Today, whom you buy from and how you buy is more involved and more com-
plex than ever. Many companies sell directly to interior designers. Other compa-
nies sell only through dealerships or have minimum requirements (usually an an-
nual dollar volume) or the lines are not available. Some of these amounts are
substantial yearly expenditures. This, in effect, limits the range of products that
can be used.

Since designers like to use different products on each project, so that every job
does not look alike, it is important to establish buying methods for a project be-
fore you actually do the design. The purchasing method needs to be incorporated
into the design process.

How can we be sure the client can secure merchandise within the appropriate
price range? Only through research. Every project has a different budget and dif-
ferent social and logistic issues. Location affects the availability of products. In a
large city, a designer has ready access to a whole variety of products; but a proj-
ect in a very small community may limit the designer to purchasing paint in gal-
lon cans.

When designing a project, review the purchasing circumstances and consider
this part of the budget. Determine which is the most appropriate way for your
client to complete the project, and then recommend this method to your client.

Today, the way you purchase may strongly affect the quality of your design
and the profits on that project. In many instances, designers do all the work
and handle all the problems and complaints. The person who acts as pur-
chasing agent only writes up the orders and processes the paper. He or she
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probably spends one-tenth or less time doing the project as the designer
doesn’t have the client complaints, and is paid three, four, and sometimes
ten times as much as the design firm. This needs to be better balanced. It’s
up to us, as designers, to group together and find methods of establishing
equity.

Consider the different possibilities. First of all, if your firm can purchase the
merchandise, that puts the firm in the business of merchandising. Your design firm
may not be organized for this. In that case, it is better to let someone else do the
purchasing, someone who is willing to exert the extra management efforts and to
take on any risks involved.

In-house purchasing requires a purchasing division with good expediting poli-
cies. The way this is handled can add profits or can bankrupt the firm.

Co-op and Buying Services
Today, many designers buy as a co-op, forming organizations to buy together. The
volume of purchases gives them access to more varied product choices and gives
them the clout to demand and get appropriate quality and prices.

A designer can also use an outside buying service firm to expedite purchasing.
Choose the firm just as carefully as you do your clients and sources. Will this com-
pany give you the items you specify? Will they notify you if any changes are
needed? It should be the designer’s decision to make the change, not the purchas-
ing company’s.
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Strengths of Co-op and Buying Services

A co-op or buying service can:

• Provide better management. Designers are free to design while someone else
handles the negotiating, purchasing, and expediting.

• Reduce the cost of running a small independent studio.
• Give small studios more buying power.
• Give firms better prices and better quality control.
• Give small studios access to more lines.
• Educate designers about quality of products by sharing information.
• Give small firms a better chance to compete with large firms.
• Save time. Jobs can be processed faster because the large volume permits

management to use the latest equipment.
• Present fewer problems, as orders are checked and reviewed by another

person—one familiar with companies and their ordering procedures.
• Make quicker substitutions. When the desired product is unavailable, the

service can suggest suitable alternatives.



Methods of handling the project can either enhance or hurt a design. When de-
signers turn projects over to dealerships or expediting companies, some of these
later become competitors of the designer and end up taking over the client. The
designer never sees the client again. Does the purchasing company have a record
of this? Can you trust the head of the firm?

Traditional Buying Methods
Interior designers have three traditional ways of buying: through showrooms, from
a dealer, and directly from the manufacturer.

Showroom. Showrooms can be a designer’s greatest asset or largest problem.
Once you get to know the showroom, and you know it is a good source, stick with
it. Loyalty is a big issue today. Building good rapport with a showroom is just like
building good rapport with a craftsperson: it takes time. The showroom fees are
included in the prices. For those fees, the designer gets a large variety in furniture
and furnishings; but there are some well-known disadvantages. Often, these de-
signer showrooms are run or staffed by former designers who no longer want to
deal directly with clients.

As a result, some orders are not relayed to the manufacturers as quickly as they
might be, and the follow-up is not done on a regular basis. I have found that if you
don’t badger these people, you hear nothing from them, and there are often great
delays in delivery.

A designer who had just opened her own firm told me an all-too-common
tale of woe. She had gone into business for herself because she lived in a small
community where there was little opportunity for her to test the waters by
working for someone else. Within her first month in business, she believed
she had been a victim of fraud. A salesman in a showroom had taken her or-
der for a sofa and her $2,000 deposit, but there had been no action. She found
out eight months later that he had never ordered the sofa.

Dealer. You may decide to buy through another firm, one that is preferably not
in your immediate area so your direct competition does not have the lines that you
like and can use in your practice. Such dealers are usually delighted to have you
order through them because it contributes additional volume. This is something
that every dealer has to consider. They won’t be able to keep the line if they don’t
produce the volume. This can be a very workable relationship. Dealers know the
product and how to support it. They have the facilities to make repairs and ad-
justments when needed.

Direct. If you are doing a lot of business with a specific line, and know you can
more than meet their volume requirements, it may be appropriate for you to es-
tablish a direct purchase agreement with them. The discount structure often varies
with the amount of volume. It should also be a line you can do business with for
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many years. There is no point in establishing an account if it’s a one-time situa-
tion. Some companies limit the number of direct accounts they will service. One
furniture company states that they will not have more than one hundred and fifty
dealers in the nation; they want their line to be very exclusive. Other companies
may have a limit of one per city or community. But everything changes. If there is
a line you think is good for you, it may be worth talking with them about the pos-
sibility of direct-buying in the future.

VOLUME BUYING SERVICE:
A PROPOSAL FOR PROFITABILITY

Most of us don’t have access to all the right lines at the right prices. Many of the
lines that we would like to use are only available to dealerships. Others are only
available in quantity. We can’t buy enough per year to maintain all of the lines, nor
do we want to stock the inventory required to do this. Interior designers, unlike
furniture dealers, don’t want to have every job look alike; therefore, we need many
resources or manufacturers.

Each new resource requires us to establish an account for proper pricing and
account position. All of this takes time, and many interior designers can’t afford
the time—or expense—required to run a top-notch purchasing division, as well as
to sell jobs. Usually, only large design firms have an official purchasing agent who
handles only these negotiations and who makes sure the firm is buying the right
items at the right price. In my own small firm, running a purchasing division costs
over $100,000 per year. We know the status of our orders on a weekly basis, and
we can negotiate for pricing—but it is quite expensive to do this.

Let’s face it, most of us are designers because we enjoy designing and want to
design, not to chase papers. We need a streamlined method of dealing with man-
ufacturers—one that will give us access to a diversity in sources without drowning
us in credit references and negotiations.

Manufacturers find it very costly to service small accounts. Their sales staff find
it unprofitable: credit checks, individual billings, and establishing accounts are all
expensive. They often must wait long periods for payment. When they deal with
larger firms, dealerships, or showrooms, they are assured of a certain dollar vol-
ume and know the payment habits of the account.

The Proposal. What if each designer had one main account? An account for
which he or she needed one credit reference and through which he or she could
purchase anything that was needed? What if thousands of interior designers es-
tablished a buying umbrella with manufacturers selected for quality products, at
a wide range of prices?

In this ideal situation, the buying umbrella/purchasing firm and the vendors
would have cooperative contracts requiring the vendors to send the participating
designers first-quality merchandise, to keep them informed on the status of an or-
der, and to agree to adjust and handle problems that occur. Designers would re-
ceive regular follow-up reports so that they could keep their clients well informed.

The vendor would have the advantage of dealing with a single purchasing de-
partment and maintaining contact with a single individual rather than be harassed
by several thousand calls. And there would be only one credit check to be done—
the one on the purchasing firm itself. All orders would be shipped directly to the
designers or to the designers’ receiving warehouses.
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I believe that purchasing as we know it is a dinosaur—its years are numbered.
As professional designers, we need to be professional businesspeople as we relate
to vendors. And I believe we are trained to design, not to track orders. Designers
need to band together to make our jobs easier.

Purchase Orders
How precise is your purchase order? Today, we can be sued for almost anything,
so it is advisable to review your purchase orders and to include on them state-
ments that offer protection from common problems. Freight claims are a time-
consuming issue in any office. If a purchase order states that the design firm is
responsible for the merchandise only after it is received and inspected in the
firm’s studio, this means that any freight claim is the responsibility of the shipper
or resource. This simple declaration on your purchase order can save you a
tremendous amount of time and aggravation. I reviewed a large number of pur-
chase orders with several consulting attorneys, and we found that very large firms
and firms with high profits have extensive documentation on their purchase or-
ders. Some have qualifying statements of seven pages or more. Is this appropriate
or needed? These are big-name firms, and product resources are delighted to ser-
vice them. I doubt whether small design firms could get away with this amount
of disclaimers, but some are in order. As a field, we need to join together and
establish appropriate purchasing standards. By working with our resources on
this, we can help them realize that designers—their repeat customers—need to be
protected. In so many instances, the interior designer is the one left holding
the bag.

Are your purchase orders easy to understand? Review purchase-order proce-
dures, either with another design firm or with some of your sources. Remember
in writing your orders that you are not dealing with another designer, but with a
contractor or manufacturer who may not be familiar with your vocabulary. It is
easy to say that a firm that wants your business should learn your language, but
you must also recognize that the talents that go into production scheduling and
manufacturing are not the same talents interior designers must have. Try to find
out what your suppliers need to know from you in order to give you what
you want.

Learn to be very careful, to recheck to see that everything is properly side-
marked and identified. In our firm, purchase-order numbers relate to our indi-
vidual order numbers and our in-house communications, and are as simple as we
can make them. We also have a required follow-up procedure. If we have not heard
from a company within ten days with a acknowledgment or some comment, we
either call or write to the company again. No purchase order simply lays in the
files waiting for something to happen. Although we have a set day each week to
review purchase orders, every problem regarding those orders is handled on the
day it is received.

Purchase orders for certain specialties require different conditions or products
and, therefore, more extensive documentation.

When designing your purchase orders be sure they include the following infor-
mation; the style and layout may vary according to your system. Most firms require
three copies: one for the company from which merchandise is being purchased;
one for your merchandise-on-order file (this may not be needed if your purchas-
ing documents are computerized; and one for your client’s file.
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TERMS AND CONDITIONS

1. This order expressly limits acceptance to the terms stated herein. Any addition or
different terms proposed by the Seller (this term is intended to include providers of
services) are objected to and hereby rejected, notwithstanding any terms and
conditions that may be contained in any acknowledgement, invoice, or other form
of Seller, notwithstanding Buyer accepting or paying for any shipment or similar act
of Buyer. Shipment of any goods or performance of any services ordered hereunder
shall be considered an acceptance of this entire order, including all terms and
conditions specified herein.

2. Time and shipping instructions are each of the essence to this contract.

3. It is understood that the cash discount period will date from the receipt of the
goods or from the date of the invoice, whichever is later.

4. All goods shall be received subject to Buyer’s right of inspection and rejection.
Defective goods, or goods not in accordance with Buyer’s specifications, will be held
for Seller’s instructions at Seller’s risk and if Seller so directs will be returned at Seller’s
expense. If inspection discloses that part of the goods received are not in accordance
with Buyer’s specifications, Buyer shall have the right to cancel any unshipped
portion of the order. The Buyer may reject and return at Seller’s expense deliveries
which exceed or substantially fail to meet the quantity ordered, or deliveries made
more than fifteen (15) days in advance of the date required. Our time to inspect the
goods and give appropriate notices under the Uniform Commercial Code is hereby
extended by sixty (60) days.

5. In addition to any warranty implied in fact or law, Seller expressly warrants all
items to be free from defects in design, workmanship, and materials, to conform
strictly to applicable specifications, drawings, and approved samples, if any, and to
be fit and sufficient for the purpose intended, and to be merchantable. Such
warranties, together with all other service warranties of Seller, shall run to Buyer, its
successors, assigns, and customers. All warranties shall survive delivery to, inspec-
tion test, acceptance, and payment by Buyer.

6. In the event of breach of this agreement, in addition to the remedies provided by
the Uniform Commercial Code, Buyer may either alternatively or cumulatively:

(a) Return all nonconforming merchandise at Seller’s expense for repair or
replacement at Buyer’s option;

(b) Repair all nonconforming merchandise at Seller’s expense;
(c) Cover and receive payment therefor at the time Buyer finally learns that

Seller will not satisfactorily cure the nonconforming tender;
(d) Return for credit;
(e) Terminate this agreement and accordingly reject all further deliveries of 

goods.

7. No limits may be placed on damages resulting from Seller’s breach of this agreement,
other than as specified and accepted in writing by us.
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8. Seller agrees to indemnify and hold Buyer harmless against any claims or suits
arising in connection with the items purchased hereunder for defects in material or
workmanship, and for infringement of patent, trademark, or copyright, or other
intellectual property rights. Seller will pay, including without limitation, the claim,
settlement or judgment, court costs, counsel fees and expenses, and interest; and
will refund the price of the goods if Buyer is enjoined from using the same. Buyer
shall notify Seller promptly of the initiation of any suit or proceeding, and Buyer may
defend or otherwise deal with such matters, if Seller fails to do so after notice, with
all costs ultimately paid by Seller.

9. The signature of our receiving clerk is for count of original packages only, and not
for correct weight or count, quantity, or condition of contents. Net delivered weight,
count, and actual fare shall govern settlement.

10. This purchase order is not valid unless signed by Buyer’s authorized represen-
tative.

11. Seller agrees to return all physical and intellectual property (whether or not
secret or confidential) furnished to him by Buyer or its agents in connection with the
execution and billing of this order, and Seller further agrees not to disclose or use
such property for the benefit of anyone else. All plans, drawings, specifications,
memoranda, or other similar documents prepared by the Buyer, its employees, or its
agents, shall be the sole and exclusive property of Buyer, and shall be delivered to
Buyer at Buyer’s request at any time.

12. If Buyer terminates or breaches this agreement for any reason at any time, Seller
must submit an itemized list of all claims within fourteen (14) days.

13. No single or repeated waiver of any default for any period of time shall be
construed as a continuing waiver by Buyer, and Buyer’s right of termination under
this agreement shall remain enforceable at any time any default may exist, no matter
how long or how many times that default may have existed.

14. This agreement shall be binding upon and inure to the benefit of the parties
hereto, and their respective successors, assigns, heirs, and legal representatives,
provided that Seller shall not assign rights arising, nor delegate performance re-
quired herein, except to a successor in ownership of substantially the whole of its
business.

15. This instrument contains the entire agreement between the parties hereto with
respect to the transactions contemplated herein, and may be modified only by a duly
executed purchase order change form signed by our authorized representative.

16. This contract shall be interpreted according to the laws of the Commonwealth
of Pennsylvania.
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17. Seller agrees to provide and maintain comprehensive general liability insurance,
including products liability coverage, in an amount not less than $500,000.00 per
occurrence for bodily injury or property damage. In addition, Seller shall provide
errors and omissions coverage, when applicable, covering contractor’s professional
liability for any services and/or goods provided for herein with limits of liability which
shall not be less than a combined single limit of $500,000.00. Such insurance will
apply to all goods supplied under this order. Seller shall furnish Buyer with a
certificate of insurance evidencing such coverage prior to shipment of goods. The
certificate will provide that ten (10) days prior written notice of cancelation be
furnished to Buyer at address listed on this order.

18. Seller shall pay all taxes imposed by the federal or any state or local government
on payrolls or compensation of its employees, or any other taxes, fees, or charges on
account of this order, the sale of the goods, or the performance of the services.

19. No partial invalidity of this order shall affect the remainder hereof.

20. The price stated in this purchase order shall include the freight costs, unless
otherwise stated, however shipment is f.o.b. for delivery to job or to the
nearest rail or truck terminal. Title of the goods shall pass from the shipper to the
Buyer on receipt by Buyer, or its authorized representatives, subject to any defects or
nonconformance as stated above. Buyer shall not be liable for any loss, damage,
detention, or delay caused by freight damages, shortages, defective or incorrect
material, or by circumstances beyond their control.

21. Buyer does not intend to be bound to Seller based upon any contract which
Seller may have with another party. This purchase order is given in good faith for the
materials listed on the reverse side, which must be acceptable to Buyer.
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The following are the suggested details, terms, and conditions that should be
listed on a purchase order from a general design firm.

1. The name of the firm responsible for the purchasing documents. This
should include your name, address, fax, and telephone number.

2. Any special information, such as the name of a reference person with
whom the supplier should speak with if there are any questions.

3. Your purchase order number. Ask that this number appear on all
packages shipped for this order, and on all statements and/or
correspondence.

4. If there are any special shipping instructions regarding your warehouse
(time of receipt, particular location, or directions), these need to be noted.

5. The vendor’s listing: the name, address, and any special details of the
vendor. Also note if the item should be addressed to anyone’s attention.

6. The shipping and billing addresses.

7. The date of the order.

8. The person placing the order and the person responsible for ordering.

9. Any particular payment information and special terms.

10. The direction for the freight bill; whether it is to be prepaid or if freight is
to be charged to the bill.

11. The quantity, unit, and description; the unit and total price. It is advisable
to provide clear definitions of all details of items. Usually, a bit of extra
information is far better than too little.

12. If you have standards or other requirements, they should be documented
on the back of your purchase order. When you put statements on the back
of your purchase order, you should mark clearly on the front of the order
that the supplier should refer to the back for performance information
regarding the purchase order.

13. All purchase orders should be signed by your purchase agent or other
person responsible for approving the order.

Terms and conditions should be clearly printed on the purchase order copy that
is sent to the vendor so they will not be missed. If you are printing terms on the
back of the form or on other sheets, make sure to provide a clear reference. Re-
view the list of terms and conditions on pages 261–263 to determine which are the
most important to your practice. A larger firm will have no problem using all these
terms because they have buying clout; smaller firms may be forced to modify their
terms. If we all work together, we could make them a standard of the field.

These terms were written by an attorney; before you have your purchase orders
printed, have your attorney review the items you find suitable. He or she will ex-
plain their meaning and assist you in determining their value in your practice.

WORKING WITH YOUR CONTRACTORS

As designers, we do a lot of work with contractors on projects ranging from the
very small ones to those costing many millions of dollars. In some instances, con-
sulting architects and engineers work with us. By supervising the installation to
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make jobs run more smoothly, you become a valuable asset to your clients, crafts-
people, architects, and engineers. When designers assume this responsibility,
some states may require a contractor’s license. Many designers are qualified to do
this, but before doing so, speak with your advisors. Be sure you know the extent
of your additional responsibilities, that you are properly compensated, and that
you have the right insurance coverage.

Obviously, we can get into a lot of trouble here. It is so much better to take a
smaller part of a project that you can control rather then take on something that
is larger and may become uncontrollable.

Finding the Right Contractor
We build our team of contractors through much experience. Often, we lose a con-
tractor because he or she moves away, changes careers, or retires. Finding a new
contractor can be one of the most difficult things we do. It’s a good idea to talk to
the contractor you are losing or to other craftspeople on projects; you can get sug-
gestions from them for other contractors. Someone who does cabinetry will rec-
ognize good carpentry. Or a painter will know where he or she has seen a really
clean, well-crafted job.

When you interview a contractor, be sure to take the time to see some of his or
her work. Often, contractors will show you photographs, but these often tell very
little. Ask any contractor you are seriously considering where you may go to visit
one of his or her projects. If he or she is hesitant, and does not have ready refer-
rals, think twice about hiring the person.

In smaller communities, contractors are sometimes not familiar with certain
new processes and techniques. They will often say, “I can do it!” because they
don’t fully understand what you have in mind. If you are concerned, you should
ask to see a similar project or have them prepare a sample for you before you hire
them. You don’t want to pay for unqualified contractors to learn on the job.

Designers usually like to be responsible for jobs, and when given the authority,
want to be responsible. The benefit in hiring a designer is to obtain not only the
best quality design but to have it completed by the best quality craftspeople.

In small communities you often must design within the range of what the avail-
able craftspeople can handle. You may even have to educate many of them in spe-
cial techniques to get the results you want, or find components for them that they
have never seen before. If all else fails, you may have to bring in someone from
out of town. Sometimes you may feel like a teacher, but the time you spend edu-
cating your craftspeople will give you a better quality project in the end.

I was raised with the philosophy that you do something right or you don’t do it
at all. Designers need a great deal of training and exposure to understand all the
components of the design craft. The more you understand about the contracting
field, the better designs you will be able to create.

Know the size of your contractor’s organization, and the type and size of proj-
ects he or she handles best—both physically and financially. Giving a small con-
tractor too large of a job, although he or she may really want it, is a mistake. If a
contractor doesn’t have the ability to perform a job profitably, his or her organi-
zation—and your job—will be destroyed.

In my experience with contractors, it is best to give them work they know. A
contractor who does good commercial work is usually not likely to understand the
requirements of historical restoration. For the restoration of a lovely one-hundred-
fifty-year-old house, where we knew the client wanted fine quality craftsmanship,

Working with Sources and Contractors � 265



we took nine months to find someone appropriate for the project—and that person
took a year to complete the project. We had previously done a large, fast-track
officebuilding project for this client. Now we had to make the client understand
that the restoration project required a contractor with different abilities and a com-
pletely different mind-set. We had to explain to the clients that the particular con-
tractor we selected could not be rushed, and that imposing a schedule on him
would affect the quality of the project.

When to Use a General Contractor. When should you use a general contractor?
It makes sense to use a general contractor on projects that require a number of
disciplines that will need management. In situations where the designer must pro-
vide every detail of supervision, it is usually easier and simpler to deal directly
with the subcontractors.

At my firm, we require our contractors to bill us and our clients to pay us. We
feel this gives us authority. If we do not handle the money, we assume responsi-
bility for approving all bills and instruct the client not to pay any bill without our
approval. Designers often get into difficulties when they are given the responsibil-
ity for a job, but not the authority. Without the proper authority, a designer cannot
maintain the quality control that is so important.

Business Arrangements
It is essential to clarify all legal and financial arrangements with contractors right
from the start.

Quotations. Every contractor should understand that you are getting two or three
quotations on a job. That keeps them from inflating costs. It is not appropriate to
get ten quotations for an average-size job, nor is there time to do so. However, on
large projects, you benefit by obtaining as many qualified quotations as possible.

On smaller or medium-size projects, ask contractors to quote within 10 percent
of their estimated figure. This gives you leeway for adjustments as you get into a
project. On highly customized items that a contractor has never done before, it
helps him or her to keep estimates more reasonable if he or she knows there is a
10 percent play. If you deal with your contractors on a regular basis, and they un-
derstand you, you will find that sometimes they use that extra money and some-
times they don’t. But everyone feels more comfortable knowing it is there. On spe-
cial projects, clients usually consider estimates within 10 percent as reasonable.

Time Schedules. As part of every design, make up a time schedule. Sometimes
you develop this with the contractor; other times before meeting the contractor.
Coordinate the contractor’s schedule and your schedule, your time estimates and
his or hers. Then go over the schedule with the client to see how much this work
will interfere with his or her personal or business plans. The time factor can
affect the cost of a job considerably. With proper preparation, fast-tracking to
complete a job in a short period is probably the most economical scheduling in
the long run. When you fast-track a job, you can usually afford to have excellent
supervision there for several days, which is generally not possible for longer
periods.

On every letter, agreement, or contract you send out, include a time schedule.
One designer I know writes his schedule on his deposit check alongside the fol-
lowing sentence: “By accepting this deposit, you have agreed to maintain this
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schedule.” When the contractor signs it, he or she agrees to meet that schedule.
There are many ways of handling this; what is important is that the schedule is in
writing and that the contractor understands it is an essential part of your contract.

Written Agreement. Have a written agreement with your contractor (see inde-
pendent contractors agreement on page 87). Be sure he or she has outlined each
and every detail of the project. If anything has been missed on his or her contract,
send it back. Be sure he or she acknowledges and initials your drawings, and fur-
nishes you with appropriate shop drawings. Our office has an agreement with
each and every craftsperson who works for us relating to our standards, our pay-
ment procedures, and our insurance and guarantees requirements. For contrac-
tors we have used frequently, such as paperhangers and carpenters, we simply get
a quotation each time we use them because we keep in our files their statements
of conditions.

Financial Arrangements. At our firm, the contractors we use understand our stan-
dard structure for financial arrangements. We normally control the money, which
means we have a retainer from the client that provides the monies for us to pay
the subcontractors as the project progresses. As soon as the project has been ap-
proved by our design staff and the client, we see that the contractor is sent his or
her check, sometimes within twenty-four hours, sometimes within two or three
days. Contractors are very concerned about cash flow these days. We handle this
by seeing that they are paid promptly. We will often withhold a certain amount as
security until the project is complete, just in case there are any adjustments to be
made. When they realize they will have their money when the project is completed
and approved, they are more inclined to do the project in a high-quality, timely
fashion.

Contractors see that projects are finished to our satisfaction and handle all our
complaints because they know that we are going to generate more business for
them. If a client pays the contractor directly, the designer loses this control.

Supervision
How much should you supervise a job? This depends on the project and the con-
tractors or craftspeople with whom you are working. If the project is well defined,
and you know the workers that are assigned to it, then your job may be easy. If
this is not the case, you may be required to assign a full-time supervisory person
or visit the site several times per day.

It is important to be there to prevent errors, not to require someone to change
something that’s already been done wrong. There is nothing that destroys the
morale of a good craftsperson more than having to redo work to please a client. If
changes are required, it is good for you to be there to be sure that the changes are
made appropriately and in the least amount of time. Your goal is to have as few
change orders as possible on your project.

Don’t check a job when it is finished—check it as it goes along. For example, if
a plumber has completed his or her work, check to see that the drain is in the ap-
propriate location before the tiling is started. If you wait until the end of the proj-
ect, you may discover that one of the subcontractors had mismeasured. Check each
and every person as the project progresses to control the quality of their work. If
an electrical outlet is missing, you want to know it before workers start plastering
the wall.
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Often it is a good idea to go over your drawings with the electrician or the
plumber on the job. You may find that the person who understands the project is
away on vacation, and you need to explain the project again to be sure it is prop-
erly executed.

Be available. Don’t start a project when you won’t be around. At my firm, we
have an understanding with contractors that they may call us anytime. We are
readily available from 6:00 A.M. on so they can reach us if they have any problems
before starting the project. We also have a policy where, while we will not inter-
rupt a designer to talk to a client or sales rep, we will interrupt if a contractor is
on a project and has a problem. There are always two or more people in our stu-
dio familiar with the project who can answer contractors’ questions. We do not
want the client paying for lost time on a project, so we make sure we are available
to cover any situation at any point.

Ways to Make the Job Easier
To assure that a job is well completed, it is important to have a good relationship
with your contractors. There are many facets to the relationship, all of which must
be carefully considered.

1. Perfect your drawings and specifications. Be sure that your drawings
are well done. Include all the fine details that you want to be part of the
final project. Your drawings are as much a part of your contract as any
other written form. If you miss a line or misdocument a detail, this is a
breach-of-contract responsibility. If your drawings are clear, your
communication with your client and your contractor will be much easier.

Take the time and effort to make your specifications as detailed as
possible. Effort spent at this point will pay off later in the project. The
contractor will more easily understand the project and will know better
how to price it, so you won’t have discrepancies throughout the project.
Too often, when communication problems occur, it is because the
drawings and specifications have not been properly detailed. Before giving
your drawings and specifications to your contractors, check to be sure they
are easy to understand. Then go over them with the various contractors to
be sure that nothing is missing and that they fully understand your format.

2. Check the availability of all specified items. Be sure that the items that
you are selecting are available—and determine from which sources you
should order them. Many wonderful products pictured in magazines are
either not yet available or are unavailable in your area. Check to be sure
you know where a contractor can get an item, and find out the cost. This
information will help you to better negotiate the project for your client. If a
project involves appliances or similar equipment, investigate who handles
repairs and what kind of a maintenance program the client needs. It is
much easier to do this research before specifying an item than it is to
specify a product that the client cannot have repaired or that will
complicate the project.

3. Be sure your client understands the job to be done. This is crucial. So
often, misunderstandings occur because most clients cannot read
blueprints. Take the time to go through the details of a job with the client
so that he or she understands what is involved in constructing your design.
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Don’t create a false impression by downplaying the extent of a project.
Forewarn clients about what will be involved, especially on complex
projects. Discuss what kind of project it will be, what the time schedule
will be, and whether the installation will be dirty. When the installation
will be long and involved, suggest when the client should move out of an
office space or a residence, or he or she will hate you by the time the
project is finished. If a project can be done without major inconvenience to
the client, let him or her know which contractors will arrive when. Warn
the client about the noise and the hours contractors work. If you surprise a
client who sleeps until 9:00 A.M. with a contractor arriving at 5:45 A.M., this
can create so many hard feelings that it can harm the project. When clients
understand in advance that contractors will begin work at a certain time,
they will be prepared—and your likelihood of maintaining a good
relationship with your clients will be better.

4. Be sure all supplies are available before a job starts. To avoid
disrupting time schedules, don’t let any contractor begin until you have
verified that each item needed for the job is in. At my firm, we send our
representative to the suppliers’ warehouses to be sure that all the fixtures
and items for the job are what we ordered, the correct sizes and the proper
quantities. This step helps assure that the job will run smoothly. If you tear
up a bathroom or kitchen before your work is ready to begin, hard feelings
may develop that can undermine the design project. Often you may have to
advance the contractor money to cover the costs of supplies just to be sure
that they are there.

5. Organize permits. Make permits the responsibility of the contractor, and
include this in your agreement. In some states, the way designers work has
been defined as contracting. In our firm, we consider ourselves
coordinators, not contractors. We use a general contractor who is
responsible for liabilities that come under his jurisdiction. All contractors
who work for us must provide us with a certificate of insurance, which we
keep in our files, or documentation that they carry insurance for the
workers they are using for a project, as well as for the client’s project itself.
Depending upon the situation, we will very often require certain
craftspeople to be bonded. These issues must be clarified through our office
before we start a project.

6. Instill pride. If you know your products and craftspeople, and put
together the right combination for the job, you will ensure quality control.
Problems arise when you inappropriately place contractors on a project
they cannot handle. If you choose your contractors properly and create a
special pride in projects, you will come up with some of the best quality
work you can imagine. Contractors like to work on our projects because
they know when they are finished, they will see something they can be
proud of.

It is important that your clients and contractors understand the
objectives of your project. You may have to take a contractor to other
projects you have done so that he or she can understand the quality you
want. If you have seen a contractor’s projects, and he or she has seen
yours, standards can be more easily communicated.

7. Structure communications. Set a communications structure for
your clients and subcontractors. For example, in some projects, especially
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fast-track ones, you may have to say to your clients, “Please do not talk to
the contractors. You may say ‘good morning’ and that’s all. Any
communication regarding the project must come through our office. We are
on an extremely tight time schedule, and it is up to our office to make the
decisions if any changes should be considered.” There is no way to
maintain control of a project if your client makes changes every ten
minutes. Make sure that your client understands that the contractor cannot
do anything not in the written agreement because he or she is not being
paid for it. He is working for you—the designer—and you are responsible for
the project.

Instruct the contractor to be sure his or her workers do not discuss the
project with the client. There are always problems on a job, and there are
ways of solving them if the team works together. There is no point in
alarming the client over something you can easily remedy. Once a client
feels there are flaws and problems on a project, he or she can lose
confidence in you, and make the whole project more difficult for everyone.
Let the contractor understand that you are always available to discuss the
project or any problem, and that he or she should come directly to you.

8. Delegate responsibility. Don’t let a contractor put the blame on
someone else. For example, make sure the painting contractor covers
having the carpenter putty holes so they will be ready for painting. If you
don’t cover these details, the contractor may not remember them. Cover all
the fine details, and you will save yourself a lot of headaches.
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10
Managing Your Office

Good management involves coordinating your client’s goals and those of your
design firm and developing a method to reach these goals. Both long-term and
short-term issues must be taken into consideration.

Management cannot replace leadership. There are so many firms that are
over-managed and do not have the direction only a qualified leader can give.
Peter Drucker wrote that “the foundation of effective leadership is thinking
through the organization’s mission, defining it, and establishing it, clearly and
visibly. The leader sets the goals, sets the priorities, and sets and maintains the
standards.” I believe that the leadership of an organization is the most underesti-
mated role. The responsibility as to how a firm will continue to be designed to
meet the needs of the day is a continuous issue.

MANAGEMENT

In a small firm, one of the principals usually acts as the manager. After a busi-
ness starts to grow, however, the principals will often hire another person to han-
dle the general management structures so that they can be free to concentrate on
marketing or other design issues. Normally, managerial types can be more eas-
ily hired than designers or marketing specialists. For this reason, interior de-
signers usually hire managers quite early in setting up their firms.

The day-to-day office management of a small firm may be handled by a per-
son with general administrative skills. He or she will handle office procedures
such as scheduling, bookkeeping, and other paperwork. As your firm grows
larger or expands its line of services, then you will need to establish other man-
agement structures. A firm dealing only in professional fees and hourly billings
will require less management than a firm that is providing both professional ser-
vices and selling of products.

The minute a firm starts selling products, the firm requires a total expediting
and processing structure for proper management of purchasing and installation
processes (see pages 203–212).

All the processes of management are overhead items; they are expenses, 
not billable items. Management forms a structure for many of the other 
design processes. In interior design and architecture, we are not working alone.
We’re working with many other people, including vendors, craftspeople, other



consultants, and business people. We are forced to communicate in many ways
with all other types of systems, including government, taxes, other regulatory or-
ganizations . . . the list goes on. The management system that we establish takes
care of most of these processes for us. It assures us that they are done in an ap-
propriate and timely fashion.

Once the direction of the firm is established, and the various requirements are
defined for the management system, we can determine who are the right people
to do these different processes. In some cases, the leader may be a person of great
design talent, the person who really should be dedicating his or her time to the de-
sign process and the client.

In other instances, the leader may be a master administrator. It makes sense to
look at the abilities of each of the players, then put them in their right positions.
The most important task is to ensure that every administrative process that we put
in place has a definite purpose. Fortunately, today we have technology to help us
do that. Many of the bookkeeping and other laborious processes can be done very
easily, in far more detailed fashion and more accurately than ever before. This of-
ten means the company that formerly required a full-time bookkeeper may now
only need someone for that job part-time.

When a firm increases in size, it requires a better-qualified person. This person
should know the difference between profits that are generated from one base ver-
sus another base, their cost to acquire, and some of the other components that lead
to bottom-line profits.

Every firm needs to have a good financial management program in place. It is
important for management to understand just what the resources and the ex-
penses are within a given design firm. For a good understanding of the business,
management must be kept current on these financial issues.

How many management or administrative people does a design firm need?
Generally, a firm must have at least five producing/chargeable people to one
administrative person. The better the equipment within an office, the fewer ad-
ministrative people are required, which is why many design firms are using com-
puters with software that is strongly adapted to the management of the firm. This
can enable them to reduce their numbers of support staff or move them to other
income-earning tasks.

The business manager can be billable in some instances. If your firm is handling
project management, supervising installation, or purchasing, under some programs,
you may be able to charge your clients for your business management division’s ser-
vices. More design firms are adopting this policy; it enables them to have better qual-
ified personnel in these divisions because the people bring in revenue.

The salary for an office or business manager will vary considerably, depending
upon whether the principals maintain most of the responsibilities and controls, or
the business manager is totally responsible for the firm’s management. In the lat-
ter case, the business manager is usually paid as well as any of the other vice pres-
idents or principals, and has perks and advantages similar to the other principals
in the firm.

Interior design firms are finding that if they want to grow and really compete
in the mass market, they need to have an excellent business management struc-
ture. This normally requires management by a professional with a business back-
ground who is interested in the business management and financial development
of the firm. This person also brings to the firm a different viewpoint; the key is to
find someone who appreciates the interior design firm’s objectives and can assist
in creating a blend of good design and good financial management. It is often
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difficult to find the right person; but when you do, this coordinated effort can prove
to be most profitable.

MANAGEMENT TOOLS

There are many different styles of management. Some design firms work in a co-
operative team method, others are very autocratic, and still others are very patri-
archal. Your particular style of work determines the type of people you will attract.
Every interior designer should look at what it takes to be an appropriate manager
or a leader. Helping develop the other people within your firm usually creates a
stronger firm.

If you want to develop a larger firm, find yourself some good consultants who
will assist you with the business management aspects. These outside people can
review your firm and see just where you are going. Knowing your objectives, they
will consider ways you can improve your management structure and style.

Management must be based on customer service. In order for design firms to
continually have repeat business, they must provide excellent services. Firms have
learned that it costs five times as much to find a new client as it does to keep an
old one. Design firms cannot afford to be constantly getting new clients; they must
retain their present client base.

The main objective of management today is to give the customer what he or she
wants: good service. The interior design field is very competitive; if one firm
doesn’t service its customers well, there are many other firms out there ready
to do it.

Providing Leadership
Leading a company involves knowing the market, what the company can do, and
having a design for the future. I like to use the term “design” because the plan is
not cast in stone, but should allow for changes and alterations. It is management
with a vision.

The management must motivate staff to do quality work, both for their own ben-
efit and that of their clients. If you are the leader, here are some ways this can
be done:

1. You must emphasize to your staff that clients are the firm’s most
important commodity. There must be a constant effort to please the
client and give him or her the best possible product.

2. Management must have the support of the staff. The employees should
like and respect their supervisors. To earn this respect, you must be
interested in your employees as well as your clients. This is a message you
should constantly broadcast and promote within every area of management.

3. You must give your employees good information. They need to
know the goals of the firm and their roles in reaching these goals. They
need to recognize their strengths and their weaknesses—which areas need
improvement and which do not. Employees should feel that they are in
control, that they understand just what is going on. Employees who are
not properly informed can be very destructive in a firm.
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4. You must adequately compensate your employees. They must be
paid a reasonable amount. Although many surveys report that financial
compensation is not nearly as important to interior designers as the
opportunity to do excellent work in an appropriate professional setting,
these people still need to support themselves—usually with their salary or
income from the design firm. In small firms, where everyone usually
knows one another’s approximate salaries, offering a reasonable degree of
shared profits usually promotes a good company attitude.

5. You must assemble a staff of high-quality individuals. You should
select individuals who know how to handle their assigned tasks. Also, be
sure any new team member shares your firm’s attitude toward clients.

6. You should create a written job description for each staff member.
As a firm changes, so do the duties and responsibilities of its employees.
Ask each staff member to write a job description. Compare your
description of each job to the employees’ descriptions, to determine if
changes should be made. Perhaps an employee is spending 80 percent of
his or her time performing a task that could be handled by another
person in the firm. Maybe there are tasks that a person could be
performing that would be more valuable to the firm and would give the
person the opportunity of advancing to a better position. Most people like
to have a written job description. It helps them know whether what they
are doing is on target.

7. You should have a commitment toward educating management and
staff. Let your employees see that you are interested in learning, as well
as in educating them. Don’t send only staff to a seminar—go yourself. Try
to pick up pointers you can share with your staff.

8. You should audit constantly. Make your staff feel important. Make them
aware of what is an excellent job, a medium-quality job, or a less-than-
quality job by constant evaluation. Document measures of performance
within each given area. This gives you a document that you can reference
next year to determine whether you and your staff met expectations or not.
Could performance have been improved? You can use these audits when
reviewing your next project to see whether you have improved.

9. When there are problems, you should discuss performance. Let your
staff realize that there are ways of dealing with problems. Don’t just put
them aside or forget them. Bring them out, discuss them, and consider
how you are going to prevent them on the next project.

10. You should have a reward system. Make your employees feel
valuable. Design firms have found that receiving a bonus or some kind of
a reward periodically is worth much more to an employee than being
paid a larger salary on a weekly basis. Let your employees realize that
when they do a good job, they will receive a reward. It is good to both
compliment them on the process and to give them some reward,
monetary or otherwise, to show your pleasure.

11. You should measure customer satisfaction. Talk to your clients and
evaluate your firm’s performance levels as you go through a project and
upon its completion. Determine whether your clients are satisfied. If they
are not satisfied, find out why. This is a job for you, not a member of your
staff. It is up to you to be aware of what the clients need.
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12. You must be aware of staff interactions. Talk with your staff to see
how they are interacting. If you don’t have a good team effort within the
studio, every client is going to be aware of it. The team must work
smoothly. If there are problems with the staff’s interaction, there are going
to be problems with the projects. Find a way to evaluate staff interaction
regularly—both in discussions with individual employees and in group
meeting situations. Sometimes, management has to put extra effort into
finding out just what is happening. Many times employees will try hard to
cover up problems and difficulties.

13. You must always be on the scene. Management can’t hide in an ivory
tower. Your staff needs to know that you are in there with them working
and developing projects. The only way that you can determine how well
your firm is being managed is to stay close to what is going on.

14. When you lose a client, you should call him or her and have an exit
interview. Ask the client what you did wrong—why he or she is going to
another firm. Very often, clients who leave you will teach you more about
your firm than you can learn in any other way. Once a person is no
longer your client, you may as well use him or her to find out what you
can do to prevent clients from leaving in the future.

15. You must set high standards. Keep your standards as high as possible,
and let everyone know that this effort is a constant. The quality of
management must be set by the chief executive officer. This is not
something that middle management or support staff can do. It is totally up
to the principals to set the firm’s standards, and place and construct
management systems to provide necessary support.

As designers, we must understand what excellence is and keep striving for it.
What is excellent today has to be improved upon tomorrow. The same is true of
leadership.

TIME MANAGEMENT

Time is our most valuable commodity. Good time management can make the dif-
ference between a profitable year and an unprofitable one. Time is the hardest
thing to account for. The perception of passing time is subjective. When we like
the job we’re working on, time evaporates. If we don’t like the job, it seems to take
ages. A good time-management schedule and cost-accounting system helps dis-
tinguish reality from fantasy.

A creative person can deal with many things at once. A genius is a person who
can successfully ignore everything but what he or she is working on at the mo-
ment. Interior designers who also own and/or manage small businesses must jug-
gle many things at once. It helps to put these items into categories.

Try first to identify each project. Describe it, and then break it down into its vari-
ous components. Then determine how much time you expect each part of the
project to take and what efforts or additional staff will be needed. Make sure you
know what your goals are; write them down and keep them in the project folder so
that every time you work on the project you can go back to your initial description
and remind yourself of the expected results. Often, as you get involved in a job you
had intended to be profitable or good for marketing, you find that it falls into another
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category. At that point, reevaluate the job and determine whether it’s still worthwhile
to pursue, if it should be dropped, or if it should be tied into another project.

Each time you accept a new project, you should either be finishing another one
or adjusting your priorities. You just can’t keep adding or you’ll get nothing done.
Scheduling is easier when you limit the number of projects you are working on at
any one time, although sometimes it is possible to incorporate several projects for
more efficient handling. Setting up a good time-management system takes time,
but the payoff is tremendous.

Organizing Your Time
Time management must be planned on a regular basis, at a regular time, each and
every week and each and every day. If you don’t plan for the day, your time may
slip away.

To create an appropriate schedule for your personal or your business goals, first
outline what is to be accomplished. In order to create any kind of a “to do” list,
you need to prioritize your work. Ask yourself what it will take to accomplish each
priority and what the chief priorities are within the priorities. Then determine how
much time each of these activities will require.

It is usually difficult for executives to preschedule more than 50 percent of the
day, because they need to reserve some time for talking with staff, clients, and
other people who call with unexpected priorities. If you schedule your day too
tightly, nothing works—there’s just not enough time for everything to be accom-
plished. For major projects, you will need to block out a sizable amount of time
and plan a definite change in your schedule.

Establish priority time within the studio schedule. However, recognize that most
project work is done in bits and pieces. It is almost impossible to schedule or ac-
complish any major project within one straight block of time.

Interruptions during creative periods are very disturbing; the exact moment of
creativity can never be replaced. However, interior designers also service clients
and contractors, so you must expect interruptions and learn to work around them.

Some studios schedule a quiet time each day of two or three hours when the staff
is not interrupted and is able to work on a certain project intensely for that block of
time. You definitely need careful planning to have the luxury of time such as this.

Creative people often don’t believe in time management because they know that,
sometimes, in a matter of three or four minutes, interior designers create an idea
that can carry the studio for a year. The sad part is that many designers sit and
wait for that next burst of creativity without doing anything productive in the in-
terim. They rely on their creativity to the exclusion of everything else. Wasting
time is destructive to morale and long-term profits. Those studios that maintain a
regular, disciplined, continuing working structure tend to come up with the most
ideas and are the most productive over the years.

The Time Management Chart
What should a time management chart include? The chart should state the goal
for billings to the week. It’s a good idea to let your staff know just what kind of
work they must produce in order to make the company profitable. At the top of the
weekly time sheet (see page 278) write the billable amount of work each staff per-
son must do per week in order to be profitable. This must be done on a weekly
basis; a daily basis is confusing, and any time period longer than a week becomes
difficult to recall in detail. 
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When you take a job, you must budget your time as carefully as you budget the
cost of materials, even if you earn your income from percentages or markups from
furniture. Calculate the time you plan to spend on the job as if you are selling your
hours on a basic hourly rate. You can then compare the money earned from com-
missions or markups against the time you spent and what your hourly rate would
have been.

For each new project, you need to estimate how much time you expect each staff
member to spend on the job. Some design firms only pay their staff for the amount
of time the firm has allowed for a particular project. Other design firms try for
more balance and adjust their charges according to their experience documented
on past time sheets.

When judging the pricing of a new project, you must separate fact from fantasy.
If you don’t have time and cost sheets on past projects, you have no way to appro-
priately estimate a new job. In my firm, we have found many surprises on time
sheets. Some of the jobs that we had considered the least glamorous, exciting, and
interesting turned out to be the jobs that earned the firm the greatest profits in the
shortest periods of time. They made a lot of difference in our end-of-the-year profit
statement.

An example of fact versus fantasy is a luxury co-op complex project a firm I
know undertook. The job appeared to be a glamour project full of opportu-
nities. In fact, it was really not worth it from a profit-and-loss viewpoint. The
firm was called constantly by co-op members who were interested in what
was happening, or were involved in committees concerned about the project.
This, along with the public relations and local publicity requirements, meant
that the firm spent many unchargeable hours on this project. The firm was
paid for professional services; however, its hours were so much in excess of
what had been planned that the project was really difficult and expensive for
the firm. It also prevented the firm from doing other projects that year be-
cause of all the time required for this one project.

(text continues on p. 281)
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System for Creative People

I had an interesting experience working with training specialists, which helped me
to understand how creative brains work. With this knowledge as a base, at my
firm, we developed a technique that works well for creative people. Look at your
day as if you were designing a room. Is it a living room or a conference room?
First, decide what design you want to give your day. What is the result you want?
Just like doing a room, we decide what we want it to be, then we collect the
items needed. For example, we don’t spend our time looking at kitchen
appliances if we are doing a living room. The process takes about a day to really
learn, but once you understand the process, it’s really fun and very productive.



WEEKLY CHARGEABLE HOURS
Staff:

Week Ending:

Day: Client: Project: Code: Hours:

M
O
N

T
U
E

W
E
D

T
H
U

F
R
I

S
A
T

Refer to time-log category sheet for job codes.
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Weekly chargeable hours sheet.
Each staff member needs to
keep his or her billable work
logged on a sheet such as this.
The amount of work that
needs to be done for the staff
member to be profitable
should be listed at the top of
the sheet. These sheets are
usually kept separate from the
nonchargeable, or in-house
assignments.



TIME-LOG CATEGORIES

Code: Client-related Activities:

Tr. Travel – actual time going to/from a client’s project or to a
location directly associated with a client’s project

D. Design — conceptual work in development of a design project; time 
spent with a client

DCo. Design Coordination — planning sequences or scope of activities
related to a project staff-meeting time reviewing a
project

R/D. Research/Development — preparing information for presentation,
i.e., gathering samples, product research, pricing,
requesting information from supplier

G/D. Graphic/Drafting — time spent preparing floor plans, renderings,
color boards, and other visual-presentation items for
a project

DC. Data Collection — measuring, photographing a client’s project,
interviewing, reviewing blueprints for measurements, etc.

I. Installation — activities related to delivering and installing
merchandise, including preparation of that merchandise
for delivery

M. Management — writing orders for a specific client; expediting or 
problem-solving activities for a specific client

Code: General Operations Activities:

B. Bookkeeping — all activities related to processing financial records

DS. Design Support Services — filing samples, catalog information;
reviewing new product information and other nonspecific
activities related to the design process; meeting with
sales representatives and on general product review

MS. Management Support Services — activities related to the general
operation of the company, i.e., maintenance, general
administrative duties

MSS. Merchandise Support Services — upkeep of inventory items,
including preparation of items for stock, movement of
artwork, etc.

M/P. Marketing and Promotion — prospecting, interviews with
prospective clients, advertising activities, public-
relations functions, attendance at community functions

OP. Order Processing — calls and paperwork associated with clients
as a group with minimal time spent on a specific client

P. Personnel — interviewing, staff evaluation meetings, etc.

T. Training — attendance at seminars or in-house training sessions

© Design Business Monthly

Time-log categories. Yours may
vary according to the type of
work you do.
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PROJECT TIME SHEET

Project: Staff:

Date: Activity: Time:

Recap:

Design Research & Drafting & Data
Time: Devel.: Rend.: Collection:

© Design Business Monthly

Project time sheet. Having your
staff members keep time logs
such as these for each project
not only helps you calculate
billing, but also helps you keep
track of how your staff is
spending their time.
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The project turned out beautifully and the members loved it. But it was fi-
nancially, physically, and emotionally taxing for the firm.

Another project the firm did last year, which went almost unnoticed, turned
out to be very financially profitable. It was for a previous client, and involved
replacing major textiles. Most of the furniture was vintage furniture, some of
it antique. The creative demands on the project were minimal—it was a restora-
tion project. However, the textiles the client wanted were of good quality and
provided a reasonable markup. The client had had previous experience with
the firm, and was easy to work with. When comparing the amount of hours
the firm spent on the job and the size of the job, the profit was outstanding.
The job was completed in less than 3 percent of the time that was spent on
the co-op complex project, and the gross profit was similar. That sounds like
an extreme, but it really isn’t. When comparing jobs, you will find huge con-
trasts in the amounts of time, effort, and emotional stress. At the end of the
year, these all influence whether or not a designer is looking forward to con-
tinuing next year in the design field.

Time-Saving Methods and Ideas
The following list suggests ways you can save time on the job:

1. Realize that you are valuable. If every designer understands that he
or she is a valuable person whose time needs to be treated like a precious
commodity, his or her whole attitude in time management changes. Time
is such an intangible commodity that sometimes one can forget just what
it means to the profit structure of a business.

2. Use consultants. There are many specialists who can show you how to
do something in one-tenth of the time that you would need to do it
yourself. Using these people when it is appropriate can add
professionalism to the job as well as permit you to do the project much
more quickly.

3. Design your studio as carefully as you would a client’s office. Have
you thought out all of the details of your office? Does it really function as
time-effectively as it should? After all, each time you have to move away
from your work at hand to complete another phase of the project, it is a
distraction. Review your office and see that its design incorporates the
latest time-and-motion studies.

4. Do a time analysis for two weeks, approximately once a year.
Include for each twenty-four-hour time period how long you sleep, how
much time you put into daily maintenance issues, and how much time
you spend on fun and relaxation. See that your week is appropriately
balanced. This is important in your being highly productive and effective
as a designer, as well as as a person.

It is amazing what you can learn from this intense time/motion study. It
is usually well worth the effort.

5. Learn new techniques. There are many classes given on special
techniques to help designers to do work simpler and faster. Keeping up
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with your education usually helps save time. Almost every good seminar
can teach you something that will pay for the time it required many 
times over.

6. Stay abreast of new equipment and technology. Every design studio
needs to understand how to use the latest equipment, which often can
save considerable time. Remember, when introducing new equipment or
new processes to the studio, it is best to do it at a time when the studio is
not under a lot of pressure.

7. Use computers. The computer can enable you to save more time than
any other tool that has been introduced into the design field for years.
However, adapting to this piece of equipment takes time.

Fortunately, some of the new software programs are very easy to learn.
When selecting programs, choose ones that are easy to master. Each
person in your firm should have his or her own CRT. At one time,
designers shared this tool. But today it is considered to be like a telephone
or a calculator—everyone has his or her own piece of equipment so that he
or she can use it at any time without the interruption of any other person
within the office. Refer to the section on computers, pages 70–72, for more
details.

8. Take a time-management course. You can usually pick up a tip or two
that will help save you some extra movements. Because both good and bad
habits develop over time, attending a time-management course every few
years is usually worthwhile. If there is anyone in your studio who has not
attended one recently, you should send him or her. If you are a creative
person you may want to consider the program suggested on page 277.

9. Realize that other people’s time is valuable. By spending time talking
to other workers in the office, you are interrupting and frustrating their
work schedules, as well as detracting from your own. Be friendly, but
understand that a staff’s most important objective is to work.

10. Review your work habits. Developing good work habits is a great way
to improve your time management. Habits are subconscious, however,
and have been developed over a long period of time; therefore, they need
careful reviews. Ask yourself: “Why do I do this first thing in the
morning? Should I be opening my mail at this time, or is there a better
time?” You need to be willing to review your work habits and see if you
can find more time-effective ways of working.

11. Keep a time log. Although not every hour in the day is chargeable for
many designers, just understanding where and how you spend your time
permits you to understand how your time will need to be adjusted when
taking on a new project. Realize that anytime you take on a new project,
you have to eliminate an activity that you were doing in the past. If you
have your activities logged, you can easily select which ones should be
dropped for more important issues.

12. Plan telephone calls. Telephone calls mean business. Allow yourself
the time that is required for telephone calls, and plan your telephoning in
such a way that it will not disturb the whole studio. (Refer to pages
301–311 for additional management ideas.) Planning your telephone calls
and letting people know when you can receive them can save an amazing
amount of time.
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Often shorter calls can be more effective than longer ones. Learn to
make your telephone calls brief; see whether you can’t keep each call
down to three minutes. Putting an egg timer in front of you can help you
become aware of the amount of time you spend on each call. Outline your
agenda before making a phone call.

13. Prepare for visitors. Drop-in visitors can destroy any day. Although you
must see some of these visitors, don’t see them in your office. See them in
another part of the studio so that you have better control over the time you
are spending with them. While drop-in visitors can be inconvenient,
remember that they are your clients and, therefore, are important.

14. Learn to dictate. Dictating is an excellent way to save a lot of time. It
can help you manage your overall design practice much more time-
effectively. See pages 284–287 for an extensive review of dictating
techniques.

15. Reduce paperwork. When you receive a piece of paper, determine its
appropriate value. It if should be kept as a record in the client’s file, put it
there. If it is a paper that you should refer to until a certain date, date it so
that you will throw it away at an appropriate time. Having copies of every
paper does not always encourage better management; in fact, sometimes
paper can add confusion to the management system.

16. Instead of writing, make a telephone call. Usuaully, it is a lot faster
to exchange information by telephone. If the call requires some
documentation, you can dictate it on your machine and follow it up with a
written memo. But try to keep your writing down as much as possible.
Writing letters is very expensive. If you can avoid typing by using
transmittal sheets or some other method that goes through the office, this
will save you considerable time and expense.

17. Do it yourself. Review items that you are handling or passing on.
Determine whether an issue can be answered by a quick note on a copy
of a letter, or requires formal correspondence. If there is a way that you
can handle something quickly and save the time of other people in the
office, obviously this is more time-productive.

18. Limit forms and procedures. Only use forms that are productive and
make sense to your studio. Some forms are worthwhile and others are
not. Designers can spend more time filling out forms than they will spend
on designing. Determine just what is appropriate.

19. Simplify documentation. Documentation is a requirement of the
design field. Find a way to do it simply. Organization of your
documentation can be a major time-saver.

20. Plan sales reps’ visits. Sales reps can take up a lot of time, or their
visits can be useful and efficient. See pages 243–244 for specific ways to
get the most from sales reps’ visits.

21. Use travel time. When considering taking an out-of-town job, realize
that it will take you time to get to and from the job. This time should be
factored into every costing procedure. The least expensive and most
effective design jobs are close to home, but these jobs are not always
available. When you are traveling between your office and a job, try to use
that time effectively. Two good ways to use this time are by dictating or
using tapes for learning.
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22. Organize your office. How much time do you spend looking for things?
Is everything where you expect it to be? What is the condition of your
library and your files? In surveying design studios we have found that the
time spent finding what you want at the appropriate time is the single
largest time-waster. The organization of your library and your files is
primary to your time-effectiveness. Make the investment in time to organize
your office, and then require everyone to follow set rules to keep it in order.

23. Systemize your mail handling. Many designers use their most valuable
part of the day handling the mail. Review how you handle the mail and
determine how you can better manage this time-consuming necessity.

24. Organize reading and studying. Designers need to exchange
information that can only be learned through reading magazines and
other written material. Develop a method of organizing and reviewing this
material. Perhaps you might give material to other members of your
studio and have each person report back on a particular article at a
weekly meeting. This can save a lot of time and bring almost all items to
the full review of your staff. Anyone who is particularly interested in the
subject can then spend time further analyzing the material. This method
is a great way to give other members of the studio an opportunity to
explain what they know and to become specialists on certain subjects.

25. Control crises. In any design studio there will be crises and problems.
However, with proper scheduling, many crises can be prevented. See what
you can do with your schedule to prevent most of the crises during any
week. This will save you from having your time consumed by such
projects.

26. Learn to delegate. Delegation can be a time-saver or a time-waster
depending upon how it is handled. See pages 291–292 for information on
effective delegation methods.

27. Eliminate indecision. Many decisions cannot be made until future
research is done. However, there are some items that demand immediate
decision. Determine which item belongs in which category, and make
decisions appropriately. During the design process there are many decisions
that must be made to keep the job moving. Procrastination can damage any
schedule.

Dictation
Learning to dictate into a tape recorder is one of the easiest ways to save time. You
can “write” letters, memos, and staff instructions at any odd moment, saving many
hours of laborious writing.

I do a lot of dictating every day, all through the day. I am never without a tape
recorder or a dictating machine. I carry a small tape recorder with me practically
everywhere, whether I am in the car or on a project. I even carry one in the
evening, just in case an opportunity to use it arises.

Here are a few tips to make your dictating go more smoothly:

1. Buy a good machine. Today, they are inexpensive and portable. There
are simple voice dictation programs for your computer that will type, fax,
or email your messages. You can work without support staff if necessary.
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DICTATION LOG

Date: Tape: Side:

Addressed to: Subject: Inst.:

Instruction Code:

P � Priority M � Mail R � Return D � Rough Draft E � Edit/Complete
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Dictation log. A dictation log
similar to this one will assist
you and your secretary with
the management of your
dictation.

2. Become comfortable with your machine. You must learn how to talk to
it. You want to sound natural and relaxed.

3. Organize whatever you want to dictate. Work from a list or an outline;
this also helps whoever does the transcribing. At our firm, we list the
letters or subjects on a tape, number the tape, and, in some cases, code it.
For example, a letter can start at 001 and finish at 073. The next item, a
memo, starts at 074 and finishes at 110. This system allows our secretary to
know how long each item will be and how long it should take to type.

4. Try to conclude your dictation with instructions. Tell your typist
whether a letter is a rough draft or a final version. If there is punctuation,
say how it should appear. Spell out unusual words like “Naugahyde,”
which are common to our field, but often unfamiliar to other people.
Explain what format you want for the letter. Is it a note? A formal letter?
How do you want these notes typed? Do you want space left for additional
notations? You may even want to set up a book of samples.



5. Always spell out a person’s name. There is nothing worse than
receiving a letter with your name misspelled. If the person’s address might
be misspelled, spell it out as well.

6. Learn to enunciate. Speak clearly so that your secretary can understand
what you are saying and will be able to properly transcribe it.

7. Develop a speaking pace, and learn to pause. When you stop to think,
stop the recorder, too. A long silence will make the typist think you are
finished.

8. Be very short and to the point. Do not give a long dissertation that will
take seven pages to type when you could accomplish the same objective in
one paragraph.

9. Don’t discard or reuse tapes unless you are sure that everything on
the tape has been completed. Keep a good library of tapes, if necessary,
to make sure that your jobs are thoroughly documented.

When you are on the telephone with a client, and he or she is giving extensive
details or complaining, tell the client you would like to record the call to make sure
that your staff has all the details. At the end of the phone call, put on the tape
recorder and review the notes you took during the telephone call and confirm
them with the client.

At the end of meetings or interviews with clients, take your tape recorder out
and dictate the items that you’ve covered. Then go down the list and give details
and instructions to the staff members while the client is there, so he or she will
be aware of the exact instructions regarding that stage of the project. Often clients
find little points or corrections to add. This procedure works very well in prevent-
ing small misunderstandings that can grow into complaints. Your office should
send your clients a copy of the transcript as part of the documentation for the proj-
ect. The transcripts clarify the issues as you go along, helping to avoid legal
difficulties.

You may also want to record a total interview with a client. In our firm, we of-
ten make tapes as we interview support staff for large business projects. We keep
a tape of the entire conversation, summarize the contents, and prepare a written
summary. Sometimes we give both tape and summary to the workers’ manager to
review for any discrepancies or unresolved issues.

You can program your answering machine to handle long-distance dictation
simply by setting no time limit on the length of messages it can record. This lets
you call in a quotation or any details you need typed and mailed in a hurry. You
can dictate when phone rates are lowest or during hours that are nonproductive
for sales work. Your secretary or typist can transcribe your message the next morn-
ing, and it can be on its way before you get back to the office.

Sometimes when I dictate, I listen to my tape and then redo it, just to clean
it up and make it easier for the typist to follow. Most often I ask for a rough
draft, which I simply edit and rearrange as required. I have all draft copies
typed double- or triple-spaced so they are easy to edit.

Since I use a voice dictation program, I can see it printed, then make the
necessary corrections before sending it out. I also leave taped instructions for
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my staff when business takes me away from the office. This way they don’t
wonder what to do. Usually, they can listen to these taped instructions in a
matter of a few minutes. I encourage my staff to leave me notes on tapes, and
I find that their notations on tape are usually better than their written ones.

This not only saves time, it also eliminates procrastination. Very often in
leaving a project and returning to the office, my staff and I put our notes on
a tape. If we wait until we get back to the office to tape notes, we sometimes
forget certain details. After our notes are transcribed and edited, we make a
copy of them to send to the client. We ask if these notes agree with the client’s
understanding of the project and if there is anything he or she would like
to add.

I even dictate to myself. This is a great way of keeping notes when you can-
not write something down, as when you are driving a car.

MEETINGS

Your business day is a series of meetings—with your banker, your clients, your staff,
your suppliers. Not all meetings are vital interactions, but any meeting that goes
on your calendar should have one or more reasons for existing. There are five
good reasons to hold meetings: to inform, to solve problems, to brainstorm, to plan,
and to motivate. Cancel any meeting that has no clearly stated goal or purpose.
There is nothing more tedious than sitting in an aimless meeting.

Managing Meetings
Here are some points to consider in managing meetings:

1. Meet regularly. Setting a regular time for staff meetings encourages
your staff to hold nonurgent topics for discussion at that time, rather than
interrupting your day to solve them. Obviously, some issues must be dealt
with as they occur, but many issues do not merit minute-by-minute
updates.

2. Why are we here today? A good meeting starts with a stated reason
and an agenda. If possible, write out your agenda and distribute it before
the meeting. Send an agenda to a client a day before you get together, or
review it with the client’s secretary. This gives both parties time to
prepare.

3. Establish the duration of the meeting in advance and include it on
the agenda. Any meeting that takes two hours when you had allowed
for fifteen minutes affects your next appointment. When a problem is
uncovered during a short meeting, and the participants cannot stay to deal
with it, set a date and time for a new meeting. If all issues are resolved
before the meeting is scheduled to end, break up the meeting and use the
extra time for some other activity.

4. Who’s in charge? Someone must take control of the meeting, but select
the leader by issue, not by rank. When the purpose for a meeting is to
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MEETING AGENDA
Date Sched.:

Time:

Client/Subject: Location:

Purpose:

Results Desired:

Scheduled: Actual: Meeting Cost:

Start: Stop: Total Start: Stop: Total Billing Value Total:
Hours: Hours: Rate: Per Hr.:

Persons Attending:

Agenda:

Items Required for Meeting: Person Responsible:
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MEETING AGENDA Page 2

Meeting Notes: Decisions:

Meeting agenda sheet. This
sheet can greatly assist in the
proper management of
meetings.
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inform, the person with the information holds the floor. In a planning
session, the project director is in charge. The person with the problem
directs the problem-solving meeting, and the person who wants and
needs ideas directs the brainstorming session. Motivation has to come
from the top.

5. Stick to the issue. This is a good ground rule for all meetings. Be frank
and open, and encourage the others to do the same; after all, what goes
on at the meeting is confidential. Beating around the bush instead of
dealing directly with problems only takes up time, and time is money.

6. Keep the meeting moving. When the discussion gets bogged down or
strays too far from the issue at hand, the leader should take control, and
stay focused on the stated purpose. Sometimes this is best achieved by
interrupting the meeting briefly to serve snacks or to pass around copies
of relevant documents. Reintroducing the main topic can also help.

7. Let participants contribute. If you bring eight people together for a
meeting, make sure all eight have an opportunity to speak and to
comment. At a project meeting, it is most effective to include only the staff
members directly involved with the project. Not every employee needs to
attend every meeting, but if a person is valuable enough for you to hire,
he or she should attend some meetings.

8. Take notes. Three days after a meeting, details tend to fade from
memory. Names, dates, decisions, financial details, who made what
suggestion, and the resulting agreements all need to be recorded for
future reference. I recap my meetings by summarizing into a tape
recorder as the meeting is about to end. This firms up the issues
discussed and gives people a chance to add anything that may have been
left out. Later, these dictated notes are transcribed and given to the
participants. This reinforces the importance of the meeting; the transcript
is a written reminder of the decisions that were made, and what must be
done before the next meeting.

9. Make the most of unplanned meetings. You may encounter a
prospective client or a current client anywhere—on a jogging trail, in a
locker room, in a ticket line, or at a party. If you discuss business, follow
up the discussion with a written note. It seals the contact.

10. Include some humor in each meeting. It makes everyone relax and
helps keep things moving.

11. At the end summarize. Define results; list each persons “to do’s,” and
schedule the next meeting.

Corporate Board Meetings. All business owners who are part of corporations
must have regular meetings, at least once a year. Any change in office, salary, or
fringe benefits for one of the business owners must be made as part of this board
meeting process. Board meetings must be formalized, which means that records
must be kept of any decisions. These records should be reviewed occasionally by
your corporate lawyer.

All stockholders and board members must be present at a board meeting. If
something happens where you cannot have an official board meeting in person,
then an agreement could be reached by letter or telephone. However, to meet the
regulations of a corporate structure, it must be documented afterward.

Managing Your Office � 289



290 � Interior Design Business Handbook

(Corporation)

I, (secretary’s name) , Secretary of (Corporation) ,
do hereby certify that at a duly constituted meeting of the Directors
and/or Stockholders of the Corporation held at 
on , 20 , it was upon motion duly made and seconded,
that it be VOTED: (describe approved corporate action)

It was upon motion made and seconded that it be further VOTED: That
(individual) as (officer) of the

Corporation be empowered and directed to execute, deliver, and accept
any and all documents reasonably required to accomplish the foregoing
vote, all on such terms and conditions as he or she in his or her
discretion deems to be in best interest of the Corporation.

I further certify that the foregoing votes are in full force without
rescision, as modification or amendment.

Signed this day of , 20 .

A TRUE RECORD

ATTEST

Secretary of Corporation

(Corporate Seal)

Corporate minutes form. This
form can be used as an official
minutes document, as required
by law, by dating it and
affixing your corporate seal to
it after you have filled in the
details of the meeting.



It is important to keep good minutes of the board meetings. Should the IRS ex-
amine your minutes and find any failure of your company to abide by the bylaws
or to hold regular meetings, this can be used against you. For example, in setting
compensation levels, fringe-benefit programs as well as other employee/owner
transactions must be a part of the documentation of board minutes. Ask your
lawyer and your financial advisor to check your documents to see that they all con-
form to standard, especially if any self-interest transactions are covered.

Minutes should be kept on a corporate minutes form (see opposite page). Corpora-
tions must, by law, keep minutes but the appropriate format is not explicitly spelled
out. The form provided here can be photocopied. You can fill in the necessary decisions
and the names of people who authorized the decisions. By dating it and affixing your
corporate seal, you have an official minutes document that can be filed in your book.

DELEGATION

Whether you work for a large company or a small one, your own firm, or part of
a large corporation, your productivity depends upon your ability to use support
staff. Delegation is one of the processes by which you should coordinate your proj-
ects with other staff members.

Becoming a skillful delegator will allow you to both save time and develop the
abilities of your staff. To be an effective delegator you need to define:

■ Your goals;

■ Your expected results

■ Your needs;

■ The specific time by which you need the information

■ The general outline of the subject

■ What the item is that you’re covering

Your goal may be to locate an item that can be worked into a fast-track project, or
a product that requires very specialized design detail. Whatever your goals are,
make them clear.

Make sure that your staff understands your priorities and knows which items
are important to complete first. We all want to do easy projects first, but that may
not be appropriate. Keep your schedules coordinated.

Clearly spell out any hidden issues. Often, there are certain details about a proj-
ect, or a client’s preferences, that your staff would not know unless you told them.
Be very straightforward with your fellow workers. Tell them if the client is truly
color blind or can’t see farther than two feet.

As you present the projects or items you are going to delegate, ask your staff
how long they think the assignment will take and how they intend to handle it. A
quick explanation from each person will tell you whether he or she understands
your aim. His or her method of handling the project may be off track or inappro-
priate. This is the time to set the parameters.

Keep in mind your staff’s strengths and weaknesses. People are better at some
projects than others. You should try to assign projects suited to each individual’s
strengths. When you must delegate tasks that you know are in areas where your
staff is weak, tell them to let you know if they are having problems and offer to
help them develop a solution.
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Regardless of the abilities of your staff, once you have delegated a task to an em-
ployee, suggest that he or she check back with you with a progress report in a set
amount of time. There is no point in having someone spend months working in
the wrong direction.

Allow for problems. Let your staff know you are aware that everything
doesn’t run smoothly and, that if there is a problem, you are willing to help be
part of the problem-solving process. This does not mean they can simply dump
the project back on your desk; they are to tell you what the problem is and their
recommendations for handling it. If your staff runs into trouble, they can come
back and check with you.

There are certain situations that you should never delegate. They include:

■ Any project that is not clearly defined. To be able to pass on creative
assignments to others, you must be able to define the project. If the criteria
or specifications have not been determined by the client, wait until they
have been set before you delegate the project.

■ Crisis situations. These are difficult to delegate. If there is a crisis, the
top management must take care of it.

■ Sorting out personality problems. These should be worked out by the
chief executive or management. This is why so many chief executives and
management people spend most of their time dealing with personality
problems of either staff or clients, and not doing interior design.

■ Making major changes. Any change that requires an adjustment of
procedures must first be developed by management. You are only going to
cause chaos within the organization if you do not make these adjustments
yourself.

■ Policymaking. This is the responsibility of management. Policy should
only be made by the chief executive officer or chief management.

■ Making major decisions. It is your job and responsibility to make
decisions, such as whether to accept a project.

■ Giving congratulations. Awards and praise are appreciated more when
they come from top management. If you can keep the spirits high among
your fellow workers, whether they are your own staff or various contractors,
this will be one of the most valuable services that you can perform.

HANDLING MAIL

Even in a small firm, handling mail can take a tremendous amount of time. Open-
ing the mail and bringing it to the attention of the right people is not a job for your
newest staff members. The person opening the mail must understand what is hap-
pening within the corporate structure. In some firms, the principal opens all the
mail first thing in the morning, before anyone else is in the office; or the general
manager has this responsibility. It is best to route mail to the person who needs
to look at it, and to review any other mail details either by meeting or note, as
required.
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When should mail be opened? As soon as it arrives. But not all mail needs the
immediate attention of the addressee. Any items that are critical and need imme-
diate attention should get it, but usually critical issues are brought to your atten-
tion by telephone or messenger. Schedule a time in your day for reviewing mail;
mail should not disrupt the main part of your day.

RECORDKEEPING

Design firms get paid for designing. They do not get paid for bookkeeping. Of
course, they need a bookkeeping system to document their design efforts. Make a
list of the information that you must have at your fingertips. Analyze it. Can some-
one with good secretarial skills, rather than a designer, do certain processes?
What do you really want to know? Try to streamline this information so that you
are just getting the pertinent information, the information you need to make de-
cisions, and not a lot of the peripheral things that may or may not be of use to
you. The key today is simplicity. Keep these processes as easy and simple as you
can so they do not detract from your design practice. Every business today needs
to keep good records. Interior design businesses especially need a simple and
accurate recordkeeping system. It’s easy to run one job out of a shopping bag.
However, it is very difficult to continue to run job after job, year after year, in this
fashion. As businesses grow and change, old methods of recordkeeping often
become inappropriate. You must review new systems of recordkeeping on a
continuing basis.

Computers are great recordkeeping devices. The computer is fast becoming a
standard tool for every designer workstation, especially for the record-processing
part of the business. Computers enable us to retrieve records and keep documen-
tation in an inexpensive and easy-to-use way.

If you are not computer-oriented, there are other basic recordkeeping systems
that are simple to use. Any recordkeeping system you set up should be designed,
or at least approved, by your accountant. It must also be a system that you under-
stand and is easy for everyone in the studio to use. Make sure you understand the
reason for each particular aspect of the recordkeeping system. The system must
be simple and efficient. Your recordkeeping system also must be accurate and have
some method of double-checking system to make sure that errors are not made in
various categories.

Design firms need good documentation for day-to-day business, and in case of
an audit. However, there is a lot of information that you don’t have time to use or
review. There is no point in spending time documenting this type of information.
Store and keep only essential information.

Make sure that your system is well defined and functional. You can always add
to it later on. Each year, review your system and see how much you use each part
of it. Is it possible to delete certain sections? Would this save time?

You must keep your records up to date, and review files on a regular basis. I be-
lieve in good documentation. I have found so many times that having records of a
past project or knowing what a client did in another situation prevents problems
at a later date. Keep documents throughout every project, and make them part of
your permanent record. It is a necessary part of every design firm, particularly in
these litigious times.
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Keep records on a daily basis so that you don’t have to worry about document-
ing orders and other information at a later date, when you often can’t remember
them entirely. At my firm, we make a point of documenting our projects while the
clients are there so that they have a chance to go over every detail with us. We re-
view every part of the various contracts so they understand our procedures and
know the part they play in this relationship. Good records impress everyone who
sees them. Sloppy records are inappropriate in a field that is based on organization.

How long must you keep business records? It depends upon your type of busi-
ness and style of management, as well as state and other regulatory requirements.
For financial records, it is best to check with your accountant or your lawyer for
specific scheduling. The length of time you should keep project-management records
will vary depending upon your continued interaction with the client or project.

What kind of records should a designer keep to support him or her in case
of a lawsuit? My lawyer said that if you kept extremely complete records of the
sort he really likes, you would probably get nothing else done. It is practical to
keep a record of all business transactions and copies of all purchase orders and
requisitions.

While a job is going on, keep all the correspondence with suppliers and anything
written to your client. If you do run into trouble, at that point, write a memoran-
dum of every detail you recall about the job. Months later, one does not remember
as well. Keep the documents in an orderly file, and keep the file for six years un-
less you think the situation involves fraud, which is usually tax-related. Your ac-
countant can also advise you which records to keep and how long to keep them.

There are many other legal issues designers should be aware of: state laws, fed-
eral laws, and city laws pertaining to the practice of design, for instance. An attor-
ney can tell you about these, but a better source might be trade or professional as-
sociations. Very often, things are brought to my attention by the American Society
of Interior Designers or by the Chamber of Commerce. I later discuss these with
my attorney to see how much importance I should attach to them.

Areas That Require Recordkeeping
You are legally required to keep the following for three to seven years:

■ Sales records of contracts acquired

■ Cash receipts for all monies received from all sources, including bank
statements and duplicate deposit slips

■ All cash disbursements, which are the monies paid out by your business

■ Accounts receivable and accounts payable

■ Tax and payroll records

Daily Diary
A daily diary is a useful addition to the appointment books most of us keep. Here
you can record not just appointments, but the actual time spent on each project
during the day, phone calls and their outcomes, business that requires follow-
through, and anything else that comes up during the day. This saves time when
you actually sit down to calculate direct billable hours. Because the records are
kept daily and often hourly, the diary is a good method of documentation.
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There are designers who find it useful to keep lists of all their phone conversa-
tions, client meetings, and other interactions throughout the day. Some of the
newer diaries have peel-off sections that make cross-referencing easy. After noting
an entry in the diary, you simply peel off the section and place it in your client’s
file. Now the entry is in two places.

The range and variety of diaries available is quite broad, so you should be able
to find one that suits your personal style. More and more designers use them, not
just because they are a professional aid and good management tool, but because
they simply save time. You don’t have to wonder whether you discussed Mrs. A’s
baroque lamp, because the conversation details are right there on the page. If you
prefer using a computer, there are programs available to meet your need.

INVENTORY

Some design firms have no inventory; others need a warehouse. It’s a matter of
business preference and convenience. Whether maintaining an inventory of fur-
niture and furnishings is practical depends on a number of other factors.

When valuing inventory, determine how it fits into the cash flow of your busi-
ness. Having a product available when your client wants it means that you can
sometimes service a client when another designer cannot. If you have a good
turnover, maintaining an inventory can be an advantage in marketing and selling.

Any job that can be done quickly generally has a higher profit margin than one
stretched out over a long time. Sometimes a certain amount of inventory is re-
quired for this type of project. But is keeping inventory really necessary? Quick-
ship programs are becoming increasingly available.

Warehousing is expensive. You pay for using the warehouse and for the energy
required to heat, air condition, and ventilate the facility. Furniture is relatively
fragile and must be kept in a warehouse of reasonable quality or it does not hold
up, especially in extreme climates.

Handling inventory can be cost-consuming. It requires good supervision, other-
wise the breakage and damage rate is tremendous. Although most of the furnish-
ings you are apt to carry will require considerable care, you cannot always get
well-trained labor.

You need to insure against fire and theft for every piece of inventory that you
have. This can be quite expensive. Also, extensive burglar-alarm systems may be
required, depending upon your location.

Holding inventory of interior design furnishings today usually costs around 30
to 35 percent of their worth per year, depending upon such factors as your indi-
vidual insurance rates and real estate costs. This is expensive. Consider how many
projects you have won because you maintain an inventory, and determine whether
you have made a wise investment. Every item in your warehouse or showroom
shows up on your tax bill. Is it worth it?

There are designers I know who claim that most of their income is derived from
tremendous markups on antiques they have acquired and later sold. This may be
true, but I wonder if the profit margin is as high as they believe. Some pieces sit
at a warehouse for eight or ten years before being sold. When you factor in the
cost of the repairs and alterations required to make the antiques saleable, the
actual cost of the antique becomes quite high.
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If you intend to hold inventory, check through it each year and ask your ac-
countant to help you understand what the costs are. Some inventory does appre-
ciate, but interior design is still a fashion industry where a certain amount of stock
will not be as appealing next year as it was this year.

FREIGHT CLAIMS

Freight damages are one of an interior designer’s greatest problems—or, perhaps,
greatest aggravations. At one time, if you took the normal precautions of docu-
menting your claims with a photograph of the item, and followed shippers’ in-
structions, you would generally get paid for your claim. Sometimes it took several
months to a year, but at some point you got paid.

Suddenly, with the changes in trucking regulations, designers are finding it very
difficult to collect payment for freight claims. The freight companies use every mi-
nor technicality they can to get out of paying them.

Some of our sources now put phrases on their invoices saying they are not re-
sponsible for any merchandise once it leaves the factory. But they pack similar
merchandise all the time; they should know how to pack the merchandise to sur-
vive the freight process. They also should know which carriers will handle their
merchandise carefully. It is neither appropriate or fair for designers to be respon-
sible for items over which they have no control.

Design studios have to take a new approach to the problem of freight damage.
First of all, you must be sure that any receiving warehouse or studio has the proper
procedures for receiving, inspecting, and documenting anything that they receive
in our name. Whether the warehouse handlers are a third party or not, you, as the
buyer, are responsible for the merchandise even if it is being shipped to them. The
address may be in care of that warehouse, but it is your name on the invoice.

Our managing director and I spent many weeks researching this problem with
our sources. They have recommended that we make sure that anyone who re-
ceives merchandise goes through the standard and appropriate method of in-
specting the boxes, looking for crushed corners or other signals that a package
may be damaged. If a problem is noticed by our receiver or warehouse person,
they are to request that the driver permit them to open the package at that point
to check the materials to see if they are in good condition. If they are in good
condition, the package or shipment will be accepted. If they are not in good con-
dition, it will be refused. Accept delivery of damaged material only from a freight
company with which you have experience and which you know will handle the
claim.

Suppose you check an item and it is not in good condition. Some suppliers ad-
vise us to simply refuse it, because the company that picked up that freight signed
a bill of lading with the manufacturer, saying that they agreed to deliver the item
to you in good condition. If you accept the item and decide you are going to deal
with the freight claim, because perhaps only 20 percent of the merchandise needs
replacement, remember that this will require a great amount of documentation.

If freight damage to an item is minor, take care of it in your studio. When the
damage is less than 10 percent of the cost of the item, and is something you can
handle, it pays you to do so. The merchandise can be repaired in a matter of days
and forwarded on to your clients. If you return the merchandise, there might be a
delay of three to six months until you get it replaced.
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With any damage, it is important that you notify the shipper so that the manu-
facturer knows whether it is a shipping problem or a manufacturing problem.
That way they can do something to prevent this damage the next time. You are
their best quality-control engineer.

When you make the decision as to whether or not you are going to accept a ship-
ment, consider how much effort will go into making a freight claim. Photographs
are absolutely necessary. Every receiving department and every warehouse must
have a camera and facilities to take duplicate (or triplicate) photographs of dam-
aged material. You need to send one photograph to whomever is handling the
claim, and you must keep one as a record for yourself. You must also keep all pack-
ing materials and be able to show the exact condition in which the merchandise
arrived. Storing damaged crates can take up a lot of warehouse space.

Anytime you make a freight claim, notifying the manufacturer or shipper of all
the details. Many suppliers realize how difficult freight claims are for receivers to
handle and will offer to help handle these claims for you. These are the kind of re-
sources that designers need.

Similar merchandise is usually available from several sources. Find companies
that will handle your freight claims and give them your business. They take a lot
of the pressure and freight-management problems out of your hands. These com-
panies are also sometimes willing to reship within seven days any items that are
damaged at no additional cost to the designer.

As designers, we must demand the support and help of our resources in han-
dling freight claims, and there is only one way that we can do it: by all working
together. One- and two-day seminars are being given on the topic. There are also
agents who will handle your freight claims for a fee. Attorneys will also handle
major freight claims.

Receiving Instructions
The receiving instructions should either be posted in your warehouse, be made part
of your contract with the warehouse serving your firm, and/or be included with
purchasing documents when the client or other agent is handling the receiving. See
the instructions on the following page.

PROTECTING CONFIDENTIAL MATERIAL

Confidentiality maintenance is a concern. Unfair as it may sound, if you don’t get
a handle on the confidentiality aspect of your business, it will become a runaway
train, with all fingers pointing to you in the caboose. This can become the fore-
most occupational hazard of your business. Establish boundaries and take control
of that action.

How do you protect the confidential material you have in your studio? It’s hu-
man nature to talk about one’s work, and when your staff talks, they could give
away many secrets or confidential material that could hurt your project or your
business.

First of all, in an overall review of staff policies, you need to explain to your em-
ployees the reason for confidentiality. At that point, you may ask your employees
to sign a nondisclosure statement. It is also often valuable to have your vendors,
bankers, and consultants sign these statements.
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RECEIVING INSTRUCTIONS

1. Make sure you are signing for the same number of packages as on the delivery
slip. If short, note amount received on delivery slip and have the driver sign and date
it. Count all pieces.

2. Do not accept deliveries without inspection. Writing “subject to inspection” on
the delivery receipt does not protect you.

3. Open and inspect packages during delivery if at all possible. Insist on opening any
package with evidence of damage in the driver’s presence.

4. Note any damages on the delivery slip and have the driver sign and date it.

5. If you are not able to open packages at the time of delivery, note any visible
damage to the cartons on the delivery slip. Be precise when noting these. (Example:
one carton crushed on corners.) Do not give opinions as to possible causes of
damage; report only the facts.

6. Open package as soon as possible for more complete inspection of goods (within
15 days for reporting concealed damage). After 15 days it may be presumed that
you caused the damage.

7. Take pictures of damaged merchandise.

8. If damage is discovered after the driver leaves, call the carrier immediately for
inspection and confirm in writing your request for inspection.

9. Keep concealed damaged goods in original packing and set aside.

11. Do not reject the shipment to the carrier unless:
• The shipment is “practically worthless,” considering the cost of repair or

salvaging.
• You take pictures.
• You get the driver to acknowledge and confirm the damage.
• The shipment may contaminate or damage other freight in your place of

business.

12. If carrier does not inspect within 30 days of your request, make a detailed
inspection report with pictures.

13. If carrier does inspect, request a copy of all inspection reports made.

Receiving instructions. These
instructions should be posted in
your warehouse, be made part
of your contract with the
warehouse serving your firm,
and/or be included with
purchasing documents when
the client or other agent is
handling the receiving. This
information has been provided
by the SNFCC (Shippers
National Freight Claim
Counsel).



On certain corporate projects, you must sign disclosure statements before you
begin the project. More and more companies are requiring this, and not just
megafirms such as IBM.

A copyright attorney explained to me that confidential materials must be treated
as confidential throughout the design process. They also must be treated as confi-
dential within the office, which means you should not display them on the wall.
All confidential drawings must be locked in a special cabinet within the office
when they are not in use. They cannot be shown to anyone unless you make a
point of first saying the material is confidential. When items go out for quotation,
you must mark them accordingly, and explain to anyone who touches them that
confidentiality is an issue.

Which materials are confidential? Plans and drawings that show an exclusive
design or technique should be labeled “confidential” and locked in a safe area.
Your customer lists and marketing plans should also be kept confidential; there is
nothing of more value to your competitors. Discuss this information only with peo-
ple you can trust.

Computer software needs to be guarded with caution, as it often holds some of
the top secrets of any business. Generally, your computer software packages pro-
vide sequential codes or passwords that must be entered before confidential data
is displayed or printed.

COPYRIGHTS

Every now and then, something you design for a project is not only original, but
adaptable to quantity production for limited distribution. When you send this de-
sign out to be maintained, you don’t want the manufacturer or shop to copy the
item and then sell it all over town. How can you protect the design?

There are very few items that interior designers design that are patentable, but
if you have something that is really that creative, it deserves protection. Copy-
righting is usually the best safeguard. It is easy, relatively inexpensive, and can be
done without incurring legal fees.

To copyright your work, mark “confidential” on each and every design or draw-
ings leaving your shop either for quotation or for manufacturing. At the bottom of
every drawing you should put a © (the copyright symbol), the year, and the owner
of the copyright, which means the name of the design firm or, in special cases, the
individual designer. For example, your drawing would read at the bottom: © 1989
by Business Design, Inc. This is the only way that you can protect your design from
being copied by other people who might see it.

Mark any drawings you think might be worth copyrighting in this fashion.
Then, as the project progresses, if you find that the item is worth copyrighting, reg-
ister it.

There are a few reasons to register your copyright with the U.S. Copyright Office.
First, it makes your design a matter of public record. Second, registration is neces-
sary if you are going to defend any suits for infringements that might be filed in court.

Copyrighting is very inexpensive. You can do it directly, without an attorney. All
you need to do is submit a completed application form, your fee for the applica-
tion, and a copy of the work being registered. The copy requirements vary, de-
pending upon the type of item that you are registering. To obtain copyright forms
write to: Register of Copyrights, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 20559.
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When a designer is working for a company, usually the employer, not the em-
ployee, is considered the author of a work. This situation is covered under the
copyright statute defining “work for hire,” which is work that is prepared by an
employee when under the employment of a particular company.

Copyrighting is good for the duration of the author’s life, plus an additional fifty
years after his or her death. If a copyright is registered under a company’s aus-
pices, the copyright duration would be seventy-five years from the date of publi-
cation, or one-hundred years from the date of creation, whichever is shorter. These
units are based on laws that came into effect on January 1, 1978.

Design firms have hundreds of copyrights on various items, and I know design
firms that have made more money defending their copyrights than they have on
design. Obviously, it doesn’t pay to copyright something unless it really is an orig-
inal work and has copyright value. But it does pay to put the copyright symbol and
your name on each and every drawing. It keeps people from copying you without
discretion.

USING OFFICE TOOLS

How you use your office tools—the library and telephone in particular—can often
be as important as which systems you select.

Managing the Library
Libraries need constant management. They grow, and if not regularly reviewed,
can outgrow their space. In most cases, when a library outgrows its space, it is
time to review and purge, to get rid of items that have been discontinued or that
you no longer use in your practice. Evaluate your library annually. If you don’t
have the right information, there is no point in having a library.

A library must be organized. It is not professional to have to look through six-
teen feet of catalogs to find two product specifications. At the prices designers
charge, all time should be spent designing, not searching.

How extensively organized a library is really depends on its size and the num-
ber of people working with it. The larger the library and the number of people
with access to it, the more structured your categorizing and use regulations must
be. Even a small library needs structure. Items must be returned to their positions
after being used so they can be easily retrieved the next time they are needed.

Every collection that goes into your library needs an assigned position. Catalogs
should be kept together, as should samples. You need open shelving for books,
magazines, and catalogs; and standard drawer files for smaller catalogs not in
binders, articles, and pages torn from magazines. Product samples come in all
shapes and sizes, and should be filed according to their physical properties. Lucite
trays and drawers are invaluable for some carpet samples, as are standard metal
file drawers.

Within your catalog section, catalogs of furniture for contract office spaces
should be kept together, apart from catalogs for lighting fixtures or residential
furniture.

Magazines. How much are you spending on design books and magazines? This
expenditure can runt to several thousand dollars. Take the time once a year to re-
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view the value of each publication you get. Are your designers and staff people re-
viewing copies, or do they simply fill up shelves in the studio? If you buy maga-
zines, make sure that you use them to keep up to date on current products and is-
sues. If they are just cluttering your office, you should cancel those subscriptions,
whether they are free or paid.

For every publication you decide to keep, ask yourself the following questions:

■ Who reads it first?

■ How long should it be kept?

■ How often must the subscription be renewed?

■ How often does it come—weekly, monthly, bimonthly, quarterly, or
semiannually?

■ Where will it be stored?

■ Can you donate old copies to a design school?

To effectively control magazines’ circulation and storage, consider using a form
similar to the one on page 302. Consult this form to evaluate your magazine buy-
ing. Review it once a year and add to it as needed, and you’ll probably find it helps
you to eliminate some of the clutter and confusion magazines can create in a
studio.

Managing the Telephone
Make call handling a top priority in your company. When you look at the time that
you spend on it, and the value that the phone can bring to your company, it’s worth
the effort.

The Phone Receptionist. Who should answer the telephone? Should the principal
or head designer do this? Probably not. After all, they are among the more expen-
sive people on the payroll, and it really doesn’t pay to have them answering the
telephone. But it should be someone who has a good voice, is friendly, and who
likes to build rapport with the person on the other end of the phone. Enthusiasm
helps. Make sure the person answering the phone sounds as if he or she is happy
to receive the call, not that it’s an annoyance or a problem.

Probably the best person to answer your telephone is someone who has been
with your firm for a very long time, or an older employee who cannot stand the
stress of a field work schedule, but can be hospitable and knows a great deal about
the firm.

It is a good idea to have the staff take turns answering the phones so that each
person in the studio becomes familiar with client interests and desires. However,
you should not let anyone who is not reasonably well informed answer the tele-
phone if you can possibly avoid it. When the person who answers the phone can
handle a situation, there is no need to refer to a second or even third person. This
saves a lot of staff time and helps develop better rapport with the clients.

Structure your office so the person who answers the phone is pleasant. Any per-
son answering the phone should do so in a polite and professional manner, and
not put the client through the third degree. You need information from your clients,
but there are good ways and bad ways to get this information. I have heard of po-
tential clients who decided against a firm because they did not like the way they
had been treated over the phone.
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Magazine management sheet.
Using a form similar to this one
can help you control the
circulation and storage of
magazines in your firm. It can
also help you in evaluating
which magazine subscriptions
should be continued,
discontinued, or added.
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Telephone Protocol. Anyone who answers your business telephones must build
rapport with your clients. In doing so, they must also get basic information, and
get it correctly. Sometimes people don’t pronounce their names clearly over the
telephone. Your phone receptionist must be sure he or she gets the caller’s name
correctly spelled—even if this requires spelling the name back to the caller to
double-check. The receptionist should not put a call through without verifying
who the caller is—even if the voice sounds like a person he or she knows.

It is critical for a caller’s name to be spelled correctly in the record of each
phone call. So often you’ll have three or four clients with a similar name. There’s
nothing more embarrassing and nothing that puts a client off more than your call-
ing with the incorrect name or incorrect information. Your phone receptionist
should have in front of him or her a list of clients and their telephone numbers. If
the receptionist recognizes the client’s voice, he or she can then say, for example,
“Yes, Mrs. Jones, are you going to be at your number?” and read Mrs. Jones her
number. If the caller says he or she will be at another number, the receptionist
should write that number down. The receptionist should make sure before hang-
ing up that the return number is documented on the message to speed up return-
ing calls.

At one point, we had three Mrs. Moores. Each one spelled her name slightly
differently. They all had very different projects. They also didn’t like each
other. In a small community, this was a problem. Two of their voices were not
that distinctively different. When a phone call came in, it was very difficult to
tell which Mrs. Moore it was unless we compared telephone numbers.

Another time, I received a message to return a call to a name I didn’t quite
recognize at a number that seemed familiar. I called and got a business of-
fice. After getting through to the third secretary with a name that wasn’t quite
right, I finally realized who I was supposed to be calling. I was embarrassed
because this was one of my largest clients, who I obviously should have
known well. Fortunately, the incident just caused embarrassment to me, and
was a big joke among the client’s secretaries; however, it could have been far
worse had my call gone directly to the client.

What is the subject? To whom should a call be directed? It’s a kindness not to
waste a caller’s time. If the call should be returned, the receptionist should find
out when the caller is going to be available. If the caller has several telephone
numbers, the receptionist needs to get the correct number.

When you’re training your receptionist or anyone else in telephone protocol, try
to have the person answer each call within two or three rings. Having the phone
ring forever is very annoying for the caller. The receptionist must focus on the tele-
phone calls. He or she can’t read a magazine or eat lunch and answer the tele-
phone effectively at the same time.

If you can, hire a person whose primary job is answering the telephones; don’t
expect him or her to do forty other things. Put your receptionist where he or she
can concentrate on the telephone and won’t be distracted by people passing by.



Not everyone is a good telephone person. If a person really doesn’t have good dic-
tion or doesn’t speak clearly, perhaps he or she need some additional training. It is
important that your receptionist’s choice of words be appropriate to your business.

Handling Telephone Calls. Many designers tell me that they are constantly ha-
rassed by the telephone. Our office is no different. I feel that over 50 percent of
your telephone calls—especially the harassing ones—can be eliminated by good
phone manners and by checking in regularly with clients and suppliers when you
are handling a project. The other 50 percent are very important because they are
sales and marketing tools that need to be properly developed.

Every phone call you receive has taken someone time and effort to sit down and
call you. Yes, there are clients who call constantly. There are ways of handling this
without aggravating the clients. You let them know the specific time when you will
return their call, and assure them that you will have the proper information when
you call them back. Most of our clients are so busy that they don’t want me to
waste their time; but they do want the information. We find that if we respond by
gathering the information together and getting back to them at a set time, rather
than reacting to suit their moods, we have a better managed and happier office and
better informed and happier clients.

Prepare an outline for all of your calls, and document everything that is said.
Many of us have clients who seem to be lying in wait for us to make a mistake.
You should research and prepare solutions for problems before presenting them
to a client. You can tell clients about almost any kind of problem if you do it in a
controlled, organized manner. If you just present them with the problem, without
offering any solution, you’ll soon have a bigger problem.

When you realize that a caller is rambling, ask for his or her agenda outline.
I’m always prepared to give my outline.

Callers must be kept on track. Many people like to talk about everything under
the sun; if you are designing their boardroom, keep the conversation about the
boardroom.

Some days, do you feel as if you’re playing telephone tag with clients? You call
them, they call you, you call back, and on it goes. How can you avoid wasting time
this way? If you plan your time so that everyone in your firm knows when you are
making phone calls, and clients learn when they can reach you, you will save an
immeasurable amount of time and keep your dialing to a minimum. I know many
designers who refuse to accept telephone calls except during certain hours. If they
are interrupted, they can’t accomplish objectives. I think it is a good idea not to ac-
cept phone calls you are unprepared to handle.

I make a special schedule for calls. For example, contractors know that they
may reach me between 6:30 and 7:30 every morning. They understand that
this is a good time to call me, because if I’m not there, I’ll call them back very
shortly. This is also the time I will have my files in front of me and be pre-
pared to answer any of their questions. I have other times during the day
when I recommend sources or clients to call, depending upon my schedule.

When I am finished with a phone call with a client. I send him or her a
written review of any changes or items discussed on that phone call that
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would affect our original design or documents. When a client realizes that
what you’ve discussed on the phone will be sent to him or her in writing for
verification, with the date of the phone call referred to on the transcript, it’s
much easier to support billing for phone time.

When leaving messages, don’t treat secretaries like second-class citizens. Fre-
quently, they can help you more than any other person in reaching the person you
want. Leave a message that can easily be answered—say what you want and why—
so when the person returns your call, he or she can be ready with the appropri-
ate information.

If you want a person to call you back, suggest a convenient time. There is no
point in having a person call you back when you know you are going to be out
on other projects during the day. Your messages should state when you will be
available, such as between 4:00 and 5:00 this evening. Usually, the secretary
knows the schedule of the person you are trying to reach and can help you coor-
dinate this.

When people call you, how do you screen those calls? There are a lot of calls
that should never go through to you and just waste your time. You also want to be
sure that you’ve got the right file in hand and are ready to give good information
when you take certain calls.

In our office, we work as a team. Our clients know that they can speak with
four of five of us and they’re going to get excellent information. I feel this devel-
ops far more respect for our staff from my clients than if only I gave answers.
The clients know that when it comes to scheduling, several other people know a
lot more about it than I do. When it comes to some of the design details, again,
someone can give them better information. Therefore, not every call is directed
to me, which is a tremendous relief when it comes time to return calls at the end
of the day.
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How to End a Call

Sometimes we have great difficulty because clients call and we just can’t get off
the phone. We don’t want to insult them, but there are other projects to be
done. The trick is to convey that you have other obligations but that you are
ever so ready to give the client prime attention. The basic story in selling and
marketing remains: Give clients attention and they will ordinarily be very happy.
Reduce that attention and you have complaints and problems.

If a telephone call gets too long, there are ways of cutting it off. Ask your
secretary to ring so the caller hears a buzz. Or simply say, “I’m wanted on
another phone. Would you hold the line a moment? Or, better yet, let me get
the rest of this information and I’ll call you back at four o’clock.” Learn to break
off calls if they’re not productive. Sometimes this can be done by summarizing
what you think has been covered and saying you are going to get back to the
caller after you check on the points you discussed.



Almost all calls can be divided into three groups: those from people you really
want to talk to; those from people you surely don’t want to talk to; and those that
you’re not sure about. It’s great if someone can screen these calls for you before
you pick up the telephone. We try to keep a list in our office of those people we re-
ally want to hear from to make sure that they are put through every time. We also
keep a list of the pests. My attitude is that certain people should be kept away from
me; I want the freedom of not talking to them if at all possible.

Don’t let people abuse you with the telephone. I find it’s much better to pay for
returning a telephone call when it’s convenient for me than to have people calling
and interrupting me at inappropriate times.

The Phone Log. Every phone call that comes into the office should be recorded
in a daily phone log. You should keep a phone log at every phone and list each
call, the day and time the call came in, and the subject. This log should be writ-
ten legibly enough for anyone to be able to pick it up and read it. The log should
also include the name of the person to whom the message was given, so that there
is a record of who is following up on each message. If, three or four days after a
call, you wonder whether a situation was remedied, you can look up the details of
the call in the phone log. The new peel-off message pads make great phone logs,
as a copy can be fastened to the client’s file pages and become part of your per-
manent record.

Answering Machines. I used to hate answering machines. Now I think they’re
one of the greatest things in the world, because at least I can leave a message
and let someone know that I have responded to a call. Don’t apologize for your
answering machine in your message. Do make your message short. It’s boring
for callers to sit through a sixty-second message they’re heard ninety times be-
fore. Try to have a tape where people can leave long messages, and encourage
them to do so.

When you’re expecting a call but may not be in, instruct your caller to leave his
or her details on the message machine so that you can take care of them immedi-
ately. Encouraging clients to do this will save you a lot of time.

Our policy is that if a client asks for absolutely anything, we attempt to han-
dle it. If a client calls our design studio and asks about a lampshade, we will
help locate it, although this is not really our service. We have clients we have
been taking care of for over thirty years. I even help my father’s clients—some
of whom are now in their nineties—if they call me with a problem. I just take
care of it, because I feel that if I were ninety, I would be happy for someone
to take care of me. I treat them the way I would like to be treated.

If someone who is not a client calls us for a service we do not provide, we
try to find out why the person called us and where he or she found out about
us. We can learn from these calls. If people think we are a lamp shop, and
that is not correct, then we are projecting the wrong image in our marketing.
We try to determine why they don’t understand what kind of services we re-
ally do render.
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TELEPHONE RECORD
Date:

Staff:

Time: Person: Purpose of Call: Results:

© Design Business Monthly

Telephone record. Every phone
call that comes into your office
should be recorded on a daily
phone log such as this. Be sure
that all handwriting on the log
is legible.
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The Telephone as a Sales Tool. A telephone can be a great sales tool. I must ad-
mit that I’d hate to make my living from cold calls; I’m not polished at it, but I have
learned a few ways to use the telephone effectively.

1. Establish rapport with the secretaries. Ask them questions, such as,
“Who is in charge of the office-planning division of the company, and who
does that person report to?” If possible, try to get to this person; you can
say that the secretary referred you to them. This gives you a much better
chance of getting their attention.

2. If you’re not sure how to pronounce a name, ask the company’s
telephone operator. Or ask the secretary. They are usually happy to tell
you, and it saves a lot of embarrassment later. Make sure you thank them,
and to try to develop some common interest with them so that when you
call back and you can say, “I spoke with you the other day about such and
such and you were kind enough to refer me to Mr. Smith. Is Mr. Smith
available now? May I speak with him now, or do you suggest that I call
back at another time when he might not be so pressured?” If someone isn’t
in, schedule when to call again and be careful to follow through on them.
One little trick that often works is to call before 9:00 A.M. or after 5:00 P.M.
Very often the staff is not there, but the principal is, and he or she will
answer the phone himself or herself. This is also a strategic time to talk
with executives because usually they are less pressured than during the
day, and they often don’t mind taking a few moments to discuss your
marketing objective.

3. When you make a phone call, ask the person you are calling if he or
she has a few minutes to talk with you. When you’re calling someone
at home, you never know in what condition you’re going to find him or her.
There’s no worse time to try to make a sale than when a person has
stepped out of the bathtub dripping wet to answer the phone. Even at the
office, there may be six people in front of the person, making it a very
confusing time to talk over the phone.

4. Keep a daily log of all phone calls and notes in an individual client’s
file. I can’t tell you how valuable this can be for designers. In fact, on
several occasions, when designers I knew had to appear in court to verify
certain communications, the judges were very impressed when they saw
the record of time and details of phone calls. It was obvious that the logs
were accurate because they had been kept on a regular basis in the
designer’s handwriting.

5. Make weekly reports by telephone. One of the most successful sales
and marketing techniques is to create good client rapport through frequent
telephone communication (see pages 198–203). Make a weekly report on
every design project. Confirm with your client at the beginning of a project
the appropriate times for this interaction, then, at that time each week,
have a member of your design team call the client with a full report on the
status of his or her design project.

By scheduling your calls, you can be prepared, which makes you appear profes-
sional and can add considerably to the overall sales on a project.



Thank people for their kindness. When you make a thank-you telephone call
to a factory foreman who’s been abused by everybody else that week, he’ll
never forget you. “Congratulations! You’ve made a beautiful product for us.
We’re happy we used you and hope to use you again.” The time you spend
making verbal rewards is not just good manners; you are insuring that you
are remembered in a favorable context.
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Phone Calls

A phone call process that will structure your calls for professionalism and
maximum productivity.

You need to organize to get the most out of your time on the phone, no
matter to whom you are talking. Here are some tips:

• Make a written agenda before you make a call. Skip socializing unless you feel
it is necessary for smoothing something over.

• Make sure that the time you are spending in making this call now is important.
Consider whether you could wait and coordinate it with some other issues that
you need to discuss tomorrow or the next day.

• Try not to be left on hold. Try to have an extra project to review while you
wait.

• Group similar calls. Make all calls once or twice during the day, and the rest
of your day will be more productive. Keep a list of the people you are calling
handy so you don’t have to look up numbers.

• Direct dial your calls. Very often it is faster and easier to dial yourself than to
use a secretary.

• Plan the time when you are going to make your calls. Consider when the most
convenient times are for both you and the other party.

• Be sure that the call is necessary. Do you need this information now or could it
wait for another meeting?

• Get to the point. Before you start your business talk, you can still allow that
little bit of time for rappolrt, because most people do appreciate this. Then
get to the point; keep focused and concentrate on the subject.

• Learn how to break in, if it’s required, but don’t interrupt unless it’s absolutely
necessary. Then do it in an appropriate manner.

• When you are transferring calls, make sure that the person to whom you are
referring the call is ready to take it. If he or she is not prepared, tell the caller
you’ll have the person he or she wanted call back in just a few minutes.

• Thank people. Remember to use the person’s name, because people like to
hear their names.



Using Your Voice to Control a Conversation. On the telephone, your voice tells
people who you are. You make a very strong impression within fifteen seconds. Do
you sound weak? Hesitant? Wishy-washy? Disorganized? The impression you
make can be changed.

To seem businesslike, professional, and strong, speak slowly. The normal tele-
phone conversation pace is about one hundred fifty words per minute. If you can
reduce this to just about one hundred words per minute, you will definitely im-
prove your communication level.

The volume and pace of a conversation is very important in winning a person’s
confidence. Listen to how the other person is speaking. If you are talking to some-
one who speaks very slowly, perhaps you need to reduce your pace. In turn, if
you’re talking to someone who speaks very loudly and rapidly, you may want to
reduce his or her pace. When people start screaming at you on the telephone, slow
up your pace; speak very quietly and very, very slowly. Many times, this calms
them down. If you speak loudly and rapidly, it will make these people even more
emotional. Your diction and enunciation are very important. Over the phone, we
are judged strictly by our voices.

How can you tell what you sound like? Tape yourself making a call so you can
analyze how you sound in different situations. That tape has two purposes; it is
both a record of client interaction and a tool for improving your effectiveness on
the telephone. If you are going to tape a phone conversation, let the client know
you are taping it. Then pay attention to what he or she says, and to what you say
in reply. Is what you can say really appropriate.

You should talk with your whole body. Your posture, your expression, and the
shape of your mouth affect the way you sound. Your voice is like a window; it ex-
presses everything that is inside of you. Some people stand when they talk on the
phone. If you really want to be in control, standing may help.

Remember your facial expression. I once accused a psychologist of being vain
for having a very large mirror right across from his desk. Later on I thought it
might be a good idea. If we saw how we looked when we were talking on the tele-
phone, perhaps we would change our ways.

There are many signals that people are listening for in your voice. They want
to know that you are in control of the situation, that you are managing your own
reactions. Don’t respond emotionally, but reply to the issues at hand.

More than anything, check your attitude. If you are in a bad mood one day, per-
haps you should not answer your own telephone. If you’ve had a really bad day,
perhaps you should have someone hold your calls so you don’t accidentally sabo-
tage your relationship with your clients. Your secretary might handle this by say-
ing, “I’m sorry, but she’s in a meeting. Would you please let me have her return
your call when she has time to go over these details with you?” Give your callers
a little positive response when you ask for a delay.

Attitude is really important. We’ve all had experiences where we’re talking with
a supplier, and fighting for a delivery date, and then the next person on the line is
one of our very mild-mannered clients. You must answer the phone in the right
tone of voice. Take time to restore yourself; poise yourself for that good client.

Many times, we’re not able to give people the answers that they want to hear. But
there are ways of presenting negative news in positive terms. For example, you
might say to a client, “How would you like it if we arranged to deliver your fur-
nishings next Friday? We will have our best furniture installers available that day to
handle your project.” That sounds so much better than saying, “The furniture can’t
be delivered until next Friday.” The first statement makes Friday into a special day.
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The goal in any call you make is to establish a true and positive agreement. You
want to express feelings at the same time you are covering the facts. Rapport is
very important. Use the person’s name as you speak. Refer to various experiences
that you have had together. Expressing visual and emotional issues verbally is dif-
ficult. Creating visual pictures can be helpful.

Say what you mean. Review each day what you have to do so you know what is
possible to schedule. Don’t say, “I’ll take care of it tomorrow,” if you know you
can’t. It’s better to say, “I’ll look that over in the morning with my associate to see
just what it involves and how soon we can do the final detailing.”

The Complaint Call. There’s at least one way to handle complaints so that angry
clients remain clients. Irate clients love to call, full of anger, and unreasonable to
talk to. What should you do? Do not ignore these calls; if clients can’t reach you
with a complaint, they’ll go to another designer. Encourage people to tell you about
problems, and then help them find solutions. But prepare yourself; have your pa-
per in hand ready for note-taking. Have yourself in good control. Make sure your
posture and everything else about you is perfect, because you’re going to need all
your ammunition.

Try to learn to separate the facts from the emotions. Usually, you hear many
more of the latter. This is hard to do when somebody’s screaming at you on the
other end of the phone.

The way I see it, if there were no problems, the whole design process could be
handled by a computer, and clients wouldn’t need me.

Let angry clients talk. After all, that’s why they called. They want to blow off
steam. Let them do it, but encourage them to give you the details and define the
problem. Ask them what you can do together to solve their problem. Try to involve
a client in the solution; if you are successful, you will have developed a partner
and a great client for the future.

Try to win clients back by using only positive statements. Make notes of what
you will say, and change any negatives to positives before you respond.

A few years ago, a client we had worked with extensively called me about a fee
on a project. We had billed him a considerable amount of money for the fur-
nishings for his project and he had paid our initial design fee. But, in addition,
we had done a great deal of cabinetry and detailing. The client was told he
would be billed for the time involved in these areas at our standard rates. This
was clearly stated in writing, but the exact amount was left open; he wasn’t ex-
actly sure what the bill would be. And when he got the bill, he called, irate.

At this point, I said to him, “Here is our story. The furnishings we did, in a
sense, sell you, so there is some profit and our design fee in those charges.
However, the rest of this project was done by various contractors. We do not
receive any compensation except this billing for this part of the job, nor do
we accept any kickbacks from any of the contractors. We only bill for our fee.
We also negotiated with several contractors to get you the best quality work-
ers as well as the best price possible. I think you’ll agree we did a good job.

“How do you think I should have handled billing for this? You’ve been a client
of ours for probably fifteen years at this point, and we’ve done a lot of work to-
gether. Obviously, you feel I’ve done something wrong. You run a business a lot
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larger than mine, and if you don’t think I did this in the right way, would you
explain to me how I could do it better? After all, I can learn a lot from you.
You know more about running a business than I do. Most of my career has
been spent doing design work.”

The client thought about what I had said a little bit, and then said, “No,
Mary, I think what you did was exactly right.” He thanked me for explaining
it to him. When we finished talking, he was very calm, and I have done sev-
eral major jobs for him since.

I used this complaint to build confidence rather than to lose a client. In han-
dling a complaint, make sure that you confirm exactly what the client expects from
you—what the solution is and what will be done. Then be sure that your staff fol-
lows through. Don’t promise something that you cannot do.

Long-Distance Savvy. When you’re making long-distance phone calls, watch your
time zones. They can often work to your advantage because there are places that
you can call between 5:00 and 6:00 and even 6:00 and 7:00 in the evening.

You’d be surprised how many mistakes there are in phone bills. We have had as
many as four different long-distance services in our offices at one time. Sometimes
it’s difficult to get lines out of a small community. Check out the services in your area
to be sure you won’t have a problem getting long-distance lines at primary times.

Conference Calls. The quality of conference calls can vary greatly. You may have
a mechanism on your phone that permits you to make conference calls, but you
should test it to be sure the communication is coming through clearly.

Have a plan or an outline for every conference call, just as you would for any
staff meeting or other kind of conference. A conference call must be well orches-
trated, or you’re in trouble.

Moderate your conference calls. As the moderator, you should introduce all the
participants, including yourself. Give their backgrounds, and let them each make
a brief introduction. Address the others by name, and ask each speaker to identify
him- or herself before speaking so that you’re sure exactly who’s speaking. When
you get four or five people from a factory on a call, you’re sometimes not sure if
you’re talking to the sales manager or the production chief. On a conference call,
usually you can’t hear as well as you can on a standard two-party call. Talk slowly
and clearly.

Cellular or Mobile Phones. It seems as if everyone’s wired today! Cell phones are
being worn as watches. This can be the best or worst thing we own. How you use
this tool effectively depends on your good judgment.

Cellular telephones permit us to run our business and interact with clients whether
we are in the studio, on our boat, or in our car. Clients now believe we are accessi-
ble at all times, and this technology does permit broader use of that valuable com-
modity called time; however, as great as they are, cellular phones do require proper
management. Mobile phones now can be used hands-free. They are efficient and
safe, so that even while driving, you can keep your hands on the steering wheel. This
equipment is voice-activated, meaning you can dictate or call the office while driving
to a project or seeing a client. The telecommunications technology is constantly
changing, and many features are directed toward making us better communicators.
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11
Mastering Financial
Management

Good financial management and structure is a requirement for every design firm.
More than a few design firms that are excellent at promoting themselves and at
getting new business later lose their profit for reasons that could have been
avoided. It’s hard enough to get profitable projects today; let’s find ways to keep
that profit.

Profit is a measure of success in every form of business, including the design
business. No one wants to deal with an unprofitable company. Clients instinc-
tively feel that unprofitability jeopardizes their interests. Therefore, in order to
have a strong business, you need to understand current financial and business
ethics and procedures, and make sure that your relationships with all other com-
panies and people, whether resources or clients, are based on these. No business
can continue without a good financial profit structure.

YOUR PROFIT FORECAST

At the beginning of each year, or just before, make up a profit forecast. Consider
where your firm is going—what business you expect to acquire during the next
year, how your firm will grow, and what monies will be required.

Then work out the necessary methods to handle your growth or change of fo-
cus. This is a prerequisite to preparing your budget and preliminary financial
plan for the year. Every firm needs a budget, whether the company is new or has
been in operation for years. A profit forecast will enable you to budget in the right
areas. It also gives you a basis for comparing where you are actually going as op-
posed to what you expect to do.

CASH MANAGEMENT

The basics of cash management with any interior design firm fall into two areas:
cash flow and accounts receivable. Your cash flow projection predicts your ex-
penses for the next several months through to a year. Have your accountant work
out the details of your general expenses, including overhead, payroll, and any
long-term loans on which you make payments. This will vary from week to week.
With this general figure, you will be able to estimate your overall projected



expenses. Next, you need to review regularly your accounts receivable, accounts
payable, and aging schedules. Each month your bookkeeper or financial manager
should give you a list of your accounts receivable, and review the payment sched-
ule. Obviously, the closer and tighter control you have on both of these issues, and
the better informed you are, the easier it will be to run your interior design firm.
There will be no surprises or emergencies.

Financial management in a firm with fewer than ten members is generally han-
dled by a bookkeeper/secretary. When the firm grows beyond ten, usually it will
require an experienced, full-time bookkeeper. If your firm grows beyond twenty-
five, then you will also need a business manager. Computer systems have reduced
the staffing required by a firm, but the firm must have an individual in charge of
making the decisions and managing the overall practice. Once a firm becomes
larger, a person with a strong financial background is needed to be the financial
manager. Firms of every size need to have a certified public accountant available
as a consultant and advisor.

The general formats of financial management structures are similar in all firms.
Larger firms usually will require more extensive accounting than small firms, not
only because of their higher volume of business but also because there is usually
less immediate involvement of the principals on each and every project.

Your accountant will give you a year-end statement; however, it is generally ad-
visable also to have a monthly financial report or a statement showing your fi-
nancial direction, which includes your cash flow projections and your cash plan-
ning for the month, similar to those that are illustrated on page 332. These can be
done by your bookkeeper on an in-house basis. If you have a financial manager,
he or she will want to set up appropriate documents suitable for your firm. With
different practices, some of the requirements on these statements may vary slightly,
but the ones included here show the general basics.

Cash Flow
Cash flow is important in managing a business. When you have enough money to
pay your bills on a regular basis, obviously it makes things a lot less stressful.
Whether you are a new company or have been in business a long time, this issue
is an everyday concern. Many projects take a long period of time. Some clients pay
quickly, and others can take six to nine months or even a year.

Many firms that are doing government work really need cash to be able to ac-
cept this type of assignment. Often, it takes six months to a year to receive pay-
ment for their work. It’s a great client! They will pay, but they do not pay very
quickly. So, as you look at this, consider what your operational expenses are and
what you will need to keep things moving in a favorable fashion. Money is ex-
pensive, and, of course, you are in business to use money in an appropriate way.
Accounts receivable is such a major factor in cash flow that it is treated separately
on pages 315–320.

Inventory. Inventory ties up cash. Are all the items that you have in stock and
those you are buying for inventory really worth having? The cost of maintaining
inventory each year is approximately 33 to 38 percent of the cost of the item, based
on the costs of insurance, maintenance, and money. It may be better for you to
keep a cash reserve for use in other parts of your business than to maintain a large
inventory.
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Project Completion Times. Slow project completion times are costly. The sooner
you complete a project, the faster you will get paid and the better your cash flow
will be. Even though you have retainers for every project you start, you still incur
additional costs in doing the job. So the faster you wrap it up, the better.

Buying Policies. Interior designers tend to be cautious about buying policies.
There are ways of buying effectively and saving large sums of money. The most
successful interior design firms I have seen are those that have very shrewd buy-
ing policies. You may want to consider using a service that will negotiate prices
for you and make sure that you are getting the best possible prices. 

There are firms that buy a lot of products, others that simply do design and
charge fees, and those that build their products. The more you buy, the more
concern you need to have with your buying procedures. There is a great dollar vol-
ume being purchased through the interior designers today.

Other fields have been forced to take on more stringent buying policies. The in-
terior design field has to do the same. Most design firms are not buying as wisely
as they could. Look at your practice and its changes. There are firms that are pur-
chasing in groups; they form corporations and buy together, with someone man-
aging it. There are many other interesting situations approaching it today. Our
clients expect us to know how to buy product in the most effective way—and not
just best price, but also the best quality and is trouble-free.

Aim to retain the use of the funds you have for as long as possible. Ask for ex-
tended credit from your major resources so you can keep these monies invested
and make a profit from them. This is a shrewd use of available funds.

Investments. Any money taken in as retainers on projects should be put into
some type of interest-bearing account, such as a money market fund. Some firms
earn enough on their money market funds and the amount of interest they charge
on overdue accounts receivable to give their employees a very large bonus.

Most firms charge interest on accounts receivable that are overdue. This helps
encourage clients to pay promptly; it also reimburses the firm for extending credit.
A few years ago, I reviewed the books of an interior design firm that was available
for purchase. I was amazed as I examined the company’s financial statement to
find that its major profits came from the interest clients were charged for install-
ment payments. The company’s accounts receivable were very large, but the prof-
its from this division were well managed. The company extended a lot of credit,
but it was paid well for it.

Accounts Receivable
Accounts receivable are the monies owed you for services or furnishings you sup-
plied to your clients. Good control of accounts receivable is extremely important
to the financial profitability of a company. The profit objective is to speed up the
whole process of design management. This means that the faster you can process
any job through the studio, no matter what kind of service is rendered, the faster
it can be billed and the more profitable the project will be. Generally, billings in
design firms are done either immediately after the project is completed, when the
merchandise is delivered, or within a thirty-day period. Designers who are lax in
this area may have no idea how much slow billings cost them on a day-to-day
basis.
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When establishing and managing accounts receivable, keep in mind that the
fewer dollars you have tied up in accounts receivable, the easier it is to manage
the cash flow of your business and the less your losses will be. The longer an ac-
count remains unpaid, the greater the chances are that it will become uncol-
lectible. The sooner you bring money in, the more you have to work with or rein-
vest. Often, clients will avoid doing business with a firm to which they owe money.
Therefore, the sooner a client’s account is paid, the faster the client will start an-
other project.

Maintaining accounts receivable costs at least 1.5 percent a month. This can
take a tremendous bite out of your profits. A company whose accounts receivable
are current is usually very profitable. Sometimes this requires that you adopt a
tougher payment policy. If clients do not pay on time, you should consider stop-
ping work. I know interior designers are reluctant to do this, but it may be your
best leverage in getting payment. I know designers who now require payment be-
fore delivery, rather than after delivery. Obviously, whether this is suitable de-
pends upon the standards in your part of the country. Progress payments or staged
payments are becoming the norm in most billing systems. The faster payments are
received, the more profitable the job.

Sadly, many companies with a string of great design jobs have been forced into
bankruptcy because they have not properly handled their accounts receivable.
It’s extremely disheartening to see designers forced out of business because
they are unable to collect their accounts receivable. The clients did not pay their
bills.

Credit Checks. Before accepting a job, carefully investigate and analyze the
client’s ability to pay for the job. Determine exactly what the costs will be and ask
the client what his or her position is in handling this expenditure.

Often, projects grow as they develop, and the initial budget is not enough to
meet the costs. Clients who expected a project to cost perhaps $300,000 may find
that with the additions they requested, the work ended up costing $450,000 to
$500,000. The client may need to get financing for the additional amount. I rec-
ommend making a credit check of the client in the initial or early interview stages
while your financial involvement in the project is relatively small. Do not wait un-
til you are into a second or third contracting phase when a lot of money is at stake;
it will be too late. If you find that the client does not have the cash available, you
can attempt to get it for the client through your sources.

The information that you have collected regarding your client’s credit should re-
main with the project file so that the person responsible for collecting accounts re-
ceivable will have it available.

Terms. To establish your accounts receivable terms, you will need to have your
accountant, financial advisor, attorney, and marketing consultant make a careful
study, as these terms affect every part of your business. If you extend credit, you
must have the capital available to support this investment. Every dollar invested
must fit into your profit structure. Collection policies affect your future collection
and legal costs. Your terms affect your ability to get jobs.

In most instances, designers will ask for a retainer or a deposit on a project. The
term “retainer” rather than “deposit” is used because certain states require de-
posits to be kept in a special account for that particular client’s project. These
funds cannot be put in your company’s general account or used for any other
purposes.
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The amount of the retainer depends upon the type of work being done. If the
project is for professional services, excluding purchasing, and is for a small, pri-
vate corporation, a normal retainer is half of the estimated cost of the first phase
of the project. For a larger project, the retainer is related to the details of the con-
tract. Sometimes a contract alone is considered sufficient and no retainer is re-
quired. In other instances, the retainer required could be from one-tenth to one-
half of the total fee, depending on the size of the project. For a very large project,
the retainer is often as low as 10 percent of the total estimated fee. Retainers for
smaller projects range from one-third to one-half of the estimated fee. In situations
where the billing is based on furnishings, retainers are usually one-third to one-
half of the expected invoice total.

Scheduled Payments. In dealing with accounts receivable, it is obviously to the
advantage of the design firm to get a retainer, followed by scheduled payments
throughout the project. If you are billing just for professional service fees, it is best
to have a payment schedule outlining the stages and amounts of payments.

The standard method of presenting a payment schedule is to list the stages of
completion and to state the percentage of payments that are due at these times.

Stage of Completion Amount Due
Design 40%
Documentation 40%
Administration 20%

Although more than 20 percent may be spent for administration and supervi-
sion, it is always an advantage to collect as much of the fee up front, or at a set
point, rather than at the end of the project. Billing on completion requires a con-
siderable amount of bookkeeping and time spent evaluating your hours.

As you define the project to be done, work out a payment schedule and submit
it to the client with your initial agreement, so that he or she knows exactly when
monies are expected and how much to pay.

Most design firms take from two weeks to thirty days to invoice clients after
work is completed. Then it takes the client another thirty days to pay the invoice.
With a payment schedule, you can often get your payments in much faster. Know-
ing ahead of time that there is a certain amount due in January, March, and June,
for example, the client can then arrange to have funds available.

Extending Credit. Most businesses, including interior design firms, must extend
credit. It is important to establish the terms of credit before starting a project.
These should be stated at the time of the proposal. Often, your company needs to
establish a credit policy. It can be changed at any time, but you must start some-
where. Your policy concept could state that you will receive a retainer of a certain
percentage up front, that there will be progressive payments due as the project
continues, and that the balance is due ten to thirty days after delivery. You can of-
fer extended terms by use of a bank or other lending institution, or you can make
financing available through the firm at a certain rate of cost, depending upon what
the state law allows.

Invoicing Methods. Before delivering merchandise, firms notify the client of the
date and time they expect to make the delivery, and the dollar value of the fur-
nishings, and state when the payment will be due (payments are usually due by
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the end of the same month). This paves the way for prompt payment because the
client knows in advance what you expect. Invoicing is normally done on the day
that items are shipped or on a weekly or a monthly basis.

The location of your firm and the business customs of the area will determine
somewhat your invoicing methods. In larger cities payment is often expected on
delivery. A week prior to the day of a delivery, a firm will send a note saying, for
example, “We are going to deliver the furnishings for your facility next Thursday.
Enclosed is an invoice for $65,000.00 for the furnishings we will be installing. We
will appreciate having your check available on the day of delivery.” In some areas,
this is not considered proper business courtesy.

When you are doing the billing and dealing with accounts receivable, it is def-
initely to your advantage to get invoices out as soon as possible. In some design
firms, it takes thirty days to process a bill, which can be self-defeating to the cash-
flow situation. At my firm, we aim to send out our invoices within three days of
delivery. This requires us to have our data organized. Obviously, there are times
when certain items are being shipped or delivered faster than your invoicing pro-
cedures can keep up with them, but the sooner you are able to do your billings the
better your cash position will be.

Invoices should go out within seventy-two hours of the time merchandise is de-
livered so that clients can easily identify what they are being asked to pay for. If
they receive billings a month later, they might not recall what arrived on specific
days of the month.

A delay in billing also signals to your client that your firm is not efficiently run
or that you do not need the money. Don’t delay. It is a foolishly lax business habit.
Billing is best done on a daily or weekly basis. Waiting for the end of the month
can be too confusing and too expensive.

Insist that any client invoice be checked thoroughly before it is sent out to as-
sure that there are no mistakes. If a client finds errors in the billing, he or she will
often question the whole costing procedure. A bit of care in this area can prevent
a lot of complaints. If clients find that you are careless in finances, they will worry
that you may be careless in other areas, too.

Often, designers have difficulty collecting bills because they have not properly
documented items or have not kept good contact with their clients. This is ab-
solutely necessary. Regularly scheduled reports by telephone with proper written
documentation build rapport.

Check with your bookkeeping department to be sure your invoices are going out
regularly. Do not accept excuses. Determine how quickly all of your orders can
be processed and shipped. Tightening this lead time can give a boost to your
cash flow.

Billing Sheets. When you’re preparing to send out bills, a billing sheet is helpful.
Ask your bookkeeper to present all the items that are to be billed. The designer or
project manager can then compare the amounts that were quoted against the ac-
tual costs and determine the appropriate prices to charge. This is an excellent
billing method for both professional services and products, even if fees are based
on value rather than actual time spent. The data on your billing sheet will give you
a basis for determining the costing for your next project.

Require a monthly report from your bookkeeper, outlining all accounts and ex-
actly what position they are in. Be sure that the designer or the client coordinator
is aware of exactly how these accounts stand.
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Delinquent Payments. You must outline your firm’s policy for delinquent pay-
ments at the beginning of a relationship. Spell out to your client how much and
how often you expect to be paid. There are some clients who feel it is fine to pay
an invoice in ninety or one hundred and twenty days; other suppliers have ex-
tended them such credit to create a loyalty. An integrated accounting system will
help you see exactly where you stand, and keep you up to date on the position of
your client’s account.

Sometimes, the only way to control payments on a project is to have an assertive
business manner. Stop-work clauses are now becoming common in design con-
tracts. These clauses state that the design firm has the right to stop work on a
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BILLING SHEET

Client: Salesperson: Date:

Order Item: Quote: Cost: Price:
No.: Unit: Total: Unit: Total: Unit: Total:

Totals:

Deposit Balance on Hand: Sales Tax:

Total Billing:

Orders in Process: Less Deposit:

Amount Due:

© Design Business Monthly

Billing sheet. The data on your billing sheet will give you a basis for determining appropriate prices and fees to charge. It will also
help you in costing your next project. 



project if the client is in any way delinquent in making payments. The right to stop
work on a design project must be clearly stated in the initial contract.

At the end of each month, review all your accounts receivable that are unpaid
for over thirty days, over sixty days, and longer. It is important to check out why
they have gone unpaid, which means that your bookkeeper will need to review
with each of these clients why the account is overdue.

Collections. Enforcing your accounts receivable procedures does require strict
follow-up. You don’t want to harass people, but you do want to find out why they
have not paid their bills and how they intend to handle them. In my firm, we will
normally make other terms available to a client if he or she cannot pay us promptly.
And we do so with tact, explaining that we cannot afford to carry large amounts
in our accounts receivable. We also have a delinquency charge. In Pennsylvania,
we are permitted to charge 1.5 percent of the balance due after thirty days.

Understanding a person’s credit situation can help in collecting a payment. It is
often useful to have a discussion about the client’s payment habits with the other
people working on the project.

Collection costs for accounts receivable are very high. Therefore, it is important
to find ways to get your monies in ahead of time so you don’t need to worry about
collections. Although collection agencies can help collect bills, they charge from
25 to 50 percent, and their success rate is not as great as one would like. Often,
you can also collect your delinquent accounts through the small claims court and
by other legal means. The legal force you can apply will vary, depending upon the
size of the claim and the type of legal recourse you have. However, if you are forced
to turn over a bill to a collection agency or an attorney, that is usually the last time
you will ever see that client.

Some clients are habitually late in paying, even though they are good credit
risks. In my firm, we ask for payment within thirty days, and we encourage
prompt payment by explaining to our clients that the pricing on their job
is dependent upon our being paid within thirty days. We ask to be notified
if they cannot pay us within thirty days so we can make arrangements
accordingly.

Accounts Payable
Accounts payable is the system wherein you record all the expenses of the firm:
materials, wages, rent, utilities, taxes, and so on. There are many ways to set up
an accounts payable system. The standard ledger system is one.

Accounts Payable Systems. Before we had so many user-friendly accounting pro-
grams available, I recommended the one-write check disbursement system for
small design firms. When the bookkeeper wrote a check, the amount was auto-
matically carboned onto the disbursement journal so that there was no chance for
numbers to be transposed; they were automatically entered into the journal and
then onto the ledger page. This system is still very useful for the smaller firm or
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for someone who does not want to use a computer. The same system is also avail-
able in computerized format. When 500 to 700 checks per month are issued, the
one-write system saves an average of two days of office-staff time, and eliminates
the errors that would normally be made in copying information. An integrated ac-
counting system will help you see exactly where you stand, and keep you up to
date on the position of your client’s account.

Accounting Systems. Today, there are many computerized accounting systems, a
number of which work well with our interior design practice. The first thing I
would suggest is that you look carefully at the way you work. It’s fine to make some
adjustments to fit a computerized system, but it is often disastrous if you have to
change everything you do just because this is the way the system does it. You have
a management system; you have a familiar charging system. If these are working
well for you, then try to find a computer program that is as close to your present
style as possible.

In our office, we have tested many of the systems, and have found that quite a
few meet our needs. An issue to consider is how you work and whether you are in
the habit of supporting and putting into the system the information that it requires.
If you get something that fits your way of working, you are going to support it, and
therefore you will get much more out of it. Follow up by performing an action sum-
mary. The first would be to define your management and charging systems.

There are systems dedicated to the interior design practice, such as Impact.
Also, general systems such as Quick Books Pro—MYOB worked well with File-
Maker Pro for Mac (it is also available for the PC but was originally designed for
the Mac). I have seen some excellent programs working on each of these.

Also consider who you work with on a local basis. Many accountants are very
familiar with the general systems, such as Quick Books Pro. They have modems
set up to monitor the work you are doing, to make sure you are on track without
having to come into your office. These programs are very simple and inexpensive
to monitor and control. This can be a great advantage if you are working with
someone very closely.

Because the computer systems are integrated, they combine your project cost-
ing systems with your accounts receivable and payrolls. This permits you to run
various reports. The integration also enables many checks and balances that are
not easy to achieve on a manual system.

Computerized accounting systems make a lot of sense, and can prove to be more
efficient and price-effective. It’s up to you to decide if you want to work with one
of the more designed-oriented programs. Have your accountant review the pro-
gram to make sure that it supplies him or her with all the information he or she
needs to properly service you.

Using your accountant as an advisor in this matter is very worthwhile. There
are also specialists who do nothing but work with a specific program, such as
Quick Books Pro. They will work with you and your accountant in setting up and
managing the program. There is a lot of assistance out there.

Make sure you have the new system in place before you start changing your
present system. The volume of work you do, and the way you work, will determine
whether you will want to use a computerized system or perhaps something like the
one-write system, which is a paper system, that saves you from doing a lot of repeti-
tious work. As you make this decision, consider your own preferences and abilities.

You can hire a bookkeeper, as we did in the past, who is with you every day
of the week and provides all the detailed information. Perhaps you will want a
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combination: use one of the more efficient computerized systems, then support it
with a higher-level skilled person. These professionals can come to your firm a
half day a week, one day a week, or on a less frequent basis. They are incredibly
proficient with these programs, and will make sure that everything that is being
done within the office is kept on target. Your accountant, who has set up the pro-
gram, normally supports this. Be certain that the program supplies both you and
him or her with the information that is required.

There are two needs to consider: your management and your accountant. Each
requires information from the program. Your accountant is the person who is re-
sponsible for presenting your firm to the various government and tax organizations;
and your design team needs the information required to run a professional project.

Establishing Credit with Your Accounts. Today, there are several attitudes in han-
dling accounts payable that vary from those of the past. For most small design
firms, the top priority is to keep a good credit rating and remain in good standing
with their resources.

Establish credit with your resource companies; don’t expect them to extend it.
Before you start placing orders with a resource company, ask what amount of
credit the resource is willing to extend to you. If you wait until you place an order,
a credit check can delay your project by at least thirty to ninety days. This can
cause a lot of problems if you have already quoted your client from the price list
and you can’t buy directly from the company but have to go through a dealership
or another resource. Ask the company what the discounting procedures are, and
verify buying requirements before you attempt to sell the merchandise. If you only
specify merchandise and do not get involved in any purchasing, understanding the
credit policies of resource companies lets you reasonably judge how well the deal-
erships are handling your client’s account.

Many of our resources do not like working with small accounts, which is the
typical designer account. They much prefer dealerships and large volume ac-
counts because these are less expensive to manage and are safer financial risks.
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Suggestions for Selecting Computerized
Accounting Systems

1. Define your management and charging systems.
2. Review several systems; determine which one is most appropriate to your way

of working.
3. Have an accountant who has extensive knowledge in accounting software set

up your accounting system. The accountant should also train you and your
staff in how to use the software.

4. On a regular basis—monthly in the first year, quarterly thereafter—the
accounting professional should review your general ledger, and make all
necessary corrections.

5. Use the software in a completely integrated system for all accounts
receivable, accounts payable, payroll, and job costing. Using an automated
accounting system will enable you to keep accurate, valuable information in
an extremely efficient manner.
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Sample accounts payable and accounts receivable systems. There are many ways to set up these systems. Pictured here are the
materials necessary for the one-write check-disbursement and invoicing systems. 



Unfortunately, because some interior design firms have created problems by not
paying their bills on time and neglecting to keep the resource companies properly
informed, many resource companies require interior design companies to work on
a C.B.D. (Cash Before Delivery) or C.O.D. (Cash On Delivery) basis. Obviously, the
larger established firms do not work in this manner. In fact, many of them will not
accept any C.B.D. or C.O.D. shipments.

To be issued credit by a resource company, you must be a large, viable, and
valuable account. Manufacturers and dealers will not bother doing the necessary
credit checks and establishing the bookkeeping process for an account that means
a few hundred dollars’ worth of business every now and then. This simply
doesn’t pay. It costs companies too much to investigate your company, determine
how much credit they should give you, and maintain this relationship.

Credit checks and ongoing evaluations are affordable only for larger volume ac-
counts. When a design firm decides to buy for clients, the firm needs to position
itself. A careful review of your financial and corporate position must be made by
your accountant, financial advisor, lawyer, and marketing manager. The firm
needs to establish an appropriate financial structure for obtaining credit and han-
dling the capital investment required.

There are many other ways design firms can handle the purchasing part of the
job, and some of these are proving to be easier to manage and more profitable.
Co-op or buying organizations are becoming increasingly popular, as they can ne-
gotiate from a position of strength.

Obviously, you want to be able to go back to a company and say, “We have a
problem and what can we do about it?” and have some clout. This must be worked
out in the process of establishing your accounts.

Resource companies have financial-management requirements also. They have
based their profits on time schedules and turnaround schedules. If design firms
don’t pay their bills on time, the resources have to protect themselves, which is
why they must have strict terms. Companies are constantly notifying us, or even
threatening us, with changes in their credit policies. For example:

Effective January 1, 2002, we are establishing new credit policies. Any invoice that is
not paid within thirty days of the invoice date will be handled on a C.B.D. basis.

The way you handle your finances should take into account major changes in the
credit requirements of your suppliers. Don’t jeopardize your credit rating by ig-
noring notices of this kind.

Negotiating Good Credit Terms. The amount of credit that you can get from re-
sources greatly extends the capital you have to run your business. If a supplier
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C.O.D.

A new ruling by the U.S. Post Office permits any recipients to pay a C.O.D. bill
by check made out to the mailer. The reasoning behind it is that if there is a
problem with the merchandise, then the recipient can stop payment on the
check. It is important to be aware of this new ruling; in the past, when interior
designers accepted C.O.D. shipments, they had no recourse if the merchandise
was damaged.



wants your business and realizes that you are important in acquiring the contract,
he or she will very often extend better terms than would otherwise be available.

The terms you are able to negotiate with your resources greatly affect your cash
management. When design firms decide to sell merchandise or handle purchases
for clients, the dollar amounts are often very large, and the terms and buying con-
ditions that the firms establish have a great deal to do with their profits. Paying
your accounts and keeping them up to date makes it easier to get merchandise.

You can become a prime account by working closely with a particular resource.
A resource may extend large amounts of credit to you if he or she understands the
way you work and the types of projects you handle. The first rule in establishing
a good relationship with your resources is to inform the companies you buy from
about your operation: what type of business you do, how you pay your bills, and
how your company is financially structured. Don’t expect to get credit without giv-
ing valid information and maintaining a standard bill-paying procedure.

Bill-Paying Procedures. When you establish your company’s procedure for paying
bills, let all of your resources know about it, whether you pay once a month, twice
a month, every week, or ten days after receipt of merchandise.

In our company, to keep bookkeeping simple, we try to handle invoices only
once. This means that if merchandise arrives in good condition, we issue the check
for it before the end of the week. Now that we are adapting to using a computer,
it is easier for us to extend the period before we pay to the thirty days most in-
voices state. This gives us the use of this money for two or three additional weeks,
and the interest it adds to our money market account enhances our profit picture.

Our company policy is to pay bills promptly even if it means borrowing. We of-
ten find this necessary. We have a line of credit at the bank that permits us to bor-
row on a weekly basis, if we must. We feel it is very important to keep accounts
payable up to date so we can expect performance from our resources. Instead of
check writing, we take advantage of direct transfer that many of our sources offer.
Monies from our account can be directly deposited into theirs, and an immediate
transaction takes place.

It may be expedient to give someone besides yourself the power to sign checks
or to commit your company to purchasing contracts. Introduce this staff member
to your banker, your accountant, and to your customers and suppliers. Should this
person leave your employ, make sure the same people know about it. This can be
done tactfully, while introducing the new staff person.

Do not pay for any merchandise until the item is received and inspected. Your
purchase orders should explain your payment policy right on them (see pages
261–263). This ensures that resources know your terms when they receive the or-
der, and that when they accept your order, they have accepted it under these
conditions.

If problems prevent prompt payment of your bills, or you find that you need
more time to pay, call the companies that have billed you and let them know your
situation before the bills are due. When resources do not hear from you and do
not receive payments or any kind of action, they become concerned, and you can’t
blame them. Keep your suppliers informed, and you’ll find that they will work with
you in most instances.

Cash Discounts. A number of companies still offer cash discounts. It is amazing
how much an interior design firm can earn per year just on the 2 or 5 percent dis-
counts allowed them by certain suppliers. Many carpet manufacturers allow us a
5 percent discount if the invoice is paid within thirty days, with the balance due
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Credit Terms

5–10: If you pay this invoice within ten days, you may take a 5 percent
discount.
2–10: If you pay this invoice within ten days, you make take a 2 percent
discount.
2–30: If you pay this invoice within thirty days, you may take a 2 percent
discount.
N–60: This bill is due at the end of sixty days.
M.O.M. (Middle of Month): The billing will be sent out on the fifteenth of
the month. This includes all purchases made from the middle of the previous
month to the date of billing.
E.O.M. (End of Month): The billing will be sent out at the end of the
month. This includes all purchases made during the month.
C.W.O. (Cash with Orders): Orders that are received will not be processed
until payment is made.
C.I.A. (Cash in Advance): The same as C.W.O.
C.B.D. (Cash before Delivery): The merchandise will be prepared and
packaged, but the shipper will not make shipment until the payment is received.
C.O.D. (Cash on Delivery): The amount of the total billing will be collected
upon the delivery of the merchandise.
S.D.B.L. (Sight Draft—Bill of Lading): A bill of lading will accompany the
invoice, and a sight draft will be drawn on the buyer, which is forwarded to the
seller by the customer’s bank. The bill of lading is then released by the bank to
the customer only upon his or her honoring the draft.
2/10/N/30 R.O.G. (Receipt of Goods): If you pay this invoice within ten
days, you may take a 2 percent discount; the bill is due at the end of thirty
days; and the discount period starts at the date of receipt of goods, not the
date of shipping or the date of the sale.
2/10/N/30 M.O.M. (Middle of the Month): If you pay this invoice within
ten days, you may take a 2 percent discount; the bill is due at the end of thirty
days; and both periods start from the fifteenth or the middle of the month
following the date of the sale.
2/10/N/30 E.O.M. (End of the Month): If you pay this invoice within ten
days, you may take a 2 percent discount; the bill is due at the end of thirty
days; and both periods start from the end of the month of sale.

Keep in mind that discounts add up. For example, if you take advantage of a 
2 percent ten-day discount, where the net is due in thirty days, this is worth 
36.5 percent per year.



in sixty days. For just a thirty-day period, we could lose a 5 percent discount. It has
paid us to borrow money to be able to pay in time to receive this 5 percent dis-
count. By taking discounts, we can also keep ourselves in an excellent credit po-
sition. But can we afford to offer them to our clients?

A 2 percent/ten-day cash discount is worth approximately 37 percent on an an-
nual basis. (When you offer discounts it is very difficult to make 37 percent on your
money.) Take that into consideration if you offer discounts to your clients. Giving
cash discounts usually speeds up your receiving payment; however, there may be
other ways of doing this that are less expensive.

Petty Cash or Impressed Petty Cash Fund. Every company needs to have some
cash on hand. Even a straight professional service business has to pay cash for
some items occasionally. It’s not appropriate, for example, to be without the
money to pay for postage or shipping. Most design firms maintain a small petty
cash fund.

Try to keep your petty cash fund documented and in order. The fewer people
who handle petty cash, the better the chance of keeping it organized; if you put
one individual in charge of this fund, it will run much more smoothly. Documen-
tation of petty cash is required so that the payments can be properly classified for
your financial statement. And a review of petty cash is standard when you are au-
dited by the IRS—it is always interested in how cash is handled.

Petty cash is a simple fund created by drawing a check for a certain amount—
$100, for example. All of the items that are paid for out of that $100 are logged,
and the money is replaced at the end of a given period, possibly on a weekly ba-
sis. For example, receipts paid out add up to $88.14. There should be $11.86 left
in the petty cash box. A check is written in the amount of $88.14 to cover
expenses paid out and deposited in the petty cash box, bringing the balance
to $100.00.

Petty Cash Fund $100.00
Receipts 88.14
Balance in Petty Cash Fund $ 11.86

Reimburse Petty Cash Fund $88.14: Balance on hand $100.00

Staff Monthly Expenses. In our firm, we have our staff submit their expenses for
reimbursement on a monthly basis. It is important to keep track of these expenses
for many reasons. Not only do they help you in calculating the costs of your staff
(see page 101), they also provide important information for the IRS.

We have separate envelopes for travel expenses (see page 329). The travel ex-
pense envelope is a practical way to document travel expenses. When a staff mem-
ber is given an advance, this is clearly noted with the date. The staff member then
keeps a record of all types and amounts of expenses, listing food separately (the
bookkeeper needs to keep food expenses apart since they are only 50 percent
deductible).

The staff member then turns in the envelope to the bookkeeper, and it becomes
the permanent record for the files. The envelope shows the total reimbursement
of expenses, less the advance, the amount due, and the check number that was is-
sued. Any recalculation can be stated on the bottom. This simple envelope form
makes management of travel expenses or any kind of expenses that are given out
for job projects considerably easier to manage.
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STAFF MONTHLY EXPENSE FORM

Staff: Month:

Date: Activity: No. of Other
Miles: Expenses:

Staff Signature: Total Miles:

Allowance: @

Approved by: Date Paid: Subtotals:

Check No.: Total Amount:

© Design Business Monthly

Staff monthly expense form.
This form can be used to
itemize the monthly expenses
of your staff. It is a simple way
of documenting expenses for
reimbursement.
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TRAVEL EXPENSES

Staff: Date: Advance Amt.:

Summary of Expenses:

Type: (excluding food) Amt.:   

Total   $

Food:  Amt.:

Total   $

Total Reimbursement of Expenses   $

Less Advancement   $

Due  $

Reimbursement   $

Check No.

Recapitulation:  (office use)

© Design Business Monthly

Travel expense envelope. This
envelope is a practical way for
staff members to document
travel expenses. It is turned in
to the bookkeeper when the
staff member returns from
a trip. 



Financial Indicators
A number of years ago, I decided I didn’t want to spend all my time doing busi-
ness management because I could hire good people to do this. We now have an
excellent managing director in our office who does a top job. However, I still want
to know what’s happening. I want to know where we’re going, what to worry
about, and what I don’t need to worry about.

I found that the information our accountant told me I needed to know wasn’t
exactly what I wanted to know. So through the years I found a way to monitor our
company and its directions so that I don’t have financial surprises. I can look
ahead to see what the trouble spots are going to be or if cash is needed. It’s a sys-
tem so simple our bookkeeper can extrapolate the necessary numbers and put the
information on my desk any day of the week that I want it. Usually, I get my re-
port on Tuesday mornings, but you decide what day you want it, and I am sure
your bookkeeper can accommodate you.

From the copy of our monthly reports (see page 332), you can see how simple
it is for me to keep abreast of most issues. Some I like to review on a weekly ba-
sis, particularly our accounts receivable numbers. I’m interested in whether they
are for under thirty days, for thirty days, or for over sixty days because I want to
know how well we’re doing keeping out accounts current.

It’s very easy for me to see whether we have too many accounts that are over
sixty days in time to do something about it. Or that our bookkeeper is really doing
a great job because everything is under thirty days except for two accounts for
which I understand the reasons why.

I also want to know what our client deposit balances are. I call it a deposit bal-
ance on our form, although I don’t recommend using this term with clients (we
usually refer to it as a retainer with clients). But I want to know exactly how much
we are holding against purchases or professional fees. Money is a liability.

I want to know our checking account balance and our money market balance.
With the current banking arrangements, many of you probably do as we do: We
deposit most of our money into our money market account and transfer from it to
our regular checking account as required.

I want to see which accounts payable are for under thirty days and for over
thirty days. Right now we pay our accounts promptly, so anything that is in the
over-thirty-day category indicates a problem. Usually, if we are having a problem
with a company and are not paying them, a client’s project is also being affected.
Seeing a figure in the over-thirty-day category is a double alert for me.

I also want to know what our total billing for the month was and how much of
it was for product sales and how much for fees. Then I want to know the exact
billing of each and every person within the studio. Every designer is responsible
for various billings or sales, and I want to know what their numbers are.

I then like to see our gross profit figures. (Gross profit is the difference between
sales and cost of sales.) We have our accountant do an expense estimate for us on
an annual basis, and we always compare it to our own. This lets us know what
our expenses are per month. Because this doesn’t vary a great deal from month to
month in our firm, if I see the gross profit figure, I have a good idea of exactly how
we are doing.

After I have seen the total billings for the month, I look toward the future. What
are our sales for the month? What have we written in new contracts? In products
or professional services fees, exactly what are our numbers, and how does this
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vary per person? Then I want to know the total dollar value of work in progress,
and how much of it will be completed within thirty days, sixty days, or over sixty
days, because obviously that will bring in revenues.

While this information gives me a forecast of financial issues, I need something
more. I want to know exactly what we have sold in new jobs, either professional
fees or product sales, for this week, and I like this figure to be ongoing through-
out the month. Then I can look at the first, second, and third week and see what
we have sold to date.

Then I compare our weekly sales to our inquiry sheet (see page 141). Every
phone call or every inquiry that comes in during the month is listed with the name
of the client who called, the staff person responsible, and the results.

Decide what financial information you need to run your business on a day-
to-day basis and computer accounting systems can produce your reports. But
be careful: I have seen accounting programs that give designers too much un-
necessary information—it is just a flood of information, and designers have no
idea what it means. The information they need is there if they can find it, but
it is not easily accessible. Have your accountant consultant review the mate-
rials, and demonstrate to you exactly how to access the information you need
from these programs.

Although you may not be the person inputting the data, it is very impor-
tant that you be able to access the information you need whenever you need
it. There may be times when no one else is in the studio, or perhaps others
are busy when you need information on a regular basis. The system is de-
signed to perform with great accuracy and speed. Be sure that the system is
working for you.

By looking at the monthly financial report, the sales projections, and inquiries,
I can tell not just what the financial picture is, but also what the production sched-
ule is and how we’re handling our professional service direction. It’s fascinating
what these reports will tell you. If I have these on my desk on a regular basis, I
know where we are going, and I can quickly see areas that need polishing. Even
though I might not know exactly why these areas need attention, I can spot the ar-
eas and know to focus in on some of the details to see whether we can make some
improvements before a problem develops.

We also see that our bankers are kept properly up to date on all of our finan-
cial issues so that if we are going to need to borrow money, it’s there waiting
for us.

I don’t like surprises, and I feel that we should not permit our staff to place us
in a position where we are surprised. You give me these numbers and I’ll tell you
where any company is going. You can do the same. Forget all about the rest of the
numbers that come off of the computer—just look at the important ones and keep
them current and regular. Then you will have a reading on the status of your
business.
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MONTHLY FINANCIAL REPORT , 20

Accounts Receivable — Total $
Under 30 Days $
30 to 60 Days $
Over 60 Days $

C Customer’s Deposit Balance $
A
S Checking Account Balance $
H Money Market Account Balance $

Vendor Deposits $
Accounts Payable — Total $

Under 30 Days $
Over 30 Days $

Total Billing This Month $
Products $
Fees $

Total Gross Profits This Month $
B Products $
I Fees $
L Billing Gross Profit
L Staff #1 — Products $ $
I — Fees $ $
N
G Staff #2 — Products $ $

— Fees $ $

Staff #3 — Products $ $
— Fees $ $

Staff #4 — Products $ $
— Fees $ $

Total Sales Written This Month $
S
A Staff #1 $
L Staff #2 $
E Staff #3 $
S Staff #4 $

Total Work in Process $
W
O Expected Completion — 30 Days $
R 60 Days $
K Over 60 Days $

© Design Business Monthly

The information on the monthly financial report is the data you need to run your business on
a day-to-day basis. If you have this information, you will be able to judge where you will be,
one, two, or three months from now. You will know the cash that will be available.

Monthly financial report. This
form will help you evaluate
how your firm is doing and
where it is going. 
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How to Use a Financial Statement
On occasion, you will need to read a financial statement, either your own or some-
one else’s. There are many different formulas for interpreting the information on
a financial statement. The following is a list of some of the information that can
be derived from a financial statement.

1. Working Capital Ratio (also referred to as “Current Ratio”).
Working capital is the excess of current assets over current liabilities. The
working capital ratio expresses the relation of the amount of current assets
to current liabilities, and is determined by the following formula:

� Working Capital Ratio

This ratio is a measure of short-term solvency. While no current ratio standard
can be applied indiscriminately to all types of businesses, it is generally rec-
ognized that for a retail type business, a ratio of 1.5 to 1, or 2 to 1, is desirable.

2. The Acid-Test Ratio (sometimes called “Quick Ratio”). Because
inventories must be sold and the proceeds collected before such proceeds
can be used to pay current liabilities, many analysts supplement the
working capital ratio by the so-called acid-test ratio. This ratio is
determined by the following formula:

� Acid-Test Ratio

An acid-test ratio of at least 1 to 1 is usually regarded as desirable.

3. Working Capital Turnover. This can indicate the adequacy of the
working capital and the number of times it is replenished during a period.
It is determined as follows:

� Working Capital Turnover

In my opinion, working capital turnover in and of itself is of practically no
significance because an increase in turnovers may be caused by an increase
in the current liabilities, which certainly represents no improvement. A
much more meaningful statistic would be the profitability per turnover of
current assets. This is determined by means of two computations:

Cost of Sales and Expenses
(excluding depreciation charges)

� Number of Current Asset Turnovers
Total Current Assets

� Profit per Turnover

4. Merchandise Inventory Turnover. This is the number of times the
inventory, on average, was sold, or “turned over,” during a period. It is
determined as follows:

� Merchandise Inventory Turnover
Cost of Goods Sold

����
Average Merchandise Inventory

Net Profit
�����
Number of Current Asset Turnovers

Sales for Period
�����
Average Working Capital During Period

Cost � Receivables � Marketable Securities
������

Total Current Liabilities

Total Current Assets
���
Total Current Liabilities
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Because the inventory quantity may vary substantially throughout the year,
a monthly average will produce a more representative statistic. This ratio in-
dicates the tendency to overstock or understock. For this reason, a high
turnover is not necessarily good; it may really mean that you do not carry
sufficient inventory on hand.

5. Accounts Receivable Turnover. This measures the efficiency of
collection. It is computed as follows:

� Accounts Receivable Turnover

6. Age of Accounts Receivable. This item represents the average number
of days credit sales are in the receivables, and is computed as follows:

300 (assuming the business is in Number of days credit sales
operation 300 days per year)

Accounts Receivable Turnovers 
� uncollected on average, or

age of accounts receivable

Sometimes, it may be useful to know the number of days credit sales are in the ac-
counts receivable at the end of a period. In these cases, the accounts receivable at the
end of the period would be used instead of the average receivables in computing the
turnover. Either way, you can gauge the performance of your collection practices. If
the number of days sales go uncollected is ninety, and your credit terms are thirty
days, it is obvious that something is wrong. Your collection practices may be at fault
or some of your clients may be in trouble, which means you, too, may be in trouble.

Ratio of Earnings
Ratios that measure operations and operating results are important management
tools. By dividing net sales into each item in the income statement, you can de-
termine exactly what percentage of sales has been spent for each item of cost and
expense. By comparing such percentages with those in prior income statements,
you can be alerted to your business’s trends, both favorable and unfavorable. This
comparison enables you to pinpoint weak areas in your operations (such as ex-
cessive payroll expenses, or increasing office or travel expenses that may be out of
control). If your percentage of gross profit on sales is 45 percent, and your operat-
ing expenses total 65 percent, it is obvious that you must reduce expenses some-
how, or increase your sale prices (assuming, as is usually the case, that you can-
not do much to reduce the cost of sales).

There are a number of other ratios that can be useful, such as the following:

Formula for
Ratio Computation Result

Return on Owner’s Net Income Measures earnings on
Equity Owner’s Equity resources provided by

the owners.

Return on Total Assets Net Income � Interest Measures earnings on
Expense all resources available

Total Assets (from owners and
creditors both).

Net Credit Sales
����
Average Trade Receivables
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Formula for
Ratio Computation Result
Owner’s Equity to Total Owner’s Equity Indicates strengths and

Liabilities Total Liabilities weaknesses of the
financial structure.

Fixed Assets to Total Fixed Assets May indicate excessive
Equities (book value) real estate and

Total Owner’s Equity equipment for a retail
and Liabilities operation.

Ratio of Sales to Fixed Net Sales May cast additional light
Assets Fixed Assets on possible excessive

(book value) investment in fixed
assets.

Break-Even Analysis
This tool is used to determine the relationship between your revenue and your
costs. Your profit is the difference between the two.

Break-even analysis was developed about forty years ago to help translate very
complicated economic theories into a useful management technique. It tells man-
agement what it can expect in profits from the various levels of productivity. Whether
evaluating the acquisition of a new piece of equipment or adding a new staff mem-
ber, it is a good idea to do a break-even analysis before making a decision.

Begin by adding up all the fixed expenses related to the project. Fixed expenses
are costs that continue even if there is no production. This includes rent, real es-
tate occupancy costs, equipment, salaries, and general overhead.

Next, determine the variable costs or production costs, which become involved
when the item is in production. For example, if you buy a new piece of equipment,
it will cost you the price of paying for the equipment, the space it takes in the of-
fice, and perhaps the salary for an additional person to run it. (In some instances,
you can simply reassign a person from somewhere else in your firm to work the
equipment, so this is a variable.)

After using fixed and variable expenses to determine the total cost per year, then
estimate what revenue you can expect as a result of adding that person or piece of
equipment. Compare the two, and you will be able to determine where the break-
even point is.

The true definition of break-even is actually cost versus revenue. In any well-
run business, one considers the profit figure. Therefore, profit should be added to
the total costs when establishing the break-even point. Any average investment can
make 8 to 10 percent, so there is no point in putting money at risk unless there is
an opportunity for higher profits.

It is a good idea to create a break-even point for every major expenditure, to de-
termine how long it will take for the item or the person to pay for itself. When
making management decisions, this can be helpful in choosing which venture you
should do first. Obviously, the more quickly the break-even point can be reached,
the more attractive the investment. However, there may be other factors that need
to be taken into consideration. Every expenditure does not stand alone, so we need
to make comparisons. This visual comparison is a beneficial tool in helping to
make that decision.
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OVERHEAD COSTS

Each year, have your accountant review your overhead costs, including items such
as mortgage payments or rent; your insurances, life and others; all of the overhead
expenses that you have. Include the people on your staff who are considered non-
billable, as well as any other expenses, such as, auto, utilities, maintenance of
ground and property . . . the general list.

You usually pay insurance premiums, taxes and so on once a year. Some other
expenses are paid at various intervals. Still, there is an over-amount that needs to
be assigned to each month’s overhead expenses. Once you have determined this,
divide it by twelve. You now know your overhead figures, and you should know
exactly how much gross profit or fees you must bring in per month to cover first
your overhead and then what is necessary to generate profit.

When adding a staff member—if you have gained additional work and see there
is an opportunity for additional billable hours—you need to review exactly what
will go into the next project. Will this be an ongoing project? Or will it just be a
short-term project, for just the next few months?
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Break-even chart. A break-
even chart illustrates the
relationship between your
revenue and your costs. Your
profit is the difference between
the two. 



BANKING RELATIONS

Today more than ever, you should consider your banker your advisor. With a good
partnership, your banker should provide insight to strategic planning for your bot-
tom line, including your long-term credit needs, proper cash management, time-
saving tools, and long-term investment strategies. Handling money is an essential
part of any business. The interior design business in particular depends a great
deal on the ability to handle considerable sums. A solid, supportive relationship
with a strong banking institution is crucial. It is much more difficult to establish
credit today than it was even five years ago, as money is expensive and banks are
more cautious in making loans.

The best way to set up a working relationship with your banking institution is
to make that bank part of your business. Banks are only interested in doing busi-
ness with companies for which they know and understand the purpose and the
details of the management structure.

Make that banker and banking institution a part of your company and you
will find that he or she will be far more interested in you than you might expect,
and will help you in finding ways of financing your business today and in the
future.

When you make the initial contact, give your banker the type of information he
or she needs to make a proper evaluation of your firm. Here is a checklist of the
information that your banker will need:

1. The type of ownership of your firm: corporation, partnership, S-corporation,
limited liability corporation (LLC) or limited partnership.

2. The product or type of service you offer.

3. The competition in your area.

4. The market available to you.

5. Your sales and service facilities, including any special and unusual
services you provide to your customers.

6. Your employees: how many they are, what their qualifications are
(including length of service with your company), and what they
contribute to the company.

7. Your financial administration: who your certified public accountant is and
what your general business administrative structure is.

8. Your current financial statements.

9. A history of your business and financial background.

10. The conditions and details of any outstanding loans.

11. A list of the clients or companies you have worked for and the jobs you
have done for them; the dates and approximate size of the jobs.

12. A list of your sources.

13. A list of any banks or lending institutions you have worked with in the
past.

14. The goals and objectives of your company. Carefully review these with
your banker, and update them on a semiannual basis.

15. Your management succession. If something happens to the principal or
the major officer, who will take over and how will this be handled? What
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are the legal methods available to assure business continuity? Who are
the people who would take charge, and what is their expertise? Are they
really capable of sustaining the business?

16. Your insurance. What insurance do you have to cover your company
in general and in transition? The bank may require insurance not just
as collateral, but to pay off loans. The bank may also want to know if
you have insurance to handle any other problems that might come
about.

Selecting a Bank
I suggest that you consider, not the cheapest, but the most appropriate bank for
your needs. Sometimes, the provider, or low-cost services, in banking isn’t the best
long-term advisor. For example, you might consider looking for the following of-
ferings while shopping:

■ Remember that your time is money. Sometimes it makes more sense to
look at how you do your banking. If your banker, your advisor, knows your
business, your relationship will offer no surprises and will become a key
element in your wisely managed business.

■ Ask your prospective bankers about convenient banking channels, such
as nearby branches, online cash management and bill payment, after-
hours access, including telephone and Internet banking. Will your bank
be there when you need it, to offer the services you need to grow your
business?

■ Does your institution have business credit and purchasing card options?
How about swipe card and merchant services offering?

■ Consider the alternative services that your bank offers, such as online
banking and cash management and Internet-based merchant services.
Some institutions even offer Web-based Internet shopfaces and human
resources services through third-party vendors. Why? Because your banker
might know that he or she could save you considerable time by offering
products that take care of tasks that would otherwise consume your client-
focused time.

■ Pricing, such as balance requirements and transaction fees are important,
but are not paramount to finding the right fit for your business. Your
banker, if chosen wisely, will surely pay dividends for your business over
the long term.

How Many Banks Should You Use? Most banks today will provide relationship
pricing as long as you maintain your primary accounts with them. This is differ-
ent from just a few years ago when it might have made more sense to bank at more
than one institution. Before the days of service charges, many of us dealt with four
or five different banks. Today, it is too expensive to establish a relationship with a
second bank unless you need to borrow large sums of money. Then you might find
that you need to use two or three banks to get that amount. But it is probably bet-
ter, both from a business as well as a financial viewpoint, to give one bank at least
the majority, if not all, of your business; then you can have the clout to request and
get certain privileges.
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The Bank as a Resource
Your bank can be an excellent resource for services, investment opportunities, and
loans. Reexamine your banking services and needs on an annual basis. The bank-
ing system changes so rapidly today that your bank may offer new services that
you hadn’t explored.

You will notice when you are using a bank that you are now charged for cer-
tain services that you were not charged for in the past. Banks no longer make their
money on the amount of money that you have invested with them; they earn a sig-
nificant portion of their income from service fees.

You should get to know your business development officer at the bank. This per-
son may also be referred to as an accountant executive or relationship manager.
You don’t necessarily meet this person when you’re opening your account(s), but
you should meet him or her later when your relationship with the bank has been
established and the bank knows who to assign to your account.

Your business development officer should review your accounts periodically to
determine the suitability of the different investment accounts or other services the
bank offers This person will know your accounts, their size, and your general type
of operation.

Payroll Services. Banks have payroll services that issue checks by preparing an au-
tomatic computer file that debits and credits accounts automatically. When a pay-
roll file is prepared and goes through, the employees’ pay is automatically deposited
into the banks they choose; an account does not have to be with the bank where
the payroll account is established. The funds are debited from the employer’s pay-
roll account in that particular bank and issued to the employees’ accounts. The
bank (or the data processing company the bank uses) writes the withholding checks
for the IRS and for any other taxes. The bank then debits the employer’s account,
and it also does all of the tax reports. You can buy these services from the bank or
from an outside source such as ADP (Automatic Data Processing) or Paychex.

The advantage of using direct deposit that the bank deposits the money directly
into the employees’ checking accounts, eliminating in-house paycheck disburse-
ment. A second advantage is that you don’t have to run to the bank before noon
on the dates the various taxes or withholding payments are due. The bank auto-
matically takes care of those transactions so that your payments are made both ac-
curately and on time. Check with your bank to see what the costs of this service
would be, and if the bank requires you to have a minimum number of employees.

Your Checking Account. Most banks require that a minimum balance or an av-
erage minimum balance be maintained. Some require as little as $300; others may
require thousands of dollars. This minimum balance is usually based on an aver-
age balance per month since your balance might go down to $300 at one point and
up to $10,000 at another.

According to federal law, corporations may not have interest-bearing checking
accounts; only personal checking accounts can bear interest. Therefore, you should
invest funds in excess of everyday business reimbursements in a money market
account or savings account and transfer, as needed, to a checking account.

When you want to stop payment on a check, first call the bank, and then either
visit the bank within the next fourteen days (the federal regulation) or send a writ-
ten note. Stop-payment notices are usually good for six months and then need to be
renewed if your bank will accept payments for checks that are more than six months
old. Usually, banks have limits. A sample stop-payment notice is on page 340.
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Your Employees’ Financial Benefits. Some institutions extend free, or reduced
pricing, on banking services to your employees. You, as an employer, can add this
to your host of employee benefits. For example, banks prefer to sell as many check-
ing accounts to consumers as possible. Through offers made to business owners
that extend to employees of your business, you can create a win-win situation. In
a majority of cases, you can add a benefit like this to your benefits package for no
additional fee.

Credit Cards. We issue credit cards to various members of our staff so that they
can purchase gas and necessities while traveling for the firm. Keep a record of who
has which cards and the card numbers. An easy way to do this is to make a copy
of the credit cards on your copying machine. If a credit card is lost, you have a
record. This can save you a lot of aggravation.
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DATE:

TO: (bank name)

Gentlemen:

You are directed to stop payment on the following check:

Name of Payee:

Date of Check:

Amount:

Check Number:

This stop order shall remain in effect until further written notice.

(name of account)

(account number)

By:

Stop payment notice. A letter
such as this should be sent to
your bank if you wish it to stop
payment on a check.



Money Market Account. A money market account has a daily rate of interest. You
can make as many deposits as you want in a money market account. You can also
make as many withdrawals as you want as long as you make them in person.
However, federal regulations limit other withdrawal transactions, such as tele-
phone transfers or automatic payments, to a maximum of six per month. Normally
these six per month will be tracked on a per-statement cycle, rather than by cal-
endar month. You can phone the bank from your office up to six times per month,
and can withdraw any amount. If you find that you are withdrawing funds from
your money market account at the limit of six each month, you should consider
talking to your banker about cash management services. Overnight investments of
your checking balances might be a better option.

Short-Term Certificates of Deposit. Another way to handle your investment money
is through short-term certificates of deposit, which are deposits for fourteen days
or longer. These usually give you a slightly higher interest rate than the money
market accounts. Their disadvantage is that they often require visiting the bank in
person to open and to close the certificate. However, your bank may permit you to
make other arrangements to open or close certificates of deposit, such as with a
letter of instruction bearing your signature or with a special setup where you can
phone in your instructions. Balance requirements vary from bank to bank but nor-
mally start at $1,000 to $5,000.

Cash Management Services. Corporate cash management services usually re-
quire a minimum investment of $100,000. This service invests your available
funds by zero-balancing your account to invest every dollar in an overnight re-
purchase agreement. Although there is a minimum fee, plus transaction costs for
managing this account, your company earns more than it would in splitting your
funds between a checking account and a money market account because all of
the money is being invested together. Once you’ve reached the corporate level
where you have excess cash on a consistent basis, you should consider investing
in cash-management services instead of money markets.

Individual Retirement Accounts (IRAs). An IRA is an excellent vehicle for an em-
ployee to increase his or her retirement fund. Individuals who have no retirement
coverage where they work (or if they are covered and have adjusted gross income
below $31,000 if single or $51,000 if married) can put up to $2,000 into an IRA and
have it fully deductible from their income tax.

No deduction is allowed if individuals are covered by a retirement plan at work
and have adjusted gross incomes above $41,000 if single or $61,000 if married.
However, if an individual’s income is between $31,000 and $51,000, and he or she
is single, or if his or her income is between $51,000 and $61,000, and he or she is
married, a partial deduction is allowed.

Even if a person is not entitled to a tax deduction, he or she may still put up to
$2,000 into an IRA and have the earnings accumulate tax-free until withdrawn.

If one spouse is not employed, the working spouse may put up to $2,000 in each
account if their combined compensation equals or exceeds the compensated
amount.

Keogh Plans (also known as H.R. 10 Plans). A Keogh Plan is a retirement plan
available only to a self-employed person or partnerships for the owners of the busi-
ness and their employees. As with all employer-sponsored plans, there is a limit
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for contributions made to the plan for the benefit of the owners. Keoghs, never-
theless, may be worthwhile in certain situations, and should be looked into if a re-
tirement plan or fringe benefits for employees are under consideration.

As with all employer-sponsored plans, the details of Keogh plans are too com-
plex to discuss adequately here. If you are interested, you should discuss the mat-
ter with your accountant or other financial advisor.

401(K) Plans. 401(K) Plans, if established by the employer, allow the em-
ployee/participant tax benefits including:

■ Pre Tax Contributions—The salary you contribute is not subject to income
taxes until withdrawn from the plan.

■ Tax Deferred Account Earnings—Your contributions would be invested as
pre-tax overhead basis. The IRS doesn’t tax your earnings until distributed.

Therefore, your investment can grow faster than if taxes were paid each year.

Bank Loans
A banker will want specific information when you are negotiating a loan. I sug-
gest you keep a summary of these points available:

1. The size of the loan required.

2. The purpose of the loan.

3. When the funds will be needed and for how long.

4. The collateral available to secure the loan.

5. How the loan will be repaid.

6. A cash flow forecast, prepared by your accountant, covering the period of
the loan.

7. Personal credit data of the owner or partners or associates of the business.

8. Any life insurance available as collateral for the loan.

9. Any outstanding loans you may have.

10. A history of your business.

11. Your financial statements for this year and for the three to five previous
years.

12. Some evidence of your reputation for paying your obligations.

13. Consider business leasing as an option.

Lines of Credit. When a bank extends a line of credit, the bank makes an advance
commitment that it is willing to loan the design firm money under certain condi-
tions, often on a revolving basis. Designers usually find this type of financing ad-
vantageous because it is flexible according to their needs. It is on a short-term ba-
sis, and it can be more easily controlled according to the design projects. Lines of
credit are normally reviewed annually. You must submit an audited financial state-
ment for the review.

Today, most banks offering lines of credit are charging an annual maintenance
fee to maintain it. By policy, when you have a line of credit from a bank, the bank
is required to review your account and your financial status, usually on a quar-
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terly or annual basis, and this costs money. So when you make your request for a
line of credit, make it realistic. If you feel that occasionally you might need some-
thing out of the ordinary, handle that more as a term loan rather than a line of
credit or make certain that you have a sufficient credit line. This is why most of
us need both a line of a credit and various term loans.

Term Loans. Term loans are usually for a specific period, such as five, ten, or fif-
teen years. Short-term loans are normally for less than a year, sometimes only
thirty to sixty days. If a short-term loan goes beyond a year, it is considered a long-
term loan. A short-term loan is usually desirable because even though the inter-
est may be higher, it must only be paid over a short period of time. In most cases,
a short-term loan can be paid off in advance if the project is completed and the
monies are available. This type of loan is used for major expenditures. The rates
of a long-term loan will vary according to the term of the loan.

Other Sources of Capital
Businesses constantly need money. Whether your firm is a new business or a well-
established one, the boundaries of its development are strongly linked to the
amount of money available.

There are a number of sources for capital. First of all, borrowing. Where can
you borrow money, and what are the best sources? Naturally, your own money is
the first source to consider. You must be ready to invest your monies in your busi-
ness; otherwise, why should you expect someone else to do so? This is obviously
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How to Know Your Bank

It’s good to learn something about your bank. Some of the opportunities for
getting to know your bank include the following:

1. Attend your bank’s seminars. Often, banks have seminars on taxes, lending,
and other topics that relate to your business. When you attend these, you
will find out what your bank’s attitudes are toward these issues.

2. Read your bank’s annual report so that you know how well the bank is
managed. And, if you can, buy some of its stock.

3. Read the literature the bank puts out, whether it is in the form of articles in
the paper (either advertising or news items) or brochures they offer. These
publications will advise you of any changes in direction and attitude at the
bank.

4. Invite your banker to your Christmas party or other social event held at your
studio. This familiarizes him or her with your firm and some of your jobs. If
there’s a new project opening that might be of interest to your banker,
invite him or her. This gives your banker a feel for how a design firm runs. By
giving your banker first-hand experience with design, you foster better
understanding, which can work in your favor the next time you approach the
bank for service.



the easiest source of revenue, so if you plan to start a business or to increase your
business, try to accumulate some funds to give yourself a base from which to
begin.

Your friends or relatives are also a good source of money—probably the second
fastest—and they are usually inexpensive. If you borrow from a friend or a relative,
however, make this arrangement with caution. You do not want to give away the
control of your business or cause problems within the family. If you do not want
the person you borrow from to participate in your business, set up a loan struc-
ture whereby you retain control, and the lender does not automatically become a
partner.

Banks are usually the best and preferable sources of capital because a good
banking relationship can fill continuing needs. However, there are other sources
of capital.

Government-Sponsored Loans. The Small Business Administration (S.B.A.) is a
good source for information as well as loans. In order to qualify for an S.B.A. loan,
you must have good documentation and be ready to meet S.B.A. standards. In gen-
eral, the S.B.A.’s rates are favorable, and compare to traditional financing. The
S.B.A. will also extend loans in some situations where banks can’t. Working with
the S.B.A. does take long-term planning, however. Other government-sponsored
programs at the state level may provide attractive financial options for your busi-
ness. Contact your banker about these programs.

Factoring. This involves selling your accounts receivable to another company or
to another party. You get paid upon delivery of your product or services, and your
customer would then pay the factoring company. This is not the same as accounts
receivable loans, which are available through banks. Usually, factoring companies
will buy your accounts receivable for less than their value, such as 80 or 90 per-
cent of their worth; you get the additional 20 or 10 percent when the company
pays. The factoring firm is responsible for checking each client’s credit and for de-
termining whether it will be willing to assume the responsibility of that client. Ser-
vice charges vary.

This type of service was set up primarily for large manufacturers in the 1950s
through 1970s, but in the 1980s, numerous design firms used this type of bor-
rowing. Today, due to other lending programs, use of factoring has dropped
dramatically.

Finance Companies. If you have a large debt or are not able to get financing from
a bank, a finance company may be your only recourse. As a rule, this is the least
desirable source for money, because you pay a much higher interest rate. Com-
mercial finance companies will make loans for items such as equipment, and will
also act as factors. Although interest rates are high, these loans are usually avail-
able at a faster rate than other loans. Sometimes you can obtain a loan within a
few days or several weeks, whereas a bank loan or other types of loans will take
considerably longer.

Your Suppliers as a Source for Additional Working Capital. Your suppliers will
usually grant your terms of either thirty, sixty, or ninety days, but they may extend
these terms for a longer time. If you are planning to do a large job, and are not
able to carry the paper on it, ask your suppliers what they might do to help. Per-
haps they will give you additional terms, knowing that it is for a particular project.
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It is a good idea, on a biannual basis, to review all of your suppliers and to de-
termine the amounts of credit they are extending to you presently and what you
feel you will need over the next six months. By identifying your requirements
ahead of time and negotiating with your suppliers, you can often obtain a much
larger credit than you might expect. Do not wait until the project is sold; it is then
often too late to negotiate. If your sources are aware of your business potential or
upcoming objectives, they are usually more than happy to participate by extend-
ing additional credit. It’s amazing how much this can help a design firm develop
its business potential.

Credit Card Loans. This is an easy way to get money up to a specific unit. This
type of financing is growing. There are now corporate credit cards, where if you
do not have an account with a certain company, you can charge the money you
own them through your corporate credit card. Through a corporate credit card,
your bank might extend to you $50,000 or a $100,000 worth of credit, permitting
you to pay off all of your creditors immediately to get cash discounts from credi-
tors for early payment. You simply pay the bank at the end of thirty or sixty days,
as agreed on, and the bank charges you interest if the amount of time your account
is outstanding is for over thirty or sixty days. This type of capital resource will be
used far more extensively during the next decade. If you don’t have a corporate
credit card, perhaps you should consider getting one. The card usually doesn’t cost
you anything until you use it. However, be sure to watch the rates of interest be-
cause banks do vary considerably.

Equity Capital Financing. You can sell a portion of your business to another per-
son. If you have a corporation, you would have a stockholder’s agreement whereby
you would not have to pay back that particular loan, but instead would agree to
share with the person making you the loan a certain portion of your profits. This
can be a good method of acquiring capital; however, the relationship with the
lender must be carefully considered. If the lender thinks he or she owns the
business and plans to start controlling it, you may have a problem. In some
cases, you may have to relinquish the majority of control. If you are confident of
the personal relationship, then discuss this business agreement with your
attorney to determine the value of the equity capital. In large corporations, sell-
ing stock is an impersonal relationship and these considerations obviously
do not apply.

Venture Capital or Angel Funds. Venture capital firms, individuals, or angel funds
loan their own capital to new businesses. They are usually interested in owning a
portion of the business; many insist on owning over 50 percent of the business.
There are a lot of venture capitalists, and there are firms that put together investors
and businesses. They see a lot of proposals and probably reject 95 percent of them.
Customarily, venture capitalists seek a return of three to five times their invest-
ment in five to seven years. Usually, they are interested in larger projects, from
about $500,000 up to many millions. This is a good source of capital for certain
larger projects, but is rarely suitable for the beginning design firm.

SBICs and MESBICs. Small Business Investment Companies (SBICs) and Minor-
ity Enterprise Small Business Investment Companies (MESBICs) are both regu-
lated under the Small Business Administration. The government is putting a great
deal of capital into these firms. They invest only in young companies or those
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managed by minorities, and they relax many of the rules in order to accommodate
these types of business. SBICs and MESBICs are a great source of long-term loans,
which are usually very difficult for the small business to acquire. They often give
loans for five to seven years, or even as long as twenty years. It usually takes sev-
eral months for loans to be approved by these types of organizations.

There are also small business development companies, called SBDCs, which
are run in a similar fashion but are not government-owned. They are indepen-
dently owned. Many times, they are run by a local chamber of commerce or a lo-
cal regional development group attempting to bring businesses into their area.
Since these are supported locally, they will make special terms available for the
businesses they want to come into the area. Information on these companies can
usually be obtained through local chambers of commerce.

Loan Finders. There are many financial consultants or professionals who act as
loan finders. They usually charge you a fee, which can be from as low as 1 per-
cent to as high as 15 or 20 percent. These finders are often advertised in the
financial part of your local newspaper or in the Wall Street Journal. If you are go-
ing to use a loan finder, make sure that you have clarified the amount of the fee
up front and have included this amount within the loan scheduling that you are
planning.

Deciding Which Type of Funding to Use
In order to determine which type of resource is best for you, ask yourself these
questions when looking for a loan:

■ How much will it cost?

■ What are the projections?

■ Am I sure that by borrowing this amount of money I can make money
with it?

■ How much time will it take to get? Developing a loan and working on
acquiring it takes a considerable amount of time—months, or even years.
Usually, small design firms do not have a person that they can assign solely
to this task. Therefore, it takes the principal’s time, and the principal should
be out selling or marketing instead of using his or her time for this
particular purpose. Simple bank loans may take less time if you have an
established relationship or a regular line of credit.

■ What is the risk that may business will be assuming by taking on this
obligation? How will it affect me this year, next year, and in the future?

■ Review the conditions of each individual resource, and determine how it
will affect your ability to move, grow, or gain additional capital. Can you
make changes within your company? Can you progress with your goals for
next year? Will you be able to acquire more capital if needed or are you
giving up flexibility?

■ Will the control of your business be affected? By taking on that extra
investor or partner, are you jeopardizing your position in management of
the company? Would this person’s contribution be valuable? Weigh the
value of the resources against the amount of interaction and control that he
or she will want.
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■ What sources are available? What are the options? What needs to be done
to broaden these options? Determine whether you can use the very best
options available or need to take some that are less advantageous. Look at
the value of the overall accomplishment of your project and determine
whether it really pays you to borrow.

ESTABLISHING CREDIT

Your credit has a great deal to do with the success of your company. Unfortunately,
there are too many interior design-related firms that have bad credit ratings, and
their stigma extends to all designers, whether or not our firms are run well. It
takes extra effort to establish the financial structure to overcome this.

Being cautious when planning financial requirements and obligations protects
us from being hit with financial demands we cannot meet. Allow for the worst. You
will usually be able to do better, which will make you look good to your creditors.
If you always plan for the best, and you cannot meet your obligations, then you are
in trouble.

Financial planning and forecasting is something that every small-business
owner must learn to do; I have included a form for projecting profits from finan-
cial indicators on page 332. Understand what you will need one, two, or three
months from now, and be prepared.

Your Credit Rating
Once you receive a bad credit report, it is very difficult to work out of that posi-
tion. If you can avoid getting a bad rating in the first place, this will save you a lot
of trouble and will add to the success and growth of your company.

Know what your credit ratings are, and learn where you stand with all credit
reporting agencies. What are they saying about you? Get your listing from them
and verify the information; if it is not correct, furnish the correct information and
be sure they make the corrections.

Establish a good rapport with your local bank; your bank is always asked for
credit information. Make it a high priority to keep your banker up to date with
your firm to maintain a good standing.

Forward your financial statements regularly to your bank, Lyons, D & B, and
any other credit-related organization that regularly rates you in your geographical
area. They will be expecting these statements on an annual basis, so be sure that
they get these statements as quickly as possible. If there are issues that you feel
these organizations should know about that are not normally on the statement, ask
your accountant to add a note explaining these specific issues. This is a better way
to provide this information than if it is sent directly from the accounting firm. Also,
if you are changing your company’s financial priorities, it may be a good idea to
let the credit organizations know your objectives.

Ways to Establish Credit
Even if you do not need the money, it is a good idea to borrow from a bank or lend-
ing institution so that you can get a good credit record. Make sure that the loan is
paid off in advance of its due date. By doing this, you will become familiar to the
lending institution and will be recognized as a good credit risk.
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Decide which companies and resources are going to be important for your com-
pany, and build a rapport with them. Establish a good credit standing. Learn
which companies give credit reports on you and which do not. There are a num-
ber of large companies in our field who make a special point of not giving reports
on anyone because they are called upon too often. Find out which companies give
good reports and attempt to develop a good rapport with them.

When you have established the companies that you feel will be most important
to you, talk to them about your payment schedule. Because companies want to de-
velop a rapport with you, they are often willing to extend terms beyond the norm.
If this information is established up front, and they agree to carry you for thirty,
sixty, or ninety days, your credit report will be excellent if you pay within these
terms. If, however, their statement says “payable within ten days” and you do not
pay for thirty days, then you are overdue and your credit will be jeopardized.

Sometimes you have a situation where you will not be able to meet a payment
because merchandise has been shipped to you too early. Early shipments can cre-
ate real problems. Often, you must store the merchandise in a warehouse for sev-
eral months before it can be delivered. You may have asked the company to ship the
merchandise three months from now, but it came in early, so they shipped it and
want immediate payment. If this situation comes up, call your resource immediately
and explain the situation. You have the right to refuse delivery of these items at this
time or to make payment at the appropriate date, as previously scheduled.

Credit Reporting Agencies
Interior designers need to use credit reporting agencies almost on a daily basis,
both to check on prospective clients and to check out resources.

The more you can find out about your clients, the better you are able to protect
your business. Therefore, it is wise to check the credit history of prospective
clients, whether you sought them out as part of your business development or mar-
keting effort, or the prospective client approached you. The information gained
from credit reports can help you tailor contracts and agreements to the individual
client, provided you believe the client is a good risk. Checking in to the credit back-
grounds of clients can save you many headaches.

The second reason to use credit organizations is to check out suppliers and re-
sources. Other designers have given large retainers or deposits to companies only
to find, when the merchandise was long overdue, that the firm had gone out of
business. If the supplier’s credit had been checked in advance, these designers
would never have extended deposits or retainers. In most instances, the designer
is in a responsible position; if the resource defaults, it is up to the designer to make
good to the client.

All credit bureaus have regular reporting services, such as newsletters, which
are beneficial only if you need constant up-to-date input. Most design services pre-
fer to check credit on an as-needed basis rather than using regular weekly or
monthly reporting.

Many of these credit bureaus also have collection divisions, which can be very
effective. To ensure appropriately professional handling of collections, you should
make sure they are certified by the American Collector’s Association and that they
abide by all federal and state regulations. They generally have a pretty good re-
covery rate, which they classify as about 50 percent. You should use a collection
agency only as a last resort, but it is available as a collection method if all of your
other methods fail. Fees generally run 30 percent or more for this type of service.
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Local Credit Organizations. These will give you information on individual clients
or companies working within that area. This information includes: some back-
ground and history; where they were born; how long they have lived in the com-
munity; their approximate age; their salaries; their marital status; their number of
dependents; and, in some cases, whether they have alimony payments or other
obligations. Local credit organizations also report mortgages and other debts that
a person might have incurred. With this information, it’s easier to tell whether a
client will be able to meet the financial requirements of the contract he or she is
negotiating. Many designers like to review this information before they go for an
initial interview or immediately thereafter. Do not wait to ask for credit informa-
tion. Get it as early as possible.

Most communities have a local credit bureau. There is usually a membership fee
to belong. As a member, you can make credit inquiries by telephone at a cost of a few
dollars per inquiry, depending upon the type of account you have and the amount
that you use the service. In this report you get a person’s name, account number,
company codes, credit limits, types of accounts, mortgages, revolving charges, rea-
sons for financing, salary, company balance owing, monthly payments, and the
number of times the person has been late on payments during the last few years.

A good credit report, however, is not a guarantee that the new account will be
satisfactory. It is an indicator, based on the theory that past experience does usu-
ally repeat itself.

Dun & Bradstreet. This company specializes in all types of company and corpo-
rate reporting. This is your prime source for information on your resources and
tradespeople, as well as corporate clients. Dun & Bradstreet gathers information
regularly from all businesses, and rates them according to size and payment ac-
tivities. A Dun & Bradstreet report is an analysis of a commercial establishment:
its operations, legal structure, payment records, banking relations, financial con-
dition, management history, and business trends.

Dun & Bradstreet has offices in major towns throughout the United States. Man-
ufacturers, wholesalers, retailers, and many businesses and professional services
use this organization for their reports. Dun & Bradstreet calls on businesses on a
regular basis, and interviews the owners and their accountants.

If you requested a large purchase from a vendor, and Dun & Bradstreet was con-
sulted but did not have your records, they would then arrange an interview with
you. It is often necessary to refer their investigator to your accountant for detailed
information. However, some of the information regarding the functioning and his-
tory of the firm needs to come directly from the managing officers of the firm. The
types of information D & B publishes is:

■ Your DUNS number. A nine-digit code which identifies your business
name and location in their files.

■ A summary. A quick-reference analysis of the detailed information
contained on the report. It includes the business industry standard
classification code and function, your product line, the principal executive
of your firm, the D & B capital and credit rating (data as to payment habits,
sales, worth, number of employees, history, financing, and general
conditions and trends).

■ Your payment record. Your firm’s payment record, including the amount
you owe or the amount that is past due. The settling terms and time of your
last sales are included.
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■ Your finance record. A statement of assets, liabilities, sales, expenses,
and profits, along with a description of sales and profit trends.

■ Your banking record. Your firm’s average balances, previous and
current loan activities, lengths of banking relationships, and statement of
account satisfaction.

■ Your history. The name, year of birth, and past business experience of
the principals or owners of the firm and the legal structure of the business.

■ Your operation. The nature of your business, its premises, products or
services, price ranges, classifications of customers, percentages of cash and
credit sales, number of accounts, seasonal aspects and number of
employees.

■ Special events. Any recent changes of chief executives, the legal
structure, partners’ control, or location; business discontinuances; criminal
proceedings; burglaries; embezzlements; fires; and other events.

■ Public filing. Any public record filing, such as suits or judgments, uniform
commercial code filings, tax liens, and record item update and releases.

■ D & B capital and credit ratings. An indicator of estimated strength; a
composed credit rating. This information is in the Dun & Bradstreet Records
Book, published every two months, with a standard industrial classification;
the name of the business, the starting year of the operation, and the D & B
capital and credit rating.

The Allied Board of Trade. Most designers belong to the Allied Board of Trade
(A.B.T.) and are issued a card identifying them as members of the professional de-
sign community. This suggests to wholesalers and manufacturers that these are
the people who should be purchasing from them on a wholesale basis. Designers
who wish to be registered with this board must show proof that they meet mini-
mum professional standards for education and practical experience, and that they
actually are in business.

The Allied Board of Trade has been in business since 1925, predating the pre-
cursor organization of ASID, the American Institute of Designers. It issues an an-
nual directory with information about design-related businesses. A.B.T. constantly
investigates designers, and registers newly formed companies. It has a consider-
able amount of information on specific design companies, although not all of it is
published. A.B.T. also tries to put designers in touch with appropriate resources
and trades. It publishes a comprehensive reference called The Green Book, for
members’ use. The book contains lists and ratings of all recognized designers and
design-related specialists.

Smaller design firms that might not be listed with Dun & Bradstreet usually
would be included in The Green Book or in the Lyon Credit Reference Book, known
as the Lyon Red Book.

The Lyon Furniture Mercantile Agency. Founded in 1876, the Lyon Furniture Mer-
cantile Agency has had a major impact in the furniture industry. Interior design-
ers and decorators are listed in the semiannual red Lyon Credit Reference Book,
but it is dealers, jobbers, furniture manufacturers, and allied tradespeople who
maintain service contracts with Lyon.

Designers are contracted by Lyon in response to requests from showrooms and
manufacturers. They are asked to furnish current credit and general information,
usually by letter.
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Lyon also has a registration card for designers. For an annual fee, designers who
supply current information are furnished with a validated registration card which
can be used as an entrée to the major market buildings and showrooms. You need
not purchase the card to be listed in the Red Book.

To find out what your Lyon credit rating is, you must make an appointment with
the manager of the Lyon office nearest you (they are in Chicago; Cincinnati; Dal-
las, High Point, North Carolina; Los Angeles; and Great Neck, New York). Say that
you want to look at your report, and they will accommodate you without charge.
They will not verify it by mail or by phone, and it would be prohibitively expen-
sive for an individual designer to purchase a Lyon service contract.

Do you know what credit organizations are saying about you? There is
presently a law that requires them to provide you with all of the information
that they are releasing to their clients. Therefore, your credit rating and credit
information is available to you at any time. I would suggest that you contact
each of the organizations that have you rated on a regular basis and check
out your classification. If you have any questions about it, find out what the
situation is and talk with them. Some interior designers find themselves with
very bad ratings they were unaware of. Take the time and check out just what
your position is. If it is not what you think it should be, see what you can do
to update it.

TAXES

One of the primary reasons for keeping records is to support our tax documents.
There are basically four types of federal taxes: income taxes, Social Security taxes,
unemployment taxes, and excise taxes.

Interior designers are usually involved with the first three taxes. Income taxes
depend completely upon the earnings of your company, or you as an individual.
The amounts vary according to the type of organizational structure that you
choose—a sole proprietorship, a partnership, a limited liability company or a cor-
poration. Your documentation of all exemptions and nonbusiness deductions, and
also any credits, will play an important part in the amount of taxes you must pay.

If you are involved in a corporation, then regular income tax will be paid indi-
vidually on your salary and any other income that you receive from the corporation.

If your company is a sole proprietorship, your taxes will be paid just as if you
were working for someone else, even though your income comes from this busi-
ness instead of from a salary. You file the identical form that any individual tax-
payer would file. The only difference is that you file additional forms that identify
the expenses and the income of your business. This is Form C on your 1040, which
is the profit and loss from your business or profession.

A sole proprietor, since he or she is not an employee, is not subject to Social Se-
curity taxes, as such. He or she is, however, subject to self-employment taxes in
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lieu of Social Security taxes. This tax is reported on Schedule SE, which is a part
of the individual income tax return.

If you are in a partnership, then you must file a return showing the income and
expenses from the business, but you will only report your share of the profit on
your own return.

As an individual proprietor or a partner in a partnership, you are required to
pay federal self-employment tax as you receive the income. You must file a decla-
ration of estimated tax (Form 1040 ES) on or before April 15 of each year. A part-
ner is subject to self-employment taxes in the same way as a sole proprietor.

This declaration is an estimate of the income and self-employment taxes that
you expect to be owing during this coming year. You then make estimated pay-
ments each quarter—April 15, June 15, September 15, and January 15. At these
times, you can adjust each of your estimates according to your income.

If you have a regular corporation, not an S corporation, the corporation pays
taxes on its profits, and the owner of the corporation pays income taxes on the
salary he or she received or the dividends that the corporation paid him or her.
Similar to a sole proprietorship, limited liability companies are taxed to the indi-
vidual owners.

The federal corporation income tax is due two and a half months after the end
of your fiscal year. This return is filed just once a year; most corporations pay quar-
terly. It is important that you make allowances in your money management to be
sure that you are prepared to pay these taxes. The Small Business Administration
has worksheets for meeting tax obligations, which can help you in this documen-
tation if your accountant is not taking care of it for you.

Federal Taxes
There are a number of federal taxes every business will need to consider, in ad-
dition to “entity” taxes, discussed on pages 46–47.

Withholding Income Taxes. If you have employees, you must, by law, withhold
federal income tax. These taxes are transmitted to the government on a regular
basis. The process begins the minute you hire any employee. Your employees must
sign a W-4 form, an Employee Withholding Allowance Certificate. On this, the em-
ployee lists his or her exemptions and any additional withholding allowances that
he or she claims. The W-4 certificate is your authorization to withhold tax in ac-
cordance with the tables that the Internal Revenue Service has issued. At the end
of the year, you must complete a W-2 form, which is a statement showing income
paid to the employee and taxes withheld. This must be in the employee’s hands
before January 31 of each year. The employee will then submit this form as part
of his or her income tax return. You should send a copy of the W-2s to the IRS us-
ing Form W-3 as a transmittal.

Social Security Taxes. As an employer, you must withhold Social Security contri-
butions for both your employees and yourself. You must then pay an appropriate
amount for each employee. The payment is made with the income tax withheld.
The Social Security tax return is due for each calendar quarter on the last day of
the month following—April 30, July 31, October 31, and January 31.

Federal Unemployment Taxes. If you page wages of more than $1,500 in any cal-
endar quarter, or have more than one employee, you must pay federal unemploy-
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ment taxes. These payments must be deposited with either a commercial bank or
a federal reserve bank one month following the quarter. Each deposit must be ac-
companied by federal unemployment tax deposit form 508. These forms will be
furnished to you automatically by the IRS after you have applied for an employer’s
identification number. If, however, you need extras, you can obtain them from your
local IRS office.

Form 1099. Form 1099 is an “Information Return” on which certain business
payments are required. Every business enterprise, corporate or otherwise, that
makes payments of $600 or more in a calendar year to a nonemployee who is not
a corporation, for rents, prizes and awards, fees, commissions, or other compen-
sation, must report the payment. All payments of interest or dividends in the
amount of $10 or more in a calendar year must also be reported. A copy of Form
1099 must be issued to the payee no later than January 31 for the preceding cal-
endar year. The original must be filed with the IRS no later than February 28, us-
ing Form 1096 as a transmittal slip.

Remitting Taxes. Make deposits with Form 501, a Federal Tax Deposit Form,
which is used for withholding income and FICA (Social Security) taxes. You send
this form with your check to the Federal Reserve Bank in your district or to a com-
mercial bank authorized to accept these tax deposits. The dates on these deposits
will vary, depending upon the amount due.

State Taxes
Although they vary from state to state, each state usually requires state unem-
ployment tax, income tax, and sales tax. It is important to know what the taxes are
within your state.

State Unemployment Taxes. These are required by every state and the rates vary.
They are based on the amount of wages your employees are paid and also on the
employee turnover in your business.

State Employee Income Taxes. These are also imposed by most states, although
the amounts and ways they are collected vary from state to state. Usually the em-
ployer is required to collect this tax from the employee.

Sales Tax. Any retailer is required to collect and pay state and local sales taxes
when goods are sold to the end consumer. You must get a sales tax identification
or license number or resale permit, as required, in order to collect the taxes.

Sales tax is collected from your client, and usually has to be separately stated
on your invoice. Use tax must be paid by you, and cannot be charged as a tax to
your client. A careful review of these tax laws is necessary to avoid problems later.

If you, as a consumer, purchase a taxable item from an out-of-state source that
does not collect the tax, you must report and pay a use tax on the purchase.

Penalties for Nonpayment of Taxes
These penalties are very severely and stringently enforced. The fiscal officer may
be held personally liable for withholding payroll taxes that are not remitted to the
government.
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Special Tax Notes
You need to consult your accountant to avoid the accompanying pitfalls.

Be sure to record every portion of your income; the IRS has no tolerance for un-
reported income. Of course, try to take every deduction you possibly can, but sup-
port them with thorough documentation.

Check with your accountant to make sure you are taking into account every pos-
sible deduction. Interior designers can deduct expenditures, but these vary con-
siderably according to your location and the standards in your individual practice.

Interest on Overpaid Taxes. The Internal Revenue Service now pays interest on
any amount of taxes that you have overpaid, less 1 percent of the interest rate they
charge you for underpayment. For example, if you have underpaid your taxes, the
IRS charges 9 percent interest; if you have overpaid, the IRS pays 8 percent inter-
est on the amount of overpayment. What this really means is that it does not pay
to play games with tax issues. You’re better off to pay on time. Even if you overpay,
today you’re not losing interest as you were in the past.

It’s a good idea to review your tax projections with your accountant at the be-
ginning of the year, not at tax time. Let your accountant spell out what he or she
thinks your deductions are, and compare his or her list with your own. A number
of designers I know have been able to deduct their clothing expenses; their ac-
countants received permission from the IRS to do this. On the whole, however, de-
ducting for clothing is not appropriate because the IRS feels that we are not wear-
ing a uniform, since we usually wear standard clothing that could be worn
somewhere else. Therefore, it’s not deductible. But clothing damaged on a con-
struction job can be deducted if details and costs are documented.

Travel Expenses. Beginning in 1987, the IRS has instituted more stringent re-
quirements for travel and entertainment expenses. You may deduct only 80 per-
cent on meals and entertainment expenses. The records must be much more spe-
cific for both the employer and the employee.

Receipts are necessary for all lodging, and for meals over $50. For expenses un-
der $50, you don’t need a receipt, but you must keep a record in your diary. When
you are traveling, keep track of every single expense. I find that if I do this on a
daily basis, I’m accurate. If I wait until the end of the week, I can never remem-
ber how much I spent for what or when. So I do my recordkeeping religiously,
several times a day. When I’m in a taxi, or waiting for someone, I will mark down
exactly what I have spent. I have an envelope in which I keep my receipts, and an
account of everything that I have spent on that particular trip. The IRS requires
that the records be maintained as the expenses are incurred.

A most important IRS requirement concerns business-connected expendi-
tures. For every meal or entertainment expense you list, you must be able to
document the person you were with and the business subject you discussed. A
goodwill dinner with a long-standing customer is no longer deductible unless
current business is discussed either before, during, or after the meal. However,
if this meal is one in which business is discussed, then the traditional 80 percent
rule applies.

If money is advanced, or expenses reimbursed, to an employee who is a stock-
holder, and the transaction is not clearly documented, the IRS may declare this
payment to be a dividend, taxable to the employee but not deductible by the em-
ployer. If you give an employee a flat expense allowance and do not require the
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employee to account for those expenses, you must include it on the employee’s
W-2 form; otherwise, the company will lose the tax deduction.

The IRS is also looking at owners’ expense accounts more carefully, and re-
quiring that all travel and entertainment expenses be itemized. An owner may no
longer declare a per diem amount on meals or lodging. This law also applies to
any other family member, owner, or stockholder of the business.

If you give your employees a flat rate for expenses, IRS limits the basic rate.
There are some special cities that have higher rates, such as New York City and
Los Angeles. This per diem rate covers all lodging, meals, and incidental expenses.
Transportation is a separate deduction.

If an employee goes out of town for the day, but does not stay overnight, extra
expenses, such as dry cleaning, cannot be deduced by his or her employer unless
the payment is considered added salary, which would make it taxable income to
the employee.

There are two ways you may reimburse an employee for travel in his or her own
car: with repayment of all expenses incurred, which means that the company
would pay for the gas, oil, and maintenance of the car; or with a flat-rate method
based on miles traveled.

The IRS allows reimbursement up to a fixed amount per mile, plus expenses for
parking or tolls. If you reimburse an employee more than the allowance per mile,
then the entire amount of the reimbursement must be shown on his or her W-2
form, and taxes must be paid on that amount.

Automobile expenses and receipts must be kept to verify all the prices and costs
(the base cost of the automobile, plus cost for maintenance, gas, oil, and so forth).
You must also keep a detailed mileage log, which records all the usage of the com-
pany car, including the person’s name, the purpose of the trip, the miles driven,
and the date of each trip. A mileage log also needs to record any personal use of
the car.

It is important to see that all expenses are turned in on a regular basis and not
permitted to accumulate because there is no way accurate documentation can be
done on a long-term basis. It must be kept current. In our firm, we have had great
success with travel expense envelopes (see page 329). We give our employees their
traveling expense advances in these envelopes and have them document their ex-
penses on the outside of the envelope and put all their receipts inside the enve-
lope. We think that this envelope is much easier to use for the person who makes
an occasional trip and perhaps doesn’t keep a weekly or daily account. It also
makes our recordkeeping much simpler, by having all the receipts in this
envelope.

Tax Audits
What should you do if you are being audited by the IRS or any other tax agency?
First, notify your accountant. Then ask the agent conducting the audit to get in
touch with your accountant. Do not answer any questions relating to the audit, and
do not discuss anything with the agent. Leave it to your accountant to handle all
matters with the agent. It is best, in fact, if you are absent during the conducting
of the audit.

If you have followed your accountant’s direction, you will have good records and
will be prepared for this kind of audit. Your accountant will let you know exactly
how to present the information required.

Mastering Financial Management � 355



Ask your accountant to control the audit. I find that it is important for one per-
son to be in control, and it is usually best if that person is your accountant. Let
him or her select the location.

Just recently, a design firm I know had a state sales tax audit, which took a
considerable amount of time. The auditor arrived with two other men, who
he was training, and he asked for certain papers, which the firm’s accountant
had reviewed and had ready. The auditors established themselves in the con-
ference room, which is a very pleasant room with coffee and refreshments
convenient to it. They came each day for approximately five weeks, during
which time they continually asked for additional materials and items. This
kept two, and sometimes three, staff members busy reviewing or pulling
records and information for them. When the auditor and his men were fin-
ished, they found that the records were in reasonably good order. The only
tax that they were able to collect was some use tax the firm had inadvertently
not paid on items purchased for office use. The company from whom the
items had been purchased had not charged sales tax; therefore, the design
firm was responsible for the use tax. The auditors’ total tax collection was less
than $2,000 after reviewing six years of taxes over a five-week period.

The definitions of sales and use tax are not clearly defined in many states.
Another designer told me of a similar situation he had had a few weeks ear-
lier, where auditors had asked to see his records for the past two years. He re-
lated the following:

“As you can probably guess, our records are not very well kept because
bookkeeping is not one of our specialties. Our bookkeeper had just left, and
I had no idea where things were, so my accountant gave me the following in-
structions: He told me to take an enormous cardboard box and to put all of
our records in it—everything that we could find to fill the box with as many
papers as possible—and to put this box in our station wagon and deliver it to
the tax auditor’s office. We did exactly as he said, and when we arrived, the
auditors looked at the box and said ‘Sorry, I think we’ve changed our minds;
we do not want to audit you’—and we weren’t audited.”

So, where the first firm went through considerable expense and harass-
ment, he was able to get out of his audit completely because of his method
of presentation. The first firm was very cooperative; but sometimes I wonder
which approach is the most effective.

After the audit is completed, you and your accountant should discuss the audit
and make notes of any weak spots in your records. Ask your accountant how these
can be remedied for the future. Review all the disallowed items to determine the
reason for disallowance. If you found you had inadequate records, now is the time
to edit and revise your recordkeeping system. What adjustments can be made on
future schedules? After this review, file all your documents again properly so that
you are ready for the next audit.

It is now the practice of the IRS to examine the tax returns of all related parties.
For example, in the examination of a partnership, the returns of all of the partners
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will be examined. If there are related corporations (subsidiaries or brother-sister
corporations, for example), their returns, too, will be examined. In an examination
of a corporation, the returns of the principals will be at least scanned.

In an independent contractor relationship, the IRS will look very carefully into
the working relationship in order to determine whether it is a bonafide indepen-
dent contractor’s situation or is, in reality, an employer-employee relationship, and
thus subject to employee payroll tax requirements.

If the IRS agent is a special agent, as opposed to a revenue agent, this means
that you are involved in a criminal investigation and you need to hire a lawyer im-
mediately. Let your lawyer work with your accountant, or let him or her hire the
accountant to properly defend you. An accountant who works for a lawyer is
legally protected by the lawyer-client privilege. If your accountant is working for
you, he or she is not protected by this privilege.

A final cautionary word: Keep in mind that taxes are subject to frequent changes.
Accordingly, it is most important whenever the tax effect of a contemplated trans-
action will be significant that you and your advisors be aware of the tax laws cur-
rently in force.

INSURANCE

No design firm can afford to be without a good insurance program.

Insurance Advisor
Your insurance consultant is an important part of your financial advisory group,
who should work with your accountant and your attorney. Select someone who
will be available to you at all times and who is compatible with the rest of the
group. This working rapport is just as important as the insurance consultant’s abil-
ity and the knowledge he or she will offer you.

How do you select an insurance advisor? It is important to find someone you
can work with. Another businessperson or one of the financial professionals in
your advisory group might be able to help you select a competent and capable pro-
fessional. A very large corporation would hire an advisor or an independent in-
surance consultant. A small company, like many interior design firms, would use
an agent or broker.

An insurance agent normally represents one insurance company. A broker will
represent a number of companies and can negotiate to determine the best cover-
age for you and the best price on that coverage. In most instances, you are better
off with a broker or a person who is both an agent and a broker. The agent/
broker is allied with one or several companies, but has other lines available to you
so that he or she can handle your whole package. This person is the middleman
between you and the insurance market, and he or she earns a commission for han-
dling your insurance programs.

Unless the insurance agent understands the interior design field, it is very hard
for him or her to define your needs. He or she should talk with your accountant
and attorney; together, they will define the particular needs of your company so
that the agent can match you with an appropriate coverage package.

In today’s world, it is sometimes necessary to go to several difference sources to
get the coverage you need. Use your insurance advisor as a coordinator so that he
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or she can review the policies and prevent overlap of coverage. By combining var-
ious policies, you often reduce the expense of coverage and get a more all-
encompassing package. But for certain insurance, such as for errors and omissions
and other special liabilities (usually obtained through professional associations
such as ASID), you must go to a specialist. I have found that it is more valuable to
keep my insurance advisor on a local basis if I can, even though I must use sev-
eral out-of-town resources for specialties. He is more aware of what is happening
locally and what my needs are.

Selecting Insurance
Several companies offer an insurance package that includes coverage for “all-risk”
special property, comprehensive general liability, and professional liability, or er-
rors and omissions in design. Because this is packaged, it may be less expensive
and more encompassing than when policies are purchased individually. If you are
a member of ASID, or another professional organization, you need to evaluate the
policies offered by your organization. In some cases, they offer better coverage
than you can purchase from your regular insurance agents.

Ask your agent or broker to provide information on the financial condition of the
companies he or she is using. A. M. Best publishes an annual rating of each insurer
based upon overall financial strength and performance. An “A” rating or better is rec-
ommended. Exercise every caution you can to make sure the company (or compa-
nies) you select will be in business to pay your long-term claims, such as those that
arise in workmen’s compensation and product liability. An illustration of this is the
billions of dollars being paid by insurance companies on asbestos claims for expo-
sures that occurred over thirty years ago. In Pennsylvania, for example, the employer
is responsible for payment of all employee medical expenses without limit as to their
amount, for as long as they occur during the lifetime of the employee. In addition, in-
come must be paid to an employee as long as he or she lives and suffers disability.
Remember: The obligation is the designer’s, not the insurance company’s, according
to law. The designer uses insurance to transfer the risk to the insurance company.
The transfer of risk ceases to exist when an insurance company goes bankrupt.

Insurance demands differ considerably from state to state and from area to area,
because of the attitudes of people in the areas. In some areas, people are far more
litigious on certain issues, and therefore you may require additional insurance of
a particular type because you are in New York and not in Ohio. Your local advisor
will know the state laws as well as the social issues of your community.

In the interior design business, you are often exposed to possible litigation.
There are four methods of handling the various exposures you face:

1. Eliminate the exposure. This is done by limiting the responsibilities you
choose to accept and the way that you write your contracts with both
clients and vendors.

2. Assume the exposure yourself. This method can be selected only after
you have measured what financial impact or burden a loss would create
for your business.

3. Reduce the exposure. This method allows you to establish a loss-
prevention program. Such a program helps your organization identify and
reduce those hazards that cause losses.
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4. Transfer the exposure. This method allows you and your organization to
transfer the risk to an insurance company.

There are three essentials to remember in buying proper insurance:

1. Never risk more than you can afford to lose.

2. Do not risk too much for too little.

3. Know the odds of sustaining loss.

Clarify the way your policy is written. I have had several experiences where
replacement value was interpreted in different ways by the adjusters. In one
case—a country club project—the claim was adjusted before we started the
project. Part of the claim involved chairs and stacking chairs, which were
stored on the third floor. Although they had not been used for many years,
they were evaluated at today’s current replacement value, and the club was
given this full value in cash.

In the second case—a church project—the evaluation was based on replace-
ment value also, but it was interpreted differently. In this case, the insurance
adjuster decided that since the church had, for example, wool carpeting worth
about $60 a yard, we were permitted to buy carpeting priced at up to $60 a
yard. However, we could not buy carpeting for $30 a yard and then spend the
rest of the money on lighting fixtures. The replacement money was to be only
spent on the particular item specified in the church’s claim.

It is a good idea to clarify this value in advance, if you can. Most designers
are interested in making changes and updating at the time of a disaster; they
don’t always want to replace exactly the same items. This can be a problem
at the time of a claim.

If you are assisting a client in handling a claim, check the individual com-
pany’s practice in regard to replacement costs. The General Adjustment Bu-
reau gives guidelines; however, claim practices vary. Be sure you know the
ground rules as to the procedures for repair or replacement. It would be un-
wise for you to make a commitment before having solid information as to the
specific insurance company’s settlement procedures.

Definition of loss: The insured considers a loss to be the amount paid for
the repair of a fire-damaged building. The policy includes depreciation in de-
termining the amount to be paid the insured. For example, the contractor’s
bill of $50,000 could be considered as the amount of loss by the insured. How-
ever, the policy determination of the loss would be $50,000 less $10,000, or
$40,000. The depreciation value used would be determined by various factors
such as age and condition of the building, and in some cases use and type of
the structure.

Use of the replacement basis of loss settlement eliminates the foregoing in
that the insured is paid the actual cost of replacement or repair (if possible),
whichever is lower.
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Types of Insurance
There are a number of types of insurance you should consider.

Building Property Insurance. Property coverage insures against many risks to
your buildings and premises. Very often, a company will write a package policy
that saves you money. The package policy works best when it is custom-designed
for your particular needs, rather than as a regular prepackaged policy.

The two general ways in which this type coverage is set up are: (1) insuring for
reimbursement losses due to specific perils such as fire, and (2) insuring on a spe-
cial or all-risk basis whereby reimbursement is made for all losses except those
that are excluded under the policy. If the special or all-risk basis is available in
your coverage, the small additional premium required for this more complete pro-
tection is usually well worth spending.

You will probably need insurance in some of the following areas:

1. Building. This insurance applies to the described structures and the
permanent fixtures belonging to and constituting a part of the building.
Machinery used in the building—such as air conditioning systems, boilers,
and elevators—is covered under the policy. The location of your building
will affect the premium of this particular policy. If you desire specific
coverage for a sudden breakdown in boiler or air conditioning equipment,
you may wish to consider a Boiler or Energy Equipment Policy, where
available.

2. Contents and Personal Property. Insurance should be carried on all
furniture, fixtures, and inventory. General coverage is similar to the
building property coverage.

3. Replacement Costs Endorsement. This insurance provides for the full
reimbursement of the actual costs of repair or replacement of the insured
building without any deduction for depreciation.

4. Removal of Coinsurance. It is essential that coinsurance be removed
from your policy on both your building and contents. Coinsurance in
property/casualty coverage is far different than under your medical
insurance. For your buildings and contents policy, coinsurance is, in
essence, a guarantee by you, the policyholder, that your property was
insured to 100 percent full value on the day of the loss. This is most
dangerous because even an appraisal may be in error or will become dated
over time.

A solution is to have coinsurance waived, which the insurer will do
routinely for the asking. The additional premium to do so is minimal.
Failure to have coinsurance waived can result in a (1) coinsurance penalty
for being underinsured, and (2) a much longer time period to settle your
claim and to receive your claim check.

5. Special Causes of Loss. The special causes form places your policy on
an “all risk” basis, that is, there is coverage for you under the property
form for all causes of loss unless the policy specifically excludes it. This
means that all issues are covered unless specifically stated in the policy.

6. Flood Insurance. This protects the owner of a dwelling and contents
against financial loss in catastrophic floods; it includes coverage against
inundation from mudslides. Flood insurance is available in areas declared
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eligible by the federal government, and coverage can be obtained from your
local broker through the National Flood Insurance Program. Because the
cost of this policy is partially covered by the federal government, it is still
very economical. A small number of insurance companies are now writing
this coverage.

7. Computers and Software. Ordinary insurance does not adequately cover
losses involving computers. Special coverage is available for software as
well as hardware.

Business Operations Insurance. You can also purchase insurance that can help
protect your business operations.

1. Accounts Receivable Policy. This policy protects the insured against
loss related to the inability to collect accounts receivable when books and
records have been destroyed, lost, or damaged. Coverage can be extended
to cover losses off the premises of your business.

2. Valuable Papers. The policy covers the loss or destruction of valuable
papers such as mortgages, records, financial data, product specifications,
merchandise records, customer lists, blueprints, and plans and
specifications.

3. Transportation Floater. This floater provides an “all-risk” coverage for
the designer’s property while it is in transit—either while being delivered
to your customer or while en route from your source to the client.
Coverage is usually written on a per-vehicle basis. Make certain that your
coverage is truly adequate to handle all limited situations.

4. Bailee Customer Floater. This floater insures against the loss of a
customer’s property from fire, burglary, hold-up, and windstorms. It
covers any articles or materials you have accepted from your client for
renovation, repair, or any other reason. It covers the client’s property
while in the possession of the interior designer or craftspeople. It does not
cover damage to articles while they are being repaired.

5. Transportation Damage Insurance. This insurance is offered by
many resources, and is popular with companies offering breakable or
fragile merchandise. It can be well worth the cost.

Different types of coverage are offered by various vendors. Under one
plan, you do not file a claim with the carrier for merchandise damaged in
transit. For an additional charge of 2 percent of the net invoice, any
covered merchandise that is damaged in transit will be replaced at no
charge or credited to your account, as you prefer. Certain restrictions do
apply. This insurance is available from vendors only.

6. Business Interruption. This policy reimburses the designer for the
profits he or she would have earned if a fire or other hazard had not
occurred. It includes reimbursement for continuing expenses, including
payroll, for a specific time or number of days.

7. Earnings Insurance. This is a simplified business interruption policy. It
is suitable for small businesses whose earnings are not regular and are
difficult to forecast. It is based on a predetermined expected profit amount.
Extra expenses, earnings, and business interruption coverages are now
often included under the policy provision termed “Business Income.”
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8. General Liability Insurance. Interior designers and other professionals
are subject to the threat of third-party claims. Injury exists as long as
there is a client on the premises. It does not terminate when the doors are
closed. The designer and the manufacturer are often named jointly in
suits alleging injuries caused by defective products. There are policies
designed to cover the interior designer in most issues where protection is
required against injury or property damage.

It is extremely important to use the same insurance company for both
workmen’s compensation insurance and general liability insurance. This
prevents litigation between two different carriers if a person is injured. It
frequently occurs that, when different companies are used, you, as both
the insured party and the employer, are caught in litigation that can take
years to be resolved.

9. Commercial General Liability. This insures against all declared
existing hazards subject to policy exclusions, plus unknown hazards
occurring during the policy term, subject to the policy text, that might
come from the designer’s offices or business operations. It is a good idea
to have this policy written in conjunction with your automobile policy and
your product liability policy, so that the company covering you will
provide as complete coverage as possible.

10. Personal Injury. This insurance is popularly called the “false arrest
insurance.” It is often added as an endorsement to the general liability
insurance policy. It insures against libel, slander, or defamation of
character against the designer or an employee.

11. Medical Payments. This policy pays up to a certain amount, with
specified limits, to customers and other members of the public injured on
the premises as a result of the insured party’s business operations.
Payments are made to the injured party on a voluntary basis regardless of
the insured’s liability. It is an excellent way to create goodwill for the very
small premium that is involved.

12. Workers’ Compensation. This insures all employees, including officers
active in the business operations, due to the statutory liability resulting
from personal injury or death suffered in the course of employment. This
coverage is mandatory in most states. Benefits are payable in accordance
with the program of each state. Employer’s liability coverage is usually
offered in conjunction with workers’ compensation. Coverage can be
endorsed for employees living and operating in all states, except Ohio,
North Dakota, Washington, West Virginia, and Wyoming. The states
excepted operate monopolistic funds, and coverage can be obtained only
through the state funds. (Note: In some states, the employer is responsible
not only for occupational disabilities but also for nonoccupational
disabilities.)

13. Motor Vehicle Insurance. If you provide delivery service, you must
insure your trucks and other delivery vehicles against damage or loss.
The same is true of any passenger cars your company uses. It is most
important to have high liability coverage for all vehicles used in the
interest of business. (See also General Liability Insurance above.)

14. Automobile Liability. This insures you against loss or damages for
reason of liability or bodily injury; it also provides property damage
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coverage to members of the public for any operation of the business autos
or delivery trucks. Claims arising out of the use, ownership, and
maintenance of company-owned vehicles are covered. Defense costs are
paid on behalf of the insured. Some states have mandatory (compulsory)
liability regulations. Insurance requirements vary from state to state. It is
vital that your policy meets the requirements of any U.S. states and
provinces of Canada in which an accident occurs. Special conditions also
exist for operation of your vehicles in Mexico. The type or form of
business under which you operate dictates the use of various provisions
to provide proper coverage.

15. Employer’s Nonownership Liability. This covers your business
against claims in situations where employees are using their own cars for
business purposes.

16. Hired Car Insurance. This covers the use of any hired cars, such as
additional delivery trucks that are rented or leased. A minimum premium
is usually required under this policy. Coverage is available for both
liability and physical damage.

17. Collision Insurance. This insures you against loss due to collision or
upset of your motor vehicle while in use for your business.

18. Comprehensive Automobile Insurance. This insures the interior
designer’s own business automobiles and other motor vehicles against
loss, fire, or theft, or other physical damage hazards, including glass
breakage. This coverage reimburses you for loss or damage to owned
vehicles, regardless of fault, for such claims as fire, flood, theft, vandalism,
windstorm, tornado, glass damage, and similar losses.

19. Professional Liability Insurance. This is now available for interior
designers through ASID. It covers liability for claims resulting from the
commission or omission of professional acts. Such claims are often
without merit; nevertheless, they are troublesome and expensive to
defend. This new policy protects you against these claims.

20. Product Liability Completed Operations Liability Insurance. This is
designed to provide coverage against claims resulting from misuse or use
of products installed by interior designers. Product liability insurance
addresses claims for accidents arising after the insured has completed
repairs or installations and has departed from the client’s premises.

21. Employment-Related Practice Liability. This protects you as an
employer against allegations of improper acts in hiring, firing, and
treatment of your employees. Coverage is included for wrongful
termination, employment-related discrimination, sexual harassment. In
past years, this coverage has been most expensive. However, the annual
premium for ERP Liability coverage has dropped dramatically since 1996.

22. Group Life Insurance. This may be purchased by businesses for the
benefit of their employees. It may be written to provide minimal amounts
of insurance for each employee, subject to increases as the individual’s
period of employment lengthens.

23. Disability Insurance. This insurance is available from both casualty
insurance and life insurance companies. Most interior designers work on
their own or with small firms, and should have good disability insurance.
In my own situation, it has proved very helpful. I recommend that every
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designer have some sort of disability policy to provide a form of income
during any time that he or she may be disabled by illness or accident.
Benefits are available on both occupational and nonoccupational bases.
The noncancelable or guaranteed renewable policies are the most
desirable ones to have, although their premiums are somewhat higher.
With these, restrictive endorsements cannot be later issued to prevent
reimbursement for claims recurring from the same cause or for unusual
claim activity. The noncancelable form premiums at issuance cannot be
increased. Premium increases can be made under a guaranteed
renewable policy for various reasons but are normally done on a class
rather than an individual basis.

24. Group Medical Insurance. Group medical coverage can provide you
and your employees with coverage for hospitalization, surgery, physician
visits, tests, and prescription drugs. So-called managed care plans,
including the PPO (Preferred Provider Organization) and HMO (Health
Maintenance Organization) plan formats, often provide premium
reduction from traditional indemnity coverage in return for your use of a
published network of physicians and hospitals. Generally, this coverage
responds to nonoccupational injuries.

25. Pensions. Employees value pension benefits. Only group hospitalization,
life, and disability benefits are valued more. There are so many types of
financial programs available that it is difficult to decide which method, if
any, is the best for your employees. In providing pension benefits, you
make a long-term commitment. In most cases, it is against the law to
change the basic elements of your pension program. If your business in
later years cannot make the required contributions to the plan, and you
plead your inability to continue to the government, your pleas will fall on
deaf ears. Unless you are going out of business or filing for bankruptcy,
you will find it very difficult to make such a change. Profit-sharing plans
used for pension purposes provide the employer relief in that the amount
of the profits determine the employer’s contribution. Thus, in a year in
which no profits were made, the plan would not require a contribution
from the employer.

26. Key Personnel Life Insurance. This is commonly used to enable a
business to offset the financial loss of a person vital to its continued
profitable operation. Owners also use life insurance to finance buy-sell
agreements involving the business. Corporations can accumulate money
on a tax-deferred basis to provide for retirement of themselves, as well as
key personnel.

Many interior designers serve on volunteer boards. Check with your insurance
agent to see if you are covered for liability you might incur when serving on vol-
unteer boards. Often this coverage is included under your homeowner’s umbrella
policy. This insurance would not cover your liability on boards for which you are
financially compensated.

Care, Custody, and Control
We need insurance today for things we never dreamed could become an issue. Al-
most every designer I know has liability insurance and daily policies on items han-
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dled for clients, and most have a variety of other liability insurances. I thought we
were very well covered until a broken chandelier showed us otherwise.

One of our designers was decorating a chandelier when the chandelier fell from
the thirty-foot ceiling. It hit a marble floor, a number of other accessories, and did
considerable damage along the way. He immediately called the office. Our man-
aging director directed him to clean up the damage and take care of everything he
could. We would notify our insurance company, as we were sure that we had very
good coverage.

There was a small, but very important, clause in our insurance policy called
“Care, Custody, and Control,” which means that any item that a designer or a staff
person has his or her hands on is not in any way covered. According to our pol-
icy, the marble floor and the other items that were damaged by the chandelier
were covered, but the item our designer was working on—the chandelier—was not.
It was considered under our “care, custody, and control.”

When I heard this, I became very concerned. Not just about this $15,000 fixture,
for which we had to pay, but about all of our projects, I thought of the many costly
items we handled on a day—to-day basis. When clients move, we are always there
assisting. In some cases, we take the complete responsibility for the move. Our staff
people are on location on the day that the furniture is transferred. When the fur-
niture arrives, they see that it is arranged properly so that when the client arrives
at the new location, everything is in place.

When I think of the hundreds of thousands of dollars of merchandise our firm
handles in a year, I find the prospect of being held liable for it chilling. I know
enough about art and porcelain to tell the difference between a $50 vase and a
$500 vase, but I have no way of knowing the value of rare and unusual antiques
or art objects.

After the incident with the chandelier, in trying to diminish our future liability,
my eyes became opened to a lot of risks. I consulted with our attorney and insur-
ance broker, and with two other attorneys who handle nothing but insurance work
for large companies such as Equitable. I checked with the brokers and agents who
handle Lloyd’s of London, and found that there is no way that we, as designers,
can insure our client’s furniture or art objects, simply because we do not know
their value. If you, as an individual, wanted to insure a piece of jewelry or furni-
ture, the procedure would be simple. You would have the item appraised and pre-
sent the appraisal to your insurance company, and they in turn would insure it for
you. But they couldn’t possibly sell you insurance on an unknown item of unde-
termined value.

My solution was to require our client, at the start of a project, to sign a “Lease
of Liens.” This document states that since we do not know the value of the objects
on the client’s property, our firm can only be responsible for items that are valued
at $500 or less.

We ask the client to notify our staff of all items more than $500 so that they will
not touch or handle these items. We also ask the client to notify their insurance
company to have these items covered during our redesigning or construction proj-
ect. Most policies do include this coverage.

It’s sad to realize that my doing something kind for a client—many times with-
out charge—makes me legally liable for damages way beyond my ability to afford.
In self-protection, we now notify the clients so that they can see to it that their poli-
cies cover these items, or remove these items from the area while our staff is work-
ing. We feel this is the only safe way to handle the situation.
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Ways of Saving Money
It is not practical for interior designers to carry all the insurance that they might
like to have. It is important that your insurance advisor, your accountant, and your
attorney, as well as your business advisor, give you some advise as to which ar-
eas present your greatest loss potentials, which losses you should insure, and
which losses should be covered by self-insurance. If the maximum amount of loss
potentials is a small, calculable amount, it is usually preferable to self-insure. Your
business can self-insure small claims less expensively than it would cost to pay in-
surance company premiums. Where the probability of loss isn’t great, but the po-
tential loss cannot be calculated or controlled (such as liability claims), the risk
should be transferred to your insurance company.

Taking Higher Deductibles
By taking higher deductibles on certain insurance policies, and doing some self-
insuring, you can reduce premiums. The amount of the deductible and/or the
uninsured loss is considered as an income tax deduction.

Using high deductibles is advised on property insurance of all types, in bond-
ing employees, and on automobile insurance, but not on anything that involves li-
ability insurance, because of third-party involvement.

Look over all your insurance for the last five years. See which policies you nor-
mally do not have claims on. Check with your company to see whether you can
save yourself a considerable amount of money by raising the deductible on these
policies.

How to Lower Your Insurance Rates
In a round-table discussion at our Harrisburg Chamber of Commerce, represen-
tatives from the Pennsylvania Insurance Department recommended ways interior
designers can lower insurance rates.

1. First, reexamine the coverage you have now to see that it includes
the full scope of your business. If you make changes in your business,
discuss them with your insurance advisor. Many people are not going into
certain businesses or are limiting their areas of work because they can’t get
good insurance coverage. In my own business, I have stopped extending
certain services, or am requiring signed releases from clients, because I
cannot get proper coverage.

2. How well trained your employees are affects your insurance rates.
If you can’t get well-trained employees, don’t do the job. You’re
better off to hire the job out and let someone else be liable, rather than to
jeopardize the relationship you have with your client and, in turn, your
financial position. If you subcontract work to others, require a proper,
current Certificate of Insurance including commercial general liability,
auto liability, and workers compensation coverage. Your firm should be
listed as “additional insured” on both the Commercial General Liability
and Auto Liability sections. If necessary, send your employees to school
or require them to have extra training that might help them do the job
well.
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3. Is your firm safety-conscious? Have training sessions for safety. I
know one firm that holds Saturday training sessions in safety-awareness
for its management. Anyone who doesn’t show up doesn’t have a job. Do
whatever is necessary to be sure that your people understand what they
can do to prevent accidents and avoid claims.

4. Make your staff responsible for any damages they do. For example, a
number of firms now make staff members responsible for the first $100 on
an auto claim. This way, the employees are much more careful in the way
they handle a company vehicle—and save the firm a lot of expense.

5. Give a bonus at the end of the year if there have been no damages or
suits. Have a party. Celebrate. Make your staff aware that avoiding suits is
a very important issue.

Insurance Claims
If you do have to use your insurance, these guidelines may help you in handling
your claims.

Calculating Losses. Calculate your losses accurately. Many businesspeople cannot
determine the extent of their losses because their accounting system and record-
keeping procedures are not in order. Interior designers have a better opportunity
than most professionals to calculate losses. At most times, we do know the cost of
replacing or restoring whatever property losses we might have.

If you overstate your loss, you automatically raise many questions and delay get-
ting the claim settled. Be careful also not to understate value; this is just as inap-
propriate as an overstatement.

Present the claim properly. Review your claim with your accountant and insur-
ance agent before presenting it to the adjuster. If it is not presented properly, you
will not get the results you seek.
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Product Liability Bills

In the last few years, there have been many product liability bills before the
Senate, on national and state levels. Interior designers should support these bills,
since most of them are attempting to ease the product liability situation. In
other words, if a company manufactures an item and it fails, the company alone
could be sued. The designer, the architect, the contractors, the distributors, or
other intermediate people could not be named in the suits. This would reduce
malpractice insurance rates considerably since responsibility would automatically
be assigned.

These bills would also give statute of limitation rights, which in some states do
not exist. Whether the designer sells or specifies merchandise, he or she is still
liable. Liability insurance is required for each situation. Therefore, interior
designers need to define the services that are being offered to the given client
when purchasing the appropriate amount of liability insurance, as well as errors
and omissions insurance.



Coordination. Be sure that the coordination between your office and the insur-
ance company is handled by one person. Have this person follow through care-
fully to be sure that there is a record of all of the necessary details and that all in-
teraction between you and the insurance company is documented for future
reference.

As designers, we know which contractors we want to use in restoring a project
or who the merchandise came from initially. Present this to your insurance ad-
juster. Normally, you will be able to use the person you want.

Use your insurance consultant or agent as one of your negotiating group. He or
she has a very strong play with the insurance company since he or she is pur-
chasing the insurance in your name. Let him or her take your stand. Be sure he
or she is aware of each and every detail of the negotiation. This is an excellent op-
portunity to find out the value of an insurance agent.

You can’t live without liability insurance. I never thought I’d have to worry
about being sued for events that had nothing to do with my interior design
performance. My eyes were opened a few years ago when I was involved in a
small country club project. The club had been destroyed through arson, and
our design team designed, built, furnished, and completed the new club
within a year. We more than tripled its size, and certainly made it more effi-
cient to run, as well as more attractive. It opened in June, in good time for
the club’s season.

That winter was very cold. I recall that on Christmas Day everyone’s car
battery was dead, including mine. You couldn’t go anywhere on Christmas
Day because you couldn’t get your car fixed. Over that particular holiday, the
country club decided to close and, for some reason, no one walked into the
club for over thirty days.

During that time, the water pipes in the building froze. The sprinkler sys-
tem broke, flooding both levels of the clubhouse. The water in the lower level
then froze, creating over four feet of ice. Doors had to be broken down in or-
der to get into the office.

I was not the specifier of the sprinkler system. I may have suggested mov-
ing a head or two because of interference with a lighting fixture, but that was
all I had to do with the sprinkler system. Nevertheless, I was one of the de-
sign consultants, so our firm was included in the suit. Our attorney found a
way to remove me from the claim; however, it cost me a good bit of money,
time, anguish, and aggravation.

It’s just amazing: You don’t have to do anything to get sued, which is one of the
reasons that liability insurance and proper documentation of projects are really
critical.

What can we do to protect ourselves? First, we must have reasonable contracts
and documents. Compare yours with those that other firms are using. This is
something for you to discuss with your attorney. But this is only part of the process.
The kind of relationship you have with your client is crucial. Ideally, your rela-
tionship is one where you work together with mutual respect. If that respect is lost,
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or if that client feels that he or she is not getting attention, that’s very often when
problems begin.

In lawsuits, what it boils down to is not whether you made a mistake or were
careless, but if you can be held responsible for the problem. Proper documenta-
tion of each stage of the project can help greatly in establishing your position.

On a project like the country club job I did, you probably cannot avoid a suit be-
cause when a person is going to sue one design professional, he or she will sue
all those who are on the team. However, there are many individual suits against
interior designers, and your chances of winning are not very good. There are
states, I am told by an experienced source, in which there has never been a case
against an interior designer where the interior designer won. When I hear statis-
tics like this, I realize that we must assume that juries and judges are not on our
side. Few understand what we do. The simplest way to protect yourself is to have
positive rapport with your client. As I mentioned earlier, if you find someone who
is litigious, probably you’re going to be the next one to be sued. So look for another
client.
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Rules of Recordkeeping

Here are a few guidelines for maintaining a worry-free financial system:

1. Always pay your bills by check, or through your petty cash fund.
Don’t pay for anything out of pocket; try to keep payments restricted to
these two individual funds. Restrict petty cash payments to incidental
expenses.

2. Never pay any form of disbursement in cash. If you happen to take
in cash, don’t make any disbursement out of it; deposit the cash and write a
check for the disbursement.

3. Be sure that all money that is taken in is properly reported. This
applies to both cash and checks.

4. Never take any money out of the company for your personal use.
Pay yourself a salary instead. A lot of small businesses run very loosely, which
can be quite a problem, especially during an IRS audit. Use separate banking
accounts for your design firm and your other businesses or personal funds.

5. Have your accountant create your recordkeeping system. A system
runs most smoothly when your accountant is comfortable with it.





12
Growing As a
Professional

Success and advancement in interior design are closely related to additional ed-
ucation. So often it isn’t what you do while at work, but what you do on your own
time that affects your future positioning in a field. This applies especially to the
interior design field; it is a discipline that demands novelty in the best sense of
that word. When you enter this field, you embark on a continuing-education
process—just as other professionals do. To do an effective job when you are new
in the design field, I think additional education in business courses can have a
greatly positive impact on your firm. As one matures, in age and position, you
may want to consider the use of consultants when needed. This way you can use
your time more effectively.

CONTINUING EDUCATION

Tuition is tax-deductible if it is for additional education within your professional
discipline. This includes professional seminars, conventions, and formal uni-
versity education. The IRS does not allow deductions of expense incurred in
learning about a new field, but you can deduct anything related to your own
field.

You can also deduct your automobile expenses in traveling to seminars, up to
a maximum of 32.5 cents per mile. This mileage is now unlimited.

Aside from attending seminars and going back to school, there is a lot you can
do to keep yourself up to date on current issues affecting your business.

Learning on the Job
Formal education is necessary, but so is practical experience. There is no better
way of learning than watching another successful person work. We all can learn
so much and prevent so many expensive mistakes by working for other compa-
nies before starting our own business.

Hire knowledgeable people. You will learn from them, and they will help you
develop your business. You do not have the time or energy to train everyone, and
it’s far too expensive. Be willing to pay for skill and talent.

Lunch is sometimes the most valuable time that our staff has together. During
a shared meal, we talk about the problems of the day and what can be done to 



make things better. We try to use mealtime as a creative problem-solving time,
and learn a lot from each other in this casual atmosphere.

Create a board of advisors. Most people are hesitant to be on a board of direc-
tors unless they are provided with good liability insurance coverage, and this gets
very involved for a small company. But they will sit on your board of advisors. A
number of past clients and several outstanding businesspeople in the community
sit with my firm and review our progress and goals. We learn a great deal from
having this outside point of view.

Surround yourself with innovative people.
Talk to your suppliers. Find out what they are doing. They will also be able to

tell you what other similar design firms are doing. It’s amazing what you can learn
from your suppliers. They’ll show you what is selling and help you under-
stand why.

Bring in experts. Every time there is someone visiting our area who we think
knows something about our business, we try to have the person in for lunch so
that the whole staff gets to meet him or her. If a designer is visiting from another
community, we invite him or her to the office. We ask the designer to show us
what he or she is doing. This is a great way of keeping everybody on our staff on
top of changes in our field.

Prepare a list of consultants on every major design issue you might encounter,
so that when a project comes up you don’t have to scramble to create a design team.

For younger people I think additional education in business is very good. How-
ever, after you reach a certain age and position, probably you are far better off to
use consultants. You can get much more out of your time, and the lessons will be
directed to your particular needs.

You can also learn from your customers’ complaints. Most of our clients are very
well educated. If they complain, generally there is some reason.

Learning from Friends and Acquaintances
Anytime you meet someone from whom you would like to learn more, offer to take
the person to breakfast, lunch, or dinner. I usually make it either breakfast or din-
ner because I have a hard time getting away from my office for lunch in the mid-
dle of the day. You share ideas with another professional, and the feedback you re-
ceive is often very valuable.

Your family members and friends can be very valuable. Everyone is an expert
in his or her own life and lifestyle. Usually, these people are more than willing to
give you information. Reasonable courtesies can bring you information of great
value.

For the last thirty years, one night a week, I have been inviting a group of my
friends in to talk about business issues. These are usually people whom I respect.
I cook for them at my house, and we talk about what is progressive and new in
business. Some of the same people come almost every week, others only occa-
sionally. These days this practice is called networking (see pages 120—122).

Join any club that is of value to you. Of course, ASID, IIDA, IFDA, and IDS and
some of the major design associations are very worthwhile. The Chamber of Com-
merce is a must, as is any group where you can find people in a similar position
to yours. At one time, it was difficult for women, but today even Rotary and Lions
clubs invite women to join.
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Business Courses
While many colleges offer business courses, often designers do not have the time
to attend. This does not mean you can’t learn about business. Technology today
provides us with tools to continue learning how to accomplish and reach our
goals. Many business courses or related subjects are available on the Internet, tele-
vision, or videos. These resources are at your fingertips, and you don’t have to
leave your home to take advantage of them.

Listen to tapes. In an average week, I listen to twelve to thirty hours of tapes. I
drive over 40,000 miles a year; this gives me a great deal of tape-listening time. I
have a large library of tapes, and never go anywhere without a program of tapes.
By listening to tapes, you can hear a lot of relevant information with minimal ef-
fort on your part.

Check what the Small Business Administration (S.B.A.) is doing. It sponsors
business courses, sometimes through colleges, and will keep you attuned to eco-
nomic developments.

Reading
I believe in reading, I read over 150 publications per month, plus four newspapers
per day. I don’t read every word, but I find that even a cursory reading is critical
in keeping abreast of issues. Learn which publications are really useful for you to
read, and then try to follow them on a regular basis.

Getting Other Points of View
Retired people who are experienced in their fields have a lot to offer. They are
not in competition, and they’re curious about your firm. They often come up with
good tips, problem-solving ideas, information, and methods that can be very
beneficial.

Observe what other people are doing, and find a way to do it better. It’s so much
easier than creating the whole idea yourself. Look around when you’re visiting
places. Visit other design firms and see what they’re doing. There’s always some
idea that you can adapt to fit your needs.

Asking questions is the single best way to learn, so don’t worry about whether
the question is silly or irrelevant. If you want to know something, ask. The more
you learn, the better equipped you are to evaluate the information you have al-
ready received.

EDUCATING YOUR STAFF

Help your employees become better informed. Growing the employee is essential.
Their increased knowledge can impact performance and contribute to the success
of your firm. Educate them, develop them, polish them. Their increased knowledge
can impact their performance and make them better informed leaders in your
firm. Through your concern, they will have developed into an ideal employee and
friend.
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ATTENDING SEMINARS

A designer’s education is never really complete, and attending seminars is a rela-
tively painless way to take in new information or to earn continuing education
units (CEUs). Most professionals today require their members to complete a cer-
tain number of CEU credits each year. In the design profession, CEUs are in-
creasingly important and need to be scheduled into every designer’s life. Doctors
and attorneys reserve several days a month for attending seminars, and designers
must do the same.

Usually, a day spent in a seminar is more rewarding than a day of indepen-
dent study because you are with people whose interests are similar. It is an effi-
cient use of time, in that you learn the latest information, and you see how other
people solve problems like your own. It’s also often fun. Attending a seminar
can lend a new perspective to some of your day-to-day activities. Interior design
is a constantly changing field. You need to update your knowledge, evaluate
your position in the field, and determine where you are going. The results of a
seminar can be reassuring, or they might well be an incentive to go home and
do better.

Selecting the Right Seminars
Education is a necessity to your career. You must take responsibility for your own
career development, whether you are working alone or with a firm. The attitude
of many firms is “take your career in your own hands” and we will provide train-
ing to help you accomplish this. If so, outline the seminars you wish to attend.
Seminars are an investment. You measure the worth of a seminar by this guide-
line: You should make from six to ten times the price of the seminar from the in-
formation gained. Sometimes the company pays for these seminars. If so, put in
written requests to your firm for each seminar you wish to attend, and do it early.
Try to work out how many days you can devote to seminars and continuing edu-
cation throughout the year, then determine which areas of information are im-
portant to you, and gear your seminar choices accordingly.

Brochure write-ups are so glowing that it is hard to tell good programs from bad
ones until after you’ve spent your money and sat through that seminar. Make sure
it’s a good program by checking references. You may contact the sponsor and ask
for some names and addresses of people who attended past seminars. Ask for their
telephone numbers as well, so you can check with them personally. Then go on
their recommendations. It is highly unlikely that the sponsors would refuse to give
you past references, but if it happens, ask for a copy of the evaluations of this sem-
inar. There is no point in wasting your time in a seminar that is not worthwhile.

Paying for Seminars
Seminars cost more than just the admission fee. Each day you are away from the
office, even at an inexpensive seminar, costs the firm at least $1,000. If your em-
ployer pays for you to attend a seminar, send him or her a copy of your summary,
and highlight what you feel you learned by attending. If there is evidence that the
seminar was useful, your employer will be more likely to send you and other em-
ployees to other programs.

374 � Interior Design Business Handbook



Preparing for Seminars
Before you go to a seminar, list your goals. Outline just what you would like to get
out of a particular seminar when you first sign up for it.

Plan ahead for the seminar. Make sure you know where it is, and how much
time it will take you to get there. It’s best to arrive about twenty minutes to a half
hour early so that you can select your seat and meet other participants. It’s also a
good time to introduce yourself to the speaker and to mention some of your pri-
mary reasons for coming to the seminar.

Benefiting from the Seminar
During the seminar, assess its value to you. What are the good ideas that are com-
ing from this program and how can you use them? Try to make note of several
good points. Even if you find, in reviewing your notes, that you have thirty or forty
ideas, select the one, two, or three that are the best, and try out those ideas within
twenty-four hours. If you do this, statistics tell us that you will probably make these
changes a part of your life and they will continue to be of value to you. If you try
to do too many things, you’ll find that nothing is accomplished. After you’ve in-
corporated the first few ideas into your practice, you can always refer to your notes
to see which others might be profitable in other situations.

Buy the books or tapes that relate to the seminar. Normally, we forget about 90
percent of anything we learn within two weeks; books and tapes are good refer-
ence materials. Tapes are especially good because you can play them in your car
or while you are doing something else.

Don’t call the office while you are at a seminar. Devote your energies to the topic
at hand and get all you possibly can from it. It’s most likely that your call to the
office won’t really do any good anyhow. Program yourself and your staff to under-
stand that you will just not be available for that seven- or eight-hour period.

Participate in the seminar. Don’t be afraid to ask questions. This is your chance
to try things out. It’s much better to make a mistake here in the seminar atmo-
sphere than it is out there on the job. Take good notes that you can read later; most
of us never have time to rewrite seminar notes, but we may need to refer to them
later on.

A seminar is also an opportunity to make contacts. I always try to meet at least
one new person during a seminar who may be important to me later on. This is a
chance to expand your networking circle. Mingle. Exchange cards with the people
you meet; you will later be able to call them and review other issues.

Summarize what you got out of the day. Keep a copy of this summary for your-
self in your CEU file; I recommend you keep a reference book or a file on any con-
tinuing education courses that you attend. It may become necessary documenta-
tion of professional standing. In addition, it’s useful to know which seminars you
have attended and what you got from them as you consider what to attend in the
future. This summary will help you evaluate what the day was worth.
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Design Schools

ALABAMA
Auburn University
Interior Environments Program
Department of Consumer Affairs
College of Human Sciences
160 Spidle Hall, Auburn, AL 36849
Phone: 334.844.1334
Fax: 334.844.1340

Samford University
Interior Design Program
Department of Human Sciences 

and Design
800 Lakeshore Drive
Birmingham, AL 35229-2239
Phone: 205.726.2843
Fax: 205.726.2068

University of Alabama
Interior Design Program
Human Environmental Sciences
Box 870158
Tuscaloosa, AL 35487-0158
Phone: 205.348.6176
Fax: 205.348.3789

ARIZONA
Arizona State University
Interior Design Program
School of Design
College of Architecture and 

Environmental Design
Tempe, AZ 85287-2105
Phone: 480.965.4135
Fax: 480.965.4135

ARKANSAS
University of Arkansas
Interior Design Program
School of Human Environmental Sciences
118 HOEC Building
Fayetteville, AR 72701-1201 
Phone: 501.575.2578
Fax: 501.575.7171

CALIFORNIA
Academy of Art College
Interior Architecture and Design
79 New Montgomery Street, 6th Fl
San Francisco, CA 94105 
Phone: 415.274.2209
Fax: 415.263.4171

American International Continental
University

Interior Design Department
12655 W. Jefferson Blvd.
Los Angeles, CA 90066 
Phone: 310.302.2323
Fax: 310.302.2407

Brooks College
Interior Design Program
4825 E. Pacific Coast Hwy
Long Beach, CA 90804 
Phone: 562.597.661
Fax: 562.597.6209

California College of Arts & Crafts
Interior Architecture Program
450 Irwin Street
San Francisco, CA 94107 
Phone: 415.703.9568
Fax: 415.621.2396

California State University,
Fresno

Interior Design Program
Department of Art and Design
5225 N. Backer Avenue, MS 65
Fresno, CA 93740-8001 
Phone: 209.278.2516
Fax: 209.278.4706

California State University,
Northridge

Family and Consumer Sciences
18111 Nordhoff Street
Northridge, CA 91330-8308 
Phone: 818.677.3051
Fax: 818.677.4778



California State University,
Sacramento

Interior Design, Department of Design
6000 J Street
Sacramento, CA 95819 
Phone: 916. 278.6375

Design Institute of San Diego
Interior Design Program
8555 Commerce Avenue
San Diego, CA 92121 
Phone: 858.566.1200
Fax: 858.566.2711

The Fashion Institute of Design
and Merchandising

Interior Design Program
919 South Grand Avenue
Los Angeles, CA 90015-1421 
Phone: 213.624.1200
Fax: 213.624.9354

Interior Designers Institute
1061 Camelback Road
Newport Beach, CA 92660 
Phone: 949.675.4451
Fax: 949.759.0667

San Diego Mesa College
Interior Design Program
7250 Mesa College Drive
San Diego, CA 92111 
Phone: 858.627.2941
Fax: 858.627.2677

UCLA Extension
Interior Design Program
10995 Le Conte Avenue #414
Los Angeles, CA 90024 
Phone: 310.825.9061
Fax: 310.206.7382

University of CA Berkeley Extension
Interior Design/Architecture
1995 University Avenue
Berkeley, CA 94720-7002 
Phone: 510.643.6827
Fax: 510.643.0599

Woodbury University
Department of Interior 

Architecture/Design
7500 Glenoaks Boulevard
Burbank, CA 91510-7846 
Phone: 818.767.0888
Fax: 818.504.9320

COLORADO
Colorado State University
Interior Design Program
Department of Design/Merchandising
154 Aylesworth S.E.
Fort Collins, CO 80523-1575 
Phone: 970.491.7890
Fax: 970.491.4855
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DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA
George Washington University at 

Mt Vernon
Interior Design Program
2100 Foxhall Road NW
Washington, DC 20007 
Phone: 202.625.4501
Fax: 202.338.5978

FLORIDA
Florida State University
Department of Interior Design
105 Fine Arts Annex
Tallahassee, FL 32306-1130 
Phone: 904.644.1436
Fax: 904.644.3112

International Academy of Design, 
Tampa

Interior Design Program
5225 Memorial Highway
Tampa, FL 33634 
Phone: 813.881.0007
Fax: 813.881.0008

International Fine Arts College
Interior Design Department
1737 N Bayshore Drive
Miami, FL 33132 
Phone: 305.995.5000
Fax: 305.374.5933

Ringling School of Art and
Design

Interior Design Department
2700 N Tamiami Trail
Sarasota, FL 34234 
Phone: 941.351.5100
Fax: 941.359.7517

Seminole Community College
Interior Design Technology
100 Weldon Boulevard
Sanford, FL 32773 
Phone: 407.328.2267
Fax: 407.328.2139

Southern College
Interior Design Program
5600 Lake Underhill Road
Orlando, FL 32807 
Phone: 407.273.1000
Fax: 407.273.0492

University of Florida
Department of Interior Design
College of Architecture
Box 115705
Gainesville, FL 32611-5705 
Phone: 352.392.0252
Fax: 352.392.7266

GEORGIA
American International

University
Interior Design Program
3330 Peachtree Road NE
Atlanta, GA 30326 
Phone: 404.965.5816
Fax: 404.965.5705

Art Institute of Atlanta
Interior Design Program
6600 Peachtree Dunwoody Rd
100 Embassy Row
Atlanta, GA 30328 
Phone: 770.394.8300
Fax: 770.394.9800

Atlanta College of Art
Interior Design Program
1280 Peachtree St NE
Atlanta, GA 30309 
Phone: 404.733.5160
Fax: 404.733.5201

Bouder College
Interior Design Department
3500 Peachtree Rd NE
Atlanta, GA 30326 
Phone: 404.237.7573
Fax: 404.237.1642

Brenau University
Interior Design Program
One Centennial Circle
Gainesville, GA 30501 
Phone: 770.534.6240
Fax: 770.538.4599

University of Georgia
Interior Design Program
School of Art
Jackson Street
Athens, GA 30602 
Phone: 706.542.1511
Fax: 706.542.0226

IDAHO
Ricks College
Interior Design Program
Clarke Bldg 244
Rexburg, ID 83460-0615 
Phone: 208.356.1340

ILLINOIS
Harrington Institute of Interior 

Design
410 S. Michigan Avenue
Chicago, IL 60605-1496 
Phone: 312.939.4975
Fax: 312.939.8005



Illinois Institute of Art at 
Schaumburg

Interior Design Department
1000 Plaza Drive
Schaumburg, IL 60173-4913 
Phone: 847.619.3450
Fax: 847.619.3064

International Academy of 
Merchandising and Design,
Chicago

Interior Design Department
One N State Street, Suite 400
Chicago, IL 60602 
Phone: 312.980.9236
Fax: 312.960.1449

Southern Illinois University at 
Carbondale

Interior Design Program
410 Quigley Hall
Carbondale, IL 62901-4337 
Phone: 618.453.3734
Fax: 618.453.1129

INDIANA
Indiana University
Interior Design Program
232 Memorial Hall East
1021 East Third Street
Bloomington, IN 47405 
Phone: 812.855.5071
Fax: 812.855.0362

Purdue University
Interior Design Program
1352 Creative Arts Bldg #1 West
Lafayette, IN 47907 
Phone: 765.494.3058
Fax: 765.496.1198

IOWA
Iowa State University of 

Science/Tech
Interior Design Program
158 College of Design
Ames, IA 50011-3092 
Phone: 515.294.0677
Fax: 515.294.2725

KANSAS
Kansas State University
Interior Design Program
College of Human Ecology
Justin Hall
Manhattan, KS 66506 
Phone: 785.532.6993
Fax: 785.532.3796
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KENTUCKY
University of Kentucky
Interior Design Program
Department of Design/

Merchandising
113 Funkhouser Building
Lexington, KY 40506-0054 
Phone: 606.257.3106
Fax: 606.323.7799

University of Louisville
Interior Design Program
The Hite Art Institute
Schneider Hall, 2302 S 3rd St
Louisville, KY 40292 
Phone: 502.852.6794
Fax: 502.852.6791

LOUISIANA
Louisiana State University
Interior Design Program
402 Design Bldg
Baton Rouge, LA 70803-7030 
Phone: 225.388.8422
Fax: 225.388.8457

Louisiana Tech University
Interior Design Program
Box 3175 Tech Station
Ruston, LA 71272 
Phone: 318.257.2816
Fax: 318.257.4687

MARYLAND
Maryland Institute College

of Art
Interior Design and Architecture
1300 W Mount Royal Avenue
Baltimore, MD 21217 
Phone: 410.225.2240
Fax: 410.225.2545

MASSACHUSETTS
Endicott College
Interior Design Program
376 Hale Street
Beverly, MA 01915 
Phone: 978.232.2202
Fax: 978.232.3100

Mount Ida College
Interior Design Program
The Chamberlayne School

Design
777 Deadham Street
Newton, MA 02159 
Phone: 617.928.4500
Fax: 617.928.4760

Newbury College
Interior Design Program
School of Arts, Sciences and 

Technology
129 Fisher Avenue
Brookline, MA 02445 
Phone: 617.730.7068
Fax: 617.730.7182

University of MA/Amherst
Interior Design Option
Fine Arts Centre 461
Amherst, MA 01003 
Phone: 413.545.1902
Fax: 413.545.3929

Wentworth Institute of Technology
Interior Design Program
550 Huntington Avenue
Boston, MA 02115 
Phone: 617.989.4051
Fax: 617.989.4172

MICHIGAN
Eastern Michigan University
Interior Design Program
College of Health/Human Services
206 Roosevelt Hall
Ypsilanti, MI 48197 
Phone: 734.487.5634
Fax: 734.487.7087

Kendall College of Art/Design
Interior Design Program
111 Division Avenue North
Grand Rapids, MI 49503 
Phone: 616.451.2787
Fax: 616.451.9867

Lawrence Technological University
Interior Architecture and Design
21000 W 10 Mile Road
Southfield, MI 48075 
Phone: 248.204.2848
Fax: 248.204.2900

Michigan State University
Interior Design Program
Department of Human 

Environment/Design
204 Human Ecology
East Lansing, MI 48824-1030 
Phone: 517.355.7712
Fax: 517.355.1058

MINNESOTA
Alexandria Technical College
Interior Design Program
Marketing Education
1601 Jefferson Street
Alexandria, MN 56308-3799 
Phone: 320.762.4497
Fax: 320.762.4501



Dakota County Tech College
Interior Design/Sales Program
1300 145th Street East
Rosemount, MN 55068 
Phone: 651.423.8414
Fax: 651.423.8775

University of Minnesota
Interior Design Program
Department of Design, Housing,

Apparel
240 McNeal Hall
1985 Buford Avenue
St Paul, MN 55108 
Phone: 612.624.9700
Fax: 612.624.2750

MISSISSIPPI
Mississippi State University
Interior Design Program
128 Lloyd-Ricks, Box 9745
Mississippi State, MS 39762 
Phone: 662.325.2950
Fax: 662.325.8188

University of Southern Mississippi
Interior Design Program
Box 5035
Hattiesburg, MS 39406-5035 
Phone: 601.266.4679
Fax: 601.266.4680

MISSOURI
Maryville University of St. Louis
Interior Design Program
13550 Conway Road
St. Louis, MO 63141-7299 
Phone: 314.529.9300
Fax: 314.529.9940

University of Missouri, Columbia
Interior Design Program
137 Stanley Hall
Columbia, MO 65211 
Phone:573.882.7224
Fax: 573.882.6679

NEBRASKA
University of Nebraska
Interior Design Program
232 Arch Hall
Lincoln, NE 68588-0107 
Phone: 402.472.9245
Fax: 402.472.3806

NEVADA
University of Nevada, Las Vegas
Interior Architecture/Design Program
4505 Maryland Parkway
Las Vegas, NV 89154-4018 
Phone: 702.895.3031
Fax: 702.895.1119

384 � Interior Design Business Handbook

NEW JERSEY
Berkeley College/Bergen

Campus
Interior Design Program
100 W Prospect Street
Waldwick, NJ 07463 
Phone: 201.652.0388
Fax: 201.652.2366

Kean University
Interior Design Program
100 Morris Avenue
Union, NJ 07083 
Phone: 908.527.3198

NEW YORK
Cornell University
Interior Design Program
Department of Interior Design/

Environment
E106 Van Rensselaer Hall
Ithaca, NY 14853-4401 
Phone: 607.255.2168
Fax: 607.255.0305

Fashion Institute of Technology 
State University

Department of Interior Design D-314
7th Avenue at 27th Street
New York, NY 10001-5992 
Phone: 212.217.7800
Fax: 212.217.7102

New York Institute of Technology—
Old Westbury

Interior Design Department
Midge Karr Fine Arts/Design

Center
Box 8000, Northern Blvd
Old Westbury, NY 11568 
Phone: 516.686.7786
Fax: 516.626.1268

New York School of Interior Design
Interior Design Program
170 E 70th Street
New York, NY 10021-5110 
Phone: 212.472.1500
Fax: 212.288.6577

Rochester Institute of Technology
Interior Design Program
College of Imaging Arts/Sciences
73 Lamb Memorial Drive
Rochester, NY 14623-6357 
Phone: 716.475.6357
Fax: 716.475.7533

School of Visual Arts
Interior Design Department
209 E 23rd Street
New York, NY 10010 
Phone: 212.592.2572
Fax: 212.592.2573

Suffolk County Community
College

Interior Design Program
121 Speak Riverhead Road
Riverhead, NY 11901-3499 
Phone: 613.548.2588
Fax: 631.548.3612

Syracuse University
Interior Design Program
School of Arts/Design
334 Smith Hall
Syracuse, NY 13244-1180 
Phone: 315.443.2455
Fax: 315.443.9688

Vila Maria College of Buffalo
Interior Design Program
240 Pine Ridge Road
Buffalo, NY 14255-3999 
Phone: 716.896.0700
Fax: 716.896.0705

NORTH CAROLINA
East Carolina University
Interior Design Program
Department of Apparel, 

Merchandising, and Interior
Design

Greenville, NC 27858l 
Phone: 252.328.6929
Fax: 252.328.4276

Meredith College
Interior Design Program
3800 Hillsborough Street
Raleigh, NC 27607-5298 
Phone: 919.760.8395
Fax: 919.760.2819

University of NC at Greensboro
Department of Housing/Interior 

Design
259 Stone Bldg, Box 26170
Greensboro, NC 27402-6170 
Phone: 336.334.5320
Fax: 336.334.5049

Western Carolina University
Interior Design Program
College of Applied Science
308F Belk Building
Cullwhee, NC 28723 
Phone: 828.227.2155
Fax: 828.227.7705

NORTH DAKOTA
North Dakota State University
Interior Design Program
EMLI 178
Fargo, ND 58105-5057t 
Phone: 701.231.8604
Fax: 701.231.7174



OHIO
Columbus College Arts

& Design
Interior Design Program
107 N 9th Street
Columbus, OH 43215 
Phone: 614.224.9101
Fax: 614.224.4040

Kent State University
Interior Design Program
College of Fine Professional

Arts
100 Nixson Hall
Kent, OH 44242-0001 
Phone: 330.672.2197
Fax: 330.672.2194

The Ohio State University
Interior Design
380 Hopkins Hall
128 N Oval Mall
Columbus, OH 43210-1318 
Phone: 614.292.6746
Fax: 614.292.0217

Ohio University
Interior Design Program
108 Tupper Hall
Athens, OH 45701-2979 
Phone: 740.593.2870
Fax: 740.593.0289

University of Akron
Interior Design Studies
College of Fine/Applied Arts
215 Schrank Hall South
Akron, OH 44325-6103 
Phone: 330.972.7864
Fax: 330.972.4934

University of Cincinnati
Interior Design Department
Box 210016
Cincinnati, OH 45221-0016 
Phone: 513.556.0222
Fax: 513.556.1230

OKLAHOMA
Oklahoma State University
Interior Design Program
431 Human Environmental

Sciences
Stillwater, OK 74078-6142 
Phone: 405.744.5035
Fax: 405.744.6910

The University of Oklahoma
Interior Design Division
830 Van Vleet Oval, Rm 162I
Norman, OK 73019-0265 
Phone: 405.325.6764
Fax: 405.325.7558
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OREGON
University of Oregon
Interior Architecture/Design

Program
1206 University of Oregon
Eugene, OR 97403-1206 
Phone: 541.346.3656
Fax: 541.346.3626

PENNSYLVANIA
Drexel University
Interior Design Program
Nesbitt College of Design Arts
33rd & Market Streets
Philadelphia, PA 19104 
Phone: 215.895.2390
Fax: 215.895.5917

La Roche College
Interior Design Department
9000 Babcock Boulevard
Pittsburgh, PA 15237-5898 
Phone: 412.536.1024
Fax: 412.366.6992

Moore College of Art & Design
Interior Design Department
The Parkway at 12th Street
Philadelphia, PA 19103 
Phone: 215.568.4515
Fax: 215.568.8017

Philadelphia University
Interior Design Program
School House Ln & Henry Ave
Philadelphia, PA 19144 
Phone: 215.951.2896
Fax: 215.951.2110

SOUTH CAROLINA
Winthrop University
Interior Design Program
College of Visual/Performing Arts
Rock Hill, SC 29733 
Phone: 803.323.2126
Fax: 803.323.2333

TENNESSEE
Middle Tennessee State

University
Interior Design Program
Box 86
Murfreesboro, TN 37132 
Phone: 615.898.2884
Fax: 615.898.5130

O’More College of Design
Interior Design Program
Box 908
Franklin, TN 37065 
Phone: 615.794.4254
Fax: 615.790.1662

University of Tennessee
Interior Design Program
224 Art & Architecture Bldg
Knoxville, TN 37996-2400 
Phone: 865.974.3269
Fax: 865.974.0656

Watkins College of Art & Design
Division of Interior Design
100 Powell Place
Nashville, TN 37204 
Phone: 615.383.4848
Fax: 615.383.4849

TEXAS
El Centro College
Interior Design Department
Main at Lamar Streets
Dallas, TX 75202 
Phone: 214.860.2338
Fax: 214.860.2689

Houston Community College 
System

Interior Design Program
1300 Holman MC 1229
Box 7849
Houston, TX 77270-7849I 
Phone: 713.718.6038
Fax: 713.718.6188

Southwest Texas State University
Interior Design Program
601 University Drive
San Marcos, TX 78666-4616 
Phone: 512.245.2155
Fax: 512.245.3829

Stephen F. Austin State University
Interior Design Program
Box 13014 SFA Station
Nacogdoches, TX 75962 
Phone: 409.468.4502
Fax: 409.468.2140

Texas Christian University
Interior Design Program
Addran College of Arts/Sciences
Box 298360
Fort Worth, TX 76129 
Phone: 817.257.7499
Fax: 817.257.6330

Texas Tech University
Interior Design Program
Box 41162
Lubbock, TX 79409-1162 
Phone: 806.742.3050
Fax: 806.742.1639

University of North Texas
Interior Design Program
Box 305100
Denton, TX 76203-5100 
Phone: 940.565.4010
Fax: 940.565.4717



The University of Texas at Austin
Interior Design Program
School of Architecture
115 Gearing Hall 
Austin, TX 78712
Phone: 512.471.6249
Fax: 512.471.0716

UTAH
Utah State University
Interior Design Program
Family Life College
Logan, UT 84322-2910 
Phone: 435.797.1558
Fax: 435.797.3845

VIRGINIA
James Madison University
Interior Design Program
Harrisonburg, VA 22807 
Phone: 540.568.6216
Fax: 540.568.6598

Marymount University
Interior Design Department
School of Arts/Sciences
2807 N Glebe Road
Arlington, VA 22207-4299 
Phone: 703.284.1565
Fax: 703.284.3859

WASHINGTON
Washington State University
Interior Design Program
White Hall 202, Box 642020
Pullman, WA 99164-2020 
Phone: 509.335.1162
Fax: 509.335.7299
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WEST VIRGINIA
West Virginia University
Interior Design Program
704-L Allen Hall, Box 6124
Morgantown, WV 26506-6124 
Phone: 304.293.3402
Fax: 304.293.2750

WISCONSIN
Mount Mary College
Interior Design Program
2900 N Menomonee River Prky
Milwaukee, WI 53222 
Phone: 414.256.1213
Fax: 414.256.1224

University of Wisconsin,
Madison

Interior Design Major
Rm 234, 1300 Linden Drive
Madison, WI 53706 
Phone: 608.262.2651
Fax: 608.262.5335

University of Wisconsin, Stevens 
Point

Interior Architecture/Design
Program

101 College of Professional Studies
Stevens Point, WI 54481 
Phone: 715.346.4600
Fax: 715.346.3751

University of Wisconsin, Stout
Interior Design Program
325 Applied Arts Bldg
Menomonie, WI 54751 
Phone: 715.232.1477
Fax: 715.232.1669

CANADA
Dawson College
Interior Design Department
3040 Sherbrooke Street West
PQ H3Z 1A4 
Phone: 514.931.8731
Fax: 514.931.3567

International Academy of Design, 
Toronto

Interior Design Program
31 Wellesley Street E
Toronto, ON M4Y 1G7 
Phone: 416.927.7811
Fax: 416.927.9244

Lakeland College
Interior Design Department
5707 47 Avenue West
Vermilion, AB T9X 1K5 
Phone: 780.853.8522
Fax: 780.853.8710

Mount Royal College
Department of Interior Design
Faculty of Arts
4825 Richard Road SW
Calgary, AB T3E 6K6 
Phone: 403.240.6100
Fax: 403.240.6939

Kawantlen University College
Prof Level Interior Design

Program
Interior Design Department
8771 Lansdowne Road
Richmond, BC V6X 3V8 
Phone: 604.588.2542
Fax: 604.599.2716



Index

Accountant, 34, 40, 42, 45, 54, 108–110,
314, 355–357

Accounts payable, 320–327, 330
Accounts payable system, 320
Accounts receivable, 315–320, 323, 334,

361
Age, 334

Accounts receivable turnover, 334
Accounting system, 321

computerized, 322
One-Write, 323

Achieving Excellence in Your Design
Practice, 82

Acid-test ratio, 333
Acoustic design, 6
Adaptive Reuse, 6, 13
Administrative assistant, 84
Administrative headquarters, 6
Advertising, 132

design, 133–134
keys of, 133
photography in, 134–136
publications for, 133
video presentations in, 136–137
See also Public relations and publicity

Agent, designer as, 3, 235
Airplane design, 7
Allied Board of Trade (A.B.T.), 350
American Society of Interior Designers

(ASID), 240, 316, 350, 358
contract document of, 152, 153–173

Amusement park design, 7
Angel funds, 345
Answering machine, 73–74, 286, 306
Antiques, cost of warehousing, 295–296
Apartment/condominium/co-op design, 7
Aquarium design, 7
Architects, 112, 192
Architectural Digest, 133
Art consultant, 7
Art dealer, designer as, 8
Artisan, 86

Artist, 86
Assistant designer, 84
Associations and joint ventures, 49
Attorney. See Lawyer
Audiovisual center design, 8
Auditorium design, 8
Automobile:

insurance, 362–363
tax deductions, 355

Bailee customer floater, 361
Banks/banking:

as resource, 339
borrowing from, 342–343
credit ratings of, 347
information checklist for, 337–338
selection of, 338–343

Banking Relations, 337–343
cash management services, 341
checking account, 339
credit cards, 340 
employees financial benefits, 340 
Individual Retirement Accounts (IRA),

341
Keogh Plan, 341–342
line of credit, 342 
money market account, 341
Payroll service, 339 
short-term certificates of deposit, 341
stop payment notice, 340
term loans, 342
401K Plan, 342

Barrier-free design, 8
Bathroom design, 8
Beauty/barber shop design, 8
Benefits, 98

discounts, 98
health, 98
insurance, 98
key person insurance, 100
retirement plans, 98–100
stock ownership plans, 100



Benefits (Continued)
vacation, 98

Billing, 318–320
Billing sheet, 318–319
Bill paying procedure, 325
Blueprint machine, 70
Board of advisors, 372
Board of directors, 44, 289, 291, 372 
Boat design, 16
Bookkeeper, 85, 272, 284, 314, 318, 321
Bookkeeping, 272, 321. See also Cash

management
reducing, 236

Bradford’s Directory of Marketing
Research Agencies, 118

Break-even analysis, 33, 335–336
Brochures, 127
Building for your business, 66

leasing vs. buying, 66
Building property insurance, 359
Bus design, 19
Business. See Design firm, Design studio
Business card, 126
Business consultant, 34, 53, 239
Business courses, 373
Business development companies

(SBDCs), 345–346
Business development coach, 112
Business development manager, 83
Business development officer, bank, 339
Business goals, 53–54
Business interruption insurance, 361
Business manager, 82, 272–273
Business operations insurance, 361–364
Business plan, 54–55
Business service consultants, 112
Buying. See Purchasing
Buying an existing business, 35–39
Buying services, 257, 315
Buy-sell agreement, 45

CAD system, 70–72
CAD specialist, 9
C.B.D. (Cash Before Delivery), 324, 326
C.O.D. (Cash On Delivery), 324, 326
Capital, sources of, 32–33, 343–347

bank loans, 342–343
Career planning, 25
Care, custody & control, 364–365
Carpet/rug:

design, 9
ordering extra, 208
samples in design library, 77

Cash discounts, 325
Cash flow, 314–315
Cash management, 109, 313

accounts payable, 320–325, 326
accounts receivable, 315–320, 333, 344,

361
cash flow in, 314–315

Cash management services, bank, 341
Catalogs, vendor, 76, 240–241
Ceiling value, 38
Ceramic tile design, 9
Certificates of deposit, short-term, 341
Chairman of the board, 44
Changing specialties, 6
Charging, 216–239
Charities, donating services to, 126
Checking account, 339
Chief executive officer (CEO), 44, 82
Chief financial officer (CFO), 44
Chief operating officer (COO), 44
Children, design for, 11
Choate, Pat, 98
Client:

approval of, 191, 192
attitude, 138–139 
billing, 317–320
collection from, 315–320
communication with contractor,

269–270
complaints of, 213–214, 311–312
credit checks on, 316, 348–351
follow-up, 212–213
identifying potential market, 119
inquiry sheet for, 140–141, 331
at installation, 206
insurance of, 364–365
loss of, 148–149
loyalty, 215
qualifying, 122, 123, 139–143
relationship with designer, 2–3,

214–215, 267–268
retention of, 214–215
revisions by, 151, 198, 270
sources for, 119–122
update, 198
See also Contract, Sales

Client base, 31, 38, 63
Closet design, 9
Code safety design specialists, 9
Cold calls, 138
Collections, 294, 316, 320
Color consultant, 9
Commercial design, 9
Community affairs, participation in, 125
Community buildings, 226, 277, 281
Compensation:

contract provisions for, 149–152,
164–167, 170–171, 175–190

and design requirements, 218–224,
237–238

for initial review, 143
and money-losing jobs, 226, 277, 281
quoting, 217–218, 226, 236–239
retainer, 227, 318, 330
structuring, 217–226, 236–239

Compensation specialist, 112
Competitors, 64, 118–119, 121
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in-house designers of, 10
officers of, 44
termination of, 103, 105
minutes from, 290
professional service (PCs), 43
shareholder’s agreement in, 43
stockholders of, 43
taxation of, 46–47, 351–352

Costs. See Expenses
Cost increases, 236
Country club design, 10
Craftspeople, 86. See also Contractors,

independent
Credit:

of client, 24, 191, 348–350, 315–320
letter of, 302
lines of, 342–343
rating, 347–350
reporting agencies, 348–351
suppliers, terms of, 32, 242, 322–325

Credit cards, 340
loans, 345

Credit check, 316
arrangements, 242
establishing, 322, 347
extending, 317
negotiating terms, 324–325 
terms, 316, 326

Credit reporting agencies, 348–351
Allied Board of Trade, 350
Dun & Bradstreet, 349
local, 349
Lynn, 350–351

Current ratio, 333

Daily diary, 294–295
Damage, freight, 296–298
Dealerships, 18

purchasing through, 258
Debriefing, 148–149
Delegation, 291–292
Delinquent payments, 319
Delivery, 205, 207–211

freight damage at, 296–298
Dental office design, 10
Design associate, 4
Design centers: 

by state, 245–249
open vs. closed showroom, 244–246
using, 244–245

Design concept fee, 230
plus percentage, 234

Design consultants, 112
Design development phase, 193–194
Design fee, 230–234
Design firm:

buying existing business
advantages vs. disadvantages of,

35–37
buy-sell agreement in, 45

Complaints, handling, 213–214, 311
Computer consultants, 114
Computer office design, 10
Computers, 361

CADD system, 72
cost considerations in, 71
role in design firm, 70–72, 205, 282,

293, 321–322
software, 72, 299, 361

Condominium design, 7
Conference calls, 312
Confidential Material, 252, 297
Construction supervision, 10
Consultants, 281, 372

contract with, 114–115, 151
reasons for hiring, 107–108
in starting business, 34–35
types of, See also specific types, 79,

108–114
Contests, 131
Continuing education units (CEUs), 371
Contract:

ASID documents, 152–173
instruction sheets, 153–156
letter of agreement, 174–190
provisions of, 149–150
residential agreement, 168–173
reviewing terms of, 150–153
standard form, 157–167
types, 152
value of, 149–150 
with consultant, 114–115

Contract administration phase, 191,
193–215

See also Installation
Contract documents phase, 191, 196–198
Contractors, 86
Contractors, 196

acknowledging status of, 86–87
agreement with, 86–87, 266, 267
communicating with, 240–241
designer as, 3
vs. Employee, 86–87, 357
general, 266
quotations by, 266
relationship with designer, 264–265
selection of, 265
supervision, 267
and time schedule, 266–267
types of, 86

Contractors, independent, 196
Co-op buying, 257
Co-op design, 7
Copyright, 299–300
Corporate campus design, 10
Corporate cash management service, 241
Corporate minutes form, 290
Corporations, 42, 46

advantages and disadvantages of, 42–43
board meetings of, 289–291
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Design firm (Continued)
evaluating value in, 37–39
search process for, 37

dealership, 48–49
family members in, 45
forms of ownership, 40–43. See also

Corporations; Partnerships
goals of, 53–54, 100–101
joint ventures and associations, 49
licenses and permits for, 47–48, 237
management of. See Financial

management; Management, office
marketing by. See Advertising; Market

development; Public relations and
publicity; Sales

multidisciplinary 238
name of, 48
planning by 54–57
selling, 39, 60–61, 345
sources for. See Contractors,

independent; Manufacturers;
Suppliers

staff of. See Employee(s)
starting:

advantages vs. disadvantages of,
33–34

advisors in, 34–35
commitment to, 29
financing in, 33
initial planning for, 31–33
personal traits for, 30–31
planning, 31–33

See also Design studio
Design master sheet, 195 
Design project analysis, 57, 58
Design project analysis form, 58
Design review 212
Design service outline, 218, 219–224
Design staff questionnaire, 90–93
Design studio:

business entertaining in, 129–130
computerized. See Computer
drafting equipment and supplies in, 71
evaluating building, 67
in home, 68–69
leasing vs. buying, 67–68
library in, 74–77, 300–301
location of, 64–66
professional look of, 65–66, 69
telephone system in, 72–74
time management in, 281
See also Design firm

Design team, 4, 282, 372
Diary, daily 294–295
Dictation, 283, 284–287
Dictation log, 285
Direct buying, 258–260
Director, corporate, 44
Directories & bibliographies, 76
Disability insurance, 363–364
Disclosure statement, 299

Discounts, 98, 325, 327
Discounts, staff, 98
Display/exhibit design, 11
Documents:

insurance of, 361
ownership and use of, 151, 163, 171

Dodge Reports 124
Down payments, 227
Drafting equipment and supplies, 71
Drafting table, 71
Draftsperson, 85
Drucher, Peter, 271
Dun & Bradstreet, 139, 349–350
Dun & Bradstreet Records Book, 349–350

Earnings insurance, 361
Education, continuing, 371–375
Educational consultants, 113
Emissary method, 138
Employee(s):

availability of, 64
bank payroll service for, 339
bookkeeper, 85, 272, 314, 318, 321
borrowed staff, 85
and ceiling value, 39
continuing education for, 374
delegating to, 291–292
design staff, 3, 85
design staff questionnaire, 90–92,

100–101, 103
disclosure statements by, 299
evaluation of, 59, 90–92, 100–103
expenses for reimbursement, 327–329

monthly expense form, 328
forecasting requirements for, 79–82
freelance, 85

vs. independent contractors, 86–87
hiring, 94
labor costs, 101
management staff, 271–273
marketing staff, 124
providing leadership for, 273–275
publicist, 131–132
receptionist, 84, 301, 303–304
recruitment and hiring of, 87, 88–97,

114
resignation of, 103–105, 106

exit interview, 105–107
retirement plans, 98–100, 341–342
salaries and benefits, 97–100, 274,

341–342, 364
short term, 85
termination of, 103–105

notice of unsatisfactory performance,
102–103

training of, 38
types of positions, 82–85

Employee benefit consultant, 113
Employee cash, 101
Employment letter, 95
Energy conservation, design for, 11
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Financial manager, 314
Financial planner, 111–112
Financial projection, 32–33
Financial report, monthly 330–332
Financial statement, 333–335
Fire insurance, 359–360
Flood insurance, 360–361
Floor value, 38
Floorcovering (hard-surface) design, 13
Forensic consulting, 12
401(K) Plans, 342
Forms of ownership, 40
Freelancers, 85
Freight damage, 296–297

receiving instructions, 298
Funeral home design, 12
Furniture:

design, 12
design centers, 244–249
installation of, 207–208
mass-produced, 252
wrappings, 211

Furniture, furnishings, and equipment:
specifications sheet, 201

General partnership, 41–42
Geriatric design, 13
Goals:

business, 53
personal, 52
selling, 52

Good will, 38
Government:

as client, 120
market information from, 122–124
regulations, 252
product regulation by, 252
sponsored loans, 344

Graphic design, 13
Green Book, The, 350
Greenhouse design, 13
Gross lease, 67

Hardware design, 13
Health benefits, 98
Health & fitness club, 13
Hearing/vision impairment, design for, 

11
High-Flex Society, The (Choate), 98
Historic preservation and adaptive re-use,

13
Home office design, 14
Home studio, 68
Hospital design, 14

psychiatric, 21
Hospitality design, 14
Hourly rates, 229–230

calculating, 229, 230, 231
plus percentage, 233

Human resource consultants, 113
Human resource manager, 83

Engineers, 113
Entertaining, business, 129–130

tax deductions on, 354–355
Equal opportunity laws, 89, 93
Equipment, office, 69–70
Equity capital financing, 345
Ergonomic design, 11
Estate taxes, 45
Estimating, 217–226
Exhibit design, 11
Expediting companies, 235
Existing conditions sheet, 193
Exit interview 105, 275
Expense form, 327, 328, 329
Expenses:

contract provisions for, 150–152
direct, 228–229
documenting, 327–329
estimate of, 140, 175, 211
fee based on, 205, 207–208
fixed and variable, 335
increases in, 151, 211
overhead, 228–229
and tax deductions, 69, 354–355

Fabric:
matching, 225
ordering, 188, 225
sample in design library, 76

Facility manager, designer as, 12
Factoring, 344
Factory production consulting, 12
Factory visits, 253
Faux finishing specialist, 12
Fax (telefacsimile) machine, 73
Fees:

basic methods, 228–234
contract price, 233
design concept, 230
percentage, 233–234
per square foot, 232
retail, 232–233
straight, 230
time & expenses, 231
value-oriented, 231–232

Feng Shui, 12
Fictitious name registration, 48
Finance company 344
Financial advisor, 34, 346
Financial management:

cash flow, 314
cash management, 313
funding sources in, 342–346

bank loans, 342–343
indicators in, 330–332
profit forecast in, 313
structure for, 313–314
tools of, 330–336
See also Banks/banking; Cash

management; Credit; Insurance;
Taxes
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Import and export specialists, 113
In Search of Excellence (Peters and

Waterman), 82
Income tax, 46, 47, 352

withholding, 352–353
See also Taxes

Independent contractor:
acknowledgment, 87
form, 87
independent or employee, 86

Independent designer, 3
Individual retirement accounts (IRAs),

341
In home medical care design, 11
Initial interview, 139
Inspecting merchandise, 205
Installation:

assembly process in, 205
day of, 210–211
of furnishings, 207
maintenance manual, 212
preparation for, 206

of site, 187, 206–207
records, 208–210
supervision of, 206–207

Installation sheet, 188,189, 209–210
Installation specialist, 85
Insurance, 45, 98, 211

advisor, 357–358
business operations, 361–364

liability, 358–369
care, custody & contact, 364–365
claims, 3, 325–326
key person, 91–92, 364
property, 361
saving money on, 366–369
selection of, 358–361
specialist, 113

Insurance advisor, 34, 113, 357–358, 
362

Interior design(er):
charges of. See Fee
and continuing education, 371–375
income levels of, 97–98
job search by, 25–27
measures of success for, 27–28
personal goals of, 52–53
personal traits of, 1–2
phases of. See Project management
relationship with client, 2–3, 214–215,

267–268
See also Client

specialization and specialties of, 5–25
trade associations of, 332–336
working arrangements of, 3–5, 235
See also Design firm; Design studio;

specific subjects
International Interior Design Association

(IIDA), 240
Interior landscaping, 14

Interviewing prospective employee, 89
equal opportunity laws, 89
legal commitments, 89–93s
questions not to ask, 93
references, 93–94
sample letter, 94
techniques, 89

Interview, client:
charge, 143–144
intake, 139
planning for, 140
techniques, 141–143

Inventory, 314, 295–296, 333–334
Investment, 315

corporate, 341
Invoicing methods, 317–319

Job description, 88, 274
Job pricing, 216–239
Job site, preparation of, 206–207
Jobber, 242
Joint ventures and associations, 49
Journalism, 15
Journals & periodicals, 76

Kennel design, 15
Keogh Plans (HR. 10 Plans), 341–342
Key person insurance, 100
Kitchen design, 15

restaurant, 22

Labor requirements, 79–80
Landscaping, interior, 14
Law office design, 15
Lawsuits, 150–153, 293–294, 358–359
Lawyer, 34, 39, 45,  53, 110–111, 293, 294,

368, 357
Leadership, 273–275
Leadership consultants, 113
Learning:

on the job, 371–372
business courses, 373
reaching, 373

Leasing vs. buying, 66
advantages & disadvantages, 67–68

Legal office, design for, 15
Letter:

employment, 95
request for references, 94
to unsuccessful applicant, 96

Letter of agreement, 149–150, 174–190
See also Contract

Letter of commendation, 128–129
Letter of interest, 126, 127
Letter of resignation, 103, 104, 105, 106
Letter of transmittal, 202
Liability insurance

professional, 363
product, 363

Librarian, 85

392 � Interior Design Business Handbook



vs. jobber, 242
visiting factories of, 253
See also Suppliers

Marine design, 16
Market development, 116–117

goals of, 117–118
and market research, 118–119, 122–124
sources for jobs, 119–120
staff for, 124
See also Advertising; Public relations

and publicity; Sales
Marketing consultants, 114
Marketing director, 83
Marketing specialist, 17
Markets, 253
Martindale-Hubbell Legal Directory,

110–111
Master builders, 235
Medical care design, in-home, 11
Medical center design, 17
Medical insurance, 362, 364
Medical office design, 17
Meeting agenda sheet, 288
Meetings, managing, 287–291
Merchandise inspection, 205
Merchandise inventory turnover, 333
Merchant, designer as, 3
Mergers and acquisitions consultants, 114
Minority Enterprise Small Business

Investment Companies (MESBICs),
345–346

Mission statement, 53–54
Mobile phone, 312
Model home furnishings design, 18
Modem, 72
Modular prefabricated design, 17
Money market account, 341
Monthly financial report, 332
Mural painting, 18
Museum design, 18

National Center for Employment
Ownership, 100

Negotiating, 147–148
Net lease, 67
Networking, 120–122, 372
Noncompetitive agreement, 96–97
Nursing home design, 18

Office. See Design studio
Office design, 18
Office tools, 300–306
One-write check disbursement system,

320, 323
Operating agreement, 47
Optical scanner, 70
Ordering, 198–205
Overhead expenses, 228–229, 336

Park design, 19

Library design studio:
collection of, 74–77
management of, 300–301

Library design, 15
Licenses and permits, 47–48, 269
Licensing, 15
Life insurance:

group, 363
key personnel, 364

Lighting design, 16
Lighting fixture design, 16
Limited liability company, 47
Limited partnerships, 41
Line of credit, 342–343
Liturgical design, 16
Loans:

bank, 342–343
other sources of, 343–346

Loan finders, 346
which type, 346

Location, design firm, 37, 38–39
evaluating, 63–66

Long-distance calls, 312
Lyon Credit Reference Book (Red Book),

350–351
Lyon Furniture Mercantile Agency,

350–351

Magazines, 300–301
Magazine management

sheet, 302
Mail, handling of, 292–293
Mailings, 127
Maintenance, program, 252
Maintenance manual, 212
Management, financial. See Financial

management
Management, 271–273

confidentiality in, 297, 299
copyright in, 299–300
and delegation, 291–292
of freight damage, 296–297
of inventory 295–296
of library, 300, 301
of magazine subscriptions, 300–301,

302
of mail handling, 292–293
of meetings, 287–289 
record-keeping system in, 236, 293–294
staff for, 271–273
of telephone calls. See Telephone
time, 277–284
tools of, 273–275

Management consultants, 113–114
Managing director, 82
Manufacturers:

as publicist for designer, 131–132
designer as representative of, 16
direct purchase from, 285–259
in-house designers of, 16
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Partnerships:
agreement in, 41
general, 41–42
limited, 41–42
taxation of, 46, 352

Party and ball design, 19
Passenger train design, 19
Past client follow-up summary, 213
Payment:

accounts payable, 320–327
accounting systems, 321–322,323
bill paying procedures, 325
cash discounts, 325, 327
computerized systems, 322
COD, 324
credit terms, 326
establishing credit, 322, 324
negotiating good credit terms, 324
systems, 320–321

accounts receivable, 315–320
billing sheets, 318–319
collections, 320
of C.O.D. bill, 324
credit check, 316
delinquent payments, 319–320
extending credit, 317
invoicing methods, 317–318
scheduled payments, 317
stages of  completion, 317
terms, 316–317

Payroll service, 339
Pension benefits, 364
Percentage-of-cost fee, 234
Percentage-of-savings fee, 231
Permits, 47, 269
Personal injury insurance, 362
Per-square-foot charge, 232
Peters, Thomas, 82
Petty cash, 327
Photographic set design, 19
Photographic stylist, 19
Photography, interior, 134–136
Planning, 31, 51
Planning for profit, 56
Plumbing fixture design, 19
Portfolio, 238
Post-occupancy evaluation, 212–213
Presentation, 144–147, 203
President, corporate, 44
Price lists, 76
Pricing. See Fee
Prison design, 20
Procurement companies, 235 
Product evaluation, 20
Productive systems analysis, 114
Product:

catalogs, 76, 240–241,
quality control of, 251–253
See also Furniture/furnishings;

Manufacturers; Purchasing;
Suppliers

Product design, 20
evaluation of, 20

Product display, 20
Product liability, 363, 367
Product marketing, 20
Professional as promotional organization,

20
Professional service corporations (PCs),

43
Profit/profitability: 

break-even analysis of, 335–336 
factors in, 56
forecast of, 313
from accounts receivable, 315
gross, 330
increasing, 56, 235–236
per turnover of current assets, 334–335
planning, 56
project analysis of, 57–59

Profit-sharing plans, 99
Programming phase, 192
Project analysis, 57–59
Project completion time, 11, 315
Project management, 191–215

contract administration phase of, 191,
198–205

See also Installation
contract documents phase of, 191,

196–203
design development phase of, 191,

193–194
programming phase of, 191–193
schematic design phase of, 191, 192

Project manager, 20, 85
Project master sheet, 191, 197
Project supervision, 205–206
Project time sheet, 280
Property insurance, 359–361
Prospective client report, 140–141, 292
Psychiatric care facility design, 21
Public relations and publicity:

contests in, 131
designers in, 18, 21
entertaining in, 129
fundamental activities of, 125
investment, 128
publication in, 131, 133
publicist and, 131–132
purposes of, 124
show house display in, 130–131
tools of, 126–128
See also Advertising

Publications, 373
advertising in, 132–134
business,
design,
in design library, 76
management of circulation and storage,

300–301, 302
market information in, 122–124
publicity in, 131–132
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Sales:
and client attitude, 138–139
closing, 148
cold calls in, 138
costs of, 143–144
debriefing, 148–149
emissary method of, 138
initial interview in, 139–144
negotiating, 147–148
personal traits for, 
presentation in, 144–147
telephone as tool of, 308
See also Contract

Sales person, 85
Sales representative, 243–244, 283
Sales tax, 235, 353, 356
SBIC’s and MESBIC’s, 345–346
Scanner, 70
Schematic design phase, 191, 192–193
Secretary, 85
Security systems design, 22
Self-employment tax, 351–352
Selling your business, 60–61
Seminars, 374–375
Set design, 22
Shareholder’s agreement, 42
Shop-at-home services, 22
Shopping-mall design, 23
Short-term certificate of deposit, 341
Show houses, 130–131
Showroom, 258

open vs. closed, 244–245
Showroom design, 23
Site preparation, 206, 207
Small Business Administration (SBA),

344, 345–346
Small Business Investment Companies

(SBIC5), 345–346
Social security tax, 352
Software, computer, 70, 72, 299, 316
Software consultants, 114
Solar design, 23
Sole proprietorship, 40, 46, 351–352
Sources, 241–242

investigating, 241, 242
keeping up to date, 251

Spaceship and rocket design, 23
Specialties, 5
Specialization, 5
Stadium and arena design, 23
Staff. See Employee(s)
Standard & Poor’s Industrial Surveys, 124
State taxes, 353
Stationery, 126
Stenciling specialist, 12
Stock ownership plans, 100
Stock redemption transaction, 45
Stockholders, 43–44
Stop-payment notice, 339–340
Stop-work clause, 115
Storage design, 23

Publicity. See Public Relations and
publicity

Purchase order, 203–204, 254–256,
260–264, 325

Purchasing:
changes in order, 203–204
contract provisions for, 149–150
delivery date in, 203
direct, 258–259
dealer, 258
documents, 196–198, 260–264
follow-up to, 203–205
and merchandise inspection, 205
methods of, 256–259, 315
policy, 315
terms, 261–263
volume buying proposal for, 259–260
weekly merchandise checks, 205

Purchasing agent, designer as, 21

Qualifying clients, 123
Quality control, 251–252, 270
Quick ratio, 333

Ratios of earnings, 334
Real estate, designer in, 21
Real estate upgrading, 21
Receiving instructions, 297–298
Receptionist, 84, 301, 303–304
Record and information manager, 114
Record-keeping rules, 369
Record-keeping systems, 293–294
Recruitment, employee, 87–88, 89–97
Recruitment specialist, 114
Reference books, 76
References, employee, 93–94
Referrals, client, 119–120
Removal of coinsurance, 360
Renderer, 21, 85
Repackaging, 237
Reputation, 238
Research, 25–27, 139
Research and reference reports, 76
Research sheet, 249–250
Residential design, 21
Resignation, letter of, 106

acknowledged, 103, 105
Restaurant design, 21
Restaurant kitchen design, 22
Retail sales, designer in, 22, 235
Retail sales method fee, 232
Retail store design, 22
Retainer, 227, 316–317, 330
Retirement plans, employee, 98–100,

341–342
Reupholstery checklist, 199
Room specification sheet, 196
Rug. See Carpet/rug

S-corporation, 47
Salaries, employee, 97
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Store design, 22
Studio. See Design studio
Success, 27
Suppliers:

communication with, 203–205
credit arrangements with, 32, 242,

322–327, 344–345
discounts of, 325
geographic access to, 65–66, 242
jobber vs. manufacturer, 242
price increases by, 151, 236
research sheet on, 249–250
sales representatives of, 241–242,

243–244
selecting, 241–254
visiting factories, 253–254
working with, 241, 251–256
See also Manufacturers

Tabletop design, 23
Taxes, 46, 65, 58

audit, 355–357
entity 46–47, 352
and expense deductions, 354–355
federal, 352–353
form 1099, 353
income, 352
nonpayment, 353–354
overpaid, 354
remitting, 353
sales, 353, 356
social security, 352
state, 235–236, 353
unemployment, federal, 352
unemployment, state, 253
See also Income tax

Tear sheets, 76
Team development, 79–115
Teamwork, 4
Teleconference center, 24
Telemarketing consultants, 114
Telephone:

answering machine, 73–74, 286, 306
call handling, 304–306
cellular or mobile, 312
complaint call, 311–312
conference call, 312
log, telephone, 306–307
long-distance call, 312
mobile phone, 312
protocol, 303–306
receptionist, 301
recording calls on, 286
selecting systems, 72
speaking voice on, 310–311
time management of, 282–283

Telephone record, 305–307
Tenant development services, 24
Terms, credit, 326

Textile design, 24
Time and expenses, fee based on, 231
Time management, 271–284
Time management chart, 276, 277
Time saving methods, 281–284
Time sheets, 276, 278–280
Trade associations
Trade marts, 245–249
Train (passenger) design, 19
Training center design, 24
Training consultants, 114
Transit center design, 24
Transmittal sheet, 202
Transportation damage insurance, 361
Transportation floater, 361

Travel expenses, 327–354 
and tax deduction, 354–355
documenting, 328–329
form, 329

Turnkey project, designer in, 24

Underground habitation design, 24
Unemployment tax, 352–353
Upgrading, design, 21
Use tax, 235, 356

Vacation benefits, employee, 99
Vacation home design, 24
Valuable papers insurance, 361
Value-oriented fee, 231–232
Venture capital, 345
Video taping, 136–137
Vision/hearing impairment, design for, 11
Voice mail, 73–74

W-4 form, 352
W-2 form, 352
Wall-finish design, 25
Wallcovering design, 25
Warehouse:

holding inventory in, 295–296
merchandise inspection, in, 205, 296,

297
receiving instructions of, 297–298

Waterman, Robert, 82
Way finding, 25
Weekly chargeable hours, 278–279
White glove delivery, 211
Window treatment:

checklist, 200
design, 25

Working alone, 3 
Work station summary, 194
Working styles, 3
Working capital ratio, 333
Working capital turnover, 333
Workers’ Compensation, 362

Zoning regulations, 64–65
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ADDITIONAL INFORMATION

THE BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT PROGRAM

This forum is created to help designers, architects and the creative professional
establish their best opportunities in today’s business environment. The power of
good design is incredible. Designers must continually . . .

■ Learn and grow to perform at a higher level
■ Receive proper compensation for our efforts
■ Live a lifestyle that compliments our profession

This program uses a design process, a system that creative people find familiar
and user-friendly. The program considers each person’s special abilities and
works to develop the best opportunities for growth and success for their firm.

The participants find the interactive process enhances many parts of their
lives.

For more information on this program, or other issues, contact:

Mary Knackstedt
2901 N. Front Street 161 W. 61st Street
Harrisburg, PA 17111 New York, NY 10023
Phone (717) 238-7548 (212) 262-0752
Fax (717) 233-7374
email: www.MaryKnackstedt@aol.com
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