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INTRODUCTION


Whether you’re a home owner or you’re renting, whether you’re young or old, whatever your preferred style, and whatever type of property you live in, chances are you sometimes wish your home could be a little bit bigger, or a little bit more practical, or a little bit more stylish.
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Space is often the biggest issue for many of us. It’s not uncommon to feel, after living somewhere for a few years, that you’ve outgrown your place – whether that’s because your family has some new members (or you’ve made another change: perhaps you’ve started your own business or taken up a new hobby), or simply because you’ve accumulated more belongings. But whether the hassle of moving just doesn’t appeal, you adore the location or the actual bricks and mortar of where you live now or you simply can’t afford to stretch your finances to pay for a larger house or flat, it’s worth considering how to make your space work harder for you so that you can stay put and be happier about it.


This book isn’t so much an instruction manual on exactly what to do in a step-by-step way, rather a guide to the general principles of maximizing every inch of your home. Ultimately, it’s a process that will be unique to every person and every property – but the way of evaluating the space and the creative thinking that is needed to perfectly combine aesthetic and practical considerations is a constant.


I hope not only to offer you a broad outline of how to go about creating a home that you simply love to live in, but also to inspire you to come up with your own innovative solutions to balancing your own particular circumstances, needs and budget. Happy homemaking!
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1 FLEXIBLE


SPACES
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LIVING


In an ideal world (or, more specifically, home), we’d have enough square footage to enjoy our lives without limitations. Guests would have a comfortable spare room to sleep in, and children would enjoy a dedicated play area with the sort of toy storage that makes it easy for them to both play and tidy away independently. In reality, most of us occupy fairly modest homes and are frequently challenged by how much we are able to fit within our four walls.


But we don’t have to resign ourselves to living in chaos, constantly frustrated by space limitations. With a little thought and some savvy choices, compact spaces can work hard. One of the easiest ways to do this is to consciously design rooms to be multifunctional: a kitchen-diner, a landing-cum-home office, a living room that can convert from playroom to party pad.
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When it comes to combining functions, let common sense be your guide. A dining area is best located close to the kitchen, for example, while a reading nook or home office should ideally be situated away from a raucous play area or the high foot traffic of a hallway; and a space for painting or messy play is not ideally combined with a living space featuring expensive or difficult-to-clean soft furnishings. The key to success is to look at each and every part of your home carefully and decide which functions might suit the space best.


As every home’s layout is different – and every household’s needs are different, too – there won't be one successful, easily identifiable magic solution that works for us all. But there are some general principles that will help you achieve the best possible results in any property, and create interiors you truly love to live in.
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WELCOMING LIVING SPACES


There are plenty of 'dos' when it comes to creating a friendly and welcoming living area, and quite a few 'don'ts', too. We’ve all been in a badly laid-out living area where the sofa/ couch sits slap bang in front of the TV (or even worse, a blank wall) and there are no seats positioned opposite each other, which is really what’s needed for a sociable chat, whether that's with family or friends. So how best to make the most of your space?


A pair of sofas facing each other is ideal for creating a convivial mood, though some modern rooms can be too narrow for this to work properly. If you can’t manage this layout, even without a coffee table in the middle, try to arrange an armchair or two so they’re facing the sofa/couch, even if they’re positioned slightly at an angle. The more compact the design, the more likely you’ll be able to achieve this. Therefore, look for lighter, sleeker shapes on slender legs rather than broad, squat designs. If at all possible, don’t arrange your furniture around the TV set – try to position this off-centre or slightly to one side so it doesn’t dominate the space.


If a coffee table would take up too much space, opt for side tables (or even a nest, from which occasional tables can be pulled out when required). Just make sure that each chair has a tabletop placed within arm’s reach so that people can put down their cup or glass instead of leaving it on the floor, where it will inevitably get kicked over. Don’t forget to include table lamps or floor lamps, positioned either side of the sofa/ couch where they can also act as reading lights.
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SOFA SO GOOD Don’t assume you must have a three-piece suite in your living room. One comfy sofa/couch, plus a selection of other seating such as rockers, cocktail chairs or stools, creates a flexible area for everyone (right).




KEEP ON DISPLAY!


If your style mantra is ‘less is more’, up the cosiness factor using different textures and surfaces rather than filling the space with decorative objects.
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YOU'RE WELCOME You’ve probably seen the horror of a matchy-matchy interior, where all the furnishings are in the same style and colour, and the curtains match the cushions – it feels claustrophobic, right? Change things up with a variety of contrasting textures and meaningful artwork and decorative collections, and your home will be infinitely more welcoming. The good news is that a relaxed, eclectic style is much easier to keep looking its best, because artfully empty, picture-perfect rooms look tired more quickly than a laid-back style that’s a bit more ‘lived-in’ (opposite and right).
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Also consider the flow through and around a space – not just in terms of everyday comfort, but also for entertaining. Work out a furniture layout that allows you mingling space – whether that’s by pushing furniture to the edges of the room or being able to fold up pieces to take up less space (such as gateleg tables and folding chairs).
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PICTURE PERFECT Gallery walls can elevate your decor to the next level, but it can be tricky to know where to start. The easiest option is to go for a grid of same-sized images, or a set of frames sold together for this purpose with instructions on how to hang them in the intended configuration (below left). However, if you want to create a unique display, it’s worth creating paper blanks the same size as your collection of frames, and arranging them on the wall first using masking tape to keep them in position, before fixing the pictures to the wall. Start with the largest, then fill in with smaller ones, while aiming to create a sense of balance (left and below).
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TAKE INSPIRATION


Giving a display a sense of coherence is important. In this room, the collection is united by its restricted colour palette, evident in both the artworks and the framing.
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ZONING OPEN-PLAN SPACES


Nowadays, so many of us live in open-plan spaces that must combine several different functions. The secret to success here is to plan the layout so that it not only allows an easy flow of movement through the room but also works in both an aesthetic and practical sense. For example, if you’re creating a study area in a living space, then position all the necessary storage close to the desk, eliminating the need to constantly cross the room (or go next door) to access files, the printer and stationery supplies.


You’ll create a much more considered vibe by ensuring there’s decorative coherence between two zones within the same area. For an open-plan living space plus dining area, you could arrange two matching sofas opposite each other, ideally with a coffee table in between, for a pleasingly symmetrical sitting zone at one end of the room, then place the dining table and chairs at the other end, so that the room’s two purposes are clearly defined. Rugs are an excellent way of demarcating these different zones – place one at the heart of the seating area, then use another to anchor the dining table or your desk. Lighting also has a role to play here – suspend low pendants over a dining table, then opt for wall lights and reading lights alongside the sofa/couch in the living area.


Large bookcases or shelving units work well as room dividers, but make sure the piece is stable by fixing it either to the wall or the floor (especially if you have young children). Ceiling-hung curtains can also be used to divide spaces and conceal specific areas (you might want your desk or work area out of sight in the evening, for example). They’re a flexible solution, as they can be drawn back when not required.


If you have a kitchen and living room in the same space, you may want more of a physical barrier – a butcher’s block, kitchen island or dining table – between the kitchen cabinets and the sitting area. If this isn’t possible, angle your sofa/couch so that it faces away from the kitchen area and creates a sense of separation. If your front door opens directly into your living space, then some kind of screening will be invaluable – a stud wall painted to match the walls would be the sleekest option, but a tall screen can be a great alternative if you don’t fancy DIY.
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ADDING DEFINITION Make sense of an open-plan space with some structure created by the layout of furnishings – cluster comfy chairs around a coffee table (maybe on a rug that's warm and welcoming underfoot), and you’ve clearly demarcated the living area (opposite). Another idea is to hang a pendant light (or a whole row of them) along the length of a dining table, which will ensure the stage can easily be set for both casual family dinners and formal entertaining at the mere flick of a switch (above).
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DIVIDE AND CONQUER Not everyone likes their open-plan spaces to be entirely open – this can be a bit too lacking in cosy credentials for some people. If simply zoning by function isn’t quite enough for you, then consider how you might use key pieces of furniture to divide the space up into different ‘rooms’, without actually breaking up the sight lines with solid walls. Glazed sliding doors, shelf units used as room dividers, folding screens and even just strategically placed sideboards/ credenzas and sofas/couches can all help to create intimate, function-specific areas (this page).


When it comes to decorating, you’ll want to create a sense of harmony by ensuring there are visual links between the two different spaces. Paint the whole area the same colour for a more seamless finish. Similar materials, colours and styles of furniture and other accessories will all offer a sense of decorative cohesion, as does a single type of flooring.
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TAKE INSPIRATION


A huge amount of functionality can be squeezed out of a tiny footprint. This minuscule apartment (above) fits kitchen, diner and living space into one modest room – and it works.







TAKE INSPIRATION


Open-plan doesn’t have to mean minimalist. A more relaxed, even cluttered, and family-friendly aesthetic can work just as well.
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LEVEL BEST If your open-plan living area has a double-height ceiling, then a mezzanine level is a good way to obtain extra usable space. Mezzanines are sometimes used for bedrooms, but this is usually only in properties for two (this page). This is owing to the trickiness of the privacy situation – when you want to go to bed but the rest of your household wants to spend time in the living area, arguments could ensue. In a family home, these platforms are better utilized as home offices, reading areas or teen hangouts (opposite).
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PUTTING UP GUESTS IN YOUR LIVING ROOM


» With rents and property prices being what they are, spare rooms are becoming less common, but this doesn’t rule out having guests to stay. You will, however, have to give some careful thought to how things might work.


» Think about how you can help guests – who don’t know your home – feel more comfortable. For example, a lamp within reach of the sofa bed will avoid stubbed toes in the dark on the way back from switching off the light, while a nightlight in the hallway makes night-time trips to the bathroom less stressful. Similarly, try to provide things they might need so that they don’t have to ask or go poking about in the small hours – a glass of water, a towel or an extra blanket in case they get cold.
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» A sofa bed instead of a standard sofa/couch in the living room is the only major change you need to make. But do be sure to position it in the right place, in order that minimal rejigging of the layout is required when converting the space from living to guest room. If you also pay attention to privacy and practical considerations, your friends will certainly thank you. If your living room is a through route to another part of the house (say, if it’s how you access the stairs, or you need to pass through from the hall on the way to the kitchen), then the addition of a strategically placed folding screen or curtain could spare some blushes.
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SLEEP TIGHT Carving out extra sleeping space can take some thinking about – after all, beds aren’t small pieces of furniture – but sofa beds and futons take the difficulty out of this conundrum. However, if you’re loath to trade in your existing three-seater, or the budget just won’t stretch, how about stashing a camp bed/camping cot (or, if space is tight, a self-inflating air mattress) somewhere for the occasional night? Either way, it’s worth thinking about whether it’s more welcoming to give guests your room, and bedding down in the living space yourself.
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HARD-WORKING STORAGE


While cabinet furniture takes up floor space, wall-hung storage allows the maximum amount of floor to be seen, and built-in storage helps to streamline an interior. Both these alternatives can make a room seem bigger, and there are plenty of useful and stylish options to consider.


Modular shelving is a great choice for anyone with limited square footage. It’s entirely flexible, as it’s made up of different configurations of shelving and other units, and when you move you can take it down and reassemble it in a new home. Contemporary designs can make a style statement in their own right, especially if you opt for a design classic such as the Vitsoe 606. Modular shelving doesn't have to be expensive, though – there are great designs available at many price points, including an IKEA version. And if you don’t want to commit to a modular system, look for a wall niche or space that can accommodate two or three shelves and fix them on attractive brackets.


There are myriad other types of wall-hung storage out there, from wall-mounted TV stands to decorative shelving units – look for on-trend shapes and materials such as bamboo or brass. These can be a good alternative to artworks and make a good home for treasured personal items and pot plants.


If your living space is open plan, a fold-down kitchen table is visually unobtrusive yet will offer extra space for food prep and eating when needed. And then there are smaller solutions, too, such as wall-mounted hooks, pegboards and magazine racks (these are great for other things as well). Just be sure to use the right fixings for the wall type and the amount of weight you want the storage to hold – though remember it’s always better to fix to solid walls if you can. Ask in a DIY store for fixings advice if you’re uncertain.
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TAKE INSPIRATION


Why not fill a whole wall with built-in open shelving (right)? Not only does this offer copious amounts of storage, but it gives you the opportunity to display favourite decorative objects.
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