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This book is dedicated to all the renters whose landlords said they couldn’t…







NOTES ON SAFETY


Keep your tools clean and well maintained. Make sure you thoroughly inspect the equipment before use, and store them appropriately (away from the reach of children).


Make sure you are comfortable with the equipment. If in any doubt – consult or even hire a professional.


Always secure movable objects or materials with clamps or a vice, freeing both hands to operate the tool.


Wear protective glasses. If using a sander, make sure to wear a protective face mask/ventilator to prevent any dust or debris affecting your lungs.


Every effort has been made to ensure that all the information in this book is accurate. However, due to differing conditions, tools and individual skills, the publisher cannot be responsible for any injuries, losses and other damages that may result from the use of the information in this book.
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INTRODUCTION


When I was first approached about updating this book, my initial reaction was, well, as I’m no longer renting, would people still want my thoughts on this topic?


[image: Medina Grillo sitting at a wooden table holding a white mug, wearing a brown hijab and patterned shirt.]


This question led me to pick up my book again – and really read it. As I flicked through, I found myself smiling at some of the jokes, nodding in agreement at the insights and frowning at parts that felt a bit outdated. When I reached the final page, a burst of energy surged through me. Yes, I thought, this is still something I can speak about authentically and purposefully.


I’ve lived in seven rentals over fourteen years. In that time, I picked up countless renter-friendly tips and tricks that helped me create beautiful, intentional spaces for myself and my family. That said, I’ll admit it took time for me to adopt this mindset. Believe it or not, I was once scared to make changes. Scared to hang a picture or paint a wall, thinking my money was better spent saving for a house deposit. I remember feeling slightly embarrassed to tell people I rented, fearing I wouldn’t be taken seriously. (People my age were already on their second homes!)


That perspective changed for me when work became particularly stressful, and I realized my home was the only place where I could find peace and joy. It didn’t matter that I didn’t own it. I began appreciating the feeling of home: being surrounded by trinkets and furniture that made me feel seen. Since then, everything I’ve done has been about sharing this message with other renters who might feel the same way as I did once. Don’t let the fact that you rent hold you back from creating a beautiful home.


Of course, I don’t just want to view renting through rose-tinted glasses. The housing market in the UK is far from perfect – especially the private rental sector. I’ve had my fair share of greedy landlords and dreadful renting experiences. Being told you have to leave a property because the landlord is selling feels like a rite of passage for renters, doesn’t it? And those regular house inspections? They always feel intrusive.


Still, if you asked me whether I ever regretted decorating the rentals I’ve lived in, my answer would be an emphatic ‘no’. Truly. Since it all comes back to this: appreciating the moments we created and the joy we found by turning a house into a home.


And so, I bring you Home Sweet Home 2.0. I’ve updated a few tips, added more tried-and-tested hacks (the dish-rack bookshelf is a firm favorite), and included photos from our most recent rental for inspiration. If, after reading it, you finally feel inspired to hang that picture you’ve been saving for your ‘forever’ home, my job here is done.
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MAKE YOUR HOUSE A HOME


When I first started renting, I’d unpack the boxes, arrange the furniture, and then just… stop. The walls stayed bare. The rooms felt kind of soulless. I told myself it was temporary; that this wasn’t really home. ‘I’ll wait until I own,’ I’d say. ‘Then I’ll decorate properly.’ Does this sound familiar?


The truth is, I didn’t lack the desire to create a beautiful space; I just lacked the permission. From my landlord, sure, but also from myself. I was so caught up in the ‘someday’ dream, I forgot about the magic that could exist in the ‘right now’. I tiptoed around my own style for years. And honestly? I regret that. Because here’s the thing: you don’t need to own a house to make it feel like home.


We’re living in a generation of renters. People are priced out of ownership, moving around more or simply choosing the flexibility of renting – and that’s not a failure. That’s just real life. And real life deserves colour. Texture. Comfort. And joy. You deserve to walk into your home at the end of a long day, breathe out and feel held.


The need to nest doesn’t vanish just because your name’s not on the deeds. If anything, it becomes more important because in a fast, noisy and uncertain world, your home is your anchor. And when everything else feels out of your hands, decorating, even in small ways, can be a way to reclaim control. It might be peel-and-stick tiles instead of real ones. A gallery wall held up with adhesive strips. Or a curtain hung cleverly with clips instead of screws.


But the feeling it gives you? That part’s just as powerful. So here’s what changed for me:


1. I stopped waiting for the right time.


2. I stopped thinking home had to look a certain way to be valid.


3. I started leaning into the now. And let me tell you, it’s a really good place to be.


That inner designer I kept squashing down? She’s out now. And she’s loud and slightly addicted to Pinterest. And she wants the same for you.


[image: Open quotation] Contentment within your home is something you can find now, not in a far-off, home-owning future. [image: Close quotation]


There are four types of landlords in terms of decorating. And, trust me, once you’ve rented a few places, you’ll spot them a mile off:


1. The Micromanagers: you know the type. You walk in and it’s beige as far as the eye can see. You ask if you can paint one tiny wall in the hallway and they look at you as if you’ve suggested knocking the place down. No nails, no sticky tack, no rogue adhesive strips, nothing. These landlords tend to be tied to agencies, so you’ll get a long moving-in checklist and regular inspections. So, opt for removable, damage-fee, zero-evidence updates.


2. The ‘As-Long-As-You-Put-It-Back’ Crowd: this landlord gives you a little wiggle room – enough to hang a gallery wall or paint your bedroom sage green. But there’s a catch: everything has to go back to exactly how it was. That means filling, sanding, repainting and pretending your home never had a shred of personality. This can work well, especially if you’re in it for the long haul. But you’ll need to be committed to the clean-up when the tenancy ends. Pro tip: take photos and notes of paint colours first. Future You will be thankful.


3. The Collaborators: ahhh, the best of the best. They realize that even a temporary home should feel like home. You pitch a paint job, and they say, ‘Great, send me your ideas.’ They may even offer to split the cost. These relationships are gold. You don’t feel like you’re renting, but cocreating a space with someone who is on your side. Still, always get any agreement in writing. But with a collaborator? You’ll probably want to stay for years.


4. The Ghost Landlords: then there are the ones who disappear. You haven’t heard from them since the day you signed the contract. No inspections, no check-ins, and no answers when you ask to repaint the living room. Silence may be encouraging, but if you press ahead regardless, you may lose some of your deposit. If you’re dealing with a Ghost, document everything and keep changes reversible. Better safe than sorry.




EXPLORE AND EXPERIMENT


Throughout this book, you’ll find a range of projects to choose from. Some are easy wins you can do today – no permission needed. Others might need a chat with your landlord (or a plan for how to undo them later). My advice? Start small. Try a renter-friendly hack or two, and see how it feels. Then, once you’ve sussed out the type of landlord you’re working with, go from there.


Remember, even if you don’t own your home, it can still feel like yours.
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I can still remember the very first apartment my husband and I went to view. More specifically, I remember the walls.


The peeling, embossed wallpaper in the kitchen, the stained floorboards in the bedroom and the seemingly endless stretches of grubby magnolia paintwork on the walls. (There was also a small damp patch on the living room ceiling, but that was a minor detail in comparison.)


Let’s talk about the magnolia, though. It was on Every. Single. Wall. In Every. Single. Room. And it had a yellowish shade that made me feel slightly ill.


‘Lots of magnolia!’ I remember saying to the agent (realtor) with a little frown. As if he didn’t know.


He just shrugged nonchalantly. He did know, and me bluntly stating the obvious had clearly annoyed him.


‘Are we allowed to paint the walls?’ This was another question I couldn’t help asking. You have to understand, I was new to house-hunting.


‘Yes,’ he replied, looking me straight in the eyes. ‘Magnolia’.










Walls are the first thing you see when you walk into a room – and yet, in most rentals, they’re treated as an afterthought. Blank, bland, beige. Usually magnolia. Sometimes a cold, scuffed white. Either way, not very ‘you’.


However, here’s the thing: even without painting or drilling, walls are your space to claim. They frame your furniture. They set the mood. And when you start dressing them with intention? Everything else clicks into place.


The following chapter will cover all things wall décor. It isn’t about extreme makeovers or breaking your tenancy agreement. It’s about finding clever, renter-proof ways to make your walls feel less like a rulebook and more like a mood board. Most of these ideas are full-on renter friendly, but a few may require minimal effort to return the walls to the original state at the end of your tenancy.








[image: A cozy living room with a green velvet sofa, pink curtains, and a wall of framed art prints.]






THE EASIEST WAY TO MAKE A WALL YOURS


You don’t necessarily need to whip out a paintbrush to add character to a space. One of the easiest ways to make a rented home feel like your own is to hang things up on the wall. It can be one or two large, impactful pieces of art or a well-curated gallery wall.


A gallery wall is such a brilliant way to inject colour, pattern and personality into a room without making any permanent changes. It tells a story, your story, through images, textures and pieces you’ve collected over time. Whether it’s old family photos, a postcard from a holiday, a charity shop painting or your child’s first doodle… together, they say: ‘This is me.’


Will gallery walls ever go out of fashion? Absolutely not! (At least, I hope not, as I’ve got one in nearly every room.)


Gallery walls are budget-friendly, especially if you go down the vintage or upcycled route. Just one tip: frames can be costly, so buying in bulk from a charity shop or thrift store will save money. You can spray-paint them all the same colour if you wish.


So, where can you hang a gallery wall? Perhaps a better question would be: where can’t you? Try one above your bed, behind the sofa, around your TV or along the hallway. Even that awkward patch of wall near the front door or above a radiator can be transformed with a few well-placed frames.





[image: Close-up of a gallery wall with black and wood frames, featuring a large letter 'Å', a cactus print, and a monstera leaf.]






HOW TO HANG ART IN A RENTER–FRIENDLY WAY


There’s something really satisfying about a well-dressed wall, especially when it reflects you. And the good news? You don’t need power tools or your landlord’s permission to make it happen.


Let’s start with the easiest method: adhesive strips. If you’ve followed me for a while, you’ll know I swear by them. They’re renter gold. You can use them to hang lightweight frames, art, baskets and even small mirrors. Just make sure the wall is clean before applying, and don’t forget to press and hold for the full time – no shortcuts here. Sometimes you may need to apply heat (using a hairdryer) on removal if you have any particularly stubborn strips.


I should add that as well as adhesive strips, there are products such as heavy-duty Velcro that can be used to hang items or pictures. These work particularly well for items you plan to remove from the wall often.


If you need to go a bit heavier, try some heavy-duty hooks designed specifically for plasterboard (drywall) or plaster. They come with a reinforced backing and curved hooks that can support small mirrors, baskets or heavier wooden frames. Just make sure you choose the right weight rating and follow the instructions. You’ll be surprised what these hooks can handle. Note that they leave really tiny nail holes, which may need to be filled in at the end of your tenancy.


If your rental has beautiful, old moulding trim or a picture rail, you’re in luck. You can use traditional picture-rail hooks and fine wire to hang your art – no drilling, no damage. This is especially useful in older or listed properties where you really don’t want to be putting holes in anything.


Another clever option? Magnetic picture frame tiles. These are perfect for displaying prints or photos in a clean grid, and they snap on and off easily. No tools, no fuss, and they leave no residue. Plus, you can change the display whenever the mood strikes.


[image: Open quotation] Let’s start with the easiest method: adhesive strips. [image: Close quotation]


Now that we have established there is, indeed, a magic tool that makes hanging pictures a heck of a lot easier, here are a few gallery-hanging basics that you should probably know.






	



[image: tick symbol]


DO


1. Try creating a mood board before you start to help you visualize everything.


2. Follow a wall theme – colour, texture or subject – to keep it looking cohesive.


3. Lay the gallery pictures out on the floor first. Start with the largest frame and build a variety of frames around that.


4. Play with frame sizes, textures and styles – the beauty lies in the collected feel.


5. Consider weight. Lighter is better. Heavier items may call for extra support or should be placed on shelves instead.


6. Add personal touches: postcards, fabric swatches, Polaroids – if it makes you happy, then it belongs on the wall.







	



[image: cross symbol]


DON’T


1. Skip the surface prep. Dusty or greasy walls won’t hold adhesive strips properly. Give the wall a quick wipe down first – it makes all the difference.


2. Rely on sticky tack or masking tape for long-term displays. They can leave stains, take off paint or give up when it’s hot and humid. (Ask me how I know.)


3. Overcrowd the space. Let your art breathe. A few thoughtfully placed pieces will always look better than a wall crammed corner to corner.


4. Forget to use a spirit level. There’s nothing worse than a gallery wall with crooked frames (unless that’s the look you’re going for).

















WHAT KIND OF ART TO HANG?


Here’s the thing: art should move you. It doesn’t need to match the colour scheme or fit into some Instagram-perfect grid. Art should provoke a reaction, whether it sparks joy, brings back memories or just makes you smile when you walk past.


Personally, I’m all about art that isn’t mass-produced. I like pieces that come with a story. That’s why vintage shopping is my go-to – it’s full of hidden gems you won’t find anywhere else, from abstract oil paintings to charming old sketches in chipped wooden frames. These pieces aren’t just decorations; they’re time capsules.


Follow artists you genuinely love. If you can afford it, invest in their original work. If not, many of them sell print versions that are just as beautiful and much more budget-friendly. Try Etsy or Instagram to find independent artists who are creating incredible, one-of-akind prints. Your child’s artwork? That’s art too. Frame it. Celebrate it.


Avoid being too generic with your choices. Don’t just fill the wall for the sake of filling the wall. If your home is a reflection of you, that gallery wall should be a reflection of your memories, passions and the things that make your heart beat a little faster.


The following pages contain a selection of ideas for other creative picture-hanging ideas.




WHAT TO PUT INSIDE PICTURE FRAMES


Anything goes – and by ‘anything’, I mean anything! Look for features or colours that already exist in a room and play off that.
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