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  Many experienced designers wish they’d had a blueprint when they first started their businesses. It would have kept them from making many mistakes and made the early years so much easier. Design schools teach the history and theory of design, but rarely how to run a business. This book was written to give you that advantage. In it you’ll find all kinds of information on the business and how it works. You’ll have access to elusive formulas and charts that new designers often have difficulty finding. In short, this book will give you the confidence and the knowledge to start a successful interior design business. So get comfortable, sharpen your pencils, and let’s get started on making your dream of starting a home-based interior design business a reality!


  
    
      	
        01

      
      	
        So You’re Thinking about Starting a Home-based Quilting Business

      
    

  

  [image: chpt_fig_001.jpg]

  Does your heart skip a beat when colors blend together perfectly? Does the concept of combining patterns excite you? Will you derive as much satisfaction from spending someone else’s money and filling their home with beautiful and functional things as you would for yourself? If you answered yes to these questions, you may have the beginnings of what it takes to become a great interior design professional.

  Of course, there is more to interior design than designing throw pillows and rearranging furniture. The business aspect cannot be ignored. You can be the most gifted, talented, and creative person in the world, but if you don’t run your business wisely, you will not make it in this competitive field. This book provides the information that will help you set up and run a successful home-based interior design business. You’ll have formulas and charts at your fingertips, providing you with the relevant information you’ll need to get started in this fun and profitable business.

  A start-up design business is a natural home-based business. Most of the sales take place in the customer’s home because of the need to match color swatches to existing furniture or measure the windows for draperies. It is rare that a customer will ever have the need to come to your office. Of course, there are exceptions. As your business expands you may want to consider adding builders or commercial accounts to your list of clientele, and some may require that you have an office. (More about this later.)

  The other good news about the design business is that there is always a demand for the services we provide. People will always buy new homes or remodel their old ones. In addition to that, the fact that this business can be started anywhere adds to the appeal. The design companies that market themselves as product-driven companies have an even greater advantage. For example, when a person moves into a new home, he or she may not be able to afford a “designer” (or is possibly nervous about losing control) but will definitely need new window coverings and maybe carpet, or perhaps have a sofa that needs to be reupholstered. There are ample opportunities to market our services to be the most appealing to specific types of clients, from those looking for whole-home remodels and decorations to more targeted purchases such as windows or floors. These various marketing techniques will be covered in the advertising chapter.

  What Are Your Options?

  The design field is multifaceted. There are many types of occupations, each doing a very different and specific job. Your first step will be to determine where you want your area of focus, or expertise, to be. First, let’s discuss the differences between a decorator and a designer. This question actually causes more arguments in the field than any other and the answer varies greatly depending on who is answering the question. It is important to note that for the purposes of this book, we are mainly referring to residential design and decor and not commercial projects, though there is some crossover. In very broad terms, a decorator’s focus is primarily on the surface materials of a space and a designer’s focus is both surface materials as well as the functional use of a house and all the services that support the functional use. It varies state by state, but certain education, accreditation, licensing, and registrations (known as Title Acts or Legislation) may be required in order to call oneself an interior designer or even market your services as “design” services. It’s important to know what your specific region’s requirements are.

  Interior designers who have received American Society of Interior Designers (ASID) certification must have achieved a certain level of education, have worked in the field for a number of years, and then pass an exam (National Council for Interior Design Qualification [NCIDQ]). Much of the focus on this level of certification includes deep understanding of commercial design, which includes hospitality, healthcare, educational, and business settings. Because these are public spaces involving health and safety issues, a deep level of knowledge is needed to create proper design plans and then implement them. Since we are primarily focused on residential design, it’s safe to say that in most cases, a decorator is generally just as well received in the public eye as a designer. Quite frankly, the only people who know the difference between a designer and a decorator are the people working in the field. For simplicity, we will use the title of designer throughout this book, which will refer both to someone offering general interior design consulting services as well as product-driven sales occupations.

  When starting an interior design business, you should decide if you are going to focus on being a product-driven designer or a design consultation–driven designer. A product-driven designer may choose to sell a specific line or lines of products (or antiques, for instance) as a way to gain entree into a client’s home and then also be able to provide additional design services as need arises. A consulting designer markets his or her design consulting services around creating an overall design plan for a single room or an entire home and then may or may not also sell the homeowners the products. The following questions may help you decide.

  Do you like really getting in there and getting your hands dirty? If a drapery is hanging wrong, would you climb a ladder and straighten it out or would you call an installer to do it for you? If you would climb the ladder yourself, you would do well as a hands-on, product-driven designer.

  If a client called you to buy just one shade for her new home, would you consider taking the job? If you consider small jobs a gateway to larger ones, you will do well as a product-driven designer.

  Do you love reading technical specifications and keeping up on all the latest product news in a specific product field? If so, focusing on this field and truly becoming an expert may be a great way for you to break into the business.

  Do you have the ability to “see” a finished space fully realized in your head? If so, you will likely be happier working on an entire space versus pieces and parts.

  Can you juggle many different vendors and product details while knowing when to bring in experts in areas you need help with? Knowing one’s strengths and weaknesses and still bringing the best final result to the client is the hallmark of a great design consultant.

  Can you establish a long-standing relationship with clients, nurturing their business over long periods of time, sometimes years? If so, then a career as a consultative designer is a good fit for you.

  If you would rather sell lots of product to lots of clients, you may wish to focus on product lines. If, however, the thought of having a small number of big clients is appealing, you may prefer the consulting route.

  Do you feel comfortable selling yourself and your expertise or will you find it easier to sell a specific product? A design consultant is selling themselves and their ideas and it takes a good amount of self-confidence to do that.

  Product-Driven Designer

  If you do feel that selling yourself and your expertise seems the more difficult route to go, bringing in product lines may be the best choice for you, especially at the outset. In this type of business, you are marketing the products more than the design services. While a sales job may well turn into a design job, a large portion of your income will be derived from product sales.

  In this type of business, the designer may advertise various products and offer free design advice if the client purchases all the products from her or him. There are decent markups on most of the products, so it is well worth your time if you handle it right. However, it must be noted that it’s very easy for clients to “shop” you both in other stores and online. Offering too much free advice can result in giving away your ideas and not making the sale. In fact, you’ve sold the clients on the product, but they may not buy it from you. It is very important to limit the time spent in the customer’s home with a prearranged agreement and charge a per-hour fee if the customer requires more time. You can always offer additional time as you feel is warranted, but start with a more strict policy so the client knows the parameters of the arrangement. Another way to make sure you do not waste your time is to let your customers know that if they buy the product from someone else after you have spent time with them, they are obligated to pay you a predetermined design fee. Of course, if you’re selling products in small quantities, these concepts are less important. But if you’re working on a large project, you could be into it for hours of your time and end up with nothing to show for it.

  Design Consultant

  If you choose to market yourself as a design consultant, or a consultation-only designer, an interior design degree is helpful though not necessarily needed (unless required in your region as discussed previously). As a new design consultant, it can be difficult to attract clients as you may have no portfolio or references, but you have to start somewhere. It is more difficult to succeed as a consultant because you are not selling any products, just your expertise, which is an intangible. It’s easier to advertise a “SALE” on blinds than a sale on your expertise. A training option for those who want to have this type of business is to spend time working at a high-end furniture store or an upscale design shop gaining experience. Regardless of your age, don’t hesitate to take a design internship with an established firm. While unpaid internships are generally frowned upon, a low-wage internship, or job shadowing, will help you gain important insight in how to run a consulting firm from establishing trade accounts (fabric, furnishings, lighting, and more) and maintaining a design library for your samples to working with construction trade. Nothing beats hands-on experience and even design schools don’t teach the everyday processes of running your own business.

  Residential or Commercial?

  While this book is primarily focused on residential design, there is a certain amount of potential crossover. Even so, you need to decide which client you want to target more aggressively. If you decide to cater to residential clients, you will surely design the homes of business owners and managers, which may lead to commercial jobs.

  Generally, residential jobs are smaller in size but reap a higher profit margin than commercial projects. You are working directly with the homeowner, and many close relationships and even friendships are formed this way. You will be working with small details, such as designing place mats to coordinate with the kitchen valance you’ve just hung, to large details, such as selecting cabinets and appliances.

  Commercial jobs are usually not that intimate. The retail prices of the jobs are higher, but there is a substantially lower profit margin. If you are designing the bedspreads and draperies for a hotel, more than likely the rooms will all look the same, so after choosing the fabric, it’s just a matter of taking measurements and working up a bid.

  Because there is much crossover between product-driven and consultative designers, this book is focused toward product sales as the driver of one’s business, but will include consulting-only information as well.

  Working with Builders

  A great source of referrals and income for any type of designer are builder accounts.

  There are two ways that working with builders can bring you business: (1) model home design, and (2) new homeowner color and finishes selections. A builder usually wants a track record from a designer before assigning these projects. The following points briefly describe the ins and outs of this type of work.

  1. Model home design. There is not a lot of money to be made decorating models, but indirectly it can pay well. A builder sets aside a decorating budget for each model home that he or she builds. An experienced builder or developer will understand the value that the design brings to the project and will set aside sufficient budget for the designer to best showcase the property. The designer’s job is to produce a great result within the limits of the budget. It’s not the emotional process that working with a homeowner can be; the builder isn’t interested in how pretty this fabric is versus that fabric. There will be times when the budget isn’t really sufficient and the designer will spend many hours figuring out how to finish the job by calling in favors and borrowing furnishings. In any event, it is a time-consuming process as the designer is also expected to attend many meetings and walk-throughs with the builder. Yet the competition for model home design work is fierce as there is a fair amount of recognition that stems from decorating a model (make sure that your company name will be posted on signs throughout the house and that you can leave your business cards and brochures). If the model is part of a large high-end luxury apartment or homeowners complex, all the future homeowners will have seen your work on display.

  2. Finish and appliance selections. When people buy a new home while it’s under construction, they must pick out lighting, carpet, flooring, wallpaper, brick, indoor and outdoor paint, appliance colors, tile, and a roof, plus lots more! Larger, more experienced builders usually bring in a designer to help the customer with these decisions as it can help keep the project on track. While your fee for this service may not be huge, it gets you in the door at a crucial point in the design/build process. The designer has the first shot at getting the customer’s business for window coverings, furniture, or the entire design of the house.

  
    Lucrative Extras

    One very important area of design is space planning and it’s not necessarily a builder’s forte. Offer your client, whether it is the builder or homeowner, your expertise in planning the home to better benefit the client’s needs. You can check floor plans for areas that may need to be changed to create a better flow or easier access and adequate storage. Perhaps it’s the placement of light fixtures or whether the client wants a single or double vanity sink in the master. These are a couple of the many decisions that need to be made and it saves everyone money and time if they are made before the work begins. Also let your client know, as part of space planning, that you can provide furniture arrangements and whatever other products or services you offer. Clients that may be relocating and bringing furniture with them often appreciate this service very much. They may be uncertain how specific pieces will fit into their new floor plan.

  

  What Does a Designer Do?

  Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary defines an interior designer as “a person whose job is to plan how the rooms of a building should be furnished and decorated.” It’s true, an interior designer does design a space, but there is a lot more that happens behind the scenes to get a business off the ground and keep it up and running. This book will cover all of the areas in detail, but here are some of the basic elements of business ownership.

  Marketing

  You will be responsible for crafting your brand image and marketing your company. This starts with creating your company name and making decisions on how you wish to get the word out about your products and services. Will you be paying for advertising or doing a lot of personal networking? Unless you are personally well-funded or can trade services with a graphic designer, you will be creating your own ad layouts, brochures, even business cards. You will be designing and building a website, or hiring someone to do it for you. Your job will include regular updates to your online presence and print prices to reflect changes in your product offerings, services, awards received and new projects completed. More on this in chapter 6.

  Client Relations

  [image: chpt_fig_002.jpg] Good clients are worth gold and need to be nurtured throughout the life of the project and into the future. They are the source of ongoing business as their own needs change and evolve, and they are the best source of referrals to new clients. Larger clients may receive more attention than smaller ones, but all should feel valued and appreciated in some way.

  [image: chpt_fig_002.jpg] You will have to learn how to budget your time with each customer to avoid turning a sales call into a social hour or allowing them to take advantage of you by asking for additional “free” advice while in their home. At times, you will be looked upon as a friend, confidant, and even marriage counselor. Do this well and you become a trusted resource, but being too cozy can be time consuming without the appropriate payoff.

  [image: chpt_fig_002.jpg] One of the most frustrating aspects of the job is the irate and unsatisfied customer. Sadly, it’s bound to happen at some point and you may have no control over the situation. Since yours is a custom business, it is inevitable that you will have some problems. For instance, you may be manufacturing a pair of custom draperies for a client’s home, and it is important to the client that the draperies are installed by Christmas, which is five weeks away—just enough time to get the job done. When you place the order, you verify that there is enough fabric in stock to complete the job. You put the file away and wait for the draperies to arrive. Two and a half weeks later, you receive a postcard in the mail from the manufacturer explaining that there was a flaw in the fabric and the new fabric has been ordered from the mill; your new delivery date for the goods is January 15. It will be your responsibility to call your customer and explain that not only will the draperies not be ready in time for the holidays, but it’s now too late to choose another fabric. If handled well, most customers will be disappointed but accepting of the situation. But some will be upset and you will receive the brunt of it. If you have a problem dealing with situations like this, you might want to rethink your career decision, because such glitches are not uncommon.

  Office Management

  [image: chpt_fig_002.jpg] You will be setting up trade accounts and working with the sales representatives to establish your discounts on products. You will be constantly bombarded with new products, and you will have to decide what you will and will not sell in your business and keep track of all your resources.

  [image: chpt_fig_002.jpg] You will have to find the time to keep all the products updated in your library, brochures and website. Things change fast in this business, and if you sell a product that has been discontinued or has had a significant price increase, it will be embarrassing to explain to your client that you had not gotten around to updating your files and samples.

  [image: chpt_fig_002.jpg] You will be creating estimates and invoicing your clients, collecting their deposits and balances at the appropriate times. You also will be the bill collector in the event that one of your clients refuses to pay. In addition to the small aspects of bookkeeping, you will be responsible for the overall record keeping of your business, including taxes and licensing as required by your local region.

  Design

  [image: chpt_fig_002.jpg] While we all go into this business for the love of the actual design work, it’s still work. A successful designer will be able to understand their client’s needs and desires, even if they aren’t clearly expressed. As the professional, you are obligated to bring the best level of design work to the project, while also giving the clients what they want. If what they want isn’t appropriate for a given situation, you will need to be able to bring them to understanding and approval. You will have to be a salesperson in every sense of the word. Not only will you have to be talented in design, you also will have to be able to convey your ideas to customers in a way that will make them want to buy. But ultimately, it’s their house and you should not try to make clients take something they don’t want. It takes patience and observation, which grows with experience.

  [image: chpt_fig_002.jpg] There will be times when you will have to work up numerous presentations until you find the one that your client likes enough to buy. However, in order to be profitable, you will need to keep tight control on how much time is spent in the design and shopping phase of the project so that it’s in keeping with the design fee you have charged. If you’re charging a flat fee for the project, you may wish to limit the number of options you provide the client before additional fees kick in. If you’re billing by the hour, then as long as the client doesn’t mind paying for your time, it may be okay to show numerous options. Over time you will develop a process that works best for you. In any event, you will want to clearly outline your process and charges in a letter of agreement that the client has signed off on.

  Implementation

  [image: chpt_fig_002.jpg] You will be the scheduler and rescheduler for all of your design appointments. You will also have to oversee work crews, including window covering installers, carpet layers, wallpaper hangers, carpenters, electricians, and more.

  [image: chpt_fig_002.jpg] You will be responsible for mapping out a room, taking measurements for draperies or flooring, and sometimes (in a pinch) even doing simple installations.

  [image: chpt_fig_002.jpg] You will have to work up bids on each job and estimate the materials needed for each product.

  [image: chpt_fig_002.jpg] You will have to order all the materials needed for a job from each manufacturer. Your profit margin lies in your ability to order exactly the right amount of product for a given job. Order too much and you’ve overpaid for unused goods that you might be throwing into your sales bin; order too little of, say, a fabric for window treatments, and you may not be able to complete the job, which is a disaster for you and your client.

  [image: chpt_fig_002.jpg] You will have to log in each product as it’s received and then check it for flaws, missing parts, and color variations. If you are using a workroom for your upholstery or window treatments, you will want to be sure they know what fabric is coming for each job by providing them with a sample so they can do this rigorous check-in. If there are problems such as flaws or misshipments, you will have to work with the vendor to get replacements quickly as well as reschedule any trades people involved and communicate any delays to your client.

  [image: chpt_fig_002.jpg] It will be your responsibility to make sure the fabric gets to the workroom, the wallpaper gets to the right house, or your vacationing client’s home is open for the work crews on a Saturday or Sunday. And sometimes you will act as the delivery person yourself when needed.

  [image: chpt_fig_002.jpg] You will be doing all the invoicing, collecting, and paying bills, or if you hire a bookkeeper, you will need to be overseeing his or her work. You are required to collect sales tax per your local laws and remit same to your department of revenue on a timely basis. You will need to be fully insured and, where required, registered as a general contractor if you are managing work crews.

  Required Assets and Traits for the Job

  Although the world of interior design is a challenging, fulfilling career, it takes a unique individual to rise to the challenges that are encountered every day in this job. Here are some important traits that help in running a successful interior design business. Be honest with yourself as you read through them, because each one is vitally important to this career.

  [image: chpt_fig_002.jpg] Self-esteem. You will run into many obstacles, especially when just starting your business. Real estate agents will tell you no, you will lose bids to competitors, contractors will ignore your requests, and customers will be disappointed with your work. It’s essential to have an attitude that will allow you to dust yourself off after disappointments and keep going.

  [image: chpt_fig_002.jpg] A good support group. If you are married, it’s important that your spouse (and children, if you have them) back up your decision to go into business for yourself. There will be evenings when you work all night to meet a deadline and if you don’t get support, it will be hard to keep motivated. If you are not married and don’t have children, make sure your friends and family are aware that at times you will need their support and understanding.

  [image: chpt_fig_002.jpg] Patience. As a designer, you will come across many situations that test your patience. A customer will remember a fabric being just a shade bluer, or someone will take up hours of your time, probing your mind for ideas, then decide not to buy anything. Such aggravation is just part of the job.

  [image: chpt_fig_002.jpg] Organization. Because of the many details you will be handling at any given moment, organization is key. You will hopefully have several jobs going on at one time, and you must keep track of the progress of all of them and keep them moving forward.

  [image: chpt_fig_002.jpg] Motivation. Your alarm clock will be your only boss in the morning. No one will tell you to go out and market your business or to be on time to your appointment. You must be a self-starter and self-disciplined in order to be successful in a home-based business.

  [image: chpt_fig_002.jpg] The ability to listen. To be a good designer and salesperson, you must be able to listen to the client’s needs—only then can you fill them. For example, some customers already know exactly what they want and can communicate their thoughts clearly. But often, you will have to listen carefully to what the client says and even doesn’t say in order to be successful and help them achieve their desired results.

  [image: chpt_fig_002.jpg] Authoritativeness. A designer will be in charge of all aspects of a job, including the installation. You will have to supervise numerous workers during the course of the day. There will be times when your drapery installer has a different vision than yours about the way a pair of draperies needs to be hung, and you will have to make the authoritative decision. You are always your clients’ advocate and are working on their behalf. You can’t back down to a tradesman or workroom if you know you are right.

  [image: chpt_fig_002.jpg] You don’t get easily flustered. A steady temperament will help you deal with a business filled with daily crises and successes.

  [image: chpt_fig_002.jpg] Interest in people. Regardless of whether you deal in residential or commercial jobs, you will be in constant contact with people. Some will change their minds on a continual basis and call you ten times a day. This is all part of the job, so if you don’t like people—that is, if you aren’t a “people person”—then this may not be the career for you.

  [image: chpt_fig_002.jpg] Math skills. You will use basic math daily. Ordering carpet, blinds, fabric, wallpaper, and window treatments will require you to do some basic calculations to determine proper sizes and amounts to order. Keep your tape measure and calculator handy and never hesitate to have an installer or workroom check your numbers—two pairs of eyes are better than one!

  [image: chpt_fig_002.jpg] Never stop learning. The desire to keep up on trends as well as understanding historical design styles is all-important, as is keeping up on legal issues and product information. Be open to new ideas and seek out inspiration.

  The Myths and Realities of Entrepreneurship

  Before we discuss the details of setting up your business, let’s examine your motives for wanting to be self-employed. You have your own reasons for wanting to be your own boss, as does everyone else who wants to try it. The following list contains some of the misconceptions that are associated with self-employment.

  
    
      	MYTH:
      	No one will tell you what to do; you are the boss.
    

    
      	REALITY:
      	Every one of your customers will be your boss. Remember the old adage that says the customer is always right? When operating a small business, that is the golden rule—along with writing a good contract and keeping your terms of service clear and understandable. You want to give your customer what they want, but you need to protect yourself against being taken advantage of. Word of mouth or referral business is absolutely the best business you can get. If you have an unhappy customer, you would be surprised how fast word will spread around the neighborhood and online (and among that person’s co-workers, friends, and family, and lots of people they don’t even know). On the other hand, a satisfied customer will offer personal recommendations, which are golden.
    

    
      	MYTH:
      	Your time will be your own.
    

    
      	REALITY:
      	While there is great flexibility, there is no one to pass your work on to when you’re tired or have other plans. To use an old cliché, the buck stops with you. If you have a proposal to work up on the weekend of a family campout, you have to make a choice. The design fairy refuses to work alone while you and your family are playing!
    

    
      	MYTH:
      	You will become instantly rich.
    

    
      	REALITY:
      	Although it is possible to make an excellent income running your own business, it will not happen overnight. Some businesses take years to even turn a profit. If you’re running a product-driven business, you will likely have had to invest heavily in samples to showcase your wares. It can take a long time to recoup the initial outlay of cash and start turning a profit. A design consulting service grows slowly, client by client, and it can take a while to learn how to charge appropriately for profitability.
    

    
      	MYTH:
      	You won’t have to work as hard as you do when working for someone else.
    

    
      	REALITY:
      	Because you are the only one responsible for your business, you will have to work twice or three times as hard as you would working a 9-to-5 job. You may only have to go on two appointments a day to make your required income, but there is much to be done besides selling the product. If this is one of your misconceptions, please refer back to the basic job description.
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