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How to Prepare for Your Design Project

How to create a design brief before engaging an architect

Renovating a structure or starting a new construction project can and should be really exciting. 
However, too often we hear stories of clients not having their needs heard, misunderstandings 
between the contractors, the client and the architect on what was the agreed scope, and how much 
was allowed for in the contract. We have decided to offer a pre-design service to help people better 
prepare themselves and avoid these problems when contemplating a project. 

It all comes down to the design brief 

A good working relationship with your architect is based on open and honest communications. 
This starts with a good design brief (also called a good program) that helps architects understand 
your expectations, preferences, wants, needs, aspirations and lifestyle. If the brief is not clear, the 
architect and the follow through to the contractor and its associated trades people will 
be compromised. The whole team will struggle to understand what should be allowed for in the 
pricing of your project.

Really think about your brief and all aspects of it, including the details.

This guide will give you 9 essential keys to consider as you prepare for your design project. There 
are also two worksheets followed by a commentary that will help you answer the questions posed 
here. We have also included examples of how others have answered at the end in order to help 
you get started. By answering these questions and including any other thoughts not covered by 
this document, your project will get off to a great start! 

The details are not the details. They make the design.
             - Charles Eames
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1. Site

Really scrutinize your property and get a 
good feel for it. Where is the sun- in summer 
and winter? Where are the views you want 
to enjoy every day and those you want to 
exclude? Are there trees or views to nature or 
water you really want to capture? Where are 
the surrounding houses, other buildings and 
views you may or may not want to see? Which 
parts of the site are most/least noisy? Does 
the site slope? Where should the front door 
face? Should the entry approach to the house/
building be changed to increase curb appeal 
and visibility? Are there wetlands on any part 
of the site? 

You can answer these questions on the  
attached worksheet.  Put all the other information 
you have about your site in a file to share 
with your architect such as site surveys, legal  
paperwork/covenants, existing plans or 
previous site information. 

2. Spaces

INDOOR  A good design can transform the 
way that we live and work. Think hard about 
your current and future needs. Map out the 
daily routines of people to be accommodated.  
How many people will live in the house or 
occupy the spaces? How old are they? Who 
does what, where? Don’t forget to allow for 
visiting friends or frequent out of town family 
members. Also consider a child’s rapidly 
changing needs! Do you want to ‘zone’ 
spaces, separate family members, functions 
and/or pets? Consider the number of floors, 
rooms and other spaces and describe their 
use.

Think about the daily functions that individuals 
perform. Make a list of who needs rooms to 
sleep, work and relax in. How do you cook and 
eat? Is there a need for a separate dining room 
or is the kitchen the gathering spot for small 
and large family gatherings? Is your lifestyle 
formal, casual, relaxed or active? Do you need 
spaces to entertain, both indoor and outdoor?  
What type of entertainment system do you 
want to include e.g. music, television, smart 
home, plus areas for storage of equipment?  
List any special requirements you have, 
e.g. accessibility, extra storage or recycling 
areas, garage size, built in furniture/shelving, 
home office, extra pantry room, extra space 
for additional dishwashers or refrigerator /
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freezers.  What method of heating/cooling do 
you want- and is there a desire to improve 
your project’s energy efficiency? What do 
other family members or users want from the 
whole project?

OUTDOOR  What do you want to do outdoors? 
Entertain? Relax? Play? Swim? Grow enough 
vegetables to be self-sufficient? Do you want 
a high or low maintenance scheme? What 
features are important to you? Think about 
the indoor/outdoor flow of spaces, where 
the morning sun lands, where it ends and 
where it’s exposed to and sheltered from the 
wind. Have you always dreamt of an exterior 
fireplace? Think of your external areas as 
extensions of your interiors and consider 
privacy and connections between spaces. 
Listing your requirements will help both you 
and your architect quickly understand your 
priorities.

3. Design Mood and Feeling

This is important.  People pick up on the 
nuances and feel of a space and respond 
to it. A space can be depressing or it can 
be enlightening and elevate your mood and 
your memories. Think about the ‘feel’ of 
your project. Do you want it to be modern, 
casual, industrial, traditional, minimalist, 
contemporary or something else?  Think 
about your feelings - yes really!  For example, 
what is your favorite time of day? Do you want 
to wake up in your bedroom to see the sun or 

does it make you feel better to see the sun with 
morning coffee in the kitchen? Do you worry 
about closing the window coverings or do you 
like to enjoy exterior views and sunlight all day 
long? Describe spaces, design features and 
styles that appeal to you and those that don’t. 
Create a ‘mood board’ or online ideabook, 
magazine clippings and anything else that 
can help your architect understand who you 
are, how you live and what you want from 
your project. Use web-based photo sites, like 
houzz.com or pinterest.com, to assemble and 
share your ideas.

4. Details

List major equipment and appliances you 
already have or are considering buying and 
any preferences you have about where you 
want to put them. Do you need over-sized  
refrigerators and freezers, a built-in coffee 
maker, an appliance garage, a professional 
range but a concealed exhaust hood ? Do you 
have lots of gadgets that need sockets at your 
counters and in your island unit? Where is it 
best to have your laundry room, mudroom and 
pantry? These details can make a big difference 
to the way your kitchen and utility spaces are 
planned. Note major pieces of furniture, built-
ins or artwork you want to showcase so your 
architect can provide spaces and sockets for 
them in the new layout. Better to include it in 
your planning from day one, than to move in 
and wonder where you are going to hang your 
Picasso. 
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5. Materials

List materials you like and dislike for both 
inside and out, but be aware that your 
budget will be a determining factor in your 
final choices.  Do you have any specific 
wall, ceiling and floor finishes in mind? Do 
you like cement board, stucco, stone, cedar 
lap siding or vertical siding for the exterior? 
Do you like slate, granite, marble, quartzite, 
porcelain (tile or neolith), quartz (caesarstone, 
cambria), glass, steel, aluminum, concrete?  
Do you like traditional windows with grilles or 
large expanses of glass? The list is extensive 
and there are many things to consider when 
choosing materials. Much will depend on 
the style of the house. There are choices to 
be made that will determine how much you 
spend upfront, and how much you spend on 
maintenance in the longer term.

6. Sustainability and Energy  
Efficiency

Regulation and rising energy costs are making 
sustainable ‘green’ design an essential 
consideration rather than a desire. There are 
now minimum building code requirements 
enforced by national and local governments. 
Your architect knows about these codes 
and will discuss them with you.  How ‘green’ 
beyond energy codes is your choice. There 
are renewable energy solutions such as solar 
panels  but also highly efficient air-source heat 
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pumps, air source hot water heaters, radiant 
floors, gas fired boilers, furnaces and tank-less 
water heaters, to name a few.  Although, these 
components may add marginal costs upfront, 
they will save you money in the longer-term.  
Much will depend on your budget and how 
long you plan to live in the house/building 
after work has been done. 

7. Timetable

Think about and share with your architect key 
target dates that are important to you. When 
do you want to start and finish the project? 
Bear in mind that, as a rule of thumb, it takes 
at least 4-6 months to develop a design, obtain 
planning approvals and prepare construction 
drawings before construction work can begin. 
You are less likely to be disappointed if you 
allow at least 5-10 months for work on existing 
structures and about 12-18 months for new 
construction.

8. Budget

Do you have a set budget for your project and 
have you thought about what it might cost? 
Marrying your needs and wants with your 
budget can be tricky. Establish early in the 
process what your budget can be, regardless 
of whether high or low. Very rarely is there an 
unlimited budget. Use the checklists provided 
below to help you get a deeper understanding 
of what you want and why you want it. If your 
budget is tight, your architect can help you 
with budgeting from the outset using historical 
and local data. This process can help you 
make the educated compromises necessary 
for a realistic project. You can also separate 
your project into multiple phases which should 
be determined before design work begins.  

9. Spaces and their Functions

Some spaces are so compatible that they can 
be shared, while others need to be  separated 
by distance or a barrier. Think about what 
spaces might double up to serve multiple 
functions. This will help determine if there 
are potential efficiencies in the use of spaces 
by function, thereby reducing project cost. 
Example: Does there need to be a separate 
dining room or can this eating function be 
combined with “the breakfast room “ to provide 
24/7 function? Also, does there need to be 
a separate living room or can there be one 
single space (think Great Room) that provides 
a 24/7 function? 
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Worksheet 1
Use these lines to jot down some of your answers:

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.
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Worksheet 2
Having listed some of your answers, now it is time to dwell on the nuts and bolts. 
The following is a series of questions that will further elaborate on your program. 

Who will live in your home now and in the future?

What different or new activities will you need to accommodate?

How do you want your house to fit within the existing environment?

Are there any health and safety issues you need to take account of?

What kind of space or environment would you really like to live in?

What do you want your home interior to look like?

What colors should  it have? Inside and outside?

What facilities for cooling and heating do you want?

Do you want to install or upgrade existing security and/or audio systems?

Do you want a single phase construction or a multiple phase  process?

What is your budget?

Does your budget allow for consultant fees? 

Does your budget allow for landscape design and exterior hardscape features?

What level of involvement do you want in the management of your renovation?
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Example

Why do I want to renovate or build new?

• My building /house is showing its age and I would like to update its appearance both 
inside and out 

• I want to upgrade  the energy efficiency of  my building /house, as well as update its 
functionality 

• I want to tear down some interior walls and create a modern, open floor plan 

• My building/house does not serve my current needs and I would like to have it  
adapted- or torn down!- to better suit them 

• We really need a new larger kitchen and adjacent family room plus 2 new kid’s  
bedrooms for our growing family

 
Are there any health and safety issues you need to address?
 
I would like to improve the indoor air quality of my building/house
 
What kind of space would you really like to live and work in?

I would really like to have plenty of natural daylight and exterior views. I would love high 
ceilings, warm materials and good/efficient indoor lighting
 
What level of involvement do you want in the management of your renovation?

I would like to take part in regularly scheduled project meetings and to also remain apprised 
of the project’s development and any issues that arise
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The Next Step   

Congratulations.  You now have the key information that will help you lay a successful foundation 
for how to prepare for your design project. 

Unfortunately, we can’t include every important piece of information in this guide. Actually, that 
would be impossible because each project is unique and the requirements will differ based on a 
multitude of factors.  But with the 9 concepts explained in this design guide, you have the critical 
information to help you create a design brief that will ensure that your project is a success. 

If you are in the process of looking for an architect for your project, please contact us. We offer 
a free “Ask The Expert” phone call. We can hear about your project, help you understand some 
necessary requirements, while also explaining the process of how we work.

For many projects it may be useful to start with a Needs and Options Study. With this pre- 
design scope of work we can quickly identify the specific requirements pertaining to your project 
and your available options. Typically the Needs and Options Study saves our clients time and 
money, not to mention the stress and headache of getting something wrong.  A doctor would not 
prescribe something without a proper diagnosis and neither should an architect.

To learn more visit our website and download the Needs and Options Study.  Or, if you are ready 
to talk soon, schedule a free 20 minute phone call or email us at info@sellarslathrop.com.

Best wishes for the success of your project.


