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How to Be Sure Your Interior 
Designer is a Good Fit 

 

If you have worked with a designer before, you likely have an idea of what to expect. But, for 

those who are hiring an interior designer for the first time, this can be very stressful. Sure, you 

can Google questions to ask a designer and you can talk about their credentials all you want, 

but credentials do not ensure good business practice, a true understanding of your design 

style, and a good personality match. 

Before your first chat 
Look at Their Portfolio 
Don’t hire a designer because they live a block away if you don’t like their designs! It doesn’t 

have to be your style as long as you feel that they piece things together well. Now, if all the 

designs ARE the same style, consider whether that style compliments your desires for your 

space, because this is likely their “niche” or area of expertise.  

Credentials are great, it means that they have an education, but do not let that be your only 

deciding factor. Design is an art, and while they should know health and safety standards, they 

should also be able to create a cohesive look that you’ll love. 

Know that a Designer is not Always (or even usually) a General 
Contractor 
Here’s where online research gets tricky. In some states, designers are able to hire 

subcontractors on your behalf and pay for their labor. In Washington State, in order to hire out 

any labor, a designer must be a General Contractor. So, when you approach a Washington 

State designer unless they are also a General Contractor, know that the designer depends on 

that contractor for a full budget (we do not have access to labor costs), for measurement 

verifications on-site, and often for acquiring permits.  

Be Prepared- know what the problem is and what look you’d like 
to achieve 
We can’t fix a problem that we don’t understand. So, list out the problems with your current 

space. Gather photos of spaces you love, and keep in mind that the big picture is more 

important than details at this point.  
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Know what you want from your designer 
Do you want a concept? An idea that you can work out the details with your contractor on 

later? This works well for those on a tighter budget because you get a visual of how the space 

should look. You or the contractor can then take the idea and embellish. 

Maybe you need a bit more and would like a full set of drawings to hand over to a contractor 

and you’d like the contractor to make any on-the-spot decisions. A full set of drawings will be 

detailed, dimensioned, with noted finishes and fixtures. This takes the design a step further, 

but is still not considered a full service design. This saves a bit financially, but the contractor is 

required to make decisions when things come up in the construction process. 

Or perhaps you’re looking for a full service- you want the full set of drawings and for the 

drawing to stay in close communication with the contractor, stopping in at the job site from 

time to time to ensure that the design vision is carried through to the end. 

Knowing this will help your designer develop a program and a design proposal. 

Great! Now You’re Ready to talk 
to the Candidates 

When you start that conversation, the designer should start by asking you about YOU. If they 

have no interest in you and only want to tell you how they work, just imagine how the process 

will go. This is your home, right? Okay, so the designer asked you a bunch of questions and 

you’re feeling like you’re in a job interview. That means they’re doing their job. Once they get a 

good amount of information from you, they’ll tell you the process. A designer needs to know 

about you and your project before sharing the process, because the process for a color 

consultation should definitely be different than the process for a complete home remodel or a 

new construction project. Every designer is different in how they work, so take the time to 

listen to the process and note whether it makes you feel comfortable.  

Not only should you feel comfortable with the process and the business approach, you should 

feel comfortable with their personality. You’ll be talking to them a lot, so you should enjoy it!  

Tell them about you and your project 
A great designer will ask you about you, your experience with design professionals, and the 

project you are tackling. I know the first question on our minds is “how much”, but in order to 

answer this, the most important question for us is “can we even work together?” So, before you 

jump right into having the designer come to your home and jump right in, take some time to 

chat with them. This chat may be a consultation at your home (expect to pay for their time to 

come out and see your space), a phone call, or even an email conversation. The important 

thing is that they have a clear idea of your background and project needs. 
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Tell them about your experience 
Don’t pretend that you’ve worked with a designer. A lack of designer experience is not a bad 

thing, it helps us to know how much design education you need. Even if you have worked with 

a designer, the design field is tremendously varied and not all designers work the same way! 

Ask them About Your Timeline 
Is it realistic? How long with the design portion take? I provide each homeowner with a 

schedule as a part of my design proposal. I cannot guarantee contractor availability or 

timelines, but I certainly can tell you what deliverables I can get to you, and when I can do it. 

You deserve to know this before moving forward.  

Ask them about your budget 
I honestly do not ask for the budget. I will provide a design based on the value of your home 

and the consideration that we want to increase, not decrease value. We also do not want to 

spend so much on the design work that it is money down the drain. Putting a $120,000 kitchen 

in a $400,000 home is moot. 

However, if you have $50,000 and are asking for a large home addition that requires a kitchen 

remodel, I will honestly tell you that I do not see that being realistic without devaluing your 

home. So, while it does not affect the design fee, I can certainly tell you whether your budget is 

realistic. 

Reviewing the Design Proposal 
Many designers underbid themselves and end up going over the budget. I tend to do the 

opposite. I overbid and scare people away! Obviously, the ideal situation is someone who bids 

realistically all the time, and we’re all working on it, I promise, but there are so many variables 

that this can be tough to do. The clearer you are about your expectations, the more accurate 

the estimate will be. If you feel the bid is high, don’t run just yet! Talk to the designer and tell 

them what you were expecting. The estimate should tell you what is included. If you do not feel 

you need certain aspects, let them know why and listen to them explain why you may need it.  

Often times, homeowners will ask me to skip the concept development because they want to 

save money in the creative process- they already have an idea. But, a design without a concept 

is like a building without a plan. The idea may be there for you, but this is the part of the 

process where we learn to understand your idea and are able to really get in your head.  

This does not mean negotiation is out. Perhaps if you are operating as the contractor, a full 

drawing set is not needed because you are comfortable making some design decisions on 

your own. Usually when a bid is high, I recommend that the project be broken into phases to 

“try things out” 
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Working Together 
There is a fine line between communicating your ideas and vision and stepping on your 

designer’s toes. I recommend giving your designer a vision, and letting them take it from there. 

Pinterest and Houzz are fun, but inundating the designer with image after image can be 

overwhelming and cause a disruption in the design continuity. Start with an initial vision and 

allow the designer to develop concepts that you can discuss further. Also, keep in mind that 

what works in one home will not work in all homes.  

Trust your designer. You hired them because you love what they do. Remember that they have 

your best interest in mind. If you don’t like an idea, absolutely tell them, but if they tell you that 

soapstone is not a good option for your kitchen it’s because they’ve seen what you like/dislike, 

how you intend to use your space, and they are considering the concept. Trust their advice! 

 


