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WHAT IS INTERIOR DESIGN?
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MOST OF US are familiar with the term interior decorator. We probably envision someone with an artistic eye who is hired to help customers select furnishings, wall coverings, and color schemes for their homes. We may even have formed our opinions based on what we see on television, from the designers of "Trading Spaces" to the complete reconstructions done by the range of designers on "Extreme Home Makeover."

Although achieving a pleasing decorating scheme is part of it, interior designers are professionals whose job is to plan and provide for the insides of buildings in order to make them as functional, beautiful, and meaningful as possible. They are responsible for directing any work that is necessary to achieve this result.

Given the broad nature of interior design, it can be difficult to separate it from other careers dealing with similar issues. This may lead to planning both an academic program and a professional career. In an academic curriculum, training for interior design may be found in various departments, such as art, architecture, human ecology, and home economics. Following is a list of some career disciplines related to interior design that are in current catalogs.
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Disciplines Within Interior Design

There are numerous wide-ranging disciplines within the career field of interior design, including the following:

Structure

Of materials, such as woods, fabrics, glass, synthetics, plastics, ceramics, stones, metals, colorants, finishes

Of elaborate artifacts, such as furniture, cabinets, walls, windows, doors

Of building equipment systems

Function

Performance of materials

Performance of equipment

Interior space utilization

Specialized Performance

Toxicity

Fire prevention

Safety

Air conditioning

Illumination

Special Group Needs

Age groups

The handicapped

The sick

Business

Business principles and procedures

Organizing and managing an interior design business

Knowledge of details of an interior design business: sources, estimates, specifications, ordering, receiving, installing, billing, cost-accounting

Computer Technology

For presentations

For data recall

For business management

Presentation Skills

Drafting, rendering, and model making

Photography

Designing with computers

Speaking

Craft Skills

Weaving

Carpentry

Social Skills

Working with people

Working for people

Promotional Skills

Writing and speaking

Organizational work

Professional Skills

Knowledge of and working under a professional code

Working with others in the same profession

Aesthetics

Designing of interior details

Interior space planning from the visual point of view

Color and light planning in relation to space

Color and light, art and science interrelations—used for effective lighting and paint technology

Texture planning

Academic Disciplines with Cultural Implications

Economics

History

Language

Literature

Mathematics

Psychology

Physical sciences

Sociology

A Science or an Art?

The preceding lists show that interior design encompasses an understanding of many disciplines, which raises a question: is interior design a science or an art? In truth, it is both. Like most subjects today, interior design involves scientific material. It not only includes some matters of pure science, such as those found in the study of color and illumination, but also a vast amount of information that could be classified as applied science or technology, such as computer drafting.

Interior design is likewise an art—one of the more complex and perhaps more important fields of art. Just think of how much space it occupies in our art museums.

Because of this dual nature, interior design is a challenging subject that appeals to people who enjoy life in both scientific and aesthetic realms.

Interior Design as a Science

In both pure and applied science, the method employed to gain a result involves precise knowledge. This means that the facts of science can be taught and its dictates must be followed to solve many objective problems.

For instance, an architect must master the knowledge of how to construct a building so that it will stand, bear its load, enclose a satisfactory climate, and provide adequate illumination. Such structural knowledge likewise relates to the interior of a building. For example, the interior designer must know which walls are load-bearing, since they must not be destroyed unless there are reinforcements to compensate. How much weight can a partition support? What is the relation between any change in the design of a fireplace and its performance?

Because the equipment used in building and design is now fairly standardized, interior design has become a growing technological subject. For example, consider the technological aspect of space planning. We know the space required by a person walking or by groups engaged in conversation. We know the standardized sizes of kitchen and bath equipment, storage space, and comfortable space for dining.

More than that, scientists can measure some of the psychological aspects of space; for instance, how much is required for psychological ease, at what point claustrophobia begins to set in, and when space is so vast that it loses its human quality. If these seem like frivolous considerations, think about your own comfort level in various situations. Are you comfortable in your bedroom: is there enough room to sleep, read, and use a computer? Or do you feel hemmed in by a small space and crave more room for your needs? Anyone who has ever shared a room with a sibling or lived in a dorm with a roommate may well be able to understand this.

Taken to the next step, we can project some of this objective knowledge about space into phases of interior design that are growing in popularity. Is there any change in space demands for the elderly, for the sick, or for the child at school?

Some disciplines exist in the border territory between art and science, such as marketing. For example, a designer must understand price in the market and the economic theories that govern it in order to have a successful career.

There is so much that a qualified interior designer should know that falls under the heading of science that you may wonder whether we have forgotten that the subject of interior design is, more important, an art.

Interior Design as an Art

As we mentioned, there can be a tendency to forget that interior design is an important art. It is more than a core of disciplines that can be routinely taught and easily learned. Let's talk a bit about art in general to gain an understanding of how it applies to interior design.

First, the materials and organization of art are basic to life. Art is a manipulation of the ingredients of life—usually sensuous material because the senses are avenues for the entrance of life—to move people emotionally and often intellectually, to help them see life in new ways. Their sensations and their thoughts are changed in the process; art is the organization of details in order to achieve such aesthetic stimulation.

Second, the response to art is individual. People view art with their own eyes, never with yours or anyone else's. You've probably heard the expression, "I don't know art, but I know what I like." This is true for many people who have a sense of what they find appealing without having a full understanding of the artistic process or the differences in art styles. In many cases, the more art people are exposed to, the more they will find to like. Art can change people because it changes their perceptions.

Similarly, people can grow in an appreciation of art. Good art is always what we choose to call beautiful. When you have created art, it is not certain that everyone will immediately recognize it. But beauty in and of itself creates sensitivity; it creates an avenue for growing appreciation.

Beauty in interior design carries the idea of an emotional pleasure that joins the mind and the senses in a form that is directly related to use. This brings up the question of taste, because what may seem to be the right solution to one person may not appeal to another. The interaction among art, designer, and patron is a difficult consideration for all the environmental arts. Since interior design deals with environments that lie close to people, it is important for the designer to avoid assuming that only he or she has the right solution.

A workable professional interior design solution must include a reciprocity between client and designer that produces an answer that both parties find pleasing. This is not necessarily in the nature of a compromise, which may please neither; it is a solution that will give each satisfaction.

A Final Thought

This discussion about the science and art of interior design is presented for one reason: to lead you to an understanding of the importance of choosing a good school with a solid academic program that will teach you the entire scope of the profession. It is important to learn the lessons of both good science and good art and to understand how they come together in good interior design.


2
NATURE OF INTERIOR DESIGN
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JUST AS INTERIOR design may be defined as both a science and an art, it can also be considered a business and a profession. Although they seem similar, the two terms do have differences, which we will consider in this chapter.

A Business and a Profession

It often has been facetiously said that a job is work for pay while a career is trained work engaged in for an appreciable period of time for compensation—once you boil down the second definition, it's really the same as the first. Business is buying and selling for the best possible monetary profit, while a profession provides a worthwhile service requiring much knowledge at a reward fixed by ethical considerations. Although these last two definitions are fairly accurate, the bottom line need not be the only consideration in business nor the altruistic motive necessarily the only controlling factor in a profession. Your sense of values can enable the two to join in partnership.

It's important to remember, however, that careers and classifications can change. The first essential qualification for a career to be a profession is that its practicing members should adhere to educational standards and to an ethical way of conducting their business.

First, let's consider the definition of the professional interior designer as endorsed by its largest professional organization, the American Society of Interior Designers:

Interior design includes a scope of services performed by a professional design practitioner, qualified by means of education, experience, and examinations, to protect and enhance the life, health, safety, and welfare of the public. These services may include any or all of the following tasks:

[image: image] Research and analysis of the client's goals and requirements; and development of documents, drawings, and diagrams that outline those needs

[image: image] Formulation of preliminary space plans and two- and three-dimensional design concept studies and sketches that integrate the client's program needs and are based on knowledge of the principles of interior design and theories of human behavior

[image: image] Confirmation that preliminary space plans and design concepts are safe, functional, aesthetically appropriate, and meet all public health, safety and welfare requirements, including code, accessibility, environmental, and sustainability guidelines

[image: image] Selection of colors, materials, and finishes to appropriately convey the design concept and to meet socio-psychological, functional, maintenance, life-cycle performance, environmental, and safety requirements

[image: image] Selection and specification of furniture, fixtures, equipment and millwork, including layout drawings and detailed product description; and provision of contract documentation to facilitate pricing, procurement, and installation of furniture

[image: image] Provision of project management services, including preparation of project budgets and schedules

[image: image] Preparation of construction documents, consisting of plans, elevations, details, and specifications to illustrate nonstructural and/or nonseismic partition layouts; power and communications locations; reflected ceiling plans and lighting design; materials and finishes; and furniture layouts

[image: image] Coordination and collaboration with other allied design professionals who may be retained to provide consulting services, including but not limited to architects; structural, mechanical, and electrical engineers; and various specialty consultants

[image: image] Confirmation that construction documents for nonstructural and/or nonseismic construction are signed and sealed by the responsible interior designer, as applicable to jurisdictional requirements for filing with code enforcement officials

[image: image] Administration of contract documents, bids, and negotiations as the client's agent

[image: image] Observation and reporting on the implementation of projects while in progress and upon completion, as a representative of and on behalf of the client; and conducting postoccupancy evaluation reports

A large portion of interior design is in the contract field where the standardization of products makes it possible to subcontract work, so that interior designers may send some of the specified work out to freelancers. In some cases, however, subcontracting is not feasible because the client wants the designer to keep very close supervision over the project.

Two additional factors prevent interior design from being considered solely a large-quantity piece of production. First, since the work involves designing an indoor environment for individuals, there are times when a standardized solution will not suffice. Second, it is nearly impossible to write specifications for particular high-end items. For example, what subcontractor could handle an order for Van Gogh's Sunflowers or for an eighteenth-century Kerman oriental carpet? Artistic creativity does not necessarily fit into neat patterns.

A professional person must conduct business in a way that is consistent with the ethical stipulations of his or her professional group. But it's important to note that not all professional groups can adopt the same rules and regulations relative to their operation because not all activities, even within the same profession, are equivalent. For instance, a doctor who delivers a baby may have an hourly fee, a family physician may charge a fixed amount per examination, and a dentist may go up and down the price ladder according to the cost of materials.

What is important is that the participating parties know and agree to the manner of payment and that the work is honestly carried out according to the terms of the agreement.

So, with this in mind, we can say that interior design may be regarded either as a business conducted in a professional manner or as a profession conducted in an ethical business manner.

Beginning a Project

Interior design has changed a great deal over the past thirty years. Today it operates on a much larger scale than in the past, and it is concerned with a broader spectrum of activities, so its organizational units are frequently much larger. Although many interior design companies are very large, this doesn't mean that a small company with no more than five designers on its staff—or even a one-person business—is a thing of the past. In a small company or individual practice, many more opportunities may exist for more personalized relations. We'll begin with a small enterprise as our model, and in later chapters we'll discuss how other situations differ from this.

What does an interior designer do on a job? Let's say that you are a newly trained graduate who has just been hired at a small firm. The first few months of any career should provide the opportunity to observe all the facets of the company. Among these, of course, is the opportunity to do some designing, but don't rush this phase of the work until you are certain that you have a clear understanding of the details of procedure.

Let's assume that the firm that employs you works primarily with individual private clients. Many small firms or individuals going into private practice are not geared to designing for large contracts, so their customers are individuals rather than corporations.

Your first assignment will usually involve a talk with your client. But how did you get the client? Your superiors may have decided to let you try your hand, so they have assigned you to one of their less-complicated jobs. Perhaps you have done some work that has been noticed and your services have been requested, or maybe the client has met and liked you.

Your client may have confidence in you as a person. This confidence factor is important in all client decisions, and it is probably a valid reason for choosing one designer over another. And it is certainly built right into the success of a piece of work: if there is no confidence between designer and client, by definition there will be no success, because both designer and client must value the finished design for it to be good.

In any firm, however small, you should have a work space. For an interior designer who is sensitive to the environment, this private area, often no more than a desk, is important and should be made as pleasant as possible. The headquarters of an interior design firm is frequently located outside of the high-rent district. However, the location must be attractive, easily accessible, safe, and not without a certain kind of prestige of its own. The need to keep overhead costs to a minimum often makes it difficult to locate in a prestigious spot. With smaller space allowed for the entire firm, you, too, will have to learn to be a good space organizer and to make your station attractive on a shoestring budget.

Now you find yourself facing someone who seeks the expertise that you feel capable of providing. Your first obligation is to try to interview the prospective client in order to understand and interpret his or her wants and needs. This may take skillful effort on your part, because some people scarcely know their own wants and needs except in the most general terms. They may talk about wanting to brighten up their living room without giving you any real idea of how they use the space, or they may mention a place to entertain and leave you up in the air as to whether they enjoy formal dinner parties or informal gatherings.

Use this initial conference to gain an idea of the scope of the work. Then you may mention some similar jobs you or your firm have completed. For a really large project, the client may wish to interview several firms before making a decision. If your firm was recommended due to previous work, you may stand a very good chance of winning the job.

Whatever else occurs, this first interview should establish rapport between you and the client. If it does not, then it is possible that something is fundamentally wrong—you or your firm may not be just the right partner for the undertaking. It is better to chalk up the interview to experience before any damage is done.

End your initial conference decisively and graciously. Hours are worth money, and by this time you should have a preliminary understanding of the client's ideas and needs and will have agreed to prepare a proposal to meet the requirements.

At this stage or after a second meeting, you and the client will proceed with the project. Usually at this second meeting you will suggest an approximate budget for the project, including a guarantee that you will receive a certain percentage of that cost, whether or not the project is accepted for completion. This guarantee is a safeguard to protect your most valuable asset as a designer: your ideas. The guarantee differs from project to project and depends on company policy.

Programming

Compiling and organizing the data related to a project is called programming. The first step is often to secure information on the location, which can be in the form of an architectural plan or computer image. Three-dimensional computer images can aid in your understanding of unconstructed space. If the project also involves an architect or other professional, such as a lighting engineer, it may be necessary to confer with that person, also.

You certainly will want to visit the site. In working as a visual artist within a prescribed architectural framework, it is essential to fix this framework in both your visual and psychological memory. There may be aspects of the situation that only become apparent when you are on location, and a visit may give you a better psychological perspective from which to work.

You must verify the measurements for key positions. If any furnishings don't fit, possibly because some changes were made on a later set of plans that you have not received, you are nevertheless the one who is held responsible.

Once you have a firm picture of your assignment, you are ready to begin planning one or more solutions. Think through the problem until you arrive at what seems to you to be the most satisfactory answer. Then plan a second, perhaps less expensive, alternative.

The number of presentations should not be too many, however. In the first place, too many options will simply confuse both you and your client. This does not mean that some alterations can't be made later, but even these should be held to a minimum in order to avoid a resulting uncoordinated scheme that has none of the virtues of the original.

The real reason for not making and presenting too many proposals is the fact that as an artist, the more you ponder the matter the more certainly one plan will assert itself as the right one. Artists generally have firm convictions about their work, and they don't easily give up their ideas.

Here, of course, is a paradox. As an interior designer, you are not a starving artist willing to give up all for your art. Quite the contrary, yours is a social art, and you will often have to find a way to persuade a skeptical client that your plan is the best solution.

The presentation to your client usually includes scaled floor plans with descriptions of any changes in lighting, fenestration (window arrangement), or permanent fixtures. Color charts, photographs of furnishings, and samples of materials for furniture, floor coverings, and window treatments are required. In many cases you will also prepare color renderings or three-dimensional computer images. If the job includes custom-designed furnishings, preliminary drawings must be presented. Each project will be unique with respect to the total amount of illustrative material required and warranted.

The aim of the second client conference should be to get approval and acceptance for one plan. Once this is accomplished, you will send the client a written estimate of the costs involved; the estimate will later be carefully itemized. Preparing the estimate will involve your knowledge of the management and business disciplines previously mentioned.

If this proposal meets with the client's approval, a contract will be written and presented. This is a legal agreement between your firm and the client. The contract usually includes a fee-payment schedule. Because a great amount of time, money, and purchases are involved in completing the project, it is customarily paid for as the work progresses, with a residual amount due on its completion.

After the contract is accepted, you will begin placing orders for materials, scheduling work, supervising quality, and keeping the project running smoothly. Only when the customer is satisfied may the project be properly considered to be completed. As you can see, you are now calling upon other skills in addition to your artistry, such as negotiation, time management, and supervision.

In some ways this scenario is typical, but in others it is not. Many projects are simpler, and many are far more complicated, requiring many meetings, much consultation, elaborate plans, and copious cost sheets.

Maintaining Client Relationships

Many interior designers are able to maintain long-term alliances with clients, brought about by warmhearted relations and good service. This type of association is particularly characteristic of interior design work for individual clients. A good deal of private practice, especially in residential work, is apt to be a continuing process. Certain people speak of their designer in much the same way they would of their attorney; a satisfied client doesn't shop around or change.

Many people purchase older homes, particularly in an uncertain real estate market when newer dwellings are more expensive. Let's suppose that a family has just moved to a new city, and they have bought a home because the schools, church, and civic facilities desired are nearby. The house needs reconditioning—the walls must be brought back to prime, and the floors need to be refinished. The house must be made sound before it is refurnished. It may even need serious mechanical work, such as renovating the entire sanitary, heating, and electrical systems. Perhaps the exterior must be made watertight before extensive interior repairs can begin.

A professional interior designer should advise this client on the order of procedure and whom to call for operations. The designer may be equipped to subcontract some of the work, such as exterior painting or interior flooring. In any case, the interior designer's opinion is valuable in such situations.

In other situations, there may be occasional crises to be met, and often there is a perpetual schedule of protective and remedial care. For instance, a client may have a sofa that needs recovering this year or a bedroom that needs renovation the next; perhaps the requirement is for a rug to place in a hall. It is important that the client be able to call on someone who has the overall picture in mind and who is competent to suggest something new that harmonizes with the old. This in the long run saves money for the client.

This kind of continuous planning is not limited to designing for houses, and it is a large-scale operation for some design firms. After the initial installation, say in a commercial project, the firm may contract to keep the interiors in both visual and physical repair. This sort of arrangement assures the occupants that their investment will be well maintained.

Another type of long-term designing contract is made with the owner of a building in which spaces are leased to individual tenants. This could involve an apartment building, an office complex, a shopping mall, or a condominium. The lessee is placed under obligation to give all designing commissions to the designated firm, which assures the other tenants of a qualified grade of work throughout, which protects their own equity.

Such a contract also safeguards the building's owner. For example, the designer may be asked to alter a space that has been used by a men's clothing store so that it will be suitable for a bookshop. The client who has moved into an apartment may want two suites made into one or want changes in walls, doors, or lighting. It is important to the owner of the building to know that the work be done by someone who knows how to proceed safely and correctly.

When this owner-renter policy carries into large contract work, it may require the services of an architecture and interior design firm for any remodeling. This arrangement has many advantages, provided full scope and appreciation are given to the potential of each profession. This will be further detailed in Chapter 6, Custom and Contract Designing.

Many interior designers are particularly gratified by long-term relationships with clients. The regard of a customer for the interior designer is usually quite genuine. It is a close and trusting relationship that results from helping others design their immediate environment. The real reward comes from being able to serve the practical and psychological needs of clients, so that your solution will give them pleasure.

Types of Specialized Interiors

The types of interiors that you will handle as a designer are limited only by your ability to recognize a specialized need. When a project involves equipping a building for its specialized function, an interior designer is the professional who can provide results.

Although many firms are unable to specialize too narrowly, there are some fascinating areas that require considerable knowledge and skill. For example, designers are hired to work with seacraft, aircraft, ski lodges, and vacation resorts. Schools, churches, hospitals, and stores present their own unique problems. Other specialties include designing of accommodations for older citizens, day-care facilities, accommodations for the handicapped—the list is as long as the growing number of specializations in modern life.

Even prison facilities need interior design. This is not necessarily to pamper the inmates, but it is more concerned with factors of safety, humanity, and environmental awareness. In any setting, the interior designer requires imagination to see the need, the talent and skill to prepare a solution, and the sense to see whether an idea is practical.

Methods of Receiving Payment

In addition to your aesthetic aspirations, you have also entered into your career as a preferred way of earning a living. As an interior designer, you may legitimately earn this livelihood in one of several ways. These depend on the nature of the task; in a complex job, several of them or a modification of one of them may be used. Each method is professionally recognized as legitimate, provided it is suited to the operation and agreed upon by the participants.

Fixed Fee

Some designers work on a fixed-fee basis. This method is particularly applicable when clients prefer to do their own purchasing. The fee must reflect the time and skill spent in advising and in writing specifications for particular products.

Contract business is often conducted on a fee basis. The design firm might plan the interiors and supply carefully detailed specs. In very large-volume business, the client may prefer to do his or her own ordering, if sources of supplies are available.

Consultation Method

If the job doesn't include writing specifications, the consultation method of payment may be used. For example, this might apply when a school board wishes to make its own selections and place its own contracts but wants professional advice in the planning.

Salary

Designing can also be done on a strict salary basis. Large companies or syndicates, the government, architectural firms, and many interior design firms often employ interior designers on that basis.

Retail-Wholesale Differential

Some designing service is negotiated on the basis of the difference between wholesale and retail prices. This method may be most suited to smaller projects where it may prove most understandable and convenient for the client. Or it could be used for a certain portion of the work if the client wants the designer to take full charge.

Your training will include courses in how to conduct business professionally. Each job presents its own requirements; in the final analysis, you should use whichever method best suits the specific situation. In a professional undertaking, the basis of charging must be clearly stated according to the best business principles; it must be understood by both designer and client, and it must be conscientiously carried out.

Custom Designing

Interior designers sometimes incur additional costs when they act as custom designers. Most major installations call for some type of custom designing, such as a mural to be painted, a light fixture to be designed, built-in furniture to be constructed, or a rug to be woven. In such cases the designer acts in the capacity of industrial designer and charges accordingly.

The money comes, of course, from the client and must reflect the creative talent, the required labor, and the capital involved. Management keeps these factors under control, and professional ethics keeps them equitable.

Types of Interior Design Firms

An interior design firm may be established in several ways: as an individually owned firm, a partnership, a corporation, or a combined business with architecture services or an architectural firm.

Before making a final decision about which structure to choose, it is important to consider all relevant factors, such as financial status, long-term goals, and business experience. It is also a good idea to consult an accountant and attorney who are knowledgeable in business matters. Let's consider the advantages and drawbacks of these different organizational structures.

Individually Owned Firms

Some designers set up independent firms, although it is generally best to gain experience in an established company before taking this step.

What will you need to run your own business? First, a professional designer must have a place of business, even if it is only one room at home reserved exclusively for this purpose.

Then there is the need for capital, generally computed as at least the advance of six months' expenses. You will need this money in order to purchase samples and supplies, to meet labor costs, to set up office procedures and equipment, and to establish credit.

An individually owned establishment has the obvious advantage of placing all control in your own hands, a precious boon if you happen to be a person with decided opinions about aesthetics.

However, an individually owned firm is one of the most risky, for there is no sharing of expenses if mistakes are made. The individual owner is held legally responsible for any financial losses incurred by the business.

Partnerships

Being a member of a partnership may be a distinct advantage for the designer. Not only are expenses divided, but it often is possible to gain a partner who, though with similar talents in many ways, could be a complement in others. One partner might know artistry; the other could be the business expert. The benefits are obvious.

The drawback of a partnership is that each partner may be held legally responsible for the debts of the business, including those caused by other partners. Choosing a partner should be done with great care.

Corporations

A corporation resembles a partnership in that the people who establish it share the initial expenses and eventual profits. But once established, a corporation is considered an entity unto itself; the founders personally are not legally liable for the company's debts.

This fact reduces some of the risk associated with an individually owned business or a partnership. However, the more complex laws governing corporations may sometimes dissuade people from choosing this organizational structure.

Architectural–Interior Design Firms

A growing number of firms are organized with both architects and interior designers as owners and are thus equipped to offer both types of professional services. This sort of firm differs from one that is predominantly an architectural firm that hires interior designers to handle interior designing. In the cooperatively owned firm (frequently a family organization), both professions can practice independently, calling upon each other as needed.

The number of architectural–interior design firms is growing due to the recognition that skilled interior designers have additional expertise that may contribute to the firm's overall effectiveness and success.

It is important to remember, however, that in joining such a firm or any specialized firm for that matter, you may find the work somewhat prescribed by the overall type of design for which the firm is known.

Tools of the Trade

The interior designer advises clients about a number of individual pieces of interior furnishing. In most cases the designer must also be able to locate these items. One of your most valuable professional assets—probably ranking next to artistic ability—will be your knowledge of the quality of supplies and of the sources from which they may be acquired. Supplies can be anything from furniture to pictures to fabrics to floor coverings. Where do these items come from, and how can one person know about them all?

Standard items, such as cabinet hardware, come from a wholesaler and can be ordered by item number. For a less common item, you may examine the run of the merchandise (often known as the line), perhaps by using manufacturers' catalogs. Most prominent suppliers maintain show space in what is generally known as a design center, where they exhibit the best of their current offerings. These showrooms are usually off-limits to the general public because they are for the wholesale trade, but some are open to the public, with merchandise displayed at retail prices.

The largest design center is the Merchandise Mart in Chicago, a twenty-five-story building that includes 4.2 million gross square feet over two city blocks. Other excellent marts are located throughout the United States and Canada.

Although these marts run continual displays, they set aside several weeks in the spring and fall for presenting new products. This is when many designers visit them, as they present an opportunity both to appraise the offerings and to attend the many special lectures given at those times. In addition individual niches of the design industry have their own special shows timed. For instance, the furniture industry, which is concentrated in North Carolina, holds its annual market every spring.

These occasions aren't all drudgery, especially not for those who enjoy the camaraderie of meeting colleagues from different locations. The marts present an excellent opportunity for designers to learn what is new in the industry and to make valuable contacts with others in the trade.

In addition to the general furnishing mart, a designer must know all the reputable sources where unique quality accessories and fine art may be found. When these objects are second-rate, the entire character of a design may be lost.

Collaborating with Skilled Craft Workers

Working as a designer will mean that you have to know as much as possible about furnishings of all types. It also means that you'll need to know where to find the professionals who can create and install these items. Custom draperies, upholstery, wall coverings, and finishes must be expertly done. The designer should know standards of excellence, how these standards are measured, and expect the best service from the skilled craft workers hired.

Every designer also needs a place where orders may be received and inspected before they are detailed to a client. Some large design firms maintain their own workshops and allow other designers to subcontract work through their staff. Primary workshops generally also serve as warehouses. Most workshops are divided into departments, such as one for woodworking, one for textile handling, and one for work with paint and wall finishes.

Whether a designer chooses to subcontract work or to hire independent firms and craft workers, it is ultimately the designer's responsibility to employ workers who are fully competent for the job. This is one of the designer's most important commitments.

Human Factors

Since interior design is a social art (and business), you will find that a good deal of your time is spent in contact with other people. This can be a very pleasant aspect of your career, particularly since you will be interacting with many like-minded professionals. Not every artisan you encounter will be your type of person, of course, but you will most likely meet others who share your values and professional ethics.

You will meet people with highly individualized interests, purposes, abilities, and character—some may even be a bit eccentric. Many designers have aesthetic sensitivities and yet are practical and down-to-earth in demonstrating them. Some are decidedly conventional in their tastes; others are more modern and innovative.

Interior designers are usually alert to what is happening in the world, sensitive to changing trends and current events. If you choose wisely, you should find that you will be spending your days working with interior designers who will become your friends.

Your suppliers may also share some of these same characteristics. A good supplier is an important part of merchandising, which is a vital part of running your business. It is possible to establish a strong relationship with a supplier, based on an honest working relationship. Of course, you need to purchase the highest quality materials at the best possible prices, but if you can show loyalty to a supplier, you will generally be rewarded with discounts and excellent service. An experienced supplier can even teach you a great deal about your industry.

Whether you work for a large or small firm, you will interact with an office staff whose help may be invaluable. From the secretary who remembers that a client wants an order finished in time for a child's birthday to the purchasing assistant who always knows which suppliers offer the best prices, you will find some of your greatest allies among the administrative staff. It's important to remember the concept of teamwork and to show genuine appreciation for the work of these fellow professionals.

And last but not least, we shouldn't forget about the clients. Depending on the type of firm you work for and your specialization, your clients may come from a range of economic classes and cultural backgrounds. The basis for any relationship with a client will be the quality of your work and the kind of person you are.

A lot will depend on you and what you bring to these relationships with colleagues, suppliers, and clients. The interests that you cultivate through other sources, such as your church, club, volunteer work, and social groups, among many others, will affect who you are professionally.

Working Conditions

Regular working hours do exist in interior design, but don't expect them to be the norm. Because the work depends so heavily on other people, from clients to craft workers to suppliers, their schedules can't help but impact yours.

Even a newly hired designer will be expected to help out after normal business hours with details such as taking inventory, assisting with rush orders, and perhaps accompanying a senior designer on a weekend visit to a client.

Given the nature of the work, you will often face deadlines and may have to work long hours to meet them. There will occasionally be backorders in materials or the need to find a substitute for a discontinued item. And because the client is the boss, you'll have to schedule meetings at her or his convenience. In addition, the client might reject a proposed plan, and you'll have to start over.

Interior design was at one time a more seasonal business, the first rush being in the spring to coincide with the flurry of housecleaning followed by a second busy time before the winter holidays when clients prepared for entertaining. Vacations usually filled in the gaps. Today's schedule is largely unpredictable and depends on when a big contract comes onto the board. In this atmosphere vacations may be difficult to plan—they may coincide with a much needed rest, or they may come as a result of some lull in assignments.

Each studio has its own regulations about vacations. Customarily the so-called novice is entitled to a week's vacation with pay at the end of the first year on the job. Sometimes an extra week without pay may be arranged. The vacations, of course, grow longer and the salary higher as time progresses.

Sometimes the work itself affords a trip to a foreign destination or a vacation spot. Interior design contracts today are global, and in some situations travel may be considered a necessity, not only to attend conventions and accept assignments in foreign places but likewise for cultural purposes.

Earnings

Now the big question: what kind of salary can you expect to earn? Salaries vary depending on your level of education and experience, the type of employer, your geographic location, and your reputation or that of your firm.

Median annual earnings for wage and salary interior designers are about $42,260. The majority earn between $31,830 and $57,230, while the lowest 10 percent earn less than $24,270, and the highest 10 percent more than $78,760.

Median annual earnings in the industries employing the largest numbers of interior designers are:


	Architectural, engineering, and related services
	$46,750


	Specialized design services
	$43,250


	Furniture stores
	$38,980


	Building material and supplies dealers
	$36,650




Among salaried interior designers, those in large specialized design and architectural firms tend to earn higher and more stable salaries. Interior designers working in retail stores usually earn a commission, which may be irregular.

For residential design projects, self-employed interior designers and those working in smaller firms usually earn a per-hour consulting fee plus a percentage of the total cost of furniture, lighting, artwork, and other design elements. For commercial projects, they might charge a per-hour consulting fee, charge by the square footage, or charge a flat fee for the entire project. Also, designers who use specialty contractors usually earn a percentage of the contractor's earnings on the project in return for hiring the contractor. Self-employed designers must provide their own benefits.
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