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ALL RIGHTS RESERVED: No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted for 
resale or used by any party other than the individual purchaser who is the sole 
authorized user of this information. Purchaser is authorized to use any of the 
information in this publication for his or her own use only. All other reproduction or 
transmission, in any form, or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including 
photocopying, recording, or by any informational storage or retrieval system, is 
prohibited without express written permission from the publisher. 
 
LEGAL NOTICES: While all attempts have been made to provide effective, verifiable, 
information in this book, neither the author nor publisher assumes any responsibility for 
errors, inaccuracies, or omissions. Any slights of people or organizations are 
unintentional. If advice concerning business matters is needed, the services of a 
qualified professional should be sought. This book is not a source of business 
information, and it should not be regarded as such. This publication is designed to 
provide accurate and authoritative information in regard to the subject matter covered. It 
is sold with the understanding that the publisher is not engaged in rendering a business 
service. If expert business assistance is required, the services of a competent 
professional should be sought. As with any business advice, the reader is strongly 
encouraged to seek professional business counsel before taking action. 
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Why Do You Need A Survival Guide? 
 

I was talking to a troubled designer recently and she 

asked me a captivating question.  She said, “I’m 

almost ready to give up my dream of being an 

Interior Designer, because I haven’t made any real 

money yet and I’m running out of time.  If you had to give me one piece of 

advice based on your years of experience, that will help me get my 

business off the ground and make me money FAST, what would it be?”  

WOW, talk about pressure? 

  

The sad fact is, I talk to designers everywhere who are feeling this same 

financial pressure, which can then unfortunately send them into panic mode. 

Times are tough for everyone these days.  There is no doubt that our industry 

had changed drastically and may never be the same again.  If that’s the case, 

then changing the way you do business should be a given and even starting over 

may become a necessity.  

 

I hear different scenarios from all types of designers and decorators.  

Some designers have had a spouse lose their job, leaving them as the main 

bread winner for the first time in their life.  Other more experienced designers 

have become a casualty of corporate downsizing, and have lost what used to be 

a safe and secure job.  They are starting out on their own and they’re not quite 

sure where to start.   

 

Many of the previously successful designers I hear from aren’t used to this 

upside down economy and are now struggling to make ends meet.  This used to 
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be a fun and relatively easy career to make money in.  I 

personally remember the days when banks gave out home equity 

lines of credit like they were candy.   

 

Finding clients with excess disposable income may have 

been easier a few years ago than it is today, but that doesn’t mean you can’t still 

make a great living doing what you love, designing.  It simply takes a different 

approach to doing business.  That’s where this survival guide comes in.   

 

Does any of this sound familiar to you?  Have you been working tirelessly 

to build a successful design business, and you’re running out of time?  You need 

to make this work NOW!  So what’s been holding you back?   

 

You have the design talent, you have the desire, and you have definitely 

put in the time.  You’ve been working your tail off trying everything you can think 

of to get this career off the ground.  This is do-or-die time!  So why hasn’t it 

happened yet? 

What Makes-up a Survival Guide? 

Back to that original designer who was so desperate to succeed, and felt 

that she had tried everything and had exhausted all of her resources? It was 

heart-breaking to think of her possibly giving up on her dream, so I took her 

question very seriously.  I did my own research, some evaluating, and a little soul 

searching, to come up with an answer that would help her out of her deep 

designer despair. 

 



 
 

 

Interior Design Business Survival Guide © by Chelsea Coryell www.Designforaliving.com  

 

5 

I asked myself, “If I had to do it all over again, and build my business from 

scratch, knowing then what I know now, what would I do first? What 

framework would I put in place, and what steps would I take to quickly 

make money and get my business on solid footing for a long and sustained 

future?”  

Now, I have been teaching many of these same 

techniques to designers for years.  I’ve coached both 

large design firms and independent designers.  Some 

of them take my advice and run with it, and they’ve 

had huge success almost immediately.  Others take a 

little more convincing.   

I knew if I was really going to help this designer 

who felt she had, “tried everything” then I was going to have to use my very best 

powers of persuasion to make her see that she really hadn’t tried everything, or 

she wouldn’t need my help. I was going to have to find a way to deliver my 

advice in a way that would really sink in quickly.   

 

What resulted from that desperate phone call was this, “Stop Wasting Time, 

Make Money Now, an Interior Design Business Survival Guide.” 

 

I have taken my past 20 years as a successful designer, and evaluated 

what parts of my business were most important to my success, and those that 

had no significant effect at all. I’ve analyzed and assessed every aspect of my 

business. Then I narrowed it down to the specific steps I’d taken and I organized 

those steps by their rank in importance based on what actions brought me the 

most immediate response, and which of those were fun and interesting, yet 

eventually just a waste of my time.  
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The number one mistake 

entrepreneurs make is mismanaging 

their time.  

 

As I coached these designers in building a 

strong and profitable business of their own, I noticed 

that they struggled with which actions to tackle first.   

 

Even though my systems are laid out in a 

specific order, they were choosing to act upon only those which they felt most 

comfortable tackling.  Even though they were technically doing what I had 

suggested, they weren’t grasping why I suggested what I suggested and why the 

order was so important.   

 

I needed a way to demonstrate the importance of the, “system” and to get 

through to my clients why they needed to focus their time and energy on certain 

areas of their business, even though it didn’t appear to make a difference what 

area they focused on. I also needed them to understand that these steps were 

important to their survival. Just as if they were fighting for their life, they were 

fighting for the life of their dream. 

 

So what is the most important step to take first?  Let me tell you, the first 

and most important thing you must do isn’t to set up vendor accounts, or 

advertise, or have business cards printed, or even to find your first client.  Those 

steps will of course get you started as a designer and are incredibly important, 

but they’re not where you need to start.   
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I want to help you to build a business and a reputation that you’ll be proud 

of and that will bring you true continued success. I’m sure you would guess that 

finding clients is at the top of the list, but do you know how to find quality clients 

in a way that will bring you consistent income and career security?   

 

This survival guide will provide you with the specific steps 

you should take to build the design business of your dreams, and it 

will lay out for you the areas of concentration necessary to 

create a solid and sound foundation for a business that will 

bring you lucrative success year after year. 

The Interior Design Business Survival Guide is a plan to build your 

business the smart way. It’s a step-by-step guide to organizing and prioritizing 

your time, so that you’re only focusing your energy on those actions that are 

most important and will lead you to immediate 

success.  

 

There are definite areas of your business that 

you must focus on, and specific actions you must take 

to keep your new business strong and sustainable. 

This is critical to your survival. 

Other tasks are important and will be necessary eventually, but we are 

focusing on using your time to the utmost efficiency.   

I love using analogies and anecdotes to get my point across, and this 

workbook was no exception. After talking to enough designers who were 

honestly on the verge of giving up, I felt this issue was becoming an emergency 

situation of my own. I knew in my heart they could turn things around by 
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changing their focus and I needed a way to get through to them so they would 

understand it was up to them to take action FAST! 

It’s really not any different than being stranded on a deserted island. I 

know that may sound crazy to some of you, but after you work through this book, 

I promise it will make a lot of sense.   

What if your life was at stake?  What if the actions you took, made 

the difference between life and death?  For many people right now, there 

is a direct correlation between making their business work, and survival. 

My Source of Inspiration 
 

I decided to ask for help from a trusted source.  My husband is the most 

intelligent person I know. As a US Navy 

helicopter pilot, he has been professionally 

trained to evade, survive, and be rescued if 

he were ever to be shot down behind enemy 

lines. I know he thinks about survival tactics 

and strategies that would save his life in 

numerous emergency scenarios if he is ever 

placed in a life or death situation. What better 

person to ask about survival skills?   

 

I wanted to know what steps he would take in such a situation, and how 

they would relate to building a business. After all, keeping a cool head, 

prioritizing, and conserving your resources in a crisis situation are pretty 

universal concepts no matter what disaster you’re facing. 
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We were on a long road trip, and I brought up the subject of survival as it 

pertained to the desperate designers I was working with. I asked him what he 

would do if he was ever stranded on a deserted island, like Tom Hanks’ character 

in, Castaway. Stranded tragically from a plane crash, and left isolated and injured 

on a tropical island with nothing but a few pieces of debris from the wreckage, his 

wits and will to live, to keep him going until he could be rescued.  Ironically, my 

husband answered, “I think about that all the time?”   

 

I asked him to describe in detail what specific steps he would take to 

ensure his survival. To my surprise, his answers directly correlated with those 

steps that I would take in order to ensure my business survival.  Brilliant!   

 

Apparently the same priorities required to save your life 

literally, pertained to your career survival as well. 
 

We talked and debated about this subject for hours, and I was able to put 

our final results into a step by step system that I could take back to my coaching 

clients to help them with their struggles. I also knew that using this survival 

analogy was and excellent tool for getting my point across and would be a 

scenario that my designers could really relate to. (At least most of them had seen 

the movie Castaway, and would “get it”.) 

 

If you’re serious about saving your business, 

If you’re ready to take charge of your future, 

If you’re going to become a huge success, 

Then You Must Get Serious, 

And Step Up to the Challenge! 
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Here is the Survival Plan in a nutshell. 
 

Here is a quick summary of his suggested strategy, so you’re not kept in 

suspense, and to help explain the reasons behind the theory. First learn how 

these island survival skills will help you save your business, and I’ll help you work 

through each step to create a survival guide of your own. 

Step One:  Spell out HELP on the beach with drift wood or rocks. Sounds 

simple right? I questioned the importance of this humble action as well. Wouldn’t 

you want to build a fire or find food first? My survival expert explained to me that 

the first 48 hours of a rescue is the absolute most important. The Coastguard and 

other rescue teams will be searching with the most strength and determination 

during the first 48 hours. After that the chance of your survival diminishes greatly, 

and you’ll have to work that much harder to get their attention. 

Step Two:  Find fresh, clean water. You can’t live for very long without it 

and obviously you can’t drink sea water. So I asked, “Shouldn’t you build a fire to 

boil water?” No, it will take too long and it’s not necessary to have fire yet. Get 

creative and search for a stream, creek, or even puddles if you have to. 

Once you find fresh water, you need to find a way to capture it, keep it 

clean, and of course keep a constant supply readily available. Get creative, and 

find numerous sources of fresh water if you need to. Do whatever it takes to 

survive. 
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Step Three:  Build a shelter. No matter what time you washed up on the 

beach, nightfall is just around the corner and it’s going to get cold quickly. You 

need to stay out of the elements. A shelter will help keep you calm, and make 

you feel safer.   

This is also the time to be on the lookout for anything that may have 

washed up on the beach and could be useful to your survival. Small bits of rope, 

netting, large shells, and sharp objects can all become lifesaving items. This 

means you need to keep your eyes open at all times. This shelter is also a place 

for you to keep safe all of the tools you may find that could be useful later.   

When it comes to building your first shelter, just start with the basics for 

now, a lean-to cover to protect you from the elements, and a soft place to sleep.  

Function is the object of the game at this point. 

Step Four:  Find food. “Do you need to build a fire now,” I asked?  “Stop 

with the fire,” he said.  Fire is great and will of course make life easier, but it’s not 

NECESSARY for survival just yet. You need nourishment and calories. You’ll 

have plenty of time to work on building a fire later after you get these other four 

steps accomplished. Eat food that’s easy to reach, and takes very little effort to 

collect. You don’t want to burn yourself out climbing 

trees or hiking up mountains. You need the most 

bangs for your buck. 

Remember:  

Stay on task, get your basics in order, and then you 

can work to make your life easier and more luxurious.  

Right now, we’re working on setting up your base camp. 
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HELP! 

STEP ONE… Establish a 

plan to GET RESCUED from 

Despair Island. 

 

Just like being in a real life survival situation, 

time is of the essence and the first few days are critical.  This is the time when 

the search party is most active and you have the greatest chance of being 

discovered.   

The first thing you have to do is spell HELP on the beach with driftwood or 

palm fronds, so you can be seen, discovered, and of course rescued.  

Similarly In your business, you need to know that people are out 

there searching for you and they desperately want to find you.  That’s 

exactly what you want right?   

 In the beginning, you’re excited, full of inspiration and motivation.  (Even if 

you’ve been designing for a while, the fact that you’re working through this 

workbook means that you’re excited and ready to go.)  Just like in 

a survival situation, this increased adrenaline can be used to your 

advantage. Seize this opportunity to get your business 

supercharged and then keep that momentum going. 
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First things first, you must have a clear understanding of who it is that you 

want to be searching for you, and remember your ultimate goal…”to get off this 

darn island”. 

This means you need to dig deep and decide who your ideal clients will be, 

how you’re going to find them, and what it will mean to you once you do. Just like 

spelling HELP on the beach, when you’re setting your goals and defining your 

ideal client, you must remember these three critical points: 

1. Make sure it’s clear. 

2. Make it bigger than you think necessary. 

3. And never lose sight of your ultimate goal! 

Work through the questions on the following page, and make sure to be clear 

and honest with yourself.  Remember, this is to find your IDEAL client, and to 

define your Ultimate Goals. Be strong, make a 

commitment and get pumped up. Use this new knowledge 

and motivation to build a powerful momentum and get 

started right away. 
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Your Ultimate Goals, or HELP on the Beach. 
 

1.  How much money do you want to make this year? Remember to dream BIG. 

 

_______________________________________________________________ 

2.  How many clients do you want to work with this year? It can be a mixture of 

big and small projects. Ex:  2 big projects and 5 mid-size projects etc. 

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________ 

3.  Based on your income goals, and your client load, how much profit do you 

need to make on each project? 

Ex:  Goal $80,000/ 2 projects @ $20,000 & 5 projects at @ $8,000 profit each. 

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________ 

4.  With all of your financial goals being met, do you want to take any well-

deserved time off for vacations etc.? When and what would that look like to you? 

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________ 
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5.  What will your lifestyle be like when you accomplish your goals? Describe 

what your home will look like, what you will be wearing, and what car are you 

driving? 

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________ 

6.  What will meeting your goals mean to your family?   

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________ 

 



 
 

 

Interior Design Business Survival Guide © by Chelsea Coryell www.Designforaliving.com  

 

16 

7.   Knowing now how many clients you need to have to reach your ultimate 

goal, create a Yearly Planner for your success.   

1.  Block out your client goals and the appropriate marketing you will use to 

reach those goals.   

2.  Keep in mind our industries’ typical busy seasons, as well as its’ 

customary slow times. (Before any major holiday is always hectic because 

clients want help preparing for upcoming entertaining demands. After tax 

return time is great for those middle income families expecting a tax return 

and a bit slow for larger projects or corporate clients who have just paid 

large sums to Uncle Sam.) 

3.  When it comes to your marketing schedule, plan for a few large events 

as well as consistent up-keep and reputation building tasks. 

4.  I will be explaining community partnerships and their importance to your 

success later on in Chapter 2, so leave room for them in your schedule. 

5.  Don’t forget to include your vacations and time off. 
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My Example Schedule 

**When estimating your monthly income, plan for medium profit from 

design deposits, medium-small profit from closing the sale, and large take 

home profits from installations. They will include labor fees to stage space, 

accessory house calls, and any commission checks or referral fees due to 

you from your community partners.** 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Month 1 

January 
Month 2 

February 
Month 3 

March 
Month 4 

April 
Launch my website: 
Blog, Linked-in, 
Facebook page. 

 Update website, 
establish a small 
newsletter for clients. 

Write about Spring 
trends and new vendor 
lines. 

Build at least two 
community partnerships 

Build one new 
community partnership 

 Help community partner 
boost biz during slow 
time. 
(Hawaii spring Break w/ 
Kids at end of month) 

Find One new client, and 
a potential big client:  
deposit $1,000 profit 

Close project 1, and get 
deposit for project 2:  
$3,000 & $1,000 

Close project #2/ $3,000 
Two small window 
treatment jobs, $3,000 
total profit. 

Install project #1/ $5,000 
Deposit for one new 
project/ $1,000 
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My Ultimate Goals for the Year 

Month 1 

 
Month 2 

 
Month 3 

 
Month 4 

    

    

    

Month 5 Month 6 Month 7 Month 8 

    

    

    

Month 9 Month 10 Month 11 Month 12 
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Selecting Your Ideal Clients 

 

It may seem that we’re jumping ahead 

a bit by identifying your ideal clients now in 

step one.  In all actuality, I commonly see 

designers neglecting this all too important 

step. Here are just a few reasons why: 

 By failing to plan and strategize on who you would honestly like to work 

with, you are not only holding yourself back from finding enough clients, 

you will be wasting precious time and money marketing to the wrong 

people.  

 Take the time now to be direct and truthful about your IDEAL client.  Until 

you’re clear on whom it is you’re looking for, how will you ever find them? 

 This may seem a little, “Woo Woo” for you, but I believe in manifesting 

your destiny. You are creating your dream business, so why not be 

determined to fill it with your dream clients? 

 Don’t worry about who you will be leaving out of your practice. There is 

plenty of work to share with every designer, and by choosing who it is you 

want to work with, you will be graciously leaving those clients to another 

designer who is a better fit for them. 

 

Know what you want, and go after it!  
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Your Fresh Clients 

1.  What type of clients do you want to work with; residential, commercial, 

hospitality? 

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________ 

2.  Do you work best with professional types or housewives? 

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________ 

3.  Are you looking for a few big spenders or a steady flow of smaller clients? 

(When making this decision, be careful what you wish for.  Big spenders can mean 

you’ll have larger project management responsibilities. They can have less patience, 

and have higher expectations when it comes to perfection. If you have a high tolerance 

for these obstacles, then by all means the large paychecks are great. Just remember 

that slow and steady can mean a more predictable income, added opportunities to 

express your creativity, and a sense of fulfillment when you help the average 

homeowner in need.) 

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________ 
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4.  Describe your ideal client. How big is the project, what is their personality like, 

and what does it feel like to work with them?  Get specific. 

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________ 

5. On the next page, list all of your goals for this year, and describe some of your 

greatest moments. Some examples are:  a quote from the great new ideal client 

you’re going to have, or a new luxury car you’re buy.  Dream BIG!  

These Goals are your HELP on the Beach. 
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          _______________________________________________________________________ 

Name of your business 

 

  ________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

How many incredible clients will you have this year? 

 

____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Describe a great quote from your ideal client. 

 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

Your income this year will be… 

 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________________________

Describe what your great life will be like this year, your dream vacation, or your new house. 
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Step Two:  YOu CaN’T 

Survive Without a 

Constant Stream of 

Fresh Clients 

 

Your clients are your life blood. Just as if you 

were trying to survive on a deserted island, you can 

live without food for a while, but you absolutely must 

have clean water.  

Your clients are your fresh water. Your design business will not survive 

without a constant fresh supply of them. Finding a client is helpful for a short 

time, and will quench your money thirst, but wouldn’t discovering a whole stream 

of fresh clients be fantastic?  

If you have been trying to survive on one client at time, it’s no wonder 

you’ve been struggling. You will either need to become an expert at 

transforming single clients into multiple streams through referrals or 

repeat business, or learn to hunt for client streams. Here are just a few 

examples that have personally made me thousands in income. 

Make professional relationships to feed you leads:  cabinet makers, home 

automation experts, painters, professional organizers, real estate agents, and 

contractors all make great lead generators. 

 

Find a complimentary business that you can partner with: Look for a retail 

store that needs a designer to recommend to their clients. Display a design board 

and have flyers or brochures available for shoppers to easily see.  
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Find an upholstery shop or window treatment workroom 

that doesn’t have an in-house designer. You’ll promise to sell their 

products and services and they will send you out to meet with 

their clients. Look for true win-win situations. 

Steady client streams can come from a multitude of places, 

and it’s easy to find them if you really open your mind and get creative. On the 

next few pages I will take you through some exercises to get you started.  

Your Ideal Clients: 

1. Thinking of your ideal client, where do they congregate? List different areas of 

town where they might live and socialize. 

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________ 

2.  Where do they shop?  What stores and in what neighborhoods?  

 **These are your target areas** 

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________ 
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3. What types of community partners can you think of in these areas that would 

mutually benefit from sharing business with you? 

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________ 

4.  List as many potential community partners you can think of in these target 

areas. Write down their business name, phone number, and contact person. 

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________ 
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5.  List ways you could help each of them build their business. It may not be 

simply to refer new clients to them. Try to get creative. 

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________ 

6.  List ways they could help you build your business. 

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________ 
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IMPORTANT:  

You’ve heard that saying “the more you give, the more you 

receive?” It’s never been more important than when you’re asking 

to share business leads with someone else. I can’t stress this 

enough.   

Be generous, thoughtful, and considerate when approaching a community 

partner for a potential partnership. When you pitch the idea to them, do not 

suggest that you can “fix”, or “improve” their business.  (You will have plenty of 

time to suggest redecorating their business later)  We all get a little protective 

and sensitive when it comes to our business (even if it’s clear we could use some 

help).   

When you discuss your potential enterprise, emphasize how you can really 

“HELP” each other grow your businesses. Explain how your two companies can 

make a clear and beneficial partnership to bring in more clients for both of you.   

Look for ways your help will save them time or headaches. Most 

businesses that support designers really have no interest in doing the design 

work.  They may try out of necessity, but 9 times out of 10 they realize how much 

extra work they have created for themselves, and they abandon the idea. What a 

great opportunity for you don’t you think? 
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Step three:  You need to build a 

shelter, a place to call home.   

Building a shelter for your business is step Number 3 for 

many reasons. First and foremost, it’s a place that 

makes you feel safe and sheltered, a place that you can 

store your things, and somewhere people can find you while you’re not out in 

plain view.   

What types of shelters are we talking about? 

 

 An office (spare room, home office) 

 A designated workspace (corner of a room in your house or a 

converted closet) 

 A storefront or studio 

 A website 

Which of these you need depends on a few factors. 

 

1. If you’re just starting out at the beginning, you will simply need (and 

should only worry about) a designated workspace and a simple website. 

2. If you’ve been doing this awhile, you will need a slightly larger area like 

a home office, a desk, or a corner of your house that is strictly designated 

as your workspace. You will need an organized way of keeping your 

records and paperwork, as well as a slightly more impressive website than 

the beginner. 
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3. If you already have a storefront or studio you know how much extra 

time it can add to your workload (not to mention extra money). Unless you 

are tied into a lease or have already established a solid place in your 

community, I don’t ever recommend designers renting a retail space. It is 

simply not necessary to make money and is a huge added responsibility.   

 

I want to explain why I feel a workspace is so important, and how you should 

prioritize your time when it comes to developing this critical space.   

One major mistake designers make when creating their 

business, is to undervalue the importance of professionalism 

to their business success.   

By creating an organized, dedicated work space to perform 

your day to day activities, you not only prevent common paperwork mistakes, you 

achieve an emotional sense of professionalism which naturally affects the way 

you conduct your business. If you feel more like a professional, you tend to act in 

a more professional manner. Professionals earn the admiration and respect of 

their clients and therefore can demand higher fees. 

The major point to make here is your space doesn’t need to be large, or filled 

with expensive equipment. Notice, I never said a fancy space reflects your level 

of professionalism, it merely needs to be organized and dedicated. You won’t feel 

very professional with your latest project blueprint covered by the breakfast 

dishes, newspapers, or coloring books. I also know it’s difficult to concentrate 

and work efficiently if I feel my desk is in disarray.   
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Don’t obsess or spend too much time on this, simply 

carve out a niche for yourself with a place to keep file folders, a 

computer or laptop, and an all-in-one printer\scanner\fax 

machine.  (Even this can wait until your first big paycheck.) It’s 

worth it to spend a little time getting organized, and then get to work making 

money! 

Build Your Shelter 

 

1.  What space will you use for your new office? 

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________ 

2.  What organizational tools do you still need to acquire? Do you have file 

folders, a way to capture contact information (spread sheet system or rolodex), 

and your forms and contracts?** 

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________ 

**You will need a basic contract or letter of agreement before you meet with your first 

client, so do take some time to prepare these critical documents. I have included some 

sample contracts and forms in the back of this workbook. ** 

Take one afternoon to personalize your space and make it organized, clean, and 

comfortable. 
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Where are you going to place your HELP sheet so it’s visible every day? 

 

The next step in your shelter building is of course your company 

website. If you’re just starting out, and you don’t have many projects in your 

portfolio, the best way I’ve found to inexpensively and easily start a website is by 

creating a simple blog.   

If I was just starting out, I would use Wordpress.com. 

(Which is a free blog hosting site) and select a basic template 

of theirs. Add a few stock photos or a rendering of my own and 

start writing short and informative blog articles on the latest 

design trends, or my personal design philosophy.   

If you keep your articles around 400 words (easy to do when you’re writing 

about your passion) and use lots of design, “buzz words”, search engines like 

Google and Yahoo will start to find your articles and get you noticed. 

By using this strategy, you are not only telling the public about your incredible 

knowledge of the wonderful world of design, you are laying the groundwork for 

your future SEO (search engine optimization). Search engines love blogs, and 

other bloggers love to share your articles and pass them around.   

This is incredibly powerful stuff! 

 

At first glance you may wonder how spreading the word 

about your design prowess can possibly help your local design 

business.  This stage of the game isn’t about directly finding 

clients through your website, but rather by building a 

positive reputation for yourself and your business.  
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Here’s an example: 

     You are out at a party and you meet someone who is talking about their new 

house. You start asking them questions about its design in a casual manner and 

they mention that you know a lot about design; you must work in the industry.  

You reply, “Why yes I am”.  They ask for your card and go on with the party. Two 

days later they think of you and decide to Google your name. WOW, your name 

pops up on the first page of the search and there are 5 different articles 

mentioned in various websites… you must really know what you’re doing. It’s 

almost like you’re famous. They had better call you fast before you get 

completely booked up. 

Now picture your business a few months later. You are making great 

money, your client list is building and you can afford to have a simple personal 

website built for your business. Your name is already spread across the 

internet, along with your business name. When you go to optimize your new 

website, you can link your little free blog and whammy! You’re 10 steps ahead 

of the game. 

Notice that I didn’t mention building the website yourself. I have a very 

good reason for this. Yes, it is possible to design a simple website on your own 

using numerous free design tools on the internet.   

The problem lies with the tendency of designers, 

(myself included) to obsess with the details and the aesthetics 

of the site. I know this from personal experience and from 

coaching other designers.   
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It is so easy to get sucked in to spending WEEKS fiddling with fonts, 

graphics, our logo etc., and forget to focus on those tasks which will directly 

make you money, and isn’t that what we’re after? Trust me; the Word press blog 

template is GREAT. It’s simple, clean, and extremely professional 

looking. It is also specifically designed to be SEO friendly and 

easy enough to personalize with pictures and links to other sites.   

When you’re ready for the big time, look to local web designers, 

Make sure you check their references to make sure they normally finish in a 

timely manner and do quality work. Look at other sites they’ve designed for a 

style that would reflect your own design philosophy. 

If your ideal clients are professional business types, then your site 

should reflect that. If you want to work with residential homeowners, then 

you should make sure it has a sense of home and comfort, you get the 

idea. 

Along with having a professional looking website, these days you need to 

link your site and your blog to your Facebook page, Linkedin profile, and your 

Twitter account.  Scared yet?  

Don’t worry, it’s not that difficult. If you do find yourself 

spending too much time messing with linking these social 

sites, then stop what you’re doing and get help. You’ld be 

amazed at how easy it is to find a nephew or neighbor kid that can 

hook you up in less than 20 minutes. 

Remember, we are in survival mode still.  Create the basics, link them 

together (for search engine purposes) and get out in the real world and make 

things happen. I promise you, your clients are not at home reading your 

Facebook page and following your tweets just yet.   
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Building Your Shelter Website: 

1.  Do you have a basic site or blog? 

____________________________________ 

2.  When a potential client finds your site, how can they reach you from your 

site? 

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________ 

3.  Is your site SEO friendly? List all of the words or phrases that your target 

audience might be searching for. –interior designer, Seattle, window treatments... 

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________ 

4.  Link your site or blog to your Facebook, Twitter, and Linkedin accounts. List 

your log in here for easy access. 

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________ 
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5.  Does the overall design of your site reflect your design style? What look would 

your ideal target client respond to? (French Country, Transitional, Rustic, 

Antique, Contemporary, etc.) 

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________ 

What information would your ideal client be interested in? i.e. trends, green 

materials, color theory, architectural design history…  List at least 10 ideas. 

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________ 

**Make sure it’s filled with key words your target audience will 

be looking for, as well as informative and interesting articles on 

design and your design philosophy.**  
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Step Four:  You need to eat right? 

 

Nourishment is of course a necessity when we’re 

talking about our survival, and I mean both personal as 

well as business survival. When you’re stranded on an 

island, you’ll be looking for fish and fruit, when rescuing 

your business, it’s your income which will nourish 

you.   

Just like in island survival, when you’re in a desperate situation you 

shouldn’t worry about what tastes the best, or what you’re “used” to eating. This 

isn’t the time to keep on doing what you’ve always done. (Obviously it wasn’t 

working very well or you wouldn’t be in a survival mode.)  

You also CAN NOT be picky about how big or small your clients are right 

now. A few smaller projects will not only quickly build up some instant income to 

get you on the right track, but they may possibly lead to larger more profitable 

projects later on.   

When you’re in need of rescue, you don’t have time to 

plant and grow anything. Right now you need to look for 

nourishment that’s easy to obtain, and rich in nutrients. 

Let’s look at a step-by-step plan for slowly building up your 

clientele, and thus your income. You can name your different levels of service, 

and even develop a simple pricelist.  This way, if someone can only afford level 

one, they’ll know that you have more to offer in the future. 
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The most obvious choice is to find a client, and then simply 

charge for design time. All you need is a simple contract (see 

samples in back) to cover your liability and a house-call system for 

your first meeting. It doesn’t get easier than that.   

I have different levels of Design Consultation that I have offered in my 

design business. They are all extremely easy to sell to clients, and even easier to 

achieve a generous paycheck. Here are 3 examples that I share with my 

coaching clients: 

1.  Design consultation only:  Create a design plan, strict layout and color 

advice. I describe this to clients as giving them a road map to follow. You can 

include shopping lists, simple floor plans, renderings or elevations, and even 

material samples. It all depends on how much you can charge.   

*Even though you’re in survival mode, don’t ever undervalue 

your talents.  Your design is valuable, and you deserve to be 

paid for your skills.* 

2.  Create a community partnership with a retail store that could benefit 

from offering design service to their clients.   

You can create an arrangement where the store will pay you a commission 

for selling their products. They contact you when they have a client that’s 

interested in design service.   

You can charge a basic design fee for your time plus the 

commission you earn from selling merchandise. How much you 

charge for the design fee depends on the expected commission 

checks. If you’re working for a store with high end furniture and 

wealthy clients, you may consider keeping your design fee to a 

minimal. I would suggest around $150- $250 for the first house call.   
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At the end of the year they simply need to send you a 1099 tax form so 

you can claim the income on your tax form as an independent contractor.   

3.  Accessory house-call:  This is one of my favorite ways to earn an income.  

You simply meet with the client, explain your process, walk through their space 

and of course have your contract signed, and then you get to go shopping*.  

What’s better than that?   

Take everything back to the space, then arrange and stage the room with 

the accessories you purchased.  Present your receipts along with a bill for your 

shopping and design time.   

*make sure you keep your receipts organized and 

documented.  You must make sure you are reimbursed for 

everything you purchase, or are able to return it.  

 

When You’re Ready! 

As your business grows and you’re ready to step things up a bit, you can 

begin to “create” your designs. That means you not only specify a window 

treatment, you have it created and installed. This way you can charge for your 

design time, make a small profit off of the labor and installation, as well as a 

percentage of the fabric and hardware mark-up.   

It’s not as difficult as you may think, as long as you have a great team on 

your side. If you don’t have much experience working with custom furniture or 

window treatments, make sure you find businesses to work with that are willing to 

teach and guide you through the learning period.   
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After you’re out of survival mode, you can begin to 

open your own vendor accounts and really make more 

money. It’s a great way to double or triple your income.   

 

Just remember that it takes a great level of responsibility and 

organization to stay on top of your paperwork. I’ve seen too many 

designers get excited about getting new sample books and 

catalogs, then get in over their head with purchase order’s 

and invoices. 

 

What will nourish your business? 

1.  What is the easiest and quickest way for you to earn an income? 

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________ 

Name three levels of design package that you can offer to earn instant income? 

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________ 
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List what you would include in your Level 1 Design Package? 

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________ 

Describe what benefit your client would get from hiring you for this service? 

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________ 

What would you charge for your simple design package?  __________________ 

 

This is everything you’re going to include when you describe 

your services to potential clients, as well as write about it in your 

blog or site.  

Now describe what would be included in your Level 2 Package, Level 3 etc. 
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Your Survival Guide 
Recap and Reminders:  When it comes to building a design 

business, regardless of how big or how small your endeavor may be: 

 Don’t make things harder than they need to be.  

 Be strong, make a commitment and get pumped up. Use this new 

knowledge and motivation to build-up a powerful momentum and get 

started right away. 

 Know what your ultimate goals are, and what you want to achieve with 

your life. 

 Make your goals Big, Clear, and Visible. 

 Understand what type of clients you want to work with? 

 Know who is searching for you, and who it is you want to attract. 

 Find simple yet consistent streams of fresh clients. 

 Take care of your clients, and value them as the lifesaving treasures they 

are. 

 You need to have an office or a workspace specifically designated for your 

business. You need a place to keep your paperwork organized and easily 

accessed. 

 You need to have a website of some kind. Somewhere that’s easy for your 

clients to find you while being SEO friendly. 

 Create a space that reflects your design style and abilities.  

 Have it linked to Facebook, Twitter, design blogs, designer referral lists. 

 Make sure it’s professional looking, even if you design it yourself (unless 

you’re extremely proficient, get some help) 
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Keep it simple… remember your goals… and 

understand that you are “building” your business and 

this doesn’t just happen overnight. Just because 

your business isn’t up to full steam doesn’t mean 

you aren’t going to make enough money.      
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Special Bonus Sections: 

1. Accountability buddies 

 

2. An example of an Affiliate Designer agreement made 

with a retail design store. 

 

3. Example of potential income based on multiple 

income stream strategy. 

 

4. Sample first house call check list to use during your 

initial visit. 

 

5. Sample contracts 

 

6. Masterminding group information 
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Accountability Buddies 

You know, sometimes you just need a gentle kick in the (you know what) 
to give you a push to do the tasks you're dreading. Building a business is like a 
marathon, not a sprint. We need to keep going forward, pushing through those 
times when we're ready to give up and sit down. Slow and steady, but constantly 
moving towards the finish line. 
 
             Being an entrepreneur can be tough. You don't have a time clock to 
punch, there isn't a boss breathing down your neck, and you know who runs the 
customer service department, YOU. There isn't anyone to hold you accountable 
for whether you succeed or fail in your business.   

  I myself actually have two accountability buddies. One that I talk to every 
morning (yes Mon-Fri for 10 months) at 8am for around 15 minutes to establish 
our daily goals, and my friend that inspired this article. We talk about every other 
day.  We share resources, we offer advice on tricky clients, and most importantly, 
we laugh together and remind each other that there is no such thing as a, 
"furniture emergency".   
 
              Accountability is a very motivating propellant. (That's why in weight loss, 
dieters that attend the meetings are more successful than those that go it alone). 
Sometimes finding the strength you need to finish those tiresome tasks can be so 
much easier if you have someone by your side motivating you to be better, keep 
working, and remember what you're working for. 
 
             I recommend you find a Buddy! Someone in your field that not only 
understands our crazy industry, but who also wants to grow a thriving business. 
You should both work together to help each other stay on track. Be there as a 
shoulder to lean on in the tough times, and a cheering section when it's time to 
celebrate.   

My recommendation is for you and your buddy to set-up a regularly 
scheduled phone call, at least once a week to check in on current progress and 
to set goals for the future. Even a 10 minute chat can be the support you need to 
get you moving again in the right direction. 
 
Remember, the only people that suffer from your procrastination and lack of 
motivation are you and your clients! 
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Sample Affiliate Designer Program 

A copy of an actual agreement made with a Retail Community Partner: 

Tier System Discounts:   

Under $1000. - Accessories off floor    10% Upholstery     20% off of retail  

$1001-$5000 - Accessories off floor     20% Upholstery     20% off of retail 

$5001 and up - Accessories off floor    20% Upholstery     30% off of retail and 
free delivery. 

$10,000 and up - Lead generator: you will qualify for preferred designer status 
which includes client referrals and the chance to be featured as a designer of the 
month. 

Service: 

 Use of design center in back for research. 
 Store will be courteous to your clients and offer them water or soft drinks. 
 Together design simple purchase orders to fill out.  
 Store will place orders and track progress. 
 Receive advanced notice of new products and specials. 

Support: 

 Store will work as a liaison between our manufacturers and yourself. 
 Do everything in our power to maintain discontinues and back-orders. 
 We will keep you informed and updated of all delivery status. 
 Keep our business relationship confidential, never supplying pricing 

information to your clients. 
 We will assist your clients in the event that they come to our store without 

your knowledge, and notify you if we do, but remember, you're discount 
doesn't apply unless you are there to make the purchase.  

Application: 

 Completed application 
 Resale number 
 Business card 
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Turn your success into a thriving business 
Now that you've learned the basics of finding you clients, working with that client, and 
creating a great design experience for them, let's put it all together and make some 
money. 

A typical project, based on a beginning design practice: 
Prices will vary depending on location and experience. 
 

Initial design consultation: this includes 
the house call, the interview, the initial 

design concept, and the first meeting to 
discuss plans. 

 

$200.00 
 

Furniture commissions: based on an 
average room cost of $8,000. 

Discount is 20%, 10% to your client and 
10% to you 

$800.00 
 

Window treatments: Based on two 
windows in room. Average window 

treatment costs $1500 a piece. 
 

$1,000.00 

Painter commission: Based on one color, 
basic room. 

$150.00 
 

Design time: A job of this size shouldn't 
take you more than 10 hours in addition to 

the initial consultation. 
 

$850.00 
 

Total profit to you. $3,000.00 
 

 
 
Not bad for a simple room design. One can see how using multiple income streams can 
make you more money in the long run. It also has a less-visible advantage. I see many 
designers fail because they charge too much for their time without considering the other 
income opportunities.  
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Example first home visit questionnaire 
You may also copy this page to take to your visit so you don't forget anything. 

 

Clients Name_____________________________________ 

Spouse's Name_____________________________________ 

Children / ages / at home? ____________________________________ 

Pets_______________________________________________ 

Are there any time restrictions? _____________________________ 

About how many people occupy the room on average? ________________ 

How often do you entertain in this room? __________________________ 

What does your typical gathering look like? _________________________ 

Size, casual, formal?  __________________________________________ 

What is your focal point? T.V, fireplace, view?  _____________________ 

What pieces are staying? _____________________________________ 

Are their sentimental pieces you would like to include? _______________ 

Do you have privacy issues or light control needs? ___________________ 

Do you have a preference for window treatments? ___________________ 

 

Budget: 

What were you thinking as far as your investment in this room? _________ 

“I need a general guideline to stay within. For example, rugs can range 

from $500 to $10,000. If I was to bring you a $10,000 rug and that's what 

you had envisioned for the entire room, it would be embarrassing for both 

of us.” 

Initial meeting date_________________ First consultation_____________ 

Final presentation__________________ Estimated completion__________ 
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Contract Example 
This document is in no way to be used as an exact contract. All legal documents should 
be reviewed and approved by your own attorney. 
 
(Your logo and Letterhead goes here) 

Date___________Company______________________Homeowner_______________ 

 

Enters a contract with ___________to do the following work at__  (home address)____ 

The following terms and conditions apply to above mentioned work. 

1.  All details written on the invoice and signed by contractor and Home owner shall 

become part of this contract. Any information given or recorded over the phone or 

verbally is not part of this contract. 

2.  All merchandise sold is custom product and cannot be returned once order is in 

progress. If cancellation occurs before the production of order has started, home owner 

will be responsible for 15% cancellation fee. 

3.  Home owner is responsible for any color or style chosen. (Company name) will help 

in selection, but assumes no responsibility. 

4.  (Name of company) is not responsible for back orders or discontinues and all 

deliveries depend on availability of product. Delivery dates are estimates. 

5.  Certain products will show variances in color and grain. This is typical and (name of 

company) is not liable for such variances. 

6. The prevailing party shall be entitled to all costs and legal fees in the event of any 

lawsuit filed by either (company name) or home owner. 

7.  Freight and installation are not included in the total price, unless otherwise stated on 

invoice. 

 

I have read and understand the above terms and conditions for doing business with 

(company name). 

Any questions or concerns have been addressed before entering into this legally 

binding contract. 

 

Date:________Home Owner:_________________Name of Your Design Company:__ 
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Sample Design Agreement: 

(This is to be used an an example, all legal advice should be approved by an attorney) 
 
The initial consultation package fee is__________ and includes; in-depth interview of 
clients taste and needs. Preliminary sketches and color ideas. Evaluation of clients 
budget and project timeframe.  
Suggestions, recommendations, and design selections will be presented in a 
professional package for the home owner. The fee for general design time is ______per 
hour.  
This includes, but not limited to shopping for clients home furnishings discussed in the 
initial consultation. This fee also applies to renderings, samples and research for special 
projects, and travel time. The basic labor charge for installation and staging time is 
__________per hour. 
An initial deposit of 50% is required for all work to be performed, based on budget 
preparation and agreed upon design plans from initial consultation. A second 
installment may be due at time of furniture completion but before final installation. The 
final payment is due upon completion of said work and may include any unforeseen 
expenses occurred while project was in completion phase. 
Cancellations are allowed but client will be responsible for all fees incurred while work 
was in progress up to cancellation date. Client will also be responsible for any and all 
non-refundable materials purchased for said project. This includes fabric that may 
already have been cut for said project. 
All work to be performed based on time line discussed during initial interview. This may 
change during the course of project due to unforeseen circumstances, or alterations of 
original design. 
(company name) is not responsible for variations of the original time line, although every 
effort will be made to complete the project promptly and efficiently. If project is 
interrupted due to changes made by current client or budget alterations, then obligations 
made to other clients may take precedence and further delay the completion of first 
clients project. Again, all considerations will be made to accommodate busy schedules 
and complete work as quickly as possible. 
Approval of original design will be made before any work is to be performed. If any 
changes need to be made to design, (company name) will notify client of such changes 
before work is to be performed. Final approval of project is based on client satisfaction 
and the original design agreed upon. If there are any changes or improvements to be 
made (company name) will make every reasonable effort to correct the problem. 
 
Date:______________Home Owner_______________ 

Company name________________________ 
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Why I Love to Mastermind 

When I first joined a mastermind, I hardly even 

knew what it was. I just had that knowing that 

joining the program was the inspired action I 

needed to take to catapult my business to the 

next level. If you’ve been following me for a while, 

you know that it did that and more!  

Napoleon Hill coined the term, “mastermind” to 

describe the powerful collective brain that forms 

when a group of like-minded people come together for the betterment of all 

members.  

When you add to the mix a monetary investment, miracles happen. Just making 

the significant investment lit a fire under me that I didn't even know existed and 

had me think in ways I never had before.  

I was also surprised to find that investing in myself at that level helped me to 

know the benefit I would be providing to others by offering my own services at 

that level, and it gave me the courage to offer high-level mastermind programs as 

well. 

I really believe that you can’t expect someone to invest in themselves through 

you at a level greater than you've invested in yourself. You just can't know what 

you’re asking of them if you haven't done it yourself.  
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Here are a few other reasons why I love to mastermind: 

1. You Get Support for Your Quantum Leaps.  

Imagine that group of highly invested professionals all focused on helping you 

get where you want to go -- or even better, where you hardly dare to dream of 

going. That’s what happens, and with that support, you can make some really 

profound leaps. I’ve seen people who have struggled alone for months or years 

birth six- and seven-figure ideas after only eight minutes of mastermind focus! 

2. Tools and Resources.  

When you’re in a mastermind, you don’t have to spend a lot of time looking for 

people to help you with your vision. When you want to hire a team, you just ask 

your mastermind members, “Who’s the best fabric line to open an account with?” 

And you get five recommendations. “Who does your website?” “Hey, will you look 

at my floorplan?” “Help me choose the logo for my website.” You’re never alone, 

and you don’t have to reinvent the wheel. 

3. Accountability. 

When you’re a solopreneur, you’re sitting at home behind your computer and 

there’s no accountability. You have to build that in. There has to be somebody 

knowing what you promised to do and whether you did it, because it’s just too 

easy for your other responsibilities to take you away from the work that’s really 

critical to your mission. That’s why I always surround myself with a group of like-

minded people… to build-in structured accountability. 

Those are just a few of the many benefits of being in a mastermind. I haven’t 

even mentioned the mentorship, the business training and coaching, the retreats, 

the surprises, the first-class treatment! To hear all about our Cashmere Coaching 

Mastermind Group, check out www.designforaliving.com/cashmerecoaching.html 

 

http://www.designforaliving.com/cashmerecoaching.html
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The best bonus of all, in the world of design is FREEDOM! I hope you 

use these tools and my advice to create the perfect business for yourself. 

 

 Do you want to work just a few hours a week and earn a little 

spending money, so you can shop and lunch with the girls? Maybe you see 

yourself building a great reputation in town, which in turn will improve your 

social status. You could be the designer that gets recognized in the local 

paper as the go-to expert for anything related to home improvement. If a 

flourishing design studio is what you dream of, then get going and use 

these steps to build a great foundation for a wonderful future.  

 

This really is just the tip of the iceberg. You are only held back by 

your own desire and determination. 

 

If you are interested in additional coaching from me personally, write to 

chelsea@designforaliving.com. 

I offer numerous training products as well as one on one, personal 

coaching in any area of the design field. 

 

 

 


