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I have been writing about interiors for 20 years and helping clients to style their homes for more than 10. A couple of years ago I went to meet a client to help her with the finishing touches to her home...

I was there for nearly three hours looking at all the rooms, seeing what she had already done and where she still needed help or ideas. We discussed how she was using each space and what was missing. Then I drew up a report covering everything we had talked about and included photos for inspiration and links to items we had decided she might need, with several options for each piece. A couple of weeks later I received an email from her. The consultation, she wrote, had been ‘quite’ helpful. She knew what she now needed and was making plans to get hold of it all. But she couldn’t help pointing out that she was also a little disappointed.

My stomach flipped over. ‘I don’t know what my style is so I don’t feel completely happy with the service,’ she said. My stomach flipped back. I stared thoughtfully out of the window for a few moments. ‘Your style,’ I typed firmly, ‘is modern rustic.’ A few minutes later my inbox pinged: ‘Thank you so much. It’s been so helpful to meet you and I’m so excited to finish off all the details of the house. I would thoroughly recommend you to anyone.’ And after reading that I couldn’t help but wonder (cue Sex and the City voice-over), do we all need to belong to a gang to feel valid? Do we need to find our interior design squad before we can be really happy in the space we have created?

Now I would say no. Emphatically not. Probably… However, it is true that in these days of online shopping it definitely helps if you can attach a label to your style so that you can hunt down what you want out there on the big old internet. Are you looking for a shabby-chic dressing table, or a modern rustic kitchen table? Is your living room country casual or urban glamour? I have wasted many an hour searching for a thingumajig only to find them in plentiful supply once I realized that what I actually needed was a thingumabob. So yes, you do need to know your style so you can find your tribe. Or at least your sofa.

It’s a topic I dealt with at length in my last book, and while this is intended as a more practical guide, it’s worth recapping for those of you who have arrived here first. Knowing your style means that you can buy less, because you will buy well. Knowing your style will save you money, because you won’t be making mistakes. And it means – and this relates to another question I am asked on a weekly basis – that your home will have an automatically cohesive look, because you will be shopping from the same palette and style and everything will fit together. (Which is not to say you can’t fling a neon cushion into a room full of pastels, but do that in more than one place or it might look a bit random.)

Once you have worked out your style and feel comfortable with everything you have chosen, then your home will automatically tell the story of the people who live within its walls. It will have a more considered appearance, which might sound like posh interior design talk, but actually just means that it will look like you thought about it and made a decision about what you were buying.

One of the most welcoming things about a house is being able to get a sense of who it belongs to as soon as you walk inside. But does knowing your style and making the choice to stick to it mean you can never indulge in a spot of spontaneous trend shopping? Read on…
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This is a question I am asked more than any other: should I follow trends? The short answer is no, probably not, because you should buy only things you love and that you will love forever.

But the longer answer is that most of us do buy into trends (pun intended) to a certain degree, not least because they dictate what is available at any given time. Who hasn’t tried to buy a navy sweater when all around is a sea of grey and black? Who hasn’t noticed that the high-street windows all seem to have the same colours in them? (And woe betide you if you want something different.)

Contrary to what you might think, interior trends move much more slowly than fashion does. It starts on the pages of the magazines, then a few early adopters (usually interior designers and the so-called Instagram influencers) will bring it into their homes and show it off on social media. Bear in mind that this is partly because they will have seen it way before anyone else. Gradually it makes its way off the printed and digital page and into the home of someone you know. And so it begins.

What you see in Milan might not come to Milton Keynes for three years, but come it will.

Kimberly Duran, who blogs at Swoon Worthy, likens the rise and fall of trends to a bell curve, which she bases on E.M. Rogers’ Diffusion of Innovation Theory (well yes, quite). What that means, she says, is that designers, innovators and trendsetters (about 2.5 per cent of the population) will be the first to use a specific material, colour or finish. It will then be embraced by early adopters (13.5 per cent).

There are two groups which make up the bulk of the population – in fact, around 68 per cent of people will fall into these categories. The first, the ‘early majority’, will adopt the trend when it begins to become more mainstream. Maybe they see their favourite bloggers post about it or they see it take off on Instagram. Once the trend hits its peak, you’ll see it adopted by what is called the ‘late majority’. These are the people who are now seeing it everywhere (from Pinterest to their local supermarket) and decide it’s time to invest.

At the very tail end of the curve are the ‘laggards’ (16 per cent), for whom trends are mostly ignored, and so it’s only once the trend has completely saturated the market and prices begin to fall that they will consider buying. This is important to know because how much time elapses from the beginning of the curve to the end (ie the full lifetime of a trend) varies considerably. Normally, Kimberly notes, the faster a trend reaches its peak the faster it will fall out of favour. At the same time, the longer a trend takes to be adopted by the majority, the longer it takes to fall out of fashion.

Don’t forget that if stores see something selling well they are going to stock more of it, not less. That’s why you may hear someone proclaim Millennial Pink is ‘out’ when in fact it has simply hit its peak and is now moving down the other side of the curve. You’ll still find it in stores and you’ll still see people buying up blush pink items. It’s not really ‘out’ at all. It’s just those early adopters – like the magazines and Instagrammers – have found something else to get excited about. And so it begins again with something different.

This bell curve also explains why copper, the trend that wouldn’t die, was around for about six years. The early adopters and even the early majority had moved on about three times before the laggards caught up. And then, of course, it had a second life when it was renamed ‘rose gold’ and everyone went mad for it all over again.

But woven through all this is the question of sustainability and the perils of throwaway culture. These days it just doesn’t feel right to keep buying more and more stuff. Surely it’s about making the right choices and living with them because we love them, rather than chucking things out after a year because someone tells us they’re no longer on trend?

Well yes, but that doesn’t mean we can’t change things around. I have a box of summer clothes that I tend to only wear for two weeks of the year at the beach. Many of them are 10 years old and while I might add to them before each holiday – often buying in off-season sales – they tend to last for years because I know my style and I don’t wear them that often. You can do the same thing with interiors. For example, changing the cushions with the seasons means you get to refresh and change the look of the room, but you don’t have to chuck everything out and start again.

It’s very hard to be sustainable in all our choices but we can start by being more aware and making small changes. I have three sofas – one I bought new, one which belonged to my great grandmother and which has been reupholstered three times to my knowledge, and one I bought for my husband for his 40th birthday from a junk shop, which we have also reupholstered. That’s two items which have been saved from landfill and which bring their own individuality and character to our home.

[image: Image]

We can’t all get it all right all of the time, but we can all be more aware. It’s still possible to have fun but think about where your purchases are coming from. H&M, a global fashion brand that also sells homewares, aims to have 100 per cent sustainably sourced cotton in all ranges – including home – from 2020. The rest of the high street will surely follow suit.

So it’s not about ignoring trends; it’s about feeling confident enough in your style and choices that you can buy into them when it’s right for you and not panic if you are ignoring them. I wrote about how to find your style in the last book – in short, start by looking at the colours and shapes in your wardrobe and consider dressing your house like you dress yourself. But even if you know what you like and barely put a foot wrong when it comes to a flamingo cushion or a leopard print lampshade, it’s still possible to examine your choices a little more closely, as we shall see.
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THE SIX QUESTIONS YOU NEED TO ASK

I am constantly amazed by the number of people who just decorate a room the way they fancy. Of course, that is how it should look by the end of the process: a collection of objects, furniture and colours that so completely reflect the people who live there, that it looks as if it all just happened naturally. But there are a few steps between that look and all the care that goes into achieving it.

It’s the equivalent in sartorial terms to, ‘What this old thing? Just threw it on!’ It’s that no-makeup makeup look which we all know involves far more effort than you would normally make. Giving a room an air of just-put-together effortlessness takes a lot of thought and planning and, well, effort... I’m afraid you can’t just fill the space with all the things you want and expect it to come together perfectly unless you are a professional stylist, or have an extremely good eye – in which case, you should be a professional stylist.

You need to plan it. All of it. But don’t worry, that’s not difficult if you know how – and I am going to tell you. It all comes down to six simple questions. That’s it. It’s that easy. Ask these questions before you start any interior design scheme, and you will not only create the room that is right for you, but also one that functions perfectly for your needs, feels like your home and makes your heart sing when you get back after a long day at work.

If you don’t ask these questions (and more to the point, answer them honestly), you run the risk of ending up with a room that doesn’t really work for the people who live there – which means they won’t use it. Or, because there is no choice, they will use it, but it won’t make them happy. And you will end up redecorating. Again.

So what are the six questions? Well here they are…

WHO, WHAT, WHEN, WHERE, WHY, AND HOW?

I trained as a journalist, not as a designer, and I began to realize that these six questions, which form the basis of any news story, are also the basis for any successful interior scheme. Actually, they work for pretty much anything. Even dinner. Who’s coming? What do they want to eat? When are they arriving? Where will they sit? Why have they been invited? How will we cook it? And the chances are that you are already considering the answers.

Answer these questions first and everything will flow naturally. These answers will take you from lighting and colours to materials and accessories via furniture and the smaller decorative items. The form will follow from the function, but you need to think very carefully about the latter if you want the former to please you.

I know some people who spent a huge amount on a kitchen extension which was fitted out with all the latest high-tech equipment from a teppanyaki grill to a state-of-the-art range cooker. The reality of it was that neither of them particularly liked to cook and the room never quite acquired that happy state of homeliness that we all aspire to. Nor did it reflect the people who lived there so it never quite shed that showroom feel.

Using the Who, What, When, Where, Why, and How method will give you a road map to decorating your space and that means you will get the most use out of it. You will then be able to make plans for using every room in your house properly because each has a function or mode assigned to it. For instance, this is one of first questions I ask my clients when I visit: ‘What are you doing in here?’

From there we might work out that one spot is perfect for morning coffee, another for early evening drinks, and another where the family might gather on a Saturday afternoon. Suddenly every place has a purpose and you have an idea of what to put in it. So, a Saturday morning coffee and papers area might work with two lively patterned armchairs or something with a more relaxed garden feel – rattan for example. A modular sofa lends itself to a family gathering, as opposed to a more formal sofa in a room that is for drinks and grown-ups, while the kids can go and jump on the saggy one in the playroom. So now that we know what the questions are, let’s look at them in more depth. Remember:

Answer the questions, own the space.

WHO?

I know it sounds simple, but how often do you actually think about this before you plan a room? I appreciate you know who lives in your house, but the requirements for a professional couple, a young family with small children, or a pair of retirees are all very different.

Take the kitchen for example. Is this a room for a cook or an eater? Knowing that will immediately determine the level of equipment and amount of work surface you need to plan for. For instance, if you’re always in the kitchen at parties then you might want to dump the fancy oven for a wine fridge and throw in a few barstools.

This might be the moment to talk about honesty. Who is your real family? Because I’m going to hazard a guess it’s not that lot off the TV who are bathed in perpetual sunshine as they float past each other – smiling and chatting about the day ahead while they make perfectly browned toast, never leave crumbs in the butter, and share intelligent thoughts about current affairs. Is the reality that mum’s late and shouting, dad’s pretending he’s already left, teenagers are complaining about the lack of milk, the time, the weather, oh, and the cat’s been sick in the corner…

If the latter is your truth, then by planning the room properly you have more chance of creating the former. I can’t promise the teenagers will ever talk to you at 8am, but if you’ve done it right they’ll come down for dinner – and they’re quite often charming at that time of day.

What about the living room? Who exactly uses this space? A couple? Parents? A toddler and his toys? The teenagers and their mates? Does the whole family gather in there or is that an aspiration that has yet to be realized because the room wasn’t planned according to anyone’s needs? Answering these questions will help make that dream come true. Partly. The teenagers will probably never come out of their bedrooms for more than a quick grunt but you can at least create the right environment. Or plan enough storage for all the tat that invariably accompanies every toddler.

One final example? Who’s in the bathroom? Is it used by an entire family who all need to get in and out in the morning in the most efficient time possible? Or will it be an en suite for adults who hanker after a spa experience? Perhaps it’s for someone older who would quite like to replace the bath with a large walk-in shower that doesn’t involve climbing in and out, because future proofing is always a good idea.

And, as you will see, getting the answers right on the who will help you make right decisions about the storage, which is often, in my experience, the single thing that people wish they had more of or wish they were able to rethink what they already have so it functions more efficiently.

So this is the first question you need to ask, because once you know who is using that room you can start to think about what they will be doing there.

WHAT?

This flows naturally from the first question, but it will force you to think in more detail about the kinds of things you will need to put in the room to make it work for the people who are going to be in there. The what answers the questions about the furniture and equipment that you need to get right if the who are going to use it properly.

Back to the kitchen. What are you doing? Will there be a lot of cooking? Because you will need to think about the type of oven required. Would a range cooker – which looks cool – fit into the available space you have? Or would an eye-level oven, which saves all that bending down to check if the cakes have risen, be better and kinder to the cook’s back? And if this kitchen needs to cater for a large family, perhaps a five-burner hob would be better, but it will take up more space on the work surface. Gas is good, but induction is kinder to the planet. And it’s worth noting that you should always buy the best appliances you can afford because, yes, you get what you pay for, and also it can help with resale values if that needs to happen as well.

Are small children going to be making their own breakfast? In which case you will need at least one low cupboard for bowls, spoons and simple food so that the dream of a very short lie-in at the weekend (with, admittedly, an avalanche of cereal to clean up afterwards) can be fulfilled. If your kitchen is the heart of the home and you fantasize of calmly preparing dinner while sipping wine as the children quietly do their homework at the table, then plan for that outcome. And when it doesn’t quite work out that way you still get to drink the wine. You can create a space that fulfils all those desired functions if you have clearly worked out exactly what those functions are before you start.

‘What are you doing?’ is also a key question for the living room. Is it just a room for watching television? Is it for sipping drinks and chatting? Reading books or finding a quiet corner for a bit of life admin? Ask yourself: who will be in there and what will they be doing? That way you can work out if you need a comfy sofa with room for everyone to stretch out and watch films while eating popcorn, or if you need a smaller, more upright one which works for the occasional box set but is better for supporting a laptop. You can also start to make decisions about velvet versus linen and blinds versus curtains.

Put simply, knowing what you are doing helps with what you need to buy. And knowing what to buy will save you time, money and costly mistakes.

WHEN?

Having worked out who is going to be doing what, you arrive at the next question, which is: when? And with this question things start to get interesting, because it’s about colour schemes and lighting.

So, when are you going to be doing it? I know the obvious answer is that you want to be able to do all of it, all of the time, but let’s stop and think things through. The reality of my life is that by the time the boys have eaten, I’ve finished work, sorted out the laundry, my husband’s back from work and we’ve had a glass of wine in the kitchen while preparing dinner, we never make it to the living room until about 9pm. So, our living room is definitely an evening room. And it’s painted dark with ambient lighting. But your living room might double up as a home office. It might be where you have the dining table because the kitchen is small. It might also be the playroom. In short, it might need to work hard all day and cater for different age groups.

That means that however much you hanker after a dark and moody colour scheme, it might not be the right place, or time of life to do it. But you could think about a half-painted wall with a dark colour at the bottom. That will hide sticky finger marks and disguise the big black box that is the television. And you can make the ceiling look higher if you paint it the same colour as the top half of the walls, thus blurring the edges and making the room appear bigger. If you have built-in storage, then paint it to match the walls so that it blends in and doesn’t crowd the space. This will also make your shelves function as display units, as well as just storage.

Knowing when you are doing something is crucial to the final look of the room. Will you need a central pendant light to illuminate the whole space? Or is it about creating an inviting atmosphere with soft pools of illumination? While downlights in the kitchen will give you enough light to let you chop an onion, do you need something softer if it’s where you will be eating dinner as well? Not least to hide the washing up till later. And don’t forget something to create that spa feeling in the bathroom where low lighting is safer than candles and quicker to turn off.

If you are refurbishing a building, the electrician is going to want answers to the question of lighting well before the walls have been plastered so you will need to think about the when fairly early on in the scheme. Knowing when you will use a room is the key point to planning the whole look.

WHERE?

Now, of course, you could simply dismiss this question as, ‘Where are you decorating?’ But I’m assuming if you’ve come this far that you’ve pretty much nailed that one. Consider instead, where will you be getting the things you need? Where are you going to shop? You will need to refer to the how for this as it will help with the question of budget, which will largely dictate the where.

If you’ve worked out that most of the money is going to the builder (as it did in our case) then you won’t be popping down to Ann Sacks for bespoke tiles at £10 a pop, will you? Having said that, there are work-arounds. When we did our house up it was 2000–01, just as the UK VAT rate was about to increase from 17.5 per cent to 20 per cent. As a result, lots of companies were doing huge promotions offering VAT at the old rate if you bought before a certain date. So we had a fridge wrapped up and sitting in a half-built room, along with a set of bifold doors that were four months away from being used. The point is, if you know you are doing a big project then wait for the sales. And these days, you can always ring up and ask if there are any deals about to come online. Companies will often offer you an extra discount if you ask.
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You can also stagger your shopping to spread the costs, which means you may be able to spend the savings you make on the windows on some of those fancy tiles we spoke about. And talking of fancy tiles, you can always mix and match. We fell in love with some very expensive tiles for our bathroom but could only afford six of them. They were long and thin, so we just used them to make a low splashback behind each basin and stuck an Ikea mirror on the wall above to create the impression that it was all one piece (see opposite).

If you have your heart set on an expensive item from one shop, then stick that on the list and see where else you can go for the rest that might be cheaper. I have included advice throughout this book on where you can save and where you should really spend; for example, buy a good sofa because you don’t want to be replacing that every couple of years, but spend less on lamps, which might be more trend driven. Plus, the key point of a lamp is the light it gives, not what the base is made from.

Another thing to consider is whether the item you have set your heart on exists in a more affordable version. I’m not suggesting you buy a copy or a knock-off, but you can often find items that were ‘inspired by’, or are ‘similar to’, and that can be a good way round a budgeting dilemma.

Thinking about where you shop also allows you to ponder the kind of shops you want to patronize. Is it about spending more but buying less from a domestic brand – maybe a small business – or do you need to go to larger companies that offer better prices and import from abroad? I’m not saying one is better than the other, I’m just saying that this is as good a time as any to think about it. We all have different ideas of what constitutes affordable, and there are times when the budget just won’t allow us to shop for organic cotton. I don’t say this to judge, merely to point out that there may come a time when you need to make a choice between craftsmanship and next-day delivery.

WHY?

Put simply, ‘Why are you doing this?’ Because ‘I want to add value’ and ‘I want to get more out of my home’ are very different answers, with very different end results.

The estate agent may tell you not to remove the bath, but if you’re a committed shower-taker with no plans to sell then you might want to ignore that advice in favour of what makes your home function better for you. Sometimes the outcome is the same. For example, converting the loft will undoubtedly add value as well as give you more space to live in, while built-in storage is 30 per cent more space efficient than freestanding.

Thinking hard about why you want to do something will also help you make the right design decisions. Why do you want a new kitchen? Because X, Y and Z are wrong with the current one, and once you have identified that you can think about how to put that right in a redesign. It is just as important to know what you don’t want or like as what you do require and desire.

HOW?

This is the practical one. You’ve worked out the who, what, when, where and why. You know what you want to do and how to make it fit your style and suit the people you live with. How, then, are you going to pay for it? You need to plan a budget – and to do that you need to prepare a scope of work.

Start by making a list of everything that needs doing. And don’t think you can put off paying for new windows by spending the money on a new sofa – the sofa will be ruined by rain coming in from the leaking panes so you’ll have to buy another one anyway. Try to think of every element of each job. We were once badly stung by a less-than-scrupulous builder who quoted for tiling a floor and then charged us extra for taking off all the doors and planing them to make sure they would still open, as the floor was now a few centimetres higher. We had assumed that this would have been accounted for in his quote. I think he ‘forgot’, and decided he could make more money. So, make the list and get the quote. And do ask if that will include extra details that may crop up.

Always have a contingency fund of around 10 per cent.
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