
	  
	  
	  
	  

office. 
3525 Driftwood Drive 
Windsor, ON  N9E 4H2 

web. integral-arch.com 
email. info@ integral-arch.com 
phone. 519.919.4770 

 

	  

	  

	  

	  	  

	  

HOW TO PREPARE FOR YOUR 
DESIGN PROJECT 



	  

	  
	  

office. 
3525 Driftwood Drive 
Windsor, ON  N9E 4H2 

web. integral-arch.com 
email. info@ integral-arch.com 
phone. 519.919.4770 

 

	  

HOW TO PREPARE FOR YOUR DESIGN PROJECT 

	  

How to create a design brief before engaging an architect 

Renovating a building and adapting it to serve new uses can and should be really 

exciting. However too often we hear stories of clients not having their needs heard, 

misunderstandings between the contractors, the client and the architect on what was 

the agreed scope, and how much was allowed for in the contract. 

We’ve decided to step forward and help people that are contemplating a project to 

better prepare themselves and avoid these problems. 

It all comes down to the design brief 

A good working relationship with your architect is based on open, honest 

communication. This starts with a good design brief that helps architects understand 

your expectations, preferences, wants, needs, aspirations and lifestyle. If the brief is not 

clear, the architect and the follow on through to the contractor and its associated trades 

people will be compromised. They will struggle to understand what it is they need to 

allow for in the pricing of your project. 

Really think about your brief and consider all aspects of it. 

This document will help you cover critical aspects of a design brief. On the following 

pages, you will find two worksheets followed by a commentary that will help you outline 

your design brief. We have also included examples of how others have answered at the 

end in order to help you get started. 

Right then, let’s get started...
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I want to renovate my building, why?  

 1. ____________________________________________ 

  

 2. ____________________________________________ 

   

 3. ____________________________________________ 

   

 4. ____________________________________________ 

   

 5. ____________________________________________ 

   

 6. ____________________________________________ 

   

 7. ____________________________________________ 

   

 8. ____________________________________________ 

   

 9. ____________________________________________ 

   

 10.___________________________________________
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The nuts and bolts  

Having listed the ‘whys’, we’ve dealt with the big elephant in the room. Now it is time to 
dwell on the nuts and bolts. The following questions will help you further elaborate on 
your emotional brief.  

 

Who will work in your spaces now and in the future? 

What different new activities will you need to accommodate? 

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

What kind of building would you really like to work in? 

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

What do you want interiors to look like? 

What colours will they have? 

What facilities for cooling and heating do you want? 

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

Do you want a total makeover or a staged process? 

What is your budget? 

Does your budget allow for consultant fees and HST? 

What level of involvement do you want in the management of your project? 
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Your Site  

Really scrutinize your site and get a good feel for it. Where is the sun - in summer and 

winter? Where are the views you want to enjoy every day and those you want to 

exclude? Are there surrounding buildings you may or may not want to see? Are there 

trees or views to nature that you want to capture? What about pedestrian circulation 

and access? Where should the front door face? Is there a need for a back door that will 

be used to service the building? Should it be hidden? Which parts of the site are 

most/least noisy? Does the site slope? Put in a file to share with your architect all the 

information you have about the site (legal paperwork/covenants, surveys, existing plans 

or previous site information).  

Spaces 

Indoor 

A good design can transform the way that we live and work. Think hard about your 

current and future needs. Map out the daily routines of people to be accommodated. 

How many people will occupy the spaces? Who does what, where? Don't forget to 

allow space for visitors. Do you want to 'zone' spaces or separate people and functions? 

Consider the number of floors, rooms and other spaces and describe their use. 

Think about the daily functions that individuals perform. Make a list of their activities. 

Do they work at a desk? Do they see visitors? Do they need privacy or is open space 

preferred? Is there a need for lighting special tasks or displays? Where are files stored? 

Should printing/copying be done in a separate area? Where will people eat? Is there a 

need for a kitchen? How many people will it serve? How do people interact, where? Do 

they need somewhere to unwind and have a coffee? What is your image? Is it formal, 

casual, relaxed or active? Do you need spaces to entertain guests – indoor, outdoor? 

How do you collect, recycle and dispose of waste? List any special requirements you 

have, e.g. accessibility, extra storage space, built in furniture/shelving. Is there a need to 

improve your project’s energy efficiency? 
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Outdoor	  	  

How do people get to your building? Do they walk, drive, take the bus or use a bike? Is 

there a need for additional parking? Is there a need for more landscaping? Do you want 

a high or low maintenance scheme? What features are important to you? Think about 

the indoor/outdoor flow of spaces, where the morning sun lands, where its exposed to 

and sheltered from the wind. Think of your external areas as an extension of your 

interiors and consider privacy and connections between spaces. Listing your 

requirements will help both you and your architect quickly understand your priorities. 

We have developed a Spaces Relationship Matrix template to assist our clients with this. 

Design Mood and Feeling  

This is important. People pick up on the nuances of the mood and feel of a space and 

respond to it. Does it represent your values and culture? Does it make your work more 

enjoyable and efficient? Think about the 'feel' of your project. Do you want it to be 

bold, low-key, industrial, traditional, minimalist, contemporary or organic? Think about 

your feelings - yes really! For example, what is your favorite time of day? Do you worry 

about closing the blinds to reduce glare from the sun, or do you like to enjoy a coffee 

during a set time while overlooking a favourite vista? Describe spaces, design features 

and styles that appeal to you and those that don't. Create a 'mood board' or scrapbook 

of fabric swatches, photographs, magazine clippings and anything else that can help 

your architect understand who you are, how you live and work, and what you want from 

your project. Use web-based photo sites to assemble and share your ideas.
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The Details  

List major equipment and appliances you already have or are considering buying and 

any preferences you have about where you want to put them. Do you have lots of 

electronics that need additional outlets? Is your equipment on 24/7 or can you stagger 

your power consumption to take advantage of off-peak power rates? Make note of 

major pieces of furniture or artwork you want to showcase so your architect can provide 

spaces and sockets for them in the new layout. Better to include it in your planning from 

day one than to move in and wonder where you are going to hang your Picasso.  

Materials 

List materials you like and dislike (inside and out), but be aware that your budget will be 

a determining factor in your final choice. Do you have any specific wall, ceiling or floor 

finishes in mind? Do you like stone, slate, rubber, glass, steel, aluminum... the list is 

endless. Do you prefer clear or tinted windows? Much will depend on the style of 

building, but there are choices to be made that will determine how much you spend 

upfront, and how much you spend on maintenance in the longer term. 

Sustainability and Energy Efficiency 

Regulation and rising energy costs are making sustainable 'green' design an essential 

consideration rather than a 'nice to have'. There are now minimum requirements laid 

down by national and local government. Your architect will know all about these and will 

discuss with you how 'green' you want to and can be. There are lots of renewable 

energy solutions - solar panels, ground source heat pumps, rainwater harvesting to 

name but a few. Although these add costs upfront, they can save you money in the 

longer-term. Much will depend on your budget and how long you plan use the building 

after the work has been done.  
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Timetable 

Think about and share with your architect key target dates that are important to you. 

When do you want to start and finish the project? Bear in mind that, as a rule of thumb, 

it takes at least 4-6 months to finalize the design, obtain planning permission and 

prepare construction drawings before building work can commence. You are less likely 

to be disappointed if you allow at least 6-12 months for work on existing buildings and 

about 18 months for new buildings. Depending on the scope of your project, these time 

frames may vary. 

Budget 

Do you have a set budget for your project or have you thought about what it might 

cost? Marrying your needs and wants with your budget can be tricky. Have a 

conversation with yourself and keep asking why you want what it is you say you want. 

That way you are slowly elaborating your brief into more detail. Include the emotional 

aspects, as this is the overriding deeper reasoning behind what you want to change 

about your building. Use the checklists provided below to help you get a deeper 

understanding of what you want and why you want it. Your architect can help you with 

budgeting for your project from the outset using historical unit rates adjusted to reflect 

your preferences. This information is important, as you will base your decision to move 

forward on it. 

Spaces and their Functions 

Some spaces are so compatible that they can be shared while others need to be 
separated by distance or a barrier. Think about which spaces might double up certain 
functions. This will help to determine if there are potential efficiencies in the use of 
spaces by function, thereby reducing project costs. Our Functional Space Relationship 
Matrix template can help to highlight these opportunities.  
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Examples 

I want to renovate my building, why?   

 1. “My building is showing its age and I would like to update its appearance.” 

  

 2. “I want to upgrade my building’s energy efficiency as well us update its 

functionality.” 

   

 3. “My building does not serve my current needs and I would like to have it 

adapted to suit them.” 

 

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

“I would like to improve the indoor air quality of my building.” 

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

“I would really like to have plenty of daylight without the glare. Low level task 
lighting near my work area is preferable over general fluorescent room lighting 
as I don’t like the look and feel of it.” 

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

“I would like to take part in regularly scheduled project meetings to remain 
apprised of the project’s development and any issues that may arise.” 
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Needs and Options Review 
Many people make the mistake of rushing into their project before they have identified 
their real needs and best options. Design can be compromised or you can face cost 
overruns if you discover a better option late into the design stages or even during 
construction.  

To help you choose the right track before you engage an architect we have created a 
new service: the Needs and Options Review. Book yourself a two-hour consultation 
service that is geared towards helping you to identify your needs and options. 

This service is divided into two one-hour sessions. 

Initial Session 
During the Initial Session, we will walk you through the worksheets and help you to 
answer the various questions. We will also explain the benefits of our Functional Space 
Relationship Matrix template and show you how to fill it out. 

Preparation Session 
In the Preparation Session, we will review your answers, the completed Functional 
Space Relationship Matrix and answer any remaining questions that you may have. We 
will identify any missing information and show you how to incorporate all of this into 
your design brief. 

With your design brief in hand, you will be ready to engage an architect, knowing what 
your actual needs and best options are. 

We offer this low commitment service at a nominal fee of $500. 

Design Brief 
If you prefer, we can prepare your design brief for you based on your filled out forms. 
We offer this service at a nominal fee of $250. 

 

To schedule your Needs and Options Review click here or call us at 519.919.4770. 

http://integralarchitectureinc.archwebsite.com/make-an-appointment/

