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W hen making a house feel like home, 
the first thing many of us focus on 
is the interior. After adding paint, 

wallpaper, furniture, art, and rugs, it finally feels 
like everything is perfect. Until you look outside 
and realize that everything is not perfect. It can 
be frustrating to drive up to your home and each 
time be reminded that your outdoor space is 
lacking, both aesthetically and practically. You 
want a landscape that is magazine-worthy and 
functional for everyday life. Whether it’s better 
curb appeal, an outdoor space to entertain 
groups of different sizes, an area for your 

kids or pets to play, or a place to relax at the 
end of a long day, you know exactly what you 
want, but you don’t know where to begin. And 
you certainly don’t have the time to manage 
a project of this magnitude. Fortunately, you 
don’t have to. That’s what landscape designers 
are for. This planning guide will help you gather 
your thoughts and hone in on exactly what you 
want and need your landscape and outdoor 
living space to be.

OUTDOOR LIVING
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Having a peaceful outdoor space to 
rejuvenate allows us to perform 
better in all other parts of our lives. 

Studies show that an inspiring view enhances 
emotional health and provides us with the 
resilience and fortitude we need to approach 
life with meaning and joy. 

When you invest in creating beauty in your 
outdoor living spaces, it changes the whole 
energy of your home. There’s more room for 
wonder, more invitation for conversations, 
more delight. Gardens uplift and inspire us by 
showing us what’s possible.

Does your landscape inspire you?

If not, then it’s time to reimagine your space. 
We’ve created this workbook to help you 
determine what improvements your outdoor 
space needs. Let’s bring inspiration to your 
landscape by considering these four essentials.

When you invest in creating 
beauty in your outdoor living 
spaces, it changes the whole 
energy of your home.
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A luxury home has views that are inspiring 
from every angle, and a beautiful 
landscape view starts from the inside. 

Just like the ocean view from a five-star hotel 
room enriches your travel experience, the 
views from the interior of your home enrich 
your wellbeing. Nature and its beauty have the 
ability to empower and uplift, which we carry 
with us into our daily lives. That’s why we want 
our clients to look outside and see an attractive 
backdrop with planters, water features, and 
foliage.

What we definitely don’t want to see are air 
conditioning units, grills, or ugly fences. Yet, it 
is amazing how much of our work involves 

The most luxurious hotel 
rooms offer ocean views. 
What will your “ocean view” 
be?

camouflaging visual eyesores. This was the 
case for one of our clients who contacted us 
after moving into a beautiful new home.

Upon entering the house, we noticed that 
there were no views to the garden. Instead, 
the living room, with a gorgeous wall of sliding 
glass windows, faced a built-in grill, making the 
interior room feel dark and uninspired. 

FOUR ESSENTIALS TO ELEVATE YOUR LANDSCAPE:

1. AN INSPIRING VIEW
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Immediately, we knew the view had to be 
opened up to allow much-needed light to enter 
the home and provide a view of the gorgeous 
landscape we were about to create. Our design 
included repositioning the grill, which opened 
up the view to the backyard and almost instantly 
made the entire home seem more cheerful. 

While the end result was magazine worthy, the 
cost to demolish, move and rebuild the grill 
area was avoidable had it been better planned 
in the first place. 

But as this homeowner experienced, focusing 
first on improving the garden areas visible 
from inside the home provided immediate 
and long-lasting enjoyment. 

That’s why we created this worksheet to help 
you identify and consider the view from every 
room in your home, so you can begin detailing 
what you might like those views to include.

It’s important to consider 
what the views will look like 
from the inside of your home 
looking out.
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When thinking about your view, evaluate each room of your home and ask yourself these 
questions.

EXAMPLE

ROOM: Living Room
WHAT PART OF THE LANDSCAPE 

DO THE ROOM’S WINDOWS FACE?

Windows will face front yard 
and North Side yard

WHAT DIRECTION DO THEY FACE?
Front: West (afternoon sun)
Side yard: North (very little sun)

ARE THERE ANY EYESORES THAT 
SHOULD BE REMOVED OR
CAMOUFLAGED? 
 - Make sure A/C units are not 
near windows
- Maybe add trellis with vines or 
small tree to soften view of neighbor’s 
fence

WHAT WOULD I LIKE TO ADD TO 
THIS VIEW? 
Small terrace or patio area with 
privacy hedge

PLANNING YOUR VIEW

WHAT WOULD I LIKE TO REMOVE 
FROM THIS VIEW? 

Move grill

HOW MUCH SUNLIGHT WILL 

ENTER THIS ROOM?
Very little sunlight
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PLANNING YOUR VIEW

ROOM: 

WHAT PART OF THE LANDSCAPE DO THE ROOM’S WINDOWS FACE?

WHAT DIRECTION DO THEY FACE?

ARE THERE ANY EYESORES THAT SHOULD BE REMOVED OR 
CAMOFLAGED?
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PLANNING YOUR VIEW

ROOM: 

WHAT WOULD I LIKE TO ADD TO THIS VIEW?

WHAT WOULD I LIKE TO REMOVE FROM THIS VIEW?

HOW MUCH SUNLIGHT WILL ENTER THIS ROOM?



9

T he second essential that elevates a 
landscape from ordinary to extraordinary 
is the inclusion of distinctive features 

that upgrade the garden. Features can add 
coziness, functionality, and personality to 
an outdoor space. Items like fireplaces and 
sculptures can be striking focal points in an 
outdoor area. But many striking features 
need additional planning. Consider things like 
planters, outdoor fireplaces, firepits, lighting, 
outdoor kitchens, and fountains. All of these 
require underground amenities such as 
irrigation, electric, gas, and water. Landscape 
architects take this into account when they 
create landscape plans.

FOUR ESSENTIALS TO ELEVATE YOUR LANDSCAPE:

2. DISTINCTIVE OUTDOOR FEATURES

If you plan ahead for what 
outdoor features you wish to 
include, then you can ensure 
the proper underground 
amenities are installed 
before it’s too late.
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A landscape plan is a holistic view of your entire 
property that includes every element that must 
be included, as well as those that must be 
completed underground. 

It adds insight into the proper steps and order 
in which they should be completed.  Without a 
plan, correcting mistakes can mean tearing out 
existing hardscape materials, adding time and 
expense to your project. 

For example, when one of our clients wanted 
to add a firepit to their existing terrace, we 
needed to accommodate the new feature, but 

there were no gas lines nearby. As a result, we 
had to dig a trench through their backyard to 
add gas lines, and remove and re-construct 
their terrace in order to install the firepit. The 
end result was stunning, but the demolition 
could have been prevented.  Fortunately, a 
thorough landscape plan can prevent that from 
happening.

The following worksheet will allow you to list 
the features you would like in your outdoor 
space, the location you have in mind, and the 
utilities required for those features.
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PLANNING FOR OUTDOOR FEATURES

Plan for all of the outdoor elements that will sit on or within a hardscape surface and require some 
“underground” planning such as gas lines or irrigation. Note where they will go and what utilities or 
functionality will be needed so you can plan for them before any hardscape surfaces are installed.

EXAMPLE

 FEATURE LOCATION QUANTITY UTILITIES

Plant 
Containers

Front porch 2 Irrigation & 
Drainage

Walkway at 
Sidewalk

2 Irrigation & 
Drainage

Pool Deck 4 Irrigation & 
Drainage

Patio 3 Irrigation & 
Drainage

Fire Pit Patio 1 Gas Line

Built In Grill Patio 1 Gas Line, 
Electrical

Brick Lights  
in Stairs

Front 
Walkway

2 or 3 Electrical

Pool Deck 2 Electrical

Fountain Patio 1 Water/Plumbing 
Electrical
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PLANNING FOR OUTDOOR FEATURES

 FEATURE LOCATION QUANTITY UTILITIES
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A nother way to ensure your outdoor 
living spaces serve you well is to design 
them around the activities you and your 

family love most. Whether you want a place to 
escape, connect with family and friends, work, 
dine, or seek peace and solitude, your garden 
needs to serve all of those purposes.

activities you’d like to take place in your 
outdoor space. If you frequently entertain, you 
may want a conversation area around a firepit, 
a variety of seating areas, or a well-equipped 
outdoor kitchen. Some other space planning 
ideas include adding a play area such as a 
putting green, bocce ball or pickleball court. 
At the same time, you may also want a place 
to relax in a swing or a chaise by the pool. 
Every family’s needs are different. Whether it’s 
enjoying a conversation around the fire with 
your family or tending to your herb garden, the 
outdoor space that works best is the one that is 
customized to you. 

The worksheet on the following page will help 
you think about how you want to use your 
outdoor spaces and what different areas you 
would like to include for those activities.

FOUR ESSENTIALS TO ELEVATE YOUR LANDSCAPE:

3. AREAS FOR MULTIPLE ACTIVITIES

The best outdoor spaces 
are designed around the 
activities you love.
That’s why, when we design for our clients, 
we always inquire about their interests and 
then approach the outdoor space as a multi-
purpose room.

Because your needs and interests may be 
broad, it’s important to think through what
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When thinking about the different purposes you want to use your outdoor spaces for, start by 
considering these different categories and assess your needs. Categories: Work, Family (Kids, 
Pets, Significant Others), Recreation/Hobbies, Relaxation.

EXAMPLE

ACTIVITY: Relaxation
WHAT ACTIVITIES WILL I DO IN 

REGARD TO THIS CATEGORY?

Swimming, grilling

WHAT OUTDOOR AREA DO I NEED 
FOR THIS ACTIVITY?
- Space for a pool & 4 chaise 
lounge chirs
- Outdoor grill/kitchen area

NOTES: 
- Bar/seating for outdoor kitchen 
area? 

PLANNING YOUR ACTIVITIES
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PLANNING YOUR ACTIVITIES

ACTIVITY: 

WHAT ACTIVITIES WILL I DO IN REGARD TO THIS CATEGORY?

WHAT OUTDOOR AREA DO I NEED FOR THIS ACTIVITY?

NOTES:
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W hen planned properly, an outdoor 
room with the right furnishings 
will easily become the place 

that summons you to cozy up with a book, 
decompress, or connect with loved ones. 
That’s why the fourth essential every luxurious 
landscape needs is a solid furniture plan 
with pieces that complement your style and 
property. Your outdoor space should be an 
extension of your home’s interior; they should 
align. Including a furniture plan in your design 
allows your designer to create outdoor rooms 
on your property, which set the mood for the 
myriad activities you would like to encourage.

Having a furniture plan ensures you can 
accommodate everyone you envision 
entertaining in the space. On the other hand, a 
garden without a furniture plan or considering 
furnishings too late, such as after pools or 
hardscape areas are already installed, can 

leave insufficient space for furniture and 
guests. Fixing those problems can require 
re-designing, and sometimes rebuilding, a 
space so it can function properly.

That’s why having an expert who understands 
how to plan and organize an outdoor room 
with the proper dimensions and appropriate 
furniture is crucial. Many landscape architects 
are also able to source and procure items for 
your space, and some even create custom 
pieces for their clients. (Melissa Gerstle Design 
offers both.)

Whether it be a space for tête-à-tête 
conversations, family gatherings around the 
fire, or a casual dining space, the organization 
and selection of furniture pieces is essential 
to creating the atmosphere. The right outdoor 
furnishings that complement the garden and 
your home’s interior (with the durability to 

FOUR ESSENTIALS TO ELEVATE YOUR LANDSCAPE:

4. INTENTIONAL DECOR
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withstand nature’s elements) will also make 
your entire home and property feel cohesive 
and complete. It’s these touches that make a 
garden feel like an outdoor room and a part 
of your overall home. For example, when 
designing a beautiful, formal garden for a 
client, and after being unable to find the right 
pieces for the space, we designed bespoke 
settees and commissioned a carpenter to build 
the custom pieces. Items like these provide the 
perfect finishing touches for an outdoor living 
space and add much-needed personality.

This last worksheet will provide space to 
describe your decorating style and any ideas 
about pieces you would like to include outdoors.

Including a furniture plan 
in your landscape design 
ensures your garden will 
accommodate the right 
number of guests.
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When thinking about furnishing your garden with furniture, art, and other decor as if it were an 
outdoor room, ask yourself these questions.

EXAMPLE

WHAT IS MY DECORATING STYLE?

Modern

DO I ALREADY HAVE ANY 
FURNISHINGS I WANT TO 
INCORPORATE OUTDOORS?
- Table & chairs

ARE THERE ANY PIECES I 
DEFINITELY WANT TO HAVE IN MY 
SPACE?
- Lounge chairs, fire pit

PLANNING YOUR DECOR

DO I HAVE A COLOR PALETTE IN 
MIND? 
- Airy colors - blues and greens

HOW MANY PEOPLE DO I NEED TO 
ACCOMMODATE IN MY OUTDOOR 
ROOMS? 

 - 5-10

*Note that when choosing outdoor furnishings, be sure to select high quality pieces that are 
durable and resilient to nature’s elements, such as pollen, rain, dust and wind.
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PLANNING YOUR DECOR

WHAT IS MY DECORATING STYLE?

DO I ALREADY HAVE ANY FURNISHINGS I WANT TO INCORPORATE 
OUTDOORS?

ARE THERE ANY PIECES I DEFINITELY WANT TO HAVE IN MY SPACE?
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PLANNING YOUR DECOR

DO I HAVE A COLOR PALETTE IN MIND?

HOW MANY PEOPLE DO I NEED TO ACCOMMODATE IN MY OUTDOOR 
ROOMS?

NOTES:
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IDEAS AND NOTES

MOVE FORWARD WITH CLARITY

By defining these four essentials with clarity, you’ll be able to give your 
designer everything they need to create an inspiring landscape.



For almost two decades, Melissa 
Gerstle Design has established 
a reputation for designing, and 

implementing luxurious landscapes 
and outdoor living spaces for clients 
throughout the US and beyond. From 
conception to documentation and 
coordination, each project seamlessly 
connects the built architecture to nature 
in ways that respond to the owner’s 
needs, sense of style, and the sense 
of place in which the gardens reside. 
We are committed to a collaborative 
approach that honors the client’s input 
while providing the creativity and 
technical expertise to produce elevated 
outdoor spaces that make it effortless to 
enjoy life outside.

As one of the premier designers featured 
in the Kips Bay Show House in Dallas, 
Melissa Gerstle Design has received 
outstanding reviews and accolades 
from an extensive list of media outlets 
including Veranda, Paper City Mag, and D 
Magazine.

Your home is your sanctuary, and your 
outdoor space should create a place for 
connection, conversation, entertainment, 
and personal enjoyment.

Let’s create your outdoor sanctuary 
together.

www.melissagerstledesign.com 
214.624.9865


