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I am a Certified Interior Decorator, Home Stager, Design To Rent Specialist, and Virtual e-
Designer. My goal as an interior decorator is to enhance the way you live and feel in your
home. At leaf & lake design, I love designing in many styles, but I specialize in decorating in
the mountain, lake, and coastal styles and have a refined modern rustic persuasion. I listen
to your design requests, and I am fully committed to making sure the work I do reflects your
tastes and preferences with an added element of bringing the outdoors in! With me, you
will receive personalized service and a unique design aesthetic that nature inspires.
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I n t e r i o r  D e c o r a t i n g  1 0 1

In the past, you may have relied on your intuition to decorate, stage or redesign,
but no longer! This guide will put words in the form of principles and elements to
the instinct you’ve relied upon. As a result, your vision will become more clear
because you’ll understand WHY it felt wrong, as well as WHAT you can do to fix it.

There is a fine art to composition, whether in painting, music, or decoration. Some
fundamental principles and elements apply to creating a harmonious piece. I’ve
read countless books that consistently disagree on the specific definition of the
principles and elements of interior design but have made an excellent attempt to
clear the confusion in this guide.

“Put your hand in mine and let us help one another to see
things with more beauty.

                                                                                 -  Claude Monet

https://www.leafandlakedesign.com/rugs


P r i n c i p l e s  a n d  E l e m e n t s  o f  D e s i g n

For ease of understanding and
clarification, I’m going to break
down the principles of design and
define them as “general,
fundamental laws or concepts of
interior design.” Then, I’m going to
explain the elements as “parts of
that principle.”While many would
say that all of these are
fundamentals or principles of
design, I think you’ll see that the
way I break it down helps to
separate and clarify each one
more easily.

Interior design principles are proportion, scale, emphasis, balance, rhythm, and
style. These principles will guide you as you direct the elements or components
of design: line, form, color, value, texture, pattern, light, and space.

Broken principles are what make us FEEL wrong about a room or space. People
don’t necessarily recognize exactly WHAT is bothering them, but they know
when it feels off or wrong. Why? We are all trained to look for correct
proportion, scale, emphasis, balance, rhythm, and style in everything we see!
Understanding and following these principles will affect the composition as a
whole and create harmony.

notes

https://www.leafandlakedesign.com/service-page/virtual-design-project-consultation?referral=service_list_widget


Proportion
Scale and Visual Weight
Rhythm
Balance
Style
Emphasis

 Principles of Good Design… Elements that Effect Those
Principles…

Proportion

Arrangement – Space and Flow
Color and Value
Lines
Texture
Pattern
Light 

For quick reference, here is a design principle cheat sheet but will delve into each
one in this lesson:

 Design Principle Cheat Sheet

The relationship of one part of an object to its other components. Each room or object
comprises parts that should be in proportion to each other. i.e., An oversized lampshade on a
lamp would make the object out of proportion

Considering the size and dimensions of one object to another.  i.e., a small picture above a
couch

The repetition of form, color, lines or texture in order to unify the space. 

Rhythm

Creating equilibrium in a room by balancing the pieces to unify the space. For example, evenly
distributing the visual weight of the furniture, so no one piece overwhelms the room.

The style or mood of the room is cohesive or unified. Make sure the furnishings are in keeping
with the manner or integrity of the home and space.

Every room needs a focal point or emphasis. Ideally, this is the area that should draw the eye in
the room.

Scale

Balance

Style

Emphasis



Ask yourself the following “first impression” questions to
recognize which principles in the room may be broken:

A s s e s s i n g  T h e  
F i r s t  I m p r e s s i o n

What are the architectural features in the room, and
are they in proportion to one another? Remember,
the space makes up the whole, while the architectural
elements (windows, doors, fireplace, and moldings)
should be proportioned. While you usually cannot
change the features, you can change how you see the
features. Quickly recognize the positive elements you
will want to emphasize while acknowledging that you
may need to distract the eye away from some aspects.

What is the size of this room? Are the pieces in the
room of similar scale to the room AND each other?
I’ve seen many designers break this rule in the
interest of creating a sense of space. I’ll remove all
decor on a table or place a small sofa in a large room
if need be. 

Is there a pattern or repetition of objects, color, form,
or texture to the room? 

When you enter the room, are the pieces balanced to
each other and throughout? For example, if the room
and walls were a rowboat, would it tip to one side? 

What is the architectural style of the home? Or what
is the style of the space?

To what and where did our eyes go first, and was it
positive? Simply put, what was the first thing you
noticed in the room? Many times it’s not what it
should be!
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Believe it or not, there is a science to
correct proportion related to shapes,
with furniture and architecture. For
example, to create a harmonious
rectangle or shaped room, divide a
square in half and add the halved part
to the end of the square. If you
measured a rectangular room or
window, you would find that the
object's length is usually 1.5 times the
width or thereabouts. Problems arise
when these proportions are quite a bit
different.

P r o p o r t i o n  a n d  R o o m s

You can visually alter the principle of
proportion in a room by using the
element of color. For example, while
dark colors bring walls towards you,
light colors recede. Therefore, you can
paint the end walls darker in a long and
narrow space to alter the proportions
visually. Likewise, it is always good to
keep ceilings light or white to promote
height in a room.

Tip

Use sheer window coverings to create
the appearance of more oversized
windows or dark window coverings to
give the window more visual weight.

Tip

https://www.leafandlakedesign.com/design-to-rent


Here’s a simple formula to follow when assessing the scale of a room and its
pieces:

What is the size of the room?

Is the furniture to scale with the size of the room, and if there are
pieces not to scale, can you remove them? For large rooms, choose
large pieces, and for small spaces, choose fewer and smaller pieces (too
many small pieces make a small room feel chaotic and cluttered).

Are the pieces to scale with each other in visual weight, height, and
size? For example, the end tables of a sofa and side tables of a bed
should never be more than 3 inches different in height. The same
applies to the height of a coffee table in relationship to the seat of a
sofa. We’ll talk about visual weight next.
A small room with oversized furniture appears cramped, while a large
room with a small table appears empty. 
One of the biggest mistakes often made is placing a small picture above
a couch. A couch is oversized in scale but should rarely be emphasized
in a room, so let’s not make it one by placing a small object over it.
Likewise, the coffee table and end tables should be similarly scaled to
the sofa. 
 

T h r e e  S t e p  P r o p o r t i o n
a n d  S c a l e  F o r m u l a

1

2

3



When you think about the scale of furniture in your rooms, you will deal only with
how an object looks, its visual weight (not its actual weight). Each item has a visual
weight that can change with shape, color, and pattern, thus affecting scale or
relationship. Sometimes an object can have the exact dimensions as another but
not scale because of the visual weight factors above (shape, color, and pattern).

You can group objects to create scale as well. For example, in the picture below,
the two pictures are “to scale” with the bed and nightstands when they are hung
together on the wall with the light fixtures

In our previous example, the small picture over the couch grouped next to other
pictures gives the grouping correct scale to the couch.

Visual Weight

Creatively change the size of
an object in order to create
the correct scale…

You can change the size of a
table by giving it a top and
cloth in order to appropriate
the scale.

A dark tablecloth would give it
more visual weight.

https://www.leafandlakedesign.com/portfolio
https://www.leafandlakedesign.com/design-to-rent


A Few Rules to Remember 
About Visual Weight

Shape Effects Visual Weight – A round or fat lamp has more visual weight than
a skinny-based lamp. The same goes for an overstuffed chair—it has more
visual weight than a wooden chair of the exact dimensions.

Color Effects Visual Weight – Bright colors add weight while neutral colors
remove weight.

Pattern Effects Visual Weight – Bold patterns (like our couch above) add visual
weight, while solid colors reduce visual weight.

Big rooms should have big furniture. On the other hand, small spaces require small
furniture and not much of it.

Big rooms can easily handle bold patterns and color when it comes to furnishings.
However, small spaces need visually lightweight furnishings.

The dark color of the
couch gives it visual
weight so that it is to
scale with the oversized
ottoman.

A group of objects above
a fireplace also helps to
create scale.
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Is there a pattern or repetition of objects, color,
form or texture to the room?

People are drawn to like objects: a pair of lamps, similarly
colored accessories, and similar shapes in a room. These are
examples of repetition and help create rhythm, symmetry, and
cohesion in a room and home. Likewise, we are drawn to a
symmetry-related to an echo of similar objects down a center
point. 

Rhythm and Symmetry

Symmetry refers to the same arrangement of parts, objects, or
forms on both sides of an imaginary or absolute centerline. This
is usually seen in traditional arrangements. (see Mantel picture)

Asymmetry refers to the Balance between objects of different
sizes resulting from placement usually seen in contemporary
settings. (We’ll detail this further when we talk about Balance)

note

Liken rhythm and repetition in a home as a steady beat in a
song. While barely noticed in the overall composition, the tie
binds within the room and throughout the house. By creating
repetition within a room and home, you link each space and
create harmony within the home. Conversely, it jars the senses
if there is a complete change of color, style, and feel from one
room to the next.

An easy way to create rhythm in a room is through symmetry and pairs. Symmetry gives
harmony to a room because it balances the tensions on the eye. We view a space much like
we would read a book, from side-to-side (not from top to bottom). When an arrangement is
symmetrical, it will always contain at least one pair of items. Homes express who we are and
what we aspire to be. Rhythm--accomplished through symmetry and repetition, results in
harmony and peaceful transitions between rooms.

https://www.leafandlakedesign.com/interior-decorating-redesign


It’s almost instinctual to arrange objects
on and around a mantel in symmetrical
ways. Make your centerpiece powerful and
place things around it with something like
matching candlesticks, plates, or as in the
picture at right, objects d’art.  

Look at the picture to the left. How does it
make you feel? Symmetrical arrangements
generally are naturally pleasing to our
senses and provoke a relaxing and
soothing response. However, when
symmetry and cohesion are lacking, it
creates a sort of visual ambiguity,
psychologically upsetting.

M a n t e l s  

Pairs - Curtains and dice

Pattern – Pillows and ottoman

Color – Red as an accent color

While The picture to the right is
not symmetrical, rhythm is
created through the use of: 

All of these factors help to create
movement and cohesion in a
room.

https://www.leafandlakedesign.com/home-staging
https://www.leafandlakedesign.com/home-staging


The bedroom in the exact home displays symmetry, which promotes a sense of
peace and sanctuary needed in a bedroom; and rhythm (the red accents are
continued).

Walk through the rooms of your home and note the rhythmic forms,
colors, patterns, and styles. Note any rooms that seem out of place to
the rest of the house and see if you can promote rhythm by bringing in
pairs of items, colors, or patterns.

Hands On Exercise: 

There is a danger with using too much rhythm and symmetry, so don’t
overdo it! Instead, think rhythm in terms of the larger context of
cohesion, repetitiveness, and balance while creating gorgeous
associations within the room and from room to room.

Danger:  

https://www.leafandlakedesign.com/retail-business-services


When you enter the room, are the pieces balanced in relation to each other
and their placement throughout the space?

Balance is another important principle related to rhythm, symmetry, and
space. It refers to the equilibrium among forms in a room. All of the
furnishings, large and small, should be distributed evenly throughout the
space, not just to one side of the room, for example.

B a l a n c e

Draw a large dot one inch from the left side of a piece of paper. Stare at it. Because it
is not centered, it appears to “weigh” the paper down to the left and upset the eye. To
relieve the tension, we need to place another large dot an inch from the right side of
the paper on the same axis as the first dot.

Visualization:

When you enter the room, are the
pieces balanced in relation to each
other and in their placement
throughout the space?

Balance is another important
principle related to rhythm,
symmetry, and space. It refers to
the equilibrium among forms in a
room. All of the furnishings, large
and small, should be distributed
evenly throughout the space, not
just to one side of the room, for
example.

Visualization: Think about famous works
of art, particularly landscapes. Usually,
when you reverse them, balance is still
achieved through careful color, pattern,
and weight.

Hands-On: Walk through your rooms
and note the balance in each space.
Draw an invisible line down the center
of your room with your thumb. 
Then, purposefully tilt a painting on the
wall and stand back. Your need to
straighten it out displays the tension felt
when a room is out of balance.



Look at the picture above. How does it make you feel? Symmetrical arrangements
generally are naturally pleasing to our senses and provoke a relaxing and
soothing response. When symmetry and cohesion are lacking, it creates a sort of
visual ambiguity, which is psychologically upsetting.

Balance AND Emphasis are achieved
in this living room arrangement. The
two club chairs add cohesion while
balancing out the sofa opposite. The
pillows, accessories, and color give
rhythm while equally balanced on
each side. 

Emphasis is achieved because our
focal point, the fireplace, is properly
highlighted (or emphasized) through
the arrangement of the furniture.

g e t t i n g  s o m e  d e s i g n  n u m b e r s  r i g h t
The following pages are cheat sheets to help you get your design measurements right
for each room. That way, when you are trying to configure the layers in your living room,
you will know the correct distance and sizing of pieces to purchase. You've got this!

https://www.leafandlakedesign.com/design-to-rent
https://www.leafandlakedesign.com/interior-decorating-redesign


72": Seats up to two people. 

108": Seats three comfortably
lounging or four people sitting
upright. 

84": Seats two people comfortably
and three people familiar with each
other.

The Seating Numbers 
You Need To Know

96": Seats three people
comfortably. 

120": Seats four people
comfortably, although, rarely, four
people would want to sit on the
same sofa unless it's a friendly
group watching a sporting or
entertainment event.

S t a n d a r d  S o f a  L e n g t h s

https://www.leafandlakedesign.com/sofas


Cofee and Accessory
Tables

T a b l e  M e a s u r e m e n t s

15" to 18": Height of typical coffee
tables.
0" to 2": The ideal height above or
below the sofa or chair when
placing a coffee table in a seating
area. A coffee table should generally
be the same as or within two inches
of the seat height of adjacent chairs
and sofas. This helps ensure that
the table is convenient for reaching
items or propping your feet on it.
 20" to 24": Ideal height for a coffee
table when serving food and
beverages. 
 3" to 6": Ideal height above the sofa
when pairing with a coffee table.
When the coffee table is used
frequently to serve coffee and tea, a
higher table makes pouring and
serving much more comfortable.

Size matters: A coffee table can become
a significant focal point in space due to
its relatively central location in a room
and because it's highly functional. It can
be a place to put your feet up instead of
an ottoman, or it can become an
impromptu dining surface, not to
mention a place to hold books and
objects.

C o f f e e  T a b l e  
L e n g t h s  a n d  D i a m e t e r s

Coffee table lengths should never exceed
sofa lengths. When this happens, not
only are sofas more challenging to
access, but you run the risk of banging
into coffee table corners more often.
Ideally, your coffee table length should
be about two-thirds the length of your
sofa, except for round tables, which can
be more challenging to pair with sofas.
Coffee tables can be as small as one-half
the overall sofa length, but these
proportionally small coffee tables are
not nearly as functional or visually
balanced.

You certainly do not want your coffee
table to be longer than your sofa, and
you do not want it to be too diminutive
compared to the sofa's overall
dimensions. Remember our scale lesson!

https://www.leafandlakedesign.com/tables


Getting the wrong area rug in a space is
a designer's big pet peeve! Area rugs
help define spaces within a larger space;
they anchor furniture so that a room
"reads" correctly to the eye and make a
room appear more prominent when
adequately sized. To keep area rugs
sized right, you also need a tape
measure to make sure the size of the
rug is such that it fits the room in which
you placed it and can do the job you
have assigned it, i.e., defining a
conversation space, filling an entire
room, or accenting a small area. Here
are the general rules:

12" to 18": The best distance
between an area rug and at least
one wall is between 12 inches and
18 inches so that a foot to a foot
and a half of flooring is visible;
otherwise, it might look like wall-to-
wall carpeting that did not quite
make it. You can go up to 24 inches
between wall and rug in massive
rooms. 

36": A dining area rug should span
about 36 inches wider on all sides
of a dining table to allow chairs to
pull out easily without catching on
the edge. It might be better to forgo
an area rug here altogether if this
isn't possible.

B u y i n g  t h e  R i g h t
S i z e  A r e a  R u g At a minimum, the front legs of your

sofa and chairs should sit on an
area rug. Ideally, the entire
grouping should sit entirely within
an area rug. That means the
smallest you can get away with for
a conversation area is 5 x 8 feet
that's just large enough to
accommodate a sofa and chair.
Anything smaller ends up looking
like a tiny island in the middle of
your living room with a coffee table
as its only inhabitant.

https://www.leafandlakedesign.com/rugs


Book Your Consultation
today

What Are You
Waiting For?

I hope you enjoyed this Design Guide and that it helped you see
your home in a new light!  As always, I'm here to help if you're
feeling stumped or need some design guidance.

let's do this!

Evelyn
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