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Design Brief 

Workbook 

A resource to help you identify any gaps in your knowledge and ensure you are ready 
and prepared for your initial conversation. 
  

Who this workbook is for 
Homeowners, property buyers, and anyone planning a 
residential renovation, addition, new build, or cottage 
conversion in Eastern Ontario. 

How to use it 
Work through each section at your own pace. There are 
no wrong answers. This workbook is a thinking tool — 
not a test. The more honestly you fill it in, the more 
useful your Project Clarity Call will be. 

Inside this workbook 
→ 01: Your Project Foundation 
→ 02: Your Vision 
→ 03: Constraints (What You May Not Know) 
→ 04: Decisions Ahead 
→ 05: Your Team 
→ 06: Budget & Timeline 
→ 07: Your Next Step 

  

 

Prepared by: _______________________________________ Date:  _______________________   
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Before You Begin 

The Three Gap Model 
Most homeowners arrive at a renovation or build with a clear picture of what they want, and a very 
incomplete picture of what stands between them and that vision. At The Language of Lines, we 
organize every project around three gaps that determine whether a project succeeds or surprises. 

GAP 1 
Constraints 
The physical, regulatory, and 
structural limits on your project 
that exist whether or not you're 
aware of them. 

GAP 2 
Decisions 
The unresolved choices that, if 
left open, will cause delays, cost 
increases, and design conflicts 
during construction. 

GAP 3 
Coordination 
The misalignment between your 
designer, builder, and trades that 
creates change orders, delays, 
and cost overruns on site. 

  
This workbook is designed to surface all three gaps before your first paid engagement, so that when 
you speak with us, we can get straight to solving, not just discovering what works for your project. 

A note on honesty 
This workbook works best when you fill it in as it stands, not as you wish it stood.  

• If your budget is tight, say so. 
• If your builder is skeptical of designers, note it.  
• If you and your partner disagree on scope, write both views down. 

 
The more real the picture, the more useful your Project Clarity Call will be. 
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01 Your Project’s Foundation · The basics, before we get into the details 
  

1.1 Property address 
Street address, city / town / municipality, postal code 

   

   

 

 
 

1.2  Property type 

☐ Detached house ☐ Semi-detached house 

☐ Freehold Townhouse ☐ Rural property / acreage 

☐ Townhouse condominium ☐ Apartment condominium 

☐ Cottage / seasonal property ☐ Vacant lot (new build) 

☐ Commercial conversion ☐ Other: _______________ 

  

1.3  What kind of project is this? 
Check all that apply. 

☐ Interior renovation ☐ Addition (expanding footprint) 

☐ New custom home ☐ Cottage conversion / year-round 

☐ Accessory Dwelling Unit ☐ Garage / accessory structure 

☐ Aging-in-place modification ☐ Not sure yet 
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1.4  What triggered this project right now? 
Understanding why this is happening now helps us understand what matters most to you. 

☐ Growing family / need more space ☐ Aging parent moving in

☐ Retirement / empty nest downsizing ☐ Investment / resale value

☐ Health or accessibility need ☐ Inherited property

☐ Permit rejection / builder issue ☐ Major repair needed

☐ Simply time to improve ☐ Other: _______________

1.5 In your own words, what is the single most important thing this project needs to 
accomplish? 

Your answer: 

1.6 Have you attempted any previous design or permit work on this project? 

☐ No - this is a fresh start ☐ Yes - previous drawings exist
(please bring them)

☐ Yes - permit was rejected or stalled

☐ Yes - Stop work order received (no permit)

☐ Yes - a builder/store provided rough plans

☐ Yes - Illegal unpermitted existing work

Why these matters 
Existing drawings (even rough ones) are valuable. They can reveal what’s hidden behind walls, identify 
structural components, remove assumptions baked into your project and help us catch conflicts early. 

If previous drawings for a building permit were rejected, there's usually a reason. Knowing it early 
prevents repeating the same mistake with a different designer. 

If a stop work order is received, photos or sketches of the new work started helps us determine the 
gaps. If illegal/unpermitted existing work is discovered, photos and sketches help us with the evaluation. 
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02 Your Vision · What you want, in your words, not ours

The goal of this section is to capture your vision before it gets filtered through technical constraints, 
builder preferences, or budget reality.  

Don't edit yourself here, write what you actually want, and we'll help you figure out what's achievable. 

2.1 Describe what this space (or home) should feel like when the project is complete. 
Think about how you'll use it, how it will feel to be in it, and what it will allow you to do that you can't do now. 

Your description: 

2.2 Must-haves vs. nice-to-haves 
List up to 5 things in each column. If you can only have one list, which is it? 

Must-Have — non-negotiable Nice-to-Have — if budget allows 

1.  
________________________________________ 

1.  
________________________________________ 

2.  
________________________________________ 

2.  
________________________________________ 

3.  
________________________________________ 

3.  
________________________________________ 

4.  
________________________________________ 

4.  
________________________________________ 

5.  
________________________________________ 

5.  
_________________________________________ 

2.3 What is NOT working in your current space - specifically? 
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The clearer you are about the pain, the more directly we can design to solve it. 

What's broken, missing, or frustrating: 

2.4  Design style direction 
These aren't strict categories, they're starting points for conversation. 

☐ Clean & modern ☐ Traditional / classic

☐ Farmhouse / rustic ☐ Scandinavian / minimal

☐ Transitional (mix of styles) ☐ Cottage / cozy

☐ I'll know it when I see it ☐ I defer to the professional

2.5  Are there any reference images, homes, or spaces you want to share? 
Pinterest boards, Houzz collections, magazine pages, or photos of a neighbour's renovation are all helpful. 

☐ Yes - I have a collection ready ☐ Yes - I'll gather them before our call

☐ No - I'll rely on your guidance ☐ Not sure what's useful
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03 Constraints - What You May Not Know · Gap 1 of the Three Gap Model 
  

What is a constraint? 
 
A constraint is: 

• any physical, regulatory, or structural limit that affects what you can build 
• where you can build it 
• how much it will cost.  

 
Many homeowners discover their constraints during construction, when it's most expensive to address 
them.  
 
This section helps bring them to the surface before a single drawing is produced. 

  

3.1 Property & zoning 
Check everything you already know and note what you're unsure about. 

Item Status Notes 
Lot size and property survey ☐ Known   ☐ Unknown ___________ 

Zoning designation (e.g., R1, R2) ☐ Known   ☐ Unknown ___________ 

Setback requirements (side, rear, front) ☐ Known   ☐ Unknown ___________ 

Lot coverage / building envelope limits ☐ Known   ☐ Unknown ___________ 

Heritage designation or restrictions ☐ Yes   ☐ No  ☐ Unknown ___________ 

Easements, rights-of-way, or covenants ☐ Yes   ☐ No  ☐ Unknown ___________ 

Flood plain or environmental restrictions ☐ Yes   ☐ No  ☐ Unknown ___________ 

  

3.2 Existing structure (for renovations and additions) 
These questions don't require engineering knowledge, just your best honest guess. 

Approximate year built Year: ____________ 

Foundation type ☐ Poured concrete   ☐ Block   ☐ Stone   
☐ Unknown 

Known structural issues (cracks, settling, rot) ☐ Yes (describe below)   ☐ No   ☐ Unsure 
Knob-and-tube wiring or aluminum wiring? ☐ Yes   ☐ No   ☐ Unknown 
Asbestos or vermiculite present? ☐ Yes   ☐ No   ☐ Unknown / not tested 
Do existing construction drawings (blueprints) exist? ☐ Yes (I have them)  ☐ Partial   ☐ No 
Has a structural engineer assessed the property? ☐ Yes   ☐ No 
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3.3 Known constraints (describe any issues you're already aware of): 

Describe what you know: 

The most expensive six words in residential construction 

"We'll figure it out later - during construction." 

Every constraint discovered on site instead of on paper costs 3 - 10× more to resolve. 

The digital twin workflow TLOL uses is specifically designed to find these constraints and other 
constructability issues before a single piece of lumber is cut. 
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04 Decisions Ahead · Gap 2 of the Three Gap Model

What is an unresolved decision? 
Every unresolved decision at the start of design becomes a cost and timeline risk during construction. 
This section is not about committing to things you can't know yet, it's about identifying which decisions 
still need to be made, so we can make them in the right order and at the right time. 

4.1 How resolved are your key design decisions right now? 
Rate each on a scale of 1 (completely undecided) to 5 (fully decided and committed). 

Decision area 1 = Undecided  ·  5 = Committed 
Overall scope and square footage ○ 1  ○ 2  ○ 3  ○ 4  ○ 5
Room layout and flow ○ 1  ○ 2  ○ 3  ○ 4  ○ 5
Kitchen design and appliance selections ○ 1  ○ 2  ○ 3  ○ 4  ○ 5
Bathroom count and locations ○ 1  ○ 2  ○ 3  ○ 4  ○ 5
Heating and cooling system type ○ 1  ○ 2  ○ 3  ○ 4  ○ 5
Window and door placements ○ 1  ○ 2  ○ 3  ○ 4  ○ 5
Exterior materials and cladding ○ 1  ○ 2  ○ 3  ○ 4  ○ 5
Interior finishes and fixtures ○ 1  ○ 2  ○ 3  ○ 4  ○ 5
Accessibility or aging-in-place features ○ 1  ○ 2  ○ 3  ○ 4  ○ 5

4.2 Which decisions are you most uncertain about — and why? 

Your answer: 
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4.3 Are there any decisions that you and your household disagree on? 
Knowing this early allows us to structure the design process to resolve disagreements before they become 
expensive. 

Describe any open disagreements: 
 

  

4.4 Is there a specific room, feature, or element you consider the centerpiece of this project? 

The one thing that, if it's done right, makes everything else worth it: 
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05 Your Team · Gap 3 of the Three Gap Model - Coordination 
  

Why your team matters before design begins 
 
The most common cause of construction cost overruns is not bad design, it's poor coordination between 
the designer, the builder, and the trades.  
 
TLOL's digital twin workflow is designed specifically to close this gap. 
 
The more we know about your team early, the better we can coordinate from day one. 

  

5.1 Do you have a builder or general contractor engaged for this project? 

☐ Yes, we have a signed contract ☐ Yes, we have a builder in mind 

☐ No, we're still looking ☐ No, we'll hire after design 

  

5.2 If yes — builder / contractor name and contact information: 
 

Builder name 
   
  

Phone / email 
   

  

5.3 What is your builder's experience with architectural drawings? 

☐ Very experienced: prefers detailed drawings ☐ Some experience: open to the process 

☐ Skeptical: prefers to 'figure it out on site' ☐ Unknown: haven't discussed it yet 
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5.4 Have you worked with any of these professionals already? 
Check all that apply and provide names if available. 

Professional Engaged? Name / notes 
Structural engineer ☐ Yes  ☐ No ______________________________________ 

Geotechnical / soil engineer ☐ Yes  ☐ No ______________________________________ 

Surveyor ☐ Yes  ☐ No ______________________________________ 

Septic designer ☐ Yes  ☐ No ______________________________________ 

Real estate lawyer ☐ Yes  ☐ No ______________________________________ 

Mortgage / financing advisor ☐ Yes  ☐ No ______________________________________ 

Interior designer ☐ Yes  ☐ No ______________________________________ 

Landscape designer ☐ Yes  ☐ No ______________________________________ 

  

5.5 How do you prefer to communicate during a project? 

☐ Email (detailed, documented) ☐ Phone call (quick decisions) 

☐ Video meeting (visual reviews) ☐ Text / messaging app 

☐ In-person meetings preferred ☐ I'll adapt to what works best 
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06 Budget & Timeline · The numbers, spoken plainly 
  

A note on budget conversations 
 
Budget conversations feel uncomfortable because homeowners worry that stating a number will anchor 
the designer to spend it all.  
 
The opposite is true: designers who don't know your budget tend to design projects you can't afford. 
 
Your budget is a constraint (Gap 1). Knowing it helps us design something you can actually build. 

  

6.1 What is your approximate total project budget (design + construction combined)? 
Include everything: design fees, permits, construction, finishes, furniture, contingency. 

☐ Under $50,000 ☐ $50,000 – $100,000 

☐ $100,000 – $200,000 ☐ $200,000 – $400,000 

☐ $400,000 – $700,000 ☐ $700,000 – $1,000,000 

☐ Over $1,000,000 ☐ I genuinely don't know yet 

  

6.2 How firm is this budget? 

☐ Fixed: this is the hard ceiling ☐ Flexible: I have a buffer if the design warrants it 

☐ Aspirational: I'm hoping to fit within it ☐ Unknown: I need help establishing a realistic 
number 

  

6.3 How is this project being financed? 

☐ Savings / cash ☐ Home equity (HELOC or refinance) 

☐ Construction mortgage ☐ Combination of sources 

☐ Financing (not yet arranged) ☐ Prefer not to say 

  

6.4 When do you need to be in (or have the project complete)? 

☐ As soon as possible, urgency exists ☐ Within 12 months 

☐ 12–24 months (planning ahead) ☐ 24+ months (early-stage exploration) 

☐ No fixed deadline ☐ Driven by a specific event: _______________ 
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6.5 Are there any fixed dates or immovable deadlines we should know about? 
e.g., a family member moving in, a property sale condition, a winter occupancy requirement. 

Describe any fixed dates: 
 

  

6.6 Have you received any preliminary cost estimates from a builder? 

☐ Yes, I have a written estimate (bring it) ☐ Yes, verbal only 

☐ No, not yet ☐ No, I'm using online estimates / renovation 
calculators 

  

The 15% construction cost reality 
 
TLOL's digital twin workflow typically helps identify 10 – 15% (or more) in preventable construction costs 
by catching constructability issues, collisions, errors, and missing coordination before the first shovel hits 
the ground.  
 
A realistic budget conversation now is what makes this savings possible. 
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07 Your Next Step · What happens after you submit this workbook 
  
You've done the hard work of thinking through your project clearly. Here's what we recommend next, 
and why. 

Book Your Project Clarity Call 
20–30 minutes · No obligation · You'll leave with clarity whether or not we're the right fit 

tlol.ca/clarity  

  

7.1 What do you most want to know by the end of your Clarity Call? 
Write your top 2–3 questions. We'll make sure they're answered — even if you decide not to proceed with TLOL. 

My most important questions: 
 

  

7.2 Is there anything in this workbook you weren't sure how to answer? 
Flag anything you want to revisit, our job in the call is to help you fill the gaps. 

Things I wasn't sure about: 
 

  
  

What to expect in your Project Clarity Call 
→  We review your completed workbook together and ask follow-up questions. 
→  We classify your project using the Three Gap Model and tell you which gaps are open. 
→  We recommend a specific next step, which may or may not be a paid engagement with TLOL. 

https://www.tlol.ca/project-clarity-call.html
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→  You receive a written follow-up summary within 24 hours, regardless of outcome. 
→  There is no hard sell. If it's not a fit, you'll leave with a clear path forward anyway. 
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