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Introduction
 

Creating the perfect outdoor space requires expertise and creativity. Whether you’re planning a res-
idential garden, a commercial landscape, or a public park, selecting the right landscape architect or 
designer is crucial. This guide will help you navigate the process, ensuring you find a professional who 
can bring your vision to life. 
 
This guide covers several key areas to assist you in making an informed decision. You’ll learn the dif-
ferences between landscape architecture and landscape design and how each can benefit your 
project. We will help you determine your needs and goals with key questions to define your project’s 
scope and objectives. Additionally, you’ll find effective strategies for researching potential candidates, 
verifying their credentials, and assessing their past work. Understanding costs and contracts is anoth-
er crucial aspect, and this guide offers tips for managing budgets and ensuring clear agreements. 
 
Choosing the right professional matters because they bring technical know-how and creative solutions 
to complex challenges. Professionals tailor designs to suit your specific needs, preferences, and site 
conditions. They also incorporate sustainable practices, ensuring your landscape is eco-friendly and 
resilient. Moreover, a skilled professional coordinates all aspects of the project, from design to installa-
tion, ensuring seamless execution. 
 
How to Use This Guide 
Follow each section step-by-step to make informed decisions. This guide provides practical tips, key 
questions, and essential considerations, ensuring you select a landscape architect or designer who 
aligns with your vision and goals. 
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Understanding Landscape Architecture and Design
 

What’s a landscape architecture? 
Landscape architecture is a multidisciplinary field that combines art, science, and environmental design to create 
aesthetically pleasing and functional outdoor spaces. It involves the planning, design, management, and nurturing of 
the built and natural environments. 
 
Scope of Work 
Landscape architects work on a broad range of projects, from large-scale public spaces to residential gardens. Their 
work includes: 
 
Urban design and master planning 
Parks and recreational facilities 
Streetscapes and public plazas 
Institutional campuses and corporate grounds 
Ecological restoration and conservation projects 
Residential landscapes
 
Education and Licensing
Landscape architects typically hold a degree in landscape architecture from an accredited university. They must 
pass the Landscape Architect Registration Examination (LARE) to be licensed to practice. This ensures they have the 
necessary knowledge in design, environmental systems, and technical skills. 
 
Key Responsibilities 
Conduct site analysis, including soil, vegetation, and topography studies 
Develop master plans and detailed construction drawings 
Coordinate with architects, engineers, and urban planners 
Ensure compliance with local regulations and zoning laws 
Oversee project implementation and manage construction
 
Skills and Expertise 
Advanced design and visualization skills 
Strong understanding of ecological and environmental principles 
Proficiency in computer-aided design (CAD) and geographic information systems (GIS) 
Project management and leadership capabilities
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Landscape Design
 

Definition 
Landscape design focuses on the artistic and horticultural aspects of creating outdoor spaces. It is more 
concerned with the aesthetic arrangement of plants, structures, and other features to create visually appealing 
environments. 
 
Scope of Work 
Landscape designers primarily work on residential and small commercial projects. Their work includes: 
	 - Garden and backyard designs 
	 - Plant selection and arrangement 
	 - Hardscaping elements (patios, walkways, water features) 
	 - Seasonal planting and maintenance plans
 
Education and Training 
While formal education is beneficial, many landscape designers gain their expertise through experience and 
specialized training programs. They may hold degrees or certifications in horticulture, landscape design, or related 
fields. 
 
Key Responsibilities 
Meet with clients to understand their vision and preferences 
Create concept sketches and detailed planting plans 
Select appropriate plants and materials 
Provide maintenance guidelines to ensure the longevity of the design 
Collaborate with contractors and nurseries for plant sourcing and installation
 
Skills and Expertise 
Artistic and creative design abilities 
Knowledge of plant species and horticultural practices 
Proficiency in hand-drawing and digital design tools 
Strong communication and client relationship skills
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Aspect					     Landscape Architecture							       Landscape Design
Scope	 				    Large-scale public and private projects					     Residential and small commercial projects
Education and Licensing		  Degree in landscape architecture and licensure required			  Training programs and certifications (optional)
Focus					     Functional, sustainable, and regulatory-compliant designs		  Aesthetic and horticultural arrangements
Project Examples				   Parks, urban spaces, campus planning, conservation areas		  Gardens, backyards, patios, walkways
Technical Skills		  		  Advanced CAD, GIS, environmental analysis				    Plant selection, hand-drawing, digital sketches
Regulatory Knowledge			   Zoning laws, building codes, environmental regulations			   Basic understanding of local planting guidelines

Differences Between Landscape 
Architecture and Landscape Design

Choosing Between a Landscape 
Architect and a Landscape Designer
When to Hire a Landscape Architect: 
	 - For large, complex projects requiring detailed planning and coordination with 		
other professionals. 
	 - When your project involves significant grading, drainage, or infrastructure work. 
	 - If compliance with zoning laws and environmental regulations is crucial.
 
When to Hire a Landscape Designer: 
	 - For residential and small commercial projects focused on plant aesthetics and 		
garden layouts.
	 - When you need creative plant selection and arrangement for visual appeal. 
	 - If the project does not require extensive technical or regulatory knowledge.

Importance of hiring a professional 

Hiring a landscape architect or designer is crucial for the success and longevity of your outdoor project. Professionals 
bring a wealth of knowledge, experience, and creative vision that can transform your space into a functional and 
aesthetically pleasing environment. Here are the key reasons why hiring a professional is important:

Expertise and Knowledge 

Design Expertise: Professionals create cohesive, functional, and 
beautiful outdoor spaces, balancing aesthetics with practicality. 
 
Environmental Understanding: They select plants and materials 
appropriate for your local climate, soil, and topography, creating 
sustainable designs. 
 
Technical Skills: Landscape architects are proficient in design 
software like CAD and GIS, enabling detailed and accurate plans.

Long-term Benefits 

Increased Property Value: A well-designed landscape 
enhances property value, providing a substantial return on 
investment. 
 
Enhanced Quality of Life: Thoughtfully designed outdoor 
spaces improve your quality of life, offering areas for 
relaxation, recreation, and socializing.

Project Management 
Coordination with Other Professionals: Landscape architects 
coordinate with architects, engineers, and contractors, ensuring 
project alignment and smooth progress. 
 
Regulatory Compliance: They navigate local regulations and 
zoning laws, ensuring your project complies with all necessary 
codes and permits. 
 
Budget Management: Professionals help establish realistic 
budgets, manage costs, and prevent costly mistakes.

Sustainable and Environmental Impact 

Sustainable Practices: Professionals incorporate sustainable 
practices, selecting native plants and using water-efficient 
systems. 
 
Conservation and Restoration: They develop conservation 
and restoration plans, supporting biodiversity and restoring 
degraded areas.

Creative Solutions 

Innovative Design: They bring fresh perspectives and 
innovative ideas, suggesting creative solutions you might not 
have considered. 
 
Problem-Solving: Professionals quickly identify and address 
challenges, providing effective solutions to keep the project 
on track.

Customized Design 

Personalized Solutions: Professionals create customized 
designs reflecting your personality and meeting your goals. 
 
Attention to Detail: They ensure proper material selection 
and installation, executing every aspect of the design to the 
highest standards.
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6. Consider Maintenance and 
Sustainability 
Maintenance: Low-maintenance 
plants/materials? Hiring service or 
DIY? 
Sustainability: Native plants, water 
conservation, organic practices?

1. Define the Purpose 
Main Purposes: Relaxation, 
entertainment, gardening, sports? 
Usage: Primarily by adults, children, 
or pets? Hosting gatherings? 
Priorities: Aesthetics, functionality, 
sustainability, maintenance?

7. Define Success Criteria
Project Success: Must-have 
features? Desired outcome in 
appearance, functionality? 
Measuring Success: Personal 
satisfaction, feedback, increased 
property value?

2. Identify Style Preferences
Preferred Style: Modern, traditional, 
rustic, tropical? 
Specific Elements: Water features, 
fire pits, outdoor kitchens? 
Color Scheme/Materials: Natural 
stone, wood, concrete, specific plant 
colors?

8. Consider Long-Term Vision 
Long-Term Plans: Adding features 
or expanding in the future? Staying 
long-term or resale? 
Evolving Space: Growth of plants, 
changing household needs, future 
trends?

3. Assess Site Conditions 
Site Characteristics: Size, shape, 
existing vegetation, soil type, 
drainage? 
Challenges: Slopes, poor soil quality, 
limited sunlight, existing structures/
utilities? 
Climate: Average rainfall, 
temperature extremes, wind 
exposure?

4. Determine Your Budget 
Total Budget: Overall amount and 
breakdown for design, materials, 
labor? 
Contingency: Prepared for potential 
cost overruns?

9. Explore Inspirations 
Personal Preferences: Inspirations 
from magazines, websites, other 
gardens? 
Incorporating Features: Specific 
plants, design elements, layouts?

5. Set Your Timeline 
Desired Timeline: Specific deadline 
or event? Seasonal considerations? 
Flexibility: Willingness to adjust for 
optimal conditions?

10. Communication and 
Collaboration 
Communication Preference: 
Meetings, emails, phone calls? Level 
of involvement? 
Progress Updates: Frequency and 
detail of updates expected?

Determining Your Needs and Goals Researching Potential Candidates
Start by Compiling a List 
Online Directories: Use Yelp, Houzz, and Google Reviews. 
Professional Associations: Check ASLA and APLD directories. 
Referrals: Ask friends, family, and colleagues. 
Industry Events: Attend local garden shows or industry events.
 
Review Portfolios and Work 
Portfolio Review: Look at online portfolios for diversity and creativity. 
Site Visits: Visit completed projects to see their work firsthand.
 
Evaluate Qualifications 
Education and Licensing: Verify degrees and licenses. 
Professional Memberships: Check for ASLA or APLD memberships. 
Awards: Look for industry awards and recognitions.
 
Check References and Reviews 
Client References: Contact previous clients about their experiences. 
Online Reviews: Read reviews on various platforms for reliability.
 
Personal Connection 
Trust and Comfort: Choose someone you trust and feel comfortable with. 
Passion: Select a professional who shows genuine interest in your project. 
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Checking References and Portfolios
When you have a list of potential candidates, it’s essential to verify their credentials and past work. Here’s how to effectively check references and portfolios: 
 
1. Review Portfolios 
Online Portfolios: Most professionals have online portfolios showcasing their work. Look for projects similar to yours and assess their creativity and style. 
Project Diversity: Ensure they have experience with a variety of projects. This indicates versatility and the ability to handle different challenges. 
Quality of Work: Look for high-quality, detailed designs. Pay attention to the use of materials, plant selection, and overall aesthetics.
 
2. Conduct Site Visits 
Visit Completed Projects: If possible, visit some of their completed projects. This gives you a tangible sense of their work and craftsmanship. 
Talk to Previous Clients: If visiting, ask the property owners about their experience working with the professional. Inquire about their satisfaction with the final outcome and the process.
 
3. Check References 
Request References: Ask the candidates for a list of references from previous clients. Contact these references to ask about their experience. 
Key Questions for References: 
	 - Were they satisfied with the work quality? 
	 - Did the project stay within budget and on schedule? 
	 - How well did the professional communicate and handle any issues? 
	 - Would they hire the professional again?
 
4. Read Online Reviews 
Review Platforms: Look at reviews on platforms like Yelp, Houzz, and Google. Consistent positive feedback is a good indicator of reliability and quality. 
Common Themes: Note any recurring themes in the reviews, whether positive or negative. This can give you insight into the professional’s strengths and potential areas of concern.
 
5. Evaluate Professionalism and Compatibility 
Initial Impressions: Pay attention to their responsiveness and professionalism during your initial interactions. Prompt and courteous communication is crucial. 
Personal Compatibility: Choose someone you feel comfortable with and trust. A good working relationship is essential for a successful project.
 
6. Finalize Your Choice 
Compare Candidates: Based on your findings, compare the candidates. Consider their portfolios, references, and your overall impressions. 
Make an Informed Decision: Choose the professional who best aligns with your project needs, style, and budget.
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Conducting Interview
Interviewing potential landscape architects or designers is crucial for determining the right fit for your project. 
Here are steps and key questions to guide your interviews: 
 
Preparing for the Interview 
List Your Questions: Prepare a list of questions in advance to ensure all your concerns are addressed. 
Gather Relevant Information: Bring your project brief, any existing plans, and photos of your site. 
Set Up a Comfortable Meeting: Choose a quiet place for the interview, either in person or via video call, where 
you can discuss your project without interruptions.

 
Key Interview Questions

Experience and Qualifications 
Can you describe your experience with projects 
similar to mine? 
What qualifications and licenses do you hold? 
Do you have any professional affiliations or awards?
 
Design Process 
What is your design process from start to finish? 
How do you incorporate client feedback into your 
designs? 
Can you show me examples of your past projects 
and explain your design choices?
 
Project Management 
How do you manage project timelines and budgets? 
Who will be my main point of contact throughout the 
project? 
How often will we meet or communicate during the 
project?

Sustainability and Materials 
How do you incorporate sustainable practices into 
your designs? 
What materials do you typically use, and why? 
Can you suggest low-maintenance and drought-
resistant plants for my project?
 
References and Reviews 
Can you provide references from past clients? 
How do you handle client dissatisfaction or conflicts? 
Can you show me any reviews or testimonials from 
previous clients?
 
During the Interview 
Take Notes: Document their answers to refer back to 
when making your decision. 
Observe Communication Skills: Note how well they 
listen to your ideas and how clearly they explain 
theirs.
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Understanding Contracts and Fees
Before embarking on a landscaping project, it’s crucial to understand the contracts and fees involved. 
This ensures clarity and prevents misunderstandings. 
 
Contract: 
Scope of Work 
Detailed Description: Ensure the contract clearly outlines the scope of work, including design, materials, and 
installation. 
Inclusions and Exclusions: Specify what is included and excluded to avoid surprises later.
 
Project Timeline 
Start and End Dates: Define the project timeline with start and end dates. 
Milestones: Break down the project into key milestones with corresponding deadlines.
 
Payment Schedule 
Installments: Most contracts require payments in installments (e.g., deposit, progress payments, final payment). 
Due Dates: Specify due dates for each payment installment.
 
Change Orders 
Process: Define the process for handling changes in the project scope. 
Approval: Ensure that changes require written approval from both parties.
 
Warranties and Guarantees 
Workmanship Warranty: Look for warranties on workmanship and understand the terms. 
Material Guarantees: Ensure that materials are covered by guarantees from suppliers.
 
Dispute Resolution 
Conflict Resolution: Include a clause on how disputes will be resolved (e.g., mediation, arbitration). 
Legal Recourse: Understand your legal recourse if the project doesn’t meet agreed standards.
 
Termination Clause 
Conditions for Termination: Define the conditions under which either party can terminate the contract. 
Penalties: Be aware of any penalties associated with early termination.

Fees: 
Design Fees 
Initial Consultation: Some professionals charge for the initial consultation; 
clarify this upfront. 
Design Proposal: Understand the cost for creating a detailed design 
proposal.
 
Project Fees 
Flat Fee: A fixed amount for the entire project. 
Hourly Rate: Charged per hour for the time spent on your project. 
Percentage of Project Cost: A fee based on a percentage of the total 
project cost.
 
Additional Costs 
Materials and Plants: Separate costs for materials and plants not included 
in the design fee. 
Site Preparation: Fees for site preparation, including clearing and grading. 
Maintenance Plans: Optional maintenance plans post-completion to keep 
your landscape in prime condition.
 
Contingency Budget 
Unexpected Expenses: Set aside a contingency budget for unexpected 
expenses or changes in the project scope.

Tips: 
Read Thoroughly: Carefully read the entire contract before signing. 
Ask Questions: Clarify any points you’re unsure about. 
Legal Advice: Consider seeking legal advice to ensure the contract 
protects your interests.

Making the Final Decision
After conducting interviews and reviewing contracts and fees, it’s time to make your final decision. Here’s a step-by-
step guide to help you choose the right landscape architect or designer: 
 
1. Review All Information 
Interview Notes: Go over the notes you took during the 
interviews. 
Portfolios and References: Revisit the candidates’ 
portfolios and feedback from their references. 
Contracts and Fees: Compare the proposed contracts 
and fee structures.
 
2. Compare Candidates 
Expertise and Experience: Consider their experience 
with projects similar to yours. 
Design Compatibility: Assess how well their design style 
matches your vision. 
Communication Skills: Ensure they communicate clearly 
and listen to your needs.
 
3. Evaluate Proposals 
Design Proposals: Look at the creativity and feasibility 
of their design proposals. 
Budget Alignment: Check if their proposed fees align 
with your budget. 
Timeline Feasibility: Ensure their project timeline meets 
your expectations.

4. Trust Your Instincts 
Personal Connection: Consider how comfortable you 
feel working with them. 
Professionalism: Assess their professionalism and 
responsiveness throughout the selection process.
 
5. Make the Decision 
Weigh Pros and Cons: List the advantages and 
disadvantages of each candidate. 
Seek Input: If applicable, get feedback from family or 
stakeholders involved in the project. 
Final Choice: Choose the candidate who best meets 
your needs, goals, and budget.
 
6. Notify the Selected Professional 
Formal Acceptance: Contact the chosen landscape 
architect or designer to formally accept their proposal. 
Next Steps: Discuss the next steps, including contract 
signing and project kickoff.
 
7. Inform Other Candidates 
Courtesy Notice: Politely inform the other candidates 
that you have chosen to proceed with another 
professional. 
Thank You: Thank them for their time and interest in your 
project. 



Conclusion
Choosing the right landscape architect or designer is a pivotal decision that can greatly 
influence the success and satisfaction of your outdoor project. Throughout this guide, you’ve 
gained valuable insights into the key considerations, from understanding the roles of landscape 
architects versus designers to conducting interviews and reviewing contracts. 
 
Remember, the best choice will align with your vision, budget, and timeline, while also 
considering factors like expertise, communication style, and creative approach. By following 
the steps outlined in this guide, you’ve equipped yourself with the knowledge to make an 
informed decision and embark on a collaborative journey toward realizing your outdoor dream 
space. 
 
Thank you for using this guide to navigate the process of selecting a landscape professional. 
Whether you’re enhancing a residential garden or planning a large-scale commercial project, 
the right landscape architect or designer will bring your vision to life and create an environment 
that enhances both aesthetics and functionality. 
 
For more personalized advice or to explore our portfolio, visit www.sscdesignstudio.com or 
contact us directly. We look forward to assisting you in creating your ideal outdoor oasis. 

Glossary
ASLA: American Society of Landscape Architects, a professional association for landscape 
architects in the United States.
 
APLD: Association of Professional Landscape Designers, an organization that certifies 
landscape designers.
 
Change Orders: Documents used to record an amendment to the original project scope, 
schedule, or cost.
 
Contingency Budget: Funds set aside to cover unexpected costs or changes in a project.
 
Design Proposal: A detailed plan that outlines the design vision, concept, and elements for a 
landscape project.
 
Dispute Resolution: Methods used to resolve conflicts, such as mediation or arbitration.
 
Flat Fee: A set price for a project regardless of time or materials used.
 
Hourly Rate: Payment based on the number of hours worked.
 
Landscape Architect: A licensed professional trained in the art and science of designing 
outdoor spaces.
 
Landscape Design: The process of designing outdoor spaces, focusing on aesthetics, 
functionality, and sustainability.
 
Milestones: Key stages or checkpoints in a project timeline.
 
Payment Schedule: A plan outlining when payments are due throughout the project.
 

 

 
Percentage of Project Cost: A fee structure where the payment is a percentage of the total 
project cost. 

Portfolios: Collections of previous work showcasing a professional’s skills and style.
 
Project Brief: A document outlining the goals, requirements, and constraints of a project.
 
Scope of Work: A detailed description of the tasks and deliverables involved in a project.
 
Site Preparation: The process of readying a site for landscaping, including clearing, grading, 
and other initial tasks.
 
Sustainability: Practices that promote environmental health and resource conservation in 
landscape design.
 
Termination Clause: A section in a contract outlining the conditions under which the contract 
can be ended.
 
Warranties and Guarantees: Promises that certain aspects of the project will meet specified 
standards. 
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About SSC DESIGNS 
SSC DESIGNS is a premier landscape design and remodeling business owned and operated by 
Steven Soto. Based in Guaynabo, SSC DESIGNS offers a comprehensive range of services, from 
conceptual design to full project implementation. The office is affiliated with landscapers who 
collaborate through the design development phases to ensure the quality, selection of plant material 
and other features. 
 
At SSC DESIGNS, we believe in the power of landscape architecture to enhance the quality of 
life, promote environmental sustainability, and create lasting value for our clients. Our approach is 
rooted in collaboration, creativity, and meticulous attention to detail, ensuring that every project we 

undertake exceeds expectations. 
 
Guide to Choosing a Landscape Architect or Designer 
Are you planning to enhance your outdoor space but unsure where to start? This comprehensive 
guide walks you through the essential steps of choosing the right landscape architect or designer 
for your project. From understanding the differences between landscape architecture and design to 
conducting interviews and reviewing contracts, this guide covers everything you need to make an 

informed decision. 
 
Why This Guide? 
Choosing the right landscape professional is crucial to the success of your project. With so many 
options available, making the right choice can be daunting. This guide simplifies the process, 
providing clear and concise information to help you navigate each step with confidence.
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sscdesignspr@gmail.com 
(787) 595-5894 

Calle Tabonuco, 1400 Av. San Patricio, Guaynabo, 00968 
www.sscdesignstudio.com 
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Facebook: SSC Design Studio
LinkedIn: SSC Design Studio

Copyright © 2024 SSC Designs, LLC. All rights reserved.


