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Before You Build
A homeowner's guide to planning a better outdoor space.

Practical design thinking for gardens, patios, driveways and

outdoor living that feels considered from the start.

A  P R A C T I C A L  G U I D E  B Y  M I D L A N D  DY N A M I C  P R O P E R T Y  S E R V I C E S
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A homeowner's guide to planning a better outdoor space.

Practical design thinking for gardens, patios, driveways and

outdoor living that feels considered from the start.

A  P R A C T I C A L  G U I D E  B Y  M I D L A N D  DY N A M I C  P R O P E R T Y  S E R V I C E S

M I D L A N D  D Y N A M I C  P R O P E R T Y  S E R V I C E S I N T R O D U C T I O N

0 1

Start with the way the space
should feel
Most people begin an outdoor project with the

visible finish. The paving. The turf. The fence. It

feels like the natural place to start, because it is

the part you can picture.

The better starting point is quieter. It is how you

want the space to work, and how you want it to

feel when you are actually in it. Arriving home

after a long day. Hosting people you like. A slow

morning with a co!ee. Children playing where you

can see them. The evening light through the back

doors.

Get that thinking right and the materials become

simple decisions. Skip it, and even beautiful

materials can end up in the wrong place.

A good outdoor space earns its keep across the

whole year, not just on the day the work finishes.

It should handle light and privacy, drain properly,

be easy to maintain, and still make sense in five

years when the planting has grown and life has

moved on a little.

This guide is here to help you think clearly before

you spend money. There is no sales pitch in it.

Just the questions, trade-o!s and practical details

that make the di!erence between a space that

looks good in a photo and one that feels good to

live with.

B e f o r e  Yo u  B u i l d 0 2

Rear garden, porcelain patio and shaped lawn. A completed MDPS project.
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B e f o r e  Yo u  B u i l d 0 2

Rear garden, porcelain patio and shaped lawn. A completed MDPS project.

0 1  ·  T H I N K I N G T H E  F I R S T  Q U E S T I O N S

The questions worth asking
first
Answer these before you look at a single sample or price. They will shape every

decision that follows, and they cost nothing.

01 What do we actually want this space to do?

02 Who will use it most, and how often?

03 Is this for hosting, recovery, family time, kerb appeal, parking, privacy, or all of it at once?

04 What feels frustrating about the space right now?

05 What needs to be genuinely easy to maintain?

06 What does the space need to feel like in five years?

07 How much disruption can we realistically manage?

08 Are we solving one issue, or redesigning the whole experience?

Most outdoor renovation mistakes happen before the work begins.

B e f o r e  Yo u  B u i l d 0 3
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Most outdoor renovation mistakes happen before the work begins.

B e f o r e  Yo u  B u i l d 0 3

0 1  ·  T H I N K I N G C O M M O N  R E S E R V A T I O N S

The reservations people hold
Almost everyone hesitates before they pick up the phone. These are the honest

concerns we hear most, and how we think about each one.

"I don't know what this should cost."

Fair, because prices vary for real reasons. A clear

quote should show you what drives the number, so a

figure feels understandable rather than arbitrary.

"I don't want to be overcharged."

The protection is not haggling, it is detail. When scope

and materials are written down, you can compare like

for like and see exactly what you are paying for.

"I don't know who to trust."

Trust is built before the deposit. How someone

listens, how they explain the parts you cannot see,

and whether they show real completed work all tell

you a lot.

"It won't match what I imagined."

This comes from a gap in the brief, not bad luck.

Agreeing the layout, materials and finish in advance,

with images, closes that gap early.

"I don't want it dragging on."

Delays usually trace back to weather, access and

decisions made mid-build. A realistic schedule and

settled choices keep a project moving.

"I'm unsure which materials last."

Most quality materials perform well when installed

properly. Longevity comes as much from the

preparation beneath them as the product itself.

"I don't know if my garden needs design, or just work done."

A useful test. If you are replacing like for like, you may just need good work. If you are changing

how the space is used, a little design thinking first will save money later.

B e f o r e  Yo u  B u i l d 0 4
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0 2  ·  B U D G E T W H Y  Q U O T E S  V A R Y

Budget, scope and why two
quotes rarely match
When two prices for the same garden come back thousands apart, it is tempting to

assume one is trying it on. Usually they are quoting for di!erent work. Most of the cost

lives in things you will never see once the job is done.

A good quote should make the project clearer, not more confusing.

W H AT  A  P R I C E  I S  R E A L LY  M A D E  O F

Site preparation Excavation Drainage

Sub-base build-up Access to site Material quality

Waste removal Edging & restraint Setting levels

Finish detail Project management Aftercare

A cheaper quote is not automatically the wrong choice. Sometimes it reflects a smaller, sensible

scope. The point is to understand it. Ask what is included, what is assumed, and what happens if

the ground throws up a surprise. A price you understand is far safer than a low number you do

not.

B e f o r e  Yo u  B u i l d 0 5
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What sits beneath the finish
The part of your project you will judge is the surface.

The part that decides whether it lasts is everything

under it. A patio is only as good as the ground it sits

on, and a driveway that heaves or ponds usually

failed long before the blocks went down.

This is the least glamorous section of any quote, and

the most important. Water needs somewhere to go.

Levels need to fall away from the house. The build-up

beneath needs to carry the load it will actually take.

Done well, none of it is ever noticed. Done poorly, it

is the first thing to go wrong.

T H E  W O R K  Y O U  N E V E R  S E E

Ground preparation

Drainage & run-o!

Levels & falls

Sub-base & foundations

Edging & restraint

Fall away from the property

Long-term stability

The finish matters. What sits beneath it matters more.

0 3  ·  F O U N D A T I O N S

B E N E A T H  T H E  F I N I S H

B E N E A T H  T H E  F I N I S H

Retaining walls, levels and block paving. The structure that makes the surface hold.
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Done well, none of it is ever noticed. Done poorly, it

is the first thing to go wrong.
Long-term stability

The finish matters. What sits beneath it matters more.

B e f o r e  Yo u  B u i l d 0 6

0 4  ·  M A T E R I A L S L O N G E V I T Y  O V E R  F I R S T  I M P R E S S I O N S

Choosing materials that age well
Every material looks good on day one. The better question is how it looks after three

winters, whether it stays safe underfoot, and how much of your weekend it asks for. Judge

them on how they age and perform, not the showroom sample.

Porcelain
Dense and low-maintenance. Holds colour, resists
stains and stays consistent. A premium finish that asks
little in return.

Natural sandstone
Warm and characterful, with natural variation. Softens
beautifully with age but wants sealing and a little more
care.

Block paving
Tough and repairable for driveways. Individual blocks
can be lifted and reset, which matters over a long life.

Resin
Smooth and seamless, permeable when laid well. Only
as good as the base beneath it, so preparation is
everything.

Natural turf
Alive and cooling underfoot, with real seasonal change.
Rewards good drainage and regular upkeep.

Artificial grass
Green all year and easy on busy family gardens.
Choose quality and lay it on a proper base to keep it
looking natural.

Fencing & timber
Defines boundaries and privacy. Posts and fixings
decide its lifespan far more than the panel you choose.

Planting
The one material that improves every year. Soft
structure, privacy and calm that grows into itself over
time.
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B e f o r e  Yo u  B u i l d 0 7

Timber cladding and Indian sandstone paving, weathering together over time.

0 5  ·  L A Y O U T L A Y O U T  B E F O R E  F I N I S H

Layout matters more than the
product
You can choose the finest paving in the country and still end up with a garden that does not

work, because layout, not product, decides how a space feels to live in. Where you sit, how

you move through it, and what you see from the kitchen matter more than the sample you

fell for.

W O R K  T H E S E  O U T  B E F O R E  T H E  F I N I S H

Movement through the space Access points Seating zones

Sightlines from inside House to garden transitions Privacy

Storage Parking Bin access

Children & pets Maintenance access Where the light falls

Built-in seating and clear zones. Layout worked out before a slab was cut.
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W O R K  T H E S E  O U T  B E F O R E  T H E  F I N I S H

Movement through the space Access points Seating zones

Sightlines from inside House to garden transitions Privacy

Storage Parking Bin access

Children & pets Maintenance access Where the light falls

B e f o r e  Yo u  B u i l d 0 8

Planting, calm and the biophilic
effect
Biophilic is a formal word for something you

already know. We feel calmer around living

things. Greenery lowers the pace of a space, and

a garden with good planting simply feels better to

be in than one that is all hard surface.

Planting is not decoration added at the end. It

softens hard materials, screens for privacy,

mu"es noise and brings the change of seasons

into view. It is also the only element of your

project that gets better every year rather than

slowly wearing out.

Think in layers. Trees give height and shade.

Shrubs and hedging hold the structure through

winter. Borders and raised beds carry the colour

and scent. A lawn, real or artificial, gives the eye

somewhere to rest.

Raised beds Lawns Soft structure

Trees Shrubs Borders

Sensory planting

0 6  ·  P L A N T I N G

C A L M  &  T H E  B I O P H I L I C  E F F E C T

C A L M  &  T H E  B I O P H I L I C  E F F E C T

A raised border of mixed planting, lit softly from below at dusk.



08/07/2026, 11:20Before You Build

Page 10 of 17https://cb086062-dec1-42a0-b51a-d4c600e25024.claudeusercontent.c…601a220.95340b8b-5d62-4979-bc49-d4622fe0ff57.1783508856&direct=1

things. Greenery lowers the pace of a space, and

a garden with good planting simply feels better to

be in than one that is all hard surface.

Planting is not decoration added at the end. It

softens hard materials, screens for privacy,

mu"es noise and brings the change of seasons

into view. It is also the only element of your

project that gets better every year rather than

slowly wearing out.

winter. Borders and raised beds carry the colour

and scent. A lawn, real or artificial, gives the eye

somewhere to rest.

Raised beds Lawns Soft structure

Trees Shrubs Borders

Sensory planting

B e f o r e  Yo u  B u i l d 0 9

0 7  ·  L I G H T L I G H T I N G  T H A T  E A R N S  I T S  P L A C E

Lighting that earns its place
Good lighting almost doubles the hours you get from a garden. It makes steps safe, draws

out the architecture and turns a patio into somewhere you want to sit after dark. The aim is

atmosphere, not floodlight. A few well-placed fittings beat a garden lit like a car park.

W H AT  G O O D  L I G H T I N G  D O E S

Safety on steps and paths

Atmosphere for evenings

Highlighting seating areas

Picking out architecture

Extending the usable day

The best outdoor spaces work
in the morning, a!ernoon and
evening.

Layer it. Low light along paths and steps for safety, warm pools around where you sit, and a gentle

wash on a wall or tree to give the garden depth. Keep it warm in tone and put it on a dimmer or zones,

so the same garden can be practical early and quiet late.

BY  DAY BY  N I G H T
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Safety on steps and paths

Atmosphere for evenings

Highlighting seating areas

Picking out architecture

Extending the usable day

The best outdoor spaces work
in the morning, a!ernoon and
evening.

Layer it. Low light along paths and steps for safety, warm pools around where you sit, and a gentle

wash on a wall or tree to give the garden depth. Keep it warm in tone and put it on a dimmer or zones,

so the same garden can be practical early and quiet late.

B e f o r e  Yo u  B u i l d 1 0

0 8  ·  P R O C E S S W H A T  T O  E X P E C T

The process you should expect
A good project should feel calm and predictable. You should always know what is

happening now, what comes next, and who to ask. This is the shape it usually takes.

01 Initial enquiry
A short conversation about what you are hoping
to do.

02 Conversation & site visit
We come and see the space in person and listen.

03 Understanding the space
Levels, drainage, light and how you want to use it.

04 Recommendation & quote
A clear proposal with scope, materials and cost.

05 Agreement of scope
We confirm exactly what is and is not included.

06 Scheduling
Agreed dates and a realistic timeline for the work.

07 Build
Delivered tidily, with updates as we progress.

08 Final review
We walk the finished space with you together.

09 Aftercare
Guidance on keeping it looking its best over time.
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Guidance on keeping it looking its best over time.

B e f o r e  Yo u  B u i l d 1 1

0 9  ·  P I T F A L L S C O M M O N  M I S T A K E S

The mistakes made most often
None of these come from carelessness. They come from starting with the finish instead of

the thinking. Knowing them in advance is usually enough to avoid them.

01 Choosing on lowest price alone. The cheapest quote often leaves out the work that makes it last.

02 Not asking what is included. Assumptions are where budgets and relationships come apart.

03 Forgetting about drainage. Water always finds the weak point. Plan where it goes first.
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01 Choosing on lowest price alone. The cheapest quote often leaves out the work that makes it last.

02 Not asking what is included. Assumptions are where budgets and relationships come apart.

03 Forgetting about drainage. Water always finds the weak point. Plan where it goes first.

04 Not agreeing scope clearly. Written scope protects both sides and keeps things moving.

05 Ignoring how it will really be used. Design for your actual life, not a version of it.

06 Leaving lighting and edges to the end. The finishing details are what make it feel considered.

07 Not thinking about maintenance. Be honest about the upkeep you will genuinely keep up with.

08 Underestimating access and disruption. Getting materials in and waste out shapes the whole build.

09  

B e f o r e  Yo u  B u i l d 1 2

For property managers and shared
spaces
Shared outdoor space is judged di!erently. It carries

more footfall, answers to more people, and forms

the first impression of a whole building or estate.

The priorities shift from personal taste toward

durability, safety and consistency.

The best results come from spaces that need less,

not more. Materials that shrug o! heavy use.

Planting that looks after itself between visits. A

maintenance rhythm that residents can rely on, so

W H AT  M AT T E R S  M O S T

Shared garden standards

Access & safety

Frontage & first impressions

Durability under footfall

Regular maintenance

Resident experience

Clear communication

1 0  ·  S H A R E D  S P A C E S

F O R  P R O P E R T Y  M A N A G E R S

F O R  P R O P E R T Y  M A N A G E R S

Slate frontage and block paving. Kerb appeal that holds up to daily use.
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spaces
Shared outdoor space is judged di!erently. It carries

more footfall, answers to more people, and forms

the first impression of a whole building or estate.

The priorities shift from personal taste toward

durability, safety and consistency.

The best results come from spaces that need less,

not more. Materials that shrug o! heavy use.

Planting that looks after itself between visits. A

maintenance rhythm that residents can rely on, so

small problems are caught before they become

complaints.

W H AT  M AT T E R S  M O S T

Shared garden standards

Access & safety

Frontage & first impressions

Durability under footfall

Regular maintenance

Resident experience

Clear communication

Predictable scheduling

If you look after several properties, the value is in fewer repeat problems and communal areas that

stay presentable year round. That is the kind of ongoing upkeep we are glad to talk through whenever

it is useful.

B e f o r e  Yo u  B u i l d 1 3

1 1  ·  Y O U R  B R I E F W O R K S H E E T

Planning your own brief
Fill this in before you speak to anyone. It will make the first conversation far more useful,

and it keeps the project anchored to what you actually want.

My main goal for the space is

The problem I most want solved is

The feeling I want is
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My main goal for the space is

The problem I most want solved is

The feeling I want is

My must-haves are Things I want to avoid

My rough budget range is My ideal timeline is

Images and references I like

Questions I want to ask at the site visit

B e f o r e  Yo u  B u i l d 1 4

C L O S I N G  T H O U G H T

C L O S I N G  T H O U G H T

B E F O R E  Y O U  B U I L D

B E F O R E  Y O U  B U I L D
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Better spaces are planned
before they are built
Good outdoor spaces rarely happen by accident. They come from clear

thinking, careful preparation, and a shared understanding of what the

space should become. Spend time on that first and the rest gets easier,

cheaper to get right, and far more likely to feel the way you hoped. The

finish is the last decision, not the first.

1 5

M M I D L A N D  D Y N A M I C
P R O P E R T Y  S E R V I C E S

L E T ' S  T A L K

Ready to talk through
your space?
If you are planning a garden, driveway, patio, frontage or full outdoor

renovation, start with a conversation. We will help you understand what is

possible, what matters, and what the next sensible step should be. No

pressure, and no obligation.

REQUEST A  QUOTE BOOK A S ITE  V IS IT

EXPLORE DESIGN INSPIRATION
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REQUEST A  QUOTE BOOK A S ITE  V IS IT

EXPLORE DESIGN INSPIRATION

G E T  I N  T O U C H

Web · mdpropertyservices.uk

Email · alex@mdpropertyservices.uk

WhatsApp · +44 7501 088101

F O L L O W  T H E  W O R K

Instagram · @midlanddynamicpsltd

Pinterest · pin.it/mdps

Cosmos · cosmos.so/mdpservices


