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MODERN OUTDOOR 
SPACES CAN TAKE ON 
many forms, and there’s a 
misconception that contem-
porary equals cold, sterile, 
uncomfortable and stark. But 
that’s not always the case.

There are plenty of ways 
to debunk those stereotypes 
and show your customers the 
best way to create a dynamic, 
fashion-forward space that’s 
contemporary but also 
comfortable and livable. The 
trick is to choose products 

that offer modern looks, and 
showcase them to appeal to 
today’s consumer—I like to 
call it “modern light.”   

Think about dedicating 
a store floor area to a con-
temporary design category 
and calling it “What’s New, 
What’s Next.” This encour-
ages people to check out the 
latest in modern outdoor fur-
niture and products, which is 
easy to do when displayed in 
the same area.  

Demystifying modern 

design and showing custom-
ers how to stay current gives 
you a great story to tell, as 
well as a way to showcase 
products you’re currently 
offering in fresh, new ways. 
Even if they only use one or 
two of your design tactics, it’s 
important to let them know 
contemporary updates can 
work with existing transi-
tional designs to create an 
eclectic mix.  

These are a few of my 
favorite modern looks. The 
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MODERNMarvels
Some of my  

favorite color  
combos right now 

are orange and 
pink/coral, spa and 
teal blue, slate blue 

and orange,  
citrine green and  

turquoise.  

T H E  A R T  O F  C R E AT I N G  C O M F O R TA B L E  C O N T E M P O R A R Y  S PA C E S  

products are a jumping-off 
point to show your customers 
how to create a cool, contem-
porary outdoor space that’s 
also livable. 

LUXE LIGHTING 
There are so many sleek, 
modern outdoor lighting 
fixtures on the market now. 
One way to keep the lighting 
scheme from feeling cold and 
glaring is to choose pieces that 
have diffused or frosted glass. 
Diffused light feels softer and 
more inviting than a bare, 
exposed bulb, and it also gives 
the feeling that you’re blur-
ring the lines between indoor 
and outdoor décor. 

You don’t have to show all 
the actual lighting samples 
in-store if you have limited 
space. You can display a 
few and blow up images 
of additional special-order 
lighting and mount the pics 
on a design board on a wall. 
By hanging those graphics on 
the wall, you are creating an 

intriguing design studio 
display that draws the con-
sumer in and lets them see 
the possibilities.

GOING GEOMETRIC 
People tend to think geomet-
ric patterns can look too mod 
or busy, and that’s true if you 
put a big geometric pattern 
on sofa cushions—it can be 
visually overwhelming. A 

great way to work with the 
latest geometric patterns is to 
use them on smaller or single 
pieces of furniture, such as 
lounge chairs, ottomans, din-
ing chairs or benches.

You can always save the 
patterns for throw pillows, 
but I think when you com-
mit to adding geometrics to 
actual furniture cushions, it 
gives you more of a contem-

porary design point of view. 
Geometric fabrics can look 
softer, easier to the eye and 
less sterile if they are in 
a color versus a neutral like 
a tan or gray. 

MATERIAL MIX 
One way to soften contem-
porary looks is to mix it up. 
You can incorporate multiple 
sleek, chic finishes for a com-
fortable, modern look.

Displaying items like 
side tables and cocktail 
tables in a “set” feels stark 
and blah—you want to 
mix woven materials, glass 
tabletops, cement-look tops, 
wood live-edge tops, stainless 
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Diffused light feels softer and more 
inviting than a bare, exposed bulb, 

and it also gives the feeling that you’re 
blurring indoor and outdoor décor.  

 

One way to 
soften contem-
porary looks is 

to mix it up. You 
can incorporate 
multiple sleek, 

chic finishes for 
a comfortable, 
modern look.
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steel, black aluminum, tile or 
stone-look finishes together. 

The combination of differ-
ent materials not only gives 
a modern look, but it also cre-
ates a color contrast between 
light and dark tones, adding 
depth and dimension.  

CONTEMPO COLORWAYS 
Think outside the box and 
work with palette combina-
tions that are less common 

and unexpected for outdoor 
spaces—work with gray, 
black and white, but be sure 
to accent with bright colors. 
Some of my favorite color 
combos right now are orange 
and pink/coral, spa and teal 
blue, slate blue and orange, 
citrine green and turquoise.  

If you’re going for a 
leading-edge design, I would 
steer clear of tan and navy, 
as well as colors like hunter 
green, rust, gold and russet 
red. It’s hard to get these 
colors to look contemporary 
and modern—the brighter, 
bolder accent colors feel new 
and fresh. 

MOD ACCESSORIES 
These are the “smalls” that 
help consumers commit and 
complete their look so it feels 
like a focused, cohesive up-to-
the-minute design.

I like outdoor accessories 
with texture or reflection that 
give the latest look but still 
add warmth, light and visual 
interest—throw pillows, out-
door drapes and mirrors can 
help achieve these design 

elements. And art, such as 
free-form wood wall plaques 
hung together in a grouping 
or graphic metal wall hang-
ings, round out the design. 

FASHIONABLE  
FOUNDATION 
One of the easiest ways to 
combat the cold, stark feel-
ing of an ultra-
modern design is 
to ground it and 
warm it up with 
a large area rug. 
Adding textiles and texture 
creates a feeling of comfort in 
any space, particularly with a 
contemporary design.  

When choosing a style, 
a geometric pattern is a good 
option and just adds one 
more layer of modern style. 
If you have a lot of geometric 
pattern color on furniture 
cushion fabrics, a subtle 
tone-on-tone version might 
be the best choice—this com-
bination adds interest but 
doesn’t clash.

SUPER FANS 
In a modern outdoor space, 
a sleek white or silver ceiling 
fan gets the job done and 
adds a chic design element. 
The key is to make sure it’s 

a flush mount for standard 
size ceiling heights. With 
vaulted or very high ceilings, 
there needs to be a drop, 
but I would recommend the 
minimum drop recommend-
ed by the manufacturer—it 
will still get the job done 
and circulate the air without 
hanging too low, making the 
space feel smaller. 

GOING GREEN 
Planters are a wonderful way 
to add life to a contemporary 
outdoor look. There are some 
wonderful LED lit outdoor 
planters, and I also like black 
or dark gray fiberglass plant-
ers with straight angular 
lines to establish a stylish, 
graphic feel. 

Faux outdoor greenery 
has come a long way, and 
for my clients who don’t 
have a green thumb, I highly 
recommend using artificial 
greenery. Adding high out-
door plantings in tall planters 
adds drama and scale which 
helps establish a modern feel 
in any outdoor space.  

When choosing a style, a geometric 
pattern is a good option and adds one 

more layer of modern style. 
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