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U
nique. Luxurious.
Functional. Comfort-
able. These words have

all been used by clients when
talking to their interior design-
er about what they want their
living and work spaces to feel
like. The challenge is they often
want all of these words to work
at the same time. It’s the inte-
rior designer’s job to figure out
a way to realize the vision of
each client so that their indivi-
dual needs are met and their
personal style shines through.
If you’re a budding interior de-
signer, there’s perhaps no bet-
ter place to be than DFW - with
the Dallas Design district, the
western themes of Cowtown
and everything in between - to
learn your craft and earn some
street cred. I spoke to two de-
signers at the top of the food
chain in these parts to get the
skinny on what it takes to be-
come an interior designer and,
more importantly, how to re-
main successful in this highly
competitive industry.

Denise McGaha, Denise
McGaha Interiors 
For Denise McGaha, Principal
of Denise McGaha Interiors,
every day is truly different.
“My firm handles both con-
struction and interiors pro-

jects, so my job can range from
selecting fabrics for a living
room project to walking a con-
struction site in freezing tem-
peratures with an electrician,”
said McGaha. She started her
firm in 2001 after leaving the
corporate world as a buyer and
marketing manager for Nei-
man Marcus. While she didn’t
have a formal background or
education in interior design,
McGaha had a passion for it
and knew it was something she
wanted to do. “I have a degree
in Agricultural Economics
from Texas A&M University, so
interior design was not my first
career choice,” said McGaha.
“But I have always been talent-
ed at design and had the ability
to place furnishings and know
how a room would best be fur-
nished just by looking at the
space. It was such a passion
that I decided to pursue it after
eight years in a corporate ca-
reer.” While McGaha didn’t get
a degree in interior design, she
suggests that others interested
in an interior design career
make getting a degree job
number one. “My path was not
an easy one and I had to work
extra hard to overcome my lack
of formal education in my ca-
reer. There are many schools
with excellent interior design
programs like Baylor Universi-
ty, The Art Institute, and even

Parsons School of Design.
These programs are some of
the best and the students we
hire from these universities
have an impressive knowledge
of interior design, interior ar-
chitecture and many of the
programs we use on a regular
basis, including AutoCAD, Re-
vit and Sketchup. I also look for
a designer with the ability to
hand sketch and render. As we
present ideas to our clients of-
ten on the fly, this skill is inval-
uable,” said McGaha. She also
recommended that if someone
would want to open their own
interior design studio one day,
to work for another designer or
design firm first and get at least
five years of experience. Also,
beyond interior design, some-
one armed with a degree in in-
terior design could go into ma-
ny other disciplines including
commercial space planning or
an interior architecture posi-
tion with an architecture firm.

While McGaha touted the
ability to change the way a per-
son feels in a space and having
a tangible result at the end of a
project as two of the benefits of
being an interior designer, she
also touched on the challenges.
“Being a designer is about 10
percent design and 90 percent
project management and busi-
ness acumen. Anyone who be-
lieves otherwise will be disap-

pointed. While we design and
select fabrics and furnishings,
procuring and installing an en-
tire project while keeping all
the various players on schedule
can be a challenging daily
task.”

Donna Moss, Donna
Moss Designs
You may know Donna Moss as
the host of the Donna Deco-
rates Dallas television show on
HGTV. What you may not
know is that in addition to
owning her own interior design
business and being a TV per-
sonality, Moss also co-owns
two boutiques with her daugh-
ters, That’s Haute and That’s
Haute Kids, which feature
home décor and fashion items
for sale. With several different
projects going on at once, no
two days for Moss are ever the
same. “A typical day will usu-
ally start with me stopping by
the stores to check on them.
Several times a week, I’m at the
World Trade Center in Dallas
either shopping for a client or
with a client looking for furni-
ture, home décor accessories,
jewelry, or even women’s or
children’s clothing for our
boutiques,” said Moss, whose
day might also include meeting
a client or subcontractor at a
job site to review a project or
going back to her office to

sketch out a room or select fab-
rics. “It is definitely never a
dull moment,” Moss said.

Like McGaha, Moss had a
knack for “putting things to-
gether” and that talent fueled
her desire to become a design-
er. “Growing up, I always
wanted to be a fashion designer
and as I developed my interior
design career, I realized how
closely related the two profes-
sions are,” said Moss. She also
talked in-depth about the pos-
sibilities that are out there for a
designer today, as well as the
benefits of working for other
design firms before going into
business for yourself. “The sky
is the limit with what jobs
someone with an interior de-
sign background can do. There
is residential design, commer-
cial and hospitality design. In-
side of that there is aircraft,
ship and motor home design,
TV and theater design, doing
retail merchandising in stores,
staging homes for real estate
businesses or working for large
volume builders like David
Weekly in their design center,”
said Moss. “I do recommend
that before you jump into the
world of design that you first
go to work for a design firm or
an independent designer to see

how this business works. There
are so many forms of design to
choose from that working for
several different companies
over a few years is best. This is a
great way to see how different
companies operate and get a
feel for your own style.”

While both McGaha and
Moss don’t do much tradition-
al advertising, they both use
social media on a daily basis,
something that has been a huge
change in the design world in
the past five years. “I use it ev-
ery day on every channel –
Facebook, Twitter, Instagram,
My Blog, Linked In, Houzz,”
said McGaha. “Social media is
a brand builder and a way for
me to engage our existing cli-
ents and stay in touch with
them. It also introduces our
work to media partners and
publishers.” Moss also uses so-
cial media to give customers
the latest information about
what’s going on in her stores.
“Sometimes in the stores we
like to do pop-up sales and
specials, and Facebook and
email marketing are very im-
portant for up-to-the-minute
advertising. It’s a great way to
keep our name out there for not
a lot of money and we see re-
sults quickly,” Moss said.

The inside story
Interior designers have the herculean task of incorporating each client’s
specific lifestyle and taste into the livable spaces they design. I talked to
two well-established designers in DFW to get the inside scoop on this
unique profession where no two days are ever the same. 
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