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Most Homes
Look Right.
Few Truly Fit.

How the “Life Before Layout” method turns the way your family

lives into a home that truly fits.

B Y

Nikola Drincic

M E T H O D

Life Before Layout

F O R

Families building their next home
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T H E  M O M E N T

A

There’s a moment most parents hit when they’re

planning a new build. You’re standing on a plot,

imagining birthday mornings, muddy shoes by the

door, quiet evenings after the kids finally sleep.

nd then the weight lands. Because suddenly

it’s not just a “house.” It’s a thousand deci-

sions. Expensive ones. Hard to undo ones.

And the more inspiration you collect, the harder it be-

comes to move forward.

This report is for families in that moment. It explains,

plainly, why so many thoughtful people end up with

homes that look right but don’t feel right, and what to

do instead.

It introduces a method we call Life Before Layout: a

different order of decisions, designed to remove re-

gret before the foundation is poured.

Read it in one sitting. Or one section a day. Either

way, the goal is the same, to give you decision relief,

not more inspiration.

H U G O  N I L S  A R K I T E K T E R S P E C I A L  R E P O R T,  M O S T  H O M E S  LO O K  R I G H T.  F E W  T R U LY  F I T.
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T H E  R E A L  P R O B L E M

It isn’t that you don’t
have good taste.
It’s the order of decisions.

Starting with images.

Most thoughtful families begin with inspiration boards,

then talk to a few builders, trying to figure it out as they

go. It feels responsible. It’s exactly what creates overwhelm

and second-guessing.

The template doesn’t know your family.

Template floorplans assume an average household. They

don’t know how your mornings work, your noise levels,

your storage reality, your future plans, or what “calm”

actually means in your home.

Permanent layout mistakes.

Wrong room placement, awkward circulation, bad light.

You can’t unsee these once you live there, and you can’t

unbuild them without serious cost.

Daily friction that quietly drains you.

Bottlenecks in the morning, no storage for bags and

shoes, noise travelling, clutter that never settles. Not

visible in any render.

Budget blowouts from late changes.

Expensive “small upgrades,” redesign loops, features you

don’t need, all from unclear priorities locked in too late.

A home that looks good on paper.

But doesn’t feel calm on a normal Tuesday. The most

important outcomes don’t show up in a presentation deck.

“We’ll know the right choice when we see it.” But when you’re

building a home, seeing it isn’t enough, the most important outcomes

show up in daily life, not in a render.

H U G O  N I L S  A R K I T E K T E R C H A PT E R  0 2 ,  T H E  R E A L  P R O B L E M
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C O M M O N  M I S TA K E S

Seven mistakes
that create
overwhelm,
regret, and budget
blowouts.

Families don’t get into trouble because they’re careless. They get into trouble because they make high-stakes decisions

in the wrong order. These are the seven we see most often.

№ 01

Assuming the answer is “more space”

W H Y  I T  FA I L S

More area doesn’t automatically reduce friction. If the flow is wrong,

you simply get a bigger version of the same daily stress, longer

walks, more cleaning, more cost.

I N S T E A D

Map where life actually breaks down, mornings, laundry, noise,

work calls, mess. Then design the layout to remove friction

before adding area.

№ 02

Designing for photos and guests, not
weekdays

W H Y  I T  FA I L S

A home can look amazing and still be exhausting, no place for bags

and shoes, bad acoustics, awkward circulation, constant micro

stress.

I N S T E A D

Design for weekday reality first. Plan storage where life

happens, clear sight lines, calm noise zones, and routines that

make everyday life easier.

№ 03

Getting stuck in micro-decisions

W H Y  I T  FA I L S

Micro decisions multiply. Debating everything from scratch creates

delays, decision fatigue, and late changes, the exact path to gradual

cost escalation.

I N S T E A D

Create decision rules up front. Must-have / nice-to-have / not

for us. Pick anchors first, layout logic, light, storage strategy.

Details fall into place.

№ 04

Avoiding the uncomfortable truth early

W H Y  I T  FA I L S

What you avoid early shows up later as bad compromises, a guest

room that doesn’t work, parents with no quiet, a work area that

never feels private.

I N S T E A D

Bring the hard realities into the brief early, privacy, noise

tolerance, family stages, work from home. A calm home is

designed around the truth.

H U G O  N I L S  A R K I T E K T E R C H A PT E R  0 3 ,  S E V E N  M I S TA K E S  ( 1  TO  4 )
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C O N T I N U E D

The remaining
three mistakes.

The goal isn’t to collect more inspiration. It’s to use a method that

creates decision relief.

№ 05

Confusing flexibility with “bigger”

W H Y  I T  FA I L S

Extra rooms often become expensive storage for indecision, while

the core pain, noise, clutter, lack of zones, remains. Bigger also

raises build, heating, and complexity costs.

I N S T E A D

Future-proof with adaptable design: zones, doors, acoustics,

multi-use rooms, storage strategy. Flexibility is usually a layout

decision, not a square-meter decision.

№ 06

Treating budget as a limit, not a tool

W H Y  I T  FA I L S

When money is spread evenly or cut randomly, the home gets

weaker where it counts, the parts you touch daily get compromised,

while less important features stay.

I N S T E A D

Use budget as a decision tool. Align spending with felt value.

Protect the few items that prevent regret and consciously

downshift what doesn’t matter.

№ 07

Believing in good intentions instead of firm boundaries

W H Y  I T  FA I L S

Vague quotes and unclear scope create the perfect conditions for

variations, disputes, and “that’s not included.” That’s how budgets

blow out even with good intentions on all sides.

I N S T E A D

Create guardrails, clear documentation, clear inclusions and

exclusions, scope clarity early enough that quotes are

comparable and decisions aren’t made under pressure.

H U G O  N I L S  A R K I T E K T E R C H A PT E R  0 3 ,  S E V E N  M I S TA K E S  ( 5  TO  7 )
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L I F E  B E F O R E  L A Y O U T

“Start with real life first. Design

the everyday flow. Build cost

clarity in early, before the

budget gets decided by

surprises.”

H U G O N I L S . S E 06



04 T H E  M E T H O D

Life
Before

Layout

Life Before Layout is a decision method for families building

a new home. It’s designed for the moment you have too many

options, floorplans, inspirational images, builder opinions,

“must-haves”, and you can feel that the real risk isn’t taste.

It’s locking in the wrong early decisions and living with the

consequences for years.

Life Before Layout solves that by changing the order of

decisions: start with real life first. Design for everyday flow,

not just a great-looking plan. Build in cost clarity early, so the

budget doesn’t get decided by surprises.

T H E  F I V E  P R I N C I P L E S

Design for

the
Relationship

Identify pressure

points early and

shape spaces that

support respect,

calm interaction,

and everyday

cooperation.

Design for

Tuesday
Morning

Not the brochure.

The real test is

school mornings,

work calls,

laundry, groceries,

moments when

everyone is tired.

Design for

Adaptability

Plan for growth,

shifting work

patterns, teens,

guests, and aging,

without major

renovations.

Design with

Clear
Priorities

Simple decision

rules, must-have /

nice-to-have / not

for us, so choices

stop multiplying

and momentum

returns.

Design with

Clear-Cost
Planning

Address costs

early, before the

plan becomes

expensive to undo.

№ 01 № 02 № 03 № 04 № 05

H U G O  N I L S  A R K I T E K T E R C H A PT E R  0 4 ,  T H E  M E T H O D
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C A S E  S T U D I E S

From uncertainty
to a home that fits.

V I L L A ,  K U L L AV I K

Villa K
Anna and Jonas arrived with two children, a third on the way, a plot of land, and an inspiration

archive large enough to sink a small ship. Modern barn forms. Scandinavian calm. Open

kitchens. A catalogue of ideas, each exactly two centimetres from perfection. Every image

contradicted the next. No decision felt safe. The fear wasn’t that the house would look wrong,

but that they would regret the layout forever, and that the budget, once construction began,

would quietly slip away.

So instead of talking about styles, we talked about life. About mornings. Noise. Storage. Work

calls. What happens on an ordinary Tuesday, not in a render, but in reality. Using our Life Before

Layout method, we shifted the project from uncertainty to direction: routines and pressure points

were mapped, priorities were set, “not-for-us” rules were written, layouts were tested against

daily life, and costs became clear early, before they turned into surprises.

“Anna and Jonas were not buying a design. They were buying relief from

uncertainty and protection from expensive regret. Two years later, they had a

home that felt calm to live in, and a process that felt calm to go through.”

V I L L A ,  O U T S I D E  G Ö T E B O R G

Villa Ingsjön
The family came to us with a triangular lakeside plot just outside Gothenburg. In photos it was

stunning, surrounded by lake, birch forest, and traces of an old stone bridge. In reality, it was a

demanding site with real constraints. Angles that resisted simple solutions. Views that needed to

be protected. Regulations that narrowed the field of possibilities.

They were not short on ideas. Quite the opposite. They had gathered inspiration from

everywhere, different house types, different ways of organising space. Each idea promised

something, none offered a clear path forward. Their uncertainty did not come from the site

alone. It came from not knowing what should lead the project. Style, views, budget, family life,

everything competed for attention.

Our role was not to contribute more ideas to the pile. It was to slow the process down. Using the

Life Before Layout method, we began with ordinary days. Mornings. Movement through the

house. Quiet moments. Social ones. We tested the site against real life, not imagined perfection.

Gradually, the noise fell away. The house grew out of the plot instead of fighting it. The layout

supported their routines rather than forcing adaptations. Costs became clearer. Decisions

became lighter.

“Today, they describe the house as something that feels inevitable. Not designed to

impress, but designed for them. Not borrowed from a catalogue, but shaped by

their life, the place, and its limits.”

H U G O  N I L S  A R K I T E K T E R C H A PT E R  0 5 ,  C A S E  S T U D I E S
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T W O  W O R L D S

A house can be built
in two very different ways.

W O R L D  A ,  T H E  O L D  WAY

You treat the house like a
big shopping decision.

Collect inspiration, compare layouts, ask many people,

and try to combine everything.

W O R L D  B ,  L I F E  B E F O R E  L AY O U T

You treat the home like a
life system.

Start with routines, set priorities, test flow, and make the

big decisions in the right order.

Constant low-grade anxiety

Endless second-guessing

Stalled momentum, then rushed decisions

A layout that looks right but creates daily friction

Budget surprises you didn’t see coming

Decision relief

Fewer debates and faster alignment

Calmer design process

A home that supports weekdays, not just weekends

A budget that’s clearer, earlier

H U G O  N I L S  A R K I T E K T E R C H A PT E R  0 6 ,  T H E  T W O  W O R L D S
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P R A C T I C A L  S H I F T S

Four reframes.
Use these
immediately.
Apply to your build process, no matter where you are in

the journey.

01

I N S T E A D  O F

Starting with a “great floor plan”

T R Y  T H I S

Map your real week first. Write down what actually happens in

your home now:

02

I N S T E A D  O F

Collecting more inspiration

T R Y  T H I S

Create decision rules. Choose 3 non-negotiables, 3 things

you can live without, and 3 “not for us” items, even if they’re

trendy. Rules reduce debate. Debate creates delays.

03

I N S T E A D  O F

Designing for “wow”

T R Y  T H I S

Design against friction. Where do shoes and bags naturally

land, can the design support that? Can someone work while

others play? Is storage where life happens, not hidden in a

far corner?

04

I N S T E A D  O F

Protecting the budget by waiting

T R Y  T H I S

Create cost clarity early. The goal isn’t cheapest finishes. It’s

avoiding expensive corrections later when you’re already

committed and options are limited.

Mornings, school, work arrivals

Arrivals, shoes, bags, deliveries

Quiet time and sleep zones

Where clutter forms, where noise becomes stressful

H U G O  N I L S  A R K I T E K T E R C H A PT E R  0 7,  D I R E CT I O N A L  S H I F T S
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T H E  N E X T  S T E P

Ready to
make
this real?
If you don’t want to spend the next 6 to 12 months

bouncing between inspiration, opinions, and quotes,

while the big irreversible decisions get made too late, the

next step is simple.

Nikola Drincic

H U G O  N I L S  A R K I T E K T E R

Book a Life Before

Layout Call

S C A N  T O  B O O K

Identify the few early decisions that will

shape everything, and cost the most to

undo later.

Cut through the decision noise and get

clear answers on permits, money, and

next steps.

A clear picture of what your family

needs the home to support, weekday

flow, calm noise separation, storage

where life happens, and flexibility as kids

grow.

An early check on budget risk, where

surprises typically appear and which

trade-offs protect what matters most.

H U G O  N I L S  A R K I T E K T E R T H E  N E X T  S T E P
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