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The Modest Mansion’s 26 Favorite 
Easy Kitchen and Bath Design Hacks 
 

 

Introduction 

Remodeling a home or building a new home takes a lot of time and effort. It’s 

one of the most exciting things you can do, especially when you get to the 

actual “building” part and start to see your dream take shape. 

But wait, you’ve got to get the design right before you start building or before 

you start knocking out walls with a sledgehammer (they love doing that on 

TV, don’t they?). 

If you’re working with a designer, Architect, or builder you’ll probably get a 

lot of help in making the design of your kitchens and baths look great. You’ll 
look at a lot of photos of other people’s rooms and maybe get some great ideas 

about how to plan your own. 

But since you’ve probably never done this before, you’re going to have to 

guess about some things, even with people helping you. Things that will turn 

out to be important to your design, but that you might miss because you don’t 

have the experience to ask about them. 

Some of these things might save you a lot of time and money. 

You can read books and magazines about kitchen and bath design, you can 

sort through Houzz.com’s ten million photos, and you can tour every open 

house in town, but you’ll probably just find yourself overwhelmed. 

Years ago, someone told my Mom that “you get it right on your third house”. If 
that’s true, then most people never get it right, and that’s sad. 

But “getting it right” isn’t just about the black-and-white design rules of thumb 

you’ve probably heard – rules like the “kitchen triangle” and whether you 

should use ceramic or porcelain tile in your shower. 
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Those are important, but there’s a lot of other stuff you might only know from 

years of experience designing hundreds of kitchens and bath. Stuff that we 

know can make that difference between a “good” kitchen and one where 

everything’s just right. 

We’ve taken everything we know and whittled it down to the best.  But our 26 

Easy Kitchen and Bath Design Hacks aren’t just our favorites, they’re ideas 

that have worked for lots of homeowners. Many of the ideas are ours, but 

many of them come from people like you. 

Some are simple, obvious things and some take a little more effort to 

implement, but we think you’ll find more than a few on this list the you can 

use to make your home an even better place to live. 

 

Let’s get to it! 
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Kitchen and Casual Dining Hacks 
 

Kitchen Storage – Build a Walk-In Pantry Instead of Hanging Cabinets on the 

Wall 

 

Kitchens are expensive, and kitchen cabinets are one of the reasons 

why. But a walk-in pantry, with simple painted shelving, costs less to 

build and holds more stuff. And there’s another reason we like a walk-in 

pantry – when we use it to replace wall cabinets, we pick up wall space 

that gives us room to add windows. And we can’t have too many 

windows in a kitchen! 

 

Recess A Standard-sized Refrigerator to get the Look of an Expensive Counter-

depth Built-in (with more space) 

 

Few things look more awkward and out of place in a house than a bulky 

standard-depth refrigerator sticking out 8 or 10 inches beyond the edge 

of the countertop. The usual solution is a “counter-depth” built-in 

refrigerator – but built-ins are expensive, and inside are much smaller 

than standard. But here’s a better, easier, and cheaper solution – push 

the wall back a bit, creating a recess for a standard sized refrigerator. 

You need to be sure you’ve got room behind the wall to do this, but 

you’ll save money and get more usable refrigerator space. 

 

Move the Refrigerator out of the “Traffic Flow” to Improve Kitchen Function 

 

One of the biggest mistakes we see in kitchen design is a poorly-placed 

refrigerator. The temptation is to put it in the kitchen’s “prep” area, but 

that usually means it’s right in the middle of the kitchen’s traffic flow – 

every time the door is opened, traffic in the kitchen comes to a 

screeching halt.  The same thing happens when it’s across from an 

island in a small kitchen – open the fridge, and no one can move. The 

fridge should always be out of the kitchen’s traffic flow and out of the 
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home’s overall traffic flow. Young children in the home makes this even 

more important, since they’re the ones who’ll you’ll be telling over and 

over again to “close the refrigerator door!” 
 

Make Sure You Have the Proper Space Between Your Countertops 

 

If the space between countertops is less than 36”, you need to rethink 

your kitchen design. 36” is an absolute minimum distance, and even 

then, it’s not very good - 42” is much better. The problem is not enough 

room for two people in the kitchen at once, and no room at all when the 

oven door or dishwasher door is open, and there’s no room to move 

(see above regarding refrigerator placement). 

 

 

Be sure to leave plenty of space between countertops 
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Two Islands are Better than One Big Island 

 

Big kitchens sometimes give us space for big islands. One big island, 

though, can do more harm than good to the proper function of a kitchen, 

since it forces you to walk all the way around it to get to the other side 

of the kitchen. What we do in this situation is break one island into two – the space between becomes a shortcut across the kitchen. Usually, 

one’s a cooking island and one’s an eating island. 

 

 

Two islands are often the answer in large galley-style kitchens 

Put the Microwave Oven on a Shelf, Instead of on the Countertop 

 

In most higher-end kitchens, the microwave is wall-mounted, usually 

paired with a convection oven. But when dollars count, a small stand-

alone microwave is much cheaper (and easier to replace). Don’t, 

however, just plop it down on the countertop, where it gets in the way, 

takes up valuable work space, and looks clunky. Put it on a simple open 

shelf instead and get all the benefits of a built-in microwave without the 

price. 
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A simple shelf keeps the microwave from taking up counter space 

 

Splurge on an Undermounted Sink 

 

Mounting the kitchen sink under the countertop will cost a little more – 

the countertop edge needs to be polished, and the sink itself costs a little 

more. But this is a convenience we can’t do without – it makes wiping 

up around the sink far easier. Which is a big deal for a messy cook! 
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Cleaning up is much easier with an undermounted sink 

 

Splurge on a Deeper Sink 

 

This tip is so often missed! Cheaper kitchen sinks are often shallower, 

sometimes only 8 inches deep. That makes washing dishes – especially 

deep pots and large pans – difficult and messy. A deeper sink pays off in 

kitchen convenience. 

 

Set the Proper Height for Your Island countertop 

 

Kitchen island countertops often overhang flush on one side (or more 

than one side), to allow room to sit at the island. If the island cabinets 

are standard height (34 ½”) then the countertop overhang will be 36” 
off the floor. That’s good for chairs with 24” high seats, but no good for 

regular kitchen chairs or for stools. For regular kitchen chairs, drop the 

seating part of the countertop to 30”. For bar stools, raise it to 48”. 
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A raised “bar” hides the sink, and is a good spot for receptacles 

 

Make Sure to Allow Enough Space Around your Kitchen Table 

 

Thinking ahead to how you’re going to use your kitchen table – a small 

table for casual meals only, or a full-sized table for formal and informal 

meals – is critical to your kitchen layout. Too little space and the kitchen 

will seem cramped; too much and you’re wasting space and money. The 

minimum comfortable space between the edge of a table and the wall, a 

hutch, or an adjacent countertop, is 36”. That’s enough for someone to 

easily walk behind someone seated at the table. 42” is better without 

getting too big. 
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Don’t skimp on space around the kitchen table 

 

Instead of Expensive Wall Cabinets, try Open Shelves 

 

Cabinets aren’t always necessary for everyday dishes – there’s nothing 

wrong with a few open shelves to hold the stuff you use frequently. And 

if your everyday stuff is interesting and attractive, it doubles as decor. 
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Open shelves can be a great look in a kitchen – and save money 

 

Put a Wide Plant Shelf/Window Sill above the Kitchen Sink 

 

You’re probably going to put a window over the kitchen sink anyway, 

why not push it out a little to create a nice deep window sill for a few 

plants? A little greenery at the window does wonders to make the 

kitchen feel lived in. 
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A deep window sill above the kitchen sink has lots of uses 

 

No Room for a Walk In Pantry? A Pantry Cabinetswith Pull-Out Shelves is 

Almost as Good 

 

Sometimes there’s just not room for a full walk-in pantry. If that’s your 

kitchen, you might have to make do with full-height pantry cabinets. If 

you do, we highly recommend opting for the glide-out shelves and trays – they make reaching the stuff way in the back a whole lot easier. 

 



 
 

 

The Modest Mansion.com   |  Copyright 2018   |   Page 12 of 18 

 

 

No room for a walk-in pantry? Pantry cabinets are almost as good! 
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Bathroom and Powder Room Hacks 
 

For Your Guests’ Sake, Make the Power Room Private 

 

A lot of good design is understanding human nature. For example, when 

guests in your home use the bathroom they value privacy – visual and 

acoustic – above all else. So don’t put the powder room door right off the 

foyer, where it’s the most visible. No one wants to step from the toilet 

directly into a foyer full of guests. A better idea is to tuck the powder 

room down a hallway away from public spaces. No one will complain if 

they need directions to the powder room. 

 

No One Wants to see your Toilet 

 

Another tip on toilets – when the door to a bath that guests see is open, 

the toilet shouldn’t be seen. Tuck it around the corner, or behind the 

door. It’s much more attractive to look into the bath and see nice sink 

and mirror! 

 

Hang a Wall Cabinet over the Toilet 

 

Smaller baths sometimes don’t have room for a vanity cabinet, or maybe 

you want a pedestal sink. That doesn’t mean you have to do without 

storage space in the bath – we like to use the otherwise wasted space 

over the toilet for a nice wall cabinet to hold hand towels, toilet paper, 

cleaning supplies, etc. 

 

Sidelights are Much Better in Your Bath than Recessed Cans 

 

Back in the 1980s, it was trendy to build a soffit with recessed can lights 

over a bath sink. Looked nice, but the lighting was terrible for using a 

mirror to shave or put on makeup, since they more you lean in, the more 

you cast a shadow on your face. If you have recessed lights over your 

bath sink, it’s time to let them go. Wall-mounted (sconce) lights shine 
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from the sides, instead of from above – so you can actually see what 

you’re doing! 

 

Use Individual Mirrors Instead of  a Big Sheet Mirror 

 

The 1980s was also the era of huge sheet mirrors in homes, often in the 

bath. “It makes the room look bigger” is the reason I used to hear. Yeah, 

but it’s not bigger, is it? The problems with sheet mirrors are that they 

make installing proper bath lighting difficult (see tip #00 above) and 

they take away a decorating opportunity. A nice framed mirror or two is 

more fun to decorate with, and creates space to hang those sconce lights 

we talked about earlier. 

 

 

Two small mirrors are far more interesting than one big mirror 

 

Save Space – Tuck a Half Bath in a Tight Area 

 

Years ago, Karen and I lived in an historic inner-city neighborhood 

where the homes were small, and getting the most use from interior 

spaces required a lot of creativity. That’s where we learned how to 
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shoehorn a half-bath into a very tiny space – under a stair, for example.  

Half-baths and powder rooms don’t have to be anything more than 

minimally functional. In fact, the smaller the space the cuter the baths 

usually were! 

 

 

The space this bath is tucked in is so small we could barely get a photo of it! 

 

Make a Hall Bath More Useful with a Shower (or at least space for one) 

 

Flexibility is important in any home you’re thinking about living in for 

more than a few years. Kids get older, parents get older, someone starts 

working out of the house. Any of those situations might require 

changing some rooms into bedrooms, at least for a while. Bedrooms 

need baths nearby, but you don’t want to build a whole new bathroom 

for that. Instead, put a half bath near the future bedroom, but make the 

bath big enough for a shower.  That way you’ll have the full bath when 

you need it for the bedroom, and in the meantime, you still have your 

powder room. 

 

You Probably Don’t Even Need a Powder Room 
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We’ve mentioned a few ways to get the most out of a half-bath/powder 

room, but you should also consider whether you even need a half-bath 

at all. A formal “powder room” is one of the least-used rooms in the 

house…but you still need a bathroom for guests. Instead of creating one 

that only guests will use (and then hardly ever), let them use one of the 

family baths – ideally, the one you’re putting in the bath hall, near the 

mudroom. 

 

A Big Shower is Better than a Big Bathtub (but leave room for future tub) 

 

This one applies to the master bath, where preferences between 

bathtubs and showers are always changing. These days, lots of people 

don’t have time for baths, so their “luxury” feature in the bathroom is a 

big shower. But the shower shouldn’t replace the bath – even if you 

don’t put a bathtub in now, allow space for one. That way some future 

owner who prefers baths can install a tub without having to completely 

remodel the bath. 

 

A Unique Space-Saving Way to Share a Bathroom 

 

This is a cool trick we used on a very small home to save about 40 

square feet of space. Instead of having a toilet and a sink in the master 

bath, and a toilet and sink in the adjacent powder room, we put the 

master bath next to the powder room, put a door between them, and 

used the half bath sink and toilet for the master bath too. Two baths, one 

sink and one toilet. 
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Look closely at how the master bath in this plan shares the toilet in the half bath 

 

A Hall Bath Should Always Be Compartmentalized 

 

You’ve seen baths like this before – the sink(s) are separated from the 

shower/tub and toilet with a wall and door. The benefit is obvious – two 

people can use the bath at the same time, and the bath is only a little bit 

bigger. 

 

The Toilet in the Owner’s Suite Should Always Be Private 

 

I don’t care how small your owner’s bath is, if it’s used by two people 

you must have a private toilet room.  Like a compartmentalized bath, a 

private toilet room lets two people use the bath at the same time, and 

that’s a big deal when you’re both rushing to get off to work in the 

morning. 
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Always, always put the toilet in the owner’s suite behind a door 

 

The Owners’ Bath Should Always Have Separate Sinks 

 

Clients ask me about this once in a while, but saving a little space and 

money with a one-sink master bath is a decision you’ll probably regret, 

especially if there are two of you getting ready for work at the same 

time every morning.  Honestly, think this one through – you each use a 

bath sink for so many things in the morning – having two sinks isn’t a 

luxury, it’s a necessity. 
 


