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CAREERS IN

LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE
LANDSCAPE DESIGNER
NURSERY BUSINESS
LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTURE IS THE ART

of creating visually interesting
and func tional de signs in the
outdoor environment, such as
parks, gardens, buildings, and
roads. These skilled and creative
professionals take responsibility
for the health and safety of the
public in the work they do, while
also preserving the environment.
They deal with plants of all kinds
from ground covers to trees, but
they are particularly adept at designing hardscape features like
fountains, retaining walls, pathways, and arbors. Because they
are licensed, landscape architects
can work on large-scale projects
such as parks, recreational facilities, government buildings, and
habitat restoration projects.
Landscape designers are not
licensed or regulated and are
therefore not involved in projects
that af fect pub lic health and
safety. Their work is similar to
that of landscape architects, but
it is usually restricted to residential yards and gardens. Landscape de sign ers are gen er ally
very knowledgeable about plant
materials and their designs are
usually focused on softscapes,
with hardscape features such as

patios, pergolas, and ponds acting as ac cents in the over all
land scape de sign. Most landscape designers do not have experience in construction oversight, lo cal reg u la tions, site
engineering, and building techniques, like landscape architects
do.
The work of landscape architects is everywhere. It surrounds
us with the beauty and usefulness of public parks, zoos, urban
plazas, highways, airports, corpo rate head quar ters, wa terfronts, and institutional buildings. The best landscape
architecture seamlessly blends
the built and natural environments. Stun ning ex am ples of
large scale landscape architecture include iconic sites such as
New York’s Central Park, the Emerald Necklace in Boston, and the
planned community of Reston,
Virginia. More and more these
days, landscape architects are innovators. Consider the 606 (also
called the Bloomingdale Trail) in
Chicago. It was formerly a 2.7 elevated railroad, but it has been
transformed into a greenway, linear park, and path for bicyclists
and runners that connects multiple communities. With its unique
construction, raised landscape,
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art installations, and inspiring
views, it has become an impressive urban oasis.
Landscape designers create
drawings of proposed projects,
sometimes with pencil and paper,
b u t m o r e o f t e n w i t h c o mputer-aided soft ware (CADD).
They also meet with clients, estimate project costs, review permits, select and provide plants
and other materials, make sure
all design elements will conform
to codes, and oversee installations. Landscape architects do all
this and more. For example, they
must create construction documents and specifications that define how land and water elements will be arranged and how
these resources will be preserved.
Like landscape designers, they
use CADD programs, but they
also use other technology such as
geographic information systems
(GIS).
To work as a landscape architect, you must have a bachelor’s
or master’s degree in landscape
architecture from an accredited
college and obtain a state license.
It takes about seven years to obtain the necessary education and
experience required to accomplish this. Landscape designers,

on the other hand, can simply
start work ing with what ever
knowledge and skills they possess. There are no educational or
experience requirements, though
most do study horticulture and
design. There is a professional
certification for land scape designers, but it is not a legal requirement.
There are many dif fer ent
ways to be employed. Most landscape designers work for landscaping companies or open their
own business. They can also work
for gen eral con trac tors, plant
nurseries, and garden centers.
L a n d sc a p e a r c h i t ec t s e n j oy
greater professional opportunities. They can work for landscaping architecture companies, ar-

chi tec tural con sult ing firms,
commercial developers, or they
can be self-employed. Many work
for the government. Local governments employ landscape architects to design public gardens,
recreational areas for parks, gardens outside public buildings,
com mu nity green ways, and
roadside spaces. There are also
opportunities at the state and
federal level. In fact, the importance of the profession is evidenced by the large number of
landscape architects employed
by the National Park Service.
If you love the outdoors and
have a flair for creativity, a career
in landscape design or architecture might be what you are looking for. For landscape designers
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and architects, the environment
is a blank canvas. Their job is to
transform it into a beautiful and
func tional out door space for
people to enjoy. It is rewarding
work that offers good earnings,
variety, and plenty of opportunities.

WHAT YOU CAN DO
NOW
PREPA RATION FOR THIS CA REER

should begin as early as possible.
In high school, the em pha sis
should be on the natural sciences
and artistic development classes,
such as drawing and sculpture.
Computer proficiency and drafting skills are also important. If

con sid er ing self-em ploy ment,
any business classes will be helpful. Even if you do not plan on
going to college, prepare for it.
Ask your counselor to help you
de sign a cur ric u lum that will
meet college admissions requirements. If you do not go to a
four-year college, at least take
landscape design and horticulture classes, which are available
through community colleges and
some large nurseries and home
improvement centers.
The value of experience cannot be overstated. You can start
working in the field while still in
high school. Sum mer jobs in
landscaping are usually available.
Part-time work throughout the
rest of the year is also possible.
Look for a position as close to the
designer or architect as possible
in order to learn the industry
lingo, and how to deal with landscaping contractors, crews, and
clients. Ask your counselor to
help you find opportunities to
job shadow experienced professionals in the field.
Consider joining a horticulture or gardening club. There
may be one at your school. If not,
there will certainly be one in your
community.
Start studying landscape designs from history as well as new
projects and developments. Drive
around and look at dif fer ent
landscapes. What catches your
eye? What works? What could be
improved?

fountains, columns, vases, and
sculp tures. Stepped gar dens
were also common, with founTHE HISTORY OF LANDSCAPE ARCHITEC- tains, flowers, and trees.
ture dates back to the beginning
An cient Romans took the
of civilization. Over the millennia,
Greek idea of public parks and
humankind’s interaction with the
developed it into a rich culture.
land and the desire to change it
They developed a new element of
have led to the creation of countlandscaping, known as peristyle,
less gardens, parks, and public
in which the residential courtspaces of all kinds. Along the way
yards were surrounded by cola wide array of landscape techumns and decorated with ponds.
nologies has evolved.
The Romans also in tro duced
An cient Egyp tian gar dens shaped shrubs (topiary), and arrepresented a combination of re- bors which were used to create
ligious, utilitarian, and aesthetic new types of gardens such as safunc tions. Land scape de signs cred groves and hippodrome gartended to be formal, with large, dens.
or ga nized gar dens be ing the
norm. Among the oldest of these Early Years of the
designs were the park of Queen
Profession The first person to
Hatshepsut (1500 BC) and the
write about the process of creattemple gardens of Mentuhotep
ing a landscape was English es(200 BC).
sayist, Joseph Addison, in 1712.
The most famous example of However, the term “landscape arancient landscape architecture is chitecture” was not used by Adthe Hanging Gardens of Babylon. dison. It did not appear until a
Though there is no longer any ev- cen tury later when Scots man
idence that the gardens ever ex- Gilbert Laing Meason used it in
isted, they are considered one of his book, On The Landscape Arthe Seven Wonders of the An- chitecture of the Great Painters
cient World. Built for one of his of Italy in 1828. Scottish botanist
w i v e s i n 6 0 0 B C , K i n g and garden designer, John ClauNebuchadnezzar envisioned a ro- dius Loudon, quickly adopted the
mantic display of lush foliage cas- term and was the first to use it to
cading from the sky. The effect define the modern profession.
was accomplished by building The term came into common use
pyramid terraces on many levels, af ter it ap peared in Loudon’s
each planted with colorful flow- Encyclopedias.
ers and flowing greenery.
The first Americans to adopt
Landscaping architecture in the professional title “landscape
an cient Greece was all about architect” were Andrew Jackson
beau ti ful and in vit ing pub lic Downing and Fred er ick Law
spaces. This was the birthplace of Olmsted. Downing, a landscape
the public park. The Greeks fa- designer, was the editor of The
vored strict symmetry, highly dec- Horticulturist, a magazine puborated with neatly trimmed trees, l i s h e d f r o m 1 8 4 6 t o 1 8 5 2 .

HISTORY OF THE
PROFESSION
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Olmsted is best known for designing a series of parks in the
second half of the 19th century,
including New York City’s Central
Park, Brooklyn’s Prospect Park,
and Boston’s Emerald Necklace
park system. Landscape architects of this period were often associated with public land manage ment, es tab lish ing such
iconic national parks as Yosemite
Valley (1864) and Niagara Falls
(1885).
By the end of the 19th century, the landscape architecture
pro fes sion was firmly es tablished. Olmsted, along with nine
other lead ing pro fes sion als,
founded the American Society of
Landscape Architects (ASLA) in
1899. The organization created
the distinct classification of landscape architect, with educational
and licensing test requirements
to use the title legally. The ASLA,
which still exists today, continues
to be the leading association for
landscape architecture professionals.

The Profession in Modern
Times His tor i cally, land scape
designers and architects trained
by apprenticing. One famous example was André Le Nôtre, who
apprenticed with his father before designing the Gardens of
Versailles in the outskirts of Paris.
The practice of apprenticing fell
by the wayside in the early 20th
century when institutional education became available. Training
was eventually offered at several
levels, but started with “ornamental horticulture” programs
offered through community colleges and within schools of agriculture at universities. Schools

then began to offer landscape
design certificates and degrees.
Today, there are departments of
landscape architecture located
within university schools of architecture or environmental design,
pro vid ing un der grad u ate and
graduate degree programs.
The professions of landscape
design and architecture became
fully formed in the 20th century.
As English landscape architect,
Sir Geoffrey Jellicoe, wrote in his
book, The Land scape of Man
(1975), “It is only in the present
century that the collective landscape has emerged as a social necessity. We are promoting a landscape art on a scale never
conceived of in history.” Landscape architecture in the 20th
century had indeed fully evolved
from a focus on garden design,
usually for private residences, to
the planning and design of every
conceivable kind of public open
space.
Landscape architecture and
design is now a respected profession worldwide. It continues to
develop as a design discipline, responding to the various movements in architecture and design,
as well as public tastes and functional needs. Innovation continues to drive the profession as designers strive to solve formidable
problems with contemporary solutions for urban planning which
include challenging landscapes.
The solutions often involve technology, such as Geographic Information Systems (GIS), which are
capable of analyzing the layers of
a site in order to provide a complete understanding of the history, hydrology, topography, vegetation, population, and more.
4

The advent of computers has
rev o lu tion ized the pro fes sion
with a wide variety of digital options for drawing and creating
exciting image-rich representations to share with clients and
planners. The Internet, with its
global reach, has also impacted
how the work of a professional
could be facilitated while collaborating within a project team or
with clients, both near and remote.
The most outstanding professionals have also incorporated
fine arts in their work. While
some methods and media remain
unchanged, others have evolved
to reflect new artistic methods
and graphic supplies. Some designers still prefer the old school
media of charcoal, pencil, watercolors, and pen and ink. Many
more enjoy utilizing the latest
print-making methods or model
making techniques.

Landscape

architects and designers of
the past created beautiful
residential yards and public
parks. Today’s landscape
architects possess the
expertise to plan and
manage entire ecosystems.
They can even predict how
humans will interact with
the land in the future and
develop comprehensive
plans that can successfully
serve people in the years to
come.

WHERE YOU WILL WORK
THERE ARE AP PROX I MATELY 23,000

landscape architects in the US
work ing for both pri vate and
public organizations. About half
of them are employed by architectural and engineering firms.
Another 15 percent are salaried
workers in the landscaping services industry. Those employers
are generally very large landscaping companies that handle both
res i d en tia l and com mer cia l
clients.
One in five is self-employed.
The rest work for government
agencies. Most design sites and
land scap es for gov ern ment
build ings, parks, and pub lic
lands. A typical work assignment
would be planning a recreation
area in a national park or forest.
Employers of licensed landscape architects tend to be concentrated in the most populated
states, such as California, New
York, Texas, and Massachusetts.
There are three times as
many land scape de sign ers as
landscape architects. Most of the
salaried designers work for landscaping companies or with landscape architects. There are other
opportunities for full-time employment though, such as plant
nurseries, garden centers, urban
de vel op ment firms, and golf
courses. One of the most popular
op tions among land scape designers is self-employment. Those
who choose this path typically
work on private estates or work
on a per-project basis for smaller
landscaping firms that do not
need a full-time de signer on
staff.

Work environments for landscape architects and designers
are very similar. Much time is
spent in offices, either working
on a computer or meeting with
clients and workers involved in
their projects. The rest of their
time is spent at job sites, either
meeting with clients or overseeing the execution of their design
plans.

professionals. Landscape designers do not possess the license
required by most states to do
land scape ar chi tec ture work.
They may have training equivalent to a landscape architect, but
without the state license there is
a limit to the types of undertakings they can accept. Landscape
architects can legally work on
large projects and create designs
for public areas. Due to legal limiMost land scape ar chi tects
tations, landscape designers usuwork full time throughout the
ally work on smaller residential
year, since much of their work is
projects.
long-term planning. The work for
landscape designers, however,
Other distinctions exist betends to be more seasonal.
tween the two professionals. The
work of landscape designers usually focuses on the soft compoTHE WORK YOU WILL DO nents, for example plants. In drier
regions (like Nevada, the SouthLANDSCAPE DESIGN AND LANDSCAPE west, and Colorado), designers
architecture are both based on may in cor po rate hardscaping,
the development of design con- substitut ing rock gardens and
cepts that balance hard and soft bark beds for flower gardens and
surfaces in aesthetically pleasing lawns. Designs may also include
ways. The designs can be for the some hardscape elements like a
indoor or outdoor spaces of any gazebo, pergola, brick patio, or
kind of property. The design pro- retaining wall for a tiered garden.
cess is more complicated than Most land scape de sign ers are
simply choosing plants and de- plant lovers and some will even
ciding where they should go. It put on gardening gloves to help
involves site analysis, the way in w i t h t h e i n s t a l l a t i o n o f
which people will use the spaces, softscapes. They are usually hired
the selection of construction ma- for their knowledge of horticulterials, consideration of environ- ture and land scape ma te ri als,
mental factors, the preparation and generally concentrate on deof detailed documents such as signing, leaving the physical laconstruction plans and contracts, bor to others.
con struc tion over sight, and
Land scape de sign ers plan
maintenance planning.
gar dens, lawns, ponds, walkways, ir ri ga tion sys tems, and
Landscape Designers
other elements that beautify the
Al though land scape de sign ers land around homes, apartment
and landscape architects share buildings, and businesses. Every
many of the same skills and do project is different, because the
take on similar tasks, there is a natural environment is not unibasic difference between the two form, nor are the desires of cli5

ents. However, a designer will fol- also do the shopping for plants
low the same procedure for every and other landscape materials
project.
and furnishings.

Land development and urban
planning

When a cli ent con sults a
landscape designer, the first step
is to determine what the client
wants. That requires a meeting at
the property. The designer will interview the client, asking about
preferences in plants, how the
space will be uti lized, fu ture
maintenance plans, and budget.
The designer will walk the property, usually with the client, and
take photos. Every detail is noted,
such as how steep any grades
might be or what ar eas are
shaded versus full sun all day.

Other skills include preparing
design impact assessments,
conducting environmental
assessments and audits, and
serving as an expert witness
at inquiries on land use
issues.

Back in the office or design
studio, CAD (computer-aided design) software is used to create
drawings of the proposed design. The designer then creates a
plant and materials list that includes only trees, shrubs, and ornamental plants that will thrive in
the location and that can be supplied by local nurseries. The project cost is estimated, making
sure it is in line with the client’s
budget. Permits are reviewed to
make sure all elements conform
to codes.
The design and overall plan
are presented to the client. It is
common for clients to request
changes, and several meetings
may take place before final approval is given. If the client has a
landscape crew ready to execute
the design plan, the designer’s
job may be finished. More often,
however, it is necessary to suggest a contractor who will do a
good job, and oversee the installation crews until the project is
com pleted. The de signer may

Landscape design is often a
collaboration between designer
and contractor. The contractor is
an individual or a team that is responsible for physically building,
installing, and (sometimes) maintaining the landscape. They are
capable of building structures
(like fences and decks), moving
rocks of all sizes, and installing irrigation systems and water features. However, only a licensed
landscape contractor can do electrical work, actual earth moving,
or wall building. Licensed landscape contractors are trained in
the correct methods of moving
earth, construction, and planting. An experienced landscape
designer may supervise the landscape contractor, or the contractor may work directly with the client.

Landscape Architect
Landscape architects can do all of
the above and (usually) a whole
lot more. They are trained to
work with the most challenging
issues in both private and public
sites, including:
Steep slopes and other
elevation problems
Retaining walls
Drainage systems and
stormwater management
Natural resource
management and
environmental conservation
Historic preservation
Park and recreation planning
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Providing technical advice
such as where to place
service lines, entries, and
driveways

The core goal of a landscape
architect is the same as that of a
landscape designer – to enhance
the natural beauty of a space.
That space may be a pri vate
home, but for landscape architects, it is more likely to be a public park, cam pus, playground,
garden, cemetery, shopping mall,
resort, airport, greenway, or waterfront development. In planning these projects, much more
than aesthetics must be considered. The space must be functional. That means carefully planning the lo ca tions of roads,
buildings, and walkways, as well
as trees, flowers, and shrubs. The
areas must be designed to be
easy to use while providing environmental harmony. This requires
a depth of technical understanding as well as a creative flair.
For landscape architects, the
process is similar to that of landscape designers, but much more
complex. Step by step, it looks
like this:
Meet with clients, engineers,
and building architects to
determine the requirements
of a project

Conceive the overall concept
and master plan
Coordinate the arrangement
of existing and proposed
land features and structures
Analyze environmental
reports on land conditions,
such as drainage and energy
usage

vironmental psychology, geography, and ecology. With such a
large body of knowledge, it is a
relatively simple matter to choose
an area of fo cus rather than
working as a generalist. The most
common specializations within
the profession of landscape architecture are:

Site Planning
Use computer-aided design
This is a necessary aspect of
and drafting (CADD) software
every landscape architecture deto prepare detailed drawings
sign. It involves the physical arSelect appropriate materials
rangement of structures and natneeded to implement the
ural elements. Depending on the
proposed design plan
parcel of land, this may be a relatively simple process, but when
Prepare site plans, technical
designing an airport or an entire
specifications, and cost
housing development, it can inestimates
volve a wide range of technicaliReview contracts for the
ties such as traffic patterns, utility
construction work
layout, and creating areas or features for specific human uses.
Inspect project progress to
The best site planners produce
ensure that it adheres to
designs that minimize both enviplans
ronmental impacts and project
Technology plays a big role in
costs, while adding aesthetic and
landscape architecture. In addieconomic value to a site.
tion to computer-aided drawings, land scape ar chi tects use Land Development Planning
CADD software to prepare modThis aspect of the profession
els of their proposed work. The
is closely related to site planning.
models give clients a realistic idea
The main distinction is that it foof what the final project will look
cuses exclusively on undeveloped
like. Because landscape architecland, es tab lish ing pol i cies on
tural projects often cover large
how to deal with individual deareas, geographic information
velopment project plans. Landsystems (GIS) are used to incorscape architects specializing in
po rate dif fer ent geo graph ical
this area must have thorough unfeatures and anticipate future efderstanding of all relevant regufects of the landscape, such as
lations, real estate economics,
rainfall running into a valley.
and how to work with the speLandscape architecture is a cific land’s fea tures and conbroad field, incorporating many straints. This is often a managedifferent aspects such as botany, ment po si tion in which the
horticulture, fine arts, architec- land scape ar chi tect leads a
ture, legal and political issues, in- multidisciplinary project team.
dustrial design, soil sciences, en7

Urban Design
Urban design is landscape
architecture on a large scale. It is
the design of urban spaces, from
populated areas, such as towns
and cities, to open public spaces
like plazas and streetscapes. It often involves revitalization efforts
within metropolitan areas, such
as San Francisco’s Crissy Field and
New York’s Brooklyn Bridge Park.
Landscape architects working in this area set standards, develop guidelines, and provide detailed de sign for uti liz ing the
land. They work closely with public officials, developers, and community leaders to create plans
that will meet the ever-changing
needs of the population. There
are se ri ous re spon si bil i ties involved, including analyzing economic and environmental data,
market research, and the most
recent census. They must study
and understand environmental
regulations, land usage proposals, building codes, and legal issues. They are often the voice of a
community, deciding the best use
of a community’s land and resources.
Technology plays a vital role
in this work. GIS technology is
used to analyze population density and determine where and
how new buildings or areas for
land usage can be created while
main tain ing the bal ance between human usage and the natu ral en vi ron ment. Fi nan cial
spreadsheets, database software,
statistical software, and presentation software are used to present vi tal in for ma tion about a
community to public officials.

Park and Recreation
Planning
This has always been a popular specialization. The work is devoted to creating or redesigning
parks, playgrounds, and recreation areas within cities, suburban, and rural areas. It also covers open space areas, such as
green spaces. Some landscape architects narrow their focus to designing golf courses, waterfront
developments, marinas, or large
natural areas like state or national parks and forests.
Ecological Planning and
Design
This specialty area is concerned with the interaction between people and the natural environment. On a large scale, the
designer studies the suitability of
a site for development, and seeks
to ensure that any development
or habitat creation will be environmentally sound. On a smaller
scale, these professionals design
“green roofs” or rooftop gardens. These elements certainly
create interesting and pleasant
scenery, but they also offer serious ben e fits. They can re tain
storm water, absorb air pollution,
and cool buildings. A closely related field is re gional landscape planning, which deals
with the planning and management of land and water that will
not be populated by humans.
Professionals conduct natural resource surveys, and create plans
to protect habitats, wetlands,
and other natural environments.

Their projects can range from site
surveys, to the ecological assessSpecialists in this area conment of large areas proposed for
duct historical research, analyze
development, to conducting encurrent needs, and recommend
vironmental impact studies.
stabilization, restoration, or adaptation of landscapes to accommodate human use while protecting cultural resources. The
work typically revolves around
preserving and restoring historic
landscapes. The landscapes may
be national, state, or local historic out door sites and ar eas.
Sometimes landscape architects
work with building architects to
create historic memorials, such as
the World War II memorial in
Washington, DC, or the Berlin
Holocaust memorial in Germany.
Heritage Conservation

Landscape Reclamation and
Restoration
This field involves reclaiming
dis turbed land scapes such as
gravel pits, mined areas, stream
cor ri dors, for ested land, and
landfills. The landscape architects
then transform the reclaimed areas into public open spaces or
wildlife habitats, wetlands, and
other natural environments.
Social Landscape Design
This area focuses on the human dimensions of design such
as meeting the special needs of
the elderly and barrier free design. Healthcare and long term
care facilities are typical of this
type of work.
Landscape Science
Some landscape architects
have a knack for science. They apply their special knowledge of soil
science, hydrology, botany, or
geomorphology to the practical
challenges of landscape design.
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LANDSCAPE PROFESSIONALS TELL THEIR OWN
STORIES
I Work for a Nursery “My job combines my two favorite things –
plants and design. I am a plant buyer and landscape designer for a large
family-owned wholesale nursery that operates several retail garden centers.
I grew up on a farm, so I set out to pursue a career in forestry, but my college
professors encouraged me to consider landscape design instead. They recognized
that I was excited about plants and felt this would be a better fit for me. They were
right. I earned a BSc (Bachelor of Science degree) after studying a great assortment of
subjects from horticulture and turfgrass management, to green systems and environmental design.
After graduation, my first job was working in an arboretum. I started in the
greenhouse where I learned a lot more about plants, such as identification, entomology, pathology, and how to perform diagnostic analysis. Especially intriguing
were the propagation techniques – I even learned how to do gene splicing! I am now
capable of handling landscape design plus any of the scientific aspects of plant care.
The key to success in this career is providing professional service. Plant knowledge and landscape design skills are a good foundation, but a positive attitude and
true work ethic are what employers and customers both appreciate most.
My advice to aspiring landscape designers is to be willing to start at the bottom
and move up. It is the best way to learn all the intricacies of the field. A college
education will provide the foundation knowledge, but there are many practical skills
that you can only learn on the job. Start in high school if you can, taking any job you
can get that is related to landscape design. Future employers will be impressed by
your willingness to work hard and get your hands dirty.”

My Focus Is on Sustainable Urban Design “I have worked on a variety
of projects ranging from public infrastructure to medical facilities. Today, I am
employed by a multidisciplinary design firm that is contracted by various government
agencies. Our projects are diverse, including everything from schools to transit to
entire communities. I enjoy drawing beautiful designs, but those designs must be
approved by the contracting agencies. They have to be code compliant, within
budget, buildable by contractors, and sustainable.
My job as a landscape architect is extremely expansive. In addition to being a
designer, I wear the hats of an urban planner, innovator, marketer, writer, manager,
and green building expert. Like many landscape architects, I am not a plant expert.
My knowledge of plants often takes a back seat to knowledge of building materials,
construction procedures, lighting, water features, irrigation, water management,
traffic and pedestrian flow, and sustainability.
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Landscape architecture is much more than placing plants, it is area development.
I have to visualize the creation of many pieces and how they will all come together
cohesively within the overall site and ecological cycle. My best design work is invisible, subtly guiding people through the physical space and determining how they
interact with it.
Anyone looking to pursue this career path should try a little bit of everything in
the beginning. You can do this through internships. That’s where I learned the most,
and how I got my first job. Follow through on your commitments and your responsibilities will grow. You will not get rich and it won’t be easy. Your contributions will
often go unrecognized, but you will literally change the living world and how people
interact with it.”

I Am a Self-Employed Landscape Designer “I opened my own business after working for a family-owned landscaping firm for about five years. Mine is
a full-service design company, offering everything from creating designs, ordering
plant material, and overseeing installations, to performing maintenance.
A lot of my time is spent with my clients. I start by listening and learning about
them their lifestyle, their tastes, their favorite colors, and their relationship to the
landscape being worked on. Do they admire English gardens or do they prefer clean
color blocks? How will the space be used and how often? What kind and how much
hardscaping features would they like to see?
Once I hear what they have to say, I share my knowledge and passion for
gardening and design. I help them imagine the beauty of flowering perennials in
early spring and ornamental grasses in the snow. I encourage them to use all their
senses, to smell the fragrance of plants, to feel the coolness of a shady tree, to hear
the refreshing sounds of a water feature, and to relax in the tranquility a
well-designed landscape can provide. Every client is different, every project fun and
interesting, but the one thing they share in common is excitement over my signature
creation of four-season landscapes that provide color throughout the year.
The most challenging part of my job is also the most satisfying. It is creating
something fresh and new that is meant specifically for the client. Creating a design is
fun. The biggest challenge is executing the plan. It takes a lot of attention to detail
and the willingness to be flexible when things just won’t work the way you want
them to. There is nothing better than seeing a project turn out beyond expectations.
I would advise students to get as much hands-on experience as possible, as early
as possible, and not just design work. It is extremely important to work directly with
plants. The practical knowledge you can gain goes beyond anything you can read in
books. Nature doesn’t always perform by the book. The more you work with plants,
the more you will understand about what works and what doesn’t in different
circumstances. In short, you will save a lot of time in the long run. Other than that,
work hard and love what you do, and you will find success.”
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PERSONAL
QUALIFICATIONS
LANDSCAPE ARCHITECTS GAIN KNOW -

ledge and skills from col lege
courses and internships. Landscape designers often skip the
classroom and learn what they
need to know about plants and
the en vi ron ment on the job.
Both, however, need to possess
several innate skills and traits in
order to succeed.
Creativity is the cornerstone
of land scape de sign. A good
imagination is needed to conjure
up fresh ideas. It takes strong visualization skills to imagine how
the overall space will look once
completed. An excellent aesthetic
sense ensures that the finished
landscape will be beautiful as
well as functional.

Communications skills are
especially important in management positions, but all professionals in this career need strong
verbal and written abilities. Ideas
have to be presented to clients,
and instructions for completing
projects need to be explained to
workers. A great idea cannot become reality if the vision for the
project is not clearly translated
into terms everyone can understand.

ATTRACTIVE FEATURES
THERE ARE NU MER OUS PROS AND

cons to pursuing a career in landscape design. Very often, the advantages and disadvantages collide as the designer is forced to
bal ance cre ative vi sion with
practicalities. On the plus side, it
Technical skills are also re- is creative work that pays well
quired. Landscape architects and and of fers a wide va ri ety of
designers spend as much time on opportunities.
the computer as they do outside.
If you have a creative nature,
They rou tinely use com puter- this is a profession you can love.
a i d e d d e s i g n a n d d r a f t i n g You will have the opportunity to
(CADD) programs to create repre- cre ate beau ti ful sur round ings
sentations of their projects. Land- while raising the aesthetic, enviscape architects also use geo- ronmental, and functional values
graphic in for ma tion sys tems of properties or even entire com(GIS) for their designs.
munities. You will get to see your
Analytical skills are needed designs being implemented and
to determine how different ele- then physically experience the fiments will affect a design. If the nal result. There can be immense
land is not all flat, for example, satisfaction in using your imagiwhat needs to be done to make it nation to create something beauwork? It could require a retaining tiful for other people to enjoy.
wall, a French drain, fill dirt, or
leveling. Problem-solving skills
also come in handy when designing outdoor spaces. The natural
environment has a way of present ing un an tic i pated challenges.

There are financial benefits
for landscape designers who can
deliver what clients want. Considerable hard work goes into visualizing and executing a project,
but those who suc ceed earn
enough to enjoy a comfortable
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life. The median annual income is
roughly $70,000. Few earn less
than $40,000 and the most successful landscape architects earn
more than $100,000. In some
cases, there are also bonuses and
commissions that can boost overall compensation considerably.
Do you crave variety? Landscape design is a varied field providing plenty of flexibility. Landscape architects can be
generalists, working on all different types of projects. For example, one day you may be working
alongside city engineers and land
surveyors to determine the best
lo ca tion for roads, trees, and
other in fra struc ture el e ments.
The next project may have you
de sign ing a lo cal or na tional
park. It is also common for landscape architects and designers to
specialize in certain types of projects, such as renovations of historical landmarks or designing
golf courses. In this career, the
work never be comes monotonous or boring. For generalists
and specialists alike, there is an
ever-changing variety of tasks
within each project, from locating parking lots to installing decorative water features.
There are many dif fer ent
jobs to choose from. You can
work for the city planner, the
state parks departments, a building contractor, a nursery, or architectural firm, or you could own
your own business. Self employment is very common in this field.
Most self employed de signers
strike out on their own af ter
spending a few years working
with a good company learning
the ins and outs of the business.
Being your own boss is a good

way to satisfy your creativity with financing for the education. The
the potential to earn more than student loan debt can be signifithe typical salary.
cant, but in the end the pay
should easily manage the debt.

UNATTRACTIVE ASPECTS
WHILE THE CREATIVE ASPECTS OF THIS

work are quite enjoyable, there
are limits to the design freedom.
For every creative decision, there
are budgetary constraints and logistical challenges to be considered. Be fore draw ing the first
beautiful line, the entire site must
be fully assessed. Are there hills
that need to be leveled or valleys
to be filled? Creative decisions
can only be made after factoring
in all features, such as topography, drainage capabilities, and
access.
Land scape de sign ers can,
theoretically, enter the field without investing in higher education. They can be self taught, and
gain skills while working with
small land scape com pa nies.
Landscape architects, however,
do not have it so easy. Unlike design ers, land scape ar chi tects
must be licensed in the state
where they will be working. It can
take at least seven years following high school graduation to
com plete the ed u ca tion and
training requirements for
licensure. The path starts with a
bachelor’s degree, followed by a
master’s degree. You must also
spend an average of four years
working in the industry before
you become eligible to take the
Landscape Architect Registration
Ex am i na tion. For tu nately, this
can be accomplished through internships and residencies while in
school. It can be difficult finding

Many land scape designers
and architects enjoy the benefits
of self employ ment. How ever,
owning a business, even a solo
operation, presents some challenges and additional responsibilities. The most significant responsibility is paying your own
So cial Se cu rity and Medicare
taxes, as well as funding health
in sur ance and re tire ment accounts. Business insurance is also
needed to cover potential client
property damage, personal injury, and busi ness equip ment
losses. Some of these expenses
can be deducted when filing an
income tax return, but the initial
costs can be overwhelming until
a client base has been established.
Cli ent in ter actions can be
difficult and unpleasant. Clients
will not hesitate to criticize design ideas that they do not like or
do not understand.
The hours can be long. Most
landscape designers and architects work full time, and 50-hour
workweeks are common. This can
be undesirable for anyone who
wants to lead a balanced life.

EDUCATION AND
TRAINING
Landscape Designer
It is possible to begin a career as
a land scape de signer with out
formal education, but that rarely
happens anymore. At the very
least, those going into the field
should take some classes in horticultural science and landscape
design at a local community college. It is also necessary to be
proficient in using CADD (computer-aided design and drafting)
software.
Although not mandatory, an
associate or bachelor’s degree in
landscape design or landscape
de vel op ment will pro vide the
solid foundation needed for a
successful career. Employers also
prefer candidates with a college
education. These programs include courses in environmental
topics, soil and plant science,
landscaping techniques, irrigation, and relevant construction
methods. Degree programs in
horticulture are also acceptable.
The coursework for these programs fo cuses more on landscape development and floral design, and instruction often takes
place in greenhouse or landscape
design studios. For the most ambi tious stu dents, par tic u larly
those who plan on start ing a
business, there are also horticultural business management programs available.

Landscape design and architec ture can be very com plex
work. On the plus side, it is mentally stimulating, but it can also
be challenging to coordinate all
Re gard less of ed u ca tional
the necessary elements. It can bebackground, experience is vital.
come stressful, especially when
Some employers will accept a colthere are deadlines to meet.
lege degree in landscape design
or closely associated field as a
sub sti tute for ex pe ri ence, but
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most prefer hands-on experience
in the field. Some college programs incorporate work experience by arranging for students to
work on ac tual res i den tial or
commercial projects as part of
their training.
There are no federal or state
regulations for landscape designers. However, there is certification available through the Association of Professional Landscape
Designers (APLD). The certification, which is voluntary, requires
a minimum of four years of work
ex pe ri ence and an in-depth
knowledge of plants, landscaping procedures, and related business principles. Candidates must
also submit three design projects
for a committee to review. To

maintain certification, designers chitectural Accreditation Board
must meet continuing education (LAAB).
requirements.
Coursework in ac cred ited
programs generally includes hisLandscape Architects
tory of landscape architecture,
There is no shortcut to becoming plant and soil science, geology,
a landscape architect. A bache- site design, landscape ecology,
lor’s or master’s degree in land- surveying, landscape design and
scape architecture is required for construction, and urban and reentry into the profession.
gional planning. Other courses
There are two undergradu- such as professional practice and
ate landscape architect profes- general management may be insional de grees: a Bach e lor of cluded.
Land scape Ar chi tec ture (BLA)
and a Bach e lor of Sci ence in
Landscape Architecture (BSLA).
Both programs typically take four
to five years to complete. Programs should be accredited and
approved by the Landscape Ar-
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Much of a landscape architect’s training takes place outside
the classroom. In the design studio, stu dents gain im por tant
c o m p u t e r s k i l l s l i k e c o mputer-aided de sign, draft ing,
model building, and the latest
d e s i g n s o f t w a r e . Va l u a b l e

hands-on experience is also pro- sion of a li censed land scape
vided through real projects.
architect, and passing the Landscape Architect Registration ExIt is also possible to obtain
amination (LARE). The LARE is
the necessary education without
spon sored by the Coun cil of
an un der grad u ate de gree in
Landscape Architectural Registralandscape architecture by enrolltion Boards. It is possible to qualing in a Master of Landscape Arify for licensure without an acchitecture (MLA) graduate decredited landscape architecture
gree program following
de gree, but that typ i cally regrad u a tion from col lege. This
quires much more work experiusu ally takes three years of
ence.
full-time study to complete.
There are also some states
Be cause ex pe ri ence is rethat conduct their own tests (in
quired for licensing, students are
addition to LARE) on state-spestrongly encouraged to particicific issues. For example, candipate in at least one internship
dates will be tested for compewith a land scape ar chi tec ture
tency in constructing for
firm while still in school. Internearth quakes in Cal i for nia and
ships, which are available
hurricanes in Florida. Other such
through most schools, provide
exams focus on laws, environthe kind of knowledge and skills
mental regulations, plants, soils,
that are not taught in a classclimate, and other characteristics
room. For example, interns learn
unique to the state.
how to recruit clients, generate
fees, work within a budget, deBe cause li cens ing re quirevelop time management skills, ments vary among states, it is ofand other ins and outs of the ten difficult to transfer registrabusiness operations. Interns must tion from one state to another. In
work under the supervision of a some cases, it can be accomlicensed landscape architect for plished more easily by first obthe experience to be credited for tain ing cer tifi ca tion from the
licensure.
Council of Landscape Architectural Registration Boards.
Licensing
All states except for Illinois,
M a s s a ch u se t t s , M a i n e , a n d
Washington, DC require landscape architects to be licensed
be fore they can use the ti tle
“landscape architect” while seeking cli ents. Un til they are licensed, they are considered interns. Li cens ing re quire ments
vary among the states, but generally they include a degree in
landscape architecture from an
accredited school, several years
of experience under the supervi-

may vary depending on position,
experience, firm size, and
location.
Landscape designers also do
well, especially considering that
the requirements for entry are
much lower. The pay for full-time,
year-round po si tions var ies
greatly, ranging from $45,000 to
$90,000 for base salaries. The
earnings of the majority of landscape designers fall into a smaller
range of between $50,000 to
$75,000. Salaries depend on location, education, and experience. In many parts of the count r y, l a n d s c a p e d e s i g n i s
necessarily a seasonal job. Seasonal po si tions typ i cally of fer
hourly wages. The range is from
$20 to $35 per hour. Some landscape de sign ers re ceive ad ditional com pen sa tion through
commissions and bonuses.

Most land scape ar chi tects
work full time, which qualifies
them to receive benefits. Compared to other industries, these
benefits are typically above average. A basic benefits package
usually includes health insurance,
a 401K plan, and an annual bonus. Some employers also offer
additional perks such as profit
shar ing, life in sur ance, re imEARNINGS
bursement for continuing education and licensure dues, profesOVER ALL, THE LAND SCAPE DE SIGN s i o n a l m e m b e r s h i p s , g y m
field pays salaries and benefits membership, food, travel, and
that allow successful profession- company parties.
als to live a comfortable life. The
median annual earnings for landscape ar chi tects are ap prox imately $70,000. Only the lowest
10 percent earn less than
$40,000, and the highest 10 percent earn more than $125,000.
Actual earnings for any individual
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OPPORTUNITIES
THERE ARE ROUGHLY 67,000 LAND-

scape designers in the US producing more than $5 billion in
annual revenue. Of those, 27,000
are licensed landscape architects.
According to government statistics, there are about 5,000 landscape architecture firms employing about 80 per cent of the
licensed professionals. The other
20 per cent are self-em ployed,
which is three times the percentage for all other occupations. The
percentage of self-employed designers (non-li censed) is much
higher, with many preferring to
conduct business as independent
consultants.
The industry faced significant losses during the recession
and housing crash that started in
2006. After the housing market
hit bottom in 2012, the construction mar ket slowly re covered,
which renewed demand for landscape services. Today, the landscape design industry is healthy
and grow ing again. Ac tiv ity
which initially rebounded with
robust growth, has quieted to a
modest pace. Job growth is projected to be around 5 percent
over the coming decade.
In the private sector, there
will be demand for planning and
developing landscapes for new
and existing commercial, industrial, and residential construction
projects. Because landscape services are discretionary, the industry will continue to grow as consumer disposable income
increases. Designers will find that
the bulk of opportunities in the
residential market will come from
developers and general contrac-

tors who build new homes or do
many major renovations. In the
commercial market, appealing
land scape ar chi tec ture adds
value to properties by providing a
pleasing blend of aesthetic and
practical designs.
There is also a growing public concern for the environment.
Increased demand for
sustainably designed properties
and open spaces will spur demand for landscape architects’
services. One growing trend involves the design of green roofs,
which are covered with vegetation. These roofs can help reduce
air and water pollution while reducing the heating and cooling
costs of a building.
In the public sector, infrastructure projects often involve
land scape de vel op ment. The
public has a strong preference for
beautiful and functional spaces –
the kind that require good site
planning and top notch landscape design. Government investment is expected to continue,
or possibly accelerate as long-neglected infrastructure projects
are funded.

through an internship. Employers
do not like to provide on-the-job
training because it is expensive
and time-consuming.
Job opportunities also favor
candidates with strong technical
skills, as well as thorough knowledge of environmental codes and
regulations. Familiarity with geographic in for ma tion sys tems
(GIS) is considered a big plus.

GETTING STARTED
T H E N U M B E R O N E WAY T O G E T

started in a landscape architecture career is through an internship. There are many major landscape ar chi tec ture firms with
multiple office locations that regularly recruit interns for summer
programs. Some accept undergraduates, while others prefer
those who are heading into their
final year of graduate studies.
The latter tend to be looking for
future full-time hires. These firms
even offer internships to those
who have completed their graduate studies. The candidates will
still be called interns until they
are licensed. Licensure requires a
certain amount of job experience
to qualify. How much time depends on the state where the
work is be ing per formed. Any
school career center will have information about available internship programs and how to apply.

Land scape ar chi tects will
also be needed to design plans to
manage storm water runoff in order to conserve water resources
and avoid polluting waterways.
This is especially useful in areas
prone to drought, al though
global climate change has made
Landscape architecture firms
this a vital consideration in all ar- occasionally hire landscape deeas.
sign ers. This usu ally hap pens
Job seekers with experience when there is botanical work to
will continue to have an advan- be done with no hardscaping intage. Even entry-level landscape volved, or the projects the dearchitects are expected to already signer will be working on are not
have some experience, preferably on public lands. These jobs are
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highly competitive, however, and only the
most talented designers with impressive
portfolios are considered. For beginning
designers, the best place to look for entry-level jobs is at nurseries and landscaping firms that do installations (not just
maintenance). Another good way to gain
the momentum right away is to partner
with real estate developers or general contrac tors who build new homes and/or
rehab multiple properties. Many landscape
designers are self-employed. This means
they need to continually look for projects
from residential customers.
Unlike landscape architects, designers
usually do not have graduate degrees or licenses to prove they are knowledgeable.
They typically rely on portfolios to present
design plans and photographs of completed projects. Some get their portfolios
started by working free for friends and
family. To make their skills more marketable, they can also join a professional association such as the Association of Professional Landscape Designers (APLD). This
kind of certification demonstrates to prospective clients and employers solid proof
of expertise. When people search the APLD
website to locate a landscape designer,
members who have received certification
are listed first, boosting the chances of attracting new clientele.

ASSOCIATIONS


American Society of Landscape
Architects (ASLA)
https://www.asla.org



Association of Professional
Landscape Designers (APLD)
https://www.apld.org/



International Federation of
Landscape Architects
http://iflaonline.org



Landscape Design Association
http://ldaonline.org/

PERIODICAL


Landscape Architecture Magazine
https://landscapearchitecturemagaz
ine.org
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