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Bringing

Inside
the

Out

How two Kentucky
landscapers overcame
personal struggles to
build a thriving business
that creates personalized
spaces for their clients

I

f true beauty lies within, why do so many landscapers focus solely on the outside?
Andrea Wilson Mueller and Michael Mueller,
Total Landscape Care’s 2014 Landscapers of the
Year, shaped their Frankfort, Kentucky, business
around incorporating elements from in and out,
hence their company name: Inside Out Design.
While now at the top of their game in the industry, Andrea and Michael’s journey has not been an
easy one.

Changing expectations
From stocking shelves to sweeping floors, Andrea
got an early start in the industry working at her father’s garden center, Wilson Nurseries – the largest
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nursery in Kentucky at the time. “He had pure grit
and determination,” she says about her father.
His passion for the green industry rubbed off on
Andrea, and she knew she wanted to make it her
career, as well. So, she started off at Georgia Tech
in architecture and then went on to earn an interior
design degree at the University of Kentucky.
Working at her father’s nursery not only gave
her a love for landscaping, but it’s also where she
met her now-husband Michael, who started working at the center after attending the University of
Maryland where he studied horticulture. Michael
had been in the landscape industry since high
school, realizing his ardor for the outdoors at an
early age.
The couple married in 2003, but that newlywed
happiness was cut short when Andrea’s father was
killed in a tragic car accident just six months later.
“It was a shock to all of us when he died,” Andrea
says. “I hadn’t considered doing anything else but
working with him.”
At a crossroads, Andrea decided to leave her
father’s garden center, realizing “I still have to do
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Inside Out Design added mums, annuals and other rust-colored plants at the Buffalo Trace
Distillery’s “Stony Point” mansion.

what I want to do – and that was designing.”
So in 2007, Andrea started working out of a small corner in
the couple’s bedroom. Shortly after, Michael also joined the business, Inside Out Design, which added the build component to the
business.
“We have two different perspectives and are a good balance,”
Andrea says. “I can’t imagine running a business like this by
yourself. You need someone to question you and bounce ideas
off of. It’s great to have two, usually opposite, perspectives.”

SAFETY TECH OUTRIGGER PADS
Rugged, one piece
pads with rope handle.
Available in wide
variety of sizes to suit
every or any
application.

Turn-A-Links - Lock mats together
to form a continuous roadway
Handi-Hooks - Steel rod makes
moving mats easier
MAT-PAK - The complete package.
Call for details.
Call for the name of your nearby dealer:

888-544-6287

sales@alturnamats.com

www.alturnamats.com
16 To t a l L a n d s c a p e C a r e . c o m
Alturnamats_TLC0612_PG.indd
1
Untitled-11
1

Text INFO to 205-289-3796 or visit TLCrequest.com

Trying something new

J A N U A R Y 2 014

6/7/13 8:07
7/18/13
1:49 AM
PM

Besides creating designs, the couple made landscaping projects
their main focus, but Michael suggested they expand to include
hardscaping services, as well. “Michael’s more of a risk taker,”
Andrea says. “I didn’t want to do hardscaping at first.”
Now, they focus on landscape, hardscape, design/build, specialty and themed gardens, lighting and drip-irrigation services
in an about 50-mile radius from their Frankfort office.
When they meet with a client for the first time, they don’t just
do a typical yard walkthrough. Andrea likes to look in the client’s
house to get a feel for his or her style and design tastes to make
the outdoor project a truly natural extension of the home.
“We’re bringing the inside out,” Andrea says. “For every job,
we look at the inside of someone’s home and make the outdoors
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reflect that. Too many landscapers only look at
the outdoors. We want the outside to match the
inside.”
To help clients understand her vision for a
space, Andrea shares presentations with clients
that lay out the different aspects of the project.
“People really like it when you can show them
what the project is going to look like,” she says.
She includes photos of the materials and
plants they’d like to install – including photos
of the plants from every season to show what
they look like year round. These proposals also
list the company’s references and professional
organizations.
When possible, they like to include native
plants and other sustainable elements – like
rain gardens – in their projects, just as they
have at their office.
After outgrowing the corner in their bedroom,
the couple constructed an office building in
2011, just a two-minute walk from their house.
It has a green roof, hardscaping features like
permeable pavers, native plants, geothermal
heating and cooling, solar panels and a modern

landscaper of the year

Using the clients’ green
paintings from inside their
home as inspiration, Andrea
Mueller designed a luscious
backyard filled with Irish
moss and sedums. The team
also installed a rain garden
at this house, which is next
to a golf course. “Andrea has
a great knowledge of plants
and is able to do something
unique,” says customer
Paula Woolums. “She
came into our home and
then made the backyard an
extension of our home.”

design. The building is constructed
with sustainable and reclaimed materials, such as chalkboard walls from a
schoolroom, old beams as shelving and
barn lumber.

Homegrown marketing
While Andrea and Michael want to get
their company’s name out to potential
clients, Franklin County residents probably won’t learn about the business
from picking up a paper or checking the
mail. Instead, they will see the couple
and their employees installing a hummingbird garden at a school or planting blueberry
bushes for a wheelchair-bound child – all from
donated time and materials.
“We’d rather our money go toward something
good in the community, instead of marketing in a
newspaper or with mailers,” Andrea says. Marketing isn’t the motive behind the acts, she says, but
it seems to come naturally. “Instead of having an
expensive mailer tossed in the garbage, at least
these projects are something the entire community
can enjoy and benefit from for years to come.”
Inside Out Design’s service projects include
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volunteering with Go Frankfort, an outreach program in their city; ReForest Frankfort; creating outdoor classrooms for students to learn about nature;
serving during the annual PLANET Day of Service
and creating a backyard retreat for a disabled girl
and her family.
The couple is involved in their area on a personal level, as well. “We are community-driven
people,” Andrea says.
Another creative way they market the business
is by leaving spade shovel signs adorning their
logo for a month in clients’ yards after the project

landscaper of the year

With all native plants, this garden next to the Investors Heritage building includes a limestone water feature, pebble path, rain garden and signs
identifying the plants.

is complete – another one of Michael’s ideas. Their
work trucks are also wrapped with the logo and
contact information and painted bright lime green.
“You can’t miss them,” he says.

Stop guesstimating
Although they run a successful business now,
tracking the material and time costs caused them
some issues in the past.
“One mistake we made several years ago was
that we estimated on a percentage base,” Andrea
says. “Now, we use cost-estimating software to
know exactly what we earn on a job. Overall, the
fact that we know we are recovering costs is huge.”
They use the DynaScape Manage program and
can tell if they are making or losing money. The
software also shows the maximum amount of hours
the crews can spend on a project for it to still be
profitable.
“That gives the workers motivation,” Michael
says. “They know how many hours are allotted to
complete a job.” It helps them identify any issues
within, learn from mistakes if the time goes over
and keeps the crews accountable, he says.
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Seasonal no more
Also serving as incentives are the benefits Inside
Out Design gives to its about 10 employees.
Instead of letting any of the employees go
during the winter months because of a smaller
workload, the couple looks for ways to support the
group, like finding new hardscaping projects, working on the display garden at the office or capital
improvements. They make the commitment to their
employees for year-round employment because
their families have to be cared for every day, not
seasonally.
“If you have a good employee, you don’t want
to let them go,” Andrea says. “We want an experienced core team.”
Andrea and Michael value their team members
and know how difficult it can be to find workers
with the right set of talents.
“It’s a pretty skilled thing that we’re doing,”
Michael says. “It’s hard to teach.”
Andrea agrees: “Even plantings can’t be taught
in a week.”
They also provide employees with health care,
401K, time off and a good working atmosphere.

landscaper of the year

The clients wanted a natural, flowing design with a mix of paver
and stone material. The curvy patio edge is defined with clay bricks
with Oaks’ pavers in the center. Inside Out Design also added a
cedar enclosure to screen the garage area.

1

Focus on what customers want. “Go
inside of their home, and see what the
inside’s like,” Andrea says. “Do your
design reflective on their styles and
tastes – not just something you always
do. Listen to them and then throw in
your expertise and creativity to make it
a one-of-a-kind project.”

2

Keep good employees. “When we hire
somebody, we make a commitment
that they’re going to work for us year
round,” Michael says. “Their families
have to eat throughout the year – this
isn’t just part-time stuff.”

3
4

Have fun. “You have to love what you
do,” Michael says.

5

Don’t be afraid to do new things.
“When Michael suggested we offer
hardscaping, I thought he was crazy,”
Andrea says. “Now, that’s the bulk of
what we do.”

Don’t reach too far. “Know your
limitations,” he says. “Don’t get in debt
if you don’t have to. If you can’t afford
a new truck this year, don’t buy it –
wait until next year. That’s where a lot
of companies make a mistake.”

To hear more of Andrea and Michael’s
business tips, visit totallandscapecare.com/
loy-success and watch their video.
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5 TIPS TO THE
MUELLERS’ SUCCESS
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The overgrown yard was replaced with drought-tolerant dwarf fountain grasses, woolly thyme and coral carpet roses.

“We really care about everyone who works here,”
Michael says, which is evident in the family-like
work environment.
The couple takes their employees on rafting
trips, to the occasional breakfast, Christmas tree
cuttings, baseball games and hosts annual Christmas dinner parties.
Safety is another important aspect for taking
care of their employees, so they hired a consultant
who occasionally pops up on the jobsites for safety

WANT YOUR COMPANY
FEATURED?
Each year, TLC honors the top landscapers
from across the country in its Landscaper of
the Year program. These professionals win
an all-expense-paid cruise to the Bahamas
where they can relax and network with the
other landscapers, along with a magazine
article on their business. To enter, visit
totallandscapecare.com/loy.
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inspections. “We took a proactive approach and
haven’t had any accidents,” Michael says.
Currently with two to three solid crews, Andrea
says they don’t want to expand the business too
much more because “we’re able to both be handson now, and our customers like that.”
And being focused on their clients is one of the
main reasons for their success, Michael says. But,
the customer service doesn’t stop once a project is
complete. Clients can find maintenance and watering information on Inside Out Design’s website
(insideout-design.org) and are also handed a detailed maintenance packet at the end of the project.
The company also keeps their clients informed
with additional tips in the their quarterly newsletters, Facebook posts and tweets.
To guarantee a client is pleased with their work,
Michael will walk the site with them to make sure
everything is above their expectations.
“The biggest feedback we get from customers
is that we listen, especially in the design phase,”
Andrea says.

