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Waikoloa Interior Designer Shares Big Ideas for Small Spaces
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Big Island interior designer shares easy  
ideas for small spaces

COVER STORY

A folding bamboo screen helps 
delineate the living areas in this 
300-square-foot studio in North 
Kohala. The previously dark and 
uninspired mother-in-law unit was 
transformed into a stylish abode by 
Diane Bobek of Diane Bobek Design 
in Waikoloa. Upcyling, bargain 
shopping and DIY additions kept the 
project on budget. 

 ou don’t have to downsize your 
expectations to create stylish 
solutions for a small space, 
says Waikoloa-based interior 
designer Diane Bobek of Diane 

Bobek Design.

Recently Diane was asked to transform a 
300-square-foot studio in North Kohala into a 
contemporary and practical living space. Given 
the client’s maximum budget of $2,500, Diane set 

about to freshen up the previously dated room 
by upcycling existing furnishings, doing some 
DIY accessorizing with her son, and shopping for 
bargains that were both stylish and sturdy. 

“I’ve done many high-end homes with high-end 
budgets over the years, but I also enjoy putting 
together great design on a dime,” she said. “You 
can pull together contemporary spaces on a 
small budget. The secret is to go for quality items 
because they have to withstand the test of time.”

Having previously furnished the same client’s 
condo on the Kohala Coast, Diane was able to 
recycle a few of their older pieces such as the 
woven lanai table and a bamboo room divider. 
Her first order of business, however, was to paint 
the room and ceiling all white to brighten up the 
space. In the kitchen, she replaced the old oak 
cupboards with floating shelves and painted the 
cabinets below the sink a cottage gray.

Then came time for window treatments. 

Benjamin Moore 
paint lightens up 
the space.

Diane Bobek, 
of Diane Bobek 

Design. 

Floating shelves and 
gray accents evoke a 

cottage feeling.

It may seem counter-intuitive, but a pair of 
drapes in a studio can actually help open up 
the space, she said.

“Instead of adding curtains to fit the size of the 
window in the middle of the wall, I added white 
wispy drapes that hang all the way to the floor. 
Drapes help keep it feeling like the walls aren’t 
closing in on you, and also create a sense of more 
height. Above the kitchenette, I matched the grey-
painted cabinets with some black-and-white plaid 
curtains from Target. In the bathroom, we made 
curtains from two Turkish towels folded in half with 
the fringe hanging downward.”

Black-and-white framed photos can be an 

inexpensive way to add a contemporary touch. 
Diane’s son Christopher took his camera to Pololu 
Valley and Rainbow Falls, where he shot artful 
images Diane displayed in frames from Target. One 
of her best finds was a designer accent pillow for 
$10 at Deb’s Fine Furnishings in Kailua-Kona. “I’ve 
spent $350 on a designer pillow for clients before, 
but this pillow was a real steal on consignment.”

Rather than opt for an uncomfortable sleeper sofa 
to save room, Diane chose a queen-sized bed from 
C.S. Wo. She repurposed two old wall hangings for 
“headboards” above the bed. 

“A living space has to be practical, and sleeper 
sofas just aren’t comfortable,” she said. “A 

queen-size bed doesn’t take up that much 
more space and you can use a three-panel 
screen to delineate the living areas.”

When the client saw the big reveal, she  
was amazed. 

“I’m creative to a certain extent, but there was no 
way I could have made this little studio look decent 
enough for someone to live in it,” she said. “When 
I hired Diane, I told her, just do whatever you 
want to with it, I trust you. The transformation was 
incredible. It’s the perfect little mother-in-law unit 
for our family.”   


