
The Logistics of 
Living with
Canis familiaris 

chapter 1

Dogs happily and comfortably live in the messiest household 
as long as their basic needs are satisfied. But you must be hon-
est about what you are willing to deal with. No matter what 
you read or hear, a dog is going to change your life. These 
changes are generally positive but some are more challeng-
ing including: damage to your possessions, disruption in your 
routine, or changes in your home territory. Realistically, you 
can look forward to sharing a satisfying home environment 
with your perfect canine soul mate as long as you are willing 
to do some advance research. Preparing for a harmonious 
life with the canine species includes finding the right dog and  
understanding canine behavior. 

Needless to say, good grooming, training and socialization 
will minimize many potential cohabitation issues but the 
first rule of creating a happy human/canine living space is 
to choose your dog wisely. Yes, it is possible to keep a pack of 
Great Danes in a studio apartment and raise Chinese Crest-
eds in Alaska. But arrangements like this require a substantial 
commitment and tremendous modifications to your lifestyle. 
Whether you are looking for your first dog or already own one, 
knowing what to expect from a particular breed or mixed-
breed will help determine some specific design requirements. 

identify your design challenges
 Can your home and lifestyle accommodate 

 your dog of choice?
 Do you own your house or rent it? 
 How much time do you spend at home? 
 How large is your home? 
 Are you a fanatical housekeeper?
 Does your home’s style reflect this behavior? 
 Would some areas be off limits to the dog? 
 Is the rest of your family equally interested in having a dog?

All dogs share some basic care requirements that are bound 
to impact your home environment. Adequate room to run and 
play is only one canine space requirement. Some breeds may 
require pricey modifications to your living space such as air 
conditioning, double fencing, a bigger, less economical car to 
transport them, or a fully equipped grooming area. 

behavioral design considerations
A dog’s physical needs are hard to overlook but mental needs 
often have a far greater impact on daily life. A large portion of 
training is directed towards discouraging normal dog behav-
iors like barking, jumping, digging, and chasing.

Breeds with strong instincts to hunt, herd, or guard will  
display behaviors associated with these jobs. For example, a 
Miniature Dachshund may seem like an ideal choice for a  
senior citizen. But Dachshunds are hunters. They are alert 
and vigilant which translates to a strong propensity to bark, 
chase and dig. Instincts can be modified and redirected 
through training but they cannot be eradicated from a dog’s 
brain. Proactive, effective design offers the best solutions for 
both dog and owner. Every breed has its own particular suite 
of instinctive and normal behaviors such as guarding, bark-
ing and predation. Normal behaviors often quickly turn into 

Dogs, like humans, vary in their tolerance for dirt. Some 
breeds, like the Doberman Pinscher and Shiba Inu are 
known for fastidious habits. If you are a meticulous 
housekeeper, you will be happiest with a breed that 
is equally fussy and clean. And it goes without saying 
that breeds known to drool, shed, and track in copious 
amounts of dirt will not be a good match for your lifestyle.
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While dog professionals often have 10 or more dogs, 
there seems to be a threshold for the number of dogs that 
individual humans can tolerate in the average house-
hold. Statistics indicate that nearly 75 million dogs live in 
American households. Many homes have 2 or more dogs 
in them. Most municipalities have a cap on the number of 
dogs allowed; often that number is 3 or 4. 

nuisance behaviors if we allow it. Many of the behaviors that 
regularly lead to problems can be effectively managed by good 
home design. See Chapter 12 for design solutions for behavior 
problems.

social behavior
Dogs need grooming, exercise, training, and health care, all 
of which pale in comparison to their need for companionship.  
Although the concept of pack mentality is often misunder-
stood or used to justify a good deal of human and canine mis-
behavior, it is essential to canine happiness. Recognizing this 
psychological need makes it far easier to understand many dog 
behaviors and effectively address them through home design.
Pack behavior is a survival system that depends on strict  
adherence to cooperative strategies for procuring food,  
defending territory, and raising young. Domestication  
altered or eliminated the need for most of this behavior, but 
not the underlying triggers. Dog packs lack the definitive 
structure of wolf society because dogs rarely need to worry 
about survival. It may be obsolete but dogs remain patho-
logically attached to this ancestral security blanket. Puppies  
always sleep in a pile, and this preference usually carries over 
into adulthood. Dogs pile together and maintain physical 
contact even when this sleeping arrangement is uncomfort-
able, and the best spot is always near their pack leader. This 
explains why it is difficult to discourage dogs from sleeping 
in bed with their owners. While this arrangement is common 
with modern dog owners, they often fail to recognize it as a 
source of competition in multiple dog homes. 

In addition to the challenges posed by a human home envi-
ronment, domestic dog packs usually include multiple species, 
(i.e. dogs, humans, cats) and very often, more than one domi-
nant individual. Despite simplified media portrayals of canine 
pack behavior, it remains hard to define. For instance, in a 
multiple dog home one dog may be in charge of defending the 
territorial perimeter of the backyard and another may step 
in to supervise during mealtime. Status may be contingent 
on which room of the house they are in, or which article of  
furniture they happen to be lying on. This arrangement may 
be complicated but canine society is usually calm, although 
the reasons for this may be difficult to accept from a human 
standpoint. Unlike us, dogs have no desire for individuality or 
independence. They comfortably occupy subordinate roles 
within our hodgepodge group of humans and animals as long 
as they feel assured of the security and stability signified by 
pack acceptance. A stable home environment is a key part of 
this, but most of all, successfully living with a dog requires a 
commitment to integrate him into your daily life. 

It may be simpler to relegate your dog to a backyard, kennel or 
dog room but you and your dog will pay the price as he devel-
ops maladaptive strategies to cope with the resulting insecuri-
ty, loneliness and boredom. In addition to social needs a wide 
range of canine motivations and needs stem from instincts. 
These vary by breed but they should be a major consideration 
when choosing a dog and designing an appropriate shared  
living space. 

canine senses and perceptions
When given the choice, dogs will select and modify specific  
areas of their territory for sleeping, eating and eliminating. 
Every dog is territorial to some extent, but they react to spaces 
in very distinct ways based on a combination of early training, 
socialization and breed specific sensory patterns. Large open 
and empty spaces may make some dogs uncomfortable. Oth-
ers don’t like small enclosed spaces and become noticeably 
agitated when they are placed in a crate or asked to go through 
an agility tunnel. Every dog has quirks but design solutions 
will be far more effective if they address the parameters of the 
canine senses as well as your dog’s individual personality. 

vision
Our most critical perceptions of our environment come via 
sight. It’s therefore difficult to refrain from evaluating canine 
design elements this way. Human and canine eyes are de-
signed for very different functions. Our vision accommodates 
the fact that we are most active in the daytime. Canine vision 
is great for its original use, finding and catching prey. Dogs 
have excellent ability to spot movement and incredibly good 
night vision. Most experts agree that dogs can see colors in 
the yellow, blue and gray wavelengths. This would be similar 
to a human with red-green colorblindness, meaning that the 
red would be seen as yellow, green as white and blue/green 
or blue/red as grey. They also have less than one tenth of our  
ability to focus on objects and discern detail. This varies by 
breed but most dogs can only see at 20 feet what a person 
might be able to see easily at 75 feet. Because they have trou-
ble focusing at close range they may not notice something on 
the floor in front of them unless they smell it or it moves. They 
compensate by using their noses and paws to investigate small 
objects.

The dog’s skull shape provides a much wider field of vision 
which aids in seeing both predators and prey. A wider field of 
vision sacrifices a dog’s binocular vision, making their depth 
perception more limited than ours. But the biggest difference 
to keep in mind is the canine vantage point. Even the tallest 
dog will see your home from a very different perspective than 
you do. Vision is an important design consideration, but from 
a canine perspective, other senses are far more critical. 
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hearing
Compared to us, dogs have excellent hearing. They detect 
faint sounds, higher frequencies and can localize sounds far 
better than humans. This poses design challenges that are  
often underestimated. Dogs bark at things our ears cannot  
detect. For instance, you may not notice the rusty squeak  
every time your front gate is unlatched because your atten-
tion is drawn to your dog’s ballistic barking to warn you of a 
possible intruder. Sneaking around the house is also nearly  
impossible if there is a dog in residence. They respond  
instantly to significant household sounds like the tinkle of car 
keys and the hum of the can opener. 

smell
Dogs are born with only two well developed senses, touch and 
smell. Their sense of smell is their primary means of learning 
and communicating and this remains true throughout their 
lives. The canine olfactory sense is far superior to anything 
we can imagine and definitely deserves more attention from 
the perspective of canine home design. Understanding the  
olfactory sense from a canine point of view helps us to  
select appropriate finishes, remove odor trapping items and  
recognize environmental lures that may encourage certain 
behaviors.

Smell profoundly influences every aspect of a dog’s behav-
ior especially his relationship to the environment. Selective 
breeding has produced variations in dogs’ visual and auditory 
acuity as well as individual reliance on these senses. Despite 
these differences, all dogs are olfactory communicators. Their 
sense of smell is estimated to be 100,000 times greater than 
our own. They can analyze odors and pick out one particu-
lar scent among many, and detect minute dilutions of odors. 
Some breeds, like Bloodhounds, have been selectively bred 
to have an especially keen olfactory sense, but from a human 
perspective, it is difficult to imagine this sense on any level. 

We notice when something smells bad in our home, especially 
if it happens to be dog related, and our major efforts are geared 
towards eradicating these odors from the environment. Dogs 
perceive odors from a completely different perspective. They 
use their noses to navigate, communicate and understand 
their environment in a very detailed way. They also rely on 
this sense to learn far more about us than we realize.

Because they are built to receive and process so much  
olfactory information, their perceptions about the world are 
constructed primarily from information and memories of 
smells, similar to the way that our brains retain visual images. 
The number of olfactory receptors in the canine brain is com-
parable to the number of visual receptors in a human brain. 
They not only spend a lot of time seeking and analyzing scents, 
they devote considerable effort to producing them. Keep this 
in mind when you invite a canine to share your living space. 

Dogs possess skin, scent and sweat glands that produce a  
variety of odor-packed oily and watery secretions. These 
glands are distributed all over their bodies, especially on the 

head and face, around the base of the tail and on their feet. 
Their location provides a lot of insight into characteristic  
canine behaviors, such as the propensity for vigorously  
rubbing their heads and feet on the furniture (or you). This is 
not entirely an affectionate gesture. It’s a means of delineating 
territory. 

Olfactory signals have the advantage of being species-specific. 
They are always uniform, instantly recognizable within the 
species but unrecognizable to outsiders (like us). They are 
also extremely message-specific. Unlike visual and auditory 
signals, olfactory signals diffuse slowly through the environ-
ment. They cannot be immediately turned on or off, and their 
message lingers long after any encounter. This makes them 
especially suitable for communicating territorial boundaries. 
It will also vastly complicate housetraining if you are not care-
ful about cleaning up all traces of urine odor after your dog 
has an accident. These scents also explain why well mannered 
dogs suddenly begin marking their territory like graffiti artists 
when they detect an unwelcome visitor. 

Faint traces of urine odor provide ongoing temptation for ter-
ritorial leg lifting. Although dogs will instinctively keep their 
small den area clean, they have an equally strong impulse to 
saturate their territory with their own scent. They will re-
peatedly mark spots with a familiar scent, and will also target 
new or unfamiliar objects in their territory. From a canine 
perspective, peeing on anything with an alien smell including 
a brand new rug or chair is an appropriate security measure. 
After the new item has been in your house for a few days, it 
absorbs scent molecules from the environment and the scent 
marking urge will wane. On the other hand, if you are not  
vigilant and the dog manages to repeatedly mark a new item it 
may become a habitual target thanks to the smell.

Underestimating the extent to which dogs are influenced by 
this sense also leads us to overlook the role of food as a behav-
ioral trigger. If your dog is easily aroused by food smells, being 
in the kitchen can cause an adrenaline rush. Another common 
problem is dumpster diving. Dogs learn new habits in many 
ways but operant conditioning is high on the list. The urge to 
investigate is rooted in their survival instinct. Sniffing some-
thing interesting in the garbage and tipping it over to find last 
week’s moldy ham sandwich is comparable to hitting the jack-
pot in Vegas. Like gambling addicts, most dogs only need one 
good payoff to start this cycle. Hiding the trash is rarely effec-
tive. Never underestimate a dog’s ability to sniff out concealed 
items. Frequent emptying of garbage and paying close atten-
tion to where food and garbage are stored will reduce foraging 
behaviors.

taste
In contrast to their sense of smell, the canine sense of taste 
is very weak. Dogs have only about one sixth the taste buds 
of a human. Most are clustered at the tip of the tongue and it 
is estimated that three quarters of them stop functioning by 
age ten. This helps to explain their willingness to taste and  
consume strange things. A moldy sandwich is not the ideal 
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diet but it is fairly benign compared to some of the things 
that dogs eat. They have fatally ingested bones, knives, forks,  
aluminum foil, scouring pads, corncobs, coins, jewelry, and 
medications to name a few. Four paws and a nose low to the 
ground puts them in close contact with the world around them 
but the canine method of tactile exploration is quite different 
from ours. The canine equivalent of human fingertips is the 
tongue. If a dog wants to thoroughly investigate an interesting 
surface, this is the tool that comes out of the toolbox. Need-
less to say, this can lead to quite a bit of trouble. Preventing 
accidental consumption of dangerous items is a major part of 
puppy-proofing, but for many dogs, it becomes a lifetime chal-
lenge. Curiosity can lure dogs to lick and chew novel surfaces 
and textures. Nubby wool upholstery is often recommended 
as a good choice for pet owners, but it can also be a magnet for 
a curious dog. Many are also obsessed with licking interest-
ing finishes off of wood furniture or peeling textured wallpa-
per. Tassels and fringe are universally irresistible. If you have  
design features like this in your home keep an eye on them 
when your dog arrives. If you already have a dog, you may 
want to avoid adding them.

touch
This sense is easier to relate to because dogs and humans  
respond in much the same way. We find touch equally pleasur-
able. Puppies use their tactile sense to maintain contact with 
their littermates and their dam from the moment of birth. 
Most dogs never lose this survival based fondness for physi-
cal contact, using it to reaffirm their connection to their pack. 
Some enjoy it so much that they will seek it out, to the point 
of becoming a nuisance, known as attention seeking behavior. 
This is easily avoided if we are cognizant of its reward value. 
That can be difficult because many of us get into the habit of 
petting our dogs to calm our nerves and relieve stress. 

Dogs also use their front paws to investigate, which can be 
mistaken for touching. The sensitivity of the canine paw 
is nowhere near that of the human hand. If a dog wants to  
manipulate an object he usually uses his nose. But many dogs 
are capable of using their paws in impressive ways to investi-
gate the environment and this must also be kept in mind when 
designing. Dogs with long legs and hare feet, (more elongated 
paws) can be incredibly skilled at grabbing objects, opening 
doors, and scaling fences. If your dog has an inquisitive mind 
paired with these anatomical advantages, you may want to 
avoid certain types of fixtures, fencing or hardware. 

Dogs are built for competitive eating. Their digestive tract, 
from one end to the other is designed to accommodate 
huge amounts of food as quickly as possible, digest it 
rapidly, and if necessary, fast for long periods until the 
next meal arrives. Compared to us, dogs have a poorly 
developed sense of taste and savoring their food is never 
the primary goal of a meal. Their teeth are designed to 
grab and tear rather than chew, and the muscular canine 
esophagus sends large chunks of partly chewed food on 
to the stomach. This increases the possibility of ingesting 
foreign objects but dogs can also vomit at will. Their inter-
nal philosophy tells them to eat first, think later and this 
reflexive ability provides one level of protection against 
bad food decisions. But it will not protect an insatiable 
dog from everything he might encounter in the average 
home. That is your job. 
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