In the Dog House: Pet-Friendly Luxury Design
With pet ownership at an all-time high, builders and developers are pulling out the stops to please residents of
the four-legged variety
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Mario Greco set out to accommodate five very particular residents when he built his 6,600-square-foot, Tudorstyle house in Chicago. The house was oriented to maximize yard space, a system of internal doors keeps
everyone in their own area and a custom-built washing station has heated stone floors.
“Pretty much any time a design issue came up it was, ‘How is it going to work with the dogs?’ ” says architect
Chris Walsh, adding that he consulted his dog-groomer brother-in-law for advice on how to best satisfy the
Grecos’ brood, which includes two Bernese mountain dogs, a shepherd mix, a Shih Tzu and a Pomeranian. Mr.
Greco, a real-estate broker, says he spent about $3 million building his Chicago home.
SLICK AS A DOG

Mario and Julie Greco pose with their five dogs (plus a foster) in
their home that was built with the dogs’ comfort and logistical
requirements in mind. rob hart for the wall street journal

For some homeowners, the most important family members are
the four-legged ones. Due in part to the trend of Americans
delaying getting married and having children until later in
life, pet-ownership has hit an all-time high. In the U.S., 68%
of households, or 82.5 million, included at least one pet in
2012, according to the American Pet Products Association, up
from 62%, or 72.9 million, in 2010. Spending is hitting highs
as well. In 2012, $53.33 billion was spent on pets, up from
$41.2 billion five years prior.
As a result, architects, builders and interior designers say
there is increasing demand for pet-centric spaces that are
outfitted with everything from “dog spas” and grooming
centers to lounge areas and rooms with pet-size furniture.

Some design-conscious pet owners also are aiming to integrate their pet paraphernalia in an aesthetically
pleasing way, replacing carpeted scratching posts and chain-link dog kennels with built-ins and cabinetry
designed to blend in with the rest of the home.
Designer Melanie Charlton is working on a New York townhouse for a client with two small dogs that has a
“doggy eating and dressing station.” The room will hold the dogs’ coats, leashes, booties and other outdoor
apparel in cabinets, and offer a changing-table-height surface for their owner to dress them. Next to a beauty
salon (for humans) will be a dog-size equivalent where the pets can be groomed. Ms. Charlton says both spaces
cost about $45,000. “Over the past five years we’ve really seen a jump in the level of cabinetry in certain
rooms that the dogs live in,” she adds.
Apartment and condominium developers also are boosting their offerings to pets in residence. Darin
Schoolmeester, an architect who designs multi-family buildings, says requests for dog- and cat-friendly features
first began about 10 years ago and have ballooned since then. An apartment building he is designing in Los
Angeles includes a dog-grooming facility visible from the street, partly so the building can make its petfriendliness known to prospective renters passing by.
“It wasn’t that long ago where pets were considered a nuisance in a multifamily building or not even allowed in
some cases,” he says. People “in their 20s and 30s right now are less likely to have a family and more likely to
have a pet.”
Developers of the Grove at Grand Bay, a condominium complex under construction in Coconut Grove, Fla.,
that is across the street from a new 12-acre park, found in focus groups that many prospective buyers owned
pets. As a result, the developers decided to outfit a section of the building with a “dog spa”—a tiled room with
shower heads and drying platforms for pet grooming.
The building will also have a staffed day-boarding facility for dogs and cats, a retail pet shop and a full-time
pet concierge who will coordinate dog walkers and other pet support staff. The building has 98 units priced
between $2 million and $19 million (15 are still on the market). Monthly fees are 86 cents-per-square foot; a
4,000-square-foot unit would require $3,440 a month in common charges and fees.
Living with dogs and cats has its challenges. Pets can be tough on fabrics and floors. Hearty dog-friendly
flooring like concrete can be slippery, so designers say applying an epoxy finish is often necessary. Additional
training is often required to teach dogs to use high-tech doggy doors and dog runs.
Another challenge: It is tough to know in advance if the animals will like the spaces built for them. Beth
Wright, a homeowner in Austin, Texas, says she knew she didn’t want crates cluttering her newly remodeled
house, so she designed a cabinet/alcove for her dog, Jasmine. “We actually took Jasmine with us when we went
to look at cabinetry,” Ms. Wright says, laughing. Just in case, she and her husband also made sure the custom
cabinet could work as a storage area if Jasmine rejected it. Luckily Jasmine likes her resting spot, which the
family now refers to as her condo.
Pet-friendly homes—even ones designed with aesthetics in mind—can be a tough sell, since not all potential
buyers are pet owners. Arlene Wright, a retired publishing executive (who is unrelated to Beth Wright), knew
she wanted her cats to have their own special place in her 5,600-square-foot Kirkland, Wash. condo. Ms.
Wright, who has three Egyptian mau cats, worked with the architect who designed the condo to create a series
of ladders and “catwalks” at ceiling height in the living room, dining room, family room and library. The
cats can use them to wander above the humans in the home, and perch on three tiny bronze and Plexiglas
balconies. “Everybody got such a kick out of it,” says Ms. Wright, who has since moved out and has had the
condo on the market for about eight months with an asking price of $3.95 million.
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Chris Doucet, one of Ms. Wright’s real-estate agents, says the
catwalks are attractive and blend with the home’s décor but
aren’t going to appeal to every buyer. Dean Jones, the coowner of the brokerage, adds that the main selling points—
the well-designed interiors and 4,300 square feet of private
manicured garden space outside—are what they emphasize.
Mr. Greco, the Chicago homeowner, acknowledges that
upgrades like putting the dog-washing area in place of a guest
bedroom may harm his home’s resale value. “I completely
ignored all the advice I give to my clients and said, ‘You know
what, screw it. We’re only going to do this once.’”

Treva Horwitz, a homeowner in Austin, Texas, took notes as she watched Animal Planet and the Discovery
Channel before her recent home remodel. She also spoke with her vet, who told her that her dogs’ emotional
health was just as important to consider as its physical health. The owner of two Chihuahuas, Bella and Gracie,
says she learned that dogs become anxious if they hear noises and can’t see where they are coming from,
so she added several Chihuahua-height windows to her 4,000-square-foot house. She also worked with her
cabinetmaker to design a heated window seat for the dogs who, because of their size, tend to get cold easily and
shiver in the air conditioning.
Ms. Horwitz, a homemaker and mother of a 9-year-old daughter, says she spent about $600,000 during the
home’s expansion, including $6,000 on a dog-friendly front door window and about $2,500 on the custom
window seat. “It might as well be built in so it fits in with the rest of the home,” she says. “Nice upgrades
you’ve done to the rest of your house for yourself, you can easily do for your pets.”
Steve Haynes, a dog-trainer based in Austin, says he is frequently hired to consult with his clients’ architects.
For one home, he worked with designers to build a shallow foot-washing and -drying system so the family’s
dogs wouldn’t track dirt on the white carpets. The dogs entered the home through a tunnel with about 2 inches
of circulating water, and drying shammies. Another, the owner of four Yorkshire terriers, divided her house
into two—with one half of the 8,000-square-foot-home designated just for the dogs. “Yorkshire terriers are a
challenge to house train,” says Mr. Haynes.
Heather Johnston, a La Jolla, Calif.-based architect, designed her own 4,100-square-foot home and backyard
with her two dogs’ needs and comfort in mind. Inside there are easy-to-maintain surfaces and in the master
bedroom there is a small cavelike sleeping area for Bravo, their standard poodle. In the kitchen, a cabinet
offers a dog-feeding area, including a sink with filtered water to fill bowls. Outside, dog-friendly plantings
include a clover lawn that won’t yellow when the dogs urinate on it.
“From the moment we set foot on the property, we were imagining what it would be like to accommodate the
dogs there,” says Ms. Johnston, who spent about $300 a square foot on the house. “I know it sounds crazy, but
it’s not that different to have children and accommodate for that.”
Corrections & Amplifications
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