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Abstract 

This study used a photo-ethnography mixed method to determine how participants' sense of 

place is impacted by their relationships with their companion dogs. Study participants submitted 

photos and joined semi-structured interviews to share the ways their dogs shape their experiences 

of meaningful places. The results revealed that participants perceived that their human-dog 

relationships enabled them to be more deeply aware of their surroundings, and reflective about 

changes that occur within themselves and those places. These findings expand the concept of 

sense of place to include how a person’s sense of place is shaped by their own perceptions and 

experiences of natural and built environments, and also by their relationships with other sentient 

life. This work highlights the importance of considering how best to create, use, and value 

outdoor spaces that are shared between people and their dogs as a means to foster 

environmentally responsible engagement.  

Keywords: Qualitative, sense of place, meaningful places, human-dog bonds, photo ethnography 
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Introduction 

Oso 

Oso is a 5 year old Carolina Dog mix that my partner and I whimsically adopted from a 

shelter in the fall of 2018. Despite being malnourished and recently picked up off the streets of 

Oklahoma, he had (and still has) a fully formed personality rife with the joys and quirks that 

immediately drew me to him. He appears cartoon-like, with one of his satellite dish ears flopped 

over, and huge golden eyes that feel almost human-like in their intensity. He’s whip-smart, and 

his curious mannerisms set him apart from many dogs I’ve met: he cleans himself like a cat, 

attempts to use his front paws as hands, and has an absurd fixation on balls. At the time of his 

adoption, it was clear he’d never seen a bicycle, stairs, or an umbrella before, but he fully 

understood the rules of fetch.  

 

Oso is a dynamic creature. He’s loyal, goofy, and incredibly loving to the few people he 

met during the early stages of his life with us. Unfortunately, he also has baggage that he 

militantly unleashes on strangers, despite countless hours and dollars spent on professional 

training. He experiences fear aggression when it comes to meeting new people, which means that 
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when we’re outside together, there’s a high chance of him lunging, snapping, and making a lot of 

noise, likely because he believes he’s protecting his humans. While these outbursts initially 

caused a lot of stress in our family, we have since been able to accept this as part of him and 

meet him where he’s at. This was helped by moving from a small East Vancouver apartment on a 

busy, human-ridden road to a house with a quiet, fenced property in the Comox Valley. Being 

able to give Oso space and moderate his human interactions has significantly alleviated our 

entire family’s collective anxiety. 

Interestingly, Oso is comfortable and at ease with new people if they are accompanied by 

a dog. This wonderful (and relatable) quirk has allowed us access to communities of fellow dog 

people, creating new social opportunities for both Oso and us. We’ve made friends and 

acquaintances at dog parks and on trail systems through shared dog play. These experiences 

offset the anxiety I feel when out and about with Oso in busier places. In these places, I have 

developed the habit of taking wide berths around dogless strangers, preemptively apologizing for 

his unpredictable meltdowns, and firmly correcting people who attempt to approach him to say 

‘hello’, despite my warnings. 

Setting boundaries for new people interacting with Oso goes against my very nature. I’m 

a people-pleaser who typically loves exchanging pleasantries with strangers. I enjoy connecting 

with people by initially interacting with their dogs, when circumstances allow. Setting 

boundaries around my own dog is a challenge, no matter how necessary it is for both Oso’s stress 

levels and mine. On the other hand, becoming comfortable saying “no” on behalf of Oso has 

been a process in becoming firmer in my own convictions. Standing up for my dog to safeguard 

his personal space has also given me the confidence to better advocate for myself. 
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Oso’s aggression has a significant impact on the way we experience the outdoors 

together. He is constantly on alert, whether it be for birds, rabbits, deer, or new humans. I, too, 

am constantly on alert for these things in the hopes I can react before he does to prevent an 

altercation. I’m also zeroed in on his body language to detect the minutest changes; his eyes will 

turn nearly black and harden, both ears standing up, his fox-like tail stiffening into a fish hook 

shape, his ruff bristleing. My partner and I call this state “going wild”. Sometimes it results in a 

harmless pounce towards a bird or a funny looking rock, but sometimes he may be preemptively 

sensing a human that he’s about to enthusiastically guard me from. Regardless, I am always 

ready to recall, grab, distract, leash, and/or calm him. As mentally exhausting as this can be, I 

have never felt unsafe or threatened by another creature with Oso by my side.  

 

Without Oso’s aggressive side, I wouldn’t be so in-tune with the intricacies of his body 

language or communication style, and I also wouldn’t be so honed in on the details of the places 

we share together. While I’m peering into the bushes on the lookout for other animals, I’m 

noticing what’s in bloom, and watching the seasons change up close. As I’m searching for 

footholds while being dragged through the brush of lightly-trafficked natural areas, I’ve become 
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familiar with mushrooms and fungi I’d have walked right over otherwise. By avoiding the busier 

times of day in popular public spaces, Oso and I have witnessed spectacular sunrises and 

wildlife, with only each other as company. He ensures that I get outside for a walk, even on the 

lousiest days… and those days are never as bad as they seem once we’re outside. Paying close 

attention has paid off in managing Oso’s more negative interactions, but it has also given me a 

better understanding of what the natural world is up to in general.  

My and Oso’s anxiety is shared when we’re outside together, which (according to our 

trainers) only makes our nerves exponentially worse for each of us, since we naturally feed off of 

each other's stress levels. Personally, this means I actively practice remaining calm and grounded 

when we’re in shared spaces with other humans. I focus on empathizing with his perceived 

experiences so I can best advocate for him when he needs space or a time-out. He returns this 

favour while in our home, both in ways that are appreciated and welcomed, and those that are 

not. He offers an abundance of love, joy, and comedic relief (plus, an effective pre-rinse cycle 

for dinner plates), but he also acts as unwarranted security, protecting our household from 

unannounced friends, delivery people, and innocent neighbours. He has made our house a home, 

but his voracious protection threatens most opportunities for us to share a warm welcome with 

other humans. 

Oso shines in natural spaces that are uninhabited by humans. Watching him leap through 

a forest or frolic in ocean waves, I get to experience pure, unleashed dog magic in action. I can’t 

qualify what exactly this term is; it’s a pang of lightness I feel when I see him living perfectly in 

context with his surroundings. He’s joyful, and pure animal, taking in the scents and 

experiencing his environment by fully becoming a part of it; witnessing this makes me see how 
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I’m part of it as well. He is - for once - unconcerned about protecting me; rather, he explores 

ahead with his nose to the ground, to the sky, and to the plants, snuffling in leaf piles, and scaling 

logs. He’ll sink his paws into mud, loll in puddles, and guzzle pond water. He’ll hear a rustle in 

the bushes and stand stock still, appearing completely wild in his intensity. Amidst these antics, 

he rounds me up, returning again and again to tap his nose against my hand before racing off, 

almost as if he’s checking in to ask “are you seeing how great this is?” or “are you having as 

much fun as I am?” (the answer is always yes!). 

 

Research Rationale 

Prior to finding Oso, I wasn’t privy to the ways that living and bonding with a dog would 

connect me to place, open my eyes to the natural world, and connect me with a community. After 

the first heavy snowfall this year, Oso and I headed outside before dawn for his morning 

constitutional. The silence, stillness, and light reflecting off of the unblemished snow felt 

otherworldly, and I was in awe. I easily could have stayed in bed, but instead I was experiencing 

yet another magical moment because of my dog. As we walked (or in Oso’s case, frolicked), I 

noticed that the only other human footprints on the road were all accompanied by paw prints. 
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Experiences like this fascinate me; so unique in their specificity, yet paralleled by so many other 

dog-people. 

Conversations about the value and meaning we gain from moments like this one weren’t 

commonplace before Oso was in my life. Now that he is, I find it only takes minimal prompting 

for complete strangers to open up about the beauty, lessons, and struggles that come with living 

with a dog, why they choose to frequent the natural places they do, and what they and their dogs 

get out of those shared experiences. I feel that perhaps it’s the presence of our dogs that enables 

us to share an immediate bond and talking point, under the guise of casual conversation.  

These conversations are important. I believe that they give us an opportunity to reflect on 

how we participate in the places we frequent, to fully engage in our surroundings, and to gain 

insight into the perspective of a different species. Many humans have an implicit trust in dogs, 

and vice versa; dogs have lived alongside people for thousands of years. The complex bonds that 

have resulted from this coexistence have impacted the ways both dogs and humans associate 

with the environments they frequent (Graham & Glover, 2014; Walsh, 2009; Wells, 2009). I 

believe that gaining understanding into these unique relationships can illuminate the value of this 

interspecies bond and the resulting impact it can have on our individual sense of place. 

Research Question 

The research question guiding this study is: How do peoples’ relationships with their 

dogs influence their experience of sense of place? My study seeks to explore the bonds between 

people and dogs, as they relate to place. It specifically investigates students who live with a dog, 

who consider this relationship essential to improving their quality of life. This study explores 

how these strong bonds influence individuals’ sense of place. 
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I believe that research on interspecies relationships has much to contribute to the field of 

environmental education and communication. Non-human centric perspectives may lead to 

higher consideration of animal consciousness and well-being. Selby (1995) suggested that the 

conceptual separation of humans from other species created circumstances for oppression or 

segregation (as cited in Kuhl, 2011, p. 34). I believe that investigating cross-species relationships 

may evoke increased levels of empathy and understanding, and encourage a more holistically 

ecocentric worldview. Further, reflection on the spaces and environments frequented together by 

people and their dogs will provide insight into the personal meaning attached to these places.  

Much of the published literature on human and dog relationships focuses on quantitative 

data that demonstrates how healthy bonds forged between dogs and people are psychologically, 

socio-emotionally and physiologically beneficial for people (Graham & Glover, 2014; Knight & 

Edwards, 2008; Rowan & Beck, 1994; Walsh, 2009). However, there are also studies that 

challenge that viewpoint, claiming that a dog’s presence has little significant impact on certain 

psychological and physiological conditions (Le Roux & Kemp, 2009; Motomura, Yagi & 

Ohyama, 2007). By gaining qualitative insights from this study’s participants, I aim to illuminate 

the nuance and personal experience that might shed additional light on the findings of these 

quantitative studies.
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Literature Review 

Dogs as Sentient, Feeling, and Socially Aware Beings 

 Based on my experience, I believe dogs are sentient, feeling beings. My dog, Oso, 

displays a huge range of emotions, intentions, and awareness: he ‘pouts’ when he’s refused 

something he wants, and avoids eye contact when he knows he’s done something I’ll disagree 

with.  He acts elated to see the people and dogs he knows, but fearful and aggressive when he 

encounters strangers. He intentionally shuts my computer or paws away my phone to refocus my 

attention on him. He recognizes specific places, and appears to recall the positive or negative 

memories associated with them. While he’ll never be able to speak English, he recognizes 

specific words and phrases – though he only chooses to react to them when they’re convenient or 

ideal for him. These are just a few examples that have convinced me that Oso experiences the 

world with a remarkable amount of awareness. 

 Sentience in non-human animals continues to be contested in the academic community. 

Clement (2013) argues in favor of recognizing non-human animal sentience through the lens of  

moral agency. She views non-human animals as moral agents, claiming that the meaning and 

level of agency changes depending on the species and individual; for moral agency to exist 

amongst a species group, behavioural and social norms must exist within that group. Social 

pressure, moral sentiments, judgment, and reasoning are, according to Clement, some of the 

“building blocks” of morality recognizable in humans that are also partially apparent in other 

species (Clement, 2013).  

 Shapiro (2006) also argued that non-human animals possess moral agency, and therefore 

have the potential to be virtuous and compassionate, just like humans. He cited Binti the gorilla 
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as one example of an animal displaying these traits: when a toddler fell into her enclosure, she 

cared for him and returned him to zookeepers (Bever, 2016; Shapiro, 2006). Dogs specifically 

often mirror human emotions, displaying physical signs of stress when people argue, and elation 

when people rejoice. In addition to dogs being capable of perceiving human emotions, Shapiro 

(2006) argued that they are also able to act accordingly in response to these emotions – in a way, 

fulfilling moral obligations; for example, they can protect their humans from an intruder when 

they perceive danger. Thus, dogs (amongst many other non-human animals) are moral agents, 

capable of experiencing emotions, interpreting the feelings of others, and reacting on their 

behalf. 

To determine whether the way companion dogs interact with humans is based simply on 

evolved instinctual gratification, or if it’s a result of dogs thinking and feeling, Berns (2013) 

conducted an experiment on dogs using MRIs – the first study of its kind. The researchers found 

that dogs’ neurons indicated positive emotions and memories associated with familiar smells of 

their humans. Based on his findings, Berns (2013) argued that dogs possess a theory of mind, are 

able to construct mental models, and “similar to the way humans use memories and ascribe 

meaning to people and actions all the time, so it seems do dogs” (Viviers, 2014, p. 6).  

Relationships Between Dogs and Humans 

Miklósi, Topál & Csányi (2003) claimed that thousands of years ago, humans selected 

dogs to coexist closely within their societies, leading to the creation of a natural ecological niche 

that dogs transitioned into, which resulted in changes in their behavior towards humans. This 

inter-species cohabitation likely led to dogs’ “novel abilities to form individual social 

relationships (‘attachment’), to adopt a flexible communication system for interspecific 
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communication, to recognize the other species as a source of social information (interspecific 

social learning) and to have the willingness for cooperation” (Miklósi, Topál & Csányi, 2003, 

p.998). In these early societies, dogs likely assisted with security and hunting (Beck, 2000) 

which, over time, determined both their behavior towards, and their level of interaction with 

humans. Because of this intertwined history, domestic dogs are more susceptible to human social 

cues than any other animal, including primates and wolves (Hare, Brown, Williamson & 

Tomasello, 2002).   

 The bonds between humans and dogs that have resulted from this fine-tuned social 

awareness have created a range of diverse relationships. While each relationship is multi-faceted 

and complex, they are all similar in their dynamicity and commitment from each participant. 

Haraway (2003) wrote: 

There cannot be just one companion species; there has to be at least two to make one. It is 

in the syntax; it is in the flesh. Dogs are about the inescapable, contradictory story of 

relationships – co-constitutive relationships in which none of the partners pre-exist the 

relating, and the relating is never done once and for all. (p.12) 

 Despite no mutual spoken language, dogs are able to interpret basic communicative 

signals from humans and subsequently use them in proper contexts and scenarios (D’Aniello, 

Scandurra, Alterisio, Valsecchi, & Prato-Previde, 2016). These researchers found that dogs are 

even more responsive to learned gestural communication than they are to verbal communication 

(D’Aniello et al., 2016). People are also able to read dogs, to an extent; they are able to 

categorize dog vocalizations and assess the dogs’ tones and emotionality just from listening to a 

recording (Pongrácz, Molnár, Miklósi, & Csányi, 2005). Adept cross-species communication 
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between dogs and humans adds complexity and depth to an already uncommonly functional and 

mutually beneficial relationship. 

  This is not to claim that humans lack unique or functional relationships with other 

animals, nor that humans are unable to communicate with non-human species besides dogs. 

There are, indeed, many circumstances in which other animals and humans co-exist in unique 

circumstances. For example, one could cite the rising occurrence of animals like peacocks, 

monkeys, and hamsters performing accredited emotional support (Foster, 2018). Dogs, however, 

are able to exist with humans in a wider array of relationships. Their early domestication by 

people and resulting communicative capabilities have led to them being viewed by humans as 

affectionate, non-judgmental, loyal, and devoted, allowing them to excel in various contexts 

alongside humans (Hart, 1995). It is partly these traits, in addition to claims of dogs’ perceived 

sense of agency and selfhood, that lead Charles (2016) to consider that many family structures 

have evolved to be ‘post-human’, regarding dogs as kin rather than simply as pets.  

What About Anthropomorphism? 

 There is a positive correlation between the level of attachment people feel towards their 

companion dogs, and the amount they attribute human characteristics to them (Duvall 

Antonacopoulos & Pychyl, 2010). This level of attachment and subsequent anthropomorphism 

plays a role when attempting to understand the experiences of dogs. Anthropomorphism is a 

contentious subject amongst scholars. Wynne (2007) argued that anthropomorphism is a 

mentalist behavior, thus there is no space for it in objective science, and it is best avoided 

altogether. I feel that Wynne’s viewpoint is too narrow in scope to consider circumstances in 

which anthropomorphism, regardless of its quantifiability, can be a useful tool for establishing 
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empathy between species and influencing animal welfare initiatives (Apostol, Rebega & Miclea, 

2013).  

As a constructivist, I don’t believe there is such a thing as an objective study of animal 

behavior. Human knowledge of dogs, for example, is informed by our individual and socially 

constructed experiences with them, and no two of these experiences are exactly the same. This 

study does not claim to understand the inner workings of a species based on a small, qualitative 

sample of them. However, there is still value in attempting to appreciate even a few non-human 

animal perspectives. Viviers (2014) spoke of how both ancient and modern human instances of 

anthropomorphizing dogs are what cemented the unique bond shared between humans and dogs 

today. 

 Irvine (2004) is amongst scholars that have argued that anthropomorphism is a valuable 

and inescapable occurrence when studying dogs. Irvine (2004) claimed that anthropomorphism is 

inherent, since all research is approached from a human perspective. She discussed the concept 

of ‘critical anthropomorphism’, which is “informed, systematic interaction with and observation 

of animals” (Irvine, 2004, p.4). She sees critical anthropomorphism as an acceptable stance for 

observing animals, as this approach does not ‘overanthropomorphize’ them (Irvine, 2004). This 

approach allows researchers to empathetically put themselves in the place of animals in an 

attempt to understand the meanings and purposes behind their actions (Irvine, 2004). Horowitz 

and Bekoff (2007) also acknowledged the inherent presence of anthropomorphism in studying 

animals, saying that “through the lens of anthropomorphism, we can see that there are definable 

subsets of animal behavior which lead us to confer human qualities onto some animals” (p.32).  
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Bekoff advocated for “humanizing animals with care” (Bekoff, 2002, p.48). He attributes 

selfhood to animals and views them as subjects rather than objects. The benefit of embracing 

anthropomorphism as an embedded aspect of animal research is that it allows animal emotions 

and behavior to be more broadly understood by humans (Bekoff, 2002). Allowing critical 

anthropomorphism to play a role in animal research enables an increased accessibility to non-

human animals, celebrating them as sentient beings. I believe that anthropomorphizing animals 

does not paint a complete (or necessarily accurate) picture of them. Yet I also believe there are 

both scientific and social benefits that can arise from acknowledging the inherent presence of 

anthropomorphism in human-dog research.  

Warkentin (2010) talked about “an ethical praxis of ‘paying attention’ to animals, 

whereby human actors think carefully about their own embodied position in relation to the 

embodied position of the animal” (qtd. in Dashper, 2017, p.6). This praxis of attentiveness 

respects animals’ agency, feelings, and actions while allowing humans to learn what animals 

have to teach us - without assuming that we will ever know their exact thoughts and feelings 

(Warkentin, 2010). I believe that embracing the agency of other species is aligned with the 

ecocentric worldview that I aim to bring to this research, where the intrinsic value of all facets of 

the environment are equally recognized - in addition to that of humans and dogs. 

The Benefits of Dog Companionship 

A large body of research exists about the relationships that exist between humans and 

dogs, and the mental, physical, and socio-emotional benefits that this cross-species 

companionship provides to humans. The presence of companion animals in individuals’ lives has 

been widely shown to have profoundly positive psychological, physiological and social impacts 
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on people who coexist with them (Graham & Glover, 2014; Guéguen & Ciccotti, 2008; Marcus 

et al, 2012; Rew, 2000; Walsh, 2009). For example, a large-scale study in which patients of a 

pain management clinic waited with therapy dogs in a standard waiting room found that those 

who waited with dogs experienced temporarily reduced symptoms of pain and distress (Marcus 

et al, 2012). Martin and Farnum (2002) found that children who live with developmental 

disorders showed higher levels of focus and social environment awareness when a therapy dog 

was present, more so than in the presence of a stuffed toy or a ball. 

Dogs act as companions and create social opportunities for people. Graham & Glover 

(2014) found that dog parks act as communal spaces in which people are able to come together 

and interact. The dogs serve as a focal point for human interactions. In doing so, connections are 

built with like-minded people, as well as people who are otherwise dissimilar (Graham & 

Glover, 2014). Guéguen and Ciccotti (2008) suggested that the presence of a dog makes people 

more approachable and facilitates social interaction. In an earlier study, Rogers, Hart and Boltz 

(1993) found that dogs created a feeling of common ground, and a reason to carry on a 

conversation that likely would not have otherwise occurred for elderly people walking their dogs. 

Additionally, Graham & Glover (2014) showed that “participants’ dogs served as their avatars, 

that is, enabling owners to meet people and navigate space through their pets” (2014, p.224). A 

well-behaved dog bridges relationships between people, making community and resources feel 

more accessible. 

In addition to providing social assistance to people in communities, dogs also act as 

companions to people who may otherwise experience isolation. They help to prevent loneliness 

among unhoused youth (Rew, 2000). Rew (2000) found that “having a dog provided [this 
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population with] unconditional love… helped them feel healthier because they got more 

exercise, and kept them warm.” (p.131). Additionally, a companion dog inspired unhoused youth 

to make smarter choices and act more responsibly, as they had another being to care for (Rew, 

2000).  

As discussed, there is a substantial array of research acknowledging the positive effects 

that the companionship of dogs can provide to humans. However, the question of whether this 

companionship provides reciprocal benefits for dogs remains unanswered. While human 

relationships with pet dogs provides dogs with the promise of a place to sleep, food to eat, and 

stimulation to engage with, whether or not there are positive mental and emotional outcomes for 

the dogs is unknown.  

Sense of Place  

The concept of sense of place “describes our relationship with places, expressed in 

different dimensions of human life: emotions, biographies, imagination, stories, and personal 

experiences” (Kudryavtsev, Adams, Greenwood, Thomashow, & Russ, 2016). It is “the lens 

through which people experience and make meaning of their experiences in and with place” 

(Adams, 2013, p47). It is wide ranging, spanning many disciplines, and is highly subjective to 

individuals, based on their personal experiences, perceptions, beliefs, attitudes, and so much 

more (Raymond, Kyttä, and Stedman, 2017; Ardoin, 2006).  

When discussing the theory of sense of place from an environmental education - or more 

specifically, an environmental psychology - context, Kudryavtsev, Stedman, and Krasny (2012) 

explained the concept as consisting of place attachment and place meaning. Respectively, the 

“bond between people and places” and the “symbolic meaning ascribed to places” (p.231). When 
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explaining the development of place attachment, they cited several studies that emphasize “direct 

experiences with places, especially long-term, frequent, and positive experiences'' as key 

formative factors. (Kudryavtsev, Stedman, and Krasny, 2012, p.236). Raymond, Kyttä, and 

Stedman (2017) gently challenged this definition, arguing that this approach risked reducing 

sense of place into a concept that is primarily developed over time, slowly. They acknowledged 

that while place attachment and place meaning are important facets, there are gaps in that 

definition of sense of place that don’t account for “sensory or immediately perceived meaning” 

(p.1). They felt that the majority of sense of place research implies that “the relationship between 

place attachment and behavior is linear and not constituted in dynamic relations among mind, 

culture, and environment” (p.1). They argued that a more holistic conceptualization of sense of 

place would include “a consideration of how sense of place forms and changes in response to 

both immediate perceptions and longer-term processes of social construction” (p.5). These 

additional considerations sit well with the already well-represented ideas of sense of place 

formation through “longer-term processes of intellectual abstraction, representation, or 

computation” (p.5).    

      The definition of sense of place that guided the work in this thesis echoes this holistic 

conceptualization. Notably, I chose to work from Nicole Ardoin’s (2006) conception of sense of 

place. She states that a person’s sense of place is curated by a multidimensional combination of 

biophysical, political, economic, psychological and sociocultural factors. Her approach does not 

limit or reduce sense of place to solely familiar or local locations. Rather, she acknowledges that 

“wherever you are is a place” (qtd. in Woolston, 2022), a stance which is inclusive of those who 

move, travel, or exist in otherwise transient lifestyles. She claimed “such diffuse connections 
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amplify the opportunities for people to take action to protect places and resources, whether near 

or far” (qtd. in Woolston, 2022). Further, she argued the concept of “place” can transcend 

physical locations, and can include a sense of community and connection (Woolston, 2022). I 

find this inclusive and all-encompassing approach relevant to my research, as it allows space for 

research participants to consider their dogs as community; a possible component of their 

personal sense of place, in addition to the attachment and meaning they attribute to built and 

natural environments, regardless of the amount of time they’ve spent there. 

Vaske and Kobrin (2006) believed that rather than existing as merely a physical location, 

“the environment can be viewed as socially constructed systems of meaning” ( p17). Establishing 

a sense of place for a natural or built environment bestows an individual connection to the space, 

making it more likely that a person will participate in environmentally responsible behaviours 

(Ardoin, 2006; Vaske & Kobrin, 2006). Research finds that those who actively engage and 

connect with nature show significant increases in overall health and well-being (Richardson, 

Cormack, McRobert, & Underhill, 2016). Subjective well-being and a feeling of belonging also 

stem from a sense of community, meaning that those who develop a shared emotional connection 

and gain fulfillment from their communities often experience higher levels of psychological 

health (Prati, Albanesi, Pietrantoni, 2016; Davidson & Cotter, 1991).  

The benefits of living with a dog are well-aligned with those derived from experiencing a 

strong connection to place. If dogs enable better access to community and the environment for 

their companions, then they contribute to the benefits of happiness and well-being associated 

with that sense of place. I believe a deepened, more personalized understanding of people and 
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their dogs’ experiences in shared spaces may contribute to the ability to create places that can be 

conducive to building connection and community.      
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Methodology 

Research Design 

Many studies of human-dog relationships use quantitative research methods. As a social 

constructivist, I felt it was important to use a qualitative approach because I believe this to be the 

most effective way to honor complex personal stories. In this study, I used a photovoice 

informed mixed methodology which combined participant-provided personal images and 

descriptions with semi-structured interviews. This approach enabled me to research and 

showcase the unique experiences within each human-dog partnership that I studied, and to gain 

deep insights into each human participants’ sense of place. I then analyzed the data to explore 

and interpret the information that was shared with me. 

Photo-ethnography 

I initially chose to use photovoice (a photo-ethnography method) because it would invite 

human participants to show me images of the places that are meaningful to them when they’re 

with their dogs. Using a method including photographs would also provide participants an 

opportunity to reflect on what “sense of place” means as a concept to them, using visual cues. 

Asghar (2018) provided an overview of photovoice, detailing that “inviting participants to take 

photos produces a greater breadth of information to understand sense of place values because, by 

inviting the participants to explore the dimensions themselves, more information can be captured 

than interviews and surveys given by researchers” (p. 30). Hamilton and Taylor (2017) said 

“what, for many, would be a difficult relationship to put into words is thus made easier to 

interpret through images” (p. 97). Additionally, they explained that “visual communication is 

different from verbal communication because it requires particular reflexive skills on behalf of 
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the researcher, especially an awareness of the emotions involved when considering our other 

senses more carefully.” (Hamilton & Taylor, 2017, p. 96).  

Ultimately, I felt that participants could gain an even more expansive and reflective 

experience with the option to include photos taken at any time throughout the lifetime of their 

dogs. Therefore, though not initially instructed to do so, when participants inquired if they could 

use pre-taken, or “found” photos, I approved. This would enable them to view the evolution of 

their sense of place as it pertained to time they’ve spent in meaningful places with their dogs, and 

did not limit them by seasons, travel restrictions, this project's timeline, and so on. Additionally, 

they would be able to retrospectively explore their lives with their dogs by seeing old photos 

through the (perhaps) new sense of place lens. 

While pictures can be worth a thousand words, in this case they ended up taking a 

backseat to the written descriptions and meaning that each participant shared when submitting 

their photos, and the semi-structured interviews that followed. Tinkler (2013) said, “captions can 

help researchers see the photographer's intended meaning and avoid gross misinterpretation of an 

image” (p. 170), and later, “talk is usually the best way to explore what a photo means to the 

photographer because what is seen by one person is not always visible to another” (p. 171). 

Photos were ultimately a visual tool that each participant used to engage with how their 

individual bond related to their sense of place; they were part of a valuable reflective process for 

each participant and an important visual glimpse into each human-dog pairs’ life for me. Without 

the context provided in photo descriptions and interviews, this research would have lacked the 

nuance and depth of individual meaning that was provided by participants. 
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I was able to gain an understanding of each participant’s conception of sense of place, as 

well as insights into how that conception influences their relationship with their dogs by 

discussing the photos they chose, and the rich stories they shared during semi-structured 

interviews. Even though using this photo-ethnography approach only allowed the humans (and 

not their dogs) to take photos, the use of this method created space for each human to pay 

attention to their dog, and attempt to understand the dog’s perspective. The importance of paying 

attention was discussed by Warkentin (2010), who suggested that “a praxis of attentiveness can 

inspire practical applications of ethical interactions between species” (p. 101). I believe that 

photographs created a wider opportunity for the human participants to show the dogs’ lived 

experiences, and prompted richer and more vivid storytelling. This attentiveness allowed for 

people to empathize and put themselves in the perspective of their companion dogs as they 

considered a non-human perspective of meaningful places, and how this affected their personal 

sense of place. 

Project Participants 

I chose to source research participants from within a cohort of Master of Arts in 

Environmental Education and Communication students at Royal Roads University. I am a 

student within the cohort from which I chose participants. I arrived at this decision after making 

a brief in-class presentation about my interest in this topic prior to beginning this project. 

Following the presentation, I had three classmates individually approach me and express their 

interest in participating. Their enthusiasm showed me the value of choosing to study people I 

already have a close personal relationship with, as I believe a pre-existing trust and rapport with 

participants can help to ensure in-depth and enriching conversations and results.  
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This belief was further validated when I learned of Tillmann-Healy’s (2003) concept 

called “friendship as method”, in which research is undertaken studying participants whom the 

researcher has an established relationship with. A benefit of this method, they explained, is that 

“through authentic engagement, the lines between researcher and researched blur, permitting 

each to explore the complex humanity of both self and other. Instead of “speaking for” or even 

“giving voice,” researchers get to know others in meaningful and sustained ways” (p. 733). I was 

confident that my pre-existing connections to the individuals who expressed their interest in 

participating would enrich both this project's results, and my connections to the participants (as 

an added bonus). 

Additionally, as members of the Environmental Education and Communication cohort, 

each participant had previously studied the sense of place concept in their required coursework. I 

felt their familiarity with the concept would help them to adapt their academic understanding of 

sense of place to the context of their bonds with their dogs. Additionally, the participants I 

selected each confirmed that the quality of their life is greatly enhanced by spending time with 

their dog. Participation was voluntary. 

Instrumentation/Data Collection 

To carry out this study, I provided each person with a worksheet (See Appendix B), 

which began with the question “How is your sense of place shaped by your relationship with 

your dog?” The worksheet included the directive: “Please take up to 10 different photos of places 

that are meaningful to you and your dog.” There were ten spaces below this for participants to 

make remarks about each photo, explaining why each photographed place was meaningful to 

them and their dog.  
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Although not instructed to do so, each of the participants opted to include some photos 

from the past, since some meaningful places that they wanted to share were not immediately 

accessible within the timeframe of this study or due to the pandemic restrictions at the time. 

Using both previously existing and new photos allowed participants to delve deeper into 

understanding the meaning they attribute to places, and also to revisit - through photographs - 

their history with their dogs through the lens of sense of place, rather than selecting and taking 

photos from within a time period defined by this project. 

Once participants had assembled their photos and completed their photography 

worksheets, they sent them to me by email, and I scheduled appointments to meet each 

participant in-person or on Zoom for one-on-one semi-structured interviews. Each interview was 

approximately 70 minutes in length. All interviews were recorded directly onto my MacBook Air 

laptop, as well as onto my iPhone as a backup. 

Post-interview Processing and Data Analysis 

 I transcribed each interview by playing sections on Quicktime Player, and typing what I 

heard into Google Documents. Each was saved onto my private Google Drive. After transcribing 

each interview, I began to code them for common themes. I initially searched for themes that 

were consistent across every interview. Categorizing the interviews in this way revealed 

important commonalities, but it also felt uncomfortable; I worried that by fitting experiences into 

rigid common themes I might diminish or dilute the individuality of each experience. I didn’t 

want to lose the details and nuance that made each story unique. 

In response to that concern, I then chose to explore each interview as individual case 

studies in the hopes of preserving the individualistic nature of each participant's stories and 
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sentiments, and to preserve the candor in which they expressed their experiences. I paralleled 

Bramley and Eatough’s (2005) approach in their study of the experience of a person living with 

Parksinson’s Disease, in which they explained, “a single idiographic case study is a distinctive 

form of empirical inquiry which enables a detailed and richly contextualized understanding of 

the phenomenon under investigation” (p. 225). I discovered it helpful to let the stories speak for 

themselves, and to avoid deconstructing them too much. This enabled me to then look 

holistically at what each participant told me, before mapping out overarching themes.  

I analyzed the interview transcripts using interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA), a 

method introduced by Smith (2004) that’s characteristic features can be summarized as 

ideographic, inductive, and interrogative. Smith (2004) explained that this method’s aim is “to 

explore in detail participants’ personal lived experience and how participants make sense of that 

personal experience” (p. 40). Further expanding on the researcher’s role in IPA, Smith said “the 

participant is trying to make sense of their personal and social world; the researcher is trying to 

make sense of the participant trying to make sense of their personal and social world” (p. 40). I 

was drawn to this methodology because it focuses on the details of each experience, offers 

flexibility in what it seeks to understand, and while the results from each participant can be 

deeply analyzed and acknowledged as unique experiences, they can also be recognized as 

contributing to larger themes.  

 With this in mind, I read each transcript several times to familiarize myself with what 

each participant shared, observed each photograph as it was mentioned, and compared each 

photograph’s written description to the spoken words each participant shared about it. I then 
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began highlighting quotes that I felt appeared significant, were particularly poignant, or were 

indicative of possible themes.  

Once this process had been completed for all three interviews, I created one new Google 

Document for each participant, into which I copied their highlighted quotations. In each 

document, I electronically colour-coded different themes amongst the quotations, noted 

conceptual headings that were indicative of the themes I found, and then organized significant 

quotes so they appeared under the appropriate headings. Once complete, I referred back to the 

transcripts to ensure that they were not out of context, and were properly representative of what 

each participant chose to share. 

In each document, I found that the participants’ quotes organized into general themes 

provided a rich narrative on their own. I chose to add context to weave their quotes and stories 

together, and then left each person’s narrative as a standalone account, each in their own section. 

Each is a unique account of individual humans and their dogs, reflecting their individual 

characters, many glimpses into their senses of place, and told primarily with their own voice, 

which I felt was valuable.  

Upon completing each participant’s narrative, I was able to find broad similarities 

between themes, which I transferred into a new section I titled “Findings”. Pulling loosely 

related accounts from each narrative that related to each broad theme highlighted similarities in 

the broad experience of sharing meaningful places with dogs and if this shapes sense of place, 

while also maintaining the unique details of the individual lived experiences.  
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After completing each participant’s section, I invited the participants via email to review 

their narrative, giving them the opportunity to reflect on what they shared and provide feedback. 

None of the participants chose to do so. 
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Overview of Dog/Human Pairs 

 The following are summaries of the experiences of each human and dog pair, separated 

into their own sections. My goal here was to highlight the individuality of what each participant 

shared, using their own voices. Quotes were taken from the photo descriptions on the worksheets 

they submitted, as well as from the semi-structured interviews I conducted with them. I used my 

own voice to synthesize their insights and provide any context that might otherwise be lacking. 

Each section is organized into broad themes; some unique to each participant, and some that 

ended up overlapping between participants.  

Sam and Margot 

Margot the golden retriever joined Sam’s family “unexpectedly and unsought” during a 

time of transition. Sam had just left her longtime job to focus full time on her grad school thesis. 

She and her partner Kevin were not actively looking for a dog to join their family. Earlier in the 

year, Sam had unsuccessfully applied to Pacific Assistance Dogs Society (PADS) to adopt a dog 

who had been judged not to be a right fit for a person in need. Unbeknownst to her, they kept her 

information on file. Some months later, she received a call asking if she’d like to take on a 

rambunctious six month old golden retriever. Sam and Kevin welcomed Margot into their North 

Vancouver home. 

This decision was made hesitantly; Sam and Kevin were concerned about the lifestyle 

change that would come with living alongside a dog, and they felt that it wasn’t the right time to 

actively seek one out. Despite the “rough beginning” that often comes with living with a puppy 

and the challenge of missing out on “the very early furball bonding stage”, Sam, Kevin, and 

Margot have accomplished a lot together. Soon after Margot’s arrival, they all packed into a 17-
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foot trailer and spent four and a half months adventuring in Mexico, before moving to Port 

Moody and beginning new jobs. 

Meaningful Places 

Sam’s stories and photos show a number of ways that Margot has shaped Sam’s 

experiences of the places they have frequented together. Sam highlighted that without Margot, 

she never would have been introduced to many of the places they now consider to be significant. 

They would have missed out on meaningful experiences. For example, Sam described a rest stop 

in California where they stopped for a break on their way to Mexico: 

There were these random sand dunes… so we let her out, and she just went flying over 

the dunes. She was the happiest dog in the whole world. Next thing you know, Kevin and 

I have our shoes off, and we were just running over the dunes with the dog. It was so 

funny, but really unexpected. That exemplifies it - we find all of these random places 

outside because of her. 

 

Describing the same experience, she said: 
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We took off our shoes and ran for no reason other than because we thought it would be 

fun for Margot. By extension, however, it became one of the most memorable parts of the 

drive for us on a four-month road trip. 

Margot also became a catalyst for introducing Sam to new places closer to home. Referring to a 

photo that was taken in North Vancouver’s Lower Seymour, Sam said: 

I got to know my neighbourhood and I got to know all of the hiking areas that were dog 

friendly. [Lower Seymour] was one of the spots that we went to all the time when we 

lived in North Vancouver. She knew it so well that we would hit a point on the trail and 

she would disappear! …we did a lot of hiking together, just the two of us on those 

trails… it was a wide open testing ground basically. It was a safe spot for her to go off 

leash when she was learning to go off leash. 

 

 

Expanding on this, Sam recalled “[the pool in Lower Seymour] became one of our regular spots. 

I never would’ve known it existed! It’s the most beautiful spot ever. But I never would’ve even 

seen it had it not been for her.” 
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 Along with meaningful places, Sam has discovered new-to-her experiences with Margot. 

With dogs not being welcome inside many establishments, Sam stated that she now intentionally 

seeks out dog-friendly businesses so she can include Margot. Despite having grown up in 

Victoria, Sam had never taken the water taxi. Returning to Victoria as a tourist with Margot and 

discovering the water taxi was dog friendly, the two of them went on a tour of the Inner Harbour. 

 
 

Regarding this experience, Sam said “had I not been with her, I probably wouldn’t have 

bothered, but the novelty of a public dog-friendly activity meant that we puttered around the 

harbour and I got to see a whole new perspective of those very familiar streets.” Similarly, 

Margot serendipitously led Sam to a new-to-her dog-friendly bakery in Victoria.  
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Sam reflected, “the number of times Margot has forced introductions between me and various 

establishments is innumerable. We have built small communities and favourite spots based on 

how people respond to her.” To summarize, Sam said “I wonder what places I wouldn’t have 

found or explored had we not had her.” 

Challenges 

 Not all of Margot’s impacts on Sam’s experience of place are necessarily positive. Sam 

described her parents’ house in Victoria as “Switzerland” and “a safe zone where there is always 

food, wood fires, hot tubs, music, and your choice of beer, wine, or martinis.” Sam’s parents are 

not quite dog people, however, and they have a cat who Margot is a little bit too interested in. 

Bringing Margot into her parents’ house - the same house Sam grew up in and is very attached to 

- changed the dynamic of her being there. She said:  

The tension in the house rises when she’s with us, and we feel compelled to keep her out 

of the way… Switzerland is at war and I don’t like it… what was a safe space for me is 

not a safe space for us anymore. 
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Sam also described Margot’s presence as sometimes “limiting”, using her and Kevin’s 

road trip as an example. “We didn’t go to a lot of big fancy state or national parks because she 

couldn’t go with us.” Referring to a photo where Kevin is shown portaging Margot down a 

ladder during a hike, Sam said “we got to experience a less-populated hike and some views that 

most visitors to Moab will never see. With Margot, we do a lot of living outside the mainstream - 

we miss a lot, to be sure, but it’s an adventure.” According to Sam, with Margot, “access is 

different.” 
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New Social Dimensions 

 Sam described Margot as a “magnet for attention,” “a neutral zone,” and “a buffer”. She 

shared some instances of when Margot attracted attention: 

I had one time where a woman… was just sitting on a sidewalk on the phone, and we 

were walking by, and she held out a hand, without even looking at me... Margot just stops 

and basically sits on her, and [the woman] was just there for like two minutes, talking on 

the phone and petting the dog, and then we left.  

Sam has interpreted Margot’s presence as an excuse for folks to interact or chat with the duo:  

There’s nothing initially about [a person with a friendly dog] that I think I could relate to, 

like I’m not going to just walk up and chat, except for the dog... People saying “oh I’ve 

always wanted a dog” or “how are golden retrievers''' or “I was thinking about getting a 

dog” or “I can’t wait till I move out of my apartment so I can think about getting a dog” - 

things like that. She’ll just be your surrogate! She’s happy to be pet forever, so go ahead! 

She lucked out not being a service dog, in the end. She gets to be pet by everyone. 

Margot also acted as an opener in social situations during their road trip. Sam mentioned:  

You end up meeting all these other people because you have a dog and they have a dog or 

they used to have a dog or their parents have a dog or… you know. So you always get 

into these conversations. And we had so many random conversations! Like we met some 

people from England and they stopped to talk to us because they were on a 3 week trip 

and they missed their dog and just wanted to pet her. 

Margot has been acting as a conduit for a low-pressure way for humans to interact with Sam and 

Kevin, both in their own neighbourhood and while traveling. 
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Sam isn’t quite sure what it is about Margot that makes her such a draw for people, but 

one of her thoughts is that “[Margot] doesn’t choose favourites. She’s totally impartial, so she’ll 

go toward whoever needs the love or has the love... She’s a love fountain. She’s totally non-

judgemental unless you’re holding a treat and not feeding her!”. She has also aided in social 

interactions in Sam’s own life. She shared: 

We were in Redwoods in Northern California…  Kevin had just received news that his 

Farfar had passed away... and we were at this campground and we found a pile of 

decrepit rugby and soccer balls. We were tossing around this ball, and Kevin was holding 

it, and Margot was getting really into this game, jumping around, and he’s playing 

keepaway, and he’s laughing because she’s being Margot and just being super happy. 

And she had gravitated towards him. So she’s running laps around him, and he’s playing 

keepaway, it was just the cutest moment. He had been so down 15 minutes before this. 

There’s a picture of him laughing out loud, with Margot halfway through the air, big grin 

on her face, ears flapping... She’s a buffer for us as well. When I can’t say anything more, 

or I don’t know what to say, we can pet Margot simultaneously and say “okay, words are 

overrated”.  

There is certainly reciprocity in this relationship. Sam mentioned, “her happiness factors in A 

LOT to what Kevin and I do. She’s a very important part of our lives. She’s just so cute, you 

can’t make her sad, cause that makes me sad.” 

 Since Margot joined their family, Sam has felt a few changes in the way she experiences 

matters closer to home. About Margot’s role in their family, Sam said “she’s not just my thesis 

support dog, or [Kevin’s] after-work stress relief dog. It’s like she’s become part of our nucleic 
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structure. She’s there.” The timing of welcoming Margot into their family coincided with a time 

that Sam was at home, and Kevin was working full-time from an office. This meant that Kevin 

didn’t initially spend as much time with Margot as Sam did. In one photo, Margot and Kevin are 

in the trailer where they lived for four months on their road trip.  

 
 

Referring to this photo, Sam said: 

Kevin has worked full time since we got [Margot], so [the trailer] was where he really got 

to bond with her... Which is meaningful to me. That was the most homey the three of us 

had felt, even though it was a 17-foot trailer… without her, the trailer would have been a 

trailer - the place where we eat and sleep - but I don’t think it would have had the same 

aspect of home. The trailer meant home because of the dog. 

New Eyes 

 Wandering in Margot’s company has given Sam new perspectives on the way she 

experiences the world. Sam is mindful of the sensory overload that Margot experiences, 

especially when she considers Margot’s heightened dog senses. She explained several instances 

where this was apparent: 
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We were walking through a fish market in Oregon, and the smells are overwhelming 

even just as a human! And the sounds too. There were sea lions hanging out on the docks, 

and they were doing their sea lion thing, barking, and Margot would follow... There was 

so much between the smell of the fish market and the sea lions and the ice cream and 

french fries and… all these people. There was a broken up sidewalk, so her paws were on 

different surfaces every few steps. It might have been overwhelming, or not even that 

nice, if you weren’t seeing how stoked she was to come across all these new things. She 

was really just having a ball getting to experience all of this. 

Through Margot, Sam has embraced using her own human senses to get an idea of what 

Margot’s world is like. Describing the photo of Margot on the sand dunes, Sam said:  

We’re watching her run around on these dunes, having a blast, and all of a sudden you’re 

like “I want to feel the sand! My feet haven’t touched sand in months! It’s warm!” And it 

was actually a cold day. We were in puffies. The sand was warm. 

Similarly, on a regular basis closer to home, Sam mentioned that when it’s wet outside:  

You see her walking, and she’ll squelch into little muddy puddles. And you’re just like “I 

know that feeling!” And you feel that feeling. It’s a thing… you see someone doing 

something, and your brain does the same thing. It works with dogs too. 
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When describing this photo of Margot in the snow, Sam said “environments, including things 

like seasonal changes, are different with a dog. What I used to admire with my eyes only I now 

think about with smell, taste, and touch - after all, that’s how Margot interacts with the world.” 

Expanding on wondering about how Margot experiences the world, Sam said: 

It just makes me pay more attention to everything. Instead of thinking about “that looks 

nice,” it’s “what would Margot be thinking in this same situation?”; “what else is there?”; 

“was the grass freshly cut?”; or, “what’s going on that makes this so interesting?” 

In regards to sharing and experiencing places with Margot, Sam said, “I pay attention to what 

she’s doing and by extension I pay closer attention to otherwise everyday things.” 

 Margot has been a source of love and amusement, and has introduced Sam to new ways 

of experiencing the world, as well as places to do so. Additionally, she has reshaped the way 

Sam travels, interacts in places, and defines ‘home’. Sam “can’t imagine life without her”. 



DOGS AND SENSE OF PLACE                 45 

Tyson and Sweetie 

Sweetie the basenji came into Tyson’s life 10 years ago. Tyson had been looking for a 

canine “sidekick” that would fit within the weight restrictions set by his building strata. The 

basenji breed appealed to Tyson, who is Ahousaht; he explained, “the whole idea that they’re a 

very Indigenous breed of dog, so they’re one of the closest-to-original-dogs, one of the dozen or 

so pariah breeds, identifies with me as an Indigenous person with a very unique life experience.” 

Of Sweetie, he said “I was raised with responsibility, and she is a reinforcing totem of that. She’s 

kind of like a representation of my responsibility.”  

Sweetie the Basenji 

Basenjis are likely one of the earliest domesticated dog breeds; they were depicted on 

ancient Egyptian artifacts, they were gifts for Pharaohs, and their keen eyesight, agility, speed, 

and sense of smell made them ideal hunting companions for civilizations in the headwaters of the 

Nile and Congo rivers (American Kennel Club, n.d.). They are one of nine dog breeds that are 

genetically more wolf-like than the rest (Parker et al, 2004). Tyson described Sweetie’s 

personality as complex and not completely typical of the basenji breed. He commented “this is 

supposed to be a bush breed, but that dog would die in several hours if I left her outside alone.” 

On the other hand, Tyson explained “[basenji] intelligence is arguably beyond other dogs… like 

if you think that other dogs are intelligent because they’ve adapted to human life, that’s one form 

of intelligence… [basenji] intelligence is more wild... not a trusting intelligence.” Additionally, 

he said that “[Sweetie is] loyal, but she’d never back me up in a fight… they’re selfish dogs… 

they want what they want… you can train them but they’ll only do what you ask 75% of the 

time.”  
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Contrary to being a bush dog, Tyson described Sweetie as “a city girl for sure... well, 

she’d rather be at my mom’s house! She’d rather be in a house that is carpeted, that has a 

fireplace, that has good grass within the relative proximity to the house.” When talking about 

Sweetie’s favourite places, Tyson said:  

She likes all of our family’s houses. So she wants to go visiting family for sure, which is 

an uncharacteristic basenji trait… My mother’s house is probably her favourite place in 

the world cause it’s Grandma’s house so she gets all the treats, she lives on a big comfy 

bed with all the pillows, she’s got her snoozer bed, she has a nice fire, it’s all carpeted so 

she rips around like a little freak… there’s a nice dog park nearby, and she just gets all 

the love. So that’s her favourite place in the world. She’s definitely a bit of a homebody 

for sure.  

Sweetie has another reason for loving Tyson’s mom’s house so much; it’s near Byrne 

Road Park in Burnaby.  

 
Tyson explained:   
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Because I travel for work a lot, she spends a lot of time with my mother in New 

Westminster. So, we have discovered the best parks within a certain distance of my 

mom’s condo near the Quay… It reminds me of my childhood, having grown up around 

the Fraser River area in Surrey, but it’s also relatively safe for her to explore. I really 

enjoy it when she enjoys herself and has fun. But, it requires a safe space with well-

behaved dogs, no traffic, and a low chance of getting lost or hurt. Byrne Road park has 

consistently been a very safe place. 

Bond 

 According to Tyson, the bond that Tyson and Sweetie share is one of love, responsibility, 

and reciprocity. As with many human relationships, these bonds are complex and nuanced. 

Intimacy and Reciprocity. Tyson compared his connection with Sweetie to that of a 

human friend, partner, and family member. Describing their relationship, Tyson said:  

For nine years she’s been my best friend! And that’s kind of it. She’s lived obviously 

through every romantic human relationship I’ve had, and she is the being on this planet 

that I care for the most, other than myself. I care for her more than I care for my human 

family members. It’s just her and I; she’s my buddy.  

Tyson described his couch in Victoria as being a shared meaningful place:  

This place is meaningful to me because she and I spend a lot of time alone together on the 

couch. She is my best friend. Surviving the COVID19 crisis has shown me how isolated I 

tend to make myself. My social life is very limited and I spend more time with Sweetie 

than anyone else. She is my savior! I have suffered from severe anxiety my whole life 

and she keeps me level. She is the reason I know love. 
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Referring to the complex love he feels for Sweetie, Tyson laughingly said:  

I absolutely love the dog. The only reason I know what love is is because I do love that 

dog, for sure. And love obviously doesn’t mean that it’s always mushy-gushy; sometimes 

I want to kick the shit out of her... she can be a real pain in the ass!  

He followed this thought up, explaining:  

It’s a different bond than you’d have with a partner, because with a partner you want [the 

relationship] to be balanced, but with a dog everything is what they want to do, if you 

choose to live that way. Which I have. Everything is because SHE chooses what’s to 

happen.  

Tyson’s respect for Sweetie is evident when he explains how he views his relationship with her: 

People say ‘dogs are treated as dogs’ yet, I treat that dog as a dog, and my definition of 

dog is different than [their] definition of dog. My definition of dog equates to another 

being of equal value, whereas their definition of dog is a being of lesser value. 
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When Tyson described his bond with Sweetie, he often mentioned how their moods and 

actions mirror each other, creating a sense of reciprocity in their relationship. For example, when 

referencing a picture of their bed, Tyson wrote: 

For such a small dog, she takes up a lot of space… this is about how intimate our 

relationship is! Yes, she is allowed in the bed and she sleeps beside me. It makes the 

relationship very funny, because it’s very much like having a partner or child around. If 

she is restless, I am restless. If she is playful, I am playful. If she is tired, I can be tired. 

We build off of each other’s energy and it becomes my responsibility to help manage her 

energy, which keeps me accountable, and I see responsibility and accountability for 

another life as a positive thing. 

 
 Tyson and Sweetie know each other well, which plays a large role in how they interact 

with each other and the places they visit together. Tyson said, “I am always paying attention to 

her energy, her mood… I can always tell when that dog wants to do something. I know her inside 

and out. I like that!” This tends to go both ways. Tyson explained “we draw on each other’s 

energy for sure. Her less so, probably me more so. It’s pretty equal I guess. It’s just us.” 
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Motivation for an Active Lifestyle. Tyson’s choice to prioritize Sweetie has paid off for 

both of them, while Sweetie also provides him with a sense of accountability and responsibility 

that he desires in his life. Tyson explained:  

Her wellbeing equates to my wellbeing. Her wellbeing and my wellbeing require some of 

the same things, which is a healthy, active lifestyle, social stimulation, exploration of the 

natural world… we share some of those things. Sometimes it can feel like a chore to 

work out, but [we] still go and do it. You have to be smart enough to know that you have 

to go and do that. [Dogs] give us an accountability measure, they say ‘hello! I have to go 

pee!’ and you go ‘alright, here we go.’ 

Two of the pictures that Tyson included mentioned Sweetie’s participation in Tyson’s outdoor 

pursuits. Referring to a picture of Hartland Park in Victoria, Tyson wrote: 

Sweetie and I used to mountain bike together… It's a challenging sport, so at the 

beginning I was quite slow on the trails in Victoria and Sweetie would come with me! 

She would rip the trails… She is now 9 years old and doesn’t have the interest nor 

endurance to trail ride like she used to. Actually, I ride a lot less now that she doesn’t 

come anymore. I quite literally will not go riding without her or a friend. 
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This photo, taken at Mt Seymour in North Vancouver, references Tyson and Sweetie trail 

running together: 

Sweetie grew up in East Vancouver close to the Second Narrows bridge to North 

Vancouver. We spent a lot of time trail running on Mt. Seymour. She proved to be a great 

trail running buddy. Although she can’t last that long in the snow, she can still do a few 

kilometers. On this day we did the Dog Mountain trail at a light jog. She gets me outside 

running much more than I would without her, and for that I appreciate her very much. 

Although she is getting slower now and sometimes I have to leave her at home if I am 

doing something fast or long and difficult. 

 
Resilience, Accountability, Mental Health Management. Tyson expanded on this 

aspect of their relationship by explaining the extent of the accountability Sweetie has contributed 

to his life: 
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[Sweetie] keeps me relatively accountable. Which I like! I need that in my life. Having a 

rougher upbringing, I value responsibility very highly because it keeps me very healthy. 

It quiets the crazy mind. Bolsters the healthy mind. I like having responsibility. 

He reinforced how Sweetie’s gift of offering him responsibility is important, explaining, “you’re 

not really looking for [dogs] to reciprocate all the care that you give... I like responsibility and I 

like to be told what to do, and she definitely tells me what she needs most of the time.”  

When they go out into the world together, this dynamic becomes even more complex. 

Tyson said: 

[When we go outside] I become hyper aware of [Sweetie’s] well being. I think that’s 

where I dump a lot of my anxious energy - into managing her anxious energy, which of 

course calms me down. But it also limits my ability to enjoy outside. I’m always worried 

about her. 

Meaningful Places 

Tyson and Sweetie share a range of meaningful places outside of their previously 

mentioned family homes. At least twice a day, the duo makes an excursion to parks close to their 

Victoria, BC apartment. Tyson explained, “so Dallas Road Park and Clover Point and Beacon 

Hill Park - they’re all sort of connected - that is the place where I’ve had the most profound 

changes in my personal philosophies and world views that [Sweetie] has brought me to.” The 

biodiversity of these parks is important to Tyson, and interesting to Sweetie. He went into great 

detail describing the impressive range of birds and other wildlife that can be encountered 

throughout the park. Describing Dallas Road Park, he said: 
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To get there from downtown Victoria, you have to walk through Beacon Hill Park, which 

is a really pretty park. It’s got Indigenous history, colonial history, it’s got a petting zoo, 

it’s where all the peacocks live in Victoria, there’s a heron rookery there, it’s got duck 

ponds galore. A lot of songbirds, a lot of birds of prey as well. Cooper’s hawks, eagles… 

I go looking for the Cooper’s hawks every morning, and they’re there. I love my birds. 

Tyson’s affinity for Dallas Road Park extends past its biodiversity. He explained: 

It’s very calming. I have a very busy work life, and I use that time at the end of the day to 

completely decompress. So I go with [Sweetie], we go to the park, sometimes I bring my 

phone, sometimes I leave it, but usually my state of mind just calms down. That park is 

brilliant for that, cause she can play, I can relax, and I can also get into nature at the same 

time. So Dallas Road park is a special place for us.  

He thoughtfully continued to explain how his love for that space positively impacted other 

aspects of his life: 

[Going to Dallas Road Park is] a part of my mindfulness practice... It helps me be more 

present… There’s a worldview piece to it as well, but that’s more complicated. That’s 

more like… I don’t like Victoria but I love Dallas Road Park. What I love about Dallas 

Road Park and its kind of... calmness and its diversity and its quietness and its 

abundance, is what I then find in Victoria. 
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This photo was taken at Dallas Road Beach in Victoria. Tyson wrote:  

This beach is one of the primary reasons why I have stayed living in Victoria for two 

years now. I don’t really like living in Victoria. However, the Dallas Road Beach, dog 

park, and Beacon Hill park are hugely valuable to me…  The dog park does cause me 

some anxiety and worry as it is next to a fairly busy road and can be quite busy with 

people and other dogs. So, I stay hyper vigilant. But, down on the beach in warm weather 

is very comfortable. It's enclosed by cliffs so there is nowhere for her to go. Usually, she 

gets tired of napping on the beach before I do. But, these beach naps are very special. It is 

an opportunity to practice mindfulness in nature just a short walk from home. A very 

valuable resource. 

 Tyson made note of another meaningful place for him and Sweetie: his family home. 
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Describing the significance of the picture, Tyson wrote:  

My family is of course from a small reserve called Ahousaht, on Flores Island, 

approximately 30 minutes northwest of Tofino by boat. The situation for dogs on the 

main reserve is quite sad. How my community treats dogs is a huge nagging issue for me. 

In fact, it is the primary reason why I would never live in my own community. Whereas 

our family house, the master bedroom shown here, is on its own private ½ acre island 

adjacent to the reserve. Here, my dog and my sisters’ dog (a Pomeranian) can roam and 

have fun without worrying about being killed by the dogs, disease or wildlife that are all 

prevalent on reserve. It is our own little paradise. I would often spend a lot of time here 

isolated in all seasons for work. Sweetie would regularly come with me and provide me 

with the companionship I need to get through tough times alone at our isolated house 

working in very stressful conditions. 

Similar to Dallas Road Beach, this place holds significant meaning because of the other life that 

exists there. He said:  
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It’s its own island, and it’s our space. There’s been a black bear that’s swum over once, 

and some mink that hang around, the otters hang around, but there are no predators that 

bother her. It’s a slice of paradise for her and my sister’s dog!  

 
The dock at the family home, specifically, is a special place for Sweetie because of the other 

animals there. Tyson said: 

The dock is a unique place with [Sweetie] for several reasons. She hates the water so is 

naturally nervous on the dock. She hates boat rides, so I am always having to drag her up 

and or down the dock – then met with curious looks by other members of my community 

who see me treating my dog like a child – which makes me uncomfortable. But most 

importantly, because of her interactions with the otters that live around our home. She 

LOVES otters. Whether here or at Dallas Road beach, I have to keep a very close eye on 

her when there are otters around. She has gotten much too close on many occasions and I 

am scared and worried that one day she will get bitten. But, I think it adds to her quality 

of life to have a special connection to one of the most beautiful creatures on the coast! 

This is where she first learned about otters. 
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While the family home near Ahousaht is a positive and safe place, Tyson’s feelings towards 

Ahousaht itself, as mentioned, are complex. Describing his relationship with this place, he said: 

The village is too toxic for me, and it’s toxic for dogs. The dogs there are not cared for. 

It’s the wild west and there’s good reason for that, yet no reason for lack of care, in my 

opinion. There are reasons, in terms of how the people were mistreated, thus they 

mistreat, or they don’t have a cultural adaptation to caring for dogs in a way that I do, 

which is treating her as another human being. 

Expanding on this, Tyson later said: 

[Ahousaht people] know that I love dogs a lot and they have this thing where they say 

“you love dogs more than you love people”… They think less of me for how much more 

I care for my dog. 

As for Sweetie, her experience of Ahousaht is almost solely of the family home. Tyson 

explained: 

Sweetie will never go into the village, ever. No way. Dogs would kill her first of all, 

because she’s a foreign dog and that’s what they do, or because there’s disease, all sorts 

of stuff there. No, no, no! Wolves - the wolves are no problem compared to the dogs... 

She’s come hiking with me once [on Flores Island] but only on a leash and only on one 

back trail, and I’ve never done it again because it just bothered me the whole time. You 

never know what you’re going to encounter. 

Beyond Physical Places 

Tyson’s connection with Sweetie helps shape his views on what gives a place shared 

meaning, extending past the place’s physical existence. He said:  
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There’s different ways to develop that meaning [behind places]. I’m not out there like 

‘lalala this is so beautiful’. I’m out there thinking ‘I want to make sure this dog has a 

wicked life’, and I’m gonna go along for the ride with her.  

Beyond exploring physical spaces, Sweetie is a positive influence for Tyson, and adds value to 

his excursions. He said:   

These places, they would not be as meaningful without her. I would not go nap on the 

beach by myself without my dog. I’m not that kind of guy. Maybe, but she makes my 

social anxiety around that zero because I have a good excuse. She is my good excuse. 

She’s my good excuse to go home, and she’s my good excuse to go to the park.  

Tyson broadly expanded on how Sweetie positively contributes value, and how she provides 

justification for living where they do: 

It is a good life, and I have my own personal issue with living a good life… coming from 

a poor community, family, and now I live in this beautiful apartment in Victoria… While 

I don’t like Victoria’s culture, I can’t deny that our life here is really easy and 

comfortable and clean and healthy, so I kind of make sure that’s a priority. Using her as 

an excuse to go to these places at 4 o’clock every day is definitely a part of the value. If I 

didn’t have this dog, I probably wouldn’t live in Canada. 

Challenges 

Tyson alluded several times to how regardless of the location, his and Sweetie’s 

experience outside is complex.  

Whenever I take Sweetie outside, my feelings of responsibility for her well-being 

drastically increase because there are more potentially dangerous variables outside. So I 
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become hyper-aware of her well-being more than I do anything else that I want to do. So 

in many circumstances, it hinders my interaction with the outside. My interaction is still 

with her, less the environment around me.  

Participating in this research, Tyson was intrigued by his response to the question “How is your 

sense of place shaped by your relationship with your dog?:  

I liked the question a lot, it made me think about how I interact with the dog outside, and 

I kind of tested that and... what resulted for me was this idea that actually it’s a weird 

50/50 split, that she diminishes my ability to enjoy the outdoors, but she also gets me 

there in the first place. Because I just worry about her all the time! That’s all I do. 

 Tyson and Sweetie. 

Tyson made it clear how much of an impact - positive and otherwise complex - Sweetie 

has on the way they experience places together. They share a unique and intimate bond. 

Frequenting meaningful spaces has offered them memories, a chance to engage with the 

biodiversity available to them, a sense of responsibility and accountability, and for Tyson, a 

reason to live where he does, and an excuse to get outside in the first place.   

Aleesha and Riker 

Riker, a Puggle, came into Aleesha’s life five years ago. Aleesha had finally moved into a 

dog-friendly apartment in Abbotsford, but she was hesitant to fully commit to finding a pet. At 

the time, she was working as a frog biologist, spending much of her time doing fieldwork. She 

felt her life was in flux due to several other recent moves. Aleesha explained, “it’s almost like I 

was afraid to get a pet because I wasn’t stable, and didn’t recognize that having a pet would force 

me to have that stability or allow me to advocate for my own stability.” Eventually, her older 
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sister encouraged her to find a dog because according to Aleesha, “she knew that that’s what I 

truly wanted.” Since then, Riker and Aleesha have built a strong relationship throughout many 

life changes. They turn to each other for social and emotional support, and through their  

friendship, Aleesha has discovered value and meaning in many new and old shared spaces.  

Bond 

According to Aleesha, the unique bond that Aleesha and Riker share shapes the way they 

experience their social relationships, the places they frequent, and the way they interact with 

their surroundings. When describing her connection with Riker, Aleesha explained: 

Riker is my best friend. He really is. Through all of the things I’ve been through, he is the 

constant in my life. He takes me places I don’t typically go. He encourages me to do 

things I don’t typically do. And he taught me to connect with people in new and exciting 

ways. So, he’s completely altered my life in the best possible way. 

Riker’s body language seems to both confirm and reflect Aleesha’s description of their bond. 

She said: 

I’ve heard other people say that when we’re not together, he behaves differently. I don’t 

get to see that, but they’ll say “he kept looking at the door, he was waiting for you” or 

“he sure seems a lot more mellow when you’re not around”. So I think it’s similar for 

both of us that we fulfill a part of each other… When I think of us going to the dog park 

together, for example, he’ll be nervous of other dogs, and look to me like, “is this okay? 

What do you think?” and if I say “this is fine!” then he’s quite happy about it. Same with 

people. 
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Aleesha believes Riker turns to her for comfort and confirmation in a similar way that Aleesha 

feels he supports her. 

 Because they don’t share a common language, Aleesha and Riker have found other ways 

to communicate with each other. Aleesha described:  

He communicates using his eyebrows and forehead skin quite a bit. I can tell what he 

wants and how he’s feeling based on how much this skin is retracted, pushed forward, or 

in a position of these eyebrows. I can read him really well…I really feel like Riker has 

learned how to communicate with me with his face… I know when Riker is done at the 

dog park, because he’ll give me a look and that look means “I’m done, I don’t want to be 

here anymore” and I’ll say “okay are you ready go home?” and he’ll walk to me, so I can 

put his leash on, like he’s done. I know when he’s uncomfortable, I know when he’s 

comfortable. I know when he wants to be there and when he doesn’t want to be there. 

Being so in tune with Riker leads Aleesha to feel that she can see the world through his eyes. She 

said:  

If Riker meets a dog that he really doesn’t like, then I don’t really like that dog either. It 

goes through him first. Like he kind of has an idea of what kind of dog he likes, and then 

I follow suit. 

Aleesha specified that being able to read Riker so well is unique to the bond that she has with 

him: 

I feel a lot of other dogs either don’t do this or I’m not cued into that like other people 

are. So I’m really good at reading Riker language, but not so good at reading other dogs’ 
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language. So it changes the type of connection I can have with them. I can’t just look at 

them and know exactly what they want or how they’re feeling. 

Expansion of Identity 

While Aleesha described her and Riker as very similar in many ways, their differences 

have contributed to personal growth and expansion in their relationship. Aleesha used to spend 

quite a bit of time doing fieldwork in the wetlands, and is passionate about her work with frogs 

and local ecosystems. Inviting Riker into this aspect of her life was jolting for her because Riker 

didn’t take to the wetlands. In a photo taken at the Aldergrove Regional Park wetland restoration 

site, Aleesha wrote: 

I have spent a lot of time in this wetland for work (trapping amphibians to do inventories, 

monitoring vegetation succession, etc.). One of my main reasons for getting a dog was to 

have a companion with me in the field when I do my work. This moment was one of 

Riker’s first introductions to a frog – which was obviously very important for me as a 

frog biologist! Turns out, Riker doesn’t really like frogs. He doesn’t really like wetlands. 

He hates swimming, and he would prefer to walk along the dry path rather than follow 

me into the swamp. This park was like a training ground for us to understand each other – 

I was trying to introduce Riker to who I am, and he was telling me who he is. I wasn’t 

frustrated that he isn’t the wetland fieldwork dog I dreamed of, instead, I was fascinated 

by how his perspective differed from my own. 
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Expanding on her realization that Riker has different interests, Aleesha said: 

I didn’t know that a puppy that I raised from the very beginning wouldn’t grow up to 

like the things that I like. I thought that that would just be exactly how it goes - like, I 

bring him to the wetlands, he enjoys it. A lot of my newfound identity was found here in 

the wetlands. I’m a frog biologist. This is how I thought I needed to make friends and 

make connections with people in my life… Most of my friends are biologists, and most 

of the people I interact with all the time are people that would LOVE to come out to the 

wetlands with me! So to have this new friend who was like “yeah, this isn’t really my 

thing” was kind of like… how can you be my best friend if you don’t like the things that 

I like? But he showed me that I like more things than just this. And there’s so much 

more that I do enjoy and all of my friends don’t have to like the same things that I like.  

Aleesha believes that her friendship with Riker encourages her to extend her comfort zone in 

order to find their common ground. Rather than feeling that Riker put a damper on her hobbies, 

Aleesha found silver linings by exploring many other aspects of their lives in depth. About frog 
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biology and exploring the wetlands, Aleesha explained, “we have a lot in common and that’s not 

one of them”. 

Meaningful Places 

Aleesha named several places that were significant to her and Riker; getting to 

experience the places together, though, is the main reason behind each place’s importance. Their 

bond adds value to the places they frequent together. This means that their shared significant 

places range from natural spaces to Aleesha’s workplace, and several environments in between. 

Aleesha feels that these places matter to Riker because they’re shared with his person. In 

Aleesha’s words: 

If I were to just open the door and let him go outside, he wouldn’t really go without me. 

If I’m sitting on a bench, he will sit on the bench next to me. If I’m walking, he also 

walks. So going outside, going out with Riker, we’re always together. It’s never that he’s 

outside only to be outside, it’s about us, and being outside to be together. 

Expanding on this, Aleesha said: 

It’s not about being tied to one particular place... us being together makes it important 

and significant. We’ve lived in so many places and we go so many places, but we can be 

in an office and he could be in a Staples box, and it’s still home for us because we’re 

together and we’re making these experiences and memories wherever we go.  

In the photo, Riker is pictured as Aleesha described - in the Fraser Valley Conservancy (FVC) 

office, in a Staples box.  
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To describe the importance of this place, Aleesha explained: 

Having the ability to bring my best friend to the office with me is a huge bonus. I’d argue 

it is in the top ten reasons why I continue to work for the FVC. My coworker, who I also 

consider a great friend, will sometimes bring her dog, Maestro, as well. Riker and 

Maestro are great friends, so the atmosphere at the office is always so positive and jovial 

when we are all together. I have spent so many hours working in this office, sometimes 

staying long nights or even overnight, so it is almost like a second home to me. I would 

not feel that way were it not for the ability to bring Riker with me. Riker, too, feels at 

home at the office, and adores my coworkers like family. 

 Aleesha’s work isn’t the only place that Riker has positively impacted. Because of him, 

Aleesha has also found a home that adds tremendous value to their lives. Aleesha said: 

I moved to a new house this past summer. This is the third time I have moved since I got 

Riker, making this his fourth home. This house, however, is unlike any I have ever 

rented. Whereas I have been in apartments and basement suites my entire adult life, this 

is the first time I have rented a house on a property. But this is not just any property – we 

have a forest, a stream, a wetland, and large fields to roam in. I chose this house for 
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Riker, and Riker chose it for me. Instead of having the excuse that I am too tired to drive 

to the dog park, or there isn’t enough daylight left in the day to take a walk, we now have 

access to all of the nature we need right outside our front door. I know I would not 

experience views like this nearly as often as I do without Riker. He is the driving force to 

get me outside and there hasn’t been a single time I have regretted it. He reminds me to 

watch the sunset rather than Netflix, and to return to what truly brings me joy. For me, 

this house is the first place I have ever lived that truly feels like home. Walking through 

the forest taking pictures of mushrooms, making friends with the trees, seeing the 

footprints of coyotes in the snow, hearing the birds and the frogs sing – this is where we 

belong. Where I am today, physically and emotionally… I owe so much of it to Riker. 

 
 

The specific considerations that Aleesha had in mind when house-hunting were primarily Riker-

centric. Aleesha described her mindset when she initially found their house:   

I went in with a “Riker can be here and make as much noise as he wants, and then I can 

walk on this trail, and he’ll be happy here.” But where he’s happy is where I’m happy so 

it’s okay to use that lens, because we’re so in tune with each other that finding his 

happiness is finding my happiness. 
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The connection between Riker and Aleesha led them to this home that Aleesha described as her 

“daily dose of nature”. Living in this place has led her to connect with the things she finds 

important, like being able to access nature right outside her door. She said:  

I really want to feel more connected to the place where I live and more connected to this 

world, and I feel this more so now than ever before in my life, but the thing that keeps it 

growing and consistent and fresh in my mind is that I’m going out for that daily dog 

walk. Because if I didn’t, then these feelings of connection kind of fade into the 

background noise of technology and work requirements and other obligations that in the 

grand scheme of things don’t actually matter... but this matters. That sunset [pictured 

above] matters. In that moment, that’s all that matters.  

 Aleesha has also felt powerful connections to nature with Riker in places besides their 

home. This picture was taken at Stoney Lake Park in Abbotsford.  

 
Describing this place and the meaning behind it, Aleesha wrote: 
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This park is very important to both of us. This is a beautiful off-leash dog park with a 

stream, open fields, bits of forest, and lots of opportunity to feel connected to nature. I 

have spent so many hours walking around in this small park. I had never visited it prior to 

having Riker in my life. The amazing thing about bringing Riker to the dog park is, even 

if we went there the previous day, this visit is just as exciting. There is always something 

new to sniff, it’s like a brand-new park every time. This encouraged me to start looking 

around to see what I could discover. Thanks to Riker I found a population of endangered 

snails that was unknown here, and I had the opportunity to create a little management 

plan for the city to protect them. The more time I spent here the more I started to see, and 

the more connected I felt to this park. I had three really memorable spiritual moments 

here that brought me to tears each time. Riker has always seemed to understand this – 

while he typically runs around sniffing here and there, he will sometimes slowly, quietly 

sit beside me and wait. I know in these moments he is getting his own connection, just 

listening, watching, and feeling the space. He taught me that I can do the same thing. 

Riker was the reason behind Aleesha connecting to a new place, and the way he interacted with it 

opened her eyes to the happenings going on around them. Being so tuned in with the park 

inspired deep connections to the space for Aleesha (and from her perspective, Riker) and also 

spurred the protection of an endangered creature.  

 Another special place that Aleesha noted was her car. Aleesha gave some context behind 

why her car is important to them and their friendship: 

I am very lucky that Riker is very comfortable in the car. He does not get anxious, nor 

does he get excited. He simply hops in, sits down, and waits until we arrive at our 
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destination. So much of our time together is spent in the car. As a young dog he had 

separation anxiety when left at home and would bark and howl, however, he was fine to 

be left alone in the car. For better or for worse, he would come with me to do errands, 

wait for me during appointments, and travel with me to work. These days he does not 

have separation anxiety and I live in a home where he can make as much noise as he 

wants. But really, my car is like a little home for him and is our ticket to be where we 

need to be, and go where we need to go, just the two of us. At the age of four, Riker has 

already lived in four different homes with me, however, this is the same car I have had 

his whole life. In that way, the place where we have the most consistency just happens to 

be mobile! 
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It is not just the physical mobile aspect of the car itself that is important to the duo, but also what 

it represents to them. Aleesha explained: 

That car really represents for me a lot of things like adaptability and independence and 

freedom to move to where I need to go. For Riker, it’s like his constant on wheels. It’s 

the most consistent thing that we have together, this car. I’m always amazed that he’s so 

at home in it. He sees it as a little home. I guess I do too, because I’ve slept in it before! 

It’s like our little tool to go where we need to go, and the freedom to make our own 

choices together. There’s something about seeing him in the car that strangely makes me 

feel emotional. It’s like “let’s go!”... And he’s with me, it’s not an empty seat. He takes 

up that passenger seat, he’s always there. That’s so important. And he’s excited! 

The special places shared by Aleesha and Riker span a variety of settings and scenarios, 

but Aleesha consistently made it clear that the most important component to making a place 

special is that her and Riker can be in it together - this is where the emotional connection is felt. 

Reshaping ideas of places 

Riker changed the way that Aleesha sees and experiences natural spaces. Despite not 

growing up with a deep connection to nature, Aleesha’s work as a biologist exposed her to 

species and areas that she forged strong connections with, and has since been working to 

preserve. The introduction of Riker into her life expanded her view of what constitutes accessible 

and enjoyable nature. Describing these sentiments in the context of her fieldwork in the 

wetlands, Aleesha said:  

[The wetlands are] what I thought being in nature meant. Because it’s not some place that 

people can just... take a car and drive there or ride a bicycle through. You know, it’s very 
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natural. There’s frogs and wading through muck. But with Riker I experience different 

parts of nature that I typically wouldn’t have experienced. Like Mill Lake in Abbotsford. 

I thought that this park was kind of gross. It’s paved all the way around, there are 

boardwalks which look ugly, the water is so gross that there’s signs everywhere that say 

“no swimming”, since there’s so much duck and geese activity. But Riker will go into 

any part of any nature.  

 

When Riker came into Aleesha’s life, Mill Lake Park was a place that she saw with new eyes.  

 
 

Referring to this photo, she described: 

Ever since Riker was a puppy, we have been coming to Mill Lake. I have lived in 

Abbotsford for most of my life, but I rarely visited this park. I often criticized this park 

for being ugly due to the paved trail, open fields, and boardwalk over an open water 

retention pond. However, once Riker came into my life, I realized just how nice it was to 

have an easy, accessible, and well-maintained area to walk. Riker has memorized where I 
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park the car so he always knows where we are, how far we have to go, and when we can 

expect to be done. He also knows the area, so he gets very excited when we pull up to the 

park. Now when I want to hang out with a friend in Abbotsford the first thing I suggest is 

a dog walk at Mill Lake. This is because Riker and I are a duo: if you hang out with me, 

you hang out with Riker. 

Spending so much time with Riker outdoors has given Aleesha new perspectives on 

places she may have previously viewed as mundane. She said, “being in the same space over and 

over again with Riker helps me to recognize the things that are changing, and then I see them 

differently.” As an example, she described a photo taken outside of the FVC office in Mission: 

Like, this grass along the side of this cement sidewalk... For him, that’s closer to nature 

than being in the office. There are so many smells, there’s always some sort of bird in the 

bush here. Down at his favourite potty spot, there’s an acorn tree. Through the years, I’ve 

watched acorns form and then fall and then ice on branches, where we have to be careful 

cause icicles are falling. 
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Other examples she provided were the snails in Stoney Creek forests, and salmon spawning in 

the local stream. Returning to these places consistently with Riker - and initially, because of 

Riker - has reshaped the way Aleesha regards nature, and impacted the way she notices the life 

she encounters there. 

Connection 

In addition to new places, Riker helps connect Aleesha to new people. He acts as a 

conduit for Aleesha to meaningfully engage with others and he positively impacts their social 

opportunities. He facilitates and transforms familial bonds, and acts as a welcome excuse to 

experience the outdoors and new places. He also helps Aleesha understand and value her own 

humanity, and he gives context to how she and Riker connect to the world around them. 

Creation and Expansion of Family. Aleesha explained how Riker has helped her form a 

bond with her colleagues, and the value this has added to her life.  

 
 

Describing this photo, she wrote: 

This is my boss’s house, featuring two dogs and two of the four cats. In the cuddle-

puddle is my roommate and a coworker who I consider a very dear friend. I find it 
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amazing that my boss opens her home to her employees and their pets. Like the family 

feelings I get when I can bring Riker to the office, being able to work and spend time at 

my boss’s house with Riker is so comforting. I don’t have a family home to visit (no 

connection to my parents), nor do I have a large extended family, so this place and these 

coworkers fill a big void in my life. Riker loves it too, despite the expression on his 

face… I feel a lot of love when I look at this picture. Often, bringing Riker over for a 

playdate is the incentive for working here instead of the office. I don’t think anyone 

knows just how important these moments are for me.  

Expanding on these feelings and why Riker is essential to these moments, Aleesha said: 

People are always so excited to see Riker… I use him as an excuse to hang out with 

people a lot of the time. You know, “I can come over, and I’ll bring Riker!” I’ll come 

over, we’ll go for a walk, and we’ll have dinner together. Something like that. But seeing 

him connect with people allows me to feel like I’m more connected to them too… 

because he’s like a part of me. So like [this photo] at my boss’s house with my coworker 

cuddling him, it almost feels like she’s hugging me by extension... Having him in 

somebody’s home, he’s accepted there. Maybe I just feel awkward being in someone 

else’s space, but he doesn’t… He doesn’t care. And he’s happy to ask for pets, for 

cuddles, for things that I don’t ask for from other people, but even seeing him get them 

feels like I’m getting that love too. 

Aleesha clarified how she and Riker play different roles when socially connecting with others: 
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He gets to break down a lot of those boundaries with people that I have difficulty 

breaking down, and then I get to do the human work of communicating words. He can get 

that special dog work done by communicating with touch and just... his atmosphere. 

Riker’s presence has also positively influenced the way Aleesha and her sister spend time 

together. Prior to Riker joining their family, or when Riker doesn’t join them on their excursions, 

Aleesha and her sister would generally stroll through the mall to spend time together. With 

Riker, they usually head to Burnaby’s Central Park.  

 
 

Aleesha’s description of this photo explained the value Riker has added to the sisters’ 

already strong connection: 

My older sister, Breanna, is one of the most important people in my life. She and my 

younger sister make up the entirety of my (human) family. Riker is the only dog in our 
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family, so he gets a lot of love... The time we spend together with Riker, versus without 

Riker, is markedly different. The types of conversations you can have with someone 

walking through a forest are much more intimate and long-lasting than the conversations 

you have shopping in a mall. My sister and I spent very little time together in nature 

growing up, so having the opportunity to do this as adults is so rewarding. I always 

appreciate the extra closeness I get to have with my sister when Riker takes us for a walk. 

I’m sure he feels the same way.  

Aleesha expanded on these thoughts by explaining just how major Riker’s presence is in 

changing the way she and Breanna spend time together: 

My sister and I, prior to Riker, had never gone on a walk outside together. We didn’t 

experience outside together. It just wasn’t something that we did. He is kind of like this 

glue that holds us together in going for a walk outside. Cause why would we be there if 

not for Riker? Why would we go for a walk outside? We’d need a reason. He’s the 

reason. He’s a good thing to talk about when there’s a lull in conversation and you need 

something to break the silence. 

Riker was the reason the sisters began spending time outside together, and he has also added a 

different kind of joy and structure to their interactions: 

We wouldn’t be in nature if it weren’t for him. We just wouldn’t. He gives that journey a 

beginning and an end. We’re there for a reason. He’s super excited, then he gets tired and 

he wants to leave and then we know we’ve done our due diligence and he’s happy. It 

feels more satisfying. Riker’s happy, he finished his walk. He’s in the backseat, sleeping 

already because he’s tuckered out. There’s a sense of accomplishment that comes along 
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with it that you don’t necessarily get from just going for a walk with a friend. It has an 

additional bookend, excitement that we’re going, completion, job well done. We took the 

dog for a walk! We did it! It gives it a natural structure that we can play with and a 

purpose. 

Riker as a Therapeutic and Healing Presence. According to Aleesha, many people say 

Riker gives off a very calming and approachable energy. This has led Aleesha to pursue a goal of 

eventually training Riker to be a therapy dog. In this role, Aleesha and Riker would team up to 

offer support to individuals who would benefit from his calming presence. In the meantime, she 

already notices the impression Riker makes on people.  

 
 

In this photo, Riker is pictured in an autoshop, while they were waiting on car repairs. Aleesha 

described why this experience was meaningful to her: 

This picture makes me think of something that is very important to us: whenever we are 

together in public we try our best to leave a positive impact on the world. Riker is the 

most gentle, open, and caring soul I have ever met. At this shop he went from person to 
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person, getting pets from them until they were done, or simply leaning against their leg 

until he felt it was time to move on. The mood of the room was improved simply by his 

presence. He served as a starting point for conversations between me and the people in 

the room. Instead of just being strangers, frustrated and alone waiting for another car 

repair bill, we were all present in the room together, laughing at this little dog and his 

antics. When Riker is with me I feel we can act as a force for good in this world. Our goal 

is to register him as a therapy dog... although if you asked him, he would say he has been 

an active therapy dog his whole life. 

Riker has positively contributed to Aleesha’s own mental and physical health as well. She said:  

I’ve had my own mental health challenges. On days when I’m really not feeling well and 

I don’t want to go out of the house... if I have a migraine, Riker recognizes that I’m ill 

and he doesn’t ask to go out. If I’m just not feeling well [mentally], he has this thing that 

he does where he crawls under my bed and he starts crying under the bed. And he refuses 

to come out and so I say “okay, we’re going to go outside” and that’s his, “there’s no 

excuse for this… you have to. You have to go out today”. And it always makes me feel 

better. He really forces me to go outside. He does. 

Aleesha explained how Riker gives her new, healthy options for handling stress and healing: 

My default healing space is retreating inward. Riker pushes me outside of that comfort 

zone. So I get to go to places like the Stoney Creek park where I get to connect with 

nature instead, and it’s so much more healing than my default. So I don’t know why I 

keep defaulting to my default, that’s my coping mechanism, but he provides me with an 
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alternative way to deal with things that I’m going through, and I just know I wouldn’t do 

that without him. 

Connecting to Self via Nature. Aleesha feels that Riker provides her with the support 

she needs to go outside when she otherwise would not be feeling mentally or physically prepared 

to do so. The benefits gained from this are broad; each time they venture out together, Aleesha is 

connecting with nature, and gaining perspective on her own role and sense of connection to 

Riker and the living world. She said: 

I’m never actually alone-alone as long as we’re together… Out here [outside of our 

home], hearing the birds and watching the bugs crawl through the grass... Watching the 

ducks land on the pond, that’s not alone either. And I think Riker has a really good point. 

You can be alone, you can go into hermit mode if you want, but let’s do it somewhere 

like this because it’s a different kind of alone - a better alone. 

Aleesha believes that Riker gleans the similar benefits from experiencing the outdoors. 

Beyond the standard ways that most dogs utilize the outdoors, Aleesha thinks their jaunts are 

equally important for each of them to embrace the essences of their beings. In her description of 

the picture of RIker in Mission outside the FVC, Aleesha wrote: 

For Riker it is so important to have the lunchtime walk, not only to go potty, but just to 

sniff and be a dog. At the same time, I get to walk, smile at people, and listen to the birds. 

This walk lets me be a human. 

To expand on this, when speaking about this common experience that Riker offers her, she said: 

A lot of the times when I’m at the office when I’m typing away at a report, and then 

driving home, that doesn’t feel human. It doesn’t feel like I’m connected to the bigger 
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picture of what’s out there. But a simple smile at a stranger brings me back to humanity 

and when people see this chubby little dog with the curly tail, it makes them grin! Even if 

they just smile at him and they don’t look at me, he’s a part of me! I feel it by extension! 

I made somebody smile by taking this walk with Riker. He made somebody smile, and 

that makes me feel good. I feel more alive and more connected when I’m not just sitting 

in front of a computer doing work so there’s a lot more opportunity to actually feel like a 

person in this world, even just taking my dog for a walk. 

Process 

 The process of arranging photos and reflecting on their meaning for this project made an 

impression on Aleesha. When she spoke about the specific photos she chose, she said, “this is 

my life in ten photos and Riker is in every single one. So my entire existence is here! This is 

everywhere I go and everything I do. All of my different places that form my identity.” She 

further explained: 

There was a lot of looking back on my own life and seeing my journey alongside his 

journey. A lot has changed for me in the four years we’ve been together. I’ve been 

through a lot, and just to see him there in different ways on every step of the journey was 

really interesting, filling in those pieces… I knew that Riker was important to me but I 

didn’t know just how the entire picture of my life has him in it everywhere I go, and how 

it’s not just because he’s my dog and I take him with me, but how he’s literally shaping 

my experience of this world. That’s amazing. It’s amazing to think that my life would 

look completely, completely different without him in it. I can’t even imagine. And that’s 

a scary thing.
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Findings 

Conducting interviews about life alongside a dog gave me confirmation about how 

powerful the shared experiences are. The interviews provided glimpses into the individualized 

life experiences, values, and upbringing of each unique human, in addition to valuable insights 

into each participant’s understanding of their personal sense of place.  The photos and stories that 

participants shared are both commonplace (in the human/dog world), as well as individually-

specific. They depend on the dog, the human, their shared experiences, and their surrounding 

environment.  

Just as no two people are the same, neither are the bonds shared by individual humans 

and individual dogs. As a result, the meaning ascribed to these bonds and experiences is unique 

to each pairing. It is important to recognize the value of individuality, while also observing what 

qualities and common themes transcend this individuality. Therefore, while the following 

findings are categorized into broad common themes, the excerpts I have included highlight the 

distinctive life experiences of each participant as they pertain to the themes.    

Although everybody’s stories are highly personal, several common themes arose between 

participants. The photos that each person captured and the reflections they shared were 

simultaneously surprising, distinctive, and sometimes relatable. It’s also worth noting the diverse 

ways participants chose to interpret the prompt, how they were impacted by the  process of 

participating, and how they expressed themselves while responding.  

Participants’ Individualized Understanding of Sense of Place 

 Each participant began the photo-ethnography exercise with an invitation to answer the 

question “how is your sense of place shaped by your relationship with your dog?” As sense of 
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place is both a deeply personal and wide-ranging concept, I chose to not provide a definition to 

participants, in order to allow for their intuitive exploration of what it meant to them to emerge. 

This is in keeping with Ardoin’s (2006) description of sense of place as a “complex 

phenomenon” (p. 113) that is “elusive, subjective, and personal” (p. 112). With the concept of 

sense of place being encompassed by factors that may be “situational, historical, cultural, 

political, environmental, personal, and social” (p. 112), it is unsurprising that exploring this 

concept in this exercise yielded feedback as far-reaching as it is highly individualistic. Indeed, 

each participant’s photos, explanations, and interviews were reflections shaped by their unique 

life experiences, in the context of their connections to their dogs.  

 Sam discussed how her dog Margot assists her in discovering new places, gives her a 

reason to return to familiar places, and affects the way she experiences both new and familiar 

natural environments. As a valued member of her family unit, Margot brought her an aspect of 

home and comfort during a period in which they were all living a transitory lifestyle and 

exploring many new places. In a way, Margot seems to have expanded Sam’s sense of place 

beyond the kinds of places she was used to frequenting before this trip. Sam’s narrative 

demonstrates that the development of her sense of place was not limited by her time spent in 

each place; it also included the quality of that time, and with whom she shared those experiences. 

Sweetie’s presence in Tyson’s life shapes both the places he’s drawn towards, and the 

places he avoids. His sense of responsibility towards keeping his dog safe and happy drives the 

choices he makes about the places they will experience together. Sweetie gives Tyson a reason to 

visit places he wouldn’t necessarily frequent alone, and adds value to the time he spends in those 

places, and the nature they experience there together. His regard for his dog as a “best friend” 
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also adds meaning to the places they share together, in both built and natural environments. This 

is a lovely example of a socio-emotional component of sense of place. Tyson’s close relationship 

with Sweetie falls outside of what he describes as the norms of his culture. He describes an 

internalized conflict in which he makes complex decisions about culturally significant places, 

such as Flores Island, where he has chosen to not bring Sweetie, in order to keep her physically 

safe. 

Aleesha invited her dog Riker to share her favourite places with her. While she was 

initially dismayed at his lack of enthusiasm for the wild locations she enjoyed spending time in, 

she was open to expanding her explorations to accommodate his interests as well. This effort 

introduced Aleesha to new environments, and gave her a chance to expand her idea of what 

“nature” can encompass. Within these places, she and Riker have found value both in the 

environments themselves, and in spending time together. Aleesha also shared how Riker has 

given her access to community, and helps her feel at ease within it. She shared how Riker has 

made it easier to connect and spend meaningful time with friends, colleagues, and family, adding 

more dimensions to her sense of place. 

In all cases, participants were asked to include their dogs when exploring their sense of 

place. This illuminated how a person’s sense of place can be shaped not only by their own 

perceptions and experiences of natural and built environments, but also by other sentient life as 

well. This is a previously under researched area and is another example of the kind of gap that 

exists in the sense of place research that  Raymond, Kyttä, and Stedman (2017) seek to highlight.   

 Participants Experiences of Participating in the Exercise  
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Participants perceived this exercise to be valuable not just for their relationships with 

their dogs, but also for reflecting and noticing in general. Participants embraced the power of 

storytelling available to them through the pairing of this photo-ethnography method and semi-

structured interviews. The invitation to explore their sense of place encouraged them to step into 

a meaning-making mindset, and to seek to understand how their dogs contributed to shaping 

their sense of place. 

The process of selecting ten photos and reflecting on their meaning allowed Aleesha to 

see how Riker has helped shape her meaningful places during their time together, in the context 

of the events of her own life. Because she was considering both her sense of place and her bond 

with Riker throughout this exercise, she felt as though she could glimpse her “entire existence” 

in the photos that she ended up providing. “I knew that Riker was important to me but I didn’t 

know just how the entire picture of my life has him in it everywhere I go, and how it’s not just 

because he’s my dog and I take him with me, but how he’s literally shaping my experience of 

this world.” Tyson, on the other hand, appreciated the photography exercise for prompting him 

to think deeply about how he and Sweetie interact outside, resulting in the realization that 

“[Sweetie] diminishes [Tyson’s] ability to enjoy the outdoors, but she also gets [him] there in the 

first place.”  

Aspirational Voice When Talking About Dogs 

As each participant shared stories and explained the unique intricacies of the bonds they 

share with their dogs, the tones of their voices automatically adjusted. Speaking of dogs often 

gave the participants a voice that’s poetic, wistful, or whimsical. In this case, all of the 

participants used an aspirational voice, with a tone of love and admiration - even when voicing 
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the more challenging aspects of their relationships or spaces they share. Experiencing the ways 

dogs operate in their environment seems to invoke awe and excitement, and maybe even the 

inspiration to be the best version of themselves for their dogs.  

These aspirations are also expressed through many of the words the participants chose to 

use when speaking of their companions. To name a few in Aleesha’s case, her stories included 

words such as “alive”, “connected”, “intimate”, “caring”, and countless more. In Sam and 

Margot’s case, some recurring words that Sam used were “community”, “home”, “impartial”, 

“happiness”, and “meaningful”. Tyson also favoured “meaningful”, as well as “special”, “love”, 

“responsibility”, and “accountability”. While participants also used words that reflected more 

difficult aspects of their relationships, their word choices and intonations were overwhelmingly 

positive. 

Challenging Aspects of Sharing Space With Dogs 

 In several instances, participants noted the more challenging and negative aspects of 

sharing space with their dogs. For Tyson, Sweetie’s presence requires him to be hyper-vigilant 

and attentive while spending time outdoors together. Constantly worrying about her limits his 

ability to enjoy the outdoors. In Sam’s case, bringing Margot to her parents’ house negatively 

altered the dynamic of somewhere that had historically been a very safe space, as she feels she 

has to spend time and mental energy keeping Margot out of the way. She also mentioned how 

Margot’s presence can be limiting, as not every natural space is dog-friendly. 

However, even when speaking about these tougher aspects of living with a dog, each 

participant exhibited selflessness in the adaptations they make to ensure safety and comfort for 

their dogs. They give of themselves willingly to show up for their companions in challenging 
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circumstances, and prioritize their dogs’ wellness. Tyson expressed how managing Sweetie’s 

anxious energy displaces his own, which is calming. He also voiced appreciation for the 

responsibility that keeping Sweetie safe and comfortable entails. Sam acknowledged that while 

Margot’s presence meant they missed out on visiting National Parks, they were able to explore 

off the beaten track - places they may never have otherwise seen. 

Dogs as a Catalyst to Go Out and Explore New Places, and Old Places With New Eyes 

  Prior to life with their dogs, each participant already had an affinity for spending time 

outdoors. Inviting dogs into their lives, however, gave them reason to explore new areas, 

exposed them to new types of places, and even impacted the ways they experienced places with 

which they were already familiar. 

 Before Riker came into Aleesha’s life, she favoured wild, natural spaces because of her 

work as a frog biologist. Since Riker didn’t love these places, he’s given her a reason to seek out 

more accessible natural areas. Exploring new spaces that were previously unknown to them led 

Aleesha to discover an animal species new to the region, and to advocate for its protection! Riker 

also gives Aleesha an excuse to go outside in general, even when she isn’t feeling mentally or 

physically up for it. Consistently having a reason to see the same places - like the sidewalk 

outside of her workspace - and experiencing them through Riker’s point of view opened 

Aleesha’s eyes to seasonal changes she may have otherwise missed. 

 In addition to Margot taking Sam off the beaten track in the vicinity of National Parks, 

Sam mentioned several other times that Margot introduced her to new places. During what 

would have otherwise been an uneventful break at a rest stop, Margot led Sam and her partner to 

what is now a memorable experience, running through sand dunes that they may have missed. 
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Margot also led Sam to research dog-friendly natural places in both North Vancouver and Port 

Moody, when they were new to these areas, giving them new places to explore that she hadn’t 

yet come across, and also helping to establish a sense of community. Watching Margot interact 

with these spaces also pushes Sam to deeply use her human senses to better understand how 

Margot is experiencing a place. She said “It just makes me pay more attention to everything. 

Instead of thinking about “that looks nice,” it’s “what would Margot be thinking in this same 

situation?”;, “what else is there?”; “was the grass freshly cut?”; or, “what’s going on that makes 

this so interesting?”  

Tyson calls Sweetie his “good excuse”, referring to her presence as allowing him a 

justification for going home when he may otherwise be traveling or staying out late, but also a 

reason to go to the park, a place they both deeply value. Referring to Dallas Road Beach, he said 

“I would not go nap on the beach by myself without my dog. I’m not that kind of guy… she 

makes my social anxiety around that zero, because I have a good excuse.”  

Dogs Shaping Major Life Decisions 

A common finding amongst all participants was the amount their dogs factored into 

making major life decisions, and how significant these decisions impacted the physical spaces 

each participant frequents. Dogs played instrumental roles in shaping several choices each 

participant made, ranging from the places they frequent, to notable changes in their day to day 

lives. 

   Tyson reiterated how important it is for him to give Sweetie the best life possible. In 

order to do so, he chooses to continue living in Victoria because of their access to the places that 

bring them both calm, intrigue, and familiarity. To prioritize Sweetie’s needs, Tyson travels less 
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for work than he otherwise would, so that they can consistently spend more time together. Tyson 

also chooses against living in his hometown of Ahousaht, citing cultural differences as a reason; 

dogs aren’t viewed as favourably in the community as he feels they should be, which deters him 

from bringing Sweetie there, or from considering it as a future homebase.  

Aleesha’s connection with Riker and her desire to give him a fulfilling life meant finding 

a home that was suitable for them both. She sought out a house on a property that would give 

Riker immediate access to all sorts of nature, and therefore gains the benefits of this by proxy. 

She also expressed the value of being able to bring Riker to her workplace, where he and his dog 

friend heighten the mood and contribute to a homey atmosphere for her and her colleagues; 

Aleesha said that being able to have Riker join her at the office is one of the top reasons why she 

stays in this job. 

Margot has factored into several of Sam’s major life decisions. When Sam and her 

partner were seeking a vehicle for their road trip to Mexico, Margot was their major 

consideration. They wanted to find something that would act as a homebase where she could 

relax comfortably, regardless of where they were parked. Sam believes that it was ultimately 

Margot sharing that space with them that turned their trailer into a home. When Sam was 

between jobs, she specifically looked for a position that would either be close to home, remote, 

or would offer a dog friendly office, so that she could continue to care for Margot without 

consistently leaving her for long stints. These factors were ultimately more important than what 

she ended up doing for work itself. 
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Dogs Providing Support for Mental Health 

Each participant made note of how their dogs were an important aspect of supporting 

their mental health. This showed up uniquely for each person; in some ways it was the dogs’ 

presence that made a positive impact, and in others it was in the way dogs connected them to 

places and people. 

Sam views Margot’s impartial nature as a boon when dealing with challenging moments. 

Sam feels that Margot will naturally gravitate towards whoever needs love or whoever has love 

to give, offering her presence with no judgment to provide help whenever necessary. Thanks in 

part to this, Margot has cemented herself in their family as a buffer and beacon of happiness, 

becoming part of their “nucleic structure”. 

Frequenting specific meaningful places with Sweetie is part of Tyson’s mindfulness 

practice, helping him to be more present.  In addition to giving him an excuse to visit places that 

are beneficial to his mental health, Sweetie also provides Tyson with a sense of accountability 

and responsibility, values that are both very important to his identity.  

Aleesha expressed how beneficial Riker’s presence is to herself and others, saying “Riker 

is the most gentle, open, and caring soul I have ever met”. She feels that he possesses a calming 

and approachable energy, which he avails to whoever is in need. Aleesha said “when Riker is 

with me I feel we can act as a force for good in this world.” She aims to eventually register him 

as a therapy dog, so more people can benefit from these attributes. Aleesha credited Riker with 

supporting her in mental health challenges that she has faced. He is able to decipher when she’s 

struggling, and draw her outdoors where she - and perhaps he - knows she’ll begin to feel better. 
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Riker gives Aleesha an excuse to expand her comfort zone, and find healing in natural spaces 

that are meaningful to her. 

Dogs Presenting Social Opportunities 

 The presence of dogs created new social opportunities for participants in several 

interesting ways. Being with their dogs gave both Sam and Aleesha opportunities to either create 

new social connections, or deepen existing ones. This was because of the places they found 

themselves with their dogs, and in some cases, because of the dogs’ presence alone. 

 Sam talked about how when she is exploring new places with Margot, Margot is a 

“magnet for attention”. People are drawn to Margot, which by default connects them to Sam as 

well. Sam also feels as though Margot naturally provides a talking point with people she may 

otherwise initially have little in common with; when they stop to pet Margot, they’re able to 

make small talk about her or about dogs in general. This is also true for when she runs into other 

people with dogs. While the dogs interact or play, the humans can connect over an obvious 

shared interest; Sam explained that while traveling, it was other people with dogs who gave them 

great insight into dog friendly places to explore, and led them to fantastic places they may not 

have otherwise come across. 

 In some ways, Aleesha’s experience is similar to Sam’s. When spending time with her 

sister and Riker, his presence gives them a “natural purpose”, a focus in conversation, and a joint 

sense of productivity and accomplishment while they’re all walking outside together. Aleesha 

also voiced appreciation for Riker for the excuse he provides her to spend time with people in 

situations where she may otherwise feel awkward. She said, “seeing him connect with people 

allows me to feel like I’m more connected to them too… because he’s like a part of me.” 
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Similarly, when people like her friends and coworkers express physical affection for Riker, 

Aleesha feels as though she receives this too, as if she’s an extension of him. 



DOGS AND SENSE OF PLACE                 92 

Conclusion 

All of the participants repeatedly affirmed how the presence of their dogs opened their 

eyes in new ways to: familiar and meaningful places; the multi-sensory feelings dogs must 

experience; the seasonal changes made notable by consistently frequenting them; and, 

heightened awareness of their surroundings, wildlife, delights, and even potential threats. Their 

experiences suggest that when people pay attention to their dogs, they’re called into the space, 

becoming more deeply aware of their surroundings and the changes that occur within themselves 

and those places.  

These findings create an opportunity to consider how we create, use, and value shared 

outdoor spaces. As previously mentioned, an established sense of place can lead to a higher 

likelihood of practicing environmentally beneficial behaviours (Ardoin, 2006; Vaske & Kobrin, 

2006). Perhaps it’s possible to use this knowledge to create more public areas that are accessible 

to dogs and their humans. Additionally, engaging dog owners in projects and conversations that 

would highlight and utilize the observations and thoughts they’re already experiencing in these 

spaces may be beneficial. There are many opportunities to take advantage of the profound ways 

that human-dog connections are impacting the way space is experienced.  

 The process by which data was gathered was also noted as an enriching experience by 

each participant, showcasing the value of opportunities for intentional reflection and story-

sharing around the subject of dogs and meaningful places, and personal sense of place. Exploring 

such familiar pieces of their lives through a more intentional process enabled them to reframe 

and vocalize the complexity of their relationships with their dogs, and see meaning in their 

shared places and how they experience them. Engaging in personally reflective processes such as 
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curating prompted photographs, journaling, and story-sharing may assist individuals in 

understanding their sense of place.     

While this study’s participants provided thoughtful and often relatable insights into this 

subject, three people is a small research sample. The qualitative nature of this project allowed for 

nuanced and insightful results; future research of this nature with more participants would serve 

to deepen the results even further, resulting in a much wider range of experiences that are equally 

as complex as they are relatable, and ideally even actionable.  

 There are several limiting factors that the expansion of this research may encounter. For 

one, this is culturally specific; dogs may not be as embraced as fervently worldwide as they are 

in the places in Canada where this research took place. Further to this, even within local cultures, 

relationships (or lack thereof) with dogs are viewed very differently by individuals, specific to 

their personal preferences. Additionally, owning a dog is a privilege. Being able to spend the 

additional time and money to care for an animal is not universally attainable.  

Our relationships with our dogs can offer a broader and uninhibited expression of the 

identities that sit within us. I believe that what we want for our dogs, we also want for ourselves. 

Dogs are reasons to be the best version of ourselves, reminders to pay close attention, excuses for 

self-betterment, opportunities for social engagement, and so much more. My intuition that 

individual sense of place can be both created and enhanced by sharing life with a dog was 

confirmed; recognizing sense of place as a multi-faceted experience is paramount to our 

understanding of self and our bonds with our loved ones, in addition to fully existing within the 

places that are meaningful to us.  
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Appendix A: Semi-structured Interview Guiding Questions 

1. Tell me about your relationship with your dog. 

2. What happens when you take your dog out? 

3. Can you show me a place in nature that is especially meaningful to you and your dog? 

4. What makes this place so special? 

5. What is it, specifically, about your relationship with your dog that influences your 

attachment to this place? 
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Appendix B: Photography Exercise Worksheet 

Question: How is your sense of place shaped by your relationship with your dog? 

Please take up to 10 different photos of places that are meaningful to you and your dog. 

Photo 1 

Subject: ______________________________________________________________________ 

Location: _____________________________________________________________________ 

Description (Why this place is meaningful to my dog and I): 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Photo 2 

Subject: ______________________________________________________________________ 

Location: _____________________________________________________________________ 

Description (Why this place is meaningful to my dog and I): 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Photo 3 

Subject: ______________________________________________________________________ 

Location: _____________________________________________________________________ 

Description (Why this place is meaningful to my dog and I): 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Photo 4 

Subject: ______________________________________________________________________ 

Location: _____________________________________________________________________ 

Description (Why this place is meaningful to my dog and I): 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Photo 5 

Subject: ______________________________________________________________________ 

Location: _____________________________________________________________________ 

Description (Why this place is meaningful to my dog and I): 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Photo 6 

Subject: ______________________________________________________________________ 

Location: _____________________________________________________________________ 

Description (Why this place is meaningful to my dog and I): 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Photo 7 

Subject: ______________________________________________________________________ 

Location: _____________________________________________________________________ 
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Description (Why this place is meaningful to my dog and I): 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Photo 8 

Subject: ______________________________________________________________________ 

Location: _____________________________________________________________________ 

Description (Why this place is meaningful to my dog and I): 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Photo 9 

Subject: ______________________________________________________________________ 

Location: _____________________________________________________________________ 

Description (Why this place is meaningful to my dog and I): 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

Photo 10 

Subject: ______________________________________________________________________ 

Location: _____________________________________________________________________ 

Description (Why this place is meaningful to my dog and I): 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 
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