
Guide to Birdhouses 
Should You Paint and Decorate? 

One of the most common questions I receive every year is, "I've just built a great birdhouse. Can I paint it?"  

After spending many hours in the workshops building the world’s greatest birdhouse, many people wonder if 
they should decorate it. Here are some points to keep in mind:  

• Raw wood will deteriorate over time. Rain, sleet, ice, heat and wind will age the wood. Paint and 
varnish will protect the wood and keep it from rotting, cracking and splitting.  

• If you use paint or varnish to preserve the wood, be sure it is not lead-based paint. Lead is very toxic 
to both humans and animals. Birds may peck at the painted wood and ingest some of the paint so it is 
important to use a safe paint. Generally, latex paints are fine.  

• You can use a natural oil on the outside of the house. Use one that is food safe, such as linseed oil, 
not petroleum-based oil, for maximum safety.  

• Use paint or linseed oil only on the outside of the house. Baby birds will peck and eat small bits of 
paint or wood on the inside of the house as they grow larger and larger. The inside of the house 
should be left as natural wood only.  

• As for color of paint, consider where parent birds build their nests in the wild. The nests are well 
hidden to keep predators away. Although a brightly painted birdhouse is fun to see and a delight to 
our human eyes, it will draw unwanted attention to itself, placing the baby birds in more potential 
danger. Use neutral colors, a soft green, tan, or brown, to paint the house. Bring bright flashy colors 
into your backyard and garden in the form of garden ornaments or stepping stones or flowers. Help 
keep your backyard bird families as safe as possible by helping the birdhouse blend into its 
surroundings.  

Things to Consider 

Of all the birds in North America, amazingly only a few more than 80 species nest in cavities of trees. 
However, tree cavities are becoming increasingly scarce so man-made cavities (birdhouses) are much 
appreciated by the birds.  

When constructing (or buying) a birdhouse, there are some very important things to keep in mind:  

• Make sure that the birdhouse has drainage slots or holes. You don't want any nestlings to drown 
during a sudden storm.  

• Make sure there are slots near the roofline for heat to escape in  
• Use untreated wood. The chemicals used to treat some wood can be very toxic if a bird gnaws at it. 

Additionally, fumes can accumulate inside the house during summertime temperatures.  
• Use wood that is fairly thick to build your birdhouse. Wood will act as an insulator to temperature 

extremes during the winter and summer.  
• Leave the inside of the house unpainted.  
• If you use paint on the outside of the house, use a light color that will blend into the surroundings. 

Brightly colored houses are cute but just as your eye is drawn to them, so will the birds' predators.  
• Use the proper size entrance hole for the type of bird you wish to attract. If you have too large a hole, 

the house may be larger birds, leaving the small ones with no place to nest.  
• Do not put a perch near the entrance hole. The nesting birds do not need the perch to get in and out 

of the birdhouse. The perch only encourages predators to harass and possibly harm the nestlings and 
incubating parents.  

• There should be an easy way to monitor and clean out the house. If you are trying to attract 
bluebirds, House Sparrows may try to build nests that you need to clear out to so bluebirds select the 



house. Also at the end of winter, you will want to clean out the birdhouses. If the only access to the 
inside of the house is through the entrance hole, you will have a difficult time!  

• If possible, choose a birdhouse plan that has a roof that extends out over the entrance hole. This type 
of roof will help during rainstorms.  

• Make sure to place your birdhouse where the birds will be safe. Do not place the birdhouses on tree 
trunks where squirrels, snakes and other predators can crawl up the tree and get into the house. Use 
baffles to deter many predators.  

• Place the birdhouse where you and your family can observe it but away from backyard traffic. A 
birdhouse near the dog house and kids play area may not get selected by bird families.  

How to Make Them, Buy Them, and Place Them 

So you've decided that perhaps you want a birdhouse. Do you want to buy one or do you want to build a 
birdhouse? How many birdhouses should you put up in your backyard? Where in your backyard should you 
put them?  

Will all birds nest in a birdhouse? What can do you to help birds make nests? When is the best time to put up 
a birdhouse? How do you keep predators from taking over?  

If you decide to try your hand at making a birdhouse, what size should it be? Why do some birdhouses have 
perches in front of the entrance while others do not? Are there any easy birdhouses that kids can make? Want 
some free birdhouse plans?  

When you are at the store, looking at all of the birdhouses for sale, how do you choose one that is well made 
as well as will be good for the birds?  

This guide will help you answer all of these questions on the following pages.   

Birds That Nest in Bird Houses 
The following North American birds prefer to nest in cavities. In nature, these cavities normally occur in 
trees. But the good news is these birds also will love and nest in bird houses or nest boxes that you put out.  

Wood Ducks 
Common Goldeneyes 
Barrow's Goldeneyes 
Buffleheads 
Hooded Mergansers 
Common Mergansers 

American Kestrels 
Common Barn Owls 
Barred Owls 
Eastern and Western Screech Owls 
Northern Saw-whet Owls 
Golden-fronted Woodpeckers 
Red-bellied Woodpeckers 
Northern Flickers 
Red-headed Woodpeckers 
Downy Woodpeckers 
Hairy Woodpeckers 
Great Crested Flycatchers 
Ash-throated Flycatchers Tree Swallows 



Purple Martins 
Tufted Titmice 
Oat Titmice 
Juniper Titmice 
Black-capped Chickadees 
Carolina Chickadees 
Mountain Chickadees 
Chestnut-backed Chickadees 
White-breasted Nuthatches 
Red-breasted Nuthatches 
House Wrens 
Carolina Wrens 
Bewick's Wrens 
Eastern Bluebirds 
Western Bluebirds 
Mountain Bluebirds 
European Starlings 
House Sparrows 
House Finches 
 
In addition to the birds listed, you may find a few other birds will nest in a birdhouse once in awhile. 

How Many Bird Houses To Put Up 

A friend of mine recently spread out the fourteen birdhouses she had been making and asked for help in 
deciding where to put them in her backyard. Unfortunately, her yard was on the small side so I had to let her 
know that perhaps she should pick only a few to put up. Of course, she could have put them all up but only a 
few would have been used by the birds during nesting season.  
 
The types of birds that will nest in your yard or property are determined partly by the habitat that you have. 
Many trees and dense shrubs in your neighborhood and yard will attract the forest-loving birds while open 
expansive fields will attract different ones. Obviously, no matter how wonderful a house you built for 
flickers, they will not set up their home in your yard if you live on a treeless prairie. If you have a mixture of 
habitats, you may be able to attract a great number of birds to houses as well as to your feeders. 

Also many birds establish territories of land and trees where they will not tolerate other birds. Some types of 
birds allow other species of birds to share their territory. Still other birds, such as Tree Swallows or Purple 
Martins, love to have lots of other birds of the same type around. To help decide how many birdhouses to put 
up, check the chart below for information about many common North American birds that use birdhouses. 
Remember, you can put up a number of houses for different types of birds.  

Birds can be a bit choosy in their future home. Some will inspect several houses before deciding on a 
particular one. You may wish to give the birds a few to look over in your yard, knowing that only one will be 
occupied. By giving them a choice, you might keep them from choosing that other one in your neighbor's 
yard!  

 

 



Type of Bird Height of House from 
Ground Placement Territory size 

American Kestrels 15' - 30' Open fields or near the edge of a 
forested area Several hundred acres 

Bluebirds 4' - 6' Facing open areas or fields 2.5 - 5 acres 

Chickadees 5' - 10' Near trees and open areas 9 - 10 acres 

Ducks When on land: 10'+, when 
box is over water: 4'+ Facing lakes, streams, marshes None 

Finches 4' - 10' Can be anywhere, usually near your 
house Area near birdhouse 

Flycatchers 6' - 20' Near the edge of a forested area ?? 

Nuthatches 5' - 10' Wooded areas or mixture of open 
fields and forested areas 20 - 50 acres 

Owls 5' - 20' Forested areas Varies by type of owl 

Purple Martins 8' - 20' Near your house, preferably with a 
pond, stream, birdbath nearby 

Near their hole of the 
martin community 

Swallows 4' - 10' Open fields Area near nest 

Titmice 5' - 10' Mixture of open fields and forested 
areas 2.5 - 5 acres 

Woodpeckers and 
Flickers 10' - 20' Forested areas Varies by type of 

woodpecker 

 

All the Specs for Building Birdhouses 

Various species of birds prefer birdhouses of certain sizes. Of course, you will want to make the entrance 
hole large enough for the type of bird you wish to nest in it. The hole needs to be ONLY that size since larger 
holes invite predators (birds, squirrels, etc.) to invade the box, either killing the chicks or taking over the box 
and evicting the previous residents.  

Here's a handy table to use when building birdhouses. Double check the bird house plans you are using to 
make sure all measurements are in order. Then settle back and enjoy birdwatching in your backyard.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



  
Species      House 

Floor 
House 
Depth 

Hole above 
Floor 

Diameter 
of Hole 

Height above 
Ground 

Bluebird 5” X 5” 8” 6” 1 ½” 5’-10’ 
Chickadee 4” X 4” 8”-10” 6”-8” 1 1/8” 6’-15’ 
Titmouse 4” X 4” 8”-10” 6”-8” 1 ¼” 6’-15’ 
Nuthatch 4” X 4” 8”-10” 6”-8” 1 ¼” 12”-20” 
Bewick's Wren 4” X 4” 6”-8” 4”-6” 1” - 1 ¼” 6’-10’ 
Carolina Wren 4” X 4” 6”-8” 4”-6” 1 ½” 6’-10’ 
Purple Martin 6” X 6” 6” 2” 2 ½” 10’-15’ 
Crested Flycatcher 6” X 6” 8”-10” 6”-8” 2” 8’-20’ 
Flicker 7” X 7” 16”-18” 14”-16” 2 ½” 6’-20’ 
Red-Headed 
Woodpecker 

6” X 6” 12”-15” 9”-12” 2” 12’-20’ 

Downy Woodpecker 4” X 4”  9”-12” 6”-8” 1 ¼”  6’-20’ 
Robin 6” X 8” 8” (1+ sides open) None 6’-15’ 
Barn Swallow 6” X 6” 6” (1+ sides open) None 8’-12’ 
Phoebe 6” X 6” 6” (1+ sides open) None 8’-12’ 
Screech Owl 8” X 8” 12”-15” 9”-12” 3” 10’-30’ 
Wood Duck 10” – 18” 10”-24” 12”-16” 4” 10’-20’ 
 

Help Birds Make Nests 

Birds make nests from early spring through the summer in which to lay their eggs. Finding material to build 
the nest can be a very time-consuming process for the birds. But you can help!  

1. Gather items that birds can use to make their nest. These items include: short strips of fabric, hair (pet or 
human!), short sticks, dried grass, cotton batting, moss, flower petals, leaves, feathers, short pieces of yarn 
and string. Make sure the string, yarn and fabric strips are less than 6" in length so the babies and adult birds 
do not get tangled. Never use fishing line. Be sure to offer any hair from grooming your dog. Do not use 
dryer fabric softener sheets because the fabric softener may be harmful. Also the lint from the dryer, while 
soft to the touch, may easily disintegrate in the rain, causing the nest to weaken and even break apart! 

2. Place the items in an empty suet basket or mesh bag so they are easily accessible but will not blow away.  

3. Hang the basket or bag on a fence, near a birdhouse, or on a tree branch where the birds will find it.  

4. If you have Barn Swallows that nest near you, keep a muddy spot in your garden for them. They will use 
the mud to construct their wonderful nests.  

5. Be sure keep your feeders full. Nesting parents as well as parent birds with young birds to keep fed can 
always use a little help. 

How to Keep Predators Out 

Other birds, squirrels, snakes, raccoons, cats, yellow jackets, wasps, and even ants can harm parent and baby 
birds. Help keep them safer by following these suggestions:  



1. In some areas, it may be safer to mount the birdhouses on PVC or metal poles, instead of trees or fences. 
Trees and fence posts give many predators an easy way to climb right to the nestbox.  

2. Metal baffles placed on the pole below the birdhouse can help deter some animals. These baffles are like 
metal collars that make it hard to climb over and continue up the pole. There are also baffles that can be 
placed on tree trunks. Metal baffles will withstand chewing and destruction better than plastic ones. 

3. For some types of birds, metal plates are available that have the entrance hole cut out from the center. 
These plates can be nailed or screwed onto the birdhouse to keep the entrance hole from being enlarged by 
squirrels, raccoons, or even other birds. A larger hole will allow a small animal to get inside, or to reach 
inside to grab the baby birds.  

4. A block of wood ¾" or 1" thick with a hole cut in the center the same size as the entrance hole can be 
nailed or screwed onto the birdhouse over the entrance. This block of wood makes it more difficult to reach 
inside the house.  

5. Make sure the entrance hole is no larger than the type of bird that is nesting or that you want to nest. 
Larger holes invite House Sparrows, Starlings, and other birds to come on in. They may kill the baby birds 
and oust the parents from the nestbox, taking it over for themselves.  

6. Check the poles regularly, looking for ant beds near them. If you find an ant bed, be careful about treating 
it, using a method that is not toxic to the birds.  

7. Some people have reported success from keeping yellow jackets and wasps from building nests on the 
inside roofs of the nestboxes by putting a very thin layer of petroleum jelly to the inside roof. Be aware that 
any petroleum products can be harmful to the birds. 8. Crows and ravens are very beneficial birds. But these 
birds require some protein in their diets. Unfortunately, sometimes they get this protein from other baby birds 
or eggs. You can decrease the raids on nests in your area (from both nestboxes as well as open nests) by 
putting out eggs or even uncooked hamburger in an area distant from the nesting areas.  

9. If you use a metal pole to mount your birdhouse, you can put a large PVC pipe over it before mounting 
your birdhouse. The PVC pipe deters snakes from climbing the pole as well as makes it more difficult for 
squirrels and raccoons. You can also grease the pole using vegetable oil. 

When and Where to Put Bird Houses 

Anytime is the right time to put up your birdhouse that you made or bought!  

As birds begin to search for a place to make their nest, make sure your birdhouse is up and ready for their 
inspection. This timing means that birdhouses may need to put up in the last days of winter or very early 
spring. But what if it is past that optimal time? Is all lost for an entire season? No, certainly not! Birds may 
find the nesting place they originally chose in early spring to be unsuitable for actual nesting. Or they may 
have found that predators located the nest too easily. Or a young male may have found his new mate a bit 
late in the season. These birds will be needing a nestbox, so why not your new birdhouse? Remember, many 
types of birds raise more than one nest of baby birds each year. 

Also as the weather changes in the late fall and into the winter, non-migratory birds can use birdhouses to 
escape for the chilling rain, wind, snow or ice.  

Face your birdhouse away from the prevailing winds of spring and summer, if possible. Some people swear 
that the compass direction makes a difference. Perhaps it is so because of the winds. Also place the birdhouse 



where there is a nearby tree or bush. Parent birds may land for a few minutes on this handy perch to survey 
the area, making sure it is safe to proceed into the house. They also may sit outside the house at times, 
watching the area for danger from which to defend the birdhouse.  

Birds can be a bit choosy in their future home. Some will inspect several houses before deciding on a 
particular one. You may wish to give the birds a few to look over in your yard, knowing that only one will be 
occupied. By giving them a choice, you might keep them from choosing that other one in your neighbor's 
yard!  

Sometimes you will get lucky and have a pair of birds occupy a birdhouse within hours of the time you put it 
up. Sometimes it takes weeks, months, or even years. If a bird house has not been used after a year, try 
moving it to a different location. 

Before You Buy a Bird House 

If you decide to buy a birdhouse or two or three, be aware that there are many birdhouses being sold that are 
unsuitable for birds. These house may not attract any birds or the types of birds you wish to nest in them, or 
they may actually harmful to them.  

Be sure to read the criteria below and make sure the birdhouse you select meets them:  

Proper Dimensions 
Different types of birds have different requirements. Check the birdhouse specs chart (see below) to see if the 
inside area, the entrance hole size, and the height the hole is from the floor are correct for the type of bird. 
These dimensions are very important to attract the type of bird you want in your backyard. 
 
Ventilation and drainage holes or slots 
You do not want baby birds drowning in the birdhouse nor do you want it to overheat in the summer. If the 
house is otherwise fine, sometimes you can add these slots and holes yourself with a drill or saw. 
 
Easy cleaning and monitoring 
Check for easy access to the inside of the birdhouse for nest inspection, monitoring, and cleaning. Many 
cheap houses offer no way to clean out old nests or to monitor them. Make sure that the top or one side is 
hinged or lifts out. 
 
Proper materials are used 
Make sure the birdhouse is made of non-toxic materials. Also boxes made of thick wood or other materials 
help insulate the young birds from high heat or cold. The birdhouse should not be painted or stained inside 
nor should they be made from metal (except Purple Martin houses that are made from aluminum.) Preferably 
the exterior of the birdhouse is left untreated or stained/painted with a non-toxic paint.  
 
Other things to check 
There should be NO perch outside of the entrance hole. Birds do not need this perch to get inside and it 
allows other predators to sit and harass the parents and baby birds inside, perhaps even killing them. The roof 
should extend out over the entrance hole several inches helping to keep some of the rain out of the birdhouse. 
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