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Once a dog does begin to 
use her scenting abilities, she 
still is searching for the “cheap-
est” alternative, one that saves 
her energy. So the first tech-
nique she will try will be to sniff 
the wind for any information. 
Only if that fails will she get to 
work putting her nose to the 
ground and begin sniffing for 
a track.

Don’t forget this when you 
plan your training. If you want 
the dog to solve a task using 
her nose, you have to eliminate 
any possibilities of her solving 
the problem by sight or hear-
ing. It can be very annoying for 
people trying to get their dogs 
to do nosework when the dog 
gets distracted by what she can 
see or hear.

The modern dog inher-
ited scent discrimination skills 
from the wolf who needed to 
know what kind of animal it 
was hunting. Likewise, a dog 
should be able to smell the dif-
ference between tracks left by 
a moose, hare, fox or another 
dog. Depending on her moti-
vation, the canine will choose 
one of the tracks, keeping the 
“cheapest” concept in mind. If 
she is hungry and alone she will 
probably track the hare. If she is 
hungry and has company, she 
may track the moose. A lonely 
dog with a full stomach may 
choose to follow the dog track. 
However, if she is fed and satis-
fied, she is most likely to refrain 
from doing anything at all!

The benefits of nosework
Most of our modern pet or 

working dogs have their meals 
served by us and don’t have 
to exert or expose themselves 
to danger while searching for 
food. While many dogs get 
sufficient walks, exercise, and 
maybe even some training, 
they do not get enough stimula-
tion of their innate senses and 
abilities. A lot of the training 
we do with our dogs includes 
speed, excitement, precision 
and control, but very few ac-
tivities require calmness and 
concentration.

By contrast, nosework re-
quires calm concentration and 
involves stimulation of several 
of a dog’s innate abilities. Many 
students from my courses have 
reported back that, in general, 
their dog’s cooperation has 
improved, and the relationship 
between the dog and owner 
has been strengthened through 
nosework training. In many 
cases, an additional benefit 
noted is that performance in 
other disciplines, such as obedi-
ence competitions, improves. 
This phenomenon may be en-
lightened by the understanding 
of the term dynamic or “situ-
ational leadership” (Bru and 
Kittelsen, 2002). Briefly, situ-
ational leadership means that 
the one having the special skills 
needed in a particular situation 
takes the leadership role-and in 
nosework that is the dog. The 
owner trusts the dog to follow 
the scent and the dog trusts the 
owner in other situations. Both 
halves of the partnership have 
their own talents. This man-

agement structure is dynamic 
in that whoever takes the lead 
(dog or owner) depends on the 
situation. This type of relation-
ship leads both dog and hu-
man to better performance and 
cooperation and builds mutual 
trust.

In the end, it appears that 
the limits to deploying a dog’s 
olfactory sense remain inside 
the human brain. We simply do 
not understand the full extent 
or reach of this terrific tool, 
and thus are unable to see all 
the possible uses. But my little 
dog Tramp, you think, is neither 
going to find land mines, guard 
the border against intruders or 
sniff out cancer cells, so what 
has all this to do with me or 
him? Both dog and owner can 
have lots of fun learning some 
of the following nosework ex-
ercises and using them in daily 
life. 

Some “recipes,” as I like to 
call them, are simple and may 
be trained at home, indoors or 
in the garden, and others are 
more complex. My intention is 
to have something on the menu 
for everybody. Maybe you will 
decide to try out more of them 
after first having tested out 
some of the exercises you find 
easiest.


