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TRAINING PLAN 

1.  Pairing the 

scent with the 

alert  

The alert behavior must be fluent before you can start this step. The dog should 

poke, nudge, paw, tug, bring a bringsel, etc. on a verbal cue. Present the scent to 

the dog, then immediately ask for the alert behavior. Repeat this step until the 

dog readily offers the alert as soon as you present the scent. 

2.  Hiding the 

scent on you 

Place the scent in a pocket or in your sleave. Make it obvious at first and even let 

it stick out a little. When the dog starts noticing it, wait a few seconds to see if 

they alert on their own. If not, cue the alert. Repeat until you can have the scent 

hidden on you and the dog alerts without being asked. 

3.  Building 

duration 

Gradually build the duration of the alert so the dog persists in alerting until 

acknowledged. Delay the click and wait for multiple attempts. You might click 

for instance after 2 pokes, 4 pokes, 1 poke, 6 pokes, etc. and reward the strongest 

and firmest pokes (If “Poke” is the chosen alert). Make sure to keep it random as 

you gradually build the duration of the behavior. 

4.  Changing your 

position 

Repeat the behavior while in different positions (standing in front of the dog, 

standing parallel to the dog, sitting on a chair, sitting on the floor, lying down, 

laying under a blanket, turning your back to the dog, etc.). Anytime you change 

your criteria, be willing to go back a few steps and build the behavior up again.  

5.  Building 

distractions 

Gradually increase the level of distractions. Discretely placing the scent on you 

during a training session, walking with the dog, petting the dog, etc. Gradually 

build the level of distractions up until the dog responds to the scent, even during 

play sessions with you or other dogs.   

6.  Generalization  repeat the previous steps in different locations and in different positions. You 

might be sitting in a chair, lying on or in bed. You could be moving around, 

walking, shopping, jogging. Make sure to also practice pretending you’re not 

paying attention to the dog. Make a big fuss and Jackpot the dog for alerting to 

the smell. 

7.  Transitioning 

to live events 

There is a big difference for a dog to alert to a sample or a live event. The smell 

is much stronger and remains on the person until the person takes a shower 

and/or changes clothes, so there is much more scent information that the dog has 

to sort through.  

When you, or the person you’re working with experiences an episode, encourage 

the dog to come close. Wait 3-5 minutes to see if the dog shows any signs of 

smelling. Sometimes the dogs act a little confused at first. Others might look like 
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Goal: The dog can successfully find the scent in all sorts of conditions. At 

this level, we’ll teach the dog to alert you whenever he/she smells the 

particular VOCs (Volatile Organic Compounds). The dog will also learn 

to alert to a live event vs a sample. 

 

 Alert: The alert must be a previously trained behavior, such as a 

“Poke”, a “Tug” or bringing a bringsel. The choice of the alert will 

depend on the dog (e.g. size may be a factor) and on the recipient’s 

preference. 

 

Material:  clicker, high value treats, scent, button 
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a very week version of the alert. It can be a slight change in behavior, a look, etc. 

As soon as you notice signs that the dog is picking up something, ask for the 

alert and jackpot.  You may not notice any sniffing, so what you are looking for 

at this point is mostly a change in the dog’s behavior. Over time and repetition, 

the dog will start alerting on his/her own. Anytime the dog alerts, whether you 

had to encourage the alert or he/she has offered it on their own, make a big fuss 

and reward with multiple high value treats.  

8.  Training for 

night alerts 

Practice during the dog’s nap times. When the dog is sleeping, place the scent 

right under his/her nose. If he/she does not wake up on his/her own, wake the 

dog up and ask for the alert. Repeat until the dog automatically wakes up and 

alerts when detecting the scent. Expect the dog to need encouragement at first as 

he/she may be more interested in sleeping than getting up and alerting. 

9.  Live night 

alerts 

When you wake up at night, practice either when you have a live event or with 

the scent. The same way as you did with the dog during nap times, see if you can 

get the dog to wake up with the smell alone. If not, gently wake him/her up and 

ask for the alert. This will take time and repetitions for the dog to be conditioned 

to wake up to the smell alone. 

10.  Pressing a 

button 

the dog must be fluent in pressing the button before training for this step. Present 

the scent, the dog should alert at this point, reward, then ask the dog to “press 

it”. You’ll repeat this sequence until the dog will offer the “press it” when you 

stop responding and rewarding the alert. 

11.  Fluency At this point the dog should successfully alert to both the sample as well as live 

events no matter what position you are in, where you are or what is going on. 

 

CONGRATULATIONS! If you’ve come this far, you have developed a solid reaction to the scent and have 

successfully taught the dog to reliably alert you. 


