Use of concealments in detection dog
training
What is this note about?
It is essential that detection dog teams are capable of detecting target materials that are ‘concealed’ – i.e. are
hidden from view and/or have limited available odour. This note provides guidance on the optimal use of
concealments for detection dog training. The note defines what a concealment is, considerations for using
concealments, and examples of different types of concealment.

Who is this note relevant for?
All dog handlers or instructors training and deploying detection dogs.

Introduction
Detection dogs should be challenged at regular intervals
to ensure the capability of the dog/handler team
continues to develop following initial training. It is also
important to ensure that training enables dogs to
correctly identify target substances that are hidden in a
wide range of different ways and in different scenarios.
Using concealments in training can not only make
training more operationally relevant, but also develop a
dog’s ability to identify different concentrations of a target
odour [1]. For example, a well-concealed target
substance may release a level of odour that is similar to
a less well concealed, smaller quantity of the same
target substance [2].

Use of concealments in training – if done correctly – can
increase detection capability, develop the handler’s
ability to interpret their dog’s behaviour, and build
handler understanding of their dog’s ability.
Specific concealments may be required depending on
the operational role and area of deployment of the
dog/handler team. Examples include:




Teams working in an airport environment may be
expected to screen large volumes of
bags/suitcases.
Teams working in a fast parcel or cargo setting may
be expected to search envelopes, packages and
boxes.

 Teams working in a commercial office environment

Concealments can also be used to challenge handler
perceptions as well as dog detection capability. This may
include the use of ‘Trojan’ everyday objects to conceal
the target ‘in plain sight’ or the use of obscure locations
(Figure 1).

may be expected to search filing cabinets and desk
drawers routinely.
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What is a concealment?
A concealment is any object or material which impacts
on the ease of identifying the target for the dog/handler
team. Concealments can be visual (with no impact on
odour availability) or a combination of both visual and
odour-concealing.
In the real-world, concealments may be used by
perpetrators for a variety of reasons, two of which are
key to detection dog teams:

Figure 1. Examples of Trojan concealments: a
key storage stone, book and drinks can.
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1. To reduce the likelihood of the item being
discovered through physical search (likely to focus
on visual concealment).
2. To reduce the likelihood of a detection dog
indicating on the presence of the target odour (likely
to be a mix of visual and odour concealment).

In some cases, a concealment may simply involve hiding
the target substance within an item in the environment.
For example, placing the target substance within a desk
drawer removes it from view, therefore conceals the
item.
Whilst visual concealments should be utilised in training
to challenge handler perceptions, dog training should
primarily focus on odour concealment, or a combination
of both visual and odour concealment.

Concealment considerations
There are a number of key factors that should be
considered when identifying a concealment for use in
detection dog training.
Where will the sample be concealed?
Using a concealment does not necessarily involve
adding anything to the search environment other than
hiding the target substance somewhere appropriate. The
chosen training environment is likely to include various
potential concealment locations, either in its structure
(e.g. built-in cupboards, service hatches, suspended
ceilings), or in typical objects already present (e.g. in
desk drawers, bins, under seats, in cars). Another option
is to add suitable concealments to the training
environment (e.g. bags, boxes, items of furniture), but
care should be taken to ensure that these don’t appear
to be out of the ordinary and hence obviously a hide
location. Consideration should also be given to how
challenging the concealment is intended to be to find.
What material(s) is the concealment made of?
The material(s) the concealment is made of will affect the
amount of time it takes for odour to be released, and the
amount of odour that is available for the dog to detect. In
training, this may require the soak time to be adjusted to
allow sufficient odour to be released.
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How does the concealment affect odour release?
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In addition to the choice of material, the design and
construction of the concealment will affect the release of
odour, therefore altering its ‘difficulty’. A ‘difficult’
concealment may result in the dog showing signs of
‘interest’ rather than giving a full ‘indication’ [3].
Does the concealment itself have a strong odour?

Are you testing the dog or the handler? Or both?
It is important to conduct training ‘blind’ to prevent
unintentional cues. For further information, refer to
guidance notes relating to double-blind training [5] and
maintaining performance [6]. However, it may not be
possible to prevent the handler knowing the concealment
type in every training scenario, especially where the
primary focus is training and testing the dog.
For example, when training dogs to indicate concealment
of a training sample in different types of luggage, then
one stage of training may include groups of bags in a
non-operational environment. In this type of training, the
handler is likely to be aware that the target is concealed
within the baggage rather than elsewhere in the room.
However, in future training and testing phases (e.g.
operationally-realistic area searches) the handler should
not know the concealment type/location, as the training
sample can be concealed anywhere within the
environment.
As well as testing the dog’s detection capability, some
concealments may be used to develop the handler’s
ability to interpret their dog’s behaviour. For example,
obscure hide placements or unusual concealments can
be used to ensure the whole area is searched, with the
handler correctly tasking the dog and interpretting signs
of ‘interest’, even if there does not appear to be an
obvious target present.
The majority of training scenarios should be designed to
test both the dog and handler, to develop the capability
of the team to detect training samples in a range of
concealments.

Introducing concealments in training
It is important to consider the dog’s previous training
experiences and current capability prior to introducing
concealments to training sessions. This allows
identification of realistic expectations for all involved.

Examples of concealments
Concealments are often everyday items, available
to purchase from shops or online suppliers, with
uses not specific to dog training. Examples
include:

If the concealment has its own strong odour, this may
mask the target odour. Again, this may result in ‘interest’.
In addition, the concealment may contaminate the
training sample with its own odour, making the target
sample unsuitable for use in future training sessions [4].
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Polypropylene food storage containers.
Envelopes (paper or bubble-lined).
Cardboard boxes.
Bags and suitcases.
‘Trojan’ hides (items that look like everyday
items but have an internal space for
concealments e.g. key storage stones;
Figure 1).

Concealments which appear ‘simple’ or ‘easy’ to humans
may be much more complex for dogs to detect – and
vice versa – so it is important to recognise when a
concealment is too difficult, and alter training plans
accordingly. This may involve returning to – and
reinforcing – a previously successful training step or
modifying the concealment to make it easier to detect in
order to allow the dog’s capability and/or confidence to
increase. An example of how to gradually increase the
complexity of a concealment utilising a polypropylene
food storage box is shown in Figure 2.

Identifying which reason(s) may have prevented the
concealment being successfully detected is important,
and can be achieved through communication between
the handler and instructor as well as use of effective
training records [7]. This allows future training to be
appropriately focused to develop the team’s capability.
It is also important to consider the quantity of training
sample that the dog has previously been exposed to, as
training on varied quantities can aid detection of
concealed target substances as detailed in the
generalisation guidance note [1].
Use of blanks

1

• Lid loosely placed onto the concealment
but not sealed

2

• Lid sealed
• 10 holes drilled into the container

3

• Lid sealed
• 5 holes drilled into the container

In all training and testing sessions, it is important to
make sure ‘blank’ concealments are also included, to
ensure the dog is indicating on the odour of the training
sample and not the concealment item itself [8]. If the
concealment has been modified to aid training, the blank
concealment should also be modified (e.g. drilling holes,
using an alternative seal). Blanks must be sourced from
the same supplier, and be stored separately.

4

• Lid sealed
• 1 hole drilled into the container

Concealment safety and security

5

• Lid sealed
• No holes drilled into the container

Figure 2: An example step-wise process to gradually
increase the difficulty of a concealment using a
polypropylene food storage container.

It is important to recognise throughout training and
testing whether an apparent lack of detection capability
is due to the dog or the handler. Examples include:
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If the dog has encountered the concealment and
not exhibited any behavioural change, then it is
likely the dog requires further training on the
concealment, potentially returning to a previously
successful level of concealment. This is also an
opportunity to educate the handler, to ensure they
are aware of the nature and appearance of potential
concealments, in case the odour release is not
sufficient for the dog to detect the target substance
in an operational search.
If the dog has exhibited a behavioural change but
the handler has not correctly identified it, then the
handler may require further training to understand
their dog’s behaviour.
If the dog has not encountered the concealment, it
may be because the handler did not identify that the
area had been missed, or the dog did not
adequately search the whole area.

Placement of targets within concealments, and
subsequent emplacement of concealments within the
search scenario, must avoid environmental
contamination (e.g. grit, dirt, chemicals, or moisture). For
explosives samples, sources of heat, ignition, and spark
must also be avoided. This is important to ensure the
safety of personnel and dogs within the search area, and
to protect the target material from damage.
Selection of suitable concealments must ensure the
target material is compatible with the concealment
material and sealing mechanism. Care must be taken to
prevent the target material becoming caught in the
sealing mechanism (e.g. screw-thread or press-fit), and
these aspects should be considered before a
concealment approach is used. It is also important to
ensure the concealment is not altered in any way whilst
the sample is inside (e.g. drilling holes or applying
pressure to alter the shape of the concealment).
The security of target samples is particularly pertinent
when using concealments in detection dog training.
Some concealments may be left in public view (e.g.
bags, suitcases or ‘Trojan’ hides) and it is important that
these are managed to avoid public interference leading
to samples being lost, stolen, or displaced, or risk to
individuals. Methods to ensure security is maintained
include the use of personnel with eyes-on, GPS trackers,
remote viewing through camera or video equipment, and
keeping detailed hide records or maps to show
concealment locations.
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Contamination control
Contamination control is particularly important when
using concealments. This helps to ensure the dog is
detecting the target within the concealment rather than
trace contamination of the target odour on the exterior of
the concealment. Further information is available in the
contamination control guidance note [4].
Barrier materials should also be used to prevent
environmental contamination of the training sample
and/or concealment. Gloves should be used to assemble
and emplace concealments to avoid contamination, and
clean gloves used to emplace other items and create
environmental disturbance. Care should be taken to
avoid placing concealments too near to odorous
substances, to ensure the target sample remains
representative of the required odour and does not get
contaminated.



Use concealments to develop and stretch detection
dog capability, but be prepared to reduce the
complexity and/or consider alternative approaches if
the dog does not succeed.



Ensure that protocols are followed to maintain the
security of training samples, particularly when they
are deployed in concealments.



Follow contamination control protocols to ensure
the training sample does not get damaged, and to
ensure the concealment remains fit for purpose.

To prevent cross-contamination of odour, the same
concealment item must not be used for different target
substances. Concealments should either be disposable
or clearly labelled to ensure they are not accidentally
mixed up. If concealments are stored for repeated use,
they should be packaged appropriately to prevent odour
transfer causing cross-contamination during storage (e.g.
four suitcases used for four different training samples
should not be placed in the same store cupboard without
additional packaging). The target substance should be
removed from the concealment and stored in its original
packaging between training sessions.
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Top tips for using concealments in
detection dog training



Clearly define the aim of the training session in
order to identify a suitable type and level of
concealment.



During training searches, ensure that blank
concealments are always used to prevent the dog
from learning to indicate on the concealment item
itself, or any disturbance from placing the
concealment.
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Associated guides and information

