
Dogs are known for their incredible sense of smell, which far surpasses that of humans. While we rely 

heavily on our vision to navigate the world, dogs primarily experience life through their noses. Their 

olfactory abilities allow them to detect scents that are undetectable to us, from subtle chemical changes in 

the environment to shifts in human emotions. But how exactly does a dog’s sense of smell work, and 

what makes it so extraordinary? 

How a Dog’s Nose Works - A dog’s nose is a complex organ designed for sniffing and scent detection. 

Here are some key factors that contribute to their superior smelling abilities: 

• More Olfactory Receptors: Humans have about 5 to 6 million scent receptors in their noses, 

while dogs have anywhere from 125 million to 300 million, depending on the breed. 

Bloodhounds, for example, have an astonishing 300 million receptors, making them one of the 

best scent-tracking breeds. 

• Larger Olfactory Bulb: The part of the brain responsible for processing smells—the olfactory 

bulb—is significantly larger in dogs than in humans. Proportionally, it takes up about 40 times 

more brain space in dogs than it does in people. 

• Specialized Nasal Structure: When dogs inhale, their noses separate air into two different 

pathways: one for breathing and one for scent detection. This means that while they breathe 

normally, they can also focus on identifying and analyzing smells at the same time. 

• Jacobson’s Organ: Dogs have a secondary scent organ called the vomeronasal organ (or 

Jacobson’s organ) located in the roof of their mouths. This allows them to detect pheromones, 

which play a role in social interactions, mating, and even identifying emotions in humans and 

other animals. 

How Dogs Use Their Sense of Smell  -  Dogs rely on their noses for a variety of purposes, many of 

which make them invaluable companions and working animals. 

1. Detecting Danger and Threats  -  Dogs can sniff out chemicals associated with fear and stress, 

making them excellent at detecting danger. This ability has been harnessed in military and law 

enforcement settings, where dogs are trained to detect explosives, drugs, and even weapons. 

2. Finding Lost People and Items  -  Search and rescue dogs use their scent-tracking skills to locate 

missing persons, even under rubble, in water, or over vast distances. Bloodhounds, German Shepherds, 

and Labrador Retrievers are often used in these operations due to their tracking abilities. 

3. Detecting Medical Conditions  -  Dogs have been trained to detect a variety of medical conditions, 

including: 

• Diabetes: Some dogs can sense changes in blood sugar levels and alert their owners before a 

dangerous drop or spike occurs. 

• Cancer: Studies have shown that dogs can detect certain types of cancer, such as lung and breast 

cancer, by smelling volatile organic compounds released by cancerous cells. 

• Seizures: Some service dogs are capable of detecting seizures before they happen, allowing their 

owners to get to a safe position. 

4. Understanding Human Emotions  -  Dogs can smell hormones and chemicals that humans release 

when experiencing emotions such as fear, sadness, or happiness. This is why dogs often provide comfort 

to their owners when they are feeling down or stressed. 



5. Tracking Wildlife and Hunting -   Dogs have historically been used for hunting and tracking wild 

animals. Breeds such as Beagles, Bloodhounds, and Coonhounds are experts in following scent trails left 

by prey. 

6. Identifying Scents in Criminal Investigations -   Law enforcement agencies use scent-tracking dogs 

to follow the trails of criminals, find hidden narcotics, and even locate cadavers in forensic investigations. 

A well-trained scent dog can differentiate between multiple human scents and follow a specific trail for 

miles. 

Can Dogs Smell Time?  -  While it may seem impossible, dogs may have a way of detecting the passage 

of time through scent. Researchers believe that as the day progresses, different scents in the environment 

change, and dogs use this information to gauge time. This may explain why they seem to know when 

their owners are about to return home or when it’s time for dinner. 

How to Support Your Dog’s Scenting Abilities  -  Since scent is such an important part of a dog’s 

world, allowing them to use their nose enriches their lives. Here’s how you can encourage and engage 

their sense of smell: 

• Let Them Sniff on Walks: Instead of rushing through a walk, give your dog time to explore and 

take in scents around them. 

• Use Scent-Based Games: Hide treats around the house and let your dog find them using their 

nose. 

• Provide Puzzle Toys: Many dog toys involve sniffing and problem-solving, which helps keep 

their minds engaged. 

• Try Nose Work Training: Consider training your dog in scent detection or search-and-rescue 

exercises for fun and stimulation. 

• A dog’s nose is a powerful tool that helps them interact with and understand the world around 

them. From detecting diseases to comforting their owners in times of distress, their sense of smell 

is nothing short of extraordinary. By allowing dogs to use their natural abilities and providing 

opportunities for scent-based activities, we can enhance their well-being and deepen our bond 

with them.  So next time you see your dog stopping to sniff a seemingly ordinary patch of grass, 

remember—they are reading a complex story written in scent! 

Dates to Save:  June 7 – Saturday – Eagles Tribute – Heartache Tonight – Park Center – 7:30 pm 

Tickets available at Whistle Punk, Eddie’s on Third and Out of The Woods Winery and on-line – 

parkcenter.com. 

July 5 – Saturday – Boulder Lodge’s 8th Annual Cardboard Boat Race – 2 pm.-  Boat races, 

food, music and a beautiful setting! 

 


