
Bed bugs are one of the
hottest topics in pest 
management today, and they

pose significant challenges for 
hoteliers, property managers, 
furniture rental companies and
homeowners, just to name a few.
One thing that virtually all experts
agree on, however, is the impor-
tance of detecting bed bugs early

on, before populations become
entrenched at accounts.

The problem is that to date, there
are no effective or reliable methods
for the early detection of bed bugs.
Or are there? 

Dogs have been used very 
effectively for the detection of a wide
variety of things including drugs,
bombs, fugitives, mold and termites.

If you have been watching the news,
you know that canine scent detection
for bed bugs is also available. 

On the surface, demonstrations
can be very convincing, but be
careful: Everything isn’t always what
it appears to be. 

HISTORY REPEATS ITSELF
Termite-sniffing dogs trained in the
early 1980s had a false-positive rate
of more than 28 percent. (False 
positives occur when the dogs 
incorrectly indicate termites are
present when there are none.) 

We now know this high false-
positive rate was because of the
method of training and the purity of
the training material. In light of this,
we need to be careful and learn from
our previous experiences in this new
bed bug-detecting canines category.

It is very important that bed 
bug-detecting dogs be highly 
reliable. Their quality and effective-
ness depend on several factors,
including:

n How effectively the dogs are
trained;

n What the dogs are trained to 
do; and

n The ability of handlers to 
maintain quality bed bug scent 
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Are Bed Bug Dogs 
Up to Snuff ?
PMPs must consider many factors when evaluating the 
use of canine scent detection as a bed bug inspection tool.
By Richard Cooper • Contributor
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Here are questions to help you determine
whether a particular bed bug-detecting
dog is likely to perform at a consistently
high level. Research is under way to 
determine whether all of these items can,
in fact, be achieved and whether they can
be supported by reliable scientific data:

1. Is the dog cross-trained, or has it
been trained exclusively on bed bugs?
False alerts are a greater concern with dogs that
have cross-trained on multiple scents. The most
reliable type of training consists of limiting the
dogs exclusively to one odor, with no prior
imprinting on other types of scent.

In addition, cross-training makes it more 
difficult for handlers to interpret the dogs’
responses. For example, a termite-and-
bed bug-trained dog may detect drywood termites in a bed,
but the handler interprets that bed bugs are hidden close by. 

2. Can the dog differentiate between live 
bed bugs and old evidence such as bed bug 
carcasses, cast exoskeletons, feces or harborage
substrates?
It is very important that dogs do not alert in the absence of
live bugs or eggs. Dogs will encounter old evidence on a 
routine basis during inspections, so it is necessary they do
not alert based on these cues to avoid confusion between
active and old infestations.

3. Can the dog detect an egg-only situation? 
The earliest stages of an infestation may be limited to just a
few eggs. Therefore, the ability of dogs to alert to only the
presence of eggs is likely to be the highest level of detection
possible. It also enhances one’s ability to monitor whether an
existing infestation has been eliminated.

4. Is there data to establish confidence levels
and minimum thresholds for the detection of
live adult bed bugs, live first-instar bed bugs,
eggs or active harborages? (Active harborages
are defined as a mixture of eggs, immatures,
adults and feces.)
It’s critical to communicate the degree of reliability of service.
“Minimum confidence levels” and “minimum thresholds”
should be based on recorded data from the trainer’s records,
and should be indicative of the level the dog is actually
expected to perform at in the field under typical conditions.

Dogs are able to detect as little as 1/10,000 of a termite.
If there is similar accuracy with bed bugs, the youngest bed
bugs and their eggs should be detected easily. 

We also know the termite detection accuracy rate of dogs
can be as high as 96 percent, and we expect properly trained
and handled dogs will have similar accuracy on adult bed
bugs. Research to support this is currently being conducted at
the University of Florida.

5. Does data exist to establish the confidence
levels for false alerts on dead adult and first-
instar bed bugs, hatched or non-viable eggs,
feces or old harborages (defined as dead bugs,
cast exoskeletons, feces and hatched eggs)?
Properly trained and handled termite dogs have been 
demonstrated to have just a 4-percent false-indication rate.
The same accuracy is expected with bed bug scent-detecting
dogs. Also, dogs trained on live termites do not alert on dead
termites or damaged wood. It may be possible to do similar
training with bed bugs so dogs don’t alert on dead bed bugs,
hatched eggs, feces or cast skins.

6. What methods have been used to train the dog?
Most training is performed using training apparatuses.
However, it is important that dogs are trained in field 
situations as well. Dogs should be inspection-ready at the
time of purchase, with no additional training needed. The
canines should be able to go to a house or hotel room and
know how to do the inspection with little guidance. 

— Richard Cooper, Contributor



detections after the dogs leave their
original trainers.

In addition, there are uncontrol-
lable factors: Dogs have bad days,
just like people do. If the handlers or
the dogs are having bad days, the
dogs may not perform at their
highest levels. An uncomfortable or
stressful environment also can affect
the dogs’ performance.

BUYER BEWARE
Clearly, there is a great deal that goes
into producing a highly reliable
product that can be counted upon to
deliver the highest quality of scent
detection. Therefore, when 
purchasing a detection dog, you
should expect full documentation to
support the type of training that has
taken place and data to support the
abilities as well as limitations of the
dogs being purchased. 

You should have access to all
training records, supported by a
microchip number, a veterinarian-
certified health certificate less than
30 days old, and a field deployment
demonstration in which the 
purchaser places “blind hides” for the
trainer to find.

With a quality training program
behind the dog and a strong set of
data to support the training program
— and an effective handler — you
should be able to confidently 
communicate to your clients what
they should expect in the event the
dog is brought in to perform 
bed bug inspections.

The industry doesn’t need bed bug-
detection dogs to find obvious infesta-
tions that can be easily 
identified through visual inspections.
Instead, the goal of canine bed bug
scent detection is for the dogs to 
efficiently find what humans are likely
to miss. Otherwise, there’s little need
for canines to complement human-led
bed bug inspections.  PC

Cooper is technical director for Cooper Pest
Solutions in Lawrenceville, N.J. You can reach him
at 800-949-2667, or e-mail 
rick.cooper@cooperpest.com.
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There are
uncontrollable factors:
Dogs have bad days
just like people do. If
the handlers or the
dogs are having bad
days, the dogs may
not perform at their
highest levels.


