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Meta description: Give your Jack Russell’s hunting instinct a healthy job. A behavioural neuroscientist shares five beginner scent games, with practical tips and a four-week plan.
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[bookmark: Xe8e033f913eb8f86ab8fb9f6ab5becb264ba347]Nose Work for Jack Russell Terriers: How to Channel Their Natural Hunting Instincts Through Scent Games
[bookmark: _GoBack]By Pepe J. Hernandez, PhD, CPDT-KA. Behavioural neuroscientist and certified professional dog trainer.
If you share your home with a Jack Russell, you already know the look: head down, tail up, nose working the ground as if the whole world depends on what’s under that leaf. That isn’t random busyness. It’s several hundred years of careful breeding showing up in your living room.
Sherri’s girl Mia is a good example. As she describes in Mia’s Story, Mia explored every corner of the yard with her nose the first time she saw snow, and much of her early training went into impulse control and teaching her to “leave it” around the family’s chinchillas. That combination, a powerful urge to search paired with the need for self-control, is exactly where nose work shines.
Nose work (also called scent work) gives a terrier’s hunting instinct a safe, structured job. It costs almost nothing, works in a small home and invites dogs to solve problems with their noses rather than simply follow our instructions. In this guide, I’ll explain why Jack Russells take to it so naturally, what the research actually tells us and how to start with five simple games you can play this week.
Key takeaways
· Jack Russells were bred to locate quarry by scent, often out of sight underground. Searching is a core breed need, not a bad habit.
· A small experimental study found that dogs practising nose work showed a more positive response to an uncertain situation—a measure researchers call positive judgment bias (Duranton & Horowitz, 2019).
· Scent games provide opportunities to practise waiting and release cues, but those skills need to be taught rather than assumed.
· You need only treats, a few household items and a handful of short sessions each week.
· Start easy and build on success. If your dog gets stuck, make the next search simpler.
[bookmark: X5bc662476250f814d920d9e12cb140eef33563b]Why Jack Russells Love to Search and Sniff
[bookmark: bred-to-find-whats-hidden]Bred to find what’s hidden
The Jack Russell was developed in England for fox hunting. Its job was to follow the scent of a fox to its den, go underground, and either flush the fox out or hold it in place. As the Breed Characteristics page explains, a working Jack signals a find through intense focus, and digging remains one of the breed’s favourite activities.
That history matters. A dog selected for generations to search, dig and persist does not lose those tendencies because it now lives in a suburb. Without enough appropriate outlets, some Jacks will find their own entertainment—redecorating a cushion, digging up the lawn or pursuing the neighbour’s cat. Nose work offers a search activity you can actually encourage.
[bookmark: what-the-nose-is-doing]What the nose is doing
Dogs have an elaborate olfactory system, with far more scent receptors than humans and substantial brain circuitry dedicated to processing odour. Smell is also closely connected with neural systems involved in memory and emotion. That helps explain why scents carry so much information for dogs, although it does not mean that every sniffing activity is automatically calming.
In practical terms, when your Jack is searching, they are sampling odours, following clues and choosing where to investigate next. Scent work gives a Jack Russell something a brisk walk alone may not provide: the opportunity to investigate, solve problems and make decisions using their extraordinary sense of smell. Even a short search session can be engaging and rewarding, making it a valuable addition to daily exercise and enrichment.
[bookmark: X2ff3137d99238a2ee23692cec06c7a45a51a1bc]What the Research Says About Nose Work and Wellbeing
In a study published in Applied Animal Behaviour Science, Charlotte Duranton and Alexandra Horowitz (2019) tested 20 pet dogs. Ten practised nose work and ten practised food-rewarded heelwork for two weeks. Before and after training, the dogs completed a cognitive-bias test: would they approach a bowl in an ambiguous location as though expecting something good?
After training, dogs in the nose-work group approached the ambiguous bowl faster; the heelwork group did not show the same change. The researchers interpreted this as a more positive judgment bias—sometimes called “optimism.” It is a promising finding about dogs’ expectations, not proof that scent work treats anxiety or that it leaves dogs physically or mentally exhausted.
More recent research adds a useful distinction. In a 2026 pilot study of 26 dogs, experience with nose-work training was associated with higher owner-rated executive function and greater persistence on one problem-solving task, but the design cannot show that nose work caused those differences (Kluess & Hackett Neff, 2026). Another study found that heart rate rose during active scent searching, reminding us that a dog can be happily absorbed in a game without necessarily being physiologically relaxed (Fountain et al., 2026).
It was a small study, and one study isn’t the final word. But it fits what animal welfare organisations have recommended for years. The ASPCA’s guide to DIY enrichment notes that sniffing can be both stimulating and calming, and lists smelling and scavenging among the innate behaviours dogs need to express. (ASPCA, n.d.).
[bookmark: X42428144e87b39d250ccb8f5fcdf9f5ddb069a3]How Nose Work Helps With Common Jack Russell Challenges
· Boredom and destruction. Many destructive behaviours come from unmet mental needs. Sherri’s Home Destruction page makes the point that a quick game of fetch is usually not enough for this breed. A short search session before you leave the house is a useful addition.
· Impulse control. A search can be paired with a brief “wait” and a release cue once your dog understands them. Practise those cues separately and keep the searching fun; sniffing alone does not teach self-control.
· Prey drive. Nose work will not erase a Jack’s interest in chasing small animals. It offers a suitable opportunity to search, while safe separation, supervision and other training remain essential around prey animals.
· Big feelings and busy brains. Searching can give an energetic dog a purposeful activity, but focused does not always mean calm. Some dogs become excited while searching. Watch your dog’s body language and adjust the difficulty, pace or environment if the game becomes frantic.
· Confidence. Easy searches give cautious dogs a chance to make decisions and succeed on their own. That can be a useful part of enrichment, although scent games alone are not an established treatment for fear.
[bookmark: before-you-start-setting-up-for-success]Before You Start: Setting Up for Success
Choose the right reward. Use small, soft, smelly treats your dog loves, about the size of a pea for a Jack Russell. Count them toward the day’s food, or use part of a meal.
Pick a quiet space. Start in one room with few distractions. Other pets should be out of the room, especially in multi-dog homes, where food games can cause tension.
Choose your cues. Start with a cheerful “Search!” or “Find it!” You can add a brief “wait” and release cue later, once your dog knows the game. If Mia already understands “eat” at mealtimes, the same idea of a predictable release can be taught here.
Keep sessions short. Three to five searches may be enough to start. Five minutes is a convenient starting point, not a scientifically prescribed dose; stop while your dog still wants more.
Let the dog lead. Point if you must at first, but resist the urge to help. The goal is for the nose to do the work, not your hands.
[bookmark: five-beginner-scent-games-to-try-at-home]Five Beginner Scent Games to Try at Home
[bookmark: find-it]1. Find It
The foundation game, and a great one for teaching the cue.
1. With your dog watching, toss a treat a short distance onto the floor and say “Find it!”
1. Repeat several times, gradually tossing further away.
1. Next, toss the treat behind a chair leg or into a doorway so your dog has to search a little.
1. Once your dog eagerly searches when you say “Find it,” try placing a treat out of sight while someone gently occupies your dog in another room. Do not require a formal stay to enjoy the game.
Maddie’s Fund, a nonprofit foundation, describes a similar step-by-step version of this game, including how to build up to finding toys and even people. (Maddie’s Fund, 2019).
[bookmark: the-cup-game]2. The Cup Game
1. Place three plastic or paper cups upside down on the floor.
1. Let your dog watch as you put a treat under one cup.
1. Say “Search!” and let them sniff. When they nose, paw or stare at the right cup, lift it and let them eat the treat.
1. Once they’re reliable, shuffle the cups slowly, then hide the treat out of sight.
If your dog knocks cups over enthusiastically, that’s fine. Terriers often do. Reward the find and keep going.
[bookmark: the-box-search]3. The Box Search
This is the classic starting point for formal scent work classes.
1. Set out four to six cardboard boxes of different sizes, open side up, spread around the room.
1. Drop a treat in one box. Release your dog and let them check the boxes.
1. When they find it, praise and add a second treat in that box as a bonus.
1. Over several sessions, add more boxes, turn some on their sides and vary the locations. Leave access easy at first; avoid tightly closed lids or high hides that invite jumping or unsafe climbing.
Supervise closely. Some Jacks will happily shred the cardboard, which is enriching, but they shouldn’t swallow it.
[bookmark: the-towel-roll]4. The Towel Roll
1. Lay an old towel flat and scatter a few treats across it.
1. Roll it up loosely and let your dog nose and paw it open.
1. As they improve, roll it tighter, fold the ends in, or tie a loose knot.
The BC SPCA suggests a similar blanket game and calls the idea “fulfilling sniffing”. It’s a good rainy-day choice and suits small spaces. (BC SPCA, 2023).
[bookmark: the-dig-and-find-box]5. The Dig-and-Find Box
This one is made for terriers, because it combines searching and digging.
1. Fill a shallow box, plastic storage bin or child’s sandbox with shredded paper, clean sand, or crumpled packing paper.
1. Bury a few treats or a favourite toy just under the surface and invite your dog to “Dig!”
1. Bury them deeper over time.
Used outdoors, this doubles as the designated digging spot many trainers recommend for diggers, so the lawn gets a break.
[bookmark: a-four-week-starter-plan]A Four-Week Starter Plan
	Week
	Focus
	What it looks like

	1
	Learn the game
	Find It and the Cup Game, with treats in view. 5 minutes, once or twice a day.

	2
	Use the nose, not the eyes
	Hide treats out of sight. Introduce the Box Search with 4 boxes.

	3
	Add patience
	Ask for a short “wait” before every search. Add the Towel Roll and more boxes.

	4
	Add variety
	Search in a new room or the yard. Introduce the Dig-and-Find Box. Mix games across the week.


If your dog struggles at any point, go back a step. Progress in nose work is rarely a straight line, and that’s normal.
[bookmark: common-mistakes-to-avoid]Common Mistakes to Avoid
· Making it too hard too soon. If your dog repeatedly loses interest or gets stuck, make the next hide obvious again. Success builds a reason to keep playing.
· Helping too much. Pointing at every hide teaches your dog to watch you, not to sniff.
· Sessions that run too long. Stop while your dog is keen. A short, successful session beats a long, tiring one.
· Correcting the dog. There is no single “correct” search path. Avoid scolding or leash corrections; let your dog investigate and learn.
· Playing with other dogs in the room. Competition over food can lead to guarding or squabbles. One dog at a time.
· Treating it as a cure. Nose work helps meet needs, but it won’t fix separation distress, aggression or reactivity by itself.
[bookmark: keeping-scent-games-safe]Keeping Scent Games Safe
· Check your treats. Never use foods containing xylitol, chocolate, grapes or raisins, onions or garlic. Plain, single-ingredient treats or kibble are safest.
· Skip essential oils at first. Formal scent sports use specific target odours, but these should be introduced with guidance from a qualified instructor.
· Be thoughtful about prey scents. Some shelters use synthetic rabbit or bird scents for enrichment. In a home with chinchillas, rabbits or other small pets, I’d avoid them, so you aren’t building extra interest in the smell of prey.
· Supervise. Remove boxes, paper and towels when the game ends, and watch for dogs who try to eat them.
· Keep small pets secure. As Sherri emphasises, training never replaces supervision. Keep small animals safely out of reach during any high-arousal game.
[bookmark: Xac4405d1f5ea63df8cd2689055f61d577fde0b3]Nose Work for Puppies, Seniors and Deaf Jacks
Puppies. Simple Find It games are a gentle way to build confidence and focus without over-exercising growing joints. Keep sessions very short and fold them into the routines described in Sherri’s Training Tips.
Senior dogs. Nose work is low impact, which makes it ideal for older Jacks whose bodies need a slower pace. Place hides at floor level, use non-slip surfaces, and avoid games that involve jumping. Sherri’s Senior Jacks page has more on adjusting routines as your dog ages.
Deaf dogs. Scent games are a wonderful fit for dogs with hearing loss, because the nose does the work. Replace verbal cues with a clear hand signal for “search” and a thumbs-up as your marker. See Deaf Jacks for more on training with hand signals.
[bookmark: frequently-asked-questions]Frequently Asked Questions
[bookmark: X6b0fb4a4285393d68ac38fefec3dcee6da0bc9a]How often should I do nose work with my Jack Russell?
A few short sessions a week are a good start. Many dogs enjoy a five-minute search, but there is no evidence-based number of minutes every Jack Russell needs.
[bookmark: Xd684f1e6e91ffcda7e7e46e979f1f24fb56f4e6]Will nose work make my dog sniff more on walks?
Scent games do not necessarily change how often a dog sniffs on walks. Sniffing is normal, and allowing time for it can be rewarding. You can also teach a friendly “let’s go” cue for moments when you need to keep moving.
[bookmark: X70d4c89b81ea9db6ebc0907346fb4f091b19291]Can nose work reduce my Jack Russell’s prey drive?
It will not remove prey drive, which is part of this breed’s hunting history. It offers a safe searching outlet; impulse control and safety around small animals still need their own training and management.
[bookmark: X671363beaced1d8dbbecfdb3bc166f3fd5d0d96]My dog gives up quickly. What should I do?
Make the searches easier and use a higher-value treat. Some dogs need several sessions of easy wins before they trust that searching pays off.
[bookmark: do-i-need-special-equipment-or-classes]Do I need special equipment or classes?
No. Cups, boxes, a towel and treats are enough to begin. Classes can add structure and new challenges once your dog has the basics.
[bookmark: the-bottom-line]The Bottom Line
A Jack Russell’s urge to search is not something to fight. It is something to work with. Nose work creates opportunities for choice and problem-solving, alongside—not instead of—exercise, training and time outdoors.
Start easy, keep it short, and let your dog’s nose lead. If you want to go further, small-group classes are a good next step. In the nose and scent work classes I teach, dogs search one at a time, which suits terriers who find other dogs distracting, and owners learn to read their dog’s body language as they work. Whatever route you take, the goal is the same: a happier, more fulfilled terrier.
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