
 Man-Trailing Bloodhounds: 
How They Help Find Missing People and 
Support Law Enforcement 
A trained man-trailing Bloodhound and its handler form a specialized search team. These teams 
can assist in locating missing people, supporting law-enforcement investigations, and protecting 
the public. Bloodhounds are sometimes described as “tracking dogs,” but they do not simply 
follow footprints in the way dogs are often shown doing in films. Instead, a man-trailing 
Bloodhound is trained to recognize and follow the scent of one particular person. Although this 
ability makes the Bloodhound a valuable search tool, the dog is not a miracle worker. The quality 
of the scent, the conditions at the scene, and the actions of the people involved can all affect the 
team’s chances of success.  

The Bloodhound’s Special Ability 
Bloodhounds are well known for their powerful sense of smell. Every person gives off an 
individual scent, and a trained Bloodhound can be introduced to that scent through an item 
associated with the person. Once the dog has identified the correct scent, it attempts to follow it 
through the surrounding environment. 

A Bloodhound follows human scent rather than footprints. Scent does not always remain exactly 
where a person has walked. Wind, weather, buildings, traffic, vegetation, pavement, terrain, and 
air movement can cause scent to spread or move away from the person’s original path. As a 
result, the dog may work beside, across, or around the route the person traveled. This does not 
necessarily mean the dog has lost the trail. It may be following scent that has drifted or collected 
in nearby areas. 

The Partnership Between the Handler and the Hound 
Successful man-trailing depends on both the Bloodhound and the handler. Their partnership is 
developed through trust, repetition, patience, and years of training. The handler must learn to 
recognize small changes in the dog’s behavior. These may include changes in pace, tail 
movement, body posture, breathing, leash pressure, or the direction in which the dog turns. 
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The leash is not simply used to keep the dog under control. It also acts as a communication line 
between the dog and the handler. Through the leash, the handler may feel changes in the dog’s 
movement and level of interest. At the same time, the handler must avoid placing unnecessary 
pressure on the dog or directing it toward a route based on human assumptions. 

One of the most important lessons for a handler is to “believe your dog.” Handlers can make 
mistakes when they assume they already know where a person went or when they try to make the 
dog follow a particular route. The dog must be allowed to work through the scent problem, while 
the handler observes, interprets, and supports its behavior. 

Training Throughout the Dog’s Working Life 
Training a man-trailing Bloodhound is a long-term commitment rather than an occasional 
activity. Training normally begins when the dog is young and continues throughout its working 
life. Even a dog that has successfully worked real searches must continue practicing regularly to 
maintain its skills. 

A Bloodhound team must be prepared to work under many different conditions. Training may 
take place during heat, cold, rain, darkness, or strong winds. The team may practice in woods, 
fields, neighborhoods, streets, parking lots, buildings, and other environments filled with 
distractions. 

The handler must also learn how environmental conditions affect scent. A trail on cool, damp 
grass may behave differently from a trail on hot pavement. A quiet rural trail may present 
different challenges from a busy city trail filled with vehicle exhaust, crowds, food odors, and 
moving air. Regular training gives both the dog and the handler experience solving these 
different scent problems. 

Scent Articles and Why They Matter 
A scent article is an object that carries the scent of the missing person or suspect. It gives the 
Bloodhound the individual scent it is expected to follow. Useful scent articles may include 
recently worn, unwashed clothing, bedding, pillowcases, or personal items that the person has 
handled. 

The best scent article is one that has not been touched by other people. When several individuals 
handle an item, their scents may be added to it. This contamination can make it more difficult for 
the Bloodhound to identify the correct person’s scent. 

Members of the public should therefore avoid touching, moving, washing, or packaging possible 
scent articles unless instructed by trained personnel. Items should not automatically be placed in 
plastic bags, because the proper method of preserving them may depend on the circumstances. 
Responders should be told where the item is located so that it can be collected and handled 
correctly. 
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What to Do When Someone Is Missing 
When a person is discovered to be missing, 911 should be called immediately. Responders need 
accurate information about the person and the last place where the individual was seen. The last 
known location may provide the most useful starting point for a Bloodhound team, so it should 
be protected as much as possible. 

Family members, neighbors, and volunteers should not immediately begin walking through the 
area. Although they may be trying to help, large numbers of people can disturb the scene, spread 
additional human scent throughout the area, and interfere with the dog’s work. Vehicles should 
also be kept away from the likely starting point when possible. 

Possible scent articles, including clothing, bedding, and personal belongings, should be left 
undisturbed. Responders should be informed about the items, but unnecessary handling should 
be avoided. 

Obvious hiding places should also be checked, particularly when a child is missing. These places 
may include closets, spaces under beds, basements, porches, vehicles, sheds, and outbuildings. 
Searchers should never dismiss a location simply because they believe the missing person could 
not possibly be there. 

How to Behave Around a Working Bloodhound 
A working Bloodhound requires space and concentration. Members of the public should not 
crowd the dog or handler, walk in front of them, or spread out beside them unless the handler 
specifically asks them to do so. People walking ahead of the dog may introduce fresh scent, 
block access, or unintentionally influence the direction of the search. 

The dog should also not be directed toward a particular road, path, building, or location based 
only on where someone thinks the missing person may have gone. Human observations can be 
important, but they should be reported to the handler or a law-enforcement officer rather than 
used to interfere with the dog. 

During the search, the Bloodhound must be allowed to work through the available scent 
information. The handler will decide when the dog needs assistance, a break, a new scent article, 
or a different starting point. 

Bloodhounds in Towns and Cities 
Bloodhounds are often pictured searching through forests or fields, but many modern searches 
take place in urban environments. A team may work through neighborhoods, downtown streets, 
apartment complexes, parking areas, businesses, or heavily traveled roads. 

Urban searches can be especially difficult. Pavement and concrete do not hold scent in the same 
way as grass or soil. Buildings can redirect airflow, while traffic and pedestrians may spread or 
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disturb scent. Vehicle exhaust, food, animals, crowds, and other odors can add further 
distractions. 

Despite these challenges, properly trained Bloodhound teams can work successfully in towns and 
cities. Their effectiveness depends on training, experience, reliable scent material, scene 
preservation, and cooperation from officers and members of the public. 

Supporting Law-Enforcement Investigations 
Bloodhounds may assist law enforcement during searches for missing people, fleeing suspects, 
stolen vehicles, or individuals connected with criminal investigations. However, the dog’s trail is 
only one part of a larger investigation. 

A person should never be charged with a crime solely because of a Bloodhound’s work. 
Investigators must consider witness statements, physical evidence, records, video footage, and 
other supporting information. The Bloodhound may help identify a possible route, location, or 
area of interest, but its work must be evaluated alongside the rest of the evidence. 

Handlers must also maintain accurate records. These records may include details about training, 
previous searches, weather conditions, the age of the trail, the scent article used, witnesses 
present, the dog’s behavior, and the final results. Careful documentation helps demonstrate the 
team’s training and allows each search to be reviewed properly. 

Safety and Teamwork During a Search 
While working, the handler’s attention is focused mainly on the Bloodhound. The handler must 
watch the dog, manage the leash, evaluate changes in behavior, and remain aware of the scent 
trail. Because of this intense concentration, law-enforcement officers and other support personnel 
play an important safety role. 

Support personnel may manage traffic, communicate with other search teams, keep bystanders 
away, observe the surroundings, and protect the handler from hazards. During most searches, 
accompanying personnel should remain behind the dog and handler so they do not interfere with 
the trail. 

Different procedures may be necessary when searching for a person who could be armed or 
dangerous. In those situations, officers may need to take wider positions around the team to 
provide protection. Everyone at the scene has a specific role, and disciplined coordination 
improves both safety and the chance of a successful result. 

How the Public Can Help 
The public can support a Bloodhound team by acting quickly and protecting the search 
environment. When someone is missing, call 911, identify the last known location, preserve 
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possible scent articles, and keep unnecessary people and vehicles away from the area. Do not 
touch clothing, bedding, or personal belongings unless directed to do so. 

Most importantly, allow trained personnel to organize the search. Volunteers, family members, 
and neighbors may have useful information, but uncoordinated searching can disturb the scene or 
place people in danger. Giving the Bloodhound team enough room to work provides the dog and 
handler with the best possible opportunity to follow the correct scent. 

A Commitment to the Community 
A man-trailing Bloodhound team represents years of work, trust, training, and commitment. The 
team may be called to work in darkness, difficult weather, rough terrain, crowded streets, or 
emotionally stressful situations. Training continues throughout the dog’s life because every 
search presents a different problem. 

The greatest reward is the opportunity to help bring a missing person home, assist law 
enforcement, and serve the community. When someone is missing, every minute and every scent 
can matter. The actions of the people at the scene can either support or interfere with the search. 
By acting quickly, preserving scent, protecting the starting area, and giving the Bloodhound team 
room to work, the public can help provide the best possible chance of bringing someone safely 
home. 

 

 


