
 

Dogs can sniff out COVID, but not after
dinner when they need a nap
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The idea of cute puppy dogs playing a role in leading us out of this
pandemic is about as tantalizing a story anyone could conjure up right
now.

It's the type of good-news story you see at the end of the evening news
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bulletin involving cute animals making us healthier or happier. This time
it involves using sniffer dogs to detect COVID-19.

So is there anything to this?

The proposition is plausible. Dogs' noses are amazing instruments, which
is why we already use them to sniff out bombs, drugs and dead bodies.

A dog's sense of smell is tens of thousands of times more acute than a
human's. It's many times more sensitive than the most sensitive
equipment to detect odors. Dogs can also sniff out diseases such as
cancer and diabetes.

So can dogs sniff out COVID-19? Before examining the evidence,
there's no suggestion dogs would replace the PCR test, the best
diagnostic test we have for COVID-19 presently.

Instead, researchers hope dogs will be used for mass screening. This
might be useful for quickly picking out individuals with COVID-19 in
large crowds, say at airports, sports stadiums or concerts.

How do we know if dogs are up to the job?

The best way to evaluate the performance of a test (in this case a trained
dog's nose) is to compare its results with the best test available (in this
case the PCR test).

We want to know how good dogs' noses are at correctly identifying
people who:

have COVID-19 (as determined by a PCR test), a measure
known as sensitivity
don't have COVID-19 (as determined by a PCR test), a measure

2/5

https://phys.org/tags/sniffer+dogs/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0168159105002194?via%3Dihub
https://www.carecredit.com/vetmed/article/how-well-can-your-dog-smell/#:~:text=Scientists%20guess%20the%20dog's%20sense,times%20more%20acute%20than%20ours.&text=One%20of%20the%20reasons%20a,a%20dog%20has%20about%2050
https://phoenixvetcenter.com/blog/214731-how-powerful-is-a-dogs-nose#:~:text=They%20possess%20up%20to%20300,40%20times%20greater%20than%20ours.&text=Dogs%20possess%20a%20sense%20of,most%20advanced%20man-made%20instrument
https://phys.org/tags/dogs/
https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/diagnostics/21462-COVID-19-and-pcr-testing


 

known as specificity.

A good screening test will have both a high sensitivity and a high
specificity. If a test has a low sensitivity, it will often misclassify people
as not having the disease when they do (false negatives). And if a test has
a low specificity it will often misclassify people as having the disease
when they don't (false positives).

So how about those cute doggies?

The great news is dogs seem to perform exceptionally well in screening
for COVID-19. Two recent preliminary studies suggest they can do this
with high sensitivity and high specificity.

One study, which has yet to be independently verified by other
researchers (peer reviewed), involved training six dogs to alert their
handlers when they detected the scent of COVID-19 on clothing from an
infected person. This study found a sensitivity of 82-94% and a
specificity of 76-92%.

A second study, which was presented at a conference and again has not
been independently verified, involved training nine dogs. They identified
cases from pieces of fabric that had been wiped on people's armpits and
put in a jar. This found a sensitivity of 97% and a specificity of 91%.

Taken together, it seems dogs are very good at rapidly detecting
individuals with COVID-19 and don't often get it wrong.

Sniffer dogs trained using smelly socks worn by people infected
with the SARS-CoV-2 virus could soon be used at airports or
mass gathering venues to pick up the "corona odor" of
COVID-19-infected people. https://t.co/pRq9P7EXn4
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— Interaksyon (@interaksyon) May 26, 2021

But hang on a minute

It's important to temper our enthusiasm with the usual caveats:

we need to interpret all study findings cautiously until they are
independently verified by other researchers (peer reviewed)
it would give us more confidence in the findings if other
researchers reproduced these findings using more people
there is a big difference between dogs detecting COVID-19 in
the controlled laboratory environment and the real world, which
is messy, chaotic and full of other smells and distractions.

Yet, I think these results are promising enough to justify some serious
tail wagging.

How does it work out in the field?

A number of countries are already looking at using dogs to screen for
COVID-19 out in the real world.

But there are a few important operational limitations, the kind only
revealed when you move dogs out of the laboratory. According to a Thai
researcher: "5 p.m. is their dinner time. When it's around 4:50, they will
start to be distracted. So, you can't really have them work anymore. And
we can't have them working after dinner either because they need a nap."

These are limitations we can all relate to and shouldn't detract from the
cutest possible addition to our fight against COVID-19.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
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