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What to expect

Detector Dog Handler interviews combine a panel conversation with practical assessment. Employers
want to see that you understand scent training as a method, not a hobby, and that you can hold
accuracy and welfare standards together on a long operational shift.

e Technical and process: How you imprint an odour, shape an alert and proof a dog against
distraction, asked to test whether your training knowledge is systematic rather than intuitive.

» Scenario and judgement: What you do when a dog indicates and the search finds nothing, or
when a find turns into an enforcement matter you are not part of.

* Behavioural: Past examples of handling fatigue, a dog's off day, conflict with a partner agency or a
decision you had to justify later.

» Safety and animal welfare: How you read a dog for stress, heat or injury during deployment, and
how you escalate without abandoning the task.

» Compliance and record keeping: Your understanding of why training logs, odour histories and
continuity of evidence matter, and how you keep them current.

Expect an initial application screen, a National Police Check and security clearance process, a fithness
and medical assessment, then a panel interview with a training supervisor and an experienced handler.
The panel is usually followed by a practical handling session where you work a calm dog and a high
drive dog through a simple search task while the assessors watch how you read the animal. Reference
checks and, for some agencies, a psychological assessment round out the process. The panel itself
tends to run about an hour and mixes conversation with two or three scenario questions.

1. Walk me through how you would take a young dog from initial odour
imprinting to a reliable operational alert.

Why they ask

This is the core technical question. Assessors want to hear a staged method with checkpoints, not a
description of playing with a dog and hoping it works out.

How to structure your answer
Give a chronological walk through the training cycle, naming what you do at each stage and how you
decide the dog is ready to progress. Finish with how you know the dog is certified ready.

Example answer

“My first step is to make the target odour the only thing that pays. | start in a quiet room with the scent
on a sterile medium and reward any interest in the source, then shape that into a nose on source
hold. Once the dog is reliably sourcing the odour, | introduce the alert behaviour | want, whether that
is a sit, a stare or a paw, and | mark and reward only that. From there | generalise, moving through
different rooms, heights, vehicles and baggage, then adding distractions like food, other dogs and
people. | keep sessions short and finish on a win, and | log every hide, alert and miss so | can see the
pattern. The last stage is proofing under operational conditions with a training officer setting hides | do
not know about, because a dog that only works for its handler is not yet a detector dog. | would expect
the full cycle to take months rather than weeks, and | would not take the dog to certification until it
holds accuracy across blind searches and long shifts.”

2. Tell me about atime a dog you were handling lost accuracy or focus
partway through a shift. What did you do?
Why they ask



Operational search work is repetitive and tiring for both handler and dog. The panel wants evidence you
notice a decline early and manage it rather than pushing through and producing unreliable indications.

How to structure your answer
Use STAR: the situation and the shift you were on, the task, the action you took with the dog, and the
result for the search and for the dog's ongoing performance.

Example answer

“l was screening freight on a warm afternoon and about three hours in my dog started giving shorter,
less committed alerts on pallets it had already cleared. Rather than keep pushing, | called a short
break, moved us to shade, checked the dog's pads and breathing and gave it water and a settle. | told
my supervisor we would need a few minutes and why. When we restarted | ran a couple of known
hides to confirm the dog was still sourcing properly, and the alerts came back clean. We finished the
remaining consignments without a missed find, and | logged the episode so the training team could
see it. After that | built in more frequent rest breaks on hot days.”

3. Your dog gives a strong indication on a passenger's bag, but a hand
search finds nothing. What do you do?

Why they ask
This scenario tests judgement under pressure and knowledge of false alerts, contamination and handler
cueing. It also touches on how you treat a member of the public while the search is unresolved.

How to structure your answer
Work through it in order: manage the person, recheck calmly, consider the explanation, escalate and
document. Do not jump straight to an answer, show the reasoning.

Example answer

“First | keep the situation calm and explain to the passenger what is happening and why, without
making it sound like an accusation. | would re run the dog over the bag from a different angle to see
whether the indication repeats and where the dog is actually sourcing. If it repeats, | consider whether
the bag itself is contaminated, whether the passenger has handled something of interest, or whether
the dog is cueing off me. If it does not repeat, | record it as an unconfirmed indication and tell my
supervisor, because a false alert pattern matters for training. Either way the passenger gets treated
respectfully, the indication goes in the log with the time and location, and if the search escalates to a
referral, | hand over with the evidence and notes intact.”

4. How do you keep training and operational records audit ready, and why
does it matter?

Why they ask

Certification, court outcomes and internal audits all rest on records. The panel is checking that you treat
documentation as part of the job rather than admin to catch up on later.

How to structure your answer
Explain what you record, when you record it, and the consequences when records are poor. Keep it
concrete about the fields you would actually log.

Example answer

“I log every training session the same day, with the odour used, the number and placement of hides,
whether they were blind, the dog's response, and anything unusual like a distraction or a health
niggle. Operational searches get an entry with the time, location and outcome, including unconfirmed
indications, because those are just as useful to the training team as confirmed finds. It matters for
three reasons: it proves the dog's certification currency, it shows a pattern if accuracy drifts, and if a
matter goes to court or review, the notes are evidence of how the search was conducted. | keep the
odour history current for the same reason, so an assessor can see exactly what each dog has been
exposed to and when.”



5. Describe how you would manage a dog showing signs of heat stress or
injury during a deployment.

Why they ask

Animal welfare and handler accountability sit at the centre of this role. The employer needs to know you
will stop a search when the dog is not right, and that you can justify that decision.

How to structure your answer
Give a clear sequence of signs, immediate actions, escalation and follow up, and make the welfare call
explicit rather than optional.

Example answer

“I would watch for the early signs first: heavy panting that does not settle, reluctance to move to the
next search area, change in gait, or a drop in drive that does not recover with a short break. If | saw
any of those | would stop the search, move the dog to shade or a cool surface, offer water, wet the
coat and paws and check the pads, limbs and eyes for injury. | would notify my supervisor
immediately and explain that the dog was being stood down, and we would arrange another team or
reschedule if the task was urgent. If the dog did not recover quickly | would get veterinary advice
rather than wait and see. Afterwards | would record the incident and review whether the deployment
conditions, shift length or rest schedule contributed.”

6. How do you work with partner agencies when your dog's indication leads
to an outcome you are not part of?

Why they ask

Handlers hand over to police, customs or biosecurity officers regularly. The question tests whether you
understand your role stops at the indication and you can brief clearly without overstepping.

How to structure your answer
Set out the handover sequence and the boundaries of your role, then give a short example of how you
keep the relationship working under pressure.

Example answer

“My job is the search and the indication; the enforcement decision belongs to the officer who owns the
matter. So | brief clearly and quickly on where the dog sourced, what alert it gave, and whether it
repeated, and | hand over my notes with the time and location. | stay available if they need the dog re
deployed on the same item or a related area, but | do not comment on what happens next. In a joint
operation last year with a biosecurity team, the dog indicated on a container that then became a
compliance matter. | kept the passenger and freight staff informed about the delay, made sure the
container was not moved before the officers arrived, and passed on my training notes so their report
had the detail. That kept the operation moving and meant the officers could act on what the dog
actually did rather than a second hand version.”



