Is there a “secure base” effect in the dog – owner relationship?
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Many dog-owners would claim that they have a special bond and relationship to their dogs. The dogs seek for contact and proximity and their reactions to separation from and reunion with their owners shows that this is an asymmetrical relationship (Ben-Michael 1995). Because of this we wanted to investigate if dogs use their owners as a “secure base” in a moderately stressful situation, using physiological measurements as heart rate (HR) and saliva cortisol. The tests consist of separation from the owner (D) and approach of a threatening stranger (tS) and is a modified version of Ainswort Strange Situation Test (1969). The physiological data is compared to the dog’s behaviour and all dogs in the study are living as pets in families. 
Test nr 1 
30 dogs were used and balanced for breed, age, gender and size. The test was performed in a laboratory and consisted of different episodes to investigate the HR response to an approach of a threatening stranger and separation from the owner. The tS appears two times in the test, when the dog is with the owner and when the dog is separated from the owner. We expected that the HR would not increase that much when the owners was present as when absent during the approach. One could also expect that there was an order effect, i.e. the second time the stranger approaches the dog it will be less affected. To avoid this, two orders were set up where half of the group faced the stranger the first time when the owner was present and the second time when they were separated from the owner (A-order). The other half of the group had the opposite order (B-order).
On a group level, all the dogs had a HR increase during the threatening approach. In both the orders there were dogs who were behaviourally reactive for a tS, that means barking and/or grunting at the stranger and also non-reactive dogs who seemed not to care about the tS or just bother about being separated from their owner (barking, whining and staring at the door). Because of this we separated the dogs in reactive and non-reactive groups and they were analysed separately (two way repeated ANOVA). 
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 A-order                                                                                                                     B-order
The reactive dogs had a much higher HR increase than the non-reactive when the tS was approaching them. They also had a slight tendency to a “secure base” effect – the HR increase was a bit higher when the owner was absent. No significant HR effect due to separation was found even though some had very intensive behavioural responses. 
Test nr 2

28 dogs were balanced for breed, age, gender and size in three groups. This test investigated the changes in cortisol level after separation from owner, approach of a threatening stranger when the owner was present or absent (Beerda et al). The dogs participated in one of the groups only once and their cortisol level was measured before the test to get a baseline, and after to measure the changes affected of the stimuli. The dog was tired to a tree and the separation group were alone for three minutes. The Threatening Approach group were approached by a threatening stranger until the stranger almost could reach the dog or until the dog intensively tried to escape. Half of this group had their owner next to them and half of the group was separated. According to Vas et al.(2005) dogs shows behavioural responses to friendly and threatening approaches and the dogs reactions was later analysed together with the cortisol results. No significant changes were found in the cortisol and this could be explained by that the stimuli were to poor or to short. 
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