Relationship between a simple cognitive task test and the discrimination and reversal
learning tasks in domestic dogs (Canis familiaris)
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Introduction
Cognitive dysfunction is a highly prevalent condition that represents a serious health and behavioural problem for aged
dogs. The presumptive diagnosis in vivo is based on clinical findings and standardised questionnaires. Although final
diagnosis is post-mortem, cognitive tests are useful to measure the degree of cognitive impairment. However, most of
the cognitive tests are time-consuming and impractical from a clinical point of view. Some articles have suggested a
correlation between two simple task test (spatial and manipulation tests) and some validated questionnaires.

Objective

Material & Methods

To evaluate the relationship
between
two
complex
(discrimination
and
reversal
learning) and two simple (spatial
location
and
manipulation)
cognitive tests.

Twenty-four Beagles dogs (12 ♂ and 12 ♀) were included in the study. One
male was castrated. All the other were intact. Mean of age was 6.4 years.
Two simple task test (Food Searching Task and Problem-Solving Task), an
object discrimination learning test and a reversal learning test were done
with all the 24 dogs.

The apparatus used for
object discrimination learning test
and reversal learning test

Food Searching Task
and Problem-solving task
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Results
For each task of the complex test, the
number of errors was counted. The
relationship between the two cognitive
tests was evaluated by means of paired
t-student test.

Statistics
Only 10 dogs (10/24; 5 ♂ and 5 ♀) finished all the phases. In both
simple tests dogs were classified into four categories. The number of
errors to finish both complex tasks was counted.
Neither the discrimination task nor the reversal learning task were
related to any of the two simple tests (p-value>0.05).

Discussion and conclusion
The object discrimination learning test and the reversal learning test have been used to measure cognitive
impairment in dogs. However they are impractical in a clinical context because they are too much time-consuming
(several weeks each dog). Simple cognitive tests have been proposed as an alternative to these complex tests
because they are quick and easy-to-handle cognitive impairment tests.

Our study suggests that the results of these two sort of tests (simple and complex)
are not comparable.
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