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1. Introduction

Next to the dreamer himself/herself, in most dreams oth-
er characters can be found (Hall & Van de Castle, 1966; 
Nielsen, 2012), often reflecting social interactions of the 
dreamer in waking life (Paul & Schredl, 2012; Schweickert, 
2007). Generally it is assumed that the closer the person 
is to the dreamer in waking life the more often this person 
occur in the dreams, for example, the romantic partner of 
the dreamer is on average present in 20% of the dreams 
(Schredl, 2001; Schredl, Desch, Röming, & Spachmann, 
2009; Uslar, 2003). In the study of Schredl and Hofmann 
(2003), the amount of time spent with the partner in waking 
life was directly correlated with the frequency the partner 
occurred in the person’s dreams. Another group of persons 
who are very closely related to the dreamer are, of course, 
his or her core family members, father, mother, brother(s), 
sister(s). As expected, core family members were found in 
about 10% to 30% of dreams (Domhoff, 2003; Hall, 1951; 
Hall & Van de Castle, 1966; Lortie-Lussier, Cote, & Vachon, 
2000; Vandewiele, 1981). Interestingly, Hall and Van de Cas-
tle (1966) found that female students dreamed more often 
about their parents (father: 12.4%, mother: 16.2%) than 
male students (father: 8.0%, mother: 7.8%). This was rep-
licated in another student sample of the author (N = 1612 
dreams; data unpublished) where, in female students, the 
percentage of dreams including the mother (20.37%) and 

the father (13.70%) was higher than the respective percent-
age for male students (mother: 9.17%; father: 8.23%). In 
both samples, the percentage of dreams including a brother 
or a sister of the dreamer was quite low ranging from 2.0% 
to 7.5%. In those studies, however, the actual family pattern 
in waking life was not elicited (e.g. does the dreamer still 
lives with his parents, has s/he lost a parent, does s/he have 
siblings etc.). Thus, conclusions about the relationship be-
tween waking life contact (frequency, intensity, relationship 
quality) and dreaming of the family member cannot be made. 
There are only a few studies looking into factors that might 
affect the occurrence of core family member in dreams. In 
a long dream series (Barb Sanders), Domhoff (2003) found 
that she dreamed more often about her favorite brother 
compared to her two other siblings. Schredl, Schröder, and 
Löw (1996) reported that elderly persons dream less often 
about their parents (2.0%) than students (19.2%), reflect-
ing the fact that the parents of elderly persons have passed 
away a long time ago. On the other hand, the percentage of 
mother dreams did not change in a series of dreams report-
ed by a woman from age 25 to 76 yrs. (Smith & Hall, 1964), 
i.e. the decline of mother dreams in the study of Schredl et 
al. (1996) was not confirmed by this dream series.

The present study analyzed the frequency of dreams in-
cluding core family members within a dream series of 8,420 
dreams recorded by a dreamer over a period of twenty-
three years of his adult life. It was expected – in line with 
the continuity hypothesis (Schredl, 2003) – that frequency of 
family member dreams would decrease over time as the pe-
riod where he spent time within the core family (childhood/
adolescence) grows more distant. Secondly, the pattern of 
family members was studied, i.e., how do they co-occur in 
dreams. This is especially interesting in this dreamer be-
cause his parents divorced when he was twelve. Finally, the 
change of interaction quality with his father within the dream 
over time was studied in the series.
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2. Method

2.1. Dream diary 

The participant kept an unstructured dream diary from the 
age of 22, beginning in September, 1984 through Decem-
ber 2007. For the present analysis, 8,420 dreams from 
that period were included (see Figure 1). All remembered 
dreams were recorded but in periods of high workload (e.g. 
1998, 2000) motivation and dream recall frequency in turn 
dropped somewhat. The mean dream length was 128.8 ± 
82.6 words.  

2.2. Participant and procedure

The core family of the male participant consists of five mem-
bers: father (born 1932), mother (born 1943), dreamer (born 
1962), sister (born 1963), and brother (born 1965). Till the 
divorce (1975) all family members lived in the same house-
hold. After that, the participant lived with his mother and his 
siblings. While studying, he lived for three years (1982 to 
1984) with his sister during the week but returned home ev-
ery weekend (living with mother and brother). He moved out 
at the end of 1986 and kept regular but infrequent contact 
with his mother and siblings. The contact with his father was 
regular for one year after the divorce, then contact ceased 
completely with very few exceptions over the years. 

The dream reports were typed and entered into a data-
base, Alchera 3.72, created by Harry Bosma, www.myth-
well.com. This database allows the assignment of key 
words to the dreams; a task carried out by the dreamer 
himself. Each dream was rated for the presence of one 
or several family members (father, mother, brother, sister). 
Out of the 203 dream reports including the father, two hun-
dred reports were analyzed by an external judge according 
to the overall quality of interaction between the father and 
the dreamer, (three reports were not available in computer-
ized form at the time of the rating). Three categories were 
coded: -1 = negatively toned interaction (anxiety, threat, an-
ger, neglected or rejected by the father, verbal or physical 
aggression), 0 = neutral interaction or no interaction, +1 = 
positively toned interaction (receiving praise, a gift, or help, 
feeling close). Even though inter-rater reliability was not de-
termined for this scale, similar types of global rating scales 
(two or three categories) showed high indices of inter-rater 

reliability (Schredl, Burchert, & Grabatin, 2004). The Alchera 
software also provides a word count for each dream report. 
The analysis unit was a single dream report. The data were 
exported into an Excel spreadsheet (Microsoft) and data 
analysis was carried out using the SAS 9.2 for Windows 
software package. To analyze the single binary time series 
we fitted an autoregressive Generalized Linear Mixed Model 
(AR-GLMM) with a logit link and serial correlation according 
to Klingenberg (2008). Thus, the GLIMMIX procedure with a 
power covariance structure was used. For analyzing pos-
sible linear trends within the binary time series, Bortz (1990) 
suggested the use of the biserial rank correlation (Kendall’s 
tau).

3. Results

Overall, at least one member of the core family was pres-
ent in 1575 dreams (18.71% of the total dream series). The 
number of family members per dream is depicted in Table 
1. The brother of the participant was most often present in 
dreams comparable to the percentage of mother dreams 
whereas the sister and the father occurred less often (see 
Table 2). 

In Figure 2, the percentage of dreams with at least one 
family member is depicted; there is a considerable vari-
ability with values ranging from about 11.39% (2001) to 
26.36% (1986). Using the algorithm of Klingenberg (2008), 
the course of the time series was analyzed by comparing 
the percentage of the years 1984 to 1986 (participants liv-
ing with mother, brother, and sister (during the week)) with 
the percentages of each of the following years. All of the 

Figure 1. Number of dreams per year.

Table 1. Dreams of core family members in the dream series
 (N = 8420).
 

Variable Frequency Percentage

No family member 6845 81.29%

One family member 1015 15.05%

Two family members 357 4.24%

Three family members 169 2.01%

Four family members 37 0.40%
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21 tests were significant, i.e., the frequencies of the fol-
lowing years were lower compared to the first three years 
of the dream series. Using the formula of Kendall’s tau for 
determining the linear trend, the correlation coefficient was  
r = -.044 (p < .0001). 

The frequencies of the constellations of the family mem-
bers within the dream, i.e., which family members were 
present in the same dream, are shown in Table 3. The com-
plete family was present in 34 dreams, much less often 
compared the constellation of mother, brother, and sister  
(N = 135 dreams) and mother and brother (N = 133 dreams). 
Interestingly, the sister as only family member within the 
dream was found in 399 dreams, the highest percentage of 
all constellations. 

The emotional quality of the interaction with the father in 
the dream series is depicted in Table 4. Dream with nega-
tively toned interactions outweighed the positive ones but 
most of the dreams were neutral or did not include a direct 
interaction between the dreamer and his father. The correla-
tion between time and emotional quality of the contact was 
positive (r = .128, p = .0217, Kendall’s tau), i.e., the later 
dreams include more likely positive and less likely negative 
interactions with the father. 

4. Discussion

Overall, family members were found in about 19% of the 
dreams – comparable with previous findings (Hall & Van 
de Castle, 1966; Vandewiele, 1981). Comparing the pres-
ent data with the findings in male students (see Table 2), 
it is striking that the percentage of father dreams is con-

siderably lower in the present dream series whereas the 
percentage of mother dreams is comparable. This result is 
in line with the continuity hypothesis because the dreamer 
had very little contact with the father during the time period 
of recording dreams and also due to the divorce when he 
was twelve years old. The higher percentage of brother and 
sister dreams in the present dream series and the students’ 
findings is difficult to evaluate as there was no information 
about the number of siblings in these student samples pro-
vided in the publications, i.e., the participants might not 
have had brothers and/or sisters.

The slight decrease of family member dreams over the 
23-year period indicates that occurrence of family mem-
bers does reflect current waking life (higher percentage in 
the years when the dreamer lived with his mother, brother, 
and sister). The linear trend regarding the decrease of fam-
ily dreams over time (in addition to several ups and downs) 
might be explained by the idea that the dreams of family 
members not only referring to current waking life but also to 
childhood/adolescence as the waking-life contacts during 
the diary period (adulthood) were quite stable in frequency 
but the time span between dream and the period of intense 
contact (childhood/adolescence) is increasing; one of the 
factors affecting the continuity between waking and dream-
ing (Botman & Crovitz, 1989; Grenier et al., 2005; Strauch & 
Meier, 1996).

The continuity model of Schredl (2003) would predict an 
exponential decrease of the dream element with increas-
ing time interval between occurrence in waking life and oc-
currence of the dream but, unfortunately, it is not possible 
to apply more sophisticated methods to binary time series. 

Figure 2. Percentages of dreams with family members.

Table 2. Percentages of dreams of core family members in the dream series (N = 8420) and in the literature.

Category Dream series 
(8420 dreams)

Male students1

(500 dreams)
Female students1

(500 dreams)
Male students2

(218 dreams)
Female students2

(1394 dreams)
Merri3

(316 dreams)
Barb Sanders4

(3116 dreams)

Mother 9.68% 7.8% 16.2% 9.17% 20.37% 18.0% 7.7%

Father 2.41% 8.0% 12.4% 8.23% 13.70% 12.7% 6.8%

Sister(s) 6.29% 2.0% 6.8% 2.29% 7.53% 21.5% ≈ 1.6%

Brother(s) 9.79% 3.0% 4.0% 5.50% 5.16% 19.9% ≈ 4.6%

Note. 1Hall and Van de Castle (1966), 2unpublished data of the author, 3Schweickert (2007), 4Domhoff (2003)
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Even using Kendall’s tau, as proposed by Bortz (1990), it is 
only an approximation. More complex models (cf. Klingen-
berg, 2008) are not available to analyze linear or exponential 
trends in binary time series. In case of a family member, one 
would predict a superposition of an exponential decrease 
(references to childhood/adolescence) and a constant term 
(references to current waking-life contacts, if they are not 
changing).

The results regarding co-occurrence of family members in 
dreams are also in line with the waking life of the dreamer 
as the complete family was much less often present in one 
of his dreams compared to the family structure after divorce 
(mother, father, sister). In addition, the high percentage of 
dreams with the sister alone reflects that he shared a flat 
with his sister for three years. Interestingly, dreams with the 
parents and only one sibling (brother or sister) are very rare; 
indicating that the complete family is more present in the 
dreamers mind.

In an exploratory way, it was studied whether the emo-
tional quality of the interaction between dreamer and his 
father changed over the years. The background for this 
analysis was that the dreamer was very afraid of the father 
as a child because the father was physically abusive. The 
increase in positive interactions with the father in the dream 
might reflect an inner development rather than a change in 
waking-life as the period of abuse stopped long before the 

diary period. This example demonstrates that it might be 
very fruitful to study long dream series in order to look for 
changes possibly related to self-development. Interesting, in 
this context, is Domhoff’s (2003) analysis of the Barb Sand-
ers dream series where the aggression/friendliness percent 
regarding her husband decreased over time. It would also 
be interesting to study whether working with dreams (over-
view: Pesant & Zadra, 2004), in this case dreams dealing 
with negative interactions with the father (or ex-husband), 
are helpful in self-development. 

To summarize, the analysis of this long dream series indi-
cates that family members occur frequently in dreams and 
that their occurrence reflects current and former contacts 
in waking life. Future studies using larger samples can in-
vestigate whether the emotional quality of the waking-life 
relationship with the family members affect their frequency 
within dreams, i.e., a lot of conflicts during adolescence 
with the mother might show in higher percentages of moth-
er dreams even years later. The quality of the interaction 
between dreamer and family members might indicate some 
form of personal development, working through of old fear 
issues, as it was the case for this dreamer; a topic very 
promising for future research.

Acknowledgements

The author would like to thank Harry Bosma for program-
ming the tool for converting the Alchera database into the 
Excel format. 

References

Bortz, J. (1990). Verteilungsfreie Methoden in der Biostatistik. 
Berlin: Springer.

Botman, H. I., & Crovitz, H. F. (1989). Dream reports and auto-
biographical memory. Imagination, Cognition and Per-
sonality, 9, 213-224.

Domhoff, G. W. (2003). The scientific study of dreams: neural 
networks, cognitive development and content analysis. 
Washington: American Psychological Association.

Grenier, J., Cappeliez, P., St-Onge, M., Vachon, J., Vinette, S., 
Roussy, F., Mercier, P., Lortie-Lussier, M., & De Koninck, 
J. (2005). Temporal references in dreams and autobio-
graphical memory. Memory and Cognition, 33, 280-
288.

Hall, C. S. (1951). What people dream about? Scientific Ameri-
can, 184(5), 60-63.

Hall, C. S., & Van de Castle, R. L. (1966). The content analysis of 
dreams. New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts.

Klingenberg, B. (2008). Regression models for binary time series 
with gaps. Computational Statistics and Data Analysis, 
52(8), 4076-4090.

Lortie-Lussier, M., Cote, L., & Vachon, J. (2000). The consis-
tency and continuity hypothesis revisited through the 
dreams of women at two periods of their lifes. Dream-
ing, 10, 67-76.

Nielsen, T. (2012). Characters in dreams. In D. Barrett & P. Mc-
Namara (Eds.), Encyclopedia of sleep and dreams: The 
evolution, function, nature, and mysteries of slumber 
(pp. 110-114). Santa Barbara: Greenwood.

Paul, F., & Schredl, M. (2012). Male-female ratio in waking-life 
contacts and dream characters. International Journal of 
Dream Research, 5, 119-124.

Pesant, N., & Zadra, A. (2004). Working with dreams in therapy: 
what do we know and what should we do? Clinical Psy-
chology Review, 24, 489-512.

Table 3. Patterns of core family members in the N = 1575 
 dreams including at least one family member.
 

Pattern Frequency Percentage

Mother, father, sister, brother 34 2.16%

Mother, father, sister 3 0.19%

Mother, father, brother 0 0.00%

Mother, brother, sister 135 8.57%

Father, brother, sister 31 1.97%

Mother, father 29 1.84%

Mother, sister 70 4.44%

Mother, brother 133 8.44%

Father, sister 8 0.51%

Father, brother 23 1.46%

Sister, brother 94 5.97%

Mother (alone) 167 10.60%

Father (alone) 75 4.76%

Sister (alone) 399 25.33%

Brother (alone) 374 23.75%

Table 4. Quality of the interaction with the father (N = 200 
 dreams).

Category Frequency

Negative toned interaction 24%

Neutral or no interaction 64%

Positively toned interaction 12%



Brief Report: Family dreams in a long dream series

International Journal of Dream Research   Volume 6, No. 2 (2013)118

DI J o R

Schredl, M. (2001). Dreams of singles: effects of waking-life 
social contacts on dream content. Personality and Indi-
vidual Differences, 31, 269-275.

Schredl, M. (2003). Continuity between waking and dreaming: 
a proposal for a mathematical model. Sleep and Hyp-
nosis, 5, 38-52.

Schredl, M., Burchert, N., & Grabatin, Y. (2004). The effect of 
training on interrater reliability in dream content analy-
sis. Sleep and Hypnosis, 6, 139-144.

Schredl, M., Desch, S., Röming, F., & Spachmann, A. (2009). 
Erotic dreams and their relationship to waking-life sexu-
ality. Sexologies, 18, 38-43.

Schredl, M., & Hofmann, F. (2003). Continuity between wak-
ing activities and dream activities. Consciousness and 
Cognition, 12, 298-308.

Schredl, M., Schröder, A., & Löw, H. (1996). Traumerleben von 
älteren Menschen - Teil 2: Empirische Studie und Dis-
kussion. Zeitschrift für Gerontopsychologie und -psy-
chiatrie, 9, 43-53.

Schweickert, R. (2007). Properties of the organization of memory 
for people: evidence from dream reports. Psychonomic 
Bulletin and Review, 14, 270-276.

Smith, M. E., & Hall, C. S. (1964). An investigation of regres-
sion in a long dream series. Journals of Gerontology, 
19, 66-71.

Strauch, I., & Meier, B. (1996). In search of dreams: results of 
experimental dream research. Albany: State University 
of New York Press.

Uslar, D. v. (2003). Tagebuch des Unbewussten. Abenteuer im 
Reich der Träume. Würzburg: Königshausen & Neu-
mann.

Vandewiele, M. (1981). Wolof adolescents’ dreams. Journal of 
Psychology, 109, 3-10.


