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1.	 Introduction

The death of a loved one is often a very impactful event 
in the life of a person (Meagher & Balk, 2013). According 
to the continuity hypothesis of dreaming which states that 
dreams reflect waking-life experiences, especially the sa-
lient ones (Schredl, 2003), one would expect that the loss of 
a close person and the related grief is reflected in dreams 
of persons after experiencing such a loss. Indeed, 50% to 
86% of persons who experienced a significant loss reported 
dreaming about the deceased (Black et al., 2019; Black et 
al., 2021; Germain et al., 2013; Wright et al., 2014). Inter-
estingly, in a population-based survey, 20% to 50% of par-
ticipants older than 60 years reported remembering dreams 
about deceased persons (Schredl & Piel, 2005), indicating 
that these dreams are often experienced by a person who 
has experienced loss. 

Typical dream topics reported by the persons who experi-
enced loss are Back-to-life dreams (deceased is alive again 
with the dreamer recognizing that she/he should be dead), 
dreams of illness and dying reflecting the waking-life experi-
ences around the loss, saying-goodbye dreams (deceased 
is saying good-bye in the dream), daily activity dreams (de-
ceased is doing typical waking-life activities), and advice 
dreams (the deceased is giving the dreamer helpful advice) 
(Barrett, 1991; Belicki et al., 2003; Black et al., 2016; Dom-
hoff, 2015; Garfield, 1996; Wright et al., 2014). Belicki et al. 
(2003) put together a list of 28 different dream themes and 

reported that reliably coding these themes can be difficult, 
that is, two independent judges agree on the presence or 
absence of a specific theme in the dream not very often. 
Most of the participants reported that dreams about the de-
ceased are positively toned and comforting, despite this, 
negatively toned dreams that are distressing to the dreamer, 
especially if the loss was traumatic, can occur (Black et al., 
2019; Black et al., 2021; Garfield, 1996; Wright et al., 2014). 
It has also been shown that working with dreams about the 
deceased can be beneficial in counselling and psychothera-
py (Begovac & Begovac, 2012; Čepulienė & Skruibis, 2023; 
Hess, 2004; Hill et al., 2000; Kast, 1991).

The brief review indicated that the loss of a loved one is 
affecting dreams, thus, in line with the continuity hypothesis 
of dreaming (Schredl, 2003); but several questions are still 
unanswered. For example, how frequent are dreams about 
the deceased in regard to all remembered dreams? and 
does the frequency of dreams about the loved one change 
with their death? One might expect – similar to ending a 
romantic relationship (Schredl & Reinhard, 2012; Schredl & 
Wood, 2021) – that the frequency of dreams featuring the 
deceased decreases as sharing waking-life experiences are 
no longer possible. However, Hall and Nordby (1972) point-
ed out in their original formulation of the continuity hypoth-
esis that dreams do not only reflect waking-life events but 
can also reflect waking-life thoughts, that is, thinking a lot 
about the deceased might be reflected in frequent dreams 
about the lost loved one. Several longitudinal studies (Black 
et al., 2014; Domhoff, 2015; Garfield, 1996) focused only on 
the dreams of the deceased occurring after the death and 
did not elicit dreams of the person prior to her/his death, so 
no information was provided about the change in frequency 
that might be caused by the event. This kind of data was 
provided by Gerne (1987) who analyzed a long dream se-
ries (N = 9,980 dreams); an English summary of this study 
was also published (Gerne, 1989). For example, the mother 
showed up in 20.1% of the 482 dreams prior to her death 
and in 19.1% of the 931 dreams after her death; the differ-
ence was not significant. 

The death of a family member (brother) reflected 
in a long dream series
Michael Schredl

Central Institute of Mental Health, Medical Faculty Mannheim/Heidelberg University,  
Germany

Corresponding address:  
M. Schredl, Dr., Schlaflabor, Zentralinstitut für Seelische Ge-
sundheit, Postfach 12 21 20, 68072 Mannheim, Germany. 
Email: Michael.Schredl@zi-mannheim.de

Submitted for publication: July 2025  
Accepted for publication:  August 2025 
DOI: 10.11588/ijodr.2025.2.112280

Summary. The death of a loved one is often a very impactful event in the life of a person, and 50% to 86% of persons 
who experienced a significant loss reported dreaming about the deceased. The present analysis is based on a long 
dream series (N = 14,520 dreams), including a period of three years recorded after the unexpected death of the dreamer’s 
brother. The findings indicate that after the death of the brother the frequency of brother dreams decreased. Dreams in 
which the brother occurred as being dead were rare, more often the death of the brother is reflected in a general way. 
e.g., telling someone about his death, finding “old” stuff of the brother. Overall, the findings highlight the importance of 
collecting a series of dreams after loss as completely as possible and not focus only on the most memorable dreams 
people have of the deceased. Additionally, the findings indicate that many dreams of the brother seem to refer to past 
shared experiences and not refer to the death and/or the grief process. These types of dreams might be helpful in grief 
counselling as they reflect the close connection the dreamer had with the deceased.  

Keywords: Death of a family member, Grief, dream series, continuity hypothesis    



The death of a family member 

International Journal of Dream Research   Volume 18, No. 2 (2025)334

DI J o R

Another open question is whether all dreams of the de-
ceased show references to the actual death, for example, 
the dreamer knowing that the person who is alive in the 
dream is dead in reality (Garfield, 1996). Here is the prob-
lem that some studies (Black et al., 2019; Black et al., 2021; 
Black et al., 2020; Black et al., 2016) focused on analyzing 
the most memorable dreams about the deceased; and thus 
might have missed more mundane dreams that Garfield 
(1996) called daily activity dreams. These were the most fre-
quent dreams (39%) after her father’s death (Garfield, 1996). 
However, it was not specified whether she knew in the 
dream that he was dead. Barrett (1991) analyzed a sample 
of 1,412 dreams reported by 149 students and found that 
about 2% of the dreams included deceased persons (ex-
plicitly noticed by the dreamer in the dream that the person 
is dead in reality). Barrett (1991) estimated that deceased 
persons can be alive again in the dream without the dreamer 
knowing this in about 6% of the dreams, which was inferred 
from remarks that were added to the dream reports. This 
indicates that the deceased person can show up in dreams 
without any reference to the death or the dreamer’s grieving 
process, possibly a reference to past waking-life experienc-
es shared between the dreamer and the deceased. Dreams 
that include waking-life experiences or events from the past 
of the dreamer have been found repeatedly (Botman & Cro-
vitz, 1989; Horton & Malinowski, 2015; Strauch & Meier, 
1996; Vallat et al., 2017). Thus, the question of whether all 
dreams of the deceased after their death are related to the 
death and/or the grief – as reflected in the dream theme lists 
(Belicki et al., 2003; Black et al., 2016) – is still unanswered.

The present study is based on a long dream series of 
14,520 dreams recorded over 35 years, including three 
years after the unexpected death of the dreamer’s broth-
er. Based on the continuity hypothesis of dreaming, it was 
expected that the frequency of brother dreams would de-
crease as the dreamer did not interact with his brother in 
waking life anymore. As the brother and the dreamer shared 
a very long history together, more than 50 years, it was hy-
pothesized that the dreams recorded after the death of the 
brother not only reflect the loss of the brother but also their 
shared waking-life experiences. 

2.	 Method

2.1.	Participant and dream diary

The male participant kept an unstructured dream diary from 
the age of 22, beginning in September 1984 through Sep-
tember 2019. During this time, he recorded 14,520 dreams. 
The mean dream length was 140.53 ± 85.77 words (range: 
3 to 760 words). The core family of the male participant 
consists of five members: father (born 1932), mother (born 
1943), dreamer (born 1962), sister (born 1963), and brother 
(born 1965). Till the divorce of his parents in 1975, all family 
members lived in the same household. After that, the par-
ticipant lived with his mother and his siblings. He moved 
out at the end of 1986 and kept regular but infrequent con-
tact with his mother and his siblings. The relationships were 
overall harmonious, but not very close. The contact with his 
father was regular for one year after the divorce, then con-
tact ceased completely with very few exceptions over the 
years. The brother died unexpectedly on August 31, 2016 at 
the age of 51. The cause of death was a heart attack.

2.2.	Procedure

The dream reports were originally hand-written and were 
later – by the dreamer himself – typed and entered into a da-
tabase, Alchera 3.72, created by Harry Bosma (www.myth-
well.com). This database allows assigning keywords to the 
dreams, also a task carried out by the dreamer. Each dream 
was coded for the presence of a family member (father, 
mother, sister, brother). In addition, it was coded whether the 
dream was related to the brother without him being present 
in the dream. In a second step, the dreams with the brother 
as dream character were coded along several scales: Rela-
tion to the death or dying of the brother (Yes/No), dreamer 
interacts verbally with the brother (Yes/No), emotions of the 
dreamer regarding his brother (negative, neutral, positive), 
the brother is younger in the dream compared to waking life 
(Yes/No), the dreamer and the brother is part of the family 
but not interacting directly with one another (e.g., being in 
the same flat, being in a car together). 

The Alchera software also provides a word count for 
each dream report. Dream reports did not include redun-
dancies or words not related to the dream experience itself. 
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 9.4 software pack-
age for Windows. As the number of dreams in 1984 was 
relatively small (N = 20), these dreams were combined with 
the dreams of 1985. The statistical tests for the comparison 
between the time period 3 years prior to the death of the 
brother and the time period 3 years after the death were 
carried out with the algorithm published by Klingenberg 
(2008). This approach was developed for binary time series 
with gaps. Using the SAS 9.4 for Windows software pack-
age, the statistician (second author of Schredl & Reinhard, 
2012) applied the GLIMMIX procedure with a power covari-
ance structure to implement an autoregressive Generalized 
Linear Mixed Model (AR-GLMM) with a logit link and serial 
correlation according to the formula of Klingenberg (2008).

3.	 Results

Overall, the brother was present in 1,330 dreams (9.16%), 
the mother in 1,386 dreams (9.55%), the sister in 1,026 
dreams (7.07%), and the father in 307 dreams (2.11%). 
Figure 1 shows the course of the frequencies of the family 
members from September 1984 to September 2019. Prior 
to the death of the brother (August 31, 2016), the dreamer’s 
mother, sister, and brother occurred with a similar frequency 
in the dreams (2015 and 2016), however, the frequency of 
the father dreams was lower. Comparing the frequencies 
of the different family members in dreams three years prior 
to the death of the brother compared to the 3-year interval 
after his death, the statistical analyses indicate that the fre-
quency of brother dreams was significantly lower after his 
death, whereas the frequency of the other family members 
stayed the same (see Table 1). A post-hoc analysis showed 
that the frequency of father dreams increased significantly 
from 0.96% (January to August 2016) to 5.21% (September 
to December 2016) using the Klingenberg algorithm: t = 2.8, 
p = .0053.

In Table 2, different characteristics of the brother dreams 
are depicted. The analysis of the randomly selected dreams 
was taken from Schredl (2024), excluding the dreams that 
were recorded in 2016 to avoid overlap. The brother oc-
curred in only two dreams as a character with the knowledge 
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supporting the idea that the dream does not reflect the re-
lationship to the brother immediately prior to his death, but 
might be related to memories of the distant past. In a similar 
way, the 50% of dreams in which the brother is part of the 
family doing something together (being in the flat where all 
live, driving a car, etc.) are more indicative of experiences 
the dreamer had with the brother (and his family) a long time 
ago. In these dreams, there is no direct interaction between 
the dreamer and the brother (e.g., the brother and other 
family members are also in the flat where the dream is, but 
without and direct contact).

Dream examples

Death-related dreams

Dream 1 (September 27, 2016): “I’m in an apartment and 
go into my room, which is at the front. I get a fright be-

of the dreamer that he is dead (see dream examples 1 and 
2) after his death on August 31, 2016. However, the death 
of the brother was a topic in 13 dreams, without him being 
present in the dream (see Table 3). For control purposes, the 
dreams prior to the death of the brother were also coded 
for the presence of the brother as a topic but none of the 
dreams included this topic. In this time span, only dreams in 
which the brother is present as a person occurred. Putting 
both categories together (brother as dream character with 
the knowledge of him being dead and the dreams mention-
ing the brother’s death), 15 dreams out of the 1,943 dreams 
recorded after the death of the brother were directly related 
to the brother’s death, resulting in 0.77% of these remem-
bered dreams. The first dream with the brother as a dream 
character, including the knowledge that he was dead in real 
life was recorded on September 27, 2016, whereas the first 
dream including the death of the brother as a topic occurred 
on October 9, 2016 (see Table 3).

Interestingly, there was a slight increase in brother dreams 
in which the dreamer was communicating directly with his 
brother (see Table 2); unfortunately, due to the small sample 
size the algorithm of Klingenberg (2008) could not be ap-
plied for statistical testing. In most of the dreams, the emo-
tions of the dreamer towards his brother were neutral (see 
Table 2). If emotions occurred, the emotions were more of-
ten negative than positive in both periods, before and after 
the death of the brother, as seen in dream example 6. Very 
positive dreams have been relatively rare, prior and after the 
death of the brother (see dream example 8). 

Another interesting topic was that the brother within the 
dream was younger compared to his real age in waking life, 

Table 1. Frequency of family members in the N = 1.731 
dreams three years prior to the death of the brother vs.  
N = 1,916 dreams three years after the death of the brother. 

Family member Prior to 
death

After 
death

Statistical analysis

Brother 8.26% 5.17% t = -3.5   p = .0017

Mother 9.01% 8.35% t = -0.5   p = .4786
Sister 7.97% 8.25% t =  0.3   p = .7622
Father 1.04% 1.67% t =  1.6   p = .1055

Figure 1. Dreams with family members per year.  
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cause I see a foot and think that everyone has left, but 
it’s a guest (woman, known). I go back into the hallway, 
where my brother (about 30 years old, slim) is standing, 
looking quite unconcerned. I’m surprised to see him be-
cause I know he’s dead. He’s not fully there, but more like 
a figure.”

Dream 2 (April 30, 2017): “I’m in a large room (old build-
ing, first floor). The point is that it’s nice to have a cozy 
corner in such a large room. My brother (to my left at a 
small table) and my sister are there, possibly one or two 
other people. I explain that it’s not that difficult, a 2 m 
wide, high wooden panel and fabric would be enough. 
… . My brother sits there quietly, I know he’s dead. I’m 
surprised that he’s there, I think it’s good. ….”

Dream with the brother being younger in the dream

Dream 3 (June 17, 2017): “…. The weather is beautiful. I 
look down a slope and see beautiful scenery. My brother 
comes along and tells me that he can throw 12 tennis 
balls in a sequency. He explains that he does this to prac-
tice his serves. I say something appreciative and mention 

that many professionals also work out on exercise ma-
chines, etc. He knows this too, as he has a professional 
trainer. He is younger (maybe 30) and I admire his dedica-
tion, as he plans to become a really good tennis player.”

Dream with verbal interaction

Dream 4 (July 17, 2018): “I am sitting with my siblings at 
a round table near Shopping center (Heidelberg). I have a 
loaf of bread (light whole grain bread) cut into thin slices. 
My brother remembers the time when I wasn’t allowed 
to eat many things. I agree that it was a difficult time, 
being vegetarian, gluten-free, and milk protein-free. And, 
neither of the two diagnoses was correct. A small foreign 
boy looks at the table, which makes me uncomfortable. 
He walks around the table, and then wants to sit on my 
lap. I think he is hungry and give him a slice of bread. I 
think it would be nicer for children if there were some-
thing sweet, jam, but I don’t have any. The little boy takes 
a small bite, but runs around squeaking somehow. His fa-
ther comes to calm him down. It’s not clear what’s wrong 
with the boy.”

Table 3. Dreams with the death of the brother as topic but the brother is not present in the dream (N = 13). 

Number Date Content (abbreviated)

T12616 Oct 9, 2016 Dreamer tells his boss that his brother had died recently.

T12619 Oct 11, 2016 Dreamer sees three beer cans that belonged to his brother who is now dead.
T12620 Oct 11, 2016 A friend is comforting the dreamer who lost his brother.
T12653 Nov 2, 2016 The dreamer is seeing his father who seems to weep likely because of the death of his son (the dreamer’s 

brother).
T12666 Nov 8, 2016 The dreamer witnesses how his mother called his father to tell him that their son (the dreamer’s brother) is 

dead.
T13055 Jun 19, 2017 Dreamer is with his family and sees the chair the brother was typically sitting before he died. 
T13150 Aug 17, 2017 Dreamer has a broken bicycle and thinks about his brother that he would have been able to fix it if he is still 

alive.
T13164 Aug 25, 2017 The dream is about the death and the heritage of the dreamer’s brother.
T13180 Sep 2, 2017 The father of the dreamer died in the dream. The sister says: “Then he died exactly one year after our 

brother.”
T13310 Nov 28, 2017 The dreamer is searching a large basement room and finds several objects that belonged to his brother.
T13896 Sep 20, 2018 The dreamer is in his room, which used to belong to his brother.
T14249 May 5, 2019 Two aggressive looking men are looking for my brother, the dreamer has thoughts whether they can demand 

the money (a considerable sum) from his mother as she is the brother’s heiress.
T14372 Jul 11, 2019 There is a plane crash in the dream that might have involved the dreamer’s mother and sister. The dreamer 

is sad and thinks about the death of the brother and his father.

Table 2. Dream characteristics related to the brother in dreams of the brother in three different phases 

Variable Random sample before 2016 
(N = 96) 

2016 prior to the  
death of the brother  

(N = 28)

Dreams after the  
death of the brother 

(N = 99)

Death 0 0.00% 0 0.00% 2 2.02%

Verbal interaction 23 23.96% 7 25.00% 38 38.38%

Emotions

Negative 16 16.67% 3 10.71% 14 14.14%
Neutral 78 81.25% 23 82.14% 82 82.83%
Positive 2 2.08% 2 7.14% 3 3.03%

Brother younger --- --- 0 0.00% 9 9.09%
Brother part of family --- --- 16 57.14% 46 46.46%
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Dream with brother as part of the family

Dream 5 (June 15, 2017	 ): “I am in a large hotel room 
with my family, possibly other relatives or close friends. 
I am gathering clothes; it is morning. The day before, we 
carried out a big operation, well planned, taking a lot of 
money from bad people, theft. There are some cats with 
us, possibly also a small dog. These could give away our 
trail, which we have very cleverly covered up. I am afraid 
because the bad guys wouldn’t be very subtle.”

Dream with different emotional qualities

Negative emotions: Dream 6 (Oct 11, 2017): “I’m sitting 
at a large table in a large room (castle-like). There are 
maybe 30 people sitting at the table, a feeling of kinship. 
I’m more to the left, opposite me is my brother (younger), 
who makes mean remarks about me. That really annoys 
me. We talked beforehand and I apologized for always 
teasing him like that as a child. I get up and walk to the 
right, he has also walked around the blackboard. I grab 
him by the shoulders, shake him and say that I’ll always 
be older like him, bigger and stronger too. He can’t do 
anything about that. It’s not clear how he will react. ….”

Neutral dream: Dream 7 (July 11, 2017): “I am in a large 
apartment. My brother is there at first, but at some point, 
he leaves. He is wearing a jacket or something similar. 
I look for him, considering whether it makes sense to 
arrange for him to sign out, since there are only two of 
us living in the apartment. I may also want to leave. Old 
apartment building.”

Positive emotions:  Dream 8 (September 3, 2017): “I am 
in a large room that is quite dark (apartment). My brother 
is lying on a large couch while I am standing. We are talk-
ing about dealing lovingly with our own weaknesses; it is 
very close and intimate between us because we are talk-
ing about something that is very important to us.”

4.	 Discussion

The present findings indicate that the death of the brother 
had an effect on the frequency of brother dreams – an ex-
pected decrease in frequency. Interestingly, despite dream-
ing of the deceased being common after loss (Black et al., 
2019; Black et al., 2021; Germain et al., 2013; Wright et 
al., 2014), “classical” grief dreams featuring the deceased 
(e.g., Barrett, 1991; Belicki et al., 2003; Black et al., 2016; 
Domhoff, 2015; Garfield, 1996; Wright et al., 2014) were rare  
(N = 2 dreams). The death of the brother can be seen to 
be reflected more generally in 13 dreams (e.g., talking with 
someone about it, without the brother being a dream char-
acter). Although the emotions of the interaction with the 
brother within the dreams after his death were more nega-
tive than positive (with the majority of interactions being 
neutral), these emotions seem to be related to the sibling 
rivalry present during childhood and adolescence – as 
the same distribution of dream emotions was found in the 
brother dreams before his death. 

Given the fact that the present analysis is based on 
a single case, the generalizability is limited. On the other 
hand, the extensive dream series allowed a detailed analy-
sis of the frequency of brother dreams before and after his 
death. Moreover, mundane dreams (e.g., family activities in 

which the brother partakes without any specific interaction 
between the dreamer and the brother) have been recorded 
and indicate that – in this dreamer – they outnumber the 
death/grief-related dreams by far. However, as pointed out 
by Garfield (1996) and Black et al. (2020), the dreams might 
differ regarding the cause of death of the loved one (e.g., 
violent, severe illness like cancer, or sudden death), and the 
grief intensity experienced by the dreamer after the loss. In 
the present case, the grief intensity was on the low end after 
the brother died, and the death was due to illness; therefore, 
a broader spectrum of persons who had lost a loved one 
should be studied, preferably persons who kept a dream 
journal prior to the death of the loved one. 

Overall, the percentage of brother dreams was quite high 
in the dream series (about 9%) compared to other studies, 
e.g., 3.0% (Hall & Van de Castle, 1966) and 5.9% (Nöltner 
& Schredl, 2023), indicating that the brother played a sub-
stantial role in the life of the dreamer – even though the con-
tact frequency in adulthood was not high. As expected, the 
frequency of brother dreams dropped after his death (this 
decrease was not found for the other family members); this 
decrease in frequency is comparable to relationship break-
ups (Schredl, 2024; Schredl, Cadiñanos Echevarria, et al., 
2020) and retirement (Schredl, Anderson, et al., 2020). How-
ever, the frequency is well above 0%, indicating that not 
only current waking-life experiences are reflected in dreams 
but also experiences of the past (see below). It is important 
to keep in mind that thoughts about the deceased brother 
can also affect dreams, but it seems that this effect is rela-
tively small, as reflected in the low percentage of brother 
dreams actually relating to the brother’s death. This pat-
tern can also be seen in a high percentage of work-related 
dreams after retirement (Schredl, Anderson, et al., 2020). 
Studying these dreams with references to the past (brother 
and dreamer part of the family, dreamer is younger in the 
dream) might help to shed light on how dreams might re-
flect sleep-dependent memory consolidation (Hudachek & 
Wamsley, 2023), for example, integrating new experiences 
into the network of already existing memories. 

An unexpected finding was the very low number of grief-
related themed dreams; in the present series, only two 
back-to-life dreams occurred; all other topics, for example, 
advice dreams, saying-goodbye dreams, etc. (Belicki et al., 
2003; Black et al., 2016; Garfield, 1996) were not present. 
This might be explained by the minor grief reaction of the 
dreamer, but also partly by the fact that that previous re-
search (e.g., Black et al., 2016) elicited only the most mem-
orable dreams about the deceased. Including the dreams 
with references to the brother’s death, 15 dreams were re-
corded over the three years after the death. Interestingly, the 
frequencies of dreams about the deceased are not that high 
in other dream series either (Black et al., 2014; Domhoff, 
2015; Garfield, 1996). For example, there were 143 dreams 
over 22 years (Domhoff, 2015), 44 dreams in two years in a 
very high dream recaller (she recorded over 20,000 dreams 
in her lifetime) (Garfield, 1996), 9 dreams in a two and a 
half year period (Black et al., 2014), and 106 dreams over 
a 16-year period (Belicki et al., 2003). Even though many 
persons report having dreams about the deceased (Black 
et al., 2019; Germain et al., 2013; Wright et al., 2014) and 
the dreams related to the death of the loved one can have 
a profound impact on the dreamer (Wright et al., 2014), the 
actual frequency of those dreams in relation to all remem-
bered dreams seems quite low. 
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After the death of the brother, most of the interactions with 
the brother within the dream were neutral; if not, the nega-
tive emotions outweighed the positive ones. However, the 
ratio of positive and negative dreams was similar to brother 
dreams within in this series recorded prior to the brother’s 
death, indicating that these dreams might not be related to 
the loss itself but to the long history the dreamer shared 
with his brother (e.g., sibling rivalry in childhood and adoles-
cence). The analysis provided hints that there might also be 
changes in the content of brother dreams (e.g., increased 
percentage of dreams with interactions). Interestingly, this 
was also found for ex-partner dreams that included more 
often verbal interaction with the ex-partner compared to 
partners, whereas mundane topics (e.g., doing something 
together) were more prominent (Schredl & Wood, 2021), 
indicating that the ex-partner dreams – even though they 
are rarer than partner dreams – are more salient. This could 
also be an explanation for the present tendency of more 
frequent direct contacts with the brother in the dreams after 
his death. Another interesting finding relates to the dreams 
in which the brother was younger that was only found after 
the death of the brother but not in the 2016 dreams record-
ed prior to the death of the brother. As the sample size was 
small, the finding should be viewed with caution; a larger 
number of brother dreams prior to the death should be ana-
lyzed. These dreams are very interesting as they provide a 
direct clue that they are connected to experiences that oc-
curred a long time ago. Thus, studying dream series that 
allow detailed comparisons of dreams about the deceased 
after death and the dreams about this person before death 
might be very helpful in understanding how dreams change 
due to the death of a loved one and how one is processing 
their grief. For example, back-to-life dreams have been as-
sociated with the first phase of mourning (denial) (Garfield, 
1996); however, this dream type should be differentiated 
from dreams featuring the deceased (alive) but without any 
reference to her and his death, as these might simply re-
flect long-term memory processes or another aspect of the 
grieving process.

An interesting finding was the increase of father dreams 
after the death of the brother. The dreamer and the father 
met at the funeral (a rare contact), and during the funeral 
reception, a friend of the brother talked with the father about 
his relationship with the brother, which was conflict-laden. 
The dreamer overhear bits and pieces of conversation. As 
the dreamer blamed the father for contributing to the broth-
er’s problems (e.g., unemployment, alcoholism), this may 
have triggered emotional salient topics in the dreamer – re-
flected in an increase of father dreams after the brother’s 
death. 

To summarize, the analysis of this dream series – even 
though it is based on only one dreamer – has broadened the 
view on dreams about a lost loved one that can occur after 
a death. The dreams that the bereaved can have may not be 
solely related to the death and the grieving process, but also 
to memories the dreamer shared with the deceased. This 
type of dream can also be addressed in grief counselling or 
therapy as they might represent the close connection the 
dreamer had with the deceased and could provide an open-
ing to discuss the relationship and the experienced grief. It 
should not be interpreted as reflecting a specific stage in 
the grief process (as Back-to-life dreams might reflect the 
denial phase), but a series of dreams, as shown here, may 
represent a grief that is integrated and not the focus of dis-

tress for the person. Research is still in its infancy in under-
standing how dreams reflect the grieving process. It would 
be interesting to study more dream journalists undergoing 
losses to expand the present findings – as grief processes 
differ from person to person and effects on dreams might 
be different regarding the relationship between the dreamer 
and the lost loved one (e.g., spouse, family member, close 
friend, etc.). 

Acknowledgements

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

AI Statement

For the translation of the German dream reports into English 
DeepL was used. Otherwise, no AI tools or AI assistants 
were used for literature search, data analyses, writing, and 
grammar..

References

Barrett, D. (1991). Through a glass darkly: Images of the dead 
in dreams. Omega, 24, 97-108. https://doi.org/10.2190/
H9G7-7AK5-15TF-2AWA 

Begovac, B., & Begovac, I. (2012). Dreams of Deceased Chil-
dren and Countertransference in the Group Psycho-
therapy of Bereaved Mothers: Clinical Illustration. Death 
Studies, 36(8), 723-741. https://doi.org/10.1080/07481
187.2011.584014 

Belicki, K., Gulko, N., Ruzycki, K., & Aristotle, J. (2003). Sixteen 
years of dreams following spousal bereavement. OME-
GA - Journal of Death and Dying, 47(2), 93-106. https://
doi.org/10.2190/D78C-BCFE-NQNY-EMGV 

Black, J., Belicki, K., & Emberley-Ralph, J. (2019). Who dreams 
of the deceased? The roles of dream recall, grief inten-
sity, attachment, and openness to experience. Dream-
ing, 29(1), 57-78. https://doi.org/10.1037/drm0000100 

Black, J., Belicki, K., McCann, A., & Piro, R. (2021). Dreaming of 
the deceased after miscarriage: A pilot study. Dreaming, 
31(3), 229-243. https://doi.org/10.1037/drm0000177 

Black, J., Belicki, K., Piro, R., & Hughes, H. (2020). Com-
forting versus distressing dreams of the deceased: 
Relations to grief, trauma, attachment, continuing 
bonds, and post-dream reactions. OMEGA - Jour-
nal of Death and Dying, 84(2), 525-550. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0030222820903850 

Black, J., DeCicco, T., Seeley, C., Murkar, A., Black, J., & Fox, 
P. (2016). Dreams of the deceased: Can themes be 
reliability coded? International Journal of Dream Re-
search, 9(2), 110-114. https://doi.org/DO - 10.11588/
ijodr.2016.2.28117 

Black, J., Murkar, A., & Black, J. (2014). Examining the heal-
ing process through dreams in bereavement. Sleep and 
Hypnosis, 16(1-2), 10-17. 

Botman, H. I., & Crovitz, H. F. (1989). Dream reports and au-
tobiographical memory. Imagination, Cognition and 
Personality, 9, 213-224. https://doi.org/10.2190/FL4H-
TLHV-R5DV-0WDM 

Čepulienė, A. A., & Skruibis, P. (2023). The functions of the 
dreams of the deceased: A qualitative study of women 
bereaved by partner’s suicide. Death Studies, 1-10. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/07481187.2023.2297063 



International Journal of Dream Research   Volume 18, No. 2 (2025) 339

DI J o RThe death of a family member

Domhoff, G. W. (2015). Dreaming as embodied simulation: A 
widower’s dreams of his deceased wife. Dreaming, 
25(3), 232-256. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0039291 

Garfield, P. (1996). Dreams in bereavement. In D. Barrett (Ed.), 
Trauma and dreams (pp. 186-211, 263-164). Harvard 
University Press. 

Germain, A., Shear, K. M., Walsh, C., Buysse, D. J., Monk, T. 
H., Reynolds, C. F., III, Frank, E., & Silowash, R. (2013). 
Dream content in complicated grief: A window into loss-
related cognitive schemas. Death Studies, 37(3), 269-
284. https://doi.org/10.1080/07481187.2011.641138 

Gerne, M. (1987). Problemlösung im Traum am Beispiel der 
Trauerverarbeitung. Dissertation an der Philosophisch-
en Fakultät. 

Gerne, M. (1989). Problem-solving in dreams: References to 
the process of mourning. Association for the Study of 
Dreams Newsletter, 6(2), 3-4. 

Hall, C. S., & Nordby, V. J. (1972). The individual and his dreams. 
New American Library. 

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

Hess, S. A. (2004). Dreams of the bereaved. In C. E. Hill (Ed.), 
Dream work in therapy: facilitating exploration, insight, 
and action (pp. 169-185). American Psychological As-
sociation. 

Hill, C. E., Zack, J., Wonnell, T., Hoffman, M., Rochlen, A., Gold-
berg, J., Nakayama, E., Heaton, K. J., Kelley, F., Eiche, 
K., Tomlinson, M., & Hess, E. (2000). Structured brief 
therapy with a focus on dreams or loss for clients with 
troubling dreams and recent loss. Journal of Counseling 
Psychology, 47, 90-101. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-
0167.47.1.90 

Horton, C. L., & Malinowski, J. (2015). Autobiographical 
memory and hyperassociativity in the dreaming brain: 
Implications for memory consolidation in sleep. Fron-
tiers in Psychology, 6, 1-14. https://doi.org/10.3389/
fpsyg.2015.00874 

Hudachek, L., & Wamsley, E. J. (2023). A meta-analysis of the 
relation between dream content and memory consoli-
dation. Sleep, 46(12), zsad111. https://doi.org/10.1093/
sleep/zsad111 

Kast, V. (1991). Imploring eyes: Grief, dream and fairytale. 
Quadrant, 24, 25-33. 

Klingenberg, B. (2008). Regression models for binary time 
series with gaps. Computational Statistics and Data 
Analysis, 52(8), 4076-4090. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
csda.2008.01.019 

Meagher, D. K., & Balk, D. E. (2013). Handbook of thanatology: 
The essential body of knowledge for the study of death, 
dying, and bereavement (2. ed ed.). Routledge. 

Nöltner, S., & Schredl, M. (2023). Interactions with family mem-
bers in students’ dreams. Dreaming, 33, 19-31. https://
doi.org/10.1037/drm0000212 

Schredl, M. (2003). Continuity between waking and dreaming: 
A proposal for a mathematical model. Sleep and Hyp-
nosis, 5(1), 38-52. 

Schredl, M. (2024). Analyzing a long dream series - What can 
we learn about how dreaming works? Routledge. 

Schredl, M., Anderson, L. M., Kahlert, L. K., & Kumpf, C. S. 
(2020). Work-Related Dreams: An Online Survey. 
Clocks & Sleep, 2(3), 273-281. https://doi.org/10.3390/
clockssleep2030021 

Schredl, M., Cadiñanos Echevarria, N., Saint Macary, L., & 
Weiss, A. F. (2020). Partners and ex-partners in dreams: 
An online survey. International Journal of Dream Re-
search, 13(2), 274-280. https://doi.org/10.11588/ijo-
dr.2020.2.75338 

Schredl, M., & Piel, E. (2005). Gender differences in dreaming: 
Are they stable over time? Personality and Individual 
Differences, 39, 309-316. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
paid.2005.01.016 

Schredl, M., & Reinhard, I. (2012). Frequency of a romantic part-
ner in a dream series. Dreaming, 22(4), 223-229. https://
doi.org/10.1037/a0030252 

Schredl, M., & Wood, L. C. (2021). Partners and ex-partners in 
dreams: A diary study. Clocks & Sleep, 3(2), 289–297. 
https://doi.org/10.3390/clockssleep3020018 

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

Vallat, R., Chatard, B., Blagrove, M., & Ruby, P. (2017). Char-
acteristics of the memory sources of dreams: A new 
version of the content-matching paradigm to take mun-
dane and remote memories into account. PLoS ONE, 
12(10), e0185262. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.
pone.0185262 

Wright, S. T., Kerr, C. W., Doroszczuk, N. M., Kuszczak, S. M., 
Hang, P. C., & Luczkiewicz, D. L. (2014). The impact 
of dreams of the deceased on bereavement: A sur-
vey of hospice caregivers. American Journal of Hos-
pice & Palliative Medicine, 31(2), 132-138. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1049909113479201


