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Summary. Despite their private nature, dreams are often shared with spouses, family, friends, and colleagues. Whereas
different aspects of dream sharing like its associated motivations have been investigated, it has not yet been systemati-
cally studied how the listener reacts to a dream account, i.e., what emotional responses persons have while listening to
dreams or what the dreamer experiences as other persons react to his or her dream telling. The sample of 85 participants
received a questionnaire eliciting situations where they told another person a dream and situations where they heard a
dream told by another person. Reactions to dream accounts are more positively than negatively toned and several times
sharing the dream had a positive effect on the relationship between the dreamer and the listener. Negatively toned emo-
tions experienced while listening to a dream should be followed up because this topic hasn’t been studied yet. It would
be desirable to use diaries to validate the findings of this retrospective approach and to study dream telling situations
under controlled laboratory conditions, which also might include brain imagining.
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1. Introduction

Dreaming as defined as subjective experiencing while
asleep is a very private experience and even the dreamer
himself/herself has only access to those experiences if
she or he can recall them after awakening (Schredl, 2008).
Despite their private nature, dreams are often shared with
spouses, family, friends, and colleagues (ljams & Miller,
2000; Olsen, Schredl, & Carlsson, 2013; Schredl, 2009;
Schredl, Buscher, Haa3, Scheuermann, & Uhrig, 2013; Vann
& Alperstein, 2000). The reasons for dream sharing are man-
ifold, ranging from entertainment (recounting funny dreams),
the wish to better understand the dream, relief (especially
in the case of nightmares), to increase relationship intimacy
(Duffey, Wooten, Lamadue, & Comstock, 2004; ljams & Mill-
er, 2000; Olsen et al., 2013). Research focused on factors
affecting dream sharing (e.g., negatively toned dreams are
more likely to be shared than positive ones (Curci & Rime,
2008)) supports the idea that relief is a common motivation
for dream sharing. The most obvious factor affecting how
often dreams are shared is dream recall frequency (Her-
man & Shows, 1984; Pagel & Vann, 1993; Schredl, 2000).
This is obvious because if you cannot remember a dream
you cannot tell it to another person. In addition to dream
recall frequency, the strongest factor affecting dream shar-
ing frequency is gender, i.e., women tend to share dreams
more often than men (Curci & Rime, 2008; Georgi, Schredl,
Henley-Einion, & Blagrove, 2012; Szmigielska & Holda,
2007). The well-established gender difference in dream re-
call frequency (Schredl & Reinhard, 2008) cannot explain the
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gender difference in dream sharing (Schredl, 2000; Schredl
& Schawinski, 2010). A recent study indicates that the fre-
quency of sharing emotional experiences of any sort might
be responsible for the gender difference in dream sharing
(Schredl, Kim, Labudek, Schadler, & Goritz, 2015). Other
factors related to dream sharing frequency were positive at-
titude towards dreaming, nightmare frequency, extroversion
and the thin boundary personality dimension (Schredl et al.,
2015; Schredl & Schawinski, 2010). Whereas different as-
pects of dream sharing like the motivations of dream shar-
ing have been investigated (see above), it has not yet been
systematically studied how the listener reacts to dream ac-
counts, i.e., what emotional responses the person has while
listening to the dream or what the dreamer experiences as
the other person reacts to his or her dream telling. The only
exception is the study of Vann and Alperstein (2000) who
asked about the listener’s reactions as perceived by the
dreamer: about 50% of the participants reported entertain-
ment as the perceived reaction, about 15% received some
feedback that the dream was seen as weird, and about 12%
said that the listener was interested. A large group (21.8%)
reported other, unspecified reactions to the dream accounts.

The present study was designed to elicit retrospectively
situations in which the participant had told a dream to an-
other person and how he or she perceived the reactions of
this person and, secondly, what emotions she or he experi-
enced while listening to another person’s dream.

2. Method

2.1. Research instrument

The questions concerning socio-demographic data included
age, gender, occupation, and relationship status. For elicit-
ing dream frequency, a 7-point scale (coded as 0 = never,
1 = less than once a month, 2 = about once a month, 3 =
about 2 to 3 times a month, 4 = about once a week, 5 = sev-
eral times a week, 6 = almost every morning) was presented
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(Schredl, 2004). Eight-point scales were used for measuring
nightmare frequency and dreaming sharing frequency (0 =
never, 1 = less than once a year, 2 = about once a year, 3
= about 2 to 4 times a year, 4 = about once a month, 5 =
about 2 to 3 times a month, 6 = about once a week, and 7
= several times a week). For the nightmare item, a definition
for nightmares was based on the ICSD-3 (American Acad-
emy of Sleep Medicine, 2014): “Nightmares are dreams with
strong negative emotions that result in awakening from the
dreams. The dream plot can be recalled very vividly upon
awakening.”

Regarding dream sharing, the participants were asked
whether they shared dreams with other persons in differ-
ent categories (spouse, mother, father, siblings, relatives,
friends, colleagues, fellow students, and/or therapists) at
least once in their lifetime. In addition, they should state the
person with whom they shared dreams most often.

One section was designed to elicit the last situation in
which the participant told one of his/her own dreams to
another person. Four categories were given for the time
interval between the situation and the filling in of the ques-
tionnaire (within the last seven days, between 8 and 30
days, between 31 days and one year, longer than one year
ago). The topic of the dream told was also elicited. These
answers were categorized into positive topics (e.g., funny
dream), negative dreams (e.g., plane crash), and neutral
themes. Next, the person to whom the dream was told (see
the above categories) and the closeness of the relationship
to this person (five-point scale: 0 = not close to 4 = very
close) were elicited. An open question was provided to give
the participant the opportunity to describe their perceived
reaction of the other person to the account of the dream.
The brief statements were categorized (see results section).
In addition, the participants were asked why they shared the
dream and whether this particular dream sharing affected
their relationship.

The last paragraph included items about the last remem-
bered situation in which the participant was listening to
the dream of another person. The similar items about the
time interval, the topic of the dream, the person who told
the dream and the closeness of the relation to this person
were presented (see above). The next question measured
the overall emotional intensity experienced while listening
to the dream on a five-point scale (0 = not emotional at all
to 4 = very emotional). A similar five-point format (0 = not at
all to 4 = very intense) was presented for several different
emotional qualities: joy, anxiety, striking as strange, grief,
disgust, contempt, anger, jealousy, and astonishment. The
participant was also asked what she or he thought the mo-
tive of the other person was in telling the dream and whether
this dream telling had affected their relationship.

2.2. Procedure and Participants

Overall, 85 persons (61 women, 24 men) completed the
questionnaire (one person did not complete the section
about listening to the dream of another person). The mean
age of the sample was 25.32 + 12.34 years (range: 17 to 78
years). The participants were recruited on campus and from
the social network of the authors. The participation was vol-
untary and unpaid but participants received sweets, e.g.,
a candy bar, for completing the questionnaire. Thirty-six of
the participants were single and 49 lived in a stable partner-
ship. The majority of the participants were students (N = 77),
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most of them were psychology students (N = 58), and the
other participants were employed or were retired.

Statistical procedures were carried out with the SAS 9.4
software package for Windows. Spearman Rank correla-
tions were used for ordinal scales.

3. Results

The mean dream recall frequency was 4.11 + 1.31, i.e., on
average, the participants recalled about one dream per
week. The nightmare frequency mean of 3.11 + 1.56 indi-
cates that nightmares were recalled about 2 to 4 times per
year. On average, dreams were shared about 2 to 3 times
per month (mean: 4.64 + 1.31). The correlation between the
dream sharing frequency and the dream recall frequency
was significant (r = .585, p < .0001), also true of the cor-
relation between nightmare frequency and dream sharing
frequency (r = .404, p < .0001). Interestingly, the correlation
coefficient was reduced and no longer significant if dream
recall frequency was partialled out (r = .074, p = .5040). Per-
sons living within a partnership shared dreams more often
than singles (5.08 + 1.99 vs. 4.03 + 1.23, z = 3.7, p = .0002).
The distribution of persons with whom one shared dreams
at least once is as follows: friends 94.12%, mother 78.82%,
spouse 76.47%, siblings 52.94%, fellow students 49.41%,
father 47.06%, relatives 29.76%, colleagues 8.24%, chil-
dren 5.88%, and therapist 3.53%. The percentage of the
persons with whom the participants shared dreams most
often is depicted in Table 1. Friends and spouses are most
often specified in the total sample; as expected, singles
shared dreams more often with friends whereas persons in
relationship shared dreams most often with their partners.
All participants reported situations in which they shared
one or more dreams with another person. The time intervals
between the dream sharing and filling in the questionnaire
were as follows: Last 7 days 37.65%, 8 to 30 days 35.29%,
31 days to one year 25.88%, and more than 1 year 1.18%.
The persons whom the dream was told were friends (35),
spouses (25), mother (8), siblings (8), relatives (2), parents
(2), father (1), own child (1), and fellow student (1). The av-
eraged closeness to the person was 3.64 + 0.55, i.e., the
relationship between the person who shared and the per-
son who listened was always very close. For the 81 dream
topics, the following classification was derived: Positively
toned themes 23.46%, neutral themes 38.27%, and nega-
tively toned themes 38.27%. The mean emotionality of the
dream was 2.55 + 1.12, i.e., some dreams were very emo-

Table 1. Percentage of persons with whom dreams were
most often shared

Factors Total Singles Persons in
sample (N=32) Relationship
(N = 76) (N = 44)
Friends 40.79% 62.50% 35.48%
Spouse 35.53% 14.81% 52.27%
Mother 14.47% 9.38% 18.18%
Siblings 5.26% 6.25% 4.55%
Relatives 2.63% 6.25% 0.00%
Fellow students 1.32% 3.13% 0.00%
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Table 2. Perceived reaction of the other person after she or
he listened to the dream

Category Percentage
Laughter/Amusement 34.67%
Sympathy 22.67%
Astonishment 12.00%
Positive reaction/relieved 9.33%
Shocked/concerned 9.33%
Neutral/no reaction 9.33%
Consolation/reassurance 2.67%

tional, others more mundane. The perceived reactions of the
listener to the dream account are depicted in Table 2. Most
often amusement and sympathy was perceived while nega-
tive reactions like being shocked occurred rarely. The mo-
tives for telling a dream (N = 81 valid answers) were “dream
topic relevant for the interaction between the dreamer and
the listener” (37.04%), “extraordinary dream” (29.63%), wish
to understand the dream better (23.46%), and unspecified
(9.88%). 17.86% of the participants (N = 84) stated that tell-
ing the dream had an effect on the relationship, in 92.31% a
positive effect and in 7.69% a mixed effect.

For the situation regarding listening to the dream of an-
other person the time intervals between dream sharing and
filling in the questionnaire were as follows: less than 7 days
38.82%, 8 to 30 days 32.94%, 31 days to one year 24.71%,
more than one year 2.35%, and never 1.18%. The persons
who told dream were friends 46.99%, spouse 27.71%,
mother 9.64%, siblings 6.02%, relatives 4.82%, own chil-
dren 2.41%, and fellow students 2.41%. The mean relation-
ship closeness was high (3.49 + 0.67). The dream topics
were more negatively toned (34.25%) than positively toned
(20.55), 45.21% of the dreams were neutral. The mean in-
tensity of emotions experienced while listening to the dream
of the other person was 2.05 + 1.26. The emotions experi-
enced while listening and their intensities are depicted in Ta-
ble 3. Astonishment and joy were mentioned most often by

Table 3. Emotions and experience intensities while listening
to the dream of another person

Emotion Men- Mean intensity for

tioned by persons who men-

tioned the emotion
Joy 62.82% 2.39+0.95
Anxiety 33.33% 1.96 + 1.06
Striking as strange 44.00% 2.09 +0.98
Grief 36.00% 1.96 + 0.98
Disgust 18.92% 2.00+1.18
Contempt 14.86% 1.73 £1.01
Anger 10.81% 213+1.13
Jealousy 2.74% 1.50 + 0.71
Astonishment 83.12% 2.34 +1.01
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the participants. But emotions like anxiety, grief, and strik-
ing as strange were also experienced quite often whereas
emotions like disgust, contempt, anger, and jealousy were
rarely mentioned. The highest mean intensities of the re-
actions were highest for astonishment and joy, the lowest
for jealousy. The assumed motives of the other person for
telling the dream (N = 76 valid answers) were “dream topic
relevant for the interaction between the dreamer and the
listener” (31.58%), “extraordinary dream” (31.58%), wish to
understand the dream better (30.26%), and neutral (6.58%).
18.52% of the participants (N = 81) stated that hearing the
dream had an effect on their relationship with the person
telling the dream and that this effect was positive.

4. Discussion

Overall, the findings indicate that dream sharing is common
and can affect the relationship between the dreamer and the
recipient, similar to results reported in the literature (Curci &
Rime, 2008; Duffey et al., 2004; ljams & Miller, 2000; Schredl
& Schawinski, 2010; Vann & Alperstein, 2000). Moreover,
this study first showed that a broad spectrum of emotions
is experienced while listening to a dream and, on the other
hand, the dreamer perceived different reactions of the lis-
tener to his/her dream account.

Compared to previous studies (Schredl & Schawinski,
2010), dream recall frequency was closed related to dream
sharing frequency in the present study. On the other hand,
nightmare frequency was not related to dream sharing fre-
quency if dream recall frequency was statistically controlled
— unlike the findings of Schredl and Schawinski (2010), im-
plying that nightmares might be told more often — based on
the motif of relief (Curci & Rime, 2008) — compared to neutral
dreams. The analysis of the dream topics, however, revealed
that there is a shift towards more negatively toned dreams
which is in line with previous studies (Curci & Rime, 2008).
The distribution of persons with whom dreams were shared
—most likely close persons — is also in line with the literature
(llams & Miller, 2000; Olsen et al., 2013; Vann & Alperstein,
2000). The difference between singles and non-singles re-
garding dream sharing frequency replicated the findings of
Olsen et al. (2013), and persons within a partnership most
likely report their dreams to their partners is also plausible
(Olsen et al., 2013). To summarize, the results of the present
study — although carried out with a relatively small sample
size — are mainly in line with those of previous research in
this particular field.

Regarding the perceived reactions of the listener, the dis-
tribution of the present study is comparable to the Vann and
Alperstein (2000) study in that most of the reactions could
be termed as laughter/amusement (termed as entertainment
in the previous study). Most of the other reactions were also
positive (sympathy, positive reaction/relieved, consolation/
reassurance). A sizable number of participants reported a
positive effect of the dream telling on the relationship be-
tween the dreamer and the listener, with one exception of
a mixed effect. About ten percent of the dream accounts
were accompanied by more negative reactions (shocked/
concerned) and in about ten percent no particular reaction
to the dream account was perceived. Overall, the dream tell-
ing situations in the field that were retrospectively reported
showed a predominantly positive effect regarding the situa-
tion itself (positive feelings) and sometimes a positive effect
on the relationship. Due to the small sample size, we did
not attempt to perform subgroup analyses, e.g., regarding
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the motives of dream sharing, dream type, or the person to
whom the dream was told. But the findings clearly indicate
that large-scaled studies might be promising. To avoid pos-
sible biases concerning retrospective recall, it might also be
very advisable to use diaries for recording dream sharing
episodes in the field.

The reactions of the participant to a specific dream ac-
count (cf. Table 3) also indicate that positive and more or
less neutral emotions like astonishment, joy and striking as
strange were reported most often and are also the most in-
tense emotions. On the other hand — somewhat in contrast
to the perceived reactions of the listener to one’s own dream
account (see Table 2) — the participants reported a variety of
negative emotions in relation to hearing the dream report
like grief, anxiety, disgust, contempt, anger, and jealousy. It
would be very interesting to study whether these reactions
are related to the dream content itself; for example, dreams
depicting the listener in a negative way or dreams including
sad topics that also concern the listener. One should keep in
mind that the relationship between the person who shared
the dream and the participant who listened was often very
close. As these findings are new and have never studied, it
would be very interesting to follow up this study. One option
would be to study the subjective experiences in standard-
ized condition, e.g., in a laboratory setting, but one has to
keep in mind that the relational aspect is very important. l.e.,
it would be preferable to study couples, one spouse telling
the dream and the other partner listening to dream. Even
using fMRI paradigms would be very promising in order to
specify how the reactions to hearing the dream are reflected
in cerebral activation. Another topic not addressed by this
study are the emotions experience during sharing the own
dream; the emotional intensity while sharing could be com-
pared with the emotional intensity while listening to a dream
of a close person.

To summarize, reactions to dream accounts are more
positively than negatively toned. Especially negatively toned
emotions while listening to a dream should be followed up
because they have yet to be studied. Due to the limited
sample size of the present study, no subgroup analyses
were performed, e.g., differentiating reactions for specific
respondents or persons who tell the dream (spouse, friend
etc.), regarding the closeness of the relationship of the
dreamer and the listener and/or the dream topic. It would
be desirable to use diaries to validate the findings of this
retrospective approach and to study dream telling situations
under controlled conditions in a laboratory setting, which
also might include brain imagining. In addition, possible
positive long-term effects of dream sharing can be investi-
gated (Funkhouser, Cornu, Hirsbrunner, & Bahro, 2000).

References

American Academy of Sleep Medicine. (2014). The international
classification of sleep disorders. (ICSD-3). Darien, IL:
AASM.

Curci, A., & Rime, B. (2008). Dreams, emotions, and social shar-
ing of dreams. Cognition and Emotion, 22, 155-167.

Duffey, T. H., Wooten, H. R., Lamadue, C. A., & Comstock, D. C.
(2004). The effects of dream sharing on marital intimacy
and satisfaction. Journal of Couple and Relationship
Therapy, 3, 53-68.

138

Funkhouser, A. T., Cornu, C. M., Hirsbrunner, H.-P.,, & Bahro,
M. (2000). A preliminary study of dream-telling among
mentally healthy elderly: no adverse effects on life or
sleep quality. International Journal of Geriatric Psychia-
try, 15, 917-930.

Georgi, M., Schredl, M., Henley-Einion, J., & Blagrove, M.
(2012). Gender differences in dreaming in childhood and
adolescence: The UK Library study. International Jour-
nal of Dream Research, 5, 125-129.

Herman, S., & Shows, W. D. (1984). How often do adults recall
their dreams? International Journal of Aging and Human
Development, 18, 243-254.

liams, K., & Miller, L. D. (2000). Perceptions of dream-disclo-
sure: an exploratory study. Communication Studies, 51,
135-148.

Olsen, M. R., Schredl, M., & Carlsson, I. (2013). Sharing dreams:
Frequency, motivations, and relationship intimacy.
Dreaming, 23(4), 245-255.

Pagel, J. F, & Vann, B. H. (1993). Cross-cultural dream use in
Hawaii. Hawaii Medical Journal, 52, 44, 46.

Schredl, M. (2000). The effect of dreams on waking life. Sleep
and Hypnosis, 2, 120-124.

Schredl, M. (2004). Reliability and stability of a dream recall fre-
quency scale. Perceptual and Motor Skills, 98, 1422-
1426.

Schredl, M. (2008). Traum. Miinchen: Reinhardt/UTB.

Schred|, M. (2009). Sharing dreams: sex and other sociode-
mographic variables. Perceptual and Motor Skills, 109,
235-238.

Schredl, M., Buscher, A., HaaB, C., Scheuermann, M., & Uhrig,
K. (2013). Gender differences in dream socialisation in
children and adolescents. International Journal of Ado-
lescence and Youth, 1-8.

Schredl, M., Kim, E., Labudek, S., Schadler, A., & Goritz, A.
S. (2015). Factors Affecting the Gender Difference in
Dream Sharing Frequency. Imagination, Cognition and
Personality, in press.

Schredl, M., & Reinhard, I. (2008). Gender differences in dream
recall: a meta-analysis. Journal of Sleep Research, 17,
125-131.

Schredl|, M., & Schawinski, J. A. (2010). Frequency of dream
sharing: The effects of gender and personality. Ameri-
can Journal of Psychology, 123, 93-101.

Szmigielska, B., & Holda, M. (2007). Students’ views on the role
of dreams in human life. Dreaming, 17, 152-158.

Vann, B., & Alperstein, N. (2000). Dream sharing as social inter-
action. Dreaming, 10, 111-119.

International Journal of Dream Research  Volume 8, No. 2 (2015)



