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1. Introduction

Romantic relations do not only play a major role in pop 
songs (Scheff, 2011) like the U2 song “With or without you” 
released in 1987 but also in “real” life (e.g., Ogolsky, Monk, 
Rice, Theisen, & Maniotes, 2017). According to the conti-
nuity hypothesis of dreaming (Schredl, 2003) important is-
sues should be present in dreams and, indeed, research 
indicate that about 20% of all recalled dreams included the 
romantic partner (Schredl, 2001; Schredl & Reinhard, 2012; 
Selterman, Apetroaia, & Waters, 2012; Selterman & Drigo-
tas, 2009; Uslar, 2003). But former romantic partners also 
show up in dreams long after the relationship ended; in an 
unpublished analysis of a sample consisted of 1612 diary 
dreams reported by 425 students (sample description in: 
Mathes & Schredl, 2014) 4.78% included an ex-partner. A 
single dream series included the former romantic partner in 
about 2% to 5% of the dreams even years after their break-
up (Schredl & Reinhard, 2012). Additional analyses showed 
that relationship duration and probably relationship intensity 
modulated the frequency of different former partners in the 
dreams of the long-term journalist (Schredl, 2018a). Even 
20 years after her divorce, “Barb Sanders” (pseudonym) 
ex-husband (they were married for 10 years and had three 
daughters) was present in about 5% of the dreams (Dom-
hoff, 2003). Even a long time after separation aggression 
was prominent in the ex-husband dreams but eventually ag-
gressive interactions in these dreams decreased (Domhoff, 
2003). Comparing 227 partner dreams while the dreamer 
was in relationship with his partner (three phases), with 289 
partner dreams after they were separated (total time span 
of 17 years), emotional tone (in both samples balanced) and 

the frequency of erotic dream content (about 20% of the 
partner dreams) were comparable (Schredl, 2011). The ma-
jor difference in content was that mutual activities, doing 
something together, were much more common in partner 
dreams during the relationship period (43.17% vs. 17.30% 
of the dreams) whereas the topic of separation was much 
more prominent in the partner dreams after separation 
(39.79%) compared to partner dreams during the relation-
ship periods (2.64%). 

To summarize, romantic relationships and break-ups of 
those relationships are quite common in dreams but con-
tent analytic studies of partner dreams are quite scarce. The 
present article is based on a dream series over a time period 
of 4 years (including a romantic relationship) reported by a 
female dreamer. It was expected that partner dreams differ 
from dreams not featuring the partner regarding activities 
typical for romantic relationships like sexual and friendly 
interactions. After the break-up partner dreams should be 
more negative and include more aggression as a reflec-
tion of the arguments that resulted in the separation. These 
hypotheses are based on the model of the continuity hy-
pothesis that also includes emotional salience of the wak-
ing experience as a factor determining its incorporation into 
subsequent dreams (Schredl, 2003).

2. Method

2.1. Participant and dream reports

For the present study, 132 dream reports recorded from 
May 2014 to July 2018 were included (21 short dream frag-
ments, word count below 40 words, were not included). 
The dreamer is female and was 30 years old at the time 
of the first dream recording. The average dream length 
was 131.62 ± 67.23 words. All dream reports were in the 
50 to 300 words range, except for three dreams (42 words,  
49 words, 346 words). Of the 132 dream reports, 
69 dreams included the partner (mean word count:  
136.32 ± 70.79 words) and 63 dreams did not include the 
partner (mean word count: 126.48 ± 63.05 words). The 
difference in dream length was not significant (t = -0.8,  
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p = .4029). The romantic relationship lasted from February 
2015 to May 2018; the partners did not keep in touch af-
ter separation. Of the 69 partner dreams, 38 dreams were 
recorded before the separation and 31 dreams after the 
separation. Mean word count did not differ significantly  
(132.63 ± 70.32 words vs. 140.89 ± 72.64 words, t = -0.5, 
p = .6362).

2.2. Dream content analysis

Dream content analysis were based on the manual by Hall 
and Van de Castle (1966). Dream reports were scored for 
characters, aggression, friendliness, sexuality, settings, ob-
jects, success and failure, misfortune and good fortune, and 
emotions. The coding rules in full length are available in Hall 
and Van de Castle (1966) and Domhoff (1996). Characters 
are scored for number, gender, identity, and age. Aggres-
sive interactions were scored on an 8-point nominal scale 
(ranging from aggressive thoughts, verbal aggression to 
physical aggression including murder). In addition, it was 
determined whether the dreamer was initiating aggression 
or the victim of aggression. Friendly interactions are scored 
similar to aggression but on a 7-point scale (ranging from 
friendly feelings to the desire for a long-term relationship). 
Sexuality could be scored on a 5-point scale (ranging from 
sexual thoughts to sexual intercourse). Settings are scored 
for location (outdoors or indoors) and for familiarity. Suc-
cess, failure, and good fortune were coded for presence/
absence whereas misfortune was coded on a 6-point scale 
(ranging from encountering an obstacle to dying as a result 
of accident or illness). Emotions are classified into the five 
subclasses anger, apprehension, sadness, confusion, and 
happiness. Striving is defined as the sum of successes and 
failures. 

The percentage of male dream characters (“male/female 
percent”) is obtained by dividing the number of male char-
acters by the sum of male and female dream characters. The 
percentage of familiar dream characters (familiarity percent) 
is obtained by dividing the number of familiar characters 
(family and known characters including friends, acquain-
tances and prominent characters) through the total number 
of dream characters. The same method is applied to friends 
percent, family percent, dead and imaginary percent, and 
animal percent. Aggression/Friendliness percent is comput-
ed by dividing all aggressive interactions through the sum 
of aggressive and friendly interactions. Befriender percent 
is defined as friendly interactions initiated by the dreamer 
divided by all friendly interactions. The same principle is ap-
plied to the aggressor percent which is defined as aggres-
sive interactions initiated by the dreamer divided through all 
aggressive interactions. Physical aggression percent is all 
physical aggression divided by all aggressive interactions. 

The A/C index is computed by dividing the total of ag-
gressive interactions by the total number of characters in 
the dreams. The same is performed to obtain the F/C index 
for friendly interactions and the S/C index for sexual inter-
actions respectively. Indoor setting percent is obtained by 
dividing all indoor settings through the total of settings of all 
dreams. The same is done for the familiar settings to obtain 
the familiar setting percent. 

Self-negativity percent is defined as the amount of nega-
tivity (aggression directed at the dreamer, failures, misfor-
tunes) divided by the sum of the amount of negativity plus 
the amount of positivity (friendliness directed at the dream-
er, success, good fortune). The bodily misfortunes percent 

is computed by dividing the total of bodily misfortunes 
(M5 and M6 categories) by all misfortunes. The M5 score 
for misfortunes is defined as “a character is injured or ill. 
This class includes pain, operations, any bodily or mental 
defects, insanity, amnesia, blindness”. The M6 score is de-
fined as “a character is dead or dies as a result of accident 
or illness or some unknown cause”. The negative emotions 
percent is defined as all negative emotions (anger, appre-
hension, sadness, and confusion) divided by all emotions. 
Dreamer-involved successes percent is computed by di-
viding all dreamer-involved successes through the sum of 
dreamer-involved successes and dreamer-involved failures. 
To obtain the torso/anatomy percent the sum of the men-
tions of the torso, anatomical parts, and sexual organs are 
divided by the total number of all body parts mentioned 
(Domhoff, 1996).

2.3. Procedure

The dreamer contacted the first author as she wanted to 
share her positive experiences with her dream recording 
and working with her dreams with others. As she was very 
specific that her identity should remain unknown she did not 
want any additional personal information (except the begin-
ning and end of this romantic relationship) or dream reports 
to be published. The dreamer sent photos of her dream di-
ary pages which were transcribed by the second author. 

The dream reports were scored according to the method 
of Hall and Van de Castle (1966) by the second author. The 
codings of each dream were entered into DreamSAT Excel 
sheets available on dreamsearch.net which provide an au-
tomatic analysis after entering the coding of each dream 
(Domhoff & Schneider, 1998; Schneider & Domhoff, 2017). 
The program computed h statistics comparing two dream 
samples. After computing the h effects sizes for the differ-
ence between the percentages of the two samples, the h 
effect size can be tested for significant differences using the 
z statistic (Domhoff, 1996). The SAT Excel sheets do not 
provide significance levels for the A/C, F/C, S/C indexes be-
cause the statistical testing of the h statistic only works for 
values between 0 and 1 (Schneider & Domhoff, 2017).

3. Results

Results for the dream content analysis for dreams with 
partner vs. dreams without partner are presented in Table 
1, including the h statistics (see also Figure 1). As the part-
ner is male and coded as family and familiar character, 
the increased percentages of male/female percent, famil-
iarity percent, and family percent are plausible. Dead and 
imaginary characters occurred very rarely in the dream se-
ries but less often if the partner was present in the dream 
compared to dreams without partner. Partner dreams more 
often included sexuality and aggression. In addition, a trend 
for more friendly interaction was observed, supported by 
the higher friendly interactions per character index (medi-
um effect size). Interestingly, there are fewer misfortunes in 
partner dreams compared to dreams without partner. Re-
garding other dream characteristics like emotions, settings, 
befriender percent, physical aggression percent no differ-
ences between the two dream samples were found.

After separation the partner dreams included more nega-
tive emotions and a higher aggression/friendliness percent 
(see Table 2); however, the increase of this ratio is due to the 
decrease of friendly interactions per character (no change 
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in aggressions per character). Interestingly, there is also an 
increase in friends percent from 29% in partner dreams dur-
ing the relationship to 43% in partner dreams after separa-
tion (h = 0.30, p = .031).  

4. Discussion

Overall, the findings of the present case study indicate that 
partner-related activities (sexuality, friendly interactions) are 
more prominent in dreams with the partner compared to 
dreams without the partner. After separation, the friendly in-

teractions in partner dreams decreased and negative emo-
tions increased. Both findings are in line with the continuity 
hypothesis of dreaming (Schredl, 2003) and indicate that 
romantic relationships including their break-up affect dream 
content considerably. 

From a methodological viewpoint, it has to be taken into 
account that this is a single case study; rather providing 
ideas for developing hypotheses that can be tested in larger 
samples than providing empirical support for a specific hy-
pothesis. Although Domhoff and Schneider advocated the 
basis for statistical testing within a dream series (Domhoff 

Table 1. Dream content for dreams with partner (N = 69) vs. dreams without partner (N = 63)

Dreams with 
partner

Dreams with-
out partner

Effect size p- value Dreams with 
partner  

(N =)

Dreams with-
out partner 

(N =)

Characters

Male Percent 69% 56% +,26 * ,026 176 128

Familiarity Percent 86% 58% +,65 ** ,000 212 171

Friends Percent 36% 32% +,09 ,379 212 171

Family Percent 50% 25% +,52 ** ,000 212 171

Dead & Imaginary Percent 00% 03% -,20 * ,048 219 181

Animal Percent 03% 06% -,12 ,252 219 181

Social Interaction Percents

Aggression/Friendliness Percent 40% 50% -,20 ,117 169 102

Befriender Percent 63% 71% -,16 ,375 76 48

Aggressor Percent 58% 71% -,26 ,176 60 48

Physical Aggression Percent 39% 34% +,10 ,613 67 44

Social Interaction Ratios

A/C Index ,31 ,24 +,15  219 181

F/C Index ,48 ,30 +,44  219 181

S/C Index ,12 ,02 +,24  219 181

Settings

Indoor Setting Percent 61% 66% -,09 ,597 80 61

Familiar Setting Percent 38% 44% -,13 ,486 66 52

Self-Concept Percents

Self-Negativity Percent 41% 45% -,08 ,472 167 141

Bodily Misfortunes Percent 30% 29% +,04 ,879 23 35

Negative Emotions Percent 75% 74% +,04 ,773 142 95

Dreamer-Involved Success Percent 64% 68% -,09 ,533 94 82

Torso/Anatomy Percent 39% 41% -,03 ,867 46 49

Topics per Dream

Aggression 68% 49% +,39 * ,027 69 63

Friendliness 80% 65% +,33 ,058 69 63

Sexuality 30% 05% +,73 ** ,000 69 63

Misfortune 22% 44% -,49 ** ,005 69 63

Good Fortune 19% 13% +,17 ,331 69 63

Success 71% 73% -,04 ,798 69 63

Failure 48% 48% +,00 ,981 69 63

Striving 84% 87% -,09 ,595 69 63

*p<.05, **p<.01
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& Schneider, 2015a, 2015b), one might argue that findings 
from single-case studies cannot be generalized but – as 
mentioned above – can stimulate studies in larger samples. 

The advantage of using dream series is their longitudi-
nal character, it would be quite difficult to ask participants 
in a typical research setting to keep a dream diary for four 
years (Domhoff, 2018; Schredl, 2018b). Interestingly, the 
difference in male/female percent between partner dreams 
and dreams without partner reflect the difference in male/
female percent between single women (48.3%) and women 
in stable partnership (62.3%), i.e., the “ubiquitous” gender 
difference that men dream more often about men whereas 
women dream equally often about men and women (Hall, 
1984; Hall & Domhoff, 1963) seem to depend on the wak-
ing-life relationship pattern, in this case being in a romantic 
relationship. 

The findings indicate that partner dreams of this particular 
dreamer included social interactions (sexuality, friendliness, 
aggression) very often (compared to dreams without partner) 
which would be expected to be the case in waking life being 
in an intense romantic relationship. As the topic jealousy in 
dreams affect negatively relationship intimacy on the next 
day (Selterman, Apetroaia, Riela, & Aron, 2014), it would 
be interesting to study the dreams with sexual interaction 
but without the partner (about 5% of the dreams). After the 
break-up the friendly interactions decreased whereas nega-
tive emotions increased very likely reflecting the problems 
that caused the separation. It would be very interesting to 
study dreams with the partner years later (the present dream 
sample included only partner dreams up to three months af-
ter separating) as dream emotions might be more balanced 
(Schredl, 2011) and aggression might decline (Domhoff, 
2003). The dreamer reported that recording the dreams and 
getting feedback regarding the findings had helped her cop-
ing with the break-up; this fits with the findings of Cartwright 
(1991) indicating that women who dreamed about their ex-
spouse during the divorce period were better adapted (less 
depressed) a year later. Within the framework of the Social 
Simulation Theory (Revonsuo, Tuominen, & Valli, 2015) it 
would be very interesting to study whether dreams of the 
former partner are beneficial in coping with the separation 

and shortened the interval to a new romantic relationship 
(higher possibility to produce offspring). 

To summarize, the present case study supported the no-
tion that social interactions like romantic relationships and 
break-ups of those relationships affect dream content. This 
single-case study might stimulate research to take a closer 
look on ex-partner dreams and test whether they are help-
ful – also within a clinical context (psychotherapy) – in cop-
ing with the separation. Although working with dreams can 
be beneficial for hetero-sexual couples (Kolchakian & Hill, 
2002), so far specific empirical studies integrating ex-part-
ner dreams into the psychotherapeutic process are lacking. 
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