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1.	 Introduction

Content analytic studies (Domhoff, 1996; Hall & Van de 
Castle, 1966; Schredl, 2018; Strauch & Meier, 1996) indi-
cate that dream topics vary a great deal from dreamer to 
dreamer (inter-individually) and from dream to dream (intra-
individually). A quantitative study (Schredl, 1998) looking at 
diary dreams of a student sample found that dream length 
correlated from one dream to the next, and, thus, reflect-
ing stable inter-individual differences regarding this formal 
characteristic but aspects like dream bizarreness, occur-
rence of verbal interactions in dreams they did not correlate, 
supporting the notion of huge variability regarding dream 
content. 

One approach to study the occurrence of dream themes, 
was the development of a questionnaire measuring the oc-
currence of so-called typical dreams; these are defined as 
dreams with a very specific pattern that is experienced by 
substantial percentages of the general population (Schredl, 
2019). The most recent versions of the Typical Dream Ques-
tionnaire (TDQ-55 and TDQ-56) also include relative broad 
categories like “school, teachers, or studying” or “sexual 
experiences” which can be argued not be a very specific 
dream patterns and should be removed from the ques-
tionnaire (Mathes & Schredl, 2014). For dreams like being 
chased, falling, flying, failing an examination, or being in-
appropriately dressed in public the consensus is stronger, 
starting with Sigmund Freud who also included typical 

dreams in his book “Die Traumdeutung” (Freud, 1900/1991). 
Questionnaire studies in student samples (Gahagan, 1936; 
Griffith, 1958; Griffith et al., 1958; Nasser & Bulkeley, 2009; 
Nielsen et al., 2003; Schredl et al., 2004; Yu, 2008) eliciting 
whether an individual had experienced a specific dream type 
at least once during the lifetime indicated that falling dreams 
and dreams of being chased or pursued are reported by two 
thirds or more of the participants, irrespective of the cultural 
background (United States of America, Japan, Canada, 
Germany, Hong Kong/China, Jordan). Interestingly, a lower 
percentage (89.2%) of Tibetan students reported dreams of 
being chased compared to Han Chinese students (97.3%); 
however, the gender distributions of the two samples dif-
fered greatly (Yin et al., 2013). Other frequent typical dream 
topics are “being frozen with fright”, “examination”, “trying 
again and again to do something”, “arriving too late”, “fly-
ing”, and “being inappropriately dressed” (Schredl, 2019). 
In a representative study (Schredl, 2010) carried out in 
Germany, the most frequent topic of recurring nightmares 
was “Falling”, reported by 39.5% of the participants; “Be-
ing chased” (25.7%) and “Being paralyzed” (25.3%) were 
the next most commonly reported motifs. Age, gender, and 
education were not associated with the frequency of these 
three topics (Schredl, 2010), indicating the universality of 
these topics within the population. In addition to the cul-
tural stability, there is also a temporal stability since the find-
ings published by Griffith et al. (1958) are comparable with 
studies published almost 50 years later (Nasser & Bulkeley, 
2009; Nielsen et al., 2003; Schredl et al., 2004; Yu, 2008). 
However, the Griffith et al. (1958) study was carried out in 
the US and in Japan, whereas the other studies were car-
ried out in different countries. That is, studies eliciting the 
frequency of typical dream themes with the same method-
ology carried out in a specific country/region over longer 
periods of time have not been carried out. 

From a methodological viewpoint, it has to be mentioned 
that the typical dream questionnaires have never been 
validated, i.e., comparing the questionnaire data with data 
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obtained from analyzing dream reports. For example, one 
might argue that eliciting the occurrence of falling dreams 
might be problematic as participants might include non-
dream-related like sleep starts or hypnic jerks that are often 
accompanied by the feeling of falling (Salas et al., 2017). 
The finding that falling dreams are quite rare in a study of 
nightmare reports (Robert & Zadra, 2014) might support 
this notion. On the other hand, the two studies (Mathes & 
Schredl, 2014; Mathes et al., 2014) that instructed external 
judges to code the dream reports (diary dreams and most 
recent dreams) for the occurrence of the TDQ themes found 
that, for example, falling dreams were reported by 5% of 
the participants who kept a dream diary over two weeks 
(Mathes & Schredl, 2014). In addition, about 7% to 10% of 
most recent nightmare reports included the theme of fall-
ing (Schredl & Göritz, 2018; Schredl & Pallmer, 1998), also 
indicating that the question regarding falling dreams might 
actually refer to dreams and not solely to sleep starts. As 
mentioned above, however, validation studies of the TDQ 
are still lacking. Another typical dream topic that might 
be confused with another phenomenon are “being para-
lyzed”, “being unable to move” or “being frozen with fright” 
(Nielsen et al., 2003; Schredl, 2010) as one might argue 
that participants experiencing sleep paralysis, i.e., awaken-
ing from REM sleep with persisting muscle atonia (typically 
very short, up to several minutes) and the inability to move 
(Vaughn & D’Cruz, 2017) answer these TDQ items affirma-
tive. Again, studies (Mathes & Schredl, 2014; Mathes et al., 
2014) analyzing dream reports indicate that this topic of 
being paralyzed can be found within dreams, about 5% of 
the participants had one dream with being paralyzed in two 
weeks (Mathes & Schredl, 2014). To summarize, as the TDQ 
versions did not include detailed descriptions of the dream 
themes, it might be that participants might mix up different 
phenomena but the extend of this methodological problem 
is not known as dream themes like falling or being paralyzed 
can be found in dream reports and cannot attributed solely 
to sleep starts or sleep paralysis.

In addition to demonstrating the universal character of 
these typical dream themes, the question arises as to why 
these dream topics occur in so many dreamers. One line of 
theorizing resorted to physiological aspects of REM sleep, 
for example, the muscle atonia which is always present in 
REM sleep of healthy participants (Salas et al., 2017), might 
be responsible for dreams of being paralyzed or falling (cf. 
Schönhammer, 2004). A problem with this explanation is 
that dreaming is not restricted to REM sleep (Nielsen, 2000), 

even though idiopathic nightmares with the themes of falling 
or being paralyzed as examples occur most likely in REM 
sleep (Paul et al., 2019). As it is still difficult to explain why 
not every dream is affected by REM or NREM sleep physiol-
ogy, other dream experts (Freud, 1900/1991; Garfield, 2001) 
focused on the relationship between these dream themes 
and waking life. It seems obvious that a simple replay of 
waking life experiences (cf. Malinowski & Horton, 2014) 
is not the basis for most of these dream topics, as end-
lessly falling and being chased by a monster does not oc-
cur in waking life. The basic idea put forward, for example 
by Garfield (2001), is that typical dreams are metaphors for 
emotions experienced in a less intense manner in waking 
life, e.g., falling dreams are related to feelings of insecurity 
(having no support) or dreams of being chased might be re-
lated to a feeling of threat (someone or something is threat-
ening me). In the terminology of the continuity hypothesis 
(Schredl, 2012), typical dreams are typical because they re-
flect typical waking-life experiences in a metaphorical way.

The present study investigated the frequency of partici-
pants reporting three typical dream topics, dreams of falling, 
being chased, and being paralyzed, elicited in four indepen-
dent and representative surveys carried out in 1956, 1970, 
1981, and 2000. Based on the universality of these dream 
themes, it was expected that the percentage of participants 
reporting them do not differ significantly in the different sur-
veys.

2.	 Method

2.1.	Measurement instrument

The participants were presented with a list of dream themes 
and were instructed as follows: “We have investigated what 
people dream about. Here is a list. Have you had any of 
these dreams in the last few months?” Multiple answers 
were possible. The list included war-related topics like air 
raids, being on the run, general topics such as occupation, 
travelling, swimming, water, and typical themes like being 
chased, falling, and being paralyzed. The last category was: 
“I do not dream or almost never dream.” It was also possible 
for the participants to skip the question.

2.2.	Participants and Procedure

The Allensbach Institute of Demoscopy carried out surveys 
with quota samples that were representative for the Ger-
man population. The quota criteria have been gender, age 

Table 1. Percent of participants reporting very rare or no dreaming (Logistic regression including study year, age group, 
and gender)

Total sample 22.07% (N =  5941)

Study year  Age group Gender

1956 23.49% (N = 2005) 18 to 29 yrs. 20.24% (N = 1418) Men 27.56% (N = 2776)

1970 22.70% (N = 1956) 30 to 44 yrs. 23.36% (N = 1644) Women 17.25% (N = 3165)

1981 19.23% (N = 962) 45 to 59 yrs. 22.76% (N = 1516)

2000 20.73% (N = 803) 60+ yrs. 21.64% (N = 1363)

Study effect: χ2 = 9.3, p = .0257 Age group effect: χ2 = 5.1, p = .1677 Gender effect: χ2 = 90.8, p < .0001
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3.	 Results

Overall, about 22% of the participants stated that they 
dream never or very rarely (see Table 1). As this variable 
was affected by the year the study was carried out (and by 
gender with the effect size of d = 0.249), the subsequent 
analyses were carried out only for the participants who re-
ported dreams. Additionally, 17 participants were excluded 
who did not answer the dream item.

As depicted in Table 2, falling dreams were reported by 
about 18% of the participants. Whereas study year and age 
group were not related to reporting falling dreams, women 
tend to report falling dreams more often than men (effect 
size: d = 0.137). Similarly, the percentage of individuals re-
porting dreams of being chased was not related to study 
year and age group but only to gender with an effect size of 
d = 0.104 (see Table 3). Lastly, dreams of being paralyzed 
were the most frequently reported typical dream of the three, 
with about 26% of the participants having had this type of 
dream in the last few months (see Table 4). Again, women 
tend to report dreams of being paralyzed more often than 
men (effect size: d = 0.110), whereas study year and age 
group were unrelated to the frequency of these dreams. 

4.	 Discussion

The results of the present study demonstrated the stability 
of the prevalence rates of the three typical dream themes of 
falling, being chased, and being paralyzed over a period of 
44 yrs., supporting the idea that some dream topics are uni-
versal across cultures (see: Schredl, 2019) and time periods. 

(four age groups: 18 to 29 yrs., 30 to 44 yrs., 45 to 59 yrs., 
60 yrs. and older), marital status (married, single, widowed/
divorced), household size (1 person, 2 persons, 3 persons, 4 
persons, 5 or more persons), education (primary education, 
secondary education), occupation (working class, farmer, 
employees, public servant, self-employed), place of resi-
dence size (less than 5.000 inhabitants, 5.000 to 20.000 in-
habitants, 20.000 to 100.000 inhabitants, more than 100.000 
inhabitants) and states (16 German states in the year 2000). 
The interviewers received a list of randomly generated com-
binations of the criteria mentioned above and were asked to 
interview individuals who match the criteria. 

Generally, a large number of interviewers were included, 
e.g., the study carried out during the summer of 2000 (N = 
2113 interviews) included 512 who worked part-time. For 
the present analysis, the data of the 2000 study were cut 
down to the states that belong to West Germany in order to 
compare these figures with the prior studies conducted in 
West Germany. Sample sizes ranged from N = 962 (1981) 
to N = 2005 (1956) and are depicted in Table 1. The dream-
related item was part of a larger study including a diversity 
of topics; biases caused by interviewers selecting persons 
who are specifically interested in dreams should be minimal. 
For a detailed discussion of the advantages and disadvan-
tages of this sampling method see Noelle-Neumann and 
Petersen (2000). 

Statistical analyses were carried out with SAS 9.4 statisti-
cal package for windows using logistic regressions. Effect 
sized were computed from chi-square values according to 
Cohen (1988). 

Table 2. Percent of participants reporting falling dreams (Logistic regression including study year, age group, and gender)

Total sample 18.32% (N = 4613)

Study year  Age group Gender

1956 18.84% (N = 1523) 18 to 29 yrs. 18.90% (N = 1127) Men 15.33% (N = 2002)

1970 17.66% (N = 1512) 30 to 44 yrs. 19.01% (N = 1257) Women 20.61% (N = 2611)

1981 18.32% (N = 775) 45 to 59 yrs. 18.54% (N = 1165)

2000 18.56% (N = 803) 60+ yrs. 16.64% (N = 1064)

Study effect: χ2 = 0.7, p = .8780 Age group effect: χ2 = 3.4, p = .3310 Gender effect: χ2 = 21.6, p < .0001

Table 3. Percent of participants reporting dreams of being chased (Logistic regression including study year, age group, and 
gender)

Total sample 12.16% (N = 4613)

Study year  Age group Gender

1956 12.21% (N = 1523) 18 to 29 yrs. 11.71% (N = 1127) Men 10.24% (N = 2002)

1970 12.50% (N = 1512) 30 to 44 yrs. 13.89% (N = 1257) Women 13.63% (N = 2611)

1981 12.13% (N = 775) 45 to 59 yrs. 12.79% (N = 1165)

2000 11.46% (N = 803) 60+ yrs. 11.09% (N = 1064)

Study effect: χ2 = 0.5, p = .9232 Age group effect: χ2 = 2.7, p = .4352 Gender effect: χ2 = 12.4, p = .0004
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All three themes were more often reported by women com-
pared to men; the effect sizes, however, were very small. 

From the methodological viewpoint, an important strength 
of the present analysis is that all four independently carried 
out studies adhered to the same question. Regarding the 
main focus of the study, namely war-related dreams, the 
expected decrease from 1956 to 2000 was found (Schredl 
& Piel, 2006), an indication for the validity of the surveys. 
About 22% of the participants reported that they never or 
almost never dream; this is somewhat lower compared to 
about 31% found in representative samples that elicited 
dream recall frequencies (see Table 1; Schredl et al., 2014). 
This might reflect a small disadvantage of the quota sam-
pling approach (Noelle-Neumann & Petersen, 2000) as in-
dividuals have to be interested in participating in surveys. 
An advantage on the other hand was that the overall survey 
did not focus solely on dreams, i.e., attracting persons with 
high interest in dreams; the dream item was part of a larger 
survey with a variety of topics. Interestingly, the effect size 
of the gender difference in dream recall (d = 0.249) fits in 
well with meta-analytic findings (Schredl & Reinhard, 2008), 
also supporting the validity of the present findings. And it 
should be mentioned that the quota sampling aimed at the 
representativeness of the samples (regarding the population 
of Germany), whereas most studies addressing the occur-
rence of typical dream themes included student samples 
(Griffith et al., 1958; Nasser & Bulkeley, 2009; Nielsen et al., 
2003; Schredl et al., 2004; Yin et al., 2013; Yu, 2008).

As pointed out in the introduction, eliciting specific dream 
topics like falling and/or being paralyzed without clear-cut 
definitions presented along the item might overestimate the 
frequency of falling dreams or dreams of being paralyzed 
as the participants might include sleep starts episodes al-
though these are not typically accompanied with panic of 
crashing but by startle (Salas et al., 2017) or sleep paralysis 
experiences (Vaughn & D’Cruz, 2017). 

The most frequent topic was being paralyzed; about 26% 
of the sample reported this dream theme, followed by falling 
(about 18%), and being chased (about 12%). Although the 
exact percentages vary due to methodological differences 
compared to other studies, e.g., measuring the occurrence 
within in the last few months vs. at least once in a lifetime, 
these three dream themes were also the reported nightmare 
topics most often in a 2010 survey (Schredl, 2010), again 
supporting the idea that some dream topics can be found 
everywhere. As in the present study, the occurrence of the 
typical dream themes within the last few months, one would 

expect much higher percentages of participants having 
experienced the specific dream topic at least once in their 
life time – this would support the notion of universality of 
these dream themes. The year of the study and age (see 
also: Schredl, 2010) were not related to the prevalence of 
these three, typical dream themes. Taken together with the 
findings of cross-cultural stability of typical dream themes 
(Griffith et al., 1958; Nasser & Bulkeley, 2009; Nielsen et 
al., 2003; Schredl et al., 2004; Yin et al., 2013; Yu, 2008), 
the claim of Garfield (2001) that these topics are universal 
seems quite reasonable. Even though the effect sizes were 
very small, the only factor affecting the occurrence of the 
three typical dreams topics was gender, i.e., women report-
ed more often of falling dreams, dreams of being chased 
or paralyzed than men did. Interestingly, the frequency of 
sleep paralysis did not show a consistent gender effect (De-
nis et al., 2018) but women tend to report higher nightmare 
frequencies in general (Schredl & Reinhard, 2011), i.e., this 
supports the notion that the “being paralyzed” theme might 
refer to actual dreams/nightmares and not to sleep paraly-
sis experiences. It would have been interesting to include 
nightmare frequency, which unfortunately was not mea-
sured in the four surveys, as a possible confounder in the 
regression analyses. 

The next step would be to look more closely at the con-
tent of typical dreams and their stability in time and across 
cultures. Yin et al. (2013), for example, reported that Tibet-
ans had dreams of being chased by animals more often 
than persons living in the South of China; since these ani-
mals were mostly yaks and dogs, this difference reflects the 
different waking-life environments of the two populations. 
Similarly, children in rural areas in Mexico reported more 
dreams of being chased by animals that urban US Ameri-
can children (O’Nell & O’Nell, 1977). Interestingly, the chas-
ing figures seem also to change over time: In the 1930s the 
bogey man was common (Kimmins, 1937), in the 1950s and 
1960s ghosts (Schnell, 1955a, 1955b) and the devil (Grem-
pel, 1962), whereas in the 1990s media figures like Freddie 
Kruger (Nightmare on Elmstreet) occur (Schredl & Pallmer, 
1998). These studies indicate that it would be very interest-
ing to carry out more detailed studies of typical dreams.

To summarize, research – including the present findings 
– indicate that the basic patterns of  typical dreams, like 
being chased, falling, and being paralyzed, are universal but 
also that the details of these dreams might vary according 
to the waking-life experiences of the dreamer, e.g., culture 
and time epoch, as predicted by the continuity hypothesis 

Table 4. Percent of participants reporting dreams of being paralyzed (Logistic regression including study year, age group, 
and gender)

Total sample 26.40% (N = 4613)

Study year  Age group Gender

1956 27.05% (N = 1523) 18 to 29 yrs. 24.76% (N = 1127) Men 23.63% (N = 2002)

1970 26.39% (N = 1512) 30 to 44 yrs. 27.53% (N = 1257) Women 28.53% (N = 2611)

1981 24.90% (N = 775) 45 to 59 yrs. 26.52% (N = 1165)

2000 26.65% (N = 803) 60+ yrs. 26.69% (N = 1064)

Study effect: χ2 = 1.1, p = .7729 Age group effect: χ2 = 2.3, p = .5097 Gender effect: χ2 = 13.8, p = .0002
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of dreaming (Schredl, 2003). In order to test the assump-
tion that these dreams are metaphorical and dramatized 
expressions of emotions experienced in waking life (Gar-
field, 1984, 2001), it would be interesting to complement 
the dream questions with measures of the emotional states 
during waking.
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