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1.	 Introduction 

1.1.	Dreams and the Continuity Theory

The Continuity theory of dreams states that dreams reflect 
waking day activity. Research supporting this theory has 
found a strong relationship between waking day activities 
such as, reading, occupation, and driving and the respec-
tive activities in dream mentation (Schredl & Hofmann, 
2003). Recent research has found dreams to be a realis-
tic simulation of waking life in a wide variety of ways (Bar-
rett & McNamara, 2007; Clarke, DeCicco, & Navara, 2010; 
Dale & DeCicco, 2012; DeCicco, 2007a, 2007b, 2008, 2009; 
DeCicco, Lyons, Pannier, Wright, & Clarke, 2010; Schredl 
& Hoffman, 2003). The continuity hypothesis is further sup-
ported in research exploring daytime sexuality and sexual 
dream content (King, DeCicco, & Humphreys, 2009; Zadra, 
2007; Zanasi, DeCicco, Dale, Musolino, & Wright, 2012-
2013). Current research provides evidence for the continu-
ity theory as opposed to compensation (DeCicco, 2007b; 
Schredl & Hofmann, 2003). It is first hypothesized that this 
theory will apply to the dreams of soldiers as demonstrated 
through exploratory analyses of dream content categories. 
It is hypothesized that the waking day activities of the sol-

diers’ military experiences, such as threat and military imag-
ery, will be present in dream imagery, supporting the conti-
nuity hypothesis. 

1.2.	Trauma and Dreams 

One of the major symptoms of trauma is the presence of 
traumatic dreams. Individuals exposed to trauma replay 
the event with fear, negative emotion, worry and rumination 
into sleep time (Barrett & McNamara, 2007; Scurfield, 2002; 
Speckhard, 2002). The September 11 attacks sparked a 
harsh fear, in veterans still suffering from symptoms of trau-
ma, which combined both past and present experiences 
and memories which became evident in dream imagery 
(Scurfield, 2002). Although these men felt they were los-
ing grip with reality, they were experiencing trauma all over 
again, this time, with past traumatic experiences intensify-
ing their symptoms and fears (Scurfield, 2002). 

The Threat Simulation Theory involves the notion that 
experiencing life-threatening situations is accompanied by 
more dreams with threatening themes and imagery (Mal-
com-Smith, Solms, Turnbull, & Tredoux, 2008; Revonsuo & 
Valli; 2008; Speckhard, 2002), serving the function of a sur-
vival instinct. This occurs when no physical danger is pres-
ent and while in a relaxed dreaming state (Malcom-Smith 
et al., 2008). After the September 11 attacks people were 
experiencing dissociation, loss, dysfunctional coping skills, 
and dreams of threat such as planes crashing, being chased 
by an airplane, or being chased by a person (Speckhard, 
2002). Themes of threat in dreams after trauma are also 
very common in soldiers suffering from combat trauma. It is 
secondly hypothesized in the current study that threat will 
appear more frequently in the soldiers’ dreams compared 
to civilians as the majority of soldiers will have had much 
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more exposure to threat in their experiences overseas, sup-
porting the continuity hypothesis. Soldiers returning home 
from combat missions often have a dream in which their 
weapon is not able to fire. This has been called the universal 
“gun not firing dream”, is very common in the military, and is 
theorized to be linked to performance anxiety (Grossman & 
Christensen, 2007) This imagery is hypothesized to occur in 
the dreams of the soldiers in the current study, as stated in 
the second hypothesis. 

Dreams of recurring terror were once thought to be a 
major symptom of what was known as anxiety neurosis 
of warfare (Van de Castle, 1994). In 1980 the diagnosis of 
PTSD was added to the third edition of the Diagnostic and 
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (American Psychiat-
ric Association, 1980). Research on the dreams of soldiers 
has found that dreams involving the battlefield had a theme 
of threat and were about an enemy of some sort (Van de 
Castle, 1994). The theme of a surprise attack by the en-
emy has been explored with a U.S. marine during the Gulf 
war (Van de Castle, 1994). Dream reports during war condi-
tions relating to combat trauma reveal that common themes 
include one’s own or a comrade’s death, being wounded, 
and witnessing killing and destruction (Barrett & McNamara, 
2007). Vietnam veterans also experience these dreams in-
volving combat trauma which tend to be very realistic and 
deal with battlefield combat situations (Esposito, Benitez, 
Barza, & Mellman, 1999; Van de Castle, 1994). As stated 
in the second hypothesis, it is expected that threat will ap-
pear more frequently in the soldiers’ dreams compared to 
civilians as the majority of soldiers will have had much more 
exposure in their lives, supporting the continuity hypothesis. 
Also military imagery will be more prevalent in the dreams of 
soldiers compared to civilians, reflecting differences in the 
waking lives of the two groups and supporting the continuity 
hypothesis.

1.3.	Dreams, Soldiers, and Post-Traumatic Stress  
	 Disorder (PTSD)

Combat related PTSD is defined as PTSD as a result of 
combat trauma (Elwood, Hahn, Olatunji, & Williams, 2009; 
Esposito et al., 1999; Prigerson, Maciejewski, & Rosenheck, 
2001). Prigerson et al (2001) examined men exposed to dif-
ferent types of trauma and found that those reporting com-
bat trauma as their worst trauma, as opposed to other types 
of trauma, were more likely to have lifetime PTSD, delayed 
symptom onset, and more unresolved symptoms.(Prigerson 
et al., 2001). Dreams of combat related PTSD in Vietnam 
veterans found themes of threat in the dreams. The dreams 
were some variation of the experience of the combat trauma 
event, and contained a distortion in reality (Esposito et al., 
1999). Dream reports of combat related PTSD also tend to 
take place in past settings such as when the trauma oc-
curred (Dow, Kelsoe, & Gillin, 1996; Esposito et al., 1999). 

1.4.	Dreams and Content Analysis

Hall and Van de Castle (1966) developed a method to an-
alyze the elements and imagery found in dream reports 
known as content analysis. The goal of content analysis is 
to objectively analyze dreams and to quantify the data found 
in the imagery to examine differences between populations. 
Currently, content analysis is the most popular system for 
scoring dreams and dream coding. The categories are very 
specific to the collection of dreams and to the content being 

analyzed. For example, objects, places, settings, emotions, 
and certain imagery are scored objectively (Van de Castle, 
1994). 

1.5.	Purpose

The purpose of the present study was twofold. First, was to 
explore and describe the dreams of Canadian male soldiers 
with operational experience.. Soldiers’ dreams were exam-
ined using Content Analysis to explore the relationships 
among dream content categories. Second, was to examine 
the differences in dream content categories between Cana-
dian civilian males and Canadian soldiers in relation to the 
continuity hypothesis.

1.6.	Hypotheses

1) The first hypotheses is an exploratory analysis to deter-
mine what categories of dream imagery are present in the 
dreams of Canadian soldiers with operational experience in 
Afghanistan and how these categories of dream imagery are 
related to one another. This method was used in previous 
research exploring the relationship among dream content 
categories for Canadian males (Dale & DeCicco, 2012) and 
females (DeCicco, 2007). It is hypothesized that the waking 
day activities of the soldiers’ military experiences, such as 
threat and military imagery, will be present as content cat-
egories in soldiers’ dreams.
2) Since past research on combat trauma has shown im-
ages of threat in dreams of soldiers (Barrett & McNamara, 
2007; Esposito et al., 1999; Van de Castle, 1994), it is hy-
pothesized that this imagery will appear more frequently in 
the dreams of soldiers with operational experience. It is also 
expected that these soldiers will have specific imagery of 
their weapon not firing as was found in the dreams of many 
soldiers returning home from combat missions, in previous 
research (Grossman, 1996). Soldiers are expected to have 
more recurrent dream themes and negative dream imagery 
including, aggression, death, and combat scenes compared 
to the control group of civilians, as per the continuity hy-
pothesis. When comparing the content of dreams across 
the two groups the dream imagery will differ significantly for 
many categories. 
3) It is hypothesized that length of service in the military will 
be significantly related to certain dream content categories. 
For example, more years of service, more tours, or a longer 
total duration of tours will be significantly related to aggres-
sion and weapons in dream content. In support of the con-
tinuity theory, the more individuals are exposed to combat 
and aggression in waking day, the more this will be reflected 
in dreams.

2.	 Method

2.1.	Participants

The participants were divided into two groups; the first 
group of participants (N = 25) are Canadian combat arms 
soldiers with operational experience and were recruited 
for the study by being contacted and asked to volunteer 
in a study on dreaming. The mean age of the soldiers was 
30.32 years (SD = 5.12). The control group were a sample 
of Canadian male civilians (N = 25) without military experi-
ence and were chosen from a large sample of data of civilian 
males who were age-matched to the sample of soldiers and 
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had competed TSM worksheets. The age matching of the 
two groups of participants was tested with an independent 
samples t-test t(48) = 1.76, p = .08. The data for the civilian 
group was collected from a sample of Trent University stu-
dents with a mean age of 27.44 years (SD = 6.37). 

2.2.	Measures and Procedure

Participants in the study completed a paper and pencil 
package including a consent form, demographics form, and 
provided one recent dream, from within the last two weeks. 
The demographics form included information on age, rank, 
trade, years of service in the military, and number and dura-
tion of tours, if any. This took approximately 15 to twenty 
minutes to complete.

Content Analysis Categories. One dream report from each 
participant was then analyzed using the Content Analysis 
scoring system (Hall & Van de Castle, 1966). The catego-
ries chosen (mentioned below) were scored and the total 
frequencies were summed for each category, across all 
dreams. Content categories that were both relevant and 
meaningful for soldiers were based on the findings of previ-
ous studies on dream imagery for both males and soldiers 
(Barrett & McNamara, 2007; Dale & DeCicco, 2011; Esposi-
to et al., 1999; Van de Castle, 1994). Many categories, previ-
ously coded by Hall and Van de Castle (1966), were includ-
ed in the analyses and coding followed the basic guidelines. 
All subcategories of emotions were coded including: Happi-
ness, Sadness, Confusion, Apprehension/Fear, and Anger. 
Total Emotions, a score obtained by summing the frequency 
of all subcategories, was added as well. 

Characters coded included: Total Characters, Familiar 
characters, Females, Groups, and Family/Relatives togeth-
er. Various Hall and Van de Castle (1966) categories relevant 
for soldiers and civilians included Body Parts, Aggression, 
Outdoor Scenes, Success at tasks performed, Failure at 
tasks performed, Activity/Movement, Friendly Interactions, 
Good fortune, Misfortune, Transportation, Familiar Scenes, 
and Geographical Locations. Threat was added based on 
dream imagery for soldiers (Barrett & McNamara, 2007; 
Esposito et al., 1999; Van de Castle, 1994). Based on the 
findings of DeCicco, Zanasi, Dale, Murkar, Longo, & Tes-
toni (in press), Scene Changes was added as a category. 
Categories expected to be relevant for soldiers included in 
the analyses for comparison were: Comrades, Weapons, 
Combat, and Death. After scrutinizing the dreams for rel-
evant categories to be included, Enemy (the word enemy 
appeared frequently) and Leadership/Protection (being a 
leader or protecting a group of people) were added as cat-
egories. 

Emotional Intensity as well as Intensity of Aggression 
were added as categories. The dreams of both soldiers and 
civilians were analyzed for emotional intensity. This was 
rated on a 4 point scale; 0 = not emotional, 1 = somewhat 
emotional, 2 = emotional, and 3 = very emotional. This was 
assessed by two researchers reading the dream and was 
not based on specific emotions mentioned in the actual 
dream. All of the dreams were also analyzed for Intensity 
of Aggression. As with emotional intensity, this was also 
rated on a 4 point scale; 0 = not intense in aggression, 1 = 
somewhat intensely aggressive, 2 = intensely aggressive, 
3 = very intensely aggressive. Each researcher rated the 
dreams (N = 50) for both categories independently. Intensity 
of aggression was assessed independent from intensity of 
emotions as many dreams were intensely aggressive with-

out any emotions. Inter-rater reliability was calculated as the 
total number of agreements divided by the total number of 
observations. Inter-rater reliability was 91% which was ex-
cellent, considering an inter-rater reliability score of 70% is 
recommended and considered adequate (Spata, 2003). 

2.3.	Analyses

Statistica 7.0 (StatSoft Inc., 2004) was used for all statistical 
analyses. 

3.	 Results

3.1.	Correlations among Dream Content Categories 
	 for Soldiers 

There were many significant relationships among dream 
content categories as was revealed through exploratory 
correlational analyses. See Table 1 for correlations among 
dream content categories. For emotions, Happiness in 
dreams was correlated with Sadness (r = .42, p = .036),
Confusion (r = .50, p = .012), Total Emotions (r = .66, 
p < .001), and Activity/Movement (r = .55, p = .004). Sad-
ness in dream imagery was correlated with Total Emotions 
(r = .64, p < .01), Groups of Characters (r = .49, p = .013), 
and Failure (r = .52, p = .007). Confusing dream imagery was 
correlated with Apprehension/Fear (r = .45, p = .024) and 
strongly with Total Emotions (r = .86, p < .01). Confusing 
dream imagery was also correlated with Outdoor Scenes 
(r = .42, p = .037) and negatively with Comrades (r = -.46,
p = .02). Apprehension/Fear in dreams of soldiers was cor-
related with Total Emotions (r = .57, p = .003), Outdoor 
Scenes (r = .48, p = .016), and Family (r = .47, p = .017). 
Anger in dream imagery was correlated with Weapons  
(r = .49, p =.012) and Failure (r = .41, p = .043). Total Emotions 
in dreams was negatively correlated with Comrades (r = -.49, 
p = .012), Activity/Movement (r = .41, p = .04), and Family 
(r = .42, p = .038).

As with emotions, imagery related to both war and males 
was strongly correlated with various dream content catego-
ries. Weapons in dream imagery was strongly correlated 
with Aggression (r = .83, p < .001), Threat (r = .79, p < .001), 
and Combat (r = .71, p < .001). Weapons in dream imag-
ery was also correlated with Success (r = .46, p = .02) and 
Failure (r .45, p = .025). Aggression in dreams was strong-
ly correlated with Threat (r = .86, p < .001) and Combat 
(r = .90, p < .001). Aggression was also significantly related 
to dream content of Success (r = 54, p .006) and Failure (r = 
.51, p .009). Threat was strongly correlated with Combat (r = 
.83, p < .001), Success (r = .45, p .023), and Failure (r =.41, 
p = .042). Combat was correlated with Success in dreams 
(r = .54, p = .006). Outdoor Scenes in dream imagery was 
correlated with Family Characters for soldiers (r = .51, p = 
.01). Death in the dreams of soldiers was significantly cor-
related with dream imagery of Aggression (r = .46, p = .022) 
and Threat (r = .44, p = .026).

When examining characters, Total dream characters 
was strongly correlated with Familiar Characters (r = .74,
p < .001), Females (r = .67, p <.001), Friends (r = .48,
p = .014), and Friendly Interactions (r = .61, p < .01). Famil-
iar Characters was correlated with Females (r .47, p .018), 
Friends (r = .49, p = .013), and Friendly Interactions (r = .54, 
p = .006). Females in dreams of male soldiers was correlat-
ed with Friends (r = .51, p = .009) and Friendly Interactions 
(r = .54, p = .006). Groups of Characters was significantly 



International Journal of Dream Research   Volume 6, No. 1 (2013) 25

DI J o RDream content of soldiers      

Ta
b

le
 1

. 	
C

or
re

la
tio

ns
 a

m
on

g 
D

re
am

 C
on

te
nt

 C
at

eg
or

ie
s 

fo
r 

S
ol

d
ie

rs
.

	

Va
r.

S
ad

C
on

A
p

p
A

n
g

T
E

W
p

n
A

g
g

T
hr

C
b

t
D

th
O

ut
T

C
Fa

m
FC

Fe
m

G
C

C
rd

E
n

L/
P

S
uc

Fl
A

/M
FI

E
I

A
I

H
ap

.4
2*

.5
0*

-.
08

-.
09

.6
6*

**
-.

07
.1

7
.0

7
.1

0
.2

9
-.

12
-.

05
.0

1
-.

13
.2

0
-.

10
-.

29
-.

05
-.

02
-.

07
.0

5
.5

5*
*

-.
03

.2
0

.2
2

S
ad

-
.3

8
.0

7
-.

05
.6

4*
*

.1
7

.3
8

.3
4

.3
3

.3
8

.0
9

.0
1

.2
6

-.
14

.3
3

.4
9*

-.
17

.0
7

.2
8

.0
2

.5
2*

*
.1

0
.1

3
.1

2
.1

9

C
on

-
.4

5*
-.

11
.8

6*
**

.0
7

.2
6

.2
9

.3
1

-.
13

.4
2*

-.
01

.3
8

-.
28

.0
5

-.
05

-.
46

*
-.

15
.0

0
-.

06
.2

7
.4

1*
-.

04
.1

6
.2

3

A
p

p
-

-.
13

.5
7*

*
-.

22
.0

8
.0

4
.1

1
-.

17
.4

8*
-.

13
.4

7*
-.

25
-.

01
.0

5
-.

38
-.

26
.2

5
-.

14
.1

7
.0

5
-.

02
.1

4
.0

0

A
ng

-
-.

14
.4

9*
.3

4
.2

4
.1

1
.1

0
-.

08
.0

6
-.

10
.2

8
-.

07
-.

25
.3

3
.1

1
-.

14
.2

1
.4

1*
.1

6
-.

13
.1

0
.0

3

TE
-

-.
03

.3
1

.2
6

.3
0

.1
0

.3
4

-.
07

.4
2*

-.
30

.1
9

.1
2

-.
49

*
-.

16
.1

8
-.

10
.3

5
.4

1*
.0

1
.2

3
.2

3

W
p

n
-

.8
3*

**
.7

9*
**

.7
1*

**
.2

6
-.

04
-.

07
-.

15
-.

10
-.

23
-.

10
.1

6
.3

0
-.

16
.4

6*
.4

5*
.2

0
-.

31
.4

0*
.6

3*
*

A
gg

-
.8

6*
**

.9
0*

**
.4

6*
.1

3
-.

01
.0

7
-.

07
-.

07
-.

08
-.

11
.2

8
-.

10
.5

4*
*

.5
1*

*
.3

6
-.

27
.3

9
.6

4*
*

nT
hr

-
.8

3*
**

.4
4*

.1
0

-.
08

.1
4

-.
07

-.
14

-.
02

-.
10

.1
5

.1
4

.4
5*

.4
1*

.2
2

-.
17

.3
7

.5
6*

*

C
b

t
-

.3
5

.1
9

-.
06

.1
4

-.
11

-.
06

.0
7

-.
17

.3
2

-.
03

.5
4*

*
.3

6
.3

2
-.

27
.3

2
.7

0*
**

D
th

-
-.

10
.0

7
.1

4
.2

6
.0

6
.0

4
-.

16
.1

4
.1

8
.3

4
.1

3
.3

2
-.

08
.1

8
.0

9

O
ut

-
-.

05
.5

1*
-.

13
-.

14
.0

5
-.

03
.2

1
.1

4
.0

7
.2

9
-.

12
.0

2
-.

14
-.

04

TC
-

.0
6

.7
4*

**
.6

7*
**

-.
36

-.
10

-.
21

-.
25

-.
23

-.
07

.1
8

.6
1*

*
-.

65
**

*
-.

38

Fa
m

-
.0

5
.0

1
.1

3
-.

06
-.

15
.3

6
-.

19
.3

5
-.

09
-.

08
.1

8
.0

9

FC
-

.4
7*

-.
30

-.
03

-.
10

-.
24

-.
03

-.
08

.0
7

.5
4*

*
-.

51
*

-.
40

*

Fe
m

-
.1

6
-.

23
-.

08
.0

6
-.

22
.0

4
.1

6
.7

9*
**

-.
41

*
-.

29

G
C

-
.1

5
.3

2
.4

9*
.0

9
.1

8
-.

24
.1

5
.2

7
.0

1

C
rd

-
.2

1
.2

2
-.

12
.1

6
-.

29
-.

04
.0

3
-.

24

E
n

-
.0

1
.5

8
.0

6
.0

0
-.

27
.2

3
.2

2

L/
P

-
-.

28
.1

8
-.

12
.2

0
.2

1
-.

13

S
uc

-
.1

3
.2

6
-.

39
.2

2
.3

4

Fl
-

.1
7

.0
2

.2
3

.3
0

A
/M

-
-.

12
.2

7
.1

8

FI
-

-.
47

*
-.

47
*

E
I

-
.4

1*

A
I

-

N
ot

e.
  H

ap
 =

 H
ap

p
in

es
s;

 S
ad

 =
 S

ad
ne

ss
; C

on
 =

 C
on

fu
si

on
; A

p
p

 =
 A

p
p

re
he

ns
io

n/
Fe

ar
; A

ng
 =

 A
ng

er
; T

E
 =

 T
ot

al
 E

m
ot

io
ns

; W
p

n 
=

 W
ea

p
on

s;
 A

gg
 =

 A
gg

re
ss

io
n;

 T
hr

 =
 T

hr
ea

t;
 C

b
t 

=
 C

om
b

at
; O

ut
 =

 O
ut

d
oo

r 
sc

en
es

; T
C

 =
 

to
ta

l c
ha

ra
ct

er
s;

 F
am

 =
 F

am
ily

/r
el

at
iv

es
; F

C
 =

 F
am

ili
ar

 c
ha

ra
ct

er
s;

 F
en

 =
 F

em
al

es
; G

C
 =

 G
ro

up
s;

 C
rd

 =
 C

om
ra

d
es

; E
n 

=
 E

ne
m

y;
 L

/P
 =

 L
ea

d
er

sh
ip

/P
ro

te
ct

io
n;

 S
uc

 =
 S

uc
ce

ss
; F

ai
l =

 F
ai

lu
re

; A
/M

 =
 A

ct
iv

ity
/M

ov
em

en
t;

 F
I =

 
Fr

ie
nd

ly
 In

te
ra

ct
io

ns
; E

I =
 E

m
ot

io
na

l I
nt

en
si

ty
; A

I =
 In

te
ns

ity
 o

f A
gg

re
ss

io
n

* 
p

 <
 .0

5.
   

 *
* 

p
 <

 .0
1.

   
 *

**
 p

 <
 .0

01
.



Dream content of soldiers

International Journal of Dream Research   Volume 6, No. 1 (2013)26

DI J o R

correlated with Leadership/Protection (r = .49, p = .012). The 
enemy in the dreams of soldiers was significantly correlated 
with Success (r = .58, p = .003). 

Intensity of Emotions and Intensity of Aggression was 
rated by two independent judges, independent of what 
was mentioned in the dream report. Intensity of Emotions 
was strongly correlated negatively with Total Characters  
(r = -.65, p < .001), Familiar Characters (r = -.51, p = .01), Fe-
males (r = -.41, p = .04), and Friendly Interactions (r = -.47,
p = .017). Emotional Intensity of the dream was also cor-
related with Weapons (r = .40, p = .05). Intensity of Aggres-
sion was strongly associated with Weapons (r = .63, p = 
.001), Aggression (r = .64, p = .001), Threat (r = .56, p = 
.003), Combat (r = .70, p < .001), negatively with Familiar 
Characters (r = -.40, p = .046), Friendly Interactions (r = -.47,

p = .019), and also correlated with Emotional Intensity 
(r = .41, p = .043).

3.2.	Significant Differences in Dream Content for 
	 Soldiers and Civilians 

When testing hypothesis 2, dream content categories were 
compared for both soldiers and civilians. It was hypothe-
sized there would be many significant differences in dream 
content categories between soldiers and civilians. See 
Table 2 for t-tests for significant differences in dream con-
tent for soldiers and civilians for many content categories. 
There were no significant differences between soldiers and 
civilians with regards to emotional content in dreams. How-
ever, the dreams of soldiers were found to be significantly 

Table 2. 	Differences between Soldiers and Civilians for Dream Content Categories.
	

Soldiers Civilians

M SD M SD t(48)

Happiness 0.32 0.75 0.60 1.08 		  -1.07

Sadness 0.16 0.62 0.08 0.28 		  0.59

Confusion 0.40 0.76 0.16 0.37 		  1.41

Apprehension/fear 0.52 0.82 0.64 0.99 		  -0.46

Anger 0.04 0.20 0.20 0.65 		  -1.18

Total Emotions 1.40 2.02 1.68 1.46 		  -0.56

Weapons 1.88 1.74 0.16 0.47 		  4.77***

Aggression 2.76 2.63 0.20 0.50 		  4.77***

Death 0.60 0.82 0.12 0.33 		  2.72**

Threat 1.96 1.79 0.44 0.71 		  3.94***

Body Parts 1.40 2.06 1.24 1.79 		  0.29

Combat 1.88 2.15 0.08 0.40 		  4.12***

Scene Changes 0.68 0.80 0.20 0.50 		  2.54*

Geographical locations 0.64 0.76 0.16 0.37 		  2.84**

Familiar Scenes 0.16 0.47 0.56 0.77 		  -2.22*

Total Characters 0.72 0.94 1.12 1.20 		  -1.31

Family 0.24 0.52 0.36 1.04 		  -0.52

Females 0.28 0.54 0.36 0.76 		  -0.43

Groups 1.08 0.91 0.80 0.96 		  1.06

Leadership/protection 0.40 0.58 0.08 0.28 		  2.50*

Success 0.92 1.08 0.04 0.20 		  4.02***

Failure 0.20 0.41 0.12 0.33 		  0.76

Good Fortune 0.00 0.00 0.20 0.50 		  -2.00

Misfortune 0.64 0.86 0.56 0.82 		  0.34

Activity/Movement 3.60 3.04 3.28 3.48 		  0.35

Transportation 0.64 0.70 0.28 0.61 		  1.93

Friendly Interactions 0.56 0.87 2.00 2.53 		  -2.69*

Intensity of Emotions 2.72 0.61 1.92 1.04 		  3.32**

Intensity of Aggression 1.84 1.31 0.36 0.86 		  4.71***

Note.  * p < .05.    ** p < .01.    *** p < .001.
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more Emotionally Intense than the dreams of civilians, t(48) 
= 3.32, p = .002. When examining war related imagery many 
significant differences were found in dream reports. Soldiers 
had significantly more Weapons in dream content than ci-
vilians, t(48) = 4.77, p < .001. Dream imagery of a weapon 
not firing or being ineffective in fighting back occurred in 
4 (16%) of the soldiers’ dreams. There was also signifi-
cantly more Combat in the dreams of soldiers than civilians,  
t(48) = 4.12, p < .001. As with war imagery, there were sig-
nificant differences between the dream imagery for sol-
diers and civilians when examining Aggression and Threat 
in dreams. Soldiers had significantly more Aggression, 
t(48) = 4.77, p < .001 and Threat, t(48) = 3.94, p < .001, in 
dream content than civilians. The dreams of soldiers were 
also rated as significantly higher in Intensity of Aggression 
than civilians, t(48) = 4.71, p < .001. There was also signifi-
cantly more imagery of Death in the dreams of soldiers than 
the dreams of civilians, t(48) = 2.72, p = .009.

When examining the setting of the dreams for both sol-
diers and civilians many significant differences were found. 
Soldiers reported much more Scene Changes in dreams 
than civilians, t(48) = 2.54, p = .014. Soldiers also reported 
significantly more references to Geographical locations, 
t(48) = 2.84, p = .007 and significantly less Familiar settings 
in dreams than civilians, t(48) = -2.22, p = .031. Various 
other dream content categories revealed significant differ-
ences. Soldiers had significantly more Leadership/Protec-
tion in dreams than civilians, t(48) = 2.50, p = .016. Soldiers 
reported more Success in dreams than civilians as well, 
t(48) = 4.02, p < .001. When examining Friendly Inter-
actions in dream reports, soldiers had significantly less 
Friendly Interactions among the characters in their dreams, 
t(48) = -2.69, p = .010. 

3.3.	Correlations among Years of Service and Dream 
	 Content Categories for Soldiers

The third hypothesis was partially supported. Dream con-
tent categories related to soldiers and to war were not sig-
nificantly correlated with years of service, number of tours, 
or total time spent overseas on tour. Interestingly, Failure 
was the only dream content category that was significantly 
related to Total Number of Tours (r = .49, p = .014) and To-
tal Time spent overseas (r = .45, p = .023). Intensity of Ag-
gression as rated by 2 independent judges was significantly 
correlated with the months spent overseas on the First Tour 
(r = .47, p = .019).

4.	 Discussion

4.1.	Dream Content for Soldiers

The present study explored the dream content of soldiers 
returning home from the war in Afghanistan. The dreams of 
soldiers follow the continuity hypothesis and support previ-
ous research on dream themes for soldiers (Barrett & McNa-
mara, 2007; Esposito et al., 1999; Grossman & Christensen, 
2007; Van de Castle, 1994). Soldiers’ dreams clearly reflect 
their waking lives and the combat experiences they have 
endured. 

One very important finding in this study occurred when 
examining soldiers’ dreams in detail; specific emotions were 
rarely reported in the dream content. Dreams were rated by 
two independent researchers for Emotional Intensity and 

were found to be very emotionally intense from an objec-
tive perspective. Nineteen dreams (76%) were rated as very 
emotionally intense and given a rating of 3. Although these 
dreams were found to be very emotionally intense, emo-
tions were not frequently, or specifically, mentioned in the 
dreams. Fear in the dreams of soldiers was also very rare, 
despite there being a high presence of threat. Interestingly, 
the fear expected to be associated with the threat was not 
mentioned. A high presence of threat occurred in 20 (80%) 
of the dreams with the explicit mention of fear of the dream-
er occurring in only one (4%) dream. The mention of fear in 
other characters in the dream occurred in only two (8%) of 
the dreams. 

A high presence of threat and aggression, in the absence 
of fear and very little emotional content, may be a result of 
the rigorous training a soldier endures to prepare for war 
and combat. Soldiers are trained to operate in what is called 
“condition yellow” and “condition red” (Grossman & Chris-
tensen, 2007). These are states of consciousness that in-
volve being both alert and psychologically ready for combat 
at all times. Soldiers in training are often operating in con-
dition red, which is where performance levels for combat 
and survival are at their strongest and combat skills become 
muscle memories that can be carried out without conscious 
thought (Grossman & Christensen, 2007). Training involves 
the inoculation of stress and fear by taking the stress out 
of combat in order to cognitively prepare for it in real life 
situations. This is done in order to ensure exceptional per-
formance in real combat (Fink, 2010). 

The universal nightmare for a soldier is dream imagery 
of a weapon not firing, malfunctioning, or the strikes or fire 
from a weapon being ineffective and has been linked to per-
formance anxiety (Grossman & Christensen, 2007). It is be-
lieved that these dreams will dissipate with proper training 
that fosters confidence in performance ability (Grossman & 
Christensen, 2007). This theme occurred in four (16%) of the 
soldiers’ dreams. An example of this imagery in dreams was 
“I try so hard to squeeze my trigger to shoot and kill them 
but my trigger is like jello” (participant 21). 

The mention of an enemy in the dreams of soldiers oc-
curred in seven (28%) dreams. These dreams involved the 
specific mention of the word “enemy”. Soldiers train with 
an enemy target and are taught to fight an enemy that is 
threatening both their life and the lives of their loved ones 
(Grossman & Christensen, 2007). An example of the enemy 
was, “I jump from cover to cover killing one after another” 
(participant 14). Specific mention of the enemy also sup-
ports the continuity hypothesis; soldiers are accustomed to 
this word with frequent use in both training and in combat, 
and therefore, it appears in dream imagery as well. 

4.2.	Correlations among Dream Content Categories 
	 for Soldiers

There were many significant correlations among dream con-
tent categories for soldiers as revealed through exploratory 
correlational analyses. Of particular interest was imagery 
related to both war and males being strongly correlated 
with various dream content categories. Weapons in dream 
imagery were associated with Aggression, Threat, Combat, 
Success, and Failure. Aggression in the dreams of soldiers 
was significantly correlated with Threat, Combat, Success, 
and Failure. These findings imply that when aggressive be-
havior occurred in the dreams of soldiers it was associated 
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with perceived threat to the dreamer, combat scenarios, 
and being successful as well as failing at tasks performed 
in dreams. Threat was also associated with Combat, Suc-
cess, and Failure. Combat was correlated with Success in 
dreams. These findings imply that combat scenarios are 
associated with being successful at tasks performed in 
dreams for soldiers. Outdoor Scenes in dream imagery was 
associated with Family for soldiers and Death was associ-
ated with dream imagery of Aggression and Threat.

Intensity in dreams as rated independent of what was 
mentioned in the dream was associated with various con-
tent categories. Intensity of Emotions was strongly nega-
tively associated with Total Characters, Familiar Characters, 
Females, and Friendly Interactions, and was also associ-
ated with Weapons. Intensity of Aggression was strongly 
associated with Weapons, Aggression, Threat, and Com-
bat. These findings imply that a higher score on Intensity of 
Aggression was associated with weapons such as military 
guns, aggressive behavior, perceived threat to the dreamer, 
and combat scenarios, and rating of emotional intensity in 
the dreams of soldiers. Intensity of Aggression was also 
negatively associated with Familiar Characters and Friendly 
Interactions. All of these findings reflect the waking lives of 
male soldiers and support the continuity hypothesis as well 
as previous research on the relationship among dream con-
tent categories for males.

4.3.	Differences in Dream Content between Soldiers  
	 and Civilians

There were many significant differences in dream imagery 
among soldiers and civilians, for example, soldiers with 
operational experience had significantly more imagery 
in dreams related to soldiers and to war. War imagery of 
Weapons, Aggression, Threat, and Combat appeared more 
frequently in the dreams of soldiers than civilians. These 
findings support the continuity hypothesis as soldiers with 
operational experience have spent time in combat and at 
war dealing with weapons, aggression, threat, and combat 
on a regular basis while deployed (Grossman & Christensen, 
2007). Civilians will rarely encounter these experiences, if 
ever. Therefore, dream imagery related to soldiers and to 
war occurs much more frequently in the dreams of soldiers, 
supporting the continuity hypothesis of dreams. The major-
ity of soldiers’ dreams centered on a combat situation and 
this was the main theme. An example of a combat situa-
tion in a soldier’s dream was “I remember being in the open 
desert we began taking fire, several guys were injured from 
rocket shrapnel” (participant 5).

When exploring scenery in dream content, soldiers had 
significantly more Scene Changes. Scene changes in dream 
imagery have been linked to more anxiety in waking day in 
past research on dream imagery for Italians and Canadians 
(DeCicco et al., 2011). These findings imply that soldiers 
may score higher on a measure of waking day anxiety than 
civilians. Soldiers also had more Geographical Locations in 
dream imagery than civilians. This was usually referencing 
the location of a mission or combat situation while deployed 
overseas on tour. This supports the continuity hypothesis as 
soldiers may spend more time overseas than civilians. Civil-
ians had more dream imagery of Familiar Scenes such as 
being at home or at their school. These findings imply that 
in contrast to students, soldiers in the present study are not 
dreaming of being at home with their family or at a friend’s 

house, but rather, they are dreaming of specific events from 
their tours. 

Civilians spent much more time in Friendly situations 
and interactions in dream imagery than soldiers, who were 
usually involved in unfriendly situations in dream imagery 
such as Aggression and Threat and also had significantly 
more imagery of Leadership and Protection. In contrast to 
civilians, the dreams of soldiers involved leading a team to 
safety and protecting civilians or comrades. An example of 
Leadership/Protection in soldiers’ dreams was “I am com-
manding my patrol…I had an inexperienced crew…tried to 
move my patrol safely and have an idea of what was going 
on with the other patrols” (participant 18). These findings 
support the continuity hypothesis as soldiers are often in-
volved in a leadership role and protecting people from the 
enemy is their job (Grossman & Christensen, 2007) and 
some soldiers in the present study were of a high rank and 
responsible for a whole team. 

When rating the intensity of the dreams, the dreams of 
soldiers were found to be much more Emotionally Intense, 
although there was no significant difference in actual emo-
tional dream content, as well as more Intense in Aggression. 
An example of Aggression in soldiers’ dreams was “I dig 
my knife into his neck, like in slow motion I watch the blade 
enter and disappear into his neck. I’m covered in blood, I 
feel calm, silence” (participant 14). Another example of Ag-
gression in soldiers’ dreams was “I went from room to room 
chopping patients into pieces. Blood and bone fragments 
flew everywhere; blood was all over my arms and face” 
(participant 23). These findings are expected due to the ex-
periences soldiers endure which many civilians would find 
very intensely aggressive as well as emotionally intense and 
strongly support the continuity hypothesis.

4.4.	Correlations among Years of Service and Dream  
	 Content Categories for Soldiers

Failure was the only dream content category that was signif-
icantly related to total number of tours and total time spent 
overseas. The more failure in the dreams of soldiers the lon-
ger they spent overseas and the more tours they had. These 
findings imply that the longer a soldier spends overseas on 
tour the more it affects their dreams resulting in insecurity 
and themes of failure in dreams. Intensity of aggression as 
rated by 2 independent judges was significantly correlated 
with the months spent overseas on the first tour. This is an 
interesting finding that the longer a soldier spent overseas 
for the first time ever, the more intense in aggression their 
dream was. This may be due to the shock of experiences 
during the first tour affecting the soldiers’ dreams. These 
findings demonstrate the effects war might have on the 
dreaming mind of a soldier.

4.5.	Limitations and Future Directions

A larger sample size for future research would result in find-
ings that are more generalizable to the population of Cana-
dian soldiers. A larger sample size may also reveal themes 
that were not frequent in the present sample. For example, 
imagery of a weapon not firing may occur more frequently 
in a larger sample size. The use of a dream diary would also 
provide a rich sample of the data and a much more accurate 
portrayal of soldiers’ dreams. This would allow for track-
ing of specific dream themes over time and help monitor 
changes or shifts in dream imagery for soldiers. Asking for 
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one recent dream does not specify whether the dream is the 
most traumatic one the individual has experienced recently. 
It also leaves the potential for participants to purposely not 
report certain dreams for analyses that may be more intense 
or traumatic.

Future research in this area should be longitudinal in na-
ture, examining symptoms of various psychological dis-
orders which soldiers may be at high risk for developing. 
Measures assessing symptoms of PTSD, anxiety, sleep 
disturbance, and trauma, should be included with dream 
analysis in future studies on the dreaming mind of soldiers.

 Another interesting population with which to compare the 
dreams of soldiers, in future research, would be heavy mili-
tary gamers. Research has found that gamers experience 
more intensely aggressive dreams than people who do not 
game (Gackenbach, Ellerman, & Hall, 2011). Grossman and 
Christensen (2007) explain how video games involving point 
and shoot, as in military based games, teach children to kill. 
These games involve the same conditioning and learning 
techniques used by modern day soldiers. However, this oc-
curs in the absence of character development, safeguards, 
and discipline which are maintained in soldiers (Grossman 
& Christensen, 2007). Research comparing the intensity of 
aggression in soldiers’ dreams compared to the dreams of 
heavy gamers playing military based games such as “Call of 
Duty”, would provide insight into the dreams of soldiers in 
relation to aggression experienced in waking life as well as 
the impact of violent video games on the dreams of heavy 
gamers. 

Future research should extend analyses of the content of 
soldiers’ dreams to what the soldiers learn from their dream, 
also known as discovery. Various dream interpretation tech-
niques should be tested with soldiers such as The Story-
telling Method (TSM) which uses word association to gain 
meaning from a dream report (DeCicco, 2007). This would 
help soldiers deal with negative affect and recurring or trou-
bling dreams due to experiences while deployed, by work-
ing with dream imagery and discovery about waking day 
issues. Future research should use content analysis to ana-
lyze the discovery from the dream for soldiers. This method 
has been used in past research with female (DeCicco, 2007) 
as well as male university students and was successful 
(Dale & DeCicco, 2012). This would provide deeper insight 
into the relation of dreams to the waking day lives of soldiers 
with operational experience.
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