
1 

 

CHAPTER 5 - HOW TO STUDY DREAM 

EXPERIENCES - Pilleriin Sikka 
  

 In the scientific study of dreams, as in the scientific study of any other topic, it is 

important to first clearly define the phenomenon one is investigating. The definition 

determines what exactly is being studied. Then, the methods for collecting and analyzing 

data regarding this phenomenon need to be chosen. These methods determine what kind 

of results are obtained, to what extent the results reflect the phenomenon of interest, and 

whether the results can be trusted. This chapter gives an overview of how dream 

experiences are scientifically studied: how dreams and dreaming are defined, what kinds 

of methods are used to collect and analyze dream data, and what aspects need to be 

considered when conducting and reading studies that investigate dream experiences (see 

also Kahan & Horton, 2012, and Zadra & Domhoff, 2017).     

  

Definition of dreams and dreaming 
 

Although several different definitions for the words dream and dreaming are 

provided (Pagel et al., 2001), most dream researchers agree that dreams are subjective 

experiences occurring during sleep, and dreaming is the process of having subjective 

experiences during sleep. Also, some researchers prefer using terms such as mental 

experiences, mental activity, or sleep mentation as a synonym for subjective experiences 

occurring during sleep.  

 

Subjective experiences occur during most of sleep and differ in complexity (see 

chapter 6), ranging from simple and fragmented unisensory (i.e., occurring in one sensory 

modality) images, sounds, or thoughts that remain static or repeat themselves to more 

complex dynamic story-like experiences that involve immersive, often multisensory (i.e., 

involve many sensory modalities), hallucinations. However, what types of subjective 

experiences are regarded as dreams remains inconsistent. Some researchers prefer a 

broader and more inclusive definition and consider any types of subjective experiences that 

occur during sleep as dreams (see A in Figure 5-1). Others use a narrower and restrictive 

definition considering only the more complex dynamic experiences as dreams (see C in 

Figure 5-1). Following this narrower definition, currently the most agreed conception of 

dreaming is that it is a simulation of the waking world: dreams are seen as virtual realities 

created by the brain in which a virtual self is present in a virtual world (Revonsuo, 

Tuominen, & Valli 2015; Windt, 2015). This approach distinguishes dreams from simpler 

subjective experiences (see B in Figure 5-1) occurring during sleep.  
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Figure 5-1. The continuum of subjective experiences during sleep and 

the broader (A) and narrower (C) definitions of dreams and dreaming. 

 

By definition, dreams are subjective experiences and hence cannot be studied 

directly. This means three things. First, dream researchers rely on people’s retrospective 

recollections or memories of dream experiences. Second, as dream researchers do not have 

direct access to the memories of people, they depend on their self-reports of these 

memories. Third, the reports are given in a different state (wake) than the one in which the 

dreams were experienced (sleep). Thus, to study dream experiences, researchers collect 

dream data in the form of retrospective self-reports of dream experiences provided in the 

waking state (Figure 5-2.).  

 

 

 
 

Figure 5-2. The relationship between dream experiences and the data that is 

collected (self-reports based on the memories of dream experiences). 

 

Methods for collecting dream data 
 

Different methods for collecting dream data may involve different biases and, as 

such, be more or less valid (do they actually measure what they are supposed to measure?) 

and reliable (do they lead to similar results under similar conditions?). Table 5-1 gives an 

overview of the different methodological decisions one has to make before embarking on 

data collection and issues that should be considered when making such decisions. It is 

important to bear all these aspects in mind when conducting, reading, interpreting, and 

comparing studies. 
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Table 5-1. Methodological aspects to consider when collecting dream data. 

Methodological aspects Decisions to make Issues to consider 

WHO 

 

 

 

 

Gender Males 

Females 

Are the data representative of 

the population or group of 

interest? 

Are the data influenced by 

individual differences? 

 

 

Age group Children 

Adolescents 

Adults 

Culture Western 

Eastern 

Country/Society W.E.I.R.D.* 

Developing 

Third-world 

Traditional indigenous  

Hunter-gatherer tribal  

Marital status Single 

In relationship 

Married 

Divorced 

Widowed 

Occupational status Student 

Employed 

Non-employed 

Health status Healthy 

Clinically diagnosed 

Sample size 1 - … 

WHERE Environmental setting Sleep laboratory 

Home 

Other 

Are the data ecologically 

valid? 

WHAT Type of self-report Narrative report 

Affirmative probes 

Questionnaire 

Are the data influenced by 

reporting and response 

biases? 

Reporting modality Written 

Oral 

Other 

Are the data influenced by 

the reporting modality? 

WHEN Temporal lag Immediately upon awakening 

After delay 

Are the data influenced by 

memory biases? 

Time of night Early 

Middle 

Late 

Are the data representative of 

dream experiences across the 

whole night? 

Sleep stage REM 

NREM (N1, N2, N3) 

Time in sleep stage Fixed (number of minutes) 

Unspecified 

HOW Method of awakening Induced 

Spontaneous 

Are the data influenced by 

memory biases? 

Experimental situation Participant closely monitored 

Participant not monitored 

Are the data influenced by 

reporting biases? 

Number of nights One 

Several 

Are the data representative of 

dream experiences across 

different nights? 

Number of dream reports One 

Several  

Are the data representative of 

the whole dream life of a 

participant? 

Note: *W.E.I.R.D = Western Educated Industrialized Rich and Democratic. 
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 In collecting dream data, it is important to consider who is studied. The frequency 

and content of dreams may differ depending on participants’ gender, age, marital, 

occupational, and health status as well as to which culture or society they belong to (see 

Chapter 6). Data collected from one group of individuals may not be representative of (i.e., 

accurately reflect) another group of individuals. Too small sample size may not be 

representative of the population or group of interest. Additionally, several individual 

differences may affect the results, such as participants’ memory abilities, general dream 

recall, interest in and attitude toward dreams, self-observation and language skills, and 

motivation to participate in the study (see Chapter 6).  

 

Self-reports can be collected in different environmental settings. Participants may 

sleep in the sleep laboratory or at home. Data can also be collected in a classroom, other 

group setting, or via Internet. Different settings may differ with regard to ecological 

validity, that is, to what extent data collected in a specific environment reflect dreams as 

they are actually experienced in everyday life.  

 

Different types of self-reports can be collected: narrative dream reports, affirmative 

probes, and dream questionnaires. Narrative report is a description of the dream experience 

in a free response format. What exactly is reported depends on the specific instructions 

given: whether participants are asked to report everything they remember, or specific 

contents. Such reports provide an opportunity to get a detailed description of the dream 

experience (or the memory of it), but the accuracy and completeness of those depends on 

the language and reporting skills of participants. It may be difficult to put complex 

experiences into words, and in the process of reporting some of the content may be altered 

or even constructed. Also, participants are more likely to report certain aspects of the 

experience (who, what, when, and where) rather than others (thoughts and feelings) 

(Kahan, 1994). Results may depend on which reporting modality is used: whether 

participants report their dreams in a written or oral format (the latter are recorded and 

transcribed for analysis). Written reports are better organized, but shorter and lack certain 

features of dream experiences (Casagrande & Cortini, 2008). Albeit less frequent, other 

modalities may also be used. For example, individuals can be asked to draw their dreams, 

or to compare it with photographs. These may be useful when participants have poor 

reporting skills (e.g., children) or when it is difficult to express dream experiences verbally 

(e.g., the colour saturation of a dream). 

 

Instead of or in addition to narrative reports, affirmative probes can be used. This 

means that participants are presented with questions, rating scales, or lists of items and 

asked to rate specific contents (e.g., thoughts or feelings) of a dream. Affirmative probes 

may help specify details of the dream experience that may otherwise be left unreported, 

but drawing attention to particular contents may alter or skew the memory or reporting of 

the experience. Finally, questionnaires can be used to ask questions about the frequency 

and content of dreams in general (see below for a detailed description of the questionnaire 

method).  

 

 When and how dream data is collected has a major impact on results. Information 

can be obtained immediately upon awakening or after a shorter or longer delay from the 
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dream experience. The more time passes from the actual experience, the more likely it is 

that the memory of it will fade, be distorted, or forgotten. Thus, memory biases increase as 

the temporal lag increases. Data can be collected from a particular time of night, sleep 

stage, or time in sleep stage, but then it may be representative of only a particular subset of 

dreams and not of dreams across the whole night. Participants can be awakened using 

different methods: awakening may be induced by the experimenter (e.g., by signaling), by 

the participant (e.g., using an alarm clock), or it may be spontaneous. The awakening 

process (i.e., how quickly a person wakes up) may be fast or slow. All of these factors may 

affect how much of the preceding dream experience is remembered. Interpersonal situation 

between researchers and participants may differ. For example, during data collection 

researchers may be monitoring the participant closely (as in the sleep laboratory) or not be 

present at all (as in the home setting). Participants may censor some, especially the 

embarrassing, sexual, or aggressive, content of dreams when they have to tell them directly 

to the researchers. Duration of the data collection process may differ quite a lot: from one 

to several occasions taking place over weeks, months, or years. The number of dream 

reports collected may range from one to several per participant. The question is whether 

and to what extent the collected data is representative of the whole dream life of a 

participant.  

 

Typical Methods for Collecting Dream Data 
 

Below, the combinations of data collection methods most frequently used in dream 

research are briefly described and their strengths and weaknesses discussed. 

 

Sleep Laboratory Dream Log 
 

A typical sleep laboratory study takes place as follows (also see chapter 1). First, 

participants are connected to polysomnographic or sleep monitoring equipment: electrodes 

are attached to the scalp, around the eyes, on the chin, leg, or wrist to measure brain activity, 

eye movements, and muscle activity, respectively. Sometimes, heart and breathing rate are 

also monitored. Participants are then asked to fall asleep in the laboratory ‘bedroom’ while 

researchers monitor their physiological activity on a computer screen in an adjacent room 

to determine when participants have fallen asleep and in what sleep stage they are in. There 

is also a night-vision camera and an intercom system so that researchers could observe and 

communicate with participants. Researchers awaken participants during a predetermined 

time of night, sleep stage, and time in sleep stage. Often, multiple awakenings are 

performed, each and every time participants reach a particular sleep stage. Researchers 

usually wake participants up using a signal tone or calling their name over the intercom. 

Immediately upon awakening, participants are asked to give a detailed description of 

everything they remember of the dream experience. This is recorded and may be followed 

by affirmative probes. Then, participants are allowed to go back to sleep, after which the 

process is repeated.  

 

A sleep laboratory study is often considered the “gold standard” of dream research 

because it allows to exert tight experimental control over the data collection process. It is 

possible to ensure the shortest temporal lag from the previous dream experience, and thus 
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counteract fading of or distortions to the experience due to memory loss. Because sleep is 

monitored, it is possible to control and manipulate when exactly the reports and ratings are 

collected. It is also possible to collect several reports per night from one participant. Since 

reports can be collected throughout the night, dream data is more representative of dream 

experiences across the whole night (i.e., from different times of night, sleep stages, and 

times in sleep stages).  

 

However, conducting sleep laboratory studies is time-consuming and expensive. 

As participants typically sleep in the laboratory overnight, research personnel needs to be 

present to monitor participants and collect the data. Because waking up several times a 

night can lead to sleep deprivation, which may affect dream experiences, data cannot be 

collected from several nights in a row but enough time has to be left in-between different 

laboratory sessions (unless studying the effects of sleep deprivation). Also, since 

participants need to be trained in the procedure and adapt to the laboratory sleeping 

environment, data from the first night(s) cannot often be used for analysis. As a result, data 

from the same participants rarely derives from more than a few nights. Therefore, it is 

questionable to what extent these few nights represent the dream life of the participant in 

general. However, instead of overnight studies, it is also possible to conduct studies of 

shorter duration which are less time-consuming; for example, by studying sleep-onset 

dreams or nap-dreams during the daytime.  

 

Furthermore, sleeping in the laboratory can be a strain for subjects which can affect 

the quality of self-reports. The sleep-monitoring equipment can be uncomfortable and 

prevent good sleep. It may be tiring to wake up several times a night. Participants may 

experience sleep inertia: when they are awoken they may be confused, have a strong need 

to go back to sleep and it might be difficult for them to report and/or rate the dream.  

 

Also, ecological validity can be questioned. It may be that people simply do not 

have similar dream experiences in the laboratory as they do when they sleep at home (see 

chapter 6). About 20% of the dream reports collected from REM sleep in the laboratory 

have references to the experimental situation (e.g., experimenter, electrodes) (Schredl, 

2008) which seems to indicate at least some effect of the laboratory environment.  

 

Home Dream Diary 
 

Asking participants to keep a home dream diary during a specific period of time is 

probably the most often used method in dream research. In a typical home dream study, 

participants sleep in the comfort of their own homes and are instructed to write down the 

dreams in as much detail as possible immediately upon awakening. Alternatively, 

participants may be asked to audio-record their dreams. Sometimes narrative reports are 

complemented with affirmative probes and participants rate specific aspects of the dream 

experience either before or after reporting the dream. Awakening times may be set by 

researchers, but typically participants simply wake up when and how they do in their 

everyday life. At home, sleep is typically not monitored so it is not possible to know when 

(i.e., at what time of night, sleep stage, time in sleep stage) exactly dreams were 

experienced. Participants simply report the time they woke up and reported the dream.   
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However, it is possible to also monitor sleep at home. Simple devices (such as wrist 

actigraphy or sensors placed in bed) that measure body movement and physiological 

signals (such as heart and breathing rate) can be used to derive more objective information 

about participants’ sleeping and awakening times. Some portable devices that measure 

eyelid and body movement, such as Nightcap (Ajilore et al., 1995) and DreamLight (Kahan 

& LaBerge 2011), have been shown to be able to discriminate between wake, NREM and 

REM, or between wake and REM sleep, respectively. However, more complex monitoring 

devices, that measure brain activity and thus enable the detection of specific sleep stages 

in more detail and accuracy, are needed.  

 

Studies conducted in the home environment have high ecological validity because 

participants sleep in their natural environment. Also, because participants are instructed to 

report their dreams immediately upon awakening, the temporal lag between the experience 

and reporting is rather short, at least when participants carefully follow the instructions. 

However, because participants are typically not awoken during the night, their dream 

reports and ratings derive mostly from morning awakenings which do not represent dream 

experiences of the whole night, but make up only a subset of dreams (probably no more 

than 5-10 % of dreams in general, Domhoff, 1996).  

 

Because home dream studies are easier and less costly to carry out than laboratory 

studies, it is possible to collect data over a longer period of time and hence to obtain more 

information regarding the dream life of a single individual. However, keeping a dream 

diary takes time and effort from participants and motivation can wane over a longer period 

of the study. Motivation is maintained when researchers are frequently in contact with 

participants, show interest in their dreams and appreciate their effort.  

 

Most Recent Dream  
 

The Most Recent Dream (MRD) method is typically used for collecting data in 

classrooms, other group settings, or via Internet. Participants are instructed to write down 

the last dream they remember having as accurately and as completely as possible, “whether 

it was last night, last week, or last month” (for detailed instructions, see Domhoff, 1996). 

Since participants report only one dream and this can be done in any setting, a large number 

of dream reports from a large number of participants can be collected quickly and resource-

efficiently. However, because the dream is reported after a rather long temporal delay 

(hours, days, weeks) from the experience, there might be significant memory distortions. 

It may even be that instead of the last dream, participants report their most recurrent dream, 

their most memorable dream, or what they think they experienced (rather than what they 

actually experienced). Asking participants to write down the date when the dream occurred 

and time of the day they recalled it enables researches to discard other than the most recent 

dream reports. Nonetheless, even the most recent dreams may have considerable memory 

distortions over such delay, especially if participants did not originally intend to remember 

and report the dream. Also, since every participant is represented by one remembered 

dream only, and the data collection process is not controlled, the representativeness of the 

collected data can be questioned. Furthermore, because the data is collected in a different 
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setting than in which the dreams were experienced, the ecological validity of the method 

is questionable. Thus, this method is probably more suitable for exploring some other 

dream-related phenomena (e.g., what contents of dreams are best remembered) rather than 

dream experiences per se.  

  

Dream Questionnaire 
 

Questionnaires (see chapter 6) are typically used to collect general estimations 

about the frequency of dream recall (e.g., how often participants typically remember having 

dreams), specific types of dreams (e.g., how often participants remember having 

nightmares), specific contents of dreams (e.g., what is the emotional tone of their dreams 

in general), or whether participants have experienced a particular type of dream in their life 

(e.g., flying or falling dreams).  

 

Questionnaires are easy to administer, either in classroom, other group setting, or 

via Internet. This method may be useful when particular dream types or contents are less 

frequent and may thus be difficult to capture in other ways (e.g., in the sleep laboratory). 

Questionnaires are an efficient way for obtaining data from a large sample of participants. 

However, as questionnaires are far removed from specific dream experiences and ask 

questions about dreams in general, they more likely reflect general waking beliefs, 

opinions, or evaluations about one’s dream life, rather than actual dream experiences. 

Therefore, both the representativeness and ecological validity of the method can be 

questioned. Interestingly, though, data collected with questionnaires seem to be more 

strongly correlated with certain personality variables and psychopathology (e.g., anxiety) 

than dream diaries. Thus, although it is not possible to collect data about (the memories of) 

dream experiences, they may still provide some important information regarding the 

personality or well-being of participants. 

 

Methods for analyzing narrative dream reports 
 

The content of narrative dream reports needs to be analyzed to obtain quantitative 

data that can be statistically analyzed. This is known as content analysis and in this process 

the content of dream reports is rated or coded using a specific scale. Similarly to the process 

of data collection, there are several choices one needs to make before conducting the 

analysis as each of those can affect the results obtained. 

 

Who rates dream reports?  
 

Dream reports can be rated by external judges – experts trained in the rating 

procedure – or by the dreamer him/herself who produced the report. Self-ratings of dream 

reports should not be confused with self-ratings of dream experiences. In the first case 

participants rate their own reports, in the latter case they rate their dream experiences (or 

memories of these). Thus, in essence, the two constitute two different types of self-reports: 

narrative reports (further analyzed by the dreamer him/herself) and affirmative probes, 

respectively (Sikka et al., 2017).  
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What kind of scale is used and what is the unit of analysis?  
 

A large number of different scales exist to rate dream reports (see chapter 6) that 

differ in the types of contents they address. For example, some scales are meant to rate 

only specific contents of dream reports, such as bizarreness or threats, whereas others can 

be used to rate all the different types of contents that have been reported. Also, the scales 

can be nominal or ordinal: Nominal scales enable placement of existing contents into 

different categories (e.g., gender of a dream character); Ordinal scales are used to rate the 

extent or magnitude of contents (e.g., the intensity of negative emotions from none, mild, 

moderate to strong). A dream report can be rated as a whole, that is, whether and to what 

extent a particular type of contents is present or absent in the report. Alternatively, it is 

possible to rate separately every event, episode, or every time a particular type of contents 

occurs in a dream report (see more below).  

 

How are raters instructed?  
 

Raters may be required to rate only the contents that are explicitly expressed in the 

dream report or they may be allowed to infer the contents from the context of the dream 

report or from the actions of the dream characters. For example, if judges are asked to rate 

only explicitly expressed emotions in a dream report, they can code the emotion fear in a 

dream report that states “I was attacked by a big bear and I was scared”, but may not do so 

in a report that states “I was attacked by a big bear”.  

 

Whether and how is dream report length controlled?  
 

The length of dream reports can vary a lot, from one-sentence descriptions to those 

extending to thousands of words. Longer reports may have more contents as they probably 

describe more elaborate experiences. Some researchers argue that this may bias the results, 

and therefore, the length of the report should be taken into account. This can be done by 

establishing a minimum (e.g., 50 words) and maximum (e.g., 300 words) number of words 

a report has to have in order to be analyzed, or controlling for length in statistical analysis. 

Other researchers argue that controlling for length is unjustified and may artificially 

“dilute” the results.  

 

Typical Methods for Analyzing Narrative Dream Reports 
 

Before content analysis can be performed, all information not describing the dream 

experience (such as repetitions, fillers, waking life comments and corrections) are 

removed. Dream reports are then anonymized (all identifying information are removed) 

and randomized. Two or more judges work independently and read through the reports 

without knowing to whom each report belongs.  

 

In detailed content analysis, judges identify each and every time the contents of 

interest (e.g., aggression) is expressed in the report and using a scale chosen for the 

analysis, classify or code it into the category it belongs to. There are more than a hundred 
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dream rating and content analysis scales, but the most widely used is the content analysis 

system created by Calvin S. Hall and Robert Van de Castle in 1966 (see Domhoff, 1996 

for details). Using this system, Hall and Van de Castle analyzed 1000 dream reports of 

American college students collected between 1947 and 1950. These results are now used 

as norms against which the dream reports of other groups can be compared to. The dream 

reports used for creating the normative sample and their codings are available from 

www.dreambank.net which also contains over 30,000 other dream reports and a word 

search tool. On the website www.dreamresearch.net readers can also find an Excel 

spreadsheet (DreamSAT) which can automatically perform data analysis based on the 

codings entered. Another excellent source of narrative dream reports is the Sleep and 

Dream Database by Kelly Bulkeley http://sleepanddreamdatabase.org/ which contains 

more than 20,000 dream reports and where one can search for specific dream contents 

using a word search tool. 

 

Detailed content analysis helps to ensure objectivity and reproducibility. For 

objectivity, it is important to minimize subjective biases of judges which can be done by 

providing strict coding instructions and criteria. For example, judges are not allowed to 

infer more than what is actually reported in the dream report. Also, it is important that 

judges are “blind” as to the identity of the persons to whom the reports belong to. 

Reproducibility means that anyone (or at least a properly trained judge) can obtain the same 

results using the same method of analysis. For this, it is important that at least two 

independent judges rate the reports. It is then possible to compare their independent ratings 

to each other and calculate to what extent they agree. This is known as interrater or 

intercoder reliability. If this reliability index is high, the ratings can be trusted, if it is low, 

the ratings are questionable and cannot be used. After this, the judges discuss instances or 

ratings they disagree about and ultimately reach a consensus, or in case consensus cannot 

be reached, discard the ratings. 

  

However, performing detailed content analysis takes considerable time and 

resources because often hundreds of dream reports need to be analyzed. Computerized 

content analysis can be less laborious, but has several limitations. Searching for specific 

words or word strings often fails to take into account the context of the sentence which 

may determine the underlying meaning. For example, “I was not afraid” is counted as fear 

even though the negation changes the meaning of the sentence into the opposite. Thus, at 

present, it is not possible to bypass human judges, at least until future computer software 

can perform at the same level, or better. 

 

Furthermore, content analysis depends on the quality of the narrative report, that is, 

how accurate, detailed, and complete description of the dream experience it is. Because 

only explicitly expressed content is rated then ultimately the ratings depend on the memory 

(what and how much is remembered) and language skills (how elaborate the description 

is) of the participant who produced the report as well as the instructions given to the 

participant (what exactly should be reported). 

 

In global content analysis, instead of rating every single occurrence of a particular 

type of contents the report is rated as a whole. Often such features as emotionality, 

http://www.dreambank.net/
http://www.dreamresearch.net/
http://sleepanddreamdatabase.org/
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bizarreness, and vividness of the dream report are rated using global rating scales. This 

analysis is less time-consuming than performing detailed content analysis. However, 

because judges are allowed to rate aspects of the dream that are not explicitly expressed 

but can be inferred from the context of the dream report, such ratings are also more 

subjective. The criteria judges use to assess the magnitude or intensity of the contents (i.e., 

what makes one dream more or less emotional than another) may not be clear. Also, it can 

be questioned whether judges make correct inferences. For example, if a participant reports 

“I was attacked by a big bear”, it is unclear whether the dreamer felt anger, fear, or 

something else. Even if the ratings of different judges converge (i.e., interrater reliability 

is high), there is no guarantee that the ratings are also valid (i.e., they accurately evaluate 

the dream as experienced by the dreamer).   

 

Recommendations  
 

Below, some recommendations are given regarding how to address the various 

biases discussed previously (see also Windt, 2015). 

 

Temporal proximity 
 

It is important to minimize possible biases arising from memory. This means that 

self-reports about dream experiences should be collected with the shortest possible lag 

from the experience, that is, immediately upon awakening. If one is, however, interested 

in the evaluations or beliefs about one’s dream life, rather than dream experiences per se, 

then methods where data collection takes place after a temporal delay may work well (e.g., 

questionnaire). 

 

Training participants 
 

Training is needed to teach participants how to recall, report, and rate dream 

experiences, to improve self-observation skills, to help distinguish dream experiences from 

waking beliefs and/or expectations, and to help reduce response biases. However, it is 

important to keep in mind that training may alter the reporting of the experience or even 

the experience itself. 

 

Specific instructions 
 

It is equally important to use instructions that are best suited for collecting data 

about the specific features of the dream experience of interest. For example, rather than 

asking participants to report everything that was going through their mind before 

awakening, they can be asked about specific experiences (e.g., thoughts or feelings) they 

had. However, to reduce possible biases arising from paying attention to particular 

contents, specific instructions should go hand in hand with adequate training of 

participants. 
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Ecological validity  
 

If we are interested in what the dream experience is really like, then it is important 

to ensure that data is collected as close as possible to the conditions of where participants 

are typically experiencing dreams. This means that naturalistic (home) settings should be 

preferred to more artificial (laboratory) settings. 

 

Representative sample of dream experiences 
 

If we want the collected dream data to represent the whole spectrum, rather than 

just a subset, of dream experiences, then it is important to collect data throughout the night 

(from different times of night, sleep stages, and time in sleep stages) and across several 

nights (over a longer period of time). For this, it is necessary to use sleep-monitoring 

devices, or at least, collect data from different periods of night (if monitoring sleep stages 

is not possible). Also, we should strive to collect as many dream reports per person as 

possible to get a more representative picture of the dream life of a person. This might be 

especially important if we want to correlate certain personality characteristics with dream 

content.  

 

Multi-method approach  
 

As discussed above, different methods have different strengths and weaknesses and 

may thus uncover different facets of the same phenomenon. Therefore, combining several 

methods to study dream experiences can help overcome the weaknesses of one particular 

method. For example, narrative reports can be complemented with affirmative probes, 

dream reports rated by external judges can be used together with self-ratings by the 

dreamers themselves. In the least, this provides an opportunity for direct comparisons of 

the various methods to understand to what extent the results might be affected by the 

method used. Moreover, if the results obtained with several different methods converge it 

is more likely that we can trust our results.  

 

To conclude, we might not yet be able to “catch” the dream experience, but with 

rigorous methods we can hopefully get as close as possible to understanding it. The key 

lesson to remember is: who, what, where, when, and how you study is what you get.  
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