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Abstract
This study replicated and extended a previous finding that the discussion of dreams increases
the level of empathy toward the dreamer from those with whom the dream is discussed. The
study addressed mediating variables for the empathy effect. Participants were recruited in
dyads who already knew each other and were assigned dream-sharer and discusser roles.
Each dyad used the Ullman dream appreciation technique to explore the relationship of the
sharer’s dreams to recent experiences in the sharer’s life, with a maximum of four dream
discussions per dyad (mean length of dreams = 140.15 words, mean discussion length =
23.72 minutes). The empathy of each member of a dyad toward the other was assessed using
a 12-item state empathy questionnaire. Forty-four participants (females = 26, males = 18,
mean age = 26.70) provided empathy scores at baseline and after each dream discussion. For
below median baseline empathy scorers, empathy of discussers toward their dream-sharer
increased significantly as a result of the dream discussions, with medium effect size, n* =
0.39. Dream-sharers had a non-significant increase in empathy toward their discusser.
Change in empathy was not linear across successive discussions, and was not related to
length of dream reports, nor length of discussions. These findings of post-sleep, social effects
of dreaming, with possibly a group bonding function, go beyond theories of dreaming that

have a within-sleep emotional or memory processing function for the individual.
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There has been extensive research showing that individuals benefit from considering
their dreams as part of individual therapy or group therapy (Blechner, 2001; Ellis, 2020;
Fonagy et al., 2018; Hill, 2004). This research has been extended to findings of insight gains
in group sessions that use the Ullman (1996) dream appreciation technique to discuss dreams
and relate them to the dream-sharers’ recent waking life. Using this technique, Edwards et al.
(2013) showed that dream-sharers have high post-discussion scores on the exploration-insight
subscale of the Gains from Dream Interpretation questionnaire (Heaton et al., 1998). Scores
were also found to be higher after the discussion of dreams than after discussing a recent
personally significant event (Edwards et al., 2015) or a daydream (Blagrove, Edwards et al.,
2019), where all dream, event and daydream reports were discussed and explored using the
Ullman technique.

Whereas the above research addressed effects on the person telling a dream, Schrage-
Frih (2016) and Blagrove, Hale et al. (2019) reviewed reasons to hypothesize that the sharing
of dreams would result in increased empathy toward the person sharing the dream from those
with whom the dream is discussed. The hypothesis followed from the extensive literature
showing correlational and causal relationships between the reading or watching of fiction and
empathy (Mar & Oatley, 2008; Matthijs Bal et al., 2013; Oatley, 2011, 2016). Blagrove, Hale
et al. (2019) suggested that dream reports can act as a piece of fiction in this regard (Nielsen
et al., 2001; Pace-Schott, 2013; States, 1993), in that dreams in general are novel but realistic
simulations of waking social life (Domhoff & Schneider, 2018; Revonsuo et al., 2016; Windt,
2015), very rarely replicating waking life events (Fosse et al., 2003), and with a mixture of
characters, motivations, scenarios, and positive and negative emotions. Both dreams and
literary fiction are thus simulations of social experiences and social reality, and the
exploration of these would enhance empathy toward the characters and experiences portrayed

in these narratives, and, for dreams, toward the person telling the dream in regard to their life
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circumstances from which the dream arose, given the relationship of dream content to the
recent waking life emotional events and concerns of the dreamer (Eichenlaub et al., 2018,
2019; Malinowski & Horton, 2014; Schredl, 2006).

This hypothesis that dream-sharing is related to or can enhance empathy was tested in
two studies by Blagrove, Hale et al. (2019). In Study 1 they found that trait empathy was
significantly associated with the frequency of listening to the dreams of others, and the
frequency of telling one’s own dreams to others. In Study 2 they found that, for 27 dyads of
dream-sharers and discussers following the Ullman (1996) dream appreciation technique,
state empathy of discussers toward their dream-sharer increased significantly as a result of
the dream discussions, with a medium effect size, whereas the dream-sharers had a small
non-significant decrease in empathy toward their discusser. Previous studies had shown that
dream sharing brings individuals closer together emotionally (Schredl & Schawinski, 2010;
Vann & Alperstein, 2010), and enhances feelings of intimacy and trust within established
relationships (Duffey et al., 2004; ljams & Miller, 2000; Olsen et al., 2013). However, the
relationship of dream sharing specifically to empathy had not been addressed empirically
before the two Blagrove, Hale et al. (2019) studies.

Due to the need for untrained participants to quickly learn and apply a dream
exploration method, Study 2 of Blagrove, Hale et al. (2019) and the present study used the
technique devised by psychiatrist and psychoanalyst Montague Ullman (1996) specifically
for lay persons in a group to explore and appreciate dream content. This technique was
formulated by Ullman to be performed for personal exploration, rather than for therapeutic
reasons, although therapeutic effects could no doubt occur. The method has two guiding
principles: safety, to ensure that the dreamer is happy or content in all that they are
disclosing, and curiosity, in which the group members gently and sensitively ask questions

about the dream and about the dreamer’s waking life. The technique is structured so that
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information about the dream and about the dreamer’s waking life are elicited separately, so
that these two areas are explored as fully as possible before they are compared and matched
in the ‘orchestration’ stage (stage 5, described below). The theoretical basis for the method is
that unresolved areas of recent emotional waking life, and especially from the day and
evening before the dream, are the most likely to provide the content and motive force for the
dream.

Given the theoretical and practical consequences of the finding of empathic effects of
dream sharing, it is important that a replication of Blagrove, Hale et al.’s (2019) Study 2 is
undertaken. There were some uncontrolled aspects of that study, in that length of dream
reports and length of dream discussions were not recorded, although discussion length was
specified in instructions to participants as needing to be from 15 to 30 minutes. The current
study follows the procedure and methods used in Blagrove, Hale et al.’s (2019) Study 2, but
with the new aims of assessing whether there is a linear increase in empathy with each dream
that is discussed, and whether the change in empathy between-subjects is positively related to
the word length of dream reports, and to the length of dream discussions. The current study
examines also the possible interaction with the nature of the prior relationship between the
dream-sharer and discusser.

Hypotheses

We hypothesized that, after dream discussions, the discusser will have increased
empathy toward the dream-sharer, compared to their baseline empathy measure. We also
hypothesized that the dream-sharer will not have increased empathy toward their discusser.
We aimed to have four dream discussions per dyad, and to measure length of each dream
report in words (following Antrobus, 1983), and length of each dream discussion, and length
of each Ullman procedure stage in each discussion, so as to assess whether longer dream

reports and longer discussions are associated with greater increases in empathy. The
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association of the relationship status of the dyad with baseline empathy and empathy change

was also assessed.

Method

Participants

Twenty-three dyads were recruited from the University population and from their
family and friends. Each dyad applied to take part together, self-identified as either family
members, in a relationship, or friends/housemates/other, knowing that one would be sharing
dreams and that the other would discuss those dreams with them. Dyads were screened so
that at least one of the members of each dyad reported a home dream recall frequency of at
least eight dreams per month. Baseline and post-discussion empathy data were not returned
by two participants (one dream-sharer and one discusser, in different dyads), resulting in a
total sample of 44 (females = 26, males = 18; mean age = 26.70 years, SD=13.79, range = 18
- 73). All participants gave written informed consent online in accordance with the
Declaration of Helsinki. The protocol was approved by the Research Ethics Committee,
Department of Psychology, Swansea University.
Procedure

At the start of the study each participant completed online an adapted version of the
12-item Shen (2010) state empathy scale (see Materials below), regarding their empathy
toward the other member of the dyad. This produced a baseline empathy score for each
participant. Dyads were then asked to have four dream discussions over approximately two
weeks. The sharer was specified as the member of the dyad with highest retrospective dream
recall frequency. Upon having a dream, the dream-sharer arranged to meet the discusser as
soon as possible so as to discuss the dream with them. The sharer was asked to have the

dream report typed out beforehand in as much detail as possible, either on paper or on a
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phone or laptop, and also to email the dream report to the experimenters. The discussion
followed the stages of the Ullman (1996) dream appreciation technique, with a total
recommended time of 25 minutes for each discussion (see instructions in Materials below).

During each discussion the dyad completed an online questionnaire to show the time
at the start of each of the Ullman stages, and the time at the end of the discussion, so that
overall discussion length, and length of each of the stages, could be calculated. After each
dream discussion, both participants separately completed the state empathy scale. During the
study 17 dyads had four discussions with empathy scores returned after each, two dyads had
three discussions, one dyad had two discussions, and three dyads had one discussion.
Materials

The adapted Shen (2010) state empathy scale has the following 12 items:

1. My friend’s / partner’s emotions are genuine;

2. | experience the same emotions as my friend / partner;

3. | have a similar mood to my friend / partner;

4.1 can feel my friend’s / partner’s emotions;

5. I can see my friend’s / partner’s point of view;

6. I recognize my friend’s / partner’s situation;

7. 1 can understand what my friend / partner goes through;

8. My friend’s / partner’s reactions are understandable;

9. When | talk to my friend / partner, I am fully absorbed,;

10. I can relate to what my friend / partner goes through;

11. I can identify with the situations my friend / partner describes to me;

12. I can identify with my friend / partner.

Each item is scored on a 0 — 10 scale, where 0 = not at all and 10 = completely.

Scores on the scale range from 0 to 120.
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Instructions for the Ullman technique, given to dream-sharers and discussers at the
start of the study, with recommended duration of each stage of the technique:

1. The dream-sharer tells the dream report as fully as possible, reading from the typed
report. The discusser asks clarifying questions, so as to make sure that the report is
complete. Please ensure to describe what emotions were felt while the dream was
happening, and to describe in as much detail as can be remembered the places,
people and actions in the dream. 5 minutes

2. The discusser should give his or her views of the dream report and of how it would
feel and what it would mean if the discusser had had the dream. This provides a
pool of ideas that the dream-sharer might not have thought of in trying to make
sense of the dream. 2 minutes

3. The dream-sharer responds to anything that he or she wants to regarding what the
discusser said at step 2. The dream-sharer then talks about what was on his or her
mind in the days before the dream. The dream-sharer can talk about conversations,
events, concerns, things he or she saw or experienced, on the day before the dream
and on the days before that, and in particular before falling to sleep. It may help for
the discusser to ask, for example, "When you consider the dream and the feelings in
the dream, and you think back on what was on your mind the previous day, is there
anything you'd like to say about that?" 5 minutes

4. Reading aloud the dream-sharer’s written dream report. The discusser reads back
the dream report to the dream-sharer in the second person (e.g., "You're at a dance.
You walk to the center of the room."). Please stop frequently to allow the dream-
sharer to add any new details either about the dream or about what has been
happening to the dream-sharer in waking life in the days before the dream. 3

minutes
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5. The dream-sharer and discusser should discuss any connections they can make
between the dream report and the waking life background and recent events and
concerns of the dream-sharer. Please note that you can only discuss or comment on
the dream report and anything the dream-sharer has said during the previous steps,
unless new ideas come to mind for the dream-sharer. The purpose of this step is to
discover any connections between the dream and the dream-sharer’s recent waking
life and emotions. 5 minutes

6. The dream-sharer can talk about any way in which he or she would change what
happened in the dream report, or would make any changes in his or her life. 2

minutes

Results

Across the dyads, mean dream length was 140.15 words (SD=126.66) and mean
discussion length 23.72 minutes (SD=9.54). Mean total length of dreams discussed by each
dyad was 555.39 words (SD=510.70) and mean total discussion time 86.96 minutes
(SD=38.41). The mean baseline empathy score for the participants in the current study
(N=44) was 88.20 (SD=13.44). This is higher than on the original version of the state
empathy scale in Shen (2010), which had mean scores equivalent to 59.30 and 69.63 on the
current study’s 0 — 10 rating scale. The mean baseline empathy score for the current study
was also significantly higher than the mean baseline empathy score of 82.04 (SD=15.21) for
the 53 participants in Blagrove, Hale et al. (2019) (t(95)=2.094, p=.039). To avoid a ceiling
effect in analyses the current sample was thus split around the median score for baseline
empathy. With median score being 90, this resulted in samples of n=21 below and n=20
above the median, three participants were on the median and hence were excluded. This

procedure resulted in a low empathy group (n=21) whose baseline empathy (M = 77.29,
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SD=10.54) did not differ significantly from the Blagrove, Hale et al. (2019) sample
(t(72)=1.310, p=.194), and a high empathy group (n=20) whose baseline empathy (M = 99.4,
SD=5.27) was significantly higher than for the Blagrove, Hale et al. (2019) sample
(t(70.75)=7.240, p<.001). The low empathy group comprised 13 females and 8 males, the
high empathy group comprised 11 females and 9 males; the groups did not differ significantly
on sex of members (y?(1) = 0.201, p=.654). Overall, males and females did not differ on
baseline empathy (males: M=99.56, SD=13.97, n=18; females: M=100.65, SD=13.33, n=26;
t(42)=0.264, p=.793).

To test the main hypotheses, the mean of the empathy scores following the dream
discussions was used as the post-intervention measure, and compared within-subjects to the
empathy score measured at baseline. The Wilcoxon matched-sample test was used due to
change scores being non-normally distributed. Table 1 shows that, for the low empathy
group, discussers had a significant increase in empathy toward their dream-sharer from
baseline as a result of the dream discussions. Dream-sharers in the low empathy group had a
non-significant increase in empathy toward their discusser. For the high empathy group,

dream-sharers and discussers did not have a significant change in empathy.
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Table 1
Baseline and post-dream discussion empathy of dream-sharers and discussers

toward each other, for the below and above median empathy groups separately.

Baseline Post-dream Wilcoxon matched-

discussions samples test, two-tail

Role n M SD M SD VA p

Below median baseline empathy group
Sharer 11  75.64 10.21 79.46 19.61 1.379 .168

Discusser 10 79.10 11.14 86.32 9.09 2.803 .005

Above median baseline empathy group
Sharer 10 99.90 6.57 9555 6.67 1.683 .092

Discusser 10 98.90 3.84 9845 8.93 0.533 .594

Note: Baseline empathy of sharers and discussers did not differ significantly for

the low empathy (t(19)=0.744, p=.466) or high empathy (t(18)=0.415, p=.683) groups.

The change in empathy for the low empathy discussers had a medium effect size, n° =
0.39 (calculated as n2 = Z%n , where n = number of observations; Fritz et al., 2012). For the
low empathy discussers who completed four discussions (n=7), the mean empathy (with SDs)
recorded at baseline and after each of the four discussions were 83.00 (SD=6.76), 92.57
(8.06), 85.71 (6.97), 84.29 (13.96), and 91.43 (8.44) respectively, showing that empathy did
not increase linearly with successive dream discussions. Using Spearman’s rho correlation,
change in empathy for the low baseline empathy discussers was not positively associated
with total length of discussions, total length of any of the six Ullman discussion stages, nor

total length of dream reports (all Spearman rhos < .15, all ps > .34).
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The distribution of relationship types across the 44 participants was: Life family,
n=10; in a relationship, n=19; friends/house mates/other, n=15. One-way ANOVA showed
that baseline empathy scores did not differ as a function of relationship type (F(2,41)=0.501,
p=.610). Across the whole sample, change in empathy did not differ as a function of
relationship type (Kruskall-Wallis test, H=1.229, df=2, p=.541). Univariate ANOVA
confirmed that change in empathy from baseline to mean of the post-dream discussions did
not differ as a function of relationship type (F(2,29)=0.300, p=.743), and relationship type
did not interact with dream-sharer/discusser condition (F(2,29)=0.968, p=.392), nor as a three
way interaction with dream-sharer/discusser condition and high/low empathy group
(F(2,29)=0.782, p=.467).

Discussion

The study aimed firstly to test whether the discussion of dreams results in increased
empathy toward the dream-sharer. Discussers in the below median baseline empathy group
were found to have a significant increase in empathy toward dream-sharers as a result of
discussing dreams using the Ullman technique, and dream-sharers had a small but non-
significant increase in empathy toward their discusser. This confirms our two main
hypotheses, but only for the below median group, as the above median group may have been
subject to a ceiling effect. This difference in outcomes between the dream-sharer and
discusser conditions in the below median group can be understood in that the dream-sharer is
addressing their own dream and own life experiences during the discussion process, and so
does not discuss the life circumstances of the discusser, except briefly in stage 2 of the
Ullman procedure, whereas the discusser is engaging with emotional information told by the
dreamer about their experiences when asleep and when awake. An increase in empathy for
both members of a dyad would thus need them to take turns in sharing and discussing, which

would indeed occur in more naturalistic settings.
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The current results extend the findings of Blagrove, Hale et al. (2019) in showing that
change in empathy across discussers was not positively related to differences in the length of
dream reports they discussed, nor with differences in length of discussions, and empathy did
not increase linearly across successive discussions. Change in empathy across the whole
sample was also not related to the type of relationship between the sharer and discusser. It
may thus be that empathy change is related to the types of waking life experiences that the
dream-sharer had prior to the dream, if those are the subject of discussion, or to
characteristics of dream content, such as the level of emotion in the dream, or to whether the
dyad were successful in connecting the dream to the dreamer’s recent waking life. These
possible mediating variables should be addressed in future research.

The current results were found although the aim to share four dreams within a two-
week period may have resulted in sub-optimal dreams being examined. In naturalistic
circumstances the main predictor of sharing for both negative and positive dreams is the
emotional intensity of the dream (Curci & Rimé, 2008); the dreams shared for this current
experiment might not have had such emotional intensity or urgency for sharing. Likewise,
Schredl et al. (2015) found that for the last situation in which participants had told one of
her/his own dreams to another person, or listened to a dream told by another person, the three
main motives for dream telling were ‘dream topic relevant for the interaction between the
dreamer and the listener,” ‘extraordinary dream,’ and ‘wish to understand the dream better.’
These characteristics might have been absent for some dreams in the current study, and yet
the hypothesized increase in empathy for discussers toward dream-sharers still occurred.

The empathy theory of dreaming holds that the sharing of dreams provides individual
and group benefits through self-disclosure. It can be contrasted with almost all theories of
dream function, which usually posit a benefit of dreams for the individual during sleep, and

usually a benefit that occurs even for unrecalled dreams (Barrett, 2007; Valli & Revonsuo,
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2007; Zadra & Stickgold, 2021). In contrast, the empathy theory proposes an effect that
occurs when the dream is told, after waking. It further speculates that this effect may have led
to selection for salient and fictional characteristics of dream content that support this effect,
during human evolution, alongside the evolution of story-telling (Blagrove, Hale et al., 2019).
This speculative proposal is offered irrespective of whether dreaming had evolved with some
other, within-sleep function, or had developed as an epiphenomenal spandrel (Barrett, 2007).
We suggest that studies that address within-sleep effects of dreaming should consider
whether dream-content data might additionally favor a post-sleep self-disclosure and group
bonding effect or function.
Implications for psychotherapy and personal relationships

Many of the methods used for the exploration of dreams within psychotherapy, and
for understanding the relationship of the dream to the current and past experiences and issues
of the client, are detailed by Pesant and Zadra (2004) and by Ellis (2020). They describe how
the consideration of dreams and their associations increases psychotherapy clients’ self-
knowledge and insight, increases clients’ commitment to and engagement in therapy, due to
the emotional valence of the material, and can result in the revelation of information or
emotions that the client is unable or unwilling to acknowledge. Changes in dreams can also
indicate the progress of therapy. However, these authors describe that the use of dreams is
now rarely taught to new clinicians. The findings of this current study firstly support the use
of the Ullman technique, as a systematic way of detailing and cross-mapping a dream and its
waking life context, and the technique may thus be found useful by therapists and by the
wider lay population, and especially as exploration-insight subscale (Heaton et al., 1998)
ratings following its use are shown by Edwards et al. (2013) to be comparable to scores
obtained from Hill’s (2004) well-established therapist-led dream interpretation method. The

technique can also be used in the training of psychotherapists, so as to provide hands-on
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experience in the skills of exploring dream content and the relationships of dream content to
recent waking life (Ullman, 1994).

The second implication of the current findings is that clients can be advised that, in
addition to dreams being usefully addressed in therapy, they can also be told and discussed
with significant others, and that this can result in closer understanding and empathy toward
the client, outside the therapeutic environment, and also result in increased empathy from the
client toward a dream sharing significant other. Clients and the wider population may be
receptive to this advice of practicing dream sharing, given that, in Schredl et al. (2014), 35%
of respondents representing the general population stated that they share dreams at least
monthly, this figure including 10% who share dreams weekly or several times per week, and
in Schredl and Bulkeley’s (2019) diverse sociodemographic and ethnic background online
survey, 23% of the sample reported sharing dreams at least once per week.

Limitations

This study did not address participants’ motives for sharing a dream or sharing
dreams in general, nor participants’ levels of being attuned to or skilled in the discussion of
dreams or any other narrative form, nor the content characteristics of dreams that were
shared, or not shared. In future research it is necessary, following Hill et al. (2001), to
identify the person, technique, or dream-related variables that mediate or modulate the
empathy inducing effects of dream sharing. It may also be that the sharing of some topics
(such as those that are socially undesirable) might engender more empathy toward the sharer
since such sharing can be a sign of trust to which the discusser is invited to reciprocate.

The main limitation to the study is that there was no comparison condition in which
some narrative material other than a dream report is used to elicit a meaningful discussion.
Comparison conditions in future work could be the discussion of a recent significant event in

the life of the dreamer, as in Edwards et al. (2015), the dream-sharer telling someone else’s
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dream, as in Hill et al. (1993), or having the dreamer tell a story based on an ambiguous
photograph or drawing, such as in the Thematic Apperception Test. A further range of self-
disclosure techniques is given by Osmanoglu (2019), who, in addition to having group
members tell to others a dream that had profoundly affected them, set them eight further
activities, including: to express through drawing, thoughts of which you feel guilty; to
consider what you would do if today was the last day of your life; and to describe your first
three memories which you clearly remember in the first years of your life and to describe
how they have affected your life. The nine sessions of group work, each with one of these
activities, led to increased subjective assessment of positive relationships with others, and
also of being open with others. However, assessments were only made at the start and end of
the nine sessions, and so it remains to be investigated whether the sharing of dreams has a
different outcome from each of the other eight self-disclosure methods used by Osmanoglu
(2019). A further comparison condition is to have participants report their recent personal
work experiences, which like dream recall also requires episodic recall: compared to this
recall condition, dream recall results in increased activation of the limbic and inferior
temporal area in response to emotional stimuli (Lai et al., 2019). However, we accept that
these comparison conditions and the dream-sharing condition might all still be subject to
statistical regression and also experimenter demand (McCambridge, de Bruin, & Witton,
2012).

We also note that the discusser group in which the significant increase in empathy
was found had a sample size of 10, and that this is not ideal given the low statistical power
that can result, and which raises the possibility of spurious or chance findings. Future work
on this topic should be undertaken with larger sample sizes. Further studies should also have
video-supervision of participants’ discussions, so that adherence to the protocol and accuracy

of process data are better controlled.
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Conclusions

The current study replicated the previous finding that the discussion of dreams
enhances empathy toward the dream-sharer. This enhancement was found to not be a function
of dream report length, nor discussion length, and did not increase linearly across discussions.
Although future research should address how the enhanced empathy outcomes of the sharing
and discussion of dreams compare to other methods of eliciting self-disclosure, dreams may
still be valid and useful stimuli for discussion even if outcomes are no higher than for other
objects of discussion. This is because the discussion of dreams may be expected to be at least
as fruitful as the discussion of other narrative stimuli given that the brain is sifting memories
for consolidation during sleep on the basis of their emotional relevance (van Rijn et al.,
2017), and dreaming may reflect or be part of this filtering process (Eichenlaub et al., 2018;
Malinowski & Horton, 2014; Wamsley & Stickgold, 2011; Zadra & Stickgold, 2021).
Furthermore, whatever the outcomes for sharing dreams are, in comparison to outcomes for
sharing other narrative reports, such as of a favorite film, it must be remembered that people
often wake with a dream in mind that they want to tell. The personal and social benefits of
such dream sharing thus do need to be investigated further, albeit with comparison conditions
that present or generate narratives other than dreams as the basis for discussion. Such
research is important given that increased dream telling across society might counteract
current societal decreases in empathic concern and perspective taking, the two main

components of empathy (Konrath et al., 2011).

Data availability statement: The data that support the findings of this study are available from
the corresponding author upon reasonable request.
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