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Abstract

Numerous studies have shown that women tend to share dreams more often than
men. However, research looking at factors that might explain this gender difference is
scarce. The present online study (N = 1,808) clearly showed that gender differences
in frequency of sharing emotional experiences and sex role orientation (femininity/
expressivity) did affect the gender difference in dream sharing whereas dream-
related variables such as dream recall frequency and attitude towards dreams did
not. Many of the factors associated with dream sharing indicate that the socialization
processes might have an effect on dream variables in adulthood. To pursue this line of
research, it would be fruitful to study dream sharing within the family.
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Although dreams are very personal experiences, most people share some of them
with others (Kuiken & Sikora, 1993; Schredl, 2000; Vann & Alperstein, 2000).
The motives for sharing dreams are manifold, ranging from relief (recounting a

'Central Institute of Mental Health, Medical Faculty Mannheim, Heidelberg University, Germany
2Psychology Department, University of Freiburg, Germany

Corresponding Author:

Michael Schredl, Schlaflabor, Zentralinstitut fiir Seelische Gesundheit, Postfach 12 21 20, Mannheim
68072, Germany.

Email: Michael.Schredl@zi-mannheim.de


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F0276236614568640&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2015-03-01

Schredl et al. 307

nightmare) to entertainment of others by sharing funny dreams and increasing
intimacy in relationships by sharing personal experiences (Duffey, Wooten,
Lamadue, & Comstock, 2004; Ijams & Miller, 2000; Olsen, Schredl, &
Carlsson, 2013). The present research focused on the question as to what factors
are related to dream sharing frequency. The most obvious factor, of course, is
dream recall frequency: If you cannot recall any dreams or very rarely, you have
nothing to share. Several studies (Herman & Shows, 1984; Pagel & Vann, 1993;
Schredl, 2000; Schredl & Schawinski, 2010) found correlation coefficients from
r=.40 up to r=.65 between dream sharing frequency and dream recall fre-
quency. There are other dream-related factors, such as dream intensity, that
are related to whether a dream is shared or not; usually, a greater number of
intense dreams are shared than mundane ones (Curci & Rime, 2008). Only one
study (Schredl & Schawinski, 2010) looked into the relationship between dream
sharing and personality and found that extroversion, as expected, was related
with increased dream sharing. The second trait associated with dream sharing
was Hartmann’s thin boundaries construct (Hartmann, 1991). The size of these
effects (association with emotional intensity and personality) was relatively small
compared with the gender differences found for dream sharing in samples with
mean ages from the age of 10 to late adulthood (Curci & Rime, 2008; Georgi,
Schredl, Henley-Einion, & Blagrove, 2012; Kelels, 2004; Olsen et al., 2013;
Robbins & Tanck, 1988; Schredl, 2009; Schredl & Pallmer, 1998; Schredl &
Schawinski, 2010; Szmigielska & Holda, 2007) with effect sizes from .46
(Schredl & Pallmer, 1998) to .79 (Curci & Rime, 2008). These are considerably
larger than the effect sizes for the gender difference in dream recall frequency
(about .20 to .30; Schredl & Reinhard, 2008). Despite this marked gender dif-
ference, empirical studies trying to explain this gender difference are scarce.
Factors that might help to explain the gender difference have to fulfill two
criteria: First, they should significantly correlate with dream sharing frequency
and, second, they should show a significant gender difference themselves.

The most obvious factor meeting these criteria is, of course, dream recall
frequency. However, two studies (Georgi et al., 2012; Schredl & Schawinski,
2010) have shown that partialling out dream recall frequency does not affect
the gender difference in dream sharing frequency in a marked way. In similar
way, positive attitudes towards dreams do not influence the gender difference in
dream sharing frequency (Schredl & Schawinski, 2010). Because Georgi et al.
(2012) found a significant increase regarding the gender difference in dream
sharing from the age of 10 to late adolescence, they speculated that gender-
specific dream socialization might play a role, that is, boys and girls might be
differentially encouraged to talk about dreams.

The present study was conducted to investigate other plausible candidates for
explaining the gender difference in dream sharing frequency. The first variable is
the frequency of sharing personal experiences in general—a comprehensive
meta-analysis (Dindia & Allen, 1992) has demonstrated that women share
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personal experiences more often than men. As dreams are personal experiences,
it was expected that statistically controlling the frequency of sharing personal
experiences should reduce the effect of gender on dream sharing frequency. The
second variable that was studied was sex role orientation. Femininity/
Expressivity was positively related to dream recall frequency (Schredl, Lahl, &
Goritz, 2010), so it was hypothesized that it might also be related to dream
sharing frequency and might explain gender differences in dream sharing fre-
quency—a line of thinking based on the increasing gender difference in dream
sharing from childhood throughout adolescence (Georgi et al., 2012).

Method
Research Instruments

For eliciting dream frequency, a 7-point scale (coded as 0 =never, 1 =less than
once a month, 2 =about once a month, 3 =about 2 to 3 times a month, 4 = about
once a week, 5=several times a week, and 6 =almost every morning) was pre-
sented. High retest reliability has been shown for this scale (r=.85; Schredl,
2004). To obtain units of mornings per week, the scale was recoded using the
class means (0 — 0, I — 0.125,2 — 0.25,3 — 0.625,4 — 1.0, 5 — 3.5, and 6
— 6.5). If the person checked “once a week,” the value of the recoded variable
was 1 (morning with dream recall per week). If (s)he checked “several times” a
week, the recoded variable was set to 3.5 mornings with dream recall (possible
range from 2 to 5). The category “almost every morning” was recoded as 6.5
mornings with dream recall per week because it could be every morning (7) or
almost every morning (6). A scale with similar 7-point scale was used for
measuring dream sharing frequency. Attitude towards dreams were measured
by 10 items (Schredl, Brenner, & Faul, 2002); the scale showed high internal
consistency (r=.905) and high retest reliability (r=.73). An example item is:
“A person who reflects about her/his dreams learns a lot about himself/herself.”

In addition to eliciting age and gender, the participants were asked to com-
plete the “Skalen zur Erfassung der Geschlechtstypizitdt” (Scales measuring
gender stereotypes; GTS+), a questionnaire based mainly on the items of the
Bem Sex Role Inventory (Bem, 1974) and sex role orientation was measured
along two dimensions: expressivity/femininity and instrumentality/masculinity
(Altstotter-Gleich, 2004). For each dimension, eight 4-point items with the
answering categories rarely, sometimes, often, and almost always were presented.
Examples for the expressivity/femininity scale are “Typically I am empathic.”
or “Typically I am sensitive.” Items for the instrumentality/masculinity scale
are “Typically I am assertive.” or “Typically I am self-confident.” The eight
items—coded from 1=rarely to 4=almost always—were averaged for
each scale. The reliabilities of the scales are high (Cronbach’s alpha=.79
[expressivity] and Cronbach’s alpha = .83 [instrumentality]), and the construct
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validity was demonstrated by confirmatory factor analyses (Altstotter-Gleich,
2004).

A 9-point scale was used for measuring frequency of sharing personal experi-
ences (0 =never, 1 =less than once a year, 2 = about once a year, 3 =about 2 to 4
times a year, 4 = about once a month, 5=about 2 to 3 times a month, 6 = about
once a week, T=several times a week, and 8 =almost every day). A brief
definition was provided: “For estimating the frequency, a situation should be
considered in which you talk about your emotions, about experiences that
touched you currently or in the past. It should be an encounter that goes
more deeply into your personal experiences (no small talk). Such an interaction
should last at least several minutes and could be face-to-face or by phone.” To
obtain units per month, the scale was recoded using the class means of the nine
categories (0 — 0, 1 — 0.042,2 — 0.083,3 — 0.25,4 — 1.0,5— 2.5,6 > 4.0, 7
— 12.0, and 8 — 25.0). For examples of the recoding procedure, see above;
however, the units for this recoded scale were occurrences per month. Lastly, the
participants were asked whether they live in a stable partnership (Yes/No).

Procedure and Participants

Overall, 1,808 persons (1,110 women and 698 men) completed the online survey
between April 5, 2013 and April 14, 2013. The mean age of the sample was
45.64 £ 15.33 years (range: 14-91 years). The mean age of the male participants
(49.88 £ 16.24 years) differs significantly from the average age of the female
participants (42.98 £ 14.10 years, t=-9.3, p <.0001), so age was entered into
the analysis in order to control for this difference. The percentage of the women
who reported living in a stable partnership was 70.5; the figure was similar for
men (70.8%) with no statistically significant difference (x*>=0.0, p = .8853).

The link for the study was posted on the online panel www.wisopanel.net.
Within this panel, persons with an interest in online studies and with heterogenic
demographic backgrounds are registered. For some surveys, prizes or money are
offered for study participation, but this study was completely voluntary and
unpaid.

Statistical procedures were carried out with the SAS 9.2 software package for
Windows. Ordinal regressions (cumulative logit analyses) were used for analyz-
ing the effect of different predictors on dream sharing frequency.

Results

The mean dream recall frequency (recoded scale) for the total sample was
1.94 +2.04 mornings per week; the dream sharing frequency average was
0.61 +1.12 per week. The exact distribution of the participants’ responses is
depicted in Table 1. The gender difference in dream sharing frequency (effect
size) as depicted in Table 2 was highly significant (p < .0001; ordinal regression
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Table I. Dream Sharing Frequency.

Total sample (%) Women (%) Men (%)
Category (N=1,808) (N=1,110) (N=698)
Almost every morning 1.22 .17 1.29
Several times a week 7.58 8.56 6.02
About once a week 12.94 15.41 9.46
About 2 to 3 times a month 12.22 12.88 117
About once a month 6.58 7.03 5.87
Less than once a month 36.17 36.49 35.67
Never 23.29 18.74 30.52

Table 2. Means and Standard Deviations of the Sex Role Orientation Questionnaire GTS+
and Dream Variables.

Women Men Effect  Correlation with
Variable (N=1,110) (N=698) size dream sharing

Dream sharing frequency (per week) 0.67 +1.14 0.52+1.08 0.297° -
Dream recall frequency (per week) 2.05+2.08 1.75+1.98 0.186° 512 (p <.0001)

Frequency of sharing personal 8.07+8.29 558+7.60 0.424° .344 (p <.0001)
experiences (per month)

Expressivity/femininity 2874052 2.644+053 0438 .184 (p <.0001)

Instrumentality/masculinity 251 £0.57 2.64+0.58 —0.226 —0.010 (p=.6690)

Attitude towards dreams 3.67+0.80 3.384+0.87 0.347 253 (p <.0001)

3Effect sizes for ordinal variables were obtained by using R> of the ordinal regression with gender as
predictor.

with gender and age). Similarly, all other gender differences depicted in Table 2
were significantly less than p=.0001, except for masculinity/instrumentality
(p=.0006). All variables were significantly correlated with dream sharing fre-
quency, except for masculinity/instrumentality (see Table 2).

In Table 3, four different ordinal regressions for dream sharing frequency are
depicted. The first analysis clearly indicates that attitude towards dreams and
especially dream recall frequency are strongly related to dream sharing fre-
quency; however, gender is still significant if the effect was statistically controlled
for these two variables. Interestingly, age was negatively related to dream shar-
ing frequency in all four regressions. Introducing frequency of sharing emotional
experiences into the regression showed that this variable also has a strong effect
on dream sharing frequency and that the gender effect decreased and was no
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Table 3. Regression analyses for Dream Sharing Frequency.

Regression | Regression 2 Regression 3 Regression 4
(Dream-related  (Adding emotional (Adding sex (Complete
variables) sharing) role orientation) model)
Variable B X p B X P B X P B b
Age —.103 17.4.0001 —.055 4.8 .028 —.1182 22.3.0001 —.0682 7.l .008
Gender 068 7.5.0062 .033 1.7 .191 0411 26.1059 .0112 0.2.663
Dream recall frequency .582 417.5.0001 .562 333.] .0001 .5848 419.4 .0001 .5651 386.0 .0001
Attitude towards .142 30.8.0001 .099 14.2 .0002 .I100 17.6.0001 .0728 7.4.002
dreams
Frequency sharing 292 114.8 .0001 .2801 104.8 .0001
personal experiences
Femininity/expressivity 1467 32.6 .0001 .1244 22.9 .0001
Masculinity/ .0092 0.1 .7043 —.0048 0.0 .846

instrumentality

Note. B = Standardized estimates, for each ordinal regression; all the variables for which SEs are depicted
were entered simultaneously.

longer significant (regression 2 in Table 3). A similar effect was observed if sex
role orientation scales (femininity/expressivity and masculinity/instrumentality)
were introduced: Femininity/expressivity showed a marked relationship (mascu-
linity/instrumentality not) and the gender difference was no longer significant
(regression 3 in Table 3). As femininity/expressivity was significantly related to
the frequency of sharing emotional experiences (r=.180, p <.0001), a fourth
analysis was conducted in order to compare the size of the standardized esti-
mates of these variables entered into the analysis simultaneously (dream-related
variables, frequency of sharing emotional experiences, and sex role orientation).
In all four regressions, the strongest relationship was for dream recall frequency,
but regression 4 clearly indicated that frequency of sharing emotional experi-
ences was more closely related to dream sharing frequency when compared with
femininity/expressivity (see Table 3). Interestingly, if relationship status was also
added into the regression equation, this variable also showed an effect (standar-
dized estimate: .2069, x>=67.9, p <.0001) while not affecting the coefficients of
the other variables in a marked way.

Discussion

Overall, the present findings identified a large variety of factors associated with
dream sharing frequency: dream recall frequency, positive attitude towards
dreams, expressivity, frequency of sharing emotional experiences, living in a
partnership, and gender. Because gender was no longer significant if frequency of
sharing emotional experiences and sex role orientation (femininity/expressivity)
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were introduced into the regression analyses, the ideas that these two variables
“explain” at least partly the gender difference in dream sharing frequency was
supported.

Comparing mean dream recall frequency with representative samples
(Schredl, 2008a, 2010) indicates that high dream recallers are overrepresented
in this online sample; a problem not particular to an online survey but for every
dream study not based on random sampling strategies. Although the gender
difference in dream recall frequency was comparable with previous findings
(Schredl & Reinhard, 2008), the effect size for dream sharing frequency
(d=0.297) was considerably lower compared with previous studies (Bartnicki,
1997; Curci & Rime, 2008; Georgi et al., 2012; Schredl, 2000; Schredl &
Schawinski, 2010; Szmigielska & Holda, 2007), with effect sizes ranging from
0.50 to 0.79. As these studies were based mainly on self-selected student samples,
it is not possible to decide which findings are more valid. The only representative
study (Schredl, 2009) found an effect size of 0.43 even though a binary item “I
speak quite often about my dreams with relatives or friends (Yes/No)” was
provided (using binary items usually yield smaller effect sizes for differences
due to the limited variance). One possible explanation for this reduced effect
size might be that self-selection biases might be stronger in online samples—a
hypothesis which has never been tested explicitly.

How does this smaller effect size regarding the gender difference in dream
sharing frequency affect the findings of the present study? One might speculate
that if the gender difference was larger in the beginning, the introduction of the
two variables (frequency of sharing emotional experiences and expressivity) into
the regression equation might not completely erase the gender difference; hence,
they may “explain” the gender difference in dream sharing frequency only partly.
With regard to the other findings, the relationship between influencing factors
and dream sharing frequency might even be stronger as the self-selection bias
very likely reduced the variance within in the samples. An argument for the
validity of this online study is the fact that the means of the expressivity and
instrumentality scales of the GTS + are comparable with the figures of the val-
idation sample of the test author who used paper questionnaires.

In line with previous studies (Herman & Shows, 1984; Pagel & Vann, 1993;
Schredl, 2000; Schredl & Schawinski, 2010), it was demonstrated that dream
recall is the strongest factor related to dream sharing frequency. This makes, of
course, sense because one cannot share dreams if one has not anything to share.
However, the well-documented gender difference in dream recall frequency
(Schredl & Reinhard, 2008) did not “explain” the gender difference in dream
sharing, that is, reduce the gender difference if statistically controlled. The pre-
sent findings also indicate that a variety of factors are also related to dream
sharing frequency even if the analyses are controlled for dream recall frequency.

The second largest effect (see the magnitudes of the x* coefficients in the
ordinal regression 4) was due to the sharing emotional experiences variable
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which also is very plausible because dreams are often very personal and emo-
tional (Schredl, 2008b). This variable had a strong effect on the gender difference
in dream sharing frequency which means that women tend to share dreams more
often than men because, in general, they share emotional experiences more
often. The finding that relationship status had also a marked relationship with
dream sharing frequency can also be easily understood: Persons with an intimate
relationship share dreams more often than persons without a partner (cf. Olsen
et al., 2013)—moreover, relationship intimacy was related to dream sharing
frequency (Olsen et al., 2013). In other types of relationships (father, mother,
and friends), relationship intimacy was related to dream sharing frequency
(Bachner, Raffetseder, Walz, & Schredl, 2012), a finding clearly indicating that
dreams are mostly shared with close persons.

In regard to sex role orientation, femininity/expressivity was related to
dream sharing frequency—even if dream recall frequency which is also related
to femininity/expressivity (Schredl et al., 2010) and frequency of sharing emo-
tional experiences were statistically controlled. As the sex role orientation is
associated with socialization, it would be very interesting to study dream-
specific socialization in a more detailed way, that is, the question as to how
children learn their attitudes about dreaming (e.g., whether thinking about
dreams is beneficial), dream sharing and so on, for example, by eliciting fre-
quency of dream sharing within the family. The finding that attitude towards
dreams is also related to dream sharing frequency (again, dream recall fre-
quency is statistically controlled for) would support this line of thinking. These
studies might also help to explain why dream sharing is more frequent in
persons with lower educational levels (Schredl, 2009) or why dream sharing
frequency decreases with age (even if dream recall frequency and all other
variables are statistically controlled).

Even though the present study showed that gender differences in frequency of
sharing emotional experiences and sex role orientation “explain” the gender dif-
ference in dream sharing frequency, there might be additional factors that also
affect the gender difference in dream sharing. For example, Levin and Nielsen
(2007) suggested that the gender difference in nightmare frequency (Schredl &
Reinhard, 2011) might be partly explained by self-report biases. Even though this
is unlikely for the dream sharing frequency measure—as children reported that
mothers share their dreams more often than fathers (a third-person perspective)
with an effect size for this difference of 0.737 (Bachner et al., 2012)—more
detailed research into the validity of measuring dream sharing frequency would
be desirable. Although the present study focused on gender differences, it should
be noted that dream sharing decreased with age—even if the analyses were con-
trolled for the other dream-related variables, frequency of sharing emotional
experiences, and sex role orientation. The comparison between retrospective
data (Schredl, Schroder, & Loéw, 1996) with cross-sectional data (Schredl,
2008a) regarding dream recall frequency suggests that this might reflect



314 Imagination, Cognition and Personality 34(3)

cohort effects. But longitudinal studies into the change of dream recall and dream
sharing frequency over the life span are needed to verify this hypothesis.

Another factor which is likely to affect dream sharing is the extent of the
social network (partner, family, friends, and colleagues), especially in the light of
social networking on the Internet. Persons with many close relationships have
more opportunities to share dreams (cf. the finding of relationship status).
A study (Schredl, Buscher, Haal}, Scheuermann, & Uhrig, 2013) showed that
in children gender differences in dream sharing were much larger within the peer
group compared with dream sharing within the family. Up to now, there is no
study investigating the frequency of dream sharing in the Internet in a systematic
way. Future research can elicit dream sharing frequency in different types of
social interactions to explore this issue in a more detailed way. For example, it
may be rare when dreams are shared at work or a job site compared with outings
with friends or at the home with family members.

To summarize, the findings of the study clearly indicate that gender differ-
ences in frequency of sharing emotional experiences and sex role orientation
(femininity/expressivity) do affect the gender difference in dream sharing, but
research regarding the underlying factors of dream sharing and how these
gender differences develop is still in its infancy. The most promising approach
would be to study dream sharing within the family.
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