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Dialoguing with dreams   
A multiple phenomenological case study 

 
 
A phenomenological case study was conducted for the purpose of exploring and 

describing the experience of what it is like to study one’s own dreams. The focus was 

on people that start to pay attention to their dreams, and what changes might they 

experience in their dreams, and waking life.  

 

Harvey de Saint-Denis (1867) had already shown, via systematic self-observation, 

that it is possible for individuals to gain greater access to their own dreams simply by 

turning their attention to their own dream process. To elucidate dreaming, he 

believed we need to examine it directly. We also need to have in mind that we cannot 

examine dreams like an independent object that is separated from the person, 

because they apparently respond to observation. Friedman (2007) held a dream class 

where every week he’d have a talk on some dream theorist, and every week 

everyone in the group would share a dream from the previous week. He was struck 

by the way that what people dreamed from week to week was influenced by the 

dream theories being talked about. The group’s dream imagery and content literally 

changed so that it fit the model of the theorist of the week. He supposed that it is this 

phenomena that convinces any dream theorist he is on the right track. Jung expected 

to find archetypal images in dreams, and he found more and more. Freud, too, found 

what he was looking for, proving he was right. It shows how remembering and 

working with dreams is a project in which your dreams are active partners. Slowly 

they begin to speak your language so that they can communicate better with you.  

 

So my main research question was: Is it possible to have a dialogue with dreams? 

Questions that guided the research were: Is dream content different according to different 

concepts about dreams? and If we pay attention to our dreams, how does that affect their 

content, dynamics, our experience and relation to dreams? 
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In order to research dreaming directly, like Harvey de Saint-Denis proposed, and to 

answer the research questions, phenomenology seemed the appropriate qualitative 

methodology.  Its derived findings provide an understanding of a phenomenon as 

seen through the eyes of those who have experienced it and identify the essence of 

human experience related to a certain phenomenon (Kordeš, 2009).   

 

The study included 8 participants, which had not studied dreams before or taken any 

particular interest in this matter. In the first two months they started to write a dream 

journal which they kept throughout the study. In the following two months 

phenomenological dialogues were conducted once a week, attempting to describe the 

experiential world of the respondent. The focus was on experiencing the process of 

dreaming, and above all, on possible changes of participant’s relation to dreams and 

dreaming. They also participated in discussions about dreams and dream theories. 

Three participants learned about Freud dream theory, three participants learned 

about Jung dream theory, and two only participated in general dream discussions.  

 

In the beginning, middle, and end of the study, phenomenological interviews were 

conducted, attempting to describe the experiential world of the respondents. 

Transcribed interviews were analyzed according to the procedure of thematic 

content analysis of Glaser and Strauss (1967) as well as Flick (2006) with the use of 

computer software NVivo. Dream content was analyzed with the use of a list of 

Freudian and Jungian symbols, as well as typology of dreams by Busink and Kuiken 

(1996). Themes or meaning units related to the participant’s lived experiences were 

identified. Final interpretations of analysis are formed according to the model of 

grounded theory of Glaser and Strauss (1967), which cannot be generalised without 

additional measures.  

 

Changes have appeared on several levels. Among others were: difference in quantity 

of dreams, dream content, and relation to dreams between three periods: (a) before 

the study when the participants weren’t paying attention to dreams; (b) the first two 

month of the study when they were only keeping a dream diary; (c) the last three 
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months of the study when they were actively involved in their dreams. By paying 

more and more attention to their dreams and learning about certain dream theories, 

their dreams responded in interesting ways, changed in frequency and content and 

also their beliefs and interest in dreams have changed.  
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Figure 2.  Frequency of Freudian and Jungian dream symbols of all participants in 1. 
and 2. phase of research 
 
This figure shows us what the frequency of dream symbols per dream was for every 

participant in first and second phase. All participants except two had higher 

frequency of symbols in second phase.  
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Figure 1. Average frequency of Freudian and Jungian dream symbols of all 
participants in 1. and 2. phase of research 
 
From the above figure we can see that the average frequency of Freudian and 

Jungian symbols per dream has risen in the second phase of research and also that 

Freudian symbols are more frequent than Jungian.  
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Figure 3. Percentage of Jungian 
symbols in dreams of participants in 
jungian group. 
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Figure 4. Percentage of Freudian 
symbols in dreams of participants in 
jungian group. 

 

From the above figures we can see how the percentage of dream symbols has 

changed in dreams of the group of participants that were learning about Jung theory 

in the second phase of research. The percentage of Jung symbols has increased and 

percentage of Freud symbols decreased for all of the participants, the change was 

only slight for one participant.   
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Figure 6. Percentage of Jungian 
symbols in dreams of participants in 
freudian group. 
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Figure 5. Percentage of Freudian 
symbols in dreams of participants in 
freudian group.

 
Here we are able to see a decrease of Jung symbols and an increase of Freud symbols 

in dreams of all of the participant that were learning about Freud theory in the 

second phase. The change was bigger for one participant and smaller for two 

participants.  
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Figure 7. Percentage of Freudian and Jungian symbols in dreams of participants in 
phenomenological group. 
 
This figure show how the percentage of Freudian and Jungian dream symbols has 

changed in dreams of participants, which were not learning about any theory, but 

were only talking about dreams in general. In dreams of Ana the percentage of 

Jungian symbols decreased and percentage of Freudian symbols increased. Exactly 

opposite happened in dreams of Ivan.  
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Figure 8. Distribution of dream types of participant Ivan in 1. and 2. phase of research 
 
In the above figure we can see how paying attention to dreams has changed types of 

dreams of participant Ivan. Mundane, anxiety and alienation dreams were less 

frequent in the second phase but transcendent and existential dreams were more 

frequent.  
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Figure 7. Average distribution of dream types of all participants in 1. and 2. phase of 
research 
 
In average participants had less mundane dreams in the second phase and more 

existential and transcendent dreams. Alienation and anxiety dreams were less 

frequent at some participant but more frequent at others so in average they stayed 

the same.  
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Before the study when they weren’t paying attention to dreams, most of the 

participants’ relation to dreams was neutral or slightly positive. Some thought that 

dreams have meaning and some thought they don’t. Some of them liked their dreams 

and some didn’t because most of the time their dreams weren’t pleasant. After the 

first phase of the study when they were only keeping a dream diary, all of the 

participants’ relation to dreams stayed the same, except two participants changes 

their feeling toward dreams. One of them thought that dreams were meaningless and 

boring while the other just wasn’t as enthusiastic about them as before. For these two 

girls dreams lost their mysticism and magic. But after the second phase of the study, 

when they were actively involved in their dreams, they regained their enthusiasm 

over dreams. In fact dreams were a lot more important to them as they were before 

the study. Another two participants had a lot more positive relation to dreams in the 

end, while other four had the same neutral or slightly more positive relation than at 

the beginning. It seem that for all of these participants only writing a dream journal 

wasn’t enough to gain something from dreams, they also needed to make sense out 

of them and link them to waking life.  

 

All of them gained something from the experience of studying their dreams. Mostly 

that was some kind of insight into their lives, their aspirations, dealing with 

problems, ways of thinking and how they perceive the world around them. Dreams 

were also a trigger for thinking about certain things that they wouldn’t otherwise 

and made them change their perspective on some situations or problems in their 

lives. In some cases dreams proved helpful. They had a direct effect on their waking 

lives. For example some participants made choices and actions according to what 

they dreamed. Some of them said they were going to continue working with their 

dreams because they enrich their lives. One participant said it was just like gaining a 

new hobby. A lot of times participant were learning things about people that were 

important to them and their relationships. In four cases this induced discourse and 

even improved their relationships.  
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The essential finding of this research is that we can have a dialogue with dreams.  

This means dreams change according to expectations of the dreamer, and also the 

dreamer changes his thoughts and actions according to dreams. The use of Jung and 

Freud dream theory was only symbolic, to show how different concepts that 

participants have about dreams can affect their dreams. Results have also shown that 

the portion of existential and transcendental dreams has risen on the account of 

mundane dreams. This can mean that when we acknowledge dreams and start to 

listen to them, they reward us in many ways.  Multifunctional nature of dreams has 

appeared. Participants have reported positive experiences when paying attention to 

dreams, saying they gained insights about themselves and their loved ones, and that 

dreams have enriched their everyday lives. In many ways dreams became a bigger 

part of their life, and even after six months after the study they report they still 

remain so. 

 

The results imply that our dreams have great beneficial potentials in all aspects of 

our lives if we only know how to pay attention to them. While we are growing up we 

lose our connection with the dream world, because nobody teaches us that we can 

learn from our dreams and how to do that. If we start to pay attention to dreams they 

respond and not only that, they actually respond in ways we wish them to. Dreams 

have this amazing multifunctional nature, which adapts to whatever we most need 

in our lives. But first we need to learn how to “dream”; to know what to expect from 

dreams, what to ask from them, to see them from a different perspective from what 

we are accustomed to see, to know when, where and how to pay attention to them.  

 

The findings of this study reflect ideas in historical and cultural literature about 

dreams and dreaming and meet the study’s primary purpose of answering the 

research question “What is it like to study your dreams?” and thereby elucidate this 

particular lived experience. Marie-Louise von Franz (1992) once said that the dream 

world is beneficent and helpful only if it is in a living, balanced dialogue with a 

lived, actually lived, life. In this research this has proved right.  

 


