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Introduction to Dreams

(1)  All people have 4-5 dreams each night (remember 1-2 each week);  therefore all clients dream

-Not everyone is open to and/or remembers their dreams

(2)  Some clients have frequent nightmares, whether they present them to the therapist or not,

and therefore can gain insight/relief from dream interpretation

(3)  Dream interpretation can be an effective way to explore, gain insight into problems

(4)  Dream interpretation can be an effective way for the counselor and client to collaborate

(i.e., therapist and client solve the puzzle together)

(5) Dream interpretation fits nicely into brief counseling models:

-Cuts across different theoretical orientations

-Opens up material that typically takes much longer to surface

-Elaborates on the inner conflict

What kinds of dreams do clients tend to present in therapy?

(1) Some dreams manifest the literal concern:  “The twins dream”

(2) Some dreams symbolize a significant problem:  “The biology final exam”

(3) Some dreams give words to an unexpressed wish: “The construction site”

(4.)  Some dreams may be presented as a precognitive event:  “A visitation from the deceased”
Psychologically deconstructing the dream content

Thesis:  As a psychologist, one can approach dreams as symbolic of problems, wishes, conflicts

Corollary:  The challenge is NOT to solve the meaning of the dream for another person

Q:  What content are most dreams/nightmares about?  
Q:  Why are some dreams/nightmares so bizarre?
Q:  What does it mean when a specific person shows up in a dream/nightmare?
Q:  Why do some dreams/nightmares take place in a familiar (e.g., childhood home) setting?
Q:  Are there universal dreams?  What do they mean?
A Model of Dream Interpretation (Dr. Jim Guinee, 1996)

A.  Choosing a dream in therapy
Client presents a dream, mentions having “weird” dreams, or mentions having recurrent dreams   

     
Clinician asks client if he/she has dreams, nightmares

          Clinician and/or client feel “stuck”

B.  Interpreting the dream in therapy

     Level 1: Client presents the dream

Client’s presentation of the dream is typically from start to finish, brief in duration, lacking in detail

At this point, client and therapist can review the dream and look for its meaning

Questions include:
Does it seem like anything we’ve talked about in here? 



How did you feel during the dream? when you woke up? now?

**Example: “The sudden ex”

Level 2: Client “re-experiences” the dream

Therapist asks client to take deep breath, relax, and repeat

    
the dream in PRESENT TENSE, as if he/she reexperiences dream

Therapists occasionally interrupts client to ask questions about


specifics of environment



feelings about different events



relationship between dreamer and other people/things



meaning behind symbols

 
**Example: “Dad’s steamroller”

Level 3:  Client re-experiences the dream from a different point of view
Therapists asks the client to experience the dream from another perspective

    (e.g., the tree, the house, the dog)

**Example: “Ernest and his cat”

Ten More Comments on Dream Interpretation

(1)  You must resist the temptation to interpret a client’s dream -- it is okay to throw out suggestions and 

       possibilities but in the end it is the client’s dream and it is the client’s interpretation that matters

(2)  Be careful about “springing a leak.”  Remember, you may be digging into a person’s most disturbing, most 

       elusive, and/or most unconscious material.  The client needs to be and feel safe when he/she is surprised by 

       what the dream may symbolize.

(3)  The client should feel that he/she can stop the dream interpretation at any time.  The dream may become too 

       emotionally overwhelming and it is important to let the client feel in control at all times.

(4)  The client should also be encouraged to review and revise the dream -- let them feel free to change the 

       outcome of the dream. 

(5)  Make the client feel right about his/her interpretation; typically clients know when an interpretation does and 

       does not fit.

(6)  Whether an interpretation is/is not successful, encourage the client to go home and continue exploring the 

       meaning and the significance of the dream.

(7)  Encourage the client to consider alternative, equally plausible meanings.

(8)  As the therapist, give yourself time to also explore the meaning and significance of the dream.  Feel free to 

       refer back to the dream in subsequent sessions.

(9)  Please proceed slowly with dream interpretation.  Review the literature.  Practice on yourself.  Get additional 

       training and/or supervision.  Utilize your own dreams in therapy.

(10)  Remember, as with all techniques, the goal is to find out for whom it works when and how -- not all clients 

        will be interested in and/or benefit from dream interpretation.  The therapist does not have to be fanatical 

        about dream interpretation either.  The goal should be looking for those opportunities when dream 

        interpretation can enhance therapy for all participants.

