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Introduction

This measurement and statistical appendix provides a detailed explanation of the measurement and 
statistical issues involved in the study of dream content. It has a special focus on the Hall and Van 
de Castle (HVdC) coding system (1966) because of its comprehensiveness and widespread usage by 
investigators in at least 11 different countries in the first 50 years after it was first introduced. This 
document gathers together past explanations and analyses that appeared in several different places, and 
at the same time provides updates and more recent statistical additions, such as discussions of the issues 
of multiple testing and autocorrelation. It also presents a critique of alternative coding systems and of 
some of the statistical procedures that are sometimes used in conjunction with content analysis.

In making its suggestions and critiques, this appendix makes use of empirical studies to support its 
points, such as findings on the value of corrections for dream length and on necessary sample sizes. 
There are two general sections, one on measurement issues, one on statistical issues. The statistical 
section argues for the most part (but not entirely) that measurement issues dictate the statistics that are 
used for HVdC codings, and that these statistics are very powerful even while being more intuitive and 
accessible to those with an everyday understanding of percentages (which are actually better discussed 
academically as proportions).

Measurement Issues

Dream reports are a form of text that conveys a narrative. In that general sense, they are similar to a 
fictional story, a news story in a newspaper, or a person’s verbal account of what went on at the county 
fair on its opening day. In all these ways, dream reports and other texts differ from the information 
usually collected on most psychological issues — response times in a discrimination task, yes/no answers 
to a series of questions, expressions of agreement or disagreement on a scale that ranges from 1 to 7.

One of the foundational statements of content analysis concluded that its “fundamental objective” 
is to convert the “symbolic behavior” of people into “scientific data,” by which the author meant (1) 
objectivity and reproducibility, (2) susceptibility to measurement and quantification, (3) significance 
for either pure or applied theory, and (4) generalizability (D. Cartwright, 1953, p. 466). Thus, the study 
of dream reports is a form of content analysis. A dream researcher defined content analysis as “the 
categorization of units of qualitative material in order to obtain frequencies, which can be subjected 
to statistical operations and tests of significance” (Hall, 1969a, p. 175). It includes four basic steps: (1) 
creating clearly defined categories that can be understood and applied in a reliable way; (2) tabulating 
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frequencies; (3) using percentages, ratios, or other statistics to transform raw frequencies into meaningful 
data; and (4) making comparisons with control groups or normative samples.

The most crucial issue in content analysis, which shapes most of what follows, is the nature of the 
categories (scaled or discrete/categorical/nominal) and the preciseness of their definitions. Based on 
experience, it has been found that it is very difficult, if not impossible, to utilize content categories 
developed for one kind of text (e.g., literary articles) with another kind (e.g., dream reports) (Hall, 
1969a). This hard-won wisdom, based on past failures, has been overlooked by some dream researchers, 
who still try to adapt content-analysis systems developed for other types of texts, such as psychotherapy 
transcripts, into ways to study dream content. They thereby ignore the fact that two major compilations 
of past coding systems are in large part graveyards filled with failed adaptations (Hall & Van de Castle, 
1966, Chapter 15; Winget & Kramer, 1979).

The first and most frequently used forms of content categories in psychological studies are “scaled” 
(“hierarchical”) categories that are ordered along a continuum, which assumes there are different degrees 
with a particular dimension. They involve ratings or rankings, including the assignment of “weights,” 
usually in the form of the numbers 1 through 5, or 1 through 7. However, ranking are not meant to 
imply that the categories along the continuum are equally distant from each other; each stop along the 
way simply means “more than” or “less than.” Such rating systems have proved to be extremely useful 
in a wide range of waking-life studies, especially concerning attitudes. In some instances they have been 
equally useful for studying characteristics of dream reports that have parallels with degrees of intensity 
in waking life, such as the degree of activity or emotional intensity, or for studying dimensions without 
specific content, such as clarity of visual imagery or vividness (Foulkes, 1982, 1985). Such studies have 
been especially useful in showing that most dream reports are reasonable simulations of waking life, not 
a jumble of incoherence, bizarreness, and intense emotionality (e.g., Dorus, Dorus, & Rechtschaffen, 
1971; Foulkes, 1985; Foulkes, Sullivan, Kerr, & Brown, 1988; Snyder, 1970; Strauch & Meier, 1996).

Rating scales for dream content are constructed with relatively ease, and are not labor intensive to 
deploy. However, they can be limited in their usefulness for the study of dream content (e.g., settings, 
characters, social interactions) for a variety of different reasons. They usually do not make a correction 
for dream length, which often leads to longer reports receiving higher ratings for types of content. In 
addition, it is often difficult to establish reliability with some scales, which frequently involve subtle 
judgments about which category along the continuum is the most appropriate, especially when 
researchers from outside the original investigative team try to use them (Hartmann, Rosen, & Rand, 
1998; Winget & Kramer, 1979, p. 179, for examples of difficulties when new raters use the scales). Most 
importantly, rating scales for social interactions such as hostility/aggression, which assign low numbers 
to each insult or rejection, and higher numbers to physical attacks, are implicitly assuming, for example, 
that six or seven insults and angry remarks are the equivalent of one physical attack, which does not 
make much if any psychological sense (Domhoff, 1996, pp. 30-37; Hall, 1969a, 1969b; Van de Castle, 
1969, present critiques of several rating scales for studying dream content).

The Measurement Basis for the HVdC Coding System

To minimize the problems involved in using rating scales to study dream content, the HVdC system 
is based on discrete (“nominal”) categories, which provide categorical data. They assign no ranks or 
weights. Instead, they compare various discrete categories as equals and count up the number of tallies 
for each category to create overall scores. “Indoor” and “outdoor” settings, and “male” and “female” 
characters, are examples of categories at a nominal level of measurement, with a simple tabulation of 
frequencies for each category.
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In addition, no information is lost with nominal categories because numerous categories can be created 
for different aspects of any complex conceptual category, and then aggregated if need be later in the data 
analysis. Nor do nominal categories imply the questionable psychological assumptions built into some 
rating scales. The eight HVdC categories for aggression provide a good example of these two points. 
Each aggression in a dream report (defined as hostile thoughts toward another character or deliberate, 
intentional acts by one character to annoy or harm some other character) is tabulated into categories 
ranging from (1) covert feelings of hostility to (2) verbal criticism to (3) rejection or coercion to (4) verbal 
threat of harm to (5) theft or destruction of a person’s possessions to (6) chasing, capturing, or confining 
to (7) attempts to do physical harm to (8) murder. The frequencies for each category can be compared 
with normative findings with large samples. Categories one through four, the nonphysical types of 
aggression, can be summed, as can categories five through eight, the physical aggressions. Finally, all 
categories of aggressions can be totaled for an overall aggression score. There is no information lost in 
this system, and there are no assumptions about how much “stronger” or “heavier” or “weightier” one 
aggression is compared to another

Discrete categories also make it possible to use specific elements within the dream reports as the unit of 
analysis in statistical analyses. This leads to a series of “content indicators,” based on proportions and 
ratios. For example, to draw an example from the aggression categories, a content indicator called the 
Physical Aggression Percent can be created by dividing the total number of physical aggressions in a 
given sample of dream reports by the total number of aggressions (nonphysical aggressions + physical 
aggressions). This indicator reveals that the Physical Aggression Percent is higher for men than for 
women in most nation-states and smaller pre-industrial societies (Domhoff, 1996, Chapter 6 for details). 
Similarly, the percentage created by dividing the total number of male characters by the total number of 
male and female characters leads to the “Male/Female Percent” (M/F%), which is usually about 67/33 for 
men and 48/52 for women in most societies across the world, with the difference appearing as young as 
ages 5-6 in one laboratory study (Domhoff, 1996, Chapters 5 and 6; Hall, 1984).

These and many more content indicators are listed in Table 1, along with the simple formulas for 
calculating them. It is important to note that some of these indicators have proved to be more useful 
than others, but that some of those that are less frequently used have proven to be valuable in specific 
studies. Thus, investigators have to determine for themselves which of the indicators are best suited to 
answer their questions. It also needs to be said that the frequencies for some indicators are very small, 
such as for the Unusual Character Percent (the sum of dead characters, imaginary characters, fictional 
characters, creatures, and characters that morph into another character, divided by all the characters 
found in the sample). At the same time, the Unusual Characters Percent has been useful in detecting an 
interest in TV characters or fictional book characters (e.g., the Harry Potter series) in a few individual 
case studies. Then, too, some of the past indicators, which were based on compilations of many 
categories (“meta-indicators,” so to speak), sometimes obscured more than they revealed, so they are no 
longer included on the list. Finally, some of the indicators on the list never have been used, such as the 
Distorted Setting Percent and the Confusion Percent.

It is also sometimes possible to encompass or call into question other coding systems by combining 
two or more HVdC categories into new scales. This point has been demonstrated by a comparison 
with findings from a mislabeled and unvalidated “masochism” scale, which is one of the few content 
scales other than the HVdC system that has been used by researchers not involved in its creation (Beck 
& Hurvich, 1959). The scale consists of a wide range of negative experiences ranging from physical 
discomfort to rejection to being punished, lost, or victimized. Using this scale, one investigator came to 
the conclusion that divorced women who are not depressed are more masochistic than divorced men
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Table 1. The formulas for calculating the Hall/Van de Castle content indicators.

Characters
Male/Female Percent Males ÷ (Males + Females)
Familiarity Percent Familiar ÷ (Familiar + Unfamiliar)
Friends Percent Friends ÷ All humans
Family Percent (Family + Relatives) ÷ All humans
Animal Percent Animals ÷ All characters

Social Interaction Percents
Aggression/Friendliness Percent Dreamer-involved aggression ÷ (D-inv. aggression + D-inv. friendliness)
Befriender Percent Dreamer as Befriender ÷ (D as Befriender + D as Befriended)
Aggressor Percent Dreamer as Aggressor ÷ (D as Aggressor + D as Victim)
Victimization Percent Dreamer as Victim ÷ (D as Victim + D as Aggressor)
Physical Aggression Percent Physical aggressions ÷ All aggressions

Social Interaction Ratios
Aggression/Character Index All aggressions ÷ All characters
Friendliness/Characters Index All friendliness ÷ All characters
Sexuality/Characters Index All sexuality ÷ All characters

Self-Concept Percents
Bodily Misfortunes Percent Bodily misfortunes ÷ All misfortunes
Negative Emotions Percent Negative emotions ÷ All emotions
Dreamer-Involved Success Percent D-involved success ÷ (D inv. success + D inv. failure)
Torso/Anatomy Percent Torso, Anatomy, Sex body parts ÷ All body parts

Other indicators:
Physical Activities Percent (P, M, and L activities) ÷ All activities
Indoor Setting Percent Indoor ÷ (Indoor + Outdoor)
Familiar Setting Percent Familiar ÷ (Indoor + Outdoor)
Distorted Setting Percent Distorted settings ÷ All settings
Unusual Character Percent (Dead, imaginary, metamorphoses, and creatures) ÷ All characters
Confusion Percent Confusion ÷ All emotions

Percentage of Dreams with at Least One:
Aggression Dreams with aggression ÷ Number of dreams
Friendliness Dreams with friendliness ÷ Number of dreams
Sexuality Dreams with sexuality ÷ Number of dreams
Misfortune Dreams with misfortune ÷ Number of dreams
Good Fortune Dreams with good fortune ÷ Number of dreams
Success Dreams with success ÷ Number of dreams
Failure Dreams with failure ÷ Number of dreams
Striving Dreams with success OR failure ÷ Number of dreams

Adapted from Domhoff (2003).

who are depressed (R. Cartwright, 1992). This is a surprising result that seems to raise more questions 
than it answers. However, in a very useful study, Clark, Trinder, Kramer, Roth, and Day (1972) already 
had shown that the items on the purported “masochism” scale are encompassed by three categories 
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in the HVdC system: failures, misfortunes, and victim status in aggressive interactions. They then 
demonstrated this point by coding two different samples with both the “masochism” scale and the three 
HVdC categories. They found that the masochism findings are encompassed by the Hall/Van de Castle 
categories, which also picks up several elements missed by the “masochism” scale.

Since women are slightly more likely to fail when they strive in dreams, and to be victims in aggressive 
interactions, the greater “masochism” that Cartwright (1992) reports in her women participants is 
really a combination of failures and victimizations, which are not obvious manifestations of clinical 
masochism. Moreover, the HVdC misfortune categories, which might plausibly be related to masochism 
because they involve negative things that happen to people out of the blue, show only small gender 
differences, appearing in 36 percent of men’sdreams and 33 percent of women’s dreams.

Over and beyond the breadth of dream elements that are covered by the HVdC content indicators, 
and the possibility of combining them in new ways, content indicators are also important because 
they help achieve the greater quantitative precision and sample comparability that are necessary for 
two basic reasons. First, and most crucially, there are wide individual differences in report length, and 
women’s dreams are often found to be longer than those of men (Bursik, 1998; Hall & Van de Castle, 
1966; Winegar & Levin, 1997). Varying lengths are a problem because longer reports are likely to have 
more of most things in them, although one study reported that the relationship is not monotonic for all 
categories in the HVdC system (Trinder, Kramer, Riechers, Fishbein, & Roth, 1970).

There is a further problem beyond the length of dream reports in making sample comparisons more 
precise: dream reports can vary from group to group or individual to individual in the frequency with 
which certain elements appear, even when report length is held constant. This difference in “density” 
seems to be especially the case for the frequency of characters, which means that there is more likelihood 
of social interactions in some dream reports than others. Once again, there is a gender difference. There 
are usually more characters in women’s reports, an interesting finding in and of itself, but one that 
has be taken into account in analyzing social interactions (Hall, 1969a, 1969b). The difference in the 
density of characters can be controlled by the use of the three social-interaction ratios listed in Table 
1, which involve dividing the total number of aggressive, friendly, or sexual interactions by the total 
number of human characters, to create an aggressions/character ratio (the A/C Index), a friendliness/
character ratio (the F/C Index), and the sexual interactions/character ratio (the S/C Index). A control 
for character density also is provided by one of the percentage indicators, the “Aggressions/Friendliness 
percent” (A/F%), which is tabulated by dividing all the aggressions in a sample by all the aggressions plus 
all the friendly interactions. The social-interaction ratios and the A/F% also can be determined for types 
of characters, such as men, women, teenagers, or children, as well as for specific characters, such as the 
dreamer’s mother or father.

The alternative strategies utilized in other coding systems for correcting for differing report lengths and 
character densities are sometimes cumbersome or of questionable utility, and often opaque to behavioral 
and brain scientists outside the field of dream research, and to general readers as well. For example, 
using the mean number of words or lines per dream report as the unit of analysis does not deal with 
the differing “wordiness” of participants, and leads to unwieldy findings such as “there were 2.3 human 
characters per every ten lines (or 100 words) in the dream narratives.” Nor does this approach take into 
account that more complicated or unusual elements might take more words to describe, which means 
that dividing by the number of words could wash out real and important differences, especially in 
studies concerned with creativity or unusual features in dreams (Hunt, Ruzycki-Hunt, Pariak, & Belicki, 
1993).
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A Successful Correction for Dream Length

Normative studies of large samples of dream reports from college men and women, which were coded for 
most of the HVdC categories, make it feasible to conduct methodological studies that demonstrate the 
usefulness of percentages and ratios in correcting for differences in report length and character density. 
Such corrections for report length are necessary because there are correlations between the number of 
words in dream reports and the frequency of some elements. This is especially the case for elements that 
are seldom analyzed in detailed, such as the number of activities and objects in dreams, but it is also a 
serious issue with the number of characters, emotions, aggressive interactions, and friendly interactions 
in both the male and female normative samples (Domhoff, 2003, p. 81, Table 3). In the HVdC normative 
dream sample for women, for example, the number of words and the number of characters correlate .45, 
words and emotions correlate .27, and words and aggressions correlate .20.

Three different studies — one using the HVdC male norms, another the HVdC female norms, and a final 
one using dream reports on DreamBank.net from a woman code-named “Barb Sanders” — confirm that 
the content indicators are successful in eliminating any biases created by report lengths that vary from 
50 to 500 words. First, a comparison of dream reports with 50 to 175 words with reports with 176 to 300 
words in the three sets of dream reports found that there are no systematic differences between shorter 
and longer dreams on any of the percentages and ratios when the samples are compared. The Physical 
Aggression Percent for women was unexpectedly lower in the longer dreams, and the Familiar Settings 
Percent (familiar settings divided by all settings) was lower in the men’s dreams, but the same differences 
were not found in the other two samples. Similarly, the Bodily Misfortunes Percent (all misfortunes that 
happen to the dreamer’s body divided by all misfortunes that happen to the dreamer) was lower for 
Barb Sanders in the longer dreams, but the same difference did not show up with the other two samples. 
On the other hand, and as expected, the longer dreams are usually higher on the seven “At-Least-One” 
indicators presented in Table 1 (which include aggression, friendliness, sexuality, misfortune, good 
fortune, success and failure). Since these indicators simply provide the percentage of dream reports that 
have at least one instance of any of these seven categories, they do not control for length.

The largest study of the issue of dream length is based on 3,115 dream reports in the Barb Sanders series 
(Domhoff, 2003, Chapters 3 and 5; 2010). The starting point for the study of dream length was a random 
sample of 250 dream reports from that series, which ranged in length from 50 to 300 words. These 
reports were coded for characters, social interactions, misfortune and good fortune, and emotions. Then 
random samples of 200 shorter and 200 longer dream reports were added to the original sample of 250. 
These samples of shorter and longer dream reports were only coded for social interactions, which are the 
most important and sensitive coding categories. As might be expected based on earlier comments, the 
At-Least-One indicators rise consistently as word length increases, but there was an unexpected plateau 
at 400 words. Still, this finding shows that longer reports have more social interactions as they rise from 
50 to at least 400 words, as most researchers might expect. It is also very likely that most other coding 
categories would show the same sensitivity to report length. On the other hand, none of the percentage 
or ratio indicators is affected by dream length once a minimum of 50 words is reached, which means 
that the indicators do an excellent job of controlling for dream length up to at least 500 words, a length 
that is rarely exceeded in dream reports (Domhoff, 2003, Figure 3.2). But the results also make clear that 
the content indicators do not do a good job of correcting for the distortions that appear in dream reports 
of 25 to 49 words. The findings for dream reports from adults that are under 25 words in length are even 
more distorted. This reinforces the earlier decision by Hall and Van de Castle (1966) to exclude dream 
reports shorter than 50 words in studies of teenagers and adults.
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Thus, these indicators have to be used selectively and with care with young children, starting with 
pre-schoolers around the age of 4 or 5, because their dream reports are usually well less than 50 words. 
Later studies suggest that report length can reach standards acceptable for HVdC codings by the fifth or 
six grade (Domhoff, 2018, Chapter 4). The study of young children’s dreams is an important instance 
in which simple frequency counts, rating scales, and At-Least-One indicators, may be more useful than 
detailed quantitative studies of dream content, as longitudinal and cross-sectional laboratory studies of 
children ages 3-9 have shown (Foulkes, 1982; Foulkes, Hollifield, Sullivan, Bradley, & Terry, 1990).

The Issue of Reliability

Given the seeming complexity of the HVdC coding system, which is more apparent at first glance than 
real, the question arises as to whether two coders make the same decisions in coding a set of dream 
reports, or if the same coder makes similar decisions during a second coding three months or more 
after the original one. This is the measurement issue of reliability, which can be defined as consistency 
between coders, or the consistency of the same coder at two distant time periods. Many studies show 
that the HVdC system has very high reliability using the percentage-of-agreement method as the 
reliability indicator. This reliability indicator is calculated by dividing the total number of codings 
for a specific category or subcategory (e.g., aggressions, types of nonphysical aggressions, or types of 
physical aggressions) on which two coders agreed, by the total number of coding agreements plus the 
total number of disagreements between them. For example, if coder A made 47 codings for murder (A8) 
and coder B made 48 codings for the same category, and they agreed 45 times, then the percentage of 
agreement would be 45 divided by 50 (i.e., 45 + 2+3 )= .90.

The percentage of agreement is a standard reliability measure for all types of content-analysis studies 
in the social sciences (e.g., Smith, 2000). It is also the one that makes the most empirical sense with 
the HVdC system based on a comparison with the results provided by several different methods of 
determining reliability for the same set of codings (Hall & Van de Castle, 1966, Chapter 13). Using 
other methods to assess reliability with the same codings, the reliability coefficient could vary from very 
low to 100 percent (Hall & Van de Castle, 1966, pp. 147-148). In particular, Hall and Van de Castle’s 
comparisons show the dangers of using a correlation coefficient with the HVdC coding system because 
it does not answer the question of how often the two judges agreed exactly on their codings; they then 
demonstrate the superiority of the percentage-of-agreement method by making direct comparisons with 
the results using correlation coefficients (Hall & Van de Castle, 1966, pp. 148-151, 154-155). In general, 
correlation coefficients inflate reliability, conveying a false sense of precision.

The high level of reliability using the percentage-of-agreement method, with its focus on specific coding 
categories and subcategories, and with an explicit assessment of disagreements, is due for the most part 
to the clarity of the rules for classifying elements. However, in recent years reliability has been improved 
for new users of the system by the addition of two online sets of coded dream reports to dreamresearch.
net for training purposes. One sample was coded in the early 1960s by both Hall and Van de Castle for 
their methodological book (1966, Appendix B), the other sample in the late 1990s by two coders as part 
of a study of dream reports from boys and girls ages 12-13 (Avila-White, Schneider, & Domhoff, 1999).
They can be found on dreamresearch.net: http://dreamresearch.net/Examples/

Although the percentage-of-agreement method contains the least assumptions and has been shown 
to work well with the HVdC system, some investigators use a slightly different reliability measure, 
kappa. This measure was created in an attempt to correct for chance agreement by two raters who are 
guessing at least some percentage of the time in making clinical diagnoses, which usually involve “yes” 
or “no” type of judgments of protocols or x-rays (Cohen, 1960). It is a relatively simple measure and is 
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available in software packages. However, there are strong criticisms of it as a general index of reliability. 
It is not really chance-corrected due to the fact that such a correction implies a model of how raters are 
making their decisions. If its assumptions are violated, major distortions can result. Further, as a general 
(omnibus) measure, it does not pinpoint the sources of disagreement, and it can vary depending on 
whether few or many codings are made (Uebersax, 1987; 2014b, for a summary and a full bibliography).

Nor are HVdC coders guessing; they are making informed choices that may be off by only one 
subcategory in some cases, such as whether an aggression is an A2 or an A3, so using a chance correction 
based on the number of coders’ disagreements makes no conceptual sense given the nature of the 
explicit rules for HVdC codings. Using kappa violates the rule of “Keep it simple,” concludes one 
statistician who has studied the issue with care. “All other things being equal,” he continues, “a simpler 
statistical method is preferable to a more complicated one. Very basic methods can reveal far more about 
agreement data than is commonly realized” (Uebersax, 2014a).

Although the percentage of agreement method does not take into account the probability that two 
coders will agree by chance, this formal statistical issue does not seem to be an important one when 
coders are not forced to choose an option. That is, each coder first has to decide that there is, for 
example, an aggression or a friendliness, and then decide on the appropriate category. When the 
intricacies of the HVdC coding system are taken into account, along with the several hours of training 
and practice that it requires, it is unlikely that even a complex reliability measure can correct for any 
unknown probabilistic contingencies. Thus, just as with the use of proportions with HVdC data, the use 
of the percentage-of-agreement method makes the most intuitive sense and has the further advantage 
that it is understandable to everyone (Hayes & Hatch, 1999).

The perils of kappa and the advantages of using the percentage-of-agreement method aside, the coders 
carrying out HVdC codings should discuss any differences and resolve them after they are finished so 
there is one set of codings to be used in the statistical analysis. This process also improves the quality of 
the codings if the coding rules and examples are consulted for each case. When possible, it also makes 
sense to have a more experienced coder resolve the disagreements by reading through and recoding 
the dream reports on which there were disagreements. Serious coding takes time, which people are 
often wont to invest when so much can be done by software, but most HVdC coding categories are too 
complicated to be coded with word strings or other computerized methods, and usually provide better 
and more useful results. Emotions are one important exception to that generalization, although there 
are a few other exceptions for frequent elements such as activities, objects, natural elements, and other 
HVdC categories seldom coded due to time constraints (Bulkeley, 2014; Domhoff & Schneider, 2008b).

The Statistical Rationale for Analyzing HVdC Data

The percentage and ratio indicators used in the HVdC system to control for report length and character 
density are best analyzed with the test for the significance of the difference between two independent 
proportions. This deceptively simple statistic is in fact a type of mean for which all the values in the 
distribution are either zero or one. For example, if four out of 10 dream reports contained an instance 
of apprehension, which is a proportion of 4/10= .40, the same result could be reached if reports with 
apprehension were coded as “1” and reports without any apprehension were coded “0.” The mean of 
these 10 scores of 0 or 1 would be (0 + 0 + 1 + 0 + 1 + 1+ 0 + 0 + 0 + 1)/10 = .40. Basically, a proportion 
only seems simpler than a mean because it is familiar to everyone from an early age in the form of a 
“percentage,” which is simply a proportion multiplied by 100. In any case, the important point is that 
“the same kind of inferential issues” are involved with proportions as with means in general, as stressed 
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by one of the most prominent contributors to psychological statistics in the second half of the twentieth 
century:

A proportion is a special case of an arithmetic mean, one in which the measurement scale has 
only two possible scores, zero for the absence of a characteristic and one for its presence. Thus, 
one can describe a population as having a proportion of males of .62, or, with equal validity 
(if not equal stylistic grace), as having a mean “maleness” of .62, the same value necessarily 
coming about when one scores each male 1, each non-male 0, and finds the mean. (Cohen, 
1977, p. 179; see Ferguson, 1981, p. 185, for agreement)

Given the fact that the same logic underlies both mean-difference and proportional-difference testing, 
nothing would be gained by determining the mean number of characters or emotions or aggressions per 
dream, even if the calculation of means did not have the aforementioned problems of cumbersomeness 
and opacity due to the differing lengths of dream reports from sample to sample.

It is also the case that another frequently used statistic, chi-squared, provides the same results as the 
proportions test for the 2×2 categorical tables that are most frequently used with the HVdC system. Chi-
squared is a very versatile and useful statistic because it can be used to analyze tables with many than 
two rows and columns, but it yields the same results with a 2×2 table as the test for the significance of 
differences between proportions. That is, the “z” score derived from a proportions test is equal to the 
square root of chi-squared (Ferguson, 1981, pp. 211-213). Moreover, the proportional difference between 
two samples is exactly equal to the Pearson r between the two samples (Rosenthal & Rubin, 1982). 
For example, a difference of .13 between two samples can be understood as an r of .13 between two 
dichotomous variables. Thus, there is nothing to be gained by working with chi-squared or correlational 
statistics instead of proportions with the data provided by HVdC content indicators.

Based on the admonition that “simpler is better” even when complex designs are possible (Cohen, 1990, 
1994), most studies of dream content using HVdC codings have relied on the comparison of two groups. 
This approach maximizes the size of the samples in each cell, avoids confounds, and minimizes reliance 
on complex statistical analyses, which usually are based on several assumptions that may or may not 
hold for any given sample, and therefore have potential weaknesses. However, in the case of studies that 
analyze three or more variables, it is possible to use other basic statistical test that are often deployed 
with categorical data, such as chi-squared, the Wilcoxon signed-rank test, Krusak-Wallis one-way analysis 
of variance, and Friedman two-way analysis of variance. For example, Hall (1966) used the Wilcoxon 
signed-rank test to compare HVdC codings for dream reports from several different REM periods, which 
led to the conclusion that there were no differences in dream content from REM period to REM period, 
and Strauch (2005; 1999) used non-parametric analysis of variance tests in her longitudinal study of the 
dream content of youngsters ages 9-15.

Determining the Magnitude of Effect Sizes

The use of the statistic for the significance of the difference between two proportions leads seamlessly 
to the use of an effect-size measure called h, which is similar in its general logic to the better-known d 
statistic for determining effect sizes based on means; both of these statistics were created by the same 
statistical psychologist (Cohen, 1988). In principle, the difference between the two proportions is the 
“effect size.” However, due to the fact that the population parameters are unknown with proportions, 
it is not possible to compute standard deviations, so the size of the differences at the extremes of the 
sampling distribution is not actually the same as it is in the middle of the distribution. This statistical 
point, which is not easily translated into words, essentially means that the actual size of the difference 
between, say, .02 and .08 (.06) is not the same as the difference between .44 and .50 (.06), which are in 
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the middle of the range (Cohen, 1977, p. 180, for the statistical explanation). Look-up tables provide 
the needed corrections for each sample and make it possible to subtract one correction from the other 
to derive h (Cohen, 1977; Domhoff, 1996, p. 315). Even better, the h statistic itself is calculated by the 
DreamSAT spreadsheet that is available on dreamresearch.net for doing all the statistical calculations 
for a full HVdC analysis once the codings are entered into it. (“SAT” stands for “statistical analysis tool.) 
Thus, using DreamSAT makes the use of the tables unnecessary. Generally speaking, h is a little more 
than twice as large as the percentage difference between two samples when the proportions for the two 
samples are between .15 and .85. It is only at the extremes that h becomes increasingly larger than about 
twice the difference between the two proportions.

The h statistic has the added value that it provides an effect size that is equal to phi and lambda, the 
two statistics used to determine effect sizes with chi-squared (Ferguson, 1981; Reynolds, 1984). Then 
too, the magnitude of the difference between two proportions is equal to the Pearson r for dichotomous 
variables, so nothing is gained by using a correlational approach instead of percentages (Rosenthal & 
Rubin, 1982). Thus, r = phi = lambda = h in terms of effect sizes with 2×2 tables.

The determination of what is a “small,” “medium,” or “large” effect size varies from research area to 
research area and is in good part a judgment based on experience. Cohen (1977, p. 184) suggests that a 
good starting point is to consider h=.20 a small effect size, h=.40 a medium effect size, and h=.80 a large 
effect size, but he also urges researchers to “avoid the use of these conventions” if they can substitute 
“exact values provided by theory or experience” in the specific area in which they work. Despite Cohen’s 
explicit call for the use of experience in each research area as the best guide to using terms such as 
“small,” “medium,” and “large,” his suggested starting point has tended to become an accepted standard 
even though studies show that the general range of effect sizes varies greatly from subject matter to 
subject matter. However, based on experience with past HVdC findings, effects sizes up to .20 should be 
considered small, effect sizes from .21 to .40 are best thought of as medium, and effect sizes above .40 are 
large. Effect sizes of .50 or above have been extremely rare in studies of dream content except in a few 
individual case studies (Domhoff, 1996, Chapter 8; 2003, Chapter 5).

To provide some perspective on the relative magnitude of these effect sizes, Table 2 presents the mean 
effect sizes that Rosnow and Rosenthal (1997) calculated for several areas of psychological research, along 
with the equivalent h values I calculated for comparisons with findings from dream research. This table 
shows that effect sizes vary considerably from research area to research area, which makes the case that 
each research area should determine what is a small, medium, or large effect size. The table also shows 
that the effect sizes in HVdC studies are in the middle of the range.

Table 2. Effect sizes in selected areas of psychological research.

 
Mean effect size in 

Pearson r
Mean effect size in 

Cohen’s d
Equivalent effect size in 

Cohen’s h
Laboratory interviews .07 .14 .14
Reaction time .08 .17 .16
Hall/Van de Castle studies     .20 to .40
Learning .26 .54 .52
Person perception .27 .55 .54
Inkblot tests .39 .84 .78
Everyday situations .40 .88 .80

From Domhoff (2003).
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There is good reason to believe that h works just as well with the “repeated measures” of a long dream 
series from one person as it does with independent samples. This claim derives from a simulation study 
using 10,000 resamples (each time a pair of scores are drawn from the larger pool based on two samples, 
and then they are return to the pool, making it possible that they will be used additional times in the 
simulation). The simulation shows that Cohen’s formula for determining the effect size between two 
independent means, d, produced almost exactly the same results with correlated measures as did a 
more complex formula that takes into account the size of any correlation between two samples. Since 
proportions are a special case of the mean, this result holds for h as well. Although the authors conclude 
that the more complex equation also used in their simulation study is “consistently slightly more 
accurate,” they also note that “the differences are quite small and are trivial for the sample size of 50” 
(Dunlap, Cortina, Vaslow, & Burke, 1996, p. 172). Since the differences derived from the two equations are 
small, and sample sizes are almost always over 50 in Hall/Van de Castle studies, it is feasible to use h for 
both independent and repeated-measures studies of dream content. This is an important conclusion that 
further strengthens the case for the increased use of individual’s dream series in future research studies.

The h statistic also makes it possible to present results in a clear graphic representation as well as in 
standard tables, because the effect sizes for all or any subset of the HVdC indicators can be placed on a 
bar graph that resembles an MMPI profile. This “h-profile” immediately reveals through visual inspection 
the comparative size of the h differences between any two samples on the content indicators that are 
being used. When new samples are regularly compared with normative samples, it is possible for those 
researchers familiar with past results to determine very quickly if there are any consistent patterns for 
particular types of individuals or groups. For example, the h-profile in Figure 1 shows the dream reports 
of one 15-year-old girl, which differs from the HVdC women’s norms on several indicators having to do 
with characters and social interactions.

Confidence intervals are used to estimate the range of values within which findings from additional 
samples would fall with a certain degree of probability. They are strongly advocated by psychological 
statisticians as a better way to present statistical findings, and indeed, as a substitute for significance 
testing (Cumming, 2012, 2014a; 2014b, p. 21). This emphasis can be easily incorporated into research 
on dream content by using the h statistic as a starting point. In effect, confidence intervals are the 
inverse of p values (levels of significance), which state the probability that new samples will fall outside 
the confidence interval. A 95% confidence interval is the complement of a p value of .05, and a 99% 
confidence interval is the complement of a p value of .01. The advantage of confidence intervals is that 
their width makes clear just how much variability there is likely to be in h from sample to sample. The 
narrower the CI, the more impressive the finding.

Approximate Randomization Cross-Validates the Use of Proportions

The accuracy of proportions in determining p values has been demonstrated by comparing their 
estimates to those based on the computationally intensive randomization strategy called approximate 
randomization. Like the nonparametric statistics to which they are closely related, randomization 
strategies bypass most of the assumptions that are in theory necessary for the use of parametric statistics 
(e.g., Franklin, Allison, & Gorman, 1997; Hager, 2013; Noreen, 1989; Sherman & Funder, 2009). 
Specifically, there is no need for random samples, similar sample sizes, or a normal distribution of scores. 
Through the use of random resampling (carried out by randomly drawing thousands of pairs of samples 
from a common pool made up of values from both samples), randomization provides exact p values, not 
approximations. Randomization strategies do assume that the samples being compared have similar 
shapes and variances, but that is true for parametric statistics as well (Franklin, et al., 1997).
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Figure 1. Bea at Ages 14-15, compared to the Female Norms.

h vs. Female Norms
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Male/Female Percent

Familiarity Percent
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Dead & Imaginary
Percent

Aggression/Friendliness
Percent

Befriender Percent

Aggressor Percent

Physical Aggression
Percent

A/C Index

F/C Index

S/C Index

Negative Emotions
Percent

At Least One Aggression

At Least One Friendliness

At Least One Sexuality

At Least One Misfortune

At Least One Good Fortune

**-.23

**-.22

-.05

-.00

-.03

+.11

+.39**

+.45**

+.25**

+.04

+.05

+.31

+.06

+.26**

+.29**

+.63**

+.42**

+.52**

**p < .01

Many parametric statistics are very robust in the face of one or more deviations from their underlying 
assumptions (e.g., Gaito, 1980; Gleason, 2013; Norman, 2010), which is contrary to my unfortunate 
partial conflation of measurement theory and statistical theory in two earlier overviews of the statistics 
used with the HVdC coding system (Domhoff, 2003, pp. 63-64; Domhoff & Schneider, 2008a, pp. 
1258-1259). However, large sample sizes can make nonparametric and randomization strategies just as 
powerful, in the sense of accurately detecting a real difference when there is one. In fact, nonparametric 
tests can be even more powerful than parametric tests with highly non-normal data. And in one 
simulation study, randomization statistics were more powerful than both the nonparametric Wilcoxon 
signed-rank test and the parametric t test when distributions were skewed (Keller, 2012). This point is 
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critical for dream research because very few of the elements in dream reports are normally distributed. 
Instead, there is often a highly negative skew to distributions.

It is also important to emphasize that randomization techniques work equally well with longitudinal 
studies of individual dream series because there is no assumption of independence (Franklin, et al., 
1997). This conclusion once again strengthens the case for the use of the lengthy individual dream 
series that have proven very valuable in dream research, revealing the consistency of dream content over 
time and the continuity of dream content with waking personal concerns about important people and 
interests in the dreamers’ lives (e.g., Bulkeley, 2012; Domhoff, 1996, Chapter 8; 2015).

The program for approximate randomization, available on request through dreamresearch.net, 
determines exact p values by — to repeat for clarity’s sake what was said earlier in different terms — 
pooling (i.e., merging) the data from both of the samples and then creating 5000, 10,000 or even more 
new pairs of random subsamples. The p value is the percentage of times that the difference between a 
pair of randomly drawn subsamples is equal to or greater than the difference between the two original 
samples.

For all but the few HVdC content indicators for elements that appear very infrequently, approximate 
randomization returns about the same p values as the proportions test, thereby demonstrating that 
the proportions test is providing accurate p values in almost all instances (Domhoff, 2003, pp. 85-
87; Domhoff & Schneider, 2008a). For example, a comparison of the M/F% for men (67/33) and 
women (48/52) found there were only 6 instances in 5000 trials in which the difference between the 
randomly drawn pairs of samples was equal to or larger than the difference between the two original 
samples, so the p value is .0012 (6 ÷ 5000 = .0012). However, when the same comparison is made using 
content indicators with small differences between two very small percentages (less than 10 percent), 
discrepancies between the two methods for determining p values are revealed. The standard formula 
sometimes indicates that the results are significant at the .05 or .01 level of confidence, but approximate 
randomization shows that the results are not significant at either of those levels. In such cases, the 
formula is wrong because the dream elements being studied only appear a small number of times, which 
creates distortions with distributions that are expressed in proportions.

Precise confidence intervals can be determined by means of a randomization strategy called 
“bootstrapping,” which makes it possible to determine confidence intervals with great precision. As 
with other randomization statistics, the basic idea is to draw 1,000 or more resamples and examine the 
distribution of outcomes, this time using “resampling with replacement.” (Resampling with replacement 
simply means that each value that is drawn randomly from the pool of values is returned to the pool, 
which makes it possible a value might be used several times in the course of drawing the sample.) The 
basic assumption is that these resamples “are analogous to a series of independent random samples” 
(Mooney & Duval, 1993, p. 11). Simulation studies using samples with known parameters support this 
assumption. They also show that bootstrapping provides more accurate confidence intervals than do 
standard formulas that assume normal distributions based on randomly drawn samples. Bootstrapping 
also allows confidence intervals to be asymmetrical when a distribution is skewed, something that is not 
possible with the standard formula.

The approach to calculating bootstrapped confidence intervals most frequently used by applied 
statisticians, the percentile method, is ideal for use with the HVdC content indicators because it is 
consistent with the use of proportions for determining p values and effect sizes. In addition, the other 
methods either revert to parametric assumptions or require hundreds of thousands of resamples with 
replacement for very little gain (Mooney & Duval, 1993). Although the percentile method is of limited 
usefulness with samples of less than 30, and requires 1,000 or more resamples, these potential problems 
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are not relevant for HVdC analyses. This is because studies of dream content require large sample sizes 
for reasons demonstrated in more detail in the next section. It is also the case that the resampling utility 
on dreamresearch.net (which is available to anyone on request) can analyze 10,000 or more resamples in 
a matter of seconds.

To set the 95% confidence interval, the bootstrapping program first generates a value for each of the 
10,000 resamples of the indicator being studied. Next it counts down from the largest value in the 
distribution to the 125th largest value, and then up from the smallest value to the 125th smallest value. 
The 125th largest value and the 125th smallest value are the 95% confidence interval with 10,000 
resamples. (In other words, 5% of 5,000 equals 250, with half of the 250 at one end of the distribution, 
the other half at the other end.)

The Issue of Autocorrelation

Autocorrelation in time series data (i.e., the lack of independence among a series of responses from a 
single individual) is an issue in several different areas of psychology because most statistical tests are 
based on the assumption that each response is an independent data point. In psychological studies, 
autocorrelation is thought to be increasingly likely as the time between responses decreases because it 
becomes more plausible that the prior responses — and/or some underlying factor(s) — are influencing 
subsequent responses. This possibility is most apparent in dream research in the use of dream series, 
which have provided several important findings and may be of even greater value in the future 
(Domhoff & Schneider, 2015a, for a full discussion).

Wald and Wolfowitz’s (1940) runs test, a statistical technique designed to test for randomness in 
categorical time-series data, can detect the presence of any form of dependency within a dataset, 
including monthly or seasonal cyclical patterns. It is the best-suited test for categorical data because 
the frequently used Durbin-Watson test assumes at least an interval level of measurement. The Wald-
Wolfowitz test determines whether or not there is any pattern in the runs that appear (with a run 
defined as one or more similar observations followed by one or more dissimilar observations). The 
runs test’s ability to detect nonrandomness is greater with longer datasets. In addition, the p-value for 
the runs test can be supplemented with a one-period lagged phi coefficient (a measure of correlation 
between two categorical variables) to provide a descriptive measure of the strength of the first-order 
autocorrelation. The one-period lagged phi coefficient is computed from a 2×2 contingency table with 
the binary responses for period t as rows and the binary responses for period t+1 as columns. The lower 
the first-order autocorrelation, the more likely it is that the Wald-Wolfowitz results are solid ones.

The application of the runs test begins by counting the observed number of runs and comparing them 
with the expected number of runs — the latter via a formula that takes into account the number of 
runs and the overall frequency of occurrence for each type of observation. Using a formula based on the 
difference between observed and expected proportions, a Z score and p value are calculated. A utility 
for the runs tests is available to other dream researchers upon request via dreamresearch.net. It takes 
plain text as input, with observations represented by single characters and separated by white space or 
commas. The output includes the observed and expected number of runs, a Z score, and a p value.

In a study of five different dream series, 125 runs tests were carried out on dream reports coded for 
various HVdC categories. This analysis resulted in six statistically significant results, five at the .05 level 
and one at the .01 level. The percentages of statistically significant differences that were found — 4.8 
percent at the .05 level and 0.8 percent at the .01 level — are close to what would be expected by chance. 
However, because the failure to reject the null hypothesis of randomness can be due to either the brevity 
of a time series or very weak autocorrelation, the one-period lagged phi coefficient was also computed 
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for each dream series. These first-order phi coefficients were extremely small, which suggests that the 
results of the Wald-Walkowitz test are accurate. Nor is it likely that the many nonsignificant results are 
due to a lack of statistical power. This is because the power of the runs test depends on the length of 
the time series, all of which were long in this study as compared to most time series that are analyzed, 
ranging from 86 to 171 dream reports. The overall nonsignificant results are therefore most likely due to 
extremely weak autocorrelations within each dream series. The overall results for the Wald-Walkowitz 
tests and the phi coefficients are presented in Table 3.

Table 3. Wald-Wolfowitz runs tests (p values & phi coefficients) for various Hall/Van de Castle content elements 
in ten long dream sets from four different dream series.

  Kenneth

(4 sets,100 per set) 
(5 categories, 20 tests)

Bea

(1 set of 171) 
(19 categories, 

19 tests)

Phil

(3 sets, 86 per set) 
(16 categories, 

48 tests)

Emma

(2 sets, 100 per set) 
(19 categories, 

38 tests)
any characters         .913 

-.006
.799 
-.024

.665 
-.056

1.00 
.000

.580 
-.047

*.035 
.135

unfamiliar characters         .679 
-.036

.942 
-.027

.516 

.054
.133 
-.165

.115 
-.169

.738 

.018
familiar characters         .563 

-.043
.766 
.030

.224 
-.152

.351 
-.118

.954 
-.033

.073 

.152
friends         .363 

.068
.432 
.080

.799 
-.040

.268 
-.133

.912 
-.030

.077 

.165
family         .712 

.024
*.022 
.235

.798 

.021
.902 
-.003

.243 
-.128

.685 
-.051

animals         .165 
.166

.468 
-.076

.630 
-.049

.547 
-.063

.814 
-.121

.370 
-.088

aggression .415 
-.092

.521 
-.038

.611 
-.059

.954 
-.016

.913 
-.015

.940 
-.021

.576 
-.069

.066 
-.204

.093 
-.171

.115 

.154
physical aggression .384 

.075
.509 
.055

.810 
-.038

.752 
-.054

.719 

.025
.640 
-.052

.688 
-.044

.212 
-.133

.410 

.080
.506 
-.065

non-physical aggression .539 
-.068

.764 
-.049

.883 
-.028

.338 

.091
.503 
.045

.915 
-.029

.705 
-.047

.145 
-.161

.095 
-.169

**.010 
.253

friendliness .572 
.051

.586 
-.016

.766 
-.036

.859 
-.031

.320 

.068
.193 
.128

.373 
-.108

.661 
-.059

.954 
-.016

.639 
-.059

sexuality .812 
.022

.697 
-.097

.845 
-.082

*.017 
.201

.569 
-.044

.468 
-.026

.409 
-.090

.799 
-.024

.255 
-.112

.656 
-.042

success         .377 
.060

      .886 
-.010

.886 
-.010

failure         .063 
.136

      .886 
-.010

.814 
-.021

misfortune         .512 
.043

*.034 
.253

.979 
-.010

.761 
-.040

.614 

.045
.802 
-.030

bodily misfortune         .464 
-.057 

.877 
-.012

.395 
-.090

.142 

.150
1.0 

-.001
.237 
.113

good fortune         .555 
.044

      .735 
-.031

.814 
-.021

emotion         .052 
.143

.375 

.096
.126 
.154

.070 
-.203

.509 

.059
.184 
.119

negative emotion         .142 
.107

.363 

.098
*.038 
.213

.093 
-.189

.869 
-.019

.527 

.060
positive emotion         .550 

-.046
.378 
.093

.888 
-.069

.166 
-.030

.827 
-.023

.569 

.011

*p < .05, **p < .01; p-values are in regular type; first-order (AR(1)) phi coefficients are in italics. The number of sets, 
number of dreams per set, number of categories analyzed, and number of tests carried out are below the names of each 
dreamer. (From Domhoff & Schneider, 2015a.)
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Based on these results, it is very unlikely that autocorrelation will be found in future dream series that 
have been carefully checked for their authenticity to avoid hoaxers. However, if there are any doubts 
about any given series dream series, it can be checked for autocorrelation with the utility available 
through contacting dreamresearch.net. On the rare chance that autocorrelations are ever found, it would 
be necessary to used mixed-effects methods, which are designed to analyze repeated measures that are 
correlated (Klingenberg, 2008).

When the results on the absence of autocorrelation are added to the evidence presented earlier in this 
article that there are no statistical problems in studying dream series with the HVdC categories, the path 
is clear for greater use of this invaluable source of nonreactive, unobtrusive archival data, which already 
has led to many findings about dream content that might not have been possible otherwise.

Ratios, Proportions, and the HVdC Ratio Indexes

The fact that randomization statistics replicate results with the proportions test, along with the fact that 
the runs test demonstrates dream content is independent from dream report to dream report, provides 
the basis for discussing another important statistical issue. What is the best way to analyze findings from 
the three HVdC social-interaction ratios (the A/C, F/C, and S/C indexes)? The combination of results 
from the randomization and autocorrelation studies show that statistical comparisons of results with 
these three indicators can be carried out with the formula for the significance of the difference between 
two independent proportions.

However, this conclusion has to be supplemented with a more theoretical discussion of the issue to 
avoid misunderstandings. This is because the relationship between a ratio and a proportion is not always 
clearly articulated, which can lead to concerns that the proportions test should not be used with ratios. 
That is, proportions are sometimes thought to be different because they are parts of a whole, such as the 
proportion of the apple crop that is lost to disease, which can only range from from zero (0%) to one 
(100%). Ratios, on the other hand, can compare any two quantities — such as the number of trees to the 
number of benches in a park, which might yield a ratio of 10:1.

But as stressed by statisticians, ratios are the more general category because ratios are defined as a 
comparison of any one quantity to any other quantity, and they can vary between zero and infinity. Thus, 
a proportion is simply one kind of ratio, but it is a ratio that only can vary between zero and one. It 
is therefore possible to use the proportions test with a ratio as long as (1) it varies between zero and 
one, as the HVdC social-interaction indicators always do for any sample with more than a handful 
of dream reports, and (2) each observation has been shown to be independent of the others, which 
is demonstrated in the case of the HVdC coding system by the results with the runs test that were 
presented in the previous section and in Domhoff and Schneider (2015a).

The Issue of Multiple Testing

Multiple tests of the same pair of samples can greatly increase the probability of finding at least one 
statistically significant difference by chance. For example, if ten comparisons are made, there is a 40 
percent probability of at least one statistically significant difference (i.e., where p < .05) occurring just 
by chance. This result also can be described as a 40 percent probability of a false positive, which is 
generally called a Type I error in statistics. With 20 tests, which is a realistic number when using the 
HVdC system, the probability of at least one false positive at the .05 level rises to 64 percent. However, 
as far as the HVdC normative findings on differences between men and women on several content 
indicators, they are first and foremost validated by replications of them with dream samples from the 
University of Richmond in 1980, the University of California, Berkeley in the mid-1980s, and Salem 
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College in Winston-Salem in the late 1980s (Dudley & Fungaroli, 1987; Dudley & Swank, 1990; Hall, 
Domhoff, Blick, & Weesner, 1982; Tonay, 1990/1991). But it is also the case that they are preserved after 
a correction for multiple testing is applied, as discussed later in this section and as demonstrated in detail 
elsewhere (Domhoff & Schneider, 2015b)

To correct for multiple testing with the HVdC system, the Benjamini-Hochberg correction (1995), is used 
because it controls for false positives by focusing on the comparisons that yielded statistically significant 
differences. It does not suffer nearly as much from the large loss of statistical power that is experienced 
when the entire list of p values is used in making the correction whether they are significant or not, as 
in the case of the earlier Holm-Bonferroni correction (Holm, 1979). Due to its statistical shortcomings, 
the Holm-Bonferroni method has been widely criticized by statisticians and by practitioners in 
epidemiology, ecology, and medicine on the grounds that it stifles the further exploration of unexpected 
findings (e.g, Ellis, 2010; Moran, 2003; Perneger, 1998). This is particularly the case in fields that are 
primarily at a descriptive stage in the theory-building process (Rothman, 1990). The Benjamini-Hochberg 
correction is also more useful because it works equally well even when some of the tests are correlated 
— especially when they are positively correlated (Benjamini & Yekutieli, 2001; Genovese, 2002). It is 
the method of choice for many researchers in fields such as astronomy, ecology, and molecular biology, 
which sometimes make hundreds or thousands of statistical comparisons in a single study (Garcia, 2004). 
It also makes intuitive and statistical sense for dream research because the field is still primarily in an 
exploratory and descriptive stage (Domhoff & Schneider, 2015b, for a detailed comparison of the two 
alternative methods that is discussed based on the statistical terminology that is used in discussions of 
this issue in the statistics literature).

The Benjamini-Hochberg correction can be carried out using a program for it that is attached to 
DreamSAT on dreamresearch.net. Along with information on whether or not an initially significant 
difference is preserved for each indicator, the results include an adjusted p value for each indicator as 
well. Although statisticians do not consider the determination of each adjusted p value to be necessary, 
the inclusion of “before-and-after” p values in a table makes it possible for those who doubt the 
usefulness of any correction formula to decide for themselves whether or not they want to take the 
multiple-test adjustment into account. The tables also include p values for content indicators that were 
not significant before the adjustment was made. These values are useful because researchers who are 
familiar with the HVdC norms can see if the patterns of significance and non-significance found in 
future studies are familiar to those found in the past.

The impact of the multiple-comparison correction on dream content studies using a large number of 
HVdC indicators was first examined by means of a reanalysis of the normative findings for men and 
women, using p and h values calculated using DreamSAT. Although DreamSAT includes 28 Hall/Van de 
Castle content indicators, six were omitted from this analysis for the following reasons: the spreadsheet 
does not calculate p and h values for the A/C, F/C, and S/C indexes; two of the indicators (Self-Negativity 
Percent and At Least One Striving) are “meta-indicators” that draw from more than one coding category 
and have been abandoned; and one indicator (Unusual Character Percent) is seldom used due to the 
rarity of the coding elements involved.

For the remaining 22 HVdC indicators, the results of previous analyses were almost entirely preserved. 
All 12 of the statistically significant differences at the .05 level remain. Of the 11 out of 12 differences 
that were also significant at the .01 level, only one was “downgraded” to the p < .05 level (Domhoff & 
Schneider, 2015b). This change involved the rarely used Torso-Anatomy Percent, which is determined 
by dividing the number of torso body parts (torso, anatomy, and genitals) by the total number of body 
parts that are coded. (Although seldom used, this indicator can be useful in cases in which inspection 
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of the dream reports or the situation of the dreamers suggests there may be atypical concern with body 
parts or body imagery; for example, it detected a concern with the body in mastectomy patients in a pre- 
and post- research design (Giordano, et al., 2012).) The full results of applying the Benjamini-Hochberg 
correction to the HVdC normative findings on men and women are displayed in Table 4.

Table 4. The Hall/Van de Castle male norms and female norms compared, with 22 p values before and after 
adjustment using the Benjamini-Hochberg step-up algorithm.

 
h 

(females vs. males) p B-H adjusted p

Characters
Male/Female Percent -.41 ** .000 ** .000

Familiarity Percent +.27 ** .000 ** .000

Friends Percent +.12 ** .003 ** .006

Family Percent +.22 ** .000 ** .000

Animal Percent -.08 .051 .087

Social Interactions
Aggression/Friendliness Percent -.16 * .010 * .018

Befriender Percent -.03 .778 .815

Aggressor Percent -.12 .201 .316

Physical Aggression Percent -.34 ** .000 ** .000

Settings
Indoor Setting Percent +.25 ** .000 ** .000

Familiar Setting Percent +.34 ** .000 ** .000

Self-Concept Indicators
Bodily Misfortunes Percent +.09 .338 .396

Negative Emotions Percent -.01 .891 .891

Dreamer-Involved Success Percent -.14 .309 .396

Torso/Anatomy Percent -.24 ** .005 * .010

At Least One:
Aggression -.07 .251 .368

Friendliness +.06 .342 .396

Sexuality -.32 ** .000 ** .000

Misfortune -.07 .288 .396

Good Fortune -.04 .555 .610

Success -.28 ** .000 ** .000

Failure -.22 ** .001 ** .001

*p < .05, **p < .01. (From Domhoff & Schneider, 2015b.)

A second test of the strength of findings using numerous HVdC indicators was based on the results from 
a comparison of the women’s norms with the random sample of 250 dream reports drawn from the 
Barb Sanders dream series, which already had been coded for characters, social interactions, misfortune/
good fortune, success/failure, and emotions for substantive reasons. In all, 19 content indicators were 
calculated and compared with the HVdC female norms. Twelve of the 19 indicators were originally 
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statistically significant at the .05 level; five of the 12 that were significant at the .05 level were also 
significant at the .01 level. After applying the Benjamini-Hochberg correction, 10 of the 12 previously 
significant p values remained significant at below .05, with four of five remaining significant below .01. 
The two measures that crossed over from significant (p < .05) to non-significant (p ≥ .05) had small effect 
sizes (h = .11 & h = .16) (Domhoff & Schneider, 2015b).

The Necessity of Large Sample Sizes

Sample sizes have to be large in most psychological studies to conclude anything with confidence, a 
point that has been demonstrated empirically as part of the concern that many results in psychology, 
the neurosciences, and medicine cannot be replicated (e.g., Button, et al., 2013; Nosek, 2015). 
According to Cohen’s (1977, p. 205) detailed work on the sample sizes necessary for attaining statistical 
significance with varying magnitudes of differences between samples, in particular it takes a large 
number of observations to detect small differences with any degree of accuracy. For example, with a real 
difference in proportions of .20, which is roughly equivalent to an h of .40 (about as large a difference 
as is generally found in dream studies), 125 observations are needed to have an 80 percent chance of 
attaining statistical significance at the .05 level. For proportional differences of .10, it takes a sample of 
502 observations to have an 80 percent chance of attaining significance at the .05 level. The empirical 
results presented later in this section suggest that Cohen’s calculations are exactly right for dream studies 
with the HVdC coding system.)

In the case of dream research, the need for large samples of dream reports may be even more acute for 
two crucial reasons. First, not all dream reports contain the elements that are the basis for HVdC content 
analyses. Characters, activities, objects, and settings are present in a great majority of dream reports, but 
friendly and aggressive social interactions appear in less than half of dream reports, which reduces the 
sample size in half for these HVdC content indicators (and sexual interactions, even so much as a sensual 
thought or kiss, appear in perhaps 10 percent of dream reports, so any individual, gender, or cross-
national differences are even likely to be detected without very large samples). Second, the magnitude 
of the differences between the samples that are being compared is often small, as noted earlier in this 
document, which makes effect sizes more difficult to detect.

The large size of the samples needed for statistically reliable findings in studies of dream content has 
been demonstrated in four separate analyses. The first study was based on numerous subsamples drawn 
from the 500 dream reports in the HVdC normative sample for men (Domhoff, 1996, pp. 64-67). 
Using three different tables of random numbers, six random samples of 250 dream reports were used 
to determine an “average departure” from the findings with the full sample. The results were usually 
within one to three percentage points of the findings for the full sample for all of the Hall and Van de 
Castle indicators, which suggested that 250 dream reports are adequate to replicate the norms. With 12 
random samples of 125 dream reports, the average departure was within three to 10 percentage points of 
the findings for the full sample for frequently occurring elements, which still seems close enough to the 
normative findings. However, they differed by 14 to 22 percentage points with less frequent elements, 
which is large enough that 125 dream reports may be an absolutely minimal sample size for elements 
that occur relatively infrequently. At the other extreme, 60 random sets of 25 dream reports and 30 
random sets of 50 dream reports had average departures from the norms that were over 10 percentage 
points for most indicators (Domhoff, 1996, p. 66, Table 4.7).

In a second study using the same method, but based on a three-month dream series kept in the summer 
of 1938 by an entomologist out of his own curiosity, the overall results with the 178 dream reports with 
50 or more words were compared with those from subsamples of varying sizes. (The dream series is 
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available on DremBank.net under the name “The Natural Scientist.”) This study showed that it took 100 
dream reports to come within 5 percentage points of the overall findings for most indicators (Domhoff, 
1996, p. 148, Table 7.9). Based on these several different results, Domhoff (1996) concluded that it takes 
samples of at least 100 dream reports to make comparisons using most Hall and Van de Castle indicators. 
Unfortunately, based on experience and analyses since that time, which are reported on below, this 
conclusion needs to be updated because 125 dream reports seems to be a much safer minimum sample 
size.

These findings were replicated and refined in a third study that used the 1,000 dream reports in the 
men and women’s normative samples to calculate the mean number of times that various elements 
appeared in each dream report. This calculation made it possible to estimate the approximate number of 
dream reports needed for statistical significance at the .05 level of confidence for effect sizes of varying 
magnitudes. Based on the empirical finding that the effect size h ranges from .20 to .40 for most content 
categories in most dream studies, it was concluded that it takes anywhere from 22 to several hundred 
dream reports in each sample to detect known differences at just the .05 level (Domhoff, 2003, pp. 
92-94). For example, 100 dream reports are needed in each sample to detect an effect size of .20 for 
the male/female percent, but only 16 dream reports are needed in each sample if the effect size is .50 
(Domhoff, 2003, Table 3.7). Since the magnitude of the differences between two samples on this or any 
other indicator usually cannot be predicted before the study is carried out, the necessity of analyzing 
large samples of dream reports becomes apparent. These findings are presented in detail in Table 5.

Table 5. Estimated minimum number of dream reports needed in each comparison group to find a statistically 
significant difference at the .05 level.

  Estimated rate of 
elements per dream

Critical n needed for these  
hypothetical h differences

  h = ±.20 h = ±.35 h = ±.50

Characters

Male/Female Percent 1.927 100 33 16

Familiarity Percent 2.471 78 26 13

Friends Percent 2.471 78 26 13

Family Percent 2.471 78 26 13

Social Interaction Percents

Aggression/Friendliness Percent 1.076 179 59 29

Aggressor Percent 0.484 397 130 64

Physical Aggression Percent 0.739 260 85 42

Settings

Indoor Setting Percent 1.177 164 54 27

Familiar Setting Percent 0.626 307 101 50

The formula used to calculate these “critical n” values is as follows: nc = 2Zc
2 / h2r

Zc is the critical Z-score for significance at the desired p level (in this table, Zc=1.96), h is the hypothetical h difference 
(effect size) between the two groups being compared, and r is the rate at which the coding elements in question typically 
appear in a single dream. (From Domhoff, 2003.)
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A fourth study used approximate randomization to determine the sample sizes that are necessary 
to detect the six largest differences between men and women in the Hall and Van de Castle (1966) 
normative samples (Domhoff & Schneider, 2008a). This analysis is of special interest because the 
frequency of the elements that determine these various percentages and ratios, along with the 
magnitude of the gender differences, vary greatly from indicator to indicator. It therefore takes larger 
numbers of dream reports to have the necessary observations to detect differences on infrequently 
appearing elements that are not large in magnitude. The minimum sample size needed to replicate the 
original findings was defined very leniently as the point at which 50 percent of the 10 subsamples of a 
given size yielded a p value less than .05. This is lower than the usual standard for what is considered 
good statistical power, in which it is expected that there will be an 80 percent chance that the actual 
differences will be detected (i.e., the null hypothesis will be rejected).

Based on an approximate randomization study of 10,000 pairs of resamples of the men and women’s 
normative dream reports, with 250 dream reports in each sample, all six gender differences have a p 
value of .05 or lower, which is consistent with findings presented earlier in this section that 250 dream 
reports in each sample replicate the norms. For subsamples with 125 dream reports, five of the six 
differences have a p value of .05 or lower. For sample sizes below 60, four of the six indicators remain 
statistically significant at the .05 level or below. Gender differences for only one indicator, the M/F%, 
could still be detected at the .05 level or lower half the time with sample sizes as small as 30 dream 
reports. This was possible because the relevant elements for this indicator appear frequently and the 
gender difference on M/F% is very large (Domhoff & Schneider, 2008a).

A fifth and final study on this issue examined the sample sizes needed to detect the five largest 
differences between the women’s norms and the random sample of 250 dream reports from the Barb 
Sanders series/(Domhoff, 2003, Chapter 5; 2010). These differences concern the fact that Sanders had 
a very percentage of dreams with At Least One Sexuality, a high Aggressor Percent, and high rates of 
social interaction on both the A/C Index and the F/C Index, along with a very low Friends Percent. (The 
finding on her low Friends Percent is not in conflict with her high F/C Index because it is possible to 
have friendly interactions with family members and unknown characters while at the same time having 
few friendly interactions with the friends who appear in the dream reports).

Based on 10,000 approximate randomization pairings created through resampling for each indicator, all 
five differences between the Barb Sanders sample and the normative women’s sample were detected at 
the .05 level of significance or lower with 125 dream reports per sample. However, when only 100 reports 
per resample were compared, the differences on the Aggressor Percent and the A/C Index were not at or 
below a p value of .05 even half the time, once again suggesting 125 dream reports as a minimal sample 
size. The p values for the F/C Index were not at or below .05 on half of the trials when there were less 
than 75 dream reports in each resample. On the other hand, and confirming the larger point, it took 
only 25 dream reports per resample to detect the very large differences on At Least One Sexuality with 
a p value of .05 or lower. The even larger h difference due to her very low Friends Percent compared 
to the women’s norms could be detected with a p value of .05 or lower with only 15 dream reports 
per resample. Overall, however, it would be folly to have less than 125 dream reports in a sample of a 
person’s dreams that is going to be compared with the HVdC norms for men or women, unless the study 
is narrowly focused on one or two predetermined indicators that are based on elements that appear 
frequently and predicted to reveal very large differences.

As demonstrated by these five different studies based on three different methodologies, it takes at least 
125 dream reports to replicate most of the statistically significant findings that have been established 
using larger samples. This is 25 more dream reports than suggested in earlier work as the minimum 
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sample size (100 dream reports), but these further analyses suggested that a new minimum needed to be 
established (Domhoff, 1996, 2003). It is therefore likely that the small sample sizes in numerous studies 
of dream content have led to many instances in which the null hypothesis has been accepted when 
it should have been rejected. This means that real differences that may have proven useful in theory 
building have been lost. Once again, both the magnitude of effect sizes and statistical power are critical 
(Ellis, 2010). In addition, it should be stressed that normative findings are not necessarily replicable with 
smaller sample sizes. Once reliable and repeated relationships are established with large sample sizes, it 
does not mean that they will be found with small sample sizes.

The Value of Replications

For all the usefulness of the various statistical tests discussed in this document, virtually all statisticians 
agree that there is no substitute for replication studies in psychology no matter how large the sample size 
or how great the sophistication of the statistical analysis. That’s because no statistical test is perfect (e.g., 
Cohen, 1990, 1994; Cumming, 2012, 2014a, 2014b; Hunter, 1997; F. Schmidt, 1996; S. Schmidt, 2009). 
This admonition seems doubly important for dream research, in which contradictory results are frequent 
due to the many studies that have small sample sizes or employ new or untested rating scales without 
taking into account that many of the real differences that actually exist on several variables are small in 
their magnitude. It therefore makes sense to assume that any result reported in the dream literature is 
considered tentative until it has been replicated at least once.

Moreover, once successful replications are carried out on independent samples, then in theory there is no 
need for a correction because multiple tests were made on the same sample. This is because replication 
virtually eliminates the chances that the finding involves a false rejection of the null hypothesis (a Type 
I error), which is what such correction formulas are designed to guard against. Bypassing the use of 
corrections for multiple tests, in turn, means that actual differences in future samples of adequate size 
are more likely to be accepted, not wrongly rejected (a Type II error), which is always a risk when using 
any test for multiple corrections. As already stressed in the section on multiple testing, this is due to the 
fact that all corrections tests have the unfortunate side effect of reducing statistical power (the ability to 
detect a statistically significant difference when one exists) to one degree or another. Running multiple 
correction tests on many small samples even could be self-defeating in that they create an unnecessary 
downward spiral that is a function of the tests’ assumptions, not the actual findings. If there is an 
insistence upon repeated use of multiple corrections tests by journal editors, then researchers should use 
one-tailed tests because the direction of the difference can be predicted on the basis of the replicated 
results.

The issue of validity

Along with reliability of coding, the use of appropriate statistical analyses, the use of adequate sample 
sizes, and replication, the key (and final) issue in terms of HVdC findings is their “validity.” Do they 
relate to the important waking factors to which they are intended to relate? This is actually the issue 
of psychological meaning in a more general and abstract form. In effect, then, many of the substantive 
claims made about the content of dream reports based on HVdC findings are also about the validity of 
the HVdC coding system. Thus, the widespread evidence that findings with the HVdC coding system 
relate to gender, culture, age, and the differing waking personal concerns of individual dreamers, 
demonstrates the coding system’s validity. This widespread evidence can be found in many different 
articles and books by dream researchers in several different countries, stretching from Canada to Iran to 
India and Japan,. It has led to new discoveries and its replicated findings provide a strong foundation 
for future theorizing about dreaming and dream content (e.g., Avila-White, et al., 1999; Crugnola, 
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Maggiolini, Caprin, Martini, & Giudici, 2008; Domhoff, 1996, 2003; Karagianni, Papadopoulou, Kallini, 
Dadatsi, & Abatzoglou, 2013; McNamara, McLaren, & Durso, 2007; Strauch, 2005; Strauch & Lederbogen, 
1999; Yamanaka, Morita, & Matsumoto, 1982).
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