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A B S T R A C T   

Aim: This study aimed to explore the relationship between typical dreams and the mental health of residents in 
village-in-city. 
Methods: This study used the Chinese version of the Typical Dreams Questionnaire and Symptom Checklist 90 
(SCL-90) to investigate the mental health status and typical dream themes of 1,190 residents recruited through 
random sampling from a village-in-city in Xi’an. Correlation analysis, t-test, and binary regression analysis were 
performed on the data using SPSS 24.0. 
Results: The five most frequent dream themes among residents in the village-in-city were "falling"; "school, 
teacher, study"; "being chased but not physically injured"; "enjoying delicious food"; and "repeatedly trying to do 
something," in the given order. The most frequent dream theme with negative SCL-90 factors was "falling" and 
with positive SCL-90 factors was "school, teacher, study." Typical dreams on different themes were significantly 
correlated with SCL-90 factors. The theme of "enjoying delicious food" was not significantly associated with most 
factors in SCL-90.   

1. Introduction 

Dreams have been long recorded in human societies, and at different 
times there have been specific theories and techniques for interpreting 
dreams. Carl Gustav Jung believed that dreams presented the full picture 
of the current state of mental consciousness, including the unconscious 
aspects, and that dreams also compensated for self-conscious attitudes 
[1]. The psychoanalytic theory of dreams holds that a dream is the result 
of the interaction between the subconscious mind and the consciousness 
system accompanied by the transfer of psychological energy. The func
tion of dreams is to provide a vent for the accumulated psychological 
energy, so as to relieve tension and regain balance. A neurocognitive 

model proposed by Levin and Nielsen [2] is based on the idea that 
changes in the prevalence, frequency, and severity of nightmares, and 
psychopathological complications reflect the daily changes in emotional 
stress. 

Lamis et al. [3] found a significant positive correlation between 
distress caused by nightmares and depression, indicating a significant 
relationship between dreams and mental health. Some researchers have 
used the frequency of dreams and the dream recall ability of specific 
groups, such as athletes [4], depressed patients [5], and patients with 
obsessive-compulsive disorder [6] as important indicators to explore 
their relationship with mental health. Daoust et al. [7] observed 
different types of dreams and found a close relationship between dreams 
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and mood. Hao Renjie and colleagues found [8] that typical dreams on 
different topics can predict the mental health status of the subjects, and 
can be used as a reference indicator in individual or group psychological 
counseling. 

Jiang Linlin [9] recorded and analyzed the dreams of hospitalized 
neurological patients and found a relative decrease in negative emotions 
and an increase in the occurrence of lucky events in the dreams in the 
later stage of treatment compared with the early stage of treatment. This 
shows that the interpretation of dreams combined with other aspects of 
treatment can help to understand the mental state of others, and the 
content of dreams can be used as a reference for mental health. 

However, there are relatively few studies exploring the relationship 
between dreams and the mental health of urban village residents. 
Because of their unique living environment, urban village residents 
belong neither to the city nor to the countryside. They are not traditional 
farmers with land who prioritize farming. The majority of them work in 
the city and have mental health problems. This study hopes to under
stand the content of the typical dreams of urban village residents and 
explore the relationship between their typical dreams and mental health 
problems. 

2. Research methodology 

2.1. Participants 

A total of 1,190 questionnaires from 478 male subjects and 712 fe
male subjects were collected. The average age of the subjects was 19.67 
+ 5.47 years, and the majority had received junior college education 
(89.4%), had a monthly income of less than RMB 1,000 (81.8%), and 
had no fixed job (84.4%). 

2.2. Research tools 

The Chinese version of the Typical Dreams Questionnaire (55TDQ- 
C), revised by Chen Kun and Zhang Min, was used for analysis. It in
cludes 55 possible dream themes and has high reliability (α = 0.893) 
[10]. The scoring method was as follows: if the subject could remember 
the theme of the dream, the question was given a score of "1"; otherwise, 
the question was scored "0". The total score was the sum of scores for all 
55 questions. The Symptom Checklist 90 (SCL-90) is a commonly used 
self-reporting inventory, consisting of 90 questions rated on a five-point 
Likert scale. Recent studies have shown that the SCL-90 has a factor 
generalization coefficient of 0.67–0.85, a reliability coefficient of 
0.64–0.82, a total score generalization coefficient of 0.968, and a reli
ability index of 0.962. It has high reliability, and structural validity 
analysis shows the tool to have a good model fit index [11]. 

2.3. Data processing 

In this study, t-test, correlation analysis, and binary regression 
analysis were performed on the data using SPSS 24.0 statistical software. 

3. Research results 

3.1. Descriptive statistics 

3.1.1. Frequency of themes in typical dreams 
The frequency of themes in typical dreams was obtained by 

analyzing the data collected using 55TDQ-C, and the top ten themes 
were sorted. The five themes with the greatest frequencies were "falling" 
(48.10%), "school, teacher, study" (46.40%), "being chased but not 
physically injured" (44.39%), "enjoying delicious food" (41.08%), and 
"repeatedly trying to do something" (40.34%) (see Table 1). 

3.1.2. Descriptive statistics of SCL-90 
Total SCL-90 score ≧160 (<160) and each factor score ≧2 (<2) 

indicated positive (negative) symptoms. The minimum, maximum, 
mean, and standard deviation values of each factor and the frequencies 
and percentages of negative and positive results of each SCL-90 factor 
are shown in Table 2. It can be seen that the percentage of negative 
results for each factor is greater than the percentage of positive results 
for the same factor. 

According to the data in Table 3, the most frequent dream theme was 
30 (school, teacher, study) for negative results of SCL-90 factors sensi
tivity to interpersonal relationships, obsessive-compulsive symptoms, 
and total score. In all the other cases, 12 (falling) was the most frequent 
dream theme. 

Table 1 
Frequency of themes in typical dreams (N = 1,190).  

ranking Dream theme rate 

1 12. Falling 48.10% 
2 30. School, teacher, and study 46.40% 
3 1. Being chased but not physically injured 44.39% 
4 5. Enjoying delicious food 41.08% 
5 3. Repeatedly trying to do something 40.34% 
6 36. On the edge of falling 39.88% 
7 4. Too scared to move 38.59% 
8 37. Failed the exam 36.64% 
9 10. Found money 36.61% 
10 11. Fly or soar into the sky 36.50% 
11 6. Being late, such as missing the train 36.22% 
12 9. Snake 35.75% 
13 34. The dead people are still alive 34.77% 
14 16. Have unusual knowledge and intelligence 34.76% 
15 19. Have magical powers (not including flying or floating in 

the air) 
33.90% 

16 29. The awkward experience of not finding a toilet or going to 
the toilet 

33.82% 

17 2. The body is attacked, such as bitten, stabbed, or raped 33.60% 
18 35. Those living in reality have died 33.31% 
19 38. Suffocation and cannot breathe 33.08% 
20 28. To feel yourself in a room vividly, but not by watching or 

listening 
32.76% 

21 31. Sex experience 32.62% 
22 43. Half-awake and paralyzed in bed 31.21% 
23 49. Back to being a child 31.09% 
24 13. Improper clothing 31.03% 
25 33. Fire 30.64% 
26 26. Being killed 30.15% 
27 23. Insects or spiders 29.28% 
28 8. Being locked up 29.11% 
29 39. Fierce beast 29.03% 
30 40. In a movie 28.87% 
31 15. Tied up and unable to move 28.79% 
32 44. See a face very close to you 28.54% 
33 22. Earthquake 28.50% 
34 7. Swimming 28.47% 
35 20. A flood or a tsunami occurs 28.32% 
36 27. See yourself die 28.30% 
37 18. Tooth loss 28.17% 
38 14. Naked 28.07% 
39 52. Found a new room in your own house 27.76% 
40 32. Car suddenly goes out of control while driving 27.71% 
41 41. Kill someone 27.31% 
42 51. Meet a God or be a god 27.29% 
43 47. Travel to another planet or visit different parts of the 

universe 
26.77% 

44 21. A tornado or a hurricane 26.64% 
45 42. Mental people, crazy people 26.39% 
46 17. Biology, half human and half beast 26.35% 
47 53. See a flying object fall (e.g., a plane crash) 26.17% 
48 24. Bump the opposite sex 25.95% 
49 50. See angels 25.93% 
50 46. See aliens 25.90% 
51 25. Bump into an object (such as a tree or rock) 25.46% 
52 45 See a UFO 25.11% 
53 48. Becomes an animal 24.66% 
54 54. A miscarriage 24.29%  
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3.2. Dream analysis results 

Furthermore, for each typical dream theme, the total score and 
negative results for SCL-90 factors were set as "1″ and positive results 
were set as "2". An independent sample t-test was performed to analyze 
the correlation between typical dream themes and SCL-90 factors, and 
the results are shown in Tables 4 and 5. 

As can be seen in Tables 4 and 5, there was no significant correlation 
between SCL-90 factors somatization, sensitivity to interpersonal re
lationships, depression, anxiety, terror, psychosis, and total SCL-90 
scores of the residents in village-in-city with the dream theme enjoy
ing delicious food; all other SCL-90 factors were significantly correlated 
with the theme. In addition, except for enjoying delicious food, all other 
dream themes were significantly correlated with all SCL-90 factors. 

3.3. Regression analysis of SCL-90 factors and typical dreams 

A regression analysis was performed with the theme of the typical 
dream as the dependent variable and SCL-90 factors as independent 
variables. Considering the dependent variable as a dichotomous variable 
with a value of "1″ or "0″ depending upon whether a typical dream had a 
specific theme or not, binomial logistic regression was performed and 
the results are shown in Table 6 (only statistically significant results are 
presented). 

A higher Wald value indicates that the variable is more important. 
An odds ratio (OR) > 1 indicates that the variable has a greater impact 
on the probability of an event occurring and is referred to as a risk factor. 
Conversely, an OR <1 indicates that the variable has a smaller impact on 
the probability of an event occurring and is referred to as a protective 
factor. For example, a typical dream with the theme of failed exams had 
a correlation with paranoia, anxiety, and somatization factors with Wald 
values of 7.089, 6.386, and 4.741, respectively, and OR values of 1.937, 
2.083, and 1.746, respectively (see Table 6). Paranoia has the largest 
Wald value among the three factors, indicating that this variable is more 
important. All three factors have OR >1 which indicates that residents 
with negative paranoia, anxiety, and somatization factors are more 
likely to dream about failing the exam. 

4. Discussion 

4.1. Frequency of typical dreams 

As per the above data, the five most frequent themes in typical 
dreams were "falling"; "school, teacher, study"; "being chased but not 
physically injured"; "enjoying delicious food"; and "repeatedly trying to 
do something." The results are consistent with the findings of Nielsen 
et al. and Chen Kun et al. Furthermore, the two most frequent dream 
themes associated with negative and positive symptoms of SCL-90 were 
"falling" and "school, teacher, study." Falling represents the emotion of 
fear, and this result is consistent with Yin-Fang’s [12] study of adoles
cents wherein 38% of the dreams were representations of fear. This may 
be because adolescents [13] experience more stress at this age. Residents 
living in a village-in-city also experience fearful emotions resulting from 
great changes in their living environment including demolitions and 
change of residence. However, this theme had negative results for 
SCL-90 factors, indicating that it is not a serious concern. In contrast, the 
most frequent dreams were related to school and teachers and had 

Table 2 
SCL-90 descriptive statistics (N = 1,190).   

N Minimum Maximum Mean Standard deviation Negative Positive 

Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage 

Somatization 1190 1.00 4.17 1.4945 0.59718 941 79.1 249 20.9 
Sensitivity to interpersonal relationships 1190 1.00 4.44 1.7494 0.75306 770 64.7 420 35.3 
Obsessive-compulsive symptoms 1190 1.00 4.50 1.8734 0.73808 688 57.8 502 42.2 
Depression 1190 1.00 4.62 1.7351 0.75668 798 67.1 392 32.9 
Anxiety 1190 1.00 4.50 1.6272 0.69190 869 73.0 321 27.0 
Hostility 1190 1.00 4.17 1.5990 0.67168 875 73.5 315 26.5 
Terror 1190 1.00 4.29 1.5814 0.66851 869 73.0 321 27.0 
Bigotry 1190 1.00 4.17 1.5423 0.64366 897 75.4 293 24.6 
Psychosis 1190 1.00 4.00 1.5226 0.63097 935 78.6 255 21.4 
Other 1190 1.00 4.57 1.6055 0.65441 864 72.6 326 27.4 
Total score (160) 1190 90.00 360.00 147.6244 56.84419 776 65.2 414 34.8  

Table 3 
Typical dream table for each factor of SCL-90 (N = 1,190).  

Factor Most frequent theme 
(55TDQ-C) 

Somatization (negative =
941) 

12 

(positive =
249) 

12 

Sensitivity to interpersonal 
relationships 

(negative =
770) 

30 

(positive =
420) 

12 

Obsessive-compulsive symptoms (negative =
688) 

30 

(positive =
502) 

12 

Depression (negative =
798) 

12 

(positive =
392) 

12 

Anxiety (negative =
869) 

12 

(positive =
321) 

12 

Hostility (negative =
875) 

12 

(positive =
315) 

12 

Terror (negative =
869) 

12 

(positive =
321) 

12 

Bigotry (negative =
897) 

12 

(positive =
293) 

12 

Psychosis (negative =
935) 

12 

(positive =
255) 

12 

Other (negative =
864) 

12 

(positive =
326) 

12 

Total score (negative =
776) 

30 

(positive =
414) 

12  
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positive results for some of the SCL-90 factors. This is probably because 
the participants’ mean age was around 19 years. Most of the adolescents 
at this age are either attending school [14] (primarily junior college) or 
have just finished high school and are preparing for college entrance 
exams. Therefore, the pressure to study manifests itself as dreams about 
school and teachers. 

4.2. Dreaming about "enjoying delicious food" 

In the present study, the theme "enjoying delicious food" accounted 
for 41.08%, ranking among the top ten most frequent dream themes. 
However, no such dream theme was reported in the study by Hao Renjie 
and colleagues. This difference may be attributed to the different 
research objects of the two studies. The study by Hao Renjie and col
leagues focused on adults in the Pearl River Delta and North China, with 
an average age of 28.2 + 8.99 years, while the subjects of the present 
study were residents in village-in-city, with an average age of 19.67 +
5.47 years, and there are differences in their personality and cognitive 

experiences. Moreover, the economic situation in the Pearl River Delta 
and North China is generally better than that in Northwest China [15], 
and the income of adults is also relatively higher than that of adoles
cents, while the income of the residents in village-in-city selected for this 
study was generally less than RMB 1000. According to Maslow’s hier
archy of needs theory [16], the first level of needs is basic physiological 
needs, such as food, water, and sleep. The residents in the village-in-city 
generally have lower incomes, and they are mainly concerned about 
meeting their basic needs of food and water. In addition, there are many 
restaurants and snack stores in a village-in-city, and the residents are 
generally more exposed to these in their daily lives. Therefore, they are 
more likely to dream about food. 

4.3. Nightmare themes 

Five of the top ten typical dreams in this study were nightmares. Why 
do people have nightmares? [17] One reason is the early experience of 
some psychological trauma, which manifests in the form of a nightmare; 
the other reason is a recent mental stimulation. When people are awake, 
reason weakens these stimuli, while in sleep, the reason is weakened and 
the subconscious is enhanced, and the psychological wounds manifest as 
nightmares [18]. German pediatrician Monikihaus warns that a child’s 
repeated nightmares can be traced back to trauma during infancy, 
leading to mental illness and depression in severe cases. Due to the harsh 
environment and poor public security in the village-in-city, residents 
living there are likely to experience more negative mental stimuli. 

4.4. Research limitations and future prospects 

This study included residents from a village-in-city in Xi’an. How
ever, each region has its customs and cultural characteristics, and people 
have different educational backgrounds, family relationships, cultural 
influences, economic status, and psychological development levels. 
Therefore, limitations remain when the findings from this sample are 
extrapolated to the larger village-in-city groups. 

There is increasing research interest in the relationship between 
typical dreams and mental health. However, fewer targeted studies for 
different groups of people are available, especially for groups such as 
residents in a village-in-city, who either live far away from their 
hometowns or live in rented houses, or have already experienced or are 
preparing to experience demolition, and such changes in living condi
tions makes farmers who originally lived in the countryside experience a 
change in their living environment, both physically and psychologically 
[19]. When the place of residence is permanently changed [20], the 
inner sense of belonging to the land also changes, which may have good 
or bad effects on an individual’s mental health. We can use dream 
interpretation to make residents in village-in-city more aware of their 
inner self and thus pay attention to their mental health. 

Table 4 
Correlation between typical dream themes and SCL-90 factors of residents in village-in-city (N = 1,190).   

Somatization Sensitivity to interpersonal 
relationships 

Obsessive-compulsive 
symptoms 

Depression Anxiety 

1. Being chased but not physically injured .318** .341** .366** .337** .332** 
2. Physical attack, such as being bitten, stabbed, raped, 

etc. 
.389** .348** .334** .353** .373** 

3. Repeatedly trying to do something .343** .339** .380** .347** .374** 
4. Be paralyzed with fear .386** .351** .363** .364** .398** 
5. Enjoying delicious food 0.048 0.019 .065* 0.014 0.042 
6. Being late, e.g., not catching a train .246** .234** .256** .245** .251** 
7. Swimming .201** .127** .131** .142** .169** 
8. Locked up .420** .329** .331** .357** .398** 
9. Snake .299** .240** .265** .282** .287** 
10. Found money .220** .196** .207** .206** .220**  

Table 5 
Correlation between typical dream themes and SCL-90 factors and total scores of 
residents in village-in-city (N = 1,190).   

Hostility Terror Bigotry Psychosis Other Total 
score 
(160) 

1. Being 
chased but 
not 
physically 
injured 

.298** .284** .313** .295** .299** .350** 

2. Physical 
attack, such 
as being 
bitten, 
stabbed, 
raped, etc. 

.365** .324** .372** .371** .346** .387** 

3. Repeatedly 
trying to do 
something 

.350** .301** .374** .345** .352** .380** 

4. Be 
paralyzed 
with fear 

.351** .330** .356** .357** .370** .395** 

5. Enjoying 
delicious 
food 

.071* 0.038 .070* 0.025 0.048 0.044 

6. Being late, 
e.g., not 
catching a 
train 

.281** .194** .283** .234** .231** .265** 

7. Swimming .204** .157** .225** .189** .172** .180** 
8. Locked up .395** .359** .408** .396** .381** .405** 
9. Snake .281** .248** .276** .277** .274** .296** 
10. Found 

money 
.239** .180** .271** .235** .228** .235**  

Y. Li et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                        



Sleep Medicine: X 6 (2023) 100081

5

5. Conclusion  

5.1 The five most frequent dream themes were "falling"; "school, 
teacher, study"; "being chased but not physically injured"; 
"enjoying delicious food"; and "repeatedly trying to do 
something."  

5.2 Total SCL-90 score ≧160 (<160) and each factor score ≧2 (<2) 
were defined as positive (negative) symptoms, and the percent
age of negative results for a factor was greater than the per
centage of positive results for the same factor. The most frequent 
dream theme with negative SCL-90 factors was "falling" and 
positive SCL-90 factors was "school, teacher, study."  

5.3 The SCL-90 factors were significantly correlated with different 
themes of typical dreams.  

5.4 The theme of "enjoying delicious food" was not significantly 
associated with most of the SCL-90 factors. 
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F4 depression − 0.646 0.258 6.242 0.012 0.524 0.316 0.870 
Constant 0.144 0.189 0.584 0.445 1.155   

10. Found money F8 bigotry 0.807 0.245 10.808 0.001 2.241 1.385 3.625 
Constant − 1.123 0.187 35.858 0.000 0.325   

11. Fly or soar straight into the sky F8 bigotry 0.698 0.246 8.080 0.004 2.010 1.242 3.254 
F6 hostility 0.436 0.198 4.847 0.028 1.547 1.049 2.282 
Constant − 1.452 0.190 58.401 0.000 0.234   

12. Falling F3 obsessive-compulsive symptoms 0.827 0.268 9.544 0.002 2.287 1.353 3.865 
Constant − 0.904 0.245 13.589 0.000 0.405   

30. School, teacher, study F3 obsessive-compulsive symptoms 1.699 0.288 34.879 0.000 5.471 3.113 9.617 
F4 depression − 0.669 0.324 4.253 0.039 0.512 0.271 0.967 
F5 anxiety 0.799 0.370 4.656 0.031 2.223 1.076 4.592 
Constant − 0.105 0.219 0.230 0.631 0.900   

36. On the edge of falling F3 obsessive-compulsive symptoms 0.700 0.221 9.988 0.002 2.014 1.305 3.108 
Constant − 1.569 0.204 59.253 0.000 0.208   

37. Failed exam F8 bigotry 0.661 0.248 7.089 0.008 1.937 1.191 3.152 
F5 anxiety 0.734 0.290 6.386 0.012 2.083 1.179 3.681 
F1 somatization 0.557 0.256 4.741 0.029 1.746 1.057 2.883 
Constant − 1.299 0.191 46.435 0.000 0.273    
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