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I WAS scrambling away from a monstrous 
dark figure when I started to have the 
sneaking feeling that I had been here before, 

running from this man. I realised that I was in 
a bad dream, one I’d had several times recently. 
Only this time, I stopped mid-stride and 
turned around to face my attacker. “Who are 
you?” I screamed. “What do you want?”

I was in a lucid dream, a state of 
consciousness in between waking and sleeping, 
in which people are in a dream world but 
remain aware and able to control their actions. 
I normally use the dreams for fun – flying, say, 
or exploring – but sometimes I become lucid 
within bad dreams or nightmares. At first,  
I would simply wake myself up whenever this 
happened, but over time I realised I could 
change the dreams from within. 

Psychologists have long been interested in 
using dreams to rewrite nightmares or help 
people overcome persistent fears. But the 
ability to use lucid dreams has been limited 
because they are difficult to trigger, and, as 
with all dreams, memories of them evaporate 
so quickly upon waking. 

That could be about to change, however,  
as more consistent ways to induce these 
dreams are uncovered. It is even becoming 
possible to communicate with the dreamer 
and record what’s happening within dreams. 
These advances raise the tantalising prospect 
of unlocking this unique state of mind to 

create therapies for people with nightmares, 
anxiety and other conditions. We may soon be 
able to treat people within their dreams. 

I learned to lucid dream several years ago, 
initially by accident. When I went to bed or as 
I woke up, I would often get caught in a scary 
half-awake state where I was alert but unable 
to move or speak – something called sleep 
paralysis. To get out of this, I found it easier to 
fall back asleep than force myself awake. Since 
I maintained some awareness while drifting 
off, this often resulted in a lucid dream.  
It turns out that what I was doing isn’t so 

different from techniques used to induce lucid 
dreams deliberately (see “Lucid dreaming for 
beginners”, page 34). 

People have been experiencing and writing 
about lucid dreams for thousands of years. 
Now with the advent of brain imaging, we 
have been able to learn much more about 
what goes on during them. Comparing the 
brain scans of people who were awake, asleep 
or in lucid dreams revealed what many had 
long suspected: lucid dreaming is a state in 
between REM sleep – the phase in which most 
of our dreams occur – and waking. Unlike 

regular dreams, lucid dreams involve brain 
activity in areas associated with working 
memory and regions thought to play a role in 
higher cognitive functions, such as planning 
and behavioural control.

Dreams have long been a focus of 
psychological therapy, for many reasons. 
Recurring nightmares can be symptomatic  
of anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder and 
other conditions. Discussing dreams during 
therapy can provide an insulated way for 
people to explore traumatic subjects, and 
attempting to rewrite them can help 
overcome phobias or grief. For this, patients 
are encouraged to use a strategy known as 
imagery rehearsal therapy, in which they 
rehearse and then try to play out challenging 
scenarios within their dreams, or change the 
course of nightmares. 

The first hints that lucid dreaming could 
enhance or even expand on the therapeutic 
use of dreams came in the past decade,  
when psychologists found that people who  
are capable of lucid dreaming may be more 
resilient to trauma and better able to avoid 
nightmares. Then, in 2015, Brigitte Holzinger 
and colleagues at the Institute for 
Consciousness and Dream Research in Vienna, 
Austria, showed that lucid dreaming makes 
therapy for nightmares more effective. 

When Holzinger asked people undergoing  
a variation of imagery rehearsal therapy to try 
lucid dreaming, those who were successful 
stopped fearing sleep and began to enjoy their 
dreaming lives. One person even figured out 
how, within a nightmare, to go back to a point 
before a threat had started and continue the 
dream in another direction. People also found 
that lucid dreams brought a sense of power 
and control that translated into waking life,  
a welcome change from the helplessness often 
experienced in nightmares. This outcome is 
the ideal for this kind of therapy: to enable 

It was just  
a dream…
Exploiting our ability to lucid dream could 
help erase real-life traumas, finds sleep 
researcher Michelle Carr

>

“  It’s a step toward conveying 
the content of dreams to the 
outside world – in real time”
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