CURRENT DIRECTIONS IN PSYCHOLOGICAL SCIENCE

Nightmares, Bad Dreams, and
Emotion Dysregulation

A Review and New Neurocognitive Model of Dreaming

.1 ; 2
Ross Levin and Tore Nielsen

"Ferkauf Graduate School of Psychology, Yeshiva University, and ?Dream & Nightmare Laboratory, Sacre-Coeur Hospital,

Montreal

ABSTRACT—Nightmares—uvivid,
dreams—are quite common and are associated with «
broad range of psychiatric conditions. However, the origin

emotionally dysphoric

of such dreams remains largely unexplained, and there
have been no attempts to reconcile repetitive trawmatic
nightmares with nontraumatic nightmares, dysphoric
dreams that do not awaken the dreamer, or with more
normative dreams. Based on recent research in cognitive
neuroscience, sleep physiology, fear conditioning, and
emotional-memory regulation, we propose a multilevel
neurocognitive model that unites waking and sleeping as a
conceptual framework for understanding a wide spectrum
of disturbed dreaming. We propose that normal dreaming
serves a fear-extinction function and that nightmares
reflect failures in emotion regulation. We further suggest
that nightmares occur as a result of two processes that we
term affect load—a consequence of daily variations in
emotional pressures—and affect distress—a disposition to
experience events with high levels of negative emotional
reactivity.
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Nightmares—rvivid and highly emotionally dysphoric dreams
that awaken the individual from sleep—are among the most
commonly experienced sleep disorders (for extensive reviews of
this literature, see Levin & Nielsen, 2007; Nielsen & Levin,
2007). While fear and terror are the predominant emotions as-
sociated with nightmares, other emotions such as rage are not
uncommon (Zadra, Pilon, & Donderi, 2006). Like most dreams,
nightmares typically occur during rapid-eye-movement (REM)
sleep.
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Nightmares typically imply nocturnal awakening (Levin &
Nielsen, 2007), whereas bad dreams are usually defined as
negatively toned dreams that do not awaken the dreamer (Levin
& Nielsen, 2007; Zadra & Donderi, 2000; Zadra et al., 2006).
Despite phenomenological similarities between nighlmares and
had dreams, it remains unknown whether they are two qualita-
tively distinel phenomena or a single phenomenon varying in
intensity. We suggest that bad dreams involve similar processes
and merely differ in how effective (or ineffective) they are in
regulating shilting surges of current affect levels, a process we
refer lo as regulating affect load (see below for further discus-
sion). Accordingly, we use the term disturbed dreaming (DD)
when relerring to both nightmares and bad dreams.

PREVALENCE AND DEMOGRAPHIC
CHARACTERISTICS OF DD

Occasional episodes of DD are ubiquitous in the general pop-
ulation. Epidemiological studies indicate that about 85% of
adults report experiencing al least one nightmare within the
previous year (Levin, 1994), with about 2 to 6% of respondents
reporting weekly nightmares. Furthermore, nightmare incidence
is reported at significantly higher rates in younger adults starting
at age 14, in women after age 14, and in clinical populations
(Levin, 1994; Nielsen, Stenstrom, & Levin, 2006). As night-
mares are rarely reported sponlaneously as clinical problems or
inquired about in routine health screenings, true prevalence
rates are likely higher. In addition, retrospective reporling sig-
nificantly underestimales true DD prevalence and incidence
rates (Zadra & Donderi, 2000).

Perhaps the mosl robust finding in the DD literature is the
strong associalion between DD frequency and waking psycho-
pathology (e.g., Berquier & Ashton, 1992; Blagrove, Farmer,
& Williams, 2004 Hartmann, Russ, Oldfield, Sivan, & Cooper,
1987; Levin & Fireman, 2002; Levin & Nielsen, 2007; Nielsen,
Laberge, Tremblay, Vitaro, & Montplaisir, 2000). Because most
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