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Nightmare Exposure And Rescripting
Description
Exposure to- and rescripting of- nightmares is a helpful technique for taking control of bad 
dreams. There is evidence that imagery rescripting for nightmares can be used as a stand-alone 
intervention.  The Nightmare Exposure And Rescripting  worksheet contains instructions for 
conducting this technique.

Instructions
As with traditional imagery rescripting the client is guided through a helpful sequence of 
questions:
1.	 Eliciting the nightmare / image.
2.	 Eliciting the current emotion.
3.	 Considering the desired emotion.
4.	 Then developing a new image to accompany the desired emotion.

References
Davis, J. L., & Wright, D. C. (2006). Exposure, relaxation, and rescripting treatment for trauma-related night-
mares. Journal of Trauma & Dissociation, 7(1), 5-18.

Krakow, B., Kellner, R., Pathak, D., & Lambert, L. (1995). Imagery rehearsal treatment for chronic night-
mares. Behaviour Research and Therapy, 33(7), 837-843.

Long, M. E., Davis, J. L., Springer, J. R., Elhai, J. D., Rhudy, J. L., Teng, E. J., & Frueh, B. C. (2011). The role of cog-
nitions in imagery rescripting for posttraumatic nightmares. Journal of Clinical Psychology, 67(10), 1008-1016.

Long, M. E., Hammons, M. E., Davis, J. L., Frueh, B. C., Khan, M. M., Elhai, J. D., & Teng, E. J. (2011). Imagery 
rescripting and exposure group treatment of posttraumatic nightmares in Veterans with PTSD. Journal of Anx-
iety Disorders, 25(4), 531-535.

Swanson, L. M., Favorite, T. K., Horin, E., & Arnedt, J. T. (2009). A combined group treatment for nightmares 
and insomnia in combat veterans: a pilot study. Journal of Traumatic Stress, 22(6), 639-642.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 B

ev
er

le
y 

C
um

m
in

s 
on

 2
02

2-
04

-2
4



Nightmare Exposure And Rescripting

PSYCHOLOGYT     LS ®

Exposure and rescripting are techniques that can help you to regain control over
nightmares and bad dreams.

Exposure
We can make situations less fearful by confronting our fears.
Imagine your nightmare is a movie script, that it has a beginning, middle, and end.
Write down the story of what happens in your nightmare and read it through often.
You can write it in words, or draw it out like a comic strip.

Rescripting
We can’t change events that have happened in our lives, but we can change the stories
we tell about them. Nightmares are just a story about something that has happened, 
and our minds ‘play’ that story at night as if it’s a video. If we change the story in important
and memorable ways we can encourage our minds to play a di�erent video.
Follow these instructions for your nightmares. You may need do it multiple times if
there are lots of important moments. Once you have rescripted your nightmare it is
important to rehearse the new version so your mind will remember it while asleep.

What emotions are you feeling at that worst moment?
Identify your emotions and what you feel in your body. Either during the nightmare or on waking.

What would you prefer to feel in that moment?

How would the story need to change for you to feel that way?
It’s your story, you’re only limited by your imagination. The more creative, imaginative, or funny, the changes
that you make, the better - anything that makes your new story stand out will make it more memorable.

Identify the worst moment of your nightmare
Where are you? What are you aware of? What is happening?
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What emotions are you feeling at that worst moment?
Identify your emotions and what you feel in your body. Either during the nightmare or on waking.

What would you prefer to feel in that moment?

How would the story need to change for you to feel that way?
It’s your story, you’re only limited by your imagination. The more creative, imaginative, or funny, the changes
that you make, the better - anything that makes your new story stand out will make it more memorable.

Identify the worst moment of your nightmare
Where are you? What are you aware of? What is happening? 
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What emotions are you feeling at that worst moment?
Identify your emotions and what you feel in your body. Either during the nightmare or on waking

What would you prefer to feel in that moment?

How would the story need to change for you to feel that way?
It’s your story, you’re only limited by your imagination. The more creative, imaginative, or funny, the changes
that you make, the better - anything that makes your new story stand out will make it more memorable

Identify the worst moment of your nightmare
Where are you? What are you aware of? What is happening? 

I’m running down the path towards my house. It’s dark and

windy. There are noises behind me but I’m scared to look. The 

ground is rough and it’s wet. I slip and I’m scrambling.

Fear, terror - my heart is pounding.

I would like to feel excited and happy.

I’m running in a big cross-country race. I can hear other runners

all around me. I look behind me and lots of people are in fancy

dress - a pantomime horse. I slip and stumble but someone dressed

as a unicorn helps me up. We turn the corner and there are 

crowds of people cheering us on to the finish. As I cross the line

I’m greeted by my family and given a medal.
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Terms & conditions
This resource may be used by licensed members of Psychology Tools and their clients.  
Resources must be used in accordance with our terms and conditions which can be found at:  
https://www.psychologytools.com/terms-and-conditions/

Disclaimer
Your use of this resource is not intended to be, and should not be relied on, as a substitute for professional med-
ical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. If you are suffering from any mental health issues we recommend that you 
seek formal medical advice before using these resources. We make no warranties that this information is cor-
rect, complete, reliable or suitable for any purpose. As a professional user, you should work within the bounds 
of your own competencies, using your own skill and knowledge, and therefore the resources should be used to 
support good practice, not to replace it.

Copyright
Unless otherwise stated, this resource is Copyright © 2020 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved.
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