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Daydreaming can be a pleasant pastime, but people who suffer from maladaptive
daydreaming are trapped by their fantasies.

KEVIN DICKINSON 21 January, 2021
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Maladaptive daydreamers can experience intricate, vivid daydreams for

hours a day.

This addiction can result in disassociation from vital life tasks and

relationships.

Psychologists, online communities, and social pipelines are spreading

awareness and hope for many.

James Thurber's short story "The Secret Life of Walter Mitty" follows its mild-

mannered protagonist through another mundane day of thankless chores.

But Mitty is a daydreamer. He spices up his humdrum existence—and,

thankfully, the story itself—through fantasies. Real-world events cause Mitty

to imagine he's an ace hydroplane pilot, a brilliant surgeon, and an assassin

on trial.

Thurber's character fits many readers like a driving glove because, as science

has discovered, we all have a little Walter Mitty in us.

Research suggests that our minds wander close to 50 percent of the time,

and we use these mental getaways to imagine our lives in all manner of fun

and fanciful scenarios. We fantasize about the perfect meet-cute, or starting

an exciting new career, or what we'd do with superpowers, or unbridled

sexual encounters. Mostly it's sex.

And despite admonishments from our Victorian-styled teachers and

supervisors, a mind in the clouds comes associated with a bevy of cognitive

benefits. These include greater creativity, improved productivity, better

problem-solving, and progress toward goals. Daydreaming is, in short, a

virtue.

Except when it isn't, and here the darker undertones of Thurber's story come

into play. It's hinted that Mitty may not be enjoying playful escapism but

suffering from an uncontrollable urge to disassociate from his life, his

responsibilities, and his relationships. Today, psychologists are researching

whether such a Mittyesque existence may be the result of a new disorder

known as maladaptive daydreaming.

Maladaptive daydreaming

One maladaptive dreamer spent hours a day dreaming he was a powerful man who could solve the world's problems.
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Daydreaming is an indulgence of the mind and imagination, one provided

courtesy of the default mode network, a network of interacting brain regions

that is active even when the conscious mind is not. But like so many of life's

indulgences—wine, steak dinners, video games, and even exercise—too

much daydreaming can be harmful to our well-being. When daydreaming

crosses that threshold, it can be considered maladaptive.

This disorder was first identified by Eli Somer, a professor of clinical

psychology at the University of Haifa, School of Social Work, in a 2002 paper.

That paper looked to six patients in a trauma center whose daydreaming

habits replaced human interactions or interfered with their standard life

functions, such as going to school or holding down a job.

Since then, other case studies have looked at maladaptive daydreamers and

compiled a list of potential symptoms. These include vivid, richly-detailed

daydreams; abnormally long daydreaming sessions; daydreams triggered by

real-life events; daydreaming sessions that interrupt sleep; and repetitive

motions or whisperings while daydreaming. On average, one study reported,

maladaptive daydreamers spend four hours a day housed in their

imaginations.

"This is not like rehearsing a conversation that you might have with a boss,"

Somer told CNN. "This is fanciful, weaving of stories. It produces an intense

sense of presence."

While such symptoms are common, though not comprehensive or

guaranteed, how maladaptive daydreams manifest are naturally individual to

the dreamers. In one case study, researchers analyzed the diary of a man

codenamed "Peter." Peter described investing as many as 14 hours a day

online. The news and images he happened upon would trigger related

fantasies. For example, he may envision himself as a multimillionaire genius

who could prevent bad news from occurring or self-insert himself into the

power fantasies of superhero movies or police procedurals for hours at a

time.

"When I felt this pain as a child, I started imagining how things could be

different. I created stories which never happened. To suppress that pain I

would hug my pillow or quilt, thinking I was being comforted by someone

else," Peter wrote.

In an interview with CNN, Cordellia Rose described her maladaptive

daydreaming like a drug and noted that her daydreams developed into

intricate storylines that could last for years. These stories proved so distracted

that she was unable to complete everyday tasks such as driving lessons.

"You get hooked on it, because it can be like an action movie in your head

that's so gripping that you cannot turn off," Rose told CNN. "This [condition]

needs to be public, because these are people suffering, and badly."

To be clear, maladaptive dreaming is not a psychotic disorder like

schizophrenia. Daydreamers such as Peter and Rose are aware that their

fantasies are as unreal as they may be unrealistic. Because of this, many

maladaptive dreamers understand the difficulties they face and the real-life

losses they have endured for the sake of their fantasies.

More research needed

Researchers don't have a standard diagnosis or treatment for maladaptive

daydreaming because they aren't yet sure it's a unique psychological

condition. Maladaptive daydreaming has not been included in the

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth Edition—

blessedly abbreviated as the DMS-5—the definitive book on mental

disorders. To date, there isn't enough evidence to determine if maladaptive

daydreaming is a separate condition or a manifestation of an already listed

disorder.

Somer has developed a 14-point scale to help people determine whether

they are experiencing maladaptive-daydreaming symptoms, but the results

only indicate whether an individual should seek help. They provide no formal

diagnosis.

Also, maladaptive daydreaming is often expressed alongside other

conditions, such as anxiety disorders, dissociative disorders, attention deficit

disorders, and obsessive-compulsive disorders. And the researchers of Peter's

case study noticed a striking similarity between his condition and those with

behavioral addition response—including analogous responses with

preoccupation, mood modification, tolerance, and withdrawal. It may be that

maladaptive daydreaming is an expression of these, or other, disorders.

It's worth noting that similar empirical hurdles exist for other well-known,

though not formalized, disorders. Orthorexia, sex addiction, misophonia,

internet addiction, and parental alienation syndrome are all likewise absent

from the DSM-5. For maladaptive daydreaming and these other conditions,

it's simply a case of more evidence and research needed before a

determination can be made.

A growing understanding of maladaptive
daydreaming

The question of labeling is a tricky one—not only from a medical point-of-

view but also a prosocial one. Some people find having a recognized

condition validating; they feel it promotes social acceptance and makes

seeking treatment easier. Others find such labels stigmatizing and

restricting.

But the question of how to label something is an academic one. It isn't to say

that the experience doesn't exist. It does, and whether maladaptive

daydreaming ultimately enters the DSM-5 or not, awareness is growing.

Online communities now exist to give support and spread awareness. And

regardless of a condition's presence in the medical literature, if symptoms

disrupt work, school, or social lives, help should be sought.

Thanks to the efforts of psychologists and the community, maladaptive

daydreaming, unlike Thurber's literary creation, is no longer "inscrutable to

the last." And those who suffer it are no longer relegated to a firing-squad of

their own mind but can find they help the need.
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Déjà vu Is a Neurological Phenomenon
Scientists Claim
Scientists in the UK have even identified four cases of "chronic déjà vu."

 13 January, 2017

A young woman experiencing déjà vu.

Have you ever experienced déjà vu? If so, you are among the 60-70% of the population who
has. The majority of those who report déjà vu are between the ages 15 and 25. I’m a
complete rationalist who believes that every phenomenon, no matter how strange or
supernatural it appears, has a scientific reason behind it. Even so, I’ve met several people
and walked into a few situations where, though I had never been there before or met the
person before, I suddenly felt awash in a bizarre familiarity. This transcendental sensation
can shake beliefs such as mine right to their very core.

by Philip Perry
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Why the simulation hypothesis is
pseudoscience
The simulation hypothesis is fun to talk about, but believing it requires an act of faith.

 02 April, 2021
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The simulation hypothesis posits that everything we experience was coded by an
intelligent being, and we are part of that computer code.
But we cannot accurately reproduce natural laws with computer simulations.
Faith is fine, but science requires evidence and logic.

by Sabine Hossenfelder
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There’s nowhere left on Earth free of
space pollution
When we look at the night sky, we may see junk instead of stars.

 02 April, 2021
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New research has found that the entire planet is covered by light pollution from space
objects.
Companies like SpaceX and Amazon plan to launch thousands of satellites into orbit
this decade.
Scientists fear this space traffic will impede their ability to stare into deep space.

In December, we reported on the imminent clean-up of space junk. With an estimated 129
million pieces of debris currently orbiting our atmosphere, one lucrative contract awarded
by the European Space Agency will commence in 2025.

Four years is a long time, however, given the amount of junk we've allowed to float into
space. It's not the only issue affecting the crowded ether. New research, published in the
Monthly Notices of the Royal Astronomical Society: Letters, has found that astronomers can
no longer find anywhere on Earth to view the night sky free of space junk and satellite
pollution.

Although the first satellite was only launched in 1957, as of the beginning of this year, 3,372
are now in orbit, alongside the aforementioned debris—what the research team from
Slovakia, Spain, and the United States term "space objects" for sake of brevity. These objects
range in altitude from a few hundred to over 35,000 kilometers.

These objects pose an immediate threat to researchers by compromising astronomical
data. Space debris and satellites often appear as streaks of varying lengths and brightness
in ground-based telescopes. And the problem is going to get worse, says John Barentine of
the International Dark-Sky Association.

"It's a bit of an eye-opener. As space gets more crowded, the magnitude of this effect will
only be more, not less."

This handout image supplied by the European Space Agency (ESA), shows a view of The Palms, Dubai as the SpaceX Dragon

spacecraft passes below, in an image taken by ESA astronaut Tim Peake from the International Space Station on April 10,

2016.

Photo by Tim Peake / ESA/NASA via Getty Images

Plenty more is coming as the race for consumer travel heats up. SpaceX has already
launched over 1,000 Starlink communication satellites as it builds a new global internet
infrastructure. Last year, the FCC approved 3,236 Amazon satellites that will all be in orbit as
part of the mega-constellation "Project Kuiper" by 2029. While these aren't the only
companies in the race to a global internet, SpaceX alone aspires to launch 42,000 satellites
into space.

On Earth, we might enjoy faster internet speeds, but in observatories, researchers are
concerned. Currently, scientists plan their observations around the orbit schedule of known
objects. In a few years, the researchers of this letter write, that might prove impossible. An
exponential increase in satellites will likely guarantee streaks in every telescope across the
globe.

Slovakian astronomer Miroslav Kocifaj, part of the team behind this new research, believes
this logjam in space could create such an intense background glow that we'll no longer be
able to gaze out into the farthest reaches of space.

His team points to the 1979 resolution of the International Astronomical Union, which stated
observatories should only be built in regions where light pollution adds less than 10 percent
more light than normal skyglow. While they point out that "natural skyglow" is a debatable
term, they're also concerned that the ambitious plans of private companies will ensure that
nowhere will come in under that number. As the team writes:

"These results imply that diffuse night sky brightness produced by artificial space objects
directly illuminated by the Sun may well have reached nowadays, and perhaps exceeded,
what is considered a sustainability 'red line' for ground based astronomical observatory
sites."

Just at the moment when we're reaching further into the cosmos, we seem to be boxing
ourselves in. For millennia, we've started into the night sky and dreamed about the stars.
Soon, it seems those dreams will be aimed at the junk we've placed there.

----

Stay in touch with Derek on Twitter. His most recent book is "Hero's Dose: The Case For
Psychedelics in Ritual and Therapy."
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