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Introduction



Love in the Age of Sleeplessness


WHEN I CHOSE MY CAREER AS A SLEEP SCIENTIST AND CLINICIAN, I had no idea how popular it would make me. At parties. On airplanes. At the gym. Everyone wants to talk with a sleep expert. They want advice on what bed they should buy, how to deal with their snoring spouse, what their dreams mean (I have no idea), why they can’t get to sleep, why they can’t stay asleep, and why they’re so tired throughout the day. The list goes on and on. My extremely patient husband, and greatest supporter, takes on his “here we go again” expression when the conversation inevitably veers toward my specialty. But he’s a good sport. He knows I love to field these questions. And that’s because I truly want to help people sleep better—not just because getting sleep is good for health (it is) but because I believe that if I can help people sleep better, I can help our entire society function better. If we all just slept a little better, we could reduce chronic disease. We could be happier. We could cut down on fatal traffic accidents. We could be more productive. We could get along better. Lord knows, we could get along better.


So I never tire of helping people understand things like how much sleep they need (seven to nine hours for the average twenty-six- to sixty-four-year-old), or what gets in the way of a good night’s sleep (our phones aren’t helping), or why it’s so hard to drag a teenager out of bed in the morning (blame early school start times, not the kid). But the one message about sleep I try to stress more than any other is that your ability to get a good night’s sleep affects the quality of your most precious relationships, and the quality of those relationships affects your ability to sleep. Because of that, working to improve your relationships can improve your sleep, and working to improve your sleep can improve your relationships.


You see, I’m a bit of an oddity in the professional world of sleep. First, I am both a sleep researcher and a sleep therapist. Those combined facts don’t by themselves make me particularly unusual. There are many others like me in those respects. While I love the academic/research side of my profession and can completely nerd out with it, maintaining a clinical practice helps keep me grounded and gives my research purpose. What makes me odd compared to my peers is that in my research and in my clinical work, I look at sleep through an interpersonal lens. That is, I view sleep as inherently a social behavior. Why is that odd? Because over the past sixty years, most of the groundbreaking research in sleep science has come from studies of people sleeping alone in a laboratory, under tightly controlled conditions, free from disruptions, and as isolated as possible. Consequently, the majority of therapeutic sleep interventions treat sleep issues as an individual’s problem. While there is a lot to learn about how individuals sleep, and there is a lot that individuals can do (and likely need to do) to improve their sleep if they are suffering, our historical approach to both the research of sleep and the treatment of sleep disorders has failed to recognize that, for the majority of us, sleep is a shared experience.


Sleep doesn’t occur in a lab. It occurs in our bedrooms. A lot of other things also occur in our bedrooms. Some things we like—the sex, the cuddling, the pillow talk, the bonding. Some things we don’t like—the lack of sex, the late night arguments, the sheet-stealing, and children (whether human or the furry kind) wedging themselves between us. If we’re going to help people improve their sleep, we need to treat it in terms of the real-world contexts in which it happens (or doesn’t happen).


In its annual survey of the nation’s sleep habits, the National Sleep Foundation found that 61 percent of adults sleep with a bed partner and one-quarter to one-third of adults reported that their intimate relationship has suffered as a result of their own or their partner’s sleep problems. You probably don’t need a national survey to tell you this (as virtually everyone who has ever shared a bed with another human being for any consistent period of time can tell you): when sleep is shared, your sleep problems are your partner’s sleep problems, and vice versa. Scientific neglect of the coupled nature of sleep has led to a number of misconceptions and paralyzing stigmas about the meaning of the marital (or otherwise shared) bed, which I’ll uncover throughout this book. It’s also led to a nation of sleep-deprived couples.


I’ve witnessed the interconnected nature between sleep and relationships directly in my clinical practice as well. The vast majority of my practice has been focused on the treatment of insomnia, because unfortunately there is no shortage of people struggling with insomnia. It’s the most common sleep disorder, and it can be quite brutal. There is, however, a severe shortage in trained providers in the most evidence-based treatment for insomnia, known as cognitive-behavioral therapy for insomnia—the type of treatment I provide.


Sometimes insomnia is the result of stress at work. Sometimes it’s the strain of parenthood. Sometimes insomnia rears its ugly head when a relationship is on the rocks or ending. The potential causes of insomnia are plenty and almost always a combination of factors. The most effective treatments, though, involve changing thoughts and behaviors about sleep, and in many cases, the bed partner is along for the ride, like it or not.


The classic clinical scenario that I see repeatedly goes something like this. My patient—often, but certainly not always female, as women are about twice as likely to have insomnia than men—struggles nightly to fall asleep and stay asleep, while, with growing resentment and downright animosity, she watches her partner blissfully and effortlessly sleep through the night. While she structures her world around when and if she might be able to sleep better and constantly thinks about the consequences of not sleeping well (incidentally, this is in fact part of the problem that we address in treatment), her contempt grows as she watches her partner achieve her elusive goal without even trying. The nerve.


While most people initially come to me individually to treat their condition, it has often morphed into somewhat of a couple’s therapy experience, as I work with the couple to find strategies to negotiate and compromise to enhance their shared sleep. It’s important to acknowledge that there are definitely things that each of us can do as individuals to improve our sleep, but if we ignore the role of our relationship in our sleep (or vice versa), we may be missing a critical part of the treatment equation.



RELATIONSHIPS MATTER


For many of us, developing and maintaining healthy relationships is a perennial priority. In fact, eight out of ten adults say having a successful marriage is one of their top goals in life, if not the top. We spend a lot of time, money, and energy thinking, talking, and reading about how we can achieve relationship harmony. It’s no wonder that the relationship self-help industry is a booming multibillion-dollar business. Just walk through any self-help section of your favorite bookstore, and you will find shelves filled with books on how to improve your relationship. But while we’ve been pining away for solutions to optimize our relationship health, we’ve systematically neglected to consider a crucial one-third of our lives that has a direct impact on the quality of those relationships: sleep. In traditional marital vows, we speak the words “for richer, for poorer” and “in sickness and in health”—dichotomies that represent the promise of a lasting relationship through the many cycles of life. But what about the most immediate cycle—day and night—the twenty-four-hour rhythm that our bodies run on, punctuated by roughly sixteen hours of wakefulness and, if we are lucky, eight hours of sleep?


SLEEP MATTERS


Over the past ten years, you may have noticed a similar proliferation of books on how to achieve the increasingly elusive night of good sleep. These traditional relationship and sleep self-help books have, by and large, completely ignored each other’s existence. When it comes to the bedroom, relationship researchers often talk about sex but rarely if ever about sleep. Yet sleep occupies about one-third of our lives. Proportionally, that’s a major part of our coupled existence—much more so than sex. Think about your own relationship. What other time do you regularly spend seven to nine hours (ideally) in close physical proximity to your partner? The shared sleep experience is arguably the most concentrated period of time in which couples are actually together in a shared physical space. It’s even been said that sleep is the new sex. Everyone’s talking about it, wishing they had more of it, and feeling envious of friends and coworkers who seem to get plenty of it all the time. But if sleep is the new sex, then why do we know so little about what it actually means to “sleep together” (in the literal sense, not the biblical one)? Sleep experts have largely neglected to consider the impact of the bed partner, just as relationship experts have largely neglected to consider the third of couples’ lives spent asleep. It’s the coupled nature of sleep that drove me to write this book, with the goal of helping you improve your sleep and your relationships at the same time.


Before we get into how sleeplessness manifests itself in couples, let’s review how individuals are faring on the sleep front, starting with the fact that about one in three American adults regularly gets less than the seven to nine hours of sleep that doctors and sleep scientists recommend. Our culture is steeped in this entrenched belief that more work is always better and that sacrificing sleep is a necessary, even noble feat in the pursuit of personal betterment and success. The saying “sleep when you’re dead” is so integral to today’s culture that it has inspired songs by bands from Bon Jovi and the Cure and by singers from rocker Warren Zevon to country artist Jason Michael Carroll. This mortally misinformed belief has wreaked havoc on many a mind and body. Rather than marching us toward personal growth and success, it may be marching us more quickly to our graves.


Sleep loss and sleep disruption are directly linked with increased risk for mental health problems, such as depression and suicide; physical health problems, including our expanding waistlines, heart disease, and diabetes; Alzheimer’s disease; and even early death (so I guess, here’s your opportunity to sleep).


As a society, we typically think of sleep loss and sleepiness as personal problems, but the consequences of poor sleep go well beyond the individual, affecting our closest relationships, our productivity, and even our economy. My brilliant economist colleague, Marco Hafner, along with our RAND colleagues and I showed that sleep loss costs the US economy $411 billion per year, which is 2.28 percent of the GDP. These economic losses were largely driven by the 1.2 million working days that are lost as a result of an unproductive or absent, sleep-deprived workforce as well as the increased mortality rates associated with sleep loss. We observed similar economic losses in other sleep-deprived countries, including Japan, Germany, the UK, and Canada.


Our economics report made a big splash in the news, with headlines in every top-tier media outlet around the globe. Of course, it’s wonderful to see our work having such a significant impact, but I find it ironic that it took us attaching a dollar amount to sleep loss for the world to start waking up to the consequences—as if the health consequences were not enough. Far from the need for sleep being just a personal problem or a sign of weakness, these data confirmed that the consequences of sleep loss are a societal problem.


The funny thing is, this tremendously successful and ongoing collaboration between a sleep scientist (me) and an economist (Marco) was born out of Marco’s personal battle with sleep, which took a huge hit on his marriage and the rest of his life.


Like most economists, Marco’s work was focused on trying to understand the economic impact of things people do during the two-thirds of our lives when we are awake—we go to work, we provide labor, we consume, we save (well, some of us), and we invest.


But then Marco’s daughter was born. “She was the worst sleeper ever,” he recalls. “For the first year or more of her life, she woke up every hour throughout the night.”


Marco had never really thought that much about sleep or sleep loss because it had never been a big deal. As a university student, when schoolwork forced him to stay up all night, he just caught up on his sleep once the deadline had passed. But with his daughter, he became the poster child for sleep deprivation.


“It literally changed my personality,” he says. “I consider myself a pretty sociable person, and I genuinely like being around people. But I became this completely antisocial person.”


In addition to directing his wife to turn down social events, he shut down on the communication front, which had previously been a strength. Not only did small talk seem like too great an effort, he lacked the motivation to even talk to his wife. When he did summon the energy to speak with people, a sarcastic, demeaning tone colored the exchanges. “Unfortunately, my wife bore the brunt of that,” he says.


This normally witty guy completely lost his sense of humor as well as his perspective: “Suddenly, I only saw the negative side of things. My patience was down to nothing, and I realized for the first time that I have quite a temper—getting mad at my wife or kids for the silliest things that weren’t even their fault.”


The challenges he experienced because of sleeplessness spilled over into the rest of his life. He’d drive to work on little sleep, arriving at the office in a fog, with little understanding of how he made it to the office. At work, he struggled to get tasks done. Worse yet, his mental clarity and focus, which had been his bread and butter, allowing him to think through and solve problems in creative and innovative ways, were reduced to mush. Not surprisingly, as his productivity tanked, the job front got more stressful as well, which only accentuated the anxiety and depression he was feeling.


He started to think, “If my professional and personal lives are suffering this much because of lack of sleep, then what does this mean in the big picture?”


Billions of people worldwide, like Marco, are not sleeping enough. Add up the consequences of sleep loss for those people, and you get a whopping hit to the global economy, which is exactly what our report found. Of course, as I mentioned earlier, most people don’t sleep alone. So more often than not, they share their sleep problems. That not only multiplies the economic costs, it takes a toll on their relationships as well, just as it did for Marco and his family. But it’s also true that relatively small changes can make a big difference. For example, our analysis showed that if those who sleep under six hours a night increase their sleep to between six and seven hours a night, this could add $226.4 billion to the US economy. Marco also learned, as you will learn in this book, that there is a lot individuals and couples can do to improve their sleep, and doing so can have profound results for personal and interpersonal happiness.


I have spent my career seeking to understand how sleep and relationships are related, and how they collectively and interactively influence how we feel, how we behave, our health, and our survival. What my research and that of others has shown is that sleep and relationships are bidirectionally linked. In other words, problems in either the sleep or the relationship domain can lead to a vicious and mutually reinforcing cycle. On the other hand, we have an opportunity to flip that cycle and turn it into a virtuous one. Perhaps by focusing on how our sleep problems affect not just ourselves but also the quality of our relationships, we can shift some of these cultural attitudes that see sleep loss as a badge of honor, and instead we can view sleep as a vital pillar of our personal health and well-being, our productivity, and our relationships.


When I set out to write this book, the world was a very different place from what it is today. I was over halfway through writing the book before the SARS-CoV-2 (i.e., COVID-19) came along to upend everything. When the initial emergency declarations hit and we all went into lockdown, my initial thought was, “Well, now at least, I will really have some time to buckle down and focus on finishing this book.” Like many who had initial lofty aspirations of using the lockdown to become super-productive, super-fit, a super-baker, or super-whatever, I quickly realized that despite the fact that my calendar was suddenly completely barren, the stress, turmoil, and uncertainty of the times got in the way of my fantasies of manic productivity. Ultimately, what got me out of my wallowing and back to the grind of writing was the stories I heard from friends, from clients, and in media reports that shined the spotlight on the vital role of healthy sleep and healthy relationships, and how the pandemic has challenged them both. During Zoom calls with colleagues, when an errant spouse or child wandered into the background, or when friends with small children talked about the stress of balancing their and their partner’s workload while all of a sudden also trying to homeschool their kids, or when I heard the countless stories of the sleepless nights and wacky coronavirus-related dreams that seemingly everyone was having, I realized that perhaps now more than ever sleep and relationships were ready for their moment.


Our well-being, individually and as couples, has taken a shock to the system like most of us have never seen before. The stress of it all, and the losses and disappointments we have experienced, while clearly different for everyone, has put pressures on our relationships and on our sleep. They say that when China came out of lockdown, the divorce rate skyrocketed; reports of domestic violence are on the rise in the US and worldwide. I don’t know what’s going to happen in the United States with divorce rates, or marriage rates, for that matter, but I do believe that this pandemic has exposed how fundamental our relationships and our sleep are to our health and well-being. They are truly the cornerstones of health, and yet we so often take them both for granted. If COVID-19 has made either more difficult for you, or if COVID-19 has made you realize the vital importance of healthy sleep and healthy relationships, I hope you find in these pages something that helps. I’d like to think you will.


Be safe. Sleep well. Love heartily,


Wendy















How to Read This Book



IF YOU’RE IN A RELATIONSHIP, AND IF YOU OR YOUR PARTNER OR BOTH of you are struggling with your sleep, this book can help. If you and your partner are struggling in your relationship, this book can help, too. This book will give you tools to work on your sleep individually and collaboratively. It will also give you tools to work on your relationship. This book will not solve all of your relationship or sleep woes, particularly if they are severe, and it should not be considered a replacement for seeking professional help if the situation calls for it.


Each chapter in this book explores a different aspect of the shared sleep experience. I’ll expose you to a number of studies to help you better appreciate the science of sleep and the coupled nature of it. I’ll also share a number of stories along the way—stories from my clinical practice and elsewhere that help provide some important real-world context for the academic research. Every chapter ends with a contribution to your Shared Sleep Action Plan—a simple exercise you and your partner can do together to work on either your sleep or your relationship or both. (Remember, working on either is working on both.) My hope is that, when you’re done with this book, you and your partner will have had the important conversations about what you both want for that third of your life together that you will spend sleeping.


This book is meant for “every” couple. However, when it comes to reporting the existing evidence base, I am limited by the science that exists. Sadly, this is lacking diversity in several areas, including inclusion of same sex or mixed gender couples. The good news is that the basic challenges that couples face in their shared sleep experience and the strategies to overcome them, are universal. Nevertheless, we do need more research (and funding to support it) that represents “every” couples’ sleep experience.


It’s also important to acknowledge that circumstances differ, so certain suggestions I offer may not be available to some couples (e.g., having an extra bedroom or having access to good clinical care). Unfortunately, sleep problems are more prevalent in groups that are more socially and economically disadvantaged. It is easy to appreciate how a cramped living space, a noisy or unsafe neighborhood, and working multiple jobs, including shift work, could create added challenges for a good night of sleep (although I recognize that for shift workers and others, “a good night of sleep” means something a bit different). This is a truism that we need to face as a society and strive to change with policy and action, so that healthy sleep is not a luxury reserved for those who can afford it. While, sadly, there is no easy fix for some of the challenges, even small changes can make a big difference to our sleep. Most of the strategies covered in this book are more about how you and your partner communicate and relate with one another and less about things you need to have. I truly believe that effort to work on your sleep and your relationship can benefit both, and many of the tools for doing so are readily available for any couple in any context, should you choose to use them.


When I wrote this book, I imagined partners lying in bed together at the end of the day reading the book and completing the Shared Sleep Action Plan together. I’m going to keep imagining that. You, of course, can read this book however you want. And while I wrote it assuming you’d read all the chapters in order, I recognize that you may have specific interests and goals for you or your partner’s sleep. If you’d rather hop around, you may use the following chapter outline to explore a high-level description of each chapter so you can determine which ones interest you most.


CHAPTER 1: SLEEPING TOGETHER (OR NOT)


What does it say about your relationship if you and your partner sleep in separate beds? That depends. This chapter explores what we actually know about the costs and benefits of sleeping together or apart and why most people prefer to sleep with their partner even though, by objective measures, people tend to sleep worse when sharing a bed.


CHAPTER 2: SLEEP AS IF YOUR RELATIONSHIP DEPENDS ON IT


Is sleep really that important to your relationship? Yes. This chapter shows just how the quality of your sleep and the quality of your relationship are deeply interconnected.



CHAPTER 3: A TOXIC DANCE


When we’re sleep-deprived, we’re bad partners. When we’re bad partners, we’re sleep-deprived. It’s a toxic dance. This chapter shows just how sleepless nights can lead to relationship strife.


CHAPTER 4: A VIRTUOUS CYCLE


For every behavior that can derail a relationship, there’s an alternative behavior that can bolster it. Practicing these behaviors can improve your sleep. Getting good sleep can make it easier to practice these behaviors.


CHAPTER 5: HIS, HERS, AND OUR SLEEP


From biology to behavior, men and women experience sleep differently. Understanding these differences can help you and your partner better accommodate each other’s unique needs when it comes to sleep. This chapter discusses how and why men and women sleep differently, how these biologically and socioculturally based differences in sleep can create co-sleeping challenges for heterosexual couples.


CHAPTER 6: ROOM FOR MORE?


Do babies make it hard to sleep? Duh! This chapter gives you practical guidance for navigating the inevitable sleep pain that comes when you bring kids into your family.



CHAPTER 7: ARE WE IN SYNC?


Does it matter that your partner wants to go to sleep at nine and you want to burn the midnight oil? It could. This chapter explores circadian rhythms, a primary intrinsic driver of differing sleep-wake patterns, and a key driver of relationship challenges when mismatched pairs share a nest.


CHAPTER 8: IN SICKNESS AND IN HEALTH


This chapter integrates research focused on the impact of mental and physical illness on sleep, including sleep in the context of caregiving, as caregivers are among the highest-risk groups for sleep deprivation.


CHAPTER 9: SNORING AND OTHER SHARED SLEEP STRUGGLES


Insomnia, obstructive sleep apnea, restless legs syndrome—there are so many ways sleep can go wrong. This chapter focuses on the most prevalent clinical sleep disorders and will provide perspectives on how the disorder can affect both partners’ sleep and the quality of their relationship.


CHAPTER 10: NEGOTIATING THE NIGHT


You both need to sleep—for yourselves and for your relationship. This final chapter helps couples identify their individual and collective needs and provides a series of concrete best practices to help you improve your sleep, your health, and the quality of your relationship.















chapter one



SLEEPING TOGETHER (OR NOT)


JENNIFER IS A TWENTY-EIGHT-YEAR-OLD WRITER FOR AN ONLINE media outlet. I met Jennifer because she was writing an article about why it might not be such a bad thing for some couples to sleep in separate beds. Before long, Jennifer revealed to me that this interview wasn’t just research for her article. It was personal. She and her partner, Steve, had made the decision to sleep apart. While they made the decision jointly (while in bed no less), Jennifer couldn’t help wondering if their choice suggested their relationship was in trouble. For them, it was an issue of timing. She, as a writer and as a natural night owl, often got her biggest burst of creativity and productivity after ten p.m. Steve, on the other hand, who worked a more traditional day job as an engineer, was ready to conk out around ten p.m. and would get increasingly frustrated with Jennifer’s late-night pitter-patter on her keyboard as they lay together in bed. She, in turn, felt resentful because she felt he was stymieing her most creative time of the day. Both were resistant to even having the conversation about sleeping apart. It felt so old school, like a scene from I Love Lucy—hardly the image they had of themselves as passionate and in-love twentysomethings.


At first, Jennifer explained to me, they dabbled in sleeping apart. On occasion, particularly when Jennifer had a major deadline and needed to stay up late to write, she would preemptively decide to sleep in the guest bedroom. Initially, neither Jennifer nor Steve was willing to admit that this sleeping strategy actually worked better for both of them. But after dabbling as solo sleepers, they started to realize that when Jennifer slept in the other bedroom, they were both happier and less resentful, and they could enjoy their time together in bed, particularly on the weekends, when there wasn’t the pressure of their incompatible sleep schedules. So what started as dabbling has become their norm. And it works for them. Jennifer and Steve made the right decision for themselves and for their relationship. I could feel Jennifer’s relief through the phone when “the sleep expert” told her so. She had her story and her validation.


Friends of mine, Evelyn and Jack, a couple at the other end of the age spectrum, both in their seventies and married for over thirty years, couldn’t imagine such an arrangement. I recently visited them in their Architectural Digest–worthy house, with its vaulted ceilings and panoramic views, and every inch of the roughly five thousand square feet of living space impeccably decorated. Then we arrived at the bedroom, and I had to laugh. In the center of their oversized and stunningly beautiful bedroom in their high-end custom home, was the puniest bed I’ve ever seen. In disbelief, I had to ask, “Is that a double bed?” Indeed it was. This was the mattress-related equivalent of “Where’s the beef?” Not only have they always shared a double bed throughout their thirty-plus-year relationship, but Evelyn sheepishly admitted that they almost always fall asleep holding hands or having an arm draped across the other, with clothing optional. She went on to explain that, “Throughout our careers, Jack and I have had to travel a lot. We both had previous marriages too, and learned that so much travel can take a toll on your relationship over time. I think that’s why, for Jack and I, when we are home together, we’ve really made it a priority to maximize the time we spend together so we can stay connected. And nighttime is a big part of that.” For both of them, physical contact has been key to their sleep and relationship success.


Over the years, there’s been one question that’s kept cropping up again and again. It’s this: “Is it bad if my partner and I sleep apart?” Couples of all types, heterosexual, same-sex, young, old, long-time bed partners, and newlyweds alike—they’ve all asked me this very question.


Underneath the question is the desire for some sort of validation, from me, the “expert,” that their choice to sleep apart is okay and not the death knell of their relationship. I’ve always been struck by this need to seek external validation for what is arguably one of the most intimate behaviors a couple can share. But at the same time, I completely understand. We’re taught to believe that a couple who sleeps together stays together. We make assumptions that couples who sleep apart must be on hard times—perhaps even assuming (rightly or wrongly) that their relationship is a loveless, sexless mess. We’ve even created a super judge-y name for when couples choose to sleep apart: sleep divorce. If that couple is you and your partner, it can make you question the very viability of your relationship. Are you being judged? Are those judges right?


The two couples whose stories I used to start this chapter illustrate an important point. Every couple has to find what works for them and for their relationship. The truth is that Jennifer and Steve couldn’t possibly make it work sleeping in the buff while spooning on a double bed. Evelyn and Jack couldn’t imagine saving their night-long canoodling for the weekends while heading to separate rooms during the week. Each might think the other couple’s decision is weird, but that doesn’t really matter. What matters is finding what helps you and your partner both get the sleep you absolutely need while maintaining intimacy, partnership, and health. Of course, doing so is easier said than done.


THE STIGMA OF SLEEPING APART


There is a huge amount of pressure around the meaning of the marital or otherwise shared bed, but this is largely a socially constructed belief system, not science-based. Sleeping apart is not necessarily a sign of a failing relationship. Of course, sleeping together does not guarantee a successful one. (If only it were that easy!) And that term “sleep divorce”? I hate it. The idea that “sleep divorce” is some sort of benign, cutesy phrase to capture a growing societal trend just feels wrong to me. Under no circumstance is the term “divorce,” applied in the context of a relationship, a benign term—it’s fraught with meaning, connoting relationship rupture and turmoil. What we are really talking about is a couple’s decision to make the choice that’s right for them when it comes to a critically important health behavior. For that reason, I won’t use that phrase going forward. I hope you won’t either. Think of it as forging a sleep alliance with your partner, not a sleep divorce, or in the words of journalist Jessica Goldstein, “unconscious uncoupling.”


There are reasons to spend the night together, including emotional connection, security and comfort, health concerns, or the sense of getting better rest. There are also reasons not to, like different sleep-wake schedules or preferences for sleeping environments (your partner is always hot; you’re always cold), children (including the furry kind), sleep disorders, or maybe one of you is just a really light sleeper, who wakes up the minute the other person rolls over. Suffice it to say, if you’re not sleeping well together, different arrangements might work better.


Remember: sleep makes up about one-third of your entire life; proportionally, that’s a major part of your coupled existence. How you and your partner decide to spend that one-third of your lives is something you have to decide for yourselves. As with most major decisions in a relationship, the healthy strategy comes through shared decision making and open and honest communication. But the point is that it’s not sleeping arrangements that decide whether a couple can have a strong, passionate, and love-filled relationship. It’s the couple who decides that.


It’s a shame that, rather than having open and honest communication about what’s working and what’s not working in the bedroom (and this goes well beyond the time spent engaged in sex), many couples are operating on a sense of “shoulds,” based on socially prescribed norms, which are subject to change. And the truth is that the expectation that happy couples sleep together is a rather modern perspective. Throughout Western history, the pendulum has shifted back and forth from stigma attached to sleeping together versus sleeping apart. Understanding the historical, social, and cultural patterns in couples’ co-sleeping behaviors provides the necessary context to start breaking down the tired myths about sleeping together (or not) that pervade our culture and that can leave many couples feeling at best uncertain, and at worst ashamed, about their sleeping arrangements.


CUDDLING UP ACROSS THE AGES: A VERY BRIEF HISTORY OF SLEEPING TOGETHER (OR NOT)


From an evolutionary perspective, one could argue that sleep is a really bad idea. Think about it. You’re lying down, semiconscious, and with eyes closed. In other words, easy prey for a hungry predator. Think of all the time that is wasted while sleeping, putting us in this highly vulnerable position. And yet we literally cannot survive without sleep. As one of the legends in sleep, Allan Rechtschaffen, has said, “If sleep doesn’t serve an absolutely vital function, it is the biggest mistake evolution ever made.” I couldn’t agree more.


Our social nature likely evolved in parallel or in support of the vital function of sleep. After all, we derive safety in large part from our connections with others. Historian A. Roger Ekirch wrote that night was “man’s first necessary evil,” inspiring widespread fear, particularly in pre-industrial (i.e., before artificial light) societies. According to Ekirch, “Never did families feel more vulnerable than when they retired at night. Bedmates afforded a strong sense of security, given the prevalence of perils, real and imagined—from thieves and arsonists to ghosts, witches, and the prince of darkness himself.” This fear of night is likely hardwired into our DNA—and so is one of our primary coping responses to fear: connection to others. Both the fear and the response have persisted in postindustrial societies as well, though the risks of being eaten or attacked in our sleep are vastly lower than for our ancestors. Nevertheless, at least in contemporary Western cultures, we have generally settled on sleeping with a single bed partner. This partner is typically a romantic mate rather than a child or other bedmate. But this hasn’t always been the case.


Since the Middle Ages (spanning about the fifth to fifteenth centuries) in European society, beds were communal. Bed sharing, not just with romantic partners but also with children, other relatives, animals, and even total strangers (e.g., for travelers staying at an inn), was considered both normal and practical and provided some basic survival necessities, like security and warmth, not to mention that, particularly for more modest homes, a shared bed was less costly than having multiple beds and took up less space, which was at a premium. In addition to serving these practical purposes, communal sleeping arrangements also provided psychological benefits, in part because many of the social rules and norms that governed the day time vanished or at least faded when the lights went down. To be sure, there were still rules in bed, particularly when it came to who got to sleep where. An Italian proverb advised sleepers, “In a narrow bed, get thee in the middle,” as the middle was the place of greatest warmth, whereas the edges of the bed were reserved for visitors or strangers—as far from the women as possible. But even with such rules, the shared bed offered a leveling of the playing field across the usual social hierarchy. For example, a “master” or “mistress” might share a bed with a servant or maidservant, respectively, and in a patriarchal society wives were somewhat more empowered to speak their minds to their husbands relative to daytime. In the 1768 diary entries of John Eliot of Connecticut, he bemoans his wife’s nighttime rants, in which she keeps them both awake “raking up the old stories about the first and second wife, first and second children, etc.” (Perhaps we aren’t so different from our ancestors after all.)


But pillow talk of the past was often far from contentious. The talk that occurred in bed ranged from deeply personal and revealing to boisterous and funny—including the telling of bawdy jokes among bedfellows. What struck me most about reading these historical texts and speaking with historian Roger Ekirch is how different our prebedtime rituals are today, even when bedsharing is reserved for romantic partners. How much have we lost in terms of our opportunity to strengthen our bond with our partner and deepen intimacy when we forsake pillow talk for individually staring at our phones or tablets in bed? In the words of renowned couples’ therapist, Esther Perel, “The last thing they [bedpartners] stroke is their phone. The first thing they stroke is their phone.” But I digress. Back to the history lesson; I’ll return to this important topic later in the book.


Around the eighteenth century, shared sleep began to be viewed negatively, at least among the upper class, and particularly among the aristocrats. This shift in attitudes coincided with an increase in the number of rooms in households of the time, which offered greater opportunities for privacy. Male aristocrats especially had a heightened sense of importance. Clergymen of all stripes began to view bedmates, especially if not limited to husband and wife, as immoral.


By the Victorian era (1837–1901) we began to see an even greater shift in cultural attitudes to value solitary sleep over shared sleep, at least for those who could afford it. Victorian sensibilities, with a heightened awareness of what it meant to be civilized, equated health with cleanliness, both day and night. Strict social codes that equated morality with privacy in the bedchamber contributed to a shift toward single beds among the wealthy. Half-baked science from the time also played a role. For example, the miasma theory held that disease was spread through poisonous particles in the air and could be identified by foul smells. Ergo, inhaling a partner’s morning breath (or other bodily stinks) could literally make you sick, so best to sleep apart. In 1861 an influential doctor, William Whitty, offered the following sleep advice in his book Sleep: Or the Hygiene of the Night, “[People] should have a single bed in a large, clean, light, room, so as to pass all the hours of sleep in a pure fresh air, and that those who fail in this, will in the end fail in health and strength of limb and brain, and will die while yet their days are not all told.” Wow. That’s one scary public service announcement.


As is often the case, what began as a practice reserved for the rich soon began to take hold even among the less privileged. The middle class in many Western societies began viewing separate sleeping arrangements as an indicator of wealth and prestige, as well as moral superiority. Hence the proliferation of twin beds. In 1892 the Yorkshire Herald proclaimed, somewhat prophetically, “The twin-bed seems to have come to stay and will no doubt in time succeed the double bed in all rooms occupied by two persons.” Although twin beds were not the norm per se, separate sleeping arrangements were generally seen as the healthier and, most importantly, the more socially acceptable option, spanning nearly a century into the 1950s.


Partly driving the allure of the twin bed was the somewhat puritanical and prudish morality adopted by the middle class, in reaction to the perceived debauchery and moral failings of the working classes and aristocracy. The twin bed was a symbol of purity and moral correctness, whereas the double bed was like a glaring advertisement for sex. Just think of the separate sleeping arrangements of Lucy and Ricky Ricardo on the TV show I Love Lucy. Although the actors were married in real life, each week the show featured the happy couple’s nightly ritual of sleeping in separate twin beds.


Rules governing what was morally acceptable or unacceptable in film were spelled out under the Hays Code, named after William H. Hays, a devout Presbyterian and former postmaster general who was president of the Motion Pictures Producers and Distributors of America. The Hays code required at least one person to have their foot on the floor during any scene in which a couple was in a shared bed together. I guess the foot acted as some sort of chastity belt, ensuring the viewing audience that if any untoward behavior might occur, at least one of the parties could flee at a moment’s notice. Compliance with the Hays Code persisted until the late 1960s.


But cultural attitudes about sex and the meaning of the marital bed started to shift back in the other direction earlier than that, coinciding with the sexual revolution. Twin beds began to be viewed by baby boomers as a relic of their parents’ generation. Sex became increasingly recognized as a vital part of healthy unions. We began to equate the biblical meaning of sleeping together (i.e., sex) with the literal meaning, resulting in cultural attitudes that we still hold today: that sleeping apart is necessarily a sign of a loveless or sexless union. Only recently are we beginning to see another shift, where we are perhaps softening these rigid perceptions and opening the door to a more nuanced view of couples’ sleeping arrangements—different strokes for different folks.


For many reasons, including greater independence within relationships and an aging population that faces more sleep problems (resulting in part from expanding waistlines, which can increase that probability), we are beginning to see the pendulum shift yet again today, with more couples—even those who are happily partnered—choosing to have separate bedrooms. Or perhaps they’re just more willing to admit it. In 2007, the National Association of Homebuilders projected that by the year 2015, 60 percent of high-end custom homes would have dual main bedrooms. Obviously, 2015 has passed, and I haven’t seen any more recent reports as to whether their projections came true, but nevertheless, as in the past, sleeping apart might be emerging as a privilege for those who can afford it. Despite these real estate trends and increasing media reports of everyday happy couples and celebrity couples, ranging from Rob Lowe and his wife, Sheryl Berkoff, to Donald and Melania Trump who, according to media reports, choose to sleep apart, there is still stigma. All these societal shifts back and forth across the continuum of sleeping together or sleeping apart have traditionally been based on little more than whims—half-baked ideas about what is right and what is wrong with little real evidence to back up those beliefs.


THE SCIENCE OF SHARED SLEEP


So what does the science actually tell us about the costs and benefits of sleeping together or apart? According to several studies, when sleep is measured objectively—particularly using wrist-worn devices called actigraphs that measure movement during sleep—people generally sleep worse with a partner. Early on in my career, I had the opportunity to meet with Dr. Robert Meadows, a sociologist from the University of Surrey, who was doing some fascinating work on the shared nature of sleep. In one study, in which he measured couples’ sleep using actigraphy, he and his colleagues showed that “one-third of the variance in sleep is accounted for at the couple level.” In other words, when looking at an individual’s sleep pattern through the night, 30 percent of that individual’s sleep (or lack thereof) is influenced by the bed partner’s sleep. And in Meadow’s words, “You can no longer ignore the impact of the bedpartner on one’s sleep. Interdependence may be the defining feature of relationships, and in societies where it is common for adults to share a bed, it is also perhaps the defining feature of sleep.”


Sharing a bed can be particularly detrimental to the bed partner’s sleep if the other partner is a snorer—as you can likely imagine. In fact, if you sleep with a snorer, you can blame your partner for up to 50 percent of sleep disruptions. Given that men are more likely to be snorers than women, this may also be why several studies have also shown that women’s sleep is more disturbed than men’s when men and women share a bed.


Looking at this research alone, you might assume the science recommends we sleep apart, but a more recent study suggests sleeping together might be good for our sleep. A team of European researchers evaluated sleep in couples while sleeping with their partner versus sleeping apart. These researchers measured sleep using polysomnography, rather than actigraphy, as in much of the prior work on this topic. Polysomnography, or PSG, measures brain activity, muscle movements, eye movements, respiration, and heart rate during sleep and can capture sleep architecture or the different stages of sleep, including rapid eye movement sleep (REM), which is the type of sleep when dreams are most likely to occur. The researchers found that on nights when couples slept together, they showed a 10 percent increase in REM sleep, which may have benefits, as REM sleep is associated with memory consolidation and emotional processing.


On top of that, when you ask people, “Do you prefer to sleep with your partner, or do you prefer to sleep alone?,” most will say they prefer to sleep with their partner, even if objective measures of their sleep show partner-derived disruption. As Dr. Meadows reflected to me, “The shared bed is a battleground. There’s this really interesting tension we found as we started to identify novel forms of sleep disruption that were caused by the bed partner, but at the same time, people seemed to have a preference for sleeping with a partner.” Stated simply, for many, the psychological benefits of cozying up to a trusted other outweigh the objective costs of sharing a bed. For at least some of us, our social brain is prioritizing our need for closeness and security at night even if it comes at a cost to our sleep.


In short, the answer to the million-dollar question “Do couples sleep better together or apart?” is: it depends. It depends on how sleep is measured, and it depends on the couple. There is no one-size-fits-all sleeping strategy for couples. But all couples should make sleep a priority because healthy sleep has the power to strengthen our relationships, whereas sleepless nights can bring relationship strife.


Rather than look for some sort of prescription for what couples should be doing, which, as we’ve seen through this tour through the history of the shared bed, is known to shift back and forth over time, I want you and your partner to focus on what you can do to maximize sleep quality for both of you. The key step is to use healthy and honest communication to find solutions that work for you as a couple, meeting the needs of both of you for sleep and for closeness and intimacy. If sleeping apart seems like the right choice for you as a couple, see it not as a failure in your relationship but as a commitment to making it stronger. Forge a sleep alliance with your partner based not on what society says you should do but on what gets you and your partner the best sleep you both need and deserve.




SHARED SLEEP ACTION PLAN:
Coupled Sleep Self-Assessment



As you work through this book, I’m going to ask that you and your partner complete a series of activities together. The goal of doing these activities is for you to come to a shared understanding and commitment for how you intend to spend that one-third of your lives together that happens while you’re sleeping (or trying to sleep). This is your shared sleep action plan.


In this chapter, I explored how beliefs and expectations about the shared nature of sleep have changed throughout the ages. These fluctuations in attitudes about what is right and proper when it comes to couples and their sleeping arrangements helps illustrate just how silly it is to allow society to decide for us what we do in our own homes (and especially in our bedrooms) and within our own relationships. What matters most is what you and your partner expect, what you and your partner value, and what you and your partner need. In upcoming chapters, I’ll explore just how important it is that you both get the rest your minds and bodies and your relationships need. Before I do, though, it’s important that you both take some time to simply reflect on what you want in terms of sleep and why.


For this first step of your shared sleep action plan, you will interview each other. Follow the instructions for scoring the assessment, and then compare your answers and final results. My hope is that this provides the first spark of a discussion between you and your partner about how you as a couple want to manage this critical part of your relationship together.


I acknowledge this is not a scientifically validated instrument, and the exercises created for this book are not intended to be treatments. Rather, they are meant to help promote reflection and dialogue, and I hope they are fun activities to complete together (perhaps in bed). I encourage you to have an open mind about this exercise and your partner’s responses. This is about learning more about each other, without judgment.





COUPLED SLEEP SELF-ASSESSMENT QUESTIONNAIRE
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To calculate your score, give yourself 1 point for each of your As, 2 points for each B, and 3 points for each C. Find your individual results below, and then compare those results with your partner’s. Then, talk about it!


5–7: Snug as a bug. Your answers suggest that, for the most part, you are getting the sleep you want, you recognize the importance of sleep, and you like how things are working right now. If your partner has the same answers, you can read this book as a validation of what you seem to be doing well already (and regift it during the holidays). Look for couples who are clearly tired. They’re not hard to find. They’re everywhere!


8–11: Tossy turny. Your answers suggest that, while things aren’t terrible, you aren’t really getting what you want from your sleep and sleeping arrangements. Have you ever discussed this feeling with your partner? There’s no time like the present.


9–15: Something must change. Your answers suggest you are very frustrated with your sleep and your sleeping situation with your partner, and sleep is low on the list of your priorities. Your ability to get enough sleep is important not only for your health but also for the health of your bond, so maybe it’s time to shift some of those attitudes about sleep—if not for yourself, then for your partner.


* The evidence suggests that most adults need somewhere around seven to nine hours of sleep per night, which is considered optimal. Studies have shown that there may be health consequences for those who are “short” sleepers (less than seven hours) or “long” sleepers (more than nine hours), but there is variability across individuals in terms of sleep need. For example, if you are a competitive athlete, you may need more than the usual seven to nine hours of sleep, so don’t sweat that. On the other hand, if you are someone who thinks that you are fine with sleeping less than six hours per night, consider this: only about 2 percent of the population are “natural short sleepers,” meaning they can get away with sleeping less than the recommended sleep duration. So maybe you fall into that 2 percent, but statistically speaking you probably need more sleep.
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How much sleep do you average Partner 1
each night?

Between 7 and 9 hours
Between 6 and 7 hours

Less than 6 hours or more than 9 hours*

How do you feel about your Partner 1
current sleeping arrangements?

Bedded bliss
Okay
Annoyed and unhappy

How important is it to you that you = Partner 1
get healthy sleep?

Very important
Somewhat important

Not important

Do you feel you and your partner Partner 1
are on the same page when it comes

to what you each need or want

from your sleeping arrangement?

Yes
Somewhat

Not at all

How open are you to exploring Partner 1
changes to your sleeping
arrangements?

| don’t want to change
I'd consider it

| welcome it
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Partner 2

Partner 2

Partner 2

Partner 2
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