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As the ‘chief nourisher of life’s feast’, sleep plays a vital role in health, well-being and quality of life. Yet despite its prominent place in literature and in bio-medical research, sleep has until recently been missing from the sociological agenda; considered an unconscious state with little relevance to an understanding of everyday waking life. In 2001, the opportunity arose for sociologists Jenny Hislop and Sara Arber from the Centre for Research on Ageing and Gender (CRAG) at the University of Surrey to carry out pioneering empirical research into sleep in women aged 40 and over as part of a three-year European Union funded project entitled Sleep in Ageing Women. The overall objectives of the project were to clarify why women aged 40 and over suffer from a considerable number of sleep disruptions that adversely affect their quality of life and efficacy in daily performance; and to consider ways of treating these disruptions.

The study used a multi-method approach, including focus groups, qualitative interviews, sleep-life grids, audio sleep diaries, and a national sleep survey of 1500 women to record and interpret women’s perceptions and experiences of sleep in everyday life. We found that for most women aged 40 and over, sleep disruption is a fact of life. It impacts on the quality of their lives and compromises their ability to function effectively. While women are proactive in responding to disruptions by adopting a range of sleep management strategies, the constraints of their everyday lives may limit the degree of control they can exercise over strategy choice.

The study contends that, from a sociological perspective, women’s sleep patterns and their response to sleep disruption across the life course are structured by the interaction of three main socio-temporal dynamics: the institutional time frames of paid work (both for women and their significant others); the relational time frames of the home associated with domestic roles and responsibilities and family commitments; and the biographical events and transitions which take place across the life course such as divorce, the menopause and widowhood. Our research explores the tension between these socio-temporal factors and sleep quality by drawing on theoretical and empirical studies of time, gender, and family relationships by writers such as Davies, Odih, Adam, McKie, West and Zimmerman, Morgan, James, Mason, Davidson, and Arber and Ginn.

We concluded that not only is women’s sleep structured by the socio-temporal realities of everyday life, but that it may also reaffirm and perpetuate the gendered roles and relationships which underpin, structure and constrain women’s lives across the life course. Sleep thus becomes a lens through which to gain insights into the patterning of society with its gendered inequalities, as well as a fascinating topic in its own right.
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