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The nature of sleep 

This resource sheet, provided by the Parent-Infant Sleep Lab in the Department of Anthropology at Durham 
University, examines sleep development and the social and cultural influences on sleep.  

Concepts particularly relevant to the A-level syllabus are highlighted in bold. 

Although all birds and mammals require sleep, the amount needed varies considerably. Both sleep 
patterning and duration is particularly variable among humans and sleep needs change across our lifespan. 

Sleep Development 

The duration of our sleep, how it is patterned across a 24-hour day and its quality varies as we get older. 
These changes in sleep needs over time provide some clues about the purpose of sleep. In the past 20-30 
years there has been a concerted focus on understanding infant sleep, largely due to research into Sudden 
Infant Death Syndrome (often called cot death) – a phenomenon when babies die unexpectedly during sleep 
from no apparent cause. Durham University’s Parent-Infant Sleep Lab team contribute to research in this 
area, and as anthropologists we are particularly interested in understanding the wide amount of variation 
apparent in infant and child sleep, and the consequences of this for babies and their parents. 

The newborn brain is growing and developing at its 
fastest rate, and babies and young children sleep for 
much longer than adults.  Newborn babies spend on 
average 18 hours per day asleep of which about 9 hours 
a day is spent in REM-sleep compared to about 2 hours 
in adults.  In the first few months of life infant sleep 
patterns are ‘free-running’ as it takes several months 
for babies to develop an independent circadian rhythm. 
Distinctive sleep patterns do not emerge until around 4-
5 months of age when the NREM/REM cycle appears. 

In the first few months of life babies fall straight into REM sleep from the outset (unlike adults who pass 
through stage 1 to stage 4 sleep before reaching REM) – however infant REM is often restless and is a phase 
of sleep from which babies are easily awoken. You can tell they are in REM because there are lots of facial 
movements and (unlike REM sleep in adults) the arms and legs also twitch and move during infant REM.  
Infant sleep cycles (from the start of one REM bout to the next) last for approximately an hour (compared to 
90 minutes for adults) and infants typically sleep in 2-3 hour bouts, waking to be fed in between. 

 

This graph, adapted from a recent systematic review of 
child sleep development by Galland et al (2012), illustrates 
the variability of infant sleep. Each vertical line on the 
graph represents a single research study examining the 
sleep duration of a different cohort of infants. The 
coloured dot on each line indicates the average 24 hour 
sleep duration of the babies in each study. The vertical 
lines show the variability of sleep duration around this 
average – indicating that of the 11 studies examining 
babies 0-2 months of age, average sleep duration was 
calculated between 16 and 12 hours, while some babies 
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within those studies slept for as much as 22 hours, or as little as 8 hours, per day. 

In the first year of life a child will typically spend 
14-16 hours asleep, half of this being in REM.  By 
the age of one this has dropped to 12-14 hours of 
total sleep with about four hours of REM.  Lots of 
sleep in early life supports the restoration theory, 
as this is a time of rapid growth both in the body 
and in the brain.  Early human life involves a vast 
amount of learning and assimilation of new 
information in complex neural interconnections.  
According to Oswald this would be facilitated by 
plenty of REM sleep. 

The graph on the right illustrates the decline in 
REM sleep across the human lifespan. Prior to 
birth the majority of foetal sleep-time comprises 
REM sleep. This begins to fall after birth to a low 
of 20% of sleep time in middle-childhood, rising 
again in adolescence and early adulthood, and 
falling again into old-age. 

Over the first year of life sleep bouts consolidate into a night-time pattern with one or two daytime naps 
until the child reaches school-age. The requirement to attend school 
at fixed times of the day imposes strict limitations on wake times and 
the opportunities for day-time naps, which may be detrimental in 
countries where schooling commences at an early age. By adolescence 
hormones seem to be playing an increasing role in the sleep pattern.  
Studies suggest that adolescents need more sleep than pre-
adolescents and that many adolescents have Delayed Sleep Phase 
Shift that results in later sleep onset and difficulty waking in the 
morning.  As a result some schools are now experimenting with a later 
start to the school day and are reporting improved performance. 

By the time we have reached maturity we usually sleep for 7-8 hours 
with only one quarter (2 hours) being spent in REM (people who sleep 
longer tend to spend much of the extra time in REM).  As a species, 
humans in the West sleep less than we did a century ago.  It is 
estimated that in the UK adults now spend only 7.5 hours asleep per 
night compared with 9 hours in Victorian times.  As we get older still 
there are further changes.  REM continues to decrease, and by the 
time we reach 60, stage 4 is non-existent.  As a result older people are 
more easily awoken and often complain of insomnia.  There is a big 

question mark over whether or not older people really do sleep so much less than younger adults.  There 
certainly appears to be less nocturnal sleep, however, some or all of this could be made up by afternoon 
naps; one study reported that 60% of 65 to 80 year olds regularly take naps in the afternoon. 

Despite there being obvious average differences in the amount we sleep at different ages, research also 
points to there being huge individual differences within each age grouping in term of the amount of sleep we 
obtain and the ways in which we sleep.  These individual differences are every bit as important as age 
differences when studying sleep.   
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Cultural influences on sleep 
Social or solitary sleep? 

Most adults sleep with a partner.  Relatively little research has been carried out into the affect this has on 
sleep patterns, although one study found that men reported sleeping better with a partner despite their 
sleep appearing to be more disturbed, while women were found to sleep more deeply. Across cultures 
people organise different types of sleeping groups (e.g. family groups, same-sex groups) but almost all 
humans sleep in the presence of others. Replicating social sleep conditions in sleep research is not yet 
common, but is important for studies to have ecological validity. 

In infancy the norm for humans is to sleep in close contact with their mothers until early childhood. In the 
West, for various reasons, we began separating mothers and babies at night around 100-150 years ago, and 
in the early twentieth century the notion of ‘sleep training’ for babies became popular. It was thought babies 
needed to be ‘taught’ how to sleep alone for prolonged periods from early in infancy in order to avoid ‘bad 
sleep habits’ later in life.  

Many infant sleep practices that are common-place today arose 
during this era, such as the idea that crying is good for babies, and 
that parents can ‘spoil’ a baby by picking him up too often. These 
notions are cultural constructions that have more to do with the 
social needs of parents and society than the sleep development or 
biological needs of babies. 

The infant sleep research team at Durham has shown that, 
despite the above notions, approximately 50% of 21st century UK 
parents (often secretly out of fear of criticism) sleep in contact 
with their young babies at night, and doing so helps them to 
facilitate their own sleep needs while also caring for an infant who 
has very different sleep patterns to their own.  

So long as parents are aware of and implement the safety 
guidelines regarding bed-sharing (e.g. avoidance of alcohol, drugs, 
and unsafe sleep locations) this practice does not appear to carry 
any substantial risk to babies, makes night-time feeding and care-giving easier for parents, and provides 
babies with the sleep environment their developing biology expects. 

Monophasic or biphasic sleep? 

In Northern and Central Europe and North America sleep is usually monophasic (one long period of 
nocturnal sleep).  Text books (mostly written by authors from these locations) seem to consider this to be 
the norm; however in southern Europe and South America a different sleep pattern is prevalent.  The 
afternoon siesta, often lasting two or three hours followed by a much later nocturnal sleep is considered the 
norm and appears to produce no deficits compared to monophasic sleep.  

Historical research suggests that the practice of a single prolonged night-time sleep is another relatively 
recent trend; night-time sleep in previous eras consisted of a ‘first sleep’ and a ‘second sleep’ separated by a 
period of quiet wakefulness known as the ‘watching hour’. 
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Credit: P. Cinzano, F. Falchi (University of Padova), C. D. Elvidge (NOAA National Geophysical Data Center, Boulder). Copyright Royal Astronomical Society. Reproduced from the Monthly Notices of the RAS by permission of Blackwell Science. 

 

Due to the invention of artificial light, it is estimated that we now sleep 500 hours less each year than our 
predecessors. Most other primates (e.g. apes and monkeys) have a 24-hour sleep and activity cycle that is 
similar to that of humans who live in cultures where the siesta is still practiced. These animals have two main 
sleep periods; one at night, and another in the mid-afternoon, with a daily sleep total of about 10 hours. 
Humans seem to naturally need about the same amount of sleep. For instance, when the pressure of work, 
social schedules and advanced technology is removed, people tend to sleep longer. Thus, in many less 
industrialized societies, the total daily sleep time is still around nine to 10 hours as it is for people when they 
are on unstructured holidays (Coren, 1996). 

Confirmation of these natural sleep durations comes from researchers who spent a summer above the Arctic 
Circle where there is continuous light 24 hours a day. All timekeeping devices were removed, and only the 
station’s computers tracked the times that the team went to sleep and awakened. Individual researchers did 
their work, and chose when to sleep or wake according to their “body time.” At the end of the experiment, 
they found that their overall average sleep daily time was 10.3 hours. Every member of the team showed an 
increase in sleep time, with the shortest logging in at 8.8 hours a day, and the longest almost 12 hours a day 
(Palinkas et al., 1995).  

This study, like many others, suggests that our biological need for sleep might be closer to the 10 hours per 
day that is typical of monkeys and apes living in the wild, than the 7 to 7.5 hours typical of humans subjected 
to today’s high-tech, clock-driven lifestyle.  

 

 

 

Although the study of sleep is often conducted by psychologists it is important to remember that this might 
provide a rather ethnocentric view of the nature of human sleep unless non-Western and non-Northern 
European perspectives are considered. Anthropologists who study sleep attempt to provide this insight into 
the experience of human sleep and its variation. 

Find out more about anthropology research into human infant sleep at www.dur.ac.uk/sleep.lab and at our 
Infant Sleep Information Source website at www.isisonline.org.uk.  
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