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Social Inequalities and the Desynchronisation of Sleep 
Within Couples
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Abstract – In the majority of couples, the partners synchronise their sleep; however, synchrony 
is not the same across all social classes: the sleep of white‑collar and blue‑collar couples is the 
most out of sync. Based on the Time Use Surveys conducted in 1986, 1999 and 2010, we are 
creating a sleep organisation typology for couples in order to study the factors behind desyn‑
chronisation and the ways in which they have changed between the mid‑1980s and the late 
2000s. Between these two dates, an increase in desynchronisation has been observed in almost 
all social classes due to an increase in the amount of time spent watching television. However, 
inequality with regard to working hours remains the principal factor behind the differences in 
sleep synchronisation. Sleep desynchronisation also reflects gender inequalities in the division 
of work between couples, with men and women undertaking different activities while their  
partner is sleeping.
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S ince the duration of a day is limited,  
individuals have to make choices between 

different activities, choices that depend largely 
on their preferences and time constraints. As 
a result, time use differs from one individ‑
ual to the next. For example, those who are 
employed and in higher social classes tend 
to prioritise “active” activities (professional, 
sporting, club and cultural activities, for exam‑
ple) to the detriment of “passive” activities, 
such as sleep and television, activities that 
those who are less well‑off or unemployed 
devote more time to (Degenne et al., 2002). 
Men are also more likely to view sleep as an 
“unfortunate necessity” as it takes up time that 
could be used for other activities, such as work 
in particular (Degenne et al., 2002; Meadows  
et al., 2008).

These examples point to the fact that sleep 
does not have the same position among the 
preferences of individuals and in the way in 
which they organise their time. Just like their 
other activities, individuals organise their sleep. 
The phrase “to do sleep”, which is used as a 
verb by certain English‑speaking researchers, 
reflects the fact that sleep is not a state that is 
simply experienced, but a behaviour loaded 
with social significance (Taylor, 1993), which is 
shaped by individuals’ bodily habitus and hexis 
(Williams, 2002). In Les techniques du corps, 
Mauss shows early awareness of this by high‑
lighting that sleep is a cultural phenomenon that 
can be learned (Mauss, 1936) and that falling 
asleep is the result of a cultural process that is 
taught from childhood (Aubert & White, 1959a; 
1959b). Within a community, sleep coordination 
is a condition that allows for the organisation 
of community living. Individuals sleep at the 
same time because they need one another when 
they are awake (Schwartz, 1970). Sleep and its 
social organisation are prerequisites for the 
functioning of a society (Williams, 2002), and 
public health issues, as highlighted in a recent 
report by the Terra Nova Foundation (Léger 
et al., 2016). Sleep is therefore not only deter‑
mined by biological necessities, but also follows 
norms and values and is a paradigmatic example 
of the interaction between biological and social 
processes (Williams, 2002). 

Sleep is therefore an organised activity. Biddle 
& Hamermesh (1990) integrate sleep into an 
optimal time allocation model and conclude 
that it can be considered to be in competition 
with other activities of greater value. This 
would make it subject to consumer choice and 
it would be affected by the same economic 
variables as those that govern other time‑based 

decisions. A qualitative study of employed 
students and shift workers in the United States 
also highlights the efforts made by these indi‑
viduals to negotiate, manage and plan their 
sleep (Coveney, 2014).

In addition, Chatzitheochari & Arber (2009) 
provide evidence of inequalities among British 
workers with regard to the risk of having a 
low sleep duration, and they describe sleep 
as a further element that must be taken into 
account when striking a work‑life balance. 
Furthermore, the latter is inseparable from 
the study of the division of work within 
couples and the associated gender inequalities. 
International comparisons show that the gender 
gap in sleep time is not consistent across soci‑
eties.1 A study based on the US time use survey 
highlights that, regardless of their position in 
the life cycle, American women sleep longer 
than men (Burgard & Ailshire, 2013), whereas 
in South Korea, the average woman spends 
less time sleeping than her male counterparts 
(Fisher & Robinson, 2010). For the most part, 
these differences can be explained by dispari‑
ties in professional and family responsibilities, 
as well as in time use.2 Sociocultural charac‑
teristics must therefore be taken into account 
when analysing sleep habits, as they are likely 
to have different effects on men and women 
(Cha & Eun, 2014). A European comparison 
(Maume et al., 2018) also suggests that gender 
inequalities are linked to non‑restorative 
sleep and that women and men sleep better 
on average in countries with greater gender 
equality. The duration and quality of sleep 
would therefore be unequal between men and 
women, which would contribute to reinforcing 
gender inequalities.

Nevertheless, aside from the small number of 
qualitative studies,3 analyses linking time use 
and sleep inequalities between men and women 
are mainly carried out at the individual level. 
Ricroch (2012) presents an initial analysis of 
sleep synchronisation within couples on the 
basis of the French Time Use Survey (Insee), 
but applies a typology of nights (22:00‑08:00) 
on an individual basis before combining the 
classes to which both partners belong. However, 
this level of analysis only partially captures 
the potential differences in the influence of 
family and professional responsibilities on 

1. See, for example, Fisher & Robinson, 2010; Robinson & Michelson, 
2010.
2. See in particular Cha & Eun, 2014; 2018; Hislop & Arber, 2003; Maume 
et al., 2018; Maume et al., 2009; 2010; Venn et al., 2008.
3. In particular, Hislop & Arber, 2003; Maume et al., 2009; Venn et al., 
2008.
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men and women. Indeed, this reasoning makes 
implicit reference to gender inequalities within 
couples, but it does not allow them to be studied 
directly because men and women are analysed 
separately. Reasoning at the level of the couple 
allows the interactions between partners to be 
taken directly into account rather than recon‑
structing them a posteriori. In their conclusion, 
Maume et al. (2018) therefore highlight the 
need for quantitative research at the level of 
the couple in order to study the way in which 
professional and family obligations impact on 
the ability of partners to enjoy restorative sleep 
when they need it.

In addition, Méda (2001) notes that, with the 
traditional division of labour, in the case of 
couples where only the man is working, the 
woman plays the role of a “time reservoir”, 
taking charge of coordinating the different social 
times. With the increase in the number of couples 
in which both partners work, this specialisa‑
tion is disappearing. Within such couples, the 
synchronisation of the partners’ time needs to 
take account of not one, but two professional 
constraints. Lesnard (2008) points out that the 
desynchronisation of working hours, a phe‑ 
nomenon that is strongly linked to social status, 
is affecting more and more couples in which  
both partners work, and that this lack of synchro‑
nisation is to the detriment of family time. Those 
who have the opportunity to do so more often 
than not opt for a standard and synchronised 
working day. So what is the situation when it 
comes to choosing sleep schedules? Although 
Ricroch (2012) notes that the more atypical the 
sleep schedules, the less likely they are to be 
shared by couples, she does not go further into 
this analysis.

Studying the organisation of sleep at the couple 
level therefore allows the associated inequalities 
to be studied at two levels: within couples by 
comparing the situation of the two partners, 
and between couples by studying the regular 
or atypical nature of the way in which they 
organise certain aspects of time in order to 
compare their respective situations. This is what 
we propose to do by studying sleep synchro‑
nisation within couples using the 1985‑1986, 
1998‑1999 and 2009‑2010 Time Use Surveys. 
The article is organised as follows: in the first 
section, we present the data used and the forms 
of sleep (de)synchronisation within couples. 
The second section describes the structuring 
and desynchronisation of sleep within couples 
and the third section explores the link between 
the desynchronisation of sleep and social  
inequalities.

1. Synchronisation and 
Desynchronisation of Sleep

1.1. Data and Measurement of Sleep 
Within Couples

1.1.1. Standardisation of the Time Use 
Surveys and Coverage

The three most recent French Time Use Surveys 
conducted by Insee (Enquête Emploi du temps, 
1985‑1986, 1998‑1999 and 2009‑2010) allow 
for a detailed analysis of the management of 
time by individuals and their partners in the 
case of couples. In fact, respondents are asked 
to fill in a diary, indicating in their own words 
all of the activities carried out during the day. 
By combining the partners’ diaries, it is there‑
fore possible to study the way in which couples 
organise their sleep.

In 1985‑1986 and 1998‑1999, individuals were 
only required to fill in one diary, whereas in 
2009‑2010, they filled in two, one on a weekday 
and the other on a weekend day (they only filled 
in one if they were included in a module on 
money arrangements within couples). This 
therefore brings about an over‑representation of 
couples’ days in the 2009‑2010 survey, including 
the days of couples who are unemployed or in 
which the two partners are students, couples 
whose children are employed and living with 
their parents and couples formed less than a 
year previously.

In order to correct these skewed distributions, 
we assign a weighting of 2 to the couples who 
only filled in a single diary in 2009‑2010 and 
then adjust the weighting of the couples’ days 
from 1985‑1986 and 1998‑1999 in such a way 
that each survey is equally represented within 
the sample.

In 1985‑1986, the activities were timed at 
5 minute intervals; however, this increased to 
10 minutes for the other two surveys. In all 
cases, the activities are recorded from midnight 
to midnight (the 2009‑2010 survey also took 
account of activities performed the previous 
evening between 21:00 and midnight, which we 
are disregarding). Also, it should be borne in 
mind that, in the vast majority of cases, the sleep 
that we are observing relates to two separate 
nights, from midnight to the time that the person 
gets out of bed on the first night and then from 
the time that the person goes to bed to midnight 
on the second night, possibly with one or more 
naps in between (of the diaries completed during 
all three survey years by persons over the age 
of 15 residing in Metropolitan France, 12% 
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included one episode of sleep, 52% included 
two, 25% included three, 8% included four and 
3% included at least five). In order to standardise 
the time use intervals, we duplicated each of 
the 144 10‑minute slots from the 1998‑1999 and 
2009‑2010 surveys in order to artificially obtain 
288 5‑minute slots.

We are only including cohabiting heterosexual 
couples where both partners completed a diary 
on the same day. Homosexual couples are not 
being taken into account as they only represent a 
very small part of the sample and we want to be 
able to study the possible impact of gender on the 
conjugal organisation of sleep. We are excluding 
couples who did not complete the individual 
questionnaire, for whom we do not have any 
socio‑demographic information, as well as those 
who did not report any episodes of sleep. The 
final sample is made up of 19,076 couple days: 
5,644 from 1985, 4,570 from 1998 and 8,862 
from 2009.

1.1.2. Sleep in the Time Use Surveys
To allow the diaries to be compared, the activ‑
ities described by the respondents are grouped 
under different options. However, the coding is 
not consistent across the surveys: sleep is broken 
down into four options in the 1985‑1986 survey, 
three in the 2009‑2010 survey and only one in 
the 1998‑1999 survey. Furthermore, “in accor‑
dance with European recommendations, periods 
of rest (naps, for example) of under 3 hours are 
coded in the 2010 survey as ‘doing nothing’. 
This activity was previously coded as ‘sleep’.” 
(Insee, 2017).

For the sake of consistency, for each survey, we 
consider the options corresponding to “doing 
nothing” or “relaxing” to be equivalent to sleep. 
As a result, the times referred to here as “sleep” 
do not reflect actual sleep, but the time allocated 
to sleep (or a similar activity). In addition, 
although very few individuals explicitly recorded 
it in their diaries, sleep can also include sexual 
activity (across all the survey years, only 1.6% 
of the diaries filled in by persons over the age of 
15 residing in Metropolitan France contained at 
least one episode of “private activities”, which is 
the option that includes sexual activity, among 
other things).

The following activities are included as sleep:
‑1985‑1986: nocturnal sleep (essential) including 
sleep during the day for those who work at night; 
daytime sleep (accidental, e.g. when a person is 
unwell); having a lie in, a nap or a rest; relaxing, 
thinking, making plans, doing nothing, no visible 
activity; smoking, whistling.

‑1998‑1999: sleeping; relaxing, reflecting; 
smoking.
‑2009‑2010: sleeping; bedridden, unwell; time 
around sleep (insomnia, lie ins, etc.); doing 
nothing, strolling, reflecting, smoking, relaxing, 
resting, etc. 

The average duration of these activities 
among persons over the age of 15 residing 
in Metropolitan France, as well as the rates 
of participation and average duration of the 
activi ties for the participants can be seen in 
Table C‑1 in the Online appendices (link at 
the end of the article). An analysis of the 1985 
and 1998 surveys adopting a more restrictive 
definition of sleep confirms the results presented  
below.

1.1.3. Combining Partners’ Diaries  
in a Couple’s Diary

By combining the daily diary filled in by the 
partners, it is possible to construct time uses 
at the level of the couple, with each sequence 
representing the combination of “male/female 
activity”. The analysis takes into account only 
the main activities, grouped in sleep or other of 
each spouse (F and M). Once combined, this 
gives four modalities at the level of the couple 
for a given time slot: couple sleep (F sleep and 
M sleep), M sleep only (M sleep and F other), 
F sleep only (F sleep and M other), couple other 
(F other and H other).

The synchrony (or synchronisation rate) of sleep 
is defined as follows:
synchronisation rate=couple sleep/(M sleep only 
+ F sleep only + couple sleep) 

1.2. Sleep, a Highly Synchronised 
Activity?

The organisation of community living requires 
the coordination of sleep schedules (Schwartz, 
1970) and, like meals (de Saint Pol, 2006), sleep 
is a highly synchronised activity. According to 
the 2009 Time Use Survey, nine out of every 
ten individuals are asleep between 01:00 and 
06:00. By way of a comparison, if we look only 
at individuals who worked on the day of the 
survey, no more than 80% of this population 
were working simultaneously, and even that only 
lasted for one hour (between 10:00 and 11:00).

Furthermore, within couples, the partners seek to 
coordinate their schedules so that they are able to 
spend time together (Hamermesh, 2002), which 
results in increased synchronisation of their 
sleep. Regardless of the year in question, the 
sleep synchrony of couples is 10 points higher 
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than that of pseudo‑couples – established by 
randomly pairing a man and a woman4 (see 
Online Appendix, Figure C‑I). This difference 
confirms the existence of a trend towards the 
synchronisation of sleep within couples, as high‑
lighted by Ricroch (2012), a trend that persists 
throughout the entirety of the period studied. 
Given the degree of stability of this synchrony, 
and in order to ensure that we have a large enough 
headcount to allow for sufficiently detailed anal‑
yses, we then aggregated the three surveys.

Sleep synchrony is not the same in all social 
classes (Table 1): 82% of the sleep by couples 
made up of two executives5 is synchronised; this 
number falls to 73% among couples made up 
of two blue‑collar workers. At first glance, this 
10‑point difference may appear small, but given 
the high level of sleep synchronisation among 
the French population, it is certainly not insignif‑
icant; moreover, the difference is the same as that 
between couples and pseudo‑couples.

However, the proportion of discordant sleep 
between partners does not reveal the true extent 
of desynchronisation;6 it needs to be looked at 
together with the duration of their sleep, which 
differs depending on their social status.

Homogamous female blue‑collar workers sleep 
an average of 20 minutes longer than homo‑
gamous female executives, while homogamous 
male blue‑collar workers sleep an average of 
30 minutes longer than homogamous male 
executives. However, there is no significant 
difference in the amount of time that the partners 

spend sleeping together between these two cate‑
gories of couple. The additional sleep enjoyed by 
blue‑collar workers when compared with execu‑
tives therefore results mainly in an increase in 
the time spent by the partners sleeping alone: the 
desynchronisation of homogamous executives 
accounts for an average of 1 hour 45 minutes, 
whereas that of homogamous white‑collar 
workers amounts to an average of 2 hours and 
45 minutes, while the figure among homoga‑
mous blue‑collar workers is 3 hours (Figure I).

However, these static indicators alone, namely 
the synchrony and duration of the (de)synchro‑
nisation of couples, only partially capture 
sleep management and do not take account of 
the chronology of the conjugal organisation 
of sleep. Identical sleep synchrony can mask 
different ways of organising sleep, resulting 
from preferences for particular arrangements 
or limitations, particularly professional, that 
impact upon the couple’s ability to manage their 
time. Not all couples are equal in terms of time; 
they have varying degrees of flexibility when 
it comes to managing their time use depending 
on the employment status of the partners and 
the freedom that they have in determining 
their working hours (Lesnard, 2008). The (de)

4. In the interest of ensuring consistency with the population studied, which 
is made up entirely of heterosexual couples, the random couples are also 
exclusively heterosexual.
5.  The socio‑professional classifications (PCS) of the couples are defined 
in Appendix 1.
6.  In the remainder of the article, unless otherwise specified, (de)synchro‑
nisation is used in reference to the (de)synchronisation of sleep in the same 
way as synchrony refers to sleep synchrony.

Table 1 – Sleep synchrony by social class of the couple (in %)
Partners’ social category Synchrony
2 executives 81.9
1 executive and 1 middle‑management employee 79.8
1 executive and 1 white or blue‑collar worker 79.7
1 executive and 1 unemployed 80.3
1 middle‑management employee or executive and 1 self‑employed 79.7
2 middle‑management employees 80.0
1 middle‑management employee and 1 white or blue‑collar worker 78.0
1 middle‑management employee and 1 unemployed 77.7
2 white‑collar workers 74.6
1 self‑employed and 1 self‑employed or unemployed 80.3
1 self‑employed and 1 blue or white‑collar worker 79.2
1 blue‑collar worker and 1 white‑collar worker 74.8
2 blue‑collar workers 72.9
1 white‑collar worker and 1 unemployed 75.4
1 blue‑collar worker and 1 unemployed 74.0
2 unemployed 79.6
2 retired 79.2
Total 78.1

Reading Note: On average, 79.2% of the sleep of retired couples is synchronised.
Sources and Coverage: Insee, Time Use Surveys 1985‑1986, 1998‑1999, 2009‑2010; 19,076 heterosexual couples, Metropolitan France.



 ECONOMIE ET STATISTIQUE / ECONOMICS AND STATISTICS N° 522-523, 202186

synchronisation of sleep within couples may 
therefore reflect these social inequalities.

1.3. A Typology of the (De)synchronisation 
of Sleep Within Couples

In order to study in more detail the factors behind 
desynchronisation and how they have changed 
between the mid‑1980s and the late 2000s, we 
establish a typology for the organisation of 
sleep within couples by means of a sequence 

analysis (see Box and Figure II). Three broad 
types of organisation emerge: synchronised 
sleep, partially desynchronised sleep and largely 
desynchronised sleep.

1.3.1. Synchronised sleep

The three most synchronous types of organisation 
with a sleep synchronisation rate of around 80% 
are long synchro nights, short synchro nights 
and night owl partners (Table 2). Synchronised 

Figure I – Average duration of sleep desynchronisation by couples’ social category (PCS)

01:40:00 02:00:00 02:20:00 03:00:00 03:20:0002:40:00
Duration of the desynchronisation of sleep (in hours)

Retired couple

2 unemployed

Blue-collar worker with unemployed

White-collar worker with unemployed

2 blue-collar workers

Blue-collar worker with white-collar worker

Self-employed with white or blue-collar worker

2 self-employed, or self-employed with unemployed

2 white-collar workers

Middle-management employee with unemployed

Middle-management employee with white or blue-collar worker

2 middle-management employees

Executive with self-employed small business owner

Executive with unemployed

Executive with white or blue-collar worker

Executive with middle-management employee

2 executives

Note: The dotted vertical line represents the average duration of desynchronisation across the sample as a whole. The segments represent the 
95% confidence interval.
Reading Note: The average duration of desynchronisation for couples combining an executive and an unemployed partner is two hours.
Sources and Coverage: Insee, Time Use Surveys 1985‑1986, 1998‑1999, 2009‑2010; 19,076 heterosexual couples, Metropolitan France.

Box – Establishment of the Typology of the Temporal Organisation of Sleep Within Couples

The diaries filled in by couples can be considered as sequences of activities carried out over 288 five‑minute  
periods. By analysing these sequences, it is possible to compare the ways in which different couples use their time  
(see sub‑section 1.1.3.) and then to establish a typology for the organisation of sleep within the couples. The  
analysis takes place in two stages: first a matrix is defined for the distance between the couples’ time uses, then they 
are grouped into the most homogeneous classes possible.
The distance between the time uses is defined using the Dynamic Hamming method (Lesnard, 2010), which allows 
the temporal structure of the time use to be preserved and takes account of the fact that sleeping rather than doing 
something else has different consequences depending on the time of day.
We then carry out the classification on the basis of the distance matrix obtained using the PAM (Partition Around 
Medoids) method. This method allows for the identification of k medoids and then the assignment of each observation 
to the nearest medoid. The aim is to find the k medoids that minimise the distance between the observations and  
these medoids.
Having defined 15 classes using the PAM algorithm, we make the relevant groupings manually, using the chronograms 
for each class and the time uses of the medoids, comparing their structure. This results in 8 classes (a).

(a) The initial typology in 15 classes and the correspondence table are provided in the Online Appendix (Figures C‑II and C‑III and Table C2‑2). A typology 
of activities carried out over a 24‑hour period from 21:00 to 21:00 on the basis of the 2009 survey produced very similar results.
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sleep accounts for three quarters of couple days 
(Table 3). Half of the individuals belonging to 
the long synchro nights and short synchro nights 
are in bed by 22:40 (Table 4).7 The difference 
between these two groups are the times that they 
wake up: the median rising time for persons in 
the short synchro nights group is 06:50, whereas 
half of those in the long synchro nights group are 
still asleep at 08:00. Naps are also more common 
within the long synchro nights group. The night 
owl partners are also highly synchronised, but 
are up later than the previous groups. The result 
of this high level of synchrony is that the amount 
of time spent sleeping is almost identical for 
both partners.

1.3.2. Partially Desynchronised Sleep

Couples made up of female early risers, male 
early risers and male night owls represent a 
quarter of the sample. Around two‑thirds of 
couples’ sleep is synchronised in this case. In 
couples with a female early riser, the median 
bedtime of both men and women is identical. 
However, the median rising time for women 
is two hours earlier than for men (06:50 vs. 
09:00). The median difference in sleep time 
between the partners is two hours in favour  
of men.

7. The difference when compared with the median bedtime of “short‑night” 
women is not significant.

Figure II – Typology of the organisation of sleep within couples

10:00:00 20:00:0000:00:00 20:00:00

Fr
éq

ue
nc

e (
%

)

Other

Female sleep
Male sleep
Couples’ sleep

00:00:00

10:00:00 20:00:0000:00:00

10:00:00

100

75

50

25

0

100

75

50

25

0

100

75

50

25

0

Short synchro nights (34.2%) Long synchro nights (37.1%) Night owl couples (2.8%)

Male night owls (4.1%) Male early risers (15.1%) Female early risers (4.8%)

Male daytime sleep (1.1%) Female daytime and poor sleep (0.8%)

Reading Note: Among couples that include a male early riser, at 08:30, the female is sleeping alone in 30% of couples.
Sources and Coverage: Insee, Time Use Surveys 1985‑1986, 1998‑1999, 2009‑2010;19,076 heterosexual couples, Metropolitan France.

Table 2 – Characteristics of sleep by type of organisation
Duration of sleep (in hours) Duration of desynchronisation 

(in hours)
Synchrony 

(%)Women Men
Long synchro nights 9 hours 44 minutes 9 hours 56 minutes 1 hour 53 minutes 83.9
Short synchro nights 8 hours 12 minutes 8 hours 20 minutes 1 hour 31 minutes 84.2
Night owl partners 9 hours 16 minutes 9 hours 8 minutes 2 hours 12 minutes 79.8
Female early riser 8 hours 7 minutes 10 hours 30 minutes 4 hours 7 minutes 65.1
Male early riser 9 hours 35 minutes 7 hours 36 minutes 4 hours 1 minute 63.1
Male night owl 8 hours 57 minutes 7 hours 27 minutes 3 hours 10 minutes 68.7
Male daytime sleep 8 hours 38 minutes 7 hours 18 minutes 12 hours 44 minutes 11.2
Female daytime and poor sleep 3 hours 39 minutes 8 hours 49 minutes 9 hours 54 minutes 11.6

Reading Note: The women in couples with long synchro nights sleep for an average of 9 hours 44 minutes.
Sources and Coverage: Insee, Time Use Surveys 1985‑1986, 1998‑1999, 2009‑2010; 19,076 heterosexual couples, Metropolitan France.
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The opposite is true for male early riser couples: 
the partners go to bed at similar times, but half 
of the men are up at 06:00, while half of the 
women are still sleeping at 08:00. The median 
difference in sleep time between partners is 
1 hour 50 minutes in favour of women.

In couples with a male night owl, women begin 
their night alone: half are in bed by 22:30, while 
half of the men are still up at midnight. However, 

the desynchronisation is less marked at the end of 
the night: the median rising time is the same for 
both men and women (07:00). This partial desyn‑
chronisation results in a median difference in sleep 
time of 1 hour 20 minutes in favour of women.

1.3.3. Largely Desynchronised Sleep

The types male daytime sleep and female 
daytime and poor sleep take account of a highly 

Table 3 – Composition of the types of sleep organisation (%)
Long 

synchro 
nights

Short 
synchro 
nights

Night 
owl 

partners

Female 
early 
riser

Male 
early 
riser

Male 
night 
owl

Male 
daytime 
sleep

Female 
daytime and 
poor sleep

Total

Total 37.1 34.2 2.8 4.8 15.1 4.1 1.1 0.8 100.0
Year

1985 35.8 37.8 1.9 4.5 14.7 3.4 1.3 0.6 100.0
1998 37.5 34.3 2.7 4.6 15.6 4 0.9 0.3 100.0
2009 37.8 30.6 3.9 5.3 14.9 4.9 1.2 1.4 100.0

Average age of the couple 
< 25 36.2 20.7 11.8 5.0 20.6 2.3 3.1 0.2 100.0
25‑34 33.7 31.4 5.2 5.5 17.4 4.1 1.9 0.8 100.0
35‑44 29.6 38.9 3.1 4.5 16.0 5.4 1.6 0.9 100.0
45‑54 29.4 40.0 2.1 5.0 17.5 4.3 1.1 0.6 100.0
55‑64 41.4 34.5 1.1 4.8 12.6 4.3 0.3 0.9 100.0
65+ 54.2 28.0 0.6 3.9 10.0 2.5 0.0 0.7 100.0

Employment status of the couple
Unemployed 53.7 27.3 1.3 4.3 9.7 3.0 0.1 0.6 100.0
Both employed 28.5 40.7 3.7 4.7 15.3 4.7 1.6 0.8 100.0
Only the woman is employed 36.4 33.5 2.9 11.7 8.4 5.5 0.2 1.4 100.0
Only the man is employed 32.5 30.1 3.1 3.2 24.6 3.9 2.0 0.6 100.0

Type of work day
Did not work 55.4 22.1 4.4 4.8 9.6 2.9 0.1 0.6 100.0
Both partners worked 14.9 59.4 0.7 2.5 13.8 6.0 1.8 0.9 100.0
Only the woman worked 26.8 38.9 2.0 18.6 5.0 6.1 0.4 2.2 100.0
Only the man worked 19.7 34.3 1.7 1.9 34.4 4.1 3.2 0.6 100.0

Reading Note: 53.7% of unemployed couples belong to the long synchro nights group. 
Sources and Coverage: Insee, Time Use Surveys 1985‑1986, 1998‑1999, 2009‑2010; 19,076 heterosexual couples, Metropolitan France.

Table 4 – Sleep schedules by type of organisation
Median bedtime Median difference  

in bedtimes
Median rising time Median difference  

rising timesWomen Men Women Men
Long synchro nights 22:40 22:40 10 minutes 08:00 08:00 30 minutes
Short synchro nights 22:45 22:40 15 minutes 06:50 06:50 30 minutes
Night owl partners 01:35 01:50 10 minutes 10:00 10:00 30 minutes
Female early riser 23:00 23:00 30 minutes 06:50 09:00 2 hours 10 minutes
Male early riser 22:40 22:30 25 minutes 08:00 06:00 2 hours 5 minutes
Male night owl 22:30 00:00 1 hour 30 minutes 07:00 07:00 40 minutes
Male daytime sleep 22:45 07:00 6 hours 40 minutes 07:15 13:02 6 hours
Female daytime and poor sleepa 22:50 07:30

(a) as the sleep was observed over two half‑nights and due to the less atypical nature of the organisation of sleep during the second half‑night, the 
median times at which the women in this category got up and went to bed cannot be interpreted.
Notes: The times at which persons got up and went to bed are calculated for periods of night‑time sleep (or daytime sleep for those who work 
nights); bedtime: first period of sleep from 20:00, with the exception of night owl partners, whose bedtime corresponds to the first period of sleep 
after midnight; rising time: last period of sleep before noon, except for i) male and female night owl partners: last period of sleep before 14:00;  
ii) men undertaking male daytime sleep and women undertaking female daytime sleep: last period of sleep before 16:00. Median bedtime (rising 
time): time at which half of the individuals have gone to bed (got out of bed). Median difference in bedtimes (rising times): median difference in the 
times that the partners go to bed (get out of bed).
Reading Note: Half of the women in the long synchro nights type are in bed by 22:40.
Sources and Coverage: Insee, Time Use Surveys 1985‑1986, 1998‑1999, 2009‑2010; 19,076 heterosexual couples, Metropolitan France.
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discordant organisation of sleep: 90% of the 
couples’ sleep is desynchronised. Male daytime 
sleep describes a situation in which a woman 
sleeps during the night and her partner sleeps 
during the day. Once again, this desynchroni‑
sation results in a median difference in sleep 
time of 1 hour 10 minutes in favour of women. 
Female daytime and poor sleep takes account 
of the opposite situation, where the man sleeps 
during the night and the woman during the day. 
However, the organisation of sleep within this 
group suggests that some women have barely 
slept at all, which explains the large difference in 
sleep time between partners (median of 6 hours 
in favour of men).

Therefore, in a quarter of the couple days 
studied, at least a third of the couple’s sleep is 
desynchronised. With the exception of sleep 
schedules where one of the partners sleeps 
during the day, the desynchronisation of sleep 
occurs primarily at the time of going to bed or 
the time of getting up, with the delay by one 
of the partners being only partially cancelled 
out. The fact that one of the partners goes to 
bed later does not necessarily mean that they 
get up the same amount of time later, and vice 
versa. For example, among couples made up of 
a female early riser and a male early riser, the 
median desynchronisation of bedtimes is around 
half an hour, whereas the desynchronisation of 
rising times is a little over two hours. This partial 
desynchronisation of bedtimes therefore results 
in the partners having different sleep durations.

1.4. The Social Gradient of Sleep 
Synchronisation

The temporal organisation of sleep differs 
between social categories, as illustrated by the 
correspondence factor analysis (CFA) carried 
out on the typology of sleep (de)synchronisa‑
tion and the professions and socio‑professional 
categories within couples. The first axis of the 
CFA is heavily polarised by retired couples,8 
who are very different from all the other 
couples, with the exception of the unemployed 
and the homogamous executives. As regards 
sleep, long synchro nights are different from 
all of the other ways of organising sleep. Due 
to the strong polarisation of this first axis and 
the fact that retired couples include all retired 
persons, who present the particularity of no 
longer being in employment, we performed a 
second CFA, creating an additional option for  
retired couples.

The first axis of this new CFA (Figure III) 
reveals that the situation of unemployed couples 

or those that are predominantly executives is 
very different from that of couples who are 
predominantly blue‑collar workers. The former 
are associated with synchronised sleep and 
the latter with a desynchronised organisation 
of sleep (with the exception of male night owl 
couples). The second axis compares two ways 
of organising synchronised sleep with different 
durations: long synchro nights and short 
synchro nights. The latter are associated with 
self‑employed couples or couples made up of 
one self‑employed partner and one unemployed 
partner, while long synchro nights are associated 
with couples made up of two unemployed part‑
ners or combining one unemployed partner and 
one white or blue‑collar worker.

The conjugal organisation of sleep therefore 
forms part of the social space. Couples comprised 
of retired persons and unemployed persons under 
the age of 60, and the most privileged employed 
persons are associated with synchronised sleep, 
while those occupying the least privileged 
positions have the most desynchronised sleep. 
Does this difference reveal different preferences 
with regard to the synchronisation of sleep or, 
conversely, differing time constraints, particu‑
larly in connection with professional activities? 
The least well‑off individuals are more likely to 
work shifts, which results in a desynchronisa‑
tion of working hours within the couple, while 
couples with a more favourable social standing 
have more opportunity to establish synchronous 
working days (Lesnard, 2008). The desynchroni‑
sation of partners’ working hours can also result 
in the desynchronisation of sleep schedules. 
We will now also look at the composition of 
this desynchronisation in order to determine 
the extent to which sleep‑parallel activities are 
limited or chosen.

2. Structure of the Desynchronisation 
of Sleep Within Couples

2.1. A Reduction in the Synchronisation  
of Sleep Between Partners

Given the stability of the average synchronisa‑
tion between the three surveys, our typology is 
established on the basis of all of the surveys. 
However, under closer scrutiny, it can be seen 
that this stability actually masks some changes 
that cancel one another out if we limit ourselves 
to looking at average trends over a period of 
25 years.

8. Retired couples contribute to 60% of the variance in the position of the 
couples’ socio‑professional categories for the first axis.
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Between the mid‑1980s and the late 2000s, the 
structure of the population of individuals in 
couples has been changing. Couples are getting 
older: the proportion of couples aged under 25 
fell between the mid‑1980s and the late 1990s, 
but then remained stable until the late 2000s; the 
proportion of couples aged over 60 increased due 
to the increase in life expectancy at older ages 
(Daguet & Niel, 20109).

As a result of this ageing of couples and  
the increase in employment among women, the 
distribution of couples by employment status 
is also changing. In 2009, unemployed couples 
accounted for one‑third of couples, whereas 
they only accounted for one‑quarter of couples 
in 1985. Of the couples where at least one of the 
partners is employed or a student, in the share of 
those with both partners are employed increased, 
from 60% of couples in 1985 to 66% of couples 
in 2009. Conversely, the proportion of couples in 
which only the man is employed is decreasing, 
from one‑third to one‑fifth.

There has therefore been an increase in the 
number of couples with the strongest tendency to 
synchronise. However, between the mid‑1980s 
and the late 2000s, average sleep synchrony 
actually decreased. In 2009, partners spent an 

average of 7 hours 35 minutes sleeping together, 
13 minutes less than in 1998 and 1985. This 
reduced synchronisation can be seen in almost 
all social classes.10

At the same time, the organisational landscape 
of sleep is being partially rebuilt (see Table 4). 
The most synchronised ways of organising 
sleep account for 72% of the 2009 couple days, 
compared with 76% in 1985. However, the 
changes to synchronised nights are not uniform: 
although the proportion of short synchro nights 
has decreased by 20%, there were twice as many 
night owl partners in 2009 as there were in 1985 
and the proportion of long synchro nights has 
remained relatively stable.

Within couples for whom desynchronisation 
results from a shift in the sleep schedules 
of men, only male night owls couples are 
more prevalent, increasing by 40%. There 
has been a more significant increase in  

9. It should be noted that we are reasoning at the couple level, by consid‑
ering the average age of the partners, whereas Daguet & Niel reason at 
the individual level.
10. Desynchronisation remains stable in couples where both partners 
are executives, couples combining a self‑employed partner and a white 
or blue‑collar worker, retired couples and couples combining a blue‑collar 
worker and an unemployed partner.

Figure III – Social space and organisation of sleep
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desynchronisation resulting from a shift in 
women’s sleep schedules: female early riser 
couples have increased by 18% and, although 
they remain a marginal group, couples with 
female daytime and poor sleep account for 
2.3 times more couples in 2009 than in 1985 
and are now equal in number male daytime 
sleep couples. The female daytime sleep 
configuration saw its greatest increase between 
1998 and 2009, which may be explained by the 
fact that night work is increasing at a faster rate 
among women than among men (Bué, 2005). 
The reduced levels of synchronisation among 
couples could therefore be partly attributable to 
a change in working hours. However, this does 
not explain the reduction in synchronisation 
among retired couples.

2.2. An Increase in Desynchronisation 
Linked to an Increase in the Amount  
of Time Spent Watching Television

The fall in sleep synchronisation between the 
mid‑1980s and the late 2000s has not brought 
about a proportional increase in each of the 
activities performed in parallel with sleep. 
It is primarily the result of an increase in the 
amount of time spent in front of the television 
while the other person is sleeping: in 1985, 
television accounted for desynchronisation of 
15 minutes; by 2009, this had increased to half 
an hour. This change can be observed in all 
types of sleep organisation and across all social 
classes, with the exception of couples made up 
of two executives and couples combining a self‑ 
employed partner and a partner in an executive 
or middle‑management role.

However, the average amount of time spent 
working in parallel with sleep remains stable. 
Whichever year we look at, professional 
activity11 accounts for an average of 30 minutes 
of desynchronisation. This stability can be seen 
within each type of organisation and each 
social class; there were no significant changes 
from one survey to the next. The additional 
desynchronisation observed between 1998 
and 2009 therefore appears to be the result 
of voluntary desynchronisation to carry out a 
leisure activity rather than desynchronisation 
suffered as a result of greater time constraints. 
Nevertheless, the differences between social 
classes persist. The change in the structure of 
desynchronisation concerns almost all types 
of sleep organisation and social classes; we 
then reason on the basis of the three surveys 
simultaneously in order to identify the activities 
that can be used to differentiate between the 
different ways of organising sleep.

2.3. Organisation of Desynchronisation

When we look at all years and all types of 
organisation combined, the activities that 
account for the majority of desynchronised 
time are paid work and the associated commutes 
(31 minutes), television (23 mins), hygiene 
activities (22 mins), household chores (21 mins) 
and regular meals (12 mins).

However, the frequency of activities parallel to 
sleep does not remain uniform throughout the 
day (Figure IV), and the desynchronisation of 
getting out of bed is greater than that of going 
to bed: the median difference between bedtimes 
is 20 minutes; the difference between the times 
that the partners get out of bed is twice as long.

Morning desynchronisation is largely accounted 
for by work, whether it be paid or unpaid, meals 
and hygiene activities. By contrast, evening 
desynchronisation primarily involves televi‑
sion. Reading also features here, something 
that is almost absent in the morning. Morning 
desynchronisation is therefore largely linked to 
essential or restrictive activities, while evening 
desynchronisation mainly involves leisure activ‑
ities. The desynchronisation at the start and the 
end of the day therefore differs in nature. The 
discordance in the time that partners get out  
of bed is therefore endured, largely as a result 
of professional activity, whereas the discordance 
in bedtimes appears, in the majority of cases, 
to result from voluntary behaviours, increasing 
the amount of time spent watching television 
in particular.

The desynchronisation in the early afternoon 
is also characterised by its composition: the 
absence of hygiene activities, but the presence of 
work (paid or domestic), leisure and semi‑leisure 
activities. This composition, which falls between 
the morning and evening desynchronisations, 
can be explained by the specific origin of this 
desynchronised sleep: it relates to naps, which, 
according to the typology of the organisation of 
sleep within couples, is more solitary than other 
forms of sleep.

Similarly, the structure of desynchronisation 
differs depending on the type of conjugal sleep 
involved (Figures V and VI). Baseline desyn‑
chronisation made up of household chores, 
hygiene activities, meals and, to a lesser extent, 
television, is present regardless of the way in 
which sleep is organised; however, the frequency 

11. We consider work to be all professional activities, studying by students 
and the commutes associated with these activities, which are inseparable 
time constraints.
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of these activities varies between classes. 
The desynchronised types are characterised 
in particular by the presence of paid work.  
For female early riser couples, work accounts 
for 56 minutes, so 20% of the desynchronised 

time; for male daytime sleep couples, profes‑
sional activity accounts for 7 hours 30 minutes, 
so 60% of the desynchronised time. On the other 
hand, paid work is virtually absent where sleep 
is organised in a highly synchronised manner, 

Figure IV – Composition of the desynchronisation
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Sources and Coverage: Insee, Time Use Surveys 1985‑1986, 1998‑1999, 2009‑2010; 19,076 heterosexual couples, Metropolitan France.

Figure V – Frequency with which activities are performed by women while their partner is sleeping

10:00:00 20:00:0000:00:00 20:00:00

Fr
eq

ue
nc

y (
%

)

00:00:00

10:00:00 20:00:0000:00:00

10:00:00

100

75

50

25

0

100

75

50

25

0

100

75

50

25

0

Television

Long synchro nights

Hygiene and personal care
Work
Regular meal
Household chores
DIY gardening sewing
Reading
Looking after children
Other

Short synchro nights Night owl couples

Female early risers Male early risers Male night owls

Male daytime sleep Female daytime and poor sleep

Sources and Coverage: Insee, Time Use Surveys 1985‑1986, 1998‑1999, 2009‑2010; 19,076 heterosexual couples, Metropolitan France.



ECONOMIE ET STATISTIQUE / ECONOMICS AND STATISTICS N° 522-523, 2021 93

Social Inequalities and the Desynchronisation of Sleep Within Couples

accounting for less than quarter of an hour. 
Couples with a male night owl have a somewhat 
peculiar profile, since television accounts for a 
significant proportion of the desynchronisation.

3. The Desynchronisation of Sleep,  
the Result of Social Inequalities

As the organisation of sleep is closely linked to 
social standing, the extent of desynchronisation 
differs depending on social class, as does its 
composition: the amount of time devoted to each 
parallel activity is not proportional to the total 
duration of desynchronisation. In other words, 
the proportion of these activities does not remain 
stable across social classes (see Online Appendix, 
Table C‑2): watching television accounts for an 
average of 12 minutes of desynchronisation 
among couples made up of executives (or 9% 
of their desynchronisation), 20 minutes among 
couples made up of two white‑collar workers 
(or 14%) and 25 minutes among couples where 
one partner is a white‑collar worker and the 
other a blue‑collar worker (or 15%). As for 
professional activity, this represents 11% of 
the desynchronisation among executives, but 
23% of that among couples made up of two 
white or blue‑collar workers or couples where 
one partner is a white‑collar worker and the 
other a blue‑collar worker. A comparison of the 

amount of time allocated to the desynchronised 
activities within each of the socio‑professional 
categories appears to reinforce the difference 
between these couples. Professional activity 
accounts for an average of 15 minutes of 
desynchronisation among couples made up  
of two executives, compared with an hour among 
white or blue‑collar couples or couples where 
one partner is a white‑collar worker and the other 
a blue‑collar worker.

Nevertheless, it is important to bear in mind 
that the working time measured here does not 
take account of professional activities that are 
actually performed while one of the partners is 
sleeping. In reality, work has a much greater 
impact on the desynchronisation of sleep. 
Indeed, an individual does not leap out of bed 
and immediately start work. At the very least, 
they perform their morning routine activities, 
which include hygiene activities and breakfast 
(for those who do not skip this meal). These 
habits, which should be considered more as 
pre‑empting the end of the night, must therefore 
be taken into account.

As a result, the unequal synchronisation between 
social classes is reflected less by a proportional 
adjustment of the duration of activities parallel to 
sleep than by a divergence in the amount of time 

Figure VI – Frequency with which activities are performed by men while their partner is sleeping
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devoted to two activities in particular: television 
and, to an even greater extent, work.

The major differences in synchronisation 
between different types of organisation and 
social classes are therefore brought about by 
the performance of a professional activity in 
parallel with the sleep of one of the partners, 
which suggests that the discordance in sleep 
schedules more often than not results from 
constraints impacting upon the organisation of 
time rather than partners deliberately opting 
for staggered schedules. Also, in the following 
sub‑section, we will look more closely at the link 
between the conjugal organisation of sleep and 
professional constraints.

3.1. Desynchronisation of Work, 
Desynchronisation of Sleep

3.1.1. Professional Constraints and Sleep 
Synchronisation

As is suggested by the position of retired 
couples in the social space of the organisation of 
sleep, the most synchronised couples are those 
in which neither partner is employed. However,  
the greatest influence on the synchronisation of 
the partners, more so even than their employ‑
ment status, is the type of day: the landscape 
of the conjugal organisation of sleep differs 
depending on whether both partners, one 
partner or neither partner worked on the day of  
the survey.

Sleep is synchronised to the greatest degree 
during non‑working days, with average 
synchrony of 80%. Four out of every five 
non‑working couple days are found within the 
three most synchronised classes, and half of 
these are among the long synchro nights. The 
days on which both partners worked fall in the 
middle, with three quarters being among the 
most synchronised ways of organising sleep. 
Finally, the most desynchronised are those where 
only one of the partners worked, particularly in 
cases where only the man went to work. The 
average synchrony on these days is 73% and  
a third of the couples involved are those with 
a male early riser. There are also four times as 
many female early risers for the days on which 
only the woman went to work than are seen in 
the sample as a whole.

However, taken in isolation, the observation of 
a correlation between the organisation of sleep 
and the fact of having worked or not provides 
limited information with regard to the extent to 
which professional activity can affect sleep. The 
times at which people start and end their working 

day provide an initial indication of the influence 
this can have on the conjugal organisation of 
sleep. Half of couples with a male early riser 
who worked started their working day at 06:50 
or earlier, so 45 minutes before their peers in 
the short synchro nights couples, and two hours 
before those in the long synchro nights couples 
(Table A2‑1 in the Appendix). Men belonging 
male daytime sleep couples also have median 
start and end times for their working day that 
correspond to night work. In addition, if we limit 
ourselves to only looking at couples in which 
both partners worked, the median time between 
the start of the partners’ working day is three 
hours among male early riser couples, whereas 
it was just 40 minutes among couples with long 
synchro nights.12 These differences in the types 
and organisation of sleep suggest that the start 
of the working day in the morning dictates the 
time at which individuals get up.

3.1.2. Tell Me How You Sleep, I Will Tell You 
How You Work

The above results suggest that partners’ 
sleep schedules and the options they have for 
coordinating them are strongly linked to the 
organisation of their working days. In order to 
more closely analyse the influence of profes‑
sional activity on sleep synchronisation, we will 
look at the extent to which couples who organise 
their sleep in a similar way also have similarly 
organised professional lives.

In order to do so, by restricting our analysis 
to couples in which both partners work,13 we 
are cross‑referencing the typology of sleep 
organisation with a typology of the working 
days of the couples, established using the same 
method: the activities of each of the partners 
are dichotomised into work and non‑work, 
then the couple’s activities are coded as female 
work, male work, couple’s work and non‑work. 
They include 13 types of day (see Figure A2 in 
Appendix 2). We performed a correspondence 
factor analysis (CFA) on the table cross‑ 
referencing the types of sleep organisation and 
the types of working days.

The first axis of the CFA represents half of 
the inertia of the point cloud linking male 
daytime sleep to the male night‑female day way  
of organising work. These very specific ways 

12. The median difference in the time at which couples who worked got 
out of bed was 2 hours 10 minutes among those with a male early riser and 
20 minutes among those with short synchro nights.
13. Couples in which both partners work correspond in this case to couples 
where the two partners are employed or are students. We retain all couples 
meeting this condition, regardless of whether or not they worked on the 
day of the survey.
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of organising work and sleep are the opposite 
to all the others and highlight the reversal of the 
diurnal rhythm brought about by night work. 
Sleep is normally a night‑time activity and only 
becomes a daytime activity under the constraint 
of nocturnal professional activity.

In order to better differentiate between the other 
types of organisation, we performed a second 
CFA (Figures VII and VIII) by positioning male 
daytime sleep and the male night‑female day way 
of organising work as additional variables.14

The first axis differentiates between synchro‑
nised working days and non‑working days.  
The latter are associated with long synchro 
nights and night owl partners, whereas the 
working days are associated with short synchro 
nights. This axis differentiates between two 
types of work synchronisation: through the 
(relatively) synchronised working hours of  
the partners or by the joint absence of work. 
Both are associated with synchronous sleep, 
but on different schedules.

The second axis takes account of the influence 
of desynchronisation on working days as a result 

of the man’s working hours and the conjugal 
organisation of sleep. Days during which the 
man commences his working day very early 
or is the only partner who goes to work, which 
are associated with male early riser couples are 
different from the more synchronised working 
days (couple days) associated with short synchro 
night couples and female early riser couples. 
The third axis takes account of the opposite 
situation, which characterises the desynchroni‑
sation brought about by the woman’s working 
hours. Days on which only the woman works, 
which are associated female early riser couples 
differ from the more synchronised working days 
(couple days).

The CFA therefore highlights coherence between 
the conjugal organisation of sleep and work. The 
tendency towards the synchronisation of sleep is 
undermined when the partners’ working hours 
are too desynchronised or atypical: excessive 
discordance in their working days results in 
discordance in their sleep schedules. The more 

14.  We retained the first  three axes, which represent 47.4%, 36.3% and 
15.2% of the total inertia, respectively.

Figure VII – Organisation of sleep and work, plotting of the first two axes of the CFA
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desynchronised their working hours, the more 
out of sync their sleep becomes.15 By imposing 
its schedule, professional activity restricts the 
ability of individuals to organise their daily 
activities and, of course, their sleep.

The more freedom the partners have in setting 
their own working hours, the more synchronised 
their sleep (Table A2‑2 in Appendix 2). Among 
the couples in which both partners worked, 86% 
of those who are able to set their own working 
hours enjoyed a night of synchronised sleep, 
compared with 72% of those who both have 
restrictive working hours. The synchronisation 
of sleep within couples therefore reflects the 
way in which their working days are organised: 
the less their working hours coincide, the less 
time the partners spend together (Lesnard, 2008) 
and the less they are able to coordinate their 
sleep. As is the case with the synchronisation of 
working hours, sleep synchronisation reflects the 
inequality suffered by individuals on the labour 
market. The least qualified individuals are most 
likely to have working hours that conflict with 
those of their partner and the same is true of their 
sleep schedules.

3.2. The Gender of Desynchronisation

Sleep desynchronisation reflects another type 
of inequality: gender inequalities regarding 
the division of labour within couples. Indeed, 
the composition of desynchronisation varies 
depending on the gender of the person who 
is awake. Men spend more time at work than 
women, while the latter perform more house‑
hold chores. Across all types of organisation, 
women devote an average of 20 minutes to 
household chores while their partner is sleeping, 
four times longer than is spent by men on these 
tasks while their partner is sleeping. However, 
men spend an average of 22 minutes working 
while their partner is sleeping, compared with 
9 minutes for women. This gendered difference 
in the composition of desynchronised activities 
is stable across all three surveys, even though 
the gap between men and women for these two 
activities is narrowing (Brousse, 2015).

15. Within couples in which both partners work and indeed worked on the 
day of the survey, the coefficient of determination between the sleep syn‑
chronisation rate and the work synchronisation rate is 0.52; in other words, 
half of the variance in the sleep synchronisation rate is explained by its 
correlation with the synchronisation of work.

Figure VIII – Organisation of sleep and work, plotting of axis 2 and 3 of the CFA
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The gender inequalities present in the desyn‑
chronisation are most visible in the two types of 
morning desynchronisation (couples that include 
a female early riser and couples that include a 
male early riser). These are organised in very 
similar ways: one partner ends the night alone; 
however, this quasi‑symmetry in the organisa‑
tion of sleep is not seen when it comes to the 
organisation of sleep around work. Although 
male early riser couples are primarily associated 
with days on which only the man works, female 
early riser couples are associated with days 
worked by women and synchronised working 
days. It therefore does not appear that profes‑
sional activity is the only factor behind women 
getting out of bed early, as is the case for men.

By separating out the duration of activities 
according to gender, women belonging to 
female early riser couples perform 48 minutes 
of paid work and 54 minutes of household 
chores, while men belonging to male early riser 
couples perform 1 hour 18 minutes of paid work 
and 12 minutes of household chores. Men and 
women therefore do not get up earlier than their 
partners for the same reasons.

In order to compare the share of personal activ‑
ities with the share of joint activities during the 
desynchronised time, we calculate a ratio mea ‑
suring the personalisation of the desynchronised  
time spent awake between midnight and noon:
(work + hygiene + meals + reading + television)
/ (work + hygiene + meals + reading + television 
+ household chores + looking after children)

Only the duration of the activities performed 
while the other partner is sleeping is taken into 
account when calculating the ratio. The higher 
the ratio, the higher the share of personal activi‑
ties in the desynchronised time spent awake. We 
compare the personalisation of activities within 
male early riser and female early riser couples.

Between midnight and noon, 90% of the 
desynchronised activities performed within 
male early riser couples have no direct joint 
purpose; however, this is only the case for two 
thirds of the activities performed within couples 
that include a female early riser. The share of 
personal activities in the desynchronised time 
spent awake is 1.4 times greater among men than 
among women.

However, the days among female early riser 
couples and male early riser couples are not 
perfectly comparable: half of women within 
the former did not work on the day in question, 
compared with a third of men in the latter. The 
lower frequency of professional activity among 

female early riser couples could therefore 
mechanically reduce the personalisation of 
their activities. Also, in order to measure the 
gender‑specific effect on the personalisation of 
the time spent awake, we will estimate a multiple 
linear regression model with an interaction effect 
between gender and the type of day (working day 
or non‑working day) and an interaction effect 
between gender and the presence of at least 
one child under the age of 7 in the household 
(Table 5).

The interaction effect between gender and the 
type of day is significant, which highlights that 
it is not just professional activity that deter‑
mines the composition of desynchronisation; 
the gender of the partner who is awake also has 
an influence. We now reason on the basis of the 
adjusted mean predictions, obtained by setting 
the modalities of certain variables and taking the 
mean values observed for the other variables, 
which are easier to understand than those of the 
interaction coefficients.

The predicted personalisation ratio is consistently 
lower for women than for men and it presents 
greater variation (Figure IX‑A). The absence 
of work on a given day does not bring about 
an identical reallocation of time among men 
and women and the difference in the activities 
performed is greater on non‑working days. The 
rate of personalisation of the activities carried 
out by men on non‑working days does not differ 
significantly from that of women on working 
days. Even if they worked on the day of the 
survey, women allocated a larger proportion of 
the time they spent awake and alone on domestic 
tasks than men did.

The presence of young children also has an 
effect on the gender of the individual who gets 
up early. Having at least one child under the age 
of 7 significantly reduces the personalisation of 

Table 5 – Multiple linear regression modelling  
the personalisation of time spent awake and alone
Constant 0.887 ***
Male 0.071 ***
Non‑working day ‑0.277 ***
At least one child under the age of 7 ‑0.226 ***
Male×non‑working day 0.154 ***
Male×at least one child under the age of 7 0.202 ***
R2 0.327
R2 adjusted 0.327

Reading Note: On a non‑working day and for individuals without chil‑
dren, being a man rather than a woman increases the personalisation 
of time spent awake by 7 percentage points. Significance: ***< 0.001.
Sources and Coverage: Insee, Time Use Surveys 1985‑1986, 
1998‑1999, 2009‑2010; 4,300 individuals belonging to male early 
riser and female early riser couples.
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the activities performed by women, but does not 
have any significant effect on men (Figure IX‑B), 
which reinforces the gender inequalities in the 
composition of desynchronised activities.

The composition of desynchronisation within 
couples in which one of the partners gets up 
significantly earlier than the other therefore 
reflects the gender inequalities in the division of 
work within couples. Although men and women 
get up earlier to go to work, women also get up 
earlier to complete domestic tasks.

*  * 
*

Highly synchronised across the French popu‑
lation as a whole, sleep tends to be even more 
synchronised within couples. Nevertheless, not 
everybody enjoys the same degree of freedom 
when it comes to harmonising their schedules 
and the typology of conjugal sleep organisation 
allows us to highlight ways in which partners’ 

sleep is mismatched. Synchronised nights are 
contrasted with more discordant ways of organ‑
ising sleep, in which one partner goes to bed 
later or gets up earlier, or those that are fully 
discordant, where one partner sleeps at night and 
the other during the day.

Among couples, professional activity is the main 
reason for unequal opportunities to synchronise 
the partners’ sleep schedules. By imposing its 
schedule, work restricts the ability of individ‑
uals to organise their sleep. At the level of the 
couple, where the discordance in the working 
days of the partners is too great, this results in 
the desynchronisation of sleep. As a result, the 
desynchronisation of sleep schedules reflects 
that of working hours, which offers a new 
perspective on the individual inequalities in the 
economic system at the level of couples.

Within couples, the discordance in sleep schedules 
also reflects inequalities in the division of paid 
work and domestic tasks. Men and women do not 
perform the same activities while their partner is 
sleeping: more time devoted to household chores 

Figure IX – Adjusted mean predictions of the personalisation ratio
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Reading Note: (A) On working days, the predicted personalisation ratio for women is 83%. (B) For women who do not have a child aged under 7, 
the predicted personalisation ratio is 76%.
Sources and Coverage: Insee, Time Use Surveys 1985‑1986, 1998‑1999, 2009‑2010; 4,300 individuals belonging to the male early riser and 
female early riser groups.
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for women and more time spent at work for men. 
The differences in the way men and women use 
their time is also reflected in the organisation of 
sleep schedules at the individual level.
However, it is inequalities in labour market 
positions that produce the greatest degree of 

inequality in the synchronisation of sleep at the 
level of couples. The more favourable a person’s 
employment situation is, the more opportunity 
they have to match their working hours to those 
of their partner, and the greater the opportunity 
for the couple to synchronise their sleep. 

Link to Online Appendices: https://www.insee.fr/en/statistiques/fichier/5347218/ES-522-
523_Rauch_Online_Appendices.pdf
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APPENDIX 1 ___________________________________________________________________________________________

PROFESSIONS AND SOCIO‑PROFESSIONAL CATEGORIES AT THE COUPLE LEVEL 

In order to build our nomenclature for the PCS at the level of couples, we draw upon that used for the household PCS, established by the Cnis 
working group on the revision of the classification of occupations and socio‑professional categories (PCS, 2018‑2019) (Amossé, 2019). Contrary 
to the nomenclature established by the working group, retired persons are not included in their former social group, as we wish to study the organ‑
isation of sleep in connection with the specific features of the professional situation of couples.

Table A1 – Couple’s social category (PCS)
Couple’s level PCS Partners’ PCS

Executive Both partners executives 
Executive and middle‑management employee

Middle‑management employee and executive 

Executive and white or blue‑collar worker
Executive and unemployeda

Middle‑management employee or executive and self‑employed 
Both middle‑management employees

Couples with a dominant white‑collar worker 
and middle‑management employee 

Middle‑management employee and white or blue‑collar worker 
Middle‑management employee and unemployeda

Both white‑collar workers

Couples with a dominant self‑employed worker Both self‑employed workers or self‑employed and unemployeda

Self‑employed and white or blue‑collar worker

Couples with a dominant blue‑collar worker Blue‑collar worker and white‑collar worker 
Both blue‑collar workers

White or blue‑collar worker and unemployed 
or comparable unemployed 

White‑collar worker and unemployeda

Blue‑collar worker and unemployeda

Both unemployedb

Retired couples Retired couples 
(a) unemployed or retired
(b) under 60 years of age
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APPENDIX 2 ___________________________________________________________________________________________

TYPOLOGY OF WORKED DAYS AND ADDITIONAL STATISTICS

Figure A2– Typology of worked days within economically active* couples 
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* Including students
Sources and Coverage: Insee, Time Use Surveys 1985‑1986, 1998‑1999, 2009‑2010; 8,762 heterosexual couples, Metropolitan France.

Table A2‑1 – Working hours according to types of sleep organisation
Median work start time Median work end time
Women Men Women Men

Long synchro nights 09:05 08:55 18:12 18:40
Short synchro nights 08:00 07:35 17:50 18:20
Night owl partners 14:13 12:32 20:00 20:00
Female early riser 07:50 11:35 17:40 20:00
Male early riser 09:05 06:50 18:05 17:40
Male night owl 08:05 08:05 17:40 19:08
Male daytime sleep 08:05 20:49 17:20 05:55
Female daytime and poor sleep 20:12 08:05 07:45 18:30

Reading Note: Within the short synchro nights group, half of women start working at 8:00.
Sources and Coverage: Insee, Time Use Surveys 1985‑1986, 1998‑1999, 2009‑2010; 5,691 women and 7,812 men who worked on the day of 
the survey, Metropolitan France.
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Table A2‑2 – Distribution of the types of organisation according to the degree of freedom  
to set their own hours (%)

Long 
synchro 
nights

Short 
synchro 
nights

Night 
owl 

partners

Female 
early 
riser

Male 
early 
riser

Male 
night 
owl

Male 
daytime 
sleep

Female 
daytime and 
poor sleep

Total

Free for both 20.6 65.0 0.6 0.6 6.7 5.3 0.4 0.7 100
Imposed for one, free for the other 15.0 59.7 0.6 2.2 13.6 6.4 1.5 1.1 100
Imposed for both 11.2 60.3 0.3 2.6 16.3 5.2 2.6 1.5 100
Total 14.2 61.1 0.5 2.1 13.6 5.6 1.8 1.2 100

Reading Note: 65% of couples who are free to determine their own working hours belong to the short synchro nights group.
Sources and Coverage: Insee, Time Use Surveys 1985‑1986, 1998‑1999, 2009‑2010; 4,127 heterosexual couples within which both partners 
worked on the day of the survey, Metropolitan France.


	_GoBack
	synchronisation-et-désynchronisation-du-
	une-typologie-de-la-désynchronisation-du
	le-sommeil-largement-désynchronisé
	structuration-de-la-désynchronisation-du
	une-augmentation-de-la-désynchronisation
	lorganisation-de-la-désynchronisation
	désynchronisation-du-travail-désynchroni
	dites-moi-comment-vous-dormez-je-vous-di
	le-genre-de-la-désynchronisation

