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Sleeping giant: A research agenda for politics and
chronobiology
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ABSTRACT. Sleep research presents an important frontier of discovery for political science. While sleep has largely
been neglected by political scientists, human psychology is inextricably linked with sleep and so political cognition
must be as well. Existing work shows that sleep is linked to political participation and ideology, and that
contentious politics can disrupt sleep. I propose three directions for future research—on participatory democracy,
on ideology, and on how context shapes sleep-politics links. I also note that sleep research intersects with the study
of political institutions, of war and conflict, of elite decision-making, and of normative theory. In short, political
scientists across subfields can and should consider whether and how sleep influences political life in their area of
expertise and how to influence relevant policies. This new research agenda will enrich our theories of politics and
enable us to identify pressing areas for policy interventions to revitalize our democracy.
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Introduction

Sleep is essential to human life, but it has been largely
overlooked in studying political phenomena. Sleep
research presents an important frontier of discovery for
political science. This nascent area is already producing
illuminating findings. Inadequate sleep lowers turnout
(Holbein et al., 2019; Potoski&Urbatsch, 2017; Schafer
&Holbein, 2020; Urbatsch, 2014, 2017), as does exces-
sive sleep (Ksiazkiewicz & Erol, 2022). Contentious
political events, like the Brexit vote and the Donald
Trump’s election, cause people to sleep less (Anýž
et al., 2019). Conservatives are more likely to be larks
(early to bed, early to rise) than night owls (Ksiazkiewicz,
2020), and they are alsomore likely than liberals to value
morning more than night (Ksiazkiewicz, 2021). The
links between sleep and politics that have been identified
so far are consequential; many more are waiting to be
discovered.

While sleep has largely been neglected by political
scientists, human psychology is inextricably linked with
sleep and so political cognition must be as well. Adequate
sleep is linked to prosociality (Dickinson & McElroy,
2017), health (Fabbian et al., 2016), and educational
attainment (Dewald et al., 2010), all outcomes with
important political implications. Chronotype has been
linked to politically meaningful psychological traits, such
as the Big Five (Lipnevich et al., 2017) and the Dark Triad
(Jonason et al., 2013), and with demographic character-
istics, such as urban-rural residence (Carvalho et al.,
2014), age, and sex (Fischer et al., 2017). Inadequate sleep
is linked to cognitive burdens (Killgore, 2010; Vaseghi
et al., 2021); cognitive load affects ideological cognition
(Eidelman et al., 2012), decision-making (Deck& Jahedi,
2015), especially as complexity increases (Allred et al.,
2016), candidate evaluation (Nawara & Bailey, 2021),
and the processing of news information (Van Cauwen-
berge et al., 2014). Sleep deficits also disrupt emotion
regulation (Palmer & Alfano, 2017), which may make
politics more stressful (Ford & Feinberg, 2020). In short,
findings in sleep science have clear relevance for questions
at the core of political science.
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These effects are particularly worrisome as inade-
quate sleep (less than seven hours; Hirshkowitz et al.,
2015) is a problem for 35% of the American public
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC],
2017) and, likely, a sizeable percentage of political elites
(cf. Barnes & Spreitzer, 2015). Access to sleep is also an
issue of social justice; insufficient sleep is a problem for
33% of White Americans, but 46% of Black Americans
(CDC, 2017), and sleep quality is a crucial link between
socioeconomic status and well-being (Mezick et al.,
2008; Moore et al., 2002). Taken together, insufficient
sleep has significant aggregate economic costs (Hafner
et al., 2017), but its effects on the functioning of demo-
cratic institutions are poorly understood.

An agenda for sleep and politics

Political scientists are uniquely positioned to uncover
the links between sleep and the health of democracy.
I suggest three pathways forward—on participatory
democracy, on ideology, and on the way that context
shapes sleep-politics links—but many other directions
should also be explored.

Persuasion and mobilization are core topics in
studying participatory democracy. Researchers should
use experiments to examine how voters with different
sleep patterns are affected by campaign messages
throughout the day. Time of day is a critical variable
in reasoning, with early risers processing arguments
systematically in the morning and heuristically in the
evening (with the reverse for night owls; Martin &
Martin, 2013). Given that a third of the American
electorate experiences inadequate sleep, understanding
the political consequences of cognitive impairments
from insufficient sleep is vital for building a resilient
political system.

In the United States, morning types are more politi-
cally conservative on average (Ksiazkiewicz, 2020;
cf. Ksiazkiewicz & Erol, forthcoming), but it remains
an open questionwhymorningness and conservatism are
linked. The 9-to-5, “early bird gets the worm” organi-
zation of professional life may nudge morning types to
accept the social status quo because it aligns with their
predispositions, while simultaneously alienating evening
types. Conversely, surveys that focus on chronotype as a
social identity (Ksiazkiewicz, 2021) have opened the
possibility of reciprocal effects. Ideology may instead
affect how a person structures their daily time, including
sleep habits. Longitudinal studies could help sort out the

direction of causation. Twin studies could supplement
this work by uncovering the common roots of sleep
behaviors and political attitudes, such as shared genetic
or environmental influences.

Finally, the relationships identified so far—sleep dura-
tion and turnout, sleep timing and ideology, political
stress and sleep loss—differ across contexts. Compara-
tive and subnational research could expand the breadth
of our understanding by identifying contextual differ-
ences in the relationships between sleep and politics. This
could include variation across social groups, across
regions or environments within countries (e.g., urban-
rural or by local polarization), and between countries
where cultural or geographic factors may mitigate or
exacerbate—or, indeed, create—links between sleep and
politics.

Broader implications

Beyond these three pathways forward, there is
potential for further scientific discovery. Consider
how electoral institutions can have disparate impacts
by sleep status (Urbatsch, 2017), the decision-making
consequences of inadequate sleep among political elites
(Wiegele, 1973), or the effect of military conflict on
sleep loss among soldiers (Neylan et al., 1998;
Pruiksma & Peterson, 2018) and civilians (Palmieri
et al., 2010). Some normative scholars argue for a right
to sleep (Goldberg-Hiller, 2019). Existing sleep studies
in political science rely primarily on self-reports of
sleep duration and timing, which may be subject to
biases and may miss other sleep behaviors like napping
(Bessone et al., 2021; Schokman et al., 2018). None-
theless, existing studies could be supplemented by a
wide variety of other measures of sleep (e.g., sleep
diaries, sleep quality, insomnia identity), untapped
data sources (e.g., public health data, collaboration
with sleep labs, data from sleep trackers, wearables,
or social media activity), and the potential for using
experiments to disentangle causality (cf. Bessone et al.,
2021; Holbein et al., 2019).

Ensuring adequate sleep should be a key policy goal.
Sleep should be understood as a national resource that
is vital to our physical and mental health, to the econ-
omy, and, ultimately, to our democracy. Political sci-
entists could contribute to policy deliberations
regarding school start times (Troxel & Wolfson,
2017), daylight saving time (Rishi et al., 2020), light
pollution (Hölker et al., 2010), blue light from devices
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that disrupt sleep (Hatori et al., 2017), and labor prac-
tices that affect sleep (Grzywacz et al., 2007). More-
over, inadequate sleep is not a problem that is confined
to the United States—it is a global problem (Chattu
et al., 2019), as are sleep inequalities by socioeconomic
status (Bessone et al., 2021).

In short, political scientists across subfields can and
should consider whether and how sleep influences polit-
ical life in their area of expertise. This novel paradigm
presents an opportunity for discovery of new phenomena
and links across areas of research and practice. Examin-
ing this vital behavior across the range of political science
subfields can help us to develop a holistic picture of the
political consequences of sleep. This new research
agenda will enrich our theories of politics and enable
us to identify pressing areas for policy interventions to
sustain our democracy.
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