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Conflict within: The epigenetics of troubled sleep 
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Statement of the Problem: Genomic imprinting — parent-of-origin dependent gene expression evolves at a locus when there 
is a conflict of interest between parental genomes within offspring over the optimal level of maternal investment. Conflicts 
emerge due to relatedness asymmetries within families (e.g., caused by multiple paternity and sex-biased dispersal). Here 
it is argued based on Haig (2014) and McNamara (2014) -- that sleep disturbance is caused by underlying genetic conflicts 
over the optimal amount of maternal investment. The purpose of this study is to outline the neurobiological and behavioral 
evidence that imprinted genes and intragenomic conflicts cause sleep disturbance. Furthermore, I outline the possibility of 
how intragenomic conflict resolution may occur to reduce sleep disturbances. 

Methodology & Theoretical Orientation: Three studies are discussed from evolutionary and attachment theoretical 
perspectives. Study one outlines the case for imprinted gene involvement in sleep regulation. Study two and three investigate 
the degree to which poor attachment style is a positive correlate of nightmare occurrence. 

Findings: As expected, study one shows that the frequency of imprinted genes involved in sleep regulation is greater than 
chance (i.e., considering imprinted genes are rare). Studies two and three reveal that young adults with insecure attachment 
styles self-report more nightmares. 

Conclusion & Significance: Preliminary evidence is consistent with an intragenomic conflict perspective and previous work 
on sleep regulation. It is expected that paternal genes increase offspring sleep disturbance, whilst maternal genes minimize 
night waking. Future work should explore whether self-reports of disturbed sleep are valid (e.g., behavioral sleep lab work) and 
parent-of-origin gene network activation whilst sleeping. It is important to note that intragenomic conflict resolution may be 
mediated by secure attachment style providing a potential pathway for treatment of sleep disturbance. 
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