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ABSTRACT
In this paper, we investigate the use of mobile technology in
an underexplored context, the bed that couples share. Despite
large amounts of research on the impact of pre-bedtime
technology use on our sleep and mental state, scant research
in the HCI field focuses on the physical bed as a negotiated
site of technology use by couples. This paper explores (a) the
meaning of the bed accessed by mobile technology and (b)
the strategies of both individual and shared technology use in
bed, in the context of couple’s relationships. We investigate
the effects of mobile technology to couples’ bed-sharing
practices through in-depth interviews (n = 12) and an online
survey (n = 117). We report on creative and negotiated bodily
practices of mobile technology use by couples in bed, and the
perceived effects on couples’ verbal and physical interaction
and the intimacy of the bed.

CCS CONCEPTS
•Human-centered computing→Human computer in-
teraction (HCI).
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Bedroom, bed, smartphones, couple relationships, sleep, inti-
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1 INTRODUCTION
Couples’ shared sleep, and the practice of sharing a bed, is a
realm of everyday life within homes that is based on intimacy
[51, 61]. Couple’s sleep is a sensory practice, which holds
affective elements related to safety, affection, love, trust and
sexuality. Bodies close to each other, holding each other, fac-
ing each other — or alternatively turned away from each
other, avoiding contact with each other — illustrates the em-
bodied and social nature of sleep [61]. Today, the intimacy of
couple’s sleep seems to be tensioned by technological devices,
especially smartphones, that have accessed our bedrooms
and beds.
Media and communication technology has emerged to

all sectors of our (urban) life, and today it is hard to find a
context where smartphones, social media, or other means
of interactive media is not used [5]. However, despite the
vast amount of media articles and blog posts related to the
topic of smartphone usage in the domestic context and in
couple’s relationships, scant research focuses on the phys-
ical bed and the bedroom as a particular space for mobile
technology usage by couples. The only study that does [31],
focuses on the effects of forced non-use rather than focusing
on couple’s real sleep-related mobile practices or on their
perceptions of the effects on their relationships. Existing
research does not take into account the intimate nature of
the bed as a domestic space, or other embodied aspects of
relationship communication that relate to the bed, such as
bedroom discussions and bodily communication through dif-
ferent positions taken in the bed with the partner. Much of
the current technology related research in this use context is
focused on sleep tracking, health and wellness [8, 11, 38, 49],
not on the social aspects of communication technology use
in bed.
This paper focuses on the use of mobile devices, such as

smartphones and tablets, in bed by couples. We address the
intimate and dyadic bedtime interaction that has commonly
taken place between two partners, which now might include
third parties sharing the bed virtually, for example through
the use of social media in bed.

This work makes two main contributions:
• Empirical findings from qualitative interviews and a
survey reveal a plurality of experiences from couples,
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and provide insights into how technology is integrated
and ritualized in intimate spaces. As the first sociotech-
nical investigation into technology use by couples in
bed, our work contributes thick descriptions, highlight-
ing areas of consensus and diversity.

• Empirical findings on negotiation and coping strate-
gies between couples, through which a balance be-
tween smartphone integration and dis-integration [25]
is struck, creating what we call a manageable static
state of tension.

The main takeaway of our paper is that, today, smartphone
usage in bed both supports and distracts from couples’ shared
time there. Smartphones facilitate shared ‘cozy time’ and dis-
cussion, but also cause feelings of neglect and frustration. Al-
though behavioral strategies to avoid disturbing a partner’s
sleep are applied, sleep interruptions caused by smartphones
are common, and generally accepted as part of normal life.

2 POSITIONING OF THE PAPER AND RESEARCH
QUESTIONS

Our research focuses on technology usage, co-located social
interaction between partners, and the bed as a use context
for technology (smartphones and tablets). The everyday in-
timacy of sleeping between couples [51, 61] as well as the
social aspects of sleep in general [60, 62] are used as a lens to
approach the topic of mobile technology use in couples’ beds.
Within this sociocultural tradition, Taylor’s [60] division of
‘doing’ sleep and ‘being’ asleep guides us to focus on the
social, shared, negotiated, debated, and material aspects of
sleep which do not focus on the actual state of being asleep,
but to the way it is constantly done. The research questions
are:

• RQ1: What kinds of strategies/practices do people in
committed relationships have for both individual and
shared mobile technology use in bed?

• RQ2: How do couples perceive the influences of mo-
bile technology use on their verbal and physical inter-
action in bed?

• RQ3: What perceived effects does the presence of mo-
bile technology in bed have to the meaning of the bed
as a domestic sphere, characterized by intimacy and
privacy?

3 LITERATURE REVIEW
Technology as a Constant Companion
With the estimated 4.5+ billion mobile phone users in the
world in 2018 [15], mobile technology has become an inte-
gral part of our society, adopted in virtually all sectors of
everyday life. Research on communication technology usage
and social relationships has a strong history of focusing on
technology as an enabler for social interaction over distance

[26, 36]. Prior research in HCI that focused on designing for
the bed context, presented concepts that fostered awareness
of a distant partner. Goodman and Misilim [21] prototyped
sensing beds, where two remote beds sense the presence of a
person, and heat up the remote bed accordingly. Dodge [12]
and Schiphorst et al. [54] developed sensored and interactive
bed and pillows, respectively, where objects act as intimate
and emotional communication channels.
Communication technology and social media usage has

penetrated numerous different sectors of everyday life. The
use of smartphones and apps now absorbs significant por-
tions of time, and creates distractions and checking behav-
ior [44]. The heavy use of smartphones in frequent bursts
of interaction has been reported in large scale studies log-
ging mobile phone usage [5, 24]. Problematic smartphone
usage can affect both social and health aspects of users’ lives
[56], and ‘Fear of missing out’ (FOMO) and nomophobia (no
mobile phobia) are recognized phenomena [6]. Extensive
smartphone use creates stress, tension, and depression [14],
causing negative effects not only for the user, but also on
people around them.
Smartphones have been found to play a central role in

creating stress in domestic spheres, e.g., as a channel for work
tasks [7], and their mere presence reduces willingness to help
others [3]. Some feel that technology is replacing situated
interaction and face-to-face conversations [42]. Smartphones
seem less appropriate in certain contexts and situations, such
as at the dining table [29], or in nature [23]. The user’s agency
to disconnect has been discussed by Baumer et al. [4] who
highlight the importance of studying non-use.
Prior research investigated perceptions of problematic

smartphone use between co-located people [9, 42, 45, 58],
but has not focused on co-located couples. As people spend
more time online [43], we need to better understand practices
of mobile technology use that might change how couples
interact. More study is needed to understand how couple’s
use of mobile technology in bed can support individual pref-
erences and provide a sense of independence for partners.

Effects of Technology on Couple’s Relationships
Research on the domestic use of mobile phones has pointed
out that mobile phone use at home builds on the same needs
as in many other contexts: mobility, quick access, and ease
of use [41]. The spatial expansion of the rooms in which
technology is used was described in 2013 by Kawsar and
Brush [33], who reported on growing mobile phone usage in
bathrooms and bedrooms. Gaming and video watching were
reported as bedroom computing activities, especially among
young users. Odour et al. report on how mobile phone use
in the presence of other family members causes frustration,
and to lessen that, people develop strategies, e.g. describing
what they are doing with their phone, to increase others’
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awareness [42]. Currently, family rules and practices related
to smartphone and tablet usage are gaining increasing atten-
tion in the context of children’s and teenager’s technology
usage [20, 29].

Popular media has taken an active role in the dialog, and
media posts on the harmful effects of excessive usage of
smartphones and ICT to couples’ relationships are a regu-
lar occurrence e.g. [48]. A Mobile Consumer Habit survey
in 2013 discovered that 12% of the 2021 US respondents (of
which 1102 respondents were smartphone users) in a rela-
tionship for more than 18 years, considered their smartphone
‘getting in the way’ of their relationship. 9% of the respon-
dents informed that they even used their smartphone during
sex, the number doubling to 20% for adults between 18-34
years of age. A term to describe the negative effects of tech-
nology to social relations has emerged: phubbing. Phubbing
means ‘to be snubbed by someone using their cell phone
when in your company’, including also a relationship part-
ner [50]. There are also positive effects of ICT to couple’s
relationships [27]. Text messaging and chat, between part-
ners can enrich and increase communication and intimacy
in their relationship [10, 46].

Technology Usage’s Effect on Sleep
Research on technology’s effect on sleep is abundant. In a
large scale survey based study, Exelmans and Bulck [16]
report that bedtime mobile phone use caused later rise time,
more insomnia, and increased fatigue in adults. In a diary
study with college students, 47% reported night-time waking
to answer text messages and 40% to answer phone calls.
Analysis showed that higher levels of technology use after
going to sleep predicted poorer sleep quality, which then
caused symptoms of depression and anxiety [1]. Negative
effects on sleep have also been reported due to high levels
of social media use [39] and mobile phone use in bed [18].

A Socio-Cultural Approach to the Bed-Sharing Lives
of Couples
Following a socio-cultural approach to sleep [52, 63], sleep
and the bed-sharing lives of couples are considered as ne-
gotiated practices that are constantly reshaped. Directing
the focus elsewhere from medically oriented viewpoints on
sleep health and sleep problems, a socio-cultural approach
to sleep highlights the reflection of cultural norms, habits
and values in the ways we sleep. Following this approach,
the bed may also be considered as a cultural product. In
western thought, the bed is a sphere of domestic space that
is typically considered as private, intimate and separated
from the other functions of the home [61]. The bed and the
bedroom are also accompanied by sensorial elements such
as darkness and silence, or at least a delicate soundscape
[61]. The intimate nature of the bed is further approachable

with the help of sociologically oriented research focusing on
the shared sleeping space [30, 51]. This strand of research
reflects on the strongly embodied, affective and gendered
elements of bed-sharing, providing valuable insights to our
study on couples’ mobile technology use in bed.

4 METHODS
Two complementary research methods, resulting in two em-
pirical datasets, were utilized to gain insight to couples’ use
of mobile technology in bed: in-depth field interviews and
an online survey. The field interviews were conducted first,
and the findings used to develop the online survey questions.

In-Depth Interviews
Participant Selection. For the interviews, we advertised for
couples living in a committed relationship who used mobile
devices in bed. Additionally we expressed interest in couples
who considered mobile technology use as a part of every-
day life in their relationship. The recruitment process was
gender-neutral, aiming to equally attract both mixed and
same gender couples. The recruitment messages were dis-
tributed both through the university’s e-mail lists and via the
university’s communication department to national media.
Based on the recruitment, eight couples expressed interest
to participate and, as an initial set, we were able to arrange
interview times with six (Table 1). By focusing on the rich-
ness of the interviews, we aimed to identify main themes
with a relatively small number of interviews [22], thickness
of data being added through the complementary survey [19].
All of the interviews were agreed to be conducted in the
couples’ homes with their approval. Before the interviews,
an informed consent form was sent to the participants. Both
partners were present in all of the interviews and were each
given a movie ticket as compensation.

Interview Process. The interviews were semi-structured, con-
ducted by a single researcher, and lasted between 1 hour 10
minutes and 1 hour 43 minutes. We deliberately wanted to
conduct the interviews at couples’ homes to enable reflection
on the content of the interview with the physical premises
of their homes and bedrooms. All of the couples invited the
researcher to visit their bedroom when the topic was raised
at the beginning of the interview. Thus, the interviews began
in the bedroom, adding contextual validity to the discussions.
All but one of the interviews then continued in the couples’
kitchen or living room.
The interview questions began with general background

questions, and then moved on to guiding themes: sleeping
arrangements and sleep-wake rhythm; current mobile tech-
nology use at home; current level of satisfaction towards the
couple’s use of mobile technology; current mobile technol-
ogy use in bed; visual and auditory environment with mobile

CHI 2019 Paper  CHI 2019, May 4–9, 2019, Glasgow, Scotland, UK

Paper 502 Page 3



Table 1: Participant couples in the in-depth interviews

# Age & Relationship
1 F: 35, M: 35. Married, three children
2 F: 49, M: 47. Domestic partnership, one grown up child

living at home
3 F: 42, M: 43. Domestic partnership, children moved out
4 F: 33, M: 35. Married, one child
5 F: 35, M: 36. Married, two children
6 F: 30, M: 36. Married, no children

technology in bed; motivations to use mobile technology in
bed; bodily positions for mobile technology use in bed and;
the effects of mobile technology use in bed to partner in-
timacy and verbal communication. The interviewees were
encouraged to be relaxed and conversational, allowing space
for the couple to discuss the topics also as a dialogue between
themselves.
The interviews were audio recorded and the researcher

also took notes. A high level of privacy was applied to the
collected data: the interviewing researcher transcribed the
relevant portions of the audio and anonymized the partici-
pants details, before making the transcriptions available to
other members of the research group. During the transcrip-
tion process, a preliminary thematic analysis of the interview
data was made, based on the theoretical framework from
which the interview was structured. This was further iter-
ated within the research group. Our analysis utilized open
coding, following the guidelines of Strauss [57].

Online Survey
An online survey gained insight from a larger sample of
couples. The survey included demographics, rating scale
questions on smartphone use in bed and its effects (see Fig-
ures 1-4) and open questions exploring motivations to use
the smartphone in bed, strategies to avoid partner distur-
bance and positive and negative effects from the use (see
Table 2).

Participant Recruitment. Participants for the survey were
recruited via Amazon Mechanical Turk and best practices
were applied to ensure the reliability of the survey responses
[13, 34]. Participants were sourcedwith the following criteria:
HIT Approval Rate greater than 95%, location US, Number of
approved HITs > 1000, marital Status = married. Participants
were paid 0.60$ to complete the task. Prior to releasing the
final survey, it was piloted and iterated. The participant re-
cruitment was gender-neutral and the survey itself supported
both mixed and same gender couples.

Survey Participants. Of the 125 participants that started the
survey, there were 117 complete responses which were fur-
ther analyzed. Altogether 62 of the respondents were female

and 55 male. All respondents reported being in a heterosex-
ual relationship. The participants’ ages ranged between 23
and 69 years, and were distributed; 23-29 years (20 persons),
30-39 years (64), 40-49 years (23) and 50-69 years (10). The
mean age difference between partners was 0.3 years (SD =
4.5). All the participants had been with their current partner
for more than a year with 34% being together for 5 to 10
years, and a further 50% for more than 10 years. Consider-
ing the sleeping arrangements of the participants and their
partners, 8% slept in different rooms, 1% in different beds in
the same room and the remaining 91% in the same bed, 61%
reporting sleeping close together. The participants’ own and
reported partner’s daily smartphone use was similar, with
altogether 47% using their phone once an hour or less, 33%
once every 15 minutes and 20% every few minutes.
Respondents’ free text responses to open questions were

analyzed using an open coding approach [57]: One researcher
defined the codebook, and two coders independently evalu-
ated each response. A third researcher then arbitrated dis-
agreements between the coders. Answers were coded such
that each answer could produce codes in multiple categories,
howevermultiplementions in the same categorywere counted
as only a single code.

5 FINDINGS
In this section, we combine findings from our online survey
and the field interviews. Couple#1, Couple#2 are referred to
as C1, C2, etc. The survey dataset is included as auxiliary
material to this paper.

Habits of Mobile Technology Use
The interviewed couples were representative of varying
habits of mobile technology use, related to the devices that
they used and the places and rhythm of their use. In one
couple only one partner owned a smartphone, whilst in the
other couples both partners owned a smartphone. All the
individuals except one utilized social media. For the two who
chose to abstain from technology use, their decisions were
based on perceived negative effects of social media and smart-
phone addiction. For the other couples, the presence and use
of smartphones at home and at work was a normal part of
their everyday life, and their use habits only caused minor
tensions within the couple. As noted by C5 F: "If the other
would not use [their smartphone] almost at all, then it could of
course disturb them if the other is attached to her phone. But
we use it in rather similar situations, and certain situations
are the ones where we don’t use it, and that’s it." However, for
one couple, one partner’s excessive smartphone use was con-
sidered an addiction, especially by the user himself, causing
challenges in the relationship, which we discuss later.
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Figure 1: Survey responses: Individual and shared use of
smartphones in bed (%) n = 117. ‘Never’ is interpreted as ‘less
than once a week’.

Rhythms of Mobile Technology Use in Bed
Moving to Bed with Technology. The survey revealed that
three quarters (74%) of the respondents used mobile technol-
ogy, i.e. a smartphone or tablet, in the shared bed at least
once a week (Figure 1). This included both one partner using
a device whilst the other was not, and both partners individu-
ally using their own devices at the same time. However, only
18% reported using a shared smartphone or tablet together
in bed. In all of the interviewed couples, smartphones were
routinely taken to the bed, and charged beside the bed dur-
ing the night. A charged phone allowed more comfortable
unplugged use in bed. One couple had even purchased longer
charging cables to make using the smartphone in bed more
comfortable. Additionally, one couple kept a tablet perma-
nently in the bedroom, whilst another occasionally brought
a tablet into the bedroom.
Five of the six couples preferred to go to bed at approx-

imately the same time. Thus, beginning to use their own
smartphones in bed at the same time and either stopping at
same time, or one continuing use and adapting their use to en-
able their partner’s sleep. More individualistic ways to move
to bed with technology were tightly connected with differ-
ent bedtime rhythms, division of home chores and different
motives for smartphone use. This was the case especially
with one couple: "Many times he is in the bedroom with his
phone, and I am here on this side [outside the bedroom] during
the evenings when the washing machine is still running..." (C1
F). Our survey returned similar findings, with 61% of respon-
dents reporting that they usually go to bed at the same time
as their partner.

Falling Asleep with Technology. From the interviews, the cou-
ples’ rhythms of technology use in bed were dependent on
the nature of the use: whether they were independent or
shared. For the majority of the interviewed couples, the ac-
tual phase of falling asleep in bed was guided by individual
rhythms. This meant that usually one partner might con-
tinue their technology use for a short time when their part-
ner had already started to sleep. C2’s rhythm included an
extra phase, starting from individual smartphone use, con-
tinuing to shared tablet use, and, when one partner started

Figure 2: Survey responses: Disturbed sleep because of a mo-
bile phone (%) n = 117

sleeping, the other continuing with individual use. The cou-
ples’ rhythms were different at weekends when one partner
might go to bed earlier whilst the other stayed up in the
living room.

Disturbance and its Avoidance
Our survey identified that mobile technology is perceived
to cause negative effects to sleep (Figure 2). Of the respon-
dents, 44% had been woken up by the noise, and 41% by the
light from a mobile phone in the bedroom, and, for one in
five participants, this was happening on weekly basis. These
were surely contributors to the reported general smartphone
use related issues of disturbed sleep, causing conflicts be-
tween the partners, and reducing the amount of face-to-face
conversation (Table 2).

The interviews revealed similar stories. Many of the cou-
ples had needed to ask their partner to reduce the volume
of their smartphone, or urge them to start to sleep as well:
"And it’s every night: Put the volume down. Could you please
put the volume down. And then he puts the volume down." (C2,
F). Sleep was reported as being disrupted by sounds, light, or
the partner’s verbal and/or physical outbursts when viewing
something on their smartphones (e.g. giggling). Sometimes,
one partner might wake the other up from light sleep (when
just falling asleep), assuming they were still awake, to share
some media content with them. Still, there was a general
sense of respect towards the partner’s sleep, and targeting
not to disrupt the partner’s sleep.

Based on both the survey and the interviews, the partners
either adjusted their use of technology to enable the other’s
sleep, or the one starting to sleep earlier invented strategies
to enable their sleep. The reported strategies to avoid dis-
turbing the partner were similar in both sets of empirical
data. The most common strategies (Table 2) were turning the
volume down or silent, and dimming the screen light. Addi-
tionally, partners used headphones, turned away to shield
the phone with their body, or even used the phone under
the blanket. Other approaches were to limit the technology
use to as short a duration as possible, or moving to another
room to use the phone. The sleeping partners’ strategies to
avoid being disturbed included the use of earplugs (as part
of a more general effort to get good night’s sleep), or a blind-
fold to mask light coming from any devices with illuminated
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Table 2: Survey responses: Thematic analysis, number of
mentions ( n = 117)

screens. For many couples, starting to sleep at the same time
avoided potential problems with sleep disturbance.
Together with tolerance for their partner’s habits in bed,

practices of care were also reported. For example, waking the
partner up if they were about to strangle themselves with
their phone charger cable when falling asleep, or urging the
partner to stop using their phone so both could get a good
night’s sleep. For one couple, one partner might fall asleep
while using their phone while laying on their stomach, their
partner reacting: "I might wake up to your snoring and push
you to say you have fallen asleep there" (C6, F). For another
couple, one partner might turn their partner’s phone so its
screen was face down, to avoid either of them being woken
by its notification light.

Meaning of the Bed(room)
The bedroom and the bed had diverse meanings for the in-
terviewed couples, as well as for the partners individually.
These meanings varied from the bedroom and the bed being
an important site both for sleeping and intimate interaction
with the partner, to a site of joint and individual entertain-
ment.

Bed(room) as Sanctuary. For some couples, the bedroom was
a place of sanctuary. For these couples, the bedroom was a
particularly clean and neat area of the home: "When you start
vacuuming, the bedroom is vacuumed first. Every time this
room." (C4 M) This ‘ideology’ was however sometimes dis-
rupted by piles of laundry or other stuff on the bedroom floor.
For others, the bedroom was a sanctuary without a particu-
larly aesthetic emphasis; the bed might remain unmade the

Figure 3: Survey responses: Reasons and consequences of us-
ing a smartphone in bed (%) n = 117

whole day, with the door shut if it disturbed somebody. More-
over, even if the bedroom was an aesthetic sanctuary, it did
not mean that it could not include technology: in one of the
couples, one partner had beautifully designed the bedroom
with calming elements to support a good night’s sleep, yet
she carried her smartphone into the bed for entertainment
during the evenings if there was battery left. Conversely, she
felt reluctant to charge her phone in the bedroom, and it was
usually left out of the bedroom to charge during the night.

Treating the bedroom as a sanctuary from technology was
reported by some participants in the survey: "We don’t allow
them [mobile phone or tablet] in the bedroom at all" (survey
respondent #77). Also, moving to use technology elsewhere
than the bedroom was reported, e.g. "We leave the room [to
use smartphone or tablet] if the other is sleeping." (#107).

Bed(room) as a Site for Entertainment with Technology. Inter-
viewees also used the bedroom as a site for entertainment,
which was also physically noticeable in the bedroom’s fea-
tures. For example, there were power extension cords by the
bed that were used to charge the smartphones and tablet, in
addition to bedside lamps or other technical devices (such
as a sleep apnea device). Also survey responses supported
the notion of using mobile technology for relaxation and
entertainment in bed (Table 2, Figure 3).
The social aspect of using the bed as a site for entertain-

ment was enabled by one couple’s bedtime rhythm: going to
bed early to use it as a space for watching series and movies
together on a tablet. Yet, this did not happen before individ-
ual use of smartphones, which, especially for one partner,
meant also dealing with work tasks. For him, the bedroom
and the bed acted as a site for mixing work-related duties
with socializing with friends, as well as the use of mobile
technology for (complete) relaxation and entertainment. This
was a way of use that his partner did not completely under-
stand, but had learned to tolerate and was happy with her
own situation of not having to deal with work-related topics
at home: "(M) It is not a problem, we have agreed about it...
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Figure 4: Survey responses: Reasons for using smart-
phone/tablet together in bed ( n = 117)

(F) Yeah, and it’s your job! I close the workplace door at four or
whatsoever and that’s it. I have a work time so why would I
deal with work-related stuff at home." (C2).
For some interviewed couples, the bedroom had many

individual meanings related to entertainment, such as being
a site for socializing with friends through social media, en-
tertaining oneself sexually (e.g. watching porn alone), and
generally as a place for gaining private space and time with
the bedroom door closed. As some of these meanings were
individual, partners’ preferences regarding the time spent
and activities taken into the bedroom might be rather differ-
ent and require tolerance from their partner: "Sometimes it
annoys me and sometimes I nag to him about spending so much
time in the bedroom alone, but I know he needs it and I have
tried to learn to understand it." (C1, F). For this couple, one
partner enjoyed his time in the bedroom alone (especially
during the daytime after work), while the other partner did
not even sleep in the couple’s bed while her partner was
away but instead built a joint bed with the kids on the living
room sofa. In the case of another couple, only one partner
took naps on the bed. For most of the couples though the
bedroom had rather similar meanings. Both partners entered
the bed at almost the same time, or just after one another,
and did not take naps in the bed.

Bed(room) as a Site for Excessive Phone Use. The bedroom
and the bed can also be sites of phone or Internet addiction.
For one couple, one partner’s craving for information did
not stop at bedtime. The other partner would wake up at five
or six in the morning and realize that her partner was still
browsing the Internet. The practices of excessive Internet
use that previously took place in a separate room with a
computer had entered the shared sleeping space, enabled by
the smartphone. Yet, an addiction to constantly gather new
information also kept the addicted partner away from the
bed and the bedroom if his partner was away: "It’s constantly
like I seem to avoid going to bed, also when I’m alone. If I
go to bed, there might be a danger that I will fall asleep and
miss something." (C6 M). In another couple, one partner had
suffered from anxiousness, stress and negative effects on her
sleep stemming from her excessive use of her smartphone in
bed: "You can’t get to sleep in peace because there is something
beeping all the time. There comes a Facebook message, another,

you have to check it many times a day. When you go to sleep,
it was there, I checked it a lot. I couldn’t get to sleep, to relax.
Now I have made a stop for myself. It’s been like that for
around two years now." (C4 F). The previous situation had also
caused tension between the couple, as well as between the
addicted partner and their child. With this background and
‘the lessons learned’, the bedroom had become a protected
site from excessive technology interference.
The survey answers also revealed that technology usage

created tension between partners, suggesting that excessive
technology use was present in some couples. 16% of the
respondents agreed that their partner got annoyed by the
respondent’s mobile technology use when trying to sleep
(Figure 3).

Physical and Bodily Dynamics
Strategies for Asking and Gaining Attention. In the interviews,
notions were raised that some (male) partners tightly focused
their attention when using their smartphones or reading a
book. In this situation, their partner found it hard to get their
attention. In one relationship, one partner found herself often
saying: "Honey, listen" several times, continued with poking
her partner "Look, look", to which her partner might answer
"Mm-mm", while still watching the screen (C1). Both partners
knew it was useless to try to talk to the technology-focused
partner in ‘that mode’.

One interviewee related how his partner sometimes woke
him up from his light sleep if she was still watching a docu-
mentary with her headphones in bed, saying: "Guess what,
guess what!", without realizing that he had already fallen
asleep (C4). The partner did respect her husband’s sleep and
knew from his breathing when he had fallen asleep, after
which she would not purposefully disturb him.

Another strategy reported for getting attention from a
smartphone using partner in bed was to get really close to
the them: "If I continue to watch the video or message, if you
want my attention, you get irritatingly close to my skin, and
then you just... F: You just have to stop what you’re doing... M:
...or just move to the edge here." (C2). These were situations
that the couple shared with a comical twist, after which they
explained how they find it natural to put their devices away
if the other wants to talk, and then continue if they wish
after the discussion. For many couples, a relaxed, easy-going
discussion around the topics that they individually dealt
with their phones in bed was common. Also, a verbal plea for
attention/physical proximity was generally acted on by their
partners, even though the partner’s attention was ‘nailed’
to their smartphone: "If I’m there (using the smartphone) my
attention is directed so tightly that I have to be really asked
for attention... also in bed" (C6 M). In case of this couple, the
partner who was asked for attention speculated that the plea
for attention/cuddling was only a way to get him put his
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phone away: "When I put the phone away and take her to
be cuddled, I hear that ‘well turn [to your side)], let’s start
sleeping’, and I’m like ‘Well not yet! Let’s be here now.’" (C6
M). His partner did not agree with this interpretation.

Shared Cozy Time With(out) Technology. The interviewed
couples spent shared time in bed with and without their
smartphones. For one couple, their shared cozy time was
device-free during weekends or holidays when they relaxed
in the bed. For another, their shared cozy time involved a
tablet, with which they watch series and movies in bed in the
evenings. For this practice, they negotiated roles and turns
who holds a ‘support pillow’ under the tablet. Other shared
bodily practices were playing an online game in bed together
with the other’s smartphone : "(M) Candy Crush... I don’t
remember where we found this quality game. (...) Together we
swear if we can’t successfully complete a field. ‘This is shit.’ N:
Yeah, ‘now we stop’." (C3). Another practice was the ‘petting’
of one partner by the other, when the former was ready to
sleep earlier. The couple would go to bed at the same time
and one partner would watch a documentary from a tablet
with headphones on whilst petting the other.

The survey responses also showed that a large portion of
participants found positive aspects of using a smartphone
or tablet together in bed. 32% of participants claimed that
this helped them to relax, and that the shared use of mobile
technology also facilitated discussions between the partners
(33%) (Figure 4). Individual use of mobile technology was also
seen to facilitate positive discussion between the partners
by 35% of the respondents (Figure 3).

Sexual Intimacy in Bed with(out) Technology. With four of
the six couples interviewed the effects of technology in bed
to their sex lives was discussed. From these, three considered
the use of technology in bed had no effect to their intimate
life. For example, one couple stated that their intimate life
is separate from smartphone or tablet use: there were no
problems in lighting up the atmosphere in bed. For another,
who spent limited time with smartphones in bed, they did
not consider phones replacing anything in their relationship.
They remember it being previously more difficult to ‘make it
happen’ when one partner was using her phone excessively
in bed, but it never prevented sex. Her partner would simply
say "Would you put the phone the f*** away now" (C4 M). The
first partner reported sometimes putting the phone under
the pillow so as to not to allow it disturb them in any way.
For another couple, a verbal indication of the desire to be
intimate with one’s partner was considered easy and natural,
and the technology wasn’t considered as an obstacle in any
way: "It can be said straightforwardly that put Facebook away
now... there is some other stuff to do here." (C5 F).

In contrast, for one couple there was a clear effect of tech-
nology to their intimate lives: "(M) It might be so that, nowa-
days, when one goes to sleep, it is just browsing the phone and
then going to sleep. (F) Yeah, you do not even think about there
would be something else to do." (C6). This an undesired situa-
tion that the couple is aware of, but which is not discussed.
The technology-focused partner considered smartphones
being in many ways a substitute for human relationships.
Three couples discussed the role of porn in their bed-

sharing relationships. All three had tried watching porn
together, two in bed through smartphones or tablet and one
in the living room through TV. Two of the couples did not
find joint porn watching as a sexual enhancer for their re-
lationship, but rather comical. The practices of watching
porn individually were also discussed. One couple saw solo
porn watching in bed as bizarre: F: "If your partner is sleeping
next to you, I wouldn’t even consider that as an option."(C4 F).
The couple speculated on a worrying situation in relation-
ships where porn has replaced physical interaction between
a couple: "It’s worrying to hear that you prefer to sit by your
smartphone, your partner is sleeping next to you, and you
sit with your smartphone and check some porn hub. That is
something I don’t understand." (C4 F). For two other couples,
individual watching of porn was something that one or both
partners occasionally practiced in bed and/or by TV. For one
couple, the watching of porn in bed was something that both
partners did. They had previously watched porn together in
bed, but nowadays they watch it individually through their
smartphones. While one partner seldom watched porn in
bed individually when her partner was present, the other
regularly watched porn while his partner was next to him
in bed. For his partner this did not create a problem. The
watching of porn did not affect the couple’s physical position
in the bed as they did not have to hide it from their partner.
For the porn-viewing partner, porn was a very normal and
even essential part of smartphone use.

The survey responses brought up some comments related
to the couples’ sex lives and the use of mobile technology
in bed, affecting either positively or negatively. It was com-
mented that "Well, a couple of times it ruined ‘the mood’." (#52),
or that the use of mobile technology had resulted in them
"missing out on sex" (#59). On the other hand, one partici-
pant (#69) commented that "We usually use [smartphones or
tablets] to read or view sexually related material before sex.".

6 DISCUSSION
The key takeaways from our findings are firstly summarized
and then discussed in detail:

• Using technology in bed is normal and relatively fre-
quent, with three quarters of our survey participants
doing so at least once a week.
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• Couples integrated mobile technology use into their
daily rhythms. Most had simultaneous in bed use, with
some continuing after one partner began sleeping.

• Sleep interruptions caused by smartphones were com-
mon and accepted as normal. Strategies to avoid such
disturbances were applied.

• The bed and bedroom held multiple contradictory
meanings: as a sanctuary, a site for excessive phone
use, and site for entertainment.

• Couples made use of physicality to gain attention from
their partners.

• Most reported that their sex lives were unaffected by
technology, though a few reported missing out on sex
due to technology. Some used mobile devices for porn,
whilst others rejected that use.

Practices for Mobile Technology Use in Bed (RQ1)
and their Perceived Influence on Couples’ Verbal and
Physical Interaction (RQ2)
Our studies revealed a wide spectrum of practices of both
individual and shared mobile technology use in bed (RQ1).
We found that smartphone use in bed is currently considered
a normal part of bedtime routines. The particular practices
of use are characterized in part by the bedtime rhythm of
the couple and the motives for technology use in bed. The
primary practices focused on individual use of mobile tech-
nology in bed as a means of relaxation, entertainment and
socializing. Handling work-related tasks in bed was not com-
mon or desirable, but there were exceptions, and in these
cases the behavior was tolerated by the partner. This individ-
ual use of smartphones in bed seems to be part of a shared
practice within couples, for example triggering discussion
before sleep (RQ2). Our studies provide insight on the shared
use of mobile technology in bed by couples, and its ability
to foster verbal and physical interaction between couples
in bed. A few couples reported using a single shared device
in bed, this naturally bringing physical proximity, coupled
with verbal interaction. Here, for example, a couple would
negotiate turns of holding the pillow to support the device.
This kind of technology-mediated practice can ‘invite’ the
couple to enter the bed together early in the evening and act
as an enabler for physical and verbal interaction.

However, there were also negative aspects to technology
use in bed. Sleep disturbance by mobile devices appears to
be commonplace, e.g., from our survey 20% of respondents
reporting this as a weekly occurrence. Here we note agree-
ment with prior work reporting that bedtime technology
use negatively affects sleep quality [16]. Interestingly, there
were surprisingly few negative comments to this, indicating
that this sleep disturbance has become an accepted element
of modern life. A key element arising from our findings was
that of mutual respect for a partner’s sleep. Here, a variety

of accommodation strategies take place to avoid disturbing
a sleeping partner, e.g., sound levels were decreased or si-
lenced, screens were dimmed, or the bodily position adjusted
to shield the partner from screen light. A few respondents
even reported using the device under the blanket to avoid
disturbing their partner. We were surprised how common
the use of headphones in bed was among our survey respon-
dents, with 13% of mentioning their use.
Yet this did not mean that the individual use of technol-

ogy in bed while a partner was sleeping is unproblematic:
tensions occurred and requests were made. Our findings
revealed strategies for asking and gaining attention in bed
by couples, which rather than creating problems, seemed
to form a natural part of the negotiation of individual and
shared needs characteristic to any relationship.

Perceived Effects of Mobile Technology to the
Meaning of the Bed (RQ3)
Our findings introduced three different meanings of the
bed(room) for couples using mobile technology in bed, the
bed(room) as a sanctuary, as a site for entertainment and as a
site for excessive phone use. The ease of Internet and social
media use in bed, enabled by smartphones, may be consid-
ered an enabler for the re-construction of the bed as a site
for technologically driven entertainment. For example, con-
sidering the earlier fascination of having TVs in bedrooms,
the technologically featured bed(room) is not unheard of.
Smartphones are enablers for more individually interactive
practices, conducted in bed with the presence of the partner.
For one couple in our study, this led to the transferring of
an Internet addiction from a separate room with a computer,
to the bed, beside a loved one.

When, as reported in our studies, the smartphone is used
as a tool for individual socializing with friends, colleagues,
relatives or strangers, it allows other people a virtual en-
trance to the bed together with the couple, whilst generally
excluding the other partner. However, we found little evi-
dence of an explicit dissatisfaction between partners caused
by this behavior, with little interest expressed in the actual
content of the partner’s technology. Thus, any dissatisfaction
towards use seems to stem more from the lack of attention
when desired. Here we find alignment with prior research
on mobile phone usage at homes, reporting frustration by
co-located family members [42].

Despite the entrance of mobile technology to an intimate
domestic space, the bedroom still represents a sanctuary
that enables relaxation and getting a good night’s sleep. Our
findings suggest that couples were able to reconcile their use
of the bed for technology based entertainment with that of
its still primary function. Though some boundaries remain,
such as not handling work emails from the bed.
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Reflections vs. Prior Works
Prior work examining the use of (smart)phones in social
situations demonstrated an ongoing redefinition of socially
acceptable behavior [2, 37]. Based on our findings, this def-
inition has now changed such that using a smartphone in
bed has become the social norm, including behavior patterns
to reduce the impact on a partner’s sleep. Recent works re-
ported on the disruptive effects of surreptitious smartphone
use in parallel with social interaction e.g. in pubs [47], and
further quantified by Mayer et al. [40]. Similarly to findings
in the context of videochat [59], lack of reciprocity of atten-
tion between our participants was highlighted as a potential
source of conflicts. Others have identified the phenomenon
where people desire technology non-use [4, 53], wishing to
dis-integrate the smartphone from everyday life [25].
Harmon and Mazmanian [25] highlighted how smart-

phone users experience an internal conflict, seeking on one
hand to be a master of the technology, whilst, on the other
striving to be an authentic human by dis-integrating from the
technology. Our interviews indicated signs of this conflict,
verbalized either by the party engaging in excessive tech-
nology use or by their less-integrated partner. We observed
supportive practices within couples to enable an individ-
ual’s agency to disconnect [25], e.g., agreeing on limiting
smartphone usage in bed. We also observed frustrations with
a smartphone addicted partner and a range of actions em-
ployed to gain attention.

The HCI community has proposed tools to manage addic-
tion and disruption in social situations e.g. [28, 35]; these
are primarily individual focused, and would benefit from a
more negotiation-based approach to suit couple’s relation-
ships. Hiniker et al. [29] and Ferdous et al. [17] report on
smartphone use at family mealtimes, highlighting difficulty
in adhering to non-use rules even if the desire to do so ex-
ists. Our study participants reported successful cases where
couples had managed to set rules for non-use of the mobile
technology in bed, and less successful attempts leading to
friction in the relationship. Our findings parallel those of
Oduor et al. [42], who report that families experience frus-
tration due to lack of visibility of what the others are doing
on smartphones, but also experience relaxation and positive
disengagement from family when needed.

Future Work
Interesting future work includes investigating how mobile
technology affects intimacy in the bed, and how smartphone
use entwines with the romantic and sexual relationship of
the couple. This may offer interesting insights to the un-
derexplored domain of HCI at the cross-section of sex and
technology [32]. As much smartphone usage now happens in

bed, it would be beneficial to investigate the bodily practices
and ergonomics of using mobile technology in bed.

Limitations
Whilst both our interview and survey participant recruit-
ment processes were gender-neutral, i.e., designed to equally
engage heterosexual, homosexual and all romantic couples,
a limitation of this work is that all of the participant cou-
ples were in a heterosexual relationship. Our research is
an opening of the topic at the moment where technology
has quickly penetrated intimate spaces and social norms are
emerging. More research will be needed addressing diverse
users, different facets of identity, and intersectional HCI [55].
Due to the intimate nature of the topic, some interviewees
may not have been fully forthcoming on the topics discussed,
especially as both partners were present in our interview
protocol. Although concerns have been expressed about the
quality of survey responses achieved from participants re-
cruited through Mechanical Turk, we noted that our results
had rather high internal validity, with the majority of partici-
pants providing short but well thought out responses to open
text based questions.We acknowledge that the transferability
of our work is limited due to the geographic location of our
studies and their limited sample sizes. However we feel the
combination of rich in-depth interviews plus a larger sample
survey provides both depth and breadth to our findings.

7 CONCLUSIONS
Through in the field interviews with couples (n = 12) and
an online survey (n = 117) we identified key characteris-
tics of the use of smartphones and tablets in a shared bed.
Individual use of smartphones in bed was found to be the
normal practice amongst a majority of our participants, be-
ing largely used to aid relaxation, in preparation for sleep.
Wake ups, caused by smartphones in the bedroom, seem to
be accepted as normal, even if occurring frequently. A wide
variety of coping strategies were applied by partners in the
case when one starts to sleep whilst the other continues to
use a smartphone in the shared bed.
Our findings suggest that both individual use, and espe-

cially shared use, of smartphones and tablets in bed has the
potential to enhance and detract from a couple’s relationship,
both though fostering conversation and physical closeness.
We argue that the practices of mobile technology use in bed
by couples are creative and negotiated, and the emergence of
technology in bed(rooms) does not straightforwardly change
the meaning of the bed as an intimate domestic space.
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