Please Don’t Go. X
Separation Anxiety and Children

It is often hard for a parent or other loved one to leave a younq child who cries and clings.
The child may be experiencing separation anxiety. Children may not understand when
loved ones will be back. These situations can be worrisome to the loved ones who have to
leave—as well as to the child. Here are some things to remember about separation anxiety.

)} A little separation anxiety is to be expected.

The child’'s behavior can be a positive sign. It shows that they recognize and have formed
important attachments with loved ones. It is normal for a child to show distress at a parent’s
departure or express a preference for one caregiver over another.

)} Anxiety tends to follow a predictable pattern.

Fear of less familiar people and places often begins when a child is about 8 months old,
although it can begin as early as 5 months of age. Separation anxiety usually peaks between
10 and 18 months and fades by the age of 2 years. This anxiety may become greater at any
age or may return in an older child when there is a change in environment or when other
changes occur, such as the birth of a new baby in the family.

)} You can help make partings easier for your child.
Read a children’s book where characters say goodbye, such as at a school drop off.
« Stay with your child until they are familiar with the new place or person.
+ Acknowledge that your child does not want you to leave. Reassure them you will return.

+ Tell your child when you will return, in ways they will understand (e.g., when you wake up
from nap and are eating snack). Be sure to keep your word.

* Let your child have a favorite blanket or comfort item to hold onto until you return.
* Try to avoid departure from your child when they are hungry or tired.
+ Do not tease or scold a child for their upset feelings.

« Do not sneak away from your child without telling them. They may be upset and even cry,
but that is okay.

ﬁ Your stress level can contribute to separation anxiety.
Your anxiety about childcare arrangements or guilt about leaving may add to your child’s
distress. Be confident in your selection of childcare arrangements. Some time spent apart can
be good for parents and children.

ﬁ Sometimes, it may be more than separation anxiety.
Consider other possible sources of stress in your child’s life or consider an alternative
childcare arrangement for:
+ a child who continues to be inconsolable in a new childcare or other setting for more than
two weeks
+ a child who stops eating or sleeping well, refuses to interact with others, and has an
ongoing change in behavior

Any opinions, findings, conclusions, or recommendations expressed in this tip sheet are those of the author(s) and do not
necessarily reflect the views of the Illinois Department of Early Childhood (IDEC).
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