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Separation Anxiety 

Does your “under 5” find it hard to be without you? 

Of course, children are all different. Some are the first to join in at every party or playgroup, 

and others cling like trembling limpets to their parent! Both can be healthy responses, and 

show that these children are at different stages in feeling safe enough to explore away from 

the "secure base"* of their mum or dad, which is a gradual process.  And naturally, 

personality interacts with this important life stage. 

When babies are born, evolution has led them to seek close proximity to a parent or 

caregiver. The world is a scary, threatening place and, to be blunt, without this caregiver 

they will die. So they have sophisticated means of keeping us close (such as crying). As they 

grow, they begin to look to their adult constantly to help them make judgements about the 

world. Is this situation safe? I will check mum's face. If she looks relaxed and happy, that 

means I am safe. The adult caregiver is their "safe base". The child slowly begins to grow 

more confident, exploring further and further but still checking in at the safe base at regular 

intervals. After a while, children begin to be confident enough to judge the safety of 

situations for themselves. At a party with a pre-school class of familiar children, they may 

head into the action without giving you a second glance. In new or unexpected situations 

however, they will still need the safe base. 

Children develop this confidence at their own pace, and a large amount of variation is 

normal. Why does my child cling to me each morning before school, when all his friends are 

confidently chatting and lining up ready to go in? Well, the chances are, this is absolutely 

normal. He is still very young, and school (or pre-school, nursery) is a daunting place, full of 

noise, complex social interactions, and demanding a big leap in independence. It is not 

surprising that some children would rather be at home with mummy or daddy! Most children 

just need a bit of time and reassurance. Most importantly, they need to be assigned a warm 

and caring adult at school (or pre-school or nursery) who can be their temporary safe-base, 

the person they look to for reassurance. Sometimes, it can help to provide your child with a 

"transitional object" to help them feel safe - this is something of yours that can remind them 

of you and help remind them of the feeling of safety and security - such as a scarf or 

picture. 

There are a few things which can interrupt this gradual development of independence, some 

of which may set a child back just temporarily, and others which may require extra support 

from a professional. Life events, such as a bereavement or illness in the family, can 

sometimes (but not always) prevent a child from getting the secure, contained feeling they 

need in order to progress in their development, because these events increase uncertainty 

and may disrupt this crucial process. If a parent is physically or mentally unwell, they may 

not be able to offer a child the high level of reassurance and safety they need. 
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If a parent has experienced a high level of stress or worry, when a child "checks in" with the 

parent to ensure a situation is safe, they may not get the reassurance they need, instead 

picking up on a parent's stress, fear or worry and feeling "the world is not a safe place, so 

I'd better not explore it". If you fear that your child's separation anxiety is severe enough to 

warrant support from a professional, do not worry. It is not your fault, and there is much 

that can be done. Over time, a professional such as a clinical psychologist, will help you to 

help your child feel safer and more secure, so that they develop the confidence to separate 

from you in the knowledge that you will always be there when they return. 

 

* This term was first used by John Bowlby, founder of attachment theory. You can read 

more about this in the books Secure Base: Parent-Child Attachment and Healthy Human 

Development by John Bowlby and Why Love Matters: How Affection Shapes a Baby's Brain 

by Sue Gerhardt 

 


