Understanding and managing
separation distress
Why can separating from parents and carers be distressing for young
children?
From around six months, most children begin to show distress when they are away from their primary
caregivers. As they don’t yet have a separate sense of self, babies see their parents or carers as part of
themselves and feel a part of them is missing when they are apart. Babies may not understand you will
come back after leaving them. Babies and young children may also feel anxious around unfamiliar people,
though this may reduce over time. As children feel less intense separation distress and their familiarity with
their early childhood service increases, they tend to worry less. Older children have developed a separate
sense of self and therefore have a greater understanding their parents or carers will return.

Helping manage separation distress
Children vary in their levels of emotional sensitivity. Some children worry while others are more carefree.
Most are somewhere in between. Parents and carers can work together with staff so their child has positive
goodbyes and enjoys their time away from home (e.g., when a parent or carer reminds their child of the fun
they have with their friends at child care). Children feel less distressed when they are confident that they
will see their parents or carers again (e.g., when a parent or carer reassures their child that they will see
them at the end of the day).
When children are separating from their parents and carers they may behave in hard to manage ways
(e.g., screaming, tantrums, or refusal). Understanding the meaning behind this behaviour and responding
appropriately assists the child to manage their emotions and experience less distress (e.g., by speaking
softly to the child about their feelings, stroking their hair and providing a comforting hug). Children copy
their parents’ and carers’ emotions and behaviours. Children may interpret adults’ anxiety or worry as
indicating to them that their situation is unsafe and that they should be fearful too (e.g., "the world is a
dangerous place and I am not capable to handle it on my own").
Adults can help children manage their separation distress and help them feel safe by being calm, relaxed
and reassuring, noticing their child’s emotions and comforting them. A balance is required, however. For
adults, it is important to find the balance between supporting and reassuring children and allowing children
to have opportunities to practice managing their own emotions. By being emotionally available and showing
understanding about children’s fears, you help to manage children’s distress when it is too big for them to
manage on their own.

Adults can help reduce children’s fear of separation from parents and carers by reassuring and comforting
them.
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Understanding children’s separation distress
When a child gets angry, upset or worried and their behaviour is hard to manage, try to think about what
may be going on for the child. Some common experiences, possible explanations and suggestions are
described below.
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Parents and carers have feelings too
Parents and carers can also feel upset and experience distress when they separate from their child,
especially when their child is upset. Parents and carers can help manage their own emotions by:



Calling the service about half an hour after leaving to see how their child is going.



Asking questions about their child’s day, such as how they slept or what they enjoyed. Parents and
carers can ask specific questions if they want more information or if they are feeling a little anxious
themselves.



Making sure you pay attention to your own emotions.

What parents can do
All children have to learn to deal with separations. It is part of learning about life. If the first separations are
managed well, it helps children with the separations they will have to deal with all through their lives.



Always make sure that your child will be safe and well looked after at the place where you are leaving her, so that
you can feel confident in assuring her that she will be fine.

o

If possible, help her get to know any new situation or carer while you are there. It can take some time for her to
feel comfortable if she is very anxious – you may have to stay with her at child care or preschool until she feels
safe to let you go.

o

If your baby or young child is going to child care, try to find a place where there will be only one or two people
who will be her special carers and who will usually be there when she is there.

o

If you can, stay with your child until she gets to know her carer. If you show that you trust and like the carer, it will
help your child to know that she is safe.



Always say goodbye, even if you have to go while she is upset. This builds trust. Sneaking out or trying to get
away may make a child feel that you can't be trusted. Once you have said "goodbye" try not to drag out your
departure as this is unlikely to be helpful.



When going out, try to leave the child with someone he knows and trusts.



Let him keep his comforter (dummy, teddy or blanket) if he has one.



Show that you understand his feelings, eg. "I know you wish I could stay. I wish I could stay with you too".



Let the child mind something of yours (such as a bag or keys) when you are not there.



Help him to know when you will be coming back. Tell him in ways he understands, eg. "after lunch".



Be reliable and always come back when you say you will. If for some reason you can’t get back on time, let the
carer know, so that she will be able to tell your child what has happened.



Have lots of little practice separations, eg, play Peek-a-Boo and Hide and Seek (and make sure to be easy to
find!). This helps the child learn that you always come back.



Read stories about separations. There are many children's stories on this topic, including fairy tales.



Sometimes if children are away from parents during the day they seem to want to make up time at night by
staying up late. Try to give them extra time with you in the evenings.
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