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Separation and anxiety disorder is a DSM-5 (Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 
Disorders, 5th Ed.) diagnosis assigned to individuals who have an unusually strong fear 
or anxiety to separating from people they feel a strong attachment to. The diagnosis is 
given only when the distress associated with the separation is unusual for an individuals 
developmental level, is prolonged and severe. The need to stay in close proximity to 
caretakers can make it difficult for children with this disorder to go to school, stay at 
friends houses or be in a room by themselves. In adults it can make normal 
developmental activities like moving away from home, getting married or being an 
independent person very difficult.

• Unusual distress at the discussion or experience of being parted from their attachment 
figure


• Excessive fears that harm will befall their attachment person

• Persistent worry of an unexpected event that could lead to separation from the 

attachment figure

• Refusal to leave the attachment figure

• Excessive fear of being alone

• Nightmares about separation

• Anxiety about sleeping and being separated from the attachment figure

• Physical complaints when separation is immanent

SYMPTOMS OF SEPARATION ANXIETY DISORDER:
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CAUSES:

Sometimes, separation anxiety disorder can be triggered by life stress that results in 
separation from a loved one. Genetics may also play a role in developing the disorder.


Risk factors may include: 

• Life stresses or loss that results in separation, such as the illness or death of a loved 

one, loss of a beloved pet, divorce of parents, or moving or going away to school

• Certain temperaments, which are more prone to anxiety disorders than others are

• Family history, including blood relatives who have problems with anxiety or an anxiety 

disorder, indicating that those traits could be inherited

• Environmental issues, such as experiencing some type of disaster that involves 

separation

Children with anxiety disorder may be clingy, follow parents around the house, and 
unable to sleep alone. They may have difficulty sleeping when parents are away and 
worry about parents being killed or otherwise unable to return home. Sleepovers are 
avoided, and nightmares may occur. Children may be resistant to going to school 
because of the separation from parents. They may want a detailed time line of where 
parents will be and when they will return home. Physical symptoms of stomach aches 
and vomiting are common to children with separation anxiety.


Adults with separation anxiety may have fears of being alone and demand to know 
where their partner/child or parent is at all times. They may have difficulties with 
separating from their adult children or partner, and have fears of harm befalling their 
loved ones.
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TREATMENT OF SEPARATION ANXIETY DISORDERS:

Treatment that involves both medication and psychotherapy have higher success rates 
for alleviating the symptoms of Separation Anxiety (Masi, Planner, Mucci, Berloffa, 
Magazu, Parolin, 2012). Art therapy with parent-child pairs has been found helpful with 
improving parent child relationships and decreasing anxiety (Plante & Bernache, , 2008). 
Cognitive behavior therapy (CBT) and exposure therapy are the most common 
treatments for children with Separation anxiety. Exposure therapy is based on the 
anticipation that the anxiety will decrease with graded exposure to the stressful 
situation. Exposure occurs in a very gradual manner and increases the person’s ability to 
tolerate distance from the attachment person. Interventions that include parent training 
in addition to CBT has been found to be more effective then CBT alone (Barrett, Dadds 
and Rapee, 1996).


Parent training involves teaching parents to reward courageous separation behaviours 
and ignore anxiety driven behaviour. Kirsten, Grenyer, Wagner & Manicavavasagar 
(2008) argue that treatment for Separation Anxiety should address attachment 
processes in therapy. Strong attachments can be an inner resource that combats 
anxiety and depression. According to Mikulincer and Shaver (2007) secure attachments 
are associated with happiness and well being. Strong attachment relationships create a 
sense of value and safety, increase happiness and reduce anxiety (Mikulincer & Shaver, 
2007). People can develop more secure attachments through psychotherapy. According 
to Siegel (2012) the therapeutic relationships can provide attachment experiences that 
allow integration of the brain which leads to healthier functioning. In addition, developing 
self-compassion (which means being kinder to yourself) is associated with lower levels 
of anxiety (Neff, Kirkpatrick & Rude, 2007).
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