
 

 
 

 

Separation Anxiety 

Separation anxiety—another famous stealer of precious sleep! 
Here’s what separation anxiety is, in a nutshell: As a newborn, 
your baby doesn’t think that she’ll ever be separated from you. By 
4-6 months or so, your baby usually realizes that you and she are 
two different people—HOWEVER, a baby in this age range is 
able to remember you, even though she can’t necessarily see 
you, which is why separation anxiety doesn’t typically kick in at 
this age.  8-9 months, on the other hand, is when the real fun 
happens.   

See, at this age, there are two huge developmental leaps: 

1) your baby has learned to differentiate between adults, and he’ll 
likely prefer mom or dad over anyone else—which btw is 
indicative of a strong, healthy attachment.   

2) the second developmental change called Object 
Permanence.  Your baby can now recall mental pictures of you 
without you even being there.  The problem here is that babies 
understand that you are leaving before they understand that 
you’re coming back. So you go to the bathroom to pee by yourself 
for 30 seconds and your baby starts to flip out because he thinks 
you’re gone. Once he sees, day after day, that you actually DO 
come out of the bathroom alive and well, that you DO come back 
and pick him up from daycare and that you’re not disappearing 
forever, the separation anxiety begins to subside. There are 



additional bouts of separation anxiety around 12 months of age, 
then again around 18 months, and then again at 24 months.   

Here is my advice for any parents with babies or toddlers 
experiencing separation anxiety:  Firstly, it’s very important to 
teach your baby about returning.  You can do this by playing 
peek-a-boo regularly because it teaches your baby that you’ll be 
back, even if she can’t see you.   

Second, introduce a transitional object, or lovey, as discussed in 
the emotional well-being module.  It’s a very healthy way to 
minimize separation anxiety and provide your little one with the 
comfort that she needs at night.  Thirdly, talk to your baby or 
toddler about what you’re doing next.  So explain to her that 
you’re going to the bathroom but that you’ll be RIGHT back.  She 
understands more than you think. And lastly, always be confident 
and remain positive since she feeds off of your energy. 

Now here is my advice regarding your little one’s sleep if he’s 
going through a bout of separation anxiety: 

1. Firstly, have a long, relaxing bedtime routine that allows your 
child to wind down and bond with you. 

2. Second, don’t try sneaking away after you’ve put your child 
down in the crib or bed since that will only backfire. Sooner or 
later, your child will get used to you being there while she falls 
asleep and will eventually realize that you’re not there after 
all.  Don’t bother trying to trick her—your goal is to be able to put 
her in the crib or bed awake, say goodnight, and leave the room.  

3. Third, try having another parent or caregiver put her to sleep so 
that she gets used to not being with you all the time.   

4. Fourth, keep your promise.  If you told her that you would come 
back and check on her, be sure to follow through.  Babies 
understand much more than we give them credit for!   



5. Finally, feel free to offer your child comfort when needed, but 
avoid creating new habits that you don’t want to keep.  So if your 
baby or toddler is going through a bout of separation anxiety, and 
you worked SO hard on teaching him to fall asleep without 
rocking, don’t revert back to rocking him to sleep, whatever you 
do.  If you need to go into his room once or twice to give him a 
quick cuddle, that’s fine - no harm done.  Or if you need to sit on a 
chair by your child’s doorway while he falls asleep, that’s also fine 
as long as you gradually move that chair further and further away 
from him. Just keep in mind that new habits can form VERY 
quickly, so if you have a baby or toddler who’s been falling asleep 
independently, don’t over-respond to him by rocking or feeding 
him to sleep or taking him into your bed because that can become 
a new habit very quickly.   

So again, the gist here is that you CAN offer him some extra 
comfort, just be very VERY careful not to create new habits for 
yourself during this phase.  And lastly, don’t forget to keep your 
promise.  So if you tell your toddler that you will check on him in 5 
minutes, make sure to come back and check on him.  He’ll be 
waiting for you to come back—and by returning, as promised, he 
is reaffirming his trust in you that you can be counted on.  

Now something I want to strongly note here is that if your baby 
has solid sleeps skills before separation anxiety actually hits, and 
he’s used to falling asleep independently, without mom or dad 
right there, and he’s sleeping well at night, you might not be 
affected very much, or at all, in the sleep department. All the more 
reason to start working on healthy sleep habits for your baby 
before separation anxiety kicks in.  

 


