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Separation Anxiety

Question: My eight-month-old baby becomes very upset whenever I leave her
with her grandparents. How can I help her calm down?

In their guidebook Bright Futures, the American Academy of Pediatrics writes, “Infants as young as four
to five months may be anxious when they are separated from their parents, to meet strangers or even
familiar relatives. Even grandparents need to allow the infant to warm up to them before taking the infant
... This anxiety peaks at about eight months. This is not a rejection, but a normal developmental phase.”
Taking on Challenges: Life is full of stresses and challenges. Children who are willing to take on
challenges (instead of avoiding them or simply coping with them) do better in school and in life.
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Remember this is a normal part of your child’s
development.
Anxiety in the face of separation from a parent, no matter how brief, is a typical reaction for an
8-month-old. This emotional response is actually a good sign that your baby feels secure and
connected with you and knows the difference between you and other people.
Babies will differ in the intensity of their reactions and in the amount of time it takes for them
to calm down and return to normal. So, you need to pay attention to whether your baby is
enthusiastic or cautious about new experiences. You will want to provide more support to a
baby who tends to be cautious.
Babies also differ in the intensity of their reactions as they get older. As they gain more
experience in being away from you and in calming themselves down, they are less likely to
get upset.
Instead of thinking of separation in a negative way, think of it as an opportunity to teach your
child to venture out into new experiences and to learn skills in Taking on Challenges.
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Create support for your baby in learning to calm down.
The key is to recognize your baby’s natural tendencies and to build on these. Look for ways
that your baby already tries to calm down by asking yourself what is helpful to her.
• “Does your baby use a pacifier or suck a finger?”
• “Does your baby calm down when you sing or hold her?”
• “Does your baby respond to new people better when they approach slowly and quietly?
Or is she ready for active play right away?”

For more ways to help your child learn and develop, visit
mindinthemaking.org and vroom.org
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You will help your baby through this transition by doing what helps best.
In an experiment, Joseph Campos of the University of California at Berkeley found that when a
parent looks fearful, a baby will not try something new; but if the parent smiles or shows that
trying something new is okay, the child will venture out. As Campos puts it, “By 11 to 12 months
of age, the baby is already doing what all of us do when something unusual happens—we look
around to figure out how other people are reacting.” Adults’ nonverbal reactions determine how
babies react in uncertain situations.
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Send messages of confidence.
Taking on Challenges includes believing that you can do things even when they are hard. Your
child is looking to you for signals on how to respond based on your actions, words and nonverbal communication. Be reassuring by showing confidence in your child’s ability to make the
separation.
For example, you can say:
• “You can do this. I will come back and pick you up.”
• You can also remind your baby of the skills that she has: “Grandma is here to take care of
you. You have your blanket, and I will come back to pick you up.”
Even at a very young age, your child can understand the message you are sending with all of
the things you say (and don’t say).
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Be clear. It is best to be clear.
For example, give a kiss, assure your child that you will come back, and then leave. Although it’s
hard, it works best to leave once you have said goodbye and not to linger. When the transition
is prolonged, it is often more difficult on both you and your baby. If babies are with loving and
sensitive adults, they typically calm down soon after their parent leaves.
When you help your child be with other loving adults, you are modeling a skill you want your
child to learn and giving her a skill for life.

For more ways to help your child learn and develop, visit
mindinthemaking.org and vroom.org
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