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What Is ADULT SEPARATION ANXIETY DISORDER?

Parents have long been familiar with the challenge of a child who panics 

when taken to school or left with a sitter. But now mental health 

professionals are discovering that separation anxiety--extreme and often 

crippling distress at the prospect of parting from loved ones--may strike at 

any age.

People with ADULT SEPARATION ANXIETY DISORDER (ASAD) feel 

anxiety or terror at the prospect of separation. A man may phone his wife 

many times a day, and if he cannot reach her he may feel compelled to 

drive to her workplace to make sure she’s safe. A woman might be unable 

to move out of her parents’ house without suffering debilitating fear.
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Surprisingly, ASAD seems to be even more common than its childhood 

counterpart. A 2006 study found that, while 4.1 percent of American 

children suffer from the disorder, a conservative estimate for adults was 6.6 

percent. That’s 20,207,408 adults out of the current population who will 

experience ASAD at some time in their lives. 

About one-third of the childhood cases (36.1%) persisted into adulthood. 

However, most adult cases (77.5%) first appeared when the sufferer was 

over the age of eighteen. More women than men suffer from ASAD. Both 

the adult and the childhood versions of the disorder seem to run in 

families. [1]

What Are the Symptoms?

A pioneering clinician in the field, Vijaya Manicavasagar of Liverpool 

Hospital in New South Wales, Australia, describes the experience of ASAD 

sufferers as, “wide-ranging separation anxiety symptoms, such as extreme 

anxiety and fear, when separated from major attachment figures; avoidance 

of being alone; and fears that harm will befall those close to them.”[2] The 

attachment figure may be a parent, a partner, a friend, or a child. (In 

children, it is almost always a parent).

Additional symptoms may include:



• worry or fear that is persistent (as opposed to momentary anxiety over 

one particular situation or event)

• persistent and debilitating thoughts of the loved one being hurt or 

dying

• recurring nightmares involving separation

• obsessive checking and monitoring, even though the person knows this 

behavior is irrational

• avoidance of relationships, career advancement, and other life choices 

that tend to precipitate separation

• suicidal thoughts

ADULT SEPARATION ANXIETY DISORDER can wreak havoc on a 

person’s life. Prolonged dread and anxiety can lead to physical illness as 

well as to impaired professional and personal relationships. Because the 

disorder tends to influence important life choices, the sufferer can have 

trouble completing her education, pursuing a career, and forming stable 

romantic attachments. Indeed, ASAD roughly doubles a person’s chances 

of being inadequately educated, unemployed, and single.[3]

It is estimated that ASAD causes a threefold increase in an individual’s 

likelihood of drug addiction. Compared to the general population, ASAD 

sufferers are nearly five times more likely to have an additional anxiety 

disorder, and four times more likely to have a mood disorder.[4]



Can ADULT SEPARATION ANXIETY DISORDER Be Treated?

Most people with ASAD do not receive treatment, even though they may 

get help with co-occurring conditions like depression or anxiety disorder.

Adults who do receive medical support for ASAD are usually given a 

combination of medication and therapy. Exposure therapy--a form of 

cognitive behavioral treatment where the patient is gradually introduced to 

stressful situations under controlled conditions--has been attempted by 

some clinicians. It is not yet clear whether this has any significant effect.

ASAD is sometimes treated with the same medications commonly used for 

anxiety disorders: antidepressants and benzodiazepine-class drugs like 

alprazolam (Xanax). Medications do not cure anxiety disorders, but they 

can control the symptoms enough to allow the person to engage in 

psychotherapy. It is hoped that they may offer the same benefit to ASAD 

patients.
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