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Parentification is the process of role reversal between the
child and the parent, whereby the child provides support and
acts as the caregiver for the parent, instead of being support-
ed and taken care of. The phenomenon of parentification
may afflict families at diverse stages of development, in-
cluding those before as well as after the phase of empty nest.
Parentification may then pertain a threat to the develop-
ment of a young person by impeding or preventing him
or her from fulfilling developmental tasks. Furthermore, it

can be a distracting factor in his/her future role as a part-
ner, parent, or employee. The purpose of this review is
to examine the current literature concerning the effects
of retrospective parentification on young adults’ difficul-
ties in performing developmental tasks and roles.
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BACKGROUND

Developmental concepts assigning particular tasks
and roles to early adulthood lose their relevance
in modern society (Baumann, 2008). After inter-
viewing 300 young people Arnett noticed that all
of them reported the “feeling of being in-between”,
not a child but not having adult responsibilities like
marriage, parenthood, or a stable job yet. Therefore,
he proposed a new period of life-span development
that he called “emerging adulthood” (Arnett, 2004).
Post-industrial societies do not define unambiguous
expectations towards young people, therefore they
may enjoy freedom of choice in terms of deciding
on professional activity, entering into relationships
and formalising them, and whether or not they want
to become parents (Arnett, 2000; Baumann, 2008).
However, the lack of a generally imposed “recipe for
life” does not mean that the developmental tasks list-
ed by theoreticians are entirely outdated. It is rather
the time point of their performance that has become
flexible due to the prolonged time of coming to adult-
hood in comparison to previous generations, for ex-
ample, due to the possibility of education, migration,
and gaining professional qualifications (Ziétkowska,
2005). Furthermore, young people enjoy a broader
range of choices in respect of the roles they perform:
for example, marriage alternatives such as consen-
sual union, or even giving up on an intimate rela-
tionship and remaining single. Prior to taking up
a full-time job, they can prolong their time spent on
education or part-time work, or - referring mostly to
people with high socio-economic family background
status — remain financially dependent on their fami-
lies (Gurba, 2002).

Parentification is a term introduced by Boszor-
menyi-Nagy (1973). The author defined his concept
as a situation where the children or adolescents per-
form adult roles even though they are not emotion-
ally and developmentally ready to deal with those
challenges (Boszormenyi-Nagy & Spark, 1973). In
this pattern of family interactions, the child (also
as an adult) provides care and support towards his/
her parent instead of receiving it from the parent
(Jurkovic, 1997; Hooper, Marotta & Lanthier, 2008;
Hooper, DeCoster, White, & Voltz, 2011; Schier, 2010,
2014). The phenomenon of parentification appears
when, due to a family system disadvantageous for
the child, the child must shoulder a burden of re-
sponsibilities, so that he/she is unable to entirely en-
gage into his/her own developmental tasks (Jurkovic,
1997; Hooper, 2007; Schier, 2010; Rostowska & Bor-
chet, 2016; Borchet & Lewandowska-Walter, 2017).
Research on young adults indicates various out-
comes of parentification. The problems may appear
in many areas of life and can result from failures in
performing developmental tasks (such as work, cre-

ating a relationship, and shaping one’s identity). It is
worth taking a look at the extent to which the expe-
rience of parentification inhibits or precludes taking
them up, and whether it happens more often than
in people who do not experience parentification.
The main developmental task in emerging adults
is shaping the identity, what is based on two main
processes — exploration and commitment (Arnett,
2000; Erikson, 1963). These processes are hindered
while experiencing parentification. One is unable to
explore identity and prematurely commits to the set
of values expected by his or her parents (Fullinwid-
er-Bush & Jacobvitz, 1993). The body of literature on
parentification is still insufficient (see: Byng-Hall,
2008; Shaffer & Madden, 2016). Further research
with emphasis on intercultural factors is required
(Hooper, 2014). This review is therefore not chrono-
logically structured. The agenda of the review is
based upon Erikson’s theory of psycho-social de-
velopment, which allows examination of the impact
of retrospective parentification on the performance
of subsequent social roles by young adults.

According to Erikson’s (1963) theory of psycho-so-
cial development, each stage of human life involves
resolving relevant crises and executing particular de-
velopmental tasks. The experience of parentification
may interfere with the performance of tasks at every
stage of development, even when the adult child has
already left the family home or intends to do so in the
near future. The research of literature hitherto has
instead examined the situation of children and ad-
olescents experiencing parentification, who are still
living in family households. This review, however,
focuses attention on how past experience of paren-
tification may distort the normative order of events
within the family in the context of young adults per-
forming their social roles consistent with the stage
of development in the frame of Erikson’s theory.

PARENTIFICATION - TYPES AND
CONSEQUENCES

The most widely known classifications of parentifi-
cation concern its mode (Jurkovic, 1997) and possi-
ble outcomes (Chase, 1999). The distinction made by
Jurkovic (1997) identifies emotional and instrumental
parentification. The emotional subtype of parentifi-
cation requires the child to fulfil social and emotion-
al needs of other members of the family. The child
must then devote him/herself to maintaining a good
family atmosphere. Concern for the emotional needs
of parents or siblings can be expressed, for exam-
ple, by caring for their well-being and being alert to
their moods. In the case of instrumental parentifica-
tion, the main concern of the child is taking care for
the family’s living conditions (Hooper et al., 2008;
Hooper & Wallace, 2010; Hooper, Doehler, & Han-

VOLUME 6(3), 2018 243



Parentification of young adults in the context of social roles

nah, 2011; Schier, 2010, 2014). In such a situation, the
child provides family support by taking care of the
general logistics of running a household and his/her
own physical work (e.g. cleaning, cooking, laundry,
shopping, taking care of his/her siblings, or earning
money).

Some researchers believe that instrumental paren-
tification is less of a threat to the child than emo-
tional parentification (Hooper et al., 2008). It should
be noted, however, that Jurkovic’s (1997) distinction
of parentification types are not mutually exclusive.
Children may perform many different roles in the
family at the same time, so both parentification di-
mensions (emotional and instrumental) can occur
simultaneously (see Schier, 2010).

Chase’s (1999) classification of parentification
focuses on the consequences of experienced paren-
tification, which may be positive or negative. Thus,
the author distinguishes constructive (adaptive) and
destructive (pathological) parentification. A situation
that is beyond the child’s capabilities and its compre-
hensive resources often results in numerous negative
consequences. A meta-analysis of the studies on this
phenomenon revealed that parentification is con-
nected with anxiety disorders, personality disorders,
and eating disorders (Hooper et al., 2011b). Literature
reviews indicate that the phenomenon of parentifica-
tion is associated with increased use of psychoactive
substances (Chase, Demming, & Wells, 1998), mental
disorders (Jones & Wells, 1996 after: Hooper et al.,
2008), difficulties in relationships (Valleau, 1995 af-
ter: Hooper et al., 2008), posttraumatic stress disorder
(Cicchetti, 2004), and poor parental skills in adult-
hood (Boszormenyi-Nagy & Spark, 1973; Chase et al.,
1998). People who have experienced parentification
are more likely to repeat the abnormal patterns of re-
lationship and hierarchy within their own family be-
cause parentification is transmitted between genera-
tions (Schier, 2010, 2014).

Parentification may also allow the child to develop
self-reliance despite emotional or physical stress (see
Chase et al.,, 1998; Hooper et al., 2008). It is import-
ant to note that in the case of constructive parenti-
fication, the family expresses gratitude towards the
child and appreciates him/her for taking care of oth-
er members of the family system. Performing certain
functional responsibilities and roles adapted to his/
her capabilities affects the emotions of the child, who
feels needed, loved, and important. It frames his/her
sense of competence and perception of self-agency
and shapes future target-oriented action strategies
(Schier, 2014). Reversing the roles with parents can
foster the development of relationship-building com-
petencies because children need to devote their time
and attention to one another, and learn responsibility
and how family members should care for each other
(Gladstone, Boydell, & McKeever, 2006; Hooper et al.,
2008). Parentification can also help frame resistance
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to adversity, i.e. resilience. This type of psychic resis-
tance is associated with functional coping strategies,
healthy mental development, and the ability to shape
healthy emotional bonds (Hooper et al., 2008).

Literature review indicates the need to distin-
guish between parentification and related processes
that may be very similar or even overlapping. Terms
such as “parentified child”, “parental child”, or “adult
child” are often treated as synonyms (see: Schier,
2014). However, some researchers consider them as
different processes that have different consequences
for the development of the child. For example, Steph-
anie Haxhe distinguishes three processes related to
parentification — adultisation, parentalisation, and
delegation — due to the parent’s expectations for the
child, the child’s needs, the type of burden for the
child, its relevance to the child’s competencies, per-
ception of the child’s dedication to the family, and
the context (see more: Haxhe, 2016).

The literature review allows us to follow the dif-
ferences in defining the phenomenon of parentifica-
tion by different authors. Some researchers decid-
ed to avoid pathologising connotations of the term
parentification and replaced it with the neutral term
filial responsibility (see: Jurkovic et al., 2004; Kuper-
minc, Jurkovic, & Casey, 2009). That term refers to
the intensity of children’s family caregiving efforts
(Jurkovic et al., 2004). Other researchers define only
emotional responsibilities and burden as parentifica-
tion, explaining that “instrumental responsibilities
without emotional burden don’t lead to parentifi-
cation” (Haxhe, 2016, p. 4). However, another re-
searcher, Lisa Marie Hooper, in her model of paren-
tification pays attention to whom the child is taking
care of: his/her parents and/or siblings, not the type
of child’s responsibilities (emotional vs. instrumen-
tal) (Hooper et al., 2011a). The authors of this article
share Hooper’s view of parentification because emo-
tional and instrumental parentification often co-exist
(i.e. Schier, 2014). Moreover, being physically over-
burdened may also affect the child’s self-esteem and
mood. That is why the further paragraphs present-
ed beneath include various examples of childhood
parentification and its outcomes in early adulthood
without dividing them by its type.

EMERGING ADULTS AND
RETROSPECTIVE PARENTIFICATION

There are many typologies of the periodisation of
stages in human development. Late adolescence is
understood as the period from about 16 to about
20 years (Obuchowska, 2002), whereas early adult-
hood is rated between 20-23 and 35-40 years (Gurba,
2002). Therefore, there is a fine line between late ado-
lescence and early adulthood, and it is often contrac-
tual. One of the most famous theories of psycho-so-
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cial development of the human throughout his/her
lifespan is Erikson’s theory (1963), which identifies
eight stages of human development. At each stage,
the individual experiences a particular type of de-
velopmental crisis that needs to be resolved. A suc-
cessful completion of the crisis determines passing
through to the next development phase. If a chal-
lenge of a stage is not successfully completed, it may
be expected to reappear as problems in future life.

According to Erikson (1968), the most crucial task
of adolescence (12-18 years old) is to achieve an in-
tegrated and coherent sense of self, constituting the
individual’s identity. If the individual does not mas-
ter this crisis between identity and role confusion, it
may result in uncertainty about the self-image and
involves the individual not being sure about his/her
place in society. In turn, during emerging adulthood
(19-30), the key task is to form intimate partnerships.
At this age the individual explores love, understood
as the ability to care for others. Young adults are also
faced with the developmental conflict between the
need for intimacy and isolation. Not mastering this
stage can lead to loneliness and isolation from soci-
ety. The successful completion of this and previous
developmental stages allow the individual to create
stable relationships (marital roles) as well as parent-
ing (parental roles) and other social roles (i.e. as an
employee or citizen) (Erikson, 1968).

Other theoreticians and human development re-
searchers state similar tasks young adults have to
face. According to Birch (2005), at this stage of life
young people focus on individual development in the
context of their social functioning and relationships.
The individual determines his/her identity and takes
on new social roles (the employee, the parent, and
the spouse) (Birch, 2005). Havinghurst (1981 after:
Zidtkowska, 2005), however, as the developmental re-
sponsibilities relevant for early adulthood, indicates
the choice of a spouse, learning how to live with him/
her, setting up a family, running the household, get-
ting a job, and exercising civil duties. Recently, the
cultural changes demand to distinguish a specific
developmental period between childhood and adult-
hood where individuals have not tried to make com-
mitments of adult life but are becoming increasingly
independent from their parents. That is where the
term “emerging adulthood” came from. It describes
a developmental state that extends from the late
adolescence through one’s twenties (Arnett, 2004).
There are five features of emerging adulthood being
distinguished: (a) exploration in relationships and
occupation; (b) instability; (c) self-focus; (d) feelings
of being in-transition, such as not being a child but
not yet an adult; and (e) consideration of possibilities
for one’s future (Arnett, 2004). Emerging adults have
the opportunity to leave a parentified environment
and separate from their parents. Moreover, in emerg-
ing adulthood people are no longer considered to be

children, so the roles that they perform within their
families are no longer considered as developmental-
ly inappropriate (Arnett, 2006). Therefore, emerging
adults are an interesting group in which to examine
the outcomes of parentification.

Concluding, the developmental theories stated
above place the key roles and developmental tasks
of emerging adults within the area of intimate rela-
tionships, parenting, and work.

DISTORTIONS IN THE SEPARATION-
INDIVIDUATION PROCESS

The phenomenon of parentification affects families
at all stages of their developmental cycles, including
those families with children coming to adulthood
— adolescents and young adults. Adolescence con-
stitutes a challenge for the family system because
family loyalty bonds are verified at this time (Wol-
ska, 2000). Family loyalty is an invisible network
of relationship bonds that are based on the rules
applied within the family and make it possible to
survive. The family would not be able to exist in the
form of a relationship if its members were not loyal
to the people who gave them life. Loyalty is a sense
of solidarity and commitment to the relatives (Bo-
szormenyi-Nagy & Spark, 1973; Wolska, 2000). It is
manifested through the repetition of family relations
patterns by successive generations, passing along
family myths or the similarity of family rituals (Bo-
szormenyi-Nagy & Spark, 1973). In late adolescence,
conflicts in this area are most frequently encoun-
tered. Young adults leave the family home, enter into
partnerships, and become independent, which can be
perceived by some parents as a threat to the existing
balance of the family system.

A shift in the relationship between an adolescent
child and a parent is essential in order to change ad-
olescence into adulthood by weakening the child’s
dependency degree and his/her self-creation. The
separation-individuation process can, however, be
disturbed by the inter-generational transfer revers-
ing the hierarchy in the family, resulting in parentifi-
cation. The separation process will not be conducted
accurately if the child is made to feel guilty that the
family system will not be capable to work without
him/her, which is the case in families where the phe-
nomenon of parentification occurs (Radziwiltowicz,
2015). Some parents expect that a parentified adoles-
cent child will express his/her loyalty towards them
by staying in their existing family and not changing
the strength and quality of the relationships, which
overburdens a young person to individuate his/her
developmental stage (Wolska, 2000). The parentified
teenager develops a sense of “false self” (Wells, Glick-
auf-Hughes, & Jones, 1999), which impedes the per-
formance of his/her developmental tasks congruent
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for the adolescence period, and primarily the separa-
tion from his/her parents. Another reason why they
have difficulties with boundary dissolutions may be
the fact that the experience of childhood parentifi-
cation may hinder identity development in young
adulthood due to less identity exploration, especially
in terms of interpersonal relationships (Fullinwid-
er-Bush & Jacobvitz, 1993). Failure in the process
of separation-individuation is a risk factor for the
occurrence of psychopathology, which may result
during adolescence and later life in internalisation
disorders (e.g. depression), externalisation disorders,
and behavioural and personality disorders (Jurkovic,
1997; Byng-Hall, 2008; Hooper et al., 2008; Hooper et
al., 2011b), manifested in, for example, self-destruc-
tive tendencies in the form of self-harm or suicide
attempts and eating disorders (Namystowska, 2011;
Radziwiltowicz, 2015).

ADVERSITIES IN ACTING AS SPOUSE
AND PARENT

The experience of parentification acts in two ways as
a threat to the family that the parentified person will
start in his/her future life: by delaying the perfor-
mance of a matrimonial or parental role or, once the
person has already established a family, threatening
the newly formed family system due to the process
of transferring patterns of family roles (intergenera-
tional parenting transmission).

Parentification imposed in late adolescence by the
family of origin may delay or distort the development
of new roles relevant to his/her developmental stage,
i.e. the role of the partner, the spouse, and eventual-
ly the parent (Wolska, 2000; Schier, 2010). The term
“family role” is most often used to describe patterns
of behaviour (or ideas about them) that we under-
take in social situations related to the functioning
of the family. First of all, departing from the parents
may inflict a sense of guilt in late adolescent, which
lowers his/her capability of emotional involvement
in his/her own relationship (Wolska, 2000). Secondly,
the parentified young adult, despite starting his/her
own family, may still be burdened with obligations
imposed by his/her parents, so he/she cannot entire-
ly devote him/herself to his/her own family (de Bar-
baro, 1994; Wolska, 2000).

The young person may, however, respond oppo-
sitionally towards family expectations. The more in-
tense is his/her connection with the family environ-
ment, the stronger is his/her will to resist the bonds,
and sometimes it even becomes a struggle for emo-
tional isolation from the loved ones (Bowen, 1978).
This is necessary to reconcile the previous vertical
loyalties that bind him/her to the family and the
horizontal loyalties that connect him/her with peers
and life partners. The necessity of choosing between
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these two loyalties may cause crises in relationships
or even lead to breaking off contact with the family.
Finally, the experienced conflict may expose itself in
mental disorders (Wolska, 2000).

If the conflict of loyalty is not solved, it is trans-
ferred to the family of procreation. In this situation,
it becomes a source of tension between the spous-
es. Departing from parents can be a source of guilt
feelings. For this reason, a young person has fewer
emotional opportunities to engage in his/her own
relationship, which will be noticed by the partner
and recognised as a lack of interest in him/her (Wol-
ska, 2000). Furthermore, there may be a situation in
which a young person is caught up in conflict with
his/her family and compensation for past mistakes
to the extent that he/she will not be capable to make
commitments to his/her partner and children (Wols-
ka, 2000).

A parentified young adult, despite starting his/
her/her own family, may still be so burdened with ob-
ligations towards his/her parents that he/she will not
be able to entirely devote him/herself to his/her own
family. Parentification imposed by the family of ori-
gin disturbs functioning as a partner (Macfie, McEl-
wain, Houts, & Cox, 2005), spouse or parent (cf. Shaf-
fer & Egeland, 2011; Nuttall, Valentino, & Brokowski,
2012; Wolska, 2000). The second way in which paren-
tification threatens the family of a person who has
experienced it is through transmission between gen-
erations. Parentification sources origins from three
generations ago, which means that this phenomenon
has to be considered in the context of grandparents,
parents, and children, even if they have already be-
come adults. According to this presumption, parents
may repeat the patterns of behaviour that they have
been subjected to by the child’s grandparents. An-
other generation, by taking care of his/her parents,
compensates the “debt”, which is related to old trau-
mas involving other family members (Schier, 2010).
The pattern of requirements for care from one’s own
children is repeated by the person who him/herself
as a child had to bear responsibility for his/her family
members (Barnett & Parker, 1998; Schier, 2014).

The body of literature also includes reports on ma-
ternity decision making by women who have expe-
rienced parentification. The results of this study are
ambiguous. Marshall (1993, after: Barnett & Parker,
1998) in her book Not having children postulated that
such women voluntarily give up on maternity (vol-
untary childlessness), which is caused by their nega-
tive image of parenting, childhood experiences, be-
ing overly responsible for the family, and often being
the eldest of siblings. However, her research did not
confirm this theory, which she explained with the
complexity of the problem. Still, Marshall’s idea is
still a living issue (Barnett & Parker, 1998). A similar
approach was presented by Kaltreider and Margol-
is (1977, after: Lackie, 1983), who in 1977 stated that



Judyta Borchet, Aleksandra Lewandowska-Walter, Teresa Rostowska

people who have experienced parentification may
choose to be childless.

The experience of parentification in the fami-
ly of origin threatens therefore not only the family
of procreation, but also the bonding with the fami-
ly of origin. The departure from the family system
may take the form of not only separation, but also
a complete escape, which refers particularly to re-
jected, abused, and used children (Radziwiltowicz,
2015). One of the forms of emotional separation from
the family of origin and physical distancing from the
family home may be the escape of a young person
into a marriage (Barnett & Parker, 1998). Girls who,
due to family responsibilities, had a low attendance
at school not only suffer from insufficient level of ed-
ucation or challenges on the employment market, but
are also more likely to face adolescent pregnancies,
unsatisfactory marriages, and difficulties in raising
their children (Barnett & Parker, 1998).

Furthermore, taking on an inadequate care role in
a family of origin may affect the choice of romantic
partners in the future. The experience of emotional
parentification in childhood is negatively related to
the quality of communication in the romantic rela-
tionships of young adults and positively related to
the occurrence of conviction revealing a lack of sense
of security in close relationships (Shaffer & Madden,
2016). These individuals may act as self-sufficient
people and seek partners who are similar to their
parents, i.e. needy, demanding their care and con-
cern (Barnett & Parker, 1998; Byng-Hall, 2008). The
described mechanism of partner selection by individ-
uals who have experienced parentification is consis-
tent with the concept of collusion (Willi, 2014). This
is an unconscious phenomenon where partners are
complementary to each other, whereby their partner
selection criteria are based upon their unresolved
issues, e.g. one of the partners is dominant and the
other is subordinate. Moreover, the distortion in the
process of shaping the identity may also affect choos-
ing the partner. Due to unconscious motives (such
as unmet childhood needs) the person does not suf-
ficiently explore (escape into a relationship or mar-
riage) or does not undertake any exploration because
of loyalty and their obligation towards the parents
(the decision about being in a relationship).

ADVERSITIES IN ACTING AS STUDENT
AND EMPLOYEE

Experience of parentification in the family of origin
results in a lower level of education in the future
(Chase et al., 1998). Persons who are burdened with
fulfilling the requirements and needs of family mem-
bers find it difficult to meet their academic responsi-
bilities and thus achieve results below their predis-
positions (underachievement). Such difficulties may

reflect problems at the level of the family system and
not pertain to symptoms of, for example, maladjust-
ment or lack of involvement in learning. It would be
very interesting to carry out research for analogous
mechanisms within the group of adults already in
the work environment and to analyse whether peo-
ple who have experienced high levels of parentifica-
tion towards parents/siblings along with the negative
consequences of this phenomenon also face issues
with job performance and career paths. This theory
is consistent with the assumption that the imbalance
between family requirements and work is the cause
of the labour—family conflict, resulting in lower level
of feelings of satisfaction with life (Rostowska, 2008).

At the same time, it must be noted that school
may constitute in the life of a young person an area
in which he/she is experiencing success, encouraging
him/her to form proper relationships with teachers
and peers and receiving support from them. These
factors enable the development of resilience in an ad-
olescent despite difficult family experiences (Barnett
& Parker, 1998).

On the other hand, the past experience of paren-
tification may direct a person to become involved in
professional development at the expense of family
roles. A study by Fullinwider-Bush and Jacobvitz
(1993) found that the mother-daughter dissolu-
tion was associated with the daughter’s tendencies
to commit herself prematurely to a career and re-
lationships based on a simple acceptance of pa-
rental expectations and values. Additionally, fa-
ther—daughter dissolution resulted in a lower level
of commitment to beliefs and values about work,
romantic relationships, and friendship. A similar
mechanism has been examined in studies involv-
ing young, childless adults conducted by Black and
Sleigh (2013). Participants with a high sense of in-
justice in relation to their childhood parentification
also ranked career as a more important priority than
caring for their future spouse or children. Accord-
ing to the authors of the study, these participants
may be attempting to compensate for the unfairness
they experienced in their childhood home, as low-
er family income is one predictor of parentification
(Black & Sleigh, 2013). This idea is consistent with
the hypothesis of scarcity — one of the materialism
explanations. According to it, by striving to possess
money, fame, and success, people compensate for
the deprivation of economic needs and the need for
the sense of safety from their childhood (Zawadzka
& Lewandowska-Walter, 2016).

Families with low socio-economic status are par-
ticularly vulnerable to the occurrence of the paren-
tification phenomenon (Lackie, 1983; Burton, 2007;
Hooper et al.,, 2011a; Hooper et al., 2011b; Schier,
2014). Insufficient economic resources of the family
are conducive to the development of premature adult-
hood (pseudomaturity) based upon street-wisdom
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(street-wise), which helps the child to develop surviv-
al strategies in difficult environments (Lackie, 1983).
Apart from the difficulties in earning a living, a low
socio-economic status of the family affects its daily
life, which may cause children to become subjected
to parentification. First of all, a lack of money forces
parents to take up jobs with long hours because they
strive to improve the family’s financial situation. Si-
multaneously, due to a lack of funds, the family is un-
able to provide paid care for the children at that time.
For this reason, children are burdened with taking
care of the home and their siblings (Burton, 2007). On
the other hand, families in financial distress may face
housing difficulties, where the family members may
lack privacy (for example due to a small apartment
or flat shared with grandparents — authors’ note). In
such a situation, it is easy to expose children to sen-
sitive adult matters (Burton, 2007). It is important to
note that young people and children, in an effort to
support the family’s difficult financial situation, can
quickly take up their first job (Burton, 2007). Prema-
ture child labour is a manifestation of instrumental
parentification (see Jurkovic, 1997, Hooper et al.,
2008; Hooper et al., 2011a; Schier, 2010, 2014).

The experience of parentification may also influ-
ence the choice of any professional pathway con-
nected with helping others (Lackie, 1982, 1983; Byng-
Hall, 2008). Therapists often perform a parental role
towards their patients (Byng-Hall, 2008). Acting in
the role of a caring and “good” child for all the family
members is related to professional work later in life,
as demonstrated by studies involving social workers.
Of 1577 American social workers who participated in
Lackie’s research, over two thirds confirmed that they
had experienced different forms of parentification in
their families (1982). Providing care for family mem-
bers can lead to a choice of professional life in which
the person “heals” other families because he/she was
not capable of fixing his/her or her own family (Lackie,
1983). A social worker may even experience symbol-
ic gratification and reduce his/her own sense of lack
of care by identifying with the client he/she is helping
(Lackie, 1983). On the other hand, the patient’s past
parentification experience can sensitise the therapist
to the processes taking place in the family (Byng-Hall,
2008), and the supervision may assure the correctness
of the therapy process.

CONCLUSIONS AND FUTURE
RESEARCH

At various stages of life, a person can perform many
roles at the same time, such as the role of his/her par-
ents, sibling, student, employee, spouse, or parent.
However, some of these roles are more important or
more typical for a given period of life, and therefore
a person undertakes particular developmental tasks
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(Rostowska, 2008). Emerging adults who experienced
parentification during childhood (and may still be
enmeshed with their families) may undertake de-
velopmental tasks prematurely, procrastinate, or not
implement them at all as well as have difficulties with
exploring their identity and commit to certain val-
ues prematurely or insufficiently (Fullinwider-Bush
& Jacobvitz, 1993). Additionally, in his concept
of “emerging adulthood” Arnett (2006) underlines
that it is the age of identity exploration. This means
that the childhood experience of parentification may
lead to a breach of the timeliness norm for develop-
mental tasks in early adulthood. This norm assumes
that in the course of the development of the family
and its members certain developmental tasks should
be implemented within a certain period of time,
with respect to the social norms (Wojciechowska,
2011). Due to the overburdening by the preoccupa-
tion of the family system, the individual cannot fulfil
the developmental tasks of late adolescence, i.e. sep-
aration from the family system (see Namystowska,
2011). Thus, at a later time, he or she is unable to
fulfil a socially sanctioned sequence of life events in
a timely manner: getting education - getting a job
- starting a family. Transgression of the normative
order of events in the family can lead to disturbances
in the way of life of the young person and his/her
entire family (Wojciechowska, 2011; Klein & White,
1996). In the life of a young person, work and edu-
cation can become a kind of escapee from everyday
life and chores (Black & Sleigh, 2013). On the other
hand, the role of the caregiver of the family may pre-
clude the person’s educational development (Chase
et al,, 1998). For this reason, these individuals may
face particular difficulties in achieving a family—
work balance. According to the assumptions of the
socio-ecological model of health (as well as roles), the
achievement of a dynamic state of balance, which is
one of the sources of mental health, is possible when
there is a correct relationship between the various
spheres of life (and the roles). Disorder in one area
of a person’s life leads to distraction in another (Sek,
Scigaia, Beisert, & Bleja, 1992). Therefore, it can be
expected that people experiencing parentification are
particularly exposed to labour—family conflict. This
area requires special attention from researchers be-
cause the capacity to balance family and work life
affects the quality of human life (cf. Peplinska & Ros-
towska, 2013). Similarly, Ziétkowska (2005), who dis-
tinguished work, family, and leisure as the three main
areas of activity of young adults, emphasises that in
order for a young person to experience a high quality
of life, his/her identity must be based on at least two
of these three spheres. This gives young adults the
opportunity to select from a variety of resources in
difficult situations, as well as to develop social, psy-
chological, and physical security and a sense of sta-
bility (Ziétkowska, 2005).
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Notwithstanding that it is difficult to unequivo-
cally determine the moment of reaching maturity
(Gurba, 2002), it is well known that flexibility in
performing many roles simultaneously is a mani-
festation of human maturity (Barka, 2005; Rostow-
ska, 2008). When a young person experiences par-
entification and is not capable of taking on suitable
developmental roles and responsibilities due to ex-
cessive engagement into family issues and its mem-
bers, he/she cannot achieve maturity.

The experience of parentification can have dif-
ferent outcomes for the psycho-social develop-
ment of an individual. Numerous factors determine
whether they will be more or less negative; factors
such as the age of the child, the person the child is
caring for, the duration of the parentification pro-
cess (Schier, 2010), followed by the type of work the
child performs or the family’s approach to talking
about the child’s tasks (Jurkovic, 1997). Therefore,
a straightforward answer whether the experience
of parentification may completely preclude or only
hinder young adults from taking up social roles rel-
evant to their stage of development is not easy to
state. According to the authors, the answer to the
question about the outcomes of parentification is
aptly concluded by Barnett and Parker (1998, p. 146):
“The final outcome for any individual will be judged
at the end of his/her life-span and the judgment will
be largely subjective”. After the literature review we
recommend that in the future, research should put
a special emphasis on the analysis of the mechanisms
responsible for taking up the role of an adult in the
family by a child, in which individual differences,
personality traits, and the mechanisms of shaping
the identity (exploration and commitment) would
explain the diversity of the consequences of paren-
tification.
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