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Parentification is the phenomenon where 

children take caregiving responsibilities and 

assume such a role for their parents, siblings 

or other family members, at the expense of 

their own developmental needs.

What is Parentification?



Parentification refers to the process through which children 

are assigned the role of an adult, taking on both emotional 

and functional responsibilities that typically are performed 

by the parent. 

The parent, in turn, takes the dependent position of the 

child in the parent-child relationship.

Parentification occurs when children provide caregiving for 

family members that typically exceeds their capacity and 

developmental stage.

Parentification roles and responsibilities are often linked 

with deleterious outcomes, including robbing children of 

age-appropriate opportunities, activities, and support. 

Research has demonstrated that parentification can

potentially lead to insecure attachment.



Parentified children often do not gain the opportunity to understand who they truly are. 

Some learn that they are not fully capable of managing the responsibilities forced upon them, 

and they may begin to feel that they will never be good enough. 

These childhood feelings often lead to adult feelings of anger, anxiety, poor self-esteem, and 

feeling an overall sense of mistrust in peer and romantic relationships.

Parentified children also often continue the role of caretaker into adulthood. This includes 

over-functioning, perfectionism, and catering to the needs of others in their life, while often 

disregarding their own. 

Since they experience this throughout most of their lives, parentified children may see these 

feelings as personality traits and since they were unable to form a sense of identify, they may 

feel as if it’s “just who they are”. 

Healing from the negative impacts of parentification is possible!

Engelhardt, J.A. (2012). The developmental implications of parentification: Effects on childhood attachment. Graduate Student Journal of 

Psychology, 14, 45-52.

https://www.tc.columbia.edu/publications/gsjp/gsjp-volumes-archive/gsjp-volume-14-2012/25227_Engelhardt_Parentification.pdf

https://www.tc.columbia.edu/publications/gsjp/gsjp-volumes-archive/gsjp-volume-14-2012/25227_Engelhardt_Parentification.pdf


10 Toxic Ways How Parents Damage Their Children’s Lives Without Realising It  

Behaviour Consequences on the child

1. Rely on their children as emotional 

support ▪ Become caretakers and suppress their own needs – causing depression.

2. Justify their bad behavior at the expense  

of their children ▪ Internalise blame and feel depressed or anxious.

3. Jokes about  appearance ▪ Low self-esteem and an inferiority complex.

4. Being too critical ▪ Can cause trauma and undermine self-worth. 

5. Make their children feel guilty regularly ▪ Seek for an unhealthy amount of external approval as an adult.

6. Lack of boundaries ▪ Difficulties recognising boundaries in relationships as adults.

7. Providing the silent treatment after a 

argument (passive aggression) ▪ Copy this behavior as adults, and develop toxic relationships.

8. Urge children to suppress their emotions 

(especially negative ones)

▪ Become prone to depression and an inability to deal with negative 

situations.

9. Being selfish and want to dominate in 

every situation ▪ They prioritise their needs and feelings.

10. Have unrealistically high expectations
▪ Grow into people who believe they are always disappting their parents. 

Become perfectionist.



Adultification is a form of role corruption 

characterised by a parent’s enlistment of a child in a 

peer- or partner-like role.  As distinct from (but not 

mutually incompatible with) parentification, the 

adultified child becomes the parent’s friend, confidante 

and ally. 

Together, this enmeshed dyad functions in a more 

mutual and reciprocal manner than the parentified pair. 

Burton, L. (2007). Childhood adultification in economically disadvantaged families: A conceptual model.  Family Relations, 56(4), 329-345. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3729.2007.00463.x

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3729.2007.00463.x


Parentified children often suffer from:

▪ Shame.

▪ Depression.

▪ Social isolation.

▪ Excessive guilt. 

▪ Suicidal thoughts.

▪ Unrelenting worry and anxiety.

▪ Other internalizing symptoms (e.g. psychosomatic 

problems).

Parentification during a youngster’s formative years is 

often the prologue to an adult life characterised by 

interpersonal distrust, and inability to function 

independently, and perpetuating the cycle of a 

tendency to misuse parental authority.

Jurkovic, G. (1997). Lost childhood: The plight of the parentified child. Brunner/Mazel. 

Jurkovic, G. J., Morrell, R., & Thirkield, A. (1999). Assessing childhood parentification: Guidelines for researchers and clinicians. In N.D. Chase (Ed.), 

Burdened children. Sage. 

Negative Psychological Impacts of Parentification



The Devastating Damage of Parentification Follows Into Adulthood

The child learns that she must grow up too fast, change her true self, 

shape-shift in order to be deserving of love and praise. 

This is how the drama unfolds….

It doesn’t matter how much children gives, it can never enough to their parents. So, sadly, they 

feel they have failed.

They feel they were never enough. They believe this because they never received the true love 

and attunement they truly deserved.

As the child becomes an adult she no longer can discern her true self. It was oppressed under 

the weight of parentification. 

Her core identity has been suppressed by the demands of her needy parent(s). 

She cannot pin-point her feelings or emotions. She cannot ask for what she needs. She does 

not know what her own needs are. She is incapable of saying no. She has no boundaries. 

She spends her life tirelessly helping others, taking on the emotional load of those that are 

happy to take more than they will give. 

She often ends up in emotionally neglectful or abusive relationships or marriage.





Often it occurs as result of:

▪ Parents’ separation/divorce.  

▪ Death of a sibling or parent. 

▪ Parental disability or chronic illness

▪ Family unpredictability and instability. 

▪ Abusive relationship between parents.  

▪ Parental alcoholism or drug addiction.  

▪ Parents or siblings with a mental illness. 

▪ Siblings with a disability or chronic disease.  

The effects on self-worth are far-reaching 

because the child unconsciously comes to 

discover that her/his natural way of being 

does not rouse the safety, validation and love 

that she/he needs.

When Does Parentification Occur?





In some circumstances, such as caring for a sibling vs. 

caring for a parent, parentification may engender feelings 

of self-efficacy, competence, and other positive outcomes. 

Borchet, J., Lewandowska-Walter, A., Połomski, P. et al. (2020). We are in this Together: Retrospective Parentification, Sibling Relationships, and Self-Esteem. 

Journal of Child and Family Studies, 29, 2982–2991. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-020-01723-3

Something to Be Aware of and Consider – Especially if you are an older sibling!

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10826-020-01723-3


















7 “Innocent” Things Parents Say to Their Children That Can Emotionally Scar Them

1. Comparing your child to others 2. Denying your child’s feelings 3. Gaslighting or lying to your kids

4. Loving them conditionally 5. Questioning their abilities 6. Labelling them with their mental 

abilities and/or physical features

7. Making them feel like they 

owe you something

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gaslighting








Healing from parentification

In our need to heal and recover from recurrent depression and 

anxiety that was rooted in our childhood neglect.
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Resources – Videos

7 Signs Your Parents Are Emotionally Immature

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XFQmHM0ZNdM

Parentification (7 Signs of Parentification, and its Long Term Impact)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NQjnqYpM_Ag

What is PARENTIFICATION? What does PARENTIFICATION mean? PARENTIFICATION meaning 

& explanation

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2KMmD_jFpSU

Your Parents Are Emotionally Immature

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4uDLqL3zxr4

Adult Children Of Emotionally Immature Parents Book Summary

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fbim235Ssf0

10 Signs You are Emotionally Immature | Is Emotional Immaturity a Mental Disorder?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gvZJXenaK5Y

Podcast * * * * (Highly recommended)

043 What Is An Emotionally Immature Parent & How To Identify a Healthy Relationship with Lindsay...

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vcF9KeJ6ifo

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XFQmHM0ZNdM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NQjnqYpM_Ag
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2KMmD_jFpSU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4uDLqL3zxr4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fbim235Ssf0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gvZJXenaK5Y
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vcF9KeJ6ifo


https://www.amazon.com/Adult-Children-Emotionally-Immature-Parents/dp/1626251703

https://www.audible.com.au/pd/Recovering-from-Emotionally-Immature-Parents-Audiobook/168403695X

https://www.amazon.com/Adult-Children-Emotionally-Immature-Parents/dp/1626251703
https://www.audible.com.au/pd/Recovering-from-Emotionally-Immature-Parents-Audiobook/168403695X


https://www.amazon.com/Self-Care-Children-Emotionally-Immature-Parents/dp/1684039827

https://www.audible.com.au/pd/Adult-Children-of-Emotionally-Immature-Parents-Audiobook/B01F2LA2V8

https://www.amazon.com/Self-Care-Children-Emotionally-Immature-Parents/dp/1684039827
https://www.audible.com.au/pd/Adult-Children-of-Emotionally-Immature-Parents-Audiobook/B01F2LA2V8


https://www.amazon.com/Dealing-Emotionally-Immature-Parents-

Handle/dp/B07WV7MZN5/ref=sr_1_3?dchild=1&keywords=dealing+with+emotionally+immature+parents&qid=1618104

568&s=books&sr=1-3

https://www.amazon.com/Dealing-Emotionally-Immature-Parents-Handle/dp/B07WV7MZN5/ref=sr_1_3?dchild=1&keywords=dealing+with+emotionally+immature+parents&qid=1618104568&s=books&sr=1-3


More Resources – Videos

What is Enmeshment and Are You Enmeshed?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z2QcH8Mb6HM

Enmeshment--The Problem of Too Much Togetherness

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fRw0C35Ahao

Mission Impossible: The Parentified Child

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jvxSddeM8Vw

Building Up Your Ability to Go Without Love or Approval

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aCyHIgb-o2Y

Getting Your Painful Childhood Out of You

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jkw9Uqz85_k

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z2QcH8Mb6HM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fRw0C35Ahao
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jvxSddeM8Vw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aCyHIgb-o2Y
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Jkw9Uqz85_k
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Further, it is not intended to be a guide to the diagnosis or treatment of any mental health issues neither should be taken as such. 

The content of this presentation is for informational and educational purposes only. It is not psychotherapy. Nothing found on this 

document is intended to be a substitute for professional psychological, psychiatric or medical consultation, assessment, diagnosis, 

advice or treatment.
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