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background
Parentification means distortion of the roles between fam-
ily members. A child performs adult tasks and responsibil-
ities for his siblings and/or parents. The aim of the study 
was to extend the knowledge about parentification and its 
connections with parental conflict as well as strategies of 
coping with parental conflict in the group of late adoles-
cents who live with their parents or live on their own.

participants and procedure
The empirical evidence consisted of the results of 264 vol-
unteer late adolescents. Two questionnaires were used in 
the study. The first one was the experimental version of 
the Polish adaptation of Hooper’s Parentification Inven-
tory. It is a scale that enables one to assess the intensity 
of parentification levels that are judged retrospectively 
by the subject. The second tool was the experimental 
version of the Polish adaptation of Davies’ and Forman’s 
Security in the Interparental Subsystem Scale – Child Re-

port. The scale examines children’s reactions to parental 
conflict.

results
The obtained results suggest that intensity of parental 
conflict and strategies of coping with it influence paren-
tification characteristics. The connections seem to be dif-
ferent in two adolescent groups – those who still live with 
their parents and those who decided to live on their own.

conclusions
Thus, parental conflict may foster tightening of the family 
bonds and intensify parentification at the same time. On 
the other hand, in order to separate and break excessive 
family ties, adolescents may move out of the family house.
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Background

Parentification is a  family system dysfunction in-
volving reversing the roles between a child and his 
or her parents (Hooper, Marotta, &  Lanthier, 2008; 
Hooper, Doehler, & Hannah, 2011; Schier, 2014) and 
may become an additional stressor for the family in 
the phase of the late adolescent’s entry into adult life. 
The theoretical perspective taking into account the 
life cycle of a family helps to understand the individ-
ual human development process in the broader con-
text of his interactions with other family members 
and in response to changes within the system and 
outside of it. According to the concept of Carter and 
McGoldrick (1989), the stress suffered by adults and 
children reaches the highest intensity at the moment 
of transition from one phase to another in the cycle 
of family development. At that time there is a high-
er probability of the occurrence of problems that are 
a consequence of difficulties in completing develop-
ment tasks at the level of the whole system, as well 
as the individual development of its members. The 
development tasks during late adolescence include 
becoming financially and emotionally independent 
from the family and establishing self-responsibility. 
Stressors already existing in the family, such as con-
flict between parents or inverted hierarchy contrib-
uting to the fact that a child takes care of parents and 
siblings, may result in the postponement of making 
decisions related to initiation of independent life by 
a young man. Therefore, it seems reasonable to look 
into mechanisms of family processes’ impact on the 
late adolescents in two groups depending on whether 
they still live with their parents or already live an 
independent life.

Parentification manifests itself in taking care of 
family members in a  way adverse for a  child and 
being burdened with family responsibilities. In such 
a situation, a child is providing care to his or her par-
ents instead of being cared for by them (Schier, 2010; 
Hooper et al., 2011). Parentification may occur in 
emotional or instrumental form. Instrumental paren-
tification refers to being concerned about family liv-
ing conditions (Hooper et al., 2008; Hooper & Wal-
lace, 2010; Schier, 2010; Hooper et al., 2011; Schier, 
2014). It manifests in physical help that a  child de-
votes to his or her family. The child does the house 
chores and organizes the everyday family life (Hoop-
er et al., 2011). Emotional parentification refers to 
emotional and social needs of the family members 
being fulfilled by the child. It may manifest in being 
watchful of family members’ moods, caring about 
their comfort or being a scapegoat or a mediator be-
tween family members when conflict occurs (Schier, 
2010; Hooper et al., 2011). Parentification may also 
be divided in terms of its consequences, which may 
be constructive or destructive for a child. Parentifica-

tion is constructive when it has a positive impact on 
the child’s development. It may happen for instance 
when performing certain functions and roles makes 
the child feel important, helpful and needed. It builds 
his or her self-competence and feeling of agency 
and directs the child towards focusing on the future 
(Schier, 2014). On the other hand, parentification is 
destructive when the child is so overwhelmed with 
adult responsibilities that he or she cannot perform 
his or her own developmental tasks (Schier, 2010). 
A situation which exceeds the child’s capabilities and 
resources may result in various negative consequenc-
es such as substance abuse (Chase, 1998 after: Hoop-
er et al., 2008), mental disorders (Jones & Wells, 1996 
after: Hooper et al., 2008), difficulties in relationships 
(Valleau, 1995 after: Hooper et al., 2008) and poor 
future parental skills (Boszormenyi-Nagy &  Spark, 
1973; Bowen, 1978; Chase, 1998 after: Hooper et al., 
2008). It is worth mentioning that another division is 
proposed by Hooper (2009; Hooper & Wallace, 2010) 
in the concept of her measure called Parentification 
Inventory. The method distinguishes to whom the 
parentified processes are directed (siblings or par-
ents) and also includes a  subscale which measures 
the perceived benefits of parentification. Also the 
Polish researcher Schier (2010, 2014) notes that it is 
crucial whom the child is taking care of. Depending 
on whether it will be a mother, father, sibling(s), or 
the entire family at the same time, it will have a dif-
ferent impact on the duties performed by the child 
and the child’s development (Schier, 2010).

This approach seems to be very relevant to Polish 
culture. According to Schier (2014) social approv-
al for parentification may take root, for example, in 
strong Polish cultural values such as unconditional 
respect for parents (i.e. regardless of how they treat 
their children), ethos of the brave children as well 
as perceiving children as their parents’ property. 
According to those beliefs, adolescents and children 
may be expected to care for their parents and siblings. 
On the other hand, Szlendak (2010) draws attention 
to the fact that parents in Poland after their children 
begin adult life realistically assess their capabilities, 
tending to expect material support and putting the 
emotional support on the shoulders of their friends. 
In addition, tensions and conflicts that occurred in 
the family in the past do not necessarily have a neg-
ative impact on the motivation of children to help 
their parents in Poland.

Parental conflict is one of the situations in which 
parentification may occur. In the face of parental 
conflict, the child may assume the role of caregiver 
to both parents or siblings. The strength and form 
of parental conflict is more strongly connected with 
problems and symptoms observed in children than 
the consequences of a  divorce (Jouriles, Murphy, 
&  O’Leary, 1989). Each conflict has integrative and 
disintegrative elements for the family. For the pa-
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rental relationship and child’s development it is im-
portant which of those two elements is predominant 
(Białyszewski, 1983; Ryś, 1994). Behavior disorders 
among children who experience parental conflict 
depend on many factors. One of them is adults’ cop-
ing strategies (Goeke-Morey, Cummings, &  Papp, 
2007). Parental lack of effective coping strategies 
prevents the child from learning how to regulate his 
or her own emotions (Schore, 1994; Kerns, Abraham, 
Schlegelmilch, &  Morgan, 2007; Cooper, Hoffman, 
Powell, & Marvin, 2005). Cummings and Davies de-
scribe a few ways that children react to parental con-
flict, which take the form of ‘the loud scream’ or ‘the 
silent scream’ (2010). ‘The loud scream’ may take the 
form of behavioral dysregulation, which means arous-
al manifesting in hyperactivity and losing control 
over one’s behavior. Secondly, ‘the loud scream’ may 
take the form of involvement, which means trying to 
interfere with the parental confrontation. ‘The silent 
scream’ manifests in either emotional reactivity, un-
derstood as a  prolonged state of emotional tension 
and anxiety, or avoidance, which may be understood 
as a strategy used in order to get away from parental 
conflict and its negative consequences (Cummings 
& Davies, 2010).

The relationship between the occurrence of paren-
tal conflict and difficulties in children’s functioning 
appears to be linked to the developmental level. From 
a developmental perspective, every stage of a child’s 
life poses particular challenges that the child has to 
meet in order to obtain better competences for the 
next life stage (Cicchetti, 1993). The child’s expo-
sure to parental conflict may disturb the harmonious 
progress of solving developmental tasks, which in 
turn leads to the formation of maladaptive patterns of 
the child’s functioning. Additionally, every improp-
erly solved problem makes it more difficult for the 
child to succeed in subsequent life stages (Cicchetti, 
2006). A particular age may predispose the child to 
experiencing the parental conflict situation more in-
tensely and trigger the occurrence of a certain class 
of disorders. According to Wallerstein and Blakeslee 
(2005), the early adolescence stage is an “unpredict-
able period.” On one hand, as compared to a young-
er child, an adolescent is better at assessing who is 
responsible for the family conflict and has more de-
veloped skills of solving loyalty conflicts and using 
external sources of support in family crisis situations 
(Hetherington, 1993). On the other hand, a  strong 
conflict between parents may cause a whole reper-
toire of violent reactions and intensify the symptoms 
of emotional dysregulation typical for the period of 
adolescence. Franke (1983) gave a name to the appar-
ently mature attitude, observed in adolescents faced 
with family crises stemming from conflicts between 
parents, that involves taking adult roles or attaining 
empowerment prematurely and moving away from 
the family home. A conflicted atmosphere in a mar-

ried dyad is frequently the reason why the oldest 
child, usually aged more than 12, takes the difficult 
role of a person loyal to the parent who requires in-
strumental or emotional support, or strives to protect 
younger siblings. Thus, the child experiences paren-
tification, which means having to fulfill tasks inap-
propriate to one’s developmental age. The adolescent 
is then forced to begin her adult life earlier than her 
peers whose families provide them with the feeling 
of safety thanks to competent adult care. For fear of 
the deterioration of relations among family mem-
bers, the young person often postpones her leaving 
of the family of origin because she feels obliged to 
take care of her parents and/or siblings. Thus, she 
does not take on the roles and tasks of adulthood on 
time. However, sometimes young people, burdened 
with household duties resulting from a reversed fam-
ily hierarchy, make a radical change in their lives and 
abandon their families through physical separation 
and emotional cut-off (Bowen, 1987).

Having siblings may perform miscellaneous func-
tions in a situation when parents are in conflict. First 
of all, having siblings may be a protective factor in 
the view of parental conflict. A  brother or a  sister 
may become a  child’s secondary attachment figure 
when parents are engaged in their conflict (Bowlby, 
2007). On the other hand, conflicts between siblings 
may escalate parental conflicts, which in return neg-
atively affects children and causes damage in parent–
child relations and in other relationships within the 
family (Stocker &  Youngblade, 1999). Relationships 
with siblings also become then much less friendly 
(Dunn & Davies, 2001 for Cummings & Davies, 2010). 
Parental hostility towards their children seems to be 
the mediator between parental conflict and relation-
ships between siblings (Stocker & Youngblade, 1999) 
and attempts to pull the children into coalitions, 
which increases the rivalry between them (Howes 
& Markman, 1989). 

The present research aimed to extend the knowl-
edge about parentification and its connections with 
parental conflict and adolescents’ strategies of coping 
with parental conflict. It is particularly interesting 
to compare these family processes between people 
in late adolescence who still live with their parents 
and those who have left the family home. Szlendak 
(2010) describes two paths of entering adulthood. In 
one of them, leaving home, entering the labor mar-
ket and starting one’s own family were simultane-
ous events, whereas according to the second model, 
these events are spaced apart in time and normally 
start with taking up a job, which allows financial in-
dependence from one’s parents. Because of the pro-
longation of the education process and difficulties in 
getting a job in Poland, we can observe an increasing 
number of so-called “fledglings”, who are adults who 
do not want to “leave the nest” and begin an inde-
pendent life (Fitzpatrick, Błażek, Kaźmierczak, & Le-
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wandowska-Walter, 2014). Poland also has one of the 
highest age rates for adult children living at home 
(Boni & Szafraniec, 2011). Therefore, it is important 
to consider whether outside of sociological factors, 
the psychological mechanisms expressed by paren-
tification, namely the necessity to support parents, 
take care of siblings or act as a family buffer in the 
face of parental conflict, also distinguish the people 
leaving the house in accordance to the rhythm of the 
family life cycle and those postponing such a deci-
sion. Formulating a  thesis in this case is a  difficult 
task, as in the case of late adolescents who have left 
the family home it can be expected that on one hand 
they will conduct a development task in accordance 
with the individual rhythm and family life cycle, but 
on the other hand they could opt for quick indepen-
dence in order to cut themselves off from the neces-
sity of acting as a guardian of the other members of 
the family. On the other hand, late adolescents who 
still live with their parents can enjoy the comforts of 
life offered to them by their parents or remain in the 
family home due to serving roles described as paren-
tification. Therefore, a few questions were put:
 1. �Are there group differences in parentification 

characteristics among individuals who live with 
parents and individuals who live separate from 
parents? 

2A. �For individuals who live with parents, how do 
parental conflict and coping strategies contribute 
to parent-focused parentification?

2B. �For individuals who live separately from parents, 
how do parental conflict and coping strategies 
contribute to parent-focused parentification?

3A. �For individuals who live with parents, how do 
parental conflict and coping strategies contribute 
to parentification benefits?

3B. �For individuals who live separately from parents, 
how do parental conflict and coping strategies 
contribute to parentification benefits?

4A. �For individuals who live with parents, how do 
parental conflict and coping strategies contribute 
to sibling-focused parentification?

4B. �For individuals who live separately from parents, 
how do parental conflict and coping strategies 
contribute to sibling-focused parentification?

Participants and procedure

Participants

The empirical evidence consisted of the results of two 
hundred sixty-four volunteers. The group consisted 
of 87.50% women and 12.50% men. They were around 
21 years old (M = 21.39, SD = 2.52). The majority of 
late adolescents were during their university studies 
(84.50%). The rest of them had higher (11.40%) or sec-
ondary education (4.20%). The research group con-

sisted of people who were in informal relationships 
(52.70%) or were single (43.60%). Only 3.80% of the 
group were married. Most of the participants were 
unemployed (55.70%), but some of them had a  full-
time (17.40%) or part-time job (26.90%). Only 17.40% 
of the group were only children. Adolescents who did 
not have siblings were excluded while counting the 
results of the Sibling-focused Parentification Subscale. 
Adolescents who lived with their parents accounted 
for 61.70% of the group, while those who lived on 
their own constituted 38.30% of the group.

Measures

The adolescents who participated in the research 
filled in Hooper’s Parentification Inventory (2009) in 
the experimental version of the Polish adaptation 
by Lewandowska-Walter and Borchet (2015) and the 
experimental version of the Polish adaptation of Da-
vies’ and Forman’s Security in the Interparental Sub-
system (SIS) Scale – Child Report (Winnicka, 2013; Le-
wandowska-Walter & Waruszewska, in press).

SIS Scale – Child Report. The scale was developed 
in 2002 by Davies and Forman. The scale examines 
children’s reactions to parental conflict (Cummings 
& Davies, 2010). The theoretical basis for the tool was 
the emotional security hypothesis, which assumes 
that the emotional security posed by the parental 
subsystem is the basic mechanism which moder-
ates the relation between parental conflict and the 
child’s possibilities to adapt to it (Davies, Forman, 
Rasi, &  Stevens, 2002). Due to this theory, difficul-
ties for children in maintaining emotional security 
stem from being exposed to destructive experiences 
connected with parental conflict (Davies et al., 2002). 
Such experiences may result in emotional insecu-
rity which may increase the risk of psychological 
problems (Cummings &  Davies, 1996 after: Davies 
et al., 2002). The SIS Scale – Child Report has seven 
subscales. The reliability indicators for this study are 
presented in parentheses. Emotional reactivity (Cron-
bach’s α: .85) means frequent, prolonged and deregu-
lated experience of distress. Behavioral dysregulation 
represents physiological arousal and lack of control 
(Cronbach’s α: .43). Due to the low reliability of this 
scale its results were not taken into consideration. 
Avoidance refers to strategies used to get away from 
parental conflict and its aftermath (Cronbach’s α: .81). 
Involvement describes tendencies to be emotionally  
or behaviorally engaged in parental conflict (Cron-
bach’s α: .66). Constructive family representations as 
a scale means the evaluation of the parental conflict 
as mild and constructive for the family (Cronbach’s α:  
.89), whereas Destructive family representations are 
the assessment of negative consequences of paren-
tal conflict for the family system (Cronbach’s α: .79). 
Conflict spillover representations refers to assessing 
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how much the parental conflict negatively influences 
the child’s well-being (Cronbach’s α: .73) (Cummings 
& Davies, 2010). 

Parental conflict evaluation. Additionally, late ad-
olescents were asked to evaluate how they perceive 
their parents’ conflict. They had to choose a point on 
a Likert-type scale from 1 to 5, where 1 meant lack of 
conflict and tension, and 5 meant strong conflict and 
tension perceived between one’s parents.

Parentification Inventory. Participants complet-
ed the experimental version of the Polish adapta-
tion of the Parentification Inventory (Hooper, 2009) 
by Lewandowska-Walter and Borchet (2015). It is 
a  scale that enables one to assess the intensity of 
parentification levels that are judged retrospective-
ly by the subject. Its theoretical basis lies in family 
system theory (Hooper et al., 2011). It consists of  
3 sub-scales. The reliability indicators of the sub-
scales for this study are presented in parentheses. 
Parent-focused parentification refers to the roles and 
responsibilities that are appropriate for the adults 
but usually the child is performing them for his 
or her parents (Cronbach’s α: .80). Sibling-focused 
parentification refers to the roles and responsibili-
ties that are appropriate for the adults but the child 
is performing them for his or her siblings (Cron-
bach’s α: .58). Perceived benefits of parentification 
are the positive thoughts and feelings which are 
experienced by the child because of performing 
adult roles and responsibilities for his or her family 
(Cronbach’s α: .81). The work on the Polish adapta-
tion of this tool still continues. Based on the prelim-
inary analyses, we can say that the indicators are 
promising and the three-factor model of the original 
scale is to be confirmed. However, the scale seems 
to be culturally dependent, as was confirmed by the 
differences between the Spanish version and the 
original American tool (Hooper, 2014).

Results

The multi-factor analysis of variance (ANOVA) was 
conducted to assess whether it is reliable to test the 
group differences. In order to answer the research 
questions number 2, 3, and 4 stepwise regression 
models were tested. The dependent variables were 

Parent-focused parentification, Siblings-focused pa- 
rentification and Perceived benefits of parentifica-
tion. The independent variables were intensity of pa-
rental conflict and strategies of coping with parental 
conflict. The grouping variable was living with one’s 
parents or living on one’s own. The tables present 
only statistically significant results. 

Group differences

Significant differences between the individuals who 
lived with their parents and those who lived on their 
own were obtained in Sibling-focused parentification 
(F(1) = 4.92, p = .027, η2 = .02). The adolescents who 
lived on their own had a higher level of parentifica-
tion towards siblings than those who lived with their 
parents (M = 2.51, SD = 0.50 vs. M = 2.35, SD = 0.52). 
The results of the analysis are presented in Table 1.

Parent-focused parentification

In the group of adolescents living with their parents 
the first step was to examine the influence of paren-
tal conflict on parentification towards parents. In the 
second step strategies of coping with the parental 
conflict were added to the model. Below, results for 
the dependent variable Parent-focused parentifica-
tion are presented (Table 2).

In the view of parental conflict, the intensity of 
parental conflict does not affect the amount of care 
and concern given to the parents for the adolescents 
who lived with their parents. After adding the second 
predictor (strategies of coping with parental conflict) 
the model became statistically significant. The signif-
icant predictors were Avoidance (β = –.35, p = .006) 
and Involvement (β = .34, p = .010). These two results 
are consistent, and it shows that when the parents are 
conflicted the adolescents tend to engage in conflict.

In the group of adolescents who lived on their 
own the first step was to examine the influence of pa-
rental conflict on parentification towards parents. In 
the second step strategies of coping with the parental 
conflict were added to the model. Below, results for 
the dependent variable Parent-focused parentifica-
tion are presented (Table 3).

Table 1

Differences in parentification characteristics among individuals who live with parents and individuals who live 
separately from parents

Source F df p η2

Parent-focused parentification 1.94 1 .165 .01

Sibling-focused parentification 4.92 1 .027 .02

Perceived benefits of parentification 1.34 1 .247 .01
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In view of parental conflict, both the intensity of 
parental conflict and strategies of coping with pa-
rental conflict affect the amount of care and concern 
given to the parents for the adolescents who lived 
on their own. The first model including the intensity 
of parental conflict (β = .28, p < .001) was statisti-
cally significant. In the second model the significant 
predictors were Avoidance (β = –.31, p = .001) and 
Involvement (β = .29, p = .001). These two results are 
consistent because the adolescents are not avoiding 
the situation and they get involved in it.

Perceived benefits of parentification

In the group of adolescents living with their parents 
the first step was to examine the influence of paren-
tal conflict on Perceived benefits of parentification. 
In the second step strategies of coping with the pa-
rental conflict were added to the model.

Below, results for the dependent variable Per-
ceived benefits of parentification are presented (Ta-
ble 4). 

In the view of parental conflict, for the adolescents 
who lived with their parents both the intensity of pa-
rental conflict and the strategies of coping with pa-
rental conflict affect the amount of Perceived benefits 
of parentification. The first model including the inten-
sity of parental conflict (β = –.45, p < .001) was statis-
tically significant. In the second model the significant 
predictors were Emotional reactivity (β = .36, p = .001), 
Avoidance (β = .26, p = .011) and Constructive family 
representations (β = .58, p < .001). The results show that  
adolescents who live with their parents and perceive 
more benefits of experiencing parentification tend to 
cope with their parents’ conflict by avoiding it, being 
emotionally reactive and vulnerable. Apart from that, 
they try to keep positive representation of their fami-
ly despite the conflict and problems in the family. 

In the group of adolescents living on their own 
the first step was to examine the influence of paren-
tal conflict on Perceived benefits of parentification. 
In the second step the strategies of coping with the 
parental conflict were added to the model. Below, re-
sults for the dependent variable Perceived benefits of 
parentification are presented (Table 5).

Table 2

Intensity of parental conflict and strategies of coping with parental conflict as predictors of Parent-focused 
parentification in the group of adolescents living with their parents 

Model Predictors R R2 Adjusted R2 F (df) p

1 Intensity of parental conflict .02 .00 –.01 0.05 (1, 99) .818

2
Intensity of parental conflict

.47 .22 .16 3.32 (8, 92) .002Strategies of coping with  
parental conflict

Table 3

Intensity of parental conflict and strategies of coping with parental conflict as predictors of Parent-focused 
parentification in the group of adolescents living on their own 

Model Predictors R R2 Adjusted R2 F (df) for R2 P

1 Intensity of parental conflict .28 .08 .07 13.13 (1, 161) < .001

2
Intensity of parental conflict

.50 .25 .21 6.33 (8, 154) < .001Strategies of coping with  
parental conflict

Table 4

Intensity of parental conflict and strategies of coping with parental conflict as predictors of Perceived benefits 
of parentification in the group of adolescents living with their parents 

Model Predictors R R2 Adjusted R2 F (df) for R2 P

1 Intensity of parental conflict .45 .20 .19 24.92 (1, 99) < .001

2
Intensity of parental conflict

.70 .48 .44 10.63 (8, 92) < .001Strategies of coping with pa-
rental conflict



Judyta Borchet, Aleksandra Lewandowska-Walter

119volume 5(2), 

In view of parental conflict, for the adolescents 
who lived on their own both the intensity of paren-
tal conflict and the strategies of coping with paren-
tal conflict affect the amount of Perceived benefits of 
parentification. The first model including the Intensi-
ty of parental conflict (β = –.38, p < .001) was statis-
tically significant. In the second model Constructive 
family representations (β = .37, p < .001) was the only 
significant predictor. The better the adolescents who 
lived on their own think about their family despite 
the conflict, the more benefits of parentification they 
notice.

Sibling-focused parentification

In the group of adolescents living with their parents 
the first step was to examine the influence of paren-
tal conflict on parentification towards siblings. In the 
second step the strategies of coping with the parental 

conflict were added to the model. Below, results for 
the dependent variable Sibling-focused parentifica-
tion are presented (Table 6).

In view of parental conflict, for the adolescents 
who lived with their parents the intensity of parental 
conflict does not affect the amount of care and con-
cern given to their siblings. After adding the second 
predictor (strategies of coping with parental conflict) 
the model became statistically significant. The signif-
icant predictors were Emotional reactivity (β = .41,  
p = .007) and Involvement (β = .37, p = .013). The re-
sults show that adolescents who are living with their 
parents and performing more parentification duties 
to their sibilings, tend to cope with their parents’ 
conflict by getting involved with it and being emo-
tionally reactive and vulnerable.

In the group of adolescents who lived on their 
own the first step was to examine the influence of 
parental conflict on parentification towards siblings. 
In the second step the strategies of coping with the 

Table 5

Intensity of parental conflict and strategies of coping with parental conflict as predictors of Perceived benefits 
of parentification in the group of adolescents living on their own

Model Predictors R R2 Adjusted R2 F (df) for R2 p

1
Intensity of parental 

conflict
.38 .15 .14 27.63 (1, 161) < .001

2

Intensity of parental 
conflict

.57 .33 .29 9.30 (8, 154) < .001
Strategies of coping with 

parental conflict

Table 6

Intensity of parental conflict and strategies of coping with parental conflict as predictors of Sibling-focused 
parentification in the group of adolescents living with their parents

Model Predictors R R2 Adjusted R2 F (df) for R2 p

1
Intensity of parental 

conflict
.15 .02 .01 1.89 (1, 80) .173

2

Intensity of parental 
conflict

.56 .32 .24 4.23 (8, 73) < .001
Strategies of coping with 

parental conflict

Table 7

Intensity of parental conflict and strategies of coping with parental conflict as predictors of Sibling-focused 
parentification in the group of adolescents living on their own

Model Predictors R R2 Adjusted R2 F (df) for R2 p

1 Intensity of parental conflict .00 .00 –.01 0.00 (1, 134) .976

2
Intensity of parental conflict

.29 .08 .03 1.43 (8, 127) .190Strategies of coping with  
parental conflict
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parental conflict were added to the model. Below, 
results for the dependent variable Sibling-focused 
parentification are presented (Table 7).

In view of parental conflict, for the adolescents 
who lived on their own neither the intensity of pa-
rental conflict nor the strategies of coping with pa-
rental conflict affect the amount of care and concern 
given to their siblings.

Discussion

The aim of this study was to extend the knowledge 
about parentification among late adolescents and its 
connections with parental conflict and the strategies 
of coping with parental conflict they use. The first 
question was aimed to test the group differences in 
parentification characteristics between adolescents 
who lived with their parents and those who did not. 
Because there was one significant difference in terms 
of sibling-focused parentification the authors decid-
ed that it is evidence that the parentification process 
may be different in those two groups, which made 
running the analyses distinctly reliable. The second 
question concerned the impact of the intensity of pa-
rental conflict on parent-focused parentification in 
the case of late adolescents who live with their par-
ents or separately. In the analysis of replies to the 
third question it was verified whether the strategies 
of coping with parental conflict influence perceived 
benefits of parentification in late adolescence in both 
groups. The fourth question was whether the strat-
egies of coping with parental conflict influence sib-
ling-focused parentification differently in the case of 
late adolescents who live with their parents or sep-
arately. 

In the light of the results one can state that pa-
rental conflict and strategies of coping with parental 
conflict influence parentification characteristics (its 
direction towards parents or siblings and its per-
ceived advantages). Moreover, the discussed process-
es occur rather differently in the group of adolescents 
who live with their family of origin and those who 
live on their own and do not share the household 
with their family of origin. When the adolescent 
lives with the parents, the more he or she copes with 
the parental conflict with engaging in it and the less 
he or she avoids it, the more he or she tries to take 
care of the conflicted parents. The weaker the con-
flict of the mother and father is, the more the ado-
lescent copes with it by experiencing prolonged dis-
tress, the less he or she avoids the parental conflict, 
the more he or she evaluates the parental conflict as 
constructive and the more benefits of parentification 
he or she notices. Additionally, adolescents who cope 
with parental conflict with emotional reactivity and 
engage in the conflict are more involved with taking 
care of their siblings. If the adolescent lives on his/

her own, parentification towards parents is connect-
ed with the intensity of parental conflict and strate-
gies of coping with it such as involvement and not 
avoiding the conflict (which is consistent with the 
previous result). The weaker the parental conflict is 
and the more constructively the adolescent judges it, 
the more benefits of parentification the adolescent 
perceives. Neither the intensity of parental conflict 
nor the strategies of coping with parental conflict af-
fects the amount of care and concern given to their 
siblings. What is more, the level of parentification 
towards siblings was significantly different between 
adolescents who shared the household with their 
parents and those who lived on their own. Taking 
that into consideration it may be concluded that pa-
rental conflict and ways of coping with it may not 
be strong predictors of how much concern and care 
is being given to siblings, and other connections and 
predictors are to be sought. Perhaps the quality of 
relations between siblings may be the one that is cru-
cial to the level of parentification focused on siblings. 

For both groups – the adolescents who share the 
household with their parents and the adolescents 
who lived on their own – it was noticeable that the 
more they engage in the parental conflict, the more 
parentified they are. It may be due to the fact that 
involvement in the parental conflict tightens the 
family ties and builds the loyalties and coalitions. 
Moreover, the adolescent may be worried about the 
parents, and that may trigger his or her over-concern 
about the parents. Additionally, for adolescents who 
live outside the family house the intensity of parental 
conflict influences their parentification towards par-
ents. Leaving the family home seems to change a lot 
in relationships between siblings, even if their par-
ents’ conflict is not involved. After moving out from 
the family house late adolescents may start being 
over-concerned about their siblings. That may occur 
due to the fact that they are no longer able to provide 
help for their siblings in their everyday life as much 
as they did in the past. While experiencing parental 
conflict late adolescents tend to care about their sib-
lings, they parentify their siblings and are more emo-
tionally engaged in parental conflict. Perhaps moving 
out was an attempt to cut off the excessive family ties 
(enmeshment) and overwhelming responsibilities, as 
explained by Bowen in his concept of intergenera-
tional transmission (1987). At the same time, it may 
be the way to separate from the family and individ-
uate, which was not available while living with the 
family when the roles were reversed. Living with 
parents and taking care of them is one of the risk fac-
tors which extends the process of entering adulthood 
(com. Wojciechowska, 2005). Moreover, those who 
stay at home may not have enough space to start 
their own life because of feeling responsible for their 
siblings and conflicted parents. However, moving out 
and cutting family ties seems to be an ineffective way 
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of removing the burden of responsibility caused by 
performing family roles.

In terms of perceived benefits of parentification, 
there was a similar pattern in both groups. The weak-
er the adolescents assessed their parents’ conflict and 
the more they described it as constructive, the more 
benefits of parentification they perceived. This means 
that it is possible to perceive the benefits of a diffi-
cult situation, which is basically parentification, if 
the parental conflict has a positive impact on family 
life. This result is consistent with actual knowledge. 
Young people learn from their parents how to solve 
conflicts functionally (Pryor & Pattison, 2007). Lack 
of such patterns makes it difficult to acquire con-
structive ways of conflict solving and to form correct 
manners of communicating (com. Harwas-Napierała, 
2008). Gaining knowledge how to resolve conflicts 
effectively may be the reason the adolescents find 
such situations beneficial for them. Moreover, the re-
search conducted by Borchet, Lewandowska-Walter 
and Rostowska (2016) suggests that adolescents who 
are satisfied with their family life are more inclined to 
positively reformulate parentification experienced by 
them and to notice more benefits connected with it.

Obviously, the study had some limitations. First, 
the majority of the group were women, which means 
that the results should be generalized and interpreted 
with caution. Moreover, the participants participated 
in the survey voluntarily. Additionally, the study had 
methodological limitations. There were experimental 
methods used which were not yet fully adapted to 
Polish conditions, and the intensity of parental con-
flict was measured only on a Likert scale from 1 to 5. 
However, those limitations stem from the fact that 
there were neither Polish nor other adapted similar 
methods available. Therefore, the researchers decid-
ed to use the experimental methods so that they can 
not only answer their research questions but also test 
the methods. Because there were significant relations 
between the variables, the study should be repeated 
after completion of the adaptation process. 

The study also had some advantages. The main 
strength was its novelty in terms of Polish family 
psychology due to the fact that most research on 
parentification has been carried out in the United 
States. Taking it all into consideration, regardless 
of the mentioned limitations, the results encourage 
us to conduct further research on parentification, 
especially in terms of parental conflict and coping 
with it. 
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