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Abstract
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. However, 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. The primary objective of the current study was to explore the possible benefits of parentification. Using an
understudied, international population, the current study tested the benefits of parentification in the context of the sibling
relationship. Two research questions guided the study: to what extent are perceived benefits of parentification positively
associated with self-esteem among a sample of Polish late adolescents? And to what extent does the quality of the sibling
relationship mediate the association between perceived benefits of parentification and self-esteem? Results from the current
sample showed the quality of sibling relationships partially mediated the relation between parentification and self-esteem.
The findings underline the importance of assessing the quality of sibling relationships when an individual or family
presenting for clinical services related to past and current family discord and dysfunction. Future research might consider
other factors in the sibling relationship, such as personality, that could relate to positive outcomes from parentification.
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Highlights
● Children and adolescents who experience parentification may employ various coping mechanisms.
● Quality relationships between siblings may reduce the negative outcomes of parentification.
● International studies on individuals who experience parentification are needed.
● Relationships other than the harmful ones with parents must be investigated.

Although adverse situations in the family system are com-
monly related to a negative and unstable self-esteem, there
are instances when the same situations might facilitate
feelings of resiliency, self-efficacy, and competency (Byng-
Hall 2008). One systemic structure that may engender

positive outcomes is when roles are reversed between chil-
dren and adults, and the hierarchy is inverted in the family
system. This structure is commonly characterized as a dys-
functional family system and includes the family system
process described as parentification (Minuchin 1974).
Paradoxically, parentification, or young caregiving, can
result in children experiencing an increase in self-esteem or
forming new skills as a result of engaging in adult-like
family roles and responsibilities, including caring for a
parent or sibling in difficult situations (Schier 2014). A
review of the literature suggests the parentified child’s future
development and the possible outcomes may depend on how
the child feels about, and makes meaning of, the par-
entification experience (Jurkovic 1997).
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Family systems theory undergirds the idea that one path-
way between parentification and its related outcomes may be
differentiated based on the feelings one has about par-
entification. Jurkovic (1997) described this as the perceived
fairness of parentification and Hooper (2009) describes this as
the perceived benefits of parentification. Clinicians and
researchers alike contend it is critical to determine how the
individual views or assesses her or his roles and situation
within the family system, separate and apart from the actual
responsibilities performed within the family. For example, if a
child sees the advantages of caregiving roles, responsibilities,
and relationships, and maintains that view believing in the
cultural appropriateness or deriving a sense of self-impor-
tance, then those views about the experiences can inform a
positive self-evaluation. In addition to the recognition of the
perceived benefits of parentification, questions have arisen
about what conditions have to be met or what protective
factors must be evidenced in the child’s life in order for
parentification to become a constructive experience (Jurkovic
1997; Schier 2014). The factors that may impinge upon the
pathway between parentification and negative and positive
valence and outcomes could be (a) to whom the parentifica-
tion is directed (parent vs. sibling) and (b) the quality of those
relationships (Burton et al. 2018; Fitzgerald et al. 2008).
Given the ubiquitous nature of parentification in family sys-
tems, it is important to consider factors that may exacerbate
and/or buffer the commonly evidenced negative outcomes
and scantly observed positive outcomes (Byng-Hall 2008).

As defined in family psychology and attachment theory,
parentification is a distortion of the division of roles and
responsibilities in the family, in which those roles are
reversed (Haxhe 2016; Hooper et al. 2008; Jurkovic 1997;
Minuchin 1974). This non-normative pattern of interactions
in most families, involves children or adolescents engaging
in caretaking for their parents (or other family members)
rather than the children being cared for by their parents.
Children who are charged with taking care of their family
members are often robbed of performing their own devel-
opmental tasks, as well as activities with their peers. In
these cases, family caregiving is often problematic and
disruptive to the child’s personal development (Boszormenyi-
Nagy and Spark 1973; Hooper et al. 2011; Hooper and
Wallace 2010; Mika et al. 1987; Schier 2010, 2014). Par-
entification takes place in families all over the world, irre-
spective of the culture of the family in which the child is
being raised (Hooper 2014; Shih et al. 2010; Titzmann
2012), and it is related to both negative and positive con-
sequences during adolescence and adulthood (Aldridge and
Becker 1993; Carroll and Robinson 2000; Peris et al. 2008;
Wells and Jones 2000). In one meta-analysis, adults who
had experienced an inverted hierarchy during their child-
hood were prone to have a higher risk of substance abuse in
adulthood (Hooper et al. 2011).

Although less commonly investigated, engaging in the
role of a parentified child can facilitate positive outcomes.
Additionally, the parentification process can be consonant
with cultural expectations in the family, as well as socio-
demographic factors, and to whom the caregiving is direc-
ted (parent vs. sibling). For example, Burton (2007)
suggested parentification may facilitate the development of
a sense of responsibility, self-agency, efficiency, and com-
petencies among racially, ethnically, and culturally diverse
individuals. Fitzgerald et al. (2008) conducted a study on
instrumental parentification, which manifested itself as a
form of caregiving for siblings. Their results showed that
instrumental parentification was positively associated with
psychosocial adaptation. The authors discussed that the
increase in the children’s competencies gained while
engaging in caregiving resulted in their psychosocial
adaptation. However, the positive impact of parentification
in childhood, and later in adulthood, may depend on
individual-level factors (e.g., child’s personality and exter-
nal factors). Williams and Francis (2010) suggested that an
internal sense of control is an important protective factor for
children against the commonly reported negative con-
sequences of reversing roles within the family. Hooper et al.
(2012) found that to a lesser extent, adolescents who carried
out caregiving responsibilities within a family, due to the
parent’s addiction to alcohol, self-reported similar pro-
blems, and were much more prone to symptoms of
depression. Therefore, parentification may produce both
negative and positive outcomes simultaneously and the
sibling relationship may be an important factor in mediating
or moderating those outcomes.

From the perspective of family psychology, experiencing
positive relationships with meaningful people, which
includes sisters and brothers, is relevant for forming a
positive sense of self and value. When parents are una-
vailable, uncaring, or neglectful, siblings may become
important figures in one’s development (Bowlby 1988;
Byng-Hall 2008). In most cultures, sibling relationships are
one of the longest-lasting because they start at the time of
the birth of the younger sibling. In the case of twins, the
relationship has already begun during the fetal period
(Capodieci 2006; Namysłowska and Siewierska 2009;
Rostowska 2010). In most families, the sibling subsystem is
two or more children with at least one common parent
(Harwas-Napierała 2008; Noller 2005; Noller et al. 2008;
Rostowska 2010). The functioning of the sibling subsystem
is based on mutual interactions, feelings toward one
another, and attitudes toward common or individual
experiences. Irrespective of the stage of life, sisters and
brothers may provide companionship, caring for and help-
ing each other (Goetting 1986; Lempers and Clark-Lempers
1992). In adult life, they cooperate in caring for elderly
parents, often trusting each other in the matters of their own
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families, and share memories and experiences from their
family of origin (Lewandowska-Walter et al. 2016). Sib-
lings can also be important role models for each other.
Therefore, sisters and brothers influence each other and
have a mutual contribution to one’s individual development
(Buhrmester 1992; Furman and Buhrmester 1985).

The fact that sibling relationships typically last from the
cradle to the grave does not mean they are unalterable or
always positive. On the contrary, throughout life, sibling
relationships are constantly evolving. Their intensity and
degree of intimacy are changing, alongside with the ways in
which siblings communicate and resolve conflict (Namy-
słowska and Siewierska 2009). Barbaro de (1999) described
the sibling relationship as a social laboratory in which
children experience their first peer interaction. Later social
experiences may be modeled after the quality of relation-
ships with sisters and brothers (Namysłowska 2001).
Importantly, even though a parentified child may be limited
in the interactions with their peers outside of the family
system, the sibling relationship may afford the parentified
child a similar developmental experience. Additionally, the
specificity of the sibling relationship allows for the emer-
gence of a range of interpersonal processes, which are likely
different than the relationships evidenced with parents,
which tend to be more hierarchical than sibling relationships
(Lewandowska-Walter et al. 2016).

Indeed, sibling relationships can be a significant pre-
dictor of adolescent functioning as well as a pathway
between childhood parentification and select outcomes,
including the adaptation to the family life as well as to the
society in general (Lewandowska-Walter et al. 2016). As a
result of positive interactions with sisters and brothers,
adolescents experience warmth, encouragement, accep-
tance, and support. Those interactions may increase the
chance to discover one’s own value, adequacy, and con-
fidence, which in turn can contribute to high self-esteem
(Amato 1990; Harter 1999; Yeh and Lempers 2004).

Social and family psychology theories provide a frame-
work to inform the examination of the link between par-
entification and self-esteem. According to Rosenberg’s
(1965) classic theory, people have different attitudes toward
various objects and subjects, and their own self is also one
of them. Self-esteem describes someone’s perception of me
(Rosenberg 1965). Self-esteem may also be viewed as a
concept of a hierarchical structure (Wojciszke 2002). Spe-
cifically, the lower levels of self-esteem include the ele-
ments of self-image located within specific areas (e.g., one’s
opinion on their own intelligence, personality traits, abil-
ities, or physical attractiveness). Those unique aspects of
self-esteem are also related to specific domains—and
combined—represent one’s overall or global self-esteem
(Oleszkowicz and Senejko 2011; Wojciszke 2002). Woj-
ciszke (2002) distinguishes the emotional component of

one’s self-esteem and describes it as “an affective reaction
to oneself” (p. 147). Conceptualized as an affective reac-
tion, one’s self-esteem may take the form of either a cold
judgment based on rationality or a hot intense emotion.
Therefore, self-esteem may be investigated in the context of
one’s permanent trait (e.g., judgment or attitude toward
oneself) or as an ongoing motive or state that is being
experienced by an individual (Wojciszke 2002). Rosen-
berg’s (1965) view of self-esteem is closer to the concept of
one’s permanent characteristic.

Guided by the tenets of family systems theory, defense
mechanisms, and posttraumatic growth, Borchet et al.
(2016) found a positive relation between parentification and
self-esteem. The authors contended that taken together, the
act of childhood family caregiving and the participants’
positive view of their caregiving roles and experiences (i.e.,
perceived benefits of parentification) facilitated self-
reported beneficial outcomes of parentification. Self-
esteem has emerged as a commonly investigated positive
outcome of parentification as feelings of competence and
self-efficacy, which could have been gained while per-
forming family caregiving, are elements of one’s positive
self-image (Wojciszke 2002). This finding is in alignment
with the literature suggesting that self-esteem may be one of
the positive outcomes of experiencing adaptive/constructive
parentification (e.g., Burton 2007; Chase 1999) or a long-
term effect of adaptive coping skills gained while per-
forming adult-like roles in the family (Stein et al. 2007).
Walker and Lee (1998) examined the connections among
parentification, self-esteem, and perceived advantages of
engaging in role reversal in the family system where alco-
holism existed. They found sibling relationships fostered
resilience among the study participants. More specifically,
“children of alcoholics” indicated sibling relationships were
a relational resource. Walker and Lee (1998) asserted that
“sibling studies are needed to find out if parentification with
brothers and sisters leads to conventional belief systems,
non-problematic use of substances, and ego strength” (pp.
532–533). Importantly, studies exploring the importance of
sibling relationships on current and later relationships and
outcomes have often produced interesting findings includ-
ing a positive association between destructive parentifica-
tion and low self-esteem (Wells et al. 1999), although more
research is needed among international samples specifically.

The Current Study

The deleterious effects of parentification are well docu-
mented (Boszormenyi-Nagy and Spark 1973; Hooper et al.
2014). Thus, studies that explore factors that may disrupt
the commonly seen negative outcomes are important. One
factor that may buffer the relation between parentification
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and negative family structures, events, and experiences is
the relationship an individual has with her or his siblings
(Burton et al. 2018; Fitzgerald et al. 2008; Milevsky and
Levitt 2005). Relationships with siblings and caring for
them may have a significant impact on the development of
an individual. On the other hand, an individual compelled to
engage in caregiving responsibilities may feel that the load
assigned to them is inequitable and thus exacerbates con-
flicts among siblings based on the parents’ differential
treatment. As a consequence, an individual may experience
difficulties in social adaptation (McHale et al. 2000).
However, most adults who have experienced family diffi-
culties and challenges in childhood view the relationship
with their sisters and brothers in a positive manner (Jenkins
1992; Tomeny et al. 2016). Thus, this positive relationship
may have a significant buffering effect on the connection
between parentification and select outcomes such as self-
esteem. Informed by the literature, the current study
examined two research questions: (a) to what extent are
perceived benefits of parentification positively associated
with self-esteem (b) to what extent does the quality of
sibling relationships mediate the relation between perceived
benefits of parentification and self-esteem?

Method

Participants

Participants in the current study were 218 late adolescents
from Poland (M= 21.37; SD= 2.49; Mdn= 21). The
majority were female (86.2%; n= 188). Most participants
self-identified as university students (84.9%; n= 185) liv-
ing outside the family home (62.4%; n= 136). The
remaining participants had secondary education (4.1%; n=
9) or higher (11%; n= 24). Approximately half of the group
were in a casual relationship (52%; n= 113), 43.6% (n=
96) were single, and 4.1% (n= 9) were married. More than
half of the participants were unemployed (55%; n= 120).
However, some of them had full-time (16.5%; n= 36) or
part-time jobs (28.4%; n= 62). Their families of origin
were full (i.e., non-divorced nuclear families; 85.8%; n=
187). The number of the siblings ranged from 1 to 6 (n= 1,
64.2%; n= 2, 22%; n= 3, 8.7%; n= 4, 3.2%; n= 5, 1.4%;
n= 6, 0.5%).

Procedure

Informed consent was obtained from all participants
before they started the questionnaire. The study used an
online version of the questionnaire using the Lime Survey
platform. The link to the questionnaire was distributed to
social networking websites of universities across the

Poland region. Participants voluntarily completed the
survey.

Measures

Three questionnaires were used in the study: Polish adap-
tation of Hooper’s Parentification Inventory (Hooper 2009),
The Questionnaire of Relationships with Siblings (Lewan-
dowska-Walter et al. 2016), and the Polish adaptation of
Rosenberg’s Self-esteem Scale (SES; Łaguna et al. 2007).

Parentification

The perceived benefits of parentification dimension were
the predictor variable and it was assessed using the Par-
entification Inventory (PI; Hooper 2009). The PI was
designed to retrospectively assess the extent to which the
person performed caregiving roles toward family mem-
bers while being a child, and to assess to what extent the
experience of parentification is perceived to have been
beneficial. The 22-item PI has three subscales: parent-
focused parentification (12 items, e.g., “I often help solve
problems between my parent(s)”), sibling-focused par-
entification (7 items, e.g., “I am the primary person who
disciplines my siblings”), and perceived benefits of par-
entification (3 items, e.g., “I feel like our family is a team
and works well together”). Participants self-reported the
extent to which they experienced each statement on a
Likert-type 5-point scale (1= never true and 5= always
true), with higher scores indicating higher perceived
levels of parentification or benefits of parentification.

The study used a Polish adaptation of the PI. The forward
and backward translation process for the resulting PI was
conducted as recommended by Sireci and Berberoglu
(2000). Additionally, the backward translation was exam-
ined by a person with a degree in English. Factor analyses
of the translated version of the PI showed a good model fit
for the 12 item solution (Borchet et al. under review).
Additionally, the resultant three factors, produced sound
reliability (i.e., from 0.77 to 0.81). The study used the
perceived benefits of parentification subscale score only. Its
reliability in the current study was sound (i.e., Cronbach’s
α: 0.77).

Relationships with Siblings

Sibling relationships served as a mediator variable. It was
a latent variable composed of 3 measurable variables
describing characteristics of sibling relationships—cohe-
sion, communication, and rivalry. These dimensions were
assessed using the Questionnaire of Relationships with
Siblings (Lewandowska-Walter et al. 2016). The Ques-
tionnaire of Relationships with Siblings was designed to
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assess the relationship quality among Polish siblings
(Lewandowska-Walter et al. 2016). The 20-item ques-
tionnaire is composed of three subscales: cohesion (8
items, e.g., “I have a feeling that my siblings are very
close to me”), communication (6 items, e.g., “Even when I
disagree, I listen to my siblings’ arguments”), and rivalry
(6 items, e.g., “My siblings are trying to be better than
me”). Cohesion determines the strength of bonding
between siblings on a continuum from a strong bond to
the absence of a bond. Communication is a dimension
extending from normal to problematic communication
between siblings. The third subscale, Rivalry, ranges from
a positive competitive stance to envy. Participants rated
how often they experience these behaviors and feelings
about their sibling on a Likert-type 5-point scale (1=
never and 5= very often). The scores of each subscale are
calculated by summing the items for each subscale. Total
scores for scores for the cohesion dimension ranged from
8 to 40, whereas for the communication and rivalry
dimensions ranged from 6 to 30. Reliability in the current
study was sound: cohesion (Cronbach’s α: 0.86), com-
munication (Cronbach’s α: 0.85), and rivalry (Cronbach’s
α: 0.79).

Self-esteem

Self-esteem was the outcome variable for the study and
was measured by the Rosenberg’s Self-esteem Scale
(Rosenberg 1965). Rosenberg’s Self-esteem Scale was
designed to measure overall levels of self-esteem. Parti-
cipants responded using a four-point Likert-type scale
(1= strongly agree to 4= strongly disagree). The
Rosenberg’s Self-esteem Scale (Rosenberg 1965) and the
adapted scale (Łaguna et al. 2007) are comprised of 10
items. Total scores range from 10 to 40 points. Previous
studies report sound reliability (Cronbach’s α: 0.81–0.83)
and theoretically valid scores derived from the adapted
Polish version of the scale (Łaguna et al. 2007).
Reliability in the current study was sound (Cronbach’s
α: 0.90).

Analytic Strategy

Descriptive statistics of the group, Pearson correlations
between variables, and the reliability of the measures (see
Table 1) were assessed with Statistical Package for Social
Science (SPSS) 24.

After initial analyses, structural equation modeling was
performed using AMOS 24 software. Model fit was judged
using the comparative fit index (CFI), goodness-of-fit index
(GFI), and root mean square error of approximation
(RMSEA). With respect to the fit indices, GFI and CFI
values greater than 0.90 were considered as well-fitted
(Konarski 2010). RMSEA values lower than or equal to
0.08 or 0.06 indicate acceptable or good fit (Hu and Bentler
1999). Partial mediation was recognized consistent with
Baron and Kenny’s (1986) criteria. In order to test to what
extent perceived benefits of parentification are positively
associated with self-esteem among a sample of Polish late
adolescents, and to what extent does the quality of the
sibling relationship mediate the association between per-
ceived benefits of parentification and self-esteem, we
examined the direct and indirect effects using SEM models
(AMOS 24). The model tested was well-suited to the data
and interpretable (Konarski 2010).

Results

We found that the perceived benefits of parentification
(B= 0.56, p= 0.001) were highly related to the quality of
sibling relationships (Fig. 1). In addition, the quality of
sibling relationships was also positively (B= 0.22, p=
0.001) associated with the level of self-esteem. Because
both the A-path and B-path were statistically significant, the
mediation analyses were tested using the bootstrapping
method with bias-corrected confidence estimates (Preacher
and Hayes 2008). In this study, the 95% confidence interval
(CI) of the indirect effects was obtained with 1000 bootstrap
resamples. The results of the analyses of direct and indirect
effects for the assumed model indicated partial mediation in

Table 1 Summary statistics and
correlations between study
variables (N= 218)

Variable M SD Min Max α 1 2 3 4

1. Perceived benefits of
parentification

3.22 0.98 1.00 5.00 0.77

2. Self-esteem 28.07 6.28 10.00 41.00 0.90 0.40**

3. Cohesion 3.33 0.63 1.50 4.63 0.86 0.54** 0.36**

4. Communication 3.17 0.77 1.17 4.67 0.85 0.47** 0.32** 0.85**

5. Rivalry 2.02 0.70 1.00 4.17 0.79 −0.30** −0.23** −0.35** −0.34**

Perceived benefits of parentification—Parentification Inventory (Hooper, 2009); Self-esteem—Rosenberg’s
Self-esteem Scale (Łaguna et al. 2007); Cohesion, Communication & Rivalry—Questionnaire of
Relationships with Siblings (Lewandowska-Walter et al., 2016)

**p < 0.01
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relation to the perceived benefits of parentification and self-
esteem. The perceived benefits of parentification and self-
esteem in the context of sibling relationships remained
positive (B= 0.124; p < 0.01). In summary, the assumed
model was confirmed due to statistically significant partial
mediation effect (direct effect: 0.272; p < 0.001; indirect
effect: 0.124; p < 0.01; see: Baron and Kenny 1986). The
model parameters were satisfying (CMIN= 52.735 (42);
p= 0.124; RMSEA= 0.012; GFI= 0.990; CFI= 0.996).

Discussion

The aim of the study was to explore to what extent per-
ceived benefits of parentification are positively associated
with self-esteem, and to what extent the quality of sibling
relationships mediates the relation between perceived ben-
efits of parentification and self-esteem. The study yielded
two important findings: (a) a positive view or perception of
the benefits of family caregiving (parentification) was
related to higher levels of self-esteem and (b) the quality of
sibling relationships partially mediated the link between
perceiving the advantages of parentification and self-
esteem.

The first finding could stem from the fact that partici-
pants may have experienced constructive parentification
(e.g., Chase 1999; Jurkovic 1997). For example, irrespec-
tive of being burdened with caregiving responsibilities in
their families, it is plausible that they also received gratitude
from their family members and this recognition boosted
their confidence and positive view of self. The literature
suggests children and adolescents performing certain car-
egiving functions and roles in the family system, and who
also perform typical “adult-like” duties may feel appre-
ciated, important, needed, and have a sense of well-being
(e.g., Hooper et al. 2014). These roles and responsibilities
might underpin or engender self-efficacy and feelings of
competence, which in fact are positive components of one’s
self-image (e.g., Wojciszke 2002). Having high levels of
self-esteem, while also being parentified, may serve as a

defense mechanism, which sustains or increases a high level
of positivity and beliefs about oneself (Borchet et al. 2016).
In this context, a person builds her or his self-enhancement
with favorable judgments about oneself and through various
complex psychological mechanisms such as self-affirma-
tion, performing social comparisons, cognitive dissonance
reduction, auto-presentation, or biased processing of infor-
mation about oneself (Wojciszke 2002). Self-enhancement,
one of the most interesting strategies of self-affirmation, can
be done in many ways. For example, engaging in moral
action, success, or expressing the values with which the
individual identifies (Wojciszke 2002). In positive psy-
chology, Park et al. (2004) describe how the process of
engaging in complicated tasks related to the need to adapt to
life can be a trigger for shaping a strong character. With
respect to the experience of parentification during child-
hood, positive reframing of the difficulties can be a con-
scious action aimed at protecting and strengthening one’s
self-image, and can be an element of self-regulation (self-
control) as one of the strengths of character (Park et al.
2004). This reframing or creating an alternate view allows
for a meaningful life by those who have suffered in the past
(Seligman and Csikszentmihalyi 2000).

In the families where the parent is not able to perform her
or his parental roles and tasks, an unintended opportunity
may emerge. Specifically, serving in the parentified role in
the family of origin may enable a child to build their self-
esteem through the identification with the role assigned and
by performing parental roles and responsibilities, ultimately
engendering feelings of self-enhancement, self-approval, or
competence (e.g., Borchet et al. 2016; Schier 2014).
Additionally, one’s perception of family relationships—and
indirectly outcomes—are connected with the level of con-
trol over one’s own actions, self-efficacy, and beliefs about
the ability to cope with severe situations and crises (e.g.,
Plopa and Połomski 2010). Thus, to maintain an attachment
with the parent, the child adapts to the parent’s needs and
creates a system of care for them while deserting one’s own
true self (Schier 2010, 2014; Wells et al. 1999). As a result,
children, who excessively take care of their parents, and
other family members may build psychic structures that are
unfavorable for their own identity yet adjusted to their
deleterious environment, and thus their so-called false self.
The false image of oneself is being presented to others
(Winnicott 1958). Consistent with these theoretical
assumptions, the link between high self-esteem and per-
ceived benefits of parentification may be framed as a
defense mechanism.

Results in the current study may have been impacted by
counseling and psychotherapy. Specifically, it remains
unclear to what extent participants had a history of treat-
ment that addressed or lessened the later effects or possible
negative effects of parentification. Thus, the period from

Fig. 1 The mediating effect of the sibling relationships on the relation
between perceived benefits of parentification and self-esteem
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when childhood parentification took place to current func-
tioning could have allowed for an adequate amount of time
to reduce the negative outcomes and underscore the positive
outcomes of parentification, which directly enhances the
self-esteem of an adult person. This conclusion is incon-
sistent with the tenets of posttraumatic growth, which out-
line how an individual may experience development or
psychological growth by overcoming adverse and traumatic
experiences (Hooper et al. 2009; Taku and McDiarmid
2015; Tedeschi and Calhoun 1996). Findings from Taku
and McDiarmid’s (2015) study showed that self-esteem
was connected to posttraumatic growth. Another study
involving adolescents showed that self-esteem may buffer
the negative aftereffects of stressful experiences (Moksnes
et al. 2010).

The second hypothesis may have been supported due to
the relationship between siblings. There is a plethora of
research on social support (e.g., Sęk and Cieślak 2004) but
the studies on the mutual support between siblings are still
scarce. Experiencing parentification in the family may pose
a threat to the child’s development (e.g., Chase et al. 1998;
Hooper et al. 2008, 2011; Schier 2010, 2014). However, in
such situations, children are not always passive, rather in
some families, they are capable and active participants in
what is happening around them and in the family system.
Their actions also may build up or have significant levels of
competence or resilience. Their relationships with siblings
and their related caregiving functions may, for instance,
become the resource that helps them to cope with violence
in the family home (Callaghan et al. 2016). In Callaghan
et al.’s (2016) study, caring for siblings was one form of a
caring relationship in which the children were engaged. The
children who experienced domestic violence tended to
manage their relationships with others in ways that enabled
them to be agentic, as well as to create a resistant and
resilient sense of self (Callaghan et al. 2016). Those find-
ings seem to be consistent with the current study. The more
positive the late adolescents’ relationships with their sib-
lings were, the higher their self-esteem and the more per-
ceived benefits of parentification were reported. Perhaps
their alliance with siblings and mutual support received
during their childhood shaped their feeling of self-agency,
and resilience boosting their self-esteem. This hypothesis
was supported by Walker and Lee’s study on children of
alcoholics—COAs (1998). Walker and Lee (1998) revealed
that supportive relationships with non-substance using
parents and/or siblings, as well as positive parentification,
may enable a significant proportion of COAs to experience
high self-esteem, lack of excessive substance use, and
adaptability. Furthermore, research conducted in the Tai-
wanese population revealed that the higher the level of
parentification that children and adolescents reported, the
more pro-social behaviors they performed (Chi-Yin and

Lee-Fang 2013). Moreover, taking care of siblings was
found to be the most effective predictor of pro-social
behavior (Chi-Yin and Lee-Fang 2013). This finding seems
to be consistent with the fact that late adolescents who
sustain good relationships with their siblings have high self-
esteem and perceive their experience of parentification as
beneficial.

Limitations and Future Directions

Limitations of the study include a small sample size and an
underrepresentation of male participants. Additionally,
participants consisted of volunteers and thus it is unclear to
what extent they had a particular interest in the topic and
thus were motivated to participate. An additional limitation
was that the survey was conducted using Lime Survey, an
internet platform. However, the online survey methodology
employed facilitated the recruitment of late adolescents
from various cities in Poland. Finally, there were other
variables that were not measured that may better explain
pathways related to parentification, sibling relationships,
and self-esteem. For example, other important variables that
may have relevance to the structure of the sibling subsystem
include, but are not limited to, the number of children in the
family, age, birth order, the span of each child’s age
(Rostowska 2010), and personality. Such variables are
recommended to be included in future research.

The current study demonstrated that the relations
between self-esteem and perceived benefits of parentifica-
tion may be considered through the prism of sibling rela-
tionships. The obtained results showed that it is important to
consider the quality of the sibling relationship while
assessing the perceived benefits of family roles, responsi-
bilities, dysfunction, and difficulties (e.g., Tomeny et al.
2016). Importantly, in the context of client care and prac-
tice, the quality and strength of sibling subsystems are often
still underexplored during psychological assessment and
diagnostic interviews (e.g., Birch 2005; Walker and Lee
1998). As the current study shows, sibling relationships
may serve as a buffer protecting children from the negative
outcomes of parentification, enabling them to develop
resilience, feelings of self-agency, and high levels of self-
esteem. Further research on parentification and sibling
relationships is recommended. Additionally, future research
might consider other factors in the sibling relationship, such
as personality, that could relate to positive outcomes from
parentification.
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