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ABSTRACT

THE MEDIATING ROLE OF SELF-RELATED MENTALIZATION IN THE
RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN PARENTIFICATION AND SEPARATION-
INDIVIDUATION

This study investigates the mediating role of self-mentalization in the relationship between
parentification and separation-individuation. Furthermore, another aim of this study is to
explore the psychometric properties of the Filial Responsibility Scale (Evlat Sorumlulugu
Olgegi) for adapting it to the Turkish language. The sample consisted of 282 participants
whose ages ranged from 18 to 78 years (Mage=40.7, SD= 14.6, 72% female, 28% male).
Demographic information form, Filial Responsibility Scale, Parentification Inventory,
Mentalization Scale, and Separation Individuation Inventory were filled respectively. In the
first part of the study, factor analysis revealed a three-factor structure of the 22-item Filial
Responsibility Scale (Evlat Sorumlulugu Olgegi) that assesses instrumental parentification,
emotional parentification, and perceived fairness of parentification. Psychometric properties
including internal reliability, revealed that the Turkish version of the scale has sufficient
psychometric properties for further use in Turkish studies. In the second part of the study,
analyses of correlation and mediation indicated that self-mentalization has been shown to
have a partial mediating role in the relationship between all subscales of parentification that
assesses parent-focused parentification, sibling-focused parentification, perceived benefits of
parentification, emotional parentification, instrumental parentification and perceived fairness
of parentification, and total scores of separation-individuation. The results and further

implications were discussed in the light of literature.

Keywords: Parentification, Separation individuation, Mentalization
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OZET

EBEVEYNLESME VE AYRILMA BIiREYLESME ILiSKiSINDE KENDILIK
TEMELLI ZIHINSELLESTIRMENIN ARACI ROLU

Bu calisma ebeveynlesme ve ayrilma bireylesme arasindaki iliskide kendilik temelli
zihinsellestirmenin aracilik roliinii arastirmayr amaglamaktadir. Calismanin diger amaci,
duygusal ebeveynlesme, aragsal ebeveynlesme ve algilanan adaletsizlik boyutlarint Slgen
Evlat Sorumlulugu Olgegi’nin Tiirkgeye adaptasyon ¢alismasim gerceklestirmek ve Tiirkce
alan yazinma katki saglamaktir. Caligmanin Orneklemi 18 ve 78 yas araligindaki 282
katilimcidan olusmaktadir. (Ort.=40.7, S§5=14.6, %72 kadin, %28 erkek). Degiskenleri
olgmek icin sirasiyla Demografik Bilgi Formu, Evlat Sorumlulugu Olgegi, Ebeveynlesme
Envanteri, Zihinsellestirme Olcegi ve Ayrilma-Bireylesme Envanteri kullamilmustir.
Calismanm ilk kisminda, faktor analiz bulgular1 22 soruluk Evlat Sorumlulugu Olgegi’nin
orijinal ¢alismaya benzer sekilde ii¢ boyutlu yapismnin korundugunu gdstermistir. ESO’niin
Tiirkge adaptasyon c¢alismasi, Tiirk¢e versiyonun psikometrik 6zelliklerinin Tiirk¢e dilinde
yapilacak calismalarda kullanilabilecegini gostermistir. Calismanin ikinci kisminda,
Olgeklerin alt boyutlar1 arasinda yapilan korelasyon analizleri sonucu, ebeveyne yonelik
ebeveynlesmenin duygusal ebeveynlesmeyle (7=.86), kardese yonelik ebeveynlesmenin ise
aragsal ebeveynlesmeyle iliskisinin (7=.72), en yiiksek Ol¢ekler arasi iliskilere sahip olduklari
bulunmustur. Ebeveynlesme Envanteri ve Evlat Sorumlulugu Olgegi ile &lgiilen
ebeveynlesmenin tiim alt boyutlar1 ebeveyne yonelik ebeveynlesme, kardese yonelik
ebeveynlesme, algilanan yarar, duygusal ebeveynlesme, aracsal ebeveynlesme, algilanan
adaletsizlik boyutlar1 i¢in yapilmis alti aracilik rolii analizi, hipotezleri dogrular sekilde
kendilige yonelik zihinsellestirmenin ebeveynlesme ve ayrilma bireylesme iliskisinde kismi

aracilik rolii oldugunu gostermistir. Calismanin bulgular literatiir 1s181nda tartisilmigtir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Ebeveynlesme, Ayrilma bireylesme, Zihinsellestirme
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“But I will add, however, that in any idea worth its salt, or if it bears the stamp of novelty, or
even if it’s just the considered end product of a contemplative mind, there’ll always be
something about it that will never be communicable to other people, were you to write

volumes or spend thirty-five years explaining it; something will always refuse to leave your
brain and will stay put there forever more. You may easily die and take the most important

part of your idea with you to your grave without ever having passed it on to anyone else”

(Dostoyevsky, 1869, p. 328)



CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Family is the first system that forms the basis of relational experiences carried through
the life cycle. Family theories remarked that subsystems underlying the family system have
differing role provisions of responsibilities, reversing roles may result in parentification.
distributions and responsibilities that are delineated clearly for the healthy functioning of all
systems. These role distributions are transmitted through interactive experiences within
family across generations that form the basis of rules on how to form relationships with self
and others. These interactions lay the groundwork for the capacity to conceive of the minds
of self and others, which can be defined as mentalization or reflective functioning (Fonagy &
Luyten, 2002). The ability to attribute mental states to self and other’s minds constituting
emotions, desires, and thoughts facilitates forming relationships and our navigation in social
realms. When role assignments in the family are not distributed insofar as each subsystem has
fair Parentification refers to children’s taking on parental roles regarding emotional or
instrumental tasks in order to fulfill parental expectations at the expense of their
developmental needs (Chase, 1999). In this context, not only deprivation of parental
responsiveness but also the expectancy of caretaking behavior may limit their capacity for
self-reflection. As every individual passes through the phases of separation from their
families, the parental roles assigned to children may undermine the necessary development of
an individuated and authentic identity which is formed through reflecting on representations

about self and others (Mabhler et al., 1975).

Hence, this study aims to investigate the role of self-mentalization in the relationship
between parentification and separation-individuation. Another aim of this study is the
adaptation of the Filial Responsibility Scale which measures emotional parentification,
instrumental parentification, and perceived fairness, into the Turkish language. In this
chapter, the constructs of parentification, mentalization, and separation-individuation have

been elaborated on in the light of theoretical underpinnings and empirical findings.



1.1. Parentification

Parentification has been defined as “boundary dissolution” (Kerig, 2005), “role
reversal” (Macfie et al., 2005), “little parents” (Byng-Hall, 2008), “young carers” (Aldridge
& Becker, 1993), adultification (Burton, 2007). Nancy Chase (1999) claimed that
‘parentification entails a functional and/or emotional role reversal in which the child
sacrifices his or her own need for attention, comfort, and guidance to accommodate and care

for logistical or emotional needs of a parent’ (p. 5). On the unhealthy part of the continuum
of responsiveness, parents abdicate their parental responsibilities and do not provide the
essential parental structure in which they recognize children’s burden, and protect the child
from carrying excessive load. Through explicitly or implicitly demanding unrealistic parental
care from their children, children learn that parental needs should be prioritized.
Consequently, the demands and expectations deplete children’s energy and time for pursuing
their own developmentally fundamental activities such as exploration of friendships and
childhood activities. The resignation of their rightful status of being a child results in the
missing crucial opportunities for fulfilling their needs, pleasures, challenges, and emerging
developmental capabilities. In Chase’s (1999) words, “Children thus learn first to give up
their childhood, and then, with a cycle of abdicating needs and responsibilities well grooved,
they become candidates for later abdicating adult responsibilities, including those involved in

’

raising children.’

Although the expectations from parents exceed the capability and developmental
maturity of the child, children may intentionally choose to provide for the needs of parents or
caregivers may assign these roles to the children, (Aldridge, 2006, Mechling, 2011). In both
ways, the child recognizes that a sense of closeness eliminates loss and anxiety by providing
care and fulfilling the needs that are normally provided by the parents for the child. (Barnett
& Parker, 1998). However, it may be impossible for a child to heal the ill or depressed parent,
as the never-ending task of healing may evoke feelings of guilt and shame that are carried
through patterns of caretaking behavior towards others. On the other hand, the sense of
competency and pride in accomplishing tasks may convey that the child would be honored on
the condition that the child must prove his or her efficiency in demanded tasks. Consequently,
the child acknowledges these implications as important and begins to see that the parental
needs outweigh the importance of other needs including his or her own needs. Consequently,

children prioritize parental needs whereby reducing distress becomes more important than



being engaged in developmentally crucial activities and achievements that normally shape
childhood such as exploring, learning, and playing. As a result, the child would have
difficulties in creating an individuated identity that requires experiences such as forming
secure relationships with parents, engaging in social interactions with peers, and learning new

abilities (Boszormenyi-Nagy & Spark, 1973; Bowlby, 1969; Hooper, 2007a, 2007b).

It is fundamental to bear in mind that responsiveness to parental needs and demands is
not an inherently problematic aspect. The role reversal and occasional parentification is a
healthy process to the extent that the efforts are recognized and appreciated by the parents.
Essentially, the children’s competency and sense of responsibility are encouraged by a certain
amount of parentification which can also contribute to the family system and emerging
capabilities of sensitivity and reciprocity in the context of interpersonal relationships.
(Hooper, 2007a). When children’s efforts are reciprocated by necessary support and
recognition, the hierarchy in the family is still intact and the children are not left to
themselves. However, the problem arises when parents take their children’s efforts for
granted, avoid their needs, and renounce their parental responsibilities (Lutman, 2019). In this
scenario, the reason why children are tied to the responsibility of giving support stems from
the apprehension that parents refrain from parental responsiveness rather than their conscious
choice. As a result, their desire to get the appropriate parental care is manifested as fulfilling

the emotional needs of family members.

1.1.1. Family Dynamics of Parentification

Minuchin and his friends (1967) used the term parental child to demonstrate the
violation of subsystem boundaries based on the structural family theory. Structural family
theory postulates that the family functions through repeated interactions that establish when,
how, and to whom one relates (Minuchin, 1974). The structural theory conceptualizes the
family as a system embedded in a larger psychosocial context. The subsystems in the family
are differentiated in terms of their rules, tasks, boundaries, power, and hierarchy. In other
words, members of each subsystem have specific roles that allow individual freedom to
develop interpersonal skills that are assigned to each subsystem without the interference of

other subsystems.



Boundaries are on a continuum of rigid boundaries on one end to diffuse boundaries on
the other end. In a properly functioning family, clear boundaries open up a space for
communication and support that allows cohesiveness by maintaining a structure. Moreover,
boundaries protect the family from being disorganized and overwhelmed by necessary
changes during development and growth, either coming from developmental changes within
subsystems or external demands to adjust the social environment (Vetere, 2001). For
example, enmeshed families with diffuse boundaries may insist on preserving familiar
interactions when threatened by an individual’s autonomy during adolescence. On the other
hand, rigid boundaries might impede the necessary guidance and support needed by parents,
resulting in disengagement. In these families, the members become extremely self-sufficient

and might seek support outside the family.

Minuchin et al. (1967) observed that the parental child can be part of the parental
subsystem by carrying parental responsibilities as a necessary condition in single-parent,
large families of lower economic classes. Their emphasis was on functional tasks including
meal preparation, sibling care, and worry about finances concerning the survival and welfare
of the family. By extending the scope of the role reversal to a larger social and economic
context, they maintained that the child might gain a sense of responsibility and autonomy if
the division of responsibilities is well-defined. Hence, the efforts of the children are
recognized and supported by parental figures who have power and authority. Parental roles
do not necessarily lead to deteriorating effects unless the parents abdicate their roles and the
demand from the family exceeds the capacity of the child. From the structural family theory
perspective, parentification in the context of diffused generational boundaries has

implications for the structural rearrangement of power and authority in the subsystems

(Minuchin, 1974).

Parentification was coined as a term by Boszormenyi-Nagy and Spark (1973). Unlike
Minuchin and his friends who emphasized functional roles, Boszormenyi-Nagy and Spark
(1973) rest their perspective on the covert, unconscious, and invisible relational patterns of
relationships. Their contextual theory underscores the importance of ethical-existential
aspects of relationships. They propose that ledgers of responsibility and obligation are carried
through multiple generations. Thus, relationships aim to maintain the balance of these
ledgers. Yet, it is not viable to keep the balance of the ledger, as children lack the capability

of reciprocating the care that parents can provide them. They propose that to balance the



ledger and pay the debt that children owe to their parents, each generation gives the support
and unrequited nurturance that their parents give them to their offspring. However, when
parental support is deficient and parents grow up without their developmental needs met,
these needs become “accounts due” which are projected onto their children who are
consciously or unconsciously expected to provide for the debts their previous generation
created. Hence, parentification in Boszormenyi-Nagy and Spark’s perspective is
conceptualized in an intergenerational context in which compensation of loss shapes the
relational dynamics across generations. The relational dynamics of parentification lie in the
nonverbal and unconscious loyalty to the internalized expectations and obligations that form
the structure of the family relationships, which resembles the superego function of Freud
(1923). Parallel to that claim, Boszormenyi-Nagy (1962) described the “counter-autonomous
superego” as moral inhibition towards any spontaneous and autonomous reactions that would

risk the relational cohesion of the family.

According to Boszormenyi-Nagy and Spark’s (1973) perspective, parentification is
not necessarily pathological, as it carries a regressive core of fulfillment of infantile wishes
that exist in all kinds of intimate relationships. Therefore, they intended to emphasize the
prominence of emotional gratifications in close relationships without pathologizing this
phenomenon. They suggest that emotional relationships become central to the extent that
possessive and infantile needs of being united and fear of loss are in play in the relational
stage. Their description of parentification is “by definition, parentification implies the
subjective distortion of a relationship as if one's partner or even children were his parent.”
(p. 151). By attributing parental roles to the children, they project what they internalized in
the family of origin, hence, recreating the parent-child relationship in a reverse form in which
children are expected to fulfill what was lacked in the previous generation. To some extent,
internalizing an image of a responsible parental role by temporary parentification is an
important step towards emotional growth by learning to be responsible and care for the other
(Chase, 1999). It can also alleviate parental distress and labor. However, when this role is
imposed upon the child with obligation, either in overt or covert form, the balance of give and
take and reciprocity are not ensured, one-sided expectation of fulfilling parental role enlists

the children to take on the parental role and never have a chance to be a child.

Moreover, Boszormenyi-Nagy and Spark (1973) described different overt and covert

role assignments that children perform. The children can undertake caregiving roles either



overtly by manifesting it such as caring for siblings and doing housework, or covertly by
holding their parents’ marriages together, cheering up the parents, and mediating conflicts.
They also depicted the sacrificial role, also known as the scapegoat role in which the child is
assigned to the delinquent or innocent victim role. By being the self-sacrificing innocent
victim, the child aims for the cohesion of the family. In a similar vein, the rebellious and
delinquent acts of a child can be seen as an expression of the sacrificial role of being ill by
attracting attention and maintaining the relatedness of the family. In contrast, neutral roles are
more silent and well-functioning on the surface compared to manifest caretaking and
scapegoat roles. For example, the child who is assigned to well sibling role may
unconsciously know that the parents cannot support them, thus keeping all the anxiety, fear,
and anger to themselves. They hide or even disown unwanted feelings that are recognized by
their parents, to create an image of a beneficial and well-functioning member of the family
who keeps the family chaos organized. They may satisfy parental expectations by being
successful at school or being a mediocre student. As a result, their false self-organization
impedes the expression of their true self which carries feelings of emptiness and inadequacy.
Hence, their premature roles may deprive them of age-appropriate experiences as they cannot
exist in any realm as a subject on their own, they are “neither a ‘giver’ nor a ‘receiver’"
(Boszormenyi-Nagy and Spark, 1973, p. 158). Thus, their subjective experience of self is
jeopardized, following their claim that “Every subjective experience implies an underlying

self-other or symbolically interpersonal context.” (Boszormenyi-Nagy & Spark, 1973, p.9),

From the family systems theory perspective, Bowen (1978) delineated family
relationships by defining family as “an undifferentiated family ego mass”. The differentiation
of self is central to his theory, as the degree of differentiation is pertinent to what extent the
family as a unit and its members function in a balanced manner. In the suboptimal range, the
undifferentiation results in symbiotic relationships in which the experience of self is lost by
not distinguishing the self and other. In emotionally fused and undifferentiated relationships,
the anxiety raised by the conflict of the dyadic unit cannot be contained. Thus, Bowen (1978)
describes three ways to control the anxiety produced by the lack of differentiation; marital
conflict between the spouses, dysfunction of a spouse while over-functioning of the other,
and transferring the problem to the children. Bowen defines the family projection as the basic
process by which parental problems, varying degrees of maturity, and immaturity are
projected onto children who operate to attenuate the tension and burden of their parents’

fused anxieties. Similar to a table that will fall with two legs, the third leg of the family,



generally the child, is chosen to carry the stress and conflict. Thus, the innately sensitive child
serves the role of soothing the family conflict and gratifying the parental needs of
undifferentiated and immature parental figures who cannot function as differentiated

individuals.

Bowen (1978) underscores the importance of emotional differentiation as not equated
with physical separation. Even though the children's adolescents start to “tear themselves
away to establish pseudo-selves with a pseudo-separation from their parents” (Bowen, 1978,
p. 109), they stay emotionally attached to their family of origin. Children or adolescents, who
have grown away from their families may be endlessly attached to their undifferentiated
parents by their assigned roles in the family (Chase, 1999). Similar to Boszormenyi-Nagy and
Spark’s notion of loyalty, children incorporate the relationship to maintain the ties with them.
When they take the message that others’ needs should be prioritized and while doing so, the
self becomes in the service of the other to maintain the relationship with them. Hence, the
boundaries become blurred, resulting in what family therapists described as “enmeshment”,
or “co-dependency” (Olson and Gariti, 1993). In Bowen’s (1978) terms, the basic self is lost,
as the true self of the child is replaced with an adaptive self that repeatedly acts in the service
of other significant figures in the family (as cited in Olson and Gariti, 1993). The resulting
situation is the loss of nurturance, appropriate personal experiences, and self-worth, which

are stones in the road to identity and purpose (Olson and Gariti, 1993).

1.1.2. Defining the Scope of Parentification

Integrating the theories of Minuchin et al. (1967), Bowen (1978), and Boszormenyi-
Nagy and Spark, (1973); Jurkovic (1997) underlined the importance of conceptualizing
parentification empirically for clinical relevance. Nine parameters were pointed out to
delineate the boundaries of parentification. Overtness refers to the extent to which
parentification is expressed overtly. In addition to covert caretaking behaviors such as doing
laundry or meal preparation, Jurkovic (1997) emphasized the elusiveness in detecting the
loyalty of children to their abusive parents, even in the absence of any covert responsibilities.
The type of role assignment refers to the distinction of the tasks assigned to the children such
as meal preparation or soothing the sibling. The extent of responsibility alludes to the severity
of damage depends on to what degree the level and duration of parentification is clearly
defined. The object of caretaking refers to whom (parents, siblings) the caretaking behavior is

directed. Age appropriateness relates to the child’s capability to reciprocate parental



expectancy. Internalization is defined as to what extent children identify with assigned roles.
Family boundaries specify the boundaries within a family. Social legitimacy refers to the
degree to which culturally normative and customary the caretaking behavior is, and ethicality
refers to the fairness of the give-and-take balance between parents and children. Finally, the
destructive parentification to infantilization continuum includes to what extent caretaking
behavior results in constructive, healthy non-parentification, infantilization, and destructive

parentification.

Jurkovic (1997) described the parentification process as a continuum resulting in from
unhealthy to destructive outcomes. Constructive and healthy non-parentification are
considered to be healthier than other types of parentification. When the roles assigned to
children are both challenging and age-appropriate, children with healthy non-parentification
histories develop necessary abilities without the roles becoming a burden on their shoulders.
Considering constructive parentification, despite carrying an excessive number of
responsibilities related to either overt tasks or covert caretaking roles, children gain
competency and a sense of responsibility in the presence of parental support and recognition.
Children may also do the tasks for a limited time, which does not deplete their capacity to
engage in age-appropriate activities. On the other hand, in the context of destructive
parentification, children are not only responsible for an excessive burden but also

unacknowledged.

Regarding defining characteristics of role assignments, Jurkovic (1997) makes a
distinction between instrumental and emotional (expressive) parentification. Instrumental role
assignments are logistical, visible, and functional tasks such as fulfilling household chores,
preparing meals, and taking young siblings to the school. Reducing the family stress by
completing these tasks may contribute to children’s feelings of competence and
accomplishment, in the presence of recognition by parents. In line with that, research
conducted with children living in urban poverty has underlined the influence of moderate
levels of instrumental and emotional caregiving on better social functioning in the presence
of a validating environment (McMahon & Luthar, 2007). Emotional parentification refers to
the covert form of reciprocating the emotional needs of the family members, including taking
the role of peacemaker or mediator in the presence of marital discord. While both forms of
parentification become detrimental when the burden of the tasks exceeds the capacity of

children, it was claimed that expressive or emotional parentification carries the greater risk of



compromising children’s well-being compared to instrumental assignments which are
generally more recognized and structured for a limited time (Chase, 1999, Jurkovic et al.
1991, Minuchin, 1974). In contrast, children who have the goal of filling the emotional void
or calming the chaos, carry the emotional burden for an indeterminate time. This never-
ending task may not be completed for the other members of the family at the expense of their

development, which impedes future adult relationships (Hooper, 2007a).

1.1.3. Recent Conceptualizations of Parentification: Boundary Dissolution

In the scope of developmental psychology, Sroufe (1985) extended the scope of role
reversal by defining “boundary dissolution” whereby role distortions of the child as a parent,
child as a spouse, and child as a mate are also included. Along this line of conceptualization,
Kerig (2005) integrated multiple definitions and constructs into a comprehensive term of
boundary dissolution which was defined as “a loss of a complex set of phenomena involving
the loss of psychological distinctiveness between individuals or the confusion of their
interpersonal roles.” (p. 06). Kerig (2005) expanded the idea of role reversal so that the
concept of “boundary dissolution” comprises four interrelated concepts; enmeshment,
intrusiveness, role reversal, and spousification. In her conceptualization, not only the reversal
of parental and child roles but also other forms of transgression of boundaries such as
intrusiveness or overprotection are pertinent to the debilitating results of not recognizing the
child’s distinctiveness. Enmeshment is related to the whole family where all members’
involvement with each other is extreme to the point that the needs for autonomy and
independence of a member risk the oneness and sameness of the family. Intrusiveness, on the
other hand, is associated with a hierarchical relationship in which the parent is coercive and
not respectful of the child’s autonomy. Intrusiveness is related to psychological control
(Barber, 2002) which involves strategies such as guilt-induction and withdrawal of love to
manipulate the child’s inner life, and overprotectiveness as a form of infantilizing and
controlling parental behaviors that hinder children’s making their own decisions. Role
reversal covers both parentification and adultification. While both terms include placing the
child in an adult position, parentification implies the parents’ expectancy of nurturance and
parental care from the children; adultification is related to role diffusion in which the child
becomes a best friend, companion, or peer (Jacobvitz & Sroufe, 1987). Adultification can also
be related to triangulation in which the anxiety aroused by marital conflict is alleviated by the

child by acting as a moderator, problem-solver, or decision-maker (Kerig, 1995, 2005;
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Margolin, et al.,, 2001). In comparison with parentification in which parental behavior is
expected, adultification seems less detrimental; as less strict boundaries may pave the way for
a warm, close relationship for both parent and child. Spousification occurs either in a hostile
or affectionate manner when the parental expectancy is targeted on romanti