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a b s t r a c t
This article reviews select literature that describes unique aspects of the challenges, roles, and responsibilities
that family members may face as a result of the military culture and military family system. A particular systemic
construct and clinical process that may be especially relevant to military families is parentiﬁcation. Parentiﬁcation
has long been linked with negative outcomes investigated in the family and clinical psychology literature. This
article summarizes the overlap in constructs and theoretical frameworks related to parentiﬁcation, which appear
in the family and clinical psychology literature that may have transportability to the youth and family military
literature base. Directions for future family, clinical, and military psychology research directed toward youth
and family functioning are proffered.
© 2014 Published by Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction
Interest in the United States military family has waxed and waned
over the last century, speciﬁc attention has been informed by the
scope and activities of military operations at any given point in time
(Everson & Figley, 2011; Hall, 2008; Willerton, Wadsworth, & Riggs,
2011). The two world wars, the Vietnam conﬂict, and the ﬁrst Gulf
War and its associated pernicious aftereffects have received much attention from the scientiﬁc community, whereas the conﬂicts associated
with Operations Iraqi Freedom and Enduring Freedom have only recently received attention from researchers, practitioners, and scholars
(e.g., Chandra, Burns, Tanielian, & Jaycox, 2011; Faber, Willerton,
Clymer, MacDermid, & Weiss, 2008; Huebner, Mancini, Wilcox, Grass,
& Grass, 2007). Although studies have explored the impact of combat
deployment on the mental and physical health of individual military
members and sometimes that of their spouses or partners, little research exists with regard to the complex psychological aftereffects of
military service, and thereby of military culture, on family functioning,
family wellness, and family-related pathological outcomes (American
Psychological Association Presidential Task Force on Military Deployment Services for Youth, Families, and Service Members [APA], 2007;
Everson & Figley, 2011; Harrison & Albanese, 2012). In particular,
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military children—an understudied population—may experience unique
and diverse stressors and outcomes beyond those experienced by their
civilian counterparts (White, De Burgh, Fear, & Iversen, 2011). Understanding the positive and negative sequelae of war and of life in a
military context is a complicated, multilayered challenge. Yet there is
a critical need to understand how best to culturally tailor interventions
and treatments—that is, consistent with the culture of the military
family and military support systems—that are directed toward the
speciﬁc short- and long-term needs of military children and their
families.
The speciﬁc psychology and ecology of the military family lack consensus because the clinical and empirical research remains sparse
(Chandra et al., 2011; Harrison & Albanese, 2012). Of particular concern
for policy makers is how periodic and extended separation from and absence of a parent as a result of deployment—and even death—affects the
health, development, and functioning of military children and families
(APA, 2007). The literature base of general family and clinical psychology is rich with descriptions of individual-, family-, and contextual-level
factors that affect the behaviors, roles, and responsibilities of children,
including the short- and long-term effects on these children and on
the adults they become (Harrison & Albanese, 2012; Hooper, 2013;
Hooper, DeCoster, White, & Voltz, 2011). This body of literature includes
clinical and theoretical reviews, empirical investigations, and randomized clinical trials. Some of the ﬁndings accumulated in this expansive
body of literature may be translatable to military families and may
have relevance for a better understanding of their psychology, ecology,
and culture.
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Because an increasing number of individuals on active duty are
supporting families with children, the military has been compelled to
consider the signiﬁcant impact that military service has on the family
as a whole (Gilreath et al., 2013; Huebner et al., 2010; Lester et al.,
2011). For example, how do military families function in the absence
of their military member (or members, in some cases)? How do they
cope with the military member's return, especially when that individual
is physically or psychologically injured? How individuals function within families, and how families in turn function within the military system,
are increasingly important considerations for today's military and for
those who are in a position to assist these families during difﬁcult
times. The signiﬁcant changes in the demographic composition and
family dynamics of military forces also underscore the importance of
military family functioning and its subsequent impact on the military
service member's performance, both at home and particularly in combat situations abroad (Lester et al., 2011). Though family functioning
has long been studied as a precursor to child and adolescent outcomes,
little is known about how the context of the military service system and
culture affects family functioning, and about how the stressors and adversity associated with military service interact with the family system
and contribute to child and adolescent outcomes (e.g., family discord,
child maltreatment, family violence, and interpersonal violence;
Everson & Figley, 2011). These changing dynamics raise ample concern
and call for research to consolidate what is known about family systems
with what is now emerging in the military literature.
To ﬁll a gap in the military and youth literature, this article reviews
the literature that has described the unique aspects of the military family system; the challenges, roles, and responsibilities that family members may face as a result of the military culture and military family
system; and some constructs and processes described in the family
and clinical psychology literature that may have particular relevance
for military psychology practitioners and researchers. Although most
of the literature has been informed by qualitative investigations, the
emergent themes in the military clinical and research base may overlap
with the themes evidenced in the family and clinical psychology
literature.
Speciﬁcally, parentiﬁcation is a particular construct and clinical process that has been discussed and investigated in the family and clinical
psychology literature (Champion et al., 2009; Fitzgerald et al., 2008;
Hooper, L'Abate, Sweeney, Gianesini, & Jankowski, 2014; Hooper et al.,
2011; Locke & Newcomb, 2004). Parentiﬁcation, although implicitly
linked, is being discussed in the context of military families with greater
frequency than in the past. This article attempts to extract, assemble,
and make explicit this body of investigations—albeit qualitative in
nature—that has appeared in the literature.
This article examines the parentiﬁcation construct for likely relevance and links to numerous processes and outcomes related to war,
family systems and functioning in a military context, and the military
culture (Harkness, 1993; Harrison & Albanese, 2012; Riggs & Riggs,
2011). In addition, this article elucidates how constructs and theoretical
frameworks that appear in the military literature overlap with constructs and theoretical frameworks that appear in the family and clinical
psychology literature.
2. Parentiﬁcation
Parentiﬁcation is a ubiquitous phenomenon that occurs in families to
varying degrees, with both positive and negative consequences (ByngHall, 2008; Earley & Cushway, 2002; East, 2010; Hooper, 2007b;
Hooper, Marotta, & Lanthier, 2008; Jankowski, Hooper, Sandage, &
Hannah, 2013; Kam, 2011). Parentiﬁcation has been deﬁned as a distortion of, disturbance in, or lack of appropriate boundaries between family
subsystems, resulting in a functional or emotional role reversal in which
the child takes on adult responsibilities that are inappropriate for his or
her developmental stage and age (Boszormenyi-Nagy & Spark, 1973;
Hooper, 2012; Jurkovic, 1997; Kerig, 2005). In addition to the diffusion

of boundaries, the hierarchical structure is often inverted, such that
the children compose the executive subsystem, where the power exists
and family decisions take place (Hooper, Doehler, Wallace, & Hannah,
2011; Kerig, 2005).
The term parentiﬁcation was introduced by family systems theorists
Minuchin, Montalvo, Guerney, Rosman, and Schumer (1967), who
asserted that in the process of parentiﬁcation, “the parent(s) relinquishes executive functions by delegation of instrumental roles to a
parental child or by total abandonment of the family psychologically
and/or physically” (p. 219). Other terms used interchangeably with
parentiﬁcation have included adultiﬁcation (Burton, 2007), spousiﬁcation
(Sroufe & Ward, 1980), role reversal (Macﬁe, McElwain, Houts, & Cox,
2005), adultoids (Galambos & Tilton-Weaver, 2000; Greenberger &
Steinberg, 1986), little parent (Byng-Hall, 2008), mature minor (Garber,
2011), and young carers or young caregivers (Aldridge & Becker, 1993;
Siskowski, 2006). Garber (2011) provided a comprehensive review
of how some of these terms may be deﬁned, operationalized, and
differentiated.
Two types of parentiﬁcation are generally described in the literature
(Jurkovic, 1997; Minuchin et al., 1967). These are emotional
parentiﬁcation, when a child attempts to ﬁll an emotional or psychological void for a parent or siblings, and instrumental parentiﬁcation, when a
child attempts to engage in behaviors and activities to assist a parent or
siblings. Taken together, the behaviors are typically directed toward reducing anxiety and increasing stability in the family system (Hooper,
2007b). Emotional parentiﬁcation appears to be the more deleterious
of the two types of parentiﬁcation, representing a maladaptive solution
to family or parental anxiety and a destructive force for the child and for
the adult he or she becomes (Boszormenyi-Nagy & Spark, 1973; Chase,
1999; Hooper et al., 2011; Minuchin et al., 1967). The effects of
parentiﬁcation in childhood can be persistent throughout the lifespan
and can span multiple generations (Chase, 1999; Hooper et al., 2011).
Recently researchers and practitioners have expanded the understanding of the implications of parentiﬁcation based on cultural or social
determinants, including the cultural context in which parentiﬁcation
takes place. For example, new culturally relevant considerations related
to the roles and responsibilities of parentiﬁed youth include language
brokering, prolonged and multiple military deployments, and genderfocused considerations (East, 2010; Hooper, 2012; Kam, 2011;
Mayseless & Scharf, 2009; Telzer & Fuligni, 2009).
Given the cultural context in which military families are embedded,
investigations related to deployment-derived parentiﬁcation should be
considered (Harrison & Albanese, 2012). This family systems construct
is particularly relevant to military families due to the stress, adversity,
and trauma usually associated with military deployment and the potential psychological burden experienced by military partners and children
(Harkness, 1993). Balanced examinations that look at a range of antecedents and outcomes—the positive and negative aftereffects recently
reported in the family and clinical psychology literature—should be
considered in the context of military families as well (Smyth, Cass, &
Hill, 2011).
In the sections that follow, we ﬁrst brieﬂy describe the military family system, contexts, and roles that may lead to parentiﬁcation. We then
provide an overview of the method we used to select the articles included in this review. Finally, we suggest directions for future research.
3. Military family system
Military families face many of the same daily stressors that civilian
families do, including concerns about childcare, education, extended
family, parenting, and career choices. Nevertheless, military families
also face unique stressors and challenges in daily living beyond those
that civilian families face (Drummet, Coleman, & Cable, 2003; Lester
et al., 2011). Military families have less control over their lives—
especially where they live, whom they live near, and what schools
their children attend. Military families are expected to move repeatedly,
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adjust quickly, and live courageously to support their service member
(McFarlane, 2009). The culture or way of life of those in the military is
therefore considered to be far different from the neighborhood and
community culture of their civilian counterparts (Lemmon &
Chartrand, 2009). The military maintains a collective value and belief
system, with a focus on the needs of the military system, the mission,
and group cohesion rather than on any individual achievements
(Warchal, West, Graham, Gerke, & Warchal, 2011). Frequently the
goals and accomplishments of the military mission take precedence
over all else, even family.
A number of systemic and contextual factors such as family composition, family functioning, family structure, and deployment characteristics (e.g., length of deployment, number of deployments, and type of
deployment) appear to be important in understanding the experiences
and stressors that military families and children face (Bowen & Martin,
2011). Although members of military families feel speciﬁc normative
pressures of military life directly, many of the pressures exerted on military families are hypothesized to occur indirectly, through the physical,
psychological, and emotional effects on the military service member
(Palmer, 2008). For those who remain at home, fear, insecurity,
concerns about safety, overwhelming burden, ﬁnancial hardship, and
confusion about family roles sometimes take an extraordinary toll on
spouses (or partners) and children alike (Esposito-Smythers et al.,
2011; Lester & Bursch, 2011; Willerton et al., 2011).
Several factors appear to have a signiﬁcant impact on military families. For example, the number, frequency, and length of deployments;
single- and dual-military careers in a family; and reserve status all can
inform family and individual functioning. This literature review
considers important factors that may impinge upon the military family
system and its members, especially the extent to which these factors
affect both positive and negative outcomes and a common process
seen in family systems: parentiﬁcation.
3.1. Military deployment
Today's military families face the daunting reality of military life,
particularly frequent and extended deployments and separations.
Deployment is deﬁned as a “long-term assignment, usually to a combat
or war zone” (Hall, 2008, p. 289). Given the ongoing conﬂicts in the
Middle East, military personnel regularly deploy to violent locations,
where men and women face treacherous daily living conditions,
situations of imminent danger, and sometimes death (Chandra, LaraCinisomo, et al., 2010; Esposito-Smythers et al., 2011). Many return to
their families as changed individuals, frequently suffering from posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), emotional detachment, and other injuries both visible and invisible (Gorman, Fitzgerald, & Blow, 2010;
Harkness, 1993). In particular, invisible injuries may include complex
emotional problems related to the experience of extreme violence,
loss and grief, captivity and torture, and substance abuse. These invisible
injuries, along with traumatic brain injury or hearing loss, may be less
apparent than physical injuries such as amputation, spinal cord injury,
and severe burns (Cozza & Guimond, 2011; McFarlane, 2009; Warchal
et al., 2011).
Both the absence of a military parent and the ambiguity of his or her
presence engender numerous challenges for families and children. This
is particularly true for older children, who have the capacity to understand the dangers and negative aftereffects of war (Esposito-Smythers
et al., 2011) as well as the ability to help provide daily care for a parent
with medical needs, physical challenges, or chronic medical conditions
(Cozza & Guimond, 2011).
The deployment of a family member who is not the parent may also
have deleterious effects on the family system and family functioning.
Rarely addressed in the literature is the family whose child (e.g., the
oldest) leaves for military service (Rodriguez & Margolin, 2011). These
families also suffer a void that may affect family functioning and psychosocial adjustment. The impact of military-induced separation for these
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families often depends upon the roles that older children play in the
family's functioning and upon the emotional stability of the parent(s)
in relation to the void. When the deployed service member is an older
sibling, younger siblings may experience disruptions similar to those
experienced when a parent leaves the family unit. Research has supported the occurrence of role ambiguity and boundary renegotiation
among military families when a parent is deployed, according to
Rodriguez and Margolin (2011), but theories of stress spillover and ambiguous loss have not been applied to the family of origin when a single
nonparental service member such as a sibling is deployed, creating a
role vacancy.
In their qualitative study using undergraduate students who experienced the deployment of a sibling (N = 8; 50% male), Rodriguez and
Margolin (2011) examined open-ended narratives to identify speciﬁc
themes related to shifts in family roles, responsibilities, and relationships, as well as changes in how others (e.g., community members) perceive the service member or the family after deployment. Participants
ranged in age from 19 to 22 years, including four White Americans,
one Asian American, one Black American, one Hispanic American, and
one multi-ethnic individual. Four participants described the process of
shifting roles when the service member leaves the family system,
including their own need to protect the parents emotionally to keep
them from being lonely or sad. Although the implications of this
research are based on a small sample, family members can be deeply
affected by the absence of a sibling or older child, particularly when
these absences leave gaps in the family system that shift roles and
responsibilities to younger siblings, who may not be emotionally or
developmentally ready for these roles (Rodriguez & Margolin, 2011).

3.2. Single-parent, female soldier, and dual-career military families
Single parents, female soldiers, and dual-career families (with both
parents on active duty) are found in a higher percentage of military families than ever before (Kelley, Doane, & Pearson, 2011; Lester et al.,
2011). Not all military families are equipped to handle the strain and
changing roles and responsibilities that come with deployment of a parent. Family dynamics and individual family member's psychological
health and coping styles that exist before deployment play a major
role in how families adjust before, during, and after the separation
(Amen, Jellen, Merves, & Lee, 1988; Bowen & Martin, 2011). The remaining parent or caregiver's ability to cope with new responsibilities,
as well as any emotional instability of their children, contributes significantly to the functional adjustment of the family and the psychological
adjustment of the children (Riggs & Riggs, 2011).
The recent increase in the number of women in the military, particularly those with combat-related duties, has heightened the concern
about the impact of military service on families and their children. Military women who are also mothers struggle to balance their military
service and motherhood. They face their own unique challenges when
the military requires them to be away from their children for extended
periods (Drummet et al., 2003; Kelley et al., 2011), although other deployed service members do not always leave a mother with children
at home.
Dual-career families, in which both parents are in the military, represent another increasing percentage of U.S. military families (Everson &
Figley, 2011; Hall, 2008). Dual-career families have their own set of
difﬁculties in responding to military duties. For example, parents who
both deploy at the same time, like single parents who deploy, must
ﬁnd temporary caregivers for their children, sometimes on short notice.
These substitute caregivers may not understand the emotional needs of
the children, may not have the same routines or family values, and may
have their own physical or emotional limitations. When military
children must move to the home of a substitute guardian, they can be
further isolated from familiar networks, peers, and military resources
(Drummet et al., 2003).
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3.3. Reserve forces and the military family system
The families of National Guard and Reserve Forces face additional
challenges (Chandra, Martin, et al., 2010; Chandra et al., 2011;
Esposito-Smythers et al., 2011; Faber et al., 2008). The Ofﬁce of the
Under Secretary of Defense for Acquisition, Technology, and Logistics
(Huebner et al., 2010) estimates that National Guard and Reserve Forces
contribute as much as 45% of deployed service members, even though
these groups were not previously called upon in this capacity. In contrast to active-duty members, Reserve and National Guard members
often do not live near military installations, do not receive daily military
training, and are less likely to have established military support
networks. These families are accustomed to weekend and two-week
separations for training, but they are not prepared for rapid and
prolonged deployment (Faber et al., 2008; Huebner et al., 2010).
When these military members are deployed, their families become
“military” suddenly and precipitously (Lemmon & Chartrand, 2009),
while lacking the understanding and social support typically available
to active-duty families living on or close to military installations.
Reserve and National Guard families typically live and work in civilian
communities with few other children and families who know and experience the same struggles. Many experience a reduction in family income or lose civilian jobs due to extended deployment (APA, 2007;
Esposito-Smythers et al., 2011; Willerton et al., 2011). Mental health
providers, teachers, and employers in civilian communities may also
not recognize the unique situations faced by families and children of
Reserve or National Guard members, and they may not understand
what it means to have a family member deployed to a potentially
dangerous environment.
In a pilot study of military children (N = 192) ages 7 to 14 years (M =
10.4 at baseline) and their caregivers (N = 192), Chandra et al. (2011)
examined the deployment experience of children and youth attending
a military-sponsored summer camp. Participants were recruited from
a summer camp program sponsored by the National Military Family
Association for children with a parent either currently or previously deployed or a parent deploying in the near future. Children were assessed
at three time points, and parents were surveyed at two time points,
resulting in a 57% completed family pair response rate (n = 110). National Guard and Reserve families represented nearly 39% of the ﬁnal
sample. Of the youth participants, 51% were boys and most were
White American (83%). Among key ﬁndings, children from Reserve
and National Guard families indicated less connection with other children from military families (15%, compared to 27% of children from
active-duty families) and less connection to those who understand military life. For example, 27% of children from National Guard or Reserve
families reported that their teacher understands what it is like to be a
military child, whereas 35% children from active-duty military families
thought that their teacher understands. In addition, National Guard
and Reserve families reported more difﬁculties upon reintegration of
the deployed parent (100%, compared to 55% of active-duty participants), suggesting greater levels of role confusion upon parental return.
Children from National Guard and Reserve families also reported taking
on more responsibilities at home than their civilian peers reported
(76.9% vs. 63.1%, respectively) and more often caring for siblings
(64.5% vs. 58.0%, respectively).
3.4. Military children and adolescents
Most military children and families exhibit resilience and function
well despite the additional demands of the military culture and system
(Bowen & Martin, 2011; Lester & Bursch, 2011). However, many children experience varied psychological symptomatology as a result of
the strains of parental absence and imbalanced family functioning
(Saltzman et al., 2011). A number of researchers have consistently demonstrated increases in childhood anxiety, depression, externalizing and
internalizing behaviors, and related emotional health consequences of

parental deployment (see Chandra et al., 2011; Esposito-Smythers
et al., 2011; Jensen, Martin, & Watanabe, 1996; Kelley et al., 2011;
Lemmon & Chartrand, 2009). Yet, few researchers have examined childhood adaptation and processes that contribute to both pathology and
health, wellness, and balance in family functioning. Maladaptive family
functioning can take a tremendous toll on the mental health and wellbeing of children during childhood and into adulthood. To meet the
challenges and dysfunction evinced in some military families, parents
or caregivers may parentify their children and adolescents (Harkness,
1993; Harrison & Albanese, 2012).
The parentiﬁcation of military children—i.e., children taking on
roles and responsibilities usually reserved for adults—is of particular
relevance because of its relation to both risk and resilience among
disrupted military families (Harrison & Albanese, 2012; Riggs &
Riggs, 2011). Adjusting and readjusting to changing roles and responsibilities within the family system can be a stressful process
for parents and their children, particularly adolescents, for whom
the period of reuniﬁcation can be especially difﬁcult (Reed, Bell, &
Edwards, 2011). During deployment, many adolescents take pride
in their new adult-like roles in the family system (Lester & Bursch,
2011; Mmari, Roche, Sudhinaraset, & Blum, 2009), and they embrace
their new independence and maturity (APA, 2007). In this family
context, adolescents tend to take on more household responsibilities, such as additional chores and caring for siblings, and they are
more inclined to assume the role of the missing parent, particularly
in terms of emotional support (APA, 2007; Esposito-Smythers et al.,
2011; Huebner et al., 2010). Adolescents who possess strong coping
skills may gain personal satisfaction and value from helping and caring for others, whereas those with less effective coping skills may
feel overwhelmed, angry, or resentful about the additional burdens
placed on them as a result of deployment (Lester & Bursch, 2011).
Adolescents also tend to struggle more with renegotiation of
roles and boundaries upon the military family member's return
(Chandra, Lara-Cinisomo, et al., 2010; Lester et al., 2010). Adolescents may have difﬁculty giving up new responsibilities and roles
from which their self-conﬁdence, maturity, and independence have
emerged (Huebner et al., 2007). That said, the beneﬁts that adolescents originally experience through these new, parent-like roles
and responsibilities may be compounded when the deployed parent
returns with an injury or disability that requires additional care from
family members. In such cases, adolescents may be asked to do even
more when the deployed parent returns, including caring for the
injured parent (Gorman et al., 2010). When children are required
to assume the role of a caregiver, such intimate contact can be confusing (Cozza & Guimond, 2011), especially for adolescents who
are struggling to form their own independent identity. For military
adolescents, maintaining the roles associated with a parentiﬁed
youth may be equally as deleterious as stopping these roles when
the deployed parent returns.
For example, in a qualitative study of military adolescents conducted
by Mmari et al. (2009), results revealed that renegotiating roles and responsibilities was one of the most marked sources of stress for families,
primarily during the period of reuniﬁcation when the deployed parent
returns. Eleven focus-group discussions were conducted with military
adolescents, parents, and school personnel serving military installations
in Texas, Kansas, Colorado, New York, and North Carolina. Four focus
groups consisted of military adolescents (n = 39; 61% female); three
were conducted with parents of military youth (n = 24); and four
included school personnel (n = 35). Students in the youth focus groups
ranged in age from 12 to 18 years (M = 14.6), and 89.7% had experienced a parental deployment at least once. Students were racially diverse, with 56.4% of students reporting their race as White American,
20.5% as Black American, 12.8% as Hispanic, 2.5% as Native American,
and 2.5% as other.
Consistent with other studies, Mmari et al. (2009) identiﬁed several
areas of stress experienced by adolescents, including worry about
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the safety of the deployed parent, concerns about the emotional
strain experienced by the nondeployed parent, and shifts in roles
and responsibilities within the family. The acquisition of new responsibilities, such as taking care of younger siblings, appeared to
lead to both positive and negative outcomes. Some youth reported
feeling overburdened and missing out on extracurricular activities,
but some reported feeling pride in their new adult roles, enabling
them to mature more quickly and become more responsible. The
challenges of a deployed parent's return seemed to pose greater
stress for the nondeployed parents and adolescents alike, including
challenges related to becoming reacquainted, particularly when adolescents have aged and matured considerably during the deployed
parent's absence. School personnel–participants also reported observations similar to those of parents and students. For example,
one participant from a school serving a naval base said:
I have military families who the parents are crisis-oriented and they
have a hard time coping. But the child comes in and seems to manage the family. Again, it is an inward peace that the child is able to
exude in the family setting and keep things together. When the
mother is all in pieces and upset, this child comes in and says, “okay,
what do I need to do,” and does it. I have seen that, a “junior mother”
I call it. It is very personal and individual.
[Mmari et al. (2009, p. 467)]
This observation illustrates how a child or adolescent can promote
and maintain homeostasis in the military family system, just as a child
or adolescent can promote and maintain homeostasis or stability in a
nonmilitary family when a separation or disruption to the family system
occurs (e.g., divorce). When a deployed parent returns, family life is
disrupted once again, because the parent's return requires the family
to readjust and renegotiate roles and responsibilities, often in the context of getting to know each other all over again. Adolescents in particular are reluctant to relinquish their new, more mature roles and may
become frustrated when the returning parent fails to recognize the
sacriﬁces that the adolescent and the family have made during the
deployed parent's time away (Mmari et al., 2009; also see Bradshaw,
Sudhinaraset, Mmari, & Blum, 2010; Chandra, Martin, et al., 2010;
Huebner et al., 2007). Of signiﬁcance, failing to recognize and appreciate
the contributions of adolescents during a parent's deployment is likely
to exacerbate individual- and system-level negative outcomes in military families, similar to the ﬁndings reported in nonmilitary families
(Hooper, 2007b, 2012).

4. The present review
The breadth of unique and signiﬁcant issues that military families
face is unquestioned. These systemic issues may lead to or result in
the parentiﬁcation of military children (Harrison & Albanese, 2012).
Since the terms parentiﬁcation, parentiﬁed child, and adult child were
introduced into the developmental, clinical, and family psychology nomenclature (Boszormenyi-Nagy & Spark, 1973; Hooper, 2012; Hooper
et al., 2012; Jurkovic, 1997; Kerig, 2005; Minuchin et al., 1967), families
in the United States have changed. Military families have also changed
(Everson & Figley, 2011; Hall, 2008; Kelley et al., 2011). Given the extant
literature on military families in general, we established three aims for
the present review:
• Clarify how parentiﬁcation (or alternate descriptions) and its corollary outcomes have been viewed in military families (Harrison &
Albanese, 2012).
• Describe the current terms used to characterize parentiﬁcation in the
military family systems.
• Compile the empirical literature—both quantitative and qualitative—
that has examined parentiﬁcation speciﬁcally (see Table 1).
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5. Method
5.1. Location of reviewed literature
The purpose of the literature search was to locate the population of
reviews and studies that have examined the parentiﬁcation construct
for likely relevance and links to processes and outcomes related to
war, family systems and functioning in a military context, and the
military culture. We searched the following computerized databases
from their origin up to December 2012: PubMed, PsychInfo, Social Service Abstracts, ERIC, and Dissertation Abstracts. Our search procedure
identiﬁed articles whose titles or abstracts paired terms related to
parentiﬁcation (parentiﬁcation, parentiﬁed, adultiﬁcation, spousiﬁcation,
role reversal, young caregiver, young career, burdened children, and invisible carers) with terms related to military families, systems, children,
youth, adolescents, and culture. These procedures identiﬁed potential
studies for our review. Our next step was to determine whether the
identiﬁed studies ﬁt the boundaries of our review. The inclusion criteria
were as follows:
• The empirical study must contain a speciﬁc focus on parentiﬁcation
(i.e., not just a brief mention of parentiﬁcation).
• The article must be quantitative or qualitative in nature.
• The article had to be written in English.
We next examined the abstracts of the identiﬁed articles to create a
“reduced candidate list” of articles, removing those that clearly did not
contain data relevant to our review. We then examined the full text of
these articles, ﬁnally locating 14 that ﬁt our inclusion criteria.
Table 1 highlights a list of 14 relevant empirical studies that examine
parentiﬁcation in military families. The studies include empirical investigations and randomized clinical trials, which examine the challenges
of extended deployment, dual-career military families, military family
system, and military children and adolescents. Spanning 16 years
(from 1996 to 2012), the research is organized by factors and themes
and includes research designs, sample sizes, and theoretical approaches,
where applicable.
6. Parentiﬁcation and military systems
6.1. Parentiﬁcation in military families
The military family presents a unique context for the emergence of
parentiﬁcation (Bradshaw et al., 2010; Charles, Stainton, & Marshall,
2009; Gorman et al., 2010; Warchal et al., 2011). War-induced separations present both positive and negative challenges and outcomes for
families and children (Bowen & Martin, 2011; Harrison & Albanese,
2012; Lester & Bursch, 2011; Palmer, 2008), and they test the psychological, physical, social, and economic coping mechanisms that can
increase or reduce the effects of parentiﬁcation in children.
6.2. Parentiﬁcation in the military literature: terms and deﬁnitions
Accelerated maturation, or “growing up too fast,” among military
children is not a new consideration for military family scholars. In
1988 Amen and colleagues described particular feelings and subsequent
behaviors of children at various ages in response to the absence of a military parent. Preschool children may experience feelings of guilt about
their mother's sadness and in turn “attempt to care for the mom,”
while adolescents may “feel like the man of the house [or] feel like
mom's companion” (Amen et al., 1988, p. 443).
More recently, scholars have used similar phrases and terms to describe child and adolescent responses to parental absence due to military service. For example, Lester and Bursch (2011) referred to the
“man in the family” in relation to the sense of responsibility assumed
by boys (also see Huebner et al., 2007, 2010). Other terms such as conﬁdant or emotional partner (Chandra, Martin, et al., 2010; Drummet
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Table 1
Empirical studies examining parentiﬁcation in military families.
Author(s)

Year

Title

Research design and sample size

Bradshaw, C. P., Sudhinaraset, M., Mmari, 2010 School transitions among military
Qualitative study using focus groups (N = 93)
K., & Blum, R. W.
adolescents: A qualitative study of stress and
coping
Chandra, A., Burns, R. M., Tanielian, T. &
2011 Understanding the deployment experience for Quantitative study using child and caregiver
Jaycox, L. H.
children and youth from military families
reports at multiple time points (N = 110 pairs)

Rodriguez, A. J., & Margolin, G.

2011 Siblings of military service members: A qualitative exploration of individual and family
systems reactions

Overlapping terms & constructs
Parentiﬁcation; growing up too fast; emotional and
social maturity

Emotional cycle of deployment
for families framework; family
stress theory
None

Role confusion; more responsibility at home; caring for
siblings; demonstration of maturity

Quantitative study using telephone interviewing
with children and nondeployed care givers
(N = 1507)
Qualitative study using focus groups and
None
semistructured interviews of school personnel
(N = 148)
Qualitative, longitudinal study using interviews at Ambiguous loss theory
seven time points (N = 34)

Role shifting; role acquisition

Qualitative study using data from 61
semistructured interviews conducted (N = 61)

Ambiguous loss theory

Adult roles; parentiﬁcation

Qualitative study using focus group interviews
with youth (N = 85)

Double ABC-X model of adjustment and adaptation

Parental or parenting roles; role strain; assumption of
adult roles

Qualitative study using focus groups (N = 107)

Ambiguous loss theory; double
ABC-X framework

Quantitative study using self-report data from
children and remaining caregiver (N = 180)
Quantitative study using two time-points of selfreport data from deploying and nondeploying
mothers (N = 154)
Quantitative study using computer-assisted
interviewing with parents and children
(N = 500)
Qualitative study using focus groups with
students, parents, and school personnel (N = 98)
Quantitative, cross-sectional study using Washington State 2008 Healthy Youth Survey
(N = 10,606)
Qualitative study using verbal, interviewergenerated, open-ended narratives (N = 8)

None

Ambiguous presence; ambiguous absence; boundary
ambiguity; shifting roles and responsibilities; child as
“man of the house”
Psychological stress, anxiety, and depression

None

Psychological adjustment

None

Psychological symptomatology

None

New roles and responsibilities; role redistribution

None

Role responsibility; family role renegotiation

Stress spillover; ambiguous loss
theory

Role shift; role ambiguity; boundary redeﬁnition; role
vacancy

Increased home responsibilities; co-parent; emotional
partners; supporting the caregiver
Boundary ambiguity; distribution of family roles
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Chandra, A., Lara-Cinisomo, S., Jaycox, L. 2010 Children on the homefront: The experience of
H., Tanielian, T., Burns, R M., Ruder, T., &
children from military families
Han, B.
Chandra, A., Martin, L. T., Hawkins, S. A., & 2010 The impact of parental deployment on child
Richardson, A.
social and emotional functioning: Perspectives
of school staff
Faber, A. J., Willerton, E., Clymer, S. R.,
2008 Ambiguous absence, ambiguous presence: A
MacDermid, S. M., & Weiss, H. M.
qualitative study of military reserve families in
wartime
Harrison, D., & Albanese, P.
2012 The “parentiﬁcation” phenomenon as applied
to adolescents living through parental military
deployments
Huebner, A. J., Mancini, J. A., Wade, K. E., 2010 Resilience and vulnerability: The deployment
McElhaney, S. J., Wiles, B. B., Butler VI, J.
experiences of youth in military families
L., & Ford, J. L.
Huebner, A. J., Mancini, J. A., Wilcox, R. M., 2007 Parental deployment and youth in military
Grass, S. R., & Grass, G. A.
families: Exploring uncertainty and
ambiguous loss
Jensen, P. S., Martin, D., & Watanabe, H.
1996 Children's response to parental separation
during Operation Desert Storm
Kelley, M. L., Doane, A. N., & Pearson, M. R. 2011 Single military mothers in the new
millennium: Stresses, supports, and effects of
deployment
Lester, Peterson, K., Reeves, K., Knauss, L., 2010 The long war and parental combat
Glover, D., Mogil, C., Beardslee, W.
deployment: Effects on military children and
at-home spouses
Mmari, K., Roche, K. M., Sudhinaraset, M., 2009 When a parent goes off to war
& Blum, R.
Reed, S. C., Bell, J. F., Edwards, T. C.
2011 Adolescent well-being in Washington state
military families

Theoretical approach
Family stress theory
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et al., 2003; Warchal et al., 2011), junior mother (Mmari et al., 2009), and
young carers (Charles et al., 2009) are also used. However, the military
literature lacks consistency and consensus in relation to the concepts
traditionally used to describe parentiﬁcation. Other terms proffered by
the military literature to describe parentiﬁcation include role reversal,
role ambiguity, role vacancy, and role shifting. More speciﬁcally, although
the concepts of role reversal, role ambiguity, role vacancy, and role
shifting are typically discussed within the context of military families
(Chandra, Lara-Cinisomo, et al., 2010; Chawla & Solinas-Saunders,
2011; Huebner et al., 2010; McFarlane, 2009; Riggs & Riggs, 2011;
Rodriguez & Margolin, 2011), these terms are loosely deﬁned, not
thoughtfully examined or measured in empirical studies.
Until very recently, military research scholars rarely used the term
parentiﬁcation to describe the assumption of parental roles by children,
though several have begun to connect the construct to military family
research (Bradshaw et al., 2010; Charles et al., 2009; Gorman et al.,
2010; Jacobvitz, Riggs, & Johnson, 1999; Warchal et al., 2011). In a qualitative study related to school transitions among military adolescents,
Bradshaw et al. (2010) used the terms accelerated maturation and
parentiﬁcation to describe children's management of adult emotions
and responsibilities, as reported by school personnel and parents.
In another recent study, Harrison and Albanese (2012) described the
differential effects of parentiﬁcation on adolescents (N = 61) based on
gender, the quality of their relationships with their parents who were
not deployed, and the extent to which their schools and school staff
recognized the difﬁculties that military families and youth experience.
In Harrison and Albanese's qualitative study, females reported more severe and extensive effects of parentiﬁcation than their male adolescent
counterparts did. Females described their engaging in a range of instrumental and emotional activities often described in the parentiﬁcation
literature. Many participants from the self-selected, convenience
sample of primarily White American adolescents—both female and
male—also suggested that the school staff were uninformed about and
insensitive to the unique needs of students who had family members
in the military. Signiﬁcantly, the participants contended that school
staff were inﬂexible and minimized the plight of adolescents who
were experiencing short- and long-term parentiﬁcation and the associated aftereffects. Finally, in Harrison and Albanese's study, and consistent with the theoretical military literature, participants described the
emotional impact of loss related to both the parent who was present
and the parent who was deployed. That is, the adolescents described
losses related both to the deployed parent who is physically absent
and to the nondeployed parent who is emotionally absent but physically present.
This form of early or accelerated maturation can signiﬁcantly affect
healthy child development, psychological health or distress, and emotional functioning, in terms of contributing both to resiliency (Bowen
& Martin, 2011; Gorman et al., 2010; Hooper, 2007b; Hooper et al.,
2008) as well as to psychopathology (Bradshaw et al., 2010; Hooper
et al., 2011; Riggs & Riggs, 2011). The military literature simply describes these concepts as taking on adult roles (Drummet et al., 2003;
Mmari et al., 2009) or assuming more responsibilities at home
(Esposito-Smythers et al., 2011; Lester et al., 2011; Reed et al., 2011).
Children and adolescents of deployed parents may contribute to the
family's functioning by caring for siblings (Chandra et al., 2011;
Huebner et al., 2010) or by taking on other caregiving routines not
typically assigned to children (Cozza & Guimond, 2011; Gorman et al.,
2010; Saltzman et al., 2011). Drummet et al. (2003) described the
nondeployed parent's overdependence on his or her children in situations where other support networks are minimal, causing a child to assume an adult role as conﬁdant (also see Warchal et al., 2011). Co-parent
is another term used to describe a child who assumes signiﬁcant aspects
of the family functioning.
Chandra, Martin, et al. (2010) used terms such as emotional partner
and co-parent when discussing the results of their qualitative study
using focus groups and semistructured interviews with teachers,
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counselors, and administrative staff. To examine the impact of parental
deployment on child social and emotional functioning, Chandra and colleagues conducted 24 focus groups in 12 schools (N = 148 staff) serving
two Army installations in two different regions of the country, including
two school districts per installation. Schools included elementary,
middle, and high schools, with two focus groups per school: one for
teachers and one for counselors. Participants who were interviewed
included eight school counselors, two principals, two teachers, and
four district-level staff members. Of these participants, eight worked
in elementary schools, one at a junior high, and two at senior high
schools. Participants included personnel from schools in 11 different
states, including California, New York, South Carolina, and Minnesota.
No other demographic information was provided.
Chandra, Martin, et al. (2010) found that school personnel perceived
many children and families to be coping well with parental deployment.
However, school personnel also perceived a signiﬁcant number of children to be struggling with a range of deployment-related difﬁculties,
which had an impact on school performance and other areas of functioning. Consistent with the risks of parentiﬁcation, teachers reported
that some children could not do their homework because they were
too busy doing chores. One teacher described a young student who
had to get her siblings up for school, feed them breakfast, dress them,
and get them and their backpacks ready, all before she could get herself
ready for school. By the time she arrived at school, the student would
sometimes say that she was already too tired to pay attention or do
her work in class. Teachers also reported that many of their students became emotional partners to their nondeployed parent, which the
teachers found to be an inappropriate burden on their lives (Chandra,
Martin, et al., 2010). These increased or age-inappropriate behaviors,
roles, and responsibilities have long been described in the family
psychology literature and are termed parentiﬁcation.

6.3. Parentiﬁcation in the military literature: the process
6.3.1. Boundary ambiguity
Similar to the concept of role ambiguity, boundary ambiguity is a
concept used to address the process of parentiﬁcation within military
families. Stemming from Boss's (2004) theory of ambiguous loss, boundary ambiguity has been described as a situation in which a parent is
physically absent but emotionally present, or emotionally absent but
physically present (Faber et al., 2008). Family boundaries identify who
has proximity to whom, who plays what roles in the family, and the
extent to which they play those roles (Drummet et al., 2003). In the context of the military family, boundary ambiguity can cause confusion as
families adjust and readjust to roles and responsibilities when members
temporarily enter and exit the family system (Chawla & SolinasSaunders, 2011; Rodriguez & Margolin, 2011).
Faber et al. (2008) conducted a qualitative study using seven waves
of interviews with individuals on active duty and civilian members of
military Reserve families. The researchers sought to examine the longitudinal trajectory of ambiguous loss, as well as how and by what means
or methods these families cope with ambiguous loss over time. Participants included both Reserve members (n = 16; 14 male and 2 female)
and family members (n = 18), such as a spouse, signiﬁcant other, or
parent. All participants were recruited from the same Army Reserve
unit, with 119 members deployed to Iraq for 15 months, using a maximum variation sampling strategy. The average age of Reserve member
participants was 29 years (SD = 8.7), with 87% being White American
and the rest being Black American. Of the Reserve members, 69% were
married or cohabitating, 12% were separated, and 19% were single;
56% had children. The average age of family member participants was
38 years (SD = 12.5), with 89% being White American and 11% Black
American. The total sample included 10 matched soldier–spouse pairs,
four matched soldier–parent pairs, two unmatched reservists, and two
unmatched family members.
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In their study, Faber et al. (2008) found that results were consistent
with role and boundary ambiguity. Spouses reported having difﬁculty
taking on the roles and responsibilities of the deployed family member,
speculating about what that person would do or decide, and trying to
keep the reservist at least partially engaged in his or her role and family
decision making. For the nondeployed family member at home, the lack
of information and communication leads to confusion, in relation to
both a decision at hand and the acceptance of decisions when the reservist returned home. The results indicated that as reunion approaches,
boundary ambiguity shifts from anxiety about household management
to worries about reunion, such as how the returning reservist will rejoin
the family system and how the reservist's personality or behavior might
have changed, making redistribution of roles and responsibilities
difﬁcult.
Warchal et al. (2011) described boundaries as the rules and regulations that distinguish the family system from other external systems
and deﬁne the family subsystems within. When these lines are blurred,
triangulation can occur whereby a child, or even the military itself,
becomes a third party in the couple's subsystem. For military families,
boundaries are often blurred when members deploy but maintain
some degree of presence through communication, attempting or not
attempting to play their respective roles from afar (Huebner et al.,
2007; Warchal et al., 2011). Role confusion may also result from boundary ambiguity when a member returns from combat. Families who
have resolved the ambiguity of roles among those left behind may
experience signiﬁcant stress and confusion when the family member
is reintegrated and attempts to reestablish his or her roles as they
existed prior to deployment (Lemmon & Chartrand, 2009; McFarlane,
2009). Family members who have assumed new duties—such as a
parentiﬁed child—may in turn be reluctant to relinquish their own
new roles (Drummet et al., 2003), and frustrations may mount as family
members begin to accept the impossibility of resuming life as it
was prior to deployment (Faber et al., 2008). In the family and clinical
psychology literature, the strength and type of boundaries evinced
in the family system have long been linked to family functioning,
wellness, and pathology. Boundaries appear to be equally as important in the context of military families as they are in nonmilitary
families.

6.3.2. Ambiguous loss
In a qualitative study of adolescents, Huebner et al. (2007) used
focus groups to explore uncertainty and ambiguous loss among youth
experiencing parental deployment. Study participants included youth
ages 12 to 18 (N = 107) attending free, voluntary summer camps in
ﬁve states (Washington, Hawaii, Texas, Virginia, and Georgia) sponsored by the National Military Family Association. The participants in
the sample consisted of 46% females and 54% males; 61% were White
American, 17% Black American, 7% Hispanic/Latino, 3% Paciﬁc Islander,
1% Native American, and 10% biracial. All participants had experienced
parental deployment, and 36% of youth were from Reserve and National
Guard families. Huebner et al. conducted 14 focus groups with a mix of
boys and girls.
To illustrate uncertainty and ambiguous loss, Huebner et al. (2007)
analyzed the results and categorized them into four main themes: (a)
overall perceptions of uncertainty and loss, (b) boundary ambiguity,
(c) changes in mental health, and (d) relationship conﬂict. Perceptions
of uncertainty and loss were typically described in negative terms,
such as “confused,” “isolated,” or “mad” (Huebner et al., 2007, p. 116).
Boundary ambiguity (i.e., parentiﬁcation) became evident as participants discussed the changes they experienced in roles and responsibilities—changes that provoked stress for some and led others to perceive
opportunities. For example, one youth stated, “When my dad's not
there, I'm not, you know, the child anymore. I have to like kind of almost
ﬁll in for the other parent because the only thing my mom really cares

about is that I am ready to babysit” (Huebner et al., 2007, p. 117). In
relation to frustrations regarding reunion, another youth stated:
Because there were responsibilities taken up by each of us and then
when dad came home, we didn't have the responsibilities anymore,
but we were used to them and so that caused a change also. And so
it's just like, okay, what do we do now. We can't go back to being
who we were because we're not that anymore. We have to move
forward, but it's also something you have to do as a whole family.
[Huebner et al. (2007, p. 117)]

6.4. Parentiﬁcation in the military literature: theoretical frameworks
Predeployment family functioning is an important factor in how
families and children respond to the stress associated with separations,
entrances, and exits. Several theoretical frameworks that have been
used to examine military family responses lend support for the examination of preexisting conditions, level of family functioning, and adjustment processes that can lead to parentiﬁcation.

6.4.1. Family stress theory
Much of the early research on the association between military parent separation and child and adolescent behavior identiﬁed responses
and signiﬁcant relations consistent with family stress theory (Chandra
et al., 2011). Speciﬁcally, a number of child and adolescent psychological
symptomatologies have been associated consistently with parental
deployment, including increased stress and anxiety, internalized and
externalized behaviors, higher levels of depression, and disciplinary
problems. Parental stress and psychological distress have also been
consistently identiﬁed as signiﬁcant predictors of child and adolescent
psychological distress (Lemmon & Chartrand, 2009; Lester et al.,
2010). Similarly, the ability of each family member to cope effectively
with life stressors affects the entire family's ability to adapt during
periods of transition and increased tension (Bradshaw et al., 2010).
Drummet et al. (2003) suggested that cultural factors, as well as the military culture itself, play a signiﬁcant role in the way military families
handle relevant stressors and their willingness to seek supportive services for their family (also see Lemmon & Chartrand, 2009). In addition,
the family coping mechanisms, as well as the psychological functioning
and distress, that are present prior to deployment are key indicators of
how well a family will manage the additional stress associated with deployment and reunion. All these factors contribute to or detract from the
development of parental functioning and therefore the psychological
outcomes among military youth.
Bradshaw et al. (2010) used the family stress theory as a framework
to examine transition-related stressors among military youth. In this
qualitative study (N = 93), 11 focus groups were conducted in ﬁve states
(three in Colorado and two each in Kansas, New York, North Carolina,
and Texas) with military students (n = 34), parents (n = 24), and
school staff (n = 35). Student participants ranged in age from 6 to
12 years (M = 14.6) and included a slight majority who were female
(61%) and White American (56.4%); 21.5% were Black American and
12.8% were Hispanic American. Of the student sample, 89.7% had experienced parental deployment at least once. Parentiﬁcation issues
emerged most clearly within the goal of describing the efforts used to
assist students in coping with their stress. Although parents, school
staff, and students identiﬁed a blend of adaptation and coping strategies, all agreed that military students are perceived as more mature
and more responsible. A common belief among school staff was that
military students are more adaptable than their civilian counterparts
and experience an accelerated maturation, which may be beneﬁcial,
especially for those attending college. However, some students and
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parents expressed uncertainty about the effect of growing up too fast,
with one parent stating,
I don't know if that [growing up too fast] is good or bad. In some
cases it's good and some cases it's kind of sad that your kids are
almost forced to grow up a little bit quicker and have to step up to
the plate. . . [I] have young sons and my husband is deployed. [So]
they kind of step up and are the man of the house. A lot of them
try to take on that role, which is a great help to us moms. I know that
myself. But it's sad in a way too. [It] takes away a little of their youth.
[Bradshaw et al. (2010, p. 96)]
Bradshaw et al.'s results indicated that military youth, especially
those with deployed parents, manage many adult emotions and responsibilities, characterized by some researchers “as parentiﬁcation, whereby
children take on adult roles and responsibilities that are not developmentally appropriate, which in turn can result in adjustment problems
(Byng-Hall, 2002)” (Bradshaw et al., 2010, p. 96).
6.4.2. Ambiguous loss
The work of Boss (2004) on ambiguous loss provides a useful theoretical framework for exploring how military families perceive and respond to parental deployment (Faber et al., 2008; Huebner et al.,
2007). Boss identiﬁed two distinct types of ambiguous loss. Ambiguous
absence occurs when a person is physically absent but is perceived by
family members as emotionally or psychologically present. Ambiguous
presence is the converse: the family member is physically present but
is perceived as emotionally or psychologically absent from the family.
One element of the culture unique to today's military—as compared to
the military system from decades ago—is the ability of the media and
telecommunications to keep families informed and connected with
their deployed service members (Drummet et al., 2003). Nevertheless,
this increased level of communication and connection can create further
ambiguity in relation to the deployed service member's participation in
family functioning and decision making (Faber et al., 2008). In addition,
the level of media exposure detailing the effects of war can create a
heightened sense of uncertainty about the service member's safety
and his or her likelihood of return (Huebner et al., 2007). This is especially true for children exposed to these media stories.
Military families face a complex situation of uncertainty and loss
each time a member is deployed. Ambiguous loss can be psychologically, physically, and structurally problematic within the family, because it
can lead to feelings of hopelessness, uncertainty, and confusion, as well
as boundary ambiguity within the family system (Boss, 2004; Faber
et al., 2008). Loss and uncertainty are not only situational but also perceptual. Thus each family member's actual experience of an ambiguous
loss may be very different. Boundary ambiguity, a complex result of
ambiguous loss, presents a host of challenges both during and after
deployment. These challenges, such as role negotiation and similar
stressors related to reintegration, can be particularly problematic
when the service member returns from combat with physical or
psychological injuries (Chawla & Solinas-Saunders, 2011; Rodriguez &
Margolin, 2011).
6.4.3. Resiliency framework
Although some families and youth fare poorly as a result of multiple
and prolonged deployments, research has suggested that some military
families adjust well to the military culture and routine deployments.
Several authors have used a resiliency theoretical framework for the
study of military families (Bowen & Martin, 2011; Lester et al., 2011;
Saltzman et al., 2011). Resilience is often deﬁned as a dynamic process
characterized by positive adaptation when facing signiﬁcant adversity
or trauma (Harkness, 1993; Hooper, 2007b). Resilience is not a personality trait per se but is rather a two-dimensional construct that implies
positive adjustment when exposed to adverse events or conditions
(Luthar & Cicchetti, 2000).
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Saltzman et al. (2011) suggested using the resiliency framework to
describe potential risk factors and mechanisms associated with the impact of military deployment and culture on family systems. This framework, they asserted, can facilitate the understanding, development, and
evaluation of resilience-enhancing interventions to improve military
family resiliency and family and child outcomes. Saltzman et al. identiﬁed ﬁve interrelated sets of family processes as potentially amenable
risk mechanisms for families exposed to adversity and trauma, such as
wartime deployment or parental combat operational stress. These ﬁve
family processes are as follows: incomplete or inaccurate understanding
of deployment and developmental expectations, impaired family communication and emotional expression, impaired parenting, impaired
family organization and structure, and lack of guiding belief systems.
Saltzman et al. theorized that each of these mechanisms of risk can
lead to proximal outcomes that can have a positive or negative impact
on family functioning. For example, overly rigid or chaotic family structure can lead to poorly deﬁned boundaries, roles and responsibilities, or
inconsistent care routines, any of which can subsequently affect the psychological functioning of children.
6.4.4. Resiliency model of role performance
Consistent with the resiliency framework and discussions of role adjustment, role reversal, and negotiation within family systems, Bowen
and Martin (2011) proposed a resiliency model with a speciﬁc focus
on role performance. This model presents a heuristic framework to account for differing abilities among service members and their families
to adjust to role shifts and new responsibilities in the face of challenges
and potential adversities of military life. This conceptual perspective
stems from role theory and models of family stress, coping, and social
support.
Using a “road of life” metaphor, Bowen and Martin (2011) described
role trajectories and transitions in the context of military family life,
with a focus on family adaptation and individual strengths. Bowen
and Martin deﬁned resilience as a process that reﬂects an individual's capacity for functional role performance in the midst of developmental
transitions, adversities, and positive challenges. Resiliency, in contrast,
is deﬁned as an outcome of the resilience process. The concept of resilience applies ecologically to individuals and multiple contexts (e.g.,
families, groups, military units, and communities) and can be evaluated
over time in terms of role performance. The resiliency model proposed
by Bowen and Martin consists of four major concepts with reciprocal
relationships that inﬂuence role performance. These four concepts are
as follows: social connections, individual assets, self-orientations, and
behavioral health. Based on its theoretical grounding in concepts of
family functioning, the resiliency model of role performance offers an
opportunity for further discussion and research aimed at identifying
positive adaptation and possibly posttraumatic growth among military
families and their children (Harrison & Albanese, 2012), similar
to what has been seen in nonmilitary families (Hooper, Marotta, &
DePuy, 2009).
6.4.5. Process model of family function
Gorman et al. (2010) presented a similar systemic model—the process model of family functioning (Skinner, Steinhauer, & Sintarenios,
2000)—as a potential framework for examining military family processes that contribute to maladaptive as well as healthy family functioning.
The process model includes seven constructs: task accomplishment,
role performance, communication, affective expression, involvement,
control, and values and norms (Skinner et al., 2000). These constructs
are similar to those identiﬁed by Saltzman et al. (2011) as potential
risk mechanisms in the resiliency framework.
Attachment and family systems theories, when taken together, offer
a promising framework for the study of military family dynamics, the aftereffects of wartime deployment, and military culture—particularly in
relation to parentiﬁcation of military youth (Gorman et al., 2010;
Hooper, 2007b; Riggs & Riggs, 2011). Consistent with prior research

132

L.M. Hooper et al. / Children and Youth Services Review 39 (2014) 123–134

on parentiﬁcation and research on military families, these frameworks
could shed considerable light on childhood parentiﬁcation within the
unique circumstances of the military family, especially following multiple and extended military deployments and combat injury. Attachment
theory helps clarify the process of parentiﬁcation as it involves the relationship between the child and his or her parent or caregiver, and family
systems theory clariﬁes the context in which parentiﬁcation takes place
(Byng-Hall, 2008). Internal working models act as the mechanisms
through which parentiﬁed children experience divergent and bimodal
outcomes, both positive and negative (Hooper, 2007a). In addition, attachment theory combined with family systems theory can guide clinical and research investigations where parentiﬁcation exists. Guided by
these theoretical conceptualizations of parentiﬁcation, the investigations may offer unique perspectives from which to examine the developmental trajectories, individual-level correlates and outcomes
(e.g., coping strategies), and system-level correlates and outcomes
(e.g., deployment factors) relevant to the military family, the parentiﬁed
child, and the adult he or she becomes.
A range of theory-informed, military- and community-based interventions have been implemented to support military families before,
during, and after deployment. However, empirical evaluation of the effectiveness of these programs, and of the theoretical constructs they
measure, is lacking (APA, 2007; Esposito-Smythers et al., 2011;
McFarlane, 2009). Although numerous qualitative studies have been
conducted, to our knowledge, no studies have used validated instruments designed to measure or assess factors related to parentiﬁcation
within military families. Further research is needed to address this gap
and to further align the plethora of clinical and family psychology literature with the relative dearth of military family research related to the
impact of parental deployment and military-induced parental absence
on the lives of military children. As military members and their families
are called to make extraordinary sacriﬁces to serve and protect the
United States and other nations, a response from the scientiﬁc community is warranted to support the well-being of their families and the
positive development of their children and adolescents.
6.4.6. Family attachment network model
Both attachment theory (e.g., Ainsworth, 1989; Bowlby, 1969) and
family systems theory (e.g., Bowen, 1978; Minuchin, 1974) present
opportunities to explain why parental psychological health and emotional support during the stressful processes of adaptation to military
culture, deployment, and reintegration are important to the emotional,
psychological, and physical well-being of children. Family and clinical
psychologists and researchers have reported how these theories,
taken together, can inform family systems research in general and
research on parentiﬁcation in particular (see Byng-Hall, 2008; Hooper,
2007a).
However, Riggs and Riggs (2011) contended that although these
two theories are complementary, they may not converge neatly when
applied to family processes and patterns. Riggs and Riggs presented a
family attachment network model, consisting of multiple relationships
at multiple system levels, to describe how military families adapt and
adjust during deployment and reintegration. Within each system level
are rules and attributes speciﬁc to that level, though inextricably
intertwined and interrelated with other levels and with the family
system as a whole. Similarly, each attachment relationship within the
family system is unique, resulting in varying attachment behaviors
toward other members of the family.
7. Implications and future directions
This preliminary review has attempted to connect the military
family literature with the parentiﬁcation literature and to show where
these two bodies of research intersect with overlapping and relevant
concepts, contexts, and theories. Policy makers, researchers, and family
systems and child advocates agree that the physical, psychological, and

social welfare of military families and children is of critical concern
(Willerton et al., 2011). Military youth are generally resilient in
the face of deployment and military culture-related stressors. However,
when stress becomes chronic and adequate support is unavailable,
emotional and behavioral problems and psychological distress,
including those associated with parentiﬁcation, can occur (EspositoSmythers et al., 2011). Children from National Guard and Reserve families, as well as those in families experiencing multiple deployments,
prolonged deployments, and diverse types of deployments (e.g.,
deployed to a combat zone versus engaged in combat) may be in the
greatest need of support services that enhance resiliency and reduce
psychological risk. Findings distilled from the current review have
implications for practice and research with military families.
7.1. Implications for practice
Importantly, when military children and adolescent family issues go
unrecognized the consequences can be serious and destructive. As described in the literature, some far-reaching clinical effects of parentiﬁed
children and adolescents include poor academic performance, inability
to form positive relationships, and feeling overburdened and
overwhelmed. Educators, school psychologists, and mental health providers are in a position to be watchful of common signs and symptoms
(e.g., anxiety, lethargy, preoccupied, distracted, and depressed) that
may emerge when parentiﬁcation exists. Systematic evaluation of
parentiﬁcation should be considered to determine the level and extent
of parentiﬁcation. Screening tools such as the Parentiﬁcation Inventory
(Hooper, 2009) or the Parentiﬁcation Questionnaire (Jurkovic &
Thirkield, 1998) may be useful in assessing when parentiﬁcation
has been experienced in military families especially among families
where there are frequent deployments. Given that some children and
adolescents report increased resiliency and competency as a result
of parentiﬁcation positive outcomes must be assessed as well. A
strength-based approach to treatment (e.g., posttraumatic growth; see
Hooper, 2007b) is equally as important as the commonly seen
problem-focused approach to treatment. It could be that the child or adolescent has experienced the parentiﬁcation process as constructive
rather than destructive. Toward this end, the Parentiﬁcation Inventory
(Hooper, 2009; Hooper & Doehler, 2012) assesses the extent to which
individuals experienced beneﬁts, if any, from being parentiﬁed.
Jurkovic (1997) contended that clinicians should take into consideration the speciﬁc context (e.g., military context) and role (e.g., instrumental and emotional) adopted during the parentiﬁcation process in
order to inform intervention and treatment strategies for clients with
a history of parentiﬁcation.
7.2. Implications for research
The current review has implications for future research as well.
Researchers should consider examining the extent to which multiple
deployments, prolonged deployments, and diverse types of deployments engender varied outcomes. Military families offer a unique context for the study of factors that contribute to resiliency and healthy
family adjustment in the face of parental separation, adversity, and trauma (Harkness, 1993; Huebner et al., 2010; Palmer, 2008; Riggs & Riggs,
2011; Saltzman et al., 2011). Understanding resiliency in healthy family
adjustment offers the mental health community numerous opportunities to foster and improve the process of appropriate roles and functions
of unique family structures, including military families. Future research
has the potential to inform mental health providers in the care of
parentiﬁed military children, adolescents, and their families. There are
several speciﬁc issues that ought to be examined in future studies.
First, early clinical observations of military children could provide
professionals with evidence-based practices for prevention and intervention. Adequate and appropriate support for individuals and families
who experience parentiﬁcation can be more effectively translated and
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culturally tailored once predictors, mediators, and moderators between
parentiﬁcation and diverse outcomes are uncovered.
Second, in light of the important ﬁndings focused on emotional partners such as school personnel (see Chandra, Martin, et al., 2010), future
research should include the impact of the role and support schools play
in the lives of military children and adolescents. As previously
mentioned, educational institutions and their resources could provide
a signiﬁcant environment and intervention point for understanding
parentiﬁcation in military families. Such environments could supply a
needed service for these families, particularly those serving in the
National Guard and Reserve. Unlike active duty members, National
Guard and Reserve members typically do not have the beneﬁt of baserelated support and base communities (Bradshaw et al., 2010). For
these military children, schools become the context where they spend
a large portion of their time. Unfortunately, many times schools are ill
prepared to support individuals and families who are experiencing
parentiﬁcation. School personnel are not always aware of the children
of deployed National Guard and Reserve families enrolled in their facilities. Therefore, the chances of the schools having a systematic process
and plan in place to support these families are limited. Occasionally
and inadvertently, school policies and procedures may produce adverse
or additional distress for military families. The obstacles can range from
the ability for children to participate in special mental health or educational programs (e.g., gifted and talented) to high school graduation
delays (Bradshaw et al., 2010). Researching these issues is vital to the
social, psychological, and ecological well-being of military families.
Third, research speciﬁcally on parentiﬁcation of children and adolescents can help the military better understand and provide adequate resources to support the unique family structures and cultures of military
families. Currently, there is more research (i.e., clinical and family
psychology) examining parentiﬁcation in a variety of contexts that is
moving the discussion forward and establishing proper culturallyrelevant interventions when appropriate. The issues of parentiﬁcation
in military families demand similar empirical research. Although
much of the military research on parentiﬁcation and select outcomes
is based on qualitative investigations, research using a qualitative design is a starting point for future culturally-relevant hypothesis-testing
quantitative research.
8. Conclusion
This article focuses on the challenges, roles, and responsibilities that
family members may face as a result of the military culture and military
family system. This focus is consistent with the majority of research to
date. Nevertheless, it is critical to address some of the positive correlates
and outcomes that research indicates occur for these military adolescents and families. Due to the increased tendency for parents to rely
more heavily on children for functional and emotional support, and
due to the speciﬁc developmental stressors associated with adolescence, more research is needed to better understand and disentangle
the unique features of parental deployment and military culture with
regard to normative adolescent development, psychological health,
and physical health (Bradshaw et al., 2010; Huebner et al., 2010;
Lemmon & Chartrand, 2009; Reed et al., 2011). Research with military
families and children may reveal important opportunities for understanding resilience because military culture frequently demands
adaptability, and military members are speciﬁcally selected and trained
to be ready to respond and adapt at any time (Willerton et al., 2011).
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