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ADULTIFICATIONIS
WHEN NOTIONS OF
INNOCENCE AND
VULNERABILITY ARE
NOT AFFORDED TO
CERTAIN CHILDREN

Adultification occurs in two primary
forms:

1) Through the social and
environmental circumstances in which
a child lives

2)  Through the perpetuation of
stereotypes, prejudices, and racism

(Epstein et al, 2017)

1. Adultification through social and
environmental circumstances:

Examples of how children may
experience adultification in social and
environmental contexts, such as
socioeconomically disadvantaged
households, may include premature
exposure to adult knowledge and
experiences. This can result in children
taking on ‘extensive’ adult roles and
responsibilities within the home, such
as contributing financially to the
household income (Burton, 2007). This
is particularly topical, as the sharp
increase in the cost of living is likely to
have placed more children at risk of
adultification through child criminal
exploitation.

Burton's (2007) conceptual model of
childhood adultification is the most
widely recognised research on how
this phenomenon occurs in
economically disadvantaged families.
Through her ethnographic study,
Burton investigates how family
dynamics, a child's intersecting
characteristics (elg, gender, ethnicity,
race, age and disobility), and birth
order can influence a child's
experience of adultification within the
household. For example, eldest boys
are more likely to act as breadwinners
or confidants for their mothers, while
eldest girls are typically directed
towards homemaking and caregiving.
For girls, this pattern can persist even if
she has an older brother or is the
youngest child (Burton, 2007).

As highlighted by the diagram on the
following page, Burton (2007) identifies
four forms of adultification in the
home:

1. Precocious Knowledge: Children
learn about adult issues, like financial
or relationship struggles, by
overhearing conversations in
overcrowded homes.

2. Mentored Adultification: Children
take on adult-like duties with guidance
from their parents. This form of
adultification may benefit the child if
the responsibilities are not too
demanding and are aligned with the
child’s developmental stage.
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3. Peerification/Spousification:
Children share emotional burdens with
their parents. Child and parent are
considered equadls, blurring the
boundaries between their roles.

4. Parentification: The most extreme
form of adultification in the home,
where a child takes on the parenting
role for siblings or even parents. About
9% of children experience this. Potential
long-term impact can lead individuals
to feel isolated and neglected and
unable to prioritise their own needs.

In Burton’s model (2007), a child can
simultaneously experience multiple
forms of adultification in the home.
This concept involves children
prematurely taking on adult roles and
responsibilities, such as managing
household tasks, caring duties and
providing emotional support to the
parents. Burton highlights that these
experiences are complex and non-
linear, reflecting the intricate
dynamics of family life, especially in
economically disadvantaged homes.

Adultification in economically disadvantaged families:

A conceptual model

(Adapted from Burton, 2007)

The child is viewed as equal to their
parents, offering emotional support and
input as a parent that surpasses their age
and stage of development.

Due to overcrowded or poorer living
conditions, children are exposed to
adult-like conversations, such as
financial and relationship worries.

Personal traits and characteristics

Parentification is the most extreme form of
adultification in this model. It occurs when
achild assumes the role of a parent for
siblings and/or their parents.

. Peerification/Spousification

Precocious Knowledge

The child has increased responsibilities
(e.g,, chores) with minimal supervisi
while parents retain authority. This may
aid the child's development.

Child's intersecting characteristics,
g Personaltraits and birth order
) influence how they experience
adultification within the home
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