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SUMMARY

Bowen’s systems theory was introduced in Sweden through a few pioneers trained in
Washington at the end of the 1980s. Since then, various activities have been carried out
to disseminate the theory and its benefits to a wider audience. The Bowen Forum
Sweden association was established in the early 2000s as a network for those
interested, later with a clear vision of promoting the theory. Participation in Bowen
groups, supervision groups, based on Bowen’s systems theory has for many provided
new perspectives on themselves, their relationships, their family systems, and other
social contexts.

In the autumn of 2024, a first evaluation of participation in Bowen groups with me as
coach was conducted. An important goal of a Bowen group is to strengthen the
participants’ functional level of differentiation. Each participant starts from their own
problems and reflections in conversations with the coach, who asks questions and links
the dialogue to Bowen’s systems theory and its eight concepts. The participants’ family
diagrams are used as tools and are continuously supplemented with factual information
during the sessions.

The questionnaire was sent to the 17 participants from the four Bowen groups active
during 2024. It consists of 14 questions where respondents were asked to estimate how
they functioned before their participation in a Bowen group and how they function now
in a number of contexts, all of which relate to aspects of the concept of differentiation of
self. The questionnaire concluded with two open-ended questions.

The response rate was high, with 16 of the 17 participants replying. The data were
processed in Excel with a focus on the change between the “before” and the “now”
scores.

All respondents are 40 years of age or older. Seven are between 40 and 60, and nine are
over 60. Half of them have participated in a Bowen group for between 1 and 4 years, and
the other half for 5 years or more.

The results show that participants improved their functionality already after 1-2 years of
participation, and the positive change was reinforced with a longer duration in the group.
The ability to think clearly and make decisions was strengthened in all participants, even
those with shorter participation. Those who had been involved for five years or more
particularly indicated development in their ability to stand outside emotionally, remain
calm, and define themselves. Participants’ relationships within the family system and
with friends were shown to improve the longer they had been in a Bowen group.

The responses to the open-ended questions confirm the findings from the
questionnaire’s initial items — that participation increased the respondents’ functional
level of differentiation. The systems perspective gradually deepened and had



consequences for how individuals viewed themselves and others. Among other things, a
greater calm was experienced when anxiety spread around them, relationships
improved, self-awareness increased, and this resulted in greater responsibility-taking.
Resolving emotional attachments and distinguishing oneself emotionally from others is
part of what occurs in Bowen group work.

One respondent articulated how the insight into the systems perspective affected her:

The ability to see how we all influence one another within a system, and the consequences this
entails. To gain a deep understanding that everyone is doing the best they can based on their
circumstances. | have also realized that whether | want to or not, | exist within one or several
systems, and both influence and am influenced by others. This has made me feel more secure in
knowing that | do not have a choice — I am visible. Consequently, | have also been able to more
actively decide how | want to contribute to the systems | am part of.

Being an active participant with an interest in Bowen, combining the pursuit of
knowledge about the theory with genealogy and curiosity about one’s family system’s
life, experiences, and behavioral patterns across at least three generations, is a slow
and transformative process. It leads to increased quality of life in the sense of being able
to handle life’s challenges in new and better ways. In Bowen’s terms, this means an
increased differentiation of self. The evaluation shows that Bowen groups promote
participants’ learning of the theory as well as their personal development.



BACKGROUND

The dissemination of knowledge about Bowen’s systems theory in Sweden has been
ongoing since the early 1990s. It has taken place, and continues to take place, through
lectures, seminars, courses, and supervision, both individually and in groups. In 2000,
the association Bowen Forum Sweden was established with the ambition of creating a
network for individuals who, in various ways, had encountered and taken an interestin
the theory. The association aimed to function as a meeting place for dialogue and
exchange of experiences regarding both the theory itself and its practical application.

Over the past five years, several books on the theory have been translated into Swedish,
and two have been authored by Swedish writers, adapted to Swedish conditions.? In the
summer of 2022, an international conference was held in Sérbyn outside Boden. Thanks
to digital technology, the opportunities to disseminate and discuss the theory have
increased. Taken together, this has led to further development of both knowledge and
experience in the field. It has also made it possible to reach a wider audience across a
broader geographic area in Sweden.

Much has been said about the value of delving into Bowen’s systems theory and of
participating in a Bowen group, that is, supervision based on Bowen’s theory. However,
no systematic collection of participants’ experiences has previously been carried out.
What effects are perceived by those who engage with the theory, and particularly by
those who apply it in their personal development? To further disseminate the theory and
inspire more people to participate, the need for some form of evaluation has long been
highlighted. This evaluation of participation in Bowen groups during 2024, with me as
Bowen coach, is an attempt to collect data on a small scale within this field. The
evaluation does not claim to be scientific, even though every effort has been made to
conduct it as objectively as possible. This applies both to the questions asked, the
methods of data collection, and the subsequent handling of the material.

2You can find a list of books in Swedish on www.bowenforum.com/litteratur
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A BRIEF INTRODUCTION TO BOWEN’S FAMILY SYSTEMS THEORY?
Foundations and the Eight Concepts

Murray Bowen’s systems theory concerns human beings and human behavior. A central
premise is that humans, like other species, are part of evolution and governed by a
fundamental instinctive drive: that the system to which one belongs should survive—in
this case, the family system. A second important premise in the theory is the systems
perspective. This means that the individual must always be understood in context, as
part of a larger system. What happens to one individual affects the entire system. In an
emotional system such as the family, the individual and the other family members are
therefore mutually dependent on one another for their functioning.

Bowen’s theory consists of eight concepts, developed gradually between the 1950s and
1990s:

e The Emotional System of the Family of Origin
o Differentiation of Self

e Triangles

o Emotional Cutoff

¢ Projection Processes

¢ Multigenerational Transmission

e Sibling Position

e Societal Emotional Processes

The Interaction and Significance of the Concepts

The eight concepts in Bowen’s systems theory are closely intertwined but can also be
regarded as independent perspectives on human beings and their behavior. To varying
degrees, they can be observed in all people’s lives and relationships, reflecting the
complexity that surrounds both the individual and her social contexts.

The first concept, The Family of Origin as an Emotional System, can be seen as the arena
where the other concepts take shape and are expressed in varying degrees. Within the
family, emotions—in the sense of unconscious feelings—are transmitted from
generation to generation. These inherited emotions constitute a usually undefined inner
chronic stress, which, together with the family’s current challenges, gives rise to the
family’s level of stress and functionality. Emotions serve as invisible forces behind

3 Read more about the theory in for example; Murray Bowen & Michael E Kerr (1978) Family Evaluation;
Roberta M Gilbert. (2006) The Eights Concepts



human behavior. They act as a kind of emotional navigation system (GPS) for the
individual.

The more that can be uncovered and discussed—about what really happened—the
better it is for future generations. As knowledge increases about the emotional
experiences of previous generations, the chronic pressure within the system decreases.
The overall stress level in a family system is of great significance for the life prospects of
each family member.

Participation in a Bowen group, for example, can contribute to increased knowledge and
awareness of what earlier generations experienced and how they handled life’s
challenges. In this way, chronic stress may be reduced, which in turn positively affects
the stress level of the entire system.

Stress Level and Differentiation of Self - Decisive Factors

The stress level in a family system, in combination with the degree of differentiation of
self among family members, is decisive for both the individual’s and the system’s
functioning.

Differentiation of self is a measure of how well an individual can define themselves and
stand firm in their identity in relationships with significant others without losing their
sense of belonging to the group.

Furthermore, it concerns the ability to act and respond independently. This means
taking responsibility for oneself, clearly showing who one is, what one wants, what one
stands for, what one can do, and what one desires. An individual’s level of differentiation
is shaped, expressed, and can only be changed in relation to other people. A person’s
baseline level of differentiation is established during childhood and adolescence.
Through increased knowledge and awareness of the functioning of the family system, an
individual can develop beyond this baseline and function at a higher level of
differentiation. However, during periods of high stress, there is a risk that the individual
regresses to their original baseline level.

A central aim of a Bowen group is to strengthen the participants’ functional level of
differentiation. This is achieved by making visible previously unconscious emotional ties
that have led to undesirable behaviors. Through this work, the individual’s capacity to
make more thoughtful decisions and act less on emotional impulses is enhanced.

Developing the ability to act with reflection—rather than being driven by emotional
reactions—is a fundamental part of working with Bowen’s theory.



We Are Formed in the Family We Grew Up In

Every person’s life is shaped within the family system in which they grow up. By gathering
facts and knowledge about concrete events in one’s family, the image of a unique
system emerges—a system that forms the foundation for the individual’s entire life. In
this system, every person has had a specific role and task, shaped by the need both to
survive personally and to contribute to the functioning and continuity of the family
system.

This gives rise to behavioral patterns, strengths, and weaknesses—often unconscious—
that affect how we relate to others and how we adapt to life’s challenges.

Bowen’s systems theory, with its eight concepts, offers tools for understanding
ourselves through the study of our family system across at least three generations. This
knowledge not only increases self-awareness but also contributes to a deeper
understanding and respect for others—in the family, at work, and in society at large.

The Family Diagram as a Tool

In a Bowen group, the family diagram is the central working tool. It is a graphical family
map that helps an individual better understand themselves—where they come from,
where they are, and where they are heading. The family diagram spans at least three
generations and includes factual details such as birth, death, residence, education,
work, and health. It also includes family patterns of other kinds, such as: what is not
spoken about in the system, how family secrets are handled, how differences are
approached, who interacts with whom, as well as conflicts, losses, illnesses, and
divorces.

All members of a family system are interconnected in a network of mutually dependent
relationships. By visualizing facts with the help of a family diagram, family patterns
become clear. Within Bowen’s theory, physical, psychological, or social difficulties are
not understood as isolated problems of the individual but as expressions of how the
system as a whole functions. Any change—positive or negative—that requires
adaptation creates stress in the family system.

In a Bowen group, participants are encouraged to investigate as many facts as possible
about the lives and experiences of previous generations through genealogical research
and conversations with family members. It has been shown that a participant’s work
with their family diagram reduces stress levels and increases independence and
responsibility. By discovering patterns and understanding the background of various
events in the family system, the individual can free themselves from guilt, shame, and
insecurity. When one person works on their family system, the entire system is affected.
A reduction of stress in one individual can have a positive effect on the whole family.



WHAT IS A BOWEN GROUP?

A Bowen group consists of a varying number of participants and a supervisor or coach.
The group meets anywhere from a few times per term to once a month. Several of us
who have served as supervisors or coaches have completed postgraduate programs
ranging from one to several years of training at the Bowen Family Center (BFC) in
Washington. During the training period, students receive individual supervision from the
BFC faculty.

The first Bowen groups were established in various locations in Sweden in the late
1980s. The number of supervision groups that have been active, as well as where in the
country they have existed, has varied over the years, as has the number of participants
in each group.

The Bowen groups included in this evaluation all had me as coach and were active
during 2024. | have chosen to call myself a Bowen coach, as | believe this role
corresponds more closely to the definition of a coach than that of a supervisor.
Coaching focuses more on helping people set their own agendas, asking more
questions and giving fewer pieces of advice. These Bowen groups consisted of 3-5
participants and met 2-3 times per term, with each meeting lasting 4.5 hours. Group
size, frequency of meetings, and session length were agreed upon orally and evaluated
on an ongoing basis.

The purpose of a Bowen group is to increase knowledge about human beings and human
behavior, thereby strengthening participants’ self-awareness. Participants receive tools
that facilitate their functioning in various relationships and contexts, leading to greater
calm. Each participant gradually realizes that they are part of a unique family context.
The goalis tailored to each individual and may be formulated as developing the best
version of each participant within the given conditions of their unique family system.

When a participant joins a Bowen group, the coach starts constructing a family diagram,
which is then expanded throughout the process. This quickly sparks the desire to learn
more about one’s family system, which is why genealogical research often becomes a
parallel activity. During the process, participants identify pieces of the puzzle that are
gradually put into place to form as true and coherent a picture of themselves as
possible. Thus, genealogy in all its forms—searching parish records, looking through
registries, interviewing family members, ordering medical records, and building bridges
to estranged family branches—is an important part of the work carried out between
group sessions.

At each meeting, every participant is given a designated time to discuss an issue of their
choice together with the coach. During the conversation, the participant’s family
diagram is visible to the group. The coach poses in-depth questions about when, where,
how, and who, in order to uncover facts or identify missing information. This process
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helps reveal inherited assumptions and expectations that sometimes do not align with
facts or reality, and which may have led to distorted views of people or events.

During these conversations, Bowen’s systems theory and its eight concepts are
consistently referenced, always displayed on a flip chart and visible to the group during
sessions. The learning process also continues outside group meetings. Books on the
theory are included in the reading recommendations and have been read by all. Most
participants are also members of the Bowen Forum Sweden* association, which offers
online activities to promote and develop knowledge of the theory and its practical
applications.

Other group members do not interfere in each other’s chosen themes but may reflect on
what has resonated with their own situations. The working method is designed to
strengthen participants’ functional differentiation of self, that is, to give them the
opportunity to think through what they themselves know, want, and can do—without
external influence.

4www.bowenforum.com ; facebook.com/bowenforumsweden
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THE QUESTIONNAIRE®

The questions in the questionnaire were taken and directly translated from a
questionnaire originally developed for students in the Postgraduate Program at the
Bowen Family Center in Washington, USA. This applies to the 14 questions that assess
functionality, both during the past year and at present, by assigning a score between 1
and 10. Details on how this evaluation was used at the Bowen Family Center are lacking,
but the questionnaire was distributed for personal use when | myself studied in the
program during 2011-2012. The original evaluation also contained more open-ended
questions focusing on the past academic year, its structure, and its content.

The 14 questions concerning functionality in various respects are the same in this
survey. Respondents were asked to assess how they functioned prior to their
participation in a Bowen group and how they function now, across several domains that
all represent aspects of how differentiation of self is expressed: overall functioning,
relationships, presence of symptoms, and capacity as a leader or parent.

“Overall” refers to the ability to think clearly in the face of problems, make decisions,
and “stand outside” emotionally.

Relationships refer to functioning before and now in relation to one’s family of
origin/childhood family, one’s current family, at the workplace, and among friends.

Symptoms or problems include physical or psychological symptoms and/or social
difficulties. This is clarified in the survey question where respondents are asked to
assess symptoms in themselves, their current family, and their family of origin.

Respondents were also asked to estimate their capacity as leaders and/or parents, in
terms of qualities such as self-assurance, ability to define oneself, ability to remain calm
when the family is anxious, and the willingness and capacity to think things through
independently—that s, to have a vision for the future and to know what they want.

Functionality is rated on a scale from 1 to 10, where 10 represents the highest possible
level of functioning and 1 the lowest.

The questionnarie concludes with two open-ended questions:

¢ “Whatis the mostimportant thing you have developed in yourself during your
participation in a Bowen group?”

e “Other comments.”

5The questionnaire is available in Swedish as an appendix to the report, www.bowenforum.com/litteratur
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DISTRIBUTION OF THE QUESTIONNARIE

The survey was ready to be distributed in November 2024. Two of the autumn groups
were asked to complete it during a coaching session that was scheduled at
approximately the same time. Considerations concerning this procedure are discussed
towards the end of the report.

The remaining participants received the questionnarie by mail, with pre-addressed and
stamped envelopes enclosed. Two reminders were subsequently sent by e-mail to those
who had received the questionnarie by post. By January 24, 2025, 16 out of 17
participants in Bowen groups during 2024 had responded, and the analysis could begin.
The response rate was therefore high. At the same time, itis important to bear in mind
that the number of respondents in this evaluation is small.
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PROCESSING OF THE QUESTIONNARIE

The questionnarie responses were processed by calculating the difference between
“before” and “now” for each participant and for each of the 14 questions assessing
functionality in various domains. The “before” score represents the baseline, and the
“now” score was subtracted from it. The result is the difference, i.e., the change, which
could be either positive or negative.

Further analyses and diagrams were created in Excel based on these changes in
functionality. However, | did not take into account how participants rated their
functioning before participation, i.e., the absolute baseline figures. | noted that six
respondents rated their baseline functioning at five or higher on all questions. The
remaining ten respondents reported at least one “before” score below five, and in three
cases as low as two on one or more of the 14 questions.

The question where the greatest number of respondents—half of them—gave a low
baseline score concerned the ability to “stand outside emotionally.” This suggests that
many found it difficult not to be drawn into emotionally charged situations. The second
most common low baseline score was related to the occurrence of symptoms in the
family of origin, with six respondents providing relatively low figures in the “before”
column, indicating more symptoms than would have been implied by a higher score. The
third lowest baseline scores related to the ability to think clearly and make decisions, as
well as to the perceived quality of relationships within the family of origin.
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RESULTS FROM THE 14 QUESTIONS ON FUNCTIONALITY

Participants

In 2024, coaching was conducted in four different groups with me as coach—three in
Karlstad and one in Stenungsund. The groups consisted of 3-5 participants, totaling 17
individuals, of whom 16 responded to the survey. One group had 3 participants, one
group had 4, and two groups had 5 participants each. The group with only 3 participants
was an exception to the norm, which is usually 4-5.

The respondents had participated in Bowen groups for varying lengths of time:
e 4 participants for 1-2 years
o 4 participants for 3—-4 years
e 8 participants for 5 years or longer

The table below shows respondents’ time in Bowen groups and their ages. None were
under 40 years of age, and only two were under 50. All were women. This is consistent
with my own and others’ experiences: interest in Bowen theory tends to attract women
and older individuals, while men and much younger people are less frequently
represented. A possible reason is that recruitment to these groups, and likely to Bowen
groups more generally, occurs primarily through individuals who themselves have
experience with the theory and its usefulness.

Tabell: Respondents by number of years in group and age

Time in group/Age 40-50years | 51-60 years | 61-70 years | >70 years | Total
1-2years 1 1 2 4
3-4vyears 2 1 1 4
5-6years 2 2 1 5
>7 years 3 3
TOTAL 2 5 3 6 16

The Effect Increased with longer Participation

As illustrated in the diagram below, the reported change in functionality increased with
the length of participation in Bowen groups. This was calculated by summing each
participant’s reported total change in functionality, based on the difference between
their “before” and “now” scores across all 14 questions. The 14 differences were then
summed for each participant, after which the mean value was calculated for each
group, grouped by years of participation.



Figure: Change in Functionality by Number of Years in Bowen Group
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Age Did not Affect the Change in Functionality

The same calculations were made by age group, and mean values were computed. As
the diagram below shows, age did not affect the degree of change in functionality. Thus,
the participants’ age does not appear to influence the effects of participating in a Bowen
group—the decisive factor is rather the length of participation.

Figure: Change in Functionality by Participants’ Age
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Considerable Variation among Respondents

Itis important to recall that the respondent group is small, only 16 individuals.
Therefore, it is interesting to examine the degree of variation in the responses. The
variation value represents the difference between respondents’ summed differences
between “before” and “now” scores concerning functionality in various respects. For the
group as a whole, regardless of time in a Bowen group, the variation was large: 57 units
of change, ranging from as low as 2 to as high as 59.

However, this is not a particularly meaningful measure in itself. Instead, it is more
informative to calculate the variation within each group separately. The largest variation
was found in the group with the longest participation in a Bowen group, where the range
was 21 to 59, i.e., 38 units of change. At the same time, the participants’ length of
participation in that group was less precisely specified: some may have been involved
for several decades, while others for 7 years.

In the two middle groups (3-4 years and 5-6 years of participation), the variations were
20 (from 38 to 18) and 13 (from 27 to 14), respectively. For the group with the shortest
participation, the variation was 9 (from 11 to 2).

This means that individual respondents’ answers have a significant impact on the
group’s aggregated values. Unfortunately, this is an inevitable side effect of conducting a
small-scale evaluation study with few respondents, which calls for continued caution in
interpreting the results.

The Ability to Think clearly and Make Decisions Develops fairly quickly

Which areas showed the greatest change between “before” and “now,” i.e., where the
difference in functionality was greatest for participants and their contexts? Here the
focus is on functional areas separately, rather than on each respondent’s total
functional change.

The questionnarie contained 14 questions, each answered on a scale of 1to 10, in two
columns: one for “Before” (participation in a Bowen group) and one for “Now.” The
differences between the “before” and “now” scores for each individual question were
summed across all respondents in each group, grouped by years of participation.

The results show that two functions stood out in particular among participants who had
been involved for 1-4 years: the ability to think clearly in the face of problems and the
ability to make decisions. Relationships with friends and the ability to think things
through independently - to have a vision for the future and to know what one wants—
also developed somewhat more than other areas in this group.
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In the Longer term other Abilities in Particular develope

Participants who had been in Bowen groups for five years or longer had particularly
developed their functionality in areas such as “the ability to stand outside emotionally,
“remaining calm when the group or family is anxious,” “defining myself to others,” and
“thinking things through independently.” Relationships with close family members also
improved, as did confidence in the role of leader and/or parent

»”

Improved Relationships within the Family system

Two of the questions focused on participants’ perceptions of changes in relationships
and symptoms, both in their family of origin and in their current family. Naturally, age
affects how relationships and symptoms develop over time. For example, physical
symptoms may become more common with increasing age, and relationships may end
due to death or other circumstances.

One participant commented specifically on the difficulty of evaluating changes in
physical symptoms in the family, noting: “It is difficult to answer the symptom question
when it comes to physical symptoms in the family/.../ The health condition of my family
and my family of origin has deteriorated, but | do not believe this is related to
participation in the Bowen group.”

For this reason, let us focus solely on changes in family system relationships—both in
the family of origin and in the current family. The diagram below shows the summed
differences between “before” and “after” scores, grouped by years of participationin a
Bowen group. The results indicate that family relationships improved the longer
participants had been active in the Bowen groups.

Figure: Mean value of Change in Family System Relationships
by Number of Years in Bowen Group
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Better relationships with friends

If we look more closely at the questions concerning relationships at work and among
friends, we see that improvements occurred from those who participated for shorter
periods to those who participated for 7 years or longer. This was particularly the case for
relationships among friends. Due to their age, several participants had already left
working life, which meant that not all answered the question about workplace
relationships, making it less relevant in this context.

Figure: Mean value of Change in Workplace and Friendship Relationships
by Number of Years in Bowen Group
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RESULTS OPEN-ENDED QUESTIONS

The questionnarie concluded with two open-ended questions: “What is the most
important thing you have developed in yourself during your participation in a Bowen
group?” and “Other comments.” The answers are presented here under a number of
thematic headings that partially overlap. The headings are primarily based on the
respondents’ own formulations.

With very few exceptions, nearly all answers and comments from these questions are
reproduced here. The exceptions concern comments that fall outside the evaluation’s
focus on the effects of participation in a Bowen group.

The Systems Perspective

A central concept among the eight concepts in Bowen’s systems theory is “the nuclear
family as an emotional system.” From a systems perspective, a single event or behavior
is regarded as a small part of a broader context, embedded in a chain of events within a
complex process. The focus shifts from the individual to the larger whole.

Adopting a systems perspective entails both relief and responsibility. No single person is
solely to blame in a given situation; rather, dysfunction should be understood within the
broader family context. Several participants noted that they had developed their
systems perspective, which in turn had positive consequences in the form of increased
and shared responsibility, reconciliation, dependency, presence, security, self-
regulation, and self-awareness.

A little more understanding of how the family system affects us and how I influence my
children/grandchildren.

Significantly “simpler” relationships with my family of origin! Greater understanding of the family
system.

I’'ve grown in my ability to see myself as part of a system, where | play a role. That the family is a
system where we depend on one another in many ways, and that we are also dependent on the
structures of society. That we need to bring hope and pass it on to the next generations.

The ability to see how we all influence one another within a system, and the consequences this
brings. To gain a deep understanding that everyone does the best they can with the conditions
they have. | have also realized that whether | want to or not, | exist in one or several systems and
both influence and am influenced by others. This has made me feel more secure in knowing that
I don’t really have a choice — | am visible. In turn, this has also enabled me to more actively
decide how | want to contribute to the systems | am part of.
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| see connections/systems in a different way now, and this helps me to understand what is
happening around me. It also allows me to make the world more comprehensible for others,
which has a calming effect.

| have developed my ability to think systemically and choose actions that calm the system.

More understanding of what increased pressure in the system means.

Relationships and Maintaining Contact with the Family System

Relationships are central to all human life. It is within the family system that we are
shaped and developed. Here we also learn to manage challenges and to form our
behavioral patterns. Our strategies for handling both personal and family challenges
may be more or less functional.

For example, one may frequently end up in conflict with others, avoid responsibility by
distancing oneself physically or emotionally, project anxiety onto one or several family
members, or contribute to either overfunctioning or underfunctioning in relationships.

An important aspect of self-knowledge is to study how these four strategies were
expressed in previous generations and to reflect on whether they remain functional—
and under what circumstances. Increasing awareness of inherited behavioral patterns is
the first step toward changing them.

Maintaining contact with members of both the nuclear and extended family provides
important pieces of the puzzle regarding the context to which one belongs. For this
reason, participants in Bowen groups are constantly reminded of this practice. The
effects of a calmer inner state and improved relationships often appear quite soon.

The most important steps in my growth after about 20 years of “working with” Bowen are
probably how I’'ve grown in how | see my background, my own and my family’s history. This has
given me a greater sense of confidence and acceptance for all the problems that exist—both in
myself and in everyone else in my system.

My relationship with my siblings has been able to deepen thanks to some of the strategies I've
learned from Bowen.

I understand the value of staying in touch with family and friends. | can keep more distance from
certain things. | see patterns more clearly now and | know how | can make my own choices,
instead of just doing what we “usually do” in my family.

That you can have a “difficult” relationship with, for example, your parents, but still not cut the
ties. You can “endure” it for a while.
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I also believe I've been able to be a more neutral and steady support for my friends when they’ve
been in conflict—because I’'ve been able to lean on the Bowen perspective.

Increased Awareness of One’s Behavior

Work in a Bowen group focuses on increasing self-awareness and awareness of one’s
behavior in relation to others. The goal is to develop awareness of one’s emotional
inheritance and to become conscious of one’s own automatic reactions.

When, where, and how has a particular automatic behavior fulfilled an important
function for the participant? Which individuals have been more or less significant co-
actors in this process? Increased awareness enables reflection before action in new
situations. It is about taking control of one’s own life, rather than living under the
conditions of others.

Greater insights into my own behavior.

A stronger ability to create distance—both from myself and from myself in relation to the
situation.

Because of this, I’'m able to place myselfin a more “neutral” or “outside” position when
problems pile up.

An increased ability to observe myself and others, and to reflect before acting.

To see my role in the family and how | can use it to support other family members in building
healthy relationships with each other.

I’'ve also been helped to make some life-changing decisions by applying and understanding the
theories.

Acceptance of my family history, insights into what has shaped me into who [ am.
Greater awareness of when | need to set boundaries and separate myself.

I’ve been able to recognize what has influenced me and my behaviors—and that brings a sense
of calm.

Differentiation of Self

Anindividual’s level of “differentiation of self” can be regarded as the outcome of their
emotional inheritance and the broader context in which they are embedded. The other
concepts in Bowen’s theory are expressed to varying degrees within family system
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relationships and shape an individual’s differentiation of self. The foundation for
differentiation is laid during childhood and adolescence.

The key question is: how well can a person define themselves and distinguish
themselves from others in the family system, while still maintaining access to the
protection and nurturing the family system provides? Simplified, differentiation of self
can be described as emotional maturity or awareness, though it is not dependent on
chronological age.

Differentiation develops in relation to others and can therefore only change within
relationships. Taking responsibility for oneself, showing who one is, what one wants,
stands for, and is capable of—these are signs of functional differentiation. Participation
in a Bowen group aims to increase participants’ functional differentiation of self.
However, under high stress, an individual easily reverts to their baseline level of
differentiation.

I’'ve become calmer. I’ve gotten better at “differentiating” myself from my children. I've become
better at lowering the demands | place on myself and on others. I’ve gotten good at separating
facts from interpretations.

I try to think that my main responsibility is to take care of myself and not mix my feelings too
much with those of others.

For me, the Bowen group has been incredibly important for my growth as a private person, a
parent, a daughter, a sister, and as a professional. Some of the things I’'ve learned about
differentiation have made the journey so much smoother as my children became adults.

To take responsibility for my relationships (both with family and friends).

I continuously work on how | handle situations where I’'m under pressure. I've gone from
distancing myself to actually handling them.

I’'ve also gotten better at saying things like, “No, that doesn’t work for me today.”
This has given me the confidence to dare to show more of who | am and what | stand for.

I’'ve become clearer with myself about what | want and in expressing it.

A More Reconciliatory View of Others

Bowen’s systems theory is a theory of human beings and human behavior, grounded in
the idea that we are formed within emotional systems through relationships with others.
This means that no single individual can be singled out as the “problem” or as solely
responsible for events within the system. Stress affects everyone to varying degrees, and
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its management is a shared responsibility in which everyone’s actions matter for the
outcome.

Many behaviors occur automatically and unconsciously, often without deliberate intent.
When this realization emerges, issues of blame diminish in importance. Understanding
what it means to be human and to act according to one’s capacity—often instinctively—
contributes to reconciliation and greater acceptance of past experiences and the
behavior of others. It also enhances the capacity for mentalization—that is, the ability to
understand both oneself and others by reflecting on thoughts, feelings, wishes, and
intentions, rather than simply reacting impulsively.

I understand other people better, especially if | know something about their background. | more
easily accept the life choices of others and feel less guilt, for example when it comes to my
children’s lives.

I think about family and relatives in a different way.
I can respect other people’s thoughts and reflections in a calmer and more matter-of-fact way.

I understand that we all share similar thoughts and struggles. This has given me a different
dimension on life.

To feel that certain thoughts and emotions are completely okay to have.

I think | meet others with greater curiosity and with more understanding for each person’s unique
personality.

The Bowen course has also given me a greater ability to understand and forgive my parents and
earlier generations for mistakes or negative behaviors. This has allowed me to reconcile with old
resentments (perhaps not completely).

Trust in my daughter and her family—that they will manage well and ask for help when they need
it.

Becoming a Better Parent and a Better Leader

Increasing understanding of how one’s actions affect relationships and relationship
systems leads to more deliberate actions in various contexts. The role of parent or
leader functions better when it is built on clear principles and a deeper understanding of
one’s responsibility. This not only creates calm for the more self-aware individual but
also spreads to others in the system, who in turn “step up” in the relationship.
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Projecting onto children as a way of handling stress and challenges is common, both in
families and in society at large. This can hinder children from growing into responsible
adults with confidence and a sense of future possibility.

In coaching sessions, participants are encouraged to shift their focus from the child to
themselves as parents and to their relationships, in order to better understand their own
behavior and its consequences. This gives the child freedom to develop and to learn
about themselves without being emotionally fused with the parent.

A great support in my parenting — in different situations I think in terms of Bowen (what would
Berit have said/asked/done?).

In my role at work — a deeper understanding of my leadership role, and of what kind of leader |
want to be.

I’ve become a better parent. I’m better at letting my children be, and at encouraging their own
impulses — especially when they surprise me

Listening to Others Without Intervening Provides Valuable Insights

As mentioned earlier, a Bowen group with me as coach typically consists of four to five
participants. However, during the individual conversations between coach and
participant, only one person at a time speaks, while the others are not permitted to
intervene in one another’s problem-solving. Nevertheless, all participants are affected
more or less by each conversation, since the themes concern universal and
recognizable human behaviors and phenomena.

Listening to others’ narratives provides new perspectives on one’s own family system
and illustrates what it means to be human. It also becomes clear that all families must
manage different kinds and degrees of challenges at different stages of life.

Outside of the coaching setting, we are often “disturbed” by criticism, opinions, and
comments from others, which makes it difficult to think clearly and from within oneself.
The process rule in Bowen groups therefore creates the conditions for establishing
contact with and expanding one’s core self’, while simultaneously learning to
distinguish between others’ expectations, demands, and conditions.

The evaluation shows that participation in a Bowen group has effects relatively quickly,
but also that the longer the participation continues, the greater the change in
functionality. Once the process has begun, it becomes a perspective on life that
endures.

8 Basic Self and Pseudo Self are discussed together with the differentiation of self-scale. For example in
Roberta M Gilbert. 2006. The Eight Concepts.Chapter 2, page 40 ff
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Everyone’s stories and the follow-up discussions have also given me so much.

Most of what is discussed is something you can recognize yourself in, in one way or another.

There is a lot of learning that comes simply from listening to the stories of others.

It’s incredibly valuable to listen to others and at the same time relate it back to yourself.

I think the way the course is structured works really well: that you step into your own system, that
each person chooses their own theme for the session, and that you don’t get involved in other
people’s systems but instead reflect on your own theme during their sessions.

I’'ve learned more about my background by researching back in time—valuable stories that help
me understand some of my own challenges.

I’'ve only been part of this for just under a year, and | believe the Bowen theory will affect me even
more in the long run, as | continue to reflect.

In summary, Bowen has meant an enormous amount to me—and it still does.

We are a wonderful group, and I truly look forward to coming here. (...) | hope we can continue for
many more years! This has strengthened me and given me greater understanding of my family
and relatives.

Very good and valuable guidance and theory.

Other Comments

Finally, some additional remarks. Murray Bowen had an early and profound interestin all
living things and collaborated with natural scientists, including those studying animals
such as primates and mice. Bowen saw humans and nature as parts of a larger system
and expressed concern about human exploitation of the environment and the depletion
of natural resources. Ideally, humans and nature would cooperate for evolutionary
sustainability.

One comment shared by several participants concerned the difficulty of evaluating
one’s own development before and after using numerical ratings. Naturally, many
factors contribute to changes in a person over time.

Another emphasized the importance of continuous supervision and training in Bowen
theory. Itis not uncommon for people to participate in Bowen groups for long periods,
and some even return as participants after several years’ break.

I notice that many of Bowen'’s scientific concerns, for example about animals, resemble those of
Maria Montessori, and | find that interesting.
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For me, itis extremely difficult to make all these gradings. | would really like to give everything a
grade 10, but that wouldn’t be true. | was over 50 years old when | “found” Bowen, and while it
has made a real difference, it is very hard to measure or grade it specifically in numbers.

| cannot emphasize enough the importance of continuous supervision and practice in Bowen’s
family systems theory. Developing this way of relating is a gradual and slow process.

My “Bowen process” has been going on for many years and has influenced me so that | now see
life through “Bowen lenses.” This makes it difficult to really remember how it was “before.”
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DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

Methodological Considerations

The Evaluation

The initiative for this evaluation was taken by me as coach for the participants. | also
conducted, processed, and reported the results. This naturally entails a risk that such a
procedure may have influenced the results. However, the questions focused exclusively
oh respondents’ assessments of their own functionality in various respects. The
questionnaire did not include any questions about the coach, though my name did
appear in a few of the open-ended responses.

As stated at the outset, the evaluation is limited both in time and to the groups that |
have coached. The work was carried out without financial support. A larger study
remains a future goal. There is strong ambition and desire to make Bowen’s systems
theory more widely known in academia, which would facilitate opportunities to initiate a
scientific investigation on a larger scale. Given current circumstances, the decision was
made to proceed with the evaluation despite its limitations.

The Questionnaire

The questionnaire was translated into Swedish from the original English version, while
the open-ended questions were replaced entirely. The choice of questionnaire was
made because the aim was to measure the effects of a knowledge process focused on
Bowen’s systems theory, which was consistent with the purpose of the English version.
The questions concerned respondents’ functionality in areas that can be directly linked
to Bowen’s description of individuals’ attitudes and behavior at varying levels of
differentiation of self.” The questions thus captured different aspects of what it means to
develop a better level of functionally differentiated self.

The Symptom Question

Some uncertainty regarding how respondents interpreted the symptom question
emerged during the analysis. This uncertainty arose because in four cases the difference
between the “before” and “now” scores resulted in a negative value specifically on the
symptom-related questions.

Participants were asked to rate the occurrence of symptoms/problems on a scale from 1
to 10, where 10 indicated the fewest symptoms/problems—thus the highest level of
functioning, consistent with the other questions. However, it may have been confusing
that fewer symptoms/problems corresponded to a higher numerical value.

7 Murray Bowen & Michael E Kerr (1978). Familly Evaluation, chapter 4, page 89 ff
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Of the total 224 differences calculated in the analysis, only five were negative, four of
which concerned the symptom questions. Possible misinterpretations of the symptom
question are therefore judged to be marginal overall, with negligible impact on the
results.

As previously noted, participants’ age may also have influenced their responses
regarding symptoms/problems. With increasing age, the risk of physical symptoms
naturally rises, which could help explain why negative values, indicating deterioration,
appeared specifically in the symptom questions.

Data Collection

Two groups of participants were asked to complete the survey during a coaching
session. | distributed the questionnaire and was present in the room. The
appropriateness of this procedure can of course be debated. However, | chose to
prioritize obtaining their responses, given that the questionnaire contained no questions
about me as coach. The focus was entirely on what participants had developed in
themselves. My presence may, of course, have influenced responses toward a more
positive direction or prompted comments directed at me as coach. Nevertheless, |
believe the answers reflect participants’ focus on themselves.

More Opportunities for Learning the Theory and Its Practice

Three respondents had participated in Bowen groups for more than seven years, though
it is not known exactly how long they had been involved or whether their participation
was continuous or spread out over adulthood.

Participants who develop an interest in Bowen’s systems theory often have multiple
opportunities to deepen their knowledge of the theory and its practical applications.
There is literature available in both Swedish and English, websites with information
about the theory, free recorded conversations and lectures in both languages, locally
organized courses, webinars, conferences, and training programs.

This means that many respondents likely developed their knowledge of the theory and
their self-understanding through several avenues beyond participation in Bowen groups.
As some participants themselves testified, it becomes a lifelong process where one
develops a Bowen perspective on life—“seeing life through Bowen lenses”

Based on the respondents’ accounts, a picture emerges of what it means to adopt a
Bowen perspective on life. Central to this perspective is the systems view—how
individuals continuously influence and are influenced by one another. This dynamic has
implications for personal behavior as well as for the assumption of responsibility within
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relationships and the family context. It also fosters a reconciliatory stance toward
oneself and others, and a stronger motivation for collaboration.

A key component of the learning process involves identifying family members’
behavioral patterns and dominant strategies for managing challenges. An increased
awareness of one’s own behavior contributes to greater self-confidence and a sense of
control over life. This includes the ability to pause, acknowledge an emotion, and reflect
before acting; to observe oneself and others; and to allow others to assume their
responsibilities while taking responsibility for one’s own. In essence, the process
concerns the differentiation of self.

Participation in a Bowen Group Increases the Functional Level of Differentiation of
Self

Introduction

One aim of a Bowen group is to strengthen participants’ functional level of
differentiation of self.® This involves helping the individual more clearly distinguish
themselves in relation to significant others and thereby sort out feelings/emotions,
ideas, and values between themselves and others.

The process leads to increased awareness of one’s family experiences across three
generations and of how the family has handled life’s challenges. From a systems
perspective, one family member’s growing insight into the system reverberates among
the other family members, which makes the work in Bowen groups particularly
meaningful.

As one participant expressed it:

The ability to see how we all influence each other within a system, and the consequences this
has. To gain a deep understanding that everyone does the best they can given their
circumstances/.../

Functions/Abilities That Improve

The evaluation results show that participants improved their functioning in various
respects, and that the effect increased with longer participation. Early in the process,
the ability to think clearly and make decisions tends to develop. Relationships with
friends also improve. The ability to think things through independently and to form a
vision for the future—to know what one wants—also develops relatively quickly.

81n our family of origin, a basic level of differentiation is developed. Under severe stress, the individual
often falls back to this basal level of differentiation, whereas under manageable stress, she may function
at a higher level of differentiation.
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Responses from participants who had been in Bowen groups for five years or longer
show particular development in the ability to stand outside emotionally, to remain calm
when anxiety rises within the system, to define oneself to others, and to think things
through independently. In addition, relationships with close family members improved,
as did participants’ confidence in their role as leaders or parents.

The Functional Level of Differentiation Has Increased

The results of the open-ended questions confirm and complement the conclusion that
participants’ functional level of differentiation of self has increased through their work in
Bowen groups.

Significantly ‘easier’ relationships with my family of origin.
I have developed my ability to think systemically and to choose actions that calm the system.

My relationship with my siblings has deepened thanks to some of the strategies | have learned
from Bowen.

That one can have a ‘difficult’ relationship with, for example, one’s parents, but still not cut the
ties. One can ‘endure’for a while.

An increased ability to observe myself and others and to reflect before acting.
Acceptance of my family history, insights into what has shaped me into who [ am.

I have become calmer. | have become better at ‘differentiating’ myself from my children. ... | have
become better at separating facts from interpretations.

I try to keep in mind that my main responsibility is to take care of myself and not mix my feelings
too much with those of others.

I have become clearer with myself about what | want and in expressing it.

| accept the life choices of others more easily and feel less guilt, for example regarding the lives
of my children.

This has given me a different dimension on life.

| have become a better parent. | am better at letting my children be and at encouraging their own
impulses—especially when they surprise me.
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Structure and Rules of a Bowen Group Contribute to Achieving the Goal

The structure of a Bowen group is designed on the basis of Bowen’s concept of
differentiation of self and the success of combining theory and practice. Conversations
take place between the coach and one participant at a time, enabling the participant to
focus on themselves without comments or interruptions from others in the group. Those
listening also gain practice in refraining from taking responsibility for others and instead
keeping the focus on themselves.

As universal human experiences and challenges are discussed, an inner process
continues within each participant throughout the session, even though only one
participant at a time has the opportunity to engage directly with the coach.

Lots of learning has come from listening to the stories of others.

Incredibly valuable to listen to others and relate it back to myself.

A New Way of Seeing Life That Pervades Everything!

To truly internalize the systems perspective—to gradually free oneself from emotional
entanglements—this learning, combined with the inner process, leads to a new, and |
would argue more truthful and realistic, perspective on oneself and others, on
relationships and contexts. It becomes a new way of seeing life that calms both
individuals and systems.

My ‘Bowen process’ has been going on for many years and has influenced me so that | now see
life through ‘Bowen lenses.’ This makes it difficult to really remember how it was ‘before.’
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