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The purpose of this article is to apply Bowen family systems
theory to work with families involved in the child welfare system.
An overview of family systems theory is provided, and then
specific tenets of Bowen family systems theory are presented.
The authors highlight incidents within the child welfare setting
that can be conceptualized through Bowen family therapy terms
and concepts. A case study is used to highlight how this theory
could be applied in practice. Furthermore, recommendations for
child welfare practice and policy implications are discussed, utilizing the lens of a Bowenian family systems approach.
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Introduction
The child welfare system in America is responsible for promoting and ensuring
the safety of children and strengthening families who have been identified as
vulnerable or at risk of abuse or neglect. To maintain the function of the child
welfare system, multiple personnel, policies, legal professionals, services and
service providers, systems of care, and families are involved. Recent estimates
of child maltreatment indicate that approximately 3,248,000 children and their
families were investigated for abuse or neglect over the span of a year, about
702,000 children were substantiated as victims, and more than 415,000 children
were served by the foster care system (i.e., children that were put into out-ofhome placements due to the level of safety concern; U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services, Administration for Children and Families [USDHHS],
2014, 2015). Although many federal laws govern child welfare, individual state
governments are primarily responsible for the daily functioning of child welfare
and foster care within their states. These state child welfare systems are tasked
with investigating child abuse, providing services to families that have been
identified as in need, managing out-of-home foster care placements for children
that need to be moved to a safer placement, as well as managing permanency for
children involved (e.g., reunification with biological parents, adoption, or other
longer term goals; Child Welfare Information Gateway, 2013). Given the
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complexity of the child welfare system, it is advantageous to identify a specific
theory, which can be applied in working with the children and families affected
by involvement in this system.
The child welfare system has specified intentions of protecting children from
abuse and neglect; however, this is a difficult task for a variety of reasons.
Namely, multiple issues can arise within families because of being involved
with the child welfare system. Kiraly and Humphreys (2016) highlighted the
significant role that family plays for children in the child welfare system.
Although children in foster care may experience some negative effects of visitation with parental figures, Kiraly and Humphreys stressed the protective nature
and benefit of contact with siblings and extended family while youth are in care.
In addition, Holt and Kelly (2016) identified that complications may arise within
the family system when parents are diminished in their authoritative role by
intervention of the larger parental figure, namely, governmental protective
services. Despite the intent to strengthen the family system, the child welfare
system may unintentionally undermine the authority and role of biological
parents (Holt & Kelly, 2016).
It is also important to note that family, as defined within the child welfare
system, can be rather complex. Leathers (2003) discussed that youth can experience loyalty binds between birth parents and foster parents. This example
highlights the complexity of determining how to proceed or act in child welfare
cases and italso shows that defining “who is in the family” can be difficult to
determine. Hood (2016) further explained that the child welfare system and
various professionals involved often take different approaches to working with
families. Hood found that though some child welfare professionals and agencies
may focus on clinical and expert approaches, only some stakeholders fully
understand the benefits of working with the relational aspects of the family.
This lack of awareness could be due to mental health professionals, child welfare
workers, or child welfare administrators not having training in family systems or
family therapy (Hood, 2016), which may affect their lens or decision-making
process when working with families dealing with abuse or neglect. Although the
primary focus of the child welfare system may be the protection of children, it
also serves the overall well-being of the family, which is essential to child wellbeing. For example, Hurst, Sawatasky, & Pare (1996) highlighted how the
expansive amount of issues and crises experienced by families in the child
welfare system can be viewed within the lens of a multigenerational transmission
of problems and dysfunction. It is important to consider a family-based
approach to working with children and their families in the larger child welfare
system. One such theory that we believe can be beneficial to working with
families involved in the child welfare system is the Bowenian family systems
theory. The purpose of this article is to describe the specific application of
Bowenian family systems theory in this context.
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Overview of family systems theory
Family systems theory was developed by family therapy pioneers in the 1940s and
1950s after reading work on general systems theory (Winek, 2010). General
systems theory was formulated by mathematicians, anthropologists, and engineers
(Winek, 2010). Founding family therapists saw the value in applying general
systems theory to the way they understand and theorize familial interactions
(Hoffman, 1985). For family therapy pioneers, examining familial relationships
in circular terms that account for feedback loops rather than linear thinking of
familial interactions helped them understand the process of behaviors occurring
between family members (Bateson, Jackson, Haley, & Weakland, 1956). The
paradigm shift from linear to systems thinking of families enabled family therapists to understand the influence that family members had on one another
(Nichols & Schwartz, 2005). This shift led therapists to explore how their clients’
familial interactions with one another were influencing each of the other family
members. In this context, family systems theorists understand the importance of
seeing a family together, working with all parts of the system, or conceptualizing
all familial dynamics and perspectives in the creation, maintenance, and solution
of the presenting problem (Winek, 2010). Seeing an individual or one piece of the
system takes the person or system’s reality out of context and does not give all the
necessary information to fully understand the behaviors and interactions (Becvar
& Becvar, 1999). Consequently, an individualized approach limits therapists’ and
child welfare professionals’ ability to help in a meaningful way.
Family systems theory provides an important way to understand and conceptualize the child welfare system. Much like a family, the child welfare system
comprises many different parts that are nested within a much larger context.
Within family systems theory, an individual is nested within the context of
a relationship (e.g., marital, sibling, parent–child, etc.), which is nested within
the context of the family, which is nested within the community, which is nested
within a county, which is nested within a state, which is nested within a country.
This exemplifies how the child welfare system is nested within a myriad of
contexts. Family systems theory examines the feedback loops and how each part
of the system contributes to the problem or solution (Winek, 2010). Specifically,
there are positive and negative feedback loops. Neither of these is about one being
good or bad, but rather a negative feedback loop maintains the status quo, whereas
a positive feedback loop brings about change in the system (Winek, 2010). The
current situation would warrant whether a positive or negative feedback loop is
necessary for the system and whether that would be good or bad. To fully understand one part of a system, practitioners need to look at it from a larger context
that takes into account the interactions of all these parts. This highlights a familybased practice approach to working with both children and their families in the
child welfare system. This includes using family systems theories, including
Bowen family systems therapy (Bowen, 1978; Nicholas & Schwartz, 2005) and
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its concepts, as it relates to experiences of families involved in the child welfare
system.
Intergenerational family therapy

General system and family systems theory laid the foundation for other family
theories. Intergenerational family theories include such theories as Bowen’s family
therapy, contextual family therapy, and object relations family therapy (Roberto,
1992). The intergenerational models all conceptualize families within generational
patterns and see change happening as a result of understanding these patterns. As
mentioned previously, this article focuses on the concepts and conceptualizations
of family systems theory purported by Murray Bowen. Bowen developed his
theory throughout his career after working with mother–child dyads in which
the child was diagnosed with schizophrenia and then later working with families
without psychiatric diagnoses (Nichols & Schwartz, 2006; Roberto, 1992). Due to
the variability in the families Bowen worked with, as well as the influence of
general systems theory on his work, he did not assert that some types of families
were better than others. Bowen instead reported seeing similar mechanisms at
play among all families. Specifically, he asserted that families vary along
a continuum of differentiation, management of anxiety, and emotional fusion,
and these patterns are often passed on from generation to generation (Nichols &
Schwartz, 2006). Bowen’s original theory had six interlocking mechanisms that
helped explain where a family was on the continuum between differentiation and
emotional fusion (Nichols & Schwartz, 2006; Roberto, 1992). The six original
mechanisms include differentiation of self, triangles, nuclear family emotional
process, family projection process, multigenerational transmission process, and
sibling position. Bowen later added two additional concepts, emotional cutoff and
societal emotional process. Each concept is assumed to be interconnected and will
be described below in relation to experiences within the child welfare system.
Although some authors have commented on the use of Bowenian theory within
the child welfare system (Brown, 1999; Hurst, Sawatsky & Pare, 1996), such
applications are dated or not specific to the U.S. child welfare system. The purpose
of this article is to build upon the work already laid for a Bowenian approach
within the context of the child welfare system and highlight how it can specifically
be used with clients.
Application of Bowen concepts
Differentiation of self

Bowen (1978) asserted that the primary concepts within his theory focus on
anxiety and integration of self. The concept differentiation of self refers to one’s
ability to maintain a strong sense of one’s self-identity or self-concept while
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interacting with others (Kerr, 2000). According to Bowen (1976), individuals
who are differentiated are able to develop healthy, supportive relationships that
balance needs for intimacy as well as autonomy. On the contrary, those who are
not well differentiated are more likely to experience interpersonal difficulties,
namely, conflict with others and high levels of anxiety as a result of and within
the context of these relationships. It has been proposed that differentiation of self
is one of the most significant aspects of healthy family development. Bowen
(1978) assumed that all individuals are able to deal with acute levels of anxiety,
but it is during heightened or chronic anxiety that individuals’ level of differentiation is most evident. When family members are able to manage their
emotional reactions to each other then they are better able to manage stress
effectively within the family system, without separating completely (i.e., emotional cutoff) from the rest of the family unit (Skowron & Platt, 2005). More
specifically, family members are also able to more effectively manage anxiety
(i.e., emotional reactivity) when they are considered differentiated (Baker, 2014).
Differentiation of self is one of the goals of therapy and is an integral part in
understanding all of the mechanisms for change within Bowen’s theory (Bowen,
1978).
Researchers have proposed that differentiation of self can be directly linked
to the potential and actual perpetration of child abuse. It has been found that
several concepts related to differentiation of self, including lower emotional
reactivity, emotional cutoff, and enmeshment with others were significantly
related to, and in fact predicted, a lower risk for child abuse (Skowron,
Kozlowski, & Pincus, 2010; Skowron & Platt, 2005). For example, mothers
who have difficulties regulating their own emotions may have a lower threshold for dealing with the stressors of parenting. This lower threshold may result
in the perpetration of physical abuse or possibly even neglect of children.
Furthermore, a lack of differentiation can also relate to instances of chronic
abuse. For example, the risk for chronic reactivity (e.g., abuse of others) is
present in poorly differentiated family members who do not have the capacity
to rationalize and balance their own emotions with other family member’s
emotions when dealing with relational conflict, and respond with anxiety
(Brown, 1999). The interplay between lack of differentiation and ability to
work through relational difficulties can lead into a continual cycle of increased
reactivity, which exacerbates the risk and perpetuation of child maltreatment
(Stith et al., 2009; Timmer, Borrego, & Urquiz, 2002).
Although differentiation of self and the ability to regulate emotions may be
a protective factor against child maltreatment, it is also important to consider
how various forms of child maltreatment within a family may actually affect
young people’s differentiation, and consequently, their ability to navigate stressful situations. Dvir, Ford, Hill, & Frazier, (2014) reviewed a number of studies to
explain the connection between experience of childhood maltreatment and
emotion dysregulation in childhood, adolescence, and adulthood. In a study
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that asked college students to reflect on their experiences in childhood, participants with a substance-abusing parent (i.e., alcohol) were more likely to have
higher levels of anxiety and lower differentiation of self (Maynard, 1997).
Additionally, researchers found that older youth in foster care reported
a clinical level of difficulty with affect dysregulation (i.e., emotional reactivity),
which was associated with a history of physical abuse (Narendorf, McMillen, &
Matta Oshima, 2016). As described above, parental lack of differentiation and
subsequent child maltreatment can affect people throughout their lives. This can
heighten the potential for further risk to the individual and their relationships or
the potential for a lack of differentiation to be passed on through generations.
Triangles

Triangles refer to the experience in which a dyadic relationship introduces
a third member, with the intention or unintentional result of reducing the
direct conflict between the two primary members of the unit (Kerr, 2000).
This became evident when Bowen invited fathers to family sessions and the
impact of triangling was directly observed (Bowen, 1978). Children would
often serve as the triangle between the two parents as a way to reduce anxiety
within the marital subsystem. Brown (1999) highlighted that triangles tend to
emerge under stress and in times when family members feel the need to
reduce anxiety or conflict. Hurst (1996) also found that “triangulation”
between parents in the child welfare system and their children was more
common than in a nonclinical comparison sample.
Triangles can occur regularly within the child welfare system. For example,
there is a direct relationship that should occur between a biological parent and
the child. However, within the child welfare system, several situations occur in
which another member must be introduced into this relationship. First and
most obvious is the case manager who is responsible for regulating the tasks of
the parents, as well as the interactions that occur between the parent and child.
Lutz (2005) highlighted how case managers can be involved in triangles with
families in the child welfare system. Outside of child welfare involvement,
biological parents are responsible for finding appropriate community
resources when they are experiencing difficulties or stressors. However, within
the context of the child welfare system, this is generally completed through the
auspices of a case manager. As a result, the primary responsibility of caring for
and protecting a child oftentimes shifts from the primary caregiver to an
outsider. This can in turn create a triangle in which the case manager is
being used to deal with direct conflict or anxiety that should traditionally be
handled within the family unit. MacKinnon and James (1992) described
triangles that developed as parents worked with case managers and child
welfare therapists to set goals for reunification with their children and for
overall safety. Case managers may create a triangle with clinicians to impose
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goals on the family, thus triangulating themselves in an attempt to alleviate the
anxiety case managers may feel from the child welfare system.
Additionally, foster parents may intentionally or unintentionally involve
themselves in triangles between biological parents and children. Oftentimes,
foster parents must act as gatekeepers between their foster youth and the
biological parents, either as a part of visitation rules or simply as a result of
being the primary caregiver for the child at that time. Although this triangle
between the foster parent, biological parent, and youth can serve as a protective
factor and safety measure in some situations, the complex dynamics of foster
care and characteristics of all family members can certainly influence the
authority and relationship a child has with their biological parent and/or foster
parent (Chateauneuf, Turcotte, & Drapeau, 2018). Additionally, one can also
see how this triangle can lead to confusion for a child. A child may not fully
understand who his or her “parents” are, and this can also create a feeling of
conflict for the child in the form of loyalty binds (Leathers, 2003). It should
also be highlighted that triangles within the family could lead to dysfunction
that may result in protective services involvement in the first place. In cases of
physical abuse, one may see children insert themselves into martial arguments
and, thus, be the recipients of physical aggression. Another example by
Greenspun (1994) described how sexual abuse cases could be a result of
triangulating children into the martial dyad. In this particular type of case, it
could be assumed that marital discord and high levels of conflict may have
occurred between the parents. As a result, the child may be parentified and
even privy to or a part of conversations about marital difficulties (e.g., sexual
problems; Greenspun, 1994).
Furthermore, triangles may also occur between multiple agencies that are
working with families. Within the field of child welfare, multiple service providers are often used to meet the varying needs of client families. As a result,
a certain level of interagency collaboration may be necessary. However, although
positive collaboration is the goal, it is certainly possible that triangles may occur
among these various agencies (Moore, 2007). This may especially be a risk in
instances where the caseworkers or service providers have different perceptions
or goals for the family with whom they are working. When agencies compete
against each other rather than working collaboratively, the overall goal of
ensuring families have the tools to promote their overall well-being can be
diminished.
Nuclear family emotional process

The concept nuclear family emotional process refers to specific relational
processes with the nuclear family in a single generation that can result in
conflict, and thus problems within the family system (Kerr, 2000). Sources of
conflict can relate to dysfunction within various subsystems within the
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family, such as the marital dyad or individuals in the family, which in turn
affects the larger family system. It is proposed that when anxiety occurs
within one family member, either through overt conflict or through emotional distancing, it inevitably affects other family members who must absorb
that anxiety. Bowen (1978) also described the tendency for individuals to
marry others with similar levels of differentiation, which can affect marital
conflict or be projected onto children.
Okado and Azar (2011) found that mothers who had a history of extreme
emotional distance within their family of origin were more likely to perpetuate
child maltreatment. For example, individuals who reported more distant relationships in childhood were more likely to commit child abuse as adults with
their own children. Emotional distance was also related to having more unrealistic expectations of children. This could be attributed to a lack of connection
between the parent and child, but it could also be due to a lack of proper
exposure within the family of origin of what parent–child relationships should
entail. This scenario portrays how the processes within the family of origin could
lead to dysfunctional and potentially abusive practices in a person’s family of
procreation. Thus, Okado and Azar demonstrated how family of origin experiences could also lead to involvement with the child welfare system (e.g., emotional reactivity and conflict). Consequently, if not adequately addressed,
nuclear family emotional processes can lead to perpetual problems that are
passed on from one generation to another.
Another example of nuclear family processes that can result in dysfunction and
create implications for child welfare–involved families would be the emotional
processes that transpire when child sexual abuse occurs. Greenspun (1994) asserts
that various family secrets must occur to maintain the level of dysfunction within
a family dealing with sexual abuse. Furthermore, when these emotional processes
go unresolved, it can carry over and influence other family processes (e.g., communication, expectations of family roles). Additionally, the dynamics of the
parent–child relationship are greatly altered when the maternal or paternal relationship shifts to a sexualized relationship. The various emotional processes that
can occur within families can have specific clinical implications for child welfare
professionals.
Family projection process

Family projection process refers to the transmission of emotional problems, or
a lack of differentiation, from the parent to the child. As described above,
Bowen (1978) stated that individuals tend to marry those with similar levels
of differentiation, but low levels of differentiation can result in marital
conflict. However, some parents may develop a sense of “we-ness” by projecting their undifferentiation on children. This becomes problematic for
children when it impairs or inhibits their ability to form healthy relationships
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with other important people in their life. Examples of the family projection
process may include attention or approval seeking, taking too much responsibility for the happiness or well-being of others, or developing impulsive and
potentially harmful responses to stress and anxiety (Kerr, 2000). If the family
projection process is not resolved, children may become more sensitive and
undifferentiated over time, which has the potential to disrupt other aspects of
their life and other important relationships. Essentially, a child becomes
entangled in the previous generation’s emotional problems or anxiety,
which causes them difficulty when moving forward with life plans and
goals (Brown, 1999). Bowen (1978) also described how fathers may play
a support role to the projection of the mother’s anxiety on children.
Interestingly, Guterman, Lee, Lee, Waldfogel, and Rathouz (2009) found
that the presence of a father does not necessarily serve as a protective factor
against maternal child abuse. However, fathers’ willingness to engage with
their children and provide emotional support to mothers reduced the risk for
child abuse, possibly indicating fathers’ high levels of differentiation.
As mentioned earlier, an inevitable result of the child welfare system is that
there are multiple subsystems or family units involved, such as the parent–child
relationship of the child welfare system to the foster parent, the child welfare
system to the biological parent, the foster parent to the child, and the biological
parent to the child. Additionally, we can view the child welfare system as the
child of the overarching political process that controls funding and resources or
sets laws and regulations for practice. When considering the child welfare system
as a parent, it is evident that complexity, conflict, and change are highly
prevalent and unavoidable, as the system deals with numerous conflicts coming
from multiple levels. This anxiety can be transmitted (i.e., projected) to foster
families, biological families, and therefore children through this family projection process. Foster parents may become overinvolved with their foster child and
potentially lose sight of the purpose or mission of fostering, they may develop
unhealthy ways of interacting with their caseworkers or child welfare agency or
may even react impulsively toward their foster child or their agency when
dealing with stressful situations and risk placement disruption.
The risk and perpetuation of child maltreatment may be due to family
projection. Moore and Florsheim (2008) found that marital conflict increased
the likelihood of child abuse in at-risk families. As families progress in the child
welfare system, it is possible that biological parents who are involved in the
system due to a previously identified problem in caring for their child may
become overinvolved in tasks that are not related to their case plan, turn to
others in their family or extended network for help or support they should be
getting through the child welfare system, or may seek other ways of coping with
their anxiety (e.g., if a parent was referred to the child welfare system due to drug
use or neglect, the lack of differentiation transmitted from the child welfare
system may influence them to impulsively turn back to these ways of managing
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their anxiety). Additionally, Baril, Tourigny, Paille, and Pauze (2016) found that
nonoffending parents of children who were victims of child sexual abuse were
also more likely to be former victims themselves, as well as report significantly
more issues with mental health concerns than parents who had not been
victimized. Although this does not directly measure the family projection
process, it provides supporting evidence that parental difficulties may result in
projection onto children. Foster parents and biological parents who are unable
to maintain a higher level of differentiation when dealing with the child welfare
system may then transmit their anxiety to their foster/biological child. Foster
children may stop forming healthy relationships and seek out other ways of
fulfilling their anxiety (e.g., drug use, crime, or other risk-taking behaviors) or
may run away as a means for separating from the anxiety and conflict. A child
welfare system going through the family projection process may be seen as using
funding in ways that do not support the overall mission of the child welfare
system or seen as not developing healthy, collaborative relationships with other
important systems of care (e.g., juvenile justice, education, health, mental
health, etc.).
Emotional cutoff

Emotional cutoff refers to the way individuals handle emotional contact with
parents or other family members when they try separate themselves from their
family of origin and start their future (Bowen, 1978). Bowen asserts that the level
of cutoff is determined by the individual’s level of differentiation. Those with
lower levels of differentiation and higher anxiety may have greater unresolved
emotional attachments to their parents. Emotional cutoff in a family setting may
be physical or emotional (Brown, 1999) and appear as a family member who
stops visiting their parents, moves away from their family, or goes to great
lengths to avoid sensitive topics. Although some separation from parents indicates healthy differentiation, when emotional cutoff occurs, problems remain
unresolved and anxiety, or a lack of differentiation, continues to build. People
who are emotionally cutoff may overemphasize new relationships, pressure
other relationships to fulfill their emotional needs, or end up forming familylike relationships in settings outside of the home (e.g., with friends or at work;
Kerr, 2000).
Foster parents report that the child welfare system is a complex system in
which they have a sense of ambiguity toward and often receive little information
about (Cooley et al., 2017). Biological parents may have similar feelings.
Depending on the foster/biological parent’s level of differentiation, caregivers
may feel unable to resolve the emotional attachments to the child welfare system,
with which they are trying to work (see Rhodes, Orme, & Beuhler, 2001 for
examples of why foster parents quit). If they are unable to manage emotional
problems with the child welfare system they may emotionally cut off. Emotional
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cutoff for foster parents may manifest in many ways, such as an unwillingness of
the biological or foster parent to follow case plan tasks or work toward mandated
goals. It may look like a foster parent or biological parent trying to manage
a crisis without seeking assistance from the child welfare agency. Cutoff could
also be exemplified by a foster parent who decides to quit fostering (i.e., leading
to placement disruption) or a biological parent who stops progress on the case
plan (i.e., ultimately leading to termination of parental rights). In the foster/
biological parent–child dyad, unresolved emotional problems may lead to cutoff
as exhibited by the children refusing to discuss or interact with their biological
parent about their experience of abuse or neglect, running away from home or
their foster placement, or refusing to bond with their biological or foster parent
due to anxiety and poor differentiation.
Multigenerational transmission process

Through multigenerational transmission processes, Bowen specified pathways
in which emotional pathways are passed down from generation to generation
(Nichols & Schwartz, 2006). Bowen theorized how one’s own level of differentiation or anxiety is dependent upon their family of origin and the patterns at
play to maintain that level of differentiation or anxiety. For instance, the child
with the greatest emotional cohesion or anxiety within the family will have the
lowest level of differentiation (Bowen, 1979). Bowen asserted that people will
marry someone with the same level of differentiation; accordingly, they raise
a child in that same context, thus perpetuating the transmission process of
differentiation or anxiety (Roberto, 1992). This transmission process can be
looked at across multiple domains within the child welfare system.
A transgenerational transmission of abuse and involvement in the child welfare
system has been demonstrated throughout the literature. Researchers have found
that children who have been abused as children and are involved with child
protective services are at risk of abusing their own children (Hurst, 1996; Pears
& Capaldi, 2001). Consequently, these youth end up involved with the child
welfare system again as adults. Baril et al. (2016) found that 51% of nonoffending
mothers of sexual abuse victims also reported being victims of abuse in their
childhood. Further, researchers have examined intergenerational patterns in parenting among mothers and fathers at-risk for having their children removed from
their care (McWey, Pazdera, Vennum, & Wojciak, 2013). The majority of participants in this study reported lower levels of trust and communication with their
parents and reported feeling higher levels of alienation. Some of the participants
were aware of similarities between their way of parenting and their parent and
expressed a desire to find a different way to respond to their children. From
a Bowen perspective, this would suggest that there might be lower levels of
differentiation and possibly emotional cutoff between the generations. Although
this study did not examine this directly, it supports that experiences in childhood
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may be transmitted into future generations and family relationships. Similarly,
Mertz and Anderson (2017) evaluated the risk of children whose parents were
formerly in foster care of also being placed in foster care (i.e., transgenerational
transmission of foster care placement). Seven percent of children whose parents
were formerly in care were also placed in foster care, compared to only 1% of
parents with no previous foster care experience as a child. This study indicates that
parents who are a second generation are more likely become participants in the
child welfare system. Subsequent generations may be more likely to have difficulties with engagement in the child welfare system or not benefit from services, thus
perpetuating the cycle of abuse or neglect (Fusco, 2015).
Sibling position

Bowen borrowed sibling position profiles, language, and conceptualization
from Walter Toman, who posited that an individual’s birth order (i.e., oldest,
middle, youngest) influences the way they handle conflict with their partner
(Roberto, 1992). Bowen strongly believed that an individual’s birth order was
associated with predictable behaviors and attitudes, and this was one of the
most important pieces of information he could know about a person (Miller,
Anderson, & Keala, 2004). However, regardless of the birth order, Bowen
posited that the targeted child of the family projection processes would revert
back to childish behavior (Roberto, 1992). Bowen believed that the profiles of
sibling birth order are so strong that he could use them to reconstruct family
emotional processes in past generations (Bowen, 1978). The sibling position
aspect of Bowen’s theory is considered one of the most controversial (Cook,
2007; Roberto, 1992).
Cook (2007) applied Bowen’s family systems theory to chemical dependence.
Based on her examination of 36 individuals, Cook concluded that the tenets of
Bowen theory, specifically sibling position, triangles, emotional cutoff, and
multigenerational transmission are beneficial in helping to understand and
assess chemical dependence. In this study, high-risk sibling position was considered if their birth order was youngest, oldest, and only child. High-risk birth
order accounted for the majority of those that were chemically dependent with
the youngest sibling birth order having the highest rate of chemical dependence.
Other than this study, there has not been any other empirical support for
Bowen’s sibling position, yet there is some general support of how the child’s
birth order influences a child’s personality (Miller et al., 2004).
With these findings, it is important to consider siblings within the child
welfare system. No matter the family dynamics that are at play, siblings are
operating within their system, carrying out certain behaviors, and developing
different personalities. However, given different placements and the potential for
separation from their sibling, these youth may not be able to act out their true
birth order. Accounting for the sibling relationships when making decisions for
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siblings is important. Scholars have demonstrated the positive effects that siblings can have on one another while in foster care (e.g., providing stability or
continuity for each other, acting as a protective factor for youth against trauma
and behavioral problems; Herrick & Piccus, 2005; Leathers, 2005; Wojciak,
McWey, & Helfrich, 2013).

Societal emotional process

Bowen’s concept of societal emotional process replicates his concepts and
conceptualizations of families on a larger scale, society (Comella, 2009).
Bowen (1979) conceptualized that there is often anxiety within our society,
and depending on the level of anxiety, society can experience progression or
regression. Chronic sustained anxiety perpetuates societal regression. In
a societal regression, decisions are often made based off of high anxiety,
which reduces the intellectual ability to make decisions. Consequently, decisions are more emotional and reactive. The Bowen Center for the Study of
Family (2016) provides an example of how this concept can be applied to
a family within our society. They describe how parents with lower levels of
differentiation would be unable to manage someone else’s anxiety (their
child’s) and may consequently have a hard time holding their children
accountable for their behavior. One example they provide relates to schools
dealing with grade inflation, where children are not doing as much work but
receiving higher grades. In some cases, if the school holds the child responsible for their behavior or achievement, given the litigious environment we
live in, parents could decide to file a lawsuit against the school. Ultimately,
this scenario highlights that the problems youth have or develop are a result
of the emotional process of our society. As mentioned previously and within
the context of child welfare, the anxiety or challenges that occur within the
larger child welfare system and society may also lead to various interactions
or communication that exhibit reactivity among families and those involved.
Namely, child welfare professionals may feel the need to project their anxiety
(i.e., anxiety of the larger system) through extensive case plan tasks and
unrealistic expectations on parents.
This aspect of Bowen’s family systems theory has not been empirically
investigated. Instead, it has been used to conceptualize societal problems
as demonstrated in the example above or like Baker (2003) did in exploring emotional cutoff and societal process in understanding Russia’s history. Given these examples it would be important to understand the child
welfare system from this perspective. Child welfare professionals must
consider how larger society is influencing the way the child welfare system
is run and how the child welfare system is reacting to their “anxiety” as
a result of it.
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Clinical and policy implications

As one can see, there are many opportunities for Bowen's approach to
family therapy to beintegrated into clinical and policy practices within the
child welfare system. First, it is important that a family-based approach
should be taken when allegations of abuse or neglect occur within a family
system. Within the child welfare system, the definition of family can be
complex and widespread, which demonstrates the importance of taking
a larger family systems approach when working within the child welfare
system. Thus, all members of the intervention team, or “family,” should
collaborate for the benefit of the identified family unit, not just the child
(Arney & Scott, 2010). For example, research strongly indicates the importance of individuals within a family being well differentiated to prevent the
perpetuation of child maltreatment, specifically given the heightened anxiety and stress that can occur within families that are not well differentiated
(Skowron et al., 2010; Skowron & Platt, 2005). Therefore, professionals
working with families in the child welfare system may want to encourage
tasks and activities that promote differentiation of various family members.
For example, this may involve helping family members develop their own
awareness or even a subjective measure of differentiation within their
family (Kerr & Bowen, 1988), which can help family members manage
their emotional reactions to each other. This may also involve family
members clearly defining their role within the family system, discussing
what healthy autonomy and attachment look like within their family system, and identifying how members could work toward higher differentiation. Because stress, such as involvement with the child welfare system, can
disrupt or inhibit differentiation, professionals may need to repeat this
activity over multiple sessions or help family members learn to reflect on
differentiation after exiting therapy or services (Brown, 1999).
In addition, child welfare professionals need to be aware of their own level of
differentiation and develop the ability to manage anxiety effectively. Bowen often
shared his own experiences of reflecting on the emotional reactivity he had within
his own extended family (Brown, 1999). When training clinicians, Bowen would
often encourage therapists to work on their own family-of-origin concerns. This
requires clinicians to understand their own reactivity and level of differentiation
when faced with anxiety or conflict. Bowen acknowledged that this was a lifelong
process and complete differentiation is not possible; rather individuals are continually working on being well differentiated. It has been shown that professionals
who are well-differentiated have better psychotherapy outcomes with their clients
(Hayes, Gelso, & Hummel, 2011). Consequently, child welfare professionals must
be aware of their own difficulties of managing anxiety before working with child
welfare-involved families who often struggle with low levels of differentiation
(Skowron et al., 2010).
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As discussed above, the primary goal of Bowen’s approach to family systems
work is to reduce the overall anxiety of the system. For families in the child
welfare system, clinical interventions should specifically focus on resolving
overall family anxiety, as well as addressing the individual experiences of family
members described above (i.e., triangles, emotional cutoffs, family projections,
and transgenerational transmission of abuse). Triangulation can be particularly
troublesome in that the conflict or difficulties within a family are not being
addressed by those who are responsible (i.e., the biological parents).
Responsibilities are instead shifted to other persons (e.g., case managers, foster
parents, or even children). It has been reported that child welfare professionals
find working with families in the child welfare system to be quite challenging
(MacKinnon & James, 1992) and can report being unprepared to work with
child welfare–involved families (Thompson & Colvin, 2017). However, it is
imperative that child welfare professionals be comfortable working with all
family members and not just focusing on the child as an individual. Utilizing
Bowen’s theory as a framework, child welfare professionals can utilize concepts
and techniques of differentiation and detriangling to enhance services or therapy. For example, conducting genograms with clients to highlight intergenerational transmission processes could potentially help them navigate a system that
can at times seems insurmountable. Although some professionals feel that family
therapy is not appropriate in cases of sexual abuse, as the victimized child needs
to be protected, Greenspun (1994) also highlighted that understanding triangles
and other family dynamics can actually help to promote safety and healing
within families recovering from sexual abuse.
It is also important to note that vulnerable families often deal with numerous
stressors such as economic insecurity and lack physical, social, and skill-building
resources (Morris, 2011, 2013), which influences individual and familial differentiation. State child welfare agencies are tasked with administering services to
address these needs, a process which can also be fraught with conflict and
complexity. Because of this responsibility, child welfare administrators on the
federal and state level need to be well informed and knowledgeable of the specific
struggles that families deal with (e.g., specific needs for overcoming abuse or
neglect, problems encountered by families as they pursue the numerous requirements and services of their case plan). Similarly, administrators also need to be
aware of the experiences of front-line child welfare workers and the limitations or
barriers to service delivery for those involved in the child welfare system. Constant
evaluation and research is needed to maintain efficiency, as well as identify gaps
and conflicts that need to be addressed. For example, it would be helpful to
regularly monitor the training, experience, and educational backgrounds of
child welfare workers to identify the strengths and needs for enhancement in
current practice. It would also be helpful to explore how administrative or worker
experience influences child and family outcomes, and vice versa. Additionally, the
findings of evaluation and research need to be converted into trainings or
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educational materials to help biological and foster families navigate the complexities of the child welfare system, in a language that is easy to understand.
Conversely, with increased pushes for accountability and data collection in child
welfare practice, it may also be important to ensure that data are being utilized to
make appropriate changes or adjustments (Hagedorn, 1996; Van Veelan, Bunders,
Cesuroglu, Broerse, & Regeer, 2017). Child welfare professionals, those on the
frontline, as well as those that are in administrative and policy roles, must consider
the impact of family systems on the children and families being served. As Bowen
asserted, from families with the highest levels of dysfunction to those with less, all
of these mechanisms discussed in this article are at play. As such, we all need to
examine our level of differentiation, anxiety, and how that is guiding our reactions
and interactions with the families in the child welfare system.
Challenges and limitations in applying family systems theory to child
welfare practice

Despite the influence that family systems theory could have on child welfare
practice, there are multiple challenges in applying this theory to practice. On
a larger system level, one major challenge is the context of the child welfare
system, specifically devolution of political and administrative decision making to
states and local authorities. Although it is beneficial for states to make decisions
that are relevant to their population and the original intent of devolution was to
benefit vulnerable individuals and families, there are limitations. Most important to note, there is very little research specific to devolution and child welfare
practice, as issues like social welfare and child care often take precedence (e.g.,
Sanfort, 2000). Devolution requires large groups of multidisciplinary professionals (e.g., legal, social service, public service, education, and others) to agree
on and pursue unified goals. When viewing the child welfare system as the
parent in a family systems perspective, devolution creates a different set of
parents for each state or major authority, thus a nonuniform and potentially
more complex or unclear set of rules and family processes for each state or
locale. However, devolution also creates a situation where state politicians
become the parent, as they are required to manage and engage these “family
members” in a collaborative process. The complicated dynamics among these
policy makers and bureaucrats could be a part of the nuclear family emotional
process, but they are also a force involved in the societal emotional process
surrounding children and families involved in the child welfare system.
Another similar challenge is the privatization of child welfare services.
Presently 13 states have opted to contract some, most, or all of their child welfare
services (e.g., investigation, family preservation, case management, foster care,
adoption) to a nongovernmental agency (see National Conference on State
Legislatures [NCSL], 2018). However, the use of contracts and services from
organizations that are not affiliated with state governments is widespread.
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Although federal regulations apply to the governance of privatized services,
states or privatized entities may lack resources or capacity to adequately comply
with these regulations (Barillas, 2011). When viewing the child welfare system or
government as the parent, a lack of resources or capacity at this level could
greatly influence the nuclear family emotional process. In addition, the lack of
resources may translate into unmet needs of families involved in the child
welfare system, thus influencing the multigenerational transmission of problems
within families or conflict within the entire family system.
A third issue influencing the incorporation of theory into practice is the
differing backgrounds and training experiences of child welfare workers.
Thompson & Colvin (2017) found that clinicians describe a significant lack of
training with family theories and modalities within their graduate programs. Child
welfare–focused therapists within this sample noted that it was critical to utilize
a family-centered practice lens with children and families; however, the gap in
their training and education created some barriers when translating theory to
practice. Connolly (2007) also described the efforts of integrating theory into the
child protection system in New Zealand. The importance of using theory to
promote best practices in the field is well documented, but Connolly acknowledged that practice is influenced by many real-world factors aside from theory
such as organizational rules, legislation, as well as the personal culture and background of individual child welfare professionals. Training or educational background and a child welfare professional’s own personal experiences can influence
the implementation of specific theories, such as family systems theory, into
practice. Similarly, an area of significant limitation with Bowenian theory is the
influence of culture. For example, the preference for differentiation or separation
from one’s family of origin endorses specific values in regards to family structure
and function. Rothbaum, Rosen, Ujiie, and Uchida (2002) postulated that the
dynamics related to differentiation of self are a reflection of Western views and
thinking. For example, the close bonds among members across different generations is seen as adaptive rather than dysfunctional in Japanese culture. However,
Brown (1999) noted that no approach to practice is free from issues related to race
and culture, and a larger sociocultural lens should be included. Therefore, child
welfare professionals need to develop an understanding of how culture influences
family relations and assess for the influence of ethnicity, race, gender, and other
cultural factors when working with child welfare involved families. This also
highlights the need for more research on diversity within child welfare assessment
and intervention.
Case example

An application of Bowenian theory to the practice of child welfare may be
most evident through a case example. This case scenario provides an illustration of the theoretical material discussed:
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Mikayla is a single mom of four young children. She became involved with
child protective services 8 months ago when she called the cops on her live-in
boyfriend for attacking her. However, when the cops arrived on scene things had
escalated and she was arrested as well for hitting him in what she said is selfdefense. Mikayla had previously called the cops multiple times, but this was the
first time she had become physical. While the police were there, they also found
drug paraphernalia that Mikayla says belongs to her live-in boyfriend. All four of
her children were present during this last incident, and consequently, they were
removed from her care and placed into two separate foster homes.
Because Mikayla lives in a rural state her children were placed in foster homes in
two different cities. Per the case plan, all children are required to have therapy for
what they have witnessed. Two of her children have one therapist, and the other
two have another therapist. Mikayla is required to go to parenting classes, see an
individual therapist for herself, attend a domestic violence group, and have
supervised visitation with all of her children. On top of these requirements,
Mikayla’s caseworker, with whom she had built a working relationship, has
changed since she first became involved in the child welfare system. She is also
disappointed in herself and how things turned out, as she wanted things to be
different for her kids. Mikayla aged out of the foster care system on her 18th
birthday.
From a Bowenian perspective, there are multiple factors to consider. First is the
multigenerational transmission process. Mikayla was involved with the child
welfare system as a youth herself. This signals to someone using a Bowen perspective that something needs to happen to interrupt the transmission process
from being passed onto her four children. One aspect of this work would include
examining her family-of -origin’s family emotional projection process, her level of
differentiation, and if there is emotional or physical cutoff between Mikayla and
her family. Assessing and having conversations about these will help the child
welfare professional or other service provider understand Mikayla’s family life
growing up and how she approaches or understands family life.
Another important consideration, particularly when assessing for her level of
differentiation, is her level of anxiety. What ways does she manage her anxiety?
How is she managing the fact that her caseworker has changed two times in 8
months, that her children are in two separate homes, and that she is required to
participate in their own therapy? How is she managing the potential end of her
romantic relationship in addition to multiple case plan requirements?
Identifying and exploring her levels of anxiety and the ways in which she has
seen her family process these emotions would be essential to helping her become
more differentiated. After all, how she is managing these multiple responsibilities is ultimately going to affect how she interacts with each of her service
providers, including her caseworker.
Taking a Bowen perspective to Mikayla’s case could provide clarity on the
direction and focus of work with her and her family. However, to make apply
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a broader perspective, which is necessary when understanding individuals within
the child welfare system, it would be important to explore the caseworker and
service provider’s responses as well. Is the caseworker responding in
a differentiated way, or is she or he more reactive to Mikayla and her emotional
process or level of differentiation? Are the therapists, for Mikayla and her children,
communicating with one another to learn more about the current family emotional projection process? Despite the distance between mother and children/
siblings, this would ensure that they have similar goals and plans for when the
family is reunited. On a larger system level, are there adequate services available in
the rural town to ensure that Mikayla has safe and stable housing required for
reunification with her children, or does this requirement pose a potential conflict
for the caseworker and Mikayla?
Although this is a fairly brief scenario, it depicts that families involved with
the child welfare system often have complex needs. Having a framework such as
family systems theory helps to identify multiple “family members” and identify
how each person is influenced by one another to change the multigenerational
transmission process. In this case, this process would specifically be child welfare
involvement and violent romantic relationships.
Conclusion

The overall aim of the child welfare system and the all professionals involved
with the system is to prevent the incidence or reoccurrence of child maltreatment. Although various strategies have been used to “treat” child maltreatment,
this article specifically addressed the need to use a family systems approach and
provided specific examples of how the concepts of Bowen’s theory could be
applicable to families in the child welfare system. Additionally, specific clinical
and policy practices can be derived from using this theory as a lens for working
with families in the child welfare system.
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