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Background: Evidence suggests that low family differentiation leads to anxiety throughout the
family and affects children's social functioning and psychosomatic symptoms. Despite numerous
studies examining system family therapy's efficacy on various pathological outcomes, including
increased differentiation and psychological health, there are rare studies on psychosomatic disorders.
Aims: This study aimed to evaluate the efficacy of Bowen Family System Therapy on chronic anxiety
and differentiation in patients with psychosomatic disorders (migraine, gastrointestinal disorders, and
cardiovascular disorders).

Method: The present study was quasi-experimental with a pretest-posttest design and a control
group. The statistical population of this study consisted of all patients with three types of
psychosomatic disorders including migraine, gastrointestinal and cardiovascular disorders which
were referred to Shariati Hospital and Tehran Heart Center in 2020. Thirty eligible people were
selected by the available sampling method and randomly assigned to two groups. All of them
completed the Beck Anxiety Inventory (BAI; 1988) and short-form of Differentiation of Self
Inventory-Revised (DSI-R; Skowron & Friedlander, 1998) in the pretest and posttest stages. The
experimental group received Bowen Family System Therapy. Finally, after data collection, a
multivariate analysis of covariance was used to analyze the data using SPSS-version 19 software.
Results: The results showed that there was a significant difference between the two groups in both
variables of anxiety, differentiation, and all their components (P<0.01). So, Bowen Family System
Therapy reduced anxiety and increased differentiation in the experimental group.

Conclusion: The findings of the present study showed that the treatment of Bowens Family System
Therapy is effective in reducing the symptoms of chronic anxiety and increasing differentiation.
Therefore, training psychologists, counselors, family therapists, and other educators in the field of
family therapy are beneficial in promoting differentiation in the whole family system.
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Introduction

The subject of mental and physical communication
has long been debated. Regarding the components of
health, it can be said that in every ailment and disease,
although with a purely physical aspect, there is a
strong connection between psychological, social, and
physiological structures (Borhani et al., 2021).
Psychiatric disorders are a wide range of diseases for
which physical signs and symptoms are a major
component. These problems and disorders refer to
physical symptoms such as cardiovascular,
respiratory, gastrointestinal, musculoskeletal,
genitourinary, and skin disorders and other disorders
such as migraine headaches, dizziness, fatigue,
memory impairment, difficulty concentrating,
difficulty breathing, nausea, vomiting, insomnia, etc.,
in which meaningful psychological events are closely
related to physical symptoms (Levenson, 2018).

One of the important factors affecting mental
disorders is anxiety. Anxiety also plays an important
role in the onset of mental disorders. Anxiety, in
addition to being a distressing and annoying state in
itself, is a common cause of many physical and
mental disorders. It can be said that in most physical
and mental illnesses and disorders, anxiety is present
as a key distressing factor, and in interaction with
biological and genetic potentials, it is considered an
essential element in causing or aggravating mental
disorders (Tofangchi et al., 2021).

Another construct that has been considered in the
present study as an effective factor in psychosomatic
disorders is the concept of differentiation. Low
differentiation is one of the factors that Bowen
(Bowen, 1978) believes causes anxiety in the family
environment (Thompson et al., 2019). Differentiation
refers to the ability to separate emotional processes
from rational processes, and the ability to distinguish
oneself from others on a cognitive and emotional
level. Low differentiation between family members
leads to anxiety for the whole family system
(Mirzanezhad, 2020). There is evidence that family
patterns, especially distance adjustment patterns,
have a significant effect on anxiety levels, social
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functioning, and children’s psychosomatic symptoms
(Gordeeva, 2019).

One of the family-based therapies that have not yet
been studied in patients with psychosomatic disorders
is Bowen Family System Therapy. Based on Bowen
Family System Therapy, this treatment emphasizes
the role of differentiation and chronic anxiety in the
formation of chronic physical conditions. In this
theory, the most important source of chronic anxiety
is the family emotional system. Bowen (1978) argues
that individuals and families live in the emotional
system that plays an important role in the quality of
interpersonal relationships, the symptoms of
psychological trauma, and their health. The therapists
of the Bowen family system believe that all disorders
are due to the dysfunctional management of anxiety
in the family system (Erdem and Safi, 2018).
Therefore, the main goal of Bowen's treatment is to
reduce chronic anxiety by being aware of the family's
emotional system, increasing the level of
differentiation, and focusing on changing oneself
instead of trying to change others (Gharabaghi et al.,
2015). Generally, the increasing prevalence of
psychosomatic disorders, the need for psychological
therapies, the importance of interactions, family
structure, and texture in this category of disorders,
and the gap in this field, especially in Iran, Doubles
the need for family-based therapies. Accordingly, the
question of the present study is whether Bowen
Family System Therapy is effective in anxiety and
differentiation of patients with three types of
psychosomatic  disorders, including migraine,
gastrointestinal and cardiovascular disorders.

Method

The present study was quasi-experimental with a
pretest-posttest design with a control group. The
statistical population of this study consisted of all
patients with three types of psychosomatic disorders
including migraine, gastrointestinal and
cardiovascular disorders which were referred to
Shariati Hospital and Tehran Heart Center in 2020. 30
people with eligible criteria were selected by the
available sampling method and randomly assigned to
the two groups (15 patients in each group). In this
study, the Bowen Family System Therapy protocol
was used in the form of 10 60-minute sessions. Beck
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Anxiety (21-item) questionnaire (scoring 0 to 3) and
Skowron and Friedlander differentiation
questionnaire (20-item) were also used.

Results
The results of demographic findings indicate that
among the participants in the study, 10 women and 5
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men were in the Bowen Family System Therapy
group and 9 women and 6 men were in the control
group. Also, the mean and standard deviation of the
age was 43.25+4.46 for the Bowen Family System
Therapy and 45.06+4.35 for the control group. From
both groups, 1 person had an equal 12-year degree
and 14 people had an academic degree.

Table 1. Descriptive statics of study variables

Control Group

Bowen Systemic Family Therapy Group

variable Post-test Pre-test Post-test Pre-test
SD Min SD SD Min SD Min
Physical Anxiety Symptoms 5.89 14.46 6.02 13.93 2.55 7.66 6.54 15.93
Emotional Anxiety Symptoms 3.75 8.26 3.81 8.13 2.47 5.40 5.57 9.26
Total anxiety 9.52 22.73 9.75 22.06 4.81 13.06 11.58 25.20
My place 1.75 4.26 1.89 4.20 2.19 5.33 2.19 4.46
Fusion with others 4.80 16.73 5.48 16.66 3.67 20.73 3.89 17.80
Emotional cutting 2.03 16.13 2.12 16.33 1.94 17.73 1.72 16.53
Emotional responsiveness 3.33 10.13 3.79 10.00 3.09 12.20 3.52 10.20
Total differentiation 8.81 47.26 10.15 47.20 6.85 56.00 8.41 49.00

The mean and standard deviation of the research
variables are illustrated in the above table. Also, the
results of the multivariate analysis of covariance

showed a significant difference in the scores of the
two groups (P= 0.0001, F= 67.141, Pillai’s trace=
0.843).

Table 2. Results of univariate covariance test for group comparison of research variables

Variable Sum of Squares  df  Min Square F Sig Partial Eta Square  Observed Power
Physical Anxiety Symptoms 441.84 1 441.84 5756  0.000 0.723 1
Emotional Anxiety Symptoms 85.16 1 85.16 22.01  0.000 0.500 0.994
Total anxiety 914.96 1 914.96 43.47  0.000 0.664 1
My place 68.28 1 68.28 2459  0.000 0.528 0.997
Fusion with others 25.84 1 25.84 45.78  0.000 0.675 1
Emotional cutting 4.17 1 4.17 10.51  0.004 0.323 0.872
Emotional responsiveness 14.89 1 14.89 10.85  0.003 0.330 0.882
Total differentiation 370.46 1 370.46 82.41  0.000 0.789 1

As can be seen in Table 2, there is a significant
difference between the two groups in all research
variables at the level of P<0.01. Therefore, it can be
said that Bowen Family System Therapy reduced
anxiety scores and increased differentiation scores in
the experimental group after the posttest.

Conclusion

The results illustrated that there was a significant
difference between the two groups in both variables
of chronic anxiety and differentiation. It implies after
the execution of Bowen Family System Therapy, the
level of chronic anxiety in the experimental group
was significantly reduced compared to the control
group. This group also obtained higher differentiation
scores compared to the control group. Theoretically,

teaching and applying Bowen Family System
Therapy skills as a way for parents to move towards
their original family and solve unresolved issues
plays an important role in establishing a consistent
relationship with others, increasing decision-making
and problem-solving skills and coping skills, and
enabling them to solve problems without resorting to
actions that harm themselves or others. In another
explanation, it can be stated that the reason for the
efficacy of Bowen's systemic family therapy is
related to the role of differentiation in anxiety
symptoms, including conflict with a spouse a
psychological disorder and a physical illness, and a
projection of anxiety. It can also be said that Bowen
Family System Therapy is the creator of
differentiation and differentiation is one of the main
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elements in the protocols derived from this theory it
teaches people how to communicate with their family
and at the same time in an emotional atmosphere.
Noticeably, humans do not react involuntarily and
emotionally in the face of different situations, and
these pieces of training lead to increased
differentiation in different people. Moreover, as a
result of this intervention, people with psychosomatic
disorders become aware of the relationship process,
attention to their responsibility, and the emotional
distance between family members decreases. As a
result of all these pieces of training, differentiation
grows in these individuals.
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