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Family Systems Theory – Sibling Position 

Family Systems Theory (FST) gives us a means to deepen our understanding of ourselves and the world 

around us. Through it we acknowledge that, like each individual, each group of people is a living organism 

or system that behaves in very predictable ways. We learn to “think systems – watch process”. Consider for 

a moment the last tense moment of conflict or misunderstanding you had with a family member, friend, or 

coworker. How much of that was about the actual content at issue, and how much was misunderstanding 

and reaction in place of appreciation, wonder, understanding, and response? In this instance we say, “It’s 

not about content – it’s about process.” 

Family Systems theory is constructed with 8 core concepts: Nuclear Family Emotional System; 

Differentiation of Self; Triangles; Cutoff; Family Projection Process; Multigenerational Transmission 

Process; Sibling Position; and Emotional Process in Society. Central to our ability to make use of these 

concepts is our willingness to see, feel, and name the anxiety present in ourselves, others, and the 

larger system. Once we do, then we begin to gain some power to change, and the 8 concepts become 

the tools by which we can learn to construct a better self, and a better world.  

The seventh core concept to FST is Sibling Position.  

We are all familiar with the idea of middle child syndrome. It’s noteworthy that within Family Systems 

Theory middle child syndrome is downplayed, attention given instead to whether one is older or 

younger than others, and the gender mix of siblings. Oldest siblings are often thought of as “the 

responsible ones” and youngest siblings are often the free spirits or “the funny ones.” The Middle 

Child is typically shaped by the closest sibling relationship – i.e. how she relates to an older brother or 

younger sister. The Bowen borrowed the idea of Sibling Position from Walter Toman’s 1962 work, 

“Family Constellation,” recognizing that it represented the missing piece to Bowen’s own theory of 

persons. We will explore the norms that tend to arise from sibling position and how they inform our 

understanding of our own and others’ functioning in relationships and organizations. For instance, we 

can see why someone may appear to be pushy, or another may be undependable, in part because of the 

position they hold in their family of origin. While this background does not excuse disruptive or 

unhelpful behavior, it can help us to have understanding, empathy, and a greater measure of patience 

and grace toward others, and toward ourselves. It also clarifies the type of behaviors we can discuss in 

order to strengthen our functioning in the world. 

 

“We proceed from the assumption that a person’s family represents the most influential context of his life, 

and that it exerts its influence more regularly, more exclusively, and earlier in a person’s life than do any 

other life contexts.”      W. Toman. “Family Constellation.” p 5 

 

“The different positions make it quite clear that no two children experience the family in the same 

way. Each position is so different from any other that it is as if no two children have the same 

family.” (Gilbert, 86)  Family fusion effects the experience of sibling position in this way – the 

greater level of fusion, the more the problematic characteristics are internalized.  
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What are the different positions? 

Bowen theory lists 11 positions, stating that middle siblings typically take on the characteristics of 

one or more of the other positions. 

 
Oldest brother of brothers 
Responsible; leader; loyalty; shy around women 

Oldest sister of sisters 
Caretaker; in charge; power more important that things; 
intimidating to men; kids more important than husband 

Youngest brother of brothers 
Follower; living in the moment; yielding with women 

Youngest sister of sisters 
Competitive with other women; loves to excel; risk-taker; 
Interest in material things; attracts men but may compete 

Oldest brother of sisters 
Not motivated to chauvinism; works well with women 

Oldest sister of brothers 
Independent; takes care of men; loves caring for children;  

Youngest brother of sisters 
Assumes leadership easily; attracts but doesn’t understand 
women; privileged in Family of origin 

Youngest sister of brothers 
Motivated more by relationships than work; attractive to men - 
feminine, friendly;  

Male only child 
Self-confident; prefers company of elders; father figures are 
important; appreciates aesthetics; not materialistic 

Female only child 
Structures life around elders; motivated by their approval; 
close to mother; prefers being a child to having them 

Twins 
Closeness; one leads – other follows, which becomes a trait 
in other relationships;  hard to imagine life alone 

Middle siblings 
One role usually stronger; may have multiple roles; may feel 
neglected; may be the peacemaker 

These are, of course, generalizations that bear out in the aggregate – across a population, these will be 

the normative traits of each sibling position. Each person has exceptions to their normative behavior, 

and there are always outliers who anecdotally contradict the norms. 

Of particular importance is how this information can be used to help our functioning mature. More 

exhaustive descriptions are provided by Bowen, and by the work of Walter Toman whom he follows. 

Two primary uses will be considered here. 

1) Understanding self: Looking over this list, consider how these inclinations may un/subconsciously 

guide thoughts, words and actions. Reactivity may come in those places where we feel forced to 

function outside our preferred position. Or, we may get undesirable reactions from others when we stay 

too firmly planted in our own sibling position and fail to remain flexible in working with others. 

2) Understanding others: We are often frustrated, confused, or angered by others’ behavior. We view 

the world out of our own sibling position, and if we do so unconsidered, then we may be unaware of 

our biases and those of others. Information regarding sibling position can help us be more patient with 

others, and also understand how they view the world so we can more effectively communicate and 

work together. 

It is less common that these dynamics are openly named in our relationships. We may want to avoid 

labeling for others how we think they are behaving. Even so, we can certainly name and describe our 

own behavior, and describe the specific words or actions we experience from others, allowing them to 

draw their own conclusions. There is also nothing wrong with two people consciously and mutually 

choosing to relate to one another as siblings. The problems come when one or both parties are unaware 

of their functioning, and their sibling positions do not mesh well, so their experiences and actions are in 

conflict. Looking together at sibling position in our relationships can be a non-threatening way to 

surface these ideas and gain greater understanding, clarity and appreciation for one another. 


