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The research clearly shows 
(everything from AA surveys to 
longitudinal studies to clinical 

trials) that the 12-step approach is 
effective, especially for those who 

are in that moderate to severe 
stage of their use.

TheFix.com 2015



SUPPORT FOR 12-STEP FACILITATION (TSF)
Alcoholism Treatment Quarterly (2006), “Affiliation with 12-step 
fellowships, both during and after treatment, is a cost-effective and 
useful approach to treating alcohol—and other drug-related problems… 
12-step affiliation buffer stress significantly and enhance quality of life 
among recovery persons.” 

Spirituality in Recovery (2011), “Findings reveal that atheists and agnostics 
are less likely to seek recovery assistance through AA, but those who do, 
appear to benefit equally compared to more religious/spiritual 
individuals (Kelly et al., 2006; Tonigao et al., 2002; Winzelberg and 
Humphreys, 1999). Similarly, a study of mutual-help group participants 
from 5 different organizations, including AA, found the degree of initial 
Spiritual/Religious beliefs was unrelated to staying sober (Atkins and 
Hawdon, 2007).



SUPPORT FOR 12-STEP FACILITATION (TSF)
Canadian Centre on Substance Abuse (2016) “Life in Recovery” Survey: 
“Majority of individuals described residential treatment programs (83.2%), 
recovery houses (82.2%), 12-step mutual support groups (70.7%) “very 
important to their recovery.” 

Journal of Substance Abuse Treatment (2018)” A longitudinal study of the 
comparative efficacy of Women for Sobriety, LifeRing, SMART Recovery, 
and 12-step groups for those with AUD” Results: None of the interactions 
between baseline PGA and 6-month PGI were significant, suggesting no 
differences in the efficacy of WFS, LifeRing, or SMART, vs. 12-step groups 



“Discussing Higher Powers: Twelve Step 
fellowships are sometimes mistaken for 
being ‘religious organizations’ that 
pressure their members to pledge 
belief in a Judeo-Christian god. This is 
not true. Religions are governed by a 
written dogma that is administered by 
designated clergy and supervised by 
clerical hierarchy. Twelve Step 
fellowships have none of these things.” 
P. 89

LEGAL JEAPORDY: Courts 
look at AA attendance as 
a condition of parole…



Legal Jeopardy: 
Recent and ongoing 
cases: 
Mandatory 12-Step 
Meeting attendance 
as a First Amendment 
Establishment Clause  
violation. The Ohio 
case of James Lindon 
and California case 
of Barry Hazle. 
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Legal Jeopardy: 
California case of 
Barry Hazle.
The state of 
California will pay 
Hazle $1 million, 
while Westcare
will pay $925,000
under terms of 
the settlement

http://www.krcrtv.com/news/local/2-million-settlement-for-shasta-county-atheist/29132178


https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/12-step-nurse-addictions-1.4805538

https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/12-step-nurse-addictions-1.4805538


“Microaggressions are 
similar to carbon 
monoxide—’invisible, 
but potentially lethal.’

Continuous exposure 
to these types of 
interactions can be a 
sort of ‘death by a 
thousand cuts’ to the 
victim.”

Dr. Derald Wing Sue 



Bias in Health Care, April 21, 2015  
“Unconscious bias, also called 
implicit bias, affects health 
care providers every day, 
especially when they are 
stressed or tired. Swift and 
automatic, it can reduce 
quality of care and even lead 
to medical errors. … If we are 
not aware of it and taking 
measures to counter it, it 
affects quality of care.”

Michelle van Ryn, Ph.D., director of 
Mayo’s Research Program on Equality 

and Inclusion in Health Care 
https://newsnetwork.mayoclinic.org/discussion/targeting-unconscious-bias-in-health-care/

https://newsnetwork.mayoclinic.org/discussion/targeting-unconscious-bias-in-health-care/


NAADAC: CODE OF ETHICS (Approved 10.09.2016)

Principle IV: Working in a Culturally-Diverse World

IV-1 Knowledge
Addiction Professionals shall be knowledgeable and aware of cultural, 
individual, societal, and role differences amongst the clients they serve. 
Providers shall offer services that demonstrate appropriate respect for the 
fundamental rights, dignity and worth of all clients.

IV-2 Cultural Humility
Addiction services along the continuum of care are offered in diverse 
settings to diverse clients. Addiction Professionals shall demonstrate 
cultural humility. Providers shall maintain an interpersonal stance that is 
other-oriented and accepting of the cultural identities of the other 
person (client, colleague, peer, employee, employer, volunteer, 
supervisor, supervisee, and others).



OUR WORLD IN CHANGE: 
DEMOGRAPHICS, SUBSTANCE 
USE DISORDER & TSF
The atheists are coming, the atheists are coming! 
The problem of early 20th century recovery language 
and 21st century patients and clients…

No God? No Problem – TSF for a millennial generation



In the 1939 book, 
Alcoholics 
Anonymous, the 
concept, “God as 
you understand 
Him” including 
everyone.

In 2018… not so 
much



How Many Atheists are there? (last updated May 
31, 2017 by Will Gervais
https://psyarxiv.com/edzda

In the USA, an innocuous survey “outs” closet atheists. In USA: 26%

Instead of asking about belief in God directly, they 
provided a list of seemingly innocuous statements and 
then asked: “How many of these statements are true of 
you?” Respondents in a control group were given a list 
of nine statements, such as “I own a dog” and “I am a 
vegetarian.” The test group received all the same 
statements plus one that read, “I do not believe in 
God.” The totals from the test group were then 
compared to those from the control group, allowing 
researchers to estimate the number of people who 
identify as atheists without requiring any of the 
respondents to directly state that they don’t believe in 
God.

https://psyarxiv.com/edzda




"While about 10 percent of Americans said they’d 
be unhappy if a family member married someone 
of a different political persuasion, and about 30 
percent of Americans said they’d be unhappy if 
a family member married a gun owner, nearly 50 
percent of Americans said that they’d be 
unhappy if a family member married an atheist.
This finding comes as no surprise. Social science 
has long revealed high rates of secularphobia –
the irrational dislike, distrust, fear or hatred of 
nonreligious people – within American society.“

Psychology Today “Why Americans Still Hate Atheists”
https://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/the-secular-
life/201406/why-americans-hate-atheists



Arthur Schopenhauer:

“All truth passes 
through three stages. 
First, it is ridiculed. 
Second, it is violently 
opposed. 
Third, it is accepted as 
being self-evident.”
•

“Secularphobia”

• Systemic 
discrimination

• Braiding the beard 
of the Lion



WHERE DO YOU FIND SECULAR AA? 
HTTPS://SECULARAA.ORG

No God? No Problem – atheist/agnostic/freethinker groups grow

“Diversity and Democracy: Anyone whishing to implement TSF should 
be aware of the great diversity that exists within the Twelve-Step 
culture, as this awareness can add to the effectiveness of the program. 
Today, it is easy, especially in urban centers, to find fellowship groups 
specifically for women, for men, for the LGBTQ community, for young 
people, for clergy, for agnostics and atheists, for nurses or doctors, and 
so on.” TSF Handbook, A Therapeutic Approach to Treatment and Recovery, P. 21

https://secularaa.org/


WHERE DO YOU FIND SECULAR AA? 
HTTPS://SECULARAA.ORG

No God? No Problem – atheist/agnostic/freethinker groups grow

https://secularaa.org/


First International: Santa Monica November 2014
300 nonbelievers & others.  Austin hosted the 2018 event & in Toronto Canada the 3rd Biennial 
Conference (now called International Secular Conference of AA, ISCAA). 



The secular view: 
12 Steps & 12 Traditions



THE DEMOCRATIZATION OF AA LITERATURE: 
PRINT ON DEMAND & A GROWING THURST
FOR SECULAR AA RECOVERY. 



“The simple act of explaining a current 
temptation or situation to someone else who 
understood seemed to help us stay honest with 
ourselves. As we realized how helpful this 
network of support was, we sensed that a belief 
in any specific God or divinity was 
unnecessary. Our need for faith could be 
answered with affirming hope, a sense of the 
possibility for spiritual guidance that was 
already apparent in the experiences of the 
SLAA members who preceded us...” 
Sex & Love Addicts Anonymous (1986) 

No God? No Problem – the secularization of the 12-Step Process



“The program of recovery works for people who 
do not believe in God and for people who do. 
It does not work for people who think they are 
God. ... ‘Higher Power’ means different things 
to different people. To some of us, it is a God of 
an organized religion; to others, it is a state of 
being commonly called spirituality. Some of us 
believe in no deity; a Higher Power may be the 
strength gained from being a part of, and 
caring for, a community of others. There is room 
in MA for all beliefs. We do not proselytize any 
particular view or religion.”
Life With Hope (1995), Marijuana Anonymous

No God? No Problem – the secularization of the 12-Step Process



ONLINE GAMERS ANONYMOUS
21st century problem, 21st century language

12 Principles of OnLine Gamers Anonymous 
for atheists & agnostics

 1. We admit we have been powerless over gaming, and that 
our lives have become unmanageable. Principle - Honesty 
and Acceptance

 2. Dare to believe that there lies within Us the Power to 
restore balance to our lives. Principle - Hope

 3. Seek the help of someone qualified in counseling or 
someone that we trust from experience to be capable of 
helping us. Principle - Trust

 4. Really take a good look at our lives, and make a 
searching and fearless inventory. Principle - Action and 
Courage

 5. Fully admit to a trusted or qualified person or support 
group our understanding of the exact nature of our 
problems. Principle - Integrity

 6. We become willing to let go of our addictive patterns of 
behavior and start over. Principle - Willingness

 7. Actually ask for help to remove our shortcomings from any 
person or persons or group that we feel are qualified to provide that 
help. Principle - Humility

 8. Make a list of persons that we have harmed, during our gaming, 
and become willing to make amends to them (including 
ourselves). Principle - Love

 9. Make direct amends to such people wherever possible. Principle 
- Justice

 10. Continue to take personal inventory, and when we are wrong, 
promptly admit it. Principle - Perseverance

 11. Find and study something that we find amazing. Realize that 
there are ways of living that can bring us a deeper degree of 
personal fulfillment. Principle - Beauty

 12. Having become aware of where we really ended up, how far 
down we went, and having discovered that there was a way out 
once we were willing to face our fears and come back to our real 
lives, we help others and share our story, and we help ourselves by 
practicing these principles in all of our affairs. Principle - Service



 Step 1: I admit that I am powerless over a 
personal addiction which is controlling my life.

 Step 2: I have found a power that is greater than I 
am which can restore my sense of peace.

 Step 3: I agree to turn my will over to the "Higher 
Power" as I define it.

 Step 4: I will make a fearless and honest review 
of my life, my values, and my goals.

 Step 5: I admit to a "Higher Power", to myself 
and to another human being, what was wrong 
with my choices.

 Step 6: I am committed to having my addictive 
behavior removed by a commitment to a "Higher 
Power".

 Step 7: I humbly ask my "Higher Power" to be with me 
as a constant reminder toward recovery from my 
addictive behavior.

 Step 8: I will make a list of all the people whom I have 
hurt and will make peace with them.

 Step 9: I will return to others what is owed them as long 
as it would not cause them harm.

 Step 10: I will continue to evaluate my own actions and 
admit to myself what choices were wrong.

 Step 11: I will continue to commit to my "Higher 
Power” through meditation and reflection, while 
following through with my recovery.

 Step 12: As I continue my journey in recovery, I will 
share these steps with others while continuing to make 
them a part of my life.

Teen Addiction Anonymous
TAA founded 2007…taking the problem one day at a time



October 2017



1. I get it. What I’ve been doing is self-destructive. I need to change.
2. I see the big picture: The way to stop relapsing into self-destructive 

behaviors is to build a healthier sense of self.
3. I have an action plan: From now on, I am squarely facing everything 

that is in the way of feeling satisfied with my life.
4. I honestly look at the effects of my actions on others and myself.
5. I take responsibility for my actions.
6. I see that my knee-jerk reactions have to do with being in the grip of 

more or less conscious fears.
7. I strive to find my motivation in a deeper sense of who I really am, rather 

than fear and defensiveness.
8. I stop blaming and feeling blamed, with a willingness to heal the 

wounds.
9. I swallow my pride, and sincerely apologize to people I’ve hurt, except 

when this would be counterproductive.
10. I live mindfully, paying attention to the motives and effects of my 

actions.
11. I stay in touch with a broader sense of who I really am, and a deeper 

sense of what I really want.
12.A growing sense of wholeness and contentment motivates me to 

keep at it, and to share this process with others who are struggling.

Serge Prengel, The Proactive Twelve Steps for Mindful Recovery (2010)



“There can be no permanent recovery 
without an awareness of oneself as 
unique in all the world. … the authentic 
voice will always be more accurate, 
more informed to your situation, than 
any cookie-cutter recovery program. In 
this way, you can begin to think of 
recovery as an adventure of deep self-
exploration—a journey to your core.” 

Mita M. Johnson, EdD, LPC, MAC, SAP
“Cultural humility is other-oriented. Cultural humility is to maintain a willingness to suspend what 
you know or what you think you know based on generalizations about the client’s culture. 
Power imbalance between counselor and client have no place in cultural humility. There is an 
expectation that you understand the population you’re serving and that you take the time to 
understand them better,” 



“Role of the Facilitator: … develop an 
individualized treatment plan.” P. 53

“… others will identify as either agnostic 
(the belief that the existence of God is 
unable to be known) or atheist (the belief 
that God does not exist). Such beliefs do 
not preclude embracing the values found 
in Twelve Step culture (honesty, altruism, 
humility and so on).” P. 142



In widening the gateway to include every worldview does 
every word in my worldview have the equivalent word in 
your worldview?

Who has read the French Living Sober?

Life without alcohol

Will AA non-theist always be asked to 
speak in G.O.D. acronyms? Or is AA 
big enough for everyone to share in 
their own native tongue? 



Is anybody up there? – the old-school paradigm is a line; are you here or there?

Supernatural worldview…  or natural worldview?

What are the limits of this linear, one-dimensional position on, “God either is or He isn’t. What 
is our choice to be?”  

Is there a better way to compare worldviews? 



Kaskutas et al, Tnigan Religious Self-Definition Model

Religious,  Spiritual,  Agnostic,  Unsure,  Atheist

“Atheists are less likely to attend AA… However, an atheist, once involved, are at no 
apparent disadvantage in deriving AA-related benefits. … in spite of much discussion to the 
contrary there is little evidence that spirituality directly accounts for later abstinence.”

J. Scott Tonigan, PhD, “Spirituality and Alcoholics Anonymous,” Southern Medical Journal
(2007)



Worldviews as a linear expression doesn’t express the 
complexity of REASON & INTUITION (two-dimensions)



The Dream of a Common Language

Natural Worldview

Supernatural 
Worldview

It’s not just, “Is there, or isn’t there a 
personal higher power?” 
It is not just a matter of finding an 
authentic way to articulate ourselves 
in recovery.

What is our relationship with our 
worldview? AND what style do we 
employ for existential questions?

There isn’t just a North/South pole; 
where do we fall on the West/East pole?



WEST EAST

What is our reasoning style or personality?

Concrete vs.        Abstract
Binary vs.        Complex

Gnostic vs.        A-gnostic
Reductionist vs.        Holistic
Absolutist vs.        Relativist



Concrete vs. Abstract thinking: 
Who are you? Who do you relate to?

I do very well with proselytizing, hardcore 
fundamentalist and at a very deep level I 
respect them and at a very deep level I share 
a part of their heart. I think in a certain sense, 
I’m a preacher.  
Penn Jillette, Entertainer, Atheist Advocate

The Perfect Way is only difficult for those who pick 
and choose; Do not like, do not dislike; all will then be 
clear. 
Make a hairbreadth difference, and Heaven and 
Earth are set apart; If you want the truth to stand 
clear before you, never be for or against. The 
struggle between ‘for’ and ‘against’ is the mind's 
worst disease...
Attributed to Seng-ts'an, 3rd Patriarch of the Dhyana 
Sect



A supernatural worldview or a natural worldview:
What’s your intuition tell you? Which feels right to you…..

…underneath the material world and life as we see it, there is 
a n All Powerful, Guiding, Creative Intelligence. … Every one of 
them has gained access to, and believes in, a Power greater 
than himself. This Power has in each case accomplished the 
miraculous, the humanly impossible.  … for deep down in 
every man, woman and child, is the fundamental idea of God. 
… He has come to all who have honestly sought Him. When 
we drew near to Him He disclosed Himself to us! (We 
Agnostics)

“The belief that the world is governed by natural laws and forces that 
can be understood, and that all phenomena are part of nature and 
can be explained by natural causes, including human cognitive, moral 
and social phenomena. The application of scientific naturalism in the 
human realm led to the widespread adoption of Enlightenment 
humanism, a cosmopolitan worldview that places supreme value on 
science and reason, eschews the supernatural entirely and relies 
exclusively on nature and nature’s laws, including human nature.”
Theology and Science, Volume 15, 2017 – Issue 3



C-N A-N

C-S A-S

Natural worldview

Supernatural Worldview

Concrete Abstract



BIG FIVE 
PERSONALITY TRAITS
• Five popular categories 

to which we all score 
either high or low in each 
of five classifications.



Medical, psychological, emotional, spiritual? I just don’t 
know if I’m trained for all of this?!?

Role of Facilitator 
(Chapter 5)
Advocacy, empathy, 
coaching, focus, agent 
of change – TSF Handbook, 
pg. 53

Remember…
Stay “other-focused.” 
People don’t always 
need to be told; 
people need to feel 
heard. 



Natural worldview

Supernatural Worldview

Concrete Abstract



Firm on principle, flexible on method (wording)….
“To some of us, the idea of substituting ‘good’ for ‘God’ in the 
Twelve Steps will seem like a watering down of A.A.’s 
message. But here we must remember that A.A.’s Steps are 
suggestions only. A belief in them, as they stand, is not at all a 
requirement for membership among us. This liberty has made 
A.A. available to thousands who never would have tried at all 
had we insisted on the Twelve Steps just as written.”
Alcoholics Anonymous Comes of Age pg. 81

“The full individual liberty to practice any creed or principle or 
therapy whatever should be a first consideration for us all. Let 
not, therefore, pressure anyone with our individual or even our 
collective views. Let us instead accord each other the respect 
and love that is due to every human being.” 
Bill W. AA World Conference 1965



If a word stands between you and 
the sobriety-granting potential 
within the 12-Step program, 
change the word—the word 
won’t mind.

Yeah, but doesn’t AA have rules? 
How far can you go before AA 
says, “Don’t mess with our 
program – it’s sacred!”?

Well, according to Bill…

The only limit to artistic liberty 
with the 12-Step is your 
imagination. 



No God? No Problem – 2018 AA embraces atheists and agnostics 

New for 2018: 

• AA pamphlet “The ‘God’ Word: 
Agnostics and Atheists in AA

• AA Grapevine collection of stories 
by our atheist and agnostic AA 
members



NAADAC Principle IV: Working in a Culturally-Diverse World
IV-1 Knowledge
Addiction Professionals shall be knowledgeable and aware of cultural, individual, 
societal, and role differences amongst the clients they serve. 
Providers shall offer services that demonstrate appropriate respect for the 
fundamental rights, dignity and worth of all clients.

IV-2 Cultural Humility
Addiction services along the continuum of care are offered in diverse settings to 
diverse clients. Addiction Professionals shall demonstrate cultural humility. Providers 
shall maintain an interpersonal stance that is other-oriented and accepting of the 
cultural identities of the other person (client, colleague, peer, employee, employer, 
volunteer, supervisor, supervisee, and others).

IV-3 Meanings
Addiction Professionals shall recognize and be sensitive to the diverse cultural 
meanings associated with confidentiality and privacy. Providers shall be open to 
and respect differing opinions regarding disclosure of information.



IV-4 Personal Beliefs
Addiction Professionals shall develop an understanding of their own personal, 
professional, and cultural values and beliefs. 

Providers shall recognize which personal and professional values may be in 
alignment with or conflict with the values and needs of the client. Providers shall 
not use cultural or values differences as a reason to engage in discrimination. 
Providers shall seek supervision and/or consultation to address areas of difference 
and to decrease bias, judgment, and microaggressions.

IV-5 Heritage
Addiction Professionals practicing cultural humility shall be open to the values, 
norms, and cultural heritage of their clients and shall not impose his or her 
values/beliefs on the client.

IV-6 Credibility
Addiction Professionals practicing cultural humility shall be credible, capable, and 
trustworthy. Providers shall use a cultural humility framework to consider diversity of 
values, interactional styles, and cultural expectations.



V-7 Roles
Addiction professionals shall respect the roles of family members, social supports, and 
community structures, hierarchies, values and beliefs within the client’s culture. Providers 
shall consider the impact of adverse social, environmental, ad political factors in assessing 
concerns and designing interventions. 

IV-8 Methodologies
Addiction Professionals shall use methodologies, skills, and practices that are evidence-
based and outcome-driven for the populations being serviced. Providers will seek ongoing 
professional development opportunities to develop specialized knowledge and 
understanding of the groups they serve. Providers shall obtain the necessary knowledge and 
training to maintain humility and sensitivity when working with clients of diverse 
backgrounds.

IV-9 Advocacy
Addiction Professionals advocate for the needs of the diverse populations they serve.

IV-10 Recruitment
Addiction Professionals support and advocate for the recruitment and retention of 
Professionals and other Service Providers who represent diverse cultural groups.



V-11 Linguistic Diversity
Addiction Professionals shall provide or advocate for the provision of professional services 
that meet the needs of clients with linguistic diversity. 

Providers shall provide or advocate for the provision of professional services that meet the 
needs of clients with diverse disabilities.

IV-12 Needs Driven
Addiction Professionals shall recognize that conventional counseling styles may not meet 
the needs of all clients. Providers shall open a dialogue with the client to determine the best 
manner in which to service the client. Providers shall seek supervision and consultation
when working with individuals with specific culturally-driven needs.
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Amy R. Krentzman, PhD, James A. Cranford, PhD, Elizabeth A. R. Robinson, PhD, Substance Abuse 
(2013),  “Multiple Dimensions of Spirituality in Recovery: A Lagged Mediational Analysis of Alcoholics 
Anonymous’ Principal Theoretical Mechanism of Behavior Change 34: 20—32 

Canadian Centre on Substance Abuse (2016) http://www.ccsa.ca/Resource%20Library/CCSA-Life-
in-Recovery-from-Addiction-Report-2017-en.pdf

http://www.ccsa.ca/Resource%20Library/CCSA-Life-in-Recovery-from-Addiction-Report-2017-en.pdf


J. Scott Tonigan, PhD,  Southern Medical Journal (April 2007) “Spirituality and Alcoholics 
Anonymous” Vol. 100 Issue: 4 pp 437—440 

Sarah E. Zemore, Camillia Lui, Amy Mericle, Jordanna Hemberg, Lee Ann Kaskutus, Journal of 
Substance Abuse Treatment (May 2018)“A longitudinal study of the comparative efficacy of 
Women for Sobriety, LifeRing, SMART Recovery, and 12-step groups for those with AUD” Vol. 88, 
PP 18—26 

Jesse Beach, TheFix.com (August 2018) “Microaggressions: How Subconscious Biases Affect 
Recovery” https://www.thefix.com/microaggressions-how-subconscious-biases-affect-
recovery
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C-N A-N

C-S A-S

Natural worldview

Supernatural Worldview

Concrete Abstract

Thank you… more to come.
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