CHAPTER 13
Recovering From Alcohol and Other Drug Dependencies
Summary
Alcoholics Anonymous is the best-known and most widely publicized approach to the treatment of alcoholism and alcohol abuse. Although it describes itself as a program of spiritual recovery more than as a “treatment” for alcoholism, AA’s philosophy and methods have exerted a strong influence on formal treatment programs. Through self-evaluation and mutual support, AA members engage in a spiritual program to abstain from alcohol as they rebuild their lives. Countless numbers of individuals have attended AA group meetings all over the world. The Twelve Steps, beginning with an admission of powerlessness over alcohol, provide a structured series of tasks of self-examination and improvement that will help overcome alcoholism.

Due to its informal and subjective nature, the program of AA is difficult to evaluate objectively. Nonetheless, professional or formal treatments often involve AA participation as an adjunct to a treatment package consisting of education and counseling as well as more specialized components that differ across programs. The failure to include control groups makes it impossible to determine the relative effectiveness of different parts of a treatment package. AA’s reputation as an effective means for recovery from alcoholism, although difficult to rigorously evaluate, has led to the development of similar organizations for other types of psychological problems.

Rational Recovery®, a for-profit organization created in the late 1980s, vehemently opposes AA and the Twelve-Step program philosophy. RR believes individuals can quit without help and are not powerless over alcohol as AA dogmatically proclaims. Based on concepts from rational emotive therapy, RR teaches individuals how to recognize and ignore what they call the addictive voice of AA ideology. Alcoholism is not a disease, according to RR. Learning skills to cope with problems can lead to plans for achieving abstinence.

Since AA has historically been a male-oriented organization, Women for Sobriety, a self help organization for women with alcohol problems that emphasizes taking responsibility for one’s actions and adopting positive thinking, was formed in 1975. Its philosophy emphasizes self-reliance; feelings of competent, emotional, and spiritual growth; and abstinence.

Al-Anon is a self-help organization for family and friends of alcoholics. It is modeled after AA in concept and offers a similar Twelve-Step program for codependents to help them realize that they are powerless over the drinking of their alcoholic family members. It is believed that this first step of detachment is needed before codependents can begin to recover from their own addiction to trying to control their alcoholic family members’ drinking.
Alcoholism is viewed as a family disease, not limited to the alcoholic family member, because the nonalcoholic family members are also dysfunctional. The codependents must be led to focus primarily on their own recovery, not that of the alcoholic.

Natural recovery from drug dependency apparently happens, but most of the evidence is anecdotal. The existence of such successes does not mean that everyone is capable of natural recovery, but it does suggest that formal treatment is not always necessary. It is possible that some types of personality or environmental circumstances are more likely to be associated with such successes. Such cases warrant more investigation to identify the techniques and factors that are involved.

