What Does "12-Step Treatment" Actually Mean?

Acorn Treatment and Housing uses the 12-Step (Abstinence) approach for the treatment of alcohol/drug dependency because studies have shown that people who have a pre-disposition to becoming dependent upon alcohol or other drugs stand a much better chance of maintaining long-term recovery using this method. 

This is due to the simplicity of the programme and also because of the world-wide, ongoing support of 12-Step self-help fellowships such as Alcoholics Anonymous and Narcotics Anonymous.

Where Did The 12-Steps Originate?

In the 1930's two alcoholics (A surgeon and a second lieutenant) who had repeatedly failed in their attempts to stop drinking devised a method of maintaining sobriety through simply admitting that they were no longer in control of their drinking and were in fact 'powerless' over the effects of alcohol and as a result of their drinking their lives had become 'unmanageable'.

Why alcohol had this effect on some people and not others was no longer of interest to them, it did, and they could not reasonably expect to survive unless they abstained from drinking permanently.  This highlighted the fact that all previously failed attempts to remain sober had been attempted alone but when they attempted it together they were successful.

As a result Alcoholics Anonymous was formed using meetings and a structured format (12-Steps) to keep the process of recovery as simple as possible and to encourage recovering alcoholics/addicts to support each other.

How Do the 12-Steps Work in Treatment at ADAS?

Acorn Treatment believes that addiction to either drugs or alcohol produces very similar thought processes and behaviours which is characterised by 'The Addictive Personality'.  This is the inability to use any form of mind/mood altering substance successfully i.e. to remain in control and fully functioning.

Acorn Treatment programme is loosely based around the first five steps of the 12-Step programme and provides a solid foundation to recovery which clients can then build upon over time in AA/NA through working the remaining steps with someone with substantial experience in recovery known as a 'sponsor'.

It is known as "A simple programme for complicated people".
Step One 

We admitted we were powerless over our addiction, that our lives had become unmanageable

This step is designed to address the principles of cause and effect and to remove any illusion of control over substances that the client may still have when entering treatment. 

Many clients enter treatment believing that if all the problems in their lives would just get sorted out that they would no longer need to use.

Through the use of specific written work and group discussions we help people see that more often than not it is through the relentless, compulsive pursuit of substances (powerlessness) at the cost of everything else which is causing all other areas of their life to be neglected (unmanageability) and not the other way round.

Step Two

We came to believe that a Power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity

This step sometimes unsettles people due to the phrase "Power greater than ourselves" which some people mis-read as having some kind of religious flavour to it. This is not the case.  As previously 
mentioned, there is a much greater chance of success when more than one person is involved in the process of recovery.

Again through the use of written work and group discussion we attempt to move people away from the isolation of addiction and to involve them with others who have similar problems.

Through engaging in this process clients are seeking guidance from others outside of themselves (A Power greater than ourselves) and as a result will often find that their thoughts soon start to settle when a different perspective is offered by the group and counsellors which helps to remove the "stinking thinking" of active addiction, thus "restoring to sanity". 

Step Three

We made a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God as we understood him

This is the step that most people struggle with due to the mention of the word "GOD"

As previously mentioned, the founders of AA were looking for the benefits of a sense of community but without anyone being forced to subscribe to any particular belief system.
The key to understanding this step is in the wording "As we understood him".  This means that the concept of God can be whatever people want it to be as long as it is their main focus and as long as it is a force for good.
Many people use their group, either in treatment, or in AA/NA as a source for receiving the positive direction needed in early recovery and this is what they refer to as God. This is often light-heartedly referred to as: 

Good Orderly Direction or a Group Of Drunks and has no connection to any organised religion.
Step Four

We made a searching and Fearless moral inventory of ourselves

Having broken through any denial by working steps 1-3 and having become used to talking things through and opening up emotionally.  Step 4 gives clients a chance to write a list of the hurts and harms they have caused others, any resentments they may have and also a list of their fears for the future.

By writing these things down and working through them with a counsellor in step 5 it gives clients a chance to become objectively aware of their addictive thinking and behaviour which offers a much better chance of continuing in recovery after having had a chance to let go of the guilt and shame that their using has caused.  

Recovery is defined as a commitment to continuing awareness and change of self-defeating behaviours.

Step Five

We admitted to God, to ourselves, and to another human being the exact nature of our wrongs

Having made a list of hurts and harms, resentments and fears in step 4 clients then simply read them out to another person (counsellor) in an attempt to "clear the wreckage of the past".

If the client doesn't have a concept of God then they simply "admit to themselves, and to another human being"

This step is usually quite a powerful experience for those involved and can often result in a feeling of a great weight being lifted which we feel is essential in order to move forward in recovery.

So in a nutshell how will the first five steps help my recovery?

Through working these steps, clients will learn how to:

· Remove any denial surrounding the illusion of control of substances and the resulting addictive behaviour.

· Look at the possibility that help might be available outside of the clients themselves.

· Develop some faith that this programme might work for them and to put total trust in the process.

· To be able to view addictive behaviour objectively. The guilt and shame surrounding addiction can be worked through effectively in this way, which reduces the likelihood of relapse.  

OK I think I understand a little better, but why is the wording so old-fashioned and why don't you just update it?

As previously mentioned, this programme was devised in the 1930's and the language used when writing the steps was the language of the day.

The simple reason we don't modernise the text is that our clients wouldn't understand what was being said in NA/AA meetings if they had learned the programme differently in treatment, which would result in unnecessary confusion.

Until Alcoholics Anonymous decides to modernise the wording of the programme (highly unlikely) we will continue to use the 12-Steps in their current form and clients can continue to enjoy the same high level of success that this programme has offered to hundreds of thousands of people over the years.

N.B. Acorn counsellors are fully trained and qualified therapists who have an in-depth understanding of addiction and recovery.

Acorn counsellors have no opinion concerning specific religious faiths of any kind but are committed to helping 
people of all faiths, or lack of faith, who suffer with drug/alcohol dependency.











