
Safeguarding and Personal Conduct V2 Revised 

5.0 Introduc7on  

The welfare of the individual, anonymity and our primary purpose are at the core of our 
understanding that safeguarding is for everyone.  

The aim of this guidance, is therefore, to provide the background and a general framework for AA 
groups seeking to tackle safeguarding issues.  

Tradi7on One  

Our common welfare should come first; personal recovery depends upon AA unity 

The unity of Alcoholics Anonymous is the most cherished quality our society has. Our lives, 
the lives of all to come depend squarely upon it. We stay whole or A.A. dies. Without unity, 
the heart of A.A. would cease to beat, our world arteries would no longer carry the life-giving 
grace of God. His giA to us would be spent aimlessly. Back again in their cave, the alcoholic 
would reproach us and say, “What a great thing A.A. might have been!”  

“Does this mean,” some will anxiously ask, “that in A.A. the individual doesn’t count for 
much? Is he to be dominated by his group and swallowed up in it?”  

We may certainly answer this quesLon with a loud “No!”  

We believe that there isn’t a fellowship on earth which lavishes more devoted care upon its 
individual members; surely there is none which more jealously guards the individual’s right to 
think, talk, and act as he wishes. No AA can compel another to do anything; nobody can be 
punished or expelled.  

Our Twelve Steps to recovery are suggesLons; the Twelve TradiLons which guarantee A.A.’s 
unity contain not a single “Don’t.” They repeatedly say, “We ought….” but never “You must!”   

Twelve Steps and Twelve TradiAons  

5.1 History and Background  

In order to help protect and safeguard our AA Fellowship, the General Service Board (GSB) of 
Alcoholics Anonymous Great Britain (AAGB) has produced a safeguarding policy for the AA 
Fellowship. This guidance, the Safeguarding Policy Document, can be accessed via the AAGB website, 
or by contacAng the General Service Office (GSO) to obtain a copy.   

A conAnuing funcAon of the GSB as custodian of the TradiAons is to inform and guide the Fellowship 
as a whole. The GSB of AAGB is a charitable organisaAon and as such, has a responsibility to the 
Charity Commission to report safeguarding incidents under acAve invesAgaAon by legal authoriAes.  

Every AA group makes an open invitaAon to its meeAngs to any member of the public having a desire 
to stop drinking. In terms of AA TradiAons, it is the responsibility of all of us to ensure that carrying 
the message to all prospecAve new or established members, is done honestly and decently. We also 
understand that our Twelve TradiAons, including that of group autonomy, do not place groups or 
members above the law, and that when individuals act injuriously to others, they are legally 
accountable. Our First TradiAon reminds us that all members and groups have a responsibility for the 
common welfare and safeguarding of the individual member.  



We suggest that AA groups recognise and accept responsibility for dealing with unacceptable 
behaviour and protect the Fellowship and the reputaAon of AA.   

Many of us who join AA have a chequered past and this is only to be expected. With recovery we can 
be restored to society and lead a fruiQul life. Society has become progressively more concerned with 
safeguarding the rights of the individual and these concerns have been reflected in recent changes to 
the law. The ProtecAon against Harassment Act 1997 and the Human Rights act 1998, together with 
the Care Act 2014, are specific examples.  

Neither the GSB nor AA groups are regulated care providers, but TradiAon One requires that we 
understand good safeguarding pracAce, and the duty to care for others in the group.   

The potenAal damage to AA's unity and reputaAon arising from any wrongful or criminal acts of 
individual members, and of course the associated publicity, is of natural concern to the Fellowship.  

To be clear, no member of AA is above the law for any offences commiJed prior to joining AA or 
any offences commiJed whilst aJending AA. We as a Fellowship believe that Anonymity is the 
spiritual founda3on of all our Tradi3ons (Tradi7on Twelve), but this does not mean that we allow 
the protec7on of anonymity to anyone to exploit or abuse our Fellowship, or any individual 
member of AA.  
  
5.2 What Cons7tutes a Safeguarding Issue?  

Abuse and exploitaAon in all its forms, some examples of which are listed below, should not be 
tolerated at any level of the structure; our members have the right to feel secure in meeAngs and 
whilst going about AA service / business.  

• Abuse or exploitaAon may include cyber abuse, direct physical or emoAonal abuse, or 
negligent treatment. People may be abused or exploited, for example, because of their 
disability, religion, ethnic origin, naAonality, sexual orientaAon, gender, age, stature, 
appearance etc.  

• Bullying or harassment  
• Data breaches 
• DiscriminaAon on any grounds under the Equality Act 2010  
• Disparaging behaviour  
• ExploitaAon (criminal, commercial, financial or otherwise)  
• Forced marriage   
• Health and safety issues  
• Modern day slavery or human trafficking   
• Violence  
• Offensive language, or behaviour within meeAngs and online  
• Racialism, sectarianism, extremism or radicalisaAon   
• Sexual harassment, abuse and exploitaAon  
• Spiritual abuse  
• Threatening behaviour  

It is important to note that one need not be the direct object of such behaviour to feel concerned. A 
person witnessing such an event may deem it necessary to take appropriate acAon to stop such 
behaviour.  
  
6.0 Addressing Safeguarding Issues  

Tradi7on 12  



Anonymity is the spiritual founda7on of all our Tradi7ons, ever reminding us to place principles 
before personali7es 

Groups, through their conscience meeAngs, may establish conAngency plans to deal with 
safeguarding issues and be mindful of the Safeguarding Policy Document produced by the GSB of 
AAGB. It may be that groups appoint a safeguarding representaAve at either group, intergroup or 
region level. An experienced, respected AA member may be best suited to this role. For example, 
safeguarding issues that come through our on-line services may be forwarded to our General 
Secretary, who then may wish to discuss a parAcular issue with the Board’s ExecuAve Commidee. 
This would be done in a manner that respects anonymity.  
  
We believe that individual welfare coupled with anonymity are central to the Fellowship’s 
safeguarding responsibility. We suggest that any response be consistent and supporAve. It is not our 
place to discuss, invesAgate or judge. We have one primary purpose, and we will always suggest 
recourse through appropriate outside agencies.  

In dealing with any unacceptable behaviour the response must also be measured and reasonable, 
given all the circumstances. Members should neither place themselves in danger physically, nor open 
themselves or the group to legal repercussions. If an incident cannot be defused quickly and safely, 
members and groups may have to consider involving appropriate outside agencies.  

In cases of persistent inappropriate / predatory sexual / threatening / violent behaviour that 
prevents the carrying of the AA message, groups may refer to the following by Bill W:  

This amount of charity does not mean that we cannot exclude those who disturb meeLngs in 
progress or seriously interfere with the funcLoning of the group. Such people can be asked to 
quiet down or go elsewhere, or, to come back when they are beTer able to parLcipate.  

(Leder from Bill W 1969)  
  
6.1 Personal Ac7on on Unacceptable Behaviour   

• It is ohen sufficient for the recipient of behaviour they feel is inappropriate to raise the 
difficulty with the person creaAng the problem by poinAng out that the conduct is offensive. 
Anyone has the right to challenge unacceptable behaviour from any other members of AA at 
any stage, and request that the behaviour stop.  

• Support and help – it should be possible for the recipient to prepare for this conversaAon 
with the help of their sponsor or another member if they wish.  If they find it too difficult or 
embarrassing to raise the issue with the person creaAng the problem, it may be appropriate 
for the recipient to have the conversaAon with their sponsor or another member present, 
such as the group’s safeguarding representaAve. 

  

6.2 Group Ac7on   

• When a personal approach fails or the recipient feels that this method is inappropriate, the 
recipient may approach a group member or another trusted servant for help and guidance, 
feeling secure in the belief that any safeguarding issue will be considered as a serious 
mader.  

• The alleged offender should be told of the complaint as soon as possible.   
• If the situaAon is sufficiently serious or complex, it may be necessary to involve members 

from outside the group.  



• If the group conscience decides it necessary, unacceptable behaviour may result in 
temporary exclusion from the group. The ulAmate decision on the return of the offender 
rests with the group conscience.  

• The reporAng of safeguarding instances to the appropriate outside agencies may be required 
  
6.3 Group Mee7ngs  

• Members are encouraged to choose a home group in which true bonds of Fellowship will 
lessen the need to fear behaviour they might find offensive.  

• It is suggested that Group Conscience meeAngs be held regularly plus addiAonal conscience 
meeAngs as they become necessary.  

• Where safeguarding issues occur in a group situaAon, as described in 5.2 above, members in 
recovery have a responsibility to ask for the offending behaviour to stop.  

• We suggest that an explanaAon of the dangers of unacceptable behaviour in AA be given at 
the Ame, or at the end of the meeAng.  

• Offensive behaviour cannot be condoned. Failure to challenge and stop inappropriate 
behaviour implies that the offender has permission to repeat the offensive behaviour and 
can encourage others to follow suit.  

  
6.4 Service Mee7ngs  

Our experience has shown that it is important to remember that groups are encouraged to 
parAcipate within the AA structure to foster unity and to provide support. 

CollecAve experiences have highlighted instances where individual members and groups have 
acAvely tried to dictate the conscience of service meeAngs through abusive and threatening 
behaviour.  

When these instances have occurred, experience shows that it is perfectly acceptable for a trusted 
servant to stop the meeAng, remind all adending of our primary purpose and our need to allow God, 
as we understand him, to express himself through our group conscience.  

If the above suggesAon does not have the desired effect, there may be a need to involve the 
appropriate outside agency.  
  
6.5 Primary Purpose Service in Ins7tu7ons  

OrganisaAons expect any member of AA adending prisons, hospitals or any insAtuAon requiring 
security clearance, to abide by the rules of the organisaAon and follow their safeguarding guidelines. 
Should groups be asked to introduce a chit-type system for specific offenders, please make sure that 
both safeguarding, and anonymity are considered.  Guidance on the chit system can be found in our 
Service Handbook.  
In addiAon to the above, we suggest that each service within AA has its own safeguarding guidance 
within the terms of reference.  
  
6.6 Safeguarding Children and Juveniles  

There are Ames when children or juveniles will be in adendance at AA open meeAngs or AA 
convenAons. It is the responsibility of the group members to agree safeguarding policy. Parental 
responsibility is essenAal.     



If there are safeguarding issues involving children, we suggest that a trusted servant act in 
accordance with the GSB's current Safeguarding Policy Document, and consider whether it is 
necessary to report their concerns to the appropriate outside agency.   
  
6.7 Minors AJending AA 

Minors are defined as children and young people under the age of 18, although this legal definiAon 
may vary from country to country. If, however, the Fellowship uses it as a guideline, we can beder 
ensure the safeguarding of these younger members.   

We want to help minors who believe they may have a drink problem, but we must respect the law.  

ConsideraAon should be given to laws protecAng minors where best pracAce is for wriden parental 
or guardian consent to be obtained. It should also be understood that minors do have the right to 
make their own informed decisions.  
  
7.0 The New Member 
  
Ohen when a new member joins AA a feeling of hope and the lihing of despair can lead to thinking 
that every AA member has their best interests at heart. Experience shows that most AA members 
will offer great support but a few may not.  
  
7.1 Sponsorship  

Within AA good sponsorship is vital for both our recovery and service. We have a pamphlet 
-Sponsorship Your QuesLons Answered - which can be very helpful. We suggest that groups have this 
readily available on their literature table.  A man for a man, and a woman for a woman has ohen 
been suggested as working best. Today, however, we recognise that sexual and / or romanAc 
adracAon, regardless of sexuality or gender idenAty, can be problemaAc and may create safeguarding 
issues.  

Good sponsorship involves making the sponsee aware that sponsors are not trained counsellors. All 
we have is our own experience of recovery from alcoholism. We believe that most sponsors would 
want to make the sponsee aware of the importance of personal confidenAality and trust.  

Concerning Step Five, all or any part of this can be taken with whomever the sponsee feels most 
comfortable, and this need not be the sponsor.   

As individuals we decide whether we are alcoholic, and again, we as alcoholics choose our own 
sponsors. Some groups offer temporary sponsorship to new members which can be helpful in the 
beginning.   
  
7.2 AAGB Staff Members / Public /Volunteers  

AAGB staff have the same rights and responsibiliAes as AA members regarding safeguarding. No AA 
staff member need tolerate abuse or exploitaAon in any form, and likewise, none need be tolerated 
from AA staff members.  

In regard to members of the public coming into contact with AA, be that at Public or Open AA 
meeAngs, or for any other reason, they are enAtled to the same level of safeguarding as any member 
of AA.  
  
8.0 About Behaviour   



All forms of abuse and exploitaAon being acted out is negaAve and unacceptable. DiscriminaAon of 
this kind is in conflict with AA TradiAons and our way of life in recovery. All such behaviour needs to 
be taken seriously, and sober AA members must deal with it as it arises. Whether or not the 
behaviour is intended to be hurQul is irrelevant, the important point is that it is offensive.  

AA members within their groups need to recognise the power of their behaviour in their 
relaAonships with other members of the Fellowship and with potenAal newcomers. Members in 
recovery will understand that our behaviour influences others. Recognising that we can control our 
behaviour, we have a responsibility to set a good example.   

Members have a right to expect that they will be safe at a group meeAng. It is the responsibility of 
the group holding the meeAng, through its members or trusted servants, to ensure that no member 
or visitor is subjected to, or experiences, unacceptable behaviour of any kind.  
  
8.1 Personal Conduct MaJers  

The final report of the General Service Conference 1979 (Commidee 1, AdracAon by the Individual) 
contained the following statement:  

The importance of the individual member in drawing the suffering alcoholic to the way of 
recovery was stressed. By guarding his/her own behaviour, morals, dress, ethics, tolerance, 
sympathy, compassion and understanding of all human beings [ a member] carries the 
message or leaves a slur on the name of AA.  

Should someone speak to you about your unacceptable behaviour, listen to their criAcism, think 
about what they have said and respond appropriately. You may even at a later stage wish to thank 
them for poinAng it out to you!  

Conclusion   

By Bill W.   

It is an historical fact that pracLcally all groupings of men and women tend to become more 
dogmaLc; their beliefs and pracLces harden and someLmes freeze. This is a natural and 
almost inevitable process. All people must, of course, rally to the call of their convicLons, and 
we of AA are no excepLon.  

Moreover, all people should have the right to voice their convicLons. This is good principle 
and good dogma. But dogma also has its liabiliLes. Simply because we have convicLons that 
work well for us, it becomes very easy to assume that we have all the truth. Whenever this 
brand of arrogance develops, we are certain to become aggressive; we demand agreement 
with us; we play God. This isn’t good dogma; it’s very bad dogma. It could be especially 
destrucLve for us of AA to indulge in this sort of thing.  

Newcomers are approaching AA at the rate of tens of thousands yearly. They represent 
almost every belief and a\tude imaginable. We have atheists and agnosLcs. We have people 
of nearly every race, culture and religion. In AA we are supposed to be bound together in the 
kinship of a common suffering.  

Consequently, the full individual liberty to pracLce any creed or principle or therapy whatever 
should be a first consideraLon for us all. Let us not, therefore, pressure anyone with our 
individual or even our collecLve views. Let us instead accord each other the respect and love 



that is due to every human being as he tries to make his way toward the light. Let us always 
try to be inclusive rather than exclusive; let us remember that each alcoholic among us is a 
member of AA, so long as he or she so declares. 

Bill Wilson, Toronto InternaAonal ConvenAon, 1965.  
  
Sugges7ons at Group Level   

Your group conscience meeAng may consider discussing and agreeing upon a clear statement for 
display, for example:  
 

  
   
   

Safeguarding in AA 

This group wants all members, whether new or long-standing,  
to be kept safe while parAcipaAng in meeAngs and other AA acAviAes. 

We seek to follow the recommendaAons in our AA Structure Handbook for Great 
Britain (The Group, SecAon 5) 

None of us is above the law. 
If an issue is within the law, our Tradi7ons apply;  
if outside the law, then contact outside agencies 



  
   
  

  
Reference: Within this guidance we have highlighted three of many legal documents which relate to 
safeguarding. These can be found under Annex C in the AA Structure Handbook Great Britain  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  


