
Scottish Health Action on Alcohol 
Problems (SHAAP) and the 
Scottish Alcohol Research Network 
(SARN) are proud to support the 
lunchtime ‘Alcohol Occasional’ 
seminars which showcase new 
and innovative research on alcohol 
use. All of the seminars are run in 
conjunction with the Royal College 
of Physicians of Edinburgh. These 
events provide the chance for 
researchers, practitioners, policy 
makers and members of the public 
to hear about alcohol-related 
topics and discuss and debate 
implications for policy and practice.

The current theme for the seminars 
is ‘Alcohol and Recovery’. Briefing 
papers, including this one, aim 
to capture the main themes 
and to communicate these to a 
wider audience. SHAAP is fully 
responsible for the contents, which 
are our interpretation. 

Metcalf-White explained that his talk 
would use work that he had conducted 
over the past three years, analysing 
critiques of the 12-steps and non-12 
steps ‘fellowship’ programmes for 
alcohol users, in particular women, and 
look at themes of community, mutual 
aid and stigma using the insights and 
experiences of the Visible Recovery 
Advocacy Movement. This is defined 
as a ‘grassroots and polythetic social 
phenomenon, partially made up of 
people identifying as ‘in recovery’, 
primarily from substance use, 

behavioural addictions, and mental-ill 
health’. It welcomes the participation 
of families and friends of those 
people, as well as service-providers 
and recovery allies who all help to 
demonstrate that recovery is positive 
and possible, and challenge stigma.  
Abstinence is not viewed as the gold-
standard of recovery, but instead, 
the formation of localized grassroots 
recovery communities is encouraged 
which endorse a diverse range of 
approaches to recovery and build the 
necessary social capital. 

12-steps programmes hold that the first 
step to recovery from addiction is the 
admission of ‘powerlessness’ against 
the substance controlling the user: 
some female programme participants 
whom he interviewed felt that to admit 
their powerlessness was empowering. 
However, some feminists disagree and 
Elayne Rapping (1997) argues that 
this approach lets the system off the 
hook and contributes to the neo-liberal 
blaming of women who make ‘bad 
choices’.

Metcalf-White noted that some 12-
step programmes e.g. of Alcoholics 
Anonymous (AA) in the 1930s were 
based on traditional concepts of 
‘disease’ and ‘spirituality’ and were 
closely aligned with Protestant 
Christianity. Some feminist critiques 
argue that this historical approach 
inhibits women, making them the 
sole originator of their problems and, 
especially in their role as carers and 

mothers, affirms patriarchal structures 
in society. It can leave them open to 
gender-based stigmatisation (e.g. 
being a ‘bad mother’ if they drink or 
having ‘no moral responsibility’). On 
the other hand, a more contemporary 
interpretation of spirituality does not 
necessarily involve religion as it can 
be about self-awareness and caring 
for oneself as well as others in a wider 
community. 

Within the Visible Advocacy Recovery 
movement, there is a notion that if 
the individual does not recover, the 
community also suffers. However, 
critiques of the 12-step programmes 
tend to ignore the fact that, in this 
context also, recovery, particularly 
amongst women who had been 
completely self-absorbed by their own 
addiction, can lead to an ability to care 
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for others, and therefore the wider 
community. Often these women would 
take an active part in the recovery 
community, organising events and 
working with service providers and 
other groups. 

Recovery in communities based 
on mutual aid is essential to the 
visible recovery movement and 
can include events like recovery 
walks, International Recovery Month 
(September 2018), communal 
sleepovers, protests, conferences, and 
informal meetings. 

Metcalf-White talked about his 
qualitative research conducted 
between 2015 – 2018 at Penrhyn 
House, in Bangor Gwynedd, based 
on the Oxford House model and 
operated by the North Wales Recovery 
Community, where he had been able 
to interview 75 participants on their 
paths to recovery. Penrhyn House is 
not a ‘one size fits all’ model, but is 
based on the principle of ‘sober living’ 
(i.e. abstinence), health, wellbeing, 
exercise and therapy, and offers 
support to homeless people and those 
on benefits. Importantly, it is visible 
within the community and participants 

can utilise its resources according 
to their own needs. Metcalf-White 
presented data from two pieces of 
research, the first on relapse frequency 
and mutual aid group attendance 
conducted with 75 participants, 
which demonstrated that those who 
continued to attend the mutual aid 
groups were less likely to relapse into 
substance use. 53 % of participants 
had 3 or less recurrences and 65% 
continued to attend the groups. 39% 
had more than 6 recurrences and only 
14% of these continued to attend the 
groups. 

Metcalf-White’s second piece of 
research examined lifestyle changes 
of group users, and this found that 
18 of the 75 participants interviewed 
experienced what they felt was 
‘transformational’ change in their 
lifestyles, with 93% of these continuing 
to attend mutual aid groups. Seven 
experienced ‘major’ change, with 86% 
continuing to attend the groups, and 12 
experienced significant improvement 
in their lifestyles with 58% continuing 
to attend the groups. 38 participants 
showed no change or resilience to 
recurrence of use, with only 13% 
continuing to attend the groups. 

Metcalf-White explained that the 
Visible Recovery Movement carries out 
work that the 12-steps programmes 
cannot, e.g. campaigning openly 
against capitalism, poverty, and 
austerity, and advocating for recovery 
as a civil right. He quoted Will Self 
(2015): 

‘The Recoverist Manifesto gives 
a voice to a marginalised people 
that aims to dispel the stigmatizing 
myths and legends associated 
with the condition by providing a 
counter-blast that challenges current 
clichéd misconceptions by reframing 
addiction as a health issue and 
recovery as a civil rights concern. 
Putting aside the culture of blame 
and shame by addressing the reader 
directly, the manifesto suggests that 
addiction reflects the inequalities of 
contemporary life’. 

In the ensuing discussion, the 
points were made that the recovery 
movement was very dynamic and 
that ‘anonymous’ didn’t mean 
‘invisible’. Many believed that AA’s 
12-step programme had been very 
successful over the past 40 years 
and the proliferation of self-organised 
groups was seen as positive because 
these could be different, but common 
to all was the idea of fellowship. For 
example, it was noted that there 
were 80 AA groups in Edinburgh, 
constituting a kind of ‘bazaar’ where 
individuals could choose the one that 
suited them best. 

In his final comments, Metcalf-White 
noted that the Scottish Government 
had recently published its strategy 
for drugs and alcohol, which usefully 
aims to involve recovery communities. 
He acknowledged, as one discussant 
noted, that a low engagement rate 
of dependent drinkers was one 
policy issue where there are many 
pathways: self-directed recovery could 
be successful and while some users 
engage with the movement, others 
remain ‘invisible’, managing their 
addiction by themselves.
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14th February 2019 
“Before rock bottom?” Promoting early recovery and self-change  

amongst harmful drinkers.

7th March 2019 
Redefining Recovery- Soberistas: a social network encouraging  

a secure alcohol-free identity.

25th April 2019 
Research investigating food environments within a recovery setting.

23rd May 2019 
“You could just show a little more compassion”: A meta-ethnography of what 

constitutes effective problem alcohol and drug treatment from the  
perspective of people who are homeless.

Register for the events here: http://www.shaap.org.uk/events.html


