
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.

Sinclair began by declaring an interest 
in relation to ‘Soberistas’, in that she 
had been ‘Dr Julia’ from 2013 – 2016 
for the website, which describes itself 
as ‘a worldwide community of friendly, 
non-judgmental people, all helping 
each other to kick the booze and stay 
sober’.

The purpose of her talk was to 
examine what defines recovery; how 
the offering of peer support networks 
differs from more conventional support 
structures; and examine what the 

strengths and weaknesses of online 
peer support networks are.

Sinclair referenced the working 
definition of ‘recovery’ agreed by 
the Betty Ford Institute in 20071 as 
‘a voluntarily maintained lifestyle 
composed characterized by sobriety, 
personal health, and citizenship’.  This 
could include the Native American 
concept of ‘wellbriety’ as well as 
the idea of regaining control of self 
by learning and practising skills to 
achieve and maintain wellbeing. 
Sinclair posited that recovery is not 
a one-off event, but a process where 
different stages are experienced on 
the pathway to recovery and self-
identification changes through the 
journey.

She noted that, when comparing 
online support networks with in-
person groups, there were different 
elements to be taken into account, 
e.g. substance used; ideology; 
demographics; process; entity; and 
wholeness. 

Online platforms had the advantage 
of being convenient to use; always 
available; allowing the user to engage 
flexibly regardless of their geography 
and time; being anonymous; reducing 
stigma and allowing longer term 
management. Their disadvantages 
could be listed as: reduced 
connectedness; dis-engagement; 

1  Journal of Substance Abuse Treatment 33 
(Elsevier) (2007) 221–228.

projection of false ‘self’; bullying; not 
accessible for people with low IT 
literacy or lack of internet access.

Sinclair referenced ‘Affordance theory’, 
or the potential to achieve one’s goals, 
in relation to how social media can 
help people to manage long term 
conditions. It allows them to make full 
or part-disclosure; think before they 
post messages; tell their own stories; 
shows them how to access ‘trusted 
information’ and allows them to adapt 
over the recovery journey.

Sinclair explained that ‘Soberistas’ 
was set up as a social network in 
2013 by Lucy Rocca, 18 months after 
she became abstinent. Its identity 
is alcohol-free; its ideology is non-
prescriptive, non-judgmental and 
non-religious.  After the first year, it had 
21,000 subscribers. Its demographic 
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is, like Lucy, mainly educated women. 
The process is ongoing, it is an online 
entity and ‘wholeness’ is about being 
your best self. The site contains an 
‘Ask the doctor’ feature; a chatroom, 
webinars, users’ own stories and a 
book club. 

A membership survey funded by 
Wessex Academic Health Science 
Network was carried out in August 
2015 when there were 32,550 users. 
Of the 438 respondents, 94% were 
women, both UK and global, and 
73% were employed. In Phase I of 
the study, they were asked about 
problematic drinking over the past 
10 years; when was their last drink; 
whether their drinking had changed 
and whether they had sought support. 
Asked about the impact of alcohol 
in the past month on their finances/
close relationships/work or study, the 
responses were average. 50% said 
that it affected their mental health. 
Asked why they joined Soberistas, 
they said it was to stop drinking/stay 
sober; they valued support from others 
and the ‘normalisation’ of support. 
Asked why they stayed, they said it 
was because of the support of the 
community and because of specific 
features such as the personal stories 

and webinars, and also because they 
wanted to ‘give back’.

In Phase 2 of the study, in-depth 
telephone interviews were conducted 
with 31 of the 438 respondents. Of 
these 28 were network members, 
25 were women and 6 men, of ages 
ranging from 25 – 78. The research 
revealed ‘crystallised’ or multi-faceted 
identities of users2 who managed 
their own identity, e.g. ‘functioning 
without shame’, or hid it, or ‘lurked’ 
on the site to discover other people’s 
stories without pressure to engage 
or commit. Once they adopted an 
online identity, they felt accountable 
and appreciated the affirmation of 
belonging to a community, realising 
that they were ‘not alone’, especially 
if they had no support at home; they 
said the anonymity helped them to talk 
about themselves, perhaps in the third 
person; and they were able to describe 
themselves authentically as a (new/
now) non-drinker. 

In conclusion, Sinclair noted that 
an online peer support community 
was multi-dimensional and fluid, 
anonymous and supportive, allowing 

2  Tracy, S. J., & Trethewey, A. (2005). Fracturing 
the Real-Self-Fake-Self Dichotomy: Moving 
Toward Crystallized Organizational Identities. 
Communication Theory, 15, 168-195.

people to control their own identity 
– which could be positive as well as 
negative. Such networks were, in 
her opinion, important in engaging 
and maintaining people with alcohol 
issues, and reaching a wider audience, 
and could offer more personalised 
communities.

In the ensuing discussion, questions 
were raised about the funding of 
Soberistas, its business model  and 
charitable status. It is moderated by 
Lucy Rocca, the founder, who gave 
up her job to dedicate herself to the 
website. After free access to the site for 
the first three months, a membership 
fee of £15 per quarter is charged. 
Asked about how the network would 
ensure its sustainability, Julia noted 
that a charity, ‘Soberistas Futures’, has 
been set up with the aim of carrying 
out research, and educational and 
practical projects aimed at reducing the 
harms of alcohol misuse in society.

It was clear that this community 
was attractive to young women and 
mothers. The session demonstrated 
yet again that there are a range of 
meanings of recovery and pathways to 
achieve it; and Soberistas was another 
option in that portfolio.

www.soberistas.com 
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