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The purpose of the International Al‑Anon General Services Meeting (IAGSM) is to share the experience of Al‑Anon 
national services around the world through its delegates. It will attempt to encourage the growth of a sound service 
structure while maintaining worldwide unity through the application of Al‑Anon Traditions. It can also represent an 
expression of a worldwide group conscience.

Ultimately, this leads to the primary purpose of Al‑Anon as a whole – to seek the best way to carry the Al‑Anon mes-
sage of recovery to families and friends of alcoholics amidst cultural and language differences.

Statement  of  Pur p os e

	 1.	The ultimate responsibility and authority for  
		  Al‑Anon world services belongs to the Al‑Anon  
		  groups.

	 2.	The Al‑Anon Family Groups have delegated  
		  complete administrative and operational authority  
		  to their Conference and its service arms.

	 3.	The right of decision makes effective leadership  
		  possible.

	 4.	Participation is the key to harmony.

	 5.	The rights of appeal and petition protect minorities  
		  and insure that they be heard.

	 6.	The Conference acknowledges the primary  
		  administrative responsibility of the Trustees.

	 7.	The Trustees have legal rights while the rights of the  
		  Conference are traditional.

	 8.	The Board of Trustees delegates full authority for  
		  routine management of Al‑Anon Headquarters to  
		  its executive committees.

	 9.	Good personal leadership at all service levels is  
		  a necessity. In the field of world service the Board  
		  of Trustees assumes the primary leadership.

	 10.	Service responsibility is balanced by carefully  
		  defined service authority and double-headed  
		  management is avoided.

	 11.	The World Service Office is composed of selected  
		  committees, executives and staff members.

	 12.	The spiritual foundation for Al‑Anon’s world  
		  services is contained in the General Warranties of  
		  the Conference, Article 12 of the Charter.

Twelve  C oncepts  of  S er v ice

G eneral  Warranties  of  the  C onference

1. that only sufficient operating funds, including an 
ample reserve, be its prudent financial principle;

2. that no Conference member shall be placed in 
unqualified authority over other members;

3. that all decisions be reached by discussion, vote, 
and whenever possible, by unanimity;

4. that no Conference action ever be personally 
punitive or an incitement to public controversy;

5. that though the Conference serves Al‑Anon 
it shall never perform any act of government; 
and that like the fellowship of Al‑Anon Family 
Groups which it serves, it shall always remain 
democratic in thought and action.

In all proceedings the World Service Conference of Al‑Anon shall observe the spirit of the Traditions:
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Attendance
The following structures were represented at the 2014 International Al-Anon General Services Meeting:

Argentina
Silvina Hebe C.

Australia
Rosalind M.
Gillian B.

Finland
Kira S.
Minna K.

France
Philippe D.

Germany
Uschi von E.
Susanne A.

Italy
Marcella G,

Mexico
Catalina C. 
Lourdes C.

New Zealand
Paula B.
Joan G.

Poland
Malgorzata D.

South Africa
Gillian G.
Charles C.

Switzerland (German-speaking)
Theri S.-B.

UK & EIRE
Maureen M.

U.S. and Canada
Paula B.
Marilyn M.

International Coordination 
Committee (ICC)

Connie H.
Debbie G.
Ric B.
Barbara O.
Marsha W.

The following structures were not able to send representation:

Austria

Belgium (Flemish-speaking)

Belgium (French-Speaking)

Brazil

Colombia

Costa Rica

Denmark

El Salvador

Guatemala

Iceland

India

Japan

Korea

Netherlands

Norway

Paraguay

Peru

Portugal

Spain

Sweden

Switzerland (French-speaking)

Uruguay

Venezuela
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Op ening S ession
Introductions

The 17th International Al‑Anon General Services 
Meeting (IAGSM) opened on Thursday, October 16, 2014 
at the Wyndham Hotel in Virginia Beach, Virginia with 
the Serenity Prayer. Representatives from 13 structures 
were warmly welcomed by Connie H., Chairperson of the 
World Service Office (WSO) International Coordination 
Committee (ICC). 

The evening before the meeting began, International 
Representatives gathered for dinner. After the meal, the 
ICC Chairperson asked Delegates to introduce themselves 
and to “tell us something you would like us to know about 
you. Our spiritual principles know no boundaries within 
our worldwide fellowship.” The Co-Chairperson, Debbie G. 
roamed the room with a microphone as everyone present 
shared a bit about themselves.

The following morning, the ICC Chairperson introduced 
the keynote speaker, Gillian G., from South Africa, who 
shared a moving message on the IAGSM theme that empha-
sized Al‑Anon’s spiritual principles. This was followed by 
the reading of the Twelve Traditions by the Delegate repre-
senting Argentina.

Throughout this three-day IAGSM, each session opened 
and closed with a representative reciting the Serenity Prayer 
in the language of their country. This brought everyone a 
greater sense of the diversity of our fellowship and that we 
are a worldwide family.

Roll Call and Flag Ceremony
Roll call at the 2014 IAGSM included a flag ceremony. The 

Chairperson invited each country’s Delegate(s) to introduce 
themselves, and place their national flag in its’ holder on the 
dais, and place a pin on a worldwide map marking the geo-
graphic location of their structure’s General Service Office 
(GSO). A row of f lags that remained on the other side of 
the podium represented the GSOs that could not attend but 
were with us in spirit.

Voting Procedures
Electronic voting procedures were explained and use 

of the electronic devices was demonstrated. It was unani-
mously decided that a two-thirds majority would consti-
tute substantial unanimity. The procedure for submitting 
a Motion was explained: Motions would be submitted in 
written format and read by the ICC Co-Chairperson; then 
the floor would be opened for discussion.
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I bring you greetings from the Service Structure in South 
Africa. Many of you experienced IAGSM in Cape Town in 
2012; it still remains a warm and fuzzy memory and high-
light for our membership. 

While preparing for this sharing on the theme of “Living 
the Spiritual Principles,” I thought so much about the pur-
pose of this IAGSM meeting and the significance of each 
and every word;

“The sharing of our collective expression of 
experience, strength, and hope; to seek the best 
way to carry Al‑Anon’s message of recovery 
and represent an expression of the Worldwide 
Group Conscience, while maintaining unity.”

What a far cry those words, their tone, and their meaning 
are from the spirit of my family of origin. Reactions and 
actions had created road blocks in growth for me. I know 
that when I married, I brought that baggage into the mar-
riage with me. I was miserable, mean, at times unlovable, 
immature, fearful, lonely, without much hope, and experi-
enced little joy in my perception of “living.” In my opinion 
I had failed in the quest, my grand plan, to get my hus-
band sober. A.A. did that with great success, and my ego 
was very bruised. I felt abandoned in my marriage as A.A. 
meetings, events, sponsorship, and fellowship visits gripped 
my husband’s time and attention. With great enthusiasm he 
plunged himself into recovery and I was, by my own choos-
ing, not a part of that adventure. In the insanity of my own 
disease, after a year of unhappiness and a deteriorating, 
disconnected relationship, I reacted and retreated to seek 
comfort with my still practicing alcoholic family of origin.

God surely had a sense of humor, and when the penny 
finally dropped about and I realized the insanity of this 
decision, I returned to my sober husband and home. Within 
24 hours I attended my first Al‑Anon meeting, much to the 
astonishment of my husband. I did not realize then that 
I would find relief from my “dis-ease” and unhappiness. 
However I did not go with an open mind or with humility, 
as I had a high and mighty attitude, I had to be right and I 
was doing this my way.

God’s timing is perfect and great things do come to pass 
with His grace and the wisdom of the program. The whole 
process of change was and continues to be guided spiritu-
ally by my Higher Power. I was fortunate to land in a meet-
ing well-grounded in Al‑Anon’s 36 spiritual principles. So 
began my journey of working and accepting the principles 

and that meant I had to sacrifice something—the denial 
that had been the shock absorber for my soul. It was all 
about change and for that I needed a willingness to sur-
render. This meant some discomfort and a fair amount of 
resistance on my part. 

As suggested by my first Sponsor, I took action and prayed. 
She taught me to do an honest check on my motivation for 
change—did I want to punish another by my action? Or was 
it a genuine desire for a changed behavior or attitude on my 
part? Fortunately for me my dear Sponsor had a past like my 
own, yet had a serenity and joy of life that I really wanted. 
She encouraged me to write my own life story, my own time-
line, and encouraged me to pray to my God for courage and 
strength to cope with my daily life. No longer shamed by 
secrets, I came to understand my own emotions. I had many 
unexpressed feelings to face. Those feelings gave me infor-
mation about myself and I liked the fact that there was no 
need to confront everything at once—no need to race to the 
finish line. I listened to the wisdom of the shared experience, 
not only at the meetings, but expressed so beautifully in our 
Conference Approved Literature. This was an awakening 
when I realized that the sharing in our literature connected 
me to a worldwide community where I no longer felt isolated.

I discovered that it was okay for me to not be in control 
of everything at all times - to “Let Go and Let God.” I 
could trust God and this allowed me real freedom to work 
on myself while not controlling the universe. As a result, I 
had a great deal more time to uncover my own truths, to 
come to know myself, and to be honest about my limitations 
rather than trying to be perfect. The meetings taught me to 
share appropriately in an atmosphere of trust and the loving 
example of serenity of my fellow members restored my faith 
in the possibility of healthy relationships. Our short and 
crisp Slogans helped me when I was searching for solutions.

Ke y note  Sp eaker 
Living Our Spiritual Principles
Gillian G., South Africa
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When I finally surrendered, the benefits were tangible – I 
received the gift of new feelings of serenity. It was essential 
to replace that denial with something better—these were 
new attitudes of faith, hope, courage, willingness, integrity, 
humility, and awareness. There was no quick fix, but a slow 
and gradual journey with many slips and slides along the way. 
There was a glimmer of hope about the possibility of change 
and a different future. Relationships with those I loved were 
fragile and required a great deal of attention and restoration. 
With my program tools, I could navigate through difficult 
situations. It became my passport to a better way of life.

My experience of this language of the heart in the meet-
ings and literature brought a revelation of honesty, love, and 
truth. I have so much gratitude to my God for persevering 
with me again and again, for the gift of this program and 
the spirit in which it was given to me so freely, for the non-
judgmental and unconditional love that I received at each 
meeting, for each encounter with my Al‑Anon family at ral-
lies, convention, and in service, and for the shared experi-
ence contained in our CAL literature.

The guiding lights of the Twelve Traditions aided the next 
step in my journey of growth. Instead of the “pity-pot party” 
I had been attending for years, I now felt buoyant and grate-
ful for each encounter in the fellowship rooms. The unity of 
our common welfare, and progress toward greater love and 
tolerance for one another as expressed in the rooms, were 
key to restoring my relationships. I came to understand and 
uncover the unconditional love I had for the alcoholics in 
my life. My father developed alcoholic dementia and I am 
so grateful that I was able to express this love toward him 
in my thoughts, prayers, actions, and deeds until his death. 
The healthy communication at home with my husband and 
children began by using the newly learned habits of respect, 
patience, courtesy, and compassion. I learned to listen and 
to create a nonjudgmental space for those around me. We 
no longer walked on egg shells as a family.

I began to laugh at myself often and experienced authen-
tic joy in the moment. Those wise words of my Sponsor con-
tinue to echo in my mind – “You are 100 percent responsible 
for your communication.” The undeserved surprises of joy, 
laughter, serenity, peace dabbed with a sense of humor, and 
enthusiasm are my greatest recovery gifts!

Miracles do happen, and as I was gently edged into service 
God helped me to experience miracles in my own life. The 
fellowship exposed me to a greater demonstration of the 
love of one human being for another. I saw that the more 
one gives, the more one has to give, and there have been 
many moments when the wonder and beauty of the fellow-
ship have filled me to overflowing with love.

Responsibility, authority, accountability, and mutual 
trust are some of the qualities which were misplaced, mis-
guided, and misunderstood in my family of origin. I used 
to fear authority figures. I rejected and did not appreciate, 
respect, or listen to my family members. When I realized 

the leadership qualities and eloquent wisdom that were 
often expressed by my father, husband, and brothers, I was 
then inspired. It had been life threatening for me to make 
decisions, but with each new service exploit, that’s getting 
easier! I was encouraged to develop leadership qualities 
from the examples of those that have gone before me, who 
demonstrated that abundant vision for the future – they 
wanted me to succeed.

Service has helped me to enlarge my spiritual warehouse. 
While I will never be perfect, I will try to realize my full 
potential, sometimes very gradually, but other times in big 
bursts of enlightenment, like the experience of being here 
with you today. I remember so well, when first attending 
Area Assembly meetings as a Group Representative, expe-
riencing the enthusiasm of a previous IAGSM delegate – 
she had me hanging on her every word for the year prior to 
and after her attending IAGSM sixteen years ago. I love the 
sharing in CAL about bringing our mind to where our bodies 
are. I would not have imagined in my wildest dreams that I 
would be here for the second time in Virginia Beach sharing 
with you. I want to really live in this moment, breath it in 
deeply, let it settle in my soul, and cherish it forever.

Al‑Anon service forces me to have a program – it is too 
hard to not work the program while interacting with so 
many different people in service. I have come to practice 
mutual respect and take responsibility to learn from my 
mistakes. I want the best for our fellowship regardless of the 
many differences of opinion we each may hold. To achieve 
that goal, I must co-operate without forfeiting my integrity, 
without getting distracted from our commonality. In living 
the program, I have experienced that everything we need 
to complete our service is available in abundance and that I 
shouldn’t be limited in my thinking. With humility, I must 
ask for help and keep my focus on what unites us. This I have 
come to know intimately—that it is God’s abundant plan 
given to us through the Twelve Traditions and Concepts. 

Being in service is not for reward or recognition.  I under-
stand that it is about giving back that which was so freely 
given. I feel immense gratitude each day for the opportunity 
to serve, as fear had often dictated my behavior. I love the 
little well-quoted, and very appropriate story of the turtle, 
“A turtle cannot walk, it cannot move forward, until it sticks 
its neck out.” Being in service takes courage; the courage to 
leave home, family, work life, country and travel afar to rep-
resent my structure and express my structure’s ideas in the 
worldwide group conscience.

Service leaves space for love, understanding, and har-
mony. In my undertakings in service, I have understood 
the principle of listening and learning, respecting another’s 
opinion, acting as I would like others to act toward me, 
and to always be courteous to others. Service responsibil-
ity encouraged me to practice restraint in what I say, how I 
say things, and be judicious in what I write. Does it need to 
be said, does it need to be said by me, or does it need to be 
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said at all? It has reminded me that I must remain teachable. 
There are always new ideas to embrace, new challenges to 
overcome, new technology to embrace in our ever chang-
ing world, the rising price of literature and shipping, fewer 
groups, and consequently diminishing contributions.

I know, without a shadow of a doubt that Al‑Anon still 
carries the most valuable message of hope that is expressed 
in these precious 36 principles, and I am sure, that over the 
next few days we will learn much more from one another. 
These next few days of our IAGSM will inspire us to find 
solutions to these challenges, and with the assistance of the 
WSO’s store of wealth and experience, we will come away 
with more ideas and opportunities than we ever thought 
possible. The collective voice and conscience, when bound 
together through IAGSM, forms a strong and enduring 
international fellowship, secure and moving forward well 
into the future.

The Twelve Concepts of Service are sound principles that 
have opened my mind to hearing the opinions of others, 
balancing my service role, and leaving room for growth for 
all. I am continually comforted that we can still have our 
own interpretation of those Concepts, while reminding me I 
am no longer alone. Our differing opinions and perceptions 
have value and there is often a constructive exchange of new 
ideas at Conference, Board, or similar services meetings. So 
I continue to learn to participate, listen, consider the vari-
ous opinions, trust myself and others, delegate tasks, work 
in an atmosphere of harmony and co-operation, and not be 
ruled by my emotions. The Concepts help me set and keep 
boundaries, protect me from extremes, find the freedom to 
live with courage and joy, find the middle ground, and have 
a deep respect for the expression of democracy and freedom 
in our fellowship. If I make mistakes or seem short tem-
pered or tired I have learned to forgive myself first and then 

others. It is worth the effort and much spiritual goodness 
comes from the process of forgiveness. I now have a spiri-
tual life with much deeper understanding and happiness. 

What a privilege it is to be here among you—the 
International Coordinating Committee, the International 
Delegates, your families and friends—knowing that we 
are striving daily in our journey to practice these spiritual 
principles of Al‑Anon in all our affairs. This could not 
be without our Higher Power’s guidance and love as He 
empowers us in this living program of recovery. We need 
to nurture one another’s growth in the group sharing this 
week through our love and support. Those of us struggling 
for answers personally, or for our structure, will find the 
strength and encouragement to continue. We are exactly 
where we are meant to be and the answers will be revealed 
at the right moment.

May you carry the spiritual guidance of our 36 principles 
with you each moment of IAGSM, may you laugh and expe-
rience joy, love, and peace, and may the God of your under-
standing continue to guide you in the valuable service work 
that you are courageously undertaking on behalf of your 
structure.

So let this sharing of our collective expression 
of experience, strength, and hope seek to find 
the best way to carry Al‑Anon’s message of 
recovery and represent an expression of the 
Worldwide Group Conscience, while main-
taining unity.

May the God of your understanding bless you abundantly 
in every moment of this IAGSM. 
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G eneral  S ession
Communication in the Links of Service and Concepts One,  
Two and Three 
Rosalind M., Australia

The Australian General Service Office (AGSO) opened 
in Melbourne in 1977, after a representative attended the 
World Service Conference (WSC) in 1975 to investigate 
the World Service structure. She encouraged us to use the 
World Service Office (WSO) model as outlined in Concept 
Eleven. The first permanent Australian Service Conference 
(Conference) was held with Delegates elected from nine 
Areas. The Conference agreed to accept WSO policy “in 
total.” This decision has proven to be a great success for 
the Australian fellowship. It meant that we did not need a 
Policy Committee in our AGSO structure.

The AGSO is made up of the General Service Board 
(GSB), the Executive Committee, staff and volunteers. The 
GSB consists of eight members, two sustaining Trustees 
being the General Secretary and the Austra-Link Editor, 
five In-Town Trustees and one Out-of-Town-Trustee. The 
GSB meets quarterly. The Executive Committee is the 
administrator of the AGSO and meets monthly. It is made 
up of the General Secretary, the Deputy General Secretary, 
the Editor of Austra-Link, the Treasurer, the Selected 
Committee Chairpersons, and up to two other volunteers 
who are not members of the GSB. The GSB, together with 
the Executive Committee, directs the business operations 
of the AGSO, observing the By-Laws of Al‑Anon Family 
Groups (Australia) Pty Ltd., under which we operate in 
Australia. Except in great emergency, the GSB would not 
take any action liable to greatly affect Al‑Anon in Australia 
as a whole without consulting the Conference. However it 
is understood that the GSB shall reserve the right to decide 
which of its decisions may require referral to the Conference.

The Conference is made up of the nine Area Delegates 
plus AGSO members. The voting members are the nine 
Area Delegates, and four GSB members. Therefore the vot-
ing ratio is set at two-thirds elected Delegates to one-third 
AGSO. Each of the nine Areas is divided into districts and 
the groups are linked within these districts.

Concepts One, Two, Three, and 
Communication

The first three Concepts say that, “the ultimate responsi-
bility and authority for Al‑Anon world services belongs to 
the Al‑Anon groups;” that the groups have then “delegated 
complete administrative and operational authority to their 
Conference and its service arms,” and that the members of 
these service arms have the right of decision which “makes 
effective leadership possible.” The Al‑Anon symbol is a tri-
angle enclosing a circle. The triangle is a self-supporting 

structure and our Al‑Anon structure is 
based on many triangles. The first two 
Concepts describe an upside down tri-
angle with the groups at the base and the 
Conference at the point. Concept Three 
allows the business to be done by giving 
all world service Boards, committees, 
and executives the right to decide which 
matters they may properly dispose of, 
and on which they will report, consult, 
or ask specific directions. It is trust 
that makes the Al‑Anon triangles self-
supporting. With the groups delegating 
their administrative and operational 
authority to the Conference and its service arms, and trust-
ing them to make the right decisions, Al‑Anon can pursue 
its primary purpose, as described in Tradition Five, to help 
families of alcoholics.

What Were the Challenges Australian Al‑Anon 
Encountered in Relation to Communication in 
the Links of Service?

Even though the question posed for us to answer in this 
paper was “what were the challenges,” there are quite a 
number of current challenges which we still need to work 
on in relation to communication in the links of service in 
Australia. We know that God will remove them in His time, 
while we continue doing what footwork we can.

Service Positions
With modern day challenges it seems to be getting more 

difficult to find members who are willing to take up ser-
vice positions as Group Representatives (GRs) and District 
Representatives (DRs) among others. One characteristic 
of the fellowship in Australia is the large number of small 
groups with less than five members. This means there is a 
greater proportion of the fellowship needed to be in ser-
vice at the group level. Roles can at times be filled by mem-
bers who are not right for the job, in that they may not 
have enough Al‑Anon knowledge or experience, making 
it difficult for them to be able to convey the information 
accurately. Recently the AGSO received an e-mail from a 
member asking if it was correct when her GR came back 
from a District meeting saying that groups were not to hold 
group conscience meetings any more. This GR had got the 
conversation held at District confused. They had been say-
ing that regular business meetings were not called group 

recovery

The 
Concepts

Al-Anon’s 
Best-Kept Secret?
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conscience meetings and to not use that term for a busi-
ness meeting. Al‑Anon Australia has a guideline Group 
Conscience Meeting (GX2) where the term “group con-
science meeting” is reserved for the time when a meeting 
is held to try to resolve a very serious problem which has 
arisen in a group such as theft of group funds or inappro-
priate behavior of members. [This is an Australian interpre-
tation and is not used by the WSO.]

Being able to pass on a service role and communicate the 
job responsibilities to the next person is vital in the continu-
ation of the roles. Proper handovers can be an issue where 
retiring members have had a difficult time in their role and 
just want to leave the position. We need to encourage mem-
bers to have Service Sponsors.

We need service members who have a passion and love 
of the program, who love to be with people, and who are 
willing to share this with others. Service needs to be fun. 
Sometimes it may be better to leave a position vacant than 
to have it filled by the wrong person.

Membership Misunderstanding about the Structure and 
How Al‑Anon Works

Concept Two says, “The groups have delegated complete 
authority to their Conference.” The Conference doesn’t 
govern the fellowship, however there are some who believe 
AGSO is making decisions for the fellowship so they won’t 
do anything they think “those” people at AGSO decided. 
These members don’t understand that it was the Conference, 
the voice of their groups, not AGSO that made the decisions. 
There are also members who don’t understand why the 
Conference and AGSO aren’t directing the groups. There 
are also groups that feel that they can instruct their DR or 
Delegate to vote a certain way. They don’t understand that 
the members in these positions are trusted servants who 
according to Concept Three, have the right of decision to 
vote based on information provided at the decision-making 
meeting. These misunderstandings lead to confusion and 
inaction which in turn affects the communication in the 
links of service.

Delegates’ Reports from Conference
In the past we have faced challenges of Delegates find-

ing it difficult to prepare and deliver their reports from 
Conference. Delegates found it difficult to determine what 
to report and what were the main issues that came out of 
Conference. This could have been due to lack of under-
standing, or due to the difficulty of condensing so much 
information into a report in a manner that would convey 
the correct messages to the fellowship. Busy lives can also 
affect how this report comes together. Another challenge in 
relation to the Delegates’ reports was the lack of time some 
Area Assemblies would allow a Delegate to present their 
report. As a result, there were groups that didn’t hear much 
about Conference.

Distance
This can be quite a challenge for communication within 

the links of service. Most of our Areas are very large geo-
graphically. Members in North Queensland will travel five 
hours or more to attend Area Committee Meetings—though 
they do say they enjoy the meetings in the car on the way. 
It is not only the time needed to travel but also the money 
required that can be a challenge. It is often difficult to get 
members willing to commit to District Representative posi-
tions because of this. The Northern NSW Area Committee 
holds their meetings over a weekend once every three months 
in a different part of their vast Area. This enables the mem-
bers of that local district to come to meet the Area Committee 
members. They will hold the district meeting at some time 
over that weekend as well. Technology is providing one solu-
tion with regular e-mail communication and video confer-
encing being used for district and Area meetings.

Technology
This did initially present challenges in communication 

in the links of service. Al‑Anon members and groups are 
often not open to change, and it took a while for Areas and 
districts to accept e-mail as a means of communicating 
with each other. Most committees require members to have 
an “e-mail buddy” if they don’t have access to a computer 
themselves. One Area that does not have an office secretary 
still has difficulty finding someone who will take responsi-
bility for managing and dealing with the Area e-mail.

Overcoming These Challenges
These challenges in communication in the links of service 

can cause conflict in the fellowship at all levels. These con-
flicts can then affect our communication with each other—
a merry-go-round! What these conflicts do, of course, is 
erode our ability to undertake our primary purpose of help-
ing families of alcoholics.

Communication at General Service Board and Executive 
Committee Level

The lines of communication work really well at the GSB 
and Executive Committee level. The Executive Committee 
meets monthly and several of its members are in the office 
on a weekly basis, so we can talk about things together 
between meetings. One reason we changed our GSB com-
position back to two sustaining Trustees was so that our 
General Secretary had another GSB member in the office to 
be able to discuss issues with on a regular basis.

The GSB will make decisions after e-mail conversations, if 
need be, between meetings. Our Deputy General Secretary 
(DGS) will ensure we have everything we need well before 
the GSB meeting so that we can all come prepared, leav-
ing us with more time to devise our Strategic Plan which 
includes improving communication in the links of service. 
The DGS summarizes the GSB discussions for each of us 
to e-mail to our Area Delegate buddies. This enables them 
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to feel part of the bigger picture all year around and allows 
them to get to know what the GSB is working on and how it 
is going between Conferences.

Area Delegates’ Report From Conference— 
What We Are Doing

In 2006, the Conference agreed to send the General 
Secretary to the World Service Conference (WSC) in 2007. 
We were able to implement a few of the tools the WSC used 
at the Australian Service Conference. One of these was the 
“buddy system” for Delegates. Place cards with a list of “How 
to make the best of your Conference” dot points on the back 
facing the Delegate has helped make the Conference more 
effective. We have also suggested Delegates use the format 
for the verbal presentation of their reports that is used in 
the WSC Summaries. This format suggests Area Delegates 
share successes, new ideas/projects, concerns, and impor-
tant lessons learned in the previous 12 months. Many of the 
Delegates use this format for their written reports as well.

Another idea was the “Hot Topic” sheet. This sheet helps 
Delegates outline the information they need to put in their 
reports to their Areas. In recent years we have also helped 
the Delegates by providing them with a succinct summary 
of Conference within days of them returning home, that 
they can use as the “skeleton” for their reports to their Area. 
The result of all this is that we are hoping to ensure the 
Delegates are receiving and reporting the correct message. 
In 2013, the Conference agreed, in principle, to sending an 
AGSO representative to the WSC at more frequent inter-
vals. Before 2007, the last time we had sent a member to the 
WSC was 1975 (32 years before). It was felt that the wording 
of this Motion gave us the freedom to send someone again 
sometime before 2039!

Hearing the Voice of the Fellowship
Area Committees can submit groups’ concerns to the 

Conference Committee as an agenda item. The Conference 
Committee decides whether to deal with it as an agenda 
item or put it in the Ask-it-Basket section at the end of the 
Conference. The Delegates can also bring up concerns or 
suggestions in General Business. Sometimes the concerns 
brought up by the Delegates before the Conference are 
assessed as better for a workshop that is held during the 
Conference.

An Agenda Item that was brought to the 2013 Australian 
Service Conference was about how to differentiate between 
“crosstalk” and “loving interchange” in group meetings. 
The Conference decided to alter our Guideline by removing 
the dot point that included the term “crosstalk” and insert 
another dot point saying that we do share what worked for 
us and so we have loving interchange in the meetings. The 
Guideline notes that “if we don’t have loving interchange, 
what is the purpose of the meetings?”

In General Business at the 2014 Australian Service 
Conference, a Delegate raised the issue about keeping 

the Al‑Anon focus in the sharing at our meetings. The 
Conference decided to ask the GSB to review the last sen-
tence in our opening statement which says that “this group 
asks members of other anonymous fellowships to remain 
anonymous and focus on the Al‑Anon program.” It was 
thought that it may not be strong enough.

Improving Fellowship and Unity on an Ongoing Basis
Members of the AGSO Executive Committee and the GSB 

have attended Area Assemblies around the country regu-
larly. This has helped dissipate the perception of “those” 
people at AGSO and shown that we are ordinary Al‑Anon 
members. From reading the World Service Conference 
Summaries, the GSB is aware of the Together Empowering 
Al‑Anon Members (TEAM) Events. These visits are not 
quite the same as a TEAM Event, however, we do have our 
Australian Service Seminars (ASS) which have been held 
every five years. Our last ASS was hosted by the South 
Queensland Area in October 2012. The numbers were lower 
than they had been at the previous one, but there was lots 
of fellowship and fun. The expense and distance members 
need to travel to come together at a national Australian 
event is the main reason numbers were lower.

The Friday night of Conference is open to the general 
membership. The program for that night includes a couple 
of Delegates and an AGSO member sharing their service 
stories, a returning Delegate sharing how he/she presented 
his/her previous year’s Conference Report at the Area 
Assembly, and a PowerPoint presentation of the Australian 
Al‑Anon structure.

One of the benefits of introducing an Out-of-Town 
Trustee (OTT) is the experience the outgoing OTT gets to 
take back to their Area. The OTT can only serve one three-
year term on the GSB, as opposed to two three-year terms 
for the In-Town Trustees. Because the OTT serves for only 
one term, more Areas will benefit from their experience 
in a shorter time frame. The OTT does not represent their 
Area when they are on the GSB, they represent Al‑Anon 
Australia, but the Area benefits when that person goes back 
and serves in their Area.

Our Austra-Link magazine has introduced a number 
of new sections in relation to the fellowship in the last 
few years. During 2014, each month’s edition refers to a 
Tradition as a tool for healing conflict. Every month has 
a page on “News and Views from AGSO” and the Public 
Information (PI) calendar’s monthly event is reproduced. 
The “Mythbusters” section has certainly shown us that 
members do read Austra-Link going by the responses we 
receive in the office. A discussion on the following myths 
has been published in recent times: 

•	 A Group Chairperson cannot share or comment in a 
meeting.

•	 Are there rules in Al‑Anon?
•	 Al‑Anon is anonymous.
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•	 Al‑Anon cannot use social media on the Internet.
•	 My Al‑Anon Sponsor dictates the way I do my Steps.
We had a session at Conference this year showcasing our 

Web site and showing the Delegates what is up there and 
how to find everything. Conference decided in 2011 to pay 
for a professionally developed Web site. The AGSO can post 
our Public Information. Spread the Word quarterly news-
letter, the Alateen News, Alateen Link-Up, and shortly our 
Conference Summary. Each Area has a section on the Web 
site where they can post their newsletters, literature order 
forms, group update forms, meeting lists, and upcoming 
events. Slowly, the membership is beginning to use it. In the 
future, the Web site will be the first place members will look 
for all the information they need.

In 2013, we were honored to have the Executive Director 
of the World Service Office (WSO) visit Australia. This visit 
was arranged in conjunction with Al‑Anon New Zealand. 
He spent about three weeks with us visiting all of the major 
cities before going on to New Zealand. He shared his per-
sonal story with us and talked about service. There were 
discussions on the Concepts and a workshop on conflict 
resolution using the new tools for conflict resolution. He 
outlined Al‑Anon’s spiritual principles which inform our 
recovery and help us live out Concept Nine on a daily basis, 
hopefully encouraging others into service. 

A number of Areas, districts, and groups have followed 
up after the WSO Executive Director’s visit with workshop 
days on Conflict Resolution; Public Information; Service; 
Sharing Experience, Strength, and Hope, and Al‑Anon 
Sponsorship.

The links of service continue with Al‑Anon Australia’s reg-
ular attendance at the International Al‑Anon General Service 
Meeting (IAGSM). We believe sending Delegates to the 
IAGSM is a vital link to world services. Like at an Al‑Anon 
meeting, we hear others’ experience, strength, and hope, and 
share ours. Being a part of the worldwide unity means our 
triangle is intact and we are self-supporting. Past IAGSM 
Delegates have been a great resource to our fellowship.

Benefits the GSO Has Experienced by  
Discussing This Topic

With all of these events and our continuing conversations, 
members are aware of how the structure works and accept 
that the responsibility and authority for Al‑Anon belongs to 
the groups. A momentum has been growing since we came 
back from the 2012 IAGSM. Excitement grew after seeing 
the “Hope in a Bottle Campaign” that South Africa did. 
The workshop held at the Australian Service Conference in 
May 2013 was “Our Vision for Al‑Anon” which was done 
as a “gallery walk.” The ideas that came from the workshop 
are being looked at in the development of our Strategic 
Plan. Planning was done at that Conference in relation 
to the WSO Executive Director’s visit in August 2013. 
Al‑Anon Australia had received a bequest from a member, 
and we were using some of that money to pay for his visit. 
Discussion was held at the 2012 Conference on Warranty 
One and the balance between prudence and hoarding. 
With AGSO showing by example and spending some of 
our Reserve Fund on his visit, Areas have begun to forward 
money held in their Reserve Funds to AGSO. In 2013, our 
donations increased by 40 percent from the previous year. 
The AGSO Reserve Fund was still only 66 percent of annual 
operating expenses after we received the bequest, but the 
GSB decided, despite this, to use some of the bequest money 
to do something positive for Al‑Anon. The inspiration the 
members felt listening to the WSO Executive Director has 
continued to be reflected in increased donations.

The Conference Committee and the GSB are quite pleased 
with how well the Conference is working and how well the 
Delegates’ reports to their Assemblies are being received. 
We often share how certain Conference decisions and dis-
cussions are beginning to take shape in our groups quite 
soon after Conference.

Always coming back to the spiritual principles of Concepts 
One, Two, and Three helps us sort out the practical issues of 
what is our responsibility at the GSB. The spiritual principle 
of service is built into Concept Two. The GSB and AGSO 
Committees are directly responsible to those they serve—
the groups. The GSB is conscious of this, and discussions 
around how can we strengthen our groups always come 
from the point of view of encouragement, not direction. 
Discussing the fellowship as a whole, the links of service, 
and what it is we can do always brings us back to humble-
ness and the honor we feel to be serving the fellowship.
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Discussion
Following the presentation, IAGSM members shared how 

their structures are working to overcome challenges in com-
munication. For many structures, Skype has become a use-
ful tool for some of their Board and committee meetings to 
meet the challenges of distance and time.

The idea of “Hot Topics” is helping Delegates prepare 
reports. Workshops and presentations about finances are 
increasing understanding of Concepts One, Two, and Three.

TEAM Events have helped communications as well. 
Delegates reported that many of their successes came as a 
benefit of attending the IAGSM.

A Delegate shared that the growth of our Alateen groups 
was brought about from our last IAGSM in South Africa 
through Alateen Members Involved in Alateen Service 
(AMIAS) information. We also now have TEAM Events. The 
idea was embraced quickly and it is working well in a short 
space of time. Areas bid for the Board to come to an Area. 
A list of what topics are wanted is covered. In a PowerPoint 
we talked about finance because groups in the Area were not 
sending to the GSO. We are also using “Hot Topics” sheets 
at our Conference. To increase transparency, we now e-mail 
a Delegates newsletter after each Board meeting with events 
allowing Delegates to share in their Areas.

Another Delegate reported that we recognized that we 
needed to empower our groups as we see them as our future 
trusted servants. Time was set aside at the Area Assembly 
to present a short talk on a “hot topic.” We did a Tradition, 
then discussed the “hot topic” such as Sponsorship, Service 
Sponsorship, Anonymity, and Public Outreach Within the 
Group. It has made groups come to Assembly. We encourage 
them to come and to present, and bring a “team” with them. 
This has helped create participation above group level. We 
also have a roster for lunch at Assembly. Every group takes 
turns providing lunch for a day. A different group is invited 
each day. They come bringing a team and their pots to warm 
up the lunch.

Another Delegate shared, “We have communication chal-
lenges with technology. The Board holds meetings using 
Skype. Our GSO office has a ‘dead spot’ so we have to crowd 
into a small space to hold meetings with our Areas because 
they are widely separated. We also found that technology 
can break down, and it takes time to work.”

The Delegate from New Zealand advised, “We used Skype 
when our south island was snowed in during our Conference, 
which allowed the Board meeting to continue. Another 
instance when it was beneficial was when two Board mem-
bers were ill and not able to attend, so we held the Board 
meetings via Skype. This allowed them to be able to attend 
two-thirds of the meetings. Skype has allowed Conference 
Committee meetings to be richer.”

Another Delegate shared, “Communication problems are 
better with our Board and services. We focus on achieve-
ments. At our GSO meetings we are studying the Traditions 

and Concepts. We have created games acting out Traditions, 
and members guess which one it is.”

A Delegate responded, “Communication has its challenges 
with distance. There are islands in my country with a num-
ber of groups. Each has a Conference. How do structures 
balance the composition of their Conference representa-
tion?”

A Delegate shared, “Our structure has 18 districts with 
one Delegate per district. Members without a district have 
voice but no vote. Delegates come to office meetings to dis-
cuss topics of the fellowship. We use our magazine to send 
information to the fellowship.”

In sharing ways they have strengthened communica-
tions within their structure, a Delegate commented, “We 
have problems with the communication links in our struc-
ture. When someone is talking, we only hear the mes-
sage we are open to. Delegates need experience in how the 
structure works. We have changed the way our Conference 
works. Now it is possible for every Delegate to participate 
in all three workshops so they get the full message of the 
Conference. This helps in their job as Delegate. They also 
asked us not to direct people but to give them the opportu-
nity to grow through guidelines. Delegates also asked to be 
involved in development of workshops so now we are trying 
to include them in this process. People feel included now. 
RTs are holding meetings where several Areas meet to dis-
cuss what is happening at the Area level, GSO, and Board. 
This has helped in communication, but there are problems 
between members not keeping to Traditions. Trustees were 
invited to attend to support them in discussions of the prob-
lems. Executive Committee meetings are Skyped. Having a 
five member committee helps reduce costs and meetings are 
shorter and more frequent now.”

A Delegate explained, “In the U.S. and Canada structure 
there is a wide variation in group and district sizes. Areas 
can split, but may have only one Delegate from each Area. 
The WSC was asked to look at their Area structure and 
ways to improve representation, communication, and voice. 
So far, no one has come back with a better plan. Areas are 
broken out by state and can separate if there are over 400 
groups.

“The WSO sends an electronic newsletter to the groups 
within the U.S. and Canada, its service structure. DRs are 
encouraged to bring it to the groups. It has information on 
what is happening at the WSO or about a survey in process. 
To encourage communication between Committees, there 
are Discussion Boards on e-Communities. Members of 
a Committee can throw out a question for discussion and 
ask that it go out in the Areas. After each quarterly Board 
meeting, there is a letter from the Chairperson of the Board 
that goes out to Delegates about what the Board of Trustees 
is discussing or a decision it has made. Trustees then call 
Delegates two weeks later to follow up and answer questions 
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or clarify any miscommunication.  A new communication 
tool on a three-year trial is called ‘Meet the Board.’ This is 
an opportunity for the Board to go to an Area and spend the 
day talking to members in the Area. This helps members 
better understand what the Board of Trustees and Executive 
Committee do, and is a way, in a face-to-face meeting, for the 
Board and Executive Committee to hear about big, forward-
thinking topics. The Board likes to look at things the Areas 
are concerned about in terms of Al‑Anon in the future.

“The roles of Conference members are reviewed at each 
World Service Conference. This helps Delegates better 
understand WSC or staff decisions. The Chairperson of 
the Board’s letter to all WSC members is on the Members 
Web site and is available in English, Spanish, and French. 
The links of service do sometimes break down, so this gives 
every member who wants information, access. Open Board 
and Open Policy meetings during the WSC give Delegates 
the opportunity to sit and watch and see how they happen 
and hear topic discussions. Delegates get to see the depth 
and completeness of discussions. Prior to WSC, Delegates 
get together, with the Board and Executive Committee as 
alliances, to hear what is going on (concerns and successes) 
in the Areas. At Board meetings the Board gets to sit in on 
Executive Committee meetings so it helps the Board under-

stand discussions in the Executive Committee because the 
Board has to vote to approve new Executive Committee 
decisions.”

A Delegate commented, “There are many groups with 
small numbers in my structure. I do not recognize my struc-
ture in what was said. We need to better understand struc-
ture and how it works. The four Trustees are now greatly 
involved in Executive matters but do not see a separation 
between them. There is one paid employee, and one who 
spends one day a week to be responsible for the GSO. We 
are far from strategic planning. We are a top down coun-
try. We need to encourage group members to be involved 
at the group level. There is a need to create relationships 
with communities and the media. Our Regions/Areas work 
well. Regional committees meet every three months. They 
share experience with groups and interact with the national 
level. Public outreach is a priority for us. We need to devise 
a strategy for this. Right now this service is coordinated at 
the regional level as much as possible. Trustees are involved 
in everything. There are 25 Delegates to the Conference 
and 12 service members. The length of the Conference is at 
the conclusion of Conference. We identify topics from the 
regions and put the best ones for discussion the next year 
on the board.”
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Attracting Volunteers As It Ties to the Spiritual Principles in Concepts 
Four and Ten
Uschi von E., Germany

The German structure is quite similar to the U.S. and 
Canada structure except in size. We have about 650 groups. 
Our General Service Office (GSO) at Essen works with two 
employees--  one working full-time and one part-time. Our 
full-time employee functions as the At-Large Trustee. Our 
Board of Trustees consists of ten Al‑Anon members and 
meets three times a year. Several Committees support the 
work of the Board of Trustees. Our Conference meets on 
a yearly basis and includes the Trustees, Area Delegates, 
Chairs of Committees, and some others.

Attracting volunteers can be a challenge in all levels of 
service. Some positions might be easier to fill than others. 
In my experience it often depends on the amount of respon-
sibility involved—the more responsibility, the fewer volun-
teers. Some of the reasons are: missing knowledge of what 
is expected of the person who is supposed to fill a specific 
service position, fear of not being good enough, unwilling-
ness to commit the time and effort, and many more.

How do we use the spiritual principles in Concepts Four 
and Ten in our German structure?

Concept Four states that, “Participation is the key to har-
mony.”

This is true in all areas of service. Participating by speak-
ing or listening at a meeting, making coffee, or arranging 
chairs can help the newcomer feel he or she belongs to the 
group. The right to vote gives the Group Representative (GR) 
at the district meeting or Area Assembly, or the Delegate 
at the Conference, the feeling of being wanted and needed 
because we invite them to participate at this level as well.

This is important because the family disease of alcohol-
ism often shows the symptoms of isolation and mistrust. 
When being invited to participate in service, our members 
cannot feel isolated (at least we make it pretty difficult for 
them). They also learn that we trust them. My first service 
experience was wonderful. Nobody told me how I should do 
it unless I asked and nobody told me I wasn’t good enough. 
All I got was praise and encouragement—and this from a 
group of people that I thought didn’t know me all that well 
(was I wrong!). The unconditional love and trust expressed 
by Al‑Anon members motivated me to try other service 
positions.

Also, whenever a group conscience is called for, regard-
less of whether it is at the group level or at a meeting of 
the Board of Trustees, we all have a vote as the extended 
voice of our Higher Power. This way we cannot mistrust 
the group, because we all have a say in the group’s decisions. 
This does attract volunteers.

We do have problems getting enough volunteers for the 
position of what would be the Area Delegate in the U.S. 

and Canada structure. Part of the problem is that when-
ever the Delegates feel left out of decisions, conflict arises 
at the German Service Conference between Delegates and 
the Board of Trustees. Even though there is enough room 
for discussion and questions at the Conference, finan-
cial matters and the need for control by some members 
of the Conference causes problems. To give the Delegates 
insight in the work of the Policy Committee and the Board 
of Trustees, those meetings are held directly before the 
Conference and they are open for visitors. A limited num-
ber of Al‑Anon members may also visit the Conference. 
Those guests may not speak or vote, but they are allowed 
to get a first-hand view of the fact that, even in those meet-
ings, there are only Al‑Anon friends doing their best to help 
Al‑Anon as a whole to function and grow. The offer to attend 
(if not entirely to participate in) those meetings is made in 
the spirit of unity and participation in Al‑Anon. We also 
hope to attract volunteers for the position as Delegate, for 
chairing a Committee, and becoming an IAGSM Delegate, 
or even a Trustee.

The Board of Trustees and the Policy Committee also 
encourage service sponsorship as an important tool espe-
cially in service positions which include a lot of responsi-
bilities. At the Conference, new members are automatically 
given a Sponsor to show them around the venue and explain 
the proceedings of the Conference. The knowledge of 
directly available help alleviates fears of the unknown and 
makes the newcomer feel welcome. A good service experi-
ence shared by one Al‑Anon friend at this level may encour-
age others to become a Delegate.

Any Al‑Anon member may participate on any service 
level, if he or she wishes. Some service positions come with 
more responsibilities than others, but none are more or 
less important than others. All have in common that they 
need clearly defined job descriptions to avoid conflict. It is 
important to let people know what is expected of them, if 
they are volunteering for a service position.

This is one of the reasons, why Concept Ten states that, 
“Service responsibility is balanced by carefully defined ser-
vice authority and double-headed management is avoided.”

This Concept implies that responsibility and authority go 
together. The right of decision makes good performance in 
service positions possible. If we don’t want to make pup-
pets out of our Al‑Anon members in service, we need to 
give them the freedom to decide for themselves when to get 
help (or a group conscience) and when and how to go ahead. 
Being allowed to make their own mistakes and learn from 
them, being trusted to do their best, and being allowed to 
do things their way as long as it does not hurt the group 
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or Al‑Anon as a whole, encourages our members to exceed 
their abilities and to grow through service. In an atmo-
sphere of trust and well-defined service responsibilities, 
unnecessary conflict is avoided which makes it easier or 
even desirable to take on a service position. This is impor-
tant on the level of group services and in the Areas.

It is absolutely vital in the Committees and in the Board 
of Trustees. They could not function if they were not 
allowed to make decisions. Our whole structure would not 
work. A simple example is the Executive Committee in the 
German structure. This Committee helps our staff to make 
decisions like buying new computers. If they had to wait for 
approval of the Board of Trustees or even the Conference, 
our office might not be able to work for many weeks or 
even months. This is absolutely unacceptable. Thus, the 
Committee’s responsibility—deciding day-to-day expenses 
for the German service office—comes with the authority to 
do so. The members of the Committee make their decisions 
based on the information they get from our staff and report 
to the Board of Trustees. The approval or correction of 
decisions by the Board helps the members of the Executive 
Committee to grow in and into their service position and to 
develop self-esteem.

Our structure is still developing. We allow ourselves the 
luxury of rotation of service. This means, we get newcom-
ers at every Conference, and here I go back to the conflicts 
between Delegates and the Board of Trustees. Our service 
positions are clearly defined which helps a lot in avoiding 
conflict and is a big step towards clarity. Unfortunately, not 
every newcomer (Delegate, Trustee or other) is aware of this 
fact or understands the job to which he or she is assigned. 
Maybe this is also lucky, as we need to review and re-discuss 

responsibilities and authority each year. But our clarity is 
based on the fact that, about twenty years ago, the German 
Conference decided to follow the Al‑Anon/Alateen Service 
Manual (P-24/27) of the U.S. and Canada structure as far as 
possible. This was done in the spirit of Concept Ten, as our 
friends at the time felt they wanted clarity to avoid conflict 
between those who thought we needed to do structure “our” 
way, and those who wanted to follow the Service Manual and 
the experience of the WSO service structure. The German 
structure is still different from the one in North America. 
It has to be, due to legal and cultural differences, but we do 
rely on the experiences written in the Service Manual. After 
having solved this problem, we are now able to work and 
function as a whole, and we do have a lot less conflict than 
before because we have clearly defined jobs and guidelines 
in our structure.

Clearly defined service positions make for more vol-
unteers, as our fellow friends in Al‑Anon know what is 
expected of them. Working in the spirit of Concept Ten 
is giving them the freedom to decide how and when to do 
their job alone and when to get help. One good experience 
in service encourages our members to try different service 
positions and maybe take on a little more responsibility.

My personal responsibility in attracting volunteers is to 
share my experiences in service, my growth, my under-
standing of our structure, and the program. In addition, I 
have received love and understanding in every single ser-
vice position I have held. When I made mistakes, I learned 
from them, and I was supported whenever I asked for help. 
In Al‑Anon I am never alone and I am part of a very big 
“we.” When I share the joy of service, others may want the 
same, and start to do service.

Discussion
Delegates shared their structure’s experiences attracting 

volunteers using the spiritual principles in Concepts Four 
and Ten.

“During our last Conference we did a workshop with the 
help of an outside facilitator. Participants were asked to break 
into small groups and to do an ‘appreciative interview’ on 
someone they didn’t know. We had to discover and appreci-
ate our own ‘highlight.’ We were told not to be modest, and 
to say what we were good at to the person we hadn’t worked 
with before. We were to share with them the basic service 
experience—the ‘highlight’ was what we had achieved or 
what we could possibly achieve. The facilitator reminded us 
not to be modest, that it is more about dreaming. We were 
asked to evaluate ourselves. This is what makes our work 
lively in service, and that’s why we were successful in our ser-
vice jobs. From this ‘change interview’ we came away with a 
different demeanor because we shared our highlights. It was 

positive reinforcement of 
the principle of attrac-
tion. Praise and encour-
agement attracts. This 
has led to new conversa-
tion, ideas, and thoughts. 
It was all about the posi-
tion we were in when we 
got into service. We are 
now doing this in Areas 
and RSS workshops as 
a way to start the conversation and to start a positive way 
of thinking about service. People support what they create. 
Sponsorship helps guide us through service.”

“There are several successes in our structure. Our 
Conference Committee developed job descriptions for the 
Conference so people know what is expected before commit-
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ting, The GSO offered short-term tasks, or a specific task, 
which the members liked. We use scribes and proof read-
ers at Conference. The Task Forces have an outcome and 
descriptions. Knowledge-Based Decision-Making to Reach 
an Informed Group Conscience (KBDM) helps shorten the 
length of Board meetings. Sometimes we talk about spon-
sorship, service to the group, and the joy in service. We use 
food as part of their public outreach projects, providing an 
opportunity for people to talk while socializing. Joyfulness, 
remembering to say thank you in a heartfelt manner for a 
job well done, and thanking the Chair of the meeting for 
doing the job, promote attraction.”

“We began two years ago with a DR meeting reviewing 
our structure. We had challenges in getting people involved 
in participation. At our last Conference, the Board tried 
to increase transparency and show that it was not just the 
Board making decisions. It is challenging to get people to 
say their opinion. They are afraid and want to be perfect so 
we must go slowly.”

“We have held open meetings with people in service to 
share their experience of service—the joys, growth, and 
understanding of things in the program. Members are 
able to ask questions and get details. From the IAGSM, we 
decided that Board meetings could be open and Delegates 
can participate without vote. Mistrust is diminishing 
and there is less ‘we and they’ between the Board and 
Conference. This has been helpful in attracting volunteers 
to service. At the end of Conference, Delegates share what 
service meant to them during their term, which has created 
enthusiasm.”

“Part of the job description of a Board member is to 
encourage others and be on the lookout for someone to 
guide into service, especially for standing committees. The 
Literature Selected Committee Chairperson position was 
vacant for years. We were job-sharing literature distribution 
in shipping literature orders. Young adult volunteers have 
jobs so it is difficult finding day volunteers. To attract new 

volunteers, we invited sharings of less than 25 words on the 
benefits of service that we include in our newsletter. We also 
put the job descriptions of jobs available in our monthly 
magazine.”

“People are willing to take service positions in the group 
where they feel comfortable. We take newcomers along to 
service meetings at the regional Assembly. One region vol-
unteered to organize our national Conference. They held 
nineteen meetings over a year-and a half. There were nine-
teen new volunteers! We observed unconditional love at 
work. There were members with fewer than six months in 
the program and long-timers. They said they were delighted 
to do their job welcoming people. From that, many decided 
to take positions with greater responsibility. There was a 
climate of love. It made people feel happy, comfortable, and 
supported. We stressed qualities. Ideas were discussed and 
many were taken.”

“At the national level we have conflicts between service 
Committees and the Board of Trustees. There is a lack of 
job descriptions. Committees are supposed to be advisory 
Committees but they feel they are not consulted by the 
Board. We also need rotation. Long-time members have 
criticized the Board on numerous occasions about what is 
going on ‘up there.’ They use Concept Five to criticize. First 
we have to create a climate of trust and unconditional love. 
There must be a constructive, loving atmosphere rather 
than tension. It is a responsibility at all levels to keep a 
safe atmosphere. We can express opinions and have open 
debates, but not nasty behaviors and criticism.”

A Delegate commented, “We are a worldwide fellowship. 
We all have the same issues, concerns, and successes. We 
can focus more on explaining what a role is and what it is 
not. There is always concern about enough time to give. 
Take the mystery out of a service role and get more volun-
teers by saying, ‘I will be with you; pick up the phone; ask 
questions. We can do it together.’” 
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How Do We Use Our Spiritual Principles to Deal with Conflict?
Theri S., German-speaking Switzerland

When I received the topic to present at the 17th 
International Al‑Anon General Service Meeting (IAGSM) 
in Virginia Beach, I asked myself, do we really encounter 
significant conflicts in our very small structure in German-
speaking Switzerland? Our Area consists of six districts and 
currently a total of only 34 groups. Well, I think it doesn’t 
matter if we are big or small, conflicts can arise everywhere. 
Usually a conflict begins with a tiny, unspectacular, incon-
spicuous incident.

Generally a conflict occurs when one person or thing is 
not satisfactory. Generally, the situation or person:

•	 is hurting somebody.
•	 is mentally strained.
•	 is not informed enough.
•	 is misunderstood.

To sum up, conflict is not in keeping with our Legacies. 

First, a brief history of our German-speaking structure 
of Switzerland.

1964: Exactly 50 years ago, five women started the first 
Al‑Anon group near Basel, without guidelines and lit-
erature.

1967: The first contact with the World Service Office 
(WSO) and Henrietta in New York was made.

1984: Twenty years later there were already 42 Al‑Anon 
and four Alateen groups. Literature and Public Outreach 
Committees were formed.

1985: Al‑Anon Family Groups was incorporated and 
became a registered association as a non-profit organi-
zation in order to qualify for tax exemption on money 
received from group contributions, literature sales, 
and subscriptions to our monthly magazine “M+F” 
(Miteinander+Füreinander) which means with each 
other and for each other.

1989: A General Service Office (GSO) was opened in Olten 
and the structure was basically formed as it is today by 
dividing into seven districts. Two paid secretaries man-
aged the office work. There was a great deal of book-
keeping involved with the monthly magazine having 
2,300 subscribers. 

1997: Our structure reached its highest number of Al‑Anon 
groups and members: 50 Al‑Anon Groups, two Al‑Anon 
Adult Children groups, and one Alateen group.

2001: This was the celebration of Al‑Anon’s 50th 
Anniversary worldwide. The international German-
speaking Convention (AA+Al‑Anon) took place in 
Basel, and we were happy to welcome the Executive 
Director from the World Service Office (WSO). Also, 
since July 2001 we are connected to the worldwide Web, 
and we correspond by e-mail (alanon@bluewin.ch) and 
have an Internet Web site www.al‑ anon.ch.

2005: A 24-hour hotline was installed in partnership with 
our French-speaking structure in Switzerland.

2010: An online-forum called “Dandelion” was installed. 
The Al‑Anon message shall be spread in the world, like 
the seeds of the dandelion when blown away. Swiss, 
Germans, and Austrians participate.

The new social media brought us different service tools 
and more possibilities in our communication and support. 
On the other hand, might this be the reason why our face-to-
face meetings have decreased? Do not doors get closed and 
new ones open again from time to time?

Nowadays, the groups have decreased to a total of 34: 
•	 28 Al‑Anon groups
•	 Three Alateen groups
•	 Three  English Al‑Anon-groups
Nevertheless, we are still carrying on with enthusiasm and 

with some extra activities during our jubilee year. We hope 
that the name of Al‑Anon receives more and more attention 
by the public, so that our groups will grow again.

An overview of our service structure 
The General Service Conference (GSC) is the highest ser-

vice entity in our Area to discuss, resolve, and vote. It is held 
twice a year. The groups feel responsible and take an active 
part in the business activities. All Group Representatives 
(GRs) attend.

The Committee or Assembly is the preparatory and execu-
tive service entity for the General Service Conference and 
meets twice a year also. It consists of:

•	 Chairperson
•	 Secretary for the minutes
•	 Executive Committee—Five Trustees (one for Finance)
•	 Representatives of the six districts
•	 IAGSM Delegates
•	 Public Outreach Committee which includes Webmasters 

and Hotline team
The General Service Office (GSO) transmits all Al‑Anon 

affairs in German/Switzerland. The GSO is responsible for 
information within the fellowship and outside and to the 
WSO. We employ one secretary; she is paid for one day a 
week. She handles all the correspondence, the bookkeeping, 
the literature which we get from Germany, and organizes 
the Assembly and Conference. She is also in charge of the 
archives. When the Trustees meet, she takes the minutes for 
this meeting, which is a volunteer service.

The Executive Committee is the legal entity responsible 
for the administration of Al‑Anon funds and services and 
makes administrative decisions. It consists of five Trustees, 
three of whom are the legal deputies of the Al‑Anon associa-
tion. It is responsible for the General Service Office, deter-
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mines the topics of the GSC, and informs all the groups. The 
Finance Chairperson makes a financial report at the end of 
the year, which is sent to all groups.

District Representatives (DRs) visit all the groups within 
their district once or twice a year. When there are problems, 
the DRs try to resolve them according to Al‑Anon principles.

The two IAGSM Delegates, who are also European Zonal 
Meeting (EZM) Delegates, are part of the Committee and 
must have good knowledge of our General Service Structure 
and of the Al‑Anon program.

The Public Outreach Committee works closely with 
Alcoholics Anonymous (A.A.) in the Area and in the districts.

Every year, in August, one of our six districts organizes a 
two-day “Friendship Convention” together with A.A. and 
Alateen. This gathering is always fairly well attended, and 
members from Germany and Austria also participate.

Our Service Seminars are held in rotation every one and 
a half years over a long weekend in one of the six districts. 
Members who have service experience at the group, district, 
and Area levels share how their service role has affected 
them. Usually two Concepts are on the program. These 
workshops have proved to be very motivating and helpful 
in problem-solving. Through sharing our problems and fol-
lowing the Al‑Anon principles, we learn to help ourselves 
and find contentment and serenity in our lives. This service 
seminar is also an opportunity to report on the IAGSM and 
European Zonal Meetings. Unfortunately this year, it con-
flicts with the IAGSM.

Examples of conflict our structure encountered:

District
Currently, a District Representative (DR) has severe prob-

lems in working together with A.A. (and also with some other 
Al‑Anon members) concerning public outreach projects or 
organizing the mutual Assemblies and the annual Convention. 
The reason for this is that a small group of A.A.s and Al‑Anons 
dominate the tasks. They do not accept other opinions, and 
refuse certain members. It seems that nobody can stop their 
behavior. A normal discussion to clarify the situation has not 
been possible. Due to this occurrence some members have left 
the fellowship. Our desperate DR told us this story at the last 
Committee Assembly. After letting go of all his frustration, he 
felt much better. The speaker of the Committee, who already 
heard previously of this situation, reminded the DR that things 
take time and to go back to Step One.

If a conflict like this is going on and on, it is best to “lay 
on the couch,” think about it thoroughly, and make use of 
our great resource: the spiritual principles. We can make 
use of the small wallet card, Loving Interchange to Resolve 
Conflict (S-71), which was recently translated in German. Let 
us not forget to repeat the Serenity Prayer. We can also make 
use of the Knowledge-Based Decision-Making to Reach 
an Informed Group Conscience (KBDM) process, which I 
heard about for the first time at the last IAGSM.

Area
A couple of years ago an enthusiastic Al‑Anon member 

posted an Al‑Anon site on Facebook, unfortunately indicat-
ing her name and her business address. She put a picture and 
a sentence about our Conference Approved Literature on it. 
She is convinced that the message of Al‑Anon must go around 
the world through this new media. Unfortunately, it happened 
that an A.A. member, a public figure, clicked the button “like 
it.” Thus his name and face appeared. Apparently this man 
got very upset and an A.A. service member immediately 
wrote a sharp e‑mail to Al‑Anon and to the Al‑Anon person 
that this site must be deleted because she misused anonym-
ity. An Al‑Anon Trustee, as well as the Chair of the Public 
Information Committee, got in touch with this person, telling 
her to stick to our principles. The name of Al‑Anon and the 
logo are copyright protected. After many phone calls and let-
ters, the Al‑Anon member changed the site, but she was not 
ready to delete it completely. Maybe somebody will get curi-
ous and look up the name Al‑Anon and get to our home page. 
This story fits our slogan, “Let Go and Let God!”

Public Outreach
In a Public Outreach team meeting a few years ago, we 

were looking for a Public Outreach speaker for the Area. 
Nobody was ready to take over this important service. 
Finally a woman member who is a fairly good speaker vol-
unteered for this job. Everybody in the convention was 
happy and she was elected for three years. Living with alco-
holism distorts our sense of responsibility and many of us 
in Al‑Anon feel that we are the persons responsible in every 
situation. We can hardly say “no.” This happened here. The 
person noticed herself that through this task she became 
overburdened. Thus it happened that a team meeting 
turned out to be a disaster. The members of the Committee 
were complaining. The Board of Trustees decided that the 
Speaker should finish her service as it was her last year, and 
two Trustees should assist at the last meeting. It turned out 
well. The Public Outreach Speaker could frankly admit that 
it was too much for her and apologized. The good thing in 
Al‑Anon is that we are allowed to make mistakes (Step Nine: 
“…made direct amends to…”). We can grow and go a step 
further in our recovery. What went wrong? In Concept Ten, 
it says: “Service responsibility is balanced by carefully defined 
service authority…” We learn to choose our service leaders 
by studying and applying Concept Nine: “Good personal 
leadership at all service levels is a necessity.”

Conference
When a certain problem cannot be solved, and discussions 

never find an end, then it is best to adjourn and put the topic 
on the next meeting agenda (see Concept Five). We were 
always successful with this process. We recognize by using 
our principles there is enough time to discuss and find an 
appropriate answer.

I feel very honored to have the opportunity to share with 
you our experience involving this interesting theme. 
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Discussion
An ICC member began the discussion. “Using spiritual 

principles to resolve conflict is difficult because as Al‑Anon 
members we forget there are 36 spiritual principles and we 
forget they do not exist in isolation. Each one is not separate 
from others. There is a unity of thought that goes forward 
like the Steps which fall in order as a process for our recov-
ery. We don’t always understand that Step Twelve is linked 
to Tradition One and Tradition Twelve, anonymity, leads to 
Concept One which says that the ultimate authority is the 
groups. It does not stop there, but goes through those links 
to the Warranties.

“People often want to use one principle as a weapon to jus-
tify what they want to do so they take it out of context. For 
example, carrying the message to others so I don’t have to 
be anonymous (I can do whatever I want). Another exam-
ple is when those things are taken out of context. Minority 
appeal is a right to be heard not the right to be right. It is 
nagging if we say something over and over trying to force 
our way on others. We understand this in the program, but 
we forget it when we are in service. As leaders and trusted 
servants we are supposed to demonstrate in all our affairs. 
We need to remember not to fall into that trap ourselves 
so that we are not using one principle as the reason to do 
something, and to make sure we are not going to violate one 
principle in order to justify using another one.

“The difference between the spiritual and legal principle 
is that spiritual principles could be carrying the message, 
but the legal is that you don’t have authority to use the con-
tent to carry the message. For example, an individual some-
times uses CAL on their Web site to carry the message but 
they have no legal right to do so. Sometimes individuals try 
to do so with the anonymity of Step Twelve. A structure 
can do so with a license from WSO to the structure. If the 
structure wanted to use literature to carry the message it 
would contact the WSO, but no individual member has the 
right to do this. Going through the Legacies can help sort 
out whether it is a spiritual or legal issue. We can’t change 
something just because we don’t like it.”

It was announced that a kit, Using 
Al‑Anon Principles to Resolve Conflict 
(K-70), is now available in English, 
Spanish, and French. This kit con-
tains the Conflict Resolution Wallet 
Card (S-71), Using the Traditions in 
Conflict Resolution (S-72) and a book-
let, Talk to Each Other Resolving 
Conflicts within Al‑Anon (S-73). 

Delegates then described the 
conflicts they were experienc-
ing in their structures and how 
they use our spiritual principles 
to deal with them:

“A Board conflict arose when we made a decision without 
enough discussion. We couldn’t solve it alone so we held a 
special group conscience meeting. Conflicts are difficult to 
solve alone because members are involved in the situation. 
We used the Conflict Resolution Wallet Card  (S-71); this 
was a very useful service tool for us.” 

“I see the 36 Legacies as one piece that goes hand-in-
hand. We have some long-time members who used to be 
on the Board when it worked differently from what it does 
now. They created conflict every chance they got. I try to 
remember that each of us is at our own point in our recov-
ery, so I remain respectful, but it is not okay to force con-
flict on others. We are making informed group conscience 
decisions, but it is our Higher Power taking care of that. 
That is the main spiritual principle. It is not me or us, it is 
a Higher Power.”

“My structure profited a lot from previous IAGSMs and 
we try using different principles. What works with the 
Board is taking an inventory. We adopted workshops about 
conflict and repeated them several times. Conflict happens 
every day and we need to be prepared to resolve it. Adopting 
the spiritual principles at all levels has been pretty helpful. 
Using the Serenity Prayer in heated discussion helps.”

“For the U.S. and Canada structure, Knowledge-Based 
Decision-Making to Reach an Informed Group Conscience 
(KBDM) is a useful tool and a benefit. When we are unin-
formed, there is confusion. Conflict is the result. KBDM 
helps. With KBDM we are not trying to enlist sides. A 
Higher Power is important. At Board meetings we ask for 
hand-raising if we want to speak or if something is confus-
ing. This helps everyone understand. The spiritual goals of 
the WSC were adopted at our Board meeting. At the end 
of Board meetings, the Chairperson asks each member to 
consider: ‘Was I kind? Was I helpful? Did I contribute? Is 
there anything I could have done better?’”

Get  
Organized

• Agree on a neutral time/place to meet.
• Invite all who are involved.
• Share common information about the history of the  conflict, including areas the group can agree on.• Prioritize multiple topics (easiest first).

Agree  
on the 
Guidelines  
for the 
Discussion

• Acknowledge that all involved want the best for Al‑Anon.• Presume goodwill.
• Foster an open, safe, and respectful environment for discussion.
• Remind everyone to invite their Higher Power into the discussion.
• Share with “I” statements.
• Agree on a time limit for individuals to express their thoughts.
• Discuss one topic at a time.
• “Keep an Open Mind.”

Look at the 
Role of the 
Moderator 
During the 
Discussion

• Open with a spiritual moment.
• State the conflict.
• Moderate the discussion without entering into the discussion.
• Keep the group focused on the topic.
• Allow all who wish to speak to do so.
• Acknowledge progress.
• Take a break if necessary. (Say the Serenity Prayer.)

Summarize • Identify successes of the discussion and, if necessary, areas where members agree to disagree.• Extend the discussion to a later date, if necessary.• Agree to support the outcome.
• Close with a spiritual moment.

S‑73

Talk to  
Each Other 

Resolving  
Conflicts  

within Al-Anon

Guide for Holding a Discussion to Resolve ConflictThe following guide for holding a discussion to resolve conflict can be adapted by a moderator in order to accommodate any time frame, audi‑ence of Al-Anon members, or number of attendees.

Celebrate          Celebrate our success!

Conflict 
Resolution  

using our  
Twelve Traditions

Loving Interchange

Introduction
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An ICC representative shared that conflict occurs when 
something is not satisfactory, not informed, or misunder-
stood. “We try not to attribute motives. If there is a conflict, 
we try to find common ground or understanding. Spiritual 
principles come into play. We set ground rules and demon-
strate mutual respect. If the conflict is not resolved it keeps 
coming back. If needed, we say the Serenity Prayer. Focus 
on unity when looking at the spiritual principles and ask, 
‘What is good for Al‑Anon?’ Sometimes it is stepping out 
of the way, or putting it behind and moving forward. Agree 
to disagree. In Policy discussions when they are looking at 
text revisions, the Chairperson asks a set of questions: ‘Is it 
accurate? Does it provide clarity? Is it clear? Can you live 
with it?’”

An ICC representative shared what the WSO does when 
they get the “lobbying” effort. “We have organized minori-

ties. Because of electronic communication it is easier to 
organize and ‘blast’ things. For example, 25 people will ask 
the same question in just a slightly different way thinking 
we will have to talk about it again. When the Board per-
ceives that this is an invitation to a fight, the best way to 
address this is to ‘drop the rope.’ So we come up with one 
answer, and if we get 100 different people asking the same 
question, we send one answer. We may send it 100 times, but 
it is the same answer to the same issue so there is no agoniz-
ing about the detail to our response. That stops that kind of 
behavior. If we do not take the bait, the game can’t go on. 
Sometimes it is okay to simply say we’re going to agree to 
disagree. I once begged a member of the Board to stay. It 
was a mistake. If the member is leaving, thank the member 
and let them go, don’t to try to change them, otherwise we 
are not going by our spiritual principles.”
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How Do We Maintain the Spiritual Principle of Anonymity When Using 
Technology?
Kira S. Finland

First of all, I want to thank the International Coordination Committee (ICC) for giving me the opportunity to be one 
of the General Session presenters. I feel it is my Higher Power that gave me this topic specifically. When I started as 
International Coordinator, this was the topic about which I learned the most. My first task was in Leeds, at the European 
Zonal Meeting (EZM). I can imagine the look on my face when I heard about things which have been done in England. I 
was sure that anonymity was violated. Soon, however, I learned otherwise and I am grateful for that and for all the lessons 
I have learned in Al‑Anon. They have given me a lot and brought me to the situations about which I never could dream.

I will present our structure, which is 61-years old. Our 
service structure is simpler than in big countries.

•	 The districts are heterogeneous. Some are geographi-
cally large and the distances between the groups are far. 
Only in some cities is there more than one group. The 
activity in different districts varies significantly.

•	 There is often one or two districts not participating. 
We try to encourage and keep contact with them. Our 
Conference is held during a weekend in late March. 

•	 The Finnish By-Laws require that a registered asso-
ciation has a Board. Our Board is called “Al‑Anon 
Keskuspalvelu ry” and it is responsible for the man-
agement of Al‑Anon services in Finland. It is a regis-
tered association with its legal obligations and rights 
in Finnish society and it can make legal commitments. 

The eleven members of the Board of Trustees are the 
only members of the association.

•	 The Chairperson of the Executive Committee has a role 
as the supervisor of the General Secretary.

•	 The Board of Trustees has four meetings annually.
•	 The Executive Committee meets monthly and usually 

via Skype. If needed, the Committee members also 
make decisions by e-mail.

•	 The Chairperson, Deputy Chairperson, and Secretary 
of the Executive Committee hold the same positions 
also on the Board.

•	 The Standing Committees work independently in 
the framework of their plan which is accepted by the 
Service Conference.

•	 The length of service at all levels is two years.
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  a	
  year	
  

-­‐	
  participants:	
  

	
  	
  *	
  district	
  representatives	
  (2	
  
ea)	
  
	
  	
  	
  	
  (=	
  conference	
  delegates)	
  
	
  	
  *	
  board	
  of	
  trustees	
  (11)	
  

General	
  Service	
  Conference:	
  

Ordinary	
  Meeting	
  
-­‐	
  one	
  day	
  once	
  a	
  year	
  
-­‐	
  participants:	
  
	
  	
  *	
  district	
  representatives	
  (2	
  ea)	
  
	
  	
  *	
  board	
  of	
  trustees	
  (11)	
  
	
  	
  *	
  general	
  secretary	
  (vote)	
  
	
  	
  *	
  Al-­‐Anon	
  members	
  (no	
  voice,	
  	
  
	
  	
  	
  	
  no	
  vote)	
  
	
  

GSO Board of Trustees (11 trustees) 
- Executive committee (5) 

  * chairperson 

  * deputy chairperson 

  * secretary 

  * member and alternate member 

- chairpersons of standing committees  

General Service Office 

General Secretary (paid full-time employee, Al-Anon member) 

- serves Al-Anon groups and gives information - sends meeting/conference materials to the GSC 

  participants  about Al-Anon     and trustees 

- registers new groups and provides them with  - participates in the Executive committee and Board of  

  literature, information and help     Trustees meetings as well as the General Service  

- maintains data of Al-Anon/Alateen groups and - takes care of the daily financial affairs, accounting and  

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  Group	
  Representatives	
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What were the challenges our structure 
encountered as it relates to this topic?
Anonymity vs. technology is a big question. Or is it? Why is 
anonymity important? It is important because it is the spir-
itual foundation of all our Traditions (Tradition Twelve). 
Each member has freedom to determine their own level of 
anonymity. It is also important to understand that we have 
three approaches to anonymity: personal, within Al‑Anon, 
and outside of Al‑Anon. There is a lot of confusion about 
anonymity in Finland. We interpret anonymity very strictly.

Of course, the challenges vary from people to people. It 
is also affected by which level of structure her/his service 
position is. Also the age of the membership in Al‑Anon has 
an effect in understanding anonymity. I took a chronologi-
cal approach to technology, because it has affected us differ-
ently, and gave us different kinds of challenges.

In the past, and still, people are unequal when it comes to 
technology. I mean by geographical location, by incomes, 
and by access. In the past, everybody didn’t have a land-
line telephone. So many families used the same telephone, 
or people had to go to the post office to call. There wasn’t 
much privacy or anonymity! You certainly had to have a 
tongue in the middle of the mouth, so you wouldn’t vio-
late others’ anonymity. So it was easier to meet face-to-face. 
Today it is easier because almost everyone has their own 
cell phones. Of course the numbers must be stored in such a 
way that you do not disclose another person to be a member 
of Al‑Anon.

Traditional media has caused many challenges. When we 
had only printed media it was easier to protect anonym-
ity. About radio, we have had and still have many opinions. 
Somebody thinks that no one can recognize your voice. If 
anonymity meant that another member could not recog-
nize the voice, it would exclude both radio and television. 
Even though most people know that is not the case, this 
was discussed last year when we took part in a radio pro-
gram series. Television is even more challenging; the voice 
and some parts of people’s profile are shown. Professionals 
don’t always understand why we ask them to protect our 
anonymity. We have challenges to get people involved in 
public outreach, because we misconstrue or we interpret 
anonymity so tightly. In South Africa and in Russia I have 
seen media campaigns on TV, but it seems that in Finland 
we aren’t ready for that. People have many fears and we have 
had many discussions about what is attraction and what is 
promotion. Discussion will continue. 

E-mails have been in many discussions—what kind of 
e-mail addresses we can have and what we can write in 
the subject line. It has been recommended that an e-mail 
address should not have a member’s full name, and we can’t 
use our business e- mail in Al‑Anon affairs. Last year, our 
Board of Trustees had a discussion about what should be 
written as the sender when the GSO sends e-mails to the 

members. As a result of discussions, we concluded that the 
format of the name will not be changed. So the name of the 
sender is our formal name “Al‑Anon Keskuspalvelu.”

Communication within the fellowship has been challeng-
ing because of anonymity and even more if we dare give 
information outside to the professional community. We 
have found some solutions for this. We have discussed 
anonymity and what it actually means and what it doesn’t 
mean. Two tools have been very useful to us, the WSO’s 
PowerPoint presentation on “Anonymity” and the skit 
about anonymity. They have been translated to Finnish 
and everybody can find those from Finland’s Members’ 
Web site. We have reminders of these tools in meetings to 
District Representatives (DRs) and in our monthly maga-
zines. The GSO has different types of lists for people in dif-
ferent levels of service for information that is always sent 
from the GSO. This guarantees that only those people who 
need the information get it. Some groups and districts have 
created their own e-mail addresses so anonymity will not be 
violated, but we can cooperate. Some of the groups/districts 
have their own Public Outreach Coordinators.

Our own Web site was started in 2000. In fact, there was 
a great deal of resistance. Many were worried what infor-
mation will be there. Only information from the GSO is 
shown on the public site. Some years after that, we decided 
to have the intranet (member site) which has different lev-
els of information. Some of the information is available 
for all members, some for Standing Committees, and all 
information is for the Board of Trustees and the Executive 
Committee. Each level has its own login and password. 
In the trial period, only a few districts tested it and they 
found it to be a helpful tool. The trial became permanent, 
and all districts are in the system now. Members can find 
a lot of information from the intranet site: news, posts to 
the groups, Service Conference, Service Manual, finances, 
Al‑Anon tools, public outreach material, history, informa-
tion about the structure, etc. The latest new thing on the 
intranet is a Feedback Form, which can be sent anony-
mously, and forums for Committees and the Board of 
Trustees. Members don’t have to have their own e-mail 
because they can send their sharing through this intranet 
site to the Editorial Committee of our monthly magazine.

Different types of communication tools (Skype, messen-
ger, and Al‑Anon). The question has been both about ano-
nymity and technical issues. Who and how somebody can 
be added to lists? What kind or type can your username be? 
Do we break anonymity? Can we do closed meetings? Fear 
and lack of technical know-how have affected these com-
munication tools. We have waited for a new guideline for 
electronic meetings. After updating, we might take some 
new steps forward. Kolo-chat, the chat room for Alateens, 
has been a little easier case because it is a closed chat-room 
with login, password, and Al‑Anon members as moderators 
and Sponsors.
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Social media (Facebook, Twitter etc.) have been in discussion 
lately in every district meeting and Conference. It is under-
standable that people are eager to start and want to share 
their experience and help others or give information to peo-
ple who are possible future Al‑Anon members. People are 
willing and eager to start meetings in social media, so they 
have a lot of questions. Most of those questions are about 
anonymity and what can be done. For example, if I “like” 
something which is related to Al‑Anon on Facebook, do I 
break my own or someone elsé s anonymity? Can I announce 
the establishment of an Al‑Anon group on social media? 
Can the name of the group be something with Al‑Anon? 
Also there are many questions surrounding various techni-
cal possibilities. Maybe we should learn something from the 
business world and adapt the ideas with our three legacies 
(Steps, Traditions and Concepts) as our foundation.

What benefits has the GSO experienced by 
discussing this topic?

Our General Secretary is an Al‑Anon member and a full-
time employee. Our General Secretary is, and can be, our 
face to the public outside of Al‑Anon, because in her posi-
tion she doesn’t say that she is a member.

One benefit I already pointed out is when we send e-mail. 
We decided that the name GSO will be written in the sub-
ject line. By doing this we believe we protect members’ ano-
nymity. 

Some years ago we got feedback from members that their 
anonymity had been broken because on envelopes was writ-
ten Tietoavain (our magazine). So we decided to change the 

post address on the envelope to “AFG Suomi.” The same 
change was also made with the return address for packages 
sent from the GSO.

It is easier to get members involved to do public outreach 
in the health fairs and the schools/care centers.

Members can give feedback to the structure through the 
GSO. This allows for neutrality and equality in the process 
of the deliberations.

Some general challenges
Some challenges are connected to many levels of technol-

ogy and many kinds of needs. For the members, the safe and 
familiar is easier to deal with than the new and unknown. 
I feel that we need more time and opportunities to discuss 
possibilities and threats. We have started it by doing a SWOT 
(Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats) analysis of 
our “products,” and it is a very good beginning.

When our structure was created in the 1980s, it met our 
needs. Nowadays needs are different, but our structure 
hasn’t changed much. One challenge is that we don’t have 
a standard way of what to do with new things because we 
don’t have a Policy Committee who could take care of such 
things. We’ll try our best, but our Board of Trustees has 
so many duties that it can’t be effective enough when we 
are talking about policies for new things. Of course, some 
can just be translated from WSO publications, but our 
Literature Committee has more than enough to do. Finally, 
I want to say that there will always be challenges, but I am 
sure that we can manage them step-by-step and find the 
answers that we need.

Discussion
A Delegate commented: “Now that the WSO has a page 

on Facebook, I have a lot of questions. How do you use the 
‘like’ button? Is it recommended to use it or not? Do you 
warn about anonymity? Do you use ‘QR codes’ (these are 
like bar codes but you get directly to Internet pages)? Is there 
any data on how many members might be attracted through 
these sites? We have legal issues so we are not sure if it is use-
ful to be out there, although we do see many people get their 
Al‑Anon information from social media.”

An ICC representative responded to the questions. “The 
section on “Anonymity” in the 
2014-2017 Al‑Anon/ Alateen Service 
Manual (P-24/27) on page 109 in 
the “Public Outreach” section goes 
through the spiritual principles of 
public outreach and how we can do 
public outreach at all levels through 
using different tools including post-
ers, f lyers, outreach publications, 
Area public outreach messages, 
attraction versus promotion, ano-

nymity etc. It took over two years for the Policy Committee 
to bring a draft of the section on ‘Media, Internet, and Social 
Networking’ (page 116) to the World Service Conference 
(WSC). The Conference debated every word, and it passed 
overwhelmingly when the Conference was asked whether 
they could live with it. The Policy has been in effect for two 
or three years. 

“At the WSO, ‘liking’ a page is only an indication that a 
person likes it. This is true of the WSO Facebook page. If you 
‘like’ something, it says nothing about being a member. If a 
person is worried about anonymity at the public level, they 
probably won’t ‘like’ the page. How do we use it within the 
principles of program? We post things with a disclaimer that 
if you forward this, it must not include any comment that 
would break anonymity or violate the Traditions. A person 
can forward messages about Al‑Anon without giving their 
family history or a personal story.

“The WSO Public Outreach department was asked to 
write up criteria for how the WSO uses Facebook. It is not 
available yet. In the next few months there will be informa-
tion available on how to set up a page, how to manage it, 


