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The purpose of this paper is to provide personal 

observations and a review of the literature that has 

been created and published by other authors. The paper 

is educational in nature and is not intended for 

distribution, publication, or commercial use. Material 

cited or quoted in this paper is limited to the purposes 

of commentary, criticism, reporting, teaching, 

scholarship, or research in mutual-help groups.  

 

The title of this article is simply one I use in 

the document filing system for my articles 

that I post. There are no implications 

contained herein that this article has 

received—or that the author has applied 

for—Al-Anon Conference Approval. I make 

no claim that the contents, opinions, or 

statements expressed herein are free of error. 

In fact, my opinions may be wrong. I 

welcome any corrections, deletions, or edits 

in terms of any empirical or factual 

inaccuracies. 

 

As a preface to understanding Al-Anon, 

particularly for those who are unfamiliar 

with Twelve Step recovery programs, it may 

be useful to review how Al-Anon works. The 

“Suggested Al-Anon Preamble to the Twelve 

Steps” provides this brief description that is 

read at the opening of almost all meetings:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“The Al-Anon Family Groups are a fellowship 

of relatives and friends of alcoholics who 

share their experience, strength, and hope in 

order to solve their common problems. We 

believe alcoholism is a family illness and that 

changed attitudes can aid recovery.  

 

Al-Anon is not allied with any sect, 

denomination, political entity, organization, or 

institution; does not engage in any 

controversy; neither endorses nor opposes any 

cause. There are no dues for membership. 

Al-Anon is self-supporting through its own 

voluntary contributions.  

 

Al-Anon has but one purpose: to help families 

of alcoholics. We do this by practicing the 

Twelve Steps, by welcoming and giving 

comfort to families of alcoholics, and by 

giving understanding and encouragement to 

the alcoholic.”  

(Al-Anon Family Groups, 2022, p. 12) 

 

The foundation of Twelve Step recovery is 

contained in Tradition 12: “Anonymity is the 

spiritual foundation of all our Traditions, 

ever reminding us to place principles above 

personalities.” 1 Yet many members do not 

fully understand exactly how anonymity 

provides the spiritual foundation. Al-Anon’s 

Conference Approved Literature often 

conflates the terms anonymity and 

confidentiality, which have slightly different 

meanings—although both are important 

principles of the program.  
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Anonymity 
 

As a spiritual principle, anonymity allows 

members to be on equal footing in meetings. 

As intimate strangers with a common 

purpose, 2 members bring into the meeting 

their experience, strength, and hope. They 

leave outside the door their other affiliations, 

religions, professions, politics, and other 

identities that may be divisive. There is no 

hierarchy, no ranking, and no use of titles—

all of which can erode equality among 

members who are present because of a 

singularity of purpose.  

 

Anonymity allows members to focus on the 

message rather than the messenger. It allows 

those present to focus on the words shared 

rather than the one sharing the words. Many 

long-time members in the fellowship are 

reluctant to openly state the number of years 

they have been in the program, lest in doing 

so they hold themselves out as being 

different than newcomers. In some groups, a 

Newcomers Statement is read at every 

meeting regardless of whether there are any 

newcomers, just as a reminder that everyone 

was once a newcomer. 3 

 

Anonymity is not the same as secrecy within 

the fellowship. In her memoir, Lois 

Remembers, the cofounder of Al-Anon 

provides this insight: “Let us not mistake 

anonymity for secrecy….The degree of 

anonymity we practice is a personal matter. 

Most of us, I believe, do not wish to be 

anonymous within our own Fellowships. 

Anonymity here hinders our availability to 

help our fellow members” (Al-Anon Family 

Group Headquarters, 1979, p. 194).  

 

Confidentiality 
 

At almost any Al-Anon meeting, the 

Anonymity Table Card sits as a centerpiece 

with this reminder: “Whom you see here, 

what you hear here, when you leave here, let 

it stay here.”  

 

Confidentiality refers to the ethical principle 

of keeping a confidence and not revealing 

anything that has been disclosed or shared by 

other person. Confidentiality provides a basis 

for trust, which allows members to be 

vulnerable in their sharing within meetings. 

One of the biggest threats to trust is gossip, 

which is considered one of the Three 

Obstacles to Success (Al-Anon Family Group 

Headquarters, 2022, p. 20). As emphasized in 

the Service Manual, “Careless repeating of 

matters heard at meetings can defeat the very 

purposes for which we are joined together” 

(Al-Anon Family Group Headquarters, 2022, 

p. 21).  

 

The bookends of an Al-Anon meeting are 

reminders of the principle of confidentiality. 

The Suggested Al-Anon/Alateen Closing 

provides a reminder of the principle of 

confidentiality: “The things you heard were 

spoken in confidence and should be treated 

as confidential. Keep them within the walls 

of this room and the confines of your mind” 

(Al-Anon Family Group Headquarters, 2022, 

p. 18).  

 

Whereas anonymity allows members to 

identify with rather than compare themselves 

to others, confidentiality provides a safe 

place for doing so. 
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Notes 

 

1. The fourth printing of the second edition 

(January 1, 1973, pp. 561–566) of the Big Book of 

Alcoholics Anonymous had a new appendix that 

contained both the long and short forms of the 

Traditions. However, this printing mistakenly 

listed the short form version that had been 

published in the November 1949 AA Grapevine 

instead of the version of the Traditions published 

in the Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions in 1953. 

The error was not fully corrected until the sixth 

printing of the second edition of the Big Book in 

1963. When compared to the version in the 

November 1949 AA Grapevine, there were two 

differences that appeared in the sixth printing of 

the second edition of the AA Big Book and these 

two changes have endured in subsequent 

editions of the Big Book: 
 

(1) AA’s 1973 Tradition 6 (contained in the Big 

Book) ended in “primary purpose,” 

whereas AA’s 1949 Tradition 6 (contained 

in the Grapevine) ended with “primary 

spiritual aim.” 
 

(2) AA’s 1973 Tradition 12 (contained in the Big 

Book) ended with“principles before 

personalities,” whereas AA’s 1949 

Tradition 12 (contained in the Grapevine) 

ended with “principles above 

personalities.”  
 

When Al-Anon adopted its own version of 

the Traditions, it had to have used the 1949 

version from the AA Grapevine, which clearly 

used the terms “primary spiritual aim” in 

Tradition 6 and “principles above 

personalities” in Tradition 12.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. The common sense of purpose is the 

presence of a problem of alcoholism in a 

relative or friend, as stated in Tradition 3:  
 

“The relatives of alcoholics, when 

gathered together for mutual aid, may call 

themselves an Al-Anon Family Group, 

provided that, as a group, they have no 

other affiliation.  The only requirement for 

membership is that there be a problem of 

alcoholism in a relative or friend.” 

 

3. The Al-Anon/Alateen Service Manual 

contains some anonymity guidelines when 

newcomers or visitors are present:  
 

“Members use their full names within the 

fellowship when they wish. The degree of 

anonymity a member chooses (first name, 

pseudonym, or full name) is not subject to 

criticism. Each member has the right to 

decide.  

“Regardless of our personal choice, we 

guard the anonymity of everyone else in 

the fellowship, Al‑Anon/Alateen, and 

A.A. This means not revealing to 

anyone—even to relatives, friends, and 

other members—whom we see and what 

we hear at a meeting.” 

“Anonymity goes well beyond mere 

names. All of us need to feel secure in the 

knowledge that nothing seen or heard at a 

meeting will be revealed. We feel free to 

express ourselves among our fellow 

Al‑Anons because we can be sure that 

what we say will be held in confidence.” 

(Al-Anon Family Group Headquarters, 

2022, p. 19).  
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Correct Citation for Reference Entry 
 

The reference entry correct citation styles for this document 

are illustrated below. Students should defer to the style 

preferences of their individual course instructors to 

determine whether the course instructor has preferences that 

are more specific than those shown below: 

 

American Psychological Association 

 

Doverspike, W. F. (2024, October 30). How to understand 

Al-Anon: Anonymity and confidentiality. 

https://drwilliamdoverspike.com/ 

 

Chicago Manual of Style / Kate Turabian 

 

Doverspike, William, “How to Understand Al-Anon: 

Anonymity and Confidentiality,” Oct. 30, 2024. 

https://drwilliamdoverspike.com/  

 

Note: According to the Chicago Manual of Style, blog posts 

are typically not included in bibliographies, but can be cited 

in the running text and/or notes. However, if a blog is cited 

frequently, you may include it in the bibliography.  

 

Modern Language Association  

 

Doverspike, William, “How to Understand Al-Anon: 

Anonymity and Confidentiality,” Oct. 30, 2024. 

https://drwilliamdoverspike.com/ 

 

 

Note: MLA guidelines assume that readers can track down 

most online sources by entering the author, title, or other 

identifying information in a search engine or a database. 

Consequently, MLA does not require a URL in citations for 

online sources such as websites. However, some instructors 

still ask for it, so check with your instructor to determine his 

or her preference.  
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