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Introduction to the Updated and Expanded Edition


FOR NEARLY SEVENTY-FIVE years, the Twelve Steps have served as an extraordinary recipe for recovery. Since they were first published in the book Alcoholics Anonymous in 1939, they have had a profound impact far beyond the world of alcoholism, helping tens of millions of people with addictions of all types.


The Twelve Steps have been so useful and translatable because they tap into the essential human process of change and make that process more explicit, more understandable, and more sustainable. I believe that, a century from now, the Twelve Steps will be regarded as one of history’s great intellectual and spiritual landmarks—one that marked our emergence into a diverse, global society.


The central premise of this book—that addiction manifests in many forms, extending far beyond drugs and alcohol—seems self-evident to contemporary readers. We now know that sex, food, money, work, relationships, shopping, gambling, gaming, and many other aspects of life can all devolve into compulsive behavior, which is the essential component of addiction. We also know that the Twelve Steps can help people with any (or any combination) of these compulsions to recover.


Today we also know that having a combination of addictions is far more common than having only one. Eighty-seven percent of people with addictions have two or more. As one Twelve Step joke notes, if some addicts went to all the meetings they qualified for, they’d do nothing else with their lives.


Twenty-five years ago our awareness was much narrower. In 1987, when the first edition of this book was proposed to publishers, many folks objected heatedly to putting alcoholics and drug addicts—or any two groups of people with different addictions—together in the same room. Many professionals saw alcoholics as very different (and slightly more refined) than drug addicts. Most other forms of addiction were given no credence at all. When I went on Phil Donahue’s show to talk about sex addiction, the topic was widely perceived as a joke. Back then, looking at Twelve Step life as a whole—across addictions and fellowships—was considered a radically new, groundbreaking approach. It threatened many professionals and frightened most publishers, who also believed firmly that people wouldn’t buy workbooks.


Eventually I found a publisher (not the current publisher) who would take the risk of publishing A Gentle Path through the Twelve Steps—but only if I would also create a set of six audio tapes. The rationale was that the tapes would do well enough to jump-start sales of the book—or, failing that, to at least offset the publisher’s probable financial loss on the book.


Today, twenty-five years later, A Gentle Path through the Twelve Steps has sold over 350,000 copies worldwide and has become one of its current publisher’s top-selling books. As for the audio tapes, they did not sell well and have been unavailable for many years. I’m not even sure where my own tapes are.


One of the hallmarks of A Gentle Path through the Twelve Steps has been that anybody can use it. It works for all kinds of addicts; it works for coaddicts; it doesn’t matter what fellowship you are in.* Each edition of the book provides a concrete, structured way to implement what the authors of Alcoholics Anonymous discovered and described in the 1930s. It gives readers a focused path for integrating the Twelve Steps into their lives in a practical, doable way. With each new edition, my goal has been to make that path clearer, more helpful, and more profound.


Today we know so much more about the science, psychology, and sociology of addiction than we did when the first edition of A Gentle Path appeared in the early 1990s. We know, for example, that addictions not only commonly exist together, but interact with and trigger each other. We know that the role of family members in recovery is deeply important, and improves addicts’ rates of recovery. When family members—parents, kids, and partners—commit to recovery themselves, the probability of success increases dramatically for everyone.


Perhaps most importantly, we now know immeasurably more about how the brain changes than we did even a decade ago. For a full century, the biggest obstacle to creating effective mental health treatments was that we had no way to look closely at the organ we were treating. Now, through a variety of scanning techniques, we can view the brain’s activities in some detail. This has not merely deepened, but revolutionized our understanding of how recovery works. Indeed, these imaging techniques have verified and strengthened every part of the Twelve Step process. We now know that the basic neurology of recovery involves literally regrowing our brains, creating new and healthier ways of thinking, perceiving, and acting by building new neural pathways.


These new understandings have been integrated throughout this updated edition. In addition, you’ll find a nontechnical, reader-friendly overview of the science behind the Twelve Steps in the prologue, “The Neuroscience of Recovery.” This edition offers some new, expanded versions of many exercises and discussions. It also provides new sections on congruence in recovery and different types of recovery (partial, convenient, and inconvenient). Its appendices provide a greatly expanded list of readings, a complete listing of the many Big Books, and contact information for the forty-plus Twelve Step fellowships.


From their beginnings, the Twelve Steps have been a recipe for regrowing our brains, creating sanity, and supporting recovery. They are a proven method anyone can use—but there’s more than one way to use the philosophy. In recovery we need to work whatever program we’re in—but we also need the flexibility to let the process evolve into something different from what we expected. One wonderful way to support this flexibility is to learn from other Twelve Step programs. Each program offers its own unique insights and wisdom that can benefit everyone in recovery.


Today there are already some “all-addiction” meetings scattered here and there. In these meetings, people from all fellowships join together to help each other live according to the Twelve Steps. I believe that some day, perhaps not too long from now, people all over the world with addictions of every type will have access to these all-addiction meetings.


The Twelve Steps form a recipe, but following this recipe is not always easy or comfortable. Pain and hard work are inevitable on the path to serenity. Recovery is difficult because it demands that we reclaim integrity and do things we initially would rather not do. The rewards are not so visible when we begin each new leg of our journey. That’s why it’s so important to be kind to ourselves along the way.


From my own work as a therapist, I know how hard it is for people to be patient and kind to themselves. Each person’s recovery follows its own course and timeline. The process does not have to be done fast or perfectly. Acceptance and surrender are how we become open to healing. I know a group that used A Gentle Path through the Twelve Steps for eleven months to get to the Fourth Step. This book aims to help you ease your way through a difficult journey.


As with the first two editions of A Gentle Path through the Twelve Steps, the improvements and expansions in this updated edition reflect the contributions of many hands and minds. Fellowship members, colleagues, and members of my staff all offered valuable suggestions and guidance. My thanks to them all.


—Patrick J. Carnes


* The words coaddict and codependent are identical. Both refer to someone who has developed an unhealthy (and usually compulsive) relationship pattern as a result of being close to someone with an addiction. Coaddiction, codependence, and codependency have identical meanings as well.
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Introduction to the First Edition


THIS WORKBOOK WAS designed to help people with different types of addictions, including alcoholics, gamblers, compulsive overeaters, and sex addicts, as well as their coaddicted loved ones. Many books exist to help recovering people through the Twelve Steps; some of them even address multiple addictions. This workbook, however, provides a unique set of structured forms and exercises to help you as a recovering person integrate the Twelve Steps into your life.


Addiction by definition possesses a driven quality. Some recovering people try to work the Twelve Steps in the same compulsive manner with which they approach their lives. The spirit of the Twelve Steps is gentleness. The path is a gentle way. Like water wearing down hard rock, consistency and time become allies in creating new channels for one’s life.


I hope that the workbook becomes for you a living document that records the basic elements of your story and your recovery. A workbook well used will be filled out completely, frayed at the edges, and have margins crowded with notes. Then, like the Velveteen Rabbit that came alive with use, your living document can bring vitality to your program. It can be a way for you to think through issues as you share them with your Twelve Step group, sponsor, therapist, therapy group, or significant others.


Anonymity or confidentiality prevents me from identifying the many people whose suggestions have improved this book of forms. I am deeply grateful to all of you.


—P. J. C.
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The Twelve Steps of Alcoholics Anonymous


Step One


We admitted we were powerless over alcohol—that our lives had become unmanageable.


Step Two


Came to believe that a Power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity.


Step Three


Made a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God as we understood Him.


Step Four


Made a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves.


Step Five


Admitted to God, to ourselves, and to another human being the exact nature of our wrongs.


Step Six


Were entirely ready to have God remove all these defects of character.


Step Seven


Humbly asked Him to remove our shortcomings.


Step Eight


Made a list of all persons we had harmed, and became willing to make amends to them all.


Step Nine


Made direct amends to such people wherever possible, except when to do so would injure them or others.


Step Ten


Continued to take personal inventory and when we were wrong promptly admitted it.


Step Eleven


Sought through prayer and meditation to improve our conscious contact with God as we understood Him, praying only for knowledge of His will for us and the power to carry that out.


Step Twelve


Having had a spiritual awakening as a result of these steps, we tried to carry this message to alcoholics, and to practice these principles in all our affairs.


• • •


The Twelve Steps are taken from Alcoholics Anonymous, 4th ed.


(New York: Alcoholics Anonymous World Services, 2001), 59-60.
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The Neuroscience of Recovery


OVER THE PAST decades, millions of addicts have embraced the Twelve Steps as an act of intuition or faith. Millions of others were drawn to the Twelve Steps through empirical observation—they knew other addicts whom the Steps had guided to recovery. Until recently, however, we had little scientific evidence to validate the effectiveness of Twelve Step programs.


This has all changed since the turn of the twenty-first century. Thanks to recent developments in neurology, radiology, and genetics, we now have a clear picture of how addiction takes hold in the human brain. We also have solid scientific evidence that working a Twelve Step program literally rewires our brains for recovery.


Today, through CT scans, MRIs, and other high-tech tools, we are able to look deep inside the brain. We can monitor the biochemistry of perception and emotion, sanity and sickness, compulsion and addiction, and healing and recovery. Following is some of what we now know.




	Addiction changes the brain, laying down neural networks that chemically encourage us to repeat harmful, compulsive behaviors.


	All addictions, even if they do not involve alcohol or other drugs, create the same effects in the same centers of the brain.


	Addictions are interactive. One addiction can trigger, replace, or heighten another through a measurable biochemical process in the brain.


	Trauma—whether physical, sexual, or emotional—changes the brain’s chemistry, predisposing it to addictions and compulsions.


	Talk and self-help therapies that effectively change a person’s thoughts and behaviors, such as working a Twelve Step program, can heal the brain in observable, predictable ways, guiding it through a process of physical restructuring. This process appears to build and deepen new neural pathways, which in turn create new patterns of thinking and acting.1






Advances in genetics have also deepened our understanding of addiction and recovery. If you are the child of an alcoholic, for example, you are nine times as likely to become an alcoholic than someone whose parents did not have an alcohol addiction.2 We now know that one reason for this is genetic: when certain strands of dopamine in your DNA are shorter than normal, a heightened potential for addiction exists in your very cells.


Recent science has taught us, however, that the potential for healing and recovery is in your (and everyone’s) very cells as well.3


We have also learned a great deal about how different addictions interact. For example, if you put a male rat together with lots of female rats that are ready to mate, the hyper-sexualized male will go on a mating binge. He’ll quickly become a sex addict. Then, if you remove him, put him in with a dozen nonsexually aroused rats, and offer him cocaine, he’ll immediately become a cocaine addict. This is because the sex addiction created a chemical change in his brain that responds identically to other addictive stimuli (such as alcohol and other drugs).4


In 1994, I began publishing articles on addiction interaction. Back then, much of what I wrote was hypothetical, based on empirical observations and my own experience. It wasn’t until a few years later that we had the experimental data to back up my hypotheses. Today addiction interaction is solid science.


Safety and the Brain


One of our most important recent findings is that safety is an essential prerequisite for healing the brain and creating successful recovery. Only when the brain feels safe can it optimally reconstruct itself. It needs to know that it is being understood and empathized with.5


Addicts and coaddicts typically have a problem feeling safe. Many were sexually, physically, or emotionally abused; others lived for years in an environment of fear, trauma, or continual stress. Such an environment causes the brain to produce powerful neuro-chemicals known as cortisol and endorphins. When creating these chemicals repeatedly over time, the brain can become addicted to them. This is why addicts and codependents are often drawn to drama, intensity, stress, and fear: they cause the brain to generate cortisol and endorphins. The sex addict visiting a prostitute, the gambling addict betting the rent money, the codependent husband trying to control his wife’s drinking—these situations all create cortisol and endorphins in the brain. These chemicals then become two of the main drivers of addiction.6


Twelve Step groups create safety. Partly this is through belonging and empathy. If an addict or coaddict walks into a Twelve Step meeting and says, “This is what I’m feeling,” every person in the room understands and empathizes.


Twelve Step groups also create safety through acceptance. The moment you introduce yourself (“Hi, I’m Lee”), you’re completely accepted by everyone in the group (“Hi, Lee!”).


As we return repeatedly to the safety of Twelve Step meetings we start to have access to balance and focus. We can then begin to face who we are and take responsibility for our life and our recovery.


Writing a New Story


Each of us has an internal narrative about our life. We use this narrative as a way to see the world and explain it to ourselves. For addicts, this story typically involves fear, shame, victimization, blame, and anger. The more we retell this story to ourselves, and the more we see the world through the filter of our narrative, the deeper we dig the painful and habitual neural pathways in our brain. This keeps us locked in our addiction and in our repetitive, dangerous patterns of behavior.


Recent science has revealed that we can literally change our brain by retelling our story so that it includes new perceptions, new understandings, and new conclusions. As we rewrite our story, we rewire our brain by building new, more functional neural pathways. Over time, as we continue to retell this new story to ourselves and others, we strengthen and deepen those pathways, providing ever more support for our healing and recovery.7


As part of our recovery, our story changes over time. It begins with confusion and fear and pain, but as we work the Steps and have our own personal version of the spiritual awakening promised in Step Twelve, our story becomes less self-centered, less about victimization, and more about hope, empathy, and service. In the process, our brain steadily heals as well. The Twelve Steps are designed to support this ongoing retelling.


Telling our story also encourages the elemental human experience of bonding. In bonding, we open ourselves to others and build trust, attachment, empathy, and vulnerability. Neuroscience has proven that bonding isn’t just a feeling. Our brains contain nerve cells called mirror neurons that help us put ourselves in others’ shoes and respond emotionally to their experiences. Brain scans have revealed that when two people feel connected, the states of the mirror neurons in both people’s brains take on the same patterns.8 As psychiatrist Dan Siegel observes, “When we feel presence in others we feel that spaciousness of our being received by them. And when we reside in presence in ourselves, others and indeed the whole world are welcome into our being.”9


Healing the Holes in Our Heads


Any recovering addict knows that addictions create what psychologists call impaired mental functioning—often resulting in what we Twelve Steppers call stinking thinking. But brain imaging has taught us that it’s much more than just thinking.


Brain scans of alcoholics and drug addicts reveal nonfunctional areas—the equivalent of holes—in their cortexes. The cortex is the part of the brain responsible for thinking and making conscious decisions. The brains of addicts thus are physically impaired, losing some of their ability to think logically, organize, pay attention, solve problems, learn from experience, control impulses, make intelligent judgments, or express empathy. Even when the addictive behavior ends, this brain impairment requires at least ninety days of sobriety to heal.10


Addiction creates the equivalent of holes in other parts of the brain as well. This typically results in more serious dysfunction, such as severe moodiness, increased negative thinking, decreased motivation, sleep problems, appetite problems, over- or underactive sex drive, memory problems, oversensitivity, aggression, extreme fear, extreme worry, extreme anxiety, panic attacks, obsessive thinking, and paranoia. With time, careful attention, and support, however, these brain impairments can usually be healed as well. 11


The Inner Observer


Recent science has taught us something even more important about the power of the Twelve Steps: the value of an inner observer.


Many of the Steps ask us to create lists—an initial personal inventory in Step Four, a list of all the people we had harmed in Step Eight, a continuing inventory in Step Ten. Even Step One requires us to make a mental list of all the ways in which we are powerless over our addiction. The process of creating each list forces us to reflect on who we are, what we have done, what we need to do, and over what and whom we are powerless.


This process creates a fundamental change in our brain. We are no longer limited to just acting and reacting. We become capable of reflecting on our own thoughts, impulses, emotions, beliefs, decisions, and actions. We create an independent inner observer that monitors and recognizes what’s going on in our brain. This gives us the ability to step back and look at ourselves in much the same way that we look at others.


Our inner observer can alert us when we’re headed for trouble, when we’re stuck in stinking thinking, or when we need to ask for help. Psychiatrist Dan Siegel describes this as “perceiv[ing] inward—using what we’ve called our ‘sixth sense,’ so that we come to sense what we ourselves are feeling …”12


The work of the inner observer goes by a variety of names. It is often called mindfulness by meditators, and sometimes called interoception by therapists. Across spiritual traditions, including Buddhism, Islam, Judaism, and Christianity, a key spiritual ability is to detach and observe the traffic of the brain. Clinicians and science are catching up with these ancient practices as part of “meta thinking” or cognitive behavioral practice.


Yet, cultivating our inner observer is critical to regrowing a healthy brain. The founders of Alcoholics Anonymous understood this intuitively, even though they didn’t have access to the science behind it. As a result, all the tools for creating an inner observer are embedded throughout the Twelve Steps.


The People in Neuroscience


The important work done by neurologists, geneticists, psychologists, and psychiatrists on the brain offer us two other important insights.


First, science is not our enemy. It’s true that, in the early decades of recovery groups, scientific knowledge about addiction and recovery lagged far behind the practical wisdom of the Twelve Steps. Much of what doctors and scientists believed back then about recovery turned out to be false. In the 1990s, however, science began to catch up, verifying one aspect of the Twelve Steps after another. Recent discoveries have also provided us with tools and insights that can make Twelve Step work even more effective. Some of these tools and insights are employed in this book.
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