
history of aa meetings
history of aa meetings traces the origins and evolution of Alcoholics Anonymous (AA), a worldwide
fellowship dedicated to helping individuals overcome alcoholism. This article delves into how AA
meetings began, their foundational principles, and how they have expanded and adapted over the
decades. Understanding the history of AA meetings provides insight into their enduring impact on
addiction recovery and their role in promoting sobriety. From the initial gatherings in the 1930s to the
diverse formats available today, the journey of AA meetings reflects broader social and cultural shifts.
This comprehensive overview covers the establishment of AA, the development of its meeting
structures, and the global spread of its message. Readers will gain a thorough understanding of the
historical context and significance of AA meetings in the treatment of alcoholism.

Origins of Alcoholics Anonymous

Early AA Meetings and Their Structure

Growth and Expansion of AA Meetings

Evolution of Meeting Formats and Practices

Global Impact and Modern AA Meetings

Origins of Alcoholics Anonymous
The history of aa meetings begins in the early 1930s with the collaboration of two men, Bill Wilson
and Dr. Bob Smith, who sought a solution to chronic alcoholism. Their shared experiences with
addiction and recovery led to the creation of Alcoholics Anonymous in 1935. The foundation of AA was
built on the belief that mutual support and spiritual principles could aid individuals in achieving
sobriety. The publication of the book "Alcoholics Anonymous," often referred to as the Big Book, in
1939, was instrumental in shaping the fellowship’s philosophy and approach. This book outlined the
12 Steps, which remain central to AA meetings and recovery processes. The early history of AA
meetings reflects a grassroots movement focused on peer support and personal accountability.

Founders and Initial Concept
Bill Wilson, a stockbroker, and Dr. Bob Smith, a surgeon, met in Akron, Ohio, and discovered that
sharing their struggles with alcoholism helped them maintain sobriety. Their initial concept was
simple: individuals with alcoholism could support each other through regular meetings and adherence
to a set of guiding principles. This peer-driven approach was revolutionary at the time and laid the
groundwork for the first AA meetings.



The Big Book and the 12 Steps
The Big Book, officially titled "Alcoholics Anonymous," was published in 1939 and remains a
cornerstone of AA's program. It introduced the 12 Steps, a spiritual and practical guide to recovery.
These steps encourage admission of powerlessness over alcohol, making amends, and seeking
spiritual growth. The Big Book’s publication marked a turning point in the history of aa meetings,
providing a structured framework for gatherings and individual recovery journeys.

Early AA Meetings and Their Structure
In the early days, AA meetings were informal and small, often held in living rooms, churches, or
community centers. The history of aa meetings during this period is characterized by a focus on
anonymity, confidentiality, and mutual support. The meetings provided a safe space for members to
share their experiences, struggles, and successes with alcoholism. The initial structure of these
meetings was simple but effective, encouraging open dialogue and fostering a sense of community
among participants. The emphasis on anonymity helped reduce stigma and allowed members to
speak freely.

Meeting Formats and Guidelines
Early AA meetings typically followed a few key formats, including speaker meetings, discussion
meetings, and step study groups. Speaker meetings involved one or more members sharing their
personal stories, while discussion meetings encouraged group participation. Step study groups
focused on working through the 12 Steps collectively. These formats helped establish a consistent
structure that members could rely on, promoting a supportive and non-judgmental atmosphere.

Principles of Anonymity and Confidentiality
Anonymity has always been a core principle of AA meetings, designed to protect members’ privacy
and create a trusting environment. This principle helped encourage openness and honesty, which
were essential for recovery. Confidentiality ensured that what was shared in meetings remained
within the group, fostering respect and security among participants. These ethical standards became
foundational to the history of aa meetings and continue to be upheld worldwide.

Growth and Expansion of AA Meetings
Following the initial success of the first AA meetings, the fellowship experienced rapid growth
throughout the United States and eventually internationally. The history of aa meetings during this
expansion phase highlights the adaptability and appeal of AA’s program. By the 1940s and 1950s, AA
had established thousands of groups, and meetings were being held in diverse settings such as
hospitals, prisons, and military bases. This period also saw the formalization of AA’s organizational
structure, including the creation of General Service Offices to coordinate efforts and support local
groups.



Regional and National Organization
As AA expanded, regional and national service structures were developed to maintain unity and
provide resources to local groups. These organizations helped standardize meeting practices and
disseminate literature. The establishment of conventions and conferences allowed members to share
experiences and strategies for recovery, further strengthening the fellowship. This organizational
growth was essential to sustaining the increasing number of meetings and participants.

Inclusivity and Diversity in Membership
Over time, AA meetings became more inclusive, welcoming individuals from various backgrounds,
cultures, and demographics. The history of aa meetings reflects an evolving understanding of
addiction as a widespread issue affecting all segments of society. Efforts were made to translate
literature and adapt meetings to different languages and cultural contexts, facilitating global
outreach. This inclusivity helped AA meetings become accessible and relevant to a broader
population.

Evolution of Meeting Formats and Practices
The history of aa meetings also encompasses the evolution of meeting formats to accommodate
changing needs and preferences. While traditional face-to-face meetings remain the most common,
alternative formats have emerged to increase accessibility and flexibility. These include online
meetings, phone meetings, and specialized groups catering to specific populations or issues. The
adaptability of AA meetings has been crucial in maintaining their relevance and effectiveness in
contemporary recovery environments.

Introduction of Online and Virtual Meetings
With advances in technology, AA meetings have embraced virtual platforms, allowing members to
participate remotely. This innovation has expanded the reach of AA, especially for individuals in
remote areas or those with mobility challenges. Online meetings retain the core principles of
anonymity and support, though they require new protocols to ensure privacy and engagement. The
rise of virtual meetings represents a significant development in the ongoing history of aa meetings.

Specialized and Thematic Groups
To address the diverse needs of members, specialized AA meetings have been established. These
include groups for young people, LGBTQ+ individuals, women, professionals, and those with co-
occurring disorders. Thematic meetings focus on particular recovery topics or steps, providing tailored
support. This diversification of meeting types reflects the evolving understanding of addiction and
recovery, enhancing the inclusivity and effectiveness of AA’s approach.



Global Impact and Modern AA Meetings
The history of aa meetings is marked by a profound global impact, as AA has grown into a worldwide
movement. Today, AA meetings are held in nearly every country, with millions of members
participating regularly. The international spread of AA underscores the universal nature of alcoholism
and the widespread appeal of the 12-Step program. Modern AA meetings continue to uphold the
foundational principles while adapting to cultural contexts and contemporary challenges.

International Growth and Cultural Adaptations
As AA expanded internationally, cultural adaptations were necessary to ensure the program’s
relevance and effectiveness. Translation of literature, incorporation of local customs, and sensitivity to
cultural differences have been key factors in successful international meetings. The history of aa
meetings in diverse countries highlights the fellowship’s commitment to inclusivity and respect for
cultural uniqueness.

Current Trends and Challenges
Modern AA meetings face new challenges, including addressing stigma, engaging younger
generations, and integrating with other treatment modalities. Despite these challenges, AA remains a
vital resource for many seeking recovery. The continued evolution of meeting formats, outreach
efforts, and community support demonstrates the resilience and adaptability of AA. The history of aa
meetings is ongoing, reflecting both tradition and innovation in the fight against alcoholism.
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Adherence to the 12-Step program
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Frequently Asked Questions

What is the origin of Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) meetings?
Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) meetings originated in 1935 when Bill Wilson and Dr. Bob Smith started
the fellowship to help individuals struggling with alcoholism support each other in recovery.



How did the first AA meeting take place?
The first AA meeting took place in Akron, Ohio, when Bill Wilson reached out to Dr. Bob Smith, and
together they began sharing their experiences and supporting each other to stay sober.

What role did the Big Book play in the history of AA meetings?
The Big Book, first published in 1939, is the foundational text of AA. It outlines the 12-step program
and shares personal stories, serving as a guide during AA meetings and for individuals in recovery.

How have AA meetings evolved over time?
AA meetings have evolved from small, informal gatherings to widespread, organized meetings held
worldwide in various formats, including in-person, online, and specialized groups catering to different
demographics.

When did AA meetings become internationally recognized?
AA meetings began spreading internationally soon after the organization's founding, with the first
overseas group established in 1946 in Canada, followed by rapid growth in Europe and beyond.

What is the significance of anonymity in AA meetings' history?
Anonymity has been a core principle since AA's inception, helping members feel safe and secure in
sharing their experiences without fear of stigma or repercussions, fostering trust and openness during
meetings.

How did AA meetings influence the development of other
support groups?
AA meetings' success inspired the creation of numerous other 12-step and peer support groups
addressing various addictions and behavioral issues, utilizing similar meeting formats and recovery
principles.

What challenges did AA meetings face in their early history?
Early AA meetings faced skepticism from the medical community, social stigma around alcoholism,
and difficulties expanding the fellowship, but persistence and positive outcomes helped establish their
legitimacy.

How has technology impacted the history of AA meetings?
Technology has expanded AA meetings' reach by enabling online meetings, virtual sponsorship, and
digital literature, making support more accessible to people unable to attend in person, especially
during the COVID-19 pandemic.



Additional Resources
1. “Alcoholics Anonymous: The Story of How Many Thousands of Men and Women Have Recovered
from Alcoholism”
This foundational text, often referred to as "The Big Book," chronicles the origins and development of
Alcoholics Anonymous (AA). Written by AA co-founder Bill Wilson, it details personal stories of
recovery and the principles that guided the early meetings. The book offers insight into the spiritual
and communal aspects that shaped AA’s approach to alcoholism.

2. “Pass It On: The Story of Bill Wilson and How the A.A. Message Reached the World”
This biography of Bill Wilson provides an in-depth look at the man who co-founded AA and the
movement’s early years. It explores the challenges and successes encountered as AA grew from a
small fellowship to an international organization. The book highlights the importance of AA meetings
in fostering recovery and support.

3. “Dr. Bob and the Good Oldtimers”
Focusing on Dr. Bob Smith, the co-founder of AA, this book offers a historical perspective on the initial
AA meetings and the community that formed around them. It captures the spirit and struggles of the
first members who gathered to support one another. Readers gain an understanding of how the
fellowship’s traditions were established.

4. “The History of Alcoholics Anonymous in New York City”
This book documents the emergence and growth of AA meetings specifically in New York City, one of
the earliest hubs outside of Akron, Ohio. It covers the socio-cultural context that influenced AA’s
spread and the unique challenges faced in an urban environment. The narrative includes stories of
early members and their contributions.

5. “Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions”
While primarily a guide to AA’s recovery program, this book also provides historical context for the
development of AA meetings and their underlying principles. Authored by Bill Wilson, it explains the
rationale behind the twelve steps and traditions that govern the fellowship. This book is essential for
understanding how AA meetings maintain unity and effectiveness.

6. “Our Stories: AA Founders and Early Members’ Memoirs”
A compilation of personal memoirs from AA’s founders and early participants, this collection offers
firsthand accounts of the initial meetings and the evolution of the fellowship. It reveals the emotional
and practical struggles involved in maintaining sobriety and building a supportive community. The
book provides a rich, personal perspective on AA’s history.

7. “Sober and Out: The History of AA’s LGBTQ+ Meetings”
This book explores the history and significance of AA meetings specifically organized for LGBTQ+
individuals. It discusses how these meetings provided a safe space and addressed unique challenges
faced by members of this community. The text highlights the broader inclusivity and adaptability of
the AA fellowship.

8. “The Founding and Growth of Alcoholics Anonymous in Canada”
Detailing the spread of AA meetings into Canada, this book covers the historical milestones and key
figures involved in establishing the fellowship across Canadian provinces. It examines regional
differences and the impact of cultural diversity on meeting formats and recovery practices. The book
sheds light on the international expansion of AA.



9. “Silent Voices: Women in the Early AA Movement”
This book focuses on the often overlooked contributions and experiences of women in the early days
of AA meetings. It highlights their struggles with addiction, societal expectations, and their crucial role
in shaping the fellowship. Through interviews and historical records, the book brings attention to the
voices that helped shape AA’s inclusive culture.
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