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The next step for Positive Psychology is
translational research. How do we ap-
ply the character strengths and virtues
that define Positive Psychology as tools
for flourishing in specific communities
of need? We have been investigating
such strengths in the context of Alco-
holics Anonymous (AA) for over a de-
cade. Our “Helping Others Live Sober”
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project (www.helpingotherslivesober.
org), is based at Case Western Reserve
University under the direction of Pl
Maria E. Pagano, PhD. Subjects are
recruited from New Directions (ND),
the largest residential treatment fa-
cility in Northeast Ohio for substance
dependent adolescents. Approximately
80% of ND clients are court-referred
for residential treatment. The aver-
age length of stay is 2.2 months. As an
adjunct resource, ND provides a van
service that allows clients to attend
up to 4 local AA meetings a week in
the local community. These meetings
are well attended by young adult and
adult alcoholics, and one local meeting
attended is listed as a Young People in
AA meeting. Some meetings are also
held on site. These adolescents, with
an average age of 16.2 years, are not
mandated to attend AA meetings, but
they all do because it is a practice and
clear expectation of ND. The adoles-
cents all have some criminal history
that brought them to the court system
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and all are in high school. We are able
to study both recovery from alcoholism
and substance abuse, and recidivism in
relation to a variety of strengths. After
their 10 week stay, subjects return to
their homes and are followed up one
year later.

We investigated this AA youth popula-
tion with a focus on strengths included
in Character Strengths and Virtues:
A Handbook and Classification as de-
veloped by the positive psychologists
Christopher Peterson and Martin E.
P. Seligman (2004). We investigated
strengths classified as Gratitude,
Spirituality, Self-Regulation, Humility,
Kindness, and Persistence. This brief
report focuses especially on Humility as
a promising research topic in addiction
treatment. We have previously shown
that Kindness (service to others) helps
the helper stay sober (Pagano et al.,
2004), quit smoking (Delos-Reyes, et
al., 2013), and overcome depression
(Pagano et al., 2009). Helping others
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also contributes to greater Humility
and combined with increased Spiritu-
ality helps the helper stay out of legal
trouble (Lee at al., 2015). We have
found that Spirituality correlates with
Kindness based on our “Service to Oth-
ers in Sobriety” questionnaire, a valid
and reliable self-report of helping in
the 12-Step context (Pagano et al.,
2009; Pagano et al., 2013). Increased
spiritual experience, measured by
the widely used Daily Spiritual Expe-
riences Scale (Underwood & Teresi,
2002), is associated with lower rate of
relapse, increased service to others,
and reduced narcissism after 2 months
of treatment with the 12-Steps as an
adjunct therapy (Lee et al., 2014).
More recent research with adolescents
found that service to others in a 12-
Step context predicts reduced relapse
and delinquency recidivism, as well
as greater character development (as
measured by humility and leadership)
in the 6 months post-treatment; spiri-
tual experience enhances the effect of
service on recidivism (Lee et al., 2015).

Humility in Positive Psychology and AA

Because humility is a new composite fo-
cus of our research. The authors of the
chapter entitled “Humility and Modes-
ty” in Character Strengths and Virtues
begin their discussion with reference
to AA. They identify some of humility’s
key features as “an accurate” sense
of one’s abilities and achievement, a
readiness to acknowledge one’s errors
and imperfections, openness to new
ideas, keeping a low focus on the self,
and affirming the value of others and
how they contribute to our world. This
composite derives from an emphasis
on accuracy in self-assessment: “We
believe that humility involves a non-
defensive willingness to see oneself,
including strengths and limitations”
(Peterson & Seligman, 2005, p. 463).
These authors add that humility does
not involve self-disparagement or a
“contemptuous attitude toward the
self,” but rather it is self-enhancing (p.
464). They assert a narcissistic attitude
as the opposite of humility.

In general terms, AA understands humil-
ity as a mean between two vices, in
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this case, vanity or self-inflation and
a lowliness that forsakes one’s true
value. From the 12-Step theological
perspective, humility as a virtue is
truthful about the place of the self in
the triad of self, and neighbor, and a
Higher Power. Of the two essential texts
of AA, it is in Twelve Steps and Twelve
Traditions (1952 original) that we find a
development of humility, a term explic-
itly used in Step Seven, “Humbly asked
Him to remove our shortcomings.” The
chapter on Step Seven begins, “Because
this Step so specifically concerns itself
with humility, we should pause here to
consider what humility is and what the
practice of it can mean to us” (1952,
p. /0). The chapter continues: “Indeed,
the attainment of greater humility is
the foundation principle of each of AA's
Twelve Steps. For without some degree
of humility no alcoholic can stay sober

at all” (p. 70).

There was an exaggeration of humility
resonant with humiliation in the intense
self-effacement of Bill W. as he ran
at full throttle from his extreme self-
absorption. We find this hyperbole in
passages from Bill W. that Ernest Kurtz
focuses on in his classic work, Not-God:
A History of Alcoholics Anonymous. At
various points, Bill W. used this expres-
sion, deflation at depth (Kurtz, pp.
20-21). What exactly Bill W. means can
be debated, but the term deflation
at depth contrasts with a superficial
deflation—that is, with a deflation of
self only in word or as a social strategy
for reputational gain that is unlikely
to lead to a rightly sized and authentic
new self.

Four Phases of Humility-as-Process
in the 12 Steps

We see four phases or modulations of
humility in the Twelve Steps as follows:

One: Steps 1-3 are about admitting that
you are powerless and need a Higher
Power’s help, that you cannot succeed
on your own. You have failed on your
own limited strength, and you have
been arrogant and prideful in thinking
otherwise. We call this the humility of
honestly admitted powerlessness. It
is closer to humiliation than to humil-
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ity, yet it is a necessary first step of
reduced self-inflation in the process of
self-transformation.

Two: Steps 4-7 are about the humility
of truthful inner accuracy and trans-
parency with regard to what psychia-
trists call narcissism, philosophers call
solipsism, and theologians call “sin” or
“self-inflation.” Much of this process
occurs with the help of a sponsor, which
makes it a confidential dyadic process
rather than a merely interior one or a
wider communal one. Nevertheless,
in any AA testimony before the entire
group as usually occurs at the outset of
meetings, it is very likely that admission
of moral and spiritual turpitude will to
a significant degree be included.

Three: Steps 8-10 are about the humil-
ity of contrition, making apologies and
amends. Genuine apology requires
humility. Humility makes contrition
possible. Twelve Steps and Twelve
Traditions states, “To get completely
away from our aversion to the idea of
being humble, to gain a vision of hu-
mility as the avenue to true freedom
of the human spirit, to be willing to
work for humility as something to be
desired for itself, takes most of us a
long, long time” (p. 73). Humility is not
something alcoholics are “beaten into,”
but something “we must have” (p. 75).

Four: Steps 11-12 are about the hu-
mility of living a rightly ordered and
transformed new life. One must live
humbly under a Higher Power, however
defined, and lean outward from self
to serve the neighbor by carrying the
message to them.

We know that spirituality and serving
others contribute to positive outcomes
for addicted youth (improved recovery,
lowered depression rates, less involve-
ment with the legal system). Our focus
will shift now to the contribution that
contrition, apology, and making amends
(what AA refers to as “inner house
cleaning”) make to outcomes. This is
an especially understudied area. We
are just beginning to understand the
interplay between Kindness, Humility,
and Spirituality.

Click to go to contents



References

Alcoholics Anonymous (1952). Twelve steps
and twelve traditions. New York: Alco-
holics Anonymous World Services.

Delos-Reyes, C.M., Svala, K., Singh, N.,
Scur, M..D., Pagano, M.E. (2013). Smok-
ing cessation and adolescent treatment
outcomes. ACER, 36(s1), 312A.

Kurtz, E. (1991). Not-god: A history of
alcoholics anonymous. Center City, MN:
Hazelden Foundation.

Lee, M. T., Veta, P.S., Johnson, B.R., Pagano,
M.E. (2014). Daily spiritual experiences
and adolescent treatment response. Al-
cohol Treatment Quarterly, 32, 271-298.

Lee, M.T., Pagano, M.E., Johnson, B.R.,

TAN | Fall 2015

Post, S.G. (2015). Love and service in
adolescent addiction recovery. Paper
presented at the American Sociologi-
cal Association conference in Chicago.
(August 25, 2015).

Pagano, M.E., Friend, K.B., Tonigan, J.S.,
Stout, R.L. (2004). Helping other al-
coholics in Alcoholics Anonymous and
drinking outcomes: findings from project
MATCH. Journal of Studies on Alcohol
and Drugs, 65, 766-773.

Pagano, M.E., Zeltner, B., Post, S.G., Jaber,
J., Zywiak, W.H., Stout, R.L. (2009).
Who should | help to stay sober?: Helping
behaviors among alcoholics who maintain
long-term sobriety. Alcoholism Treat-
ment Quarterly, 27, 38-50.

Pagano, M.E., Kelly, J.F., Scur, M.D., lones-

20

cu, R.A., Stout, R.L, Post, S.G. (2013).
Assessing youth participation in AA- re-
lated helping: Validity of the Service to
Others in Sobriety (SOS) questionnaire in
an adolescent sample. American Journal
on Addictions, 22, 60-66.

Peterson, C., & Seligman, M.E.P. (2004).
Character strengths and virtues: A hand-
book and classification. New York: Oxford

University Press.

Underwood, L.G., & Teresi, J.A. (2002). The
daily spiritual experience scale: Devel-

opment, theoretical description, reli-
ability, exploratory factor analysis, and
preliminary validity using health-related
data. Annals of Behavioral Medicine,

24(1), 22-33.

Click to go to contents



