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ALATEEN

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Adolescent Psychology, Addiction Studies, Social Work, Family

Therapy.

1. Core Definition and Purpose

ALATEEN is a specialized segment of the Al-Anon Family Groups designed specifically for

adolescents and younger individuals whose lives have been significantly impacted by the

problematic consumption of alcohol by another person, typically a parent, guardian, or close family

member. It functions as a mutual support and self-help fellowship based on the Twelve Steps and

Twelve Traditions adapted from Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) and applied through the lens of Al-

Anon principles.

The primary objective of Alateen is to provide a safe, confidential, and structured environment

where young people can share their experiences, strength, and hope with peers who face similar

challenges. Alcoholism in the family often creates emotional instability, secrecy, and guilt for

children. Alateen helps members understand that they are not the cause of the alcoholic's drinking,

that they cannot cure or control it, and that they must focus their efforts on recovering from the

detrimental psychological effects of growing up in a dysfunctional environment.

While Al-Anon targets adults affected by someone else's drinking, Alateen addresses the unique

developmental, social, and psychological needs of teenagers and children. It serves as a vital

resource for preventing intergenerational trauma and mitigating potential negative outcomes such

as poor academic performance, involvement in high-risk behaviors, or developing their own

struggles with substance abuse, by teaching essential coping mechanisms and healthy

communication skills rooted in spiritual and emotional growth.

2. Etymology and Historical Development

The establishment of Alateen is historically inseparable from the evolution of the Al-Anon Family

Groups. Al-Anon was formally organized in 1951 by Lois Wilson and others who recognized that,

while AA was successful in helping alcoholics achieve sobriety, their families also required

dedicated support to recover from the emotional damage inflicted by the disease. It quickly became

apparent that the needs of children and adolescents, though critical, were fundamentally different

from those of adult spouses and parents.

The concept of a separate, youth-focused program emerged in the mid-1950s as adult Al-Anon

members observed that their children exhibited severe stress and behavioral issues directly

attributable to the chaos of family alcoholism. These young individuals needed a peer group

context to openly discuss feelings like shame, anger, and abandonment, feelings they often could
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not articulate to their non-alcoholic parent or within the adult Al-Anon meetings. The first

documented Alateen group was established in California in 1957, marking the formal recognition of

this distinct need.

Since its inception, Alateen has maintained its foundational structure as a self-governing entity

under the umbrella of Al-Anon Family Groups. Its growth mirrored the increasing public awareness

of alcoholism as a complex family disease rather than a moral failing. The program spread globally,

adopting localized interpretations of its administrative traditions while strictly adhering to the core

Twelve Steps, ensuring uniformity in the principles of recovery offered to young members across

different cultural and geographic settings. This historical adherence to the Twelve Steps ensures

its consistency as a structured path toward personal recovery.

3. Foundational Operating Model: The 12 Steps and 12 Traditions

The operational backbone of Alateen, like its parent organization Al-Anon, rests entirely upon the

adaptation of the Twelve Steps of AA. These steps, originally designed for achieving sobriety

from alcohol, are reframed in Alateen to promote emotional and spiritual sobriety from the effects

of the family disease. The focus shifts from controlling the addiction of the loved one to addressing

the member's own reactions, anxieties, and sense of powerlessness.

The Twelve Steps provide a framework for internal change, guiding the adolescent from

acknowledging their inability to control the situation (Step One) through a process of moral

inventory, making amends, and seeking a spiritual awakening (Steps Four through Twelve). Key

emphasis is placed on Step One--admitting powerlessness over alcohol and the alcoholic--which is

crucial for young people who often shoulder unrealistic responsibility for the family crisis. The

Steps teach acceptance and detachment, pivotal concepts for survival in an unpredictable home

environment.

In parallel, the Twelve Traditions govern how Alateen groups function collectively. These

traditions ensure that the group remains focused on its primary purpose (helping the children of

alcoholics), maintains non-professional status, and upholds strict anonymity. They dictate that the

group should be financially self-supporting, non-affiliated with any external organization, and

maintain spiritual principles over organizational rules. This structural integrity ensures that the

environment remains focused, safe, and free from external pressures or political agendas.

The use of this structured spiritual program allows Alateen to function effectively across diverse

populations without requiring clinical professionals. The structured nature of the steps provides

predictability and reliability in environments often characterized by instability and chaos, offering

adolescents a dependable structure upon which to build new, healthy coping mechanisms and

emotional responses.
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4. Structure, Membership, and Sponsorship

Membership in Alateen is non-exclusive, defined solely by the shared experience of being

negatively affected by someone else's drinking. The meetings are typically small, confidential

gatherings facilitated by the members themselves, promoting a strong sense of peer-led support

and shared responsibility. Age limits usually range between 10 and 20, though specific local

groups may adjust these boundaries based on demographic needs, ensuring that group dynamics

remain appropriate for adolescent developmental stages.

A critical structural element, and one that distinguishes Alateen from purely peer-led groups, is the

mandated presence of an Adult Group Sponsor (or "Benefactor"). This individual must be an

experienced, long-term member of Al-Anon who meets rigorous local and national guidelines

regarding sobriety, stability, and training. The sponsor's role is not to lead the meeting

therapeutically, but to provide adult supervision, ensure safety, maintain adherence to the Twelve

Traditions, and offer guidance on the spiritual principles of the program when requested by the

young members.

The sponsor acts as a custodian of the program, ensuring that the focus remains on the Alateen

member's recovery and not on the problems of the alcoholic. This oversight provides necessary

protection and legal compliance while preserving the essential peer-to-peer nature of the sharing.

This structure contrasts sharply with adult Al-Anon meetings, where members are expected to be

fully self-reliant in maintaining the group's operations and spiritual focus.

Furthermore, the maintenance of strict anonymity is paramount to the Alateen structure. This

principle assures members that whatever is discussed in the meeting room stays there, fostering

the trust required for adolescents to disclose deeply personal and often traumatic family details.

This commitment to confidentiality is integral to creating an atmosphere where vulnerable sharing

and emotional expression are not penalized or exposed to the outside world, reinforcing the safety

of the fellowship.

5. Key Therapeutic Concepts and Benefits

Alateen provides several key therapeutic benefits, primarily by challenging the maladaptive coping

mechanisms often developed in alcoholic homes and replacing them with healthier alternatives.

Members learn to shift focus away from trying to fix or control the alcoholic, a futile and exhausting

endeavor, toward self-care and personal growth. This redirection is facilitated through several core

concepts:

Detachment with Love: This concept teaches the adolescent to separate emotionally from the

destructive behavior of the alcoholic while continuing to care for them as a person. It is a critical

tool for self-preservation, enabling members to stop absorbing the chaos and blame associated
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with the drinking.

The Three C's: A fundamental mantra reinforcing the concept of powerlessness: "I didn't Cause it,

I can't Cure it, and I can't Control it." This helps alleviate the profound guilt and responsibility often

internalized by children of alcoholics.

Slogans and Tools: The program utilizes simple, easily recalled phrases (such as "One Day at a

Time," "Easy Does It," and "First Things First") which act as immediate psychological anchors,

helping members manage intense anxiety and navigate daily challenges with greater mindfulness

and less impulsive reaction.

Through shared testimony, members realize that their complex emotional experiences--including

shame, fear of abandonment, and deep resentment--are normal reactions to abnormal

circumstances. This peer validation significantly reduces feelings of isolation and uniqueness,

which are common psychological burdens for children of alcoholics. The collective experience

transforms isolation into belonging, significantly boosting self-esteem and emotional resilience.

6. Distinction from Formal Therapy and Clinical Integration

It is vital to recognize that Alateen operates strictly as a mutual self-help fellowship and is not a

substitute for professional mental health treatment. Sponsors are peers in recovery, offering

experiential guidance and program knowledge, not clinical advice or psychological diagnoses. This

distinction is intentionally maintained by the Traditions to ensure the spiritual and self-help focus of

the program is not diluted by professional responsibilities or liabilities.

However, Alateen serves as an extremely valuable adjunct to formal therapy. Clinicians--including

psychologists, social workers, and school counselors--frequently recommend Alateen to their

adolescent clients who are dealing with family alcoholism or other forms of household dysfunction.

The reason for this integration is that while formal therapy addresses deep-seated trauma and

provides clinical strategies, Alateen offers practical, real-time peer reinforcement of those

strategies in a continuous, easily accessible, and free environment.

The non-professional setting encourages open dialogue about behaviors and emotional states that

adolescents might hesitate to share with a therapist or parent. The emphasis on anonymity and

shared experience creates a low-barrier entry point for emotional processing, making it a critical

community resource that complements, rather than replaces, clinical interventions aimed at

addressing conditions like depression, anxiety, or post-traumatic stress disorder resulting from

adverse childhood experiences (ACEs).

7. Clinical Recognition and Effectiveness

While the anonymous nature of Alateen makes traditional quantitative research (such as controlled

trials or mandatory participant tracking) difficult, the program holds significant recognition within the
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fields of public health and addiction studies. Its effectiveness is primarily measured through

qualitative data and longitudinal studies focusing on outcomes related to resilience, coping skills,

and the reduction of high-risk behaviors among participants. Studies often link participation in 12-

step programs to improved family dynamics and long-term emotional stability.

Public health experts endorse Alateen as a proactive measure in the prevention cycle. By

intervening during adolescence, the program teaches healthy emotional regulation before

maladaptive patterns become entrenched. By promoting self-reflection and the adoption of spiritual

principles, Alateen participants often demonstrate superior abilities in conflict resolution, boundary

setting, and making responsible life choices compared to peers who lack such structured support

systems.

The enduring success of Alateen over decades is testament to the power of peer support

combined with a consistent, structured methodology. The principles instilled help interrupt the cycle

of family addiction, equipping the next generation with the tools necessary to break free from the

intergenerational pattern of alcoholism and associated dysfunction, thereby contributing

significantly to long-term community health and well-being.

Further Reading and Resources

Al-Anon Family Groups Official Website

Alateen - Wikipedia

Alcoholics Anonymous Official Website
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