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Introductory Note 

The General Service Board (GSB) has developed this report for the sole purpose of 
soliciting the input and advice of the delegates of the 66th General Service Conference 
(GSC).  This document should be viewed as background information.  The specific 
brainstorming questions that the GSB is seeking input and advice on are attached as 
Exhibit 1.  Note, that all brainstorming ideas and questions included herein are presented 
solely for purposes of generating a robust discussion among the delegates during the 
GSC.  Accordingly, this document should not be considered to be anything other than 
simply brainstorming ideas and questions. Upon completion of these brainstorming 
discussions during the 66th GSC, the GSB will review the feedback and decide what ideas 
may be actionable and bring them back to future General Service Conferences for their 
consideration.  No decisions whatsoever have been made on any course of action. 

 

Background 

Working Assumptions 

The one certain thing that can be said about the future is that whatever we think it will be, 
it will be entirely different from what we thought originally.  However, with that said, it is 
still necessary to explore what may occur given current trends and financial projections.  
The working assumptions set forth in the following paragraphs are based on these current 
trends and financial projections that face A.A. and the implications that arise from them.  
While these implications are negative and are reasons for concern, it is firmly believed 
that this effort of the GSB and the involvement of the delegates of the 66th GSC will rally 
the Fellowship to thoughtfully explore the issues and develop constructive solutions so 
that the future of A.A. remains positive.  

 

General Service Office (GSO) and A.A. World Services, Inc. (AAWS)  

Membership levels have remained flat for a considerable period of time. 

Seventh Tradition self-support contributions have generally plateaued over the last 
several years at $7 million per year. 

The volume of printed literature sales has also plateaued and may, in fact, have even 
begun to decline, mirroring the general downward trend in other printed materials 
occurring around the world.  While the introduction of ebooks has been positive, the sales 
of ebooks and other similar electronic literature are not likely to make up the print shortfall. 
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The ability to increase literature prices in excess of inflation does not appear to be a viable 
alternative. The ability of AAWS to print very much “new” literature is also questionable in 
terms of expressed need and the mission of that operating entity. 

Operating expenses continue an upward trend, regardless of all of the positive efforts 
being made by the AAWS Board and staff to change processes and procedures to 
improve efficiencies and effectiveness of delivering both services and products. 

The end result of the above factors is that AAWS will be under significant pressure to 
maintain any degree of profitable operations going forward, as evidenced by the projected 
2016 budgeted loss of $26,000. Years beyond 2016 are also forecasted to be increasing 
losses, assuming nothing changes in terms of the way current operations are conducted. 

The following illustrates the financial situation that AAWS is facing.  AAWS current annual 
operating expenses are approximately $18 million per year.  Assuming an annual 
inflationary increase of 2% in operating expenses per year, this will result in adding 
approximately $350,000 of additional expenses each year.  Every three years will see 
operating expenses grow by $1 million.   To offset this increase, either Seventh Tradition 
self-support contributions would need to grow over this same period by $1 million, or 5% 
per year, or literature prices would need to increase by 10% every third year (e.g., Big 
Book would go from the current $9.50 to $10.50 per copy during this same three-year 
period).  

 

AA Grapevine, Inc. (GV) 

In any discussion of GV and La Viña, it is paramount to recognize that both magazines 
provide a unique communication platform within the Fellowship.  Dating back from its 
earliest days, GV has been known for its editorial integrity and independence, as well as 
being a vital link among A.A. groups and members.  Similarly, La Viña does the same for 
A.A.’s Spanish speaking members.  Nevertheless, the following trends are noted: 

The long-term downward decline in GV magazine subscriptions mirrors circulation 
declines throughout the print industry and is not likely to abate without new approaches. 
As a result of the financial difficulties experienced during the 2008 - 2012 period, GV 
eliminated over $500,000 of their expense base to enable GV to reach its current 
operating expense levels.  Further expense reductions of this magnitude will be extremely 
difficult to produce again, without significant changes in the existing GV business 
operating model. 

The ability to generate new anthologies or collections by repackaging previously 
published GV materials by topic is an annual Conference approval effort.  While this 
publication activity is not difficult to execute and does increase other publication income, 
it will not resolve the financial challenges confronting GV.  As a result of the above factors, 
GV is projecting an operating loss in 2016, with these losses increasing in subsequent 
years.   As subscription circulation continues to decline without alternative actions to 
remediate, it is likely that direct support from the General Fund (similar to what La Viña 
receives) will be required to continue to GV in its current format and business model.  
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La Viña (LV) 

Although current annual subscription levels of 10,500 magazines represent an excellent 
penetration of the Spanish-speaking A.A. membership, subscription levels would need to 
grow from the current level of 10,500 per year to nearly 30,000 per year for La Viña to 
approach breakeven.  This level of growth does not seem foreseeable under the current 
plan.   

To continue to provide La Viña in its current format will require the General Fund to fund 
the shortfall between revenues and expenses of $150,000 or more per year, with no 
prospects that this will end.  It should be remembered that the cash in the General Fund’s 
only occurs when AAWS is profitable. 

 

Other environmental developments 

The last several decades have witnessed a proliferation of other self-help organizations 
(such as Narcotics Anonymous), the tremendous growth in        professional treatment 
addiction centers, and the significant expansion of governmental involvement.  These 
trends may be causing A.A.’s message of recovery to become lost or diluted when the 
still suffering alcoholic is seeking help.  

 

Approved General Service Board Motion - November 2014 

Based upon the logical extension of the working assumptions set forth in the preceding 
background section, the GSB approved the following motion at its November 2014 
meeting: 

The General Service Board of Alcoholics Anonymous undertake a 
comprehensive feasibility study of the current business models, corporate 
structures and long term sustainability of the GSB and both operating 
corporations, keeping in mind the spiritual basis of Alcoholics Anonymous. 

 

A.A. Literature 

Much has been written in A.A.’s literature about many of the brainstorming ideas and 
questions set forth later in this white paper.  Specifically, Concept XI discusses the 
organizational structures, duties and responsibilities of A.A.’s two operating corporations:  
A.A. World Services, Inc. and AA Grapevine, Inc.  Additionally, several of the 
brainstorming ideas and questions proposed in this white paper are addressed in Concept 
XI and the related essay: 

 Why can’t both of the operating corporations be consolidated under the General 
Service Board? 

The GSB is an unsuitable vehicle for an operating corporation. 

 Why can’t the Grapevine be merged into A.A. World Services, Inc., thus placing all 
active Headquarters operations under a single management? 

Because Grapevine and AAWS are dissimilar operations and it is unwise to 
concentrate too much money and executive authority. 
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 Why shouldn’t the publishing division of A.A. World Services be separately 
incorporated and managed by a board of directors specifically skilled in book and 
booklet publishing? 

Most of our A.A. books are already written, and it is probable that not many 
more will be published.  Of course we shall issue new pamphlets now and 
then and revisions of older material occasionally are desirable.  But this 
relatively small amount of creative publishing work can be easily handled 
by the Literature Committee.  

 Why don’t we merge AAWS publishing and AA Grapevine, thus placing all of our 
literature under a unified management? 

The answer here is based on complete dissimilarity of the two enterprise.  
The Grapevine has to produce a brand new quality product every month.  
By contrast, A.A. Publishing success largely depends upon what has 
already been written.  In the Grapevine the paramount activity is therefore 
the creative.  

 Why should A.A. World Services, Inc. not take over all Grapevine’s accounting, 
finances, promotion and distribution?  Would not such a consolidation of financing, 
employees and routine business be more efficient and economical? 

It would violate the basic good-management that whoever has the 
responsibility for a given task must also have the needed authority, funds, 
personnel and equipment to carry it out.  Any large part of Grapevine 
management turned over to a completely different corporate management 
which it has no authority is double headed management.  It would render 
the Grapevine Board impotent and demoralize the editor, staff and Board.  
Concept XI did leave open the possibly of sharing routine operations, such 
as billing and mailing. However, “we should always be on guard against 
structural tinkering just for money saving purposes.” 

"Concern has been expressed lest the detailed portrayal of our internal structure might 
not later harden down into such a firm tradition or gospel that necessary changes would 
be impossible to make. Nothing could stray further from the intent of these Concepts. The 
future advocates of structural change need only make out a strong case for their 
recommendations – a case convincing to both the trustees and to the Conference. This 
is no more than would be required for the transaction and passage of any other important 
piece of A.A. business." 

 

Actions requested of the 66th GSC Delegates 

Given what is written in Concept XI and the related essay, some in the Fellowship may 
say that all of the brainstorming ideas and questions set forth in this document have been 
previously vetted and dismissed and, therefore, there is no need to spend any further time 
and effort on them.  Nevertheless, the Concepts were written more than 50 years ago 
and much in the world has changed dramatically.  Possibly, it is worth a fresh look at the 
brainstorming ideas and questions set forth below if we are serious about ensuring that 
Alcoholics Anonymous is to last at least another 80 years. 
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Thus, the General Service Board is asking the General Service Conference to spend time 
discussing these brainstorming ideas and questions set forth in Exhibit 1.  We ask for 
your thoughtful input.  Just saying “no” to change, simply because that is what is written 
in our literature, is not being responsive to this requested exercise.  We seek a thoughtful 
dialogue as to why something should or should not be considered. 

In any discussion of substantive change of the two operating corporations and the GSB, 
the relationships between each other must be clarified, specifically, the true meaning of 
“status quo” must be defined.   For example, what is the base line for any such discussions 
regarding finances, structures and the spiritual roles within the overall A.A. structure?  
This is especially true for GV and La Viña. 

If the assumptions described above continue to run true, then changes will be necessary 
in order to maintain the sustainability of the business model and corporate structure of 
the General Service Board. These changes fall into the following broad categories: 

Improve internal and external communications, 

Increasing contributions or literature revenues,  

Reducing services to reduce costs,  

Considering more efficient corporate structures. 
 

The format for this will follow that so successfully used with the Inventory Project during 
the past three years.  The delegates will be broken down into eight teams of 16 people 
each, with two teams assigned to each one of the four broad categories listed above.  
Each team will meet for one and half hours to discuss the brainstorming ideas and 
questions contained in Exhibit 1.  Each team will then report out its discussions to the 
GSB for its consideration. The GSB will review the feedback and decide what ideas may 
be actionable and bring them back to future General Service Conferences for their 
consideration and input.  No decisions whatsoever have been made on any course of 
action. 

Brainstorming ideas and questions for these topics are described in more detail below. It 
is always possible to consider some combination of these actions as well.  

 

1.  Brainstorming ideas on improving internal and external communications 

 Some in the Fellowship have suggested that we need to improve our internal and 
external communications.  A first step would be to conduct a thorough organizational 
wide communication study/audit, keeping in mind our primary purpose of carrying the 
message of A.A. to the still suffering alcoholic and the 3 target audiences identified 
in our Comprehensive Media Plan: 

 Still suffering alcoholics looking for help,  

 A.A. members,  

 “Friends of A.A., and  

 the general public.  

Should we undertake such an effort to identify and develop a more effective internal 
and external communications? 
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2.  Brainstorming ideas for increasing revenues 

Seventh Tradition self-support contributions 

Anniversary dates are significant milestones in the life of A.A. members.  These 
celebrations are frequently marked by a “birthday gift” contribution or other special 
contributions to either the individual’s home group or directly to GSO.  Some in the 
Fellowship believe that GSO needs to become much more proactive in soliciting 
these “birthday gifts” and other Seventh Tradition self-support contributions.   

Some in the Fellowship believe that GSO and others need to become much proactive 
in soliciting Seventh Tradition self-support contributions.  Some have suggested that 
GSO should send out a letter to every group that does not contribute asking for 
detailed reasons as to why they do not contribute.   Should this idea be pursued? 

Some in the Fellowship have suggested that a “campaign” be started that very 
strongly suggests the minimum contribution to be put into the basket should be the 
cost of your last drink.  Further, it should be explicitly stated that $1 is no longer 
acceptable.  What are positives and negatives of such an approach? 

Some in the Fellowship have suggested that other sources of revenue should be 
developed, similar to what is done in some Inter-Groups.  What are positives and 
negatives of this expansion of revenue activities? 

Literature profits 

Some in the Fellowship believe that A.A. should sell all of its literature at cost and 
make no profit.  They further believe that if there is a shortfall between Seventh 
Tradition self-support contributions and the cost of services provided, then the 
Fellowship will recognize and understand this shortfall and significantly increase their 
Seventh Tradition self-support contributions to both their home Groups and GSO.  
During the transition period between when Seventh Tradition self-support 
contributions may not be covering the cost of services provided, any shortfall will 
actually be “good news” for the Fellowship in a perverse way as the shortfall will 
increase the awareness of the need for more Seventh Tradition self-support 
contributions. The potential shortfall can be covered by using the Reserve Fund.  With 
the Reserve Fund at currently $14-$15 million, why not this adopt this approach for 
several years and cover any shortfall between the cost of services (2014 - $9.7 
million) and Seventh Tradition self-support contributions (2014 - $7.0 million) from 
the Reserve Fund to see if Seventh Tradition contributions really do increase as 
predicted? 

New publications  

A.A. Archives contain a tremendous amount of historical materials that some in the 
Fellowship are very interested in reading and possibly even owning.  As such, it may 
be possible to repackage some of this history in various forms similar to what is 
currently being done by Grapevine and put such materials on sale to earn additional 
revenues.  If this idea is pursued, one of the many issues that would need to be 
resolved is whether this repackaged material would need to be “conference 
approved” or could it just be produced and sold by AAWS?   What other issues are 
there? 
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Grapevine and La Viña 

Unlike other public periodicals, Grapevine cannot actively solicit new subscriptions 
for growth.  Why not remove the current constraints to allow GV to advertise as a way 
of increasing subscriptions?  For example, why not allow GV to place advertisements 
in medical journals and similar publications as a way of attempting to increase 
magazine circulation?   

Some in the Fellowship have suggested that GV should be more proactive in reaching 
out to the existing members and Groups to solicit new subscriptions from the 
Fellowship.  To accomplish this, should AAWS provide GV with access to pertinent 
GSO’s lists of membership contact information to be used on an opt-in basis from 
these sources, such as Box 4-5-9, FNV, etc.?  What are the positives and negatives 
of this approach?  What are the legal and internal systems implications of this 
approach? 

Grapevine is not allowed to accept contributions that could help it raise funds to cover 
possible shortfalls between revenues and expenses for both GV and La Viña. Why 
not remove these constraints and allow GV to accept contributions? 

The last Grapevine survey found that 96% of the Fellowship responding stated that 
GV is important, yet 67% of these people did not subscribe to the GV. This is a 
tremendous disconnect.  Some in the Fellowship have suggested that this means 
Grapevine should simply be treated as a service and not as business.  In other words, 
produce and distribute the Grapevine for either a nominal price or just give it away 
for free.  Any shortfall between revenues and expenses should be treated the same 
as La Viña, that is made up by the General Fund.  Is this idea a viable business 
model? 

Some in the Fellowship have suggested that we remove the various Conference 
actions, suggestions, etc. on the GV business model that can be constraints to 
change and improvement, such as it must be published every month in color and be 
64 pages in length.  What are the positives and negatives of allowing GV to change 
its business model to develop a product that is more responsive to the current 
environment? 

Some in the Fellowship have suggested that the Conference-mandated approach to 
La Viña format (prescribed number of pages, in color, etc.) be changed to allow for 
different formats that would provide the same service, but in a more cost efficient, but 
in an effective manner.  What are positives and negatives of such format changes? 

Some in the Fellowship have suggested that if trends continue and GV cannot remain 
profitable, then should GV be treated as service similar to La Viña and have the 
shortfall be funded by the General Fund? 

Some in the Fellowship have suggested that the current editorial content of La Viña 
is too broad, seeking to reach all the different Spanish speaking cultures in the United 
States in each issue. The idea of different versions that would appeal to the various 
distinct Spanish cultures in the U.S., such as, Mexican, Central American, South 
American and Caribbean cultures, might make La Viña more appealing and lead to 
increased subscriptions.  What are the positives and negatives of such an editorial 
change?   
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3.  Brainstorming ideas for reducing expenses 

 Some in the Fellowship have suggested that operating expenses could be reduced 
through a combining of similar functions currently duplicated in each of the operating 
organizations.  Some of the issues that arise from this thinking are: 

 Some in the Fellowship have suggested that we create one unit or area to centralize 
back office functions, such as finance, human resources, information technology, and 
office management.  For example, AAWS Finance and HR functions currently assist 
GV with its pensions, medical insurance, and certain other personnel needs.   In 
addition, AAWS finance/office management personnel, front desk and shipping 
department currently assist GV with certain in-house sales and the preparation of and 
mailing of GV materials.  Could these examples of current combined services be 
expanded further to generate additional expense savings?  Note that under this 
approach, the front office editorial content and businesses management would 
maintain their independence and not be combined. 

 Some in the Fellowship have suggested that we go even further and create one “unit 
or area” to centralize all publishing activities for both AAWS and GV.  What does this 
mean?  Is this just the back office functions of production, distribution and 
warehousing?   What would be the advantages and disadvantages?  If the one “unit 
or area” also includes front office activities, such as creation of materials, what are the 
advantages and disadvantages? 

Some in the Fellowship have noted that some of the service activities that the GSO 
currently performs can be characterized more akin to the individual service activities 
done by a group or and an individual, as opposed to institutional service activities that 
should be done by GSO.  The distinction being made by some in the Fellowship is 
that an individual service activity is one where an individual brings a Big Book into a 
local prison versus GSO sending a Big Book to an inmate at a prison.  What are some 
of these so-called individual service activities that the GSO currently performs that 
could be eliminated to reduce cost at the GSO level?  

Some in the Fellowship have suggested the GSO is overstaffed and is performing 
many activities that it has no reason to be doing.  If that is so, then what are these 
activities that should be eliminated? 

Some in the Fellowship have suggested that the General Service Conference be held 
every other year as a way of reducing costs.  What are the positives and negatives of 
such a suggestion? 

Some in the Fellowship have suggested holding the General Service Conference 
outside of New York City every year to reduce costs?  What are the positives and 
negatives of such a suggestion? 

Some in the Fellowship have suggested that a fee be charged for those attending 
Regional Forums to help offset the cost of these Forums? 

Currently, there are two separate web sites, www.aa.org and www.aagrapevine.org, 
each with different purposes and functionalities.  The two websites are not connected 
and support separate stores.  This approach does not allow for ease of use for such 
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things as the sale of each other’s literature on the other’s website. What are the 
reasons for two different websites, and should they or should they not be combined? 
Why do we require two separate websites? 

Some in the Fellowship have suggested that currently the term “services provided” 
may be too broadly defined. What should the term “service” mean?  Should it be 
defined somewhat along the lines that currently exists, for example, for Corrections?  
Or should service be defined more broadly to encompass producing the Big Book and 
the monthly Grapevine magazine, since both are activities benefit the existing 
Fellowship and the still suffering alcoholic?  What would be the advantages and 
disadvantages of a broader definition of service? 

 

4.  Brainstorming ideas on structure 

 The first issue that needs to be addressed in this section on structure is why are we 
considering changes in the structure?  Is it primarily to save expenses or for some 
other reason, such as creating a better model or way to deliver our message?  If so, 
what are the reasons for structural changes?  

 Could a different structure enable A.A. (both AAWS and GV/LV) to communicate 
better with the Fellowship, on either a formal or informal basis? Could a different 
structure enable A.A. to re-imagine our communication tools and channels and 
provide a better interface with the Fellowship and those seeking help with their 
drinking problems and third parties who might direct others to us? 

Why not develop more active programs of promotion to allow A.A. to get its message 
of recovery and anonymity to the world, which in turn might increase membership?  
What if we placed advertisements in professional journals, newspapers and general 
magazines, billboards, or commercials on TV, letting people know that for those who 
have a drinking problem, A.A. is there and that A.A. will protect their anonymity? 

Are there other legal forms or structures that exist under either NY State law or the 
U.S. Internal Revenue Code that might be more efficient and effective in helping A.A. 
deliver the message?  If yes, what and what are the advantages and disadvantage of 
changing to a different structure? 

If the answer to the preceding question is no, then we remain with the status quo of 
three legal entities and 21 member trustees.  However, should we reconsider the 
process of determining the persons that are directors of the two operating entities?  If 
we make a change, what are the advantages and disadvantages? 

Should the composition of the current boards of the two operating corporations be 
examined to address the disconnect between the legal obligations of the Board 
members to their operating corporation as opposed to the General Service Board? 

Regardless of the answers to preceding questions in this structure section, should the 
current structure of three legal entities and its numerous subcommittees be reviewed 
to determine if there are more effective committee structures for delivering all of the 
A.A. products and services? 


