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Membership Retention Committee


“THE SEARCH FOR SOBRIETY – HOW LONG DOES IT TAKE?”
 


In the last article, the Membership Retention Committee (MRC) described an informal survey, gathered mostly by internet, to see what could be learned about why some people with a long time in SLAA stay and others leave.  The hope was that we could discover some ways to encourage long-timers in SLAA to stick around and continue sharing their experience, strength, and hope with those who have less time in recovery.  

Since the first surveys were summarized in 2002, about 30 more have been received.  They confirm what we found in the first batch, but reflect the growth of SLAA world wide.  In addition to the countries represented in the first article, we now have some from New Zealand, Australia, South Africa, Brazil, and Italy.  This article tells about some of what was found out in the survey and in those that followed.

It is important to remember that we know only that the 130 people who responded to the survey were from several countries, and that they represent --- themselves! We don’t really know how the “average SLAA long-timer” would answer the simple questions we asked. Even so, the responses we got resonate with themes many of us have heard locally as well, and so there is much to learn from them.  Here are some of the results from the 2000-2003 survey.

How long have you been a member of SLAA, and how long is your self-defined sobriety?

A lot of people think that those who come to SLAA bounce “in and out” for a while before getting sober.  For the people answering the survey, this either wasn’t true, or they did not think it important to mention. Only 3 people mentioned this as a pattern.  At least 30% were clearly not “in and out”; they came, got sober immediately, and stayed. The rest described how long they had been in SLAA, and how many years and months they were sober. About 10% did not answer the question, and some of these said they had multiple sobriety times for different parts of their bottom lines. 

AA estimates that 20% of the people who come to AA will stay to get sober right away.  The founder of SLAA kept track of those who came to meetings for the first 4 years, and only 5% stayed to get sober. The emphasis in our early literature on the mind-altering character of our addiction was recognition of this discouraging fact.  But as the program has matured, things have changed. The founder now counts more than 27 years of clean sobriety, including abstinence from masturbation.  Longest member number 2 got sober in stages, but is still in SLAA, and number 3 counts freedom from all original bottom lines for 25 years.  More importantly, many people coming in now can expect a much higher chance of finding sobriety in numbers better than those claimed by AA.

The time in SLAA from those in the survey ranged from one month to 21 years, and 85% had more than 2 years. Almost half of them got sober within one year, and the average time to get sobriety was 1.7 years.  One out of every 4 people said it took from 18 months to 10 years to get some real sobriety time together!  This is a vital message for us to give to ourselves and to newcomers.  If you come in and identify the behavior that brought you to SLAA, you have at least a 30% chance of needing to collect only 1 white chip!

Many of those surveyed mentioned how important it was to set bottom lines, even though these would change later.  It seems that if someone comes to SLAA, talks enough about what brought them in to figure out what bottom lines need to be set, sobriety is likely to emerge in less than 2 years. For those struggling with slips, the message is clearly to keep trying.  10% of the people in the survey took from five to ten years to get good sobriety time, but eventually found themselves in stable recovery.

It may interest some readers to note that this is a minimum estimate of total years of sobriety for the people who responded to the survey.  These were all people who saw themselves as being or becoming “long-timers” in SLAA.  They have now probably added another three years to their already impressive number of days in recovery. 

What service have you done?

The most succinct answer to this question for this survey is “A LOT!!” Except for the handful of those who had less than one year of sobriety, all those who responded to the survey had remarkable levels of service involvement.  This is especially impressive because the numbers below are a minimum estimate.  More probably have been involved in service, but responded only to the questions most quickly answered.  Several who could not be tallied simply said, “a lot”.

· 69% helped maintain local meetings (keyholder, treasurer, clean-up, %etc.)
· 63% have spoken at, shared at, or led meetings

· 46% said they have sponsored others

· 40% have been intergroup representatives

· 24% have been delegates to the Annual Business Meeting, or have other Fellowship-Wide service

· 21% have helped at special events like retreats or conferences

There is an old saying at AA meetings that newcomers should be encouraged to get involved by giving service.  This can be as simple as making coffee, or cleaning up after meetings.  It is likely that any activity for the group helps encourage commitment to a group, and therefore greater likelihood of staying sober.  The people who answered this survey obviously got busy with several kinds of service, and they have long-term sobriety that may well be an outcome of giving service to others in SLAA, as well as using SLAA support and accumulated wisdom to help themselves.

Many meetings read “How It Works” from the third chapter of the AA book, Alcoholics Anonymous.  The reading closes with the statement that our personal adventures before and after make clear three pertinent ideas.  At this point, it seems clear that there are at least two pertinent ideas for those who come into SLAA:


…DON’T GIVE UP ON SOBRIETY; KEEP COMING BACK, KEEP TRYING.


…GET INVOLVED WITH SERVICE TO THE GROUP AND THE MEETINGS; IT PAYS OFF IN 

SOBRIETY.

The next MRC Committee article will be about what people had to say, good and bad, about meetings.  That article will raise some important issues that many groups may want to discuss.  Successful meetings may recognize themselves as already doing the things that support individual sobriety and long-timers to stay part of the active membership.  

Also, watch for the information that is coming out about the new STEP CHIPS.  This project developed by the MRC is a new and exciting idea for encouraging us on our recovery journeys.  We think you will be excited about it, too!   

