
From member idea to AA’s group conscience
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 A handful of “elders” and the trustees of the 
Alcoholic Foundation guided AA’s early world 
services.

 There was no plan for a succession in leadership 
or accountability to the Fellowship until 
prompted in part by the illness of Dr. Bob.

 A plan for an advisory conference was developed 
by Bill W. and trustee Bernard Smith.
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Presentation Notes
Trustees serve well but are little known and have no accountability to the greater Fellowship.Dr. Bob falls ill in 1947 and is lost in November 1950.Bill W.’s and Bernard Smith’s plan enjoys little early support among the trustees.



Birth of the Conference



“Here is a means, which in experimental form, 
we have put in a pamphlet marked ‘The Third 
Legacy.’

“Here is a means by which you can get some 
delegates . . . and send folks up to New York, 
to take charge and to take over what is now 
your business.
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Presentation Notes
These are the words of Bill W. from a recording of an otherwise unpublished talk from 1954.



From an unpublished talk by Bill W., 1954.

“And you look it over . . . and if at the end of 
four years you like the way that it’s temporarily 
laid out, then we’ll drive a plug in this thing, 
then we old timers up there, including yours 
truly, will say, ‘Look folks, these vital services 
are yours, to have, and to hold.’

“This Conference of delegates shall hereafter 
be the custodians and the guardians of our 
Traditions.  This is yours.  This is the 
remainder of your Third Legacy.  Will you 
accept it?”
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Presentation Notes
The Conference is started on a trial basis in 1951.1954 is the fourth and final year of the trial period for the Conference.In July 1955, at the 2nd International, AA is said to “come of age” with the formal adoption of the Conference by that assembly.See also, “Why we need a Conference,” by Bernard Smith, AA Service Manual, p. S20.



Tradition 2—

“For our group purpose there is but one 
ultimate authority—a loving God as He may 
express Himself in our group conscience.  Our 
leaders are but trusted servants; they do not 
govern.”

From, Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions, p. 136.
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Presentation Notes
Tradition 2 grounds the authority for all decision making in AA in the group conscience.However, by the time the Conference is being considered, acceptance of AA’s Traditions is still in its early stages with Bill having only begun to introduce these principles via the Grapevine in 1946.  At the point of the beginning of the Conference in 1951, the “Twelve and Twelve” had not yet been published.



Concept I—

“Final responsibility and ultimate authority for AA 
world services should always reside in the 
collective conscience of our whole Fellowship.”

Concept II—

“The General Service Conference of AA has 
become, for nearly every practical purpose, the 
active voice and the effective conscience of our 
whole Society in its world affairs.”

From, Twelve Concepts for World Service, p. iv.
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Presentation Notes
Concept I echoes Tradition 2 and is a foundation for the Concepts that follows.Concept II gives the responsibility and authority mentioned in Concept I to the GSC.The Conference structure and its relation to the trustees is being worked out and tested from 1951-1954.  The Twelve Concepts are formalized, adopted and published in 1962.



 An idea, suggestion, question, concern or subject 
comes from an AA member, group, district, area 
or some other service entity within the 
Fellowship.

 It may be further shared or discussed within the 
Fellowship, and passed along through the service 
structure for consideration.

 At any point, it may be passed along to the 
General Service Office for possible consideration.
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Presentation Notes
An item for the Conference agenda can start anywhere within AA.Ideally, an agenda proposal will be brought up through the service structure before being offered to GSO.  This can give it additional weight when it is received by GSO.Direct application through GSO without consideration by other parts of AA is not precluded at any point.
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Presentation Notes
A compelling idea can come from anywhere.



 The idea is reviewed by the corresponding 
GSO/GV staff.

 If the idea is felt to represent a well expressed 
need, it is passed on to the corresponding 
Trustees’ Committee for consideration.

 If the trustees feel the idea merits further 
consideration, they forward it to the 
corresponding Conference Committee as an 
agenda item.
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Presentation Notes
GSO/GV staff effectively serve as gate keepers for the trustees.An “expressed need” is felt to exist if numbers of the Fellowship are pushing the same or a similar idea, or if the item seems otherwise compelling.The trustees set the agenda at their Board meeting in January.  Agenda items are offered to the corresponding Conference Committee, that is, a literature-related item will usually go to the Conference Literature Committee, etc.
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This illustrates the committee structure for the Conference on the left and the corresponding committee structure for the GSB on the right.



The Conference Committee



 An agenda item passed to a Conference 
Committee is reviewed by the committee in 
light of the background information.

 After discussion, the Conference Committee 
decides if some action is warranted on the 
item.

 If so, they make a specific recommendation
to the full Conference.
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Presentation Notes
Each Conference Committee meets with its corresponding Trustees’ Committee early in the Conference week on the agenda.  In addition to the available background info, the committee may ask for additional information or guidance from the trustees/GSO as needed.The committee may choose to “take no action,” to return an item to the trustees for further work, or may make a recommendation to the full Conference to adopt the item in some form.



The Conference



 After the Conference Committee reports its 
recommendation on the agenda item, the full 
Conference has a chance to ask questions and 
make comments.

 After discussion, the Conference decides if it 
accepts the Conference Committee’s 
recommendation.

 If the Conference agrees with substantial 
unanimity to accept the recommendation, it 
becomes a Conference Advisory Action.
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Presentation Notes
The full Conference may reject, ask for additional work on, accept or amend a committee recommendation.Finally accepted recommendations become Conference Advisory Actions.  “Floor Actions” allow voting members of the Conference to bring matters directly to the Conference sometimes bypassing the trustees and the Conference Committees entirely, and are an alternate route to a Conference Advisory Action.



Back to the Trustees



 The Conference Advisory Action moves on to 
the General Service Board (GSB) which must 
approve the action.

 Following Board approval, the Advisory Action 
is returned to the corresponding Trustees’ 
Committee for implementation or 
development as needed.
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Presentation Notes
Conference Advisory Actions move to the GSB which has the legal responsibility and authority to approve every action.  Generally, the Board will only reject an Advisory Action if it is uniquely ill-conceived, that is, runs counter to law or involves serious unforeseen negative consequences.Once accepted, an Advisory Action returns to the corresponding trustees’ committee for development as needed.



From, Preserving Our Fellowship—Our Challenge: 
The 46th Annual Meeting of the General Service 

Conference, 1996, Final Report, p. 9.
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Presentation Notes
Conference Advisory Actions accepted by the GSB form AA’s group conscience on world service matters, and are binding on the GSB, AAWS and AAGV only.This illustration summarizes the “Evolution of a Conference Advisory Action,” and may be found on page 11 of the current SENY Service Handbook.



 The AA Service Manual, 2016-2018 Edition, 
AAWS.

 Alcoholics Anonymous Comes of Age: A Brief 
History of AA, AAWS, 1957.

 Twelve Concepts for World Service by Bill W., 
AAWS, 1962.





Saturday, 3 March 2018, New York, NY



Quotes and graphics are drawn from AAWS/AAGV literature which hold the corresponding copyright © 
and are used with permission or under Fair Use provisions.
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