
A Comprehensive Guide to "Step Thirteen": An Analysis of Newcomer Safety and Fellowship 
Responsibility Through the Lens of the Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions 
 
A Note on Terminology and Purpose 
 
In the fellowship of Alcoholics Anonymous, the term "Step Thirteen" is often used with a degree of 
gallows humor. However, the phenomenon it describes is a matter of profound seriousness. "Step 
Thirteen" is a colloquial, unofficial, and unethical term for the practice of an established member of a 
12-Step program targeting a newcomer for romantic or sexual advances. This behavior is not a "Step" 
but rather a profound distortion of the A.A. program and its principles. 
 
The newcomer is universally regarded as the most important person in any meeting. They are the 
lifeblood of the fellowship, and their survival is the group's central mission. This guide is written to 
address this phenomenon directly, not as a joke, but as a critical threat to the newcomer and the 
integrity of the fellowship itself. 
 
The foundation of Alcoholics Anonymous is one of shared responsibility. This is codified in the 
Responsibility Pledge: "I am responsible... When anyone, anywhere, reaches out for help, I want the 
hand of A.A. always to be there. And for that: I am responsible". 
 
This guide uses the program's own spiritual tools—the Twelve Steps, the Twelve Traditions, and the 
Concepts of Service—as an analytical framework. It serves two purposes: first, as a practical guide for 
the newcomer to identify and navigate this threat, and second, as a call to action for the fellowship to 
uphold its primary purpose and its profound responsibility to the person who still suffers. 
 
Part 1: A Guide for the Newcomer – "The Most Important Person" 
 
This section is a practical field guide for the individual who has just entered the fellowship. Recovery is 
a life-and-death matter, and this guide is intended to help secure that life safely. 
 
1.1 What is "Step Thirteen"? (And What It Is Not) 
 
The Unofficial Definition: "Step Thirteen" describes a situation where a member with more recovery 
experience and group status pursues a romantic or sexual relationship with a newcomer, typically 
defined as someone with less than a year of sobriety. This behavior is widely regarded as an unethical 
practice, is prohibited by the A.A. organization, and can have negative consequences for both parties. 
 
The Core Problem: A Power Imbalance: The fundamental issue is not "love at first sight" or simple 
flirtation. It is an exploitative power dynamic. A person with two years of sobriety possesses a level of 
emotional, spiritual, and program-related clarity that a person with two months simply does not. 
 
The newcomer, by definition, is in a state of Step One: "We admitted we were powerless... that our 
lives had had become unmanageable". This state of powerlessness and unmanageability is the very 
definition of vulnerability. Newcomers are often lonely, scared, emotionally raw, and have low 
self-esteem and weak boundaries. This vulnerability is not an invitation; it is a signal for responsible 
Step Twelve work (service), not Step Thirteen (exploitation). 
 



The Dangers to Sobriety: 
 
This behavior is a direct threat to the newcomer's recovery for several reasons: 

●​ Distraction from Primary Purpose: Early recovery requires an intense, singular focus on 
healing and working the Steps. A new romantic relationship, especially an emotionally volatile 
one, is a profound distraction from this critical, life-saving work. It creates a "misplaced 
prioritization of the relationship rather than their sobriety". For this reason, fellowship wisdom 
often suggests avoiding new romantic relationships for the first year. 

●​ Replacement Addiction: The euphoric "high" from a new romance can become a substitute 
addiction, replacing alcohol or drugs. This merely transfers the obsession, rather than treating 
the underlying spiritual sickness. 

●​ High Relapse Risk: These relationships are often founded on emotional instability and need, 
not strength and partnership. When (or if) the relationship ends, the resulting emotional 
devastation (rejection, abandonment) is a powerful trigger for relapse. 

●​ Loss of a Safe Space: The 12-Step meeting is supposed to be a sanctuary. When a member 
transforms it into a hunting ground, it becomes an unsafe, uncomfortable, and triggering 
environment. This can, and often does, drive the newcomer away from the very meetings they 
need to survive. 

1.2 A Newcomer's Field Guide to Boundaries 
 
Having just admitted powerlessness in Step One, the act of setting a boundary is the first move from 
"unmanageability" toward managing one's own recovery. 
 
Practical Boundaries in the Rooms: 

●​ "No" is a complete sentence. A newcomer is not obligated to justify or explain why they are 
not comfortable sharing a phone number, accepting a ride, or meeting someone outside of the 
group, especially one-on-one. 

●​ Trust Your Instincts. If an individual or situation feels "off," trust that feeling. Predatory 
behavior is often subtle, but the feeling of being unsafe is a clear signal. Healthy recovery 
support feels "safe, clear, and respectful". 

●​ "Women with Women, Men with Men." This is not a rule, but a time-tested, practical boundary 
within the fellowship designed to minimize romantic or sexual complications, especially in the 
context of sponsorship. 

●​ Consider Gender-Specific Meetings. If an individual feels consistently uncomfortable, 
attending gender-specific meetings is a valid and effective option. 

●​ Build a Network, Not a Pedestal. A healthy recovery is supported by a network of sober 
individuals, not by a single "savior". A newcomer should be encouraged to get phone numbers 
from many people of the same gender. 

1.3 Healthy Sponsorship vs. Predatory Behavior 
 
The Sponsor's Only Job: A sponsor's role is simple and clearly defined within the fellowship: to guide 
the sponsee through the Twelve Steps and to share their own experience, strength, and hope. This is a 



"Fellowship Service", an act of Step Twelve. A sponsor is a guide to the program, not the prize for 
joining it. 
 
Red Flags (The "13th Stepper"): 
 
A predatory individual, or "13th Stepper," often masks their intentions with the language of the program. 

●​ "Love Bombing": This involves excessive praise, flattery, or focusing on how "special" or 
"unique" the newcomer's story is. 

●​ Isolating Behavior: This may include suggestions that other meetings are "sick," that other 
members "don't get it," or that the predator is the only one who "really" understands the 
newcomer. 

●​ Focus on You**, Not the** Work**:** A healthy sponsor will ask, "Have you read the chapter 
'We Agnostics'?" or "How is your Step Four inventory going?". A 13th stepper will focus on the 
newcomer's personal life, trauma (for vicarious reasons), or social plans. 

●​ "Knowing All the Right Things to Say": The predator is often experienced in the program. 
They know the language. They will "cozy up" and offer a "shoulder to cry on". The action (a 
romantic or sexual advance) reveals the motive and betrays the words. 

What to Do if You Feel Unsafe: 

1.​ Speak Up Immediately. Tell a trusted, sober member of the fellowship. 
2.​ "Fire" Your Sponsor. It is 100% acceptable to change sponsors at any time, for any reason. A 

simple "I have decided to find a different sponsor" is sufficient. 
3.​ Find a Different Meeting. There are many different groups. The newcomer's safety and 

sobriety are paramount. 

Table 1: Healthy Sponsorship vs. '13th Stepping' — A Red Flag Analysis 

Principle Healthy Sponsor (The Hand of AA) "13th Stepper" (The Personality) 

Focus The Program & the Steps. Points the 
newcomer to the literature and their 
own Higher Power. 

The Personalities. Focuses on the 
newcomer and themselves as 
individuals. 

Motive Selfless Service (Step 12). To help 
the newcomer find sobriety, which in 
turn maintains the sponsor's own 
sobriety. 

Self-Seeking. Driven by ego, 
prestige, or romantic/sexual 
gratification. 



Boundaries Clear & Principled. Respects program 
guidelines (e.g., "men with men, 
women with women"). Keeps 
discussions focused on recovery. 

Blurred & Inappropriate. Seeks time 
alone, makes personal/flattering 
comments, initiates romantic 
advances. 

Method Attraction (Tradition 11). Shares their 
own "experience, strength, and hope". 

Promotion (Tradition 11). "Love 
bombs", isolates, and manipulates. 

Part 2: The Twelve Steps as a Shield and a Sword 
 
The "13th step" phenomenon is not an external problem that has infiltrated A.A.; it is an internal one. It 
is a spiritual sickness defined by a catastrophic failure of an individual member to work the Twelve 
Steps. The Steps themselves are both the newcomer's shield and the perpetrator's path to 
accountability. 
 
2.1 The Step One Vulnerability 

●​ Newcomer's Shield: Step One is "We admitted we were powerless... that our lives had become 
unmanageable". For the newcomer, this admission of powerlessness is a shield. It is the honest 
truth that gives them the reason to set firm boundaries and say "no" to anything that threatens 
their fragile sobriety. Because they are powerless, they must focus only on the solution. 

●​ Perpetrator's Sickness: The predator targets this state. They seek out the "unmanageability," 
"fear," and "chaos" not as a call for help to be answered, but as an opportunity for exploitation. 

2.2 The Step Two Exploitation 

●​ Newcomer's Shield: Step Two is "Came to believe that a Power greater than ourselves could 
restore us to sanity". The program insists that this Power is "as we understood Him". The 
newcomer is free to define this Power as "God, nature, the fellowship, the collective wisdom of 
AA, even the principle of love". This freedom is a shield. No human being is a Higher Power. 

●​ Perpetrator's Sickness: The 13th stepper directly violates Tradition Two (which protects Step 
Two). Tradition Two creates an "open-minded, non-judgmental space for each person's own 
conception of 'Power'". The predator enforces a definition by attempting to insert themselves as 
that "caring force" who can restore the newcomer to sanity, thereby hijacking the newcomer's 
spiritual search for their own ego. 

2.3 The Step Three Distortion 

●​ Newcomer's Shield: Step Three is "Made a decision to turn our will... over to the care of God 
as we understood Him". This is a "daily practice of trust, surrender, and partnership" with that 
Higher Power. 



●​ Perpetrator's Sickness: The predator distorts this. They demand the newcomer turn their will 
and their trust over to them. They confuse "trusting the fellowship's shared wisdom" with 
"trusting me, exclusively." 

2.4 The "13th Stepper's" Step Four 

●​ Perpetrator's Sickness: "13th stepping" is a symptom of a member who is desperately in need 
of a "searching and fearless moral inventory" (Step Four). This predatory behavior is a textbook 
example of un-inventoried character defects in action: 

○​ Worksheet 1: Actions That Hurt Others: A 13th stepper's inventory would, if honest, 
be filled with entries under the prompt: "Times I took advantage of trust... 
(relationships)". 

○​ Worksheet 3: Shame/Secrets/"Isms": The behavior is a "hidden 'ism'" (e.g., 
sex/relationship addiction, need for control), driven by the very shame and secrecy the 
inventory is designed to clear. 

○​ Worksheet 4: Fears, Ego & Hidden Motives: The behavior is driven entirely by the 
prompts: "Ego-driven reasons for old patterns (need to appear strong, fear of 
weakness)" and "Situations where I try to control everything". The 13th stepper is acting 
out of their own un-inventoried sickness. 

2.5 The Step Five Secrecy 

●​ Perpetrator's Sickness: Step Five's purpose is to "break the spell of secrecy" by admitting the 
"exact nature of our wrongs" to God, ourselves, and another human being. Predatory behavior 
thrives in isolation, grooming, and secrecy. The 13th stepper is an individual who has refused to 
take Step Five on this "hidden 'ism'," allowing shame to retain its power and compelling them to 
repeat the behavior. 

2.6 The Step Six & Seven Sickness 

●​ Perpetrator's Sickness: Step Six asks us to be "entirely ready to have God remove all these 
defects of character". The 13th stepper is not ready. They are clinging to their defects as 
survival tools. They have not "humbly asked Him to remove our shortcomings" (Step Seven); 
they are actively using them. 

●​ This is a direct violation of the principle of Tradition Six, which warns that "problems of money, 
property, and prestige divert us from our primary purpose". The predator is leveraging their 
prestige (seniority, status) and acting on their selfishness ("property," in the sense of viewing the 
newcomer as something to acquire), diverting themselves and the newcomer from the primary 
purpose. 

2.7 The Step Eight & Nine Amends (The Perpetrator's Path) 

●​ Perpetrator's Sickness: The path to recovery for the perpetrator lies in Steps Eight and 
Nine—making a list of persons harmed and making amends. However, the Step Nine 
warning—"...except when to do so would injure them or others"—is paramount in this situation. 



●​ The "Exception Clause" is Everything: For a predator to approach their victim to "make an 
amends" is almost always a selfish act and a further injury. It re-traumatizes the victim ("Direct 
contact could cause retraumatization") and is an act of ego—the predator is seeking their own 
relief ("I'm sorry") at the victim's expense. 

●​ A "Safe Amend" is an Indirect One: The only safe, principled amend, as outlined in the guides 
for "unsafe" situations, is a "Letter/Prayer only," discussed only with one's sponsor. The true 
amend is for the predator to work their own program rigorously and leave the newcomer alone. 
The amend is made by changing the behavior permanently. 

2.8 The Step Ten Antidote 

●​ Our Shield and Sword: Step Ten, "Continued to take personal inventory and when we were 
wrong promptly admitted it," is the direct preventative tool for this impulse. It is the "continuous 
quality-control" that prevents a "build-up" of resentments or urges that lead to harmful action. 

●​ Using the "Four-Stage Real-Time Inventory Cycle": 
1.​ Trigger Scan: An experienced member notices a newcomer they find attractive. 
2.​ Immediate Label: They "Label" the thought: "This is a selfish, ego-driven impulse" or 

"This is a 'hidden urge'." 
3.​ Quick Admission: They use the "Rapid-Admission Script" to their sponsor: "I am having 

an urge to approach a newcomer inappropriately." 
4.​ Corrective Action: They take the "One-Step-Fix": "Call sponsor," "take a breath," or walk 

to the other side of the room and talk to someone else. 
●​ A person working a rigorous Step Ten cannot become a 13th stepper, because they "stop the 

line" before the defective thought becomes a harmful action. 

2.9 The Step Eleven Solution 

●​ Our Solution: The 13th stepper's motive is pure self-will. The Step Eleven prayer is the spiritual 
replacement for this motive: "Sought... to improve our conscious contact with God... praying only 
for knowledge of His will for us and the power to carry it out". 

●​ The "Three-Part Prayer Framework" is the specific tool. Instead of acting on a self-seeking 
request, the individual practices Gratitude, asks for humility or patience, and, most importantly, 
makes the "Surrender Prayer": "Help me do your will..." which is defined as opening oneself 
"to receive, not to control". This is the direct counter-prayer to the predator's desire to control a 
newcomer. 

2.10 The Step Twelve Antithesis 

●​ Our True Purpose: Step Twelve is "carrying this message... and to practice these principles in 
all our affairs". 13th stepping is carrying a personal message (of self-gratification) and violating 
the principles. 

●​ The "Four-Sphere Service Model" defines real, selfless service: 
1.​ Fellowship Service: Being a responsible sponsor. 
2.​ Community Service: Extending love to all neighbors, not targeting a select few. 
3.​ Workplace Service: Practicing honesty and humility. 
4.​ Personal Spiritual Practice: Maintaining the spiritual condition that prevents selfish harm. 



●​ "13th stepping" is the inversion of Step Twelve. It is taking, not giving. It is using "service" as a 
mask for self-seeking. 

Part 3: The Twelve Traditions as a Framework for Group Safety 
 
This is not just an individual's failure; it is a group's failure if it is allowed to persist. The Twelve 
Traditions provide the solution for creating a safe environment. 
 
3.1 Our Primary Purpose (Traditions 1, 3, 5) 

●​ Tradition One: "Our common welfare should come first...". A predator destroys the common 
welfare. They introduce fear and division, making the group unsafe for its most vulnerable 
member. 

●​ Tradition Three: "The only requirement for membership is a desire to stop drinking". A predator 
adds a new, unspoken requirement: "a desire to stop drinking and be subject to my advances." 
This creates a barrier to entry and violates the "welcoming spirit" of this tradition. 

●​ Tradition Five: "Each group has but one primary purpose—to carry its message to the alcoholic 
who still suffers". Predatory behavior is not the message. It is a deadly distraction that is a 
"misplaced prioritization of the relationship rather than their sobriety", and it ultimately drives 
people away from the message. 

3.2 Authority and Autonomy (Traditions 2, 4, 9) 

●​ Tradition Two: "...one ultimate authority—a loving God...". The 13th stepper violates this by 
making their personality the authority, supplanting the newcomer's search for their own Higher 
Power. 

●​ Tradition Four & Nine: "Each group should be autonomous..." and "...ought never be 
organized...". This autonomy is not just a right; it is a responsibility. These traditions give our 
groups the power and the moral obligation to self-police. An autonomous group (Tradition 4) can 
and must use its "informed group conscience" to establish safety guidelines to protect its 
members. 

3.3 Diversion from Purpose (Traditions 6, 10) 

●​ Tradition Six: "...lest problems of money, property, and prestige divert us...". This is a core 
violation. The 13th stepper abuses their "prestige"—their seniority, their "good sobriety," their 
status in the group—to exploit the newcomer. They are acting on their defect of "pride 
(prestige)" and diverting the group from its primary purpose. 

●​ Tradition Ten: "AA has no opinion on outside issues...". Romance, sex, and personal 
relationships are "outside issues". By bringing them into the rooms, the predator introduces 
"personal controversies" that create divisiveness and distract the group from its only purpose: 
recovery from alcoholism. 

3.4 The Spiritual Foundation (Traditions 11 & 12) 



●​ Tradition Eleven: "Our public relations... attraction rather than promotion". 13th stepping is 
aggressive, personal promotion. It is "love bombing" and manipulation, the very opposite of 
attraction. 

●​ Tradition Twelve: "Anonymity is the spiritual foundation... principles before personalities". 
This is the central tradition that is violated. 13th stepping is the ultimate act of placing a 
personality (the predator's selfish desires) before principles (the newcomer's safety, the group's 
welfare, honesty, humility, and service). 

Part 4: "I Am Responsible" – A Call to Action for the Fellowship 
 
This guide is not merely an analysis; it is a call to action. It is how we—the fellowship—live up to our 
own Responsibility Pledge. 
 
4.1 The Responsibility Pledge: Our Mandate for Safety 
 
The pledge, written for the 1965 International Convention, is our contract with the newcomer: 
 
"I am responsible... When anyone, anywhere, reaches out for help, I want the hand of A.A. always to be 
there. And for that: I am responsible". 
 
This pledge is the moral and spiritual authority for a group to take action. "I am responsible" means I am 
responsible for ensuring the hand of A.A. is one of safety, not of harm. 
 
4.2 Creating a Safe Environment (For Groups) 
 
Our Traditions grant us the autonomy to ensure our meetings are safe. A.A.'s General Service Office 
(GSO) has provided literature, such as "Safety and A.A.: Our Common Welfare" (SMF-209) and the 
"Safety and A.A. Flyer" (F-228), to help groups address this. 
 
Groups have a responsibility to: 

●​ Acknowledge the Problem: We must "talk about issues of safety before they arise". 
●​ Conduct a Group Inventory: A group should use its conscience to "Include Safety and the AA 

Meeting Environment as topics for a group inventory". 
●​ Develop Group Guidelines: As an autonomous group (Tradition 4), we can "consider 

developing group guidelines and procedures on safety". This can include reading a safety 
statement in the meeting format. 

●​ Understand Our Limits and Responsibilities: The fellowship must be clear: "Anonymity is not 
a cloak protecting criminal or inappropriate behavior". If a person's safety is in jeopardy or a 
situation breaches the law, "Calling the proper authorities does not go against any A.A. 
Traditions". Our focus is on "our primary purpose, our common welfare, and placing principles 
before personalities". 

4.3 The Ethical Sponsor (For Members) 
 
Responsible sponsorship is Step Twelve work. GSO literature reminds us that sponsors are "helpful in 
pointing out warning signs or unhealthy situations to sponsees and newcomers". The sponsor's duty of 



care is not just to guide their sponsee through the Steps, but to protect their sponsee from this exact 
phenomenon. This is part of our responsibility. 
 
4.4 A Final Word: The True "Thirteenth Step" 
 
It is time for the fellowship to reframe this term. The real 13th Step is not this predatory sickness. 
 
The real "Thirteenth Step" is the lifelong, daily practice of Step Twelve, where our spiritual awakening 
becomes a living, breathing reality. 
 
It is the "apotheosis"—the highest point of transformation—where we integrate all Four Spheres of 
Service: Fellowship, Community, Workplace, and Personal Spiritual Practice. 
 
The true Thirteenth Step is the moment we fully accept the Responsibility Pledge and become the safe, 
responsible, and loving hand of A.A. that we ourselves once so desperately needed. 
 
That is the program. That is our purpose. And for that, we are responsible. 


