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What’s a Prudent Reserve?

Prudent isn’t a word frequently associated with active

alcoholics. But get a group of sober alcoholics together

and the word takes on new meaning. Well aware of the

many things that can go wrong in life, A.A. members are

often the very definition of prudent when it comes to

organizing, supporting and maintaining an A.A. group.

Recognizing how important each group is to the continued

sobriety of its individual members, most A.A.s are willing

to put aside any personal differences and to focus on

the long-term survival of the group. Gone are the reckless

self-destruction and irresponsibility that so often characterize

active alcoholism. In their place are born a desire for

stability and a willingness to sacrifice for the common good.

In terms of the common good, when it comes to a

group’s long-term survival, one of the most prudent

things group members can do is to establish a financial

reserve—a proverbial “rainy day fund”—to see the group

through any difficult times. In this way, should contributions

fluctuate or unexpected expenses arise, the group

will be fortified financially and able to keep its doors open.

Each group has a set of fixed expenses that must be met

on a regular basis in order to keep the group afloat—such

things as rent, literature, refreshments, and, in some cases,

insurance. These costs are met through the regular contributions

of group members. Yet most groups also try to put

aside some additional funds as a bulwark against uncertainty,

aiming to create a prudent reserve equal to anywhere

from one to three months of their regular operating

expenses. Such funds contribute to a group’s continued

survival and help to ensure the group’s primary purpose—

to carry its message to the alcoholic who still suffers.

Money has never been a requirement for A.A. membership,

yet it has always been an essential ingredient of

Twelfth Step work. As noted in the pamphlet, “Self-Support:

Where Money and Spirituality Mix” (F-3), “Twelfth Step

work is the lifeblood of Alcoholics Anonymous—carrying

the message to the next suffering alcoholic. Without it, the

Fellowship would wither and die. Yet, even at its simplest

level this vital contact between one alcoholic and another

involves an investment of time and money.”

This is true at all levels throughout the A.A. service

structure: districts, areas, local intergroup or central

offices, even A.A.’s General Service Office, all need money

to operate and to carry out their responsibilities to

the Fellowship.

“A solid, prudent Reserve Fund and good business

management skills are both spiritual and practical,” notes

Class A nonalcoholic trustee emeritus and former treasurer

of the General Service Board, Gary Glynn. As a

Fellowship, we seek neither to build up huge sums of

money nor do we run so close to the edge that we are

unable to fulfill our obligations and pay our bills. “It is

neither practical nor spiritual to accumulate more or

spend more than we need to. It is also neither practical

nor spiritual to run out of money,” says Gary. “As usual,

Bill W. had a good phrase for what we need. He called it

fiscal common sense.”

Like many groups across the U.S. and Canada, and, in

fact, around the world, A.A.’s General Service Board also

has a prudent reserve fund established to provide emergency

financial resources for the Fellowship, should such

resources ever become necessary. The General Service

Board Reserve Fund was established in 1954 to ensure the

essential services of the General Service Office and the

Grapevine in the event of an unexpected and substantial

reduction in the normal revenues of the organization,

whether that situation be caused by severe economic

recession, a disruption within the Fellowship, or a change

in the manner of publication and distribution of A.A. literature,

or any other cause.

Money has always been an issue in the Fellowship. In the

early days of Alcoholics Anonymous, great amounts of

money were dreamed of and sought after, so that the miracle

of Alcoholics Anonymous could be spread as quickly as

possible. It took time and wisdom for those early A.A.s to see

that the Fellowship had to be self-supporting or the entire

movement could be lost forever. As A.A. grew in numbers

and maturity, it became apparent that one of the surest ways

to maintain the Fellowship’s existence was to ensure that it

remain self-supporting and refuse outside gifts, no matter

how compelling the need or how loving the offer.

In Twelve Steps and Twelve Traditions, a passage in the

chapter on Tradition Seven describes a debate at a meeting

in 1948 of the Alcoholic Foundation, the forerunner of

A.A.’s General Service Board. At issue was a bequest to

Alcoholics Anonymous in the sum of ten thousand dollars.

Should A.A. take the gift?

“What a debate we had on that one!” the text relates.

“The Foundation was really hard up just then; the groups

weren’t sending in enough for the support of the office;

we had been tossing in all the book income and even that

hadn’t been enough. The reserve was melting like snow in

springtime. We needed that ten thousand dollars….

“Then came the opposition. They pointed out that the

Foundation board already knew of a total of half a million

dollars set aside for A.A. in the wills of people still alive.

Heaven only knew how much there was we hadn’t heard

about. If outside donations weren’t declined, absolutely cut

off, then the Foundation would one day become rich….

“Then our trustees wrote a bright page of A.A. history,”

the text continues. “They declared for the principle

that A.A. must always stay poor. Bare running expenses

plus a prudent reserve would henceforth be the

Foundation’s financial policy. Difficult as it was, they officially

declined that ten thousand dollars, and adopted a

formal, airtight resolution that all such future gifts would

be similarly declined. At that moment, we believe, the

principle of corporate poverty was firmly and finally

embedded in A.A. tradition.”

Corporate poverty is more “a state of mind than the

size of our bank account,” notes Gary Glynn. “We all

know people and organizations that extravagantly spend

money they don’t have, living beyond their means either

by ignoring the facts of their finances or by assuming a

rosy tomorrow. So you can in fact be poor and not practice

corporate poverty…. The opposite is also possible,

that we can maintain a prudent reserve without falling

into the temptation of spending it just because it’s there.”

Currently, the General Service Board’s Reserve Fund is

limited by Conference action to no more than one year’s

combined operating expenses of A.A. World Services, Inc.,

The A.A. Grapevine, Inc., and the General Fund of the

General Service Board of A.A., Inc. In practice, the

General Service Office, as well as the trustees’ Finance

Committee, continuously monitors the Reserve Fund balance

in an attempt to allow for orderly management of

the Fellowship’s financial affairs, keeping in mind the primary

goal of carrying the message.

With the authorization of the board of trustees, the

Reserve Fund may also be used for other expenses. For

example, it has been used to cover the costs of moving,

related construction, and refurbishing of the G.S.O. and

Grapevine offices, and to fund the costs of major technological

upgrades. Its use has also been authorized for a

limited period of time to underwrite the development of

the Spanish-language Grapevine magazine, La Viña.

Whether it be for a group, an area, an intergroup/central

office, or for A.A.’s General Service Board, establishing

a prudent reserve is a key element in A.A.’s approach to

self-support, one which can have profound implications,

the most important of which is the assurance it provides

that A.A.’s critical services will remain available for those

who have come to count on them to sustain their sobriety,

and, indeed, their very lives.
