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Bill W.'s Twelve Concepts for World Service

The Tenth Concept
Every service responsibility should be matched by an
equal service authority — the scope of such authority
to be always well defined whether by tradition, by reso-
lution, by specific job description, or by appropriate
charters and bylaws.

N EARLY ALL SOCIETIES and gov-
ernments of today exhibit se-

rious deviations from the very sound
principle that each operational re-
sponsibility must be accompanied
by a corresponding authority to dis-
charge it.

This is why we have been at such
pains in preceding discussions to
define the several authorities and
responsibilities of the AA groups,
the Conference, the Trustees, and
our active service corporations. We
have tried to make sure that author-
ity in each of these levels is equal
to responsibility. Then we have tried
to relate these levels one to another
in such a way that this principle is
maintained throughout.

An outstanding characteristic of
every good operational structure is
that it guarantees harmonious and
effective function by relating its sev-
eral parts and people in such a way
that none can doubt what their re-
spective responsibilities and corre-
sponding authorities actually are.
Unless these attributes are well de-
fined; unless those holding the final
authority are able and willing prop-
erly to delegate and maintain a suit-

able operational authority; unless
those holding such delegated author-
ity feel able and willing to use their
delegated authority freely as trusted
servants; and unless there exists
some definite means of interpreting
and deciding doubtful situations —
then personal clashes, confusion,
and ineffectiveness will be inevitable.

The matter of responsibility and
its necessary and coequal authority
is of such urgent importance that we
might profitably recapitulate what
has already been said, meanwhile
taking a bird's-eye view of our en-
tire structure to better envision how
this principle does, and always must,
apply in our every activity and
attitude.

The first characteristic that any
working structure must have is a
point, or succession of points, where
there is an ultimate responsibility
and therefore an ultimate authority.
We have already seen how, for AA's
world services, this kind of final
responsibility and authority resides
in the AA groups themselves. And
they in turn have apportioned some
of their ultimate authority to the
Conference and the Trustees.
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We have observed how the Con-
ference Delegates, directly repre-
senting the groups, are actually in
a position of ultimate authority over
the Trustees. We have seen further
how the Trustees are in ultimate
authority over the General Service
Board's wholly-owned service cor-
porations — AA World Services,
Inc., and the AA Grapevine, Inc.
Likewise, we know that the direc-
tors of these corporations are in
ultimate authority over their officers,
who, on their part, are in like au-
thority over their staffs.

The principle of ultimate author-
ity runs clear through our structure.
This is necessary, because all of our
service affairs and activities have to
head up somewhere for final respon-
sibility. Ultimate authority is also
needed so that each worker or each
classification of servants knows
where and who the final boss is.

If, however, ultimate authority is
not carefully qualified by delegated
authority, we then have the reverse
result. Were there no delegated
authority, the groups would be di-
recting their Delegates on every
important vote; the Delegates would
similarly turn the Trustees into a
timid committee which would re-
ceive point-blank direction on just
about everything; the Trustees would
then install themselves as the sole
directors of the service entities and

would commence to run them by
directives. The corporate executives
would become small czars, pushing
the working staffs about. In short,
such a misuse of ultimate authority
would add up to a dictatorship
wherein nearly every classification
of AA servants would have large
responsibilities but no real or certain
authority, and hence no capability
of effective decision and leadership
with which to operate. Big or little
tyrannies and buck-passing would be
the inevitable penalties.

Therefore, it becomes clear that
ultimate authority is something which
cannot be used indiscriminately. In-
deed, ultimate authority should prac-
tically never be used in full, except
in an emergency. That emergency
usually arises when delegated au-
thority has gone wrong, when it
must be reorganized because it is
ineffective or because it constantly
exceeds its defined scope and pur-
pose. For example, if the groups
are dissatisfied with the Conference,
they can elect better Delegates or
withhold funds. If the Delegates
must, they can censure or reorga-
nize the Trustees. The Trustees can
do the same with the service corpo-
rations. If a corporation does not
approve of the operations of its ex-
ecutives or staff, any or all of them
can be fired.

These are the proper uses of ulti-
mate authority, because they rightly
discharge a truly ultimate responsi-
bility. The influence of ultimate au-
thority must always be felt, but it

Copyright © The AA Grapevine, Inc.

       Silkworth.net PDF Index       

http://www.aagrapevine.org/
http://silkworth.net/
http://silkworth.net/pdf/project_pdf.html


is perfectly clear that when dele-
gated authority is operating well, it
should not be constantly interfered
with. Otherwise, those charged with
operating responsibility will be de-
moralized, because their authority
to do their work will be subject to
arbitrary invasion and because their
actual responsibility will be made
greater than their real authority.

How have we structurally tried to
restrain the natural human tendency
of those in ultimate authority to
usurp and take over the needed
operational or delegated authority?
Well, this has been a large order,
and several structural devices have
been required. Let us review them,
noting how they apply.

In our structure, we have tried
to create at each level accurate def-
initions of authority and responsibil-
ity. We have done this (a) by legal
means, (b) by traditional means,
and (c) by principles under which
doubtful and seemingly or really
conflicting situations can be inter-

preted and readily resolved.
Take the Conference Charter. It

is not a legal instrument, but, prac-
tically speaking, it is the substance
of a contract between the AA groups
and their Conference. The Charter
makes clear in a general way that
the AA groups have delegated some
of their ultimate authority and all
needed operational authority to the
Conference, which includes the Trus-
tees and the active services. It is
further suggested, in these present
articles, that each Conference mem-
ber on a final vote be entitled to
cast his ballot according to the dic-
tates of his own conscience; that the
Conference itself also be granted,
under the traditional "Right of De-
cision," the privilege of choosing
which matters it will decide by itself
and which it will refer back to the
groups for their discussion, guid-
ance, or direction. These are the
traditional definitions which can
check the natural tendency of the
groups to overinstruct Delegates.

This gives the Conference an au-
thority equal to its real responsibility.

Consider next the position of the
Trustees. In previous articles, we
have made it clear that, although
the Conference has the ultimate au-
thority, the Trustees at most times
must insist on their legal right to ac-
tively administer our service affairs.
Their legal right has been further
strengthened and its use encouraged
by the traditional "Right of Deci-
sion." In these articles, we also recog-
nize that the Trustees have a legal
right of "veto" over the Conference
when, in rare cases, they feel this
should be used. By these means, we
have guaranteed the Trustees an ad-
ministrative authority equal to their
actual responsibility. This has, of
course, been done without denying
in any way the ultimate authority of
the Conference, or of the Delegates,
should it be really necessary to give
the Trustees directives or censures,
or to reorganize the Board. It should
also be noticed that the position of

the Trustees is still further strength-
ened by their "voting participation"
in the Conference and by the recog-
nition that they are AA's primary
world service administrators.

Much care has also been taken
to guarantee the Directors of AA
World Services, Inc., and the AA
Grapevine, Inc., an ample operating
authority that fully matches their
responsibility for the routine con-
duct of our active services. The
Charter provisions of their corpora-
tions legally protect their rights; the
tradition that the Trustees must elect
non-Trustee experts to these boards
strengthens them further. Besides,
the traditional "Right of Decision"
adds still more substance to their
position. In these Concepts, the per-
ils of turning the General Service
Board back into a "departmental-
ized" operating corporation have
also been emphasized.

These are the extraordinary pre-
cautions we have taken to maintain
the operating authority and integrity
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of the active services themselves.
These safeguards are necessary be-
cause the General Service Board
owns these corporations. Therefore,
the authority of the Trustees over
them is not only ultimate, it is ab-
solute the moment the Trustees want
to make it that way. They can elect
new boards of directors at any time;
they control the corporate budgets;
they can withhold operating funds.
All these powers are needed and
right. Nevertheless, so long as things
go well, it is highly important that
the Trustees do not unnecessarily
interfere with or usurp the operating
authority of these entities. Hence
the care we have taken in construct-
ing these definitions of delegated
authority.

To a considerable degree, the
standing committees of the General
Service Board — Policy, Finance,
Public Information, and the like —
have a similar latitude. Under the
principle of the "Right of Decision,"
each primary committee may choose
what business it will dispose of on
its own and what matters it will refer
to the Board. The position of these
committees is also fortified by the
appointment of a generous propor-
tion of non-Trustee members. Here,
too, we try to make the authority
of these committees equal to their
responsibility.

Now we come to the matter of
conflicting authorities and to the
question of how these conflicts are
to be resolved. Most routine con-
flicts in the active services are easily

settled, because we have provided
ready communication between all
service corporations and the com-
mittees of the General Service Board.
For example: At every meeting of
the Grapevine Boards, a represen-
tative of AA World Services, Inc.,
is present, and vice versa. The Pol-
icy Committee always contains one
or more members of the Finance
and Budgetary Committee, and vice
versa. Such interlocking provides
easy communication. Each entity
knows what the other is doing. This
practical arrangement irons out many
conflicts of authority — but not all.

Suppose, for example, that the
framing and execution of an im-
portant AA policy is involved. In
such a case, the Policy Committee
naturally assumes the primary ju-
risdiction, taking on the job of
planning and of making recommen-
dations to the Board of Trustees.

Let us suppose, however, that a
considerable sum of money will be
needed. In such a case, the plan
also will have to be placed before
the Finance and Budgetary Com-
mittee. If this committee agrees that
the expenditure is warranted and is
in line with the over-all budget, it
tells the Policy Committee to go
ahead and make its recommendation
to the Trustees. But if the Finance
and Budgetary Committee objects,
then it must file its objection with
the Trustees, who will settle the is-
sue. Or if they think it necessary,
the Trustees will refer the matter to
the Conference.

The principle of a primary and a
secondary jurisdiction also works
the other way round. If the Finance
Committee, for example, proposes
a large expenditure that may strong-
ly affect AA feeling and policy, it
must be sure to check with the
Policy Committee, even though the
main jurisdiction still lies with the
Budget and Finance people.

In all matters of joint or conflict-
ing authority, therefore, a senior
jurisdiction must be established. The
junior jurisdiction must be heard,
and regardless of the question in-
volved, there must be an understood
point or body where a final settle-
ment can be had. It is understood
that lesser conflicts are not to be
loaded upon the Trustees for final
decision. But it should always be
clear where the point of final de-
cision is located.

A condition to be avoided at all
costs is double-headed business or
policy management. Authority can
never be divided into equal halves.
Nowhere does such split authority
or double-headed management so
bedevil a structure as in its execu-
tive departments. The vital need of
avoiding double-headed executive
management will be fully discussed
under Concept XI.

In addition to the methods we use

to make delegated authority equal
to delegated responsibility, we have
two more guaranties — the "Right
of Appeal" and the "Right of Peti-
tion." As we know, a bare majority
is apt to constitute itself as a pseudo-
ultimate authority on many occa-
sions when it should not do so.
Likewise, executives are apt to over-
boss their assistants. Therefore, we
use the concepts of appeal and pe-
tition to insure that every minority,
and every worker doing a job, has
an authority and a status commen-
surate with the responsibility in-
volved.

To sum up: Let us always be
sure that there is an abundance of
final or ultimate authority to correct
or to reorganize; but let us be equal-
ly sure that all of our trusted ser-
vants have a clearly defined and
adequate authority to do their daily
work and to discharge their clear
responsibilities.

All of this is fully implied in AA's
Tradition Two. Here we see the
"group conscience" as the ultimate
authority and the "trusted servant"
as the delegated authority. One can-
not function without the other. We
well know that only by means of
careful definitions and mutual re-
spect can we constantly maintain a
right, harmonious working balance.
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