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CHAPTER 5.
RECOVERY: THE MANY PATHS  
TO WELLNESS

Chapter 5 Preview
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KEY FINDINGS*
• Recovery from substance use disorders has had several definitions. Although specific elements of these 

definitions differ, all agree that recovery goes beyond the remission of symptoms to include a positive 
change in the whole person. In this regard, “abstinence,” though often necessary, is not always sufficient 
to define recovery.  

• Remission from substance use disorders—the reduction of key symptoms below the diagnostic 
threshold—is more common than most people realize. “Supported” scientific evidence indicates that 
approximately 50 percent of adults who once met diagnostic criteria for a substance use disorder—or 
about 25 million people—are currently in stable remission (1 year or longer). Even so, remission from a 
substance use disorder can take several years and multiple episodes of treatment, RSS, and/or mutual 
aid.

• There are many paths to recovery. People will choose their pathway based on their cultural values, their 
socioeconomic status, their psychological and behavioral needs, and the nature of their substance use 
disorder.

• Mutual aid groups and newly emerging recovery support programs and organizations are a key part 
of the system of continuing care for substance use disorders in the United States. A range of recovery 
support services have sprung up all over the United States, including in schools, health care systems, 
housing, and community settings.

• The state of the science is varied in the recovery field. 

 Well-supported scientific evidence demonstrates the effectiveness of 12-step mutual aid groups fo-
cused on alcohol and 12-step facilitation interventions.

 Evidence for the effectiveness of other recovery supports (educational settings, drug-focused mutual 
aid groups, and recovery housing) is promising. 

 Many other recovery supports have been studied little or not at all.      

*The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) summarizes strength of evidence as: “Well-supported”: 
when evidence is derived from multiple controlled trials or large-scale population studies; “Supported”: when 
evidence is derived from rigorous but fewer or smaller trials; and “Promising”: when evidence is derived from a 
practical or clinical sense and is widely practiced.6 

Recovery Definitions, Values, and Controversies 

“Recovery” Has Many Meanings 
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Recovery as a Term for Individuals 

.  

 

Remission. A medical term meaning 
that major disease symptoms are 
eliminated or diminished below a pre-
determined, harmful level.
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Recovery-Related Values and Beliefs
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Conceptual Controversies in Recovery 

Perspectives of Those in Recovery
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Estimating the Number of People “In Recovery” 

See Chapter 1 - Introduction and
Overview.
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 Latest estimates from 
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 

Disorders  Despite these 

 

 

Recovery-oriented Systems of Care 

…a shift away from crisis-oriented, deficit-focused, and professionally-directed models of care to a 
vision of care that is directed by people in recovery, emphasizes the reality and hope of long-term 
recovery, and recognizes the many pathways to healing for people with addiction and mental 
health challenges.35



P A G E  |  5 - 7

Recovery Supports 

the person relapse.
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Mutual Aid Groups

 

th

12-Step Mutual Aid Groups

States.

 

See Chapter 1 - Introduction and
Overview.
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report Broadening the Base of Treatment for Alcohol Problems,  

 

  

 includes The Red Road to Wellbriety

culture of the participants.

Clinical trial. Any research study that 
prospectively assigns human participants 
or groups of participants to one or more 
health-related interventions to evaluate 
the effects on health outcomes.

Randomized controlled trial.  A clinical 
trial of an intervention in which people 
are randomly assigned either to a group 
receiving the intervention being studied 
or to a control group receiving a standard 
intervention, a placebo (a medicine with 
no therapeutic effect), or no intervention. 
At the end of the study, the results from 
the different groups are compared.
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approach,

Al-Anon Family Groups

Recovery Coaching 
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months later.

 

 

Case management. A coordinated 
approach to delivering general health 
care, substance use disorder treatment, 
mental health, and social services. This 
approach links clients with appropriate 
services to address specific needs and 
goals.

Recovery Housing 
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PEER RECOVERY COACHES: WHAT THEY ARE AND WHAT THEY ARE NOT
While some RSS described in this chapter can be delivered by people who are not in recovery, peer recovery 
coaches identify as being in recovery and use their knowledge and lived experience to inform their work. 
Although research on peer RSS is limited, results so far are promising.5 The following are some important 
distinctions regarding peer recovery coaches.

Peer recovery coaches are…

• Individuals in recovery who help others with substance use disorders achieve and maintain recovery using 
four types of support: 

 Emotional (empathy, caring, concern); 

 Informational (practical knowledge and vocational assistance); 

 Instrumental (concrete assistance to help individuals gain access to health and social services); 

 Affiliational (introductions to healthy social contacts and recreational pursuits).  

• Embedded in the community in a variety of settings, including recovery community organizations; 
community health, mental health, or addiction clinics; sober living homes and recovery residences; and 
recovery high school and collegiate recovery programs. 

• Peer workers in various treatment and recovery contexts including primary care, emergency departments, 
mental health clinics, criminal justice, child welfare, homeless agencies, and crisis outreach teams.  

They are not…

• Substance use disorder treatment counselors. They do not diagnose or provide formal treatment. Rather, 
they focus on instilling hope and modeling recovery through the personal, lived experience of addiction and 
recovery. 

• Case managers. Case management typically involves professional or patient service delivery models. The 
terms “peer” and “recovery coach” are used purposely to reflect a mutual, peer-based collaboration to help 
people achieve sustained recovery.90

• AA or NA sponsors. Peer recovery coaches do not espouse any specific recovery pathway or orientation but 
rather facilitate all pathways to recovery. 

• Nationally standardized, with manuals describing their activities. Peer recovery coaches vary around the 
country. This stems from the newness of this practice and the diversity of the populations that recovery 
coaches serve. As use of this type of support expands, some national norms of practice and behavior will 
likely form over time, but with significant flexibility to enable sensitivity to local realities.



P A G E  |  5 - 1 3

RECOVERY HOUSING “Living in an Oxford House reinforced and 
reestablished a lot of things that I was not able 
to do or unwilling to do when I was using. 
Things like paying rent and working. Things 
like learning how to live without using drugs. 
Things like becoming a responsible person. 
Things like developing healthy relationships. 
While I resided at an Oxford House, I started 
working for Oxford House, Inc. As a result, I 
was willing to help open more Oxford Houses, 

especially for women.”

– Debbie D., former Oxford House resident

Agency or Organization:

Oxford House, Inc. - Silver Spring, Maryland

Purpose:

Oxford House, Inc. is a publicly-supported, nonprofit 
umbrella organization that provides an oversight 
network connecting Oxford Houses in 43 states and 
the District of Columbia. Each Oxford House is a 
self-supporting and democratically-run substance-free 
residence.

Goals:

• Provide substance-free housing to individuals in 
recovery as an effective cost-efficient model.

• Ensure that houses are self-governed and run 
according to Oxford House standards and 
guidelines.

• Implement infrastructure to oversee existing houses and establish new houses in areas of need.

Outcomes:

• An 87 percent abstinence rate at the end of a 2-year period living in an Oxford House, four to five times 
greater than typical outcomes following detoxification and treatment. 

• Comparisons between a group living in Oxford House and going to AA/NA versus a similar group that only 
goes to AA/NA show that the group living in an Oxford House had higher and more positive rates of self-
efficacy and self-mastery.

• In a comparison study between Oxford House residents and a group that was assigned usual aftercare 
services, the Oxford House group had significantly lower substance use (31.3 percent vs. 64.8 percent), 
higher monthly income ($989 vs. $440), and lower incarceration rates (3 percent vs. 9 percent).

Recovery Management

Recovery Management Check-ups



P A G E  |  5 - 1 4

disorders and mental illnesses

 

Telephone Case Monitoring

 

Recovery Community Centers 

 

events.
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Recovery-based Education 

Recovery High Schools 

 

Recovery in Colleges 

 

semester.

institution.  to 
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Social and Recreational Recovery Infrastructures 
and Social Media

 

 
 

Specific Populations and Recovery
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The Red Road to Wellbriety) 
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