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Models of Addiction and Recovery
Addiction and recovery are widely contested terms within academic literature and narratives found 
in peer recovery spaces.

Biomedical Model
The brain disease paradigm  proposes that addiction is a cumulative disease that hijacks the brain’s 
reward pathway “... and limits an individual’s self control and affects how they respond to urges” 
(Holt & Moro, 2024, p 60). Under this framework, addiction is marked not only by a loss of control 
over one’s substance use but also their rational ability, casting them as danger to themselves and 
others. The biological determinism of this argument contains a fundamental flaw because it cannot 
properly account for the subjective experience of being alienated from one’s own behavior 
(Weinberg, 2024). Furthermore, it is suggested that this paradigm is insufficient to speak to the 
transformation in an individual’s personal experience of how they identify with themselves in the 
recovery process (Jordan & Walker, 2023). Instead it is claimed that addiction and recovery can 
only be understood through the stories and narratives grounded in lived experience (Jordan & 
Walker, 2023; Rodrguez & Morales, 2019).

Identity Transformation Model
The importance of identity change for successful outcomes in the treatment and recovery process 
has been well documented (Best, 2016; Dingle, 2015). For countless people, substance use is 
deeply tied to their self-conception and the coping strategies they have developed over time. 
Rodriguez and Smith (2016) stress that for many people entrenched in substance use “...giving up 
these behavioral strategies poses profound identity issues for them to solve” (488). From this 
perspective the motivation to initiate recovery occurs when the person’s substance using identity 
clashes with and unsettles their identification with other life roles to the degree that is no longer 
acceptable to them (Dingle, 2015; McIntosh & McKeganey, 2000; Rodriguez and Smith, 2016). 
Positive outcomes in recovery are associated with the ability of the individual to restore these 
disrupted aspects of self conception along with integrating the emerging identity that is associated 
with their new life direction in recovery; in other words, the ability to construct a “non-addict” 
identity (Dingle, 2015; Jordan & Bedi, 2021; McIntosh & McKeganey, 2000; Rodriguez and 
Smith, 2016). 

Social Identity Model
The social identity model of recovery expands upon this conception asserting that identity 
formation as not solely an individualistic process, but a reciprocal interaction that takes place 
between self and society; “... a culturally negotiated process of formation and transformation” 
(Sibley, 2020, p 2279). The recovery process from this perspective involves a change in group 
membership and subsequent transfer of social identity, as the “addiction oriented” social identity is 
replaced by the new “recovery oriented” one (Dybicz, 2012; Sibley, 2020). The research 
undertaken from this perspective directs attention to how an individual works out this 
transformative process through the narratives they enact in recovery spaces. This discourse 
articulates that these self narratives are co-authored interactions between the self and the societal 
narratives we integrate into the self concept we eventually become (Dybicz, 2012; McConnell & 
Snoek, 2018). 

The Archetype Of the Hero’s Journey
Informing such narratives are cultural archetypes and myths which offer a map to 
understand the transformational process of recovery from chaotic patterns of 
substance use (McConnell & Snoek, 2018; Williams, 2019). The most pervasive of 
these is rooted in AA, and the notion that one must first “hit rock bottom” before 
initiating the journey of recovery (Best et al., 2016; McIntosh & McKeganey, 2000; 
McConnell and Snoek, 2018; Rodriguez and Morales, 2019). The notion of “hitting 
rock bottom” and metaphor of the journey are connected with the hero’s journey, an 
conceptual archetype outlined in Joseph Cambell’s The Hero With a Thousand Faces. 
The hero’s journey is claimed to parallel the recovery narrative as an exercise in 
transformational learning “...whereby the protagonist returns from their journey 
transformed - a much wiser individual who sees the world differently and is ready to 
reconnect with their community” (Jordan & Walker, 2023, p 227). The recovery 
narrative is cast as a hero’s journey, which is found practiced around the world 
through AA meetings in which participants recite a similar arc of redemption in 
response to “hitting rock bottom” (Jordan and Walker, 2023; Rodriguez and Morales, 
2019; Williams, 2019). Dybicz (2012), contends that the recovery narrative:

... is a consciousness-raising experience and the change in consciousness prompts a 
change in one’s identity, from ‘dysfunctional’ to valiantly struggling ‘hero(ine)’ - 
arising from the newly configured narrative (272). 

Drawing attention to the underlying archetypes informing the narratives of personal 
transformation offers insight into the sources which shape the belief systems one 
internalizes as they co-author their social identity based in recovery. 

Counseling Implications
Bringing awareness to the influence of this archetype provides increased agency for 
therapists, participants, and peers to deconstruct these narratives and formulate new 
stories and identities in the transformational process of recovery. Unsettling the 
eurocentric foundation of this archetype offers a way to depart from perspectives 
which consider recovery as “... simply an individualised personal journey and see it 
instead as a socially embedded process of successful social identity transition” (Best, 
2016, p 120). The examination of these narratives suggest a deeper consideration of 
the appropriateness of the therapeutic approaches and theories involved in these 
spaces, and how they might be adapted to better support the sociocultural nuances of 
participants navigating the recovery process. 

Introduction
The peer-based recovery groups of Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) and SMART Recovery are communities based in the telling and witnessing of story. Exploring the narratives in these communities offers an opportunity to 
gain insight into the deeply subjective process of identity transformation and behavioral change for those grappling with chaotic patterns of substance use (Jordan Walker, 2023; McConnell & Snoek, 2018; McIntosh & 
McKeganey, 2000). Contemporary identity models of addiction and recovery offer an important nuance to the biomedical model of addiction which operates from a disease conceptualization still largely prevalent in the 
discourse of addiction and recovery (Best, 2016; Jordan & Bedi, 2024; Rodriguez & Morales, 2019). These alternative models focus on the narratives involved in transformational change and how self conceptions are 
developed in response to social and internalized stigmatization. (Chen, 2024; Dingle, 2015; Jordan & Walker, 2023; McIntosh & McKeganey, 2000).
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