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Since 2008, the UK has based its overall drug

treatment policy and allocation of resources on

“recovery”, the overall goal being abstinence

and patients becoming “chemical free” (Home

Office, 2012). The policy change came after

criticism of the orthodoxy of harm-reduction

measures, which the UK is traditionally known

for. The policy change implied major conse-

quences for patients in substitution treatment:

the treatment goals shifted from retention to

tapering and exiting treatment. This shift in

treatment policy is thought by some to be the

lead cause for the recent surge in overdose

deaths and treatment dropout in the UK (Mid-

dleton, McGrail, & Stringer, 2016). In his arti-

cle in this issue, David Best presents some of

the advantages and problems associated with

the shift to a recovery-based treatment system,

and argues for a broad concept of recovery that

includes harm reduction and medical substitu-

tion treatment (Best, 2017).

But is it likely or even possible to reach

a consensual definition of a concept laden with

specific historical, scientific and cultural pre-

connotations? A. B. Laudet writes: “Determining

what authors mean by ‘recovery’ in scientific

articles often does not become clear until the

methods section. There, ‘recovery’ typically

vanishes, to be replaced without explanation by

‘abstinence’” (Laudet, 2008, p. 2002). Another

question is whether the term “recovery” which is

applied in Scandinavian treatment policy would

contribute to the positive development described

by Best.

Between rehabilitation, recovery
and user involvement

The Scandinavian countries (here Denmark and

Norway) do not have a native term corresponding

to the meaning of “recovery” either in the mental-

health field or in drug treatment. Mental-health
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professionals and policy makers have therefore

imported the untranslated term “recovery”, indi-

cating that this approach represents something

totally new in the Nordic context. Only in the

Nordic 12-step rhetoric has the word “recovery”

been translated as bedring or tilfriskning
(“getting better”).

Traditionally in Denmark and Norway, reha-

bilitation has been a key term in the treatment

and care of psychiatric patients, drug addicts and

socially marginalised citizens. Rehabilitation

describes the process that needs to be organised

regarding the (re)integration of the individual

into a broader social context, and is frequently

addressed in legal texts and guidelines. For

instance, medically assisted drug treatment in

Norway is labelled as LAR (legemiddel assistert

rehabilitering) – medically assisted rehabilita-

tion. In both Denmark and Norway, rehabilita-

tion of drug addicts has traditionally been highly

prioritised, and the state and the municipalities

are obligated to offer services in relation to fam-

ily members, housing, employment and health.

In Denmark, the goal of psychiatric rehabilita-

tion is the inclusion of the patient into broader

society through structured treatment efforts.

“Rehabilitation is based on the citizen’s whole life

situation, and consists of coordinated, consistent

and knowledge-based activities” (Marselisborg-

centeret, 2007, p. 16, translated by the author).

Recovery, on the other hand, is described by

Eplov (2010)as a uniquepersonal journey, impos-

sible to structure and organise. Following these

definitions, the treatment process must include a

great deal of cooperation between professionals

and clients. Considering the many guidelines and

large amount of legislation on user involvement in

health and social services in both Norway and

Denmark, the exact contribution of the concept

of recovery remains unclear. However, the con-

cept of recovery in mental health remains a dis-

puted and internationally discussed subject.

The US recovery concept

Historically, the concept of recovery in addic-

tion treatment originates from the American

12-step movement, and embeds its own original

perspectives in relation to addiction, treatment,

mental health and personal outlook. In 2015

Michael Botticelli was appointed “drug czar”

in the United States, his own recovery being

the sole qualification. On 13 December 2015,

Botticelli was guest on the popular TV show

60 Minutes, where he gave a short presentation

of the American road to recovery. A self-

defined “sober recovering alcoholic”, who has

remained abstinent for 26 years, he still attends

AA meetings and intends to do so for the rest of

his life. He will never be able to take mind-

altering drugs, not even as pain medication, as

it will trigger his alcoholism. Also, he still iden-

tifies as an “addict” suffering from a chronic

and life-long disease that requires life-long

abstinence. Botticelli’s recovery narrative is not

unique. It is shared by millions of Americans

who have traditionally turned to self-help and

religion in the absence of public health and

social services.

Redefining recovery for local
utilisation?

This concept of 12-step recovery has permeated

American culture regarding identity and out-

look, as illustrated by historian Trysh Travis

in her 2010 book about the traditions of recov-

ery and American self-help. And as shown by

numerous researchers, the 12-step-based con-

cepts of addiction and recovery have largely

monopolised the American treatment system,

underscoring the need for abstinence-based ser-

vices and excluding harm-reduction approaches

(Fletcher, 2013; Peele, 1995). Adding the

notion mentioned by Laudet, that scientific lit-

erature tends to define recovery as abstinence,

and given the large production of scientific

research and publications by American scho-

lars, it remains an open question whether a local

redefinition of the recovery concept in accor-

dance with the broader meanings suggested by

David Best is feasible.

As the Scandinavian welfare states tradition-

ally focus on rehabilitation and politically
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prioritise user involvement at all levels of treat-

ment and care, the usefulness of introducing

“recovery” in the planning and practice

of treatment in Scandinavia seems dubious. The

positive potentials described by Best are already

integrated into the Danish and Norwegian legisla-

tion and covered by the concept of rehabilitation.

Should we nevertheless choose to import

the concept of recovery into the Danish and

Norwegian drug-treatment policies, then the

challenges portrayed by Best will pose real

problems, and as Scandinavians tend to import

Anglo-American treatment technologies while

failing to consider the problems associated

with their application to a different context,

this could very well happen.

Would we risk kindling the old unproduc-

tive battle between harm-reductionists and

abstainers? The American and British ex-

periences demonstrate this as a possible and

likely consequence. And Best presents another

possible outcome, that professional treatment

will be downgraded for the benefit of a naı̈ve

(but economically and bureaucratically tempt-

ing) notion of “inclusion in the community

supported by family and peers”. In Denmark,

the long-term, damaging effects of the closing

of psychiatric hospitals for the benefit of

“social inclusion” of psychiatric patients has

been evident. A similar process was seen in

Norway, when institutions for the mentally dis-

abled were closed following the same line of

reasoning. Such reorganisation, however well

intended, led to major problems and failures

for some of the most vulnerable citizens.

Declaration of conflicting interests

The author declared no potential conflicts of interest

with respect to the research, authorship, and/or

publication of this article.

Funding

The author received no financial support for the

research, authorship, and/or publication of this article.

References

Best, D. (2017). The recovery movement and its

implications for policy, commissioning and prac-

tice. Nordic Studies on Alcohol and Drugs, 34,

107–111.

Eplov, L. F. (2010). Psykiatrisk & psykosocial reha-

bilitering: En recovery-orienteret tilgang [White

paper on the concept of recovery]. Copenhagen,

Denmark: Munksgaard.

Fletcher, A. M. (2013). Inside rehab: The surprising

truth about addiction treatment and how to get

help that works. New York, NY: Penguin.

Home Office. (2012). Putting full recovery first.

Retrieved from https://www.gov.uk/government/

publications/putting-full-recovery-first-the-recov

ery-roadmap

Laudet, A. B. (2008). The road to recovery: Where

are we going and how do we get there? Empiri-

cally-driven conclusions and future directions for

service development and research. Substance Use

& Misuse, 43, 2001–2020.

Marselisborgcenteret. (2007). Hvidbog om rehabili-

teringsbegrebet [White paper on the concept of

recovery]. Aarhus, Denmark: Marselisborg

Centret.

Middleton, J., McGrail, S., & Stringer, K. (2016).

Drug related deaths in England and Wales. BMJ,

355, i5259. doi:10.1136/bmj.i5259

Peele, S. (1995). Diseasing of America. San Fran-

cisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.

Travis, T. (2010). The language of the heart: A cul-

tural history of the recovery movement from

Alcoholics Anonymous to Oprah Winfrey. Chapel

Hill, NC: University of North Carolina Press.

114 Nordic Studies on Alcohol and Drugs 34(2)

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/putting-full-recovery-first-the-recovery-roadmap
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/putting-full-recovery-first-the-recovery-roadmap
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/putting-full-recovery-first-the-recovery-roadmap


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Gray Gamma 2.2)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 266
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Average
  /ColorImageResolution 175
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50286
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 266
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Average
  /GrayImageResolution 175
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50286
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.40
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 900
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 175
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50286
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier (CGATS TR 001)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /ENU <>
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        9
        9
        9
        9
      ]
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToRGB
      /DestinationProfileName (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
      /DestinationProfileSelector /UseName
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /ClipComplexRegions true
        /ConvertStrokesToOutlines false
        /ConvertTextToOutlines false
        /GradientResolution 300
        /LineArtTextResolution 1200
        /PresetName ([High Resolution])
        /PresetSelector /HighResolution
        /RasterVectorBalance 1
      >>
      /FormElements true
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MarksOffset 9
      /MarksWeight 0.125000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [288 288]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


