Step Four –
Made a searching and fearless moral inventory of ourselves.
In Step 3 we made a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the CARE of
God as we understood God.
“Next we launched out on a vigorous course of action, the first step of which is
personal housecleaning, which many of us had never attempted.” (Big Book of
Alcoholics Anonymous, p. 63&64)
Step 4 is where the rubber meets the road. It is the first tangible action step. It
can seem like a monumental task… a “searching AND fearless moral
inventory”… but in its simplest terms it really is just about taking stock. What is
working for us and what isn‟t?
What are our assets and liabilities? Although many of us have led good moral
lives, the content of our inner lives can be much different. How judgmental are
we? How much of our lives do we spend worrying about the future? How long
will we carry around a resentment?
You may have heard this before, but any business that doesn‟t take stock of its
inventory on a regular basis is bound to fail. People, too, need to take regular
inventory of their assets and liabilities. Often, we hang onto behaviors and
attitudes that once served a useful purpose but have long since turned into
serious liabilities. Sometimes, too, we develop wonderful traits -- patience with
others, for instance, or a deeper appreciation for life -- but haven't really
noticed these changes either. Taking stock of our personal assets and liabilities -taking a good and honest look at our habits of attitude and action – is half of
what Step 4 is all about. The other half involves figuring out a plan to keep the
right stuff going and to get the wrong stuff stopped.
You may wonder how we can possibly know if we have done a proper job with
Step 4. Some of us were such perfectionists we hardly knew where to begin, let
alone end. How honest is "good and honest?" Were we even capable of real
self-honesty? The truth is that nearly all of us were quite seriously crippled by fear,
resentment and self-pity when we began our journey of recovery.
Step 4 is the searchlight that reveals these confounding bedevilments and helps
us see what we must do to be rid of them. If we do a decent job with Step 4, we
begin to see where we routinely invite muck into the house. We have a plan for
how to get and keep our house clean. We are prepared for a serious house
cleaning and we begin to feel free.

We've already said that taking Step 4 means taking stock of our habits of
thought and action and making plans for replacing rotten ideas and behaviors
with something better.
It is equally important to remember what Step 4 is NOT. Step 4 is not about
shaming ourselves. It is not just another creative way to abuse ourselves. Step 4 is
also not about other people. Step Four involves looking at how we, individually,
reacted to the world NOT about what the world or individuals in it did to us.
“Though our decision was a vital and crucial step (Step 3), it could have little
permanent effect unless at once followed by a strenuous effort to face, and be
rid of, the things in ourselves which had been blocking us.” (Big Book, p.64)
Most of us have spent our whole lives trying to get away from the turmoil inside
by bingeing, purging, starving, engaging in perfectionism, people-pleasing, and
more. We thought if we could run fast enough or work hard enough we could
get away from ourselves.
Step Four therefore demands great courage of each us. Individually, we must
make a decision to turn around and look directly at all those things we have
been avoiding. Though we must do this for ourselves and by ourselves, we are
never truly alone: we are standing on the shoulders of those who have gone
before and we stand shoulder to shoulder with one another, taking responsibility
for our lives at last.
This may all sound quite awful, but Step 4 can be a very gentle process if done
in the right frame of mind; please try and remember that as you embark on this
part of the journey. We have abused ourselves long enough. Step 4 is part of the
natural continuum of healing that you began with the first three steps.
Different EDA Members’ Step Four Experiences:
“I will say that I had probably been writing my fourth step in my head for the last
month, but as soon as I actually started writing it got so much better and easier
to do. It isn't yet completed and I am sure that I will constantly find more stuff to
add to it until I meet with the person that will hear my fifth step, but it will be so
much easier to add to a project that has already been started.
I also know that I can do another fourth step later if I need to, it doesn't have to
be perfect and 100% complete this time as long as I am honest.”
“The 4th and 5th step are like the hump day of the workweek. Get past these
and you're well on your way to the weekend. There are lots of guides to doing

an inventory and I think everybody has to find one that suits them. I remember
being totally confused and overwhelmed by this step. But when a sponsor really
got across to me that this is like a business looking at it's shelves and seeing what
is there and what is not there, objectively and thoroughly, I got started. It isn't
about blame or shame. It is about looking for and seeing what character traits,
habits and thinking brought us to where we are. I was told that getting past the
4th and 5th meant going forward a whole stage in recovery. If you're tired of
relapsing get past these 2 steps. And I've found this to be true not only for me
but for others I've seen recover. So just get started on the 4th. Don't be afraid of
it.”
“Now I actually do this on a daily basis as situations arise when ever possible. I
think before acting and try not to react. For me this step is like the essence of
"Mindfulness" a Buddhist principle. Basically you take a step back from the
moment to observe it as if from the outside without judging or reacting. Once
you master this you will be able to observe the situation from your own point of
view and that of others and understand the reality of motives and emotions and
how you are "reacting" to them.”
“Praying for the willingness to start and complete this step was the only way I
could continue on my recovery. With my higher power and sponsor's support I
was able to take an honest searching and fearless inventory of myself. When
finished, I stared at the paper that used to be blank. I thought to myself, “here
are all of my „secrets‟ down on this paper.” I had a strange sort of relief as if I
wanted to get rid of these "character defects" “ASAP." I prayed again to God to
provide me with the willingness to share this with my sponsor and trust her with
my "secrets" in Step Five.”
“The point of the fourth step is not to justify our ill thinking and behavior, but to
see where we (I) -- not the other people -- went wrong, so we (I) don't have to
wallow in misery and pain in the same way again, and so we (I) don't have to
go around blaming other people for our (my) misery. That attitude of blame,
and the accompanying (sometimes unrecognized) feeling of victimization and
self-pity, keep us stuck for as long as we hold onto them: they are the shackles of
helplessness and of powerlessness. Well, the point of the steps, according to the
Big Book, is to help us find a power by which we can lead sane and useful lives.
Step four is where we cut those shackles that bind us to powerlessness.”

Suggestions:
1.

Get a notebook or journal just for the purpose of doing this step. Keep it in a
safe place.

2.

This step is meant to take a while. How long depends on how thorough you
are willing to be. It is best not to try and complete a Fourth Step this in one
sitting.

3.

Pray each time before you start writing. Asking your Higher Power to help
you be fearless and thorough can be enough.

4.

Don‟t go back and read what you have written and “edit.” Whatever
comes out of your pen is what needs to be on the paper.

5.

Make sure you have a sponsor to help you when you get “stuck” or let your
support people know what you are doing and ask for their support.
Exercises:

A.) Resentments:
1. Make a list of the resentments you have (or had if this is your first time
through the steps) on the left side of the paper leaving room on the right
side and under each resentment for the second, third and fourth parts of
this exercise. Write down the names of people, groups of people,
institutions, God… anything you have resentment about.
Resentments can be recognized as memories that have a “sting” to
them. Write down the names of the people you hold responsible for the
sting in these memories.
2. In the right hand column write why you are or were resentful at that
particular person or group of people. Was your pride or self-concept
threatened? Were your relationships jeopardized? What was threatened
or lost?
3. Under each resentment (on the left) and how it affected you (on the
right), write down your part in it. Were you selfish, self-seeking, dishonest or
petty? Remember this is YOUR inventory, not anyone else‟s. This is not a
time to get angry all over again at what others did but to try and
discover patterns in the way we react to situations.

4. VERY IMPORTANT! For each resentment, ask yourself "If this happened
again, how might I respond differently? How would the person I most
respect respond?"
In many cases our outward response will not be very different, but our
new internal response involves an "Aha! There it is again!" aspect. Every
time we see this situation play itself out, we get another chance to
respond in a way that affirms us as whole, healthy, calm adults.
** Leave some room before going on to the next section in case you
think of more resentment later.
B.) Fears:
1. Same format as above: make a list of fears you have (even if they seem
ridiculous) on the left.
2. In the right-hand column write why you are afraid of whatever it is.
3. Underneath each fear, write something you think your Higher Power
would say or communicate to you if you were again experiencing this
fear. If you can't think of anything, don' be alarmed. Ask your sponsor
what her Higher Power might say if she were experiencing this fear.
C.) Character Defects:
1. Below is a list of character defects. For each one, write examples of how
that character defect has impacted your life. Give specific examples.
Perfectionism Self-Pity
Self-centeredness Selfishness
Dishonesty
Being judgmental
Gossip
Pride
Greed Intolerance/ prejudice
**Leave room after each of these exercises in case you think of other
things to write down later.
D.) Patterns:
Look over everything you have written so far, and write a couple of
paragraphs about patterns you see.
E.) Assets:
1. Make a list of all the things you like about yourself. These are
characteristics that are often the flip side of the character defects listed
above in part C. For instance:
Sense of Humor Cheerful, enthusiastic
Thoughtful, caring Generous, giving
Trustworthy, honest, open Discerning, intelligent

Loyal, true friend Humble, respectful
Hard-working Tolerant and open-minded
Daring, courageous Creative, inventive
Loving Even-tempered, calm
Fair Friendly, helpful
If you‟re having a hard time coming up with things to put down, ask people that
you trust what they like about you. Before writing it down, ask yourself if you
believe that is true. If you agree, then write it down.
CONGRATULATIONS!!! You have completed Step Four. Remember… if you did
your best, it is good enough. A Fourth Step is never perfect and does not have
to be. You have crossed a major milestone in your recovery. Celebrate! But
don‟t stop here. On to Step Five…

