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Evidence: Mutual Help Groups
Attendance and involvement associated with:

• Reductions in substance use
• Broader improvements in functioning

Key future research areas:
• Stigma with medication use 
• Adaptations to address diverse populations
• Further research on SMART and other second wave mutual health 

groups
Kepner & Humphreys, 2025

Research focused on SMART Recovery has been steadily 
increasing

Beck et al., 2017; Kelly et al., 2024; Zemore et al., 2026; 



SMART Recovery works across a variety of settings



SMART Recovery Global

Kelly et al., 2021
Journal of Substance Abuse Treatment



SMART Recovery: Australian Research Advisory Group



SMART Recovery was designed to reflect 
evidence-based addiction treatment and 

would “evolve as that evidence base 
evolved.”

Tom Horvath & Julie Yeterian, 2012
Journal of Groups in Addiction & Treatment

SMART Principle: Evidence led



Person Centred Care
1. Holistic care 
2. Care tailored to individual needs, goals and 

preferences 
3. Choice and involvement in decisions
4. A strong therapeutic alliance 
5. Trauma-informed
6. Culturally-safe care.

- SMART Principle: Person Centered, Choice & Evidence Led

Machand et al, 2019
Substance Abuse Treatment, Prevention & Policy



Better Outcomes
• Treatment addresses the 

needs of individuals.
• Less likely to drop out.

Human Rights
• We care about people.
• Want people to feel heard, 

respected & listened to.

Person Centered Care



Person Centered Care involves asking 
people about their experiences

SMART Principles: Person Centered, Choice & Evidence Led



1. Following a recovery lifestyle

2. Bonding and support

3. Being in a group with people who have had me

SMART Recovery Global Survey

Aim
• Survey of people attending SMART Recovery groups 

globally

Method
• Online survey was distributed via SMART Recovery US, 

Australia, Ireland & UK and through SMART Recovery 
Global
• 926 people completed the survey



Global Survey: Demographics
Variable Description

Average Age 38 years

Gender 55% men / 42% women

Country USA 64% / UK & Ireland 9% / Australia 8%

Race 79% white / 7.5% Asian or Pacific / Black 5%

Employment 76% employed / 9% retired

Legal involvement 37% no previous legal involvement

Main reason for 
attending 70% alcohol or other substance use issues



1. Following a recovery lifestyle

2. Bonding and support

3. Being in a group with people who have had me

Global Survey: Recovery goals

Total abstinence; never use again 34%

Total abstinence; but realize a slip is possible 30%

Occasional use when urges strongly felt 18.4%

Controlled use 7.3%

Temporary abstinence 3.6%



SMART Recovery 4-points 



1 (Strongly disagree) to 5 (Strongly Agree)

“I have built and 
maintained motivation 

to change”

“I can cope with urges”

“I live a balanced, 
positive, and healthy 

life”

“I can manage 
thoughts, feelings, & 

behaviors in an 
effective way 

without addictive 
behaviors”



% of people who “Agreed” or “Strongly Agreed”

“I have built and 
maintained motivation 

to change”

59%
“I can cope with urges”

“I live a balanced, 
positive, and healthy 

life”

“I can manage 
thoughts, feelings, & 

behaviors in an 
effective way 

without addictive 
behaviors”

63%

62%
62%



Predicting: function across 4-points 



Predicting: function across 4-points 

Age
No legal involvement

Abstinence goals
Higher number of groups



Predicting: function across 4-points 

Age
No legal involvement

Abstinence goals
Higher number of groups

Strongest predictor:
Satisfaction



1. Following a recovery lifestyle

2. Bonding and support

3. Being in a group with people who have had me

Global Survey: 
“3 most important reasons you attend SMART”

1. Following a recovery lifestyle

2. Bonding and support

3. Being in a group with people who have had 
similar experiences to me



1. Social Support, Connection, Community

2. Science based

3. Culture, Approach, Format

“What do you like about attending 
SMART Recovery……”

Kelly, Levy & Matlack, 2024
Journal of Substance Use and Addiction Treatment



1. Meeting length 

2. Lack of availability of meetings

3. “Bad facilitators”

“What do you dislike about attending 
SMART Recovery……”

Kelly, Levy & Matlack, 2024
Journal of Substance Use and Addiction Treatment



Kate Tan PhD thesis (in progress)

Cultural utility of mutual support in 
South-east Asia:

1. Scoping review

2. Sociocultural context of 
SMART recovery in 
Singapore

14

South-east Asia

wjt639@uowmail.edu.au



Yarn SMART
• Dr Elizabeth Dale (Clinical PhD)

• Cultural utility of mutual help 
groups for Indigenous people:

1. Systematic review

2. Cultural utility of SMART 
Recovery in an Australian 
Aboriginal context

3. Delphi study
14edale@uow.edu.au



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MX82F_Qobpw

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MX82F_Qobpw


Yarn SMART

14

https://smartrecoveryaustralia.com.au/yarn-smart-training

• Over 100 people trained in Yarn 
SMART

• Over 30 groups currently available 
across Australia



Takeaway Messages

SMART Recovery is having global impact

Keep listening to facilitators and people attending the groups

Keep evolving SMART Recovery as the evidence evolves

23



Thank you

Pete Kelly
pkelly@uow.edu.au

School of Psychology, University of Wollongong
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