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Background

UKSR provides free, science-based, weekly mutual-aid support for 5000
people recovering from addictive behaviours

Research suggests that brief, intensive support delivered over a few days
benefits recovery (Dennisetal., 2005; McCarty et al., 2014)

UKSR has no track record of developing such intensive recovery events, or of
evaluative research

Aims:

1)Service evaluation of a pilot intensive recovery events — equine therapy with
UK SMART Recovery principles (spanning two weekends): process evaluation &
participant and facilitator experiences

2) Canvassing SMART stakeholders to examine their views on implementing
Intensive recovery events

3? Share learning towards an operational model and toolkit for intensive events,
allowing SMART to scale this intervention type and ensure consistency, quality,
and impact measurement in the future.



Approach

16 Semi-structured interviews (separate Process Evaluation (Moore etal., 2015)
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Fidelity somewhat limited by retrospective assessment as opposed to “in time” assessment 


All respondents:
Process Evaluation Findings




.

Fidelity

Participants recalled use of planned tools

CORE COMPONENT DESCRIPTION

Mindsight Window of Tolerance and guided mindfulness
Understanding Addictive Behaviours Equine-integrated CBT tools and stages of change
Boundary Setting Application of personal limits within recovery
Karpman Drama Triangle Exploration of interpersonal conflict roles

ABC Model CBT analysis of thoughts, beliefs, consequences
Pros and Cons Analysis Structured review of behaviour change motivations

Equine activities aligned with plans; occasional enriching extensions beyond documentation
'We could lead one of the horses... and put that paper in the fire to let it go.

Only minor timing adjustments due to heat; no programme drift reported by facilitators

* Triangulated evidence confirmed strong fidelity and programme intinerary
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Fidelity findings show that the programme adhered closely to its documented three‑day structure, which incorporated SMART Recovery tools, the Window of Tolerance framework, EFHD activities, and cognitive‑behavioural methods. Facilitators reported that sessions occurred in the intended sequence and participants recalled key tools such as the ABC model, pros and cons analysis, and the Lifestyle Balance Pie, indicating that core psychological components were delivered effectively. The integration of equine activities was also consistent with the programme design, though participants’ accounts suggested horse‑related work occasionally expanded beyond what was documented, enriching the experiential aspect without compromising fidelity. A participant described symbolic equine involvement in the closing ceremony, stating, “We could lead one of the horses… and put that paper in the fire to let it go,” reflecting intentional blending of emotional processing with equine presence. Only minor timing adjustments occurred due to unusual heat conditions, with facilitators shortening lunch breaks to maintain participant wellbeing. Importantly, no stakeholders raised concerns about programme drift or dilution of model components. Fidelity was evaluated without direct observation but through triangulated evidence from documentation and interviews, which consistently pointed toward alignment between intended and actual delivery. These findings indicate that the programme’s psychological and equine‑assisted elements were implemented as designed, contributing to overall integrity and reinforcing participant trust in the structured yet flexible delivery approach.


Dose

Structured Multi-day Intervention

The intervention spanned three full days, offering extensive engagement balanced between content
and experiential activities.

Participant Engagement and Pacing
Engagement was high throughout the weekends (one exception, illness)

Participants appreciated a natural, unhurried pace with extra informal breaks enhancing flow and
engagement throughout sessions.

“I think they managed the entire weekend in a kind of natural flow so nothing was hurried, there was time
for everything “

Balanced Activity Types

The mix of equine work, paper-based tools, and discussions was well received, catering to varied
learning preferences

Some desired increased hands-on horse time
Others noted the value of observing equine behaviour as part of group-based exercises.

A small subset found the volume of theoretical content intensive, expressing that fewer tools with
more in-depth practice could enhance learning

Facilitator Flexibility and Content Density

Facilitators provided a broad toolkit focusing on choice, balancing theoretical content with practical
application despite heat challenges

* Overall, the dose delivered reflected the designed balance of cognitive, behavioural, and
experiential components, with flexible facilitation ensuring participants remained engaged
despite environmental challenges such as extreme heat
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The intervention was delivered over three full days from 10:00 to 16:30, offering participants a substantial engagement period that balanced structured content with experiential activities. Group sizes varied between weekends—one reaching full capacity with ten attendees, the other operating with seven—but attendance among those who began remained high, with only one participant departing early due to heat‑related illness. Participants described the pace as natural and unhurried, noting that facilitators incorporated additional informal breaks beyond the scheduled lunch period, contributing to a sense of flow and responsiveness. One participant explained that “there was time for everything… the right amount of breaks,” illustrating the positive reception of pacing adjustments. The balance between equine work, paper‑based tools, and group discussions was generally well‑received, although preferences varied; some participants desired increased hands‑on horse time, while others noted the value of observing equine behaviour as part of group‑based exercises. A small subset found the volume of theoretical content intensive, expressing that fewer tools with more in‑depth practice could enhance learning. Facilitators acknowledged the density but clarified the intention to provide a broad toolkit from which participants could choose what resonated most. Overall, the dose delivered reflected the designed balance of cognitive, behavioural, and experiential components, with flexible facilitation ensuring participants remained engaged despite environmental challenges such as extreme heat.


Reach

Recruitment and Attendance

Recruitment relied on professional and community networks, resulting in 17 (of 20)
participants attending from diverse behavioural backgrounds

Participant Diversity and Motives

Varied previous experiences with horses (some pre anxiety) and SMART
awareness/engagement

Mix of behaviors including but not exclusive to “addiction”
Participants varied in recovery stages and experiences (some in active use or risk or relapse)
A heterogeneous mix of motivations: Specific behaviours or more general/wellbeing

“I was just almost ready to relapse completely to be honest. And when | went there
| kind of, | was hoping just to do something for myself to be honest”

Accessibility Challenges

Rural location and uneven terrain posed some travel and mobility challenges, mitigated by
support like car sharing and therapy animals

Some role ambiguity created by support some adjustment :

‘I felt a bit uncomfortable with the participant that wasn’t there for any addiction issue himself,
nor was he a facilitator, but he was more as an observer/accompanying someone else.”’[Anon.
feedback forms]

Broader Suitability

Participants noted the program’s relevance beyond addiction, including mental health, life
transitions, and neurodivergence
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Reach reflected a recruitment approach grounded in existing professional and community networks, including SMART Recovery meetings, therapeutic relationships, and community support settings. Seventeen of the planned twenty participants attended, with varied behavioural presentations including substance use, disordered eating, and other compulsive behaviours. Participants’ recovery stages ranged widely; some were early in change processes or experiencing relapse risk, while others had sustained recovery for years. One participant shared, “I was almost ready to relapse completely,” illustrating the diversity in readiness and motivation. Experience with horses and SMART Recovery also varied, which contributed to a heterogeneous group dynamic. Accessibility considerations emerged, as travel to the rural site posed challenges, with some participants journeying up to two hours each way. Facilitators supported attendance through arrangements such as car sharing and allowing a therapy dog, though the unclear role of a support worker attending alongside one participant introduced tension within the group. The rural, uneven terrain limited access for those with significant mobility issues, and participants noted that the programme may not be fully accessible for all. Perceived suitability extended beyond addiction, with participants emphasising broader applicability to mental health challenges, life transitions, and neurodivergence. Overall, reach was shaped by relational recruitment, diverse participant backgrounds, and contextual accessibility constraints.


Contextual Factors

Calming Rural Setting

The rural outdoor environment fostered calmness and reflection, enhancing participant
immersion during the three-day format

Facilitators: residential setting as a purposeful design element - creating continuity, shared
focus, and reduced external distraction. Helps to consolidate learning

Environmental Limitations

Minimal shade and shelter, coupled with outdoor location caused some discomfort and
may highlight the need for better contingency plans

Communication Gaps

Unclear guidance on clothing, footwear, and protective items caused uncertainty among
participants before the event. More re-attendance information on what to bring/wear would
be appreciated

Privacy and Safety Concerns

Shared spaces reduced psychological safety for some due to unanticipated presence of
unaffiliated individuals

* Thevalue of the carefully cultivated therapeutic environment could be maximised with
clearer pre-event notifications about the nature of the terrain, what to bring/wear for
potential weather patterns, and how privacy concerns will be managed



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes

Contextual factors significantly shaped participant experience, particularly the rural outdoor setting, which was widely regarded as calming and conducive to reflection. Facilitators noted that the residential-style continuity of the three‑day format minimised external distractions and supported deeper immersion. However, environmental limitations were notable: the programme was delivered entirely outdoors, and infrastructure for shade or shelter was minimal. During an extreme heatwave, participants encountered discomfort, including sunburn and one heat‑related departure, highlighting a need for more robust contingency planning. Practical communication gaps emerged, with some attendees unsure about appropriate clothing, footwear, or whether to bring food or protective items. One participant stated the need for guidance to “bring sunscreen… fly spray… practical things like that.” Confidentiality concerns also arose due to the shared nature of the stables site, where individuals unaffiliated with the programme were intermittently present. While this did not significantly detract from overall experience, it did slightly reduce perceived psychological safety for some attendees, particularly those concerned about being recognised by acquaintances. Participants were not informed in advance that the space would be shared, underscoring a need for clearer expectations regarding privacy and environmental conditions. Collectively, the contextual findings emphasise the importance of transparent pre‑event communication, environmental risk planning, and consideration of how shared spaces may influence participants’ sense of safety.


Mechanisms of Impact (structural)

Integration of Cognitive Tools and Equine Experience

Combining structured cognitive tools with real-time equine activities fosters deep emotional
processing and reflection

“But with the horses alongside ...having the ABCs and that exercise, it allowed me to separate, it
allowed me to feel emotion because | was actually experiencing it as we were doing it”

Structured Reflection and Emotional Consolidation

Facilitators pair horse activities with guided reflection to help participants process emotions and
solidify insights

Symbolic Transition Through Ritual

Closing ceremony involving writing and burning thoughts symbolises emotional release and
learning integration

“we burnt them in the fire... they’re gone now”

Individual Variability in Impact
Participants varied in how well mechanisms link to addiction recovery

‘More emphasis on/linking back to the addiction part - | loved the workshop, but found it a bit
more general than | expected, and | came away from it a bit unsure how to tie the new concepts in
with my actual addiction issue

Most find the process emotionally supportive and insightful

* Overall, efficacy understood as a result of the combination of structured SMART tools and
equine therapy, with the horses acting as ‘emotional vehicle’ through which to enact tools
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Mechanisms of impact centred on the integration of cognitive tools with embodied equine experiences, which together facilitated deep reflection and emotional processing. SMART tools such as the ABC model provided structure for organising thoughts and behaviours, while equine activities activated emotional responses and relational patterns in real time. Participants described this integration as transformative; one noted that working with horses “allowed me to feel emotion because I was actually experiencing it,” suggesting that cognitive insights became more salient through embodied engagement. Facilitators intentionally paired equine work with structured reflection to ensure emotional material was consolidated rather than left unresolved. The closing ceremony—where participants wrote down thoughts or behaviours to release and then burned them—served as a powerful symbolic transition point. A participant remarked that “we burnt them in the fire… they’re gone now,” illustrating how the ritual helped integrate the weekend’s learning. Some participants desired clearer links between general psychological concepts and addiction‑specific applications, indicating variability in how effectively mechanisms translated to individual recovery goals. Nonetheless, most described the experience as emotionally holding, reflective, and meaningfully paced, with mechanisms functioning as intended to promote insight and behavioural engagement.


Acceptability

Role of Facilitators

Facilitators' expertise, authenticity, and warmth created a safe and trusting environment
for participant engagement

“They were knowledgeable, and humble at the same time. It was clear that they love this
work. They worked well as a team, modelling clear communication”

Modelling communication, collaboration and reflective practice

Experiential Program Impact

Participants described the program's experiential nature as impactful and deeply felt but
hard to fully explain in words

“I can't explain what happens there, | can't. It was a feeling like it was a feeling”
Perceived distinctiveness from traditional recovery support

Suggestions for Improvement
Participants recommended clearer pre-event communication
Simpler theoretical explanations to enhance accessibility

Continued Engagement Interest
There was keen interest in ongoing participation —
Recall of signposting to follow-up pathways of support varied among participants

* Intervention consistently viewed as impactful and worthwhile, with recommendations
focusing on clarity, pacing and continuity rather than fundamental changes to the
structure or ethos of the programme
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Acceptability was consistently high, with facilitators identified as central to participants’ positive experience. Their combination of professional expertise, authenticity, and warmth fostered a safe and trusting environment that encouraged engagement with both cognitive tools and equine activities. One participant noted that facilitators were “knowledgeable and humble… modelling clear communication,” reinforcing the relational foundation of the intervention. The experiential nature of the programme was frequently described as impactful yet difficult to fully articulate, with one participant stating, “I can’t explain what happens there… it was a feeling.” This highlights the embodied, relational quality of the work, which contrasted favourably with more traditional discussion‑based recovery formats. Practical suggestions for improvement focused on enhancing pre‑event communication regarding logistics such as terrain, clothing, weather preparation, and food expectations. Participants also recommended simplifying theoretical explanations, with one advising, “Simple explanations… are sufficient,” suggesting that reducing conceptual layering could improve accessibility. Interest in continued engagement—either through equine sessions or SMART meetings—was noted, though clarity around follow‑up pathways varied. Overall, participants’ suggestions reflected refinement rather than dissatisfaction, affirming the programme’s credibility, meaningfulness, and emotional resonance.


Participant
Relational Mechanisms of Impact




Embodied Integration of Recovery Tools

1)Enduring Engagement with Structured Tools

Long-term Tool Recall

Participants retained knowledge of tools like the Drama Triangle and ABC model
months after the event, showing lasting impact

Emotional Awareness Development

Tools helped participants slow automatic reactions and increase awareness of
emotional responses and behavioural triggers

Supportive Environment Impact

A safe, supportive environment enabled participants to identify and express emotions,
enhancing introspective capacity

Structured Exercises and Reflection

Interpersonal exercises encouraged breaking down feelings step by step, bridging
emotions with behavioural roots
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Participants demonstrated a notably strong level of engagement with the structured exercises provided during the weekend, frequently recalling specific tools such as the Drama Triangle and ABC model months after the event. This enduring recall suggests the activities created both cognitive and emotional salience, enabling participants to better identify their emotional patterns and behavioural triggers over time. These tools did not function merely as intellectual concepts; instead, they supported participants in slowing down automatic reactions, developing an increased awareness of their emotional responses, and fostering deeper reflection on internal processes. Many noted that the safe and supportive environment of the programme played a substantial role in their ability to identify and express emotions, making them more capable of examining their internal states rather than reacting impulsively. One participant described this shift vividly when explaining how structured interpersonal exercises encouraged them to break down their feelings step by step, illustrating how such methods helped bridge insights into emotions with their behavioural roots. This emerging reflective capacity laid the groundwork for further embodied learning that unfolded through equine-based elements and partner-based boundary-setting activities.


Embodied Integration of Recovery Tools

2) Central Role of Boundary Setting

Emotional Impact of Boundary Work

Boundary exercises triggered strong emotional reactions and remained
memorable for participants beyond the intervention

“boundaries are massive ...when you're in recovery because if you don't have any
then, pretty screwed”

Relational Boundary Understanding

Participants learned boundaries as co-created in relationships through partner-
based activities sensing mutual comfort and discomfort

“One of us would stand and one of us would get closer and closerand closer
until we felt a connection. And then as if we went a bit too far we'd both feel
uncomfortable and step back and ah, and that's the place where we where we
both feel comfortable”

Equine-Assisted Boundary Feedback

Horses provided immediate feedback reflecting human energy and proximity,
deepening participants' boundary awareness and agency

“Having the horses there for me was massive because it kind of proved to me it
doesn't matter how big, or strong, or you know powerful, something is, it still
doesn't have the power to take your boundaries away from you”
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Boundary-focused exercises emerged as the most powerful and memorable component of the intervention, consistently referenced by every participant as a cornerstone of their learning. Unlike other tools, which were appreciated but described in more general terms, boundary work elicited strong emotional reactions and stayed with participants long after the weekend concluded. Many described boundaries as essential not just for recovery but for navigating relationships and daily interactions, noting that without them they felt vulnerable and at risk of falling back into unhealthy patterns. Participants explained that these exercises helped transform the concept of boundaries from an abstract idea into something concrete, negotiated, and embodied through experience. Partner-based activities, such as gradually approaching one another to sense mutual comfort or discomfort, enabled participants to recognise internal cues and relational dynamics in real time. This process helped them understand boundaries as relationally co-created rather than imposed. The inclusion of equine elements further deepened this understanding, offering a powerful form of experiential feedback when horses responded immediately to human energy, proximity, or hesitation. Such interactions helped participants recognise that they could maintain boundaries even in the presence of large, powerful animals, creating a transferable sense of agency that extended into broader aspects of their lives.


Embodied Integration of Recovery Tools

3) Equine Mirroring and Nonverbal Emotional Insight

Horses as Emotional Mirrors

Horses reflect subtle emotional cues via posture and behaviour, helping identify inner
emotional states nonverbally

“Some people are like, he’s going to come up to me though, | don’t want to push him
away, | feelreally bad. And other people are like, oh my God, he hasn’t come up to me,
he hates me.”

The interactions make visible processes that were already present but perhaps
unrecognised

Challenging Interpersonal Patterns

Real-time equine feedback enables participants to recognise avoidance and fear,
challenging assumptions in relationships

Alternative to Verbal Expression

Horses provide authentic, wordless responses, supporting those overwhelmed by
traditional group discussions

Deepening Emotional Processing

Silent equine interactions make concepts like authenticity tangible by revealing
emotional mismatches instantly
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The interactions with horses provided participants with unique opportunities for nonverbal feedback, enabling insights that might not have surfaced in traditional talk-based interventions. Several participants described horses as mirrors of their internal emotional states, reflecting back subtle cues through changes in posture, proximity, or behaviour. This mirroring helped participants identify patterns such as avoidance, fear of rejection, or over-accommodation, mirroring the interpersonal dynamics they struggled with outside the programme. Observing these responses in real time allowed participants to challenge long-held assumptions about how their behaviour affects relationships, including fears that boundary-setting would result in conflict or harm. For individuals who found group discussions intimidating or emotionally overwhelming, the horses offered an alternative path to insight by responding authentically regardless of spoken words. One participant noted that the horses did not require them to explain their feelings verbally; instead, interacting with the animals helped them understand internal signals through embodied experience alone. This form of silent communication helped deepen emotional processing and made theoretical concepts—such as authenticity and emotional alignment—more tangible by demonstrating how mismatches between inner states and outward behaviour were immediately revealed through equine reactions.


Collective Reflexivity and Shared Recognition

Reduction of Isolation Through Shared Patterns

Group members identified common emotional and behavioral patterns, reducing initial
concerns about communication and building connection

Feeling understood fostered belonging, honesty, and vulnerability among participants

Development of Psychological Safety

Psychological safety emerged early through mindfulness and structured group tasks

Horses helped reduce social tension by providing a shared external focus, easing anxiety
Ongoing activities like pair work and check-ins enhanced trust and mutual support

Horses as Social Anchors and Group Catalysts

Horses act as grounding influences that ease social interaction and reduce
interpersonal pressure

The horse serves as a common focal point, encouraging group conversation and
reducing performance anxiety

Participants felt increased comfort, support, and togetherness through
interactions involving horses

Horse’s provision of non verbal feedback seen as key

“I’'m generally quite quiet, | don’t tend to talk much in crowds [...] the fact that the
horses don’t even need words [...] it kind of gave you that feedback, on what you
were thinking rather than you having to vocalise it”
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Participants initially arrived with concerns about whether they would fit in, particularly those whose difficulties did not align with traditional substance-based addiction narratives. However, as discussions unfolded, many began to recognise shared behavioural and emotional patterns across diverse backgrounds, reducing feelings of isolation and strengthening group cohesion. This recognition allowed participants to see that their struggles, although varied in outward expression, were rooted in comparable emotional processes such as avoidance, shame, or difficulties with boundaries. As similarities emerged, participants reported that their apprehension diminished and they felt increasingly understood within the group. This shift contributed to a sense of belonging and facilitated deeper levels of honesty and vulnerability. The collective recognition of shared struggles helped create an environment where individuals felt comfortable voicing experiences that they might otherwise hide, ultimately supporting more meaningful engagement with the weekend's reflective and experiential activities.


.

Sustained and Transformative Impact

Clarity, Insight, and Early Post-Weekend Changes

Participants gained clearer understanding of their emotions and behaviours

Structured activities (e.g., awareness, boundary-setting) deepened insight into
personal struggles

Many moved from self-doubt to a strengthened sense of direction and empowerment
Early insights formed a base for continued behavioural and emotional growth in

Long-Term Wellbeing and Behaviour Change
Lasting improvements in anxiety reduction, calmness, and confidence months after

Applying boundary-setting skills helped participants decline unhealthy relationships and
risky activities, fostering empowerment

Participants incorporated body scans and grounding exercises into daily routines to
maintain self-awareness and wellbeing

Strengthened Recovery Identity and Group Confidence

Deepened participants' recovery identity, making them feel grounded and aligned with their
values

Overcame hesitation and fear, feeling more capable of sharing and engaging in group
recovery settings

Newfound confidence extended beyond recovery settings, positively affecting workplace and
social relationships

Enduring emotional, behavioral, and relational transformation over time
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In the immediate aftermath of the weekend, participants expressed increased clarity about their emotional processes, behavioural patterns, and areas of life requiring attention. Feedback indicated that the structured progression of the weekend—from emotional awareness exercises to boundary-setting experiences—helped deepen their understanding of underlying factors contributing to their struggles. Many participants reported experiencing a shift from confusion or self-doubt to a strengthened sense of direction, describing the later stages of the programme as particularly empowering. Even those who had arrived unsure of how the weekend would apply to them noted that focusing on emotional drivers rather than specific behaviours made the content widely relevant and personally meaningful. This early insight laid a foundation for ongoing behavioural and emotional shifts in the months that followed.


Stakeholder Perspectives on Value, Identity and Future
development




Perceived Value and Operational Considerations

Innovative Experiential Recovery

Praised for combining animals, outdoor settings, and experiential learning to support behaviour
change and reflection

“It sounds like a really good mix of all sorts, just the environment, the being with animals, the
building confidence and also yeah, the direct kind of comparisons, and then you know how the
tools work with that sounds really good”

Terminology and Accessibility

Mixed perceptions of the term 'intensive' highlight the need for careful language -
Accurate/Misleading (versus other types of addiction support)? Potentially off-putting?

Accessibility and cost concerns may affect participation (perhaps set aside funds for those who
can’t afford), problems of scaling up

Safeguarding and Facilitation

Care need for animal welfare and ethical standards in view of brand linking

Mental health stability and stage of recovery considerations for participant suitability
Group dynamics — potential trauma bonding and unhealthy attachment

Concerns about unstructured time (trading “war stories”)

Maintaining Program Integrity

SMART tools should enhance experiential programs without being confused with SMART meetings
- blurring of SMART’s core approach/deliver. Need to preservee the mutual aid model’s identity
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Stakeholders expressed strong enthusiasm for the Intensive Recovery Weekend, frequently describing it as innovative, powerful, and aligned with core SMART principles. They emphasised that the integration of animals, outdoor environments, and experiential learning created distinctive opportunities for reflection and behaviour change. Many felt that experiential formats allowed participants to connect with SMART tools in embodied and memorable ways. However, stakeholders also raised nuanced concerns about terminology, operational considerations, and potential barriers to access. For example, the term “intensive” generated mixed reactions: some understood it as a focused weekend experience, while others associated it with extended residential rehabilitation programmes. This highlighted the importance of using language carefully to avoid intimidating or alienating individuals early in recovery. Costs and accessibility were also important considerations. Stakeholders worried that if such programmes were delivered privately, they might be financially prohibitive for many service users. Suggestions such as subsidised placements or scholarship-style funding models were offered to ensure equitable access. Safeguarding concerns included participant suitability, mental health stability, and management of unstructured downtime, which could lead to the sharing of harmful narratives or trauma bonding. Group dynamics, clear facilitation, and trauma-informed practice were considered essential. Additional operational considerations included maintaining high standards of animal welfare and ensuring that SMART’s identity remains clearly distinguished from partner-led activities. Stakeholders stressed that SMART tools can enrich experiential programmes, but the intervention must not be mistaken for a SMART meeting, preserving the integrity of SMART’s long-standing mutual aid model.


Organisational Positioning of SMART Recovery

Distinct Recovery Approach

SMART Recovery offers a CBT-informed four-point program as an alternative to spiritual or
abstinence-based models (presented as philosophically different from 12 —step approached)

Itis evidence based
Offers framework for management

“I think that SMART has a very important role to play in the landscape, because AA relies on a
fundamental belief in spirituality [...] whereas SMART takes a more practical approach to recovery in
that it places the onus on the individual to be responsible for their recovery”

Challenges in Visibility

SMART Recovery has limited visibility compared to widely known 12-step groups and faces
misconceptions about its evidence base

Organisational Capacity

UK SMART Recovery is building resources within a global framework, facing challenges in innovation
and infrastructure development (as a global organisation with many voices needing to be heard to
bring about change). Described as “quite a fledgling sort of spin-off’

Future Potential and Growth

Stakeholders are confidentin SMART's potential to improve presence, address misconceptions, and
balance innovation with core values
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Stakeholders viewed SMART Recovery as a distinct and valuable component of the wider recovery landscape, offering an alternative to spiritually based or abstinence-oriented 12-step models. They highlighted SMART’s structured, CBT-informed four-point programme as a major strength, offering practical tools for behaviour change that participants can implement both during and outside meetings. This evidence-informed foundation was perceived as contributing to SMART’s credibility, particularly for individuals seeking a skills-based approach. However, stakeholders also identified several challenges. SMART’s visibility remains limited when compared to NA, AA, and similar groups, which enjoy wide cultural recognition and established pathways within services. As a result, SMART is sometimes overlooked or misunderstood, with some professionals perceiving it to lack an evidence base despite its strong theoretical grounding. Stakeholders also discussed UKSR’s organisational capacity, noting that the UK branch, while dedicated, is still building its resources, materials, and infrastructure. Operating within a global organisation adds complexity, as updates or adaptations require multinational consultation and governance processes, which can slow innovation. Despite these challenges, stakeholders expressed confidence in SMART’s potential to strengthen its national presence, address misconceptions, and continue developing UK-specific content and materials that reflect the cultural and service context. They emphasised that continued growth must balance innovation with fidelity to core principles, ensuring SMART remains both credible and adaptable.


.

Future Development and Responsiveness

Growth Opportunities in Recovery Services

Recovery services face high demand, creating opportunities for SMART to provide accessible
and scalable support

“SMART I think has got a huge potential to act as both the primary recovery pathway like from
services like residential rehab, detox and NHS treatment”

Engaging Younger Generations

SMART aims to address addictive behaviors among youth, adapting to digital communication
and emerging risks

Strategic Partnerships for Growth and Continuous Support

Collaboration with NHS, local authorities, voluntary organisations, frontline services,
criminal justice settings, workplace environments and youth-focused provision

Expansion of Intensive Recovery Events?
Not replacing the structured meeting model
Embedding SMART tools within practical, embodied contexts rather than just discussion

Equine therapy seen as one example. Others = walking or fishing, group art-related retreats
and other structured experiential programmes

“I could see working would be if it was kind of an outward bounce course, so you know you go
and you know you do these activities where you go and [...] you've got to build something and,
[...] if you can integrate these tools into a fun activity that people learn from”
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Stakeholders expressed optimism about SMART’s future and highlighted significant opportunities for growth across statutory, community, and preventative settings. They noted that recovery services, including mental health and substance use programmes, are increasingly overstretched, creating unmet needs that SMART could help address through accessible, scalable support. Many stakeholders argued that SMART has the potential to serve not only as a complementary model but also as a primary pathway within some services, provided it becomes more consistently embedded and promoted. Emerging social and cultural changes were also considered. Stakeholders emphasised the importance of appealing to younger people, whose communication patterns and exposure to risk differ markedly due to digital environments. This includes addressing a broader spectrum of addictive behaviours, such as gaming, online spending, or digital dependency. They advocated for SMART’s presence in schools, youth services, and family environments, positioning it as both a recovery and early intervention framework. The idea of an end‑to‑end pathway was frequently discussed, with SMART envisioned as providing continuity across custody, community reintegration, hostels, and long‑term recovery. Partnerships were seen as essential for future development, particularly collaborations with NHS services, local authorities, prisons, voluntary sector organisations, and private experiential providers. Stakeholders supported embedding SMART tools into activity‑based programmes such as outdoor challenges, art retreats, or structured experiences akin to the Intensive Recovery Weekend. These partnerships were viewed not as diluting SMART’s model but as enhancing its reach, enabling individuals to apply cognitive and behavioural tools in dynamic, real‑world contexts. Overall, stakeholders saw SMART’s future as one grounded in collaboration, adaptability, and strategic expansion that remains true to its core identity.


Conclusions

Intensive recovery event model was feasible;
strong engagement, sustained learning,
reflective tools effective; rural setting beneficial
but needs accessibility & weather planning

Participants reported immersive, relational
learning; equine tasks supported insight,
confidence & continued tool use post-event

Stakeholders viewed weekends as aligned with
SMART; highlighted safeguarding, clarity of
|dent|ty and need for increased visibility &
capacity

Future models need strong preparation,
safeguarding, facilitator skills mapping, clear
SMART integration & suitable partners |p
settings
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