Participant / Peer Online Facilitator Case
Study: Mark, Sydney

From Opera singing in
Europe to cheffing at top
Sydney restaurants, Mark
found his alcohol use
holding him back

Until about four years ago I didn’t know that SMART Recovery existed. I heard about it through
my psychologist who was a SMART facilitator. I got that feeling you get when someone tells you
about something they really believe in.
Backing up a little … I guess I have always had a problematic relationship with alcohol. From
my late teens I identified as someone who liked a drink, but I also realised that my drinking had
negative consequences that I didn’t like. My life has taken many different directions, from Opera
singing in Europe to Cheffing in some of the top restaurants in Sydney but alcohol has always
been there along with the consequences.
Many years before I reached out to SMART, my life had taken on an inverse relationship to
alcohol. It seemed the more I drank, the smaller my life became. This was one of the
realisations that helped me the most because I knew I wanted more from life. SMART helped
me get out of my own way and change my life trajectory.
Until this point in my life, I didn’t know that any alternatives to the 12 Step model existed, and I
was excited to see there was an alternative. I found SMART’s approach to behaviour change so
refreshing because it made me feel empowered and supported with social connections. So
often in the past I felt like I was alone with all these unique problems but after attending my first
meeting something shifted. I felt a sense of community.
Over the years, I explored a few different SMART groups but the one I went to most consistently
was in Kirribilli on Monday nights. It was close enough to my home that I could walk there, and I
got to know the participants and the facilitator Josette was an amazing support.
When I first started attending meetings, I had become very isolated, and I remember feeling
very anxious being around people again. After a couple of meetings my feelings of anxiety were
replaced by a feeling of belonging. I also loved how I was able to contribute my ideas and be
heard. I felt like I was being supported but that I was also supporting others. This is such an
important aspect of smart, there is no hierarchy, no experts.
Peer support is incredibly powerful because it not only offers us support but it also gives us an
opportunity to contribute to others. Being able to contribute to others offers participants the
opportunity to feel valued. When compulsive or addictive behaviors take over our lives, we lose
our sense of relatedness and reciprocity, and SMART provides this to people unconditionally.
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During the COVID-19 lockdown, I became a certified SMART facilitator and am currently on a
new career path in mental health peer support. SMART has been a great foundation for my new
role. There are a lot of parallels with my new job and what SMART offers because just as
SMART rejects labels like “alcoholic” and “addict”, my job as a peer worker is to see the people
I work with as equals. Not mental illness labels. People just like me.
I feel extremely honoured to be facilitating the SMART group that helped me so much and it is
one of the highlights of my week. No meeting is ever the same. People come from all sorts of
different life situations and behaviours could be anything. The only criteria is that participants
are considering the possibility of change. SMART helps us discover why we do something, the
function of the behaviour. The group is always such a supportive environment that teaches us
we all matter. This is so important because often we forget how to treat ourselves with kindness
and compassion. The group reminds us of our own inherent worth and dignity. I have seen lives
transforming as well as my own. Progress is rarely linear, but the group is there to support
participants where they are at.
As for me my drinking has been under control for quite some time, but SMART has given me
the skills to implement positive change in other aspects of my life as well. I am currently
completing my Certificate IV in Mental Health and want to explore further education to progress
my new career in the years to come. My life is getting bigger and that's the way I like it.

Mark’s experience
running SMART
Recovery online

Due to covid restrictions when I started
facilitating SMART it had to be online. At first, I
was worried about losing the human connection
but actually it has worked out really well. I think
the format of our meetings is well suited to the
online format and it is great to open the meeting
up to people from all over Australia. Even though
the group is online, we still have regular
participants, and the sense of connection is not
lost, just different.
I found the experience of being trained by
SMART amazing. Understanding how to
implement the evidence-based approaches
SMART uses to support participants to change
their behaviour ended up being extremely helpful
in facilitating groups. I especially liked getting to
understand the Stages of Change and how to
use some motivational interviewing techniques to
help elicit change in participants. The resources
were very well laid out and staff from SMART
were always just a phone call or an email away
for any questions I had along the way. There are
also a range of resources that I can continue to
revisit when I need to brush up on my skills
which is great.
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I am a face-to-face person but I have been surprised at just how effective SMART meetings are
in an online format. Participants really like the convenience of being able to join a meeting from
wherever they are. I think many people that would have been a little unsure of attending a
meeting in person have come along as it may be a bit less daunting.
I am pleasantly surprised that the sense of human connection is still there with the online
format. We have a mixture of regular participants and people who have never been to a
meeting before. It is very rewarding to see participants take control over their behaviours and
tell all their peers how life has changed for the better.
I have received feedback from participants that these online meetings have been a very
important way to connect with peers when they have felt very isolated and alone during Covid.
The resources that are available to all participants on the SMART website have also been
positively received. I truly believe that SMART is brilliantly placed to support people in Australia
to make profound changes in their lives. Being a peer facilitator, I have walked the walk and
seen it from both sides. I have personally gained control over my substance use and have seen
participants in my group not only make meaningful changes but maintain them over time. I am
absolutely convinced that this model of peer support utilising evidence-based recovery
principals saves lives.
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