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ABSTRACT
Substance use disorders are a major threat to the health and quality of life of individuals. Self-care is a strategy that affects health 
promotion and can be relevant in relapse prevention, as well as contribute to recovery in substance use disorders. This study aims 
to explore the diverse meanings of self-care and the interventions that aligned with self-care approaches for individuals recov-
ering from substance use disorders. A scoping review was conducted following the Joanna Briggs Institute and PRISMA-ScR 
guidelines. Studies published between 2014 and 2023 that explored self-care (practices, definitions, or interventions) in adults 
(+18) undergoing treatment for substance use disorders, regardless of co-occurring mental health conditions and across diverse 
cultural, geographical, and healthcare contexts, using various study designs were searched in CINHAL, Web of Science, Scopus, 
Psicodoc, PsycINFO, Cochrane Library, and reference lists, using MeSH terms “Self Care” and “Substance-Related Disorders”, 
and free terms “addictions”, “addiction treatment”, “self care concept”, “interventions”, and “treatment”. Thirty articles were in-
cluded in the final review. The meanings of self-care are related to physical, behavioural, interpersonal, psychological and social 
levels. The variety of approaches and the integration of strategies such as mindfulness and cognitive-behavioural group therapy 
highlight the importance of self-care in substance use disorders. Self-care is a key part of the recovery process and should be 
tailored to each person's unique experiences and needs. There is a need for consistent support in the implementation of self-care 
strategies, in addition to creating interventions that address the complex lives of the specific populations.

1   |   Introduction

Substance use disorders (SUDs) pose a major global public health 
challenge, significantly affecting the well-being of individuals, 
placing a burden on health systems worldwide (Delegación del 
Gobierno para el Plan Nacional sobre Drogas 2017). Beyond the 
individual, SUDs have repercussions for families and communi-
ties, leading to dependency, disability, and chronic health prob-
lems, as well as social consequences that transcend the user and 
affect their family and social environment (European Union 
Drugs Agency (EUDA)  2022; Organización Panamericana de 
la Salud (PAHO)  2023). These disorders pose a challenge for 

health systems, which must integrate early interventions, fam-
ily support, and prevention strategies, which are especially rel-
evant aspects for nurses and health professionals due to their 
key role in detection, accompaniment, and a comprehensive 
approach (Pedreira Crespo et al. 2011; European Union Drugs 
Agency (EUDA) 2022; Organización Panamericana de la Salud 
(PAHO) 2023).

According to DSM 5-TR, an SUD is defined as a problematic pattern 
of substance use that results in clinically significant or functional 
impairment or distress (American Psychiatric Association 2022). 
Treatment options for SUDs encompass both clinical interventions 
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and community-based support. Clinical care includes psycholog-
ical and pharmacological approaches, while community support 
involves mutual aid groups, therapeutic communities, and peer 
support programmes (Sampietro et al. 2023). Aligning with SUDs 
and their treatment, we find the complex concept of recovery, often 
misunderstood as cure. Recovery involves improvements in differ-
ent areas such as symptomatology and functionality across social, 
occupational, and educational areas, sustained for at least 2 years 
(Ortega Sanz 2020; Uriarte Uriarte and Vallespí Cantabrana 2017). 
In addition, the concept of recovery extends beyond symptom re-
duction and abstinence, encompassing improvements in quality of 
life, mental and physical health, and social reintegration.

According to the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration (2012), recovery is a process of change whereby 
individuals improve their health and wellness, live a self-
directed life, and strive to reach their full potential. The World 
Drug Report 2024 points to a global increase in substance use, 
affecting more than 64 million people with SUDs. However, 
only a small portion receives treatment, with a greater disad-
vantage for women (UNODC 2024). Approximately 20% of 
countries worldwide have no screening programmes or brief in-
terventions, and treatment coverage remains low and unequal. 
In this context, reaching the targets proposed by the WHO, such 
as reducing harmful drinking by 20% by 2030, seems difficult 
to achieve. It highlights the importance of integrating treatment 
into universal health coverage, increasing professional train-
ing, and ensuring accessible and evidence-based interventions 
to address the health and social impact of SUDs (World Health 
Organisation 2024).

Taking these aspects into account, self-care can be established as 
a key component in recovery from SUDs, especially when access 
to services is limited and people have to adapt to adverse contexts 
(Rhodes et al. 2015). Recovery from SUDs involves active decision-
making based on personal awareness and control, making it an 
essential tool for the day-to-day management of persistent health 
problems (Martínez et al. 2021); for example, meditation, therapy, 
or exercise not only strengthen physical and emotional well-being, 
but also sustain the recovery process in the long term (Hill 2017).

Several authors have studied self-care, providing depth and differ-
ent perspectives to its meaning. Dean (1989) defines it as the be-
haviours that individuals undertake to promote or restore health, 
either independently or with professional guidance. It is character-
ised by autonomy and informed decision-making, focusing on per-
sonal behaviours rather than broader environmental factors. The 
concept has evolved to emphasise active participation in health 
management, particularly for chronic conditions. This evolution 
highlights the critical role of individual actions in health protec-
tion and maintenance, especially for conditions requiring ongoing 
self-management efforts (Dean 1989).

Another relevant approach is the one proposed from a nursing per-
spective by Dorothea Orem in her Self-Care Deficit Theory. It is 
a comprehensive nursing theory where self-care is understood as 
the actions or activities that are carried out and are oriented to-
wards well-being (Orem 1993). In this model, humans are concep-
tualised as rational beings capable of self-reflection and symbolic 
thinking, emphasising the importance of self-care in maintaining 
health and well-being (Navarro Peña and Castro Salas 2010).

A more current contribution to self-care is presented by 
González-Vazquez et al. (2018), which contemplates a broader, 
multidimensional definition where self-care is proposed as a 
pattern of relationship with oneself, the world, and others. This 
approach is the one we take as a reference to define self-care 
and the interventions that would be included in it, such as mind-
fulness. According to this model, self-care is understood as a 
multifaceted concept that includes three primary dimensions: 
external material factors, intrapsychic self-care, and relational 
dynamics. It involves seeking positive experiences, maintaining 
a realistic self-view, and fostering positive interactions with oth-
ers (González-Vazquez et al. 2018).

While self-care has been extensively discussed and established 
as a mainstay in the management of long-term health condi-
tions, its specific role in recovery from addiction remains in-
sufficiently addressed in the scientific literature (Nuño-Solinis 
et  al.  2013). A preliminary search in the MEDLINE (Ovid), 
JBI Evidence Synthesis, Cochrane Database of Systematic 
Reviews, and PROSPERO databases revealed a gap in the lit-
erature. While systematic reviews have addressed self-care in 
the context of diabetes, cardiovascular diseases, and general 
mental health, there is a lack of comprehensive reviews that 
specifically examine self-care interventions for individuals re-
covering from SUDs.

SUDs pose a significant public health problem with individ-
ual, social, and health effects. Although the concept of recov-
ery has evolved towards a comprehensive and sustained vision 
over time, access to treatment remains limited. In this context, 
self-care becomes relevant as a complementary tool to formal 
resources, with the capacity to adapt to different individual con-
texts. Despite its exploration in the general health care setting, 
its role in the recovery from SUDs has been under-explored. 
This justifies the need for a review to identify and analyse the 
various definitions of self-care and examine interventions that 
align with self-care approaches for individuals recovering from 
SUDs through a scoping review methodology.

2   |   Aims

The overall objective of the review is to identify the different 
meanings of self-care and the interventions that align with self-
care approaches for individuals in recovery from a SUD.

To address this aim, our secondary objectives are to:

–	 Describe the interventions and programmes intended for 
promoting and/or maintaining self-care for individuals 
with a SUD.

–	 Explore the meanings of recovery as referenced in the liter-
ature, particularly from the perspective of and approach to 
SUDs.

3   |   Methods

The scoping review was chosen as the most appropriate method-
ology for this study as it allows extensive mapping of the existing 
literature on self-care in people recovering from SUDs, an area 
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that remains underexplored. Unlike systematic reviews, which 
focus on evaluating the effectiveness of specific interventions, 
scoping reviews are particularly useful for identifying knowl-
edge gaps, clarifying key concepts, and mapping the range of 
interventions and definitions related to self-care in the context 
of SUDs. This methodological approach aligns with the objec-
tives of the study and ensures a comprehensive, yet structured, 
synthesis of the available evidence. The review was conducted 
following the recommendations established by the Preferred 
Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-analysis 
Protocols-extension for Scoping Reviews (PRISMA-ScR) (Tricco 
et al. 2018) and the methodological guidelines proposed by the 
Joana Briggs Institute (JBI) (Peters MDJ et al. 2024) based on 
the work by Arksey and O'Malley (2005) and extended by Levac 
et al. (2010).

The scoping review protocol was registered in the Open Science 
Framework on December 22, 2023, and updated on January 07, 
2025; it is available for consultation: https://​osf.​io/​8bcnx/​​.

3.1   |   Inclusion Criteria

Inclusion criteria were established using the PCC (Participants, 
Concept, Context) framework (Peters MDJ et al. 2024). Eligible 
documents met the following conditions:

3.2   |   Participants

Adults aged ≥ 18 years engaged in recovery through any form of 
treatment for SUDs. The coexistence of a mental health disorder 
is not considered an exclusion criterion in this review.

3.3   |   Concept

Documents that explore self-care practices, definitions, and in-
terventions related to SUDs.

3.4   |   Context

This review considers a wide range of documents on the mean-
ings, practices, and interventions for individuals with SUDs, 
conducted in any geographical, cultural, or healthcare setting.

3.5   |   Type of Sources

This scoping review included documents published between 
January 2014 and December 2023 and a wide range of designs 
to comprehensively explore self-care in individuals recovering 
from SUDs. Table 1 sets out the different categories considered.

3.6   |   Search Strategy

Following the methodological guidelines of the JBI (Peters MDJ 
et al. 2024), the scoping review was carried out in three stages:

3.6.1   |   First Stage

An initial search in two databases was conducted (SCOPUS and 
PubMed with Full Text) using MeSH (Medical Subject Headings) 
descriptors in the following Boolean phrase: (“Self Care” AND 
“Substance-Related Disorders”). This search was carried out to 
identify relevant terms, analysing the words used in the titles 
and the abstracts of the documents found. This helped to design 
the different Boolean phrases used in the searches conducted in 
the second phase. Finally, it was decided to use MeSH descrip-
tors such as “Self Care” and “Substance-Related Disorders”, 
and the free search terms “addictions”, “addiction treatment”, 
“self care concept”, “interventions”, “treatment” and “addiction 
treatment”.

We incorporated into the manuscript the terms suggested by 
Kelly  (2004) and Werder et  al.  (2021) to reduce stigmatisation 
around SUDs. However, some terms classified by Medical 

TABLE 1    |    Types of sources.

TYPES

Primary research studies –  Quantitative studies: Randomised controlled trials (RCTs), 
non-randomised controlled trials, cohort studies, cross-sectional 
studies, case–control studies.

–  Qualitative studies: Phenomenology, grounded theory, 
ethnography, qualitative description, action research.

–  Mixed-method studies combining quantitative and qualitative 
approaches.

Secondary research and reviews Systematic reviews, meta-analyses, scoping reviews, and narrative 
reviews related to self-care in SUDs.

Grey literature (to mitigate publication bias and capture 
non-indexed evidence)

Conference proceedings, technical reports, dissertations, and policy 
documents.

Theoretical and expert opinion papers Conceptual frameworks, position papers, and expert consensus 
documents addressing self-care strategies. These were included only 
if they provided novel perspectives relevant to addiction recovery.
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Subject Headings (MeSH) and other terms widely used in the 
scientific literature such as “addictions” have been kept.

3.6.2   |   Second Stage

A search was carried out in: CINHAL (EBSCO), Web of Science, 
Scopus, Psicodoc (EBSCO), PsycINFO (EBSCO), Cochrane 
Library without applying any text or language filter. These data-
bases were selected due to their relevance in the field of health 
sciences, psychology, and addictions. Documents published 
from January 2014 to December 2023 were included, as the na-
ture of the research question neither focused on recent evidence 
nor on historical context. Different Boolean phrases defined 
in the first stage were used as a result of a preliminary search. 
Table 2 shows search strategies carried out between September 
2024 and October 2024.

3.6.3   |   Third Stage

An analysis of the reference list of all the documents included in 
the second stage was conducted, taking into account that other 
relevant documents were identified and included in this scoping 
review.

3.7   |   Selection of Studies

To import and organise the documents obtained in the search 
and to eliminate duplicates, we used the bibliographic manage-
ment and citation program Mendeley Desktop version 2.67.0 
(Elsevier, Amsterdam, Netherlands).

The review and selection process was carried out in two phases: 
a first phase conducted by two of the researchers, in which the 
titles and abstracts were read following the established eligibility 

criteria. In this first phase, the relevant documents were saved 
in different files.

The second phase consisted of reviewing the full text of the doc-
uments selected previously and was carried out jointly by the 
researcher in charge of the first phase and a second reviewer to 
determine the documents for inclusion in the final review. Any 
discrepancies arising between the reviewers were resolved with 
the intervention of a third researcher, as well as re-reading the 
full text and further discussion. When necessary, the authors 
of primary studies were contacted for further information or to 
clarify data, and even to obtain the full text once the document 
review process was completed. The complete results and the se-
lection process are presented in a PRISMA flowchart (Figure 1) 
(Page et al. 2021).

Studies were excluded if findings included:

–	 High error rates or studies evaluating pharmacological 
treatments alone, without reference to self-care strategies.

–	 Studies focusing only on child or adolescent populations.

–	 While the analysis of the quality of individual articles is 
not an objective of this review, documents with insufficient 
methodological transparency were discarded.

3.8   |   Data Extraction

Data extraction was conducted using a standardised tool 
(APPENDIX 1: Data Extraction Tool), adapted from the JBI 
framework (Peters MDJ et  al.  2024). The data extracted was 
related to the main characteristics of the document, such as 
author/s, year of publication, country, study objective/s, meth-
odology (design and participants), main results including details 
concerning the concept of self-care, intervention, and treatment, 
as well as the tools used, and conclusions.

TABLE 2    |    Studies obtained by search and electronic database.

Search
APA 

PsycINFO CINHAL CochraneLibrary Psicodoc Scopus
Web Of 
Sciene

(“self care” OR “self care concept”) 
AND (“substance-related disorders” 
OR addictions OR “addiction 
treatment”)

224 208 84 6 491 102

“self care” AND (“substance-related 
disorders” OR addictions)

224 209 84 6 478 101

“self care” AND (“substance-related 
disorders” OR addictions) AND 
interventions

100 68 74 2 155 45

(“substance-related disorders” OR 
addictions) AND “self care” AND 
(interventions OR treatment)

168 123 81 3 321 72

(“self care” OR autocuidado) AND 
(addictions OR adicciones) AND 
(interventions OR “tratamiento de 
adicciones”)

89 32 59 2 109 44
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This process was carried out by two researchers in order to re-
duce potential bias in the final review; the discrepancies arising 
between these two researchers were resolved through discus-
sion and with the help of the third reviewer to reach a consen-
sus. Authors of papers were contacted to request missing or 
additional data when required.

4   |   Results

Thirty documents were included in the scoping review. The 
PRISMA diagram (Page et al. 2021) (Figure 1) shows the article 
selection process.

Table  3 provides an overview of characteristics, main results, 
and conclusions of the documents included in this review.

The geographical distribution of the studies was as follows: 
United States (36.7%, n = 11), Canada (16.7%, n = 5), Sweden, 
Spain, and Brazil (6.7% each, n = 2). Other countries (26.5%, n = 8), 

including Australia, Mexico, Iran, China, Hungary, Norway, and 
Portugal. Regarding study design: Qualitative studies accounted 
for 40% (n = 12), including phenomenological and ethnographic 
approaches. Quantitative studies accounted for 33.3% (n = 10), 
predominantly cross-sectional and randomised controlled trials 
(RCTs). Mixed-method studies (3.3%, n = 1) provided an integra-
tive perspective. Other sources (23.3%, n = 7) included literature 
reviews, book chapters, and one dissertation.

The populations studied were notably diverse, including in-
dividuals recovering from opioid use disorder (OUD) (Obekpa 
et al. 2023), people using methamphetamine and opioids simul-
taneously (Corser et  al.  2022), women recovering from SUDs 
(Gorvine et  al.  2021), and gay, bisexual, and other men who 
have sex with men (GBMSM) engaged in chemsex behaviours 
(González-Baeza et al. 2023). Additionally, crack cocaine users 
in Brazil were included in the research (Cardoso Leite Bica 
et  al. 2019), as well as alcohol-dependent patients undergoing 
cognitive-behavioural therapy (CBT) (Peng et al. 2022). Sample 
sizes ranged from small qualitative cohorts of fewer than 20 

FIGURE 1    |    PRISMA flow chart for the scoping review (Page et al. 2021).
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participants to larger cross-sectional samples exceeding 200 par-
ticipants, illustrating the breadth of research conducted across 
different contexts and populations.

The interventions examined in the studies varied widely, re-
flecting a range of strategies aimed at supporting recovery from 
SUDs. Cognitive-behavioural group therapy (CBGT) was ex-
plored as an effective strategy for alcohol dependence recovery 
(Peng et  al.  2022). Methadone treatment was highlighted as a 
critical self-care mechanism for managing heroin addiction, 
particularly when formal treatment options were unavailable 

(Romero-Mendoza et al. 2022). Recovery home programmes fo-
cused on improving health-related quality of life for individuals 
recovering from OUD (Obekpa et al. 2023), while harm reduc-
tion strategies were addressed in the context of methamphet-
amine and opioid use (Corser et al. 2022).

Three themes were identified across the selected studies con-
cerning the research questions of the scoping review (Table  4). 
Theme 1: Conceptualisations of self-care in SUD recovery: in-
cludes the different significances found in the literature. Theme 
2: Self-care strategies and interventions: mentions of the different 

TABLE 4    |    Scoping review themes.

Author Country
Self-care 

meanings
Strategies and 
interventions

Recovery 
meanings

Bjelland et al. (2017) Norway X

Brothers et al. (2023) UK/Canada X

Cardoso Leite Bica et al. (2019) Brazil X X

Collins et al. (2022) Canada X X

Corser et al. (2022) Canada X

Dakin (2015) USA X

Ferentz (2015) USA X X

González-Baeza et al. (2023) Spain X

Gorvine et al. (2021) USA X

Keenan et al. (2023) Canada X

Khantzian (2015) USA X

Kozasa et al. (2016) Brazil X

Kraepelien et al. (2023) Sweden X

Melemis et al. (2023) Canada X X X

Meshesha et al. (2023) USA X

Murphy (2016) Middle East X

Narenji et al. (2023) Iran X

Obekpa et al. (2023) USA X

Pados et al. (2020) Hungary X

Peng et al. (2022) China X

Phelps et al. (2018) USA X

Price et al. (2019) USA X

Raynor et al. (2017) USA X X

Rodman (2016) USA X X

Romero-Mendoza et al. (2022) Mexico X X

Seabra et al. (2021) Portugal X

Sharif-Brown (2023) USA X X

Sierra Ortega et al. (2021) USA X

Sinadinovic et al. (2014) Sweden X

Swarbrick et al. (2023) Australia X
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interventions or programmes related to promoting or maintain-
ing self-care. Theme 3: Meanings and trajectories of recovery: ex-
plains the different significances discovered in the review.

4.1   |   Theme 1: Conceptualisations of Self-Care in 
SUD Recovery

The first theme corresponds to the meanings of self-care in the 
context of recovery (63.3% of studies, n = 19). The studies re-
viewed reveal a wide range of perspectives on self-care in the 
context of SUDs, which can be categorised into three main 
trends: self-care as a tool for emotional regulation and relapse 
prevention, self-care as a relational and social process, and self-
care as an adaptive or maladaptive coping mechanism.

Several studies emphasise emotional regulation and relapse 
prevention, with Melemis et  al.  (2023) highlighting strategies 
to manage HALT (Hungry, Angry, Lonely, Tired) conditions 
and Kraepelien et  al.  (2023) introducing digital psychologi-
cal self-care (DPSC) to reduce alcohol consumption. Gorvine 
et al. (2021) focus on recognising triggers and managing stress, 
while González-Baeza et  al.  (2023) link insecure attachment 
styles to risk behaviours in GBMSM engaged in chemsex, fram-
ing self-care as an emotional regulation mechanism. Phelps 
et al. (2018) further explore self-compassion as a protective factor 
against SUD risk.

Other studies highlight the relational and social dimensions 
of self-care, such as the exploration by Rodman  (2016) of the 
practices of transgender individuals emphasising emotional, 
physical, social, and spiritual resilience, and the discussion 
of Pados et  al.  (2020) concerning community support during 
temporary alcohol abstinence. Sharif-Brown  (2023) integrates 
self-care into a group curriculum addressing nutrition, exer-
cise, stress management, and spirituality, while Murphy (2016) 
focuses on maternal self-care among mothers living with HIV 
to strengthen mental health and parent–child relationships. 
Swarbrick et  al.  (2023) advocate youth involvement in co-
producing mental health services to promote well-being within 
supportive environments.

A third theme examines self-care as an adaptive or maladaptive 
coping mechanism; Sierra Ortega et al.  (2021) conceptualise it 
as a continuous set of actions for maintaining life but note that 
drug use can serve as a maladaptive form of self-care when used 
to manage stress or distress. Romero-Mendoza et al. (2022) high-
light methadone treatment as an adaptive coping mechanism 
for heroin users facing structural barriers to formal care, while 
Collins et  al.  (2022) discuss how women and gender-diverse 
individuals may use drugs for temporary relief from societal 
pressures, underscoring the need for gender-specific harm re-
duction strategies. Khantzian (2015) defines basic health habits 
as critical elements of self-care that influence behaviours in situ-
ations of risk, while Corser et al. (2022) frame efforts to regulate 
consumption during concurrent methamphetamine and opioid 
use as adaptive forms of self-care. Finally, Narenji et al. (2023) 
emphasise conscious activities aimed at health preservation and 
relapse prevention during addiction recovery, showcasing how 
intentionality can transform maladaptive habits into healthier 
coping mechanisms.

4.2   |   Theme 2: Self-Care Strategies 
and Interventions

In relation to the self-care strategies and interventions identified 
in the reviewed studies (60%, n = 18), key approaches include 
mindfulness, CBT, and substance-free activities, which support 
recovery by addressing psychological states, early relapse signs, 
and personal development. Additionally, drug use is sometimes 
viewed as a coping mechanism, offering temporary relief but 
posing health risks like HIV transmission.

CBGT-based interventions emerged as one of the most studied, 
with evidence supporting their effectiveness in reducing relapse 
rates and strengthening self-regulation skills in patients with al-
cohol dependence (Peng et al. 2022). Additionally, mindfulness-
based interventions, such as the Mindful Awareness in 
Body-oriented Therapy (MABT) programme, have been linked 
to improvements in emotional regulation and a reduction in sub-
stance use (Price et al. 2019).

Another relevant approach identified in the studies is the use of 
digital tools for self-care, such as online CBT modules, which 
allow individuals to manage their recovery autonomously. 
Research such as that of Sinadinovic et al. (2014) suggests that 
such interventions can be useful for the self-regulation of al-
cohol use. In addition, harm reduction strategies were men-
tioned in several studies as key tools for self-care, especially 
in high-risk settings. For example, the study by Cardoso Leite 
Bica et  al. (2019) found that some crack users perceive their 
use as a coping strategy to deal with suffering, highlighting the 
importance of a comprehensive and person-centred approach.

4.3   |   Theme 3: Meanings and Trajectories 
of Recovery

The third theme identified in the literature corresponds to the 
meanings of recovery in SUDs, analysed in 23.3% of the stud-
ies reviewed (n = 7). Recovery is conceptualised not only as 
abstinence from substance use, but as a dynamic process in-
volving emotional, mental, and physical dimensions (Melemis 
et al. 2023). In this regard, some research proposes holistic re-
covery models that include aspects such as nutrition, stress man-
agement, and spirituality (Sharif-Brown 2023).

The relevance of recovery capital and its impact on the quality 
of life of people on medication for opioid use disorder is also 
highlighted (Obekpa et al. 2023). However, the literature also 
points to barriers to self-care and recovery, such as a lack of ac-
cess to adequate health services and the influence of social and 
occupational expectations on certain groups, such as women 
and gender-diverse substance users (Collins et al. 2022).

The findings of this review show that self-care in SUD recov-
ery is a multidimensional concept, encompassing individual, 
relational, and structural strategies. While CBTs and mind-
fulness have been seen to offer benefits, there are emerging 
approaches, such as digital interventions and harm reduction, 
that require further research to assess their long-term impact. 
Regarding the concept of recovery, the studies reviewed suggest 
that this should be understood beyond abstinence, integrating 
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psychological, social, and environmental factors that influence 
the well-being and autonomy of people with SUDs.

5   |   Discussion

The aim of this scoping review was to identify the variety of 
meanings of self-care and interventions that align with self-care 
approaches for recovering individuals with an SUD.

The review confirms that self-care in SUD recovery is indeed 
a multidimensional concept encompassing intentional activi-
ties for physical, mental, and emotional well-being (Swarbrick 
et al. 2023). It highlights the holistic nature of self-care, inte-
grating elements such as nutrition, exercise, and stress man-
agement (Keenan et al. 2023; Sharif-Brown 2023), while also 
addressing social and community dimensions that foster sup-
portive relationships (Pados et  al.  2020; Raynor et  al.  2017), 
and fundamental needs (Khantzian 2015; Melemis et al. 2023). 
Researchers emphasise the importance of mindfulness, emo-
tional regulation, and self-compassion as crucial compo-
nents (González-Baeza et al. 2023; Gorvine et al. 2021; Phelps 
et al. 2018). Notably, the literature acknowledges the resource-
fulness of individuals with SUDs in managing their well-
being, even in challenging circumstances (Corser et al. 2022; 
Romero-Mendoza et al. 2022), underscoring the adaptive po-
tential of self-care practices.

Building on this, we take as a reference the concept of 
González-Vazquez et  al.  (2018), who consider self-care as a 
pattern of relationship with oneself, the world, and others. 
This perspective not only aligns with the holistic nature of 
self-care found in this review but also extends it by empha-
sising the balance between caring for oneself and for others. 
Early experiences of neglect or trauma are noted as potential 
barriers to healthy self-care practices, which may manifest in 
maladaptive behaviours such as prioritising others' needs over 
one's own. This relational dimension resonates with the so-
cial aspects highlighted in the SUD recovery literature (Pados 
et al. 2020; Raynor et al. 2017), while the focus on intrapsychic 
self-care aligns with the emphasis on mindfulness, emotional 
regulation, and self-compassion (Gorvine et  al.  2021; Phelps 
et al. 2018).

Key strategies for self-care in SUD recovery include CBT and 
mindfulness-based interventions. CBT, particularly in group 
settings, has shown promise in enhancing self-care capacities 
and reducing relapse rates (Peng et  al.  2022). Mindfulness-
based interventions demonstrate physiological and psychologi-
cal benefits (Bjelland et al. 2017; Kozasa et al. 2016), with some 
researchers incorporating these activities into daily life through 
approaches like MABT (Price et al. 2019). These interventions 
support Orem's  (1993) conceptualisation of self-care as actions 
oriented towards well-being. Melemis et al. (2023) offers a struc-
tured approach, integrating CBT and mindfulness for relapse 
prevention, emphasising their role in addressing maladaptive 
thought patterns and behaviours. These interventions align with 
the multidimensional framework of self-care (González-Vazquez 
et al. 2018), which includes external material factors, intrapsy-
chic self-care, and relational dynamics.

Digital tools have emerged as an innovative dimension of self-
care in SUD recovery. The role of technology is highlighted 
through DPSC (Kraepelien et  al.  2023), with web-based tools 
offering independent management of substance use through 
CBT modules (Sinadinovic et al. 2014). These digital interven-
tions address barriers such as stigma and limited access to for-
mal treatment, providing 24/7 support and enabling individuals 
to manage their recovery independently. These digital inter-
ventions align with the emphasis on autonomy and informed 
decision-making in self-care (Dean 1989).

Contrasting perspectives from additional studies reveal the im-
portance of tailoring self-care strategies to individual needs. 
Some researchers frame drug use itself as a maladaptive form 
of self-care (Collins et al. 2022; Sierra Ortega et al. 2021), while 
others emphasise harm reduction approaches in high-risk en-
vironments (Cardoso Leite Bica et al. 2019; Collins et al. 2022; 
Brothers et al. 2023), showing that the concept of recovery has 
evolved beyond mere symptom reduction and abstinence, en-
compassing improvements in quality of life, mental and physi-
cal health, and social reintegration (Uriarte Uriarte and Vallespí 
Cantabrana 2017). The incorporation of personalised strategies 
is crucial when addressing the needs of diverse populations 
(Collins et al. 2022; Rodman 2016). Factors influencing self-care 
practices include need, competence, experience, and meaning 
(Sierra Ortega et al. 2021), as well as gendered work expectations 
and social contexts (Collins et al. 2022).

These diverse approaches highlight the multifaceted nature of 
self-care in SUD treatment and recovery, underscoring the need 
for personalised and inclusive approaches that integrate physi-
cal, emotional, social, and spiritual dimensions.

6   |   Limitations

First, the heterogeneity of study designs and conceptualisations 
of self-care rendered synthesis difficult. While scoping reviews 
do not usually assess the risk of bias, variability in study quality 
may have influenced our findings. In addition, publication bias 
cannot be ruled out, as studies with negative or non-significant 
findings may be underrepresented.

To mitigate these limitations, we employed a rigorous search 
strategy and implemented a transparent selection process with 
inter-rater agreement measures. Future research should con-
sider complementary methodologies, such as meta-analyses or 
systematic reviews, to further explore the effectiveness of self-
care interventions in SUD recovery.

7   |   Conclusions

The exploration of self-care in SUDs reveals a multifaceted 
concept encompassing various meanings and interventions. 
Self-care is broadly defined as intentional activities to promote 
physical, mental, and emotional well-being, extending beyond 
abstinence to include holistic health practices. Interventions 
align with this comprehensive view, incorporating digi-
tal tools, mindfulness practices, harm reduction strategies, 
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and personalised approaches. Web-based CBT modules and 
mindfulness-based interventions like MABT have shown 
promise in supporting recovery. The literature emphasises 
multidimensional strategies addressing the emotional, phys-
ical, social, and spiritual aspects of self-care, particularly 
for diverse populations. Harm reduction approaches are rec-
ognised as being critical, especially in high-risk environments. 
Structured approaches integrating CBT, mindfulness, and re-
lapse prevention frameworks support abstinence and recovery. 
Pharmacological interventions, such as methadone use, are 
explored as forms of self-care, emphasising individual agency. 
Engagement in substance-free activities and CBGT have been 
identified as beneficial for recovery. The concept of recovery 
highlights the interconnectedness of various life domains in 
the recovery process. Overall, the literature underscores the 
need for personalised, comprehensive, and evidence-based in-
terventions that consider the diverse experiences and needs of 
individuals with SUDs in promoting and maintaining effective 
self-care practices throughout their recovery journey.

Considering the results of the review and analysis, the areas that 
require further study and research are highlighted. Studies are 
required that can assess the long-term impact of self-care strat-
egies on recovery. It would also be useful to develop theoretical 
models of self-care in SUDs, as well as extend the evaluation 
of the effectiveness of digital and harm reduction interventions 
and incorporate interdisciplinary approaches. There is a need to 
develop studies that explore how differences in gender, sexual 
identity, and socio-economic factors influence the effectiveness 
of self-care interventions. The use of mixed methodologies that 
combine quantitative and qualitative data is required to better 
understand the phenomenon.

8   |   Relevance to Clinical Practice

This review emphasises the importance of integrating self-care 
strategies into SUD recovery programmes, advocating for a 
shift from purely biomedical approaches to biopsychosocial and 
integrative models. Digital interventions offer potential for ex-
panded access but require cultural adaptation and validation. 
The findings stress the need for personalised treatments con-
sidering individual differences, social factors, and structural 
barriers, particularly for women and gender-diverse individuals 
who face unique challenges in recovery. This holistic approach 
aims to enhance emotional and social well-being alongside tra-
ditional treatment methods.

This review emphasises the importance of integrating self-care 
strategies into SUD recovery programmes, advocating for a shift 
from purely biomedical approaches to biopsychosocial and in-
tegrative models. In the context of nursing for mental health 
and addictions, the results provide a useful conceptual basis for 
incorporating self-care as a component in treatment for people 
with SUDs. By recognising recovery as a multifactorial process, 
the role of nursing is reinforced not only in traditional treatment 
but also in the active promotion of psychosocial well-being, 
patient autonomy, and care continuity. The findings stress the 
need for personalised treatments considering individual differ-
ences, social factors, and structural barriers.
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