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Case Study

Banff Make 
In Metal
Supporting Young People’s 
mental health and wellbeing 
through craft
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Close collaboration between Aberdeenshire’s Community Learning and 
Development (CLD) Dept and silversmiths Vanilla Ink based at The Smiddy in 
Banff has supported mental health and wellbeing benefits for young people in 
the region through a programme of hands-on, workshop-based craft education. 
It encouraged those struggling within the school environment, or after leaving 
education, to build confidence and set their own learning outcomes. Working in 
small groups to experiment, play with materials, tools, and professional equipment, 
young people produced their own crafted objects, including silver bowls, spoons 
and jewellery. The project was packed with STEM learning outcomes, and 
enabled the young participants to develop skills in problem-solving, collaboration, 
managing risk and creative thinking. It led to new awareness and interest in 
creative careers and improved mental health and wellbeing.

The Smiddy, once a blacksmiths workshop, lay derelict for over 30 years until 
Aberdeenshire Council rebuilt the workshop as part of Banff ’s regeneration 
programme in 2018. Now it’s the home of Vanilla Ink The Smiddy - a Social 
Enterprise bringing silversmithing and jewellery opportunities to disadvantaged 
Young People in Scotland with the philosophy to Educate, Inspire and Empower. 
The Make in Metal project evolved from discussions between Vanilla Ink The 
Smiddy co-ordinators and senior CLD workers in Banff. Vanilla Ink The 
Smiddy were exploring creative ways of working with young people in the area 
who would benefit most from what they could offer. The CLD Work with Young 
People team were looking for ways to engage young people who were struggling 
with low level mental health issues and social anxiety in a rural area that offered 
limited opportunities for creative engagement.

Make in Metal Participants at work alongside the Vanilla Ink team in The Smiddy, Banff. 
Photo Courtesy Megan Falconer.

https://www.vanillainkthesmiddy.co.uk/
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A total of 26 participants took part in the pilot scheme aged 15-24, recruited 
through targeted invitations by CLD, referral from school guidance teachers 
and an open call through Vanilla Ink’s networks. 1-2-1 introductions to the 
workshop space before the project started, ensured young people felt supported 
and comfortable within the venue and enabled the project team to meet 
individual access and support needs: the group included individuals with 
dyslexia, autism, social anxiety and depression. 

Organised into four blocks, each block consisted of four weekly three-hour 
sessions, exploring in turn silversmithing, jewellery making, wax carving and 
casting. Over the 48 hours of contact time, each participant was supported by 
the CLD team to set their own learning ambitions, utilising Youth Scotland’s 
Dynamic Youth Awards to accredit the learning. These flexible and accessible 
awards encouraged the participants to set goals, articulate their experience and 
personal achievements, and build self-awareness and communication skills. It 
also provided the mechanism for the participants to self-evaluate the impact the 
experience was having on their self-esteem, confidence and wellbeing.

“It can really help with mental health. It 
helped me because one week my dad was 
quite ill. Being in the workshop for three 
hours I didn’t think about any of that stuff. It 
relaxes you and it’s very therapeutic” 
CLD-referred Project Participant

Three Make in Metal  participants share their finished spoons.  
Photo Courtesy Megan Falconer.

Working with resident silversmither Megan Falconer, the group were introduced 
to the Silversmithing industry and the local history of Banff silver. Participants 

https://www.youthscotland.org.uk/awards/dynamic-youth-awards/
https://www.youthscotland.org.uk/awards/dynamic-youth-awards/
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learnt how to work with basic hand tools: files, saws, pliers and blow torches. 
They soldered spoons, raised a bowl from sheet metal, designed and made rings, 
learned how to set stones, experimented with etching and casting techniques, 
and carved jewellers wax. They learnt about the scientific properties of metals, 
their melting points and positions in the periodic table.

Being given freedom to play, explore, experiment and test ideas while working 
with quality materials, tools and skilled professionals ensured all the participants 
achieved their individual ambitions set using the Dynamic Youth Awards. The 
relaxed and informal environment, working in small groups, underpinned the 
young people’s ability to learn. 

In gaining new skills and producing their own creative work each week, their 
confidence, communication skills and self-evaluated mental health and 
wellbeing improved. The results were obvious to the CLD staff who supported 
the project:

Vanilla Ink’s Workshop Coordinator attributes the participants’ development to 
craft’s unique capacity to support young people’s experimentation, risk-taking 
and problem-solving:

“They’re learning how to saw, they’re learning 
how to solder, they’re learning how to 
measure accurately. They’re learning all of 
those skills. But at the same time, they’re 
having fun, and they feel like they’re sort of 
playing, you know, and so you open up that 
side of you, that is engaged. So by combining 
those things with learning, you’re going to 
learn more because you’re relaxed.” 
Kate James, Senior CLD Worker, Aberdeenshire Council

“I’ve seen their confidence grow. When they 
are in the workshop they are smiling and 
chatting with each other in a way I’ve not 
seen them behave in school. I could work with 
them for a year and still not see that kind of 
change in them” 
CLD Worker
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Make in Metal’s success is underpinned by the foundational way the CLD team 
and Vanilla Ink The Smiddy collaborated throughout the project. Aberdeenshire 
CLD’s knowledge and expertise in recruiting and facilitating young people 
who are otherwise disengaged, disadvantaged or excluded in combination 
with skilled, knowledgeable craftspeople, ensured the young participants were 
supported throughout the project. It enabled them to get the most from their 
access to high quality tools, materials and equipment. Working in this way built 
the confidence, self-esteem and technical craft skills of participants, enabling 
them to consider futures for themselves that had previously been inaccessible or 
out of reach.

While Vanilla Ink The Smiddy has been closed to participants for much of 
2020, the Make In Metal project is informing their learning programmes as they 
reopen. Vanilla Ink The Smiddy and the CLD team acknowledge the benefits 
of this way of working and are committed to continuing this collaboration, 
exploring ways to bring these opportunities to more young people in the area.

Banff Make in Metal was made possible with support from Aberdeenshire Council’s 
Opportunities for Young People grant scheme.

“It’s testing and it’s getting stuff wrong, 
and it’s revising it. It’s absolutely to do 
with resilience building. In school, often, it’s 
either right or wrong. I think craft making 
is absolutely about getting loads of stuff 
wrong and seeing what comes out of it. 
You’ve got to test how far the material will 
go, you’ve got to test if you could stretch 
it that much, you’ve got to test what’s the 
minimum soldering joint... It’s testing and 
experimenting, and that’s kind of what I think 
keeps people in craft and interested in it.” 
Alison Arrowsmith, Workshop Coordinator, Vanilla Ink  
The Smiddy

“Yes, it has changed my mind about careers. 
Using the different skills and tools, it has 
made me think. I didn’t realise you could make 
Silversmithing a career, I thought it was just  
a hobby.”
CLD-referred Project Participant



This case study was produced as part of the MAKE 
Learn project. MAKE Learn is a partnership 
between Panel (the founders and current custodians 
of MAKE) and Craft Scotland, and is funded by 
Creative Scotland as part of their targeted funding 
to strengthen the craft sector in Scotland.

You can find out more about the project  
and read our other case studies at  
makemanifesto.com/makelearn
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