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Summary 

THRIVE was a pilot project focused on wellbeing, employability and improved 
mental health which ran at Abbotsford, the home of Sir Walter Scott near 
Melrose, from November 2021 – July 2022, led by our Heritage Engagement 
team. The project supports local people who have been affected by the Covid-19 
pandemic.  

Working in partnership with the Local Area Co-ordination (LAC) – Mental Health team at 
Scottish Borders Council, the THRIVE project was aimed at adults who have engaged with 

the service to participate in weekly group activities on site at Abbotsford. The LAC team 
support adults who have acknowledged mental health difficulties that are affecting their 
quality of life. 

The THRIVE pilot project was led by Mary Kenny, Heritage Engagement Officer (HEO) with 
support from the Local Area Co-ordination team, Abbotsford staff (including her line 
manager Dr Sandra Mackenzie, Heritage Engagement Manager) and a small group of 
Abbotsford volunteers who assisted with the project. The project was kindly funded by the 
Scottish Borders Council Build Back a Better Borders Recovery Fund. 

The project involved group activities that took place each week at Abbotsford in 7-week 
blocks, with three places available per block (12 places available in total over the course of 
the whole project). The group focused on a different work area within Abbotsford each 
week, giving participants an insight into each work area and hands-on experience through a 

range of taster activities. These activities were developed in collaboration with staff and 
included hands-on practical activities in the gardens and estate, front-of-house activities in 
the historic house and visitor centre, ‘behind the scenes’ activities such as digital marketing 
and visitor interpretation and creative and storytelling activities. 

The THRIVE pilot project gave participants the opportunity to improve their physical and 
mental health and develop life skills, for example: communication skills and timekeeping; 

building structure and focus into their week; gaining an insight into their own local heritage 
and jobs in the tourism sector; and gaining experience of short-term volunteering in 
preparation for a longer-term volunteering opportunity at Abbotsford or elsewhere.  

The project has been a huge success and has been very well received by our local 
community participants, our project partner (the LAC Mental Health Team at Scottish 

Borders Council), Abbotsford Trust staff and members of our volunteer team. Throughout 
the programme, we have tracked the progress of our participants, from their hopes and 
aspirations at the outset to the cumulative impact of the experience at the end of the 
project and then further down the line one month after finishing. Their feedback 
demonstrates the immense value our participants have derived from the experience and 
how this is contributing to improved mental health and wellbeing. 
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Outcomes of the pilot project - number of participants 

Over the last 6 months, the project has engaged with 11 adults (18+) living in the Eildon 
area1 who live with acknowledged mental health difficulties that are affecting their quality of 
life and have been affected by the impact of Covid-19.2

Whilst we engaged with a lower number of people than we'd originally suggested in our 
funding application, we learned that each person needed far more individual attention, staff 
time and reassurance about social distancing and group numbers to be comfortable and able 
to participate. As the feedback demonstrates, this approach guaranteed a high-quality 

experience for participants.  

As a first experience of this type of work with a particularly vulnerable group, our staff now 
feel more informed, confident and skilled. We believe we have developed our capability to 

scope, deliver and manage community engagement activity targeted to those receiving 
support with mental health needs, but we are aware there is much more to learn.  

In terms of further impact and volunteering, the project has also successfully supported 2 
adults to actively volunteer within their communities and encouraged a further 5 to 
consider volunteering as a viable option for them in the near future.3 As the feedback again 
demonstrates, many people had never considered volunteering as an activity open to them 
or had no knowledge of the sorts of voluntary roles available in settings such as Abbotsford. 
This project has offered a stepping stone to those who have felt marginalised and isolated 
and enabled them to see the value in volunteering, both for themselves and also for charities 

who rely on voluntary support.  

Partnership working 

This project has been made possible through a new partnership between the Abbotsford 
Trust and the Local Area Coordination (LAC) Mental Health Team at Scottish Borders 
Council.  

The LAC team works with adults aged 18 years and over who have acknowledged mental 
health difficulties that are affecting their quality of life. The team works across the Scottish 
Borders with a focus on supporting people to be part of their local community. The team 

supports clients to: 

1 One participant lives in the Cheviot area and was invited to take part as one block had an available space 
which could not be filled by an Eildon resident.  
2 With the support of the LAC team, all 12 places were filled over the course of four blocks. However, one 
participant signed up for block 2 but then struggled to attend due to a long-awaited medical appointment and 
then falling ill with Covid. The participant was able to take a place on the next block. As the other two 
participants had already started, the LAC and HEO agreed that recruiting and introducing another person into 
the block would be disruptive for the clients already involved and may actually discourage them from 
continuing. Despite the challenges of Covid, we retained 11 participants over the course of the project which is 

an indication of success as many of the participants are living with personal challenges and lifestyles which can 
be chaotic. 
3 This relates to 7 participants who took part in blocks 1 – 3 only. We are awaiting the LAC’s feedback in August 
to determine the outcomes of Block 4.  
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 think about what matters to them 
 increase their social connections 
 make links to community opportunities and services that may be of interest and 

beneficial to them 
 identify opportunities to use their skills in the community 
 build confidence and resilience to manage their health condition 
 improve their physical and mental health 
 become a more active member of their local community 

The new offer was publicised to clients through the LAC and participants recruited. This 

referral-style method of engaging with local people as individuals required close partnership 
working with the LAC and an agreed timescale and recruitment pipeline to identify, recruit, 
induct and start new participants on each block.  

If required, the LAC accompanied participants for the first couple of sessions on site and 
then withdrew over the course of the block when the client was ready and with the 
agreement of Abbotsford staff. The LAC also provided support and advice to the HEO 
during the planning and delivery phases of the project, particularly around approaches to 

group working, confidentiality and boundary-setting, support techniques and an agreed 
approach to evaluation.  

The project also engaged 4 members of Abbotsford’s existing volunteer team and 6 staff 
members who were instrumental in the delivery of specific activities and providing an 

inclusive ‘safe space’ in which vulnerable people could feel welcome and supported. Their 
contribution to the project has been highlighted within the participants’ feedback as a 
particularly valuable aspect of the project, as the stigma around mental health is still sadly a 
common problem. 

Aims 

In terms of external stakeholders, the project aimed to give local community participants 

the opportunity to: 

 improve their physical and mental health  
 become a more active member of their local community  
 build structure and focus into their week  
 re-build confidence, resilience and self-esteem  
 further develop life skills such as timekeeping, communication skills and resilience  
 gain an insight into their own local heritage and make a valuable contribution and 

connection to an internationally significant heritage site   
 become familiar with the facilities available at Abbotsford (e.g. the free-to-access 

path network) and confidence to access these independently to support wellbeing  
 gain experience of short-term volunteering in preparation for a more committed 

volunteering opportunity at Abbotsford or elsewhere  
 gain an insight into careers and jobs within the tourism sector on their doorstep  
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In terms of internal stakeholders, the project aimed to: 

 upskill Heritage Engagement staff by developing our knowledge and understanding of 
wellbeing and mental health through training and learning ‘on the job’ 

 give staff the opportunity to experiment and test new approaches to work with this 
audience and their specific needs 

 proactively engage volunteers and staff with the project, with the aim to reduce the 
stigma around mental health and ‘open up the conversation’ around mental health 
and wellbeing  

 create a new partnership between Abbotsford and our local NHS mental health 
services, extending our reach to their clients and providing Abbotsford staff with 

access to professional advice, support and feedback from the mental health team 
during the development and delivery phases 

Project design  

The Heritage Engagement Officer (HEO) has worked hard to design an offer geared 
towards informing, empowering and supporting people living within our local community 

with acknowledged mental health needs, whilst realising the potential of Abbotsford’s 
natural and built heritage as a focus for meaningful wellbeing and employability-focused 
activity.  

Rather than simply using Abbotsford as a beautiful backdrop for general therapeutic activity, 
the THRIVE project looked to actively engage participants with different work areas and the 
people who contribute to the functioning of a busy heritage attraction. We aimed to give 
participants an insight into the role of voluntary support and employment in readiness for 
volunteering or working themselves.  

The project began with a development and design phase (November – early December 
2021) and the delivery phase began with the first block in mid-December 2021. Four blocks 
were delivered in total. Activities took place on Tuesdays from 10.30am-1.30pm on site at 

Abbotsford.  

At the suggestion of the LAC, the HEO built in an additional familiarisation week before 

each block began, increasing each block to 7 weeks rather than 6 weeks. This familiarisation 
visit allowed the LAC to accompany any participant that required support to travel to the 
site, meet staff, tour the facilities and find out more about the planned activities and 
approach. This was a crucial exercise for building participant confidence and addressing any 
fears or concerns. With the Christmas break falling during block 1 and the increase to 7 
week blocks, the project ran on after the May grant deadline and finished on 12th July 2022.  

As we identified suitable activities, went through an internal planning phase with managers 
and further consulted the LAC team, we were concerned that the number of places we had 
originally hoped to accommodate were possibly too ambitious for a pilot project with this 

audience’s needs and concerns. The emergence of new Covid-19 variants was a live issue 
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during the first part of the project in the winter months and our participants subsequently 
told us they were particularly anxious about this and some were worried about being in 
larger groups.  

From previous experience, our staff also felt that a good supportive group dynamic could be 
better facilitated with a smaller number of participants, giving everyone the opportunity to 
contribute, speak and potentially share some very difficult feelings and personal challenges in 

a safe environment.  

Whilst our staff felt confident about the project and our skills, we are conscious that we are 

not trained mental health professionals and had had no prior training in this area. With 
support from the LAC, the HEO was careful to steer the project and maintain focus on the 
tasks at hand, rather than providing a peer-to-peer support group for example. Mutual 
support was a feature of the project (as is strongly evident in the feedback), but the focus 
was outward-looking and engaged in something new and active in the participants’ lives.  

As part of the project, both the HEO and the Heritage Engagement Manager attended a 
short training course on Mental Health Improvement and Prevention of Suicide through 
Borders Care Voice, a local provider. This was extremely helpful, but only the very tip of 
the iceberg, and we have subsequently explored the availability and scope of Mental Health 

First Aid training through Borders College. Both the HEO and the Heritage Engagement 
Manager feel this training would be a crucial next step in building our confidence, knowledge 
and capability to deliver this sort of creative approach with vulnerable adults.  

Activities 

The activities focused on a different department each week, giving participants an insight 
into each work area and hands-on experience through a range of taster activities such as: 

 hands-on practical activities in the gardens and estate 

 front-of-house activities in the historic house and visitor centre 

 ‘behind the scenes’ activities such as digital marketing and visitor interpretation 

 creative and storytelling activities 

The exact focus and scheduling of the sessions followed the seasons and the work 
objectives of each department. The programme below is illustrative of our approach: 

Week 1 - Visitor Services

In this session the group worked in the Visitor Centre focusing on retail. With support from 
one of our Visitor Services volunteers, the group unpacked, checked, and displayed goods. 
The group then had coffee at Ochiltrees Café and had a meeting with the Trust’s Volunteer 
Coordinator who explained more about volunteering at Abbotsford and our application 
process. The group was then able to have a ‘behind the scenes’ look at the Santa’s Grotto 
commercial event which was being installed for the first time within the Visitor Centre. Back 
in the Bothy (our creative space within the gardens which served a base for the group) the 

group undertook a creative activity which looked at hopes and choices for future wellbeing. 
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Great. Happy, confident – would do this more. Proud.

Week 2 – Historic House and Collections 

In this session the group focused on 
interpretation of certain objects in the 
Abbotsford collection. The group met and 

worked with one of our volunteer Guides 
and our Collections Officer to explore 
what visitor interpretation is in place at 
Abbotsford, why we provide this and what 
stories and information the Trust aims to 
impart. The group then used quill pens to 
interpret objects they had chosen from the 

collection as information cards, choosing 
to write in the form of acrostic poems. 

Really enjoyed today’s session and 

meeting such interesting people 

that I have things in common 

with… 
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Week 3 - Walled Gardens 

This week the group focused on our outdoor spaces 
and spent time exploring and getting hands-on with a 
specific area of the formal Walled Gardens called the 
Herb Border. The group worked with the Head 
Gardener and Gardens volunteers to renovate the 

border by cutting back dead plants and potting up 
strawberries and herbs which had overgrown their 
place.  

Great. I really did enjoy this activity. 

Week 4 - Woodland and Estate

In this session, the group walked the paths 
network with a volunteer path warden, cleared 
culverts and picked litter whilst they found out 
more about this voluntary role. The group also 
met the Estate Ranger and found out about her 
work focusing on the biodiversity of the 

Abbotsford estate, access and maintenance. The 
group also discovered Sir Walter Scott’s love for 
the outdoors and the struggles he experienced 
with depression and stress and the creation of 
his estate as a place of refuge and sanctuary. For 
the creative activity, the group took part in 
sensory activities in the woods including making a 

sound map. 

Informative and practical examples of the job. Good discussion of the 

various roles. Resources given for contemplation uplifting. 
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Week 5 - Marketing 

In this session, the group met and worked with the Trust’s Marketing Officer to explore 
how the Trust uses social media to share and publicise the Abbotsford offer online. The 
group took photographs of on-going conservation work in the historic house and the lates 

developments in the gardens, produced suitable copy with guidance from the Marketing 
Officer and created three social media posts which were subsequently published on 
Abbotsford’s Facebook page.  

Great day with the cameras getting behind the scenes of the conservation 

effort 

Week 6 - Round-up, reflect and celebrate 

This week’s activities were focused around 
the Celtic celebration of Imbolc - the 

return of the light, and new beginnings. 
The group heard a traditional story about 
snowdrops and got hands-on planting up 
sweet pea seeds for the coming season in 
the walled garden. The group reflected on 
the THRIVE sessions, discussed and 

collected feedback and celebrated the end 
of the project.  

Made me feel like I could be part of a team working environment again, 

instead of being ‘solo’ 
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Outcomes - feedback from participants and support staff  

At the project design stage, the HEO worked closely with the Heritage Engagement 
Manager and the LAC to design an evaluation method which was practical to deliver and 
focused on measuring the impact of the experience both on a short-term basis and a longer-
term basis.  

We were very conscious that participants were being referred to us by an external 
statutory mental health service. We understood that the majority of clients experience on-

going issues with anxiety, depression and PTSD and receive support from a clinical team in 
the community. Each client is therefore on a much bigger on-going journey with their 
mental health and we took our responsibilities towards them very seriously.  

We needed to produce evidence of the impact of the project, but to manage this in a way 
that was client-centred and supportive of each client’s wellbeing and management of their 
condition.  

With guidance from the LAC, the HEO implemented the following evaluation structure: 

 Aims – at the outset of each 7 week block, participants were provided with a set of 
aims and asked to indicate which ones they felt applied to them. This took place in 
person at Abbotsford.  

 Daily check-in – before each weekly session on site began each participant was 
asked to rate how they were feeling that day using a standard questionnaire and 

encouraged to share their status with the rest of the group if they felt able.  

 End of the block – at the end of the block, participants were asked to return to 
the same aims they had considered at the outset and to rate the impact of the 

project. 

 One month after completion – in order to gauge longer-term impact, the LAC 
had a scheduled telephone call with each participant one month after the completion 
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of their block and used set questions based on the aims to guide a reflective 
conversation. A written table of feedback was then passed onto us from the LAC.  

Feedback from participants 

9 of our 11 participants provided feedback at the outset of the project and again at the end 
– a return rate of 82%. 

Aims 

At the outset of each block, participants were asked what they aimed to get out of the 
project: 

100% of our respondents hoped to meet new people.  

89% of the respondents hoped to gain local knowledge, increase their confidence and their 
wellbeing. 

78% hoped to achieve personal goals, gain volunteering experience and increase their 
employability.  

Outcomes 

By the end of the project, 89% of our respondents had gained volunteering experience: 

Good reassurance that volunteering isn’t just ‘working for free’ 

This course has offered a head start to any new volunteers getting to 

know the place- if even 2 people become volunteers it’s a lot of long-

term manpower 

I had not volunteered before this but may in future 

Overall enjoyed learning about Abbotsford as an organisation and how it 

ran. I learned volunteers are crucial 

Pleasantly surprised how everyone gets along and smooth 

communications between volunteers and staff and a sense of calm from 

people 
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89% agreed they had met new people and gained more local knowledge. Only one 
person felt they had not gained more local knowledge. This could be that the individual 
already felt well-informed and had sought the project for other purposes. 

It was good to meet Mary and the other clients 

Being afforded the opportunity to take part in [the] THRIVE project has 

been a genuinely enjoyable experience. Getting to see behind the scenes in 

various aspects of the organisation and the estate itself is exciting and 

truly interesting 

Got me seeing other places 

That there is lots of place[s] to go to 

Being involved with others 

78% reported that the project had increased their confidence: 

Talking and sharing in subjects I hardly ever get to share with anyone 

about has lifted my confidence and excitement at potentially doing more 

with my knowledge here at Abbotsford in the future 

Just helped to feel part of society 

78% also felt they had achieved personal goals with two people unsure if they had 
achieved personal goals: 

Thank you so very much Mary and all at Abbotsford. I am painting 

again. It is the most important thing in my life! 

It let me see that I can go to things by myself and fill my head with 

outdoor stuff rather than my day-to-day stuff 

Trying new things was weird, but it was ok, to try it 

On the question of increased wellbeing, we received a more mixed response, with the 
majority agreeing the project had had a positive impact on their wellbeing (55%), 2 people 
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unsure what impact it had had on their wellbeing (22%), 1 person who felt it had not 
increased their wellbeing (11%) and one person who declined to respond (11%).  

This mixed response could be attributed to any number of external factors in the 
participants’ lives and should not necessarily be viewed as a weakness on the part of the 
project. However, we note that this term has become a ‘buzzword’ in recent years and is 
therefore open to subjective interpretation. For future work in this area, the Trust would 

benefit from drilling into the meaning of this word more thoroughly and setting out our 
meaning more clearly. 

It was so much fun doing the paths and spending time outside

I enjoyed being outside but feeling useful and contributing something 

44% felt they had increased their employability with 44% feeling unsure about this and 
one person declining to answer. As above, ‘employability’ is a buzzword and can refer to 
practical skills, life skills such as timekeeping, confidence, workplace knowledge and lots of 
other factors. The ultimate proof of this impact would be whether the experience of the 
pilot project supports participants to perform better in their current employment and/or 
feel more confident about looking for work or more informed about different career 

options in the longer-term.  

Made me feel like I could be part of a teamworking environment again, 

instead of being ‘solo’ 

I had built up lots of doubts about going back- experiences of negative 

working environment 

Mental health and wellbeing outcomes 

We also asked our respondents to reflect further on their mental health and wellbeing and 
to consider if participating in the project had made a positive contribution to their overall 
mental health. 

In terms of self-confidence and self-esteem, 100% agreed the project had a positive 
impact.

I just want to say thank you for all you done that I really enjoyed it. It 

was a good feeling to do something different that I have not experienced 

before. I feel that it has helped me with my confidence which is a big 

thing to me. Thank you. 
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Depression and/or anxiety was a common issue for all participants, with 78% agreeing 
that the project had had a positive impact on their experience of these on-going issues with 
22% unsure.  

Help me to meet other people with kind of same situations 

It was so much fun doing the paths and spending time outside 

I now go out more 

As part of the set of questions exploring the impact of the project on overall mental health 
we again asked our participants if the pilot project had improved their wellbeing. 67% 
felt it had made an improvement, 22% were unsure and only one person felt it had not. As 
above, this may be for any number of external reasons.  

Getting mind off problems helps 

The THRIVE project has definitely helped me step outside of my 

difficulties and routines, if only briefly, and shown me there is much I 

can contribute to, and offered support, sympathy and a shot of 

confidence which is genuinely appreciated 

We also asked our participants how the project had helped them to address their 
concerns around Covid-19. We knew from initial discussions with the LAC that the 
pandemic had made things much worse for many people living with a mental health 
condition by increasing their social isolation as normal activities and contact with others was 

restricted, thereby increasing loneliness and anxiety.  

The feedback indicates that 33% felt that the project had helped to address their concerns, 

33% were unsure if it had, 22% felt it had not and one person declined to answer. As 
highlighted above, worries about contracting Covid-19 and self-isolation were a high priority 
for many participants in the project: 

I personally think it was a good amount of people 

Holistically enjoyed the experience and recommend to others. I found 

the small group better 



15 
The Abbotsford Trust is an independent Scottish Charity No. SC037425 

The small group. I was expecting a much larger group which worried 

me initially 

Got me out and about and wasn’t crowded 

Overall, 78% of our respondents said that they had had an excellent experience and 22% 
said that they had had a good experience. 

When asked how they felt about the environment in which the project took place and 

whether they felt safe and welcome, respondents told us: 

Yes, very welcoming and listening to some wildlife to and from bus stop 

Yes, especially the Bothy- very ambient- feel like I’m in a book! 

Wood building more relaxing than an office environment 

Yes. This can be a worry- who will you be on the course with 

Very much so and Mary Kenny and other staff were very welcoming 

When asked if they would recommend the project to others: 

Definitely with help understanding to get there and back from the Lacs Teams 

Yes. Definitely! 

I already have! 

Yes 100% 

Feedback from Local Area Coordinator, SBC Mental Health Team 

Through scheduled telephone calls, the LAC reflected on the project with the participants 
one month after completion of their block of activity.4

In terms of improved physical and mental health, the LAC assessed that this had had a 
positive impact on 100% of participants: 

4 At time of writing, the LAC has completed follow-up calls with 7 participants from Blocks 1-3 with calls for the 
Block 4 participants due to take place in August 2022. 
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All 3 [participants in the third block] said that physical fitness is a goal and the walks and 
work in the gardens and woodlands were a good starting point. Mentally all said they were 
anxious but made to feel welcome.

In terms of becoming a more active member of their local community the LAC 
commented: 

Not with all the [block 1] participants, as not all were at that stage, but it certainly 
demonstrated ways this could happen.  

Both [block 2] attendees had stated this was a goal of theirs. One is still looking at other 
activities, the other has a volunteer role.

Two [block 3 participants] were pleased at feeling involved in a busy location. The other is 
already involved in their local community, so this was a departure for them out of their 
comfort zone. 

In terms of building structure and focus into their week, the LAC felt this has a 
positive impact on all 100% of participants, commenting: 

One [block 2 participant] was looking to get out of the house and involved for the first time 
in a long [time]. The other was looking for potential activities to add to their week, of 
which, returning to volunteering was a goal. 

Very important for all of the [block 3] participants who previously were struggling with 
isolation and dislocation from “normal”. 

In terms of re-building confidence, resilience, and self-esteem, the LAC reported an 

improvement, stating: 

[Block 1] Again, depending on the individual, but all reported some improvement 

[Block 2] Both reported feeling [the] Thrive [project] had helped in this area 

[Block 3] Yes, and I think it was very evident in 2 of the attendees 

In terms of further developing life skills such as timekeeping, communication 
skills and resilience, the LAC reported a positive benefit:

This is harder to quantify. One [block 1] volunteer was late to most sessions.  All 3 
reported that they felt the sessions had helped them, and would consider volunteering as an 
option 

Both [block two participants] were very reliable for time keeping and attendance. Both said 
they felt benefit from the activities they undertook, plus felt comfortable and supported with 
conversation and communication needs 
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Asked whether the project had helped participants to gain an insight into 

their own local heritage and make a valuable contribution and connection to an 
internationally significant heritage site, the LAC noted this was a valuable opportunity for 
participants commenting: 

This was a great opportunity to see the impact the Scott and Abbotsford have made over 
the years.  

One had previously attended Abbotsford as part of another project and was keen to return. 
The other said he was surprised and impressed with Abbotsford as he hadn’t visited before. 

All said they were very impressed by the location and all had an existing interest in history. 
The library in particular was commented on. 

When asked if the participants had become familiar with the facilities available at 

Abbotsford (e.g. the free-to-access path network) and confidence to access these 
independently to support wellbeing, the LAC responded positively, stating:

One participant has already enquired about walking groups in Abbotsford 

Yes, all said they would return out with the project 

Gaining experience of short-term volunteering in preparation for a more 

committed volunteering opportunity at Abbotsford or elsewhere 

One participant has already taken on a volunteering role nearer their locality. The other 2 
are considering it as an option for later in the year  

Yes, it was a refresher for one, who has now taken on a volunteer post in Galashiels. The 
other commented on how they would consider volunteering as a steppingstone to regaining 
employment. 

Yes for two in particular who are either going to volunteer at Abbotsford or are 
considering volunteering as a way to make changes in their lives. 

The participant who attended all the sessions [in Block 3] said that he really enjoyed the 
venue and activities, due to his interest in history, but stressed that he found the support 
and communications he had received from Mary Kenny had been a real boost for him, and 
this has helped him to look out with his comfort zone for other activities. 

Project outcome: the number of individuals involved in further volunteer 
opportunities 

As a result of the project, 2 participants have started to volunteer within their community 
and 5 are actively considering volunteering in the future.  

On volunteering specifically, the LAC had further comment on the impact on individuals:  
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This [project] is a great opportunity for participants to test out if volunteering is for them, 
but also as a venue, with the access that participants had, it was an experience that 
resonated with all three. All said they had enjoyed the range of activities, even if it was not 
something they would’ve considered before, they saw it as a learning experience. 

Engagement had been difficult for two of the participants due to other commitments and 
personal circumstance. However, both have said they enjoyed the sessions they attended, 

with one being particularly pleased she was able to attend the session in the visitor centre 
she had missed, as this was one of the areas she really wanted to look at. She is now 
considering applying for a position volunteering at the Visitor Centre as this is an area she 
has interest and experience in. She commented how during the session she had interacted 
with tourists and managed to sell some merchandise to them, which had been a massive 
boost to her confidence. The other has considered volunteering as a future option. 

Gain an insight into careers and jobs within the tourism sector on their doorstep  

Yes, comments were made about the number and diversity of origin of the busloads of 
tourists that appear. 

Rebuild confidence and wellbeing related to fears of Covid 19

[Block 1] This wasn’t specifically discussed, but all managed to travel to and attend sessions 
in spite of restrictions and their fears.  

[Block 2] Yes, due to the timing of this block this was a concern for both, but they 
commented on how the necessary guidelines were reinforced, and necessary precautions 

followed, resulting in them feeling comfortable in the surroundings. 

[Block 3] Less of an issue due to relaxing of strict guidelines but still a concern. All felt that 

necessary guidelines and relevant support was given. 

Conclusion and next steps 

With generous support from the Scottish Borders Council Build Back a Better Borders 

Recovery Fund we have delivered a high-quality pilot project with rich outcomes for our 
participants and learning for the Abbotsford Trust.  

We have learned each week what it takes to facilitate meaningful experiences for this 
vulnerable audience and to do it in a way that is supportive, kind, impactful and positive. We 
have learned that for some of our participants, just leaving home, meeting new people and 

seeing through a new commitment is a real effort and a huge step forward in lives which can 
often be chaotic and uncertain.  

Staff and volunteer support has been key to the success of this project and the emphasis on 
positive experiences and moving forward has been critical. We have built a safe and secure 
environment for our participants and carefully designed a programme of activity that has 
allowed them to genuinely consider how to make changes in their own lives for the better. 
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Internally, our project has demonstrated a huge willing on the part of staff and volunteers to 
facilitate this type of work and overcome the stigma of mental health.  

We know that we have experimented and learned a great deal through this project, but we 
still have some way to go to develop our knowledge, understanding and confidence around 
mental health. We are keen to invest in staff skills by establishing mental health champions 
throughout our staff team and to provide further training for the learning team in Mental 

Health First Aid. 

The project has also given us an insight into the remit of statutory mental health provision 

and where this crosses over with third sector provision. We better understand the 
challenges facing our local community and the increased pressure that Covid-19 has placed 
on the most vulnerable people in society who were already at risk of poor health and 
exclusion, and the services which seek to support them. This project has further helped the 
trust to understand the niche we can occupy in the wider landscape of mental health and 
how we can genuinely realise the potential of our heritage for wider public good. 


