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Introduction: setting up a residents 

gardening group in supported housing

ÅAbout Occupational therapy, me and gardening

ÅWhy I think gardening is good

ÅWhy gardening in supported housing is complex

ÅHow the gardening group was initiated

Åthe process we used ïparticipant action

ÅOur results

ÅFuture research



Philosophy of occupational 
therapy

ÙWhat we do defines who we are.  

ÙHow we live, and how we choose to 

have fun, is every bit as important as 

what we eat and how much exercise we 

take.



Bit about me

ÅI have been teaching occupational therapy for 

10 years

ÅDeep interest in how all the activities we choose 

impact upon our lives, 

ÅFor a small proportion of my time I focus on 

gardening



Gardening activities

ÅI teach students of occupational therapy how to adapt 

gardening, so that they can use this skill therapeutically

ÅI research the effects of gardening as member of the 

Wellbeing Health and Occupation research group (WHO)

ÅI supervise research about gardening

ÅI support and develop community gardening projects

ÅI chair of the Eastbourne sustainability action network at 

University of Brighton.

ÅI take every opportunity to tell people about  the benefits 

of gardening.



Why is gardening so good?

ÅIt is an activity that can be easily graded to a persons 

knowledge and ability. 

ÅIt offers potential for groupwork or parallel working.

ÅIt enables a person to work with their environment and 

have a positive effect upon it, nurturing living things, and 

being in the elements.  

ÅIt offers physical health benefits through exercise, 

enjoyment, and laughter.  

ÅIn addition to this fresh fruit and vegetables offer 

nutritional and economic benefit.



Supported housing ïspecial 

considerations

ÅProblem 1 ïthe rules and norms are not clear

ÅBecause the social environment of a supported 

housing scheme for older people is complex, 

introducing a new activity may cause concern or 

even conflict (Wiseman and Bhatti 2007).  



Not managing the garden...

ÅIt saddens people that love gardening to longer be able 

to enjoy it .

ÅPeople will go without essentials to pay a gardener 

rather than  upset the neighbours with a scruffy garden, 

or attract unwelcome visitors.  Paid gardeners are 

brought in,  gardens are maintained rather than loved, 

Åand gardens are deserted. 



Problem 2 ïMany people quote ónot managing the 

gardenô as a main reason for moving into sheltered 

housing.

ÅDespite people feeling that they have ógiven up the right 

to gardenô ,  and the rules around gardening  being 

unclear.  It appears from previous research that there are 

individuals that would like to do gardening, but some 

help is needed (Wiseman& Bhatti 2007).  

ÅTherefore this project built on prior experience, and 

explored the process of starting up a gardening club in a 

supported housing scheme in an attempt to identify 

barriers and facilitators.

So to summarise, there are suggested reasons for people not gardening in sheltered accommodation.  It is suggested they feel they have ógiven up the rightô by using the unmanageable garden to explain the move to their friends and family.  It may be that

Therefore this research aims to explore the experience of starting up a gardening club in a supported housing scheme in an attempt to identify barriers and facilitators.



Preparation ïTory Lawrence makes links

Å A  group of interested individuals was brought together by Tory 

Lawrence, representing fit as a fiddle, Age Concern.  

Å Tory  learned about my first project through a colleagueôs presentation 

of our work, and suggested the project.

Å She approached Kevin Pearce-Briggs,  social engagement officer of 

Eastbourne Homes to find out if gardening would  interest his residents.

Å She arranged a joint meeting, on site, where we  assessed the 

environment, and discussed what each of us could bring to the project.

Å Each of us left excited, and ready to ósellô the idea to our managers.

Å Prior qualitative research in Brighton suggested that residents would be 

enthusiastic, and have a great sense of urgency. A seasonal start was 

essential.  Resources were quickly put in place to respond efficiently to 

the residents ideas.



We borrowed the process of participatory 

action research...

ÅStage 1.
Å Reflection - why do the residents not garden when they did before, and it 

has so many potential health benefits?

Å A group  was convened - residents and social engagement officer  

representing the management of the housing scheme, and representative 

from age concern  fit as a fiddle , and researcher/gardener.  We had tea and 

biscuits and the idea of starting a gardening club and the wish to start 

gardening  was explored.  Gardening  was discussed, and possible barriers 

and facilitators identified.

Å A  poster was put up to invite any other residents to participate in a further 

planning session the following week. 



We made a plan, carried it out, and 

evaluated it...

Plan:

Å A plan was formulated to try a gardening activity, together.  As 

potential problems were raised solutions were found, and the group 

decided on some action:

Action:

Å researcher/gardener led the group in the planning and design of a 

container herb garden, purchasing equipment and materials from Fit 

as a fiddle funds.

Observation:

Å It was fun, it was pretty, and it was useful.  No residents complained 

about it, only complemented it.  The herbs quickly enhanced 

kitchens in the housing complex.

Å



Before the herbs had taken root we were 

planning our next project....



A second cycle of reflection, planning 

and action led us to the secret garden...
Reflection:

Å further discussion led to a larger gardening project being agreed 

upon, fuelled by the success of the first one 

Plan:

Å Clearance of a disused walled garden, replanting as an allotment 

style garden

Action:

Å The group carried this out together.

Observation:

ÅSee for yourself...



We cleared...



We laid a path...



We giggled quite a bit...



We got 

muddy...



We planted seeds...



We got great results...



We got sun tans...


