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Abstract
Communitygardens, as previous research has found are asmuch about growing the community and the individuals involved,
as gardening itself. The study of Green Synergy’s community garden initiatives within Lincoln’s relatively deprived Abbey
Ward provided an exceptional case study in which to review the inter-relationship of impact both at a community and indi-
vidual level. The social element of community gardening in building connections between social and natural capital is
explored, and how community gardens can provide a ‘counter-narrative’ to perceptions of place and individual well-being.
The qualitative research approach which included observation, interviews, a focus group and workshop was designed

to reflect the wide scope of the projects and generate both individual and communal reflection on the projects. The
themes that emerged open up a further understanding of the multiple dynamics arising from the collaborative creation
of ‘green spaces’ in providing bonding and bridging social capital within communities, together with challenging nar-
ratives of individual and community capacity. In so doing, it adds to existing research evidence on the diverse community
connections, spaces and products that community gardening engenders.
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Introduction

Community gardening, as the name depicts, has been
found in prior research to provide opportunities for devel-
oping connections and socializing within communities.
In this respect, the role of social capital in community
gardens has been at the forefront of growing debate and
critique from a range of disciplinary perspectives (see for
example, Hancock, 2001; Pretty and Ward, 2001; Glover,
2004; Glover et al., 2005a; Chitov, 2006; Kingsley and
Townsend, 2006; Alaimo et al., 2010). Social capital, as
the literature critiques, is a complex and contested con-
cept, not easily defined. Its conceptual roots, as Portes
(1998) relates, being based in sociological constructs and
writers, but brought into the more popular debate and
use following the seminal work of Putnam (1995, 2000),
a political scientist. For the purposes of the paper social
capital is mainly explored through Putnam’s (2000,
p. 19) view of social capital, as ‘the connections among
individuals or social networks and the norms of reci-
procity and trust arising from those connections’. Social
capital’s relevance to community gardens is that in
setting up and sustaining gardening groups social connec-
tions and networks are central at the individual and group

level. Moreover, co-operation and reciprocity, such as
volunteering, are often an integral part of their collective
action and ‘mutual benefit’ (Putnam 2000), both within
the gardens and the wider community.
As Firth et al. (2011) consider, using the social capital

framework within community gardens also opens up
the question of how it is generated, arguing that it is
dependent on a number of inter-related factors, namely
the provision of a physical space for members of the com-
munity to meet and the shared collective activity, interest
and community intention that gardening engenders.
Community gardens are identified in the literature as
‘socially produced spaces … for strengthening communi-
ties’ (Chitov, 2006) and ‘spaces of connection’ (Barron,
2016) as well as spaces of ‘belonging’ (Diamant and
Waterhouse, 2009) and ‘social interaction’ (Smit and
Bailkey, 2006; Flachs, 2010). Hence as Glover (2003,
2004) states ‘community gardens are less about gardening
than they are about community, in providing ‘third
places’ outside of work and home …where people can
gather, network and identify together as residents of a
neighbourhood (Glover, 2004, p. 143). In this respect,
Saldivar-Tanaka and Krasny (2004, p. 12) consider com-
munity gardens to be ‘participatory landscapes’, that are
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viewed more as ‘social and cultural gathering places, than
as agricultural production sites’, their collective design
and use reflecting local needs.
Previous studies have, therefore, not unexpectedly, iden-

tified ‘sociability’ (Glover et al., 2005b) in the opportun-
ities that community gardens provide to meet, interact
and build relationships with others, and ‘social cohesion’,
‘support’ and ‘connectedness’ as integral processes to the
community garden experience (Kingsley and Townsend,
2006). This is considered to help people get involved
initially and to continue to take part (Aldridge and
Sempik, 2002; Quayle, 2007) acting in both a ‘bonding’
and ‘bridging’ capacity (Putnam, 2000) of social capital
within communities. Bonding is defined as strengthening
bonds with people already known to each other, such as
neighbors, family and friends; people who often have
similar socio-economic backgrounds and demographics,
such as class. On the other hand, bridging social capital
is considered to provide links to people with ‘weaker’
ties and diverse demographics, who would not normally
have communicated and connected before (Glover, 2004;
Glover et al., 2005a). The latter is perceived as important
for groups to prevent them from becoming too inward
and exclusionary, thereby generating increased capacity
for connections across communities, as will be further
considered. However, Kingsley and Townsend (2006,
p. 531) argue that whilst bonding and bridging social
capital appear theoretically ‘distinct’, it is difficult to dif-
ferentiate in ‘real life situations’, building on Putnam’s
notion (2000) that they are not necessarily ‘either or cat-
egories’. This research study, therefore, provided an
opportunity to expand the debate around bonding and
bridging and in particular to determine how they interact
in practice, rather than analyzing them as separate
concepts.
Community building through the medium of commu-

nity gardens is seen to further offer a ‘counter narrative’
to a ‘negative collective identity’ within a neighborhood
and its residents (Glover, 2003, p. 190). Local residents
at a ‘grassroots’ level are given the opportunity to change
aspects and notions of deprived areas as ‘active citizens’,
in which, ‘garden volunteers, not their city officials, delib-
erate to make decisions that impact directly upon the
locality in which the garden is situated’ (Glover et al.,
2005a, p. 455). The creation of gardens and ‘community
spaces’ in often previously underused or derelict sites,
transforms ‘vacant lots to vibrant plots’ (Santo et al.,
2016) ‘beautifying’ and increasing the attractiveness, use
and pride in an area (Armstrong, 2000). Community
garden projects are also largely dependent on the social
capital of volunteering and cooperation, engendering
the sharing and building of resources, skills and knowl-
edge at an individual and collective level. Such shared
resources include knowledge of gardening techniques, cul-
tivation and food production, to skills learned in partici-
pating and developing community projects (Quayle,
2007; Teig et al., 2009).

Pretty and Ward (2001); Glover (2004) and Kingsley
and Townsend (2006) nevertheless caution and critically
examine the ‘dark side’ of social capital within community
gardening groups and its potential to be ‘clannish or exclu-
sive’, particularly for non-dominant groups within society
in involvement and decision-making. Indeed, one of the
main criticisms of social capital is that sociability and
networking within groups are not an unquestionable posi-
tive, but can exclude and act for the public ‘bad’, not just
‘good’. An example of this is the bonding between gangs
(Portes, 1998). Hence, as discussed previously, bridging
as well as bonding capital, is important in opening connec-
tions. Contrarily, studies, such as Quayle’s (2007), argue
for the open door policy of most community garden pro-
jects that people of all ages and walks of life including
those vulnerable could get involved and be given support
if required. It is this potential contradiction of community
garden projects to act as a bridge in the local community
that underpins the research, as much as the impact of
the community garden itself.
From the perspective of individual well-being, both the

connection within the community and creating a greener
environment reducing social isolation and stress has
itself a value in providing relief from issues such as poor
mental health (Pretty et al., 2005; Burls, 2007; Mind,
2007). Indeed, in reviewing the interaction of ‘people
and green spaces’ Burls (2007, p. 30) found that there is
a ‘strong connection between social and natural capital’,
with a multiplicity of outcomes at the individual and com-
munity level for those who participate. Like social capital,
natural capital is subject to interpretation and difficult
to precisely identify, but seeks to recognize the ‘value’
of natural resources and human effect on them, which
in relation to community gardening, centre particularly
on the use of land, biodiversity, wildlife and scenery
(Hancock, 2001; Smit and Bailkey, 2006). The commu-
nity benefits from the creation of more natural capital in
the form of ‘nearby nature’, through a community’s
increased management and ‘stewardship’ of its natural
resources. In this respect, Burls (2007) advocates wider
citizen participation in creating ‘green spaces’ with its
by-product of ‘integrating the goals of social capital with
the democratisation of natural capital’, in the process par-
ticipants generate ‘well-being, renovating both self and
the environment’ (Burls 2007, p. 31–33) The ‘counter nar-
rative’ that consequently results through community
gardens, is not just more attractive and inclusive commu-
nity spaces, but the community takes greater ownership of
the value of its environment.
Building on the work of the ‘therapeutic landscape’ as

proposed by Gesler (1992, 1993), Sempik’s (Sempik and
Aldridge, 2005; Sempik, 2008; Sempik et al., 2014) exten-
sive work on social and therapeutic horticulture further
emphasizes that the positive effects of taking part is
based on an ‘activity based paradigm’, in which ‘the
natural environment is not simply a pleasant backdrop
to these activities, it is the essential framework for them’
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(Sempik, 2008, p. 19). Factors, such as being outside,
nurturing/watching plants grow and the associated
colors/textures are all considered central to connecting
the individual to gardening projects, providing ‘a restora-
tive environment’ (Mind, 2007, p. 5), ‘sense of escape’
(Quayle, 2007, p. 37) and ‘connectedness’ (Sempik,
2008, p. 13). While Sempik (2008) argues that social and
therapeutic horticulture is different from community
gardens because of its provision of specialized support
and trained professionals, the impact of community
gardens equally offers a potential synergy of multiple
effects including improved health and well-being that
underpins further social interaction, skills development
and inclusion.
In considering the existing debate on community

gardens, what is evident is that the existing concepts
within the literature on community gardens of social
and natural capital, community and individual impact
are inter-related. Indeed Quayle (2007, p.79), in reviewing
impact argues that ‘the biggest benefit of all could be the
connection between the themes, which allow so many
benefits to be delivered by one project’. Draper and
Freedman’s (2010) comprehensive review of community
garden literature equally considers that the main benefit
of community gardens is their ability to meet ‘myriad
goals’ and intentions specific to each project, group and
community. This research about Green Synergy’s diverse
garden projects in the city of Lincoln’s Abbey Ward, UK,
therefore provided the opportunity to build on current
research and understand more about the processes that
underpin the connection between social and natural capital,
what is produced and/or challenged in the fusion between
individual intention and need, and community capacity
and action.

Case study – Abbey Ward

As a research methodology case study was most appropri-
ate, because it allows for an emphasis on an ‘intensive
examination of the setting’, with Abbey Ward and its
community issues not just an incidental ‘backdrop’ to
the research, but central as a ‘unit of analysis’ and
‘boundary’ to the research (Bryman (2008, p. 53).
Indeed, as Yin (2003, p. 13) argues case studies incorpor-
ate the ability to review community gardens within its
‘real-life context’, where it is not just about undertaking
snapshot interviews but embedding the research in
longer-term reflection and analysis within an area and a
community garden organization. Moreover, using
Stake’s (1995, 2005) concept of an ‘instrumental’ case
study, the intention was to do more than capturing and
understanding the case study itself, by using it as a
prism for ‘insight’ into the research questions and more
‘general understanding’ about community gardens. The
case study and the rich data that resulted will now be con-
sequently explored in relation both to context and the

multiple, inter-related factors that surround community
gardening.
The case study focuses on projects undertaken by

Green Synergy during the spring and summer of 2014 in
Lincoln’s relatively deprived Abbey Ward. At the time
of the research in April 2012, Green Synergy had only
recently been initiated as a community group and then
obtained charitable status. Green Synergy’s (2013, p. 5)
central objective was to ‘create inspiring and therapeutic
environments … in which people can socialise, learn
and thrive’. As a ‘collaborative community based organ-
isation’ Green Synergy had, at its center, ‘growing’ the
community capacity of Abbey Ward through building
up new networks, the sharing and learning of skills, and
supporting of new community garden spaces created by
its residents, as well as the encouragement of healthier
lifestyles.
Green Synergy’s philosophy since its inception has been

to consult the community as to what they most want
from the projects and how/where they should be developed
for maximum benefit in the area (Whiting, 2012), given that
the very nature of ‘community’ garden assumes community
involvement. Abbey Ward has distinct areas in relation to
housing and infrastructure which provided an opportunity
to explore the notion of community gardening in varying
community contexts. Equally the projects ranged in scope
and setting which provided the ability to review the
meaning/role of community gardens, in relation to both
‘bonding’ and ‘bridging’ social capital (Putnam, 2000).
Abbey Ward is the second most populous ward in

Lincoln with 11,306 residents (UK Crimestats, 2016),
reflecting its proximity to the city and industrial heritage
when workers were housed near to factories situated by
the River Witham. In recent years, with migrant workers
and students at the University of Lincoln renting proper-
ties, Abbey Ward now has a more diverse and transient
population compared with its previous more tight-knit,
connected community (Walker, 2006).
The central area is dominated by Victorian terraced

housing running parallel to the busy arterial street of
Monks Road that runs through the area and into the
city. While these houses have small gardens the front
spaces and ‘backyards’ are mainly used for household
needs, such as drying clothes outside, or storing rubbish
bins and bikes, rather than cultivating and growing.
Situated nearer to the River Witham, Stamp End’s
housing includes the Cannon Street estate of mainly
1960s two or three-storey blocks of flats with open and
grassed spaces between the courtyards and walkways. In
contrast, there is also Shuttleworth House, a 17-storey
block of flats, one of Lincoln’s few high-rise buildings.
Situated to the end of Monks Road is the 1940s Tower
Estate built by the Council in the 1940s, designed more
for family living, while the larger gardens are associated
with early council housing. These disparate physical fea-
tures add to Abbey Ward’s sense of communities being
separated from each other.
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Abbey Ward’s deprivation is statistically represented in
indices such as the Index of Multiple Deprivation (Open
Data Communities, 2015), with the community gardens
research located in the top 5% (Stamp End), to 30%
(Tower Gardens) of the most deprived areas nationally.
Abbey Ward encompasses areas that have high health
deprivation and disability, with one area in the top ‘5%
of most deprived areas nationally’ (City of Lincoln
Council, 2016).
In relation to crime one area of Abbey Ward is in the

most 1% of deprived areas nationally (City of Lincoln
Council, 2016), with anti-social behavior, criminal
damage and arson accounting for a large percentage of
recorded crimes (UK Crimestats, 2016). Issues identified
in the statistics are echoed by residents who seek to
ensure that what is perceived as a downward spiral does
not continue. A survey undertaken by Community First
in 2013 found that residents believed the area was
‘getting much or slightly worse’ with regard to crime
and anti-social behavior, litter and graffiti, improving
the sense of community, opportunities to meet others in
the neighborhood, and affecting decisions within the
area considered priorities. A report by Lincoln’s
Community Cohesion Strategy (City of Lincoln
Council, 2013, p. 7) also reflected that the ‘neighbour-
hood scored relatively poor in regard to respondent’s feel-
ings of belonging … and consistently poor across all
community cohesion questions’.
In response to community issues, isolation and the

perceived decline of the area, multiple third and public-
sector agencies have been involved and resident groups
formed. The Tower Estate Action Group (TAG) was
initiated by residents to voice concerns that the Tower
Estate had become ‘forgotten’: ‘Ten years ago, it was a
lovely place to live and now it has been run-down and for-
gotten … I am hoping that, as we work to make things
better, people will start feeling proud to live here and we
can bring back some of the community spirit that
people living here used to have’ (Lincolnshire Live 2011).
Similarly, Shuttleworth House Residents Group was

formed in response to issues surrounding the tower
block. The Shuttleworth House Action Plan of 2012
stated that ‘… social interaction between residents is
minimal due to the fabric structure of the building,
which encourages isolation’. A ‘large percentage of resi-
dents’ were also considered to be ‘vulnerable’, ‘socially
isolated’ with ‘multiple difficulties’ ‘making it extremely
difficult to develop a proper functioning ‘community’
(Aegis Communities, 2011, p. 14). The report further
highlighted the ‘negative’ media about the building and
residents’ concerns about its appearance.

Community gardening growing projects

The research concentrated on two of Green Synergy’s
main projects the Stamp End Community Growing

Project and the Tower Estate’s Community Garden. All
projects were organized on a day-to-day basis by the
project lead of Green Synergy with support from volun-
teers, community groups and agencies in planning,
designing and undertaking the projects. The range of pro-
jects provided many ways for established and new resi-
dents of different ages, mobility, health profiles and
skills to engage in community gardening and food
growing. This created a broad context for the research
in the variety of community gardens and participants
that could be included in the study, furthering under-
standing of the diverse settings of community gardening
and the dynamics of participation.
Stamp End’s projects were funded by the People’s

Health Trust from 2013 to 2014, which provided the
opportunity for residents to engage in three regular and
differently focussed gardening sessions per week. On
Mondays, a group just for women took part in ‘supported
therapeutic’ indoor gardening projects at a local commu-
nity organization’s premises, combined with work in
raised beds and the walled garden attached to the prem-
ises. This was complemented by an ‘open’ gardening
group on Wednesday afternoons, which men could also
attend. On Fridays, alternative street gardening sessions
called ‘Meet the Neighbours’ took place in the walking
spaces between Cannon Street’s low-rise flats to develop
neglected communal growing spaces. In Shuttleworth
House, gardening events took place in the foyer of the
building with residents encouraged to do some planting
in containers and pots that they could then take to their
flats. Near the River Witham, grassed areas by the
banks of the river were also dug into strips and planted.
The funding from Cory Environmental Trust in con-

sultation with the Tower Action Group enabled the estab-
lishment of a small ‘pocket size’ community garden for
local residents on the Tower Estate in the summer of
2013, which had previously been an unused piece of
land by the side of some houses. While Groundwork
Lincolnshire undertook the landscaping of the site, the
Tower Action Group supported it, particularly the
young people from the estate, who helped with the start
of the garden. In addition, events were held on the
street by the local shops with activities to engage adults
and children in gardening and growing.

Research methods

Given the community-based nature of the case study
research, there was a focus on involving Green Synergy
and its participants as much as possible in a qualitative
research process, gathering their narratives around par-
ticipation in the projects. To provide the background to
the research and understanding of the projects prior to
the interviews, the researcher attended and participated
in some gardening sessions where informal observation
and discussions took place with those attending, with
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participants always informed of the researcher’s role and
research intentions. This had inter-connected advantages
for the research in that the researcher had a familiarity
with the projects which provided context to the more
formal interviewing process, as also found within other
community garden research (Saldivar-Tanaka and
Krasny, 2004; Firth et al., 2011).
Seventeen semi-structured interviews (seven male and

ten female) and one focus group with eight female project
members were undertaken during regular gardening
sessions, events and community/neighborhood meetings,
so that participants were easy to access within the familiar
context of the community venue and gardens. These took
place over the spring and summer growing season from
March to July of 2013 and included a range of new and
more established garden projects. While there were com-
mon questions for each participant and for the focus
group, the emphasis was on gathering viewpoints and
experiences from the perspective of the user with partici-
pants leading the conversation, which opened up further
research conversations and directions. Six interviews
were also undertaken with Green Synergy’s project lead,
two of its trustees, a community development worker, a
representative of public health related to community
gardens in Lincolnshire County Council and a neighbor-
hood manager of Abbey Ward. Aworkshop was also held
to bring together participants, to discuss their perceptions
and experiences of community gardening as a group in
terms of what it had provided both at an individual and
community level, as well as where they envisaged the
project developing.
All interviews and the focus group were recorded

and transcribed verbatim resulting in a large amount of
rich qualitative data. This was analyzed manually into
themes and sub-themes by annotating all transcripts
and then aggregating and categorizing responses within
word documents in relation to the research questions.
The emerging themes are discussed in the following
section of the paper.

Themes

Social interaction/social capital

The themes that arose as the motivations for getting
involved in the various projects and for sustaining partici-
pation furthered understanding of the inter-relationship
between the impact of the project at the individual and
community level. The following themes were found to
be inter-connected in the narrative of community garden
participants: social networks and isolation, health and
well-being, environmental concerns and interests in gar-
dening/cultivation, volunteering, community issues, such
as vandalism, and empowerment.
As other studies have found (Saldivar-Tanaka

and Kransy, 2004; Glover et al., 2005a, b; Chitov, 2006;
Kingsley and Townsend, 2006; Flachs, 2010; Santo

et al., 2016), social interaction, networks and connections
are central to the development of social capital and are at
the core of community gardening when building capacity.
The Green Synergy gardening sessions provided an
important means of reducing social isolation, something
to break up the ‘monotony’ of the day or week.
Interviewees with a range of backgrounds including
older retired women, unemployed men and those with
health issues, mentioned the need to get ‘outside’, and
away from ‘staring at the same four walls’. Even partici-
pants who had been living in the community for a long
time recalled how the sessions provided a means of con-
necting to neighbors and those living nearby:

‘I’ve been around here 9 years and… I don’t know any of the
neighbours; I see them, I say hello to them but I don’t know
their names or anything. So, you want to know your neigh-
bours’.’
‘I don’t do anything …I’m on my own … so I‘ve just got

myself to put up with and meeting other people and that
sort of thing, it gives me something to look forward to…I
just didn’t want to get old and retire and do nothing’

The paradox is that while many residents lived close to
their neighbors in low and high-rise flats, as in Saldivar-
Tanaka and Krasny’s (2014) study, isolation was often
magnified by proximity, rather than lessened because
surrounded by other residents they became more acutely
aware of lack of communal interaction and support.
As a participant explained, ‘if you’re in a block of flats
and you do have problems … if you’re not careful, I’ve
found you can become very isolated … And so … I’ve
found doing something like this and getting out I’ve met
some other people from around the area as well as who
live in the block and get talking’.
Indeed, in workshop discussions, the consensus was

that being part of Green Synergy was predominantly a
‘social thing’, in which they recognized both the effect
of bonding and bridging capital in Green Synergy’s pro-
jects, which they characterized as ‘a social group with a
strong emphasis on gardening’. For some, not knowing
anyone when they joined the projects meant they could
‘find new friends and have a laugh’. One participant recal-
ling; ‘When I first came…well there was two and twos….
more individuals, but now it seems to be getting together
and not so much I’m with her and she’s with me, you
know, that sort of thing – we seem to be able to get
together more now.’
Consequently, as Kingsley and Townsend (2006) and

this study finds, bonding and bridging functions within
community gardening are blurred, rather than distinct,
with projects in Abbey Ward providing opportunities
both to connect those of similar age, class and gender,
as well as meet others beyond their normal social circles
as ‘a form of bridging social capital’. This meant that
even the ‘closed’ women’s gardening group provided a
means of bringing together older retired and young
women who would not have connected without the
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group. As one younger participant said, of meeting some
of the older women from the group, ‘I’ve met loads of
people since I’ve been doing this. Like, all the ladies
that have been here today, they’re all lovely.’ Similarly,
participants who did not normally go out unaided could
attend alone and be included in the confined surroundings
of the walled garden and the support of the group; ‘if
[name’s] not [with me] I have to sit at home all day and
get depressed … But I can do the gardening with my
illness … So, it’s brilliant … Whether you’re old or
young, or whatever, they all help you.’ From this group,
participants also gained skills and their ‘confidence
back’ to take part in the more open gardening sessions,
so ‘closed’ sessions did not necessarily mean that they
were less inclusive in actual operation than ‘open’ ones.
Indeed, within the projects the general emphasis on

people being able to ‘go at their own pace’ and be
supported with issues such as poor mental health and dis-
ability meant reducing barriers to participation and con-
necting with other participants. Undertaking tasks such
as ‘pricking and potting on’ using tables and raised
benches, also meant that gardening could be undertaken
by those not able to dig, weed or plant. Equally, partici-
pants reflected; ‘There’s a number of residents with
mental health issues that [participate] … and it’s great
to see that the people that we wouldn’t normally … inter-
act with are coming along.’Hence, as found in the workof
Quayle (2007) and Eizenberg (2013), community garden-
ing in Abbey Ward brought together individuals from all
‘walk of life… by allowing for different types of activities
and different engagements with place to occur’
(Eizenberg, 2013, p. 54).
In establishing the community gardens some ten-

sions that other studies have also found (Kingsley and
Townsend, 2006; Teig et al., 2009; Eizenberg, 2013),
nevertheless arose. Projects could develop from being a
‘new exciting thing’, to having ‘some conflict’. The solu-
tion presented by the project lead and the groups them-
selves were establishing open routes of dialogue and
shared values/‘rules’ of participation. Hence, they sought
to ensure that they retained a ‘safe nice feeling that every-
one is welcome’, it did not ‘become cliquey, or that stron-
ger personalities push quieter personalities out’, to reduce
potential exclusion. Moreover, as Eizenberg (2013) con-
siders of the challenges of community garden groups,
conflict can be ‘part and parcel of reaching agreement
and collaboration’ in seeking shared ‘vision’ and action
(Eizenberg, 2013, p. 92–93). Awareness, debating and
resolution of tensions thus was a continuous process, in
which Green Synergy’s gardening groups developed
rather than diminished. In summary, this research high-
lights that against the background of an increasingly frag-
mented community and social isolation within Abbey
Ward, community gardening engendered confidence and
participation in varied social interaction, connecting
diverse groups of people that fostered both bonding and
bridging social capital.

Social spaces – ‘like-minded people’

Firth et al. (2011) explored how social capital in commu-
nity gardening is fostered by inter-related factors, in the
social space, that it provides, the activity, mutual interest
and reciprocity that is engendered. This study, therefore,
sought further understanding of how such processes
determine value in social networks. The community gar-
dening activities within Abbey Ward provided residents
with a source of conversation, using the ‘common lan-
guage’ (Glover et al., 2005a) of gardening, which provided
‘bridging’ and ‘bonding functions’ between ‘like-minded
people’, where previously it would have been difficult to
initiate dialogue and friendships. Of a conversation with
a resident ‘outside’ of the project; a participant explained,
‘we was having a right natter for about 20 min about …
gardening and that sort of thing … But without Green
Synergy I wouldn’t have had that conversation with that
person; I wouldn’t have known that person had an interest
in gardening as well.’ Hence it was widening neighbor-
hood networks: ‘You’re doing different things, meeting
people round your neighbourhood that you didn’t know
were about, like-minded people.’
Community gardening also created multiple, diverse

‘spaces of connection’ (Barron, 2016) where none previ-
ously existed, such as at the gardening sessions at the
entrance to the high-rise flats of Shuttleworth House. As
a resident said: ‘There isn’t any shared space … so you
go in there, you go in the lift, go to your flat and that’s
it. So, it is trying to create those spaces where people
can come together … it’s the first step, bringing people
together.’ Such small examples of the benefits of facilitat-
ing and removing barriers to interaction included resi-
dents of different ethnic backgrounds stopping to talk at
the gardening sessions and speaking in the lift when pre-
viously no-one had spoken. As Eizenberg (2013) and
Barron (2016) relate the value of space within community
gardening is not only that it provides places to occupy and
meet, but that the group is involved in the co-production
of their own ‘material environment’ according to its own
‘vision – and is thus constructed as a community’
(Eizenberg (2013, p. 124). This will be further considered
within the paper in relation to the counter-narrative that
gardening groups develop their neighborhood.
For many participants, a ‘central aspect’ (Pretty and

Ward, 2001) of the social capital formed through commu-
nity gardening was based on the ‘reciprocity’ developed
between them and the projects, with the opportunity to
volunteer, help others including fellow participants and
‘give back’ to the community through the projects. In
this respect, older residents as in Quayle’s study (2007)
found that they could share skills and expertise with a
younger generation who did not have the same gardening
knowledge. Similarly, an unemployed participant said, ‘I
can turn around and say, well, I’m not sat on me jacksie
all day … I’m doing gardening and putting something
back into our local community.’ In other words, the

535Growing the community

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1742170517000643 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1742170517000643


co-operative aspect of gardening underpinned motivation
to participate, making it pleasurable rather than onerous:
‘so it wasn’t as if we’ve turned up andwe’ve gone, ‘Oh, do
I have to do this?’ It was more, ‘I don’t mind doing this,
I’m a volunteer… It brought out a sense of well-being’.
This study, therefore, builds an understanding of the co-
operative processes that underpin participation in the
social networks of community gardens, in particular, the
connections of shared ‘language’, space, interest and
skills, creating bridging and bonding links within the com-
munity that did not previously exist.

The human soul, the human spirit the human
mind

As Burls (2007) has noted the establishment and ‘steward-
ship’ of ‘green spaces’ through ‘active participation’
creates a connection between social and natural capital
that has outcomes and benefits both at the communal
and individual level, not least that the community has
more links to ‘nearby nature’. Furthermore, Sempiks’
(2008) extensive work in social and therapeutic horticul-
ture argues that the context of growing, nurturing and
working in a ‘natural setting’ provides an essential, not
incidental, background to participation. In relation to
mental health issues, such as depression, the social func-
tion of the projects combined with the ‘nurturing’ aspect
of growing plants was found to have an important effect
on general well-being, in relation to what was described
as its holistic effect on the ‘human soul, the human
spirit, the human mind’. Participants emphasized factors
such as having their hands in the soil, the ‘therapy’ and
‘peaceful’ effect of ‘seeing something literally grow’, with
a ‘bit of water, bit of TLC’. Involvement in community
gardening was consequently seen to provide an ‘equal’
‘simple activity’ that developed confidence in those that
were more vulnerable and less likely to take part, such as
participants in the ‘supported therapeutic’ Monday ses-
sions in the walled garden, as well as general well-being
for all participants, as the following quotes illustrate:

‘the fact that some [participants] have struggled, as we do,
with our own personal issues, this has become a really positive
outlet for them.’

‘It’s non-discriminatory, and that’s the great thing about
plants. They love whoever – similar to animals – as long as
you show them a bit of love and tender love and care,
they’ll reward you back by flourishing. And it’s a metaphor
for life really, isn’t it?’

As found in other studies (Saldivar-Tanaka and Krasny,
2004; Quayle, 2007), a number of the participants were
in flats or did not have access to a garden and the commu-
nity garden projects were an alternative way to still be
connected to plants and ‘nearby nature’, however small.
Until participating in community garden projects, some
participants did not realize that they could grow in con-
tainers: ‘not everybody lives in house with a garden, do

they? They’ve either a kitchen window sill or just a little
space outside the back door or a balcony – there’s some-
thing nice about living things, isn’t there? … You don’t
have to have a garden.’ Moreover, the exchanging of
advice in gardening sessions, such as how seeds/plants
could be bought relatively cheaply, together with the
sharing of produce helped emphasize that money or
knowledge does not need to be a barrier to take part in
gardening. Hence, a by-product of involvement in the pro-
jects and reciprocity between participants was both saving
money by growing their own vegetables and flowers that
now made their homes more colourful.
At the ‘macro’ level the establishment of community

gardens resulted as part of a wider concern about the
environment wanting to make the area ‘greener’, rather
than a ‘bland concrete jungle’. One participant said, ‘I
think we don’t pay much attention to the environment,
the green stuff, … It’s beautiful, it serves a purpose, it
looks good … We spend too much attention knocking
up buildings … So, I think if I can be a part of helping
re-establish the green stuff.’ Consequently, more residents
were taking a proactive role in increasing natural capital
through ‘direct engagement’ (Burls 2007). Compared
with formal ‘green spaces’, like Abbey Ward’s
Arboretum, these community garden projects could
better ‘reflect’ the ‘creativity’ and intention of the com-
munity (Saldivar-Tanaka and Krasny, 2004).
Contrarily in establishing the gardens and increasing

participation, there was an awareness among participants
of the paradox that the notion of gardening could itself
place barriers, for as Teig et al. (2009) consider ‘commu-
nity gardening is not for all’, in that as an activity it does
not naturally appeal to everyone. Consequently, that as
much as community gardens have the potential to bring
people together, building social and natural capital, it
can also detract. As participants recalled in workshop dis-
cussions about trying to get other residents involved, ‘as
soon as you say gardening, they say oh I can’t be both-
ered’, that particularly the physicality of gardening and
connected perceptions that it is ‘too much hard work’,
were given as reasons not to participate. It was therefore
seen as essential that promotion of the gardens empha-
sized the social and therapeutic effects of taking part
and that it was important to be ‘visible’ at events and
open gardening sessions to break down any preconcep-
tions potential volunteers might have.
The case study consequently highlights the relatively

under-stated consideration that concepts of gardening can
provide barriers, as much as links to involvement, while
more generally determining that small-scale growing initia-
tives are valued in connecting residents of urban landscapes
to diverse and local approaches to ‘nearby nature’.

Caring for the community

The background in which the community gardens operate
has been presented earlier through detailing the social
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fabric of Abbey Ward in relation to issues, such as crime,
health inequality and sense of belonging. It was therefore
unsurprising that a number of participants voiced con-
cerns about perceptions of the area and how that related
to daily living:

‘I know it is going downhill because it was such a lovely area
to be in, but now, when it gets dark and everything, we don’t
go out. We just stay put; we lock the doors. You just can’t put
anything in the garden that’s really nice because it will go.’

‘I do think in Abbey the fear and reality match up… so it’s
quite normal to see crime activity… or signs –whether that be
broken bottles in the street or a car with a broken window’.

Hence, for some who were ‘incensed’ by issues, such as
rubbish and vandalism, the rationale for participating
was connecting with others who ‘want the area to look
nicer’, ‘cleaner, tidier and safer’, thereby countering the
negative ‘narratives’ (Glover, 2003) and reputation of
the area, and helping to ‘brighten the community up’,
as much as ‘greener’. Community gardening conse-
quently acted, as Armstrong (2000) has also found, as a
‘catalyst’ for residents to ‘address’ other issues:

‘Supposing, it wasn’t just about gardening, because perhaps
most people can be taught gardening, but it’s caring for the
community, let’s not have cans growing out of bushes and
let’s not have – ‘oh well, I didn’t want that chip paper so it
can disappear there’,…It’s a combination, isn’t it, of things?’

The ‘sense of collective efficacy’ (Glover, 2003; Teig et al.,
2009) that creates social capital within community
gardens created a renewed sense of pride and ‘caring’,
in which, as Glover (2003, p. 206) argues, there is ‘a
belief that the situation was not immutable’; that with
joint action and trust community gardeners were empow-
ered to ‘intervene for the common good of the neighbour-
hood’, (Sampson et al., 1997, see Teig et al., 2009,
p. 1115). This resonates with a common theme within
the literature about community gardens, which is the
gardens providing a ‘symbolic focus’ of ‘recovery’, and
‘reclaiming’ space, ‘salvation’ and change within neigh-
borhoods (Armstrong, 2000; Glover, 2003; Saldivar-
Tanaka and Krasny, 2004; Teig et al., 2009; Eizenberg,
2013). More than symbolic actions, community gardens
provide a collective practical recourse to communal pro-
blems. One of the main distinctive features of Green
Synergy’s projects was seen to be that because of direct
resident involvement, there was ‘ownership’ of the pro-
jects, such as ownership over the cultivated strips by the
River Witham, entailing as Eizenberg (2013, p. 62)
argues, ‘not only the determination of space, but self-
determination’ literally ‘from the ground up’. As found
in this study and previous research (Quayle, 2007;
D’Abundo and Carden, 2008; Meenar and Hoover,
2012) this was important for reducing potential vandal-
ism, facilitating ‘protection’ of and ‘respect’ towards the
area by local participants. Indeed, precisely because of
resident involvement, rather than that of the council
there was, for some, greater personal resilience towards

issues such as vandalism and the on-going ability to
‘tame the place’, as expressed emphatically by a
participant:

‘People have said to me, ‘there’s no point – people will just rip
it all up again,’ and it’s like, well, at the end of the day, I don’t
care. I’m still going to keep putting stuff there and eventually
they might get the hint that it’s just going to be there …
Whereas if it was the council doing it, it wouldn’t get
replaced. They’d think, ‘Oh, we’ve tried it once, that’s it.’

Shuttleworth House with its 140 high rise flats also had
issues, with its residents group raising concerns about
residents feeling stigmatized by the appearance of the
building. The ‘communal garden’ space, in this case,
depended on residents working together to create a
more colorful space on their balconies, which collectively
and individually was making their own positive statement
about the building. Indeed, as residents stated it was
‘calming the community down’ … I think we’re slowly
turning Shuttleworth House’s reputation around by
standing there and saying, ‘No, no, enough. Why
should we put up with it? We live here, we want to feel
safe, secure.’ The opportunity to make the flats more
attractive and enhance living was vividly captured in the
following participant’s description of transforming their
balcony:

‘The block of flats that I live in has got a really bad reputation
and people, as soon as you say you live there, people straight
away cast an opinion of you… But at the end of the day, you
make your flat what you want. … So, it’s my own space and
that’s why I’ve started doing this … cause in the summer my
balcony’s going to look amazing!’

Similarly, with concerns about anti-social behavior on the
Tower Estate, the resident group ensured that young
people were involved in digging the new community
garden so that they felt connected to its creation and con-
tinuing development. Involving young people and par-
ticularly those in more disadvantaged areas has been
viewed as a positive by other researchers. Quayle (2007)
found that young people welcomed alternatives to
‘hanging out on the streets’. Allen et al. (2008) have
also argued that social capital can facilitate the mentoring
of disadvantaged youth by ‘caring unrelated adults’,
through developing ‘close bonds’ and a ‘strong help
network’ through ‘constructive activity’ within commu-
nity gardens. In the case of the Tower Estate, the strength
and knowledge of connections within the community pro-
vided the link between a mainly older women’s residents
group and younger residents who the former wanted to
nurture as much as the garden, to contribute to a positive
future for the area.
Those who had taken part in digging the new garden

reflected that it alleviated the boredom of having
nothing to do while unemployed and that they also
wanted to create more respect for the area in making
the estate more attractive. This included some partici-
pants who had been ‘in trouble’ with the police, but a
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resident said the community garden offered the opportun-
ity to take part without labeling: ‘if you were to talk to
other agencies [they] would say, ‘Ooh you’ve got those
ones there have you? They’re the troublemakers’ … But
that just goes to show that if you go in with no preconcep-
tions and they know that you’ve got no preconceptions
then they’re fine’.
What therefore emerges, as found in Firth et al.’s (2011)

study, is that social capital that already exists within com-
munities and community groups, such as Shuttleworth
House’s Residents Groups can act as a foundation to
further bonding and bridging capital based on the
shared activity and purpose that being part of community
gardening provided. However, there were also reflections
by participants that community connections and their
continuing growth and existence were not an inevitable
part of the social landscape, rather that networks and
groups were constantly changing and fluid, requiring the
constant building of capacity. A member of a resident
group, for example, explained that the slow and gradual
process of strengthening the community to act was ‘like
pulling teeth’, when establishing networks and connec-
tions and engaging residents. The experience of commu-
nity gardeners and groups within Abbey Ward was
therefore mostly focused on how to get more people to
participate, and overcoming perceived ‘apathy’.
Demonstrating visible changes to the appearance of the
area was, therefore, an important factor, creating ‘trust’
with residents that community projects were ‘working’
and engaging more.
For community and public-sector agencies in Abbey

Ward community gardens were a different approach to
community development projects, in their ‘simplicity’ of
bringing different parts of the community together,
without emphasizing deprivation, or particular groups
of the population: ‘growing your own vegetables and
your own plants … hits home to everybody whether
you’re a migrant family or whether you’re a British
family … I think that actually is the simplest way you
need … just the interaction with people with a common
interest … they’re not being made to come to just tick
boxes’. Community gardening also allowed agencies to
concentrate on the ‘positive’ for funding, rather than
the negative: ‘When you’re bidding for funding – you
have to talk about the deficits … or the things that
people think are disadvantages. And it just feels like
you’re digging a bigger hole all the time … I think this
is a fantastic way of bridging gaps, bringing people
together, and overall well-being for the community.’
Funding for community gardening, therefore, incorpo-

rated much wider and inclusive meanings than narrow
definitions of ‘deprivation’, uncovering issues such as
loneliness and daily life stresses that are beyond economic
indicators and statistics that define areas. Moreover, while
criticism of perceived neoliberal intention within commu-
nity gardens exists, in which communities and individuals
instead of public agencies act as the ‘preferred antidote to

a host of contemporary social problems’ (Pudup, 2008,
p. 1235), the research in Abbey Ward rather identifies
with Burl’s (2007, p. 33) assertion that ‘far from feeling
exploited … participants felt a sense of civic engagement,
ownership and personal agency’ in taking part in creating
new narratives of their community and self-identity.
Indeed, the case study illuminates how collective
concern through community gardens acts to reflect more
inclusive notions of community issues, empowering differ-
ing approaches and interaction within community groups
to seek to redress them.

Discussion and conclusion

As this extensive case study found it is only by reviewing
the ‘holistic’ (Quayle, 2007; Flachs, 2010) nature of com-
munity gardens that impact and inter-connection at the
individual and community level can be more understood.
In particular, the research in this study opens up a further
understanding of the dynamics that exist within commu-
nity gardens, in the multi-layered connections developed
between the individual, community and environment,
that will be discussed in this section.
At the center of community, gardening is its social

context as a ‘participatory landscape’ (Saldivar-Tanaka
and Krasny, 2004) providing opportunities for building
‘new forms’ of social capital in its ‘bonding’ and ‘bridg-
ing’ functions. This research further establishes the
range of connections and networks that underpin the
social capital fostered in community gardens, based on
diverse shared spaces, sources of conversation, interest,
activity and reciprocity (Firth et al., 2011).
While a ‘dark side’ to the social capital with community

gardens has been found in other research (Glover, 2004) in
its potential to exclude, this research identified social isola-
tion within high-density housing that Green Synergy’s
‘open policy/low levels of entry’ and mutual support
sought to preclude. Indeed, bonding and bridging capital
were ‘blurred’, so that even notions of ‘closed’ groups
brought together diverse members, such as older and
younger women who would not have communicated, or
supported each other, that then connected to other groups.
However, as much as social capital is ‘self-reinforcing’,

(Pretty and Ward, 2001), its ‘maintenance and reproduc-
tion’ resides in ‘social interaction’ and ‘relationships’
(Glover et al., 2005a, b), which are of themselves fluid
and changing and subject to tensions (Teig et al., 2009;
Eizenberg, 2013). This research found that building and
establishing capacity was a continuous process for the
community garden groups. Moreover, that resolution of
conflict arising at times within groups was an integral
part of maintaining social connections and community
intentions, in which groups learned to reconcile tensions
through open dialogue and shared values of participation.
As the study further highlighted ‘connectedness’ within

community gardens provides both a ‘therapeutic’ and
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‘participatory’ landscape. Consistent with Sempik’s
(2008) findings, the physical connection with the natural
environment is not an incidental background to com-
munity gardening, but an essential reason for participa-
tion and continuing to participate, helping facilitate a
‘restorative environment’ (Mind, 2007) for health and
well-being. The relationship between nurturing/growing
plants and people is a common metaphor in the literature
(D’Abundo and Cardo, 2008; Pudup, 2008), with this
research about Green Synergy equally identifying that
community gardening provided participants with a posi-
tive therapeutic outlet, if not necessarily resolving particu-
lar personal issues. However, countering this, and a fact
that is understated in the literature, is that ‘community
gardening is not for all’ (Teig et al., 2009). The groups
in Abbey Ward sought to break down preconceptions of
negativity surrounding gardening and its physicality to
increase participation, hence often emphasizing its
social, fun and therapeutic values.
While occupying only ‘pocket-size’ areas of a predomin-

antly urban context, Abbey Ward’s community gardens
nevertheless provided different perspectives of how to
connect to ‘nearby nature’, trickling down to diverse
spaces in flat entrances and individual growing on balconies
for those living with limited or no outdoors spaces.
Moreover, in caring for the community and the environ-
ment, what arises, as Burls (2007) argues, is a connection
between social and natural capital, in which community gar-
dening cultivates both, based upon a communal ‘steward-
ship’ and understanding of the value of more ‘green spaces’.
Research within Abbey Ward as a deprived area with

negative connotations further provided an opportunity
to understand how community gardens act as a ‘catalyst’
(Armstrong, 2000) for change. Confidence was created
such that community issues could be addressed, thereby
transforming neglected areas (Santo et al., 2016) and
increasing locals’ pride in an area. Community gardens
providing residents with a ‘counter narrative’ (Glover,
2003) of identity and areas, something that they could
take responsibility of and contribute to, rather than
being reliant on other agencies to maintain their commu-
nity. Indeed, precisely because of community ownership
and involvement gardens were afforded ‘protection’ and
the residents a greater resilience to act against potential
vandalism, accompanied by a renewed sense of personal
and community pride.
Moreover, the findings illustrate that the counter-narra-

tive is not a blanket response, but specific to the area in
which the residents lived and their own perceptions of
what was required and who needed to be ‘nurtured’.
Hence, for the Tower Estate, it was important to involve
young disaffected people, whereas, for Shuttleworth
House and its surroundings, the emphasis was on creating
an improved perception and view on the building and its
environs. While community gardening cannot itself
reduce communal issues, such as anti-social behavior,
crime rates, or vandalism, the ‘collective efficacy’ (Teig

et al., 2009) derived from social capital provided small-
scale local approaches for action.
The research within Abbey Ward provides only a snap-

shot of community garden dynamics at a particular time
and place but suggests that impact is multi-layered in
precipitating action and change at the communal, envir-
onmental and individual level. While community garden-
ing is not a panacea for all and participation and impact
mainly depend on individual and communal intention, its
main advantage lies in its flexible and holistic approach to
facilitating a more connected community.
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