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ABSTRACT 

There has been increasing interest in how green spaces and gardening contribute to people’s 

physical, mental and social wellbeing, and this interest has increased due to COVID-19.  This article 

explores the particular experiences of migrant gardeners and the implications for their health and 

wellbeing. It draws on a qualitative research project that involved conducting semi-structured 

interviews with participants with migration heritage in and around a city in the north of England.  

The participants were recruited through purposive and snowball sampling; of the twenty-five 

participants, some were allotment holders, whilst the rest cultivated crops in their gardens or even on 

their balcony. Thematic analysis of the interview transcripts generated themes that reflect current 

definitions of health, encompassing physical, mental and social wellbeing. However, whilst the 

findings confirm many positive effects of gardening, they also point to some ambivalence in relation 

to cultivation, outdoor practices and health, with evidence of neutral or even negative effects at 

times. The article explores the implications of these findings for initiatives to encourage gardening, 

such as social prescribing, and to address ‘green poverty’. An additional finding is that for gardeners 

with migration heritage, gardening can be understood in terms of cultural wellbeing. Consequently 

there is a need to broaden the concept of wellbeing to include this cultural dimension. 

CONTRIBUTION TO HEALTH PROMOTION 

• describes not only the positive but also ambiguous or even negative effects of gardening on 

the wellbeing of those with migration heritage 

• explores the implications of this complexity for social prescribing and ‘green poverty’ 

• identifies cultural wellbeing as a further dimension of health and wellbeing for those with 

migration heritage  

Keywords: food cultivation, therapeutic landscapes, cultural wellbeing, social prescribing, green 

spaces 

mailto:n.gerodetti@leedsbeckett.ac.uk
mailto:s.foster@leedsbeckett.ac.uk


2 

 

INTRODUCTION 

With more than half of the world’s population living in cities (World Bank, 2020), the role of green 

space as a social determinant of health has been highlighted (Collins et al., 2020). The dramatic 

restrictions experienced by many people with regards to their use of such space because of COVID-

19, has increased this interest (see, for example: Poortinga et al., 2021). As well as exploring 

people’s experiences of parks and the countryside, there is growing attention to the role of gardens, 

allotments and community gardens in relation to health and wellbeing (Dobson et al., 2020).  

Given the evidence emerging from these studies that food cultivation and gardening are salutogenic, 

their role in the wellbeing of migrants, refugees and asylum seekers has become a recent focus, 

Whilst the emphasis is again on the health enhancing aspects of gardening and green spaces, there 

are some indications that gardening is not always good for health (Biglin, 2020: Rishbeth et al., 

2019). Therefore, this article aims to explore the food production and consumption practices, and 

gardening experiences, of first and second-generation migrants and the complex and ambivalent 

ways that these relate to health and wellbeing. We begin by setting out a framework for considering 

health and wellbeing as they relate to gardening, and to migrants in particular, before describing the 

qualitative methodology used in the study on which the article is based, and discussing its main 

findings.  

Gardening, health and wellbeing  

Several major reviews have been published in recent years that explore the health benefits of 

gardening. Whilst there are continuing debates about definitions of health and wellbeing (see for 

example the recent work of Atkinson, 2020), the WHO definition of health as ‘complete physical, 

mental and social well-being” (WHO, 2023) frames the findings of many studies. For instance, a 

report for the Kings Fund on public and private gardens, allotments and health (Buck, 2015, p.6) 

found evidence of ‘a wide range of health impacts across mental and physical health’. Systematic 

reviews assessing the health benefits of allotment gardening conclude that the benefits of allotment 

gardening can be seen in terms of increased social connections, reduction of stress, healthier 

lifestyles, emotional responses to contact with nature and a sense of personal development and 

enhanced personal skills (Genter et al., 2015), and suggest there is thus clear evidence of the positive 

impact of community gardens on physical, social and psychological health (Gregis et al., 2021). A 
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meta-analysis covering a range of countries also concludes that ‘[a] regular dose of gardening can 

improve public health’ (Soga et al., 2017b, p.92)1.  

The links between gardening, health and wellbeing are shown to occur through various processes. In 

terms of physical health, self-reported benefits from gardeners’ increased consumption of organic 

vegetables and fruit are noted (see, for example, Nova et al., 2020). Such food self- provisioning is 

thought to lead to healthier (household) diets in times of economic hardship (Djokić et al., 2018), 

although others argue that, increasingly, it is the middle classes who turn to urban cultivation (Ančić 

et al., 2019; White, 2015). The activity of gardening itself is also highlighted, with the suggestion 

that those with gardens report more physical activity and better health (de Bell et al., 2020) and 

fewer health complaints (Soga et al., 2017a). A positive link is also suggested between community 

gardening and BMI reduction (Kunpeuk et al., 2020), although interpretation of BMI has been 

argued to need more sensitivity to ethnicity (Adab, Pallan and Whidcup, 2018). 

Research also emphasises the link between gardening as an activity, the experience of the 

surrounding environment, and mental health, such as improved self-esteem and mood (Wood et al., 

2015), ‘psychological restoration’ (Young et al., 2020), mental wellbeing (Scott et al., 2015), 

emotional wellbeing (EWB)(Ambrose et al., 2020) and eudaimonic wellbeing, which comprises self-

actualisation and meaning rather than hedonistic wellbeing or happiness (de Bell et al., 2020).  

The final aspect of health and wellbeing often explored is social wellbeing, which is evidenced by 

experiences of social connectedness and increased social capital (Ong et al., 2019; Gray et al., 2022). 

The focus of such studies has been primarily on community gardens and allotments as places where 

interaction with others occurs. A particular example of this is the Incredible Edible Todmorden (IET) 

movement in the UK, which is known for its community food growing in public spaces; a study of 

IET concluded that it strengthened community cohesion (Farrier et al., 2019). However, private 

gardens can also have an impact on social wellbeing through, for example, sharing the produce of 

such gardens with others, and Symes et al. (2023) found that even belonging to a garden appreciation 

group can increase social connectedness. 

Are gardening spaces always healthy? 

The evidence for the benefits of gardens and allotments has led to the concept of ‘therapeutic 

landscapes’ (Kearns and Milligan, 2020; Taheri et al., 2021), as well as less biomedical terms such 

 
1 Interestingly, at least one language, Wolof (in Senegal), explicitly links wellbeing to green space as the root natt in 

nattangue’, the word for well-being, means ‘a verdant garden’ or cultivated field (White, 2015). 
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as ‘enabling places’, and ‘healthy’ or ‘restorative’ spaces, which offer routes to health promotion 

(Bell et al., 2018). However, all the terms evoke the idea of the intrinsic properties of particular 

spaces yet, as in other work on landscapes, the suggestion is rather that what is important is how 

people relate to such landscapes; this relationality is critical (Kearns and Milligan, 2020) as their 

experiences are a ‘contingent outcome of situated person-place interactions’ (McGuire et al., 2022, 

p.2).  Socio-spatial processes are also highlighted by Pitt (2014), who notes that the rhythmic 

activities of gardening are not experienced as therapeutic ‘flow’ in those community gardens that are 

stressful, due to problems with management and social relationships.  Such work contributes to our 

understanding that gardens and allotments may produce not only restorative effects, but also 

challenging and therefore ambiguous effects, and this is not restricted to communal places; for 

instance, private gardens may be experienced as more stressful than allotments, possibly due to 

social norms (Young et al., 2020) 

Thus, whilst most studies emphasise the salutogenic effects of gardening, there is emerging evidence 

of ambivalent experiences and potentially pathogenic effects on health. For gardeners with migration 

heritage these aspects can be further amplified, and it is to this growing research literature we now 

turn. Whilst there is reference to the physical health benefits of gardening and access to fresh 

produce (Filkobski, Hartwig and Mason, 2016; Dyg et al., 2020; Biglin, 2020), the prominent themes 

in these studies relate to the role of place, emotional and psychological health, and social wellbeing. 

Migrants, gardening and wellbeing: cultural practices and the role of place 

Australasian research highlights backyard gardens as important for migrants’ engagement with place 

(Head et al., 2004), where they can forge ‘a new sense of self and place in their adoptive country’ (Li 

et al., 2010, p.786). Migrants can use their gardens to link their past and present lives in hybrid forms 

(Morgan et al., 2005; Graham and Connell, 2006), although differences in the gardening practices of 

first- and second-generation migrants have been noted (Head et al., 2004). In our own UK study of 

migrant gardeners, we conclude that ‘memories and traditions, hybrid practices and adaptation and 

collective identity … were woven into their landscaping practices’ (Gerodetti and Foster, 2016, 

p.13).  

From these studies, the connections that migrant gardeners make between their gardening practices 

and their identities are clear, as are the links that can be made with eudaimonic wellbeing referred to 

earlier (de Bell et al., 2020). Migration involves a whole range of experiences shaped by different 

reasons for, and pathways of, migration. Thus the role of gardening in recovery for those who have 
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experienced trauma can be particularly pertinent for refugees (Abramovic et al., 2019; Taylor and 

Lovell, 2015), but what all migrants share is a disconnection (voluntary or involuntary) from their 

place, soil and growing spaces, a yearning for which might be addressed through cultivating 

traditional crops and using traditional practices (Gerodetti and Foster, 2016). 

Closely linked to the effects of gardening on mental and emotional wellbeing are the implications for 

the social wellbeing of migrants. Gardening not only connects migrants with their home country, 

‘transferring cultural practices across generations’ (Strunk and Richardson, 2019, p.844), it can also 

strengthen community self-reliance (Taylor and Lovell, 2015) and increase social connectedness 

(Harris et al., 2014). Community gardening has a role in linking migrants to their new homes and 

providing a safe space for ‘needed socialization, self-actualization and thereby place-attachment’ 

(Egerer et al., 2019, p.10); it also functions as a community anchor, where different groups can meet 

(Filkobski et al., 2016). 

The range of research explored here suggests very similar issues across many different countries and 

migrant populations. Drawing together these threads, there is clearly evidence of the positive and 

therapeutic effects of gardening on all dimensions of the health of migrants and refugees (Hartwig 

and Mason, 2016; Dyg et al., 2020; Charles Rodriguez et al., 2022). A recent qualitative study by 

Biglin (2020 explores the role of allotment gardening in the UK in improving not only social 

inclusion and physical health, but also the autonomy of refugee allotment holders, and offers an 

explanation for why this may be so, suggesting that ‘sensory, embodied and re-territorialized ways of 

place-making were how the allotment acted therapeutically’ (Biglin, 2020, p.7).  

What receive less attention however are the indications of more nuanced or even harmful effects. 

Dyg et al. (2020) comment on possible food safety issues through soil contamination, whilst 

Abramovic et al. (2019, p.700) conclude that migrants’ sense of loss can be reinforced ‘when 

traditional practices cannot be employed and culturally important foods are challenging to grow’. 

Biglin (2020) also suggests gardening may evoke homesickness for such groups. In addition, 

Rishbeth et al. (2019) point out that allotments and community gardens may feel unwelcoming to 

refugees and asylum seekers. Abramovic et al. (2019, p.699) suggest that community gardens can be 

‘exclusionary spaces’ and Lapina (2017, p.633) also points out that integration gardens in Denmark 

may segregate ‘in order to ‘integrate’’. Conflicts, resentment and jealousy among gardeners in 

intercultural gardens are commented on by Moulin-Doos (2014) and Charles Rodriquez et al., 

(2022), providing a useful reminder that gardening and its effects may be more complex than 

suggested by a view of landscapes as having intrinsic therapeutic qualities. Thus, a focus on people’s 
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interactions with the landscape puts more emphasis on experience and the relational, and whilst this 

suggests that ’participants actively construct enabling places’ (Kearns and Milligan, 2020, p.3) it also 

follows that disabling places may be constructed too.  

The above review has outlined the ways in which gardening is thought to bring benefits for social, 

physical and mental wellbeing, with specific attention to how this affects people who have 

experienced dislocation. However, as some studies identify negative or ambivalent aspects, it seems 

important to further explore the complexity of questions about migrants, gardening and health. A 

more nuanced understanding of therapeutic landscapes (Anderson and Tolia-Kelly, 2004) already 

recognises this complexity and Bell et al. (2018) have commented on the limited research on migrant 

groups and therapeutic or enabling places. This article therefore aims to investigate the particular 

experiences of migrant gardeners in the context of a relational understanding of place and ways of 

place-making, and the dimensions of health and wellbeing. To do this it draws on the findings of a 

research project, which explored the place of gardening, food production and consumption in relation 

to migrant identities. 

METHODOLOGY 

The research project on which this article is based used qualitative methods to explore the 

experiences and practices of gardeners with migration heritage2. To date there have been two rounds 

of data collection in the project (the most recent prior to Covid-19).  

Recruitment 

Using allotment secretaries and community groups as gatekeepers, information about the study was 

passed to gardeners and allotment holders in a northern English city and surrounding areas. The 

information sheet explained that we wished to recruit participants, who self-identified as first or 

second-generation migrants. Through this purposive sampling, across the two stages of the research 

sixteen participants were recruited for individual interviews; one further participant was the partner 

of a migrant, and he joined the interview as they shared the gardening. Eleven of these participants 

were men and six were women. In addition, a focus group discussion (FGD) was conducted with 

 

2 We use this term to describe first or second generation migrants from a variety of countries of origin who presently live 

in the UK. For a useful critique on terminology around migration see Will (2019). 
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eight Bangladeshi women who asked to be interviewed together. The women were members of a 

women’s community group, which runs a gardening project.  

The participants ranged in age from their 30s to their 70s, and they came from a variety of 

backgrounds; whilst four were from North America and Europe, the majority were first generation 

migrants from India, Bangladesh, Thailand, China, Jamaica, Zimbabwe and Iran. Along with the 

three second-generation migrants, most had spent all of their adult lives in the UK. Finally, of the 

participants in the individual interviews, half were allotment holders; the rest of the participants, 

including the FGD members, cultivated crops in their gardens or even, in one case, on their balcony.  

Data collection 

Drawing on qualitative methodology, a semi-structured interview schedule was devised for the first 

round of interviews, with a focus on exploring migrants’ experiences of gardening. There were broad 

questions about what fruit and vegetables participants grew, how they felt about growing food, how 

they cooked and ate it, and what links (if any) there were with their migration heritage. In talking 

about their gardening practices and experiences, participants frequently mentioned the health effects 

and links to wellbeing; therefore in the second round of interviews an additional aim was added, to 

explore how much participants felt that growing food was important to their wellbeing.  

Both rounds of interviews took place during the growing season, and were conducted in English, 

although sometimes a partner or friend interpreted where necessary, and there was an interpreter for 

the FGD. The interviews (and the FGD) were usually an hour in length. For practical reasons the 

FGD took place in a community setting, and some individual interviews also took place in 

community centres or participants’ homes, due to poor weather or particular circumstances However, 

most of the individual interviews were ‘walking interviews’, conducted in gardens and allotments, 

allowing ‘interaction with the respondent while moving together and interacting with the social and 

physical environment’ (Kowalewski and Bartlomiejski, 2020, p.60). In recognition of the centrality 

of ‘place’, interviews began with a ‘grand-tour question’ for participants to ‘show me the garden’ 

(Jensen and Sørensen, 2020, p.326). In conducting this research, both authors made clear to the 

participants that they too were allotment gardeners (and one author is herself a migrant), and this 

facilitated an exploration of the issues.  

Ethical issues  
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Ethical clearance for both stages of the project was provided by the authors’ institution. All 

participants were given an information sheet and signed a consent form; all the interviews were 

recorded (with the participants’ permission) and transcribed using pseudonyms in order to ensure 

anonymity.  

Analysis 

The process of analysis for this article involved reading the transcripts from the second round of 

interviews and manual thematic coding (Mason, 2002). At the same time, the transcripts from the 

first round of interviews were also re-read; in such qualitative secondary analysis (QSA) ‘researchers 

may re-use their own self-collected data in order to investigate new or additional questions to those 

explored in the primary research’ (Heaton, 2008, pp. 35-36) The researchers coded the transcripts 

separately and then conferred, and the themes that were identified are explored in the next section.  

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

Three of the themes that emerged from the interviews reflect the dimensions of health and wellbeing 

explored earlier (physical, mental and social wellbeing), but they offer a nuanced understanding of 

these dimensions, with not only beneficial but also problematic implications. The final theme, 

however, relates to the key issue of participants’ migration heritage, and to food and its production as 

part of their social and cultural identity. After manual coding, words such as place making, 

belonging, sharing, family, home and country were subsumed under the theme of ‘cultural 

wellbeing’, which we identify as a further dimension of wellbeing. 

Fitness and nourishment - physical wellbeing 

Gardening and cultivating are often credited with contributing to a healthier lifestyle and our 

participants unsurprisingly testify to these positive aspects gained from gardening, such as exposure 

to fresh air, exercise and testing one’s physical limits: 

'I think it keep me fit. I’m here every day and I get my exercise and so forth.  

 (Paul)  

In addition to exercise, the broader physical benefits from eating homegrown produce were often 

referred to by male participants, as in this wide-ranging list by Maulik: 

I get all the vitamins, minerals, roughage, the exercise, the antioxidant. Everything is there.  
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The ability to control pesticides and herbicides on homegrown food was also highlighted:  

When you go in Chinese supermarket, quite expensive and you don’t know what they put in – 

pesticides and toxins – and this your home grown, you know, you never have any ...' (Pamina)  

The comparison with shop-bought produce is a recurring theme, with homegrown produce also being 

seen as tastier: 

The one I am very proud of is cucumber … it tastes better than the one I buy (Mylene)  

These benefits are not unique to migrant gardeners, but Hartwig and Mason (2016, p.1155) comment 

on the emphasis that refugee and migrant gardeners in their study put on ‘chemically-free’ produce 

and Biglin (2020, p.6) notes that growing one’s own food is a way for migrants ‘to ‘know’ what they 

were putting in their mouth, thus potentially relieving gustatory anxiety’. In addition, taste, whilst 

being intrinsic to the produce, is also linked to extrinsic factors, in that the taste evokes family 

memories and/or cultural traditions from the past, which we explore later.  

However, narrations of physical benefits are at times also accompanied by indications that 

gardening, or just being in ‘spaces', is not without its physical challenges, and gardeners also tell of 

the difficulties of having to adjust to declining or fluctuating health, as described here by Dmitri:  

My wife is unable to do any kind of gardening now and I had to take it a little easier. It change 

the feeling of gardening from enjoyment to hard labour.  

Importantly, this not only affects older gardeners, but anybody with chronic health issues (both 

physical and mental), as both women and men of varying ages recount not always being able to work 

their plots due to flare ups in their condition and/or having to change their patterns of gardening to 

adjust to the limitations of their bodies. Again, such issues are not unique to gardeners with a 

migration heritage3, but another issue is - that of fear for one’s physical safety, in this case arising 

from racist threats. Paul, a Windrush generation allotment holder who has been tending his plot for 

over 30 years, described more than one occasion when people (passers-by, not plot holders) started 

to threaten and verbally abuse him. However, his resilience in the face of such threats is clear here: 

 
3 Evidence about the health of those with migration heritage in the UK is complex. Whilst first generation migrants are in 

better health generally than the UK born population, those who have lived here for some time and are in low-skilled jobs 

have worse health (Reino, 2020). Overall, ethnic minority groups are more likely than White British people to report 

limiting long-term illness and poor health (Raleigh and Holmes, 2021). 
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As far as my allotment, nobody is going to chase me from it. I enjoy it and I will stay. I must 

come, do my allotment and cut the grass and do what I have to do … 

Thus, although food growing contributes to a healthier lifestyle, it can present challenges to those 

who are less healthy. When racism is added to this it is clear that a more nuanced understanding of 

the health consequences of gardening is needed. 

‘It just grounds you’ - mental and emotional wellbeing 

Gardens and plots as spaces to cultivate not just vegetables, but also mental and emotional wellbeing, 

are recognised dimensions in the literature. Genter et al.’s principles (2015) cast them as stress-

relieving refuges, providing valued contact with nature as well as enabling self-development and 

restoration. In our group of diverse participants, many referred to these aspects as illustrated by just 

two quotes here:  

I love gardening. It is the most important for me is gardening, and when is growing, I’m 

relieved. (Amjad)  

‘It just grounds you... it just is a good friend, the plot. It’s a peaceful, hardworking place as 

well. It’s a healthy place, especially that for me. (Mylene)  

The idea of gardens and plots as places to relieve stress and achieve balance in life was a common 

theme in our findings. Plot holders in particular emphasised the opportunity to create a space of 

difference, in contrast to everyday life and its demands and exigencies – a place where work-life 

balance can be pursued and which provides a ‘contrasting sense of duty’ (Jensen and Sørensen, 2020, 

p.1).  

You’re away from the wife and kids or not, but all the stresses, yeah. You’re away from it, and 

you just contemplate. (Maulik)  

Like I work a shift pattern myself. I start at 7am and finish at 3pm and when I come back home, 

Oh I say, and if it’s a good day I come out here and you find really working here – it helps me 

relax. It does, it does. The stress and all that. Yeah, work is stressful, but you find it really helps 

remove stress. (Philip)  

And even for those who are now retired, gardening offers a balance to their lives:  
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It’s the pleasure of doing it, doing something different from what you work for ... For me it’s 

enjoyment, relaxing, doing something different to what you’re doing all day, or working day. 

And even now that we’re retired, we’re doing something different to what we’re doing at home, 

see different people. (Dmitri)  

The plot also affords, in some cases, freedoms not had at home; Dimitri notes ‘it’s not a place where 

you keep things tidy’; however, this contrasts with other research which attests to strong social 

expectations around the upkeep of plots, which we explore later.  

For some the links between mental and physical health were also clear:  

What you’re doing is you’re losing a bit of fat and you’re changing it to muscle. Exercise [is 

important] and with the gardening and fresh air, it turns to positive thinking. (Maulik)  

Mylene talks about this in relation to her son who has a chronic health problem:  

... It has helped him as well. Sometimes he was feeling really poorly, really so tired, and I would 

just push him to go and he would be complaining. And then he would just be there, and he would 

say 'thanks Mum. It’s just lovely to be here' and he would just sit and do nothing, but enjoy… 

Despite these very positive effects of allotment gardening, there can be a downside to this investment 

in gardening practices, and Casey notes both effects here:  

When I’m having a rough week, being up there for a couple of hours means things are actually 

going well. Right now, it’s actually really hard to be there because everything is just ppfft. So, 

it’s a problem in the reverse, like when we’re having a bad year like now, it’s just so hard to go 

up! [laughs] it’s so depressing.  

And Dimitri expresses the frustration and stress of a gardener battling predators and pests:  

Over the years […] I realised: 1/3 for the slugs, 1/3 for the birds and, if I’m lucky, I will have a 

1/3! It’s true!  

Thus, the emotional investment in both space and vegetables grown can be challenged by such 

damage done to plot and harvests and it takes some resilience to keep going at times.  
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These findings are not unique to, but may have additional significance for, gardeners with a 

migration heritage. Other dimensions of emotional wellbeing, such as the self-actualisation 

encompassed by the term eudaimonic wellbeing, are explored in the section on cultural wellbeing.  

‘A giving community’- social wellbeing  

The next theme discussed here is social wellbeing. Sociability on the plot, with garden neighbours, 

or even through WhatsApp gardening groups, is one way in which social wellbeing is enhanced: 

Well, a group of us, so we have a WhatsApp group ... and we kind of help each other out … So, 

it’s a bit of a, almost feels like a group effort as well sometimes. Which is quite nice. 

(Jaswinder)  

Allotment practices also include various practices of receiving and giving of seeds, plants and 

advice, along with labour, not only on the site itself, but also off-site. Pottinger (2018: 108) calls this 

‘generous exchange’, which she describes as ‘a practice and discourse that draws together and 

renders legible a range of interwoven practical concerns, enthusiasms, and material and interpersonal 

relationships’.  

The more you pick, the more they grow … so that is why we give all this to friends ... and 

everyone’s so happy ... (Pamina)  

 … and it’s very generous, it’s very kind of giving, like a giving community. (Minh)  

You get advice, you give advice – it’s like that all the time. (Dmitri)  

When we do our garden, we do separate things, but when it comes to crops sharing, we share. 

(FGD)  

Whilst such sharing is common to many gardeners, Abtin makes explicit reference to his cultural 

heritage here: 

Food is one of the things you can be connected with the peoples … when you offer your food to 

somebody that means you respect her or him. And this is part of our culture.  

Participants also talked about the importance of sharing 'foods from home', which maintains 

connectedness and a belonging to the communities that people identify with, and thus contributes to 
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social wellbeing. Finally, Mylene commented on how the social aspects of allotment gardening 

overcome her sense of being an outsider –  

I like sharing conversation with people over there. So, it’s social, socialising as well in a very 

different way. And a way as well to integrate myself … accepted as being me and not being seen 

maybe as a foreigner … you feel like you belong because you have your plot, and everyone else 

is asking you things and you are sharing information, sharing veg. or whatever. So, it’s kind of a 

community.  

We will be returning to these aspects of social wellbeing as they relate closely to cultural identity in 

the next theme. 

However, this focus on socialising and sharing is not without its problems. For Dmitri the social time 

on the site has implications for his gardening philosophy, which is to spend half an hour each day 

working on the plot:  

You open the gate and then there’s usually someone there that starts talking and then you move 

a little bit on and then there’s somebody else and by the time I get to my allotment there’s two 

hours gone! (Dmitri)  

Thus whilst spending time with others is often rewarding, at times it can be disruptive and 

distracting. Security, and vandalism are also issues that some of our participants had to grapple with 

and Maulik commented on the theft of his plums for the second time, and thought he might invest in 

a camera "that adjust to day and night” to combat the problem. Allotments are also sites where 

people with different views and ways of doing things come together and this can create strain 

through the politics of the site and the need for constant mediation and negotiation, as alluded to by 

Jan:  

We seem to have calmed the situation anyway. With me being on the committee … it takes a bit 

of time to sort out.  

Pitt (2014) notes that the social relations of community gardens and the limits on individuals’ sense 

of control may reduce the therapeutic effects of gardening.  It is also possible that such spaces, 

depending on the nature of their governance and place in the community, might not always be 

welcoming to those that are read as different. In fact one allotment site, when contacted about 

displaying the information sheet to recruit participants, declared decidedly that ‘we don’t have any of 
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these here!’ This highlights the particular issues for ethnic minorities and those whose difference is 

visible. Biglin (2021) draws attention to the exclusionary practices encountered by refugees and 

asylum seekers in terms of access to allotments and Rishbeth et al.’s (2019) study of how asylum 

seekers and refugees experience urban green space importantly concludes that ‘tensions between 

different user groups come to the fore as the use and appropriation of parks and greenspace by some 

can appear to exclude others, often reflecting embedded hierarchies informed by race, class and 

gender’ (p.132). 

If such excluded groups do succeed in accessing space to cultivate, Strunk and Richardson (2019, p. 

844) note in their study of refugees and urban gardens in the USA that ‘while gardens can allow for 

connections across difference, they are also a source of tension between gardeners, neighbours, and 

city officials’. The extreme manifestation of this is Paul’s experience of threats from passers-by. 

Whilst he was the only one to report the experience of overt racism (we did not explicitly ask about it 

in the interviews), it is possible that people deal with such negative encounters by not making an 

issue about it and instead emphasise (to themselves and to us as interviewers) the positive aspects. 

So, whilst positive gains in relation to social wellbeing are forged through food cultivation, it is also 

important to recognise the potential for negative aspects too.  

 ‘It’s a relation with my country’- cultural identity and wellbeing  

Whilst the themes so far reflect a growing body of research evidence about the ways in which 

gardening affects health, a new theme was identified which links emotional and social wellbeing to 

the effects of growing foods ‘from home' and the connection to the past/community (Bishop and 

Purcell, 2013). Two quotes illustrate this: 

The more I talk to you, the more I realise how it connects me with France. It’s terrible I didn’t 

realise that before … And it’s like a platform that will lead me to memories, family, things I’m 

planning ahead, and a link with England as well ... Countryside, the soil, touching it, having a 

contact with the soil is massively important to us. It just grounds you initially … (Mylene)  

Thai friends come, they come down, they say ‘Ah, I feel like at home!’ They see stuff from your 

hometown, and you feel like you’ve been home. (Pamina) 

Gardening is therefore a place to both disconnect and connect:  
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It’s a peaceful place. It’s a place where you just disconnect from everything, and for me it’s a – 

that’s why I am doing it, because it’s a relation with my country. There is something there that 

makes me doing it … (Mylene)  

Such cultural and familial connections, and memories that growing food affords, not only feed into 

social wellbeing but also indicate the importance of cultural identity for wellbeing. Pearsall et al. 

(2017, p.491) comment that ‘cultural heritage is important to immigrant gardeners because they can 

express their cultural identity, their relationship to the environment, and their preferences through 

gardening practices’, and Charles Rodriquez et al.’s (2022) term for this is ‘cultural continuation’. 

Mazumdar and Mazumdar (2014, p.258) further suggest that gardens ‘enable immigrants to engage 

with, personalize, and experience their new environment in deeply meaningful ways’. Similarly, Li 

et al. (2010, p. 794) note that ‘gardening provides new growth at the same time as rooting one in the 

past … culture and history are literally sown into new ground’, and the new connections to people 

and space build ‘ontological security’ (Mossabir et al., 2021: 8).  

However, although imagined gardens 4  (Strunk & Richardson, 2019) may be therapeutic places 

contributing to both identity and health, as we have seen with other dimensions of wellbeing, this is 

not always straightforward. Several of our participants commented on the frustration of not being 

able to grow certain foods ‘from home’, usually because the weather was not hot enough. This 

challenge of growing culturally important foods was noted by Abramovic et al. (2019) and was a 

particular theme in the focus group discussion with the Bangladeshi women in the community 

group:  

We get the seeds from our country and we try and grow them, [but] because our country’s so 

hot, we need hot weather here ... Every year, every year I try to grow the white pumpkin. I 

couldn’t, I couldn’t. (FGD)  

Thus, even when gardening contributes to cultural wellbeing, there can be problems too. 

CONCLUSION 

As noted earlier, the concept of wellbeing has become a contested one, both within and between 

disciplines, and yet it remains central to debates about health as seen in the recent Geneva Charter 

for Wellbeing, which focuses on ‘wellbeing societies’ (WHO, 2021). In exploring the relationship 

 
4 Strunk and Richardson (2019, p.830) distinguish the material garden from the imagined garden, which is ‘constructed 

through social, economic and cultural interactions‘. 
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between gardening, health and wellbeing, the restorative effects of green spaces and therapeutic 

gardening have received a lot of attention due to the ‘spectrum of benefits aside from food 

production that allotment gardening can provide: peace, health, social interaction, nature 

connectedness, commensality, recycling and a feeling of autonomy, pride and ownership of one’s 

allotment plot’ (Dobson et al., 2020, p.10). However, as we have noted, the potentially negative 

effects of gardening are rarely considered, yet our evidence supports previous studies (Young et al., 

2020; Gross and Lane, 2007; Milligan et al., 2004; Rishbeth et al., 2019; Biglin, 2020), which 

suggest that gardens can be a source of stress as well as restoration.  

It is particularly important to go beyond measuring the effects of gardening and cultivation as one-

off interventions, and to recognise the cumulative as well as multifaceted effects of cultivation and 

the contextual effects of human-spatial encounters (von Lindern et al., 2017). Recognising this 

ambivalence and nuanced complexity, our research suggests that cultivation might also include 

aspects which could compromise the positive effects gained, such as the loss of physical fitness 

and/or the exacerbation of physical injuries, (suspicions of) retribution, disappointment in terms of 

yield versus effort, theft and anti-social behaviour, vandalism, problems with neighbours and general 

allotment politics and, in the case of migrant gardeners, the possibility of racism. Acknowledging 

that the very environments which are deemed to be restorative may also produce neutral or negative 

effects is necessary to avoid the pitfalls that the simple ‘gardening is good for you’ slogan might 

encounter, and especially when there are suggestions that gardens should be part of social 

prescribing (see Egli et al., 2016; Thompson, 2018). Taken together with the continued structural 

inequalities experienced by migrant gardeners, we suggest that initiatives and campaigns 

acknowledge these potentially negative effects and suggest ways of tackling them. If gardening is 

going to be used as a health promotion strategy there are also important questions to be asked about 

relatedness and social connections (Sachs et al., 2022) and the role of community garden organisers 

in green social prescribing may be key ‘in making these spaces appealing, and adapting practices to 

differing needs’ (McGuire et al., 2022: p.6).  

In terms of further research, there are some interesting questions. For instance, there may be issues 

here about the causal links being made between gardening and health (might the ‘healthy’ choose to 

garden, for example?), and this might be explored. We also suggest that an important group to recruit 

in studies on gardening and health are those who have given up gardening, as it seems likely that 

research with participants who are active gardeners may be biased, as they are more likely to be the 

ones for whom the benefits outweigh any disadvantages or negative effects. Also of importance are 



17 

 

the possible gendered aspects of migrants’ gardening practices and experiences. Finally longitudinal 

research might also be very useful in following participants over time (Charles Rodriguez et al., 

2022).  

As noted earlier, many of our participants’ comments and experiences in relation to the different 

dimensions of wellbeing mirror those of participants in other studies, whether migrants or not. 

However, such experiences of gardening are likely to be accentuated by our participants’ migration 

heritage and the cultural climate in which, for instance, those with visible markers of migration 

(language, accents, skin colour) have to negotiate these differences in everyday life. In fact, the 

backgrounds of our participants in this study suggest that the social determinants of people’s lives do 

not just influence their experiences of cultivation, and thus outcomes in terms of wellbeing, but may 

fundamentally shape their access to cultivable land. We noted earlier the comment from one 

allotment secretary that there were no migrants on their site. We therefore suggest that further 

research might explore this question of access and opportunities available to migrants to grow food 

in order to allow ‘the generation of more nuanced insights into when and why different people do or 

do not use green spaces and how’ (Bell et al., 2014, p.287). A recent report in the UK concluded that 

‘people from minority ethnic groups are less likely to have a private garden (ONS, 2020) and it has 

also been noted that refugees can feel excluded from private allotments (Biglin, 2021), and that 

‘integration gardening’ approaches fail to reflect the diversity of the neighbourhood (Christensen et 

al., 2019). COVID-19 has generally highlighted the ‘green poverty’ experienced by some groups 

(McNeil et al., 2020) and a recent global systematic review concludes that better policies to increase 

access to green space could reduce health inequalities (Rigolon et al., 2021).  

Our study also suggests that the specific experiences of those with migration heritage relate to the 

ways in which cultivation contributes to family and cultural memories and traditions, and that 

gardening is important to participants’ sense of self and identity. In terms of health, this is not to 

deny ‘the visceral, affective force of matter encountered in the embodied act of gardening’, which 

Abramovic et al. (2019, p.296) stress in their study of refugee gardeners, but rather highlights the 

importance of the cultural context of this act and what Biglin (2020) calls ‘sensory nostalgia’. The 

importance of this cultural aspect of gardening for migrants leads us to suggest that cultural 

wellbeing might be seen as a further dimension of emotional and social wellbeing for this group.  
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