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Abstract: The purpose of this study is to investigate the perceived benefits of community garden-
ing. A garden colony is a collection of adjacent plots of land primarily for the purpose of gardening.
The methodology of this research consists of observations, interviews, questionnaires, and focus
group. As a result of this research we found that gardening is a natural and safe way to meet the
lifelong demands for a healthy life. We found specific mental and physical benefits as a result of
this community gardening. We encourage communities to allow people to buy plots of land away
from their homes to promote this healthy activity. The garden colony provides a place for indi-
vidual renewal and restoration; this urban oasis offers a way to maintain and promote lifelong
healthy living, and they are an important contribution to one’s life by adding a sense of meaning
and purpose.
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1. Introduction

Gardening is one of the common leisure activities throughout the world, gardening
is more than spontaneous and random activity, and gardening can be a natural physical
activity for promoting positive aging and health. This study is important because of its
implications for older adults, but also for the ideas of free time. Not only did we find that
there is an abundance of gardening taking place, we also found a natural fit for retirees
within this outdoor activity. This being said, the purpose of this study is to understand
more about the dynamics of gardening within a community gardening area. To this end
we pursued two research questions what is the impact of gardening on the 1) mental as
well as 2) physical aspect of the individual.

There are many places around the world where there are collections of gardeners.
From small allotments to large pieces of land. These are usually outside of the urban area,
and they are located within several kilometers of ones living area. If one is passing by
quickly there is no notice, but a closer look reveals a very interesting scenario. One may
see flowers growing, fruit trees, places for relaxation or playing, as well as a small cottage
or shed for tools. Each one has its own unique story and character based on the garden-
ers. Also, in many situations they are surrounded by other gardeners which adds to the
social dynamic.

This research focused on a garden area within central Europe. These garden areas or
locally called ‘colonies’ are also a historical remnant of the Czechoslovak government.
Moreover, the Communist regime that formerly controlled the government from 1948
until 1990, highly encouraged and even enhanced these garden plots. Because travel,
especially travel in the west was restricted, in order to appease the population, small
plots of land were made more accessible to citizens in order to encourage “local vaca-
tions” to spots the government trusted. The people built creative garden huts, weekend
houses, places for barbeques, vineyards and surprised themselves by truly enjoying this
experience and passing it on to the next generation. Interestingly, what the government
intended as a way to appease the population has morphed into a classic expression of
physical activity, leisure, nutrition, and community
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The other consideration is that these spots of nature, are small little parks, even
minijature forests. Some gardeners may cultivate the land for vegetable and flowers, but
most of the area is surrounded by forest, and has trees in abundance. Nature and forests
dominate the area. People today proudly boast about their garden colony, spend week-
ends there with family and friends, and look forward to working in the soil for flowers
and vegetables.

This activity which also is taking place in one’s free time is similar to ideas from
Park’s [1] study indicating a positive and physical choice for retirees and older adults. It
is accepted that older adults will have some chronic health problem that includes the
typical changes due to biological aging. This implies a general lessening in functional
ability in all areas of the body, including psychological and emotional issues. Maas,
Verheij, Spreeuwenberg, Schellevis, and Groenewegern [2] show that because of the ex-
panse of urban areas, because of the increasing amount of people living in cities, people
in general are living in less green spaces. From their research we know the positive im-
pact of being in a green environment. Further, they showed there are less older adults
who have morbidity if they are around a green environment as well as less depression or
stress. Continuing these ideas, the research of Vuillemin, Boini, Bertrais, Tessier, Oppert,
Hercberg, Guillemin, Brianc [3] investigated health, quality of life, and leisure activity.
Not surprising, this large project showed that those with physical active behavior had
overall higher quality of life than those who were more sedentary. The significance of
being around natural green areas was also shown by Stigsdotter and Grahm [4] how
gardening can be a type of therapy with patients who have various mental needs. The
programs the therapists design for the participants are focused on the garden.

Kaplan [5] follows the ideas of Stigsdotter and Grahm [4] by discussing the overall
positive and restorative influence of nature. Physical and mental dimensions are more
restored while being in a natural environment. This takes place by being away from
normal situations and spending time in some natural environment. This place should
also include something that fascinates us, something that engrosses us. This
pre-occupation with the natural environmental actually allows the individual to also
think about other important topics. There should also be an aspect of extent, something
that shows that we are connected to a larger world.

Heintzman’s [6,7] research helps to show how being outdoors in natural settings in-
fluences the person. He describes how specific activities such as gardening, or time away
in the nature, helps to elicit some special feelings of well-being even with spiritual over-
tones. Adding to this is Park’s [1] conclusions outlining the positive aspect of natural
work in the outdoors and how it strengthens the physical structure of the body. Further,
because of its slower pace and natural setting, its almost idea for older adults. Similarly,
Patrick, Bassey, Irving, Blecher, and Fentem [8] discuss physical activity of retired adults.
They mention how walking and gardening are popular among this age group. However,
they point out that measuring physical activity is difficult among those who need it the
most - the retired, aged, overweight, and sedentary. Even among those who are the least
active, walking and then gardening are among the most popular physical activities.

More people today are living in urban areas or cities with crowded and noisy situa-
tions. Rural life has declined steadily since the start of the Industrial Revolution when
businesses offered financial reward to those who were willing to work in factories. These
agrarian workers left behind farms, ponds, animals, quiet, and a more leisurely way of
life [9]. Since this era, free time within today’s modern society has become even more
congested. Citizens seem to be frustrated at the lack of meaningful free time in their lives.
Also, work and family demands continue to add pressure on an already harried popula-
tion.

Adding to this, there is a need to provide places for safe and effective physical ac-
tivity throughout one’s lifetime. Physical activity can waiver between sporadic mundane
workouts to trendy facilities with the latest fads in health and fitness. The increase in
medical expenses, as well as the rise in preventable diseases such as Type 2 Diabetes, and
the lack of physical education in our schools [10,11], call for a revision of our concept of


https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202202.0146.v1

Preprints (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 10 February 2022 d0i:10.20944/preprints202202.0146.v1

physical activity, recreation, and free time. Therefore, we can state that gardening may be
the new way for each person around the world to fill their free time, continue to provide
for themselves, offer social visits, and take care of the physical dimensions. Therefore, it
is important to understand more details about this leisure activity. With this in mind we
endeavored to investigate the gardening activity in our area.

The purpose of this study is to understand more about gardening in a natural area.
To this end we are focused on two research questions — What is the physical impact on
the gardener? And, what is the mental impact on the gardener? Even though previous
research highlights potential benefits of gardening for physical health, there is a lack of
detailed knowledge [12] about the nature and perceived health benefits of these garden-
ing activities, particularly within the garden colony context.

2. Materials and Methods

This subjective experience can best be understood using qualitative methods [13].
This study utilized a combination of mixed methods including interviews [14], ques-
tionnaires [15], a focus group [16], observation [17 ] and case study [18]. Before beginning
this research we were careful to gain the necessary approval, and we asked each person
for written permission if they wanted to be a part of this project. Because we were out-
siders to this garden colony, we sought to listen, and to attend to the gardeners with
empathy [19]. This research had the ethical approval required by this university. The
summary of research activity is depicted in Figure 1.
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Walk around garden colonies of this area to see what is happening there and
to understand more about this garden area. This tock place on three different
accasions.

During the ‘walk about,” we asked several people of one garden colony if they
would be interested in this research. We found two people that were willing
to participate in this research. The initial survey with a pedometer with two

participants in garden colony. June 2009,

We met with these two people; this helped us to gain insights into the life of
the garden colony of Olomouc. They showed us their garden area and
explained what they were doing there.

From this information as well as research we had read, we created a Garden
survey given to U3A class. This gave us a general idea of gardening among the
population of this area, this was in Decernber 2009.

Meeting of garden colony organizers (general meeting).

Work on survey and had many changes and suggestions. We created a
carefully crafted, valid questionnaire based on research as well as previous
information and gave this to the garden colany.

Took survey to meeting. February 2010; we gave them a survey to complete
at home and return and a packet of seeds.

Caollection of responses (response rate 25 back). June 2010

Figure 1. Summary of research activity.

2.1. Stage One: Observation and Pilot Study

First, we walked around various gardens and observed what we saw taking place.
We created a questionnaire in combination with a pedometer and a journal, and we
asked for volunteers to fill out the survey. Eventually, after four months, two participants
completed a journal, showed us their garden area, wore a pedometer, and explained the
details of gardening.

2.2. Stage Two: Questionnaires

In order to learn more about gardening in this area we created a questionnaire based
on previous research. We asked an adult education class at the university for their opin-
ion (University of the Third Age.) Out of 50 participants we received 21 responses. After
reviewing the results of this, we revised the questionnaire to create a more valid ques-
tionnaire. This questionnaire was given to the participants of the garden colony; this took
place at their annual meeting (see Appendix 1). Eventually, the person in charge returned
24 questionnaires out of 81 attending the meeting. After analyzing this data, we invited
those interested to join a focus group of gardeners.
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2.3. Stage Three: Focus Group

Now there are several sources of data — questionnaire one, questionnaire two, in-
terview and information from two participants, and field notes. During the focus group
we asked the participants to describe more about their gardening. They also elaborated
on some of the findings so far. We analyzed the data using constant comparative method
[18, 20]. We separately evaluated and read the survey and combined our ideas and
thoughts. In this method of analysis we compared the main parts of the data obtained
within this research, and we were looking for differences and similarities. We wrote
down notes and different ideas that reflected a continuous comparison of the data. We
asked the focus group to confirm or validate our findings. As a result of this work, we
eventually arrived at the findings of this study. All conversations during the focus group
were translated and transcribed by reliable sources.

2.4. Stage Four: Continued Observation

Lastly, we continued to go to the garden colony and to observe the gardening activ-
ity in order to verify our findings. On June 5 (Saturday) and June 6 (Sunday) 2010 we
visited the garden colony to observe and record the activities in the summer. On Satur-
day we saw many gardeners, some with entire families, inside their private garden area.
The small road surrounding the colony was lined with cars. We saw many people in
those unique and interesting situations of active gardening. These gardeners were on
their knees pulling things, bending over reaching for something, working in the dirt,
cutting, seeding, and watering. Many of them were working in bathing suits. Their at-
tention was on their garden, and they were walking around talking with their partner or
families, going from task to task. We also observed other activities in the garden such as
reading, sitting, eating, cooking (outdoors), and children playing. This combination of
information from observations, documents, interviews, questionnaires, and focus group
has provided us with a triangulated analysis on gardening (Patton, 1990). This research
took approximately two years to complete from beginning to end. During this period
there was ample time for reflection concerning these ideas and thoughts about garden-
ing. There was a peer review as well as a member check [18] in order to verify these
findings. The focus group and the first two individuals we interviewed confirmed our
findings as well.

The findings of this research were the result of the combination of these various
sources of data. Personal observation, studying previous research, survey on gardening,
interaction with two participants, validated questionnaire, and a focus group. The in-
formation was coded according to how it answered the purpose of the student and the
research questions. All of the necessary requirements for research with the university
were met.

3. Results

In order to understand the role of gardening in this area we asked a class from an
adult education program in this area (University of the Third Age) to fill out an investi-
gative questionnaire on gardening. The average age was 63.6. The mean 63.6, median 63
and age range was 54 — 72 years of age. Out of 50 attending the class, 21 participants
completed the survey — all 21 had a garden nine of these gardens were located in a col-
ony, and twelve had gardens at their home. We began to understand the pervasive
character of gardening in this area. Those with a garden in the colony spent a considera-
ble more time there. Whereas the garden at home was utilized for growing vegetables
for use in cooking and eating with one’s family and friends. The garden at home was
seen more as a chore in comparison with those who had a garden at the colony.

From other parts of this research, we found that the summer or warm months are a
very active time for the participants of the garden colony, whereas during the winter it is
rare. Concerning transportation, we found 13 people have gardens one to three kilome-
ters from their residence, ten gardeners are three to five kilometers, and one is five to ten
kilometers away from the garden. It took 15 minutes for 15 people to get to their garden.
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Another eight gardeners needed 30 minutes and one person needed one hour. The most
common way of transportation was bicycle (n=14), followed by car (n=8), then walking
(n=5) and bus (n=4). Nineteen out of 24 participants were biking or walking to their gar-
den colony, thus adding an additional amount of physical activity to their day. The fre-
quency of working in the garden colony can be seen in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Frequency of going to garden.

All of the gardens within the colony are basically the same size (400m2). We also
found that a large proportion — almost one fourth - of the garden area (117m?) is covered
with a natural grass area. We discovered that the garden activity is focused on trees,
vegetables, and flowers. Each garden has a small sitting area and often a small one room
crafted cottage. The gardeners discussed how garden colonies are a part of life across
central Europe, not just in the Czech Republic. They said that within the garden colony
the gardeners know those who are next to them; yet, they recognize by sight some of the
other gardeners. One said, “It is a big colony, but we only know our neighbors.” How-
ever, the garden is not without its own set of problems. They discussed that there are
some frustrations with gardening in the colony such as problems with insects and slugs.
One person said:

In the colony are lots of pests...so we focused on the fruit trees...and we gradually
liquidated them...and now we are focusing on the decorative part, the relax part, and
from the vegetable I grow only tomatoes, cucumbers, some salad in the spring, and I
mainly take a pleasure from the flower part.

As a result of this research we found from our participants two main results. First,
having a space within this natural area becomes a source of restoration, rest and quiet.
Second, the gardeners are meeting the requirements for physical activity as a result of
the work within this natural area.

One — Mental - Restoration and Quiet.

One participant explained that working in the garden colony was more than rest or
relaxation. It felt like recreation with a purpose. Rather than wandering in some forest
trail for activity, this activity inside the garden creates specific results which they can see
and taste. They also emphasized there is an emotional reward for being a part of this ac-
tivity. There is excitement about the changes that one can see from the plants. Another
stated that when she wants she will “go to have a nice chat with my neighbor.” Another
gardener emphasized the complexity of the experience. “You just don’t know what will
take place, weather, your neighbor, or the soil, how the plant will turn out, it all adds to
the fun and challenge. “ The growing of vegetables, and eating or sharing them is an
important part of this work. Also, having neighbors that surround you is an overall pos-
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itive part of this garden colony. One gardener said that even in the winter he was com-
pelled to return to the garden, at least once a week, just to feed the wildlife.

The enjoyment of going to the garden in the colony is indicated by the Figure 1
which indicates the frequency of attending to one’s garden. One gardener explained
how her family used the garden area for a place for children to play and a place to grow
organic vegetables. She further explained that the garden area away from the town pro-
vides its own quiet escape away from the noise of the urban area. And how her chidren
can safely run and play. Plus they are enjoying the organic vegetables. Another gardener
emphasized how having this garden area with others provides its own sense of happi-
ness and personal peace of mind. He discussed how in each season his family will enjoy
attending to the needs of the garden.

All of the participants in the focus group stress how it adds to their situation by
having neighbors around them. Some you become lifelong friends, others you may leave
alone. “You begin to know who you can count on, and who you want to invite for a
campfire, and who you need to leave alone.” The other activities that take place in the
garden are seen in Figure 3.
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Figure 3. Other activities in the garden.

All of the participants are in agreement that this collective gardening is a place for
relaxing, enjoying, and promoting a peace of mind.

Two — Physical - The second finding focused on the physical aspect of gardening.
The gardeners discussed how maintaining this plot of land there is adequate physical
activity to provide for a healthy lifestyle. Figure 2 indicates the overall pervasive physi-
cal dynamic of working in the garden.

Participant One, age 73, spent a total of 22 hours in gardening activity during her
week of gardening. Participant Two, age 68, spent a total of 12 hours in gardening activ-
ity. They used various statements to explain what gardening meant to them: “active
movement,” “stay on the fresh air,” “replacement of former activity in their flats and in
the town,” and “communication with neighbors.” Adding to this from the first ques-
tionnaire we found there are those who have a garden at home, and those who have a
garden in a collective garden area. As a result of information from the two participants
in the beginning of this study, we found they both spent a considerable amount of time
working in their garden. One, 22 hours per week, and another 12 hours per week. They
also emphasize being active in the fresh air is what they are looking forward to. Sur-
prisingly, those who had a garden at their home spent 21 hours per year in their garden,
in contrast, those who had a garden in a colony spent approximately 200 hours per year.
The Garden colony activity can be seen in Figure 4.
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Figure 4. Garden activities in four seasons.

As a result of this questionnaire we know that the gardener is having an all-around
physical workout during three seasons, especially in summer and spring. During the
spring there is an average of 6.7 hours of physical activity each week, in the summer 5.2
hours weekly, in the fall 3.5, and in the winter 1.1. This indicates these gardeners are
meeting the daily requirement of physical activity during spring, summer, and fall. In
addition they are utilizing all muscle groups in a natural environment. Another garden-
er stated: “We take it like a sport. We will walk there, or ride bike, and then garden,
work in the garden, even in the winter, we will go there and feed the cats.”

We also asked their opinion of the influence of gardening on their health. How (in
your opinion) does having this garden influence your health? Nine participants stated
they knew that gardening was overall positive for them. Six also stated how it relaxes
them, especially by “cleaning my thoughts” or “taking care of stress.” Six of the garden-
ers emphasize how they know the garden is adding to their physical fitness, and three
mentioned mental fitness. Five participants said the value of being around nature was
positively influencing their health. Interestingly, only three gardeners discussed the ac-
tual gardening or growing of fruits and vegetables. And two added that gardening may
cause low back pain. A summary of these answers can be found in the response of one
gardener, who said the following. “It (gardening) keeps me in good shape both — physi-
cally and mentally. The nature is giving us not only joy of the colors of the blooms, their
smells, work of the bees and bumblebees, but also the food.” Having a “good feeling
about the results of our work” was mentioned by five. “Common work or physical
movement” was mentioned by three.
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4. Discussion

This garden colony presents an interactive community within a natural built envi-
ronment. This research resonates with Hawkins et al. [12] who included 25 allotment
gardeners. Although our research focused on gardens within a common area and each
one is almost 200 meters square. They saw similar benefits such as personal enjoyment,
physical strength, fun time with friends and family. Even though community gardens in
the west are rare, some American cities, are sharing small areas for gardening. The gar-
dening represented in this study is a unique phenomena and perhaps something influ-
ence by the previous regimes in central Europe. Others have noticed these areas of gar-
dening are changing and even closing, perhaps due to a busier perspective as well as the
use of land [21]. Perhaps areas for gardening could add to the urban built environments
incorporating urban planning and result in more ‘walkability” [22].

The participants in our study made it clear how much they enjoyed and looked
forward to being in this natural area. Heintzman [6,7], Kaplan & Kaplan [23], Schroeder
[24], and Ulrich & Parsons [25] similarly focused on the peace and quiet and its benefits
that is found in such natural places. All of these reports concur that the outdoor place in
its natural settting along with this gardening lessens stress, increases spirituality, and
well being. This gardening even becomes its own therapy reflecting ideas of Hawkins et
al. [12] and Nordh et al. [26].

One participant explained how they chose to get a garden in a colony because they
needed to start moving and becoming more active. And, interestingly you are also sur-
rounded with others and their gardens. With our participants, almost half of them were
involved and close with their neighbors, the others not.

Attention Restoration Theory [5] and its concepts were expressed by several gar-
deners. Similar to ‘a place of escape’” as well as [27] fascination, these participant felt re-
newed and restored each time they return to the garden area. One participant says he is
looking forward to something every season. And how the garden is a way to get away
from the crowded block of flats where he lives.as a result of getting away from their flat
in the city. Also Herzog et al.'s [27] ideas are seen in the participant’s complex leisure ac-
tivities — time with others, relaxing, working on flowers or fruit. Kaplan [5] states the
area of interest should be very appealing for all the senses. The participants discussed the
variety of trees, flowers, vegetables, grass, a cottage, and sheds. Another participant
discusses how going to the garden area produced pure joy.

The garden is a place that can promote purpose such as growing fruits and vegeta-
bles, caring for trees, raising chickens, or providing a fun space for the family. The par-
ticipants in our study described the restorative qualities as discussed by Herzog et al.
[27]. Their narrative echoed the soft fascination linked to growing vegetables and flow-
ers, seeing the results and enjoying the simple beauty and quiet of the natural sur-
roundings. They also described the sense of being away, leaving one’s flat, and going to
the garden. They mentioned how the variety of activities in the garden plot are compati-
ble with their individual interests and sense of purpose, especially taking care of trees
and vegetables, and the enjoyment of spending time with family and neighboring gar-
deners. Further, adding to the dynamic of the garden plot, often the small cottage was a
creative handiwork of its owners. All shapes, sizes, unique forms of wood helped to lend
to the magic of the area.

This paper highlights garden colonies as a historical and ecological feature within
the Czech Republic. Reflecting ideas of place and identity [28,29], we also saw how the
gardeners in our study were personally attached to these green urban places and looked
forward to spending leisure time at the garden. One member of the garden colony re-
flected the ideas of most when she said, “I look forward to getting out of my flat and
getting to the garden." This family ritual was part of their identity, and the various activ-
ities of gardening became a priority. As their world adapted from Czechoslovakia to a
Nazi occupation, the Second World War, the changes due to forty years of communism,
and to a new democracy - the space of the garden provided a safe and personal sense of
continuity and stability. One person described their garden: “We made a cottage there
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and at the beginning we grew a lot of everything...all kinds of fruits and vegeta-
bles...but it became difficult...and now we focus on the flowers and the relaxation.”
Today the garden colony is no longer needed to grow supplements for one’s diet, there
are vast grocery stores within the reach of every hamlet and village. Instead, the garden
colony has become a place for exercise, leisure, and social interaction. Another change
since the fall of communism, there has been a relaxation of some of the rules for the col-
ony, for example they can build larger cottages. The social connection around these gar-
deners reflects a wide range of interest from close frineds, to asking an expert, to some-
one to avoid [30] [31].

From the sample in our study, gardening is an enriching experience especially for
seniors and those who are retired, especially those who are living in crowded cities or
city blocks. Similarly, Patrick, Bassey, Irving, Blecher, and Fentem [8] discussed the more
popular physical activities of retired adults which included walking and gardening. We
were surprised to find from our questionnaire with a class of older adults (U3A), that all
21 participants stated they had a garden. Furthermore, Mein, Shipley, Hillsdon, Ellison,
and Marmot [32] found that those who are retired are actually more involved in physical
activities, and that gardening, similar to ideas of Park [1], Park et al. [33,34] as well later
studies of Park, Lee, & Son [35] and Park, Lee, Son, & Shoemaker [36] can supply the
necessary physical activity for a healthy life. Similar to Park’s work we also found that
most of the gardeners are involved in this dynamic activity of weeding, hoeing, water-
ing, and walking. Plus, the moderate activity of gardening is a natural way to exercise
the body in an enjoyable manner. Adding to this line of thought, Podewils et al. [37]
discussed how engaging in a number of different physical activities, including garden-
ing, can protect the senior against various problems of aging especially that of dementia
and Alzheimer’s disease.

5. Conclusions

As a result of this research we found that gardening is a natural and safe way to
meet the lifelong demands for a healthy life. Having a space within the garden colony
adds a sense of purpose, identity, and meaning to one’s life. This area of nature is a
source of restoration as a result of rest, escape, and quiet. Further, gardening allows for
all the muscles within the body to work in a natural setting promoting personal health. In
conclusion, we recommend gardening as a natural physical activity. This is a great ex-
ample and beacon of light for the future, to rekindle an old idea, something that has
lasted over the years and can create a safe and quiet place for a renewal of the social,
physical, mental, and spiritual part of one’s life.
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