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Abstract

While gardening has been shown to have wide-
ranging benefits, very little research has focused on
the experiences of new community gardeners. Our
study examined the experiences of new community
gardeners, as well as the perspectives of garden
leaders, to determine how to best meet new com-
munity gardeners’ needs. We conducted qualitative
interviews with a subset of new community gar-
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deners (IN = 34) participating in a randomized con-
trolled trial (RCT) of community gardening, and
garden leaders (IN = 47). New community garden-
ers learned to garden through classes, from other
gardeners and leaders, from friends and family, and
through teaching themselves. Garden leaders pro-
vided varied support to new community gardeners,
including hands-on assistance and orientations.
The events and degree of social interactions with
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other gardeners in the gardens also varied, although
most gardens had a culture of helping and reci-
procity, and gardeners frequently brought family
and friends with them to their gardens. Challenges
reported by new community gardeners and leaders
included lack of gardening knowledge and support;
responsibility and time commitment of gardening;
poor communication from garden leaders; water,
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weeds, and pests; plot abandonment; and theft,
vandalism, and safety. New community gardeners
desired and benefited from social interaction, guid-
ance, and support in their gardens. However,
because garden leaders already have substantial gar-
den responsibilities, placing this responsibility
solely on garden leaders is frequently not feasible.
This study provides insight into new community
gardeners’ experiences and can be used to inform
programs that support gardeners.
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Introduction

Community gardening is associated with numerous
health and psychosocial benefits, including
increased fruit and vegetable consumption (Alaimo
et al., 2008, 2023; Barnidge et al., 2013; Litt et al.,
2011), increased physical activity (Park et al., 2011,
2014), improved mental wellbeing (Hawkins et al.,
2011; Soga et al., 2017; van den Berg et al., 2010),
and positive social interactions (Teig et al., 2009;
Toda & Lowe, 2022). These benefits may arise
through the synergistic processes of spending time
in an attractive natural setting, nurturing plants,
producing fresh food, interacting with others
socially, and collective efficacy (Bailey & Kingsley,
2020; Hale et al., 2011; Hawkins et al., 2013;
Kingsley & Townsend, 2006; Porter, 2018;
Saldivar-Tanaka & Krasny, 2004; Teig et al., 2009;
van Holstein, 2017).

Additionally, benefits of community gardening
can extend beyond the boundaries of the garden
and impact the neighborhoods in which they are
located. Being part of a community garden can
impart a sense of belonging and develop a more
cohesive feeling of community to residents of a
neighborhood (Glover, 2004; Glover et al., 2005;
Teig et al., 2009). Relationships that begin in the
garden often extend beyond the garden, resulting
in the creation of new friendships, social support in
times of need, or neighbors looking out for each
other (Glover, 2004; Glover et al., 2005; Teig et al.,
2009). There is even evidence that community gat-
dens are associated with reduced crime and
increased property values (Beam et al., 2021; Voicu
& Been, 2008).

Despite the many benefits of community gat-
dening, there are significant hurdles that must be
overcome when people begin gardening. Garden-
ing requires developing new knowledge, skills, and
habits in order to successfully produce food
(Conway, 2016; Diaz et al., 2018; Hale et al., 2011).
New community gardeners must learn when to
plant and harvest vegetables; how to prepare their
soil, plant seeds, and transplant seedlings; and must
habituate themselves to visiting the garden regu-
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larly to water and weed. Without adequate skills,
knowledge, and support, new community garden-
ers may struggle and ultimately quit gardening
(Diaz et al., 2018; Thatrrey et al., 2020). When new
community gardeners quit gardening, they may not
achieve the aforementioned benefits to their own
physical, mental, and social health. Additionally,
the sustainability of the community garden is put in
jeopardy. In a survey of 445 organizations that sup-
port community gardens in the U.S. and Canada,
respondents reported a loss of 1,615 community
gardens over a five-year period (Drake & Lawson,
2015). Getting new gardeners involved and keeping
people involved over the long term were the sec-
ond and third most commonly reported challenges
experienced by these organizations, behind the top
challenge of obtaining material resources for the
gardens (Drake & Lawson, 2015). Thus, it is
important to ensure the success of new community
gardeners and support their continued participation
in gardening. While substantial research has exam-
ined gardening’s potential to influence health
behaviors and physical and mental health, very little
research has focused on the experiences of new
community gardeners (Sachs et al., 2022). In most
studies of gardening, either research participants
are primarily experienced gardeners or data regard-
ing how long participants have been gardening are
not provided. To expand the uptake of gardening
and enhance the sustainability of community gar-
dens, it is imperative to explore new community
gardeners’ experiences and needs.

In the context of community gardens, govern-
ance or leadership also influences gardeners’ expe-
riences. There are a wide vatiety of leadership
approaches used in community gardens (Fox-
Kiamper et al., 2018; Toda & Lowe, 2022), but
there is scant research regarding gardeners’ percep-
tions of community garden leadership. However,
what little literature exists indicates that leadership
is influential in improving or hindering the experi-
ence of community gardeners (Aptekar, 2015;
Egerer & Fairbairn, 2018; Gilbert et al., 2020;
Kingsley & Townsend, 2006). To understand the
role that garden leaders can play in influencing the
success of new community gardeners, more
research is needed; additionally, it is important that
this research includes the perspectives of both new
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community gardeners and garden leaders.

This study aimed to explore the experiences of
new community gardeners, as well as the perspec-
tives of garden leaders, to learn how to best sup-
port new community gardeners. This paper
describes new community gardeners’ perceptions
of garden leadership, garden social culture, and
management of gardening challenges, as well as
insights from garden leaders.

Methods
In this study, we conducted qualitative interviews
with a subset of new community gardeners and
their garden leaders participating in or supporting
the Community Activation for Prevention Study
(CAPS). CAPS is a randomized controlled trial
investigating the health impacts of community gar-
dening (Litt et al., 2018, 2023) . This study was
conducted between 2017 and 2020 in collaboration
with Denver Urban Gardens (DUG). DUG is a
nonprofit organization that manages community
gardens in the metro Denver, Colorado, area, and
also offers gardening education, provides subsi-
dized or free seeds and seedlings for low-income
gardeners, and recruits and trains garden leaders.
CAPS was designed with three waves of data
collection in which each wave consisted of a full
gardening season. Interviewees for this current
qualitative study were selected from wave one and
wave two of the CAPS trial. Participants were eligi-
ble for the study if they were 18 years old or older,
able to give consent in English or Spanish, willing
to be put on a waitlist for a community garden
plot, and had not gardened in the past two garden-
ing seasons. Descriptions of recruitment and ran-
domization, intervention, and eligibility for CAPS
have been published previously (Litt et al., 2018;
Villalobos et al., 2019). Briefly, recruitment for the
study was conducted in two phases. First, commu-
nity gardens and leaders were invited to participate.
Gardens were prioritized if they were located in
low-income and minority areas as determined by
2010 census data, had a waitlist for garden plots,
and had the capacity to reserve two to six plots for
study participants. Second, prospective gardeners
were recruited to participate in the areas surround-
ing the garden through 12 methods, including con-
tacting people on the garden waitlists, referrals, dis-
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plays at health fairs, posting flyers, social media,
and canvassing neighborhoods.

The CAPS intervention consisted of material
resources and technical support for cultivating a
community garden plot, typical of what is provided
to new community gardeners through DUG. Both
intervention participants and control participants
were offered the same intervention package,
although the timing was different. Control partici-
pants were offered the intervention package after
their participation in the RCT had ended. Each
participant was provided a garden plot averaging
116 square feet (10.8 square meters) in a commu-
nity garden. The plot fee was paid by CAPS, and
participants were provided free vegetable seeds and
transplants. Participants were invited to attend a
free beginner gardening class. Depending on the
community garden, garden leaders, master garden-
ers, and/or CAPS staff were available to answer
gardening questions and assist participants.

An advisory team of DUG staff members,
community garden leaders, past American
Community Gardening Association presidents,
nutritionists, and academic partners informed the
design and implementation of CAPS. Both the pre-
sent study and the full randomized controlled trial
were approved by the University of Colorado
Boulder institutional review board. Results pre-
sented here answered the research question: What
were the experiences of new community gardeners
and garden leaders with respect to how new gat-
deners learned to garden, their perceptions of gar-
den leadership and structure, their social interac-
tions in the garden, and obstacles to their
participation?

Interviews with Community Gardeners

After their participation in the RCT was complete,
a subsample of CAPS participants was contacted
by phone and invited to complete semi-structured
qualitative interviews. The participants were
selected by purposive sampling to ensure variation
in level of gardening engagement, demographics,
and assigned community garden. Twenty-nine
intervention participants and 26 control partici-
pants were contacted to participate in interviews;
25 intervention partticipants and 24 control partici-
pants who gardened in 24 different DUG gardens
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agreed to be interviewed, and six declined or did
not respond to researchers. Intervention pattici-
pants were invited to be interviewed one time, after
their first season of gardening. Control participants
were invited to be interviewed twice: before gar-
dening and after their first season of gardening.
The analysis presented here included interviews
with 11 control and 23 intervention participants
who were all interviewed after their first season of
gardening (n = 34); one intervention participant
interview was excluded from the analysis because
of incomplete data, and 12 control participant
interviews were excluded because they were inter-
viewed only before they began gardening, but not
after. Participants provided written informed con-
sent prior to the interviews and were provided a
US$20 gift card for participation. Interviews were
tape-recorded and transcribed, and transcripts were
corrected for accuracy. Demographic characteris-
tics were obtained from data captured in CAPS
surveys.

The interview guide was reviewed, revised, and
approved by the advisory team. To obtain feedback
on appropriateness and clarity of question wording,
pilot testing of interview questions was conducted
with four community gardeners in the Lansing,
Michigan, area. Topics of the interview guide ana-
lyzed for this study included previous gardening
experiences, learning to garden, perceptions of gar-
den leadership, the social culture of the garden, and
challenges experienced. The interview guide was
split into two parts for the control participants, and
they were interviewed about previous gardening
experiences during their first interview (conducted
prior to gardening) and interviewed about their
experiences gardening (the rest of the interview
topics) during their second interview (conducted
after their first season gardening). Because both the
intervention participants and control participants
were offered the same gardening package and were
interviewed after their first season of gardening
(except for the question on previous gardening
experiences), gardening and control participants
were analyzed together.

The overarching analysis methodologies
included grounded theory (i.e., codes and themes
were constructed inductively from the data without
a pre-existing coding frame) and comparative case
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study analysis (i.e., each participants’ garden experi-
ence was analyzed as a discrete unit and compared
with the experiences of other participants) (Miles et
al., 2014; Yin, 2017). The research team included
researchers who were themselves gardeners;
grounded theory was used to encourage the
researchers to listen carefully to the voices of the
participants and develop codes and themes based
on the data. During each stage of analysis, the
researchers held group meetings to discuss the
codes, themes, and findings, and to ensure con-
sistency.

First, transcripts were coded using Atlas.ti soft-
ware (Version 8). Three researchers coded five
interviews independently to generate initial codes
and collaboratively reached consensus on code
meaning and definitions. Coding was then com-
pleted for each interview and checked by an alter-
native researcher to ensute the finalized codes were
applied uniformly, with team discussions to clarify
discrepancies.

In the next stage, comparative cases study anal-
ysis, themes were created, and PowerPoint displays
were completed for each participant by writing
summary statements for each theme to enable
researchers to understand the connections and dis-
parities between themes and different participants.
The PowerPoint displays enabled the researchers
to be able to “see” participants’ experiences as a
whole and draw connections between themes
within each participant experience. Summary state-
ments for each theme were added to an Microsoft
Excel table, which facilitated the comparison of
similar and disparate experiences for each partici-
pant. Conclusions were drawn based on systemati-
cally comparing PowerPoint displays and summary
statements across participants. Descriptions of and
theories of connections between themes were
extensively discussed by the team and were pro-
duced iteratively and by consensus. This article
reports on the themes related to supporting new
gardeners. Codes groups and themes are displayed
in the Appendix.

Interviews with Garden Leaders

Garden leaders in the DUG network are volun-
teers. Garden leaders attend an introductory train-
ing session and are supported in their positions by
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DUG staff. For the present study, all garden lead-
ers at participating gardens were invited to partici-
pate in an interview, and 47 of 65 garden leaders
representing 29 different community gardens were
interviewed. Interview guides captured similar
themes as the participant interviews. Garden lead-
ers were interviewed either via telephone or in per-
son. Leader interviews were documented by audio-
recording plus field notes or note-taking by hand
or computer. Recordings were transcribed. Content
from each interview was summarized using
Microsoft Excel. Using the main themes and key
ideas from the interview guide, codes were devel-
oped for each topic, and codes and themes were
applied to text, counted, and summarized.

Results

Results are described below, including experiences
of new community gardeners and garden leaders
with respect to (1) learning to garden, (2) garden
leadership and structure, (3) social culture of the
community garden, and (4) obstacles to participa-
tion.

Description of Participants and

Community Gardens

The 34 gardeners interviewed were mostly white
(79%), non-Hispanic (79%), and female (71%).
Ages ranged from 20 to 70 years, with a mean age
of 41. Garden leaders interviewed represented 29
of the 37 community gardens participating in the
CAPS trial. The number of plots in each garden
ranged from seven to 90, and gardens were estab-
lished between 1976 and 2019.

Learning to Garden

Participants learned to garden in a variety of ways.
A class on vegetable gardening basics was offered
by DUG as patt of the intervention, which 24 par-
ticipants (70%) reported attending. Over half of
these participants mentioned that the class was
helpful. For example, one participant described the
class as “lovely” and enjoyed getting to sit with
others who had a shared interest (P.J).

More than half of participants (# = 20) learned
from others both in and outside of the garden.
Inside the garden, participants learned by observing
others’ garden plots and conversations with other
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gardeners: “People were really super knowledgea-
ble so it was cool to ask people questions and ...
they’d spew out all these interesting facts.” For
some participants, garden leaders were an impor-
tant learning resource, especially if the garden
leader(s) were often present at the garden when the
participant was. One participant said, “we some-
times look at each other’s plots. ... it was good to
show [the leader] and say, “What's going on here?
Do I need to be worried?”” (P.Z). Some garden
leaders described making themselves available to
gardeners, especially new community gardeners.
One of the most common forms of support garden
leaders offered was hands-on troubleshooting in
the garden, and some invited master gardeners to
garden workdays and/or placed new gardeners
next to more experienced gardeners. Participants
also learned from friends, family, and neighbors,
both outside of the garden and by bringing them to
their gardens. Some gardeners also learned from
involvement in local gardening organizations.

Notably, almost all participants took initiative
to teach themselves to garden. All successfully
grew vegetables. Participants sought out gardening
information from books, the internet, and trial and
error. For over half of participants (# = 21), their
biggest teacher was simply learning “by doing”
(P.AA) or experimentation. Most of these partici-
pants valued trial-and-error in their first season and
“seeing what works” (P.BB), although one partici-
pant felt this trial and error was “wasted time”
(P.N) and would have liked more direct instruction
and guidance. About half of participants (# = 16)
mentioned building on prior experience or expo-
sure to farming and gardening. Eighteen partici-
pants indicated having gardened in the past, and
most participants mentioned at least some previous
exposure to gardening in their life, primarily
through a family or household garden growing up;
this experience ranged from tending flowerpots to
working at a 10-acre farm.

Garden Leadership and Structure

Each DUG community garden has at least one vol-
unteer (unpaid) garden member who setrves as a
leader. Garden leader responsibilities include intro-
ducing gardeners to the garden, enforcing garden
rules and regulations, communicating with garden-
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ers, coordinating with DUG, and organizing gar-
den events such as workdays and potlucks. DUG
highly encourages—but does not require—garden
leaders to attend a training course.

Role of the garden leader

Garden leaders had differing perspectives of how
much support they were expected to provide new
community gardeners. For example, one garden
leader said, “I don’t think it’s my responsibility to
hold their hands. I explain everything to them
when they sign on” (GL.L). Others were eager to
learn ways to welcome and help new community
gardeners, while balancing their other responsibili-
ties. This variation was reflected in participants’
perspectives on garden leader support. About half
of participants (# = 16) said they received support
from their garden leader, and these participants val-
ued having an engaged garden leader who they saw
frequently and who served as a source of gardening
knowledge. For example, one participant said, “I
looked forward to seeing [the garden leader] in the
morning. ... [Having him there] made my experi-
ence, really. He was very willing to help me in
every way” (P.L). Another participant said, “The
garden leader really stood out to me because she, in
my opinion, had the right idea of what I expected
with a community garden. ... She had a lot of
information and she’s just really pleasant to be
around and work with, and that made it not feel
like work when I went to the community garden”
(P.E.). Another participant who saw their garden
leader often was inspired to become a garden
leader in the future (P.AA).

Other participants had much less interaction
with their garden leaders. These participants either
never met their garden leader, did not know who
their garden leader was, or only saw them a few
times. For example, one participant described their
garden leader as “rather absent,” and “gave no pat-
ticular guidance or direction whatsoever” (P.]).
Other participants discussed leadership turnover
throughout the season. Participants who lacked
engagement with their garden leaders desired more
support including seeing their leader in the garden
more frequently and receiving hands-on instruction
and check-ins. In some cases, participants de-
scribed their garden leader as “overworked,” “in a
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hurry.” or “stressed.” This aligned with sentiments
from garden leaders who suggested the role was
“way too much for one person. ... There should
be four garden leaders in every garden” (GL.K). In
fact, DUG’s garden leader training suggests having
a garden leadership team of at least three people.
While most gardeners reported having a single
garden leader, one reported that their garden had
quadrant leaders (four leaders in four areas of the
community garden). This participant reported that
their quadrant leader was at the garden frequently,
provided help and shared tips, and organized
workshops (P.BB).

Orientation to the community garden

Garden leaders reported holding group orienta-
tions in March, April, or May each year, where
expectations and guidelines were communicated to
gardeners, and felt they worked well. However,
many interviewees missed the formal orientation
because they were not assigned their garden plots
until May. The delay occurred because baseline
data collection (informed consent, health surveys,
dietary recalls, and accelerometry) needed to occur
ptior to randomization. Most participants (# = 31)
reported either not receiving an orientation or
receiving a brief overview at the garden led by
either their garden leader or a CAPS staff member.
Only three participants reported having a thot-
ough, useful orientation to their garden. Orienta-
tion, if received, included signing paperwork, locat-
ing garden equipment, and being instructed on
how to use the water system. About one-third (7 =
11) of participants reported wanting more from the
otientation, including more help getting started in
their plot, the opportunity to meet other gardeners,
and a more thorough explanation of resources
available to them.

A lack of orientation left participants without
key information about the garden, knowing what
DUG and the garden leadership expected of gar-
deners, or knowing who to approach with ques-
tions. One participant described receiving “very lit-
tle guidance ... about how things work, where
resources are, or how to get started gardening”
(P.A). Another participant did not know how to
operate the watering system in her garden, which
prevented her from watering her plants at the
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beginning of the season. Regarding expectations of
gardeners, a few participants reported receiving
abrasive or combative emails about responsibilities
to weed communal areas, but they were never told
that this was an expectation. One of these partici-
pants reported feeling attacked and not wanting to
be involved in the garden after receiving that email
(P.B). In contrast, one participant received a “very
thorough” orientation with their garden leader with
printed rules and a demonstration on how to deal
with weeds, and thus, she “felt prepared to get
started gardening after the orientation” (P.L).

Participants recommended providing a clearer
explanation of the governance and structure of the
garden, as well as the expectations and responsibili-
ties of gardeners, which could be outlined at gar-
den orientation meetings as well as on the plot
application. Participants also wanted additional
information about events, gardeners’ responsibili-
ties for tending communal areas, and resources
available to the gardener (such as hoses, sheds,
rakes, seeds, and seedlings). Participants thought
that frustrations eatly on could have been alleviated
by communicating the amount of help a garden
leader could realistically provide—understanding
they were unpaid volunteers and were not always
available. Such information could encourage new
community gardeners to turn to other people with
questions.

Commmunication

Perceptions of communication in the gardens var-
ied widely. Most garden leaders reported communi-
cating via email newsletters, text messages, and
phone calls; other methods included physical mes-
sage boards at the garden, social media, event cal-
endars, and in-person communication. Twenty-six
of the leaders said they believed communication in
the garden was “adequate.” Garden leaders
attempted to communicate with all gardeners but
experienced challenges connecting with everyone,
and most leaders acknowledged that communica-
tion could improve. For example, one leader said,
“We can always use better communication and
more communication. But with a garden this size
and with a diverse population agewise, there
doesn’t seem to be one method that fits everyone”

(GL.M).
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Participants echoed that communicative gat-
den leaders often sent out emails with newsletters
or Facebook group messages where they
announced upcoming gatherings, planned commu-
nal workdays, information about water issues or
shared produce available, and sometimes offered
gardening tips. Participants of the more organized
or more established gardens had whiteboards that
included announcements such as expected inclem-
ent weather (e.g., hail), notification of upcoming
communal workdays or social events, and tips on
gardening. For other participants, it was unclear
what the main form of communication was sup-
posed to be, or there was no communication. Par-
ticipants who reported having absent or unengaged
garden leaders often reported poor communica-
tion. A very few participants reported abrasive
communication, including emails reprimanding
people for excessive weeds, the appearance of their
garden plot, or violating rules.

Events in the conmunity gardens

DUG community gardens often have group
events, such as workdays, potlucks, gardening les-
sons, and other social events. About one-third of
participants reported at least one event in their
community garden, the most common being com-
munal workdays, which included weeding, harvest-
ing, and caring for communal areas. Few partici-
pants reported other types of garden events, but
some of the more established gardens had festivals,
workshops, potlucks, or weekly happy hours. Par-
ticipants who attended events enjoyed them, espe-
cially relishing the opportunity to meet and social-
ize with other gardeners. For example, one
participant attended a few workdays and said, “It
was good to meet other gardeners, because typi-
cally I wouldn’t see anybody when I was there. It
was interesting to see what people were growing
and who was doing what” (P.C).

About one-third of participants said they did
not participate in any events associated with the
community garden. Some gardeners reported that
events were not offered, or they could not attend
due to scheduling conflicts. Others chose not to go
for various reasons, for example because they were
uncomfortable not knowing other gardeners. One
gardener said others encouraged her not to go to
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communal workdays because it was “a waste of
time” (P.D) and another participant stopped going
to events because they were not well attended
Garden leaders reported trying to organize
events but encountered challenges finding times
that worked for most gardeners, communicating
the events to gardeners in time, and balancing
multiple responsibilities with organizing social
events. One garden leader acknowledged the desire
for more events, saying there was disappointment
among participants at the end of the season around
low participation in garden events and activities

(GL.A).

Social Culture of the Community Garden
Participants’ perceptions of the culture of their
community garden were mixed with regards to
socializing in the garden, diversity of cultures in the
garden and intergenerational interactions, the pro-
motion of learning with other gardeners in the gar-
den, and acts of helping others and reciprocity.

Social interactions in the garden
The extent of interactions with other gardeners
varied widely among participants, ranging from
seeing other gardeners every time they went to the
garden, to seeing other gardeners only a few times
during the entire season. Those who had frequent
interactions with other gardeners enjoyed and ben-
efited from those interactions. For example, one
participant said, “I just thought I’d go to my gar-
den, tend my plot, and go. ... I didn’t really think
that there would be the other aspect of it, of mak-
ing friends and really having a community within
the neighborhood” (P.T). The more structured
communal events—happy hours, workdays,
meetups—were special features for some partici-
pants, and they benefited greatly from having com-
munity garden expetiences with others.

For some, the gardens provided an oppot-
tunity to interact with people from other cultures,
which several participants enjoyed:

It [the garden] had probably four or five differ-
ent nationalities as far as folks that gardened
there. ... While they didn’t speak my language
and I didn’t speak theirs, we could communi-
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cate through smiles and hugs and handing over
vegetables and things like that, which was
lovely. I absolutely adored that piece of it. (P.])

One participant said her cultural identity was
respected at the garden, and everyone “welcomed
ideas from where you were from, or seeds from
your country” (P.H). Others enjoyed learning
about gardening techniques from gardeners from
other countries. Some participants also enjoyed
intergenerational interactions, including seeing kids
around the garden and interacting with people
older and younger than themselves. For example,
one participant said, “For me, just being around
young kids like that, and then it’s a teaching oppot-
tunity, because they may think it’s boring until they
get engaged” (P.K). Gardening also provided an
opportunity for participants to socialize with their
friends and families, which more than half of the
participants reported appreciating.

Fifteen participants reported minimal interac-
tions with other gardeners in the garden. Some
reported that their visits to the garden simply did
not coincide with other gardeners’ visits or that
interactions with other gardeners, although
friendly, tended to be limited to brief exchanges.
Several participants explained that the other gar-
deners were “there to do their own thing,” and did
not try to interact. Some participants expected
more community engagement in the garden and
found the lack of social interaction disappointing.
As one participant said, “It was lonely. ... I could
be there longer if there was somebody there”
(P.G). A few other participants reported that there
was social interaction among other gardeners, but
that they felt left out of the main group. For exam-
ple, one participant described themselves as a
“black sheep” because many other gardeners
worked together at the school at the garden site.
Another participant said, “it was almost cliquey”
and she felt like an “outsider” (P.A).

Helping others and reciprocity

Even though there was not extensive interaction
among gardeners in many gardens, most partici-
pants reported a culture of helping others or reci-
procity, especially with watering. One participant
said, “We just learn to take care of each other. 1
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would come in sometimes and look around, I've
noticed my garden was watered. Yes, or I would do
it for others ... or I would see weeds along their
pathway, 1 would pull them up. We learned to do
little things for each other” (P.I). Another gardener
reported that once when there was an unplanned
water shutoff at the garden, one of the gardeners
who lived near the garden allowed other gardeners
to fill up buckets of water at her house. Another
participant said, “I felt like [helping others] is part
of working as a community. It’s helping each other
out, especially people who are less able-bodied”

Several participants gave other examples of
reciprocity: helping each other with gardening
tasks, sharing resources such as seeds and food,
and sharing knowledge. Gardeners also sometimes
solved problems together. For example, one partic-
ipant described how other gardeners created a text
chain and made plans to help each other feel safe
after there was a safety issue in the garden: “We
were always looking out for each other, ... making
sure no one was there alone” (P.H). Furthermore,
many participants described working together to
tend communal areas of the garden, often infor-
mally (not associated with a planned event).

Obstacles to Participation

Participants and leaders described varied challenges
to gardening and how they worked to overcome
them.

Responsibility of garden and time commitment

The time and/or level of commitment required to
garden were commonly cited as challenges for both
participants and garden leaders. For some it was
hard to fit in visits to the garden on top of their
other responsibilities. One participant, who had
many responsibilities outside of the garden,
enjoyed and benefited from gardening but still
eventually stopped gardening due to the stress of
the time commitment: “When I started ... realizing
that it was just more than I could deal with, it
dwindled little by little until I wasn’t going any
longer. ... When I stopped going it was a tremen-
dous relief as far as time, that sort of thing. It took
a lot of pressure off” (P.]).

Garden leaders made similar observations
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about the responsibility of gardening for new com-
munity gardeners, particularly eatly in the garden-
ing season. One leader observed that people often
start out feeling really enthusiastic, but then some-
times lose momentum over the season. Another
leader echoed this saying some “realiz[e] how
much work it is and or hav|e] other life events
interfere. ... They’re not able to tend to it”
(GL.D). Garden leaders and participants also men-
tioned that summer vacations make gardening
responsibilities challenging.

The commitment was especially challenging if
the garden was over a mile from the participant’s
home, or there were other barriers to getting to the
garden such as lack of transportation or needing to
cross busy or dangerous intersections on foot. This
led to participants feeling guilty for not tending the
garden enough. Some participants mentioned it
would be easier to garden at home. One participant
stated, “it wasn’t in my back yard where I could
just wake up and do it. ... It was close [but] ...
sometimes, I would even drive and just make it as
quick as possible and not really spend time there”
(P.D). Most participants who experienced chal-
lenges with the distance of the garden from their
home said that if they continued gardening, they
may garden at home.

Lack of gardening knowledge and support

Many participants (7 = 17) cited a lack of gardening
knowledge, such as how to get started, what and
when to plant, and when to hatrvest, as a major
challenge. Some noted that they were too intimi-
dated to ask questions or were unsure who to ask.
As described above, some learned from others in
or outside the garden, but others did not feel sup-
ported. One such participant reported feeling
“thrown in the fire” with learning how to garden,
and left the community garden halfway through the
season and continued gardening at home. A few
others also reported quitting gardening or, more
commonly, leaving the community garden to gar-
den at home due to a lack of feeling supported.
Garden leaders also noted the challenge of on-
boarding gardeners, particularly if they were new to
gardening and needed a lot of support; sometimes
this contributed to turnover rates of 50% in some
gardens each year (GL.N).
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To help new community gardeners learn, some
garden leaders recommended having accessible
resources such as handouts or videos. Garden lead-
ers also suggested having more people involved in
garden leadership to help address the needs of new
community gardeners. Gardeners had similar rec-
ommendations: many patticipants recommended
providing hands-on support and gardening infor-
mation to new community gardeners, which was
very helpful for those who received it. Hands-on
help in the garden was especially desired early in
the season when plots often had a lot of weeds,
because preparing the soil and planting was intimi-
dating and physically challenging.

Most participants overcame the challenge of
lack of gardening knowledge through taking initia-
tive to learn on their own, typically through trial
and error in the garden or seeking out resources on
the internet or asking questions of friends and fam-
ily members. Many of these participants expressed
a sense of pride for teaching themselves how to
garden. For example, one participant described
how gardening was difficult in the beginning
because she had no gardening experience, but she
overcame this by learning from other gardeners
and just “doing it” (P.16). Another participant said
she overcame her intimidation around gardening
by just doing it, saying, “[I wanted to] prove, like,
everybody can grow something” (P.P). Another
participant said the learning through trial and error
“gave me confidence” (P.E).

Environmental challenges: Weeds, water, and pests
Several participants talked about environmental
challenges to gardening, particularly the short gar-
dening season and dry climate in Denver. Other
weather challenges were also reported. For exam-
ple, there were late frosts in June that killed
recently planted seedlings, and early frosts in
September that killed harvests. Several participants
noted challenges with water access in the garden.
For example, one participant described losing
access to water for his plot when a hydrant needed
repair, and the lack of water damaged several of his
plants. When confronted with water access issues,
gardeners reported working together to provide
access to water in the garden or else bringing their
own water to the garden. One participant said that
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due to hydrant repair in their garden, gardeners
strung hoses together from a neighboring house to
water their plots in the early part of the season.
Some participants reported delays in the water
being turned on in the garden, often resulting in
lost plants, forcing gardeners to replant.

Challenges such as pests and plant diseases
were also common. Several participants developed
or adopted means of pest management including
making organic, homemade herbicides; sprinkling
spices on plants to deter squirrels; and planting
flowers around other crops to deter insects. Weeds
were another problem, particulatly at the beginning
of the season, as some plots were entirely covered
with weeds when participants arrived. This led to a
feeling of being overwhelmed for many partici-
pants. As one participant said, “the plot was just
filled with weeds. I mean, just filled. ... [When]| I
saw those weeds, I about died” (P.L); a garden
leader ultimately helped this participant remove
weeds. Another participant almost did not finish
the season because she did not think she could
manage the weeds on her own (P.O).

Abandoned plots

Numerous participants discussed abandoned or
idle plots at their community garden. Abandoned
plots caused other associated challenges like social
conflict about appearance, low morale, and disa-
greement about how to repurpose the extra space.
Sometimes low participation caused more work for
others: “With ten plots but only four gardeners, it
was a lot of work for just us four to maintain the
whole garden” (P.V).

Garden leaders discussed idle plots in their
interviews as well: 23 said garden abandonment is a
problem in their community garden. Leaders cited
the most common reasons they were given by the
participants included personal matters (moving, ill-
ness) and being overwhelmed or too busy for the
garden. One leader mentioned that some partici-
pants have gotten frustrated with produce being
stolen from the garden (see more below), which led
them to abandon the garden (GL.F). Several lead-
ers mentioned that gardeners, especially new com-
munity gardeners, were surprised by the amount of
work getting started early in the season and gave up
because they could not keep up: “I had people
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after May say ‘gosh, no, I'm sorry I won’t be able
to work on it, more than I expected” (GL.D).

Theft, vandalism, and safety

Some gardeners reported vandalism (including
trampled vegetables, smashed pumpkins or broken
stalks of corn) or theft. One participant said that by
the end of the season, much of his produce was
stolen or destroyed by others. Some participants
also had physical safety concerns when they were
at the garden alone, in the garden at night, or were
approached by individuals who made them uncom-
fortable. Some participants worked together to
address safety concerns by supporting each other
and putting resources into the safety of the garden.
One participant organized their community garden
to “have a better presence of people throughout
the day to deter theft” (P.I). Another participant
discussed talking with the garden leader about get-
ting a fence and/or cameras set up at the garden.

Garden leaders also addressed safety. Thirty
reported that their gardens were safe. These gar-
dens tended to have fences or locks and were often
located next to schools. Even those that did men-
tion safety concerns often said there was a sense of
comradery among participants in the garden, and
they would usually address it together by asking the
police to patrol the area at night, putting up fences
or signs that ask folks not to steal the produce, or
buying additional resources for the garden to
increase safety.

Fourteen garden leaders cited concerns for
physical safety. Some leaders noted that broken or
cracked sidewalks leading to the garden create risks
for older gardeners to fall and difficulty for those
in wheelchairs. Some leaders reported vandalism,
theft of produce from the garden, or break-ins of
garden sheds; several of these garden leaders
installed cameras at the garden to help deter van-
dalism. Several leaders advised gardeners to only
garden when it was light outside.

Twenty-two garden leaders discussed commu-
nity concerns outside their control that affected
participants’ ability to feel safe and welcome in the
garden related to violent or discriminative behavior
in the surrounding community. One garden leader
noted a nearby drive-by shooting, a person over-
dosing on opioids in the garden, gang violence, and
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finding bullet casings inside the garden (GL.H). A
few garden leaders said gardeners had been har-
assed by passersby, including one man who repeat-
edly harassed a female gardener and another
passerby shouting racial insults at a gardener.

Discussion

This study examined the experiences of new com-
munity gardeners with respect to how they learned
to garden, perceptions of garden leadership, the
social culture of the community garden, and chal-
lenges experienced, while also including the per-
ceptions of garden leaders. To our knowledge, this
is one of the first studies to focus on the experi-
ences of new community gardeners. Understanding
new community gardeners’ and their garden lead-
ers’ perspectives is crucial if the benefits of com-
munity gardening are to be extended to more peo-
ple. Helpful recommendations were offered by
gardeners and garden leaders to address the needs
of new community gardeners and address the chal-
lenges they experience, providing important infor-
mation for community garden organizers. An over-
view of the major findings and recommendations
for community garden organizers is in Table 1.

Guidance and Support for New

Community Gardeners

We found that guidance and support with learning
gardening knowledge and skills, and sometimes
also hands-on help gardening, are important to
new community gardeners. Most gardeners re-
ported seeking information out by themselves, and
garden leaders and new community gardeners alike
recommended providing new community gat-
deners with resource lists such as websites at the
beginning of the season. Hands-on help was espe-
cially important at the beginning of the season due
to the amount of work to get the garden started.
The importance of guidance and support was evi-
dent from the appreciation of the knowledge and
support that some participants received from their
garden leader or other gardeners. As found in other
studies, many participants benefitted from knowl-
edge and skill sharing that occurred within the
garden (Hale et al., 2011; Kingsley & Townsend,
20006; Milligan et al., 2004; Teig et al., 2009;
Wakefield et al., 2007).

Volume 14, Issue 1 / Winter 2024—2025



Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community Development
ISSN: 2152-0801 online
https:/ /foodsystemsjournal.org

The importance of support was also evident
from other participants who wished they had more
support and/or brought supportive family and
friends to the garden. While many of these partici-
pants desired more support from their garden lead-
ers, garden leaders have many other responsibilities
managing the garden. DUG recommends an
engaged team of at least three leaders per garden
but also acknowledged that it can be difficult to
tind multiple leaders for each garden (L.
Fahnestock, personal communication, 2021). Other
studies have also reported difficulty in recruiting
and/or retaining garden leadership (Aptekar, 2015;
Diaz et al., 2018; Toda & Lowe, 2022). To avoid
overburdening leaders, other experienced garden-
ers within the garden could be encouraged to help
the new community gardeners. Additionally, formal

mentorship programs using volunteers from pro-
grams such as Master Gardeners or graduates of
DUG’s Master Community Gardening Program
could pair experienced mentors with new garden-
ers to offer education and hands-on help to new
community gardeners. Other gardening interven-
tion studies have utilized Master Gardeners to pro-
vide one-on-one mentorship to patticipants (Bail et
al., 2022; Blair et al., 2021).

Challenges Experienced by Gardeners

Aside from lack of gardening knowledge and skills,
the level of responsibility and commitment of gar-
dening was one of the most common challenges
experienced. Gardening inherently requires con-
sistent time and effort, and additional time may be
required to travel to a community garden. Both

Table 1. Major Findings and Recommendations for Community Garden Organizers

Topic Summary of Major Findings Key Recommendations*

How did new community e Beginner gardener class, other gardeners, e Provide gardeners with resource
gardeners learn how to friends and/or family, self-teaching (e.g. lists that can provide answers to
garden? internet, books), and prior experience or most common questions and

exposure.

challenges.

What were new community e
gardeners’ and garden
leaders’ perceptions of
garden leadership and
structure? .

leader desired this.

About half of new community gardeners had
an engaged leader who provided support;
many who did not receive support from their

Some garden leaders felt that teaching new .
community gardeners to garden was not their
responsibility, especially given their many

other garden management responsibilities. .
e The new community gardeners who did not

e Communicate clearly about the
expectations and responsibilities of
both gardeners and garden leaders
and how to use garden resources
(e.g., water system).

When possible, have a garden
leadership team instead of a single
garden leader.

Encourage informal mentorship or
offer a formal mentorship program

receive an orientation were often left unaware
of expectations, responsibilities, and
understanding of garden resources.

What were new community
gardeners’ perceptions of
garden social culture?

Extent of interaction with others in garden
ranged from minimal to always seeing other
gardeners.

However, a culture of reciprocity and helping
others was present in many gardens.

What did new community
gardeners and garden
leaders perceive to be
obstacles to participation?

Lack of gardening knowledge, lack of support,
and environmental challenges (e.g., weeds,
water, pests) reported by new community
gardeners.

Responsibility and time commitment of
gardening; abandoned plots; and theft,
vandalism, and/or safety concerns reported

by both new community gardeners and garden

leaders.

for new community gardeners
(authors’ recommendations).

* Recommendations are from new community gardeners and/or garden leaders, unless otherwise specified.
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time and distance are challenges to community gar-
dening found in other studies (Hale et al., 2011,
Kingsley & Townsend, 2006). Education on time-
saving strategies, such as mulching to reduce weeds
and water use, may reduce this challenge.
Regarding garden governance and structute,
gardeners recommended clear communication
about their responsibilities, what to expect from a
garden leader, what resources were available, and
how to use resources (such as the water system and
shed). Unfortunately, few interviewees attended a
group garden orientation, likely due to the study
timeline assigning participants to their gardens after
orientations typically occurred. Garden orientations
are the ideal time to share this information, but
undoubtedly not all garden members will be able to
attend a group garden orientation, and so addi-
tional ways of sharing this information should also

be used.

Perceptions of Social Culture
Participants’ experiences related to the social cul-
ture of their gardens differed considerably. Exten-
sive research has demonstrated that community
gardens are places where gardeners meet new peo-
ple, build friendships that often extend outside of
the garden, and confer a sense of belonging (Bailey
& Kingsley, 2020; Hale et al., 2011; Kingsley &
Townsend, 2006; Saldivar-Tanaka & Krasny, 2004;
Teig et al., 2009). Some participants in this study
enjoyed and valued interacting with other garden-
ers during their routine visits to the garden or dur-
ing more formal events. Even in gardens where
gardeners did not interact extensively, there was a
culture of helping others or reciprocity such as
with watering and weeding, which has been found
in other studies (Bailey & Kingsley, 2020; Hale et
al,, 2011; Toda & Lowe, 2022). Some participants
enjoyed intercultural interactions with gardeners
from other countries, which is consistent with
other studies finding that community gardens bring
diverse groups of people together, including differ-
ent socioeconomic statuses, nationalities, and races
(Kettle, 2014; Kingsley & Townsend, 2006; Ober
Allen et al., 2008).

However, other participants in this study saw
other gardeners infrequently. This was disappoint-
ing for participants who were motivated, in part, to
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join the garden by the potential to meet new peo-
ple. Additionally, these participants were not able
to benefit from other gardeners’ knowledge and
skills. There are several factors that may have con-
tributed to the relatively low level of social interac-
tion among gardeners found in our study com-
pared to other published research. Most studies on
social interaction and community gardening do not
indicate how long participants have belonged to
the community garden. It may take participants
several years in a community garden to forge social
ties. Additionally, study participants were placed
only at community gardens that were able to
reserve at least two plots for study participants.
This may have precluded more established gardens
from participating in this study; more established
gardens may have stronger social interaction and
foster a deeper sense of community.

Strengths and Limitations
Very few studies have examined the experiences of
new community gardeners or included the perspec-
tives of garden leaders. By incorporating both new
community gardeners and garden leaders’ perspec-
tives on how to best support new community gar-
deners, our study provides valuable information for
community garden organizers. Further, it is note-
worthy that this study took place in real-world con-
ditions. Rather than creating community gardens
for participants to join for research purposes, we
placed participants in existing community gardens;
participants’ experiences were likely very similar to
non-research participants’ experiences. However,
several aspects of this study may limit the transfera-
bility of findings to broader new gardener experi-
ences. The majority of participants were non-
Hispanic white and female. Thus, while this is simi-
lar to the demographics of the host city, the
experiences of interviewees in this study may not
be representative of other demographic groups.
We interviewed both intervention and control
participants after their first season of gardening,
but the intervention participants participated in
their community garden while they were enrolled in
an RCT, and the control group participated in their
community garden after their enrollment in the
RCT had ended. Approximately the same percent-
age of qualitative participants (5 out of 23 interven-
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tion participants [22%] and two out of 11 control
participants [18%] received CAPS staff support for
gardening during their first gardening season; how-
ever, because control participants received atten-
tion from study statf (i.e., participation in RCT data
collection) before gardening, while the intervention
participants received attention from study staff
during the gardening season, their experiences may
have been different. Our analysis did not account
for these differences and thus is a limitation of the
study. Moreover, since participants were part of a
larger RCT of community gardening, the results
may not be representative of gardeners who do not
participate in an RCT. Additionally, due to the
study timeline, most participants were assigned to
their gardens after group garden orientations.
Missing an orientation, which may also occur when
gardeners sign up to gardens after orientations
have occurred, can make it more difficult to get to
know their garden leader and meet other gardeners,
potentially limiting subsequent garden social inter-
actions in the garden.

Conclusions
This study examined the experiences of commu-

nity gardeners and garden leaders participating in
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Appendix

Table Al. Participant Categories, Themes, and Code Groups

Participant category Theme Definition Code Groups

New Community Gardeners
Community garden Describe garden and plot DESC.GARDEN
environment
Engagement Activities in garden TYP.VISIT
Learning to garden How the participant learned to garden PREV.GARDEN.EXP

LEARN.HOW

Leadership, governance, Leadership styles, interactions with LEADER
events, orientation, leader, governance of the garden, EVENTS
communication and garden events SOC.INTERACTIONS
Social culture of garden General culture of garden, social CULTURE

interactions in the garden, intergen-
erational and intercultural experi-

SOC.INTERACTIONS
HELP.IN.GARDEN

ences, social support from garden HELP.OTHERS
leaders, other gardeners, culture of VALUE OF GARDEN
garden, and friends and family SOC.CONFLICT
conflict

Challenges Challenges and whether and how CHALLENGE

they were overcome

Garden Leaders

Recruitment, orientation,
assistance, events, and
retention

Resources and assistance provided
to new community gardeners

BEGINNER.GARDENERS

Challenges

Challenges and whether and how
they were overcome

GARDEN.BARRIERS

Communication

Methods and means of communi-
cating with gardeners

COMMUNICATION
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