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City & Guilds Centre for 
Skills Development
City & Guilds Centre for Skills Development 
is a not-for-profit research and development 
body for vocational education and training. 
It works to influence and improve skills 
policy and practice worldwide through  
an evidence-based approach. It is part  
of the City & Guilds Group.

The desire to integrate evidence into skills 
policy and practice sits at the heart of 
what we do. That’s why we work closely 
with policy makers, practitioners and 
researchers to:

  �Understand current challenges and  
find evidence-based solutions

  �Provide research findings that are 
relevant and practical to practitioners 
and learners

  �Link research, policy and practice by 
sharing evidence and good practice

  �Deliver skills development projects  
to test research findings and create good 
practice models. 

For further information about our work  
and how you can use our resources,  
visit www.skillsdevelopment.org

Capital Growth
Capital Growth is a partnership initiative 
between London Food Link, the Mayor 
of London Boris Johnson and the Big 
Lottery’s Local Food Fund, and aims  
to support 2012 new community  
food-growing spaces across London,  
by the end of 2012. 

Groups or organisations starting or 
running food-growing spaces in London 
can apply to be part of the network and 
receive support, including:

  �advice and expertise via a large  
support network 

  �support with promoting the projects 
and finding volunteers 

  �networking events, discounted training 
  �access to discounted and free materials, 

plus the opportunity to apply for 
funding or competitions.

In addition local authorities, housing 
associations and other landowners 
can sign up to support the campaign. 
For further information or to register a 
project, visit www.capitalgrowth.org

Organisation overview
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Capital Growth has been a huge success, 
engaging tens of thousands of Londoners 
as volunteer gardeners, working to reclaim 
the neglected and unloved corners of their 
neighbourhoods to turn them into thriving 
oases of food growing. 

My vision is to bring the best of the village 
into the city, and the strength of Capital 
Growth has been its ability not just to 
cultivate fruit and veg, but deliver solutions 
to key issues facing communities in London 
today: creating spaces around which they 
can coalesce and grow stronger. Skills and 
employment, as well as having pride in  
a local area, are crucial bedrocks for a 
civilised society. One of the great benefits 
of Capital Growth – as testified in this 
independent report – is that the vast 
majority of projects are directly working 
with job seekers and unemployed people  
of all ages, enhancing their ability to find 
and keep a new job. 

Capital Growth has already created 1,300 
new food growing spaces - a patchwork  
of mini urban farms – all across London in 
schools, housing estates, on canal banks 
and a myriad of other places. We are well 
on our way of achieving our final target  
of 2012 plots by the end of 2012.

This report reveals what many people 
doing this work already know - which is  
that as well as transforming places, urban 
agriculture rooted firmly in our communities 
can transform people’s lives and lead to a 
better quality of city life.

Boris Johnson 
Mayor of London

Foreword
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Executive summary

A person’s chance of finding and keeping 
work is affected by their attributes and 
skills, their working style and motivation, 
the way that they present their skills 
and attributes to employers, and finally 
what the employment context is like. 
Developing employability is a continuous 
process that changes with a person’s 
experience, the skills they develop, and 
the kinds of jobs that are available. This 
report, published in partnership with 
Capital Growth, aims to:

 �show that many community food-growing 
groups and other urban agriculture 
projects provide community-based 
learning and training opportunities, 
and are an effective way to develop 
employability for people in general,

 �outline how such projects can help 
people who face difficulties in finding 
and keeping work in particular, and

 �identify the support projects needed  
to develop employability among  
their participants.

Community food-growing projects, 
city farms and other urban agriculture 
initiatives in London already reach people 
who are facing particular difficulties with 
their employability: out of the 23 London 
agriculture groups interviewed, 20 include 
people experiencing unemployment and/
or facing difficulties including physical 
or mental disability, addiction issues, 
homelessness, English language barriers, 
and long-term unemployment. 12 out 
of the 23 projects were purposefully 
reaching people in one or more of these 
situations, with the aim of helping them. 
They also help experienced individuals  
at difficult times in their lives. 

This report looks at how urban agriculture 
develops the skills and attributes that 
people need to develop to improve 
their chances of getting and staying in 
employment by:

 �building the confidence and social support 
that is a foundation for further learning,

 �developing the transferable skills, 
including teamwork and communication, 
which are needed in most workplaces,

 �supporting the acquisition of basic skills 
like literacy and numeracy where these 
are lacking,

 �teaching technical skills which enable 
participants to fulfil a particular role, and  

 �helping participants to present their 
skills to employers and get into work.

Key findings 

Confidence and social support

A lack of confidence can be a major barrier 
to employment. People experiencing 
unemployment can be susceptible to 
depression and find their employability 
is further compromised due to reduced 
confidence and mental well-being. 
Networks of social relationships are 
important for gaining references and 
showing suitability for employment, and 
confidence can have a direct positive 
impact on job-seeking behaviour and 
success. Section 2 shows that urban 
agriculture can improve confidence and 
support networks, in the following ways:
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 �The work itself is therapeutic for 
participants, because it involves hands-
on and useful achievements that reduce 
stress levels and support their mental 
health.

 �Working routines are guided by the care 
needs of plants or animals and seasonal 
patterns, so they are easy to understand 
and accept. The establishment of a 
routine helps the care-givers to feel 
in control. The process of caring for 
something encourages satisfaction and 
self-esteem.

 �Simply working physically, outdoors and 
in a natural environment, contributes 
to mental well-being for participants. 
For young people in particular, working 
outdoors with plants and animals can 
encourage them to overcome fears  
and limitations.

 �Communities developed through urban 
agriculture help participants to feel part 
of a project and a group. Supportive 
relationships relieve stress and improve 
self-esteem.

Transferable skills, including  
soft skills

There is a range of transferable skills 
that are important to working life and 
that are best developed in practical and 
socially interactive settings. Classroom 
environments are often poorly suited to 
this, whereas practical group-working and 
challenges are much better suited to it. 
Urban agriculture has particular strengths 
in this respect. Section 3 shows that it can 
develop the following transferable skills:

 �Self-management: taking personal 
responsibility to behave appropriately 
and to meet expectations in the work 
that is done.

 �Problem solving: the ability to understand 
practical problems or interpersonal 
problems and to address them.

 �Interpersonal skills: the ability to work 
well in a team, to support others, or to 
lead others.

Definition of urban agriculture

Urban agriculture is the production of agricultural landscapes involving food  
growing or keeping of animals (such as poultry, livestock, bees) in urban or built-up 
areas. In these areas, land is often in high demand, and the spaces available are  
not suitable for mechanised farming, so urban agriculture tends to rely upon  
small-scale cultivation and hands-on practices. Urban agriculture includes a range  
of activities, from allotment gardening to fully commercial operations (Garnett,  
1999; RUAF, 2001-2010). 

This report focuses on community-centred urban agriculture projects where 
participants work together, growing food, developing gardens, or caring for farm 
animals. Where the term ‘urban agriculture projects’ is used in this report, it  
refers to these groups collectively.
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Co-ordinators found that it was useful 
to involve new starters straight away 
by giving them something useful to do, 
develop a supportive culture by giving 
clear opportunities for support and 
establish authority to mediate disputes. 
It is also important to take into account 
how many people, with what level of 
development needs, can be supported  
in their learning given the human 
resources and skills of the group and the 
amount of space available to work in. 

Technical skills and formal 
qualifications

Participation in community food-growing 
groups and city farms can also develop 
technical skills which prepare individuals 
for jobs, transfer enterprise skills and 
encourage engagement in formal learning. 
Section 4 of the report shows that urban 
agriculture projects can teach participants 
skills which are directly relevant to jobs 
in food growing, horticulture and animal 
care. They also provide a supportive 
environment which encourages people  
to achieve basic qualifications.

 �Projects engage participants in 
learning and can help those with few 
qualifications to see that they can 
learn. The practical achievements of 
participants build confidence in their 
ability to learn and work. 

 �Short workshops that teach aspects of 
urban agriculture are very accessible 
and participants are often motivated to 
attend this training. These workshops can 
help them improve their technical skills 
in areas such as vegetable production, or 
in other particular areas like composting 
or bee-keeping. These skills are useful in 
horticultural jobs, for example, and can 
be used to start a business.

 �Some projects deliver accredited courses 
on site or facilitate access to these, which 
improves competencies and access to 
technical qualifications. Horticulture and 
animal care are specialist areas in which 
participants quite often pursue formal 
training, from entry level to higher level 
qualifications. The qualifications are seen 
to increase people’s eligibility for jobs in 
these sectors. 

 �Urban agriculture projects encourage 
the practical application of numeracy 
and literacy, and can help participants 
acquire these basic skills if they do not 
have them. Literacy and numeracy are 
essential for most employment.

Transitions into work

The research identified several direct ways 
in which London urban agriculture projects 
help people with the transition into the 
transition into work and between jobs. 

 �Participation in a community food-growing 
group or city farm helps participants to 
make a good impression on employers in 
their CV and in interviews. Participants 
can gain character references from the 
group co-ordinator, and can use their 
participation to demonstrate skills and 
qualities which employers value, including 
reliability, teamwork and commitment.
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 �Projects can link participants into networks 
which increase their chances of finding 
employment. These can be simply social 
relationships that help people become 
aware of employment opportunities in 
their area. They can also be relationships 
with employers that are actively established 
and maintained by the group co-ordinator, 
through which participants can be referred 
to appropriate jobs.

 �Some urban agriculture projects employ 
people directly. A paid job, even on a 
short-term basis, builds experience and 
esteem that help employability. Job 
creation in urban agriculture itself is 
small-scale, but has potential to increase.

 �Other projects give participants support 
with becoming entrepreneurs selling 
products and services from urban 
agriculture, particularly growing produce 
for sale. Entrepreneurial endeavours 
give clear goals for people to aim for, 
which develops their motivation and 
practical experience in ways that are 
very applicable to business in general.

At present, job creation is small-scale and 
although projects can generate enough 
income to pay people, resources are 
constrained, opportunities in general are 
part time, and there is a lot of competition 
for the opportunities. Nevertheless, this 
research shows that community food-
growing and gardening projects and city 
farms provide a unique combination of 
social support, skills development and 
supported transition into work, and they 
are therefore well-placed to develop 
employability in a wide range of individuals.

The research also provides recommendations 
for how these employability gains can be 
supported and extended.

Projects can link participants into 
networks which increase their chances 
of finding employment. These can be 
simply social relationships that help 
people become aware of employment 
opportunities in their area.
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To ease transitions into employment, 
projects should not only ensure that 
participants are co-ordinated and/or 
trained, but also raise awareness among 
participants of the skills they have gained 
and how they are applicable to working 
life, so that they can see how these gains 
are applied in an employment context. 

In terms of helping participants directly 
into jobs, urban agriculture in London is 
still largely a voluntary pursuit without a 
large number of jobs or the turnover to 
spend on creating them. Employment 
outcomes can be improved by networking 
with larger-scale employers and perhaps 
building partnerships with them. 

Recommendations for future 
research

Projects would benefit from research to 
develop new collective resources, in  
the form of:

 �a common way of quantifying their 
impact on participants’ personal 
development and employability

 �identification of training content,  
steps and pathways.

Developing these as a collective resource 
would help to ensure that good practice 
is collectively demonstrated and shared, 
so that work is not duplicated, and so 
that the best outcomes for individuals’ 
employability are achieved.

Recommendations for funders

Funding allocated should be sufficient to 
employ project co-ordinators, who will 
support the learning of service users  
or volunteers. 

Projects and funders should work together 
to devise project aims and targets which 
allow projects to operate flexibly to meet 
the needs of participants (who progress at 
different rates and in different ways), while 
also allowing transparency for funders. 

Recommendations for project  
co-ordinators

Participation in the project must be co-
ordinated so that tasks are distributed and 
everyone in the group is able to learn. This 
supports the development of confidence, 
and transferable skills. A supportive 
culture can be established by appointing 
buddies and mentors and ensuring that 
they are trained for taking these roles. 

To improve access to formal or structured 
training, co-ordinators should seek to 
refer people who need or have interest 
in this training to appropriate providers. 
They could also seek to provide training 
through the project itself. Projects 
with no training resources may benefit 
from support to either collaborate with 
organisations that have dedicated training 
spaces and staff or from creation of new 
training spaces. 



Roots to work: Developing employability through community food growing and urban agriculture projects 11Roots to work: Developing employability through community food growing and urban agriculture projects

Urban agriculture in London
Increased competition for land and the 
availability of imported produce has greatly 
reduced the number of commercial food-
growing spaces within London since the 
Second World War. There is, however, 
a long history of ‘grow your own’ on 
allotments. 

City farms and community gardens, with  
a mixture of livestock and vegetable 
production, also emerged in the second 
half of the 20th century as places for 

education and play. In London, while the 
product – food – is of prime importance 
for many participants, community food 
growing (which makes up a large part  
of urban agriculture in the capital) is as 
often valued for the process, and for the 
environment it creates (Garnett, 1999). 
Not least among its benefits is its potential 
for teaching, learning, personal development, 
and social support.
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Project locations 

1	� Avant Gardening mobile allotment  
Greenwich

2	� Circle 33 Housing Trust Food Growing Project 
Camden

3	� Cranbrook Community Food Garden  
Tower Hamlets

4	 Cultivate London Brentford
5	 Cultivate London Ealing
6	 Cultivate London Hounslow
7	 Dalston Roof Park Hackney
8	 Freightliners Farm Islington
9	 Growing Communities Allens Gardens
10	 Growing Communities Springfield Park
11	 Growing Communities Clissold Park
12	 Hackney City Farm Hackney
13	 Kingston Welcare Kingston-Upon-Thames

14	� Organic Lea – Hawkwood Plant Nursery 
Chingford

15	� PoLLeN at the Bromley by Bow Centre Tower 
Hamlets

16	� SHARE Community – Altenburg Gardens 
Wandsworth

17	� Somerford and Shacklewell Allotments 
Hackney

18	 Spitalfields City Farm Tower Hamlets
19	 St Mary’s Secret Garden Hackney
20	 Surrey Docks Farm Southwark
21	 Sydenham Garden Lewisham
22	 The Castle Climbing Centre Garden Hackney
23	 Urban Growth Camden
24	 Wenlock Herb Garden Hackney

15
18

5

9

13

6

2

3

4

14

16

17
22

21

23

10

78

1

11

20

24 1912
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Introduction1
1.1 Background and aims
Organisations concerned with education 
and employment face the challenge of 
equipping individuals with the right skills 
for economies and societies that are 
changing fast. One of these changes is 
that lifetime employment within the same 
organisation is now far less likely than it 
used to be. Individuals’ ability to seek, 
gain and retain employment through their 
working life has become more important 
as a consequence of these changes in 
job security, and ‘lifetime employability’ 
instead of ‘lifetime employment’ is seen 
as the new source of security in the labour 
market (Forrier & Sels, 2003, p. 103).

Employability can be defined as the 
capability to gain initial employment, 
maintain employment, and obtain new 
employment if required (Hillage & Pollard, 
1998). UK labour market policies over the 
past two decades have emphasised the 
concept of employability, acknowledging 
‘the need for individuals to possess 
transferable skills in order to operate 
effectively within an increasingly flexible 
(and insecure) labour market’ (Lindsay, 
McCracken & McQuaid, 2003, p. 188). 
The problem of unemployment, and 
particularly long-term unemployment, has 
increasingly come to be viewed in terms of 
a shortage of the skills and attributes that 
enable an individual to find and keep a job 
(McQuaid & Lindsay, 2002). 

Hillage and Pollard (1998) offer a framework 
for understanding employability. According 
to this framework, employability has four 
dimensions.

1 �The person’s ‘employability assets’ 
that would be valued by employers: 
made up of the knowledge, skills and 
attitudes that they possess.

2 �The way that a person uses and deploys 
their assets in work – their working 
style and motivation.

3 �The way that they present their 
assets to employers – their 
presentational skills.

4 �The context in which work is sought 
(such as the number of job openings, 
intensity of competition for jobs, and 
differences in employer requirements).

The number and types of jobs available 
in the labour market and the recruitment 
processes of employers are, in general, 
beyond the control of jobseekers. Skills, 
knowledge, working style and presentational 
skills, however, can all be influenced by a 
person’s commitment to developing them. 

While there has been some consensus 
around the need for these skills and 
attributes, there has been much debate 
around how to best develop them. 
Educational institutions cannot help all 
those who need these skills to develop 
them. Some individuals have left 
education, for example, and others may 
be unwilling to engage in formal learning 
environments. It is therefore important to 
investigate other initiatives which provide 
good opportunities to develop these skills.

Initiatives such as community food growing, 
city farms, and new enterprises growing and 
selling produce all show promise as ways 
to develop employability. This is in addition 
to the other benefits they offer, including 
improving nutrition by growing for home 
or community consumption, reducing the 
environmental impact of food intake by 
growing food closer to where it is eaten,  
and improving the immediate environment 
in which people live.
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The therapeutic and health benefits of 
horticulture and working with animals 
outdoors have been recognised in 
previous research (Hine, Peacock & 
Pretty, 2008; Garnett, 1999, pp. 54-81). 
The transferable and specific learning 
that comes from participating in these 
activities, and the effects on well-being, 
skills and employability of participants, 
has been less fully defined, however. 
The evidence around whether urban 
agriculture is a good forum for developing 
employability skills and what training 
support projects need is mostly limited  
to isolated case studies.

We undertook this report in partnership 
with Capital Growth to address this 
gap. The research involved 30 in-depth 
interviews with 23 community food-
growing projects, city farms, and urban 
agricultural enterprises in London – 17 of 
which were Capital Growth Spaces – and 
drew on the existing qualitative evidence 
on the employability benefits of urban 
agriculture. It outlines how participation 
improves well-being and skills, and how 
this in turn can improve employability. 

The report aims to present preliminary 
evidence to show:

 �how individuals seeking work can 
develop skills which improve their 
chances of finding and keeping a job 
through participation in community 
food-growing groups and city farms;

 �how employers might be linked  
with potential employees with  
suitable attributes and skills through 
these projects;

 �how service providers and charities, 
including community food growers, 
can deliver their benefits as widely as 
possible using the resources that they 
have by including individuals facing 
particular difficulties (for example their 
mental health, their level of qualification, 
or level of practical experience) that 
interfere with their ability to find work;

 �how government organisations that 
are concerned with improving levels 
of employment in the population can 
achieve their aims through supporting 
community food growing and city farms.

1.2 Methods
The research included a review of the 
international literature on how individuals 
develop the range of attributes and skills 
that make them employable, and considers 
whether and how urban agriculture can 
promote this development. This report also 
presents evidence from semi-structured 
interviews with 30 project co-ordinators 
and volunteers working in 23 community 
food-growing groups, city farms and other 
urban agriculture projects across London. 
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These interviews covered:

 �the situation of people participating 
in their project, and the reasons that 
people participate;

 �the employability assets (knowledge, 
skills and attitudes) that are developed 
by participating;

 �whether there are any common routes 
by which participants progress into 
employment and how this progression  
is promoted, directly or indirectly, by  
the urban agriculture group;

 �the skills, competencies and resources 
required for training and social support 
in urban agriculture projects such as 
community food-growing groups and 
city farms.

The interview sample is not based on a 
random sample of London community 
projects, farms and enterprises. Projects 
were selected and agreed to be included 
in part because they had an interest in 
employability or had developed projects 
which focused on employability. The 
research design therefore provides insight 
into the effects on employability that 
urban agriculture projects can have and 
the ways that they achieve this effect but 
it is not designed to be representative of 
urban agriculture practice in London as 
a whole. Care should thus be taken not 
to generalise these findings to all urban 
agriculture projects.

The report looks at how employability can 
be developed for those with high learning 
support needs, as well as for those with a 
more general need for skills development.

Mainstream services may not be well-suited 
to developing the employability of those 
with high learning support needs. New 
payment-by-results approaches may result 
in a focus on helping those unemployed 

people who have more experience or 
need less support, and who are more likely 
to succeed in getting a job, because this 
success will count toward further funding. 
There is growing concern that those with 
high support needs may be neglected. The 
report looks at whether community-based 
groups, such as community food-growing 
groups, can be effective in helping people 
of varying experience and abilities to 
become more employable. It considers 
impacts on employability at a range of 
levels, reflecting that participants in urban 
agriculture projects ranged from those with 
high levels of qualifications and experience 
to people who are just starting out with few 
or no qualifications, and who could equally 
experience benefits in terms of their work 
and career.

These findings will be useful for the  
co-ordinators of community food-growing 
groups, city farms and other urban 
agriculture projects, for community 
groups with an interest in supporting 
employability, and for potential funders 
with similar objectives. 

1.3 Structure of the report
This report looks at the skills and 
attributes that people need to develop 
to improve their chances of getting and 
staying in employment. As Figure 1 shows, 
this process begins with the development 
of skills which are easily transferable 
to a variety of contexts, and leads to 
the acquisition of skills which directly 
prepare individuals to enter employment. 
Each building block of employability 
is equally important, however, and it 
is also important to remember that 
the development of employability can 
continue within employment, rather than 
ending as soon as the person gets a job.
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In the section that follows, we start 
from the base of the pyramid. Section 2 
shows the benefits that urban agriculture 
projects have for self-esteem and social 
support, and how these attributes are an 
important foundation for employability. 

Section 3 discusses the development 
of transferable soft skills. While urban 
agriculture projects are good places to 
develop these skills, each of these skills 
is applicable in a wide range of jobs. They 
include behavioural skills such as taking 
personal responsibility, and interpersonal 
skills such as communication and practical 
problem solving.

Section 4 discusses the role of training  
in developing further sets of skills, from 
basic numeracy and literacy to more 
advanced technical skills. It looks at the 
value of qualifications for learners, and 
shows how urban agriculture projects 
give learners the confidence to progress 
to further education and in some 
cases provide structured courses and 
qualifications themselves.

Section 5 presents evidence around the 
importance of presenting appropriately 
to employers, the role that supportive 
groups and networks can play in helping 
people get into work, and how urban 
agriculture projects help participants in 
this respect.

Section 6 is the conclusion, which 
summarises the potential of urban 
agriculture for employability development 
and how urban agriculture projects can  
be supported and managed to realise  
this potential.

Figure 1: Development of skills 
for employment

Job search

Technical skills

Basic skills (literacy, numeracy, ICT)

Soft skills (communication, teamwork)

Confidence and social support 
A foundation that supports learning  
and development
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Confidence and  
social support2
A lack of confidence is a major barrier 
to both learning and employability. 
Unemployment itself can make people 
less confident. In one study, between one 
third and one half of unemployed people 
were found to be depressed, with long-
term unemployed showing the highest 
percentage of depression (50%) (Aberg, 
2001). This can in turn compromise their 
success in the job search, in a negative 
cycle (Claussen, Bjorndal & Hjort, 1993; 
Claussen, 1999).

Health and well-being also affect 
productivity at work for those who are 
employed. For example, unaddressed 
mental health difficulties have been linked 
with increased absenteeism and early 
retirement (Sanderson & Andrews, 2006; 
McDaid, Knapp & Madeiros, 2008). There 
is scope for projects that improve mental 
health and well-being to also promote 
employability, not just by preparing 
unemployed people more effectively for 
work, but also by helping people to remain 
well in the course of their working life.

Social exclusion can also reinforce barriers 
to employment. Kieselbach (2003) found 
that social integration helps to protect 
young people who are not in education, 
employment or training (NEET) from 
further psychological and motivational 
obstacles: ‘They are able to make 
decisions, to plan out and implement 
positive changes in their lives, and to 
cope with new requirements’ (p. 73). By 
contrast: ‘[NEET youth who were socially 
excluded] saw few or no chances of 
finding regular work. … Efforts to enhance 
qualification also waned’ (pp. 71-72).

This section provides evidence that urban 
agriculture can develop confidence and 
provide participants with social support, 
both of which are crucial to support 
learning and employability.

2.1 Benefits of urban 
agriculture
Evidence from international case studies 
suggests that the psychological well-being 
built by urban agriculture can link positively 
to employment. For example, the ‘Homeless 
Garden’, a community garden in Santa 
Cruz, California, which focused on developing 
the employability of homeless people, saw 
big changes in participants’ sense of social 
inclusion. In describing the importance of 
the garden to them, a homeless participant 
said, ‘I find it astonishing [that] this group 
of people could feel so much like the  
close knit family unit that it has come to  
be’ (Ashley, Brown, Darwin & Hockborn  
2005, p. 10). Training, self-esteem and 
employment were seen as linked: the 
homeless participants were ‘paid and 
trained, giving them confidence to try  
and get a job or start learning again. 
[When they have] job satisfaction, their 
self-esteem is boosted, giving them a 
positive outlook on life’ (ibid). 

Many urban agriculture projects in London 
practise care farming, in that they offer 
support for people with particular mental 
health and social support needs. Such 
groups seek to build upon the therapeutic 
effects that working with plants, animals, 
or in the outdoors can have.
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‘[The level of interest from marginalised 
groups] is more than we can cope with 
some of the time. It’s a combination of 
referral [through services], or through 
word of mouth so the families get to find 
out about it. It’s something that builds up 
over time, [and is also because] we have 
run specific targeted projects. I think [this 
space] has always been seen as a space 
for supporting people.’

‘Most of our volunteers are unemployed 
men between 35 and 55. I think the fact 
that it’s a big site [is attractive to them – 
they see it as a challenge]. It’s also due to 
our link with mental health services, with 
social services, and with job centres.’

Urban agriculture project co-ordinators 
also found that they were helping skilled 
or experienced individuals at difficult times 
in their lives, or when they were seeking to 
develop their career. 

‘I think having an outlet such as growing 
your own produce, getting involved in the 
community, [is] sort of increasing their 
motivation, their confidence that there 
is actually jobs out there. … Having that 
responsibility when you don’t have a job,  
I think it keeps you sane. … A lot of 
[people] are getting drawn to projects like 
these, because one, they never know who 
they might meet, and two, in a utilitarian 
way it looks good on a CV.’

One participant said of her own experience:

‘When I first started coming here I was 
thinking well my job’s ended, and [it’s] not 
an easy time when you’re job-hunting. … 
Working with the plants and being outside 
and being with a nice group of people, the 
social aspect of it, it really helped me at 
that time.’

Studies show that care farming supports 
self-esteem and mental health. Hine et 
al. (2008) surveyed 76 care farms across 
the UK, for example, and assessed their 
perception of benefits for their learner 
groups. Care farmers perceived a range 
of improvements in participants. 87% of 
farms perceived improvements in physical 
skills, 93% of farms saw improvements in 
mental health, particularly self-esteem. 
Increased well-being (92%) and mood (83%) 
were also observed.

Our interviews showed that in London, 
projects approached for interview were 
reaching people who are particularly in 
need of this type of support. Out of the 23 
London agriculture groups interviewed, 
20 include people experiencing 
unemployment and/or facing difficulties, 
including physical or mental disability, 
addiction issues, homelessness, English 
language barriers, and long-term 
unemployment. 12 out of the 23 projects 
were purposefully reaching people in one 
or more of these situations, with the aim 
of helping them. The project co-ordinators 
found that the broad accessibility of urban 
agriculture as an activity, links to the 
health service, social services, job centres 
and volunteer centres, and the way that 
the urban agriculture projects were 
advertised, helped to engage with people 
in hard-to-reach groups. 

‘Some people obviously have problems 
with reading and writing but with 
gardening they don’t feel intimidated 
about coming along and getting involved. 
… It definitely reaches groups that 
other programmes being offered in local 
community centres don’t reach.’

The broad accessibility of urban agriculture 
as an activity helped to engage with people 
in hard-to-reach groups. 
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2.2 How well-being and 
confidence is developed
The interviews conducted with community 
food-growing groups, city farms and 
other urban agriculture projects identified 
several key elements which help to support 
the development of the well-being and 
confidence required for learning and  
work, and that also help rehabilitation  
and recovery of people with mental  
health difficulties.

Practical outdoor tasks

In most urban agriculture projects, 
regardless of their particular focus, people 
perform hands-on and useful tasks that 
reduce their stress levels, and support 
their mental health:

‘[You] can see what your work is achieving, 
there are very obvious outcomes and 
achievements. So, mucking out and seeing 
that [the animal pen] is clean, and breaking 
down soil to a fine tilth and saying, “Well, 
I did that.” Taking the time to see things 
grow. … You don’t have to think about 
your emotions, yourself, it’s just about 
doing the task, which is quite therapeutic 
for a lot of people.’

Food growing and gardening was seen  
to offer some clear advantages over 
indoor and classroom-based programmes. 
Firstly, compared with a classroom 
environment, there is not the same 
emphasis on answering questions or 
applying new knowledge correctly. 
Secondly, the change of environment  
and the physical effort involved in the 
activity has a calming effect.

Figure 2: How self-esteem  
and well-being is developed

Practical outdoor tasks

Establishing routines  
and reducing stress

Social support and 
community integration
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‘[In a classroom environment] right or 
wrong is based on being able to show the 
results. It can be more challenging to build 
confidence in that environment. Whereas 
in a garden, the ability to just be functional 
in a garden, and get tired, can do a lot to 
calm that person’s health issues.’

‘[Horticulture is] a good medium to work 
with people with difficulties, or for anyone 
full stop: it gets you back to nature, it gets 
you outside, gets you physically active. 
This makes you tired, you can sleep better, 
you’ll feel better, your appetite will be 
improved.’

The harvest aspect of food growing in 
particular was seen to help people put 
their perceived problems into a larger 
context and encourage them to work 
practically on finding solutions.

‘Seeing something grow then harvesting 
it, and doing something physical outside, 
is such a buzz. Time seems to be different 
when you’re outside. [And you get to see] 
other people enjoy growing food.’

‘Sometimes plants don’t grow as they 
expect or it gets an infection or, it’s not all 
successes. There are failures. But I think 
by actually growing fresh produce people 
see that as sort of a microcosm. They see 
that once you fall over you actually pick 
yourself up and say “right, on to the next 
step”, and keep on going.’

Establishing routines and  
reducing stress

The relative ease of establishing a routine 
in urban agriculture, in accordance with 
the needs of the plants or animals and 
seasonal patterns, was identified as an 
advantage. Participants can ‘go at the 
pace of the garden, which is structured 
but less stressful than being imposed  
by a person’.

Having sufficient space for people to 
feel comfortable also reduces stress. 
The co-ordinator for a gardening group 
working exclusively on mental health 
noticed that in their garden there is ‘the 
ability to hide to a degree … you can work 
independently without people getting in 
your space or in your head’. 

The satisfaction of being patient, following 
a routine and nurturing something 
successfully was identified as a good  
way of reducing depression. A group  
co-ordinator said:

‘I was unwell myself with depression, 
and for me there is something about 
the satisfaction of seeing something 
grow from seed, and the effort I was 
putting into it; [there’s something] about 
the length of time that that takes, from 
sowing the seed to it turning into a flower 
or a vegetable. It’s about investing that 
time [and commitment] into the process 
[and] there’s that real satisfaction 
of it succeeding, and wanting to see 
something through. It’s not an immediate 
gratification.’

Food growing and gardening was seen to 
offer some clear advantages over indoor 
and classroom-based programmes.
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The opportunity to succeed in nurturing 
something was important in motivating 
engagement in these routines:

‘One young lad with learning disabilities 
planted some plants, and he goes around 
the garden all the time going, “Look at my 
plants, aren’t they growing well?” … He 
owns those, like they’re his plants.’

Social support and community 
integration

Community interaction is promoted 
by urban agriculture projects of many 
different types, and participants often 
feel pride in being part of something with 
other people. Increased confidence is 
associated with this. Project managers 
noted that:

‘It is the confidence to show other 
people what you can do, and getting the 
encouragement, learning to believe in 
themselves.’

‘I think the major [benefit for participants] 
is social. And then, self-esteem and  
self-confidence for most people. [They  
get a] sense of ownership, and sense  
of community.’

Practitioners in horticultural therapy 
projects saw fundamental benefits in this 
sense of belonging. It develops people’s 
willingness to talk, and it builds their trust 
so that they can identify with others and 
give and receive support.

‘[At the start] you can see how difficult it 
was for them to come. They’re shy, they 
don’t make eye contact, they don’t want 
to talk to you. … But a few months later 
they’re really engaging and they feel a real 
ownership over their project. … There’s 
a lot of stigma about mental health, but 
they learn that it’s actually OK to talk 
about it. Not that everybody sits around 
and discusses how they’re feeling all the 
time, but people do have depression and 
it makes everything a bit more out in the 
open. … People learn that they can be 
part of something, after they’ve been 
stuck in their flat for weeks on end not 
wanting to do anything.’

‘It’s about the support that they get from 
each other, the peer support and sharing 
problems and working out ways of dealing 
with things.’

For projects that seek to break barriers 
in the communities they work in, social 
interaction is also seen as particularly 
important in developing a supportive 
community. For example, a project based 
on a housing estate found that working 
together allowed participants to build 
relationships across social and cultural 
barriers. 

‘We’ve had lots of people growing [food], 
from different backgrounds, [and even] 
people who normally wouldn’t talk to each 
other and had [negative] preconceptions 
of each other working side by side.’

Food growing can also help people to 
feel part of a new community by enabling 
those who grew food in their country of 
birth to preserve and share that culture 
after they have moved to the UK.
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Key findings
Confidence and social support

Employability, well-being and social 
inclusion are interlinked. Projects and 
activities that improve participants’ well-
being can also promote their learning and 
employability. 

Community food-growing and urban 
agriculture projects help well-being in the 
following ways:

  �The work itself is therapeutic for 
participants, because it involves hands-
on and useful achievements that reduce 
stress levels and support their mental 
health.

  �The urban agriculture setting is 
advantageous in offering people a 
routine that is easy to understand and 
engage with. Working with plants or 
animals allows participants to have 
space and tasks to themselves, with 
their routine guided by the care needs 
of the plants or animals. The process 
of caring for something encourages 
satisfaction and self-esteem.

  �Simply working physically, outdoors and 
in a natural environment, contributes to 
mental well-being for participants.

  �Communities developed through 
food-growing and urban agriculture 
projects help participants to feel 
part of something with other people. 
Supportive relationships relieve stress 
and improve self-esteem. 
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Lisa Cunningham is a project co-ordinator 
at the PoLLeN social and therapeutic 
horticulture project at the Bromley-
by-Bow Centre, which helps people 
experiencing mental distress to improve 
their well-being. ‘We tend to have 
people coming here who are lacking in 
confidence,’ she says. ‘It’s interesting just 
how much this one session in the week 
means to the participants. It gives them 
something to look forward to, and also 
gives them a chance to meet other people 
and talk about problems.’

Cunningham explains that she has first-
hand experience of how mental distress 
compromises employability and how 
work in the garden can help overcome 
it. A former mental health nurse, she had 
been on sick leave with depression for 
several years when her GP referred her to 
the Bromley-by-Bow Centre. ‘I was going 
to start volunteering on an art project 
for people with learning disabilities,’ she 
explains, ‘but then I was introduced to a 
staff member at the PoLLeN project who 
wanted someone to help her grow flowers 
for a cutting garden.’

Cunningham started volunteering for two 
hours per week on the PoLLeN project, 
which left her ‘exhausted’ at first, however 
it helped her to regain confidence.  
‘I learned new practical skills, but also 
regained confidence in skills I already had.  
 
Gardening helped me because I was working 
with people, particularly those with mental 
distress. It was about believing I did have 
those skills, and that they were still useful.’

Cunningham adds that food growing and 
horticulture have a therapeutic value. 
‘There’s something very satisfying about 
growing vegetables, picking them, and 
taking them home and eating them that 
same day. Flower growing is equally 
therapeutic, just in a different way – it’s 
about the aesthetics of the flowers. It’s 
about relaxing and engaging with nature; 
somehow that distracts you from the 
problems of everyday life.’

These benefits were instrumental in 
helping Lisa back into work. ‘Quite quickly 
I built up my hours of volunteering, and 
before long I was being paid for five hours 
a week – it was just the most amazing 
thing to be earning money, however small 
that amount of money was. By the end 
of the first year I was off antidepressants 
after nearly 11 years, and I was working 
17 hours a week. The best way to support 
people back into work is to do it in a 
measured way that allows them to build 
up resilience and confidence, being able  
to cope with those extra hours.’

PoLLeN (People, Life, Landscape and Nature) is 
a social and therapeutic horticulture and social 
enterprise project for adults experiencing mental 
distress, based at the Bromley-by-Bow Centre in 
Bow, East London.

Case study 
PoLLeN project, Bromley-by-Bow Centre 
Capital Growth Space 1226 
Well-being as an important foundation for employability
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Skills that are commonly demanded by 
employers and that are transferable 
across different work settings are often 
referred to as ‘soft skills’. People can 
have a range of technical abilities but still 
find that a lack of soft skills – personal 
responsibility, engaging with and solving 
problems, and interpersonal skills − holds 
them back. Developing these skills can 
take such individuals a long way towards 
employability.

Soft skills include: 
 �self-management − the ability to 
conform to what is expected in the 
workplace, and to take appropriate 
initiative to accomplish what is 
expected; 

 �teamwork − the ability to co-operate 
with others; 

 �problem solving − the ability to 
diagnose a problem and address it; and

 �communication skills − the ability to 
listen to others, and to express yourself 
in appropriate ways. 

Employers in all sectors emphasise the 
importance of these skills. Soft skills 
can be difficult to teach in a classroom 
setting. Sims (2010) argues in a review 
of the employability literature that 
employability involves ‘skills that can 
only be developed through experience, 
so one-off classroom teaching is unlikely 
to be effective’ (p. 5). Schools, colleges, 
or universities should therefore seek to 
involve their students in projects that are 
‘as experiential as possible [but rigorously 
evaluated], allowing for students to reflect 
on experiences … . Students should be 
engaged in contextual situations [such 
as] design competitions and community 
projects’ (ibid).

This section outlines how urban agriculture 
projects can promote the development of 
transferable skills for work.

3.1 Benefits of urban 
agriculture
Interviews with community food-growing 
groups and city farms showed that they 
can help people develop transferable 
soft skills that boost employability. A co-
ordinator at an organisation that aims to 
help young volunteers into work found 
soft skills to be at least as important as 
formal qualifications:

‘Talking to other employers, what they’re 
after is people who have a passion and 
an ability to work with others … they 
recruit for attitude and aptitude just as I 
do. It’s been nice to hear that back from 
other employers. Because it means [job 
applicants] don’t need a horticultural 
qualification, I mean yes that helps, but 
you can also meet [employers] and be 
yourself, be genuine and passionate  
and reliable.’

In other words, participation in food 
growing and city farms not only develops 
confidence and self-esteem, but also 
provides participants with opportunities 
to gain soft skills which are transferable 
to many contexts. The main soft skills 
that were seen to be developed in the 
urban agriculture projects were self- 
management and personal responsibility, 
problem solving, and teamwork and 
communication skills.

Transferable skills3
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Self-management and personal 
responsibility

Participation encouraged people to take 
personal responsibility for behaving 
appropriately:

‘A lot of our young people have been 
suspended or excluded from school, 
but we don’t see any of that behaviour 
here. [It’s] that setting of being given 
responsibility, [and] a reason for 
maintaining your behaviour.’ 

Participants developed a sense of 
responsibility either to the work itself or to 
the wider group. Comments from group 
co-ordinators included:

‘I’m really satisfied that they’re turning up 
each day and they’re working hard.’

‘[As project manager] I say to people, “If 
you can’t come in, let me know.” And I 
always say thank you for letting us know 
in time. It’s about taking responsibility for 
their time-keeping, and appreciating that 
they’re not here in isolation, they’re part 
of a group, the group will be concerned if 
they don’t turn up, we’d like to know that 
they’re OK.’

Problem solving

Community food growing encourages 
participants to engage with and solve 
problems in a very practical sense, as 
people work together to grow produce 
successfully. One roof-based community 
food-growing group showed how 
problem solving was required to meet 
the challenge of growing produce in a 
challenging environment:

‘The high winds up there are really 
damaging to some of the plants, and 
they’ve come up with ways to put stakes 
to some of the plants. You’re not just 
dealing with the plants, you’re dealing 
with the elements. … There’s a manual, 
hands-on approach, so it shows you can 
be very logical, practical, it shows  
problem solving.’

In a community food-growing group 
where participants had little time to give, 
engineering and construction skills were 
applied to make the site easier to care for.

‘We set up self-watering beds, that’s cut 
down watering times by five or six hours 
a week. It used to be that someone would 
just have to stand there with a hose. Now 
they just have to make sure the water butt 
is full. We needed the technical knowledge 
to do that.’

Teamwork and  
communication skills

Participants learn interpersonal skills 
such as teamwork, supportiveness, and 
leadership. Working in a group gives 
people the opportunity to learn from each 
other, and to work as a team to address 
problems. In gardening projects on 
housing estates it was noticed that when 
people are motivated to take their share of 
responsibility for the team’s work, they can 
gain new levels of respect from others.

‘You get people who others have bad 
preconceptions of, who actually since the 
project started have turned up for every 
work day, have never been a problem, 
and those people who were sniping about 
them are quite friendly with them now.’

Better communication skills can develop 
over time in community projects. The fear 
of communicating decreases as people 
recognise that their contribution is valued. 
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Better communication skills can develop 
over time in community projects. The fear 
of communicating decreases as people 
recognise that their contribution is valued.

‘In some cases someone has come to 
meetings for a while and we don’t know 
that they have any gardening experience, 
and then at some point they will suddenly 
start talking about it. They get to recognise 
the skills that they have and want to  
share them.’

Once someone has the confidence 
to communicate with others, there 
is the potential to work on how they 
communicate and to address difficulties  
in this regard:

‘We have [one participant who has been] 
very lonely and isolated and [he] gets a 
huge amount from just being with other 
people. There have definitely been things 
that have really challenged him, people’s 
behaviour or the way that they’ve spoken, 
but we’ve found ways of helping him to 
deal with this.’

3.2 Managing projects to 
develop transferable skills
Our interviews with managers of food-
growing projects and city farms also 
highlighted four important ways in which 
projects can facilitate the development of 
transferable skills. 

Sharing out responsibility

Co-ordinators of projects interviewed 
for this research highlighted that it is 
important to assess individuals’ skills and 
willingness to work, and match them to 
appropriate tasks to keep them motivated. 
They found it was important to involve 
new starters straight away in tasks 
that are accessible but that also have a 
purpose on the site. By establishing what 
they’re comfortable with, and supporting 
them on tasks that are new to them, they 
enabled people to achieve results and 
develop a feeling of control.

Figure 3: Managing community 
projects to develop 
transferable skills

Sharing out 
responsibility

Look at individuals’ 
skills and interests 
and match them to 
appropriate tasks.

Setting goals and 
monitoring progress

Set goals to help 
participants learn how 
to work independently.

Peer support

Encourage supportive 
interaction between 
people, to develop 
confidence and skills.

Conflict resolution

Respond to differing 
interests and have an 
agreed process in case 
conflicts arise.
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‘[Prospective volunteers] meet with  
our volunteer co-ordinator and he’ll 
find out what their skills are, what their 
interests are.’

‘[We have to make sure] that their 
expectations are realistic, that we have 
enough tasks for them to do, and that 
they don’t [end up] sitting around and 
drinking coffee all the time.’

Co-ordinators who made an effort to 
ensure that new participants had tasks 
to do saw this pay off in increased 
willingness among participants to take 
responsibility and show leadership. It 
is beneficial to manage this process, 
because where a group is left to 
themselves, there is a tendency for some 
individuals to take on the majority of the 
work. This is a beneficial experience for 
those motivated individuals, especially if 
they have not taken so much responsibility 
before. However, if there is not enough 
left for others to do, this may discourage 
other participants from taking the initiative 
and developing those skills. 

Setting goals and monitoring 
progress 

Project co-ordinators, particularly those 
working with individuals with mental 
health difficulties, found that setting 
goals and monitoring progress helped 
individuals move towards increased 
self-management. They saw it as very 
important to be sensitive to participants’ 
particular needs, and to engage 
other people who are supporting the 
participant, such as the participants’ 
support worker and their family.

‘[We] look at ways that the [participant] 
can work, so that the support worker can 
gradually withdraw and we encourage 
independent working skills. … We do risk 
assessment and continually reassess [so 
that] we have a good record of whether 
intervention is working. We also get the 
family in, the carers in, and celebrate the 
good bits.’

Another project co-ordinator, engaged 
in training those with mental health 
difficulties, gave the learner action plans 
by which to achieve their goals:

‘We look at their goal – what they want 
to achieve, what’s the reality of their 
situation – and then a plan of action, 
“how’re you going to get there”, so we try 
to use that model for work.’

In the ideal learning scenario, participants 
with a range of abilities are given 
the opportunity to do things that will 
challenge them a little, but not so much 
that they find it overwhelming. 

Peer support

Another simple method by which urban 
agriculture projects support development 
of transferable skills is by encouraging 
friendship and support within the group. 
People learn from other people to 
accomplish tasks and solve problems. 
Employers in other sectors routinely 
use the ‘buddy system’ and mentoring 
processes for this purpose (Sims, 2010, p. 
6). The projects interviewed for this report 
found that peer support was an effective 
way of developing participants’ self-
reliance and problem-solving abilities.
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‘I was watching the group help each 
other, doing a task together, and as the 
day progressed I was asked less and less 
about how to do something, it was more 
that they were asking each other. A lot of 
them have been coming [to the project] 
for a long time and [it’s] real support that 
they give each other. … I think it’s always 
a surprise how powerful that is.’

Project co-ordinators found that it was 
important to match peer support pairs 
carefully, putting participants with more 
confidence in supportive positions:

‘We give them a buddy in the group who’ll 
look out for them and talk to them, and 
they may later repay that favour and be 
someone else’s buddy. … It’s positive to 
have people with problems working with 
[people who] feel good about themselves. 
It perks people up.’

Starting up smaller work teams, and 
offering drop-in times or meetings to 
talk about how things are going were 
also valuable ways of ensuring that peer 
support and mentoring was available.

Conflict resolution

Opening up a project to participants with 
a range of interests involves responding 
intelligently to people’s differing 
expectations:

‘You’ve got people with a lot of different 
agendas. [You] have to make everybody 
feel that they’re being heard, and to 
incorporate their ideas, or, sometimes, to 
find out ways of gently letting somebody 
down if something that they want isn’t 
going to be part of it.’

Participants’ communication skills are 
often challenged by differences of opinion. 
It can help to have someone external 
to the community itself, to oversee 
participation and mediate disputes. 
A community developer supporting 
community food-growing groups said:

‘For the community members, taking on 
the complaints and managing the group 
can be a bit much, whereas for me, that’s a 
situation where I can come in and support 
the groups to get a message across.’

Some projects had written rules agreed 
upon in the founding group, and also 
had regular meetings, which encouraged 
people to negotiate and raised awareness 
of any difficulties early on.

In summary, there is a constant balancing 
act between the needs and interests of 
different participants. Urban agriculture 
projects have been quite successful 
in bringing together community 
development and skills development. The 
participatory, community-based practical 
learning on offer is sociable and is 
attractive for a wide range of people. Soft 
skills development can also be supported 
widely across an urban agriculture group if 
it is co-ordinated in a way that distributes 
work opportunities and keeps track of 
people’s progress. In this way, urban 
agriculture develops the transferable  
skills that are valued by employers and  
in employment.

Starting up smaller work teams, and 
offering drop-in times or meetings to talk 
about how things are going were valuable 
ways of ensuring that peer support and 
mentoring was available.
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Key findings
Transferable skills

There is a range of transferable skills that 
are important to working life and that are 
best developed in practical and socially 
interactive settings. Community food-
growing and urban agriculture projects 
have particular strengths in this respect. 
They were seen to develop the following 
transferable skills:

  �Self-management and personal 
responsibility Learning to behave 
appropriately and to meet expectations 
in the work that is done.

  �Problem solving 
The ability to understand practical 
problems or interpersonal problems 
and to address them.

  �Teamwork and communication skills  
The ability to work well in a team, to 
support others, or to lead others.

Projects which are managed in a way 
that maintains breadth of participation 
help to develop practical motivation, 
responsibility and leadership among 
participants, all of which are valuable  
skills for working life. For this purpose,  
it is important to have team leaders or  
co-ordinators with an interest in 

distributing tasks and the support to 
accomplish them. Group co-ordinators 
identified several tasks to undertake in 
accomplishing this:

  �Involve new starters straight away by 
giving them something useful to do.

  �Develop a supportive culture by giving 
clear opportunities for support.

  Establish authority and processes to 
mediate disputes.

For project co-ordinators, it is also 
important to take into account how many 
people, with what level of development 
needs, can be supported given the space, 
human resources, and skills available to 
the group. 

Managing projects in a way that maintains 
breadth of participation helps to develop 
practical motivation, responsibility and 
leadership, all of which are valuable skills 
for working life. 

A further benefit is that tasks are well 
accomplished when people have the 
confidence and competence to work 
together.
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When Justin Pearson dropped out of sixth 
form aged 17, he knew exactly what he 
wanted to do. ‘I’ve always been more of 
an outdoors person,’ he explains, ‘and I’ve 
never liked classrooms. You hear people 
talk about how difficult it is to get a job, 
and they’re the people with qualifications 
– but they’re still struggling.’ Justin’s love 
of the great outdoors led him to volunteer 
with Cultivate London, a community food-
growing project based at multiple sites in 
West London.

Having worked briefly as a labourer, 
Justin soon found himself picking up new 
food-growing skills. ‘Cultivate is much 
more relaxed than my labouring job, but 
the head grower is more hands-on and 
helpful,’ he says, adding that he soon 
found himself being trusted with specific 
gardening duties. ‘I was put in charge of 
one of the seedling tunnels,’ he says. ‘It 
was my responsibility to go and check 
every morning to see if there were any 
weeds popping up, and to make sure 
everything was getting enough water.’

For Justin, the biggest benefit of 
volunteering at Cultivate was learning 
about teamworking. ‘I used to be quite 
shy and hesitant around people I didn’t 
know,’ he says, ‘but when I got to Cultivate 
I started to get to know people quite well.’ 
To help maintain his growth in confidence, 
Justin explains that Cultivate London’s site 
manager set him goals and review stages. 
‘We did a review of my progress, which 
said I wasn’t always confident about what 
I was doing. Sometimes I’d do something 
and it wouldn’t go quite right, and I’d 
never feel quite sure how to sort it out; I’d 
always ask the site manager.

‘After the review the manager set me 
goals, one of which is to work more 
independently. I worked a lot on sorting 
out diseased herbs, and now I can do that 
more on my own, prioritising what needs 
to be done.’

As a further test of his confidence, 
Cultivate London arranged for Justin 
to spend a month on work experience 
with the National Trust at Ham House, in 
Richmond. He’s sure that his growth in 
confidence has been a big help. ‘It’s really 
helped here; I’ve been quiet, but I haven’t 
been too shy or hesitant. I work with a 
volunteer team that varies every day, so I 
get to see different people and work with 
different teams.

‘I’m certainly more sociable now. I find it 
easier to get along with people, and I find 
that a bit strange, in a way – just being 
able to pitch up and get along with people, 
rather than just work alone, which is what 
I was used to for years.’

Cultivate London converts derelict and disused 
land into food-growing space and provides 
horticulture training and jobs for young, 
unemployed people.

Case study 
Cultivate London 
Capital Growth Space 528 
Developing transferable skills for work
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This section outlines how urban 
agriculture projects can develop job-
specific skills. It looks at how community 
food-growing groups and city farms 
develop technical skills which prepare 
individuals for jobs, transfer enterprise 
skills and encourage engagement in 
formal learning.

Wider evidence suggests that urban 
agriculture projects such as community 
food-growing groups and city farms, due 
to their mixture of practical learning and 
social support, are well placed to help 
engagement not only with work but also 
with education and training. This is firstly 
because collaborative tasks and non-
academic challenges can lead participants 
to see learning as personally meaningful 
(Lucas, 2007; Kiersley & Shneiderman, 
1998; Schlechty Center [n.d.]). 
Furthermore, for people who dropped 
out of school, ‘informal styles of learning’ 
are often the most appropriate (Hurry & 
Vorhaus, forthcoming). Urban agriculture 
projects give similar opportunities to learn 
in a collaborative way and accommodate 
informal learning. This section shows how 
participation in urban agriculture can 
enable individuals to progress to further 
learning opportunities, and investigates 
the support they need in order to do so.

4.1 Benefits of urban 
agriculture
Learning skills on the job

Volunteering with community food-
growing groups and city farms is an 
accessible way for participants to develop 
skills which are directly relevant to jobs 
in horticulture, small-scale agriculture, 
community and youth work, and (in the 
case of city farms) animal care. 

Some urban agriculture projects have 
accessed the required expertise and the 
space to engage people in focused on-the-
job training. 

For example, one food-growing project 
specialising in mental health therapy 
employed trainers with long experience 
and qualifications in agriculture. These 
trainers supported the clients to develop 
the practical skills to run an urban 
agriculture site throughout the year:

‘[The trainees] have two years on the 
programme, and over only four seasons 
they become very competent gardeners. 
Within two years they will know everything 
about how to set up the sites, they can do it.’

Social enterprises that sell all of their 
produce provide participants with 
opportunities to learn enterprise skills. 
One enterprise, for example, delivers 
a course of on-site training to help 
volunteers get the experience to grow 
salad for sale. This involves mentoring and 
tutoring one part-time volunteer per site, 
over a six month period. 

Another enterprise takes on young people 
who are not in education, employment 
or training. They are offered 60-hour 
volunteer traineeships in growing herbs 
for sale, from which some are recruited 

Technical skills and  
formal qualifications4

Collaborative tasks and  
non-academic challenges can 
lead participants to see learnings  
as personally meaningful.
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into formal apprenticeships and others are 
recommended to appropriate employers. 

For the project co-ordinator, managing 
training alongside production for market 
requires planning, resources and hard work:

‘You’re constantly juggling the two [and 
planning] how much work can you get 
done on the [business] side of operations 
[in] one day, knowing you have to motivate 
and bring along a bunch of trainees.’

Encouraging engagement 
in structured training and 
qualifications

Participation in urban agriculture projects 
can motivate individuals to attend short 
training workshops that help them with the 
technical skills in areas such as vegetable 
production, or in other particular areas like 
composting or bee-keeping. Project leaders 
thought that if people had not participated 
in the group, they would firstly have been 
less likely to find out about these courses, 
and secondly would not have been so 
motivated to attend.

Short workshops are fairly cheap and 
accessible for participants in urban 
agriculture projects. However, the 
cost and perhaps distance involved 
in attending long courses and gaining 
qualifications can be an obstacle for 
participants wanting to advance their 
expertise. A project co-ordinator said:

‘Easy, by which I probably mean cheap, 
access to [training and qualifications] 
would be quite good for a lot of people. ... 
Partly to give them the feeling [that they’re 
established] but not necessarily having to 
spend a lot of time and money doing it. 
Because they can do the on-the-job training, 
but also having something to show that “I 
did this” [is important to them].’

Where learning in urban agriculture is 
well-structured with a certain level of 
competence in mind, it is sometimes also 
accredited with formal qualifications. A 
minority of urban agriculture projects 
interviewed were offering courses and 
qualifications at QCF level 1, with some 
offering up to level 3 depending on what is 
appropriate for learners. Horticulture and 
animal care were specialist areas in which 
people could take formal training, from 
entry level to higher level qualifications.  
The qualifications are seen to increase 
people’s eligibility for jobs in these sectors. 

It was seen as important not to place 
too much pressure on people engaging 
in urban agriculture to attend a related 
course before they are ready for it, which 
is a particular concern for participants 
who have low self-confidence or who are 
recovering from mental illness. One co-
ordinator commented:

‘I would like to say that we’re the first 
place you could come to for the soft skills. 
Then later you’ll be thinking, “Right well 
what courses are there, I’ve got the bug 
now and I want to develop this further.” 
And then maybe [they can go for] a 
ten-week programme with a particular 
outcome. … [But] I don’t think you can go 
from being really unwell, to doing a ten-
week intensive course.’
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Complementing basic education

Employers expect prospective employees 
to have basic levels of numeracy and 
literacy. Interviews with urban agriculture 
project co-ordinators revealed that these 
projects can support people’s engagement 
with literacy and numeracy by encouraging 
practical applications of these skills. This is 
despite the fact that projects encountered 
in this research did not focus on teaching 
and assessing literacy or numeracy.

For numeracy, project co-ordinators 
encouraged participants to measure 
out vegetable beds and determine how 
many plants can be planted in the space 
available, or calculate the amount of feed 
an animal needs each day. For literacy, 
engagement in the group encouraged 
people to learn to read instructions on 
seed or feed packets, and to learn to read 
books and websites on the subject. 

Interviewees were keen to emphasise, 
however, that urban agriculture complements 
the development of these skills rather 
than teaching them in their entirety. Urban 
agriculture projects we spoke to could not 
dedicate substantial time to supporting the 
reading, writing, and maths of individuals 
who might come with very different levels 
of competency. Rather, those taking an 
interest in these basic skills saw their role 
as encouraging people to re-engage with 
formal education. Participants might even 
meet others locally who are attending 
courses and feel more confident about 
taking part in education themselves.

Co-ordinators of community projects 
commonly described part of their 
community role as keeping people 
informed about opportunities for further  
development. They often retain information  
about local colleges, and can show 
individuals where to find educational help. 

‘If I give someone an application form, 
and they don’t want to fill it in there and 
then ... I’ll find that those are the ones that 
can’t read or write. [So] I’ll say to some of 
those to go and talk to the college about 
reading classes for adults and so on.’

In some cases, urban agriculture projects were 
part of wider training centres or schools that 
directly provide basic skills – numeracy and 
literacy – classes and qualifications. This is 
ideal for learners engaged by urban agriculture 
who suffer from lack of confidence that might 
dissuade them from going somewhere new. 

4.2 Supporting effective 
training 
There are also resource needs that have 
to be met to train people comprehensively 
in community food-growing groups, 
city farms, and other urban agriculture 
projects. These are outlined below.

Human resources

Project co-ordinators recognised that 
training could not be done well if there are 
no staff dedicated to assessing the learning 
needs of volunteers, and co-ordinating 
training programmes. If the existing project 
team cannot be put to this purpose, an 
educational role has to be created and 
resourced. The skills and approach of the 
project team is also hugely important. 

Training projects have to draw upon 
technical expertise, and involve individuals 
who are enthused about helping others 
to learn. For food-growing projects or city 
farms to take on training, it is important 
to access these skill sets, firstly to ensure 
that practices (eg. food growing, animal 
care) are properly done, and secondly 
to teach others these skills. Both the 
technical skills and the interpersonal skills 
to do these things are highly valued by  
co-ordinators of training projects.
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Funding

Sources of income for urban agriculture 
projects are varied. Aside from grant 
funding, some specialise in providing 
services and others in selling products. 
The quantity and regularity of income 
is a constant challenge, however. For 
example, none of the training projects 
interviewed for this research felt able to 
fund the entirety of their training from 
produce sales, so it was key to have some 
supporting income dedicated to the 
educational side of their work.

It is also important that the conditions 
for external funding are compatible 
with other key objectives of the urban 
agriculture projects if these are present, 
such as providing therapeutic support. 
In one food-growing project that delivers 
horticultural training for people with 
mental health difficulties, funding was 
conditional on meeting course completion 
targets. However, the changing health of 
service users could cause drop-out and 
delay, and it was seen as important to 
continue supporting someone even if they 
missed a course completion target due to 
sickness absence.

‘If you talk to the service user, they are 
quite happy, because they’ve been 
supported even when they are unwell, 
they can come back in to continue working 
from where they were up to. … So that 
[conflict of interests] is frustrating.’

Another project offering on-site adult 
learning courses similarly found that 
ensuring 80% participation throughout a 
course (the condition for their educational 
funding) is a challenge when working with 
adult learner groups.

Space to dedicate to training

Even though the patches of land made 
available for urban agriculture are 
increasing, these are still often small 
sites with pressure on space. This poses 
issues around who can use the space and 
for what purpose. Where sites are large 
enough, they can be mixed-use in offering 
training while also retaining a community 
purpose. Where this diversity can be 
supported it is a strength:

‘[We offer accredited and non-accredited 
gardening courses and] we’re a community 
market garden. … The education 
happening at a practical site [is] most 
important for our food-growers [because] 
you need to do it rather than talk about 
it. … Participants definitely cross over 
between different pathways of learning.’

In smaller community projects it is more 
difficult to support a range of uses of the 
site. Having training groups visit at certain 
times of day was seen as a possibility. For 
a more intensive and structured training 
experience in small food-growing spaces, 
however, it was generally thought that a 
garden or an allotment should be given 
over to that purpose, rather than trying 
to re-purpose a community space. An 
education co-ordinator working with a 
small food-growing space said:

‘The present site is fulfilling lots of different 
functions – it’s a space where people are 
allowed to get things wrong as long as 
they are being positive and participating. 
It would be good to find an off-site space 
for a training site.’

Urban agriculture projects can support 
people’s engagement with literacy and 
numeracy by encouraging practical 
applications of these skills
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Key findings
Technical skills and formal qualifications

The social support on offer in community 
food-growing and urban agriculture 
projects, and the practical application of 
numeracy and literacy, encourages people 
to engage in formal learning and achieve 
basic qualifications.

Engagement in the projects also often 
motivates people to pursue further 
technical training, for example to gain 
skills to grow food. Short workshops are 
relatively accessible, but access to longer  
and more in-depth courses is less easy, 
particularly for marginalised groups. It 
is not possible for all urban agriculture 
projects to provide training. However, 
some projects do directly engage in  
training participants.

To deliver training in an urban agriculture 
project, there is a range of support 
needed: 

  �Human resources 
If there is no-one dedicated to 
education in the existing project team 
then that role has to be created. The 
project team also has to have the skills 
to train others, which may require 
training or new recruitment. Time 
to co-ordinate education has to be 
planned and budgeted for, as training 
commitments have to be continually 
managed in light of staff resources and 
the needs that they are skilled to meet. 

  �Funding  
Availability of funding for their 
educational work is important for the 
projects that do training. Conditions on 
funding to offer training courses should 
be achievable and compatible with the 
group’s objectives.

  �Space for people to train in  
It may be possible for training to be 
accommodated in existing community 
food-growing spaces and/or city farms, 
however where a small site is already 
meeting a range of other needs, then 
additional space for training is wanted.

  �Information and links to other local 
training providers  
To ensure that individuals get the 
qualifications they need such as literacy 
and numeracy, or to access more 
advanced horticultural qualifications, it 
is important for information and links to  
training providers to be made and 
maintained. 
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When he lost his sales job with a credit 
card company in 2010, Ian Larkin found 
himself at a low ebb in his life. ‘I’d been in 
my job for 22 years,’ he recalls. ‘Now, I had 
no direction. I had an idea about what to 
do, but I wasn’t prepared at that stage to 
go about pursuing my dream of moving to 
Spain with my wife, and becoming self-
sufficient. When you’re made redundant 
there’s a pressure to get you into a new 
job straight away, and sometimes you’re 
not ready for that.’

It was with that in mind that Ian 
volunteered at Organic Lea. Very quickly, 
he rediscovered a love for learning that 
he first enjoyed as a science student, over 
25 years ago. ‘I came along one day and 
enjoyed it,’ he says, ‘so I started coming to 
all the days that volunteers could attend.

‘I did Organic Lea’s informal 
apprenticeship for six months, and during 
that time I also gained a Certificate in 
Permaculture that was run by Organic 
Lea. That gives me a great understanding 
of management of agriculture, and 
growing and propagating, which was a 
great help. At the moment I’m doing a 
correspondence course in horticulture in 
my free time; it’s quite difficult to discipline 
myself, but it’s great to come here and see 
the practical side of it.’

Ian credits Organic Lea’s informal 
apprenticeship with rekindling his 
willingness to learn. ‘The apprenticeship 
covers the horticultural duties here, which 
entail helping out the growers and the 
fruit and food organisers. There’s also the 
viticulturist for our vineyard.

‘It’s also about the practical application of 
propagating and growing seeds. It’s given 
me a tremendous all-round knowledge of 
food and vegetable growing, so that now  
I can go off and start my own business.’

And the benefits go deeper than new-
found business opportunities and skills. 
‘When I came here I realised that there 
was hope – that I could redirect my life 
and do something I really wanted to 
do. I’m more relaxed, more confident 
about the future, more hopeful and more 
inspired. It’s given me a great zest for life.’

Organic Lea is a workers’ co-operative growing 
food and offering volunteering and educational 
opportunities on London’s edge in the Lea Valley.

Case study 
Organic Lea 
Capital Growth Space 135 
A community food-growing space re-engaging  
people in education and training
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Making the transition into paid 
employment is often challenging, even 
for individuals who have appropriate 
knowledge, skills and attributes for 
employment. People may need support 
in presenting themselves to employers, 
searching for appropriate positions, 
and adjusting to the demands of formal 
employment, which may be unfamiliar.

This section looks at how urban 
agriculture projects can help participants 
who are skilled and prepared for 
employment to make the transition into 
work. The Hillage-Pollard dimensions 
of employability that were outlined in 
the introduction are used to show the 
different ways in which each of the 
benefits of urban agriculture can ease the 
transition into work. These dimensions 
are: 1. employability assets, 2. working 
style and motivation, 3. presenting to 
employers and 4. the context in which 
work is sought.

5.1 Benefits of urban 
agriculture
The confidence and soft skills that 
individuals develop through participation 
in urban agriculture projects can improve 
their ability to seek work on their own 
initiative. Urban agriculture projects can 
also support the process of finding work in 
direct ways.

Presenting skills to employers

Community food-growing groups 
and other urban agriculture projects 
interviewed helped participants to present 
themselves appropriately to employers. 
One simple way in which urban agriculture 
projects help people into employment 
is by giving a character reference for 
their CVs and making it clear that they 
are happy to be contacted in relation 
to job applications. This can make a big 
difference for people who have not made 
suitable contacts in any other educational 
or professional setting.

Getting into work5
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It is also important that participants 
recognise their own learning and 
progression, and can communicate its 
relevance to an employer. For example, 
Tsirchart, Mesch & Perry (2001) looked at 
the importance that a group of volunteers 
on a stipend placed on different kinds of 
goals. The research found variation in the 
type of goals that participants identified 
for themselves at the beginning of the 
project, and that these differences were 
reflected in their self-assessment of 
what they had gained a year afterwards. 
Satisfied volunteers who had started with 
social goals said they had made friends, 
while satisfied volunteers who had started 
with employability goals said they had 
developed skills for a future job. 

This shows that volunteers’ intentions 
will affect how they interpret their 
experiences, and suggests that 
recognition of personal progress 
in different areas within a project is 
important to help people realise what  
they have gained. 

To help people articulate what they 
have gained from urban agriculture, it 
is important to recognise their progress 
within a project. This is not always easy; 
one city farm manager acknowledged 
that: 

‘I think we always underestimate 
skills, [because] our underlying ethos 
is about work. So we train for work, 
and that’s partly because people want 
to contribute. … I think the staff team 
underplay their skills and knowledge in 
order that [volunteers feel] that sense of 
contributing. I think sometimes that you 
get trapped in underplaying [the training].’

To help people show the relevance 
of their experience to employers, 
urban agriculture projects that engage 
with volunteers need to reconcile 
the satisfaction of contributing to 
a community and cause with an 
understanding of what has been gained  
in the process.

How help with presenting skills to employers addresses  
Hillage-Pollard dimensions of employability

1 �Helping participants recognise and document their employability assets 
(knowledge, skills and attitudes) is important if they are to present them  
effectively on a CV or in an interview.

2 �Likewise, projects can help participants provide concrete examples of good  
working style and motivation in an interview situation.

3 �Providing help with CVs and character references can enable participants  
to present their assets to employers. 

4 �Assistance with CVs should take into account the context in which  
participants seek work, such as the kind of job they’re looking for and 
differences in employer requirements. Many skills are appropriate for  
a range of jobs, and participants can be helped to frame their skills and  
experience in the most appropriate way for the jobs on offer.

People may need support in presenting 
themselves to employers, searching for 
appropriate positions, and adjusting to  
the demands of formal employment, 
which may be unfamiliar.
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Building networks and 
opportunities

There is a well-established consensus 
in literature on employment that 
networks of social relationships affect 
job opportunities, and that relationships 
which link individuals into broader 
networks can give individuals better 
job prospects by increasing access to 
information and raising awareness of 
opportunities (Ionnides & Loury, 2004). 
The interviews conducted for this 
research indicated that participation 
in urban agriculture projects can be an 
effective way of broadening people’s 
social networks and relationships.

One urban agriculture project saw the 
encouragement of social interaction 
between people on the site itself as key 
to broadening people’s opportunities. 
Talking to others can help participants to 
decide what they want to do, and can give 
them the contacts to help them establish 
themselves. Some people will seek out 
these opportunities on their own initiative. 
For example:

‘[One participant] had quit her job and 
decided she wanted to get into gardening 
and take it as a profession. … She’s now 
got work with [a gardener], who had also 
come and helped out [on our project] at 
the very beginning. … So [the networking] 
has led to paid employment [and] 
freelance opportunities.’

Project co-ordinators can also build 
networks with employers, with the 
intention of helping people into work. 
This is particularly helpful in that it not 
only raises awareness of employers 
and employment opportunities, but 
also helps project co-ordinators to gain 
an awareness of what employers in, 
for example, the horticulture sector, 
are interested in. Building up employer 
contacts helps project co-ordinators to 
raise appropriate expectations about the 
work that is on offer. 

‘Some of the employers don’t really 
want gardeners, [and] you need to be 
really realistic about what the job is like 
and about the pay, so you don’t get 
disappointed expectations.’

In addition to potentially helping people 
straight into work, links with employers 
can also help people get some short-term 
work experience and find out what they’re 
interested in:

‘It’s important for people to try different 
things because they might find something 
that they enjoy that they didn’t realise, or it 
will refine what they’re really interested in.’

Links with employers can help people  
get some short-term work experience  
and find out what they’re interested in.
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Supporting transitions into work

Co-ordinators of projects that focus on 
high-needs individuals such as those 
with mental health issues or low levels of 
qualifications often try to help individuals 
back into work through supported 
employment, and sometimes lobby 
employers to accommodate their needs.

People with high support needs often 
face difficulties in finding work. Interviews 
showed that community food-growing 
groups and city farms provide important 
support for individuals in these 
groups who are seeking to move into 
employment, but even so, a minority go 
back to work, while others continue to 
stay active in volunteering and training. 
For those that are supported back to 
work, this is a real achievement.

‘We know that some of them, maybe 20%, 
go back to work. Some of them go on to 
volunteering, some go on to training. Some 
just disappear, then maybe they come back 
a year later when they’re feeling up to it – 
it’s the nature of mental health.’

The projects that were interviewed 
emphasised that the transition needs to 
be carefully managed, and that progress 
can be erratic and very gradual.

‘[One participant began to] feel really 
positive about gardening: “This is what 
I’m going to study, I’m going to work 
in gardening.” [But suddenly she] has 
stopped going because it was all too 
much. She felt very motivated, and then 
all of a sudden, “I’m not ready to do 
this.” … [So] you have to be very realistic 
about getting people back into work. 
It’s not going to be, get a certificate in 
horticulture, and you’ll go and get a job.’

In terms of how projects ease the 
transition into work, the projects 
overwhelmingly emphasised that it was 
important to provide consistent support 
over a long period of time for those who 
had significant barriers, such as long-
term unemployment, to overcome. The 
quote below illustrates how learning, 
volunteering and work experience can, 
when combined over a period of time, 
make a very significant change to an 
individual’s employability.

‘Our success story is a guy who started 
volunteering with me over three 
years ago. [He] did a City & Guilds in 
conservation … . He then started doing 
work experience placements one day a 
fortnight with our maintenance team, then 
one day a week, then two days a week. He 
then got involved in this other horticulture 
project [and] he built up his hours until he 
was doing a full week.’

How building networks and opportunities addresses  
Hillage-Pollard dimensions of employability

1 �Networks of social relationships can help individuals develop employability  
assets (knowledge, skills and attitudes) by providing ways to share existing  
skills and learn about opportunities.

2 �Networks of social relationships can improve individuals’ working style and 
motivation by providing support, encouragement and awareness of what is 
expected in the workplace.

3 �Networks of social relationships can help individuals reach employers, but they  
may still need help presenting their skills to employers in unfamiliar situations.

4 �In building a network, a project can take into account the context in which 
participants seek work, such as the intensity of competition for jobs, and 
differences in employer requirements. For example, high competition for jobs  
with existing employer contacts may mean that further contacts should be  
sought to help more people into employment.
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‘Then he applied for the first job he’s 
applied for in 15 years … . He was 52 
and he was offered the job. [It was 
a short-term contract], but he got a 
glowing reference from them, it’s done his 
confidence no end of good and he’s now 
decided that [he wants] to go back and 
get another qualification in horticulture, 
and then he’ll apply for other jobs again. 

‘He’s been transformed, but it took three 
years, it’s not a quick fix. [But] there are 
people like him, where that will be their 
goal, and they will find a job.’

When people are at the point at which 
they are able to work, it can be a huge 
boost if they are able to get some paid 
work that’s appropriate to ease them 
back in to employment – ideally starting 
at a few hours per week. It is necessary to 
help participants feel comfortable working 
with new people and in other places, 
and, at the same time, to raise awareness 
among potential employers of the value 
of employing people in this situation who 
may be in need of part-time hours and 
additional support at first. Setting up a 
visit to the potential employer can be 
very helpful to broaden experience and 
build confidence, both for participants 
and employers. Participants find that it 
reduces anxiety:

‘If it’s completely new, it can cause a great 
deal of anxiety. If someone they know 
takes [the participant to the employer],  
it is much more likely to work.’
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Setting up a new enterprise that 
grows, markets and sells produce 
takes careful business planning

How supporting transitions into work addresses Hillage-Pollard 
dimensions of employability

1 �Participants should already have a wide range of employability assets  
(knowledge, skills and attitudes) by the time they enter supported  
employment, but they may need help to learn job-specific skills.

2 �Supported employment provides a context where participants’ working  
style and motivation can be monitored, and employers are aware that they  
may need extra help if their health and circumstances change.

3 �Access to supported employment usually depends on participants being  
helped to present their skills to employers. Opportunities to speak to  
employers directly, and help with recording achievements and communicating  
their relevance, are important.

4 �The opportunities for supported employment are affected by the context in  
which work is sought such as the intensity of competition for jobs, and  
differences in employer requirements. More competition will mean lower  
chance of success, and might mean that contact with additional employers  
should be sought.

Project co-ordinators find that it gives 
employers confidence in the participant:

‘[You need to do] visible things with the 
employers so that they can see the benefit 
of giving this person with a learning 
difficulty six hours a week, and this person 
with a physical disability ten hours a 
week ... . It’s much better if the employer 
has seen someone over a period of three 
months doing the work and performing 
effectively in the garden, rather than 
[trying to tell them the value of] that 
person [over the phone].’

Sometimes, motivated participants 
can get results very quickly by way of a 
good relationship between their urban 
agriculture project and an employer.

‘One of our guys went to work at our local 
[supermarket] having met the HR manager 
[because] we were chosen as this local 
[supermarket branch]’s charity. ... This guy 
decided to put himself in the right place at 
the right time and he got to tell his story 
and [the HR manager] said: “Well, make an 
appointment with me and I’m sure we’ve 
got something going that would suit you.”’

As the table below shows, it is important 
to consider all of the aspects of 
employability when seeking to help 
individuals with difficulties. Their working 
style and motivation is particularly 
important. Pushing too hard or too soon 
for employment could overwhelm hard-
won gains in self-esteem.
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When it comes to employment in food 
production itself, many projects continue 
to rely on volunteers. There were a few 
entrepreneurial projects encountered 
in this research, in which people were 
employed in producing food part time 
and on a small scale. In many cases, this 
is done by integrating support for local 
producers into a broader enterprise, some 
parts of which make a profit. Examples  
we encountered were profitable café 
outlets and a vegetable delivery service 
(box scheme). 

Setting up a new enterprise that grows, 
markets and sells produce takes careful 
business planning. A London-based herb 
producer said that her business case was 
in development for a year, and she relied 
on consulting with other social enterprises 
and a charity board, to secure a long-term 
loan. Setting up the project involved:

Direct provision of jobs

Some urban agriculture projects train 
and employ participants directly. There 
are advantages for participants if they 
can progress to paid employment within 
the same project as they can see the 
applicability of their prior learning in the 
project straight away.

The prospects for applying this approach 
in urban agriculture have improved 
somewhat over the past ten years. 
Growing interest in engaging in and 
learning about food growing has led to  
an increasing number of associated jobs. 
An interviewee noted:

‘There are more city farms, there are  
more small gardens growing. More  
people are growing their own food and 
that sort of thing. The employment 
prospects are improving.’
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‘[Knowing] what people are interested in 
buying, what would work well on our land, 
what could we get multiple harvest from, 
and who would we then sell that to. So 
now that we’ve got herbs to harvest, I had 
a list of five shops to call, and two said yes 
immediately, and we’ve sold 100% of what 
we’d grown.’

It is not only business planning that is 
needed to create a successful social 
enterprise. In looking to create jobs, 
different community groups may compete 
to offer similar services. For example, 
one project found that their food-growing 
courses were self-sustaining in 2010, but 
in 2011 this was no longer the case. This 
may be due to more urban agriculture 
projects offering training courses and 
workshops.

‘Last year, we ran two courses, fully 
booked. This spring, [we] couldn’t get 
enough [people] to make it viable – is it 
the credit crunch, or maybe that other 
community gardens are now delivering 
this kind of thing too?’

Hands-on urban agriculture is only one 
of the employment options in urban 
agriculture projects. Another important 
area of employment is in the co-ordinating 
and administrative work that supports 
projects. Experience in this work is also 
of clear relevance to other administrative 
and business settings. An interviewee 
considered that interest in these 
aspects of the work may need additional 
encouragement:

‘There’s not that many that are interested in 
the fundraising and the admin. It is more about 
being outside and working with people, that’s 
what everybody’s interested in.’

How direct provision of jobs addresses Hillage-Pollard  
dimensions of employability

1 �Employability assets (knowledge, skills and attitudes) can be developed  
through direct employment, by helping someone prepare for the job, and  
providing an opportunity to strengthen skills directly relevant to the job itself.

2 �Employment within the project gives participants a familiar environment in  
which to adapt their working style and motivation to the demands of a job.  
It is important to have a clear understanding of participants’ skills, and ensure  
that the roles they are doing are aligned to these skills in order to keep  
them motivated.

3 �Employment within the project can help participants present their assets to 
employers on a day-to-day basis, since the employer will already be familiar  
with the participants. This existing relationship often also makes it possible  
for employers to tell the potential employee what is expected of them and  
why, to help them present themselves appropriately. 

4 �Employment within the project depends heavily on the wider context in  
which work is sought. The project co-ordinator or manager needs to ensure  
that it is financially viable to employ someone.



48 Roots to work: Developing employability through community food growing and urban agriculture projects

Entrepreneurship in urban 
agriculture

As markets and interest in local food 
have grown, entrepreneurship in urban 
agriculture has also expanded. One way 
in which entrepreneurship is taking place 
is in offering educational and gardening 
services. The horticultural experience 
gained in urban agriculture can help 
participants to provide instruction to 
hobbyists, and to practise landscaping, 
permaculture, or garden design. 

Another area of entrepreneurship that 
has been emerging is an increase in 
the numbers of urban food producers 
who are professionally marketing their 
produce. Among the projects interviewed 
in London, for example, there was one 
project recruiting and training new market 
gardeners to meet demand for local 
food. This approach is not so much about 
employing people directly, but about 
encouraging people to self-employ as new 
urban farmers.

In this particular case, the parent 
organisation knows what customers 
demand, and trains people to practise 
urban agriculture in order to supply 
fresh, local salad leaves. Mentors in the 
parent organisation then continue to 
be accessible, to give advice once the 
trainees are moving into operations and 
selling their produce. For participants, it 
is not only the opportunity for on-the-job 
instruction that helps, but also having a 
supportive parent organisation. 

‘They’re not having to go out and market 
themselves, they’ve got a guaranteed 
market in us. We sell to other places [as 
well], but they haven’t struggled with it. 
[They have to submit] invoices and that 
kind of thing. [Which is] very supported. 
They’re given help with planning and 
purchasing and selling.’

This is a good model for skills 
development in entrepreneurship and 
enterprise. A downside in relation to 
employability, however, is that this can 
be a job and a training opportunity that 
attracts a lot of volunteer interest, and 
if open to anyone who is interested, is 
subject to a lot of competition. In practice 
in this case, previous experience wins out, 
and it has only been highly motivated and 
committed volunteers who have been 
taken on to the training. While this gives 
trained individuals supported access to a 
market, it does not offer a direct way into 
work for people who need more support 
with their employability. 

A further disadvantage from an 
employability point of view is that being 
a smallholder is not a full employment 
opportunity. New smallholders need 
to take up additional work if they are to 
fully support themselves, because food 
production has low profit margins. Income 
can also be insecure when there is a 
small number of clients. For example one 
enterprise interviewed was fully voluntary, 
after a customer went bankrupt leaving a 
large order unpaid.
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How entrepreneurship in urban agriculture addresses  
Hillage-Pollard dimensions of employability

1 �Entrepreneurship develops a range of employability assets (knowledge, skills  
and attitudes) that are useful in many business contexts.

2 �Entrepreneurship makes heavy demands on participants’ working style and 
motivation. Self-employment relies on high self-motivation. There are real  
demands on the quality and quantity of product. If a participant is not suited  
to this it is better to look for other options.

3 �Entrepreneurship demands that individuals present their assets to customers, 
rather than employers, but can nevertheless be a powerful way of improving  
their presentational skills for those who are able to rise to the challenge.

4 �The wider economic context affects the viability of entrepreneurship. It is 
important to be aware of market conditions, so as not to encourage false  
certainties or expectations.

‘It’s hard to get professional services, and 
hard to stay motivated to do it yourself 
when you’re not getting paid and you don’t 
feel like it – like making deliveries after a 
working day. For the clients you have to do 
it otherwise you’ll miss their orders.’

For employability, perhaps the main value 
of entrepreneurship in urban agriculture 
is not so much that a certain level of 
self-employment takes place, but that 
engaging in this way gives people a clearly 
goal-oriented, enterprising experience 
of work. Clear structure and outcomes 
in a business setting can help people to 
apply themselves. For example a new 
food-growing enterprise that trains 
and employs young people who have 
been out of employment, education and 
training, saw the business setting as really 
engaging this group:

‘If you’re 22 and have been on benefits 
for seven years and don’t have any 
qualifications, then [what] you need is 
some really clear goals to aim for, quite 
a lot of black and white, and you need 
support to get there. If that support is 
a bit of a pep talk and “we expect a few 
different things”, then [so be it because] 
they reap the benefits. They see a 
business being built and they’re part of it 
and they’re quite excited by that.’

There are still relatively few enterprises 
like these in London, although the number 
has been increasing. In addition to having 
benefits for work experience and training, 
the direct employment outcomes for 
entrepreneurs in urban agriculture may 
also become more secure over time as 
commercial experience grows.
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Key findings
Getting into work

Urban agriculture can help participants 
who are ready for work and who have got 
the relevant skills to make the transition 
into employment. The research identified 
several direct ways in which urban 
agriculture projects help people with the 
transition into work.  

  �Providing references and  
help with CVs  
Participation in urban agriculture 
groups can help participants to make a 
good impression on employers through 
their CV and in interviews. Character 
references from the group co-ordinators 
can also be helpful.

  �Creating networks  
Networks can be simply social 
relationships that help people gain new 
awareness of opportunities. They can 
also be employer relationships that are 
actively established and maintained 
by the group co-ordinator, through 
which participants can be referred to 
appropriate jobs, and which help to 
show the group what specific skills are 
needed.

  ��Finding supported employment for 
people with high support needs  
Easing vulnerable individuals back into 
work has to be a long-term approach, 
as progress is often erratic, or gradual. 
Project co-ordinators also look to raise 
awareness among employers about 
what opportunities they can give that 
would be appropriate.

  �Direct employment  
Some urban agriculture projects 
aim to employ people themselves. A 
paid job, even on a temporary basis, 
builds experience and esteem that 
is applicable to future employment. 
While urban agriculture as a sector of 
employment is small, the opportunities 
for paid work have been growing and 
the potential to increase employment 
opportunities can be explored. 

  �Entrepreneurship  
There is increasing entrepreneurship 
in selling products and services from 
urban agriculture. For example, 
there is substantial interest and 
training in growing produce for sale. 
For employability, entrepreneurial 
endeavours give clear goals for people 
to aim for, and some people thrive on 
the challenge of generating income. It 
develops their motivation and practical 
experience, in ways that are very 
applicable to business in general.
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When Ian Ganessingh moved to the UK to 
care for his unwell older sister, he found 
it hard to find work despite being highly 
skilled. Ian holds a BSc in agriculture from 
the University of the West Indies, but had 
no experience in the British job market. 
‘That was the killer,’ he recalls. ‘I needed 
to take care of my sister for quite a while, 
too, and that affected my attempts to get 
a job. It was just too much.’

After spending some time unemployed, 
Ian volunteered at the Broadwater Farm 
Community Centre in Haringey. ‘I started 
with Back to Earth, based at Broadwater 
Farm, and also Living Under One Sun. 
They’re both very well-established, 
successful and award-winning charities. 
I started volunteering to do some 
gardening activities, and then attended 
a community gardening course at Living 
Under One Sun. At the end, I was so 
impressed with the charity, I decided 
to stay on to help in any way I could; I 
recognised that I had other skills that 
could be helpful.’

Ian is now a co-ordinator at Urban 
Growth, a community food-growing 
space in Camden, where he teaches and 
works with people with mental illness 
– a departure from his earlier work as a 
farm and facilities manager in Florida and 
Trinidad. ‘The mental health aspect is very 

different,’ he says. ‘I feel very confident 
about my gardening knowledge, but I 
recognised that I didn’t have confidence 
in the therapeutic aspect of horticulture 
until I started at this charity and did a 
counselling course.’

He is sure that the people he worked 
with as a volunteer were fundamental to 
his finding work in such a different area. 
‘I couldn’t have found my job without 
volunteering,’ he says. ‘The people who 
run Broadwater and Living Under One 
Sun are well-recognised, so asking them 
for references was really helpful. And I 
learned a lot from being at those charities, 
because they recognised my background 
and enabled me to make my own choices. 
I was also working alongside people who’d 
been doing it for years.’

And what’s the best thing about his 
experiences? ‘The personal satisfaction,’ 
he says. ‘I’ve acquired all this knowledge 
in gardening over the years, and the 
thing I love most is teaching and sharing 
knowledge, and the pleasure I get 
out of seeing somebody’s face when 
they recognise or learn something. I’m 
addicted to teaching.’

Urban Growth is a recovery programme that provides 
horticultural training and therapeutic support to 
individuals with mental health issues looking to 
gain employment in the horticulture industry.

Case study 
Urban Growth 
Capital Growth Space 934 
How community groups and social interaction  
broaden employment options

52
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In London, community food-growing 
and urban agriculture projects have 
been supported not only for their 
products, such as food, but also because 
participation in urban agriculture is seen 
to benefit people’s health, improve the 
environment in which people live, and 
provide a sense of community. This report 
shows that urban agriculture projects in 
London also provide community-based 
learning and training opportunities which 
develop participants’ employability, and 
that they can help people into work. 

The process of growing food and, in city 
farms, caring for animals, builds skills 
and experience that are transferable and 
helpful for gaining employment. Urban 
agriculture processes are hands-on and 
accessible for people with or without 
strong academic credentials. Participation 
can also alleviate anxiety and improve 
health conditions, to the extent that those 
who were previously unable to find work 
can begin to do so. 

The advantages for urban agriculture 
projects are also partly due to the 
community-based context of the work, 
which helps people to work with others 
and to find out about opportunities.

The findings show that the following are 
key benefits for participants in urban 
agriculture projects:

 �Urban agriculture projects provide an 
opportunity to re-engage participants 
in structured learning processes. 
Urban agriculture projects can support 
the development of basic academic 
skills like numeracy and literacy that are 
needed as a foundation for employment, 
and can refer participants to other 
learning providers.  

It is also possible for projects to deliver 
formal technical training, for example 
in horticulture. Projects may benefit 
from working in partnership with 
organisations which have dedicated 
training spaces and staff. 

 �Urban agriculture projects can engage 
a broad section of the community 
and integrate and encourage 
marginalised individuals because  
the tasks are accessible to people, 
with or without formal qualifications. 
This helps those individuals to gain 
confidence and a level of social support 
that can all contribute to developing 
skills for work, and can demonstrate 
suitability to employers. 

 �Urban agriculture projects can make 
links with employers and potential 
employers of participants. This 
provides opportunities for participants 
in the project to gain awareness and 
experience of different employers, and 
can even create new opportunities for 
work experience, volunteering and 
employment. 

To make the most of urban agriculture’s 
strengths and to address challenges, this 
report has several recommendations, 
some aimed at funders, and others at 
project co-ordinators.

Conclusion and 
recommendations6
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Recommendations for funders

 �Community-based urban agriculture 
projects are effective in improving 
employability, when the projects hold 
it as an explicit goal and implement the 
beneficial processes identified in this 
report. Resources should therefore  
be allocated to such projects.

 �The funding allocated to projects 
should be sufficient to employ project 
co-ordinators, who will support the 
learning of service users or volunteers. 
These co-ordinators can tailor the 
experience to meet individual needs and 
maximise employability benefits. With 
support from core staff, the volunteers 
themselves are then better equipped 
to support others. For example co-
ordinators can set up buddying or 
mentoring systems, and training that 
prepares people for this supportive role. 
Volunteer co-ordination and training 
needs to be properly funded in order  
to unlock this resource.

 �Funding must include provision for 
the staff and material to assess the 
skills development that occurs, and 
support or provide appropriate training 
spaces, as many groups find they have 
inadequate space to train people.

 �Project co-ordinators and funders should 
devise accountability mechanisms 
which allow projects to operate flexibly 
to meet the needs of participants, and 
also provide transparency for funders. 
Funding time scales and outcome 
targets must reflect an awareness of 
the need for long-term commitment 
to working with individuals for whom 
short-term success is hard to achieve. 
Community projects reach a wide range 
of people who have experienced very 
different levels of care and support in 
their lives, and their needs should be 
taken into account, so that progress with 
high-needs individuals can be sustained. 

Recommendations for project  
co-ordinators

Ensuring that employability is a specific 
outcome of a project is not only about 
having the time and human resources, 
it is also about how those resources are 
managed. This report identifies several ways 
in which project co-ordinators can help.

 �Participation in the project must be co-
ordinated so that tasks are distributed 
and people across the group are able 
to learn. This will help to develop 
practical motivation, responsibility and 
leadership, all of which are valuable skills 
for working life.  
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A further benefit of doing this is that 
tasks are well accomplished when people 
feel included and have the confidence 
and competence to work together. Co-
ordinators that we spoke to identified 
some key ways to accomplish this: 
• �Involve new starters straight away by 

giving them something useful to do.
• �Develop a supportive culture. Show the 

expectation that people will support 
each other, for example by appointing 
‘buddies’ or mentors.
• �Establish authority and a process to 

mediate disputes. It is important to 
set out some ground rules as to how 
people behave toward each other, 
and to have a process for handling 
grievances or complaints.

 �Co-ordinators must raise awareness 
among participants of how the skills they 
have gained are applicable to working life. 
Having knowledge of employers’ needs 
in relevant fields such as horticulture, in 
addition to knowledge of educational or 
volunteering opportunities, can be helpful 
in this regard. 

 �It is helpful if co-ordinators link people in 
to formal learning where this is necessary 
for employability. For example if someone 
lacks basic qualifications in numeracy and 
literacy this greatly disadvantages them 
in employment, and formal learning and 
assessment is needed to address that. 

 �Co-ordinators should try to consistently 
measure their impacts in terms of 
employability of participants, to gather 
evidence that can inform funding decisions.

 �Projects that are not able to build 
up other kinds of formal support in 
terms of employability should seek 
the knowledge and links necessary to 
signpost interested participants to other 
existing services.

Recommended next steps in urban 
agriculture research

This report has shown that there is both 
theory and much qualitative evidence 
which indicates that individuals develop 
well-being and employability through 
urban agriculture. With regard to future 
research:

 �Projects would benefit from a common 
way of quantifying their impact as it 
would help them to show what they 
achieve collectively, and compare the 
effectiveness of different strategies. Some 
mental health projects already track their 
impacts, but approach this in different 
ways which means that their impacts 
cannot be aggregated or compared. 

 �Helping practitioners identify training 
content, steps and pathways to work and 
further training in a collective resource 
would also help to avoid duplication and 
wasted resources. Overall, holding more 
of this information collectively will help 
ensure that good practice is shared, so 
that the best outcomes for individuals’ 
employability is achieved.

 �Co-ordinators interviewed in this 
research felt that they were using a 
wide range of skills to facilitate the 
development of employability through 
urban agriculture. Further research could 
also document these skills as a basis 
for developing resources for continuing 
professional development. The nature of 
these resources should depend on what 
co-ordinators would find useful.

Ensuring that employability is a specific 
outcome of a project is not only about 
having the time and human resources,  
it is also about how those resources  
are managed. 
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The following projects participated in the 
research and case study interviews. Here 
are brief descriptions of the projects. 
Some were also keen to share contact 
details through this report, in which case 
those details are also included here.

Avant-Gardening is a socially-engaged, 
artist-led project that uses gardening and 
explorations of the local environment as a 
tool for creative consultations and arts-
based projects.  
Email paul@avantgardening.org 
Web www.avantgardening.org

Dalston Roof Park is a rooftop allotment 
space in the heart of Hackney that 
engages Bootstrap tenants and the local 
community through food growing. 
Email hello@bootstrapcompany.co.uk 
Tel 020 7275 0825 
Web www.bootstrapcompany.co.uk

PoLLeN (People, Life, Landscape and 
Nature) is a social and therapeutic 
horticulture and social enterprise project 
for adults experiencing mental distress, 
based at the Bromley-by-Bow Centre  
in Bow, East London. 
Email pollen@bbbc.org.uk 
Tel 020 8709 9714 
Web www.bbbc.org.uk

The Castle Climbing Centre Garden  
is a productive food-growing and 
community garden space developed as 
part of the environmental changes of the 
Castle Climbing Centre as a whole and 
created for the benefit of the customers, 
staff and local community. 
Email ida@castle-climbing.co.uk 
Web www.castle-climbing.co.uk

Circle 33 housing association takes a 
neighbourhood approach to food-growing 
projects, led by residents’ participation 
and commitment. 
Email m.rogers@circle.org.uk 
Tel 0207 447 3070	  
Web www.circle.org.uk/circle-33

Cranbrook Community Food Garden is 
now in its third year and is jointly maintained 
and the crops shared by residents in and 
around the Cranbrook Estate who choose 
to take part 
Web www.capitalgrowth.org spaces/?sid=68

Cultivate London converts derelict and 
disused land into food-growing space and 
provides horticulture training and jobs for 
young, unemployed people. 
Email leah@cultivatelondon.org	  
Web www.cultivatelondon.org

Freightliners is a small farm in the heart 
of Islington providing the opportunity for 
local individuals and groups to learn from 
and interact with the environment and 
each other through animal care, 
horticulture and sustainable practices 
Web www.freightlinersfarm.org.uk

Further resources 
Urban agriculture  
project details
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Growing Communities is a social 
enterprise based in Hackney that runs 
urban market gardens and has created 
community-led trading outlets for  
fresh produce. 
Web www.growingcommunities.org

Hackney City Farm is an urban farm with 
a community centre and award winning 
cafe, snuggled in the heart of East London 
Email farm@hackneycityfarm.co.uk 
Tel 0207 729 6381 
Web www.hackneycityfarm.co.uk

Kingston WelCare’s food-growing space 
promotes a Grow, Cook and Eat philosophy 
among its community of local parents. 
Email manager@welcarekingston.org.uk 
(Marjie Grant) 
Web http://e-voice.org.uk/kingstonwelcare

Metropolitan Housing Trust recognises 
the interest from our residents in our 
allotment growing project and is committed 
to supporting them to develop this interest, 
as this meets our community investment 
aims and objectives as well as bringing 
communities together to share a growing 
experience. 
Email angela.hall@mht.co.uk 
Web www.mht.co.uk

Organic Lea is a workers’ co-operative 
growing food and offering volunteering 
and educational opportunities on 
London’s edge in the Lea Valley. 
Web www.organiclea.org.uk

Peabody Housing Association has 
joined the Capital Growth campaign and is 
supporting and initiating 20 food-growing 
spaces on its estates across London. 
Web www.peabody.org.uk/living/well-
being/activate-events.aspx

SHARE Community provides self-help, 
training, personal development and 
educational opportunities to disabled 
people and those facing health-related 
barriers to employment, so that they can 
progress towards their individual goals  
for life, participation in the community  
and employment. 
Web www.sharecommunity.org.uk

The Somerford and Shacklewell estates’ 
Tenants and Residents Association are 
establishing micro allotments on previously 
disused pieces of land. 
Web www.capitalgrowth.org/
spaces/?sid=646

Spitalfields City Farm is a community space 
that inspires and that everyone can enjoy. 
Email mhairi@spitalfieldscityfarm.org 
Mhairi Weir (Manager); 
naomi@spitalfieldscityfarm.org	 
Naomi Glass (Community Education  
Co-ordinator) 
Tel 0207 247 8762 
Web www.spitalfieldscityfarm.org



St Mary’s Secret Garden has a mission to 
bring well-being through gardening and its 
associated activities whilst maintaining an 
urban oasis for the benefit for the community. 
Email info@stmarysgarden.org.uk 	  
Tel 0207 739 2965 
Web www.stmaryssecretgarden.org.uk

Surrey Docks Farm is a working city farm 
in the heart of London that provides unique 
opportunities to learn about farming and 
food production and become actively 
involved. 
Web www.surreydocksfarm.org.uk

Sydenham Garden delivers therapeutic 
activities that aim to transform the lives of 
local people experiencing mental ill-health 
and other significant illness. 
Email info@sydenhamgarden.org.uk	  
Tel 020 8291 1650	  
Web www.sydenhamgarden.org.uk

Urban Growth is a recovery programme 
that provides horticultural training and 
therapeutic support to individuals with 
mental health issues looking to gain 
employment in the horticulture industry 
Email ianganessingh@sjh.org.uk (Ian 
Ganessingh); cecilyhindley@sjh.org.uk 
(Cecily Hindley) – Co-ordinators 
Web http://jobsinmind.org/services/urban-growth

Wenlock Herb Garden − reclaiming 
space in the city to grow food. 
Email wenlockherbgarden@googlemail.com 
Web http://projectdirt.com/group/
wenlockherbgarden
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