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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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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.




