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Introduction
Many of us love to garden and it is widely recognised that being outdoors and communing with
nature is good for our physical and mental health. However, sometimes there may be limitations
to what we can do in the garden due to age, ill-health, joint flexibility or pain.
This leaflet aims to suggest some ideas that may help us to keep gardening, despite some
physical limitations. It also outlines the benefits of exercise and gardening; and the importance
of pacing activity in the garden.
Links to further information can be found at the end of this leaflet.

Patient Information

Benefits of Gardening and Exercise
Research has shown that gardening can promote overall health and quality of life, physical
strength, fitness and flexibility, cognitive ability and socialisation (1).
Government guidelines encourage us to do at least 150 minutes of weight -bearing, moderate
aerobic exercise a week. It can be spread over the week and should include some
strengthening exercise at least twice a week, and some balance exercises (2).
People who exercise regularly are at lower risk of developing many long-term conditions such
as heart disease and stroke, Type 2 Diabetes and some cancers. Physical exercise also
improves bone health (5) and reduces the risk of hip fractures and falls. It has been shown to
boost mood, sleep quality and energy, as well as reducing risk of stress, depression and
dementia (3).
Gardening is a form of exercise, combined with potential benefits of being close to nature, and
growing your own flowers, fruit and vegetables.
Pace your activity
We all start with different levels of fitness, and physical ability/ health history. Recognise your
abilities and limitations and start small, with light easier jobs. Building up the range of activities
and time spent gardening as you feel comfortable. Change your position and vary what you are
doing regularly, remembering to take rest breaks. Time spent appreciating the garden and
watching the wildlife is good for us too.
When gardening, make realistic goals as to what you can, or want to achieve. If you have a lot
you want to do, don’t expect, or plan, to get it all done in one day. Divide the task into smaller
manageable chunks, spreading them out over a few days or weeks. Congratulate yourself on
achieving them, rather than being disappointed you haven’t finished the whole task.
You may need to set yourself a timer, to remind you to stop/change to a different task/take a
rest. This way you will get the job done over time, while reducing the risk of a flare up of
symptoms or pain. Better to do a reduced amount of something every day, than to overdo it and
be out of action for days, because of a flare up.
It may be necessary to get help to do some of the heavier more challenging jobs, but this will
enable you to keep doing the things you can do.

How much you can do of any particular job will vary depending on your own level of fitness,
mobility, health history and restrictions, such as pain. If you haven’t been in the garden for a
while, or have had surgery or illness, you need to progress more slowly to find the amount of
activity that suits you. If it gets easier, you can gradually increase your activity as you become
more used to it, while still remembering to pace yourself.
After illness or surgery
Following surgery or illness, take guidance from your surgeon, physiotherapist or health care
professional as to when it is safe to return to gardening. Depending on your surgery or
condition, you may be advised to avoid heavy lifting, bending or kneeling. Be mindful and follow
any specific advice given. Start by only doing a small amount and build up slowly over time. It
can take 12-18 months, or longer, to recover from many forms of surgery or illness. You may
have to live with some conditions, and as a result have to make long term adjustments.

If you enjoy gardening, it is sensible to make things as easy as possible for yourself, to enable
you to keep gardening.
The Versus Arthritis ‘Gardening and Arthritis’ booklet includes many of the following ideas and
other useful information. It can be accessed via the link (A). The booklet provides many
suggestions that are applicable, even if you don’t have arthritis.

Exploring ways of making gardening a little easier
Planning your garden with a view to reducing the work needed may help, both short and long
term. From not over planting things that require lots of attention, to re-designing the whole
garden with a view to making it low maintenance, or somewhere in between. Things that may
help reduce work load and improve access and comfort in the garden include:








Reducing obstacles in the garden which need to be mown around.
Smooth paths provide better access to the garden and flower beds.
Reducing the number of plants requiring regular watering by establishing perennials.
Improving the ability for soil to retain water by addition of compost.
Planting drought tolerant plants if applicable.
Planting shrubs that require less maintenance.
Getting some help in the garden with jobs you find too difficult.

Raised beds: These can differ in finished height, which will determine how easy you find them
to access.
 Raised beds can be used to improve soil conditions in smaller areas for growing specific
plants, such as fruit and vegetables.
o Ensure you can access the whole bed easily without the need to stretch or over
reach.
o Leave enough room between beds, especially if you intend to kneel at a bed or sit
beside it.
 Some wooden planters are raised on legs to enable easier access while standing, so
greatly reducing the need to bend.
 Pots can also help reduce the need to bend and can be accessed from a chair if more
comfortable.

Tools
 Good tools can help make gardening easier.
 Use tools of correct height and size for you. This can reduce need to bend or over reach.
 A Border spade/fork is smaller, so less weighty when digging. Mud clings less to
stainless steel tools, so they are potentially lighter to use and easier to clean.
 To help reduce stress through small joints of the hands and wrist, ensure tools are well
maintained and where appropriate kept sharp and lubricated, so reducing grip strength
needed e.g. when using secateurs.
 Also using soft grip handles to reduce shock transmission to joints, e.g. on a hoe.
Splints/supports may help some conditions (speak to your OT).
 If you are able to kneel, a kneeling pad may make it more comfortable. Some have
supports to help when getting up but may not be 100% stable.

Not everyone can access a garden, but growing plants in a window box, or having a selection of
plants on a balcony or indoors, can give lots of pleasure and keep those green fingers active.

Useful links / suggested reading:
A. Gardening and Arthritis- Versus Arthritis booklet.
https://www.versusarthritis.org/media/1270/gardening-arthritis-information-booklet.pdf
References:
1. The Benefits of Gardening for Older Adults: A Systematic Review of the Literature Donna
& Thalia MacMillan Pages 153-181 |
2. Government guidelines -Physical activity for adults and older adults: - (Recommended
amount of Physical activity chart).
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment
_data/file/829884/3-physical-activity-for-adults-and-older-adults.pdf
3. Benefits of exercise (NHS)
https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/exercise/exercise-health-benefits/
4. https://www.rhs.org.uk/advice/health-and-wellbeing/articles/why-gardening-makes-usfeel-better
5. Exercises for healthy bones.
https://www.ashfordstpeters.info/images/leaflets/PY148.pdf
6. Managing flare ups of pain.
https://www.ashfordstpeters.info/images/leaflets/PM34.pdf

Further Information
We endeavour to provide an excellent service at all times, but should you have any concerns please, in the first instance,
raise these with the Matron, Senior Nurse or Manager on duty. If they cannot resolve your concern, please contact our
Patient Experience Team on 01932 723553 or email asp-tr.patient.advice@nhs.net. If you remain concerned, the team
can also advise upon how to make a formal complaint.
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