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Abstract: This article offers a solution 
to promoting healthy lifestyle through 
home gardening and how gardening 
activities create social capital 
through social interactions among 
family members and people within 
communities, through sharing. This 
article begins by reviewing general 
social, psychological, and physical 
health benefits of home gardening 
followed by barriers associated with 
starting a garden that include lack 
of time, scarce resources, insufficient 
knowledge and skills, and inadequate 
space. This article argues that 
beyond the skills and knowledge, 
inspiration is the key in creating and 
sustaining a home garden. Through 
the idea of networking with families 
in a community and building these 
social relationships, it increases 
more opportunities to inspire and 
be inspired, fosters a greater sense 
of joy in gardening, encourages 
a chain reaction of sharing, and 
connects people together. As people 
share, it creates a pattern of social 
interactions and reciprocity among 
those who share and the recipients 
within the network that will then lead 
to increased social relationships, trust, 
and a social norm of sharing. Sharing 
itself also creates an opportunity 

for others to share back because in 
some situations, people do not know 
how to initiate the sharing process or 
have difficulty doing so. The article 
ends with a discussion on promoting 
a sustainable, active, and healthy 
lifestyle by engaging children in the 
process of gardening and sharing 
geminated plants/produce with their 
peers and other families, hence 
fostering a lifelong appreciation and 
consumption of plants they grow, 
learn, share, and heal together in the 
process.
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“One of the sounds heard most often 
in the Kitchen Garden is laughter. 
People smile, talk, and share stories. 
The pace of life slows as stems are 

clipped, plants are tied and weeds are 
pulled. Without anyone expecting it, 
our garden has become a community 
garden, connecting people from all 
different backgrounds, ages and walks 
of life. We all share in its care and in 
its success.”9(p.86)

Gardening’s Benefits

Gardening offers numerous benefits 
that are often overlooked in a time 
where convenience, instant gratification, 
and ease of accessibility tend to be the 
valued habit or mindset. Benefits of 
gardening include greater food security 
especially in areas of high poverty, 
healthier and tastier food options, saving 

money, and allowing for more outdoor 
exposure.1 The gardening process also 
actively involves youth while offering 
opportunities for increased physical 
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Additionally, intergenerational 
learning during home gardening can 

deepen family relationships and 
increase social capital.
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activity that can gradually lead to a 
decrease in obesity and better nutritional 
and academic learning outcomes for 
students as well as nature-based learning 
in school gardens.2 Additionally, 
intergenerational learning during home 
gardening can deepen family 
relationships and increase social capital.3

Gardening also increases creativity and 
inspiration; positively improves 
participants’ mental well-being, 
establishes trust and close connections, 
and increases cultural awareness; helps 
create a sense of home, cultural identity, 
and belonging; and provides a safe, 
encouraging place to acquire new 
knowledge while learning more about 
gardening.4 In addition to serving as 
food sources and places of learning, 
gardens can also be used as memorial 
spaces, a gathering place for cultural 
celebrations, and as places of healing. 
The literature has shown that home 
gardens have 3 significant impacts. First, 
they establish a connection between 
gardening and psychological well-being. 
Second, gardens are time capsules of 
past memories that reintroduce familiar 
landscapes, trees, plants, and social 
relationships. Finally, home gardens are 
personal and are meant to be 
personalized. They give people a license 
to express their individual cultural and 
creative identities that reflect their values, 
passions, and gardening preferences.5

Typically, home gardens exist in both 
rural and urban spaces in small garden 
plots around the household, encompass 
a diversity of plants (vegetables, fruits, 
flowers, herbs, medicinal plants, etc), 
and are usually maintained by household 
members.6 However, there are different 
types of unconventional home garden 
styles depending on space availability 
such as kitchen gardens that utilize pots 
and trays for planting inside the home. 
In Punjab, Pakistan, the “Kitchen 
Gardening Project” was implemented by 
the Punjab government in 2010-2011 to 
assess the role and effectiveness of 
kitchen gardening toward food security 
within the Bahawalpur district. From this 
study, the results showed that the 
gardening project was able to provide 

cost-affordable and high-quality food 
items, and 82% of the growers who were 
given seed kits by the project grew the 
vegetables for their own daily 
consumption. This case study illustrates 
the benefits of home gardening, 
especially with regard to food insecurity 
in areas with a rapid population increase, 
an increase in poverty rates, and a 
greater need for fresh, low-cost food 
options in urban and suburban areas.1

Whereas people understand all these 
benefits, studies have shown that barriers 
exist when creating home gardens. These 
barriers include lack of time, scarce 
resources, insufficient knowledge and 
skills, inadequate space, and dwindling 
inspiration.7 Various programs, such as 
Kitchen Gardening Project in Pakistan, 
have been developed to increase 
knowledge and skills in gardening both 
at homes and in communities. Some 
land-grant universities, which account for 
a little more than a hundred of them in 
the United States, have Education and 
Extension Service (or community 
engagement programs in mainly 
agriculture) to provide hands-on 
agricultural skills and knowledge to 
families and communities through 
specialists and agents.

Beyond the 
Knowledge and Skills: 
Inspiration Matters

Although skills and knowledge are 
necessary tools in creating successful 
family and community gardening 
programs similar to the Kitchen 
Gardening Project, studies have also 
shown that without inspiration, program 
longevity weakens and its impact reaches 
a limited number of people. According to 
the study, when participants were asked 
about their gardening experience and if it 
helped the health of their family, 94.9% of 
participants reported that it did, and 
92.3% of participants had also encouraged 
other families to start their own gardens.8 
Participants need to be inspired to have 
the desire to create and care for a garden 
in the first place, and through the idea of 
networking with other participants and 

building these social relationships, it 
increases more opportunities to inspire 
and be inspired, fosters a greater sense of 
joy in gardening, encourages a chain 
reaction of sharing, and connects people 
together. Therefore, good social support 
and larger social connections lead to 
more sustainable results.

In addition, it also changes the way 
participants view gardening from an 
activity that was once a solitary, 
unwanted task (because of one not 
having enough time, lack of space, and 
unawareness) to a positive, community 
effort that is rewarding and that would 
eventually be shared with either future 
generations within the family or with 
another family. On March 2009, former 
first lady Michelle Obama started the 
White House’s first vegetable garden on 
the South Lawn as part of her “Let’s 
Move!” campaign to improve childhood 
nutrition in the United States. The 
gardening program inspired people, 
families, and communities across the 
nation to start their own gardens, its 
major success being attributed to the 
value of community-driven gardening to 
create change. In Obama’s award-
winning book, American Grown: The 
Story of the White House Kitchen Garden 
and Gardens Across America, she writes, 
“One of the sounds heard most often in 
the Kitchen Garden is laughter. People 
smile, talk, and share stories. The pace of 
life slows as stems are clipped, plants are 
tied and weeds are pulled. Without 
anyone expecting it, our garden has 
become a community garden, connecting 
people from all different backgrounds, 
ages and walks of life. We all share in its 
care and in its success.”9(p86)

Similar to Obama’s Kitchen Garden 
concept, programs elsewhere such as on 
the University of Hawaii at Manoa where 
food security is the state’s primary 
concerning issue, have been developed 
to provide awareness, joy, and 
inspiration through edible gardens; for 
instance, SOFT (Student Organic Farm 
Training) is a student-run program 
located in the center of the university 
campus where anyone can plant, help, 
and collect the produce for free.10 Other 
programs, such as Home Garden 
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Network, use a network for families and 
friends in Hawaii as a resource to 
develop edible home gardens for one 
family’s home at a time for everyone 
within the network to enjoy and share 
their own fresh produce.11

A Circle of Sharing 
That Encourages Joy 
and More Sharing

Research has shown that one of the most 
satisfying factors in gardening is the 
opportunity among the gardeners to share 
the produce with friends and colleagues.12 
As one participant in the study mentioned, 
“I give away tomato. . . . I enjoy it because 
when I reap, my friends come and share . . 
. they give me warm reception.”12(p97) The 
idea of sharing extends beyond produce to 
ideas, tools, foods, knowledge, cultures, 
and stories.13 Patel14 noted that produce 
sharing helps stimulate friendship building. 
As people share, it creates a pattern of 
social interactions and reciprocity15 among 
those who share and the recipients within 
the network that will then lead to 
increased social relationships, trust, and a 
social norm of sharing.16 In sociology, this 
type of dynamic is called social capital17—
the idea that intangible resources result 
from a network of good relationships 
between people in a community, create 
resources for, and empower each member 
within the network to achieve a certain 
goal—in this case, an active and healthy 
lifestyle through gardening.

Whereas sharing produce creates social 
capital among the gardeners, it is also a 
way for the sharers to express an act of 
kindness and a joy of their life without 
having to verbally express them. This has 
benefits because in some cultures, 
people tend to avoid expressing or 
sharing good news or positive 
experiences, in fear of feeling guilty 
when others may be going through a 
difficult time.18 Thus, as an act of 
kindness, sharing produce with friends, 
neighbors, or colleagues allows one to 
engage in prosocial behavior as well as 
express personal joy to the recipients. 
Prosocial behavior has been shown to be 
linked to happiness.19 Research also 
showed that sharing positive experiences 

and joy with others increases happiness 
and life satisfaction.20 Even among 
children as young as 8 years old, 
research has shown that those who 
shared (half of their endowment) were 
happier than those who did not share.21

Sharing itself also creates an 
opportunity for others to share back 
because in some situations, people do 
not know how to initiate the sharing 
process or have difficulty doing so. A 
study with 145 older adults in rural North 
Carolina on the meaning of food sharing 
concluded that these elders valued food 
sharing as a way to maintain the social 
norm of reciprocity. Those engaging in 
this kind of reciprocal relationship are 
provided with the opportunity to express 
their joy of sharing all at the same time, 
allowing them to be mindful and 
proactive about when or what to share, 
and with continuity, it becomes a norm 
of maintaining an active and mindful 
lifestyle for all involved.15

Sustainable Active and 
Healthy Lifestyle Starting 
With Children’s Sharing

Beginning at an early age, children are 
often encouraged to share. Typically, this 
sharing involves children parting with an 
item they already own, such as a toy, 
and allowing other children to borrow 
that toy for an allotted amount of time 
before returning it to the original owner. 
When children share and cooperate, they 
often gain social rewards such as praise 
and affection, reaffirming the behavior of 
sharing.22 The sharing is occurring by 
one child taking from another and then 
returning what they took, but what if 
sharing could focus on the giving rather 
than the receiving? One way this could 
be achieved is through promoting the 
sharing of plants as alternative gifts for 
friends or family members.

Gardening is quite beneficial to 
children’s physical, cognitive, and motor 
development.23 Moving tools, digging in 
the soil, and feeling the dirt in their 
palms are all experiences that add to the 
physical development of children. 
Literacy can improve through reading 
and learning plant names and processes. 

The most significant benefit that can 
arise from gardening is increased social 
capital and connections. As children 
work together to plant and create 
something meaningful, the result is an 
improved bond between them. 
Additionally, gardening can be a great 
opportunity for parents and children to 
spend uninterrupted quality time 
together. The connections can be 
strengthened even further through 
exchanging and sharing these 
germinated plants. Sharing plants is a 
gift that has longevity and purpose 
behind it. These plants could last years 
and provide fruits and vegetables to 
children and their families, further 
fostering appreciation for giving and 
gardening.

Acknowledgments

The authors thank Krisna Kay for her constructive edits to this 
article.

Declaration of 
Conflicting Interests

The author(s) declared no potential conflicts of interest with 
respect to the research, authorship, and/or publication of this 
article.

Funding

The author(s) received no financial support for the research, 
authorship, and/or publication of this article.

Ethical Approval

Not applicable, because this article does not contain any 
studies with human or animal subjects.

Informed Consent

Not applicable, because this article does not contain any 
studies with human or animal subjects.

Trial Registration

Not applicable, because this article does not contain any 
clinical trials. AJLM

References

	 1.	 Mohsin M, Anwar MM, Jamal F, Ajmal 
F, Breuste J. Assessing the role and 
effectiveness of kitchen gardening toward 
food security in Punjab, Pakistan: a 



350

Jul • Aug 2019American Journal of Lifestyle Medicine

case of district Bahawalpur. Int J Urban 
Sustainable Dev. 2017;9:1-15.

	 2.	 Bice MR, Ball J, Bickford N, et al. 
Community gardens: interactions between 
communities, schools, and impact on 
students. Health Educ. 2018;50:2-10.

	 3.	 Ramirez-Andreotta MD, Tapper A, Clough 
D, Carrera JS, Sandhaus S. Understanding 
the intrinsic and extrinsic motivations 
associated with community gardening 
to improve environmental public health 
prevention and intervention. Int J Environ 
Res Public Health. 2019;16:E494.

	 4.	 Agustina I, Beilin R. Investigating migrants 
adaptation process through gardening 
practices in community gardens. Asian J 
Environ Behav Stud. 2018;3:121-130.

	 5.	 Mazumdar S, Mazumdar S. Immigrant 
home gardens: places of religion, culture, 
ecology, and family. Landscape Urban 
Planning. 2012;105:258-265.

	 6.	 Galhena DH, Freed R, Maredia KM. Home 
gardens: a promising approach to enhance 
household food security and wellbeing. 
Agric Food Security. 2013;2:37.

	 7.	 Conway TM. Tending their urban forest: 
residents’ motivations for tree planting 
and removal. Urban For Urban Green. 
2016;17:23-32.

	 8.	 Carney PA, Hamada JL, Rdesinski R, et al. 
Impact of a community gardening project 
on vegetable intake, food security and 
family relationships: a community-based 

participatory research study. J Community 
Health. 2012;37:874-881.

	 9.	 Obama M. American Grown: The Story 
of the White House Kitchen Garden and 
Gardens Across America. New York, NY: 
Crown; 2012.

	10.	 College of Tropical Agriculture and Human 
Resources. Student organic farm training. 
https://www.ctahr.hawaii.edu/sustainag/
soft/. Accessed March 21, 2019.

	11.	 Home Garden Network. Eat your own 
plants. https://eatyourownplants.wixsite.
com/hgnhawaii. Accessed March 21, 2019.

	12.	 Wakefield S, Yeudall F, Taron C, 
Reynolds J, Skinner A. Growing urban 
health: community gardening in 
South-East Toronto. Health Promot Int. 
2007;22:92-101.

	13.	 Armstrong D. A survey of community 
gardens in upstate New York: implications 
for health promotion and community 
development. Health Place. 2000;6:319-327.

	14.	 Patel IC. Gardening’s socioeconomic 
impacts. J Extension. 1991;29:7-8.

	15.	 Quandt SA, Arcury TA, Bell RA, McDonald 
J, Vitolins MZ. The social and nutritional 
meaning of food sharing among older rural 
adults. J Aging Stud. 2001;15:145-162.

	16.	 Lewis C, ed. The harvest is more than 
vegetables or flowers. In: Community 
Gardening: A Handbook. New York, NY: 
Brooklyn Botanic Garden; 1979:14-15.

	17.	 Coleman JS. Social capital in the 
creation of human capital. Am J Sociol. 
1988;94(suppl):S95-S120.

	18.	 Seppälä EM. The science behind the joy 
of sharing joy: how sharing your good 
news increases well-being. Psychology 
Today. https://www.psychologytoday.
com/us/blog/feeling-it/201307/the-
science-behind-the-joy-sharing-joy. 
Published July 15, 2013. Accessed March 
21, 2019.

	19.	 Dunn EW, Aknin LB, Norton MI. Spending 
money on others promotes happiness. 
Science. 2008;319:1687-1688.

	20.	 Lambert NM, Gwinn AM, Baumeister RF, et 
al. A boost of positive affect: the perks of 
sharing positive experiences. J Soc Person 
Relationships. 2013;30:24-43.

	21.	 Kogut T. Knowing what I should, doing 
what I want: from selfishness to inequity 
aversion in young children’s sharing 
behavior. J Econ Psychol. 2012;33:226-
236.

	22.	 Tatsuya T, Takezawa M, Hastie R. The logic 
of social sharing: an evolutionary game 
analysis of adaptive norm development. 
Pers Soc Psychol Rev. 2003;7:2-19.

	23.	 Butcher K, Pletcher J. Gardening with 
young children helps their development. 
https://www.canr.msu.edu/news/
gardening_with_young_children_helps_
their_development. Published April 24, 
2017. Accessed March 21, 2019.

https://www.ctahr.hawaii.edu/sustainag/soft/
https://www.ctahr.hawaii.edu/sustainag/soft/
https://eatyourownplants.wixsite.com/hgnhawaii
https://eatyourownplants.wixsite.com/hgnhawaii
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/feeling-it/201307/the-science-behind-the-joy-sharing-joy
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/feeling-it/201307/the-science-behind-the-joy-sharing-joy
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/feeling-it/201307/the-science-behind-the-joy-sharing-joy
https://www.canr.msu.edu/news/gardening_with_young_children_helps_their_development
https://www.canr.msu.edu/news/gardening_with_young_children_helps_their_development

