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Abstract

Purpose — The incidence of cancer is increasing globally and engagement in meaningful occupations is fundamental for people living with and
beyond cancer. There is a growing body of evidence regarding the health and well-being benefits of engaging in nature-based occupations,
however, there is limited evidence specific to this population. This study aims to explore the experiences of engaging in Blooming Well, a gardening
group created to provide opportunities for people recovering from or living with cancer.

Design/methodology/approach — A qualitative case study methodology was used to explore perspectives of both group leaders and participants
of the Blooming Well group. Study participants included two group leaders and six group members.

Findings — Thematic analysis of the data revealed three key themes of “Nurturing connections”, “Emotional journey” and “Seeds of
hope”. In addition, an overarching theme of “Belonging” was evident throughout, which highlights the value of engagement in gardening
groups.

Originality/value — The findings indicate that gardening groups have the potential for use as an occupational therapy intervention for people living
with and beyond cancer. Although further research is needed to provide more extensive data including capturing outcomes over a longer time
frame.
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horticulture for people living with and beyond cancer. The
findings of which suggest an improvement in physical health
and fruit and vegetable consumption (Bail er al., 2022;
Demark-Wahnefried er al., 2018; Lin et al., 2021) and
studies that support the psychological and spiritual benefits
of horticulture based intervention (Mori et al., 2021; Oh
Kyong er al., 2012). There is also growing evidence to
support the use of nature-based therapies by occupational
therapists within different settings (Bonham-Corcoran
et al., 2022). Yet, there is a dearth of evidence specifically
applicable to people living with and beyond cancer engaging
in horticulture and therefore, the potential benefits are
poorly understood within this population.

This research focused on the Blooming Well project, a
gardening group based in the United Kingdom (UK), seeking
to provide opportunities for social and environmental
engagement through horticulture, for people living with and
beyond cancer. This led to the research question:

RQ1. How does participation in a gardening group for people
with living with and beyond cancer influence well-being?
Methods

A qualitative case study methodology was used to gain a range
of stakeholder views, this approach is advocated as a viable
method to explore evidence of links between health and
occupation (McQuaid et al., 2023) and has been used
previously in research related to gardening and occupational
therapy (Joyce and Warren, 2016).

Setting

The Blooming Well group is a small partnership project with
the Mustard Tree Cancer Support Centre in the Southwest
of England. The gardening group is based in a large garden
close to a community hall with refreshments and indoor
work areas. Blooming Well aims to support people living
with and beyond cancer by engaging in nature-based
activities  which  promote  restoration, encourage
socialisation, physical activity, consumption of fruit and
vegetables and overall well-being.

Six, 90-min groups are run throughout spring, summer and
autumn and are facilitated by group leaders, who are volunteers
with experience of support counselling for people living with
cancer, facilitating groups and have an interest in gardening.
The groups are attended by up to eight people living with and
beyond cancer who self-refer.

Recruitment and participants

The gatekeeper for this research was the group leader and
creator, who emailed potential participants (group
attendees and leaders) with a Participant Information Sheet
and online consent form to return their contact details to the
research team. The interview schedule was piloted for
comprehension and relevance of the interview questions
with minor adjustments made. Participants were aware that
the project would be identified as Blooming Well in any
publications.

67

Volume 53 - Number 2 - 2025 - 66-71

Data gathering

Potential participants from three groups (maximum of 20)
were invited to take part in semi-structured individual
interviews. Six adults living with and beyond cancer (five
women and one man) at various stages in their cancer
journey and two group leaders (one woman and one man)
were interviewed.

Interviews were completed between one and five months
after the groups had ended. Interviews were shared between
the three researchers. The interview guide covered
participants’ experience of attending the group, gardening,
health and well-being. Participants had the choice of being
interviewed either in the garden where the group took place,
in the community hall or via an online interview. All
interviews were audio recorded, transcribed wverbatim with a
pseudonym assigned and data was stored in line with data
management and University of Plymouth guidelines. This
research was approved by the Faculty of Health Ethics and
Integrity Committee, University of Plymouth and the
Standards for Reporting Qualitative Research (O’Brien
et al., 2014) were followed to enhance the transparency of
the research process. Participants were sent a transcript for
member checking with no changes made.

Data analysis

The six phases of thematic analysis (T'A) as outlined by Braun
and Clarke (2022) were used to analyse the entire data set
including coding, generating initial themes, reviewing, defining
and naming themes. All interviews were read by two
researchers prior to commencing coding, which was completed
using the NVivo 12 Pro software programme (QSR
International, 2018). To enhance trustworthiness, researchers
engaged in reflexivity through discussions prior to, during and
after analysis. All researchers were occupational therapists and
lecturers not involved directly with the facilitation of the

groups.

Findings

The participants in this research were people living with and
beyond cancer (Alice, Maisie, Isabelle, Steve, Charlotte and
Linda) and the group leaders (Judy and John). Minimal
demographic data was taken on the participants to protect
their anonymity, and all were allocated a pseudonym. During
the process of TA, 92 codes were identified which after
several iterations of sub-themes became three key themes;
Nurturing Connections, Emotional Journey and Seeds of
Hope representing the experiences of the participants in the
Blooming Well Project. The term some is used to indicate
responses from two to three participants, with several
indicating more than four.

Nurturing connections

The theme Nurturing Connections highlights that making
connections was complex and occurred on many levels. It
included a sense of uniting people with similar experiences as well
as interacting in nature which positively influenced well-being.

Connection to nature
Several of the participants specifically highlighted the benefits
of connecting with and spending time in nature. When
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speaking of reasons for joining the group, Linda “[...] wanted
to be outside, connect with nature and meet some new people”.
While Maisie discussed the benefit of being in nature to enable
them to view their situation from a different perspective.

While some participants reported that attendance in the
group enabled them to gain a deeper sense of appreciation for
the natural world and of re-connection to the land.

Connection to the setting

Several participants also reported a particular connection to the
setting of the group and highlighted the importance of this space.
The garden was viewed by Steve as a “beautiful place” and for
Linda “[...] I felt at home [...] for me it was a very, very special”.
The garden was referred to by most participants as a calming
space.

Connection to group members
All of the participants spoke of the benefits that peer support
offered within the group, in relation to the shared experience of
living with and beyond cancer:
Just talking to each other, just being outside, talking about plants and trees
and listening to other people, umm all on the same wavelength. (Alice)
This need for mutual understanding was echoed by one of the
group leaders stating that “[...] it was incredibly important to
people in terms of peer support.” (Judy)

Charlotte spoke of the benefit of attending the group in terms
of developing a support network, which has persisted beyond
the group. Judy also highlighted the value of setting up a
WhatsApp group for people to keep in touch with each other.

Several participants highlighted that while the group was
specifically set up for people living with and beyond cancer, this
was not the sole focus of the group or conversations:

But I think because you’re all doing an activity together, instead of it being
all about the cancer, it you can kind of support each other, and like have
emotions about what you’ve just been through without it being all about
that. (Maisie)
Participants further acknowledged the freedom to share as
much or as little as they felt comfortable with and the
importance of bonding as a group.

Connection to group leaders
All participants identified the skill of the group leaders in
facilitating the group and providing the appropriate level of
support. As reported by Steve the leaders “[...] were about
making us feel so comfortable”.

While two participants highlighted the kindness of the group
leaders and this kindness extended into the group generally:

I think people’s kindness towards each other really comes through

sometimes, it really catches you. (Alice)
Enabling participants to take items home also fostered a sense
connection with the group and group leaders, even after the
group had ended.

Emotional journey

The second theme relates to the range of emotions experienced
by participants at different stages of the group, from feelings of
apprehension prior to commencing the group (before), to
containment of emotions during the group (during) and
emotional responses evoked by the ending of the group (after).
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Before

Some of the participants recalled feeling anxious or unsure
prior to attending the first session with some concern about
gardening experience, “I do know a bit about gardening, but I
wasn’t sure sort of on what level it would be”. (Linda)

Charlotte recalled feeling nervous prior to attending
however, “[...] because of the way it was offered and the
context of it, I wanted to give it a go”.

Participants highlighted varied reasons for attending
including a providing a bridge between treatment and return to
work or normality.

During
Participants also reflected on a range of emotions experienced
whilst participating in the group sessions as summed up by
Charlotte, “We can share the happy times, we share the sad times”.
Several participants recommended additional support may
be needed as a result of complex emotions stirred up as a result
of attending.
Conversely, a number of participants highlighted positive
emotions experienced as a result of attending the group:
When I came out I felt elated and happy, and used to come back with a
lovely, not only an emotional fulfilment or connection, but I had the lovely
goodies as well. (Linda)
Isabelle reflected on changing emotions, “[...] from scary, being
a bit depressed. To this real calming and nurtured place, it was
just, it was just amazing”. Participants highlighted the more light-
hearted/fun aspects of the sessions including much laughter,
“[...] which was again in itself very healing” (Linda). The healing
aspect of laughter was echoed by one of the group leaders.

After

Several participants expressed a sense of loss or sadness and

missing the excitement of attending the sessions once the group

ended. The group leaders identified a need to support and

signpost participants to other opportunities once the group ends.
Thinking what can we do about people going on to something else to
continue with the gardening and finding other people [...] They wouldn’t

just feel like we have come to a cliff edge and the groups over. They needed
more. (John)

Seeds of Hope

The third theme encompassed the group experience that was
viewed as profoundly positive through generating laughter,
building confidence and hope for the future. Group members
gained a sense of pride and fulfilment.

Confidence

All participants reported that attending the group had increased
their confidence. Linda shared that “[...] it’s given me the
confidence actually to, to want to really get involved” while for
Alice, “After being knocked back by this cancer, I was getting
back into a bit of normality”.

Skills

In addition, participants spoke of skills they acquired as a result
of attending the group, demonstrating a sense of pride in their
horticultural successes. Participants described mastering the
skills of planting and their surprise at successfully growing food.
Moreover, participants spoke of future plans with regards to
planting seeds:
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I already bought some seeds. I've got my, my husband, even interested in it
now. And because of my enthusiasm about it. He’s even starting to say he’s
going to build, dig up a little vegetable plot. (Isabelle)
Maisie also reported feeling “excited” to be getting seeds ready
for the following year.

Positive experience
Overall, the experience of the group was viewed positively by
participants and group leaders:
It was a big positive in my life when I’ve had three years of pretty rubbish
stuff. (Steve)
While Isabelle recalled, “I slept better. I felt calmer. I didn’t feel
so depressed. So, at the time it improved my health a great deal”.

Discussion

This research aimed to explore the lived experience of group
attendees and group leaders of the Blooming Well Gardening
Group, for people living with and beyond cancer. From
reviewing the key themes in detail, it became evident that all
relate to Professor Ann Wilcocks dimensions of doing, being,
becoming (Wilcock, 1998) and belonging (Wilcock, 2007). This
seminal theory related to occupational science, explores the
links between engagement in occupation and the resulting
influence on health and well-being and this key theory
underpins the occupational therapy profession. Wilcock
proposed that “A dynamic balance between doing and being is
central to healthy living and wellness” (1998, p. 248).

The theme Nurturing Connection closely relates to belonging.
Hammell (2004) emphasised the importance of belonging, which
incorporates social support, friendship and inclusion, in relation
to occupational performance and quality of life. Belonging in this
research relates to participants establishing relationships and a
shared identity when engaging with the Blooming Well gardening
group. Yazdani and Fekri (2023) highlighted three interrelated
aspects of belonging, these are rogetherness, relatedness and
connectedness. It is suggested that “relatedness” is stronger than
simply being together, thus helping to develop deeper
connections between participants leading to “connectedness”,
which involves deeper trust and mutual understanding. Within
the research this connectedness may have been facilitated by the
shared experience of living with and beyond cancer, in addition to
the collective experience of participating in the gardening group.
It is evident from the responses of participants that interactions
and connecting with both the group members and group leaders
were central to the benefits of attending the group. This aligns
with the concept of co-occupation by Pierce and Marshall (2004,
cited in Pierce, 2009), which highlights the affect or influence
that people can have on one another, when jointly participating in
an occupation. While co-occupation originally focused on
mother/child interaction, Pierce (2009) argues that the concept is
broader, which is supported by the adult-to-adult interactions
encountered during the gardening group.

All participants reported a sense of belonging or connectedness
with the group. The connection to the group leaders was also
highlighted as key in this instance, emphasising that group
leaders require skills and experience to support people
embarking on an emotional journey throughout the group.

Yazdani and Fekri (2023) linked belonging not only to
relationships with other people, but also places and objects.
This aligns closely with the findings of the research, whereby
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connection with the setting and with nature were both highly
valued. It could be suggested that belonging in this instance
further relates to participants place in the natural world and
within the natural life cycle.

Participants further demonstrated belonging in terms of peer
support. The value of peer support for people living with cancer
was highlighted by Ziegler et al. (2022) in a systematic review of
29 studies. While this review primarily focused on
empowerment and did not specifically include studies related to
horticulture or gardening, the findings do emphasise the
positive benefits of peer support for people living with and
beyond cancer across a range of ages, diagnoses and stages. Peer
support was highly valued by group members and has extended
beyond the scheduled activities, with group members remaining
in contact. This has enabled an enduring sense of connection
with the group which supports the final aspect of belonging —
connectedness, as outlined by Yazdani and Bonsaksen (2017).

Yazdani and Fekri (2023) suggest that a sense of belonging in
terms of place or a physical space is strongly associated with
emotion. Participants experienced a range of emotional
responses, themed as an emotional journey as a result of
attending the group, which included happiness, excitement,
sadness, guilt, feelings of loss and grief. Responses indicate that
the group and setting provided a safe space and freedom for
participants to experience and express these emotions without
this being the sole focus of the group. However, it should be
noted that the complexity of emotions experienced by some
participants highlighted a need for additional, longer term
emotional support. The need for emotional support and
developing emotional stability when living with and beyond
cancer is well recognised (National Cancer Institute, 2023;
Martin er al., 2023) and providing the relevant levels for the
Blooming Well group requires further exploration.

Several participants highlighted the more light-hearted and
fun aspects of the group and in particular, the amount of
laughter which is reported to have health benefits (Louie ez al.,
2016). Morishima et al. (2019) conducted a Randomised
Controlled Trial on laughter therapy and quality of life for
people with cancer indicating that laugher may have a range of
benefits including positive effects on pain. In addition, Kim
et al. (2015) demonstrated statistically significant reductions in
stress, anxiety and depression in their pilot study for a Laughter
programme for individuals with breast cancer. Therefore, the
importance of laughter and fun within group projects
supporting people living with and beyond cancer, in terms of
health and well-being should not be overlooked.

The final theme Seeds of Hope relates to the dimensions being
and becoming. Whereby being refers to understanding of the self
at the present time, and becoming relates to autonomy and
competence, and is closely associated with the future (Yazdani
and Fekri, 2023). Hammell (2004) identified meditative
activities and appreciation of nature in reference to Being, both
of which are components of the Blooming Well group.
Furthermore, being in the present through engaging in mindful
activities, for example, gardening, may facilitate acceptance of
the individual’s current health status. Taking time to live in the
moment and try new things was to some extent reflected in the
emotional journey undertaken by the group participants in this
research. According to Wilcock (1998), being is consolidated
through participation in meaningful occupations. It is arguable
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that all of the research participants, including the group leaders
derived meaning from participation in the Blooming Well
group.

Future plans were highlighted by participants which relates to
the dimension of becoming (Wilcock and Hocking, 2015).
Becoming is related to the future and typically involves change
(Martin ez al., 2023), which is specifically relevant to the
participants in this research and the theme of Seeds of Hope.
Planning for the future is particularly poignant in the case of those
who may have a life limiting condition or for whom the prognosis
is unknown and demonstrates a sense of optimism or hope for the
future. The National Cancer Institute (2023) recommended that
spending time in nature may enhance hope, as was evident in this
research with the Blooming Well group. This adds to the growing
body of evidence regarding the beneficial effects of hope and
optimism on quality of life for people living with cancer.

Becoming is further influenced by contextual factors (Yazdani
and Fekri, 2023). The significance of context was reflected by
all participants, in relation to the physical context in which the
intervention took place, in addition to more personal
contextual factors. Becoming additionally relates to acceptance
of the self as a person who is living with and beyond cancer.
Furthermore, development of skills as a consequence of
attending the group promoted becoming a gardener or at least
increased confidence with plants.

Participants highlighted the positivity of the experience and
several members specifically attributed improvements in health
and well-being to participation in the Blooming Well Group. This
supports results from previous research with cancer survivors. Bail
et al. (2022) highlighted the physical benefits from a home-based
programme gardening intervention, whereas Oh Kyong er al
(2012) reported psychological benefits from a group horticultural
programme. This in-depth exploration of a gardening group has
reinforced the importance of hope, developing skills and identified
several benefits to support people living with and beyond cancer.

Conclusion

While there is evidence to support nature based, horticultural
and gardening interventions particularly in relation to mental
health, there is limited evidence specific to horticulture and
cancer. This research aimed to explore the lived experience of
participants and group leaders of the Blooming Well gardening
group, for people living with and beyond cancer. Analysis of
qualitative interviews of six group participants and two group
leaders revealed three key themes of nurturing connection,
emotional journey and seeds of hope.

This study highlights the potential for gardening as an
occupational therapy intervention, to enhance well-being and
promote a sense of belonging for people living with and beyond
cancer.

As with any research, it is important to acknowledge that
there is the potential for researcher influence. The researchers’
previous experience and enthusiasm for the project, as well as
the group leader acting as gatekeeper could have influenced the
participants’ responses. To mitigate this, the research team
were reflexive throughout all stages of the research process,
meeting regularly to discuss decision making at various stages
and also remaining close to the participants’ words to create
transferable findings.

Volume 53 - Number 2 - 2025 - 66-71

There is a need for further research to capture longer term
experiences of the gardening project and explore this in relation
to belonging. The use of outcome measures to capture data in
relation to well-being and belonging is also recommended.
Additional research involving gardening groups in different
settings and geographical locations would further enhance
understanding of gardening as a potential occupational therapy
intervention for people living with and beyond cancer.
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