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Background
When we did research on community gardens in New York City in the late 1970s (Francis, Cashdan and Paxson 1984) 
the prevailing belief was that most if not all community gardens would be short-lived.  In our interviews with plan-
ners and policy makers, many saw the thousand-plus gardens throughout the city as a short-term use of land until 
something better came along.   During this period of economic decline and abandonment in many parts of the city, 
no one except the gardeners seemed interested in the gardens becoming an enduring part of the city’s landscape.  
Today, some 30 years later, an impressive number of the original gardens remain with many more being developed.  
In some cases, community gardens have become a recognized and legitimate form of open space in New York City 
and new ones are being incorporated in city parks and waterfront areas.

Our study in NYC led me to continue to do research on the importance of community open space after moving to 
California in 1980.  Chris Cordts (of the Denver Botanical Garden) and I, then both ACGA Board members, assembled 
at the Board’s request a suggested research agenda for community greening (Francis and Cordts 1991).  Based on 
input from a number of experts and community gardening leaders, we identified key areas in need of focused re-
search.  Now some 15 years later, I appreciate ACGA’s invitation to revisit this monograph to explore where we have 
made progress and suggest what remains to be done.  

Looking back over this period, I am impressed with the expanding number of studies on community greening from 
academic researchers, graduate theses, non-profit organizations and government agencies.  They not only inform 
practice but provide important theoretical and historical support to the importance of community gardens in urban 
and human development.    I am confident that research on the topic will continue to expand. 

There have been significant advances in research on the benefits and limitations with community gardens.  The past 
15 years has seen many important new books and scholarly treatments of the subject.  These include historical stud-
ies (Lawson 2005), case studies of projects (Saldivar-Tanaka and Krasny 2004; Hou et. al.  in process), innovative de-
sign approaches ((Winterbottom 2000; Hester 2006), evaluation of project effects (Been and Voicu 2005; Lewis 1996; 
Marcus and Barnes 1999) as well as more policy implications (Harnick 2000; Kirchbaum 2000). Especially encouraging 
are the increasing number of interdisciplinary studies from psychology, horticulture, landscape architecture, eco-
nomics and public policy published in peer reviewed, scholarly journals.  

Summary of advances to date, and suggested future directions of research 

Areas of research that have enjoyed advances in knowledge and methods:

• History.  The historical development of community gardens has been well documented including national and local                         	
historical reviews, although several cities still lack historical overviews.

• Health benefits.  The social, psychological and physiological aspects of gardens have been studied in increased numbers.  
We now know that gardens provide important health benefits such as reduced stress, increases in physical activity and 
decreased obesity.

• Economic benefits. Several empirical studies  show  community gardens have positive effects on surrounding property 
values and serve as a catalyst for adjacent economic development.

• Participatory methods.  Design and planning methods have advanced and we now know how best to engage community 
members in designing and developing gardens.

• Relationship to other projects. The connection of community gardens to  healing gardens, farmers’ markets, etc.  is a new 
and promising area of research.
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Areas of research that have been neglected 

• The role of community gardens as elements of other types of urban open space such as large parks, water-
fronts, etc.  How are more traditional open spaces including community gardens as part of their program of 
uses?
• Children and youth.  Few studies have been conducted on the role of children and youth in community gar-
dens.  How can children and youth be successfully integrated?
• Social inclusion.  How can community gardens become more inclusive  places?  
• Cultural aspects.  How can gardens become the meeting ground for different groups including non-users, non 
residents, tourists, immigrant groups, etc.?
• Permanency.  Garden preservation remains a critical research question including how land ownership, local 
politics and policies and land tenure impacts project permanency.  We need more research on both successful 
and unsuccessful efforts to preserve gardens and how they have can become part of permanent open space 
systems.
• Methodological issues.  We still need more case studies using comparable methods.  What are the most effec-
tive methods of researching community gardens?
• Planned versus spontaneous gardens.  What are the differences between planned and designed gardens and 
more spontaneous and even unofficial forms of community greening?
• Garden economics.  There is a need for better documentation of the internal economics of gardens to aid the 
development of new gardens.  How much funding is required?   What are the most effective funding mecha-
nisms used?
• National policies.  Despite the long history and advances in community open space, we still lack a unified 
national policy on community gardens.  Could they become part of  significant legislation in the same way that 
parks, natural areas and urban forests have become recently? 

Areas for new research
• Impact on climate change.  As concerns increase with global warming, the contribution of community gardens 
to positive remedies is an important topic for research.  
• Sustainability.  Contribution of community gardens to sustainable development of cities is poorly understood.  
What dimensions of sustainability are most important in studying community gardens?  Can a standard similar 
to LEED for buildings be developed for developing and rating gardens?
• Polices.  More policy studies are needed including effective local and national policies that support commu-
nity garden programs.
• Garden stories.  We need more stories that people have to tell about their efforts.  These quotes are often pow-
erful testaments to the use and meaning of community gardens.  They are also extremely helpful to make the 
case about the unique nature of the gardens and their importance to both non-users and decision makers.

Next Steps
We have seen significant advances in research related to community greening projects and programs.  What 
once had been more of a subjective or even mythology of garden benefits is now a well-developed body of 
science with both qualitative and quantitative evidence of garden benefits.  Yet much still remains to be done.  
Only with solid scholarship along with continued field experiments and local action will the community garden 
movement continue to flourish and advance.
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