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Abstract

This research explores the relationship between identity and the domestic garden, using a sample of older adults who live in sheltered retirement housing. Data was collected using semi-structured interviews, and is being analysed using a constructionist version of Grounded Theory. Several prominent themes have emerged from the initial stage of analysis, and this paper focuses specifically on the issue of manageability of the garden in relation to the management of an ageing identity.

Introduction
Any consideration of the significance of domestic gardens needs to touch upon the broader literature related to the meaning of home. Literature reviews of research in the area provide a long list of potential meanings related to the home, such as a site of security and control (Despres, 1991) a place of safety and retreat (Mallett, 2004) and a source of identity (Somerville, 1997). With specific reference to later life, Heywood, Oldman and Means (2002) suggest that attachment to home strengthens in later life due to the loss of friends and social networks, and similarly Peace, Wahl, Mollenkopf, and Oswald (2007) suggest that the home takes on increased significance and meaning as we age, as it tends to represent the place where the majority of activities occur. There is a strong body of literature which looks at the meaning of home in later life, however the garden as an aspect of the home has received less attention. Various researchers have indicated that the garden is of particular significance in later life, for example Bhatti (2006) suggested that ‘as the ageing body becomes subject to physical limitations, illness and disability…the house becomes unsuitable and the garden a burden’ (p318). Evidence to support this proposal was given by Peace et. al. (2007) who reported that problems of not being able to maintain a garden were common to all of their focus group discussions among older adults, and for some of their respondents, the garden was ‘becoming an issue that would have to be dealt with because it might identify them in some way as people who could not cope’ (p88). As previously mentioned, the home may project information about a persons identity, and because the garden is a particularly visible aspect of the home, it may be that the garden provides the first sign to ones neighbours that an individual is struggling to cope with the task of maintaining the home. As suggested by Bhatti (2006) ‘the embarrassment of an unkempt garden may reinforce the belief that ‘I can’t cope,’ thus lowering the self esteem of the owner, or feelings of dependency’ (p336). 

This research aims to examine the possibility that for certain individuals the appearance of the garden might represent the degree to which they view themselves or others as being able to ‘cope’. This paper reports the initial findings from a grounded theory analysis, and seeks to demonstrate how the various emerging themes link together, with a specific focus on the notion of ‘manageability’ of the domestic garden.
Method

Interviews were conducted with residents of seven different sheltered housing schemes based in the East Midlands area of the United Kingdom. A total of twenty nine residents were interviewed, and all interviews were audio recorded and transcribed in full by the main researcher. The transcripts are being analysed using a revised version of Grounded Theory as outlined by Charmaz (2006). All names given with quotes below are pseudonyms, and identifying details have been altered in order to preserve residents anonymity. With regards to the garden design at the seven schemes, two were entirely communal, three had individual plots for each resident, and the other two were a mixture of individual and communal plots.
Analysis

One of the more prominent themes that emerged from the initial analysis was the issue of manageability, which refers to the extent that an individual feels they are able to cope with the task of maintaining the garden. Aspects of this theme included the move to sheltered housing, the size of a garden, ways to improve manageability, and expectations about ‘old people’. These will each be considered in turn, and the discussion will highlight some possible consequences of manageability with regards to an individuals’ identity.

For a number of individuals the fact that they had been unable to manage their previous garden had been an important factor in their decision to move to sheltered housing. For example when talking about her previous garden Doris stated “It was too big for me, I was getting old and I couldn’t cope with the garden and I didn’t want to see it going in, reckless you know going to pot.” Another resident Dorothy described her previous home as having extensive gardens, and with regards to her move to sheltered housing remarked “I couldn’t manage the house, and I couldn’t let it go to rack and ruin.” So for certain individuals the struggle to manage their previous garden may have been one of the factors prompting a move into sheltered housing. As previously suggested, the garden can serve as a visible marker of an individual’s ability to cope, and therefore by moving to a property where the garden is a more manageable size, an individual may be able to maintain an identity as a person who is coping. 
There were a number of residents who compared their current smaller garden favourably with their previously larger gardens, specifically with reference to their ability to cope with the maintenance of the garden, for example Christine stated “the gardens I’ve had, they’ve all been a bit too big…for an elderly person to handle, but I think this is just the right size”. This issue of size was raised by a number of residents, from a variety of schemes. Several of the schemes visited consisted of properties with individual gardens such as the scheme where Doris lives, and she describes their gardens in terms of size by stating “I mean they’re not so big, they don’t take a lot of gardening” similarly Christine stated “They’re nice, they’re just the right size, I mean anything any bigger you couldn’t do yourself” and Judith commented “I’m pleased with this, it’s downsized and its nice”. Therefore a smaller garden appeared to be associated with ease of maintenance, and this was something that many residents felt they had achieved by moving to sheltered housing. However, there seemed to be a different message coming from residents where the gardens were partly or entirely communal, and for these residents size was more of a problem. For Norma and Frank, a couple who tend the large communal gardens at the scheme where they live, the size of the gardens is a source of some concern, as Norma stated “I mean where you can manage a house, you know a little garden at the front and back of a house…this is a lot more”. Similarly, Tom tends the communal area at the scheme where he lives, and he described the constant battle he has to get help with the gardening “it had become too much work because it was only John and I doing the work you see.” Sid, a resident from a different scheme with communal gardens stated “this last year it was good, but we both realised that it’s getting too much, the maintenance.” With regards to the schemes with communal gardens, there was a consistent message that the residents who were tending the gardens wished that there was more help from other tenants, and that they were concerned about their ability to cope with the gardens in the coming years, such as when Sid stated “I worry a little that we’re not going to be able to maintain, to maintain as we have done because there’s only so much you can do.” So it appears that the size of the garden is to a degree related to how residents themselves talk about the manageability of the space. Smaller individual gardens being viewed as manageable, and larger gardens appearing to cause a degree of concern for those who are volunteering to tend them.
Interestingly, a number of residents appeared to be very aware of changes that can be made in a garden in order to make it less labour intensive, and therefore easier to manage. Tom, a resident from a scheme with central communal gardens surrounded by individual plots describes how they decided to develop low maintenance flower beds, “I said, what we’ll do then, we’ll turn those other two corners into gravel beds, cos they’re so easy to manage you see, once the plants were in they’re virtually no work.” Similarly, Sid stated “so we started putting more shrubs in the garden, so that if the time comes when, which it will do, when we can’t, we can’t do the maintenance of the garden at least there will be something there.” It appears then, that for a number of residents, there have been changes they felt they could make in order to make the gardens more manageable, mainly through careful choice of plants, and this was more often the case at the schemes with communal gardens. Thinking in terms of identity, making choices which reduce the effort required to keep a garden looking nice is a simple technique which can be used to maintain the identity of someone who is coping. By establishing a certain standard of upkeep, residents are able to project a positive image of their home or housing scheme, and therefore give a positive image of themselves.
Finally, one of the topics that was frequently made relevant by residents was the subject of age in relation to gardening, in terms of what could and could not be expected of ‘old people’. For example, in discussing her neighbours’ gardens Christine states “most of them do what they can but a lot of them of course can’t, cope to do gardening, you know, the elderly ones” and similarly Gloria comments on her neighbours reduced gardening “and erm he took that on, but he’s getting old now and he’s got arthritis and, you know, erm as we all are.” This message was echoed by residents at all of the schemes, irrespective of the garden type, and there was a constant reference to both ‘old age’ and ill health as factors mediating individuals ability to garden. Thinking back to the implications of garden management in relation to identity, it appeared that residents who were less active in the garden were perhaps more likely to be referred to as being old. In contrast to this, being active in the garden positioned certain individuals to be perceived as younger, as highlighted in a comment made by Jim, who stated “we’ve got one or two old people here like…well they can’t do the gardens, so I give them a hand.” Therefore it would appear that for certain individuals, activity in and around the garden can be intimately tied to notions of identity and age within the context of living in sheltered housing.
Conclusion

This study is exploratory in nature, and aims to give a contextualised analysis of the meaning of gardens for older adults who live in sheltered housing. This paper has demonstrated how aspects of an ageing identity can be represented by the domestic garden, with poorly managed gardens in some cases being suggestive of a person who is ‘older’ or not coping. The issue of manageability was discussed as the main thread of the argument, with particular reference to the impact of size in relation to a garden being considered as manageable or not. Certain residents had clearly found ways of improving the manageability of their gardens, and thus promoting an image of being people who are ‘coping,’ or somehow ‘younger’ and therefore maintaining a potentially more socially desirable sense of identity.
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