Flower Power
How Gardens Can Improve Your Residents’ Health
by Carol Milano

Flowers, trees and green spaces often
please older people, regardless of their
condition. Now, researchers are showing
that certain plant types, configurations,
views and garden-related activities actually do improve seniors’ health.
Which are beneficial? How do they generate measurable cognitive, emotional, social
and physical effects? Here is a look at the
scientific evidence behind the effects of
gardens on seniors, and how some providers are using it to help their residents and
clients.

A

t any age, people with access to
nature are healthier overall and
more satisfied with life. Gardens
often give a sense of control, by soothing
anxiety, fear, anger and other negative
feelings—especially valuable during adjustment to a physical or mental disability,
including the effects of a stroke.
Studies by sociologist John Zeisel suggest that continuous access to sensitively
designed porches, patios and gardens stimulate some people with Alzheimer’s disease
to function at higher levels. During early
stages, their internal clocks may become

confused. Morning sun exposure for as
little as half an hour “aligns various bodily
time clocks. … [Being] physically in contact with time of day, weather and seasons
helps residents living with Alzheimer’s
remain aware of time passing,” Zeisel
explains.
Residents may feel safe enough to independently use a garden with subtle fences
and sizable plants to minimize distractions. Citing research showing reduced
depression in residents near secure,
inviting gardens, Zeisel credits the neurohormone oxytocin, “released in the brain

Resident Rosemarie Banda enjoys a moment with Steven Elsner in The Sequoias-San Francisco gardens. Residents of all care levels enjoy
Japanese gardens with California grasses, roses and lavender or formal gardens with yew trees and Meyer lemons. Fountains, birdbaths and
naturally-formed pools in rock formations attract many species of birds.
The Sequoias

32

futureAge | July/August 2008

Medford Leas

Medford Leas resident Mary Toda tends to the courtyard garden behind her apartment.

when people feel safe, [oxytocin] decreases
stress and leads to individuals being more
trusting and sociable.”
A water feature, like a fountain or
waterfall, can be an especially powerful
mood enhancer. Columbia University
studies of people with chronic or seasonal
depression showed that breathing the air
near moving water relieves depression as
much as antidepressant medications (and
without side effects).
“Verbal agitation and psychotic symptoms are reduced in settings where people
are provided with multiple sensory cues to
understand the environment in which they
live,” Zeisel finds. Sensual stimulation—

Jack Carman, owner of Design for Generations, says new residents who want to
bring their plants with them should be
encouraged to do so. “This costs pennies!”
he says. “If it helps someone adjust more
quickly, have a better frame of mind, or
feel happy looking out the window, it’s
worth it.”

Physiological Effects
Why do people say a walk in a park or
woods “clears my head”? Because exposure
to nature can stimulate brain function,
especially right hemisphere activity, which
includes creative processes.
Indoor views of nature are powerful,

landscape scenery recovered more quickly
than those without a natural vista. In other
research, viewing gardens or other natural
settings reduced blood pressure and pulse
rate.
Even if it’s simply tending a potted
plant, “Gardening … has the ability to be
very distracting,” says Teresia Hazen, who
directs horticultural therapy programs
at Legacy Health Systems in Portland,
Ore., a large hospital-based health system
famous for its Legacy Healing Gardens
and award-winning horticultural program.
At the Portland Memory Garden, Hazen
and other researchers have confirmed
that, for people with dementia, “Exposure to daylight and involvement with
outdoor settings have the potential to …
promote normal sleeping and eating patterns among residents.” Added bonuses:
brief exposure to sunshine helps produce
vitamin D, a frequent deficiency in older
adults; ions present in certain natural environments can remove from surrounding
air the bacteria that cause colds, flu and
respiratory infections.
Medford Leas’ residences are designed
to allow people “to connect to nature,
whatever their health or the weather,” says
Jane Weston, director of marketing and
community relations. “It’s a very pleasant
experience; I think it encourages people to
exercise.”

Sensual stimulation—from natural light or soothing sounds, for instance—
creates an atmosphere of relaxation believed to reduce stress by lowering
the level of nervous system activity. People with Alzheimer’s respond
particularly well to a wide range of such stimuli.
from natural light or soothing sounds, for
instance—creates an atmosphere of relaxation believed to reduce stress by lowering
the level of nervous system activity.
People with Alzheimer’s respond particularly well to a wide range of such stimuli.
Fragrant flowers, for example, can still
appeal when sensory perception is low.
For auditory stimulation, Medford Leas,
a continuing care retirement community
(CCRC) in Medford, N.J., chooses plants
that attract birds. Its residents told their
landscape architect that they like bright
colors, especially red.

too. Pioneering environmental psychologist Roger Ulrich monitored physiological
responses while stressed subjects watched
10-minute videotapes of either natural or
urban outdoor scenes. Viewers of the parklike settings recovered more quickly and
completely; blood pressure, muscle tension
and skin conductance were measurably
lower, sometimes within five minutes.
Natural views elicited considerable attention or perceptual intake, as well as greater
reductions in self-rated fear and anger.
In a well-known Ulrich study, hospitalized surgery patients whose windows faced

Cognitive Improvements
Natural settings increase alertness and
attention span. Garden access can help
impaired seniors regain skills like path
finding, orientation and elevator use;
learning plant names or taking gardening
classes is stimulating.
Environmental psychologists Rachel and
Stephen Kaplan identified specific stages of
deepening cognitive response that natural
settings elicit. Ulrich researched “restorative environments” in health care settings.
According to their combined findings,
these environments should:
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• Offer access to positive distractions.
• Enable some sense of control in these surroundings.
• Provide social contact opportunities.
• Spur direct, effortless attention or
interest in the surroundings.
• Enable a sense of “head clearing” that can lead to reflection
and relative cognitive quiet.

Social Gains
At The Sequoias, a CCRC in San Francisco, Calif., one garden has 15 coveted
private planters, waist-high for easy access.
Residents sign up for individual spaces to
grow herbs, flowers and vegetables. One
senior volunteers as “garden captain,”
responsible for assigning spaces, managing
the waiting list and helping other residents trim, water and maintain their own
planters. “People put signs around their
plants, about how to take care of them,
and also reminding themselves how much
to water,” observes Adi Tzur, activities
director. “It becomes an educational walk
for them. It’s beautiful to see how they
each design their own different piece of
garden.”
Four separate gardens wrap around The
Sequoias’ 26-story hillside building. For

access, residents with memory problems,
wheelchairs or walkers may need staff
assistance. Once outside, “They love it.
The garden generates nice conversations,
and reminiscences about being gardeners before,” Tzur finds. Skilled nursing
residents watch garden activities through
their dining room’s many windows, and
tell Tzur, “Look, a new tree!” In San
Francisco’s unpredictable weather, the staff
quickly arranges garden activity on sunny
days. “[Residents] talk about it for days
afterwards.”
At Medford Leas, nature-related activities have spawned dozens of resident
committees. Different groups mark and
clear trails, lead wildflower walks, do floral
arrangements and bonsai, assist in greenhouses or conduct an annual bird census.
Medford Leas hosts monthly meetings of
local gardeners’ organizations. “It gives our
residents who were members of garden
clubs easy access to those groups. People
have a lot of fun. It’s very social and interactive,” says Weston.

Effective Gardens on Any Budget
No matter how modest your budget or
space, an effective garden is possible,
maintains Carman: “People get excited,

realizing they can have a garden in all sorts
of areas—roof, balcony, courtyard.” Many
gardens he designs start with one section,
expanding gradually as funds become
available.
Even $1,000 allows a small garden with
varied plants, bench and bird feeder. One
universal request is for water sounds. “It’s
soothing, and takes your mind off your
ills. At a two-tier birdbath fountain, people
can watch birds wait for the drip,” says
Carman. Waterfalls also work well but
require more maintenance.
Gardens are fund-raising magnets.
Small, visible elements (like wind chimes
or bird feeders) are often donated; naming opportunities, from trees to bricks,
are popular. Community groups may
volunteer to help build gardens or paths.
Safe pathways have even, level walking
surfaces with few separations. Preferring
concrete for its smoothness, Carman adds
a coloring agent for lower glare and a
richer-looking surface. He recommends
connecting all existing pathways and walking surfaces, so residents can walk around
each building.
Easy access is essential. To put gardening within anyone’s reach, Carman designs
custom-built planters at 18 inches so
Catholic Charities of the Archdiocese of Chicago

Catholic Charities’ St. Leo Campus for
Veterans, Chicago, Ill., unveiled its new
Veterans Garden in 2007. The walled garden,
funded by a grant from Illinois AMVETS,
features a “Walkway of Honor” leading to
sections for each branch of the U.S. military;
commemorative bricks honoring veterans,
active-duty personnel and reservists from
all services; and an eternal flame near the
residence. A special plaque honors the
Tuskegee Airmen and the African-American
men and women who served in World War II.
The St. Leo campus is the first of five national
pilots in areas of greatest concentration
of homeless veterans. It offers housing,
a medical clinic, counseling, employment
training, social services, a fitness center and
more.
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sounds nice in a courtyard, but what if someone [falls] in?”
she asks. With growing attention to green building techniques
like storm water management, she hopes to reuse that water in
“features that residents can fill themselves, like a bird bath. It
becomes a job for them, gets them outside, and gives a sense of
ownership. For relocation or transition trauma, what can we do
to make these environments more familiar?”
Carol Milano is a freelance writer who lives in Brooklyn, N.Y.

Resources
Medford Leas, Medford, N.J.
Contact: Jane Weston, director of marketing and community relations,
janeweston@medfordleas.org or (609) 654-3007.
The Sequoias, San Francisco, Calif.
Contact: Adi Tzur, activities director, atzur@ncphs.org or (415) 922-9700.
Legacy Health Systems, Portland, Ore.
Contact: Teresia Hazen, horticultural therapist, thazen@lhs.org
or (503) 413-6507.
Design for Generations, Medford, N.J.
www.designforgenerations.com.
Red Bird Design, Portland, Ore.
P. Annie Kirk, principal, (503) 887-3439.

Resident Ed Naulty tends to the community garden at Medford Leas
at Lumberton. Medford Leas residents have launched dozens of
committees—to mark and clear trails, lead walks, tend gardens, host
meetings of local gardening clubs and more.

someone can sit on its edge; 24 inches to lessen bending for wheelchair, walker or cane users; or 32 inches so a wheelchair can slide
next to it.
Thoughtful garden design acknowledges wandering. Fencing
can promote safety, especially in dementia gardens, by eliminating
elopement opportunities. A sense of enclosure affords comfort in
a clearly defined space where someone can gauge distance. “It’s
disconcerting to see cars going by, so don’t face a parking lot,”
Carman advises. “A see-through fence, such as a picket fence, is
decorative but also functional.”
“We all need landscape and greenery—it’s part of our chemistry,” says P. Annie Kirk, principal of Red Bird Design in Portland,
Ore. “I believe our job as landscape architects is to make environments in older adult communities exemplary, to allow that
intimate, necessary connection to nature. Soon consumers will
demand it,” she predicts. “Older adults may not be able to articulate it, but our work is to do sensitive [outdoor] design that
incorporates the research and educates the marketplace.”
Kirk’s concerns include water use in gardens. “A babbling brook
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