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Introduction: 

The British Lung Foundation (BLF) has partnered with Thrive, a charity who uses gardening to help improve the 

lives of people living with a disability or ill health. Together we have designed a 12 week gardening course 

‘Breathing green air’ specifically for people living with a lung condition. Keeping active is one of the best ways to 

manage your lung condition. Through this course participants are encouraged to work outdoors, breathe in clean air 

and exercise their lungs whilst socialising with others affected by similar conditions.  

We have completed two 12-week courses in Reading and one 12 week course in Kings Heath, Birmingham. This 

report provides a summary and evaluation of the pilot project.  

 

Marketing & Recruitment: 
Working closely with Thrive we developed a marketing plan to help advertise 

the course. This included: 

• Developing a poster to put up in local hospitals, libraries, GP surgeries 

and pharmacies in both pilot sites 

• Thrive horticultural therapists visiting pulmonary rehabilitation groups 

to advertise course 

• GP mail out to people on COPD register 

• Developed a web page on the BLF website promoting the course: 

www.blf.org.uk/thrive 

 

12-week course: 

At both centres the participants were generally all keen gardeners, with 

varying levels of horticultural experience. They engaged enthusiastically 

with all the activities and worked efficiently; additional tasks were often 

required to keep them active throughout the session. 

The weekly activities were always planned to facilitate peer support, 

increase activity levels and ensure a sense of meaning and purpose. 

Activities included:  

http://www.blf.org.uk/thrive
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• Seed sowing  

• Pricking out and potting on  

• Successful pruning techniques  

• Propagation techniques  

• Session on adapted tools and techniques to make gardening easier  

• Planning and planting a spring bulb container 

• Designing and making insect and bug hotels 

• Designing and making up a hanging basket 

• Cooking a meal to share with produce harvested from the gardens. 

 

Evaluation:  

As part of the evaluation of the Breathing Green Air pilot project, we collected quantitative and qualitative 

questionnaire data at baseline and 12 weeks. Please find below a summary our quantitative and qualitative 

findings. 

Quantitative findings:  

Overall the feedback from the participants was positive, with 83% of participants stating that they would 

recommend gardening to other respiratory patients.  

Health benefits 

When comparing the baseline and 12-week data, we found that 33% of the participants had seen a reduction in the 

number of times they needed to visit the doctor and hospital whilst taking part in the gardening course. 

Additionally, 27% of participants felt less breathless at the end of the course than at the beginning, and 22% found 

they didn’t need to use their inhaler as often.   

Social benefits 

When asked at the end of the course what they had gained the most from attending the course, participants stated 

that the three biggest benefits had been meeting new people (78%), improving their gardening skills and knowledge 

(72%) and having fun (50%). Participants could choose up to three courses. Please see graph below for full results.  
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Desire to continue gardening 

It seems that there was an appetite amongst the participants to continue gardening after completing the 12-week 

course. When asked if they would like to continue gardening in their local community; 61% said they would prefer 

to attend an outdoor gardening group or community project, and 44% preferred to attend an indoor gardening 

group. While 39% were keen to continue gardening at home.  Please find the results below. 
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Qualitative Findings: 

Almost all had wished the course could be delivered for a longer period and that they would miss attending each 

week.  

Reduced inactivity amongst participants 

Participants commented that since attending the course they were encouraged to spend more time outdoors and as 

a result will be more active. One participant when asked if there was anything they could do now which they 

couldn’t do before attending the group, commented, “Yes I can grow cuttings into plants and this will pull me out 

even in the winter to the garden.” Another described the course as, “Excellent, will get me more outdoors 

gardening, my skills have improved.” During the site visits to the group, the majority of the participants 

commented how good it had been being able to get outside and that the session was a real highlight of their week.  

Development of new skills, increasing positive health behaviour aimed at improving self-management 

The majority of participants commented that they learnt so much more about gardening and as mentioned above 

that they would continue gardening at home more as a result. Others commented about how much more confident 

they were to do things at home having learnt helpful tips at the course. During a site visit one participant said they 

had turned their back room into a green house. This meant he could keep things alive during the winter and still 

garden. Once participant also commented in the evaluation that they now had, “More confidence to tackle some 

gardening jobs… Realised many gardening jobs can be done sitting down.” Another said the course had, “Greatly 

increased my gardening knowledge and encouraged me to do more gardening.” Another person commented that 

they now felt, “…more relaxed and find it easier to enjoy the tasks.” 

Reduced feelings of isolation through opportunities of meeting new people 

The social benefits of this project were indeed evident upon both site visits. All the participants appeared 

comfortable around one another and chatted away whilst taking on the various tasks.  Each project lead on both 

sites commented that a group comradery was formed right from the start. This was also reflected in the 

participants comments from the evaluation. One person had not been going out since his wife had passed away the 

previous year, but thought this course would be a good opportunity to go out and meet people, which it was. 

Another described the course as, “Very good, learnt a lot. Enjoyed the interaction with all the other people.” 

Learnings & Conclusion: 

From talking to participants and from analysing their evaluation responses we have identified some lesson learnt 

which we will take on board to further improve future projects;  

Learning 1: Sustainability-   majority of participants want to continue gardening after the 12-week course has 

finished. 

Informing future projects- This project has demonstrated that gardening is an enjoyable form of activity for people 

living with a lung condition. However the feedback has shown that if we were to implement a similar project in the 

future, we would ideally need to support on-going gardening initiatives within local communities rather than 
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providing a course or fixed term activity. With this in mind, we are looking to see whether we can set up local on-

going gardening opportunities for our Integrated Breathe Easy peer support groups.   

Learning 2: Recruitment – It was difficult to recruit through health care professional champions and local 

advertising in libraries, pharmacies. GP mail-outs were more effective. 

Informing future projects– This project has highlighted that the best method to recruit and attract members was 

through the GP mailout. Therefore, we will continue to use this method for future projects.  

We would like to leave Roche with the below feedback from a participant, we hope this shows Roche the impact we 

have been able to have with your support. Thank you.  

“Today is Wednesday and I am looking forward to the Lung Foundation Gardening Course tomorrow, at Thrive. the 
highlight of my week. As the course is nearing its end I felt I must thank The Lung Foundation for setting up with 
Thrive such a brilliant course and inviting me to participate. 
 
When I receive the invitation to this course I was in a very low state. My wife [ a lifelong non - smoker] died 29 
March 2016 from Lung Cancer. She survived 19 months from diagnosis. We had been together nearly 60 yrs. I had 
suffered repeated severe chest infections over the last couple of years. I did not want to go out as we always went 
out together, going out alone made me feel my loss very strongly so I felt happier in our house.  I have always 
been very keen on gardening and if the invitation had been on any other subject I would not have considered 
it.  Even so I was still doubtful about attending. I thought as the attendees would be all COPD sufferers there 
would be a lot of discussion about their illnesses. I know it is wrong of me but I don’t like hearing about peoples’ 
illnesses and generally try to avoid situations where this may come about. I need not have worried there has been 
no discussions of illness and all the course attendees have a very positive outlook and are getting on with their 
lives. 
 
The course itself is brilliant we have two exceptionally good teachers, Neave and Aggie. They are very 
knowledgeable and very good at imparting their knowledge. Both are very keen on teaching us how to be better 
gardeners. Aggie ‘s bubbly enthusiasm is particularly infectious. I thought I knew a lot about gardening but each 
week I am learning new things. The materials supplied [pots, propagators, seeds etc and plants to take cutting 
from] have been amazingly good. I think all the course members feel like I do. We are always early to the course 
and slow to leave and attendance is very high. Aggie and Neave are always willing to stay later to   further explain 
a point or to answer our questions.  
 
The weather has been very kind to us so apart from last week we have been able to carry out all our practical’s in 
the Secret Garden which has been very uplifting being amongst beautiful plants and trees.” 
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One in five of us has problems with our breathing.  

Millions more are at risk. 

We’re the only UK charity looking after the nation’s lungs.  

We offer hope, help and a voice. 

Our research finds new ways to prevent, treat and  

cure lung disease. 

Our support gives people who struggle to breathe the skills, knowledge and confidence to 

take control of their lives. 

And together, we’re campaigning for clean air  

and better services.  

One day, everyone will breathe clean air with healthy lungs. Only your support can make 

that happen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


