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PoLLeN evaluation
Introduction
In recent years in the UK an increasing number of practical projects have drawn on the power
of creative activity and horticulture in helping to promote the mental wellbeing of people
experiencing mental distress. An increasing body of evidence is also accumulating which
supports the experiences of professionals and participants alike that such initiatives can be very
effective (Diamant & Waterhouse, 2010; Greaves & Farbus, 2006; Hacking et al., 2008; Sempik,
Aldridge & Becker, 2005, and Sempik et al., 2010).

The PoLLeN project
PoLLeN is a social and therapeutic horticulture project for adults with direct experience of mental
distress which began at the Bromley by Bow Centre in early 2010. The central aim of the project
is to improve the mental and physical wellbeing of individuals through engagement with the
natural environment. Central to PoLLeN is horticultural activity including vegetable growing, flower
cultivation and garden maintenance, plus creative activities using elements of landscape and nature
(pottery). As it has developed, the project has broadened in its scope to encompass additional
activities including a socially enterprising design and production project (Artychoke) and art therapy
project (Grounded). The mental distress referral criteria include: stress, anxiety, panic attacks,
agitation, low mood, low self-esteem and confidence, inability to cope with day-to-day life, poor
motivation and low expectations.
Specific objectives pursued by PoLLeN are to:
•	improve mental wellbeing
•	improve physical health
•	reduce stigma associated with mental health
•	improve social networks and social inclusion
•	develop new skills
•	enable access to a range of volunteering, training and employment opportunities

Evaluation
Towards the end of 2010, the Sidney De Haan Research Centre for Arts and Health was approached
to consider new ways to evaluate the project. Following discussions and the development of a
protocol, ethical approval was gained from Canterbury Christ Church University. Evaluation was
planned for the period from the beginning of June 2011 to the end December 2011 when the project
was expected to end. With additional funding, however, PoLLeN was able to continue until the end
of March 2012 and the period of the evaluation was also extended for a further three months.

Evaluation aims
The main aim of the evaluation was to assess the extent to which PoLLeN was successful in
achieving its broad aim of improving wellbeing, with some attention given to the specific objectives
listed above. The design of the evaluation was developed in discussion with staff of the Bromley by
Bow Centre most closely involved in the management, planning and running of the PoLLeN project:
Vanessa Barker, Lisa Cunningham and Ruth Roberts. In addition, both authors spent time visiting
the project and participating in the gardening activities to meet and get to know the participants.
Essentially the approach was longitudinal, qualitative and descriptive, but with an effort to
‘measure’ participants’ wellbeing at three points over the period of the evaluation and examine
whether changes occurred over time that could be attributed to engagement with the project.
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Evaluation methods
Warwick Edinburgh Mental Wellbeing Scale (WEMWBS)
The project team were keen to include a quantitative measure of wellbeing, and the authors
recommended the 14-item Warwick Edinburgh Mental Wellbeing Scale, as a simple and easy-tocomplete instrument (Tennant et al., 2007). This was completed on three occasions.

Written feedback from participants
At the same time as completing the WEMWBS participants were asked to give written comments
on their experience of PoLLeN. The question included with the WEMWBS questionnaire asked
participants to describe what they felt they had gained from being part of the project.

Bespoke PoLLeN questionnaire
On the basis of a content analysis of written comments a bespoke questionnaire was designed to
assess five broad areas of benefit: mental wellbeing, learning, purpose, social support and physical
wellbeing. Twenty statements were included in the questionnaire (four for each area of benefit), and
participants were asked to respond on a three-point scale: ‘no’, ‘to some extent’ and ‘very much so’.
The purpose of this questionnaire was to assess the extent to which participants’ experiences were
in line with the benefits identified spontaneously in written comments. The questionnaire was
administered in March 2012.

Semi-structured interviews
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with PoLLeN participants to provide a deeper insight
into the personal circumstances that lead them to join PoLLeN, their experience of the project and
perceived benefits of participation.
The interviewer (Stephen Clift (SC)) introduced himself and explained his role as an external evaluator.
In most cases, the interviewer had met the participant informally in the course of PoLLeN activities,
and the project coordinator (Lisa Cunningham) had explained the purpose of the evaluation.
Participants were asked to sign a consent form and asked permission to digitally record the interview.
Undertakings were given that only the interviewer would listen to the recording and that it would be
deleted once the research was completed.
The following set of questions were then presented to participants in written form, so that the
participant could have an overview of the issues to be discussed. These were used in a flexible way as
a means of encouraging the participant to talk about themselves and their experiences within PoLLeN.
Open-ended prompts were used as appropriate to encourage participants to give more detail:
•	Could you begin by telling me something about your life in recent years and the challenges you
have faced with your health and wellbeing?
•	How did you learn about the PoLLeN project and what attracted you to join it?
•	Please tell me what happens in the PoLLeN project and the activities you are involved in.
•	How has the project helped you with the challenges you have faced with your health and wellbeing?
•	What is it about the project that has been helpful?
•	What have been the key ingredients for you?
•	Is there anything else you would like to say about the project?

4

Evaluation findings
Participants
Over the lifetime of the project a total of 97 individuals were referred to PoLLeN and of these, 64 have
attended one or more sessions. At the time of completing this report (April 2012), 46 participants
were on the PoLLeN database with 43 of these actively involved.

Findings from WEMWBS
The WEMWBS questionnaire was completed on three occasions in July and October 2011 and February
2012, by participants attending the project over a two-week period (N = 28, 27 and 27). The median
score in July 2011 was very close to the average of the general population reported in the validation of the
WEMWBS scale. As baseline WEMWEB scores were not available from the start of PoLLeN, this finding is
difficult to interpret. However, since participants joined the project on the basis of their mental distress
and the project had been running for over a year, the relatively high median may reflect improvements
in wellbeing due to the project. Support for this view comes from the fact that the median value for
participants in October 2011 was lower and that for February 2012 lower still. This reflected the fact that
new participants had joined the project over this period, some of whom had low WEMWBS scores.
Eleven participants completed WEMWBS on three occasions and as a group their scores were close
to the population median and very consistent over eight months. This may well reflect the success of
PoLLeN in helping participants maintain a good level of mental wellbeing.

CASE STUDY:

Francis
“I just feel that the projects makes a
person feel good about themselves,
cos after I pruned a hedge a couple of
weeks ago, I felt good after I’d done
it; also being told that I had done
good. I think that Peter’s a Godsend
as well ‘cos he’s very supportive and
very caring and he’s patient as well.”
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Written comments
The written comments provided by participants on each occasion the WEMWBS was completed
provided clear evidence of the benefits respondents had gained from their involvement in PoLLeN.
A thematic analysis identified 30 distinct themes and a content analysis, showed that over a fifth of
participants giving feedback spontaneously mentioned that PoLLeN had been an enjoyable experience
which had led to learning new knowledge and skills, allowed them to be more creative and increased
their social contacts with others.
Some PoLLeN members’ comments on the project:
“I have been feeling good about myself. I’ve
been dealing with problems, other people.
I’ve been feeling close to other people. I really
enjoy working with PoLLeN project. I love in it.”
Rozina (Allotment)

“I have gained new skills, friendships, and
have experienced increased confidence.
I have also enjoyed working as part of a
team and benefitted from the excellent
support provided by PoLLeN staff.”
David (Gardening)

“Gained skills in pottery – I came here feeling
low and unable to use my arms. The therapeutic
therapy has improved my health and wellbeing.
My arms and hands have improved in using clay.”
Sylvia (Pottery)

“I have developed my creative skills and broadened
my variety in choosing different projects. I have
also gained a lot of friends with who I talk to and
have a laugh which always makes me feel better.”
Suhela (Pottery)

CASE STUDY:

Crisp
“I feel quite isolated in this
community, even though perhaps
on some level I could engage
more. Perhaps it is a self-defence
mechanism? I have to be very
guarded, but I feel as though
PoLLeN has allowed me to open
up and be a bit more curious
and playful and see individuals
again on some regular occasion,
which has meant I’ve also felt a
sense of acceptance, and very
much nurturing as well with Lisa,
but acceptance as a whole form
all the tutors and participants.
That’s been really nice, because I
do walk out of here and it’s kind
of, the defences go up again...”
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“I started here to learn about plant
identification and proper planting methods.
I have gained good gardening skills.”
Samuel (Gardening)

“A sense of belonging, contact with others,
interested in nature. Human contact, relating.
A regular structure to my time, life.”
Crisp (Gardening and Artychoke)

Findings from the bespoke PoLLeN questionnaire
The coding of participants’ comments and the identification of five themes provided a basis for
creating a bespoke questionnaire for PoLLeN. This consisted of 20 statements with four items per
theme (see Table 1 overleaf). Members of PoLLeN were asked to rate each statement using a threepoint response scale to reflect their agreement (no, to some extent, very much so). In total 38
participants completed this questionnaire towards the end of March 2012. The results obtained are
reported in the table with items ordered according to the number of members answering ‘very much
so’. The five main themes are represented with letters – S social support, P purpose, L learning, MW
mental wellbeing and PW physical wellbeing.
For the first nine items, a majority of members strongly agree with the statements and the two
main themes represented are social support and learning. These can be regarded as the two most
important processes at work within PoLLeN. A majority felt they had made new friends, socialised
more and felt supported by others. In addition, a majority felt they had gained new knowledge and
skills, been more creative and gained a sense of achievement. In addition, a majority of members
felt a stronger sense of purpose, in having something to look forward to each week and being
part of something worthwhile. The one ‘mental wellbeing’ item strongly endorsed by a majority of
participants is feeling more confidence, which may well reflect the effects of social support, a sense
of purpose and increased learning.
For the remaining eleven items, half or less of the participants strongly agreed with the statements,
although most participants agreed with them at least ‘to some extent.’ This includes all of the
physical wellbeing items and three of the mental wellbeing statements.
With respect to physical wellbeing, half the sample strongly agreed that the project had served to
increase their level of exercise, but fewer strongly endorsed the items on increased physical fitness,
greater energy and better physical health.
The pattern reflects the range of activities participants were involved in, with only the gardening and
allotment groups involving physical work. These groups were more likely to say that the activity helped
them to improve fitness and look after their physical health better than did participants in the pottery
and Artychoke groups. For the mental wellbeing statements, most participants report that at least ‘to
some extent’ they had gained in self-esteem and felt less depressed and worried/anxious,’ but only six
participants reported that their involvement in PoLLeN had strongly affected feelings of anxiety.
It is interesting to see which of the social and learning items fall into the second half of this table.
While most participants felt positive about the learning they had achieved, fewer reported having
‘gained new qualifications.’ Participants may have interpreted this statement rather loosely to include
a sense of gaining skills, as 9 people had completed the City and Guilds qualification in Practical
Horticulture Skills (level 1) (Diploma, 3; Certificate 4 and Award 2) at the time of the report. Similarly,
while most felt they had made new friends, this did not necessarily translate into feeling ‘less social
isolated and lonely,’ presumably in life generally outside PoLLeN and the Bromley by Bow Centre.
With respect to ‘purpose’, a majority felt a sense of ‘having something to look forward to each week’
and ‘being part of something worthwhile’ but rather fewer felt that the project had given them ‘a
stronger sense of purpose’ or that they felt ‘more optimistic about the future.’
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Table 1: Responses to the bespoke PoLLeN questionnaire
(N=33-38 due to missing values)
Please tick one box on each line to show your agreement with the following statements:

Because of coming to PoLLeN...

No

To some
extent

Very
much so

I have made new friends

S

1

5

31

I have had something to look forward to each week

P

0

7

30

I have felt part of something worthwhile

P

1

9

26

I have gained new knowledge and skills

L

2

11

25

I have been more creative

L

1

11

24

I have gained a sense of achievement

L

0

12

24

I have socialised more with other people

S

1

15

22

MW

1

16

20

I have felt supported by other participants

S

0

15

20

I have felt less socially isolated and lonely

S

5

13

18

I have a stronger sense of purpose in life

P

5

13

18

I have increased my level of physical exercise

PW

1

16

17

I have gained more self esteem

MW

1

20

16

I have gained new qualifications

L

10

9

16

I have felt less depressed

MW

2

18

15

I have felt I have more energy

PW

2

21

15

I have improved my physical fitness

PW

4

19

11

I have looked after my physical health better

PW

6

19

10

I have felt less worried and anxious

MW

4

21

9

P

2

23

8

I have more confidence in myself

I have felt more optimistic about the future

Key:
S – Social support
P – Purpose
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L – learning
MW – Mental wellbeing

PW – Physical wellbeing

Themes emerging from participant interviews
The comments and the bespoke questionnaire have revealed clearly the key benefits participants of PoLLeN
believe they have gained from participation, particularly in terms of social support, a sense of purpose and
learning, which together have helped to improve their sense of mental wellbeing.
A major limitation with these qualitative and quantitative data, however, is the lack of contextual,
biographical and narrative detail regarding the participants in the project. They provide little insight into
questions such as: Who has engaged with the project; what problems have they experienced in their
lives; what has PoLLeN offered them, and in what ways and how has the project helped them given their
difficulties? None of these questions can be answered through questionnaires, but these are precisely
the issues that can be explored effectively through semi-structured interviews.
In total 21 interviews were conducted with PoLLeN participants. Of these 17 were primarily involved in
the gardening activity and 4 in pottery, but some also participated in the allotment and Artychoke.
All participants readily engaged with the interviews but they varied in length – from less than 10 minutes
to 45 minutes - depending upon individual fluency and capacity for reflection. All but one of the interviews
were digitally recorded and transcribed and the purpose of this section is to drawn upon this rich information
to give a more rounded account of the personal issues in the lives of people engaging with PoLLeN and
the ways in which participation in horticultural and creative activities helped people to recover and grow.

Case study:

Maria
“It’s mainly getting out of
the house and then meeting
people and then working in
such a relaxed atmosphere as
well, it’s very peaceful, and
you can come in feeling low
and go away feeling happy
because you’ve participated
in the garden... it’s helped

me a lot definitely, it’s helped
me out of a deep depression,
absolutely...”
“You see others progressing
as well. When you see
people coming from the
beginning to now, sort of
thing, we’ve flourished,
you know, we’ve got so
much better, laugh and

joke, it’s just a wonderful
team... everyone one helps
one another, and everyone
respects one another, which
is the best. I’ve worked all my
life and think only once or
twice have I worked with a
team like this. (...) To do this
work in the PoLLeN garden,
it’s really therapeutic; it’s very
good for mental health.”
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Sources of mental distress in participants’ lives
What was clearly evident from the interviews was the wide diversity of challenges in people’s lives
leading to mental distress. Some participants had previously led successful careers but had then
experienced an event leading to psychological breakdown while others were dealing with a history of
relationship difficulties, neglect and abuse in childhood. Yet others were coping with very challenging
demands within their families, including illness in a partner or disabilities in children. A factor for some
was being a victim of violence and intimidation, leaving them injured, disabled and traumatised. Others
had the challenge of learning disabilities. A further theme was bereavement, which in at least one case
involved multiple losses in a short period of time. Most of the participants were also on benefits, with
the consequent stresses of living on a low income.
“I was attacked in 2004 by three men in
Portsmouth. I got brain damage and was on
a life-support machine for three months, and
went to a rehabilitation centre to get to walk
and talk.”
Abdul (Gardening)

“The stress at home is quite tough actually and
when I started I was actually on anti-depressants
and they were basically to stop me crying all
the time.” (son autistic, husband with serious
physical and mental health problems, mother
diagnosed with Alzheimer’s)
Ann (Pottery)

“I’ve had complex medical conditions, both
physical and mental over a long protracted
period, and several illnesses requiring major
surgery which caused problems in my
personal life in relation to employment and
relationships. So the mental diagnosis at the
end of it was anxiety and depression.”

“I was made redundant two years ago, and
looked for jobs but with no success. I became ill
with anxiety and depression, stress-related sort
of things and the doctor finally identified that
and she actually put me in touch with PoLLeN.”
Debbie (Gardening)

David (Gardening)

“For me personally, I had a spate of many
deaths. My younger sister was murdered
and she left a two-year old son and my
mother couldn’t take it so she died the
same year and I had two other deaths, my
partner of 34 years and my best friend. So
I reached a point where I was staying in a
lot and getting really low...”
Maria S (Gardening)

“I see a psychiatrist and I see my doctor quite
regularly. My doctor’s got me on anti-depressants
and something to take at night, ‘cos I hear voices.
I’m finding the medication good.”
Francis (Gardening, Artychoke)

“I came from an abusive family, there are dark
things inside, so life is hard and just... that’s why
it is difficult. (Also has a child with autism) ... so
life is very challenging and tiring.”
Dorrie (Gardening)

While the main criterion for acceptance of people into the project was ‘mental distress’, in reflecting
on this term, Lisa Cunningham, the project coordinator recognised that:
“Mental distress is a rather weak term, when the reality is that people have quite severe
problems they are coping with... and it’s not just a bit of anxiety and some depression, it
really is deeply embedded in their lives ... I think we can completely underestimate what
people are coping with, completely...”
Lisa Cunningham (March 2012)
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Lack of structure, meaningful activity and social isolation
A very common theme running through many of the accounts was the sense of being alone at home,
with little to do and no-one to see, with depression and anxiety compounded by a sense of social
isolation and a lack of structure and meaningful activity:
“It’s mainly getting out of the house and then meeting people and then working in such a
relaxed atmosphere as well, it’s very peaceful, and you can come in feeling low and go away
feeling happy because you’ve participated in the garden... it’s helped me a lot definitely, it’s
helped me out of a deep depression, absolutely...”
Maria S (Gardening)

“I wasn’t well, and Lisa knew I wasn’t. But just doing something, getting out of the flat...
because I was a prisoner in the flat, it was awful, and since then it’s been much better.”
Jez (Artychoke)

Stephen Clift (SC): “ What is it about the project that has helped you?”
“Getting more confidence to go out of my house and come here. Before when I moved to
London, I was too scared to come out. But coming here to PoLLeN has give me the ability
to get out of the house and learn new things.”

Abdul (Gardening)

SC:	“How did you get to know about PoLLeN?”
“From my doctor ... I was feeling down, I was indoors all the time, and I came over like, and
she recommended this, and I met Lisa, and I was a little bit... but then in the end I thought,
no, I’ll try it for a day, and I just kept coming. ‘Cos I was down, and when I came away I was
whistling, so that’s how, you know, it was good.”
	“Do you mind telling me a little bit more about why you were down?”
“I am alone now, I was on my own at the time, no friends or nothing, so I suppose I was
getting down like, you know?”
	“Had that been going on for some time?
“Yes, since my dad died, I’d been on my own for what, 40 years, it must be.”

Ron (Gardening)

“The reason my friend asked me to come here was because I was really in bad mood, I was
on anti-depressant. I was feeling like I can’t go out, I was really feeling bad to go out and
most of the time I was staying indoors ... I had a really bad thing, thinking in my mind, that
if I am going outside, people are looking at me and they are thinking, probably you can say,
inferiority complex, or very strongly self-conscious.’

Sharif (Gardening)
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Social support through the project
Undoubtedly, an important therapeutic aspect of PoLLeN is that participants have gained social support,
not only of staff, but from other participants. The significance of this cannot be under-estimated, and
indeed some interviewees identified this as the most important factor.
For David, for example, social contact was described as “the single most important thing for me,
more so than the gardening and anything like that”:
“The key ingredient has been the social integration, being able to work alongside other
people and to enjoy that companionship and friendships that develop from those, even on
a superficial level if you like, but it’s there nevertheless, and if you’re isolated and suffering
the kinds of conditions I was, you need to meet people who are kind of similar to yourself,
with other physical conditions, and you can share information, support one another, with
regard to those physical disabilities, if you like and also mentally and emotionally, when you
are very isolated, it is nice to develop new friendships and start to feel human again. It’s a
humanising process, when you’ve gone so low, mentally and emotionally. So it’s getting back
to the community and the social integration aspects, that’s probably been the single most
important thing for me, more so than the gardening and anything like that.”
The value of meeting people “suffering the kinds of conditions I was” identified by David, was
mentioned by many participants, along with the sense of social acceptance for who you are, and
freedom from a sense of being judged. Sharif, for example, felt the project and the Bromley by
Bow Centre as a whole offered a place where he could be open about his sexuality and mental
health issues without fear of being judged or condemned:
“First thing is talking to people, communication with people. I can talk to them. For me,
especially, I don’t need to worry about my sexual orientation here, I don’t to worry about, like,
I’m depressed, and I can tell you like, very frankly, I don’t to worry about what you will think. In
this centre you can’t be rude to me, you can’t judge me, just because I am depressed, because
most people here, they are like this; they’ve got some complications, so I can be myself, I don’t
need to worry about I’m depressed, so that’s the main thing.”
For Debbie, the project also offered a safe place where she could be open about her
circumstances and problems without feeling she was being judged:
“I think its meeting people with similar problems, and similar issues, you are not judged. We’ve
all got some form of illness and you can talk openly about it and sort, no one takes the micky
out of you or judges you. It’s just nice to have that sort of support group really, sort of a
network of people in a similar situation. None of us is the same. That’s made a big difference
and to know you’re not alone basically.”
Crisp too, valued the “sense of acceptance” within the project, which contrasted so markedly with
his feelings of isolation and anxiety in the community outside:
“I feel quite isolated in this community, even though perhaps on some level I could engage
more, perhaps it’s a self-defence mechanism. I have to be very guarded, but I feel as though
PoLLeN has allowed me to open up and be a bit more curious and playful and see individuals
again on some regular occasion, which has meant I’ve also felt a sense of acceptance and
very much nurturing as well, with Lisa, but acceptance as a whole from all the tutors and
participants. That’s been really nice, ‘cos I do walk out of here and it’s kind of the defences
go up again. I have problems, just a few 100 yards away with anti-social behaviour that has
been a large part of the stresses on me.”
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Focused activity, learning and achieving
In addition to providing structure and purpose and addressing issues of social isolation, PoLLeN clearly
offered opportunities for participants to engage in horticulture and creative activities. The interviews
provided valuable insights into the power of creative engagement for therapeutic change and the
distinctive processes involved which serve to explain how creative activity can help people cope with
the multiple challenges in their lives and the problems with mental distress which arise from them.
One of the strengths of PoLLeN is that it provided a range of activities for participants to engage
with; and a self-evident but fundamental factor underpinning the power of engagement with
creative activities is that each participant finds an activity which is for them interesting and
worthwhile. The factors of personal choice and a feeling that an activity is worthwhile and offers
opportunities for learning and achievement cannot be under-estimated.
Greta, for example, described how difficult it was losing her husband and then having to retire from
her job of 30 years and how she considered and tried a range of activities before finding pottery as
an activity she could really engage with:
“I realised that I had lived in my house but I hadn’t lived in the area, outside, none of my
interests were outside, once I got into my house, I lived there, and then when I got to work I
was there, and I just, I basically felt lost, so looked for things to do and I tried various things
and then I put my name down for this and I waited two years before I could come and when
I did come, all the things I’d tried I felt ‘this is it!’”
SC: “Was it specifically the pottery you wanted to do?”
“Yes, I wanted to do pottery, because I’ve got a little garden at home, so I didn’t need to
do gardening, and I did try other things at nearer places. I think it is almost compulsory
when you retire to try and do line-dancing [laughs], I did try, but it’s definitely not me! They
wouldn’t accept me in a choir because I can’t sing. I just needed something to do outside the
home, but now this is one of the things I do. I also go to an art class somewhere else, and
then I’ve got my family you know, but this is the one I really look forward to coming to.”
Greta

Greta is honest about her abilities saying that “I’m never going to win any exhibitions” but for her,
making pots and ceramic objects, and more especially, giving them as gifts to family members gave
her a sense of achievement and pride:
“I’ve gained a lot from it. Well, I get pleasure from doing, and the social side, it’s like
knitting a garment, and seeing somebody wearing it, it’s an achievement of a kind and
just the mere fact that you look around and you’ve got bulbs growing out of a pot you’ve
made yourself, it’s not... probably if you went to the Pound Shop you would get a better
one, but that doesn’t matter.”
Greta has made a door plaque for her grandson (Jack Nicolson) and it was a real source of pride for
her when Jack posted the image of the plaque on his Facebook page:
“I put ‘Jack’s Place’ on the plaque and added an image of Jack Nicolson as the Joker, so that
was nice, and so everything is given with the premise that when I come I want to see it,
when I go home you can hide it, so when he put it on Facebook it made me very proud,
shouldn’t be proud, but I was proud and pleased, so yes, and at this moment I am making a
box for my grand-daughter to put all her makeup in.”
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Sharif also recognised the value of the direct and positive feedback that comes from making things and
the impacts on self-esteem. Here he is speaking about the Pottery and Artychoke groups:
“... mostly they do creative things, like Pottery class, you started making something like one
week and next week it just came out the finished product, and in painting, you can start
something and see the difference, you started something and there’s a product:
“Oh my god! We made it, I made it, that’s really something, it’s inspiring!”
For Jez, there was some reluctance initially in getting involved in some of the creative activities in
Artychoke, but he came to appreciate their value through experience of seeing the effects of creative
activities for members of the group in promoting a sense of self-worth and happiness [he is referring to
making Christmas tree decorations]:
“I think a lot of people say the same thing; it’s the feeling of worth really, which is really
important. I felt initially, with the arts activities, cutting out and things, rather self-conscious,
that they were silly, but I realised at the end of the day that there was a reason for it; it made
lots of people really happy, when they [the decorations] were all hung up on the tree and lit
up... I’ve been so wrong many times in my life...”

Case study:

Jez
“I think a lot of people say the
same thing, it’s the feeling of
worth really, which is really
important (...) the whole thing
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is useful and I hate it when
I miss it. Everything, and
through this I met some nice
people – D.... he’s a nice chap,

we’ve become friends, saw
him today as well. Through
this place I’ve met all the
other people.”

The therapeutic dimensions of engaging in creative activity
In addition to the products of creative activity, participants also commented very interestingly on the
processes of engagement with materials, and the ways in which this could both facilitate engagement
with the tutor and others in the group, but also offer opportunities for a personal space and time to
reflect while focusing on the task in hand. Dorrie powerfully sums up this potential of creative activity in
the Pottery group:
“Sometimes it’s just, you feel, free to talk about things that upset you... sometimes in class I just
tell [the tutor] what happened, blah, blah, blah... ah... the thing about coming to the class you
don’t have to talk all the time, you don’t have to talk if you don’t want to, you can just focus
and make your stuff, just be, like you’ve disappeared. Sometimes I don’t say anything, so it’s
quite nice, it’s nice, you feel people respect your space, it’s good...”
Dorrie goes on to identify the therapeutic potential of participating in group creative activity in this way,
and sums up some of the distinctive and metaphorical features of what she calls “the culture” of the group:
“They quite like to joke about things as well, a sense of humour... and the teacher’s serving
tea and coffee... it’s quite interesting the whole, the whole culture... the room is interesting,
we kind of relax like a family... you should come if you have chance... and I’m very impressed.
This is not just a technical class that you learn how to make things to take home. It’s a kind of
therapy in a way. There’s just little things. It’s more than I expected actually, yes, because of my
background. I came from an abusive family, so life is hard and just... that’s why it’s difficult.”
Horticulture also offered participants in PoLLeN similar opportunities – to be engaged collectively in
creating something that could be a source of accomplishment and pride; to work alongside others, have
fun and share conversations, but also to work alone in a focused way. For the more reflective members
of the group, the metaphorical aspects of being in close touch with nature and the natural processes
of growth were also apparent. David explained that before coming to PoLLeN, he “knew nothing about
horticulture”, but it was the metaphorical aspect that attracted to the gardening project:
“In terms of my own creativity the attraction there was that it’s a metaphor for growth
anyway. That was always going to be a key anchoring point for me, to connect myself with
nature, green spaces, blue spaces, these other things, through researching on-line and talking
to other service users, these seem to be things that work for people, and it makes a lot of
sense, it’s common sense really...” 			
David
Debbie too had no previous experience of horticulture and described herself as an “absolute novice”
but she appreciated that fact that she was able to start at the beginning of the year and experience the
development of the garden and the sequence of tasks following the seasons:
“It’s been nice starting at the beginning of the year, so you can see the whole process.”
The opportunity to get involved in horticulture appealed to her. It was something she had wanted to do
but did not have the time nor the resources and also she felt it would offer her a skill that could help in
future with employment. Also, her living circumstances mean that she has no garden at home.
In the following extract, Debbie sums up very clearly the features of being involved with PoLLeN that
have been therapeutic for her:
“Previously I had been interesting in doing something with gardening. I wanted to re-train but
didn’t have the time or the money to be able to do it myself, and I live in a first floor flat so the
opportunities to be outside and do something are limited. Appreciate it because I can learn a
new skill, being outside and meeting new people and actually having a focus one day a week,
something to do and look forward to. It does make a difference.”
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Debbie went on to elaborate further on how the PoLLeN project has helped her to improve her wellbeing:
“It’s definitely made a difference. It’s something to look forward to, it gives you a purpose
and interest, and also when I’m not here I’m more aware of gardens I suppose, gardening
on TV and my parents have got a very big garden and they are very happy now because I go
there and dig the flower beds for them, so yeah it has made a difference. It has given me an
interest and it’s something I would like to pursue further, hopefully go into that line of work,
hope to get a job in that sort of environment.”
Throughout the year, Debbie regularly took photographs of the garden and below is a selection of
six of them with Debbie’s comments which highlight multi-faceted ways in which gardening offers
opportunities for a sense of accomplishment and social recognition and how the sequence of the
seasons offers a metaphor for the processes of psychological recovery.

The PoLLeN Garden:
Photographs and commentary by Debbie Edwards

1 The garden early in the year.
“You think, is anything going to happen?”

2 “My first flower bed that I dug over,
so I was very proud of that!”
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3 “Two beds of lavender that we’ve put in and so hopefully when
they grow up they will smell lovely when you walk through them.”

5 “Nice to see everyone else enjoying the garden - all the mums and kids
coming through. My mum came to see it and she was very impressed!”

4 “Everything has just grown up so quickly, you just don’t realise.
I suppose seeing it every week, and then all of a sudden there’s
this massive greenery, and hopefully the flowers will be out soon.”

6 “It was nice to see how much wildlife came into the
garden considering where it is.”
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Limitations of the present evaluation and future directions
A central limitation of the current evaluation arises from the fact that it was not planned prior to the
setting up of PoLLeN and consequently participants were not followed through the process from
their initial referral and engagement with the project. For this reason, suitable baseline data were not
gathered which could have provided a point of comparison over time to judge the extent to which
participants’ mental wellbeing had improved. Even if baseline data had been collected, however, there
are still inherent limitations in a prospective observational evaluation which lacks a suitable comparison
or control group. Under these circumstances, it is always difficult to offer a definitive interpretation of
any changes observed in quantitative measures, and attribute them to the intervention as opposed to
other factors operating in people’s lives.
If further evaluation is to be undertaken of initiatives to address mental health wellbeing within the
Bromley by Bow Centre, consideration should be given to sources of research funding in addition to
project funding. A suitable lead in time is needed in planning projects to ensure a robust evaluation
can be designed, funded and ethical approval obtained. Then a process of referral and recruitment is
needed to identify potential participants who meet appropriate inclusion criteria. Randomisation to an
intervention and a waiting list control would then be possible. Careful consideration would also need to
be given to the most appropriate outcome measures and some attention to health service utilisation to
provide a basis of assessing not only effectiveness, but also cost-effectiveness of the intervention.
While such an approach is seen as offering the potential for gathering robust evidence on the
effectiveness and the costs/benefits of creative or horticultural activities – this approach is challenging
and may be difficult to implement while maintaining the open, informal and flexible approach that was
so clearly a strength of PoLLeN.
In the absence of a controlled experimental evaluation, a descriptive, qualitative approach has the
considerable strength of being closer to the realities of people’s lives. This is demonstrated very clearly
in this study as we move from the dry and abstract results from the WEMWBS questionnaire, through
the results from a specifically constructed questionnaire based on participants’ written comments and
arriving at the detailed and often moving accounts provided in the course of semi-structured interviews.

Conclusion
The main aim of this evaluation was to assess the success of PoLLeN in improving the mental wellbeing
of participants engaging in horticultural and creative activities.
All of the qualitative data gathered supports the conclusion that PoLLeN has been highly successful
in this respect. They also point clearly towards the central mechanisms through which engagement in
horticultural and creative activities can have tangible benefits for people experiencing significant levels
of mental distress: a sense of structure and purpose; learning new skills and knowledge, and above all
social support from peers and skilled and empathic professionals.
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