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Abstract	
Public gardens are gardens which regularly open to the public for an entrance fee. In the UK, such 

gardens dominate the garden visitor attraction lists and include privately owned grounds and gardens 

owned by large organisations such as the National Trust/National Trust for Scotland, Royal 

Horticultural Society and English Heritage/Historic Scotland/Cadw. Understanding visitor motivations 

can help garden managers to better meet visitor needs and grow their customer base. However, public 

gardens are not solely visitor attractions and have the potential to offer significant social, 

environmental, economic and horticultural services to local, regional, national and even international 

communities. This study evaluates the demographic of the garden visiting public in Great Britain (GB), 

assessing the reasons for visiting, activities pursued during visits and features/facilities sought on visits, 

and then examines the additional values of gardens beyond that of visitor attractions. An online survey 

of 913 respondents identified a high level of horticultural interest underlies many garden visits while 

a semi-structured interview of eight garden managers found an emphasis on the role of the garden as 

a visitor attraction. The interviews identified a number of measures that need further consideration 

across public gardens including feasibility assessments of a range of environmental and social 

instruments such as water catchment management incentives and horticultural therapy. It was 

considered that none would have negative impacts on visitor numbers but would rather increase and 

enhance the value of public gardens. 

Research highlights:  

• A garden visitor survey yielded 913 responses indicating motivations, interests and behaviour 

of public garden visitation in GB. 
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• Interviews of garden managers demonstrated the importance of visitors to the financial 

survival of the garden. 

• Gardens have the potential to utilise value streams other than tourism, such as horticultural 

collections, environmental services and health and wellbeing, to secure the future of public 

gardens. 

Keywords: Garden tourism, ecosystem services, horticulture, social values, environmental values, 

economic values. 

1.	Introduction	
It is first important to understand what is meant by the term ‘public garden’. For the purposes of this 

study, a public garden is a garden that opens regularly to the public for which a fee is charged; this fee 

might be an entrance fee or by membership. It differs from the terms private garden, public park and 

botanic garden (a garden used primarily for research and education) which are not included in this 

study. This definition differs significantly from the terms used in the literature which are usually 

dominated by botanic gardens, urban parks and private gardens (Benfield, 2013; Fox & Edwards, 2008; 

Connell, 2005). 

Most research has focused on botanic gardens but even here there is a paucity of academic literature 

on garden visitation and the role of gardens in the tourism industry (Catahan & Woodruffe-Burton, 

2017; Wassenberg et al., 2015; Benfield, 2013; Ward et al., 2010). In Great Britain, there were 40 

million day visits to gardens in 2015 (up 7% in England compared to 2014), with a further 33 million 

days visits to country parks (GBDVS, 2015; VisitEngland 2016a: Table A1, Supplementary Information). 

These visits resulted in a combined spend in excess of £2 billion (VisitEngland, 2016b). The estimated 

500 public gardens in Britain therefore contribute significantly to the national economy.  

While few gardens were originally created as tourism destinations, they must now operate as such 

and therefore are largely driven by the need to increase visitor numbers (Connell, 2005). They might 

need to compete with other gardens or attractions for market share, and contend with visitor 

expectations for features and facilities balanced against increased wear and tear (Connell, 2005; 

Benfield, 2013). There is also a drive to encourage visitors to return to a garden, with gardens forced 

to evolve and to regularly provide new features to maintain the interest of the returning visitor 

(Connell, 2005). Gardens must also contend with climate change introducing new plant health issues 

and creating challenging growing environments combined with poor weather driving down visitor 

numbers (Fox and Edwards, 2008).   
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This then begs the question, can public gardens be anything other than a visitor attraction, designed 

to attract customers? Public gardens, like all green space, offer a number of environmental (water 

catchment management, carbon off-setting, composting, landscape value (Camps-Calvet et al. 2016; 

Chan, Chau & Leung 2017; Kothencz et al. 2017; Kuller et al. 2017)), social (health and wellbeing, food 

production, cultural heritage, education capacity (Pretty & Pencheon, 2016; Dennis & James, 2017; 

Markevych et al. 2017; Gao & Dietze-Schirdewahn, 2018)), economic (contributing to the local, 

regional and national economy (Woolley et al. 2004; Connell, 2005; Pretty & Barton, 2016; Xiao et al. 

2017)) and horticultural (National Collections, conservation of rare plants and seed banks (Oikawa & 

Kendle, 1998; Plant Heritage, 2015; O'Donnell & Sharrock, 2017)) assets which might also contribute 

to the viability of public gardens as businesses. Taken together, the assets of a public garden also 

demonstrate the value of public gardens to the nation. Much research has been carried out on the 

social, environmental and economic role of domestic and private gardens (Halkett, 1978; Kellett, 1982; 

Williams, 1995; Bhatti, 1999; Dunnett & Qasim, 2000; Perry & Nawaz, 2008; Slack, 2013; Dennis & 

James, 2017) and urban/community parks (Woolley et al. 2004; Quayle, 2008; Townsend & 

Henderson-Wilson, 2016; Wood et al., 2017) but there has been very little research on public gardens 

despite there being at least 500 such gardens in Great Britain alone.  

This study seeks to understand the needs of visitors to public gardens, the other roles/assets available 

in public gardens, and whether the two aspects are compatible or in conflict. It looks at how public 

gardens can become more resilient as visitor attractions and as providers of environmental, social, 

economic and/or horticultural services.  

2.	Methodology	
Two approaches have been developed to assess the tourism, social, environmental, economic and 

horticultural roles of public gardens:  

• survey of garden visitors to better understand reasons and motivations for garden visiting; 

and, 

• semi-structured interviews of head gardeners, garden managers and curators to better 

understand planning and development stimuli in public gardens. 

2.1 Survey of garden visitors 

Connell (2004) used a self-completion questionnaire survey of visitors to 13 gardens around Great 

Britain to assess the motivations behind garden visitation. Over a six-week period, 1,200 

questionnaires were distributed with 546 being completed. A similar self-completion format, using 

comparable questions, was adopted for this study allowing the Connell (2004) study to be updated 
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and further developed. Given the improvement in online resources such as internet-based survey 

hosting sites and the role of social media in everyday life, both tools were used to simplify the delivery 

of the survey, requiring minimal resources and establishing a protocol for repeating the survey every 

few years. The survey was created and hosted on the Online Surveys website (Online Surveys, 2018) 

and the link to the survey widely circulated through social media, particularly via Twitter were it was 

widely re-tweeted by garden writers and organisations such as the Royal Horticultural Society (RHS). 

The link was also circulated in the print media, including the RHS’ The Garden magazine (RHS, 2018), 

published monthly and sent to all RHS members. The survey was open for 14 weeks, February-May 

2018. 

The survey was designed to obtain information on garden visiting, particularly the types of gardens 

visited, the frequency and duration of visits, membership and payment of entry fees, reasons for visits, 

activities undertaken during visits, and key facilities and features looked for when visiting. Other 

questions concerned travel to the gardens, plant purchasing during visits, garden ownership and a 

self-referenced horticultural skills description. Social and demographic characteristics of visitors were 

also sought, with age, gender, ethnicity, employment and education questions provided: visitors could 

choose whether or not to provide this information. In total, the survey included 20 garden-visiting 

questions and six optional socio-demographic questions, the whole survey taking around 10 minutes 

to complete. Most of the questions used ‘Yes/No’ responses, provided a range of options or asked the 

respondent to rate their response on a Likert scale. As such, all data collected were categorical 

variables.  

The results of the survey were exported from the survey software to Microsoft Excel for an initial 

assessment of the results. Statistical analyses, including cross tabulation and chi-square tests, were 

carried out using the statistical freeware R (R Core Team, 2018).  

2.2 Semi-structured interviews 

Taking inspiration from Connell (2005), eight gardens were selected as representing different 

ownership and management structures in public gardens. A cross-section of garden sizes (from less 

than half an hectare to almost 100 hectares) and visitor numbers (from a few thousand to 1.2 million 

per year) provided a secondary selection criterion. Two gardens owned by a large horticultural charity 

and one by a large heritage charity were identified as representing large garden-owning organisations 

with a significant membership (almost 500,000 and 5 million members respectively). One garden is 

owned by a smaller horticultural charity, two gardens are owned by two separate commercial and 

investment businesses, one by a local government authority and one is part of a family-owned estate. 

The head gardener, garden manager or curator for each was contacted and an interview arranged for 
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the period March-May 2018. As the gardens were distributed across England and the interviews were 

scheduled to take place during one of the busiest times in the gardening calendar, the option was 

provided for a telephone interview as well as a face-to-face meeting: four interviews were conducted 

by telephone (representing one large horticultural charity garden, the heritage charity garden, one 

commercially-owned garden and the family-owned garden) and four conducted in person (all 

remaining gardens). Due to changes in staff, it was not possible to speak to the head gardener at the 

large heritage charity garden: however, an area manager deputised and provided an overview of the 

charity’s gardens in a region of England. It is important to note also that the garden owned by the local 

government authority is currently closed to the public due to funding problems. 

Eight questions (Supplementary Information) were developed and sent to each of the interviewees a 

few days before the interview. They were asked not to prepare, with the ‘first sight’ of the questions 

provided to adjust mind set and to help with time management during the interview. The semi-

structured format of the interview allowed for more free-flowing conversation, with the questions 

used merely to aid flow and ensure the same information was collected across the interviews: in only 

a couple of the interviews were the questions asked in sequence although the sequence on the 

question sheet was arbitrary. Interview duration varied from 30 minutes to one hour depending on 

the availability of the interviewee, with the telephone interviews generally being shorter. Notes were 

made during the interview and later transcribed for narrative assessment.  

3.	Results		

3.1 Survey findings 

A total of 913 responses were received to the online survey, exceeding the minimum sample size for 

a population of several millions recommended by McCall (1982) and Collett (2003). Almost 81% of 

respondents were female (18% male; 1% other or unknown) and 84% of all respondents were over 40 

years of age (40-55: 35%; 56-64: 29%; 65+: 20%) with only 2% below 25 years. Most people described 

their ethnic group as white (94%). With regard to employment status, most respondents were retired 

(33%) compared to 32% in full-time employment and 15% part-time; less than 10% were self-

employed and 6% in unpaid work (charity workers, volunteers, stay at home parent). While 33% did 

not respond to employment category, 56% stated that they held a managerial position, with 8% 

describing themselves as skilled workers and 3% as semi-skilled. For education, 48% had received a 

university level education with 33% completing formal education and 1% leaving school before age 

16. See Supplementary Information for more details. 
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3.1.1 Types of gardens visited and frequency 

When asked what types of gardens respondents visited, 29% selected National Trust properties, 16% 

RHS gardens and 12% botanic gardens: other garden categories (National Garden Scheme, other 

private gardens, RHS partner gardens and other gardens owned by organisations) achieved response 

rates of 10% except English Heritage at 5%. Over 4300 responses were recorded for this question as 

respondents could select as many options as they wished. The next question asked which type of 

garden they visited more frequently: National Trust gardens and properties again topped the list (over 

40% of responses) although RHS gardens (26% of responses) were more popular than National Trust 

gardens only (14%) (Figure 1). Most people visited gardens less than once a month (79%), with 6-11 

visits per year the most popular option (25% of respondents) (Figure 2).  

 

Figure 1: Garden type more frequently visited by respondents: respondents were asked to select the garden 

type they visit more often. 
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Figure 2: Frequency of visits to gardens on an annual basis. 
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Figure 3: Reasons for garden visits. 
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Figure 4: The activities and interests of visitors during garden visits: what they look to do/see in the gardens. 
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Figure 5: The facilities and features of garden visited and relative importance to the visitor 
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Figure 6: Repeat visits: the number of times visitors return to their most frequently visited garden. 
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more than one garden pass. Almost 47% had been members of at least one organisation/held 

a garden pass for nine or more years (Figure 7). 

Does garden ownership and horticultural expertise influence garden visiting? Of the 

respondents, 88% owned a garden with a further 5% renting a garden or allotment space: 

fewer than 2% of respondents had no access to a garden. 42% of respondents described their 

horticultural expertise as professional/keen amateur while 48% had a general interest in 

gardening: fewer than 1% of respondents were just looking for a good day out and have no 

horticultural interest (Figure 8). 

 

Figure 7: Duration of membership for longest held membership/annual pass compared to non-membership. 
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Figure 8: Survey respondents were asked to score their horticultural interest/expertise. 

3.1.7 Interaction of factors 

Cross tabulations of the responses from the survey revealed a number of significant relationships (p-

value<0.05) (summarised in Supplementary Information, Table C1):  

• Younger respondents were more likely to describe themselves as expert horticulturalists. 

• Generally, the older the respondent, the more likely they were to own a garden. In particular, 

younger (<25 years) respondents had no access or access to someone else’s garden and older 

respondents (65+) had the highest allotment ownership rates. 

• Garden owners were more likely to self-report a greater interest or level of expertise in 

horticulture. 

• Men were more likely to self-report an expertise/interest in horticulture than women. 

• Respondents with horticultural interest/expertise visited a wider variety of gardens; those 

with less interest tended to visit RHS and National Trust gardens more. 

• Visits of longer duration were found for respondents with horticultural interest/expertise. 

• Members of gardens/garden-owning organisations were more likely to repeat visits to 

gardens and were more likely to have horticultural expertise/interest. 

• Older respondents were more frequent garden visitors and return to gardens more often than 

younger respondents. 

• Younger respondents and those with horticultural interest were more likely to visit to 

see/enjoy the garden. 

• Respondents owning a garden, frequent garden visitors and those reporting an horticultural 

interest were more likely to visit for ideas and inspiration. 

• Horticultural aspects of a garden visit appealed to those with an horticultural interest and 

those who visit gardens frequently. 

• Middle-aged respondents (40-55), frequent visitors and those with an horticultural interest 

were more likely to want to take in all the garden during their visit. 

• Younger respondents and frequent visitors demonstrated a greater interest in seasonal 

changes in the garden. 

• Garden owners or those with access to garden space were more likely to look for planting 

ideas on their visits but garden owners were less likely to visit for photography-based activities. 

• Respondents without gardens were less likely to look for planting ideas. 

• Features such as interesting planting schemes were slightly more important for older age 

categories and for those with an horticultural interest. 
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• Younger respondents reported the importance of toilets, a tranquil environment and public 

transport links as features/facilities looked for in their visits. 

• Public transport was also a factor for respondents with limited access to their own growing 

space, while those with garden access, more frequent visitors or a self-reported horticultural 

interest were more likely to want car parks. 

• More frequent visitors were less likely to want dogs in the gardens they were visiting (this was 

slightly higher for less regular visitors) and seek tranquillity in the garden. 

• Tranquillity rated highly with respondents wanting to see/enjoy the garden and those wanting 

to take in the whole garden. 

• Respondents wanting to see/enjoy the garden also looked for interesting planting schemes 

and car parks. 

It is also important to consider the non-significant relationships. For instance, horticultural expertise 

was not associated with job role (a proxy measure of social class) nor was it associated with the garden 

visiting motivation of a recommendation by TripAdvisor (Table C1, Supplementary Information). 

3.2 Interview findings  

The outcomes of the interviews have been grouped in order of the question on the interview sheet 

although the majority of interviews did not follow this order. Tables capturing the individual responses 

for each interview are available in Supplementary Information (Tables D1-D6) although the responses 

to the main question are provided below (Table 1) along with the key headline findings in narrative 

form. 

3.2.1 Challenges/threats 

Income, including financial stability, returns on investment and ability to survive economic downturns, 

was highlighted as one of the most significant factors by all but one of the interviewees (SI, Table D1). 

Climate change and extreme weather (including the financial impact of a wet summer on visitor 

numbers) together with maintaining plant health in the face of existing or new pests and diseases 

were also important challenges.  

3.2.2 Opportunities 

The opportunities identified for each garden were generally very different (SI, Table D2). Larger 

gardens cited their size and scale as offering opportunities to develop new areas of interest with new 

plantings to inspire and interest visitors: these gardens also had the freedom to explore new ideas as 

they are not constrained to a particular design, style or garden era. Two gardens (gardens owned by 

small horticultural charity and one of the commercial/investment businesses) suggested that new 
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development plans including expanding car parks, new visitor facilities etc. were their main 

opportunity. 

3.2.3 Resources 

Most gardens receive funding (or have received funding in the past) from a centralised fund, which 

could be at an organisational level or an estate level (SI, Table D3). The centralised fund derives from 

membership and entry fees for some gardens but can also be funding from the commercial activities 

of the parent company or estate, or indirectly from the tax payer. For gardens falling in these latter 

categories, there is a drive to become self-funding. Grants from funding bodies such as the Heritage 

Lottery Fund (HLF) is an important funding source for key infrastructure and development projects. 

Volunteers contribute their time thus creating a staffing resource: only one garden does not currently 

have volunteers. 

3.2.4 Current garden focus 

Preservation or conservation of the gardens for future generations was an import focus for half the 

gardens (SI, Table D4). The gardens also provided an opportunity to showcase the work of the two 

horticultural charities included in the study with other gardens stating the importance of 

demonstrating horticulture which is a significant part of their reputation as leading gardens. Note that 

the heritage charity was not asked this question as the interviewee was representing several gardens 

and so would only be able to provide a generic response. 

3.2.5 Income diversification 

Using the garden for a wider variety of uses, from private events to public festivals and earlier/later 

openings for jogging, dog walking or sport/leisure activities such as yoga and pilates, was a popular 

income diversification technique that is being considered by some gardens: a few already do this (e.g. 

one of the commercial/investment businesses). Not all the areas identified would lead to an extra 

income to the garden (e.g. education and community outreach) but might act to publicise the garden 

to a wider visiting audience, a stated aim of at least one garden being to increase visitor numbers 

(SI,Table D5). 

3.2.6 Service provision 

This was the key question of the interview. Responses between gardens were highly variable, as the 

summary in Table 1 clearly demonstrates. Some gardens have given considerable thought to some of 

the services, others have not (for a number of very different reasons). One point raised by a few 

gardens was the need for greater representation of gardens in horticulture and beyond – to have a 

voice on issues relating to plant health, impacts of Brexit etc. as well as to exchange information and 
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develop greater local/regional/national linkages. Note that only services mentioned by the 

interviewee are included despite, for instance, most garden having a composting facility and/or 

providing volunteering opportunities. 

Table 1: Summary of the main services discussed in the interviews. 

 Garden* 

Garden services 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 

Environment: 

Developing a water management plan X        

Provision of composting facility   X      

Planting of native species  X       

Conscious decision to minimise chemical 

use 

 X       

Ecological assessments so know what is in 

garden e.g. white clawed crayfish in 

streams 

 X       

Working with habitats for right plant, right 

place e.g. bog garden created in boggy land 

 X       

Garden in biodiversity action plan for area   X      

Links to local Wildlife Trusts    X X    

Actively engaged with other statutory 

bodies e.g. EA, FC 

    X    

Reuse of materials e.g. timber       X  

Society: 

Joining up environmental knowledge with 

horticulture 

X        

Exploring health & wellbeing opportunities 

including links to NHS, garden activities 

X    X    

Education – schools, adults, leisure X  X  X X X  

Cultural heritage – garden buildings X  X      

Volunteering – important social & 

wellbeing activity 

 X X  X X   

Café and other facilities as 

social/community hub 

 X       
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‘Friends’ or members with special events  X       

Community outreach including walks and 

talks, allotments, projects out of garden 

   X     

Evaluating new public transport links    X X    

Art, poetry etc. in the garden    X   X  

Family friendly, safe environment (private 

park) 

    X    

Actively encouraging exploration of 

outdoors 

       X 

Silent Space and mindfulness      X   

Economy: 

Partnerships with businesses – local and 

national 

X    X    

Supports local businesses by drawing 

visitors to area 

  X    X  

Sourcing material from local suppliers    X X    

Willingness to partner for better social and 

environmental provision 

     X X  

Support specialist growers      X   

Horticulture: 

Horticultural heritage in designs, plants 

(including local cultivars) & people 

X   X X   X 

National Collections and other collections 

to maintain genetic diversity 

X  X X  X  X 

Research resource    X     

Training provision for horticultural staff 

and students 

     X   

Making a wilder aesthetic more acceptable 

in gardens 

       X 

Need for a more proactive industry        X 

*1=large horticultural charity garden A; 2=small horticultural charity; 3=local authority-owned; 4= 

large horticultural charity garden B; 5=commercially-owned garden A; 6=family-owned estate; 7= 

commercially-owned garden B; 8=large heritage charity. 
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3.2.7 Service sinks 

When asked whether gardens could be ‘service sinks’ having a negative impact on the environment, 

society, economy and/or horticulture, all the gardens stated that this was generally not the case: only 

one garden stated concern about the environmental footprint of gardening and the need to reduce it. 

All gardens stated that they could do more regarding the social service provision of gardens, with the 

word ‘inspire’ used by three of the interviewees and another calling the garden a community resource. 

One garden, currently closed to the public due to financial constraints, was seen as a financial sink but 

the interviewee could see how this could be turned around. As one interviewee pointed out, the 

environmental performance of gardens has improved immensely in the last 30 years and will continue 

to improve, albeit slowly. 

3.2.8 Future direction 

‘Future proofing’ gardens was seen as an important goal for at least three gardens (two gardens 

owned by large horticultural charity and one commercial/investment business) with improvements to 

visitor facilities, services and the overall visiting experience important considerations. A range of other 

factors from plant health and diversity to encouraging new visitor demographics was also discussed 

(SI, Table D6). One interviewee noted that gardens should be ‘good with plants and good with people’ 

to be successful.  
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4.	Discussion	

4.1 Visitor demographics, motivations and behaviour 

While the survey was widely publicised, the platforms used were such that an audience interested in 

gardening was primarily targeted. In particular, members of horticultural and heritage charities 

formed a large proportion of respondents as shown in Figure 7. This is likely to produce a slightly 

biased result, emphasising the motivations of regular garden visitors rather than the infrequent, less 

engaged visitor. The survey format might also exclude potential respondents who have no access to 

the internet or who lack IT skills. Nevertheless, the methods employed were relatively simple and cost 

neutral despite the large number of survey responses received. As such, it adds to and updates 

previous assessments of garden visitors (e.g. Connell, 2004.). Ideally, the survey would be repeated 

annually or biennially across a wider network to reduce some of the anomalies of the present study, 

particularly the gender bias and the lack of people who rarely or never visit gardens.  

The results of the surveys reported by Connell (2004; 2005) were very similar to the results shown 

here, even down to the lack of significant association between social class (job role used as a proxy 

measure in this study) and horticultural interest. Connell (2004) reported that only 15.4% of garden 

visitors were under 40 years of age: this study found 15.3% of survey respondents were 39 years old 

or younger. Similarly, Connell (2004) found 95% of visitors owned a garden compared to 88% in this 

study. The demographics of respondents were also broadly similar to those reported by Ward and 

coworkers. (2010) and Wassenberg and coworkers (2015). 

Differences do arise. Connell found that most visitors visit once a month (47.1%) or a few times a year 

(47.7%) while this study found that monthly visits (11%) were much rarer than a few visits a year (69%). 

This difference might be reflected in changing garden visiting habits, a different survey audience or a 

difference in the question format with this survey offering more options. Similarly, this survey 

reported that 92% of respondents visit a garden more than once: Connell found that 39% of those 

surveyed were returning visitors. Levels of horticultural interest were also different as would be 

expected in this study, which found higher levels of specialist interest and lower general levels 

compared to the Connell studies (2004; 2005). Wassenberg and coworkers (2015), however, also 

report on visitors’ horticultural interest and suggest that botanic garden managers provide a diverse 

plant collection to meet this visitor need. 

While based on Connell (2004), this study included a more comprehensive list of visitor motivations, 

activities undertaken during visiting, and facilities/features deemed important in a garden. Despite 
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this longer list, the motivations were similar with horticultural aspects and finding ideas/inspiration 

for visitors’ own gardens scoring highly in both studies.  

Horticulturally-related activities dominated the main interests and activities that garden visitors seek 

to do during their visits: this was not evaluated in the Connell (2004) study and serves to reinforce the 

horticultural focus of garden visiting. Shopping for non-horticultural items, attending special events 

and educational offers were much less significant draws for the visitor but should not be dismissed as 

a result: the survey structure allowed only three options to be picked and while these aforementioned 

options might not be a primary reasons to visit a garden, they might exert some influence e.g. timing 

of visit to coincide with an event, impulse gift buying etc.  

While plants and planting schemes might dominate the list for features and facilities that visitors look 

for, car parks and toilets were also significant factors and support Connell’s findings. While café and 

restaurant provision scored less, many respondents emphasised the need for good food. Also, public 

transport links were not considered an important feature of garden visiting but this reflects the car-

owning demographic of the survey respondents. People reliant on public transport are probably less 

likely to visit gardens as many gardens do not have reliable transport links. Despite often extensive 

bicycle paths and storage facilities, cycling to gardens is the least popular mode of transport, again 

reflecting the need to look at different transport methods even if they are much more difficult and 

expensive to instigate. 

The free text options in the survey identified some important features and facilities important to 

visitors. Maps, seating and plant labels were noted by a large number of respondents but the 

importance of having horticulturally knowledgeable staff on hand to answer questions and talk with 

visitors was also cited as an important feature of a garden and reflects the need to ensure staff are 

suitably trained. This feature has been identified by other authors (Urry, 1995; Smit, 2010). 

Horticultural interest and garden ownership seem to be primary drivers for garden visiting. By 

providing people with more opportunity to garden through community spaces and by inspiring 

interest in plants and gardens, visitor numbers might be expected to increase. An emphasis on the 

horticultural offer of gardens with key visitor facilities are the main draw for the current garden-

visiting demographic; future surveys would determine whether this changes over time and/or success 

of increasing garden-visiting appeal to a younger visitor audience. 

4.2 Multi-asset management in gardens 

There has been a significant change in garden funding over recent years, with many gardens previously 

receiving funding from government (in the case of botanic gardens) or from parent companies either 
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being forced to stand on their own feet or taking the initiative to become self-financing. Financial 

wariness was evident in all the interviews, none more so than in the case of the local authority-owned 

garden which has closed to the public due to a local government funding crisis resulting from the 

reduction in contributions from central government. With a planned handover from subsidised 

funding to self-financing, which was the intention for the local authority-owned garden, it is possible 

for a garden to adapt and initiate appropriate measures, as is the case for one of the commercially-

owned gardens. Increasing visitor numbers, which comes with the inherent problems of increasing 

wear and tear on the garden, the need for enhanced visitor facilities including larger car parks and the 

potential to detract from the visitor experience, is the main approach taken for increasing the financial 

resilience of public gardens but are there other means of improving the resilience of a garden? 

Resilience need not be framed purely in financial terms, but it is a good place to start. Income 

diversification beyond simply increasing the number of paying visitors is likely to be the only way to 

survive future economic recessions or bad summers when visitor numbers and spend would be 

expected to decline. Those interviewed provided a range of measures that have been/are being 

considered or have been implemented: most measures do involve increasing numbers of visitors 

through events (private and public) and education programmes, and through increasing retail offer. 

Such measures will not make gardens more resilient to economic or weather-instigated downturns. 

Arguably bolder measures are partnerships with local businesses which can raise money for capital 

projects and supply garden consumables to reduce overheads. Public gardens can also provide raw 

materials to businesses/industry, particularly true for larger gardens with the capacity to grow food 

or fuel, propagate plants for retail, and generate compost. Gardens can also sell services; for example, 

health and environmental provision. 

The link between health and wellbeing and gardening is well-established (Beaglehole et al., 2011; 

Lovell et al., 2014). Most of the gardens interviewed offer a volunteering programme which is very 

much a social activity for volunteers and has considerable scope in helping to alleviate loneliness and 

exclusion (Townsend & Henderson-Wilson, 2016). Extending this to ‘in need’ groups could lead to 

gardening on prescription. Shorter sessions of horticultural therapy offer rehabilitation and 

recreational therapy provision but this would need to be formalised rather than the ad hoc approach 

currently adopted: local National Health Service (NHS) partnerships teaming with a local network of 

public gardens. The benefits for all would be highly significant, not least the improved resilience of 

gardens involved in any such scheme. For instance, Pretty and Barton (2016) suggest that ‘walking for 

health’ programmes produce £623 of benefits per person per year: perhaps a ‘gardening for health’ 

could produce similar NHS savings or redirect costs to the gardens. 
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Gardens could also offer other health and wellbeing services such as green gyms, sport and wellbeing 

classes, informal fitness programmes etc. As was evident from the interviews, this is something a 

number of gardens have considered but with one exception, have not taken further. Opening the 

garden earlier or later for joggers or fitness classes, having yoga/pilates courses in unused 

rooms/spaces, allowing dog walkers into certain areas/at certain times, installing green gyms, nature 

walks and many more options could be considered under a ‘green exercise’ agenda.  

Environmental services are an under-explored area for public gardens. There are a range of initiatives 

available to agricultural land that need to be evaluated for application to public gardens. For example, 

Countryside Stewardship financially incentivises conserving wildlife habitats, creating woodlands and 

maintaining landscape value, among a range of other activities (UK Government, 2018). Natural flood 

management incentives could also be relevant to some public gardens: many parks provide flood 

water holding capacity but areas of public gardens could fulfil a similar criteria (Houses of Parliament, 

2011). Gardens could link to other green space to provide an integrated approach to environmental 

service provision including improving water quality, reducing spread of invasive species, increasing 

national tree cover as well as food production roles. They also have a role to play in energy production 

with at least one of the gardens interviewed associated with a major hydroelectric scheme. Other 

schemes could be biomass combined heat and power plants, biomass production, composting with 

heat extraction, etc. The Eden Project is leading the way with a planned geothermal energy plant (Eden 

Project, 2018) 

Gardens are a mixture of native and non-native plantings, with the former providing food and refuge 

for native fauna, and the latter acting as a global genetic library (although does also provide 

food/shelter). Thus gardens have a potentially significant role to play in biodiversity action planning, 

particularly as even the smallest public garden contains a range of different habitats from water to 

ground cover to tree canopy. At an international level, gardens contain many different plants that are 

no longer found in the wild – or help to increase the number of rare or endangered plants: Franklinia 

alatamaha is now only known in cultivation and Cedrus libani, found in many landscape gardens, is 

vulnerable in its native habitat (Brickell & Sharman, 1986). While botanic gardens are often seen as 

repositories for this, public gardens extend the size and scale of the operation to different climates, 

soils and other environmental conditions available for the maintenance of living collections. They also 

preserve varieties and cultivars otherwise lost, so further extending the range of genetic resources 

available (e.g. ability to withstand new pests/pathogens) as well as commercial and heritage plant 

material (Brickell & Sharman, 1986; Upson, 2013; Plant Heritage, 2015). These latter points 

demonstrate the horticultural worth of public gardens – and their ultimate ability to attract visitors. 
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All these measures would offer a large range of interpretation and education opportunities – a further 

service the garden could provide within a social aspect. Schools are one outlet but there is much wider 

potential to expand to university research and teaching, university extension services as widely 

practiced in the USA, and knowledge exchange across the professional horticulture network, even to 

other sectors such as civil engineering and architecture. Public gardens could be better positioned to 

offer advisory services to house builders and urban planners. The UK needs 210,000 new homes every 

year till 2039 (Wilson, Barton & Smith, 2018) and most new homes will include green space, either as 

private gardens or communal areas. If these areas are planned to maximise health and wellbeing to 

home buyers, offer environmental services such as surface run-off retention and wildlife refuges, and 

serve a horticultural function with unusual or rare plants, all would benefit. Or simply link new 

developments with local public gardens by including an annual pass in the sale of the house, providing 

opportunities for the home buyer and the garden alike.  

The interviews demonstrated that most interviewees are interested in improving the role of their 

garden as a visitor attraction but often struggle to find wider roles for their gardens – and so new 

income streams. For gardens to continue to inspire, they need to do more across a range of remits 

which will also help to future proof their existence. Improving communication across public gardens 

would be an important first step, and was flagged by one interviewee: this would allow information 

to be shared (from garden-owning organisation to independent garden, from small to large garden), 

identifying areas of good practice and examples of not-so-good practice (to avoid repeating the same 

mistakes). Leask (2010) suggests sharing of good practice and benchmarking as a valuable tool for the 

effective management of visitor attractions, and there is no reason why this cannot be expanded to 

other garden services. There are a range of independent bodies in the UK that already do this in some 

way (e.g. PlantNetwork; Professional Gardeners’ Guild; Chartered Institute of Horticulture) but tend 

to operate across specific areas of horticulture. Scope also exists to develop a consultancy service 

which helps gardens navigate through various schemes and incentives that exist but are under-

explored, and for lobbying provision to ensure public gardens are centrally placed to inform/involve 

health and wellbeing, environmental and other projects. 

5.	Reconciliation,	Conclusions	and	Recommendations	
Visitors are interested in the horticultural offer of gardens: this survey indicates that visitors are not 

simply looking for a pleasant day out and supports the findings of Connell’s survey of garden owners 

(2005) which found that visitors had a wider interest in gardening and horticulture. This complements 

the horticultural service provision of public gardens: National Collections, plants extinct in their native 

habitats, rare or unusual varieties or cultivars, breeding programmes, trials and testing for garden 
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suitability, new planting combinations etc. all fit with the visitor values as well as raising the profile 

and importance of a garden. Visitors look to public gardens for ideas and inspiration for their own 

gardens so gardens that can provide this will continue to attract visitors. While visitors are the focus 

of public gardens, there is a wide range of other roles that can be explored from social provision such 

as health and wellbeing services and educational roles to environmental provision for water retention, 

biodiversity and carbon sequestration as well as economic factors such as building local or national 

partnerships and contributing to the regional economy. Visitors and these wider services are not 

mutually exclusive and both need to be considered if public gardens are to become more resilient 

businesses in the future. 

There is a need to better connect public gardens to share good practice, improve information 

exchange and, importantly, provide a united voice for what can be considered a significant land 

manager. A survey of public garden managers might be a starting point to assess levels of interest in 

such a network/scheme and if there is, identify a lead body to take the initiative (the ‘public garden 

scheme’) forward.  
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