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Abstract 

Senior food insecurity and social isolation are potentially two serious issues within 

Maine communities. The Orono Community Garden (OCG) is a local effort to combat 

both of these issues. The OCG relies on volunteer workers, who donate the food they 

produce to low-income seniors living in three neighboring housing complexes in Orono, 

Maine.  This project uses participant observation, surveys, and personal interviews as 

the basis for a qualitative analysis, to assess how seniors’ food security is influenced due 

to the food from the OCG, the ways in which the OCG provides a sense of community 

and social integration for the seniors, and how the garden impacts volunteers who work 

there.  This research contributes to our understanding of the roles and functions of a 

community gardens, as well as its impact on senior food security and social isolation.
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 Introduction 

As America’s older population continues to grow, there is increasing concern with 

improving the quality of life among the growing senior population.  By 2050, the senior 

population is expected to double in size to a record 83 million adults aged 65 and older 

(Ortman, Velkoff, and Hogan, 2014).  As the nation ages, understanding and addressing 

the needs of older adults becomes increasingly imperative. 

 Older Americans face a number of challenges, including obtaining enough food 

to be considered food secure (Keller et al. 2007; Quandt and Rao, 1999; Wright et al. 

2015; Feeding America, 2011; Macfarland et al. 2013; Bowman 2007).   In 2013, 5.4 

million seniors in America over the age of 60 were categorized as food insecure. (Ziliak 

and Gunderson, 2013; Feeding America, 2014; Hunger in Maine, 2015). Seniors have 

difficulty obtaining food due to mobility constraints, issues with transportation, and 

limited incomes (Keller et al. 2007). These same obstacles often leave food insecure 

seniors socially isolated, which can lead to feelings of loneliness and depression (Keller 

et al. 2007; Quandt and Rao, 1999). Tomaka, Thompson, and Palacios (2006) defined 

social isolation as “an objective physical separation from other people” while loneliness 

is a “subjective feeling, an unfavorable balance between actual and desired social 

contact”.  Social isolation and food insecurity are two problems that are often intricately 

interwoven for much of the low income senior population.  Social isolation often 

compounds problems of food security for seniors.  Work has been done not only to 

uncover the causes of food insecurity, but also to create solutions to the hunger 

experienced by vulnerable senior populations. 
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Community gardening is a local food movement which offers a possible solution 

to  senior social isolation and food insecurity.  Community gardens bring members of a 

community together in a common, shared space and offer an opportunity to increase food 

security among vulnerable populations, while also increasing social ties (Obach and 

Tobin, 2014).  Community gardening can serve as a solution because it works to alleviate 

both issues of isolation and food insecurity within one program.  Community gardens 

provide fresh produce without hefty expense to consumers (Okvat and Zautra, 2011; 

Armstrong, 2000; Alaimo et al. 2008).  Food from a community garden is also easier to 

obtain due to it’s proximity to those consuming it (Alaimo et al. 2008; Twiss et al. 2003), 

a point that is particularly important to senior populations who often have difficulty with 

mobility and transportation (Childrens’ Womens’ and Seniors’ Health Branch, 2004; 

Bowman, 2007; Quandt and Rao, 1999; Keller et al. 2007).  By their nature, community 

gardens require the formation of social networks, which pool neighborhood resources and 

knowledge (Teig et al. 2009). Community garden participants work together to grow 

food, form social ties, and share knowledge in an effort to improve and feed their 

communities and themselves.  

This research seeks to answer a number of questions related to senior food 

security and social isolation through a case study of a community garden in Orono, 

Maine which donates food produced in the garden to seniors, many of whom are low-

income, living in nearby subsidized senior housing complexes. Maine serves as a 

particularly relevant location for studying senior food insecurity because it has one of the 

oldest populations in the nation, suffers from high rates of food insecurity, and has a 

growing local food movement (Burnett and Matlins, 2006).  The first question addressed 
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in this research asks in what ways does produce from the OCG impact the seniors’ food 

security? Secondly, the research explores in what ways does the OCG decrease the social 

isolation of the seniors who receive food from it? The third question asks what benefits 

the OCG volunteers gain from working in the garden?  

 

Senior Food Insecurity and Social Isolation 

Considerable work has been done to examine the issues of food insecurity facing 

America’s growing senior population (Bowman, 2007; Dean, Sharkey, and Johnson, 

2011; Feeding America, 2011; Keller et al. 2007; MacFarland et al. 2013; Quandt and 

Rao, 1999; Wright et al. 2015).  Food insecurity is defined by the USDA as “limited or 

uncertain availability of nutritionally adequate and safe foods, or limited or uncertain 

ability to acquire acceptable foods in socially acceptable ways” (USDA Economic 

Research Service, 2015:1).  This is perhaps one of the most daunting problems facing 

seniors today, with 5.4 million seniors over the age of 60 being categorized as food 

insecure (Ziliak and Gunderson, 2013).  Seniors who are classified as food insecure are 

sixty percent more likely to experience depression, and are fifty three percent more likely 

to have a heart attack than their food secure cohort (Feeding America, 2014).  Senior 

hunger is a growing issue within Maine communities, with senior hunger increasing by 

50% between 2008 and 2013 (Senior Hunger, 2013; Wright et al. 2015).  Approximately 

23% of seniors are food insecure in Maine according to the Good Shepherd Food Bank 

(Hunger in Maine, 2015).   

 A number of factors contribute to seniors’ high rates of food insecurity.  Keller et 

al. (2007) found that low and fixed incomes negatively affect seniors food security.  
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While seniors’ incomes may be fixed, their expenses are not, and fluctuating living 

expenses can divert money that would ordinarily be spent on food. Keller et al. (2007) 

found that the public perceives seniors as food secure because they receive monthly 

entitlements like Social Security from the government.  

 Keller (2007) and Graham (2014) found that some older adults are hesitant to 

utilize financial assistance programs, due to perceived stigmas associated with accepting 

help, and a perceived decrease of independence.  Graham (2014) noted that seniors were 

embarrassed to utilize programs like food pantries because it seemed like “begging,” 

which felt degrading after years of being able to provide for themselves. Utilizing food 

pantries or borrowing money for food are “socially unacceptable” avenues for food 

procurement, and often lead to “feelings of embarrassment, hurt pride, and loss of 

independence” (Wolfe, Frongillo, and Valois, 2003).  Dean et al. (2011) found that 

seniors have low levels of participation in food relief programs because they do not know 

what programs are available to them within their communities.  

 Mobility constraints and lack of transportation also contribute to senior food 

insecurity (Keller et al. 2007; Quandt and Rao 1999; Bowman, 2007; Wolfe et al. 2003).  

This problem is magnified in rural areas, including Maine, where public transportation is 

limited, and grocery stores may be located in larger town centers, often some distance 

away (Quandt and Rao, 1999).  Seniors often have to rely on neighbors or family to 

ensure they have access to food, and to provide reliable transportation to grocery stores.  

Programs that bring food directly to seniors within their homes alleviate some of the 

complications associated with seniors’ lack of mobility.  One such program is Meals on 

Wheels, which delivers up to five nutritious meals a week to seniors who have difficulty 
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obtaining enough food, and who have limited mobility (Meals on Wheels, 2016; Meals 

on Wheels, 2015).  According to advocates of Meals on Wheels, their program “is more 

than just a meal; it is also a wellness check and a friendly visit” (Meals on Wheels, 2016). 

Orono also has other home delivery meal programs for seniors, including the Parker 

dining program, operated by the Orono Senior Center, offers home delivered meals to 

seniors five days a week, for about $3.25 a meal.  The Food Pals program in Orono 

provides a home delivered meal to seniors living in subsidized housing once a month.  

Research has found that seniors who receive home delivered meals over an extended 

period of time have higher overall rates of food security (Dean et al. 2011).   

In addition to the home delivered meal programs mentioned above, Maine also 

offers over 100 locations where mobile seniors can congregate for a mid-day meal 

(Nutrition Programs, 2015), which helps seniors access prepared meals at less expense 

than cooking the meals themselves.  The program also increases social connectedness 

through a shared meal experience.  Maine seniors also have access to the Senior 

FarmShare Program, which allots $50 of Maine produce to seniors who make less than 

$21,775 per year (Maine Senior FarmShare Program, 2016).  Food insecure seniors may 

also utilize food pantries, and other locally operated food relief networks throughout the 

state (Graham, 2014).  Yet, despite the large number of relief efforts, seniors continue to 

experience food security at increasing rates (Hunger in Maine, 2016; Graham 2014).  

Thus, more work must be done within the state to assess the twofold issues of senior food 

insecurity and senior social isolation.    

 Relying on others to access food can be risky for seniors, who may not be able to 

get to a grocery store if the person they rely on for transportation becomes ill, or has 
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some other obligation arise (Wolfe et al. 2003). Seniors living in rural areas are 

particularly vulnerable because they experience social isolation at higher rates than 

seniors living in urban areas, and thus may have greater difficulty finding someone to 

assist them with accessing food (Tomaka et al. 2006). Dean et al. (2011) notes that social 

isolation is a danger to seniors due to their reduced social capital, which is defined as “an 

individual’s ability to access resources through one’s social networks” (171).  Thus a 

person’s social capital is directly related to the quality and quantity of social interaction 

they experience.  Seniors who are socially isolated have more limited social capital, and 

consequently, can have more difficulty accessing food and accessing programs that 

would potentially help them to become more food secure (Dean et al. 2011).  Limited 

family-based social capital due to outliving relatives, or not having family near by, may 

mean that seniors lack assistance in obtaining and preparing food (Dean et al. 2011; 

Quandt and Rao, 1999).  Dean et al. (2011) found in their research that when seniors lack 

emotional support due to limited familial interaction, they may not eat regularly due to a 

lack of pressure from socialization to maintain social norms surrounding eating.  

An increased risk of food insecurity is not the only negative outcome of social 

isolation in seniors.  Seniors frequently rate relationships as one of the most important 

aspects of life, and as such, social isolation among this population is often connected to a 

number of negative outcomes (Childrens’ Womens’ and Seniors’ Health Branch, 2004). 

Seniors who are socially isolated experience feelings of loneliness at higher rates than 

socially integrated seniors, which can lead to a number of ill health effects, including 

increased rates of depression, higher levels of disability from chronic diseases, and 

premature death (Childrens’ Womens’ and Seniors’ Health Branch, 2004; Tomaka et al. 



7 
	  

2006).  While seniors may experience social isolation, it is important to recognize that not 

all socially isolated seniors experience loneliness (Tomaka et al. 2006; Haskell, 2016).  

Some seniors may wish to live solitary lives, and take pride in being independent 

(Haskell, 2016).  

 

Community Gardening as a Solution  

 Community gardens have been shown to have a number of positive benefits 

associated with them, including learning experiences, community building opportunities, 

more affordable and accessible fresh produce, increased civic pride, increased democratic 

participation, and increased social support (Twiss et al. 2003; D’Abundo and Carden, 

2008; Teig et al. 2009; Armstrong, 2000; MacFarland et al. 2013; Okvat and Zautra, 

2011; Guitart et al. 2012).   

 Historically, community gardens typically have been created in response to a 

need; often they have been implemented as a way to feed people, or to address other 

social problems (Okvat and Zautra, 2011; Pudup, 2008; Kurtz, 2001; Bassett, 1979; 

Armstrong, 2000; Walter, 2014).  According to Bassett (1979), community gardens have 

worked as a “buffering mechanism…that has helped support the cultural system during 

periods of social and economic stress” (2). During the Great Depression, community 

gardens were used by relief agencies as an inexpensive means to address widespread 

hunger that overwhelmed their food relief networks (Pudup 2008; Armstrong, 2000; 

Walter, 2014).   

 Victory gardens were utilized during the two World Wars as a means for 

Americans to feed themselves and their communities (Armstrong, 2000; Walter, 2014; 
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Kurtz, 2001). Wartime community gardens were a patriotic act, which allowed the 

nation’s economic capacity to be put toward the war effort (Pudup, 2008; Kurtz, 2001).  

Wartime gardens were sponsored by the United States government, and promoted an 

imagery of an upstanding citizenry; patriotism, efficiency, diligence, social order and 

strength were invoked on the home front, as citizens were called upon to “Sow Seeds For 

Victory” and consider “Every Garden a Munitions Plant” (Kurtz, 2001:658).  Victory 

gardens set a precedent for community participation in response to larger community 

issues. The National War Garden Commission’s Victory Garden Program yielded more 

than 40% of the vegetables consumed in the United States in 1943 (Kurtz, 2001). 

 Modern community gardens are driven by similar sentiments to the community 

gardens of the past, and are cited as increasing food access and food amounts (Drake and 

Lawson, 2015; D’Abundo and Carden, 2008).  Quality of diet is often linked to income, 

and people with low or fixed incomes tend to eat less nutritious food, which can have 

health consequences (Gerster-Bentaya, 2013).  Community gardens are often cited as 

improving diets by providing foods that would be unaffordable in stores (Drake and 

Lawson, 2015; D’Abundo and Carden, 2008). 

Other benefits of community gardens include the opportunities they provide for 

creating social ties, and a sense of community within neighborhoods (Obach and Tobin. 

2014; Drake and Lawson, 2015; D’Abundo and Carden, 2008; Walter, 2013; Teig et al. 

2009).  Gardens are also used in today’s communities to increase empowerment and self-

sufficiency for growers and recipients (Kurtz, 2001). According to Obach and Tobin 

(2014) modern agriculture has undermined the community component of food 

procurement. Community gardens provide a space to become reconnected with 
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community through food. As such, they can be seen as a form of civic agriculture--in 

contrast to the more prominent industrial agriculture model--with the ability to connect 

producers and consumers in a more engaged way (Obach and Tobin, 2014).  Community 

gardens require a more cooperative, community based approach to the procurement of 

food.  Gerster-Bentaya (2013) found that one of the most frequently cited motivators for 

participating in community gardens was the potential for social exchanges and 

community building. As such, these gardens are not simply a way to procure food, they 

also require the formation of social networks and the pooling of neighborhood resources 

in a collective effort (Teig et al. 2009).  Teig, et al. (2009) found that individuals involved 

in community gardens enjoyed their time in the garden because it provided a “place 

where diverse people come together to form a community that is working toward a 

common goal… the garden is a place to bridge social barriers and build social networks” 

(1119). Gardens provide a sense of togetherness and belonging for the participants 

working on site and may also increase civic engagement outside of the garden.  Teig et al. 

(2009) found that participation in community gardens encouraged individuals to lead 

more engaged lives.   

Another reason for creating community gardens is for the learning opportunities 

people gain from working in them.  According to Walter (2013), community gardens can 

be seen as a “public pedagogy”, or a place for learning that is outside of an institutional 

format (Walter, 2013).  Participation in a community gardens allows participants to learn 

naturally and socially within a community (Walter, 2013).   Through working in the 

garden, adults are able to learn about gardening through hands on, informal experiences. 

Levkoe (2006), found that besides being a place to learn about gardening, participating in 
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food justice movements like community gardens also helps adults “develop strong civic 

virtues and critical perspectives along with the necessary experience for shaping policy 

makers’ decisions…and has the ability to increase the confidence, political efficacy, 

knowledge, and skills of those involved” (90). This notion further supports the notion 

garden’s promote civic agriculture. 

Maine has a rich community garden movement, many community garden projects 

in the state partner with civic organizations to alleviate food insecurity (Feulner, 2015).  

The Yarmouth community garden has distributed over 25,000 pounds of food to people 

in need (Feulner, 2015).  The Bangor community garden requires gardeners to volunteer 

a few hours each season in their community plot, which donates food to the Maine 

Harvest for Hunger, a program run by the University of Maine’s Cooperative Extension 

(Feulner, 2015; Maine Harvest for Hunger, 2016).  Veggies for All is a food bank farm in 

Unity, Maine, which donates all the food produced to eleven food banks throughout 

Maine (Veggies for All, 2016).  Veggies for All is a program of the Maine Farmland 

Trust, and has donated 130,000 pounds of local, high quality produce since it’s 

conception in 2007 (Veggies for All, 2016).  The program reaches around 1,500 low-

income people each year (Veggies for All, 2015).  Cultivating Community in Portland 

has a community garden plot on which 48 community members work together to grow 

2,000 pounds of produce annually (Growing Spaces, 2015). All produce grown in this 

garden plot is donated to the elderly, and low-income families in surrounding 

neighborhoods (Growing Spaces, 2016).  Seniors can also receive $50 of local produce 

through the Maine Seniors FarmShare program, which utilizes one million dollars in 

grant money to provide local produce to 18,739 seniors throughout the state (Senior 
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FarmShare Enrollment, 2016).  This backdrop of civic gardening provides the context in 

which the OCG was created, and has thrived. 

 

The Orono Community Garden 

The Orono Community Garden (OCG) is attempting to alleviate both senior food 

insecurity and senior social isolation. The OCG also aims to teach community members 

about sustainable gardening practices. According to the garden manager, the OCG was 

started in 2004 as an educational outreach program with a number of goals in mind, 

including:  

1. Teaching people how to grow food organically;  

2. Providing fresh, high quality produce to low-income seniors; and  

3. Fostering a sense of community between seniors and garden volunteers 

(Interview 15).  

In 2004, after returning from a sabbatical in Italy in which he became concerned 

about sustainability within the food system, the garden manager created an educational 

program through the Cooperative Extionsion called “Agriculture Supported Community”, 

which was open to the public (Extension, 2016).  The class was taught at the Birch St. 

Senior Center in Orono, and focused on increasing the consumption of Maine foods, 

connecting people and local businesses with local producers in order to get quality local 

food, and teaching people to grow and provide food for people in need (Interview 15).   

 The OCG was planted on unused town land located behind the senior center in 

Orono.  The garden manager’s idea was that students from the “Agriculture Supported 
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Community” course would learn to grow food while volunteering in the OCG, and that 

food would then be distributed to low-income seniors in the neighboring area.   

When the garden was created, the manager did not anticipate how large the 

program would grow to be. He recalled:

The first thought was that we would see if we could grow food for a dozen 
people or so… One of the people in the class put a flyer up in Hasbrouck, 
and forty people signed up saying that they wanted food.  I was like 
[makes a pained noise], we couldn’t do forty people, so I started getting 
creative about where we could get extra food, and sure enough, we had 
our first year and it went well (Interview 15). 
 

To meet the demand for the OCG produce, volunteers had to garden much more 

intensively than originally planned (Interview 15).  The manager had to get creative with 

food sources, and began taking donations from other university programs as well as from 

local farmers. 

After receiving the go ahead to use the land behind the senior center from the 

Orono Department of Parks and Recreation, the OCG crew began breaking ground for the 

garden plots.  Original funding for the OCG project came from Extension funds and a 

grant from the Maine Community Foundation (Extension, 2016).  Support was also given 

by the University of Maine, which donated compost in the first year, and has continued to 

do so in the subsequent years (Interview 15).   

About 20-30 people volunteer in the OCG each year (UMaine Today, 2008).  

Volunteers include participants in the University of Maine’s Cooperative Extension 

Master Gardeners program.  To complete the program, Master Gardeners are required to 

do several hours of community service, and some do that at the OCG.  The garden 

manager, who teaches at the University of Maine, is often able to recruit students to 

volunteer in the garden by offering extra credit to students in his sustainable agriculture 
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classes.  General community members also volunteer in the garden.  Produce is delivered 

in two low-income senior housing complexes, Longfellow Heights, which is located 

adjacent to the OCG, and Hasbrouck Court (Interview 15). In 2008 the OCG expanded its 

plot to include an additional quarter acre at UMaine’s Rogers Farm, a research facility for 

the University of Maine located about three miles from Orono (Interview 15).  Plots 

located at Rogers Farm contain the spreading vegetables like peppers, beans, and potatoes 

for the OCG (Jemison, 2015). 

Other organizations within the Orono community provide support to the OCG 

project.  In 2008, Hannaford Supermarket, located in neighboring Old Town, donated 200 

reusable tote bags to be used for OCG deliveries (UMaine Today, 2008).  The OCG also 

gets support from the Cooperative Extension’s Master Gardeners’ program, which 

donates some of the food from its “plant a row” program (UMaine Today, 2008).  The 

Black Bear Food Guild, a few local farmers, and the Roger’s Farm research trials also 

donate additional food to help feed the 55 seniors on a weekly basis (UMaine Today, 

2008, Jemison, 2016). 

Community members and organizations also provide funding and non-

financial support to the OCG.  The Church of Universal Fellowship congregation 

in Orono approached the garden manager and offered to hold public dinners to 

raise money for the OCG project (Jemison, 2016).  Volunteers have also made 

food products to sell at Orono Festival days, and some other members of the 

community simply donate funds (Jemison, 2015). The Orono Health Association 

also made a donation of $500 (Jemison, 2015), and the OCG has received small 

grants from the Maine Community Foundation, The Harvest Fund, and Bridge 
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Builders (Tate, 2007).  One volunteer and her husband help the garden manager 

maintain the infrastructure of the garden in lieu of volunteering extensive time in 

the garden. In the following quote a garden volunteer discusses her involvement 

in the garden “For example, we help him acquire four to five gallons of fertilizer 

each year.  My husband built the tomato trellises he has been using for the past 

few years, things like that” (Interview 13).  Community support is essential for 

the long-term success of the garden, and the level of support received 

demonstrates how successful this garden project has been in fostering a strong 

sense of commitment and community. 

The garden, now in its twelfth year, delivers bags of vegetables to 55 seniors at 

around 7pm each Tuesday from the end of June to the end of September.  The 20-30 

Volunteers work an average of seven hours a week in the garden.  Each Tuesday and 

Saturday, volunteers congregate either at the OCG site, or at Roger’s farm, and work 

together planting, cultivating, and harvesting vegetable plots.  While some volunteers 

plant and harvest, other volunteers sort the vegetables and wash them in preparation for 

the evening delivery.  Once all of the vegetables have been harvested and washed, they 

are packed into the donated reusable bags, and loaded into carts that will be taken to the 

senior housing complexes.  Delivery bags include harvested vegetables from the OCG, 

the Rogers Farm plots, and donated veggies.   

After all of the bags are packed, volunteers bring one bag of food to each senior’s 

front door.  When the seniors are home, the volunteers give the bag directly to them.  

Some volunteers stay and chat, others hand off the bag with a brief, but friendly 

exchange.  When seniors aren’t home, delivery bags are left on their front door step. 
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In 2008, the garden started providing tomato plants to seniors who wished to grow 

their own tomatoes, a practice which has continued on into the most recent garden 

season.  Tomato plants were grown in buckets on seniors’ front doorsteps, allowing 

seniors to participate in the food production process themselves. 

The garden director estimates they provide an average of $20 worth of organic 

produce to each senior each week, equating to about 8 pounds of total produce.  The 

garden produces more than 20 different kinds of vegetables, including lettuce, garlic, 

onions, beets, beet greens, potatoes, zucchini, yellow squash, tomatoes, cabbage, and 

broccoli (Jemison, 2014). Each week, bags include recipes that feature the foods found 

within that week’s bag, and a list identifying what foods are in the bag.  Recipes are 

included to help ensure the seniors know of a way to incorporate the delivery items into 

their diets, and to make unfamiliar foods more accessible. 

  

Methodology 

Data was collected using three different methods: participant observation, written 

surveys, and personal interviews. The researcher volunteered in the garden on two 

delivery days. Surveys were given to all seniors participating in the OCG project.  

Interviews were conducted with a self-selected group of seniors participating in the OCG.  

Additional interviews were conducted with the garden manager, as well as several garden 

volunteers.  This data forms the basis of this qualitative analysis.  

Participant Observation 

The researcher gathered data while volunteering in the garden for two, three-hour 

garden sessions in September 2015.  During these times, the researcher met other 
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volunteers, was given a tour of the garden, and was able to work hands on with the tools 

that the gardeners use throughout the growing season.  Her duties included harvesting, 

sorting, cleaning and packing vegetables for delivery to the participating seniors.  After 

preparing and packing the vegetables, the volunteers split into two groups to deliver the 

bags to the seniors’ homes. After each three-hour volunteer session, the researcher 

recorded all of the events and her observations in a field notebook.   

Surveys 

A four question, open-ended survey was included in the food delivery bags on the last 

delivery day of the season to the 55 participating seniors. A self-addressed stamped 

envelope was provided for the participants, along with a letter explaining what the survey 

would be used for.  

  The survey questions were: 1. How many years have you been receiving food 

from the garden? 2. If the OCG project were to ever end, what things would you miss? 3. 

Do you eat differently while the garden is running than you do during the rest of the year, 

and if so how? And 4. Describe your relationship with the people who bring you food 

from the OCG. An additional multiple-choice question asking these seniors how many 

years they had participated in the OCG was also included. We asked about the length of 

participation in the garden to see if the overall perception of the garden experience was 

influenced by the number of years in the program.  The second question, which asked 

what participants would most miss if the garden ended, was posed in an attempt to 

uncover what seniors felt was more important to them; i.e. did they value the food or the 

social engagement from weekly deliveries more.  The third question, which asked about 

eating habits, was used to see how food secure seniors in the program were. The last 
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question about volunteer relationships was asked to better understand how much social 

engagement the garden drop-offs provided for the seniors.  Out of the 55 surveys 

distributed, 18 were mailed back with responses.   

Interviews 

 Interview participants were self-selecting.  On the last day of garden deliveries, 

the researcher, with the garden manager present, asked seniors if they would be willing to 

participate in one-hour interviews in which they would discuss their experience with the 

garden.  Only seniors who were home on the night of delivery, and who agreed to share 

their contact information were later contacted to participate in interviews.  In total, 25 

seniors out of the total 55 gave their contact information to set up an interview.  Out of 

the 25 seniors who gave their contact information, only 12 were able to set up interviews.  

Interviews ranged in length from 30 minutes to an hour.   

 Recorded interviews were conducted with 12 of the seniors participating in the 

OCG program.  Interviews consisted of questions formulated in an effort to assess how 

food secure the recipients of the garden perceived themselves to be, if the recipients were 

socially isolated, if the recipients wanted more social engagement than they got, and how 

much their involvement in the garden program made them feel more socially included.  

Nine of the 21 interview questions were asked with the intention of measuring the 

seniors’ food security, and 11 of the 21 questions were asked to measure their level of 

social engagement.   

 The recorded interviews were conducted in the seniors’ homes, and then 

transcribed.  Following transcription, interviews were then analyzed and coded to look 

for patterns in responses to questions regarding food security, social isolation, and the 
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garden’s impacts on both.  Typed transcriptions of the interviews were used during the 

coding process, interviews were read over multiple times, and notes were taken which 

identified key phrases and categories (University of Texas).  Codes can be based on 

Themes, topics, ideas, concepts, terms, phrases, and keywords, portions of data that are 

coded in the same manner are deemed to be about the same topic or theme (Gibbs and 

Taylor, 2005).  New codes are created as new themes arise in the transcripts, coding 

categories are later refined to only include relevant codification (Gibbs and Taylor, 

2005).  The code for this research was developed by reading through all the interviews 

twice without taking notes or coding.  On the third read, passages that pertained to food 

security or social isolation were noted.  On the fourth read, noted passaged were assigned 

categories, which simply defined the topic, being discussed.  For instance, the following 

passage was coded as “Knowledge of food relief programs.”

  

I: Do you know of any programs available to seniors who don’t have 
enough food? 
S: Well they’ve got a couple of… Oh what do you call them… Places 
where they get food… 
I: Food Pantries? 
S: Yeah, they’ve got two of them around here, but I’ve never been to 
one of them. 
 
 Interviews were read through two additional times to ensure that all passages that 

could pertain to a particular code were included.  Codes were then put into a spreadsheet, 

and organized by which interview went with which code.  In total, 27 original codes were 

identified.  Some codes were only found in 2-3 interviews, and in these cases were 

discarded as being non-representative of the group as a whole.  In total, 12 codes were 

identified as being representative of the interview group as a whole, these codes include: 
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1. Currently food-secure, 2 Past food insecurity, 3 Knowledge of food relief programs, 4 

Participates in multiple food relief programs, 5 Thinks hunger is a problem in Maine, 6 

Garden food is a substitution, 7 Shares/Swaps food with neighbors, 8 Likes to keep to 

themselves, 9 Socializes with family, 10 Looks forward to seeing volunteers, 11 Doesn’t 

want input in the garden, and 12 Talks with neighbors about the garden.   

 Additional interviews were conducted with the garden manager, and with three 

garden volunteers.  The garden manager selected the garden volunteers who were 

interviewed based on the amount of time they had spent volunteering and their level of 

involvement in the garden. Five volunteers were suggested by the garden manager, but 

only three volunteers were able to participate in interviews.  The interview with the 

garden manager addressed the original goals of the garden, and the managers’ perceived 

outcomes of the garden.  The garden manager’s interview, which took approximately one 

hour, was also tape-recorded and transcribed.  Garden volunteer interviewees were asked 

questions that sought to assess their own level of food security, their social isolation, and 

if the garden had been an educational experience for them.  Garden volunteer interviews 

lasted between 30 minutes and one hour.  Interviews were tape-recorded and transcribed.  

The garden manager and volunteer interviews were not coded in the same manner as 

senior interviews, but were instead used to provide a background context for the garden’s 

role in the seniors and volunteers lives. 

 

 

Results 
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Of the 55 surveys distributed, 19 were completed and returned. The first question 

asked recipients how many years they had been receiving food from the garden with the 

options: one to three, four to six, and seven to nine years.  Eight seniors indicated that 

they had received garden deliveries between one and three years, seven recipients had 

received food between four and six years, and two respondents indicated that they had 

been in the garden program for seven to nine years.  Figure one shows the number of 

years seniors had participated in the garden. 

Figure 1. 

 

Secondly the survey asked seniors what they would miss the most if the garden 

program ended.  This survey question was open ended.  Of the nineteen respondents, 

thirteen indicated that they would most miss the vegetables; six indicated that they would 

most miss interacting with the volunteers; and five said they would miss all aspects of the 

garden.  Some seniors gave multiple responses to this question, saying that they would 

miss the volunteers, and saying that they would miss the vegetables.  Response 

frequencies to this question are shown in figure two. 

Figure 2. 
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 The third survey question was also open ended and asked seniors if they ate 

differently while the garden was operating then they did during the rest of the year.  

Eighteen out of nineteen seniors indicated that they ate differently while the garden was 

in season.  Seniors either indicated eating more vegetables than they would normally, 

with one reporting having too many vegetables to eat while the garden was in season.  

Three of the seniors responded that they ate more vegetables while the garden was in 

season because purchasing them in the store during the rest of the year was too 

expensive.  Responses are shown in figure three. 

Figure 3. 

 

 The last survey question was open ended and asked about seniors’ relationships 

with the garden volunteers who make weekly deliveries at each of the respondents’ 
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homes.  All indicated that the garden volunteers were very friendly, as an example, one 

senior mentioned that they “were grateful for the hard work the volunteers put in the 

gardening.” Fifteen of the respondents used the word friendly or nice when referring to 

the volunteers.  All of the survey respondents indicated that they had good relationships 

with the volunteers. 

 Twelve tape recorded interviews were conducted with seniors receiving food from 

the garden.  Interviews were recorded using a Marantz recording device.   All interviews 

contained the same preset questions, included in appendix A.  One of the twelve 

interviews had to be discarded, as it was clear that the subject didn’t understand the 

questions being asked.  The remaining eleven interviews were transcribed and then 

coded.  Coding the interviews was an iterative process.  Interview transcriptions were 

read through multiple times to discover what responses were given to pre-set questions 

about food security and social isolation.  Coding was then done to analyze patterns that 

had emerged in the responses.  Coding topics and patterns were discussed with two thesis 

advisors as a check for accuracy.  Most responses related to food security or social 

isolation.  These responses were broken down into more specific codes including: 

currently food secure, utilizes multiple food relief programs, looks forward to seeing 

volunteers, etc.  In total, 21 different codes emerged from the interview data.  Of the 21 

codes, eight had a eight or more corresponding responses.  Codes were then analyzed to 

look for patterns.  Thirteen of the interview codes corresponded to food security, and 

eight of the interview codes corresponded to social isolation.  Figure four shows all of the 

codes and which interviews had corresponding answers.  
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Figure 4. 

Category	   Int.	  
1	  

Int.	  
2	  

Int.	  
3	  

Int.	  
4	  

Int.	  
5	  

Int.	  
6	  

Int.	  
7	  

Int.	  
8	  

Int.	  
10	  

Int.	  
11	  

Int.	  
12	  

Food	  Security	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  

Currently	  food	  secure	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	   X	  
Past	  food	  insecurity	   x	   x	   	   	   x	   	   	   x	   x	   	   X	  

Being	  thrifty	  with	  food	  money	   x	   	   	   	   x	   	   	   	   x	   	   X	  

Knowledge	  of	  food	  relief	  
programs	  

x	   x	   	   x	   x	   	   	   x	   x	   x	   X	  

Participates	  in	  multiple	  food	  relief	  
programs	  

x	   x	   	   x	   x	   	   x	   x	   x	   x	   X	  

Thinks	  hunger	  is	  a	  problem	  in	  
Maine	  

x	   x	   	   x	   	   	   x	   x	   	   	   X	  

Garden	  food	  is	  a	  substitution	  	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	   	   x	   	   x	   x	   X	  

Easy	  to	  get	  to	  grocery	  store	   x	   	   	   x	   	   	   	   	   x	   x	   	  

Looks	  forward	  to	  fresh	  food	   	   x	   	   	   x	   x	   	   	   	   	   	  

Houseing	  devlopment	  makes	  sure	  
they	  have	  food	  

	   x	   	   	   x	   	   x	   	   x	   	   	  

Garden	  food	  is	  an	  addition	   	   	   	   	   	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	   	  
Preserves	  garden	  food	   	   x	   x	   	   x	   	   x	   	   	   	   X	  

Nothing	  goes	  to	  waste	   x	   	   	   	   	   x	   x	   	   	   	   	  

Social	  engagement	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  

Shares/swaps	  food	  with	  
neighbors	  

X	   	   	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	   	  

Likes	  to	  keep	  to	  themselves	   X	   	   x	   	   	   x	   	   	   	   	   X	  
Socializes	  with	  family	   X	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	   	   	   x	   x	   X	  

Looks	  forward	  to	  seeing	  
volunteers	  

X	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	  

Doesn't	  want	  input	  in	  garden	   X	   x	   x	   x	   x	   	   x	   x	   x	   x	   X	  

Talks	  with	  neighbors	  about	  
garden	  

	   x	   x	   x	   	   	   x	   	   x	   x	   	  

Doesn't	  talk	  to	  neighbors	  about	  
garden	  

	   	   x	   	   	   	   	   x	   	   	   X	  

Wishes	  they	  had	  more	  
engagement	  

	   	   	   	   x	   	   x	   	   	   	   	  

 

Two codes were unanimous across all of the interviews.  All eleven interviewed 

seniors indicated that they were currently food secure and that they enjoyed seeing 

volunteers.  Six of the interview participants reported having experienced food insecurity 

at some point in their lives.  While all interview participants indicated that they were 
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currently food secure, eight of the respondents reported being aware of other food relief 

networks, and nine seniors indicated that they utilized multiple food relief programs. 

 The food provided by the garden was a substitution for nine of the interview 

participants, meaning that seniors were able to spend less money on groceries than they 

normally would.  The amount of money spent on groceries decreased while they 

participated in the garden.  The remaining two respondents said that they spent the same 

amount of money on groceries while the garden was in session, and that the food from 

the garden was simply an addition to the food they would typically purchase.   

Eight of the interview subjects said that they swapped food from the garden with 

other people in their housing development during the delivery season.  This ensured that 

no garden food went to waste.  The garden provided an abundance of food that not only 

enabled seniors to spend less money on groceries, but also allowed them to form social 

networks to get foods that they enjoyed.  

Seniors gave brief, limited responses when asked interview questions about food 

insecurity.  Many responses about food security yielded only yes or no answers, and 

seniors were hesitant to elaborate when prompted with follow up questions.  Questions 

about social engagement yielded the longest responses, with seniors spending the most 

amount of time discussing relationships with family members.  Seniors went into detail 

discussing the frequency and nature of their interactions with family. 

A second theme discussed in the interviews was the nature of seniors’ social lives.  

Socializing with family was a theme across nine of the interviews.  Nine respondents saw 

or spoke with family members at least once a week, with many having familial 

interaction several times a week.  All but threes of the interviewed seniors lived alone.  
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One of the cohabitating seniors lived with a partner, and the other pair of seniors was a 

mother and daughter.    

All the interviewed seniors indicated that they looked forward to seeing 

volunteers at weekly drop offs. Three interview respondents indicated that they wanted 

more social engagement, with the rest of the respondents either saying that they liked to 

keep to themselves, or that they were content with their current levels of social 

interaction. 

Additional interviews were conducted with three of the garden volunteers.  

Garden volunteers were asked questions about their food security, their level of social 

engagement with the seniors and other garden volunteers, and why they enjoyed 

volunteering in the garden.  Two of the volunteers had experienced food insecurity at 

some point in their lives.  The same two volunteers also took food from the garden on 

delivery nights.  The third volunteer had never experienced food insecurity, and did not 

take food from the garden.  All of the interviewed volunteers had worked in the garden 

for over two years.  Two of the volunteers indicated that they had limited interactions 

with the seniors on delivery nights, however, one of the volunteers said that she knew 

many of the seniors well.  Volunteers indicated that they had more awareness of their 

community because of their time in the garden.  Volunteers also indicated that they had 

learned about gardening from their time at the OCG. 

The interview with the garden manager asked questions about his food security, 

the general history of the garden, and what he thought the impacts of the garden were.  

The manager indicated that he had formed relationships with many of the senior 

recipients, and that he felt that the seniors enjoyed their weekly interactions with garden 
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volunteers. The manager also discussed how the OCG had brought a number of different 

community members and organizations together to address a common goal, creating a 

community around food.   

   

  

Analysis 

 The short answer surveys asked seniors to indicate how many years they had been 

involved in the garden program.  There was no correlation between length of time in the 

garden and seniors’ perceptions of the garden’s impacts.  All of the seniors reported 

having a good relationship with garden volunteers, regardless of their length of time in 

the OCG program.  Seniors who indicated that they had only been receiving vegetables 

for one to three years reported similar relationships with garden volunteers as seniors 

who had been receiving food for seven or more years.  This could indicate that seniors 

and volunteers do not have significant personal relationships that develop past general 

friendly small talk. Charles Cooley gives us a framework for thinking about differences 

in relationships.  Relationships can be categorized into two groups, primary groups and 

secondary groups (Cooley, 2012).  Primary groups play the most critical role in an 

individual’s life, as they are generally small, made up of people who engage in face to 

face interactions over long periods of time, and who fulfill emotional needs (Cooley, 

2012).  Secondary groups tend to be more impersonal, they are typically task focused and 

time limited.  Secondary groups differ from primary groups in that they serve an 

instrumental function, with task oriented goals that do not address emotional needs.  

Primary and secondary groups are not rigid, and individuals can move from one group to 
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another if a relationship changes over time (Soc, 2012).  Volunteers fall into a secondary 

social group for seniors. If relationships progressed as seniors remained in the program, 

we could expect to see a range in response about seniors’ relationship with the 

volunteers; however, this was not the case.  Despite the seniors reporting that they had 

“friendly” relationships with the volunteers, the responses were very similar across all 

lengths of participation. 

 The OCG was created to alleviate senior social isolation. The survey question 

asking seniors’ what they would most miss if the garden were to be discontinued was 

used in part to assess how much seniors valued their relationship with garden volunteers.  

Of the 19 survey respondents, only six indicated that they would specifically miss garden 

volunteers if the program were to end.  The seniors who reported they would miss 

volunteers said things like “[I would miss] all the smiling faces delivering the veggies” 

(Survey 4) and “I would miss the veggies, and interaction with the volunteers” (Survey 

5).  Despite referencing the interaction with volunteers without being prompted to do so, 

all of the seniors who mentioned the volunteers did so after discussing how they would 

miss the vegetables first “[I would miss] mostly the fresh vegetables, and then the very 

pleasant people delivering them” (Survey 6).  These responses demonstrate that the 

seniors rely on the garden for food primarily, and social interaction secondarily.  

While seniors overwhelmingly spoke positively about their interactions with the 

garden volunteers, the data indicates they are not looking to the volunteers as a primary 

source of social interaction.  Responses to the questions on interactions with the 

volunteers included, “I am grateful for the hard work the volunteers put in the gardening.  

They are so friendly and seeing them on summer Tuesdays is a bright moment in my life” 
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(Survey 5), and “The people who bring the food are friendly, and you feel so proud to 

live in Orono with such caring people” (Survey 7).  However, interaction with the 

volunteers does not represent a primary relationship for most seniors in the program.  

Seniors reported very short, yet friendly exchanges with the volunteers, saying that they 

only spoke quickly because they had so many deliveries to make.  Most seniors reported 

that the volunteers stayed for less than five minutes at each drop off.  The excerpt below 

from one of the interviews is representative of the interactions:

Interviewer: Do you spend much time talking to [volunteers] each 
week? 

Subject: No, I don’t. 
I: Less than five minutes? 
S: Yea, we pass a few words, that’s all.  Sometimes I don’t get here 
to see them; they deliver the groceries when I’m out or something 
(Interview 6). 
 

An interview with a garden volunteer confirmed these findings “unfortunately I can’t stay 

long [at each drop off]. I usually just drop and run. They talk to the [garden manager] a 

lot, but they don’t know me” (Interview 13).  From this data, we can conclude that 

volunteers are a secondary group for seniors receiving food from the garden.  Interaction 

between volunteers and seniors is primarily utilitarian; the volunteers are providing a 

service to the seniors, and that is the extent of their relationship.  Seniors do not look to 

volunteers to meet their more complex emotional needs because volunteers are not 

categorized by seniors as primary relationships.  Seniors fulfill their more intimate social 

needs through relationships with family members who would be in their primary 

relationship category.   

Seniors had more substantial relationships with the garden manager, who 

frequently stays at drop offs longer than the rest of the volunteers.  For some seniors, the 



29 
	  

manager may have crossed the boundary from secondary relationship to primary 

relationship.  The manager said that making connections with people has been the most 

important part of the garden to him.  He states, “It’s been the personal thing that’s ended 

up being the most important. Making connections with people… making these 

connections you didn’t expect to make is probably the one thing that I’ll always look 

back on with great fondness when the project does finally end” (Interview 15).  Seniors 

reported looking forward to interactions with the garden manager; one senior said “When 

I hear him with that little yellow cart… I always go to the back door and say ‘hi’ and that 

young man [the manager] that brings it always calls me sweetie, so I kind of look forward 

to that” (Interview 1).  The garden manager and his wife were the only volunteers that 

were specifically mentioned by the seniors who were interviewed and surveyed. “They 

are all very kind and helpful, I know the [manager] and his wife well” stated one senior 

(Survey 2).  According to the garden manager’s wife, they form more primary 

relationships with about three seniors each year.  In the following excerpt she discusses 

her relationships with the seniors:

 Some of them want us to come in and chat, others just want to take their 
bag and that’s it… Some talk about their kids and their families and their 
health problems…We have had some great relationships and lost quite a 
few, at any given year we probably have three close relationships… Every 
week going and seeing the same faces with more extroverted people 
[allows us to make those connections] (Interview 16).

 

The garden manager and his wife may spend a more significant amount of time with the 

seniors than do other volunteers because it was their vision that the garden drop offs 

would decrease seniors’ social isolation.  The following conversation with a senior 
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further exemplifies that the manager has a more primary relationship with seniors than 

other volunteers:

I: Do you like seeing the volunteers each week? 
S: They’re just wonderful. I couldn’t say enough nice things about them. 
I: Do you talk to them for very long when they come by with the food? 
S: No, because I know they’ve got a lot to do.  [The manager], we take a 
little more time from him, he’s just wonderful (Interview 3). 
 

Interaction with the seniors appears to be less of a priority for other volunteers, who gain 

other benefits from their time in the garden, and focus less on seniors’ social isolation 

perhaps as a result.  In addition, the garden manager and his wife may be the most 

consistent face for seniors, as other volunteers do not participate in weekly deliveries as 

frequently or for as long as the manager and his wife do.  A number of students volunteer 

at the garden to gain extra credit in University courses, and thus do not volunteer as often.  

Seniors are unlikely to form primary relationships with volunteers they only meet once or 

twice. 

Social isolation did not appear to be a large problem for the seniors who agreed to 

be interviewed.  All but two of the seniors interviewed frequently spent time with their 

family members.  Most seniors saw a family member at least once a week. Other seniors 

talk to or see their family members every day-- “I see my daughter every day, not today 

though because she is away this weekend” (Interview 11).  Another senior speaks with 

her son several times a day noting, “I see him often, and he calls me about three times 

every day” (Interview 1).  Of all of the questions asked, those about relationships with 

family members elicited the longest and most detailed responses.  Seniors appeared to 

feel comfortable discussing their family members, and clearly expressed positive and 

healthy relationships across all eleven of the interviews.  The length and detail of 



31 
	  

response suggest that family interactions are meeting the seniors’ emotional needs, as 

most primary group relationships do.  These findings are inconsistent with work done by 

the Childrens’ Womens’ and Seniors’ Health Branch (2004) that stated that seniors often 

have unreliable social networks due to living alone, or outliving family.  The seniors that 

were interviewed here all had good relationships with children who lived nearby, which 

allowed them to maintain a feeling of social connectedness despite living alone. Strong 

familial connections explain the reason that the seniors did not rely on the OCG volunteer 

visits to decrease their social isolation because their primary relationships were meeting 

their needs.  Many seniors indicated that they looked forward to seeing garden volunteers 

as one said, “[the neighbors] look forward to it, like I do” (Interview 2).  While seniors 

may not rely on social engagement from garden volunteers, it would still be possible for 

seniors to expand their social networks if seniors and volunteers made connections on 

delivery days.  Seniors and volunteers did not form primary relationships perhaps 

because volunteers aren’t actively engaging in attempting to create strong ties between 

themselves and the seniors.  Seniors and volunteers often do not know each other’s 

names, and the garden manager and his wife were the only volunteers specifically 

referenced by the seniors.  It may require more intentionality on the part of the volunteers 

to create bonds with the seniors. 

Social engagement between residents of the housing complex is limited among 

the interviewed seniors receiving food from the garden.  Most of the seniors do not 

actively socialize with their neighbors, one said, “well, I’m not socially involved with a 

lot of our neighbors unfortunately” (Interview 8).  One of the younger women living in 
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the housing development doesn’t socialize with her neighbors because she doesn’t 

identify with them, as demonstrated by the following excerpt:

 When I came here, I was 62, and I said to my daughters, ‘I’m going to 
live there, but I can’t guarantee I’m going to like it, because I don’t think 
of myself as an old person…. [To socialize with other people] I keep 
trying these different things, like Tai-Chi… I’m pretty good at finding 
activities near me (Interview 10).  
 

 Many of the seniors only know a couple of other people living in the housing 

development. “I’m kind of a loner.  I only talk to the lady that lives right next door… I 

don’t [know very many other people], there’s just a very few of them, I say ‘hi’ and that’s 

about it” stated one interviewee (Interview 1).   Having limited interactions with other 

members of the surrounding community would seem to align with much of the work on 

seniors and social isolation.  However, many of the seniors who were interviewed do not 

look to their neighbors for social interaction, and find other avenues to ensure they 

remain socially connected. One homebound senior has a church group that comes to visit 

her about once a week.  

All but three of the interviewed seniors lived alone, and three of the seniors 

indicated that it was difficult to leave their home, yet very few of them appeared to feel 

loneliness, which Tomaka et al. (2006) refers to as the subjective feeling of an 

unfavorable balance between actual and desired social contact.  Seniors who wished to 

have additional social interaction joined other groups in town or participated in other 

activities, including University classes, Tai-Chi, the senior center, churches, and 

volunteering.  Additionally, these seniors may not have indicated feeling lonely because 

of their strong family ties, and because of interactions with volunteers from numerous 
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food relief agencies, who make periodic home deliveries.  It is also possible that seniors 

did not feel comfortable telling the researcher that they were lonely. 

The garden is sometimes brought up in informal conversations between the 

people in the complex.  Through these informal exchanges, the garden fosters a shared 

experience that may build a stronger sense of community between the residents who 

receive vegetables.  Six of the eleven interviewed seniors reported discussing the garden 

with their neighbors.  Such interactions included discussing which foods the seniors 

enjoyed, and swapping vegetables with each other.  Seniors talked with each other to see 

what vegetables they could trade.  Interactions between neighbors can again be seen as a 

secondary relationship group for the seniors, as they appear to only interact with one 

another on a more utilitarian level.  Seniors talk with their neighbors to create networks to 

trade food, not to fulfill emotional needs. Thus, neighbors can fall into a secondary 

relationship category.  One senior said “there’s a lady here that gets some of that stuff 

and she doesn’t care for the greens, so she… I told her, ‘don’t you dare throw them out,’ 

so she brings them to me and I froze some of them last year” (Interview 1). 

One of the primary goals of the OCG is to increase seniors’ access to fresh 

produce.  Three of the seniors specifically indicated in their written survey responses that 

the garden enabled them to eat vegetables that they couldn’t normally afford.  One wrote, 

“I have fresh vegetables [during the garden season] that I can’t afford [normally]” 

(Survey13). Other seniors commented, “This is my vegetable eating period and it doesn’t 

last long enough, gosh it is wonderful” (Survey 14) and “my doctor asked me to please 

continue eating veggies, which can be very expensive at the store” (Survey 2).  These 

responses indicate that the garden does indeed impact the diets of the seniors who receive 
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food from the garden.  Additional comments from the manager and the garden volunteers 

further support the notion that garden drop offs positively impact the recipients’ quality 

of food, by providing them with fresh, ripe, organic, and healthy food, at no additional 

cost.  In addition to the health benefits the fresh produce offers, the deliveries can assist 

with food security as one of the volunteers shared.  “There’s one woman who we found 

out didn’t have enough food, and we added her to the deliveries” stated one volunteer 

(Interview 14).  One garden volunteer specifically spoke to this issue, indicating that a 

number of seniors have confided in her that they struggle with food security and that the 

garden was a great help to them.  According to the garden manager, many of the seniors 

receiving food from the OCG have difficulty stretching their food money to the end of 

the month, he states:

 Food insecurity for seniors means not being sure if they can balance all 
their needs living on a fixed income… I know that we have lots of people 
in our group that we deliver food to, that have said ‘this helps us in the 
summer to make sure we get there at the end of the month’ (Interview 15). 
 

These statements are consistent with the findings of Keller et al. (2007), who claim that 

fluctuating living expenses can cause seniors living on fixed incomes to experience food 

insecurity.   

All the seniors interviewed indicated that they were currently food secure. This 

finding would appear to contradict much of the literature on seniors and food security.  

According to Feeding America (2014), 5.4 American seniors are food insecure, and in 

Maine, senior hunger increased by 50% between the years of 2008 and 2013 (Senior 

Hunger, 2013; Wright et al. 2015).  With such high numbers for senior food insecurity, 

one would expect to find some food insecurity among the seniors receiving food from the 

garden.  Additionally, statements made by the garden manager and one of the volunteers 
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give the impression that some of the seniors who receive food from the garden are food 

insecure. Yet, none of the interview participants claimed to be food insecure.  However, 

when examining the interviews as a whole, a different picture of food security emerges.  

Seniors who claim to be food secure also rely on a number of programs including food 

stamps one senior stated, “I get food stamps because my social security is low… 

[participating in the garden] allows me to buy some extra things that I normally couldn’t 

buy... The food stamps are good, but fresh vegetables are expensive” (Interview 10). 

Many of the seniors utilize food stamps, as well as a number of other local food 

relief programs, with most of the seniors utilizing several food relief programs at once.  

The following remark exemplifies the number of agencies this senior population utilizes:

Well, I know there are food pantries, and I did go before, but I don’t have 
a vehicle so I have to get transportation.  But since I’ve got the food 
stamps, I have enough money and food, so I don’t go to pantries 
anymore…I have [Parker dining meals] delivered four times a week. I 
have the food pals…Produce is expensive at the store (Interview 5). 
 

Although seniors reported that they were food secure, nine of the seniors interviewed rely 

on multiple food relief programs.  Without such networks in place, many of these seniors 

could very well be food insecure.  The Orono senior population has a number of different 

food relief services available to them, which may not be available to Maine seniors living 

in more remote locations.  While this senior population may share the challenges of 

seniors reported in the literature, the statistics and conclusions in the literature do not 

pertain to them, because there are multiple agencies and programs helping to ensure they 

maintain food security.  One solution for seniors who may experience food insecurity 

isn’t enough. Seniors who can take advantage of multiple programs seem to be better off. 
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 Utilizing multiple food relief networks allows this senior population to perceive 

themselves as being food secure.  This use of multiple food relief networks is in contrast 

to findings in the current literature.  Keller (2007) and Graham (2014) reported that older 

adults are hesitant to use assistance programs. Many of the seniors utilized multiple 

programs simultaneously to ensure they had sufficient food.  Dean et al. (2011) noted that 

seniors often have limited knowledge of food relief programs, which again was not 

supported by this research. All but two of the seniors had knowledge of multiple food 

relief networks.  One senior utilized food stamps, the OCG, the Parker dining program, 

and the Food Pals program. Several of the other seniors utilized the Senior Farmshare 

program, as well as the Food Pals and the dining program. Many of the seniors also 

reported being aware of local food pantries, but denied needing to use them.  According 

to Graham (2014), seniors are often embarrassed to utilize food pantries because it seems 

like begging. 

 One of the unanticipated outcomes of the garden is it seems to reduce the stigma 

associated with utilizing food relief programs.  Many of the interview participants gave 

very limited responses when asked about their food security, indicating discomfort or 

embarrassment concerning their food security status. The following excerpt shows a 

typical length of response for questions about food security: 

I: Have you ever used food pantries? 
S: No. 
I: Were you embarrassed to do that? 
S: Yes 
I: Okay, since then you’ve been fine? You haven’t had any other problems 
with getting food? 
S: No. 
I: Do you use food stamps or anything now? 
S: Yes, I do 
I: Do you use any other programs like the garden? 
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S: Yes, I do Farmshares. 
I: What does food insecurity mean to you? 
S: Not having enough to eat (Interview 12). 
 

Limited responses such as the one outlined above were consistent throughout many of the 

interviews.  Some seniors were more open with their discussion of the stigma 

surrounding utilizing assistance programs.  When asked about utilizing a food cupboard, 

one senior said it was “not pleasant, and embarrassing” (Interview 8).   

Despite the hesitancy to discuss relief programs, and the disdain for using food 

cupboards, seniors were open about their experiences with programs like the OCG and 

Food Pals, which effectively decrease the stigmas associated with accepting or seeking 

help to maintain food security.  The OCG was conceptualized differently than other food 

relief programs by the seniors receiving weekly deliveries.  Seniors felt comfortable 

asking to enroll in the OCG, and discussing their involvement in the garden, perhaps 

because seniors viewed it as a social program. In the following excerpt, the garden 

manager explains how seniors use the social aspect of the garden to mask their food 

security issues: 

A lot of people like meeting with us, they like the regular visits, the social 
component of it, but not as many people have said that we help in the food 
insecurity game as much as they’ve said they love just seeing the 
volunteers and seeing the garden here.  But I can say for sure that a few 
people have told me that [it helps with food security]… It’s a lot easier to 
say ‘I really like the interaction’ than it is to say that they need the food 
(Interview 15).  
 

Seniors can downplay their need for food assistance by saying they participate in the 

OCG program because they enjoy seeing volunteers.  The OCG can be looked at as a 

community-building program rather than a food relief program.  Seniors get weekly visits 

from volunteers, which fosters a sense of community.  Additionally, deliveries are 
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offered to all of the seniors living in the senior housing, which makes it feel less like 

charity and more like a perk of living within the community.      

 Seniors in the Orono community appear to have strategies in place, which allow 

them to tap into social networks to maintain food security.  Dean et al. (2011) suggests a 

framing that describes all of the different connections and resources that seniors use.  

They define these connections and resources as a seniors’ social capital, which augments 

their use of real capital. For these seniors, social capital is important because public 

transportation is limited, and it can be difficult to access for seniors with limited mobility, 

or other physical handicaps.  Social capital is also important for this population because it 

enables them to access programs available within the community.  Tomaka et al. (2006) 

claimed that rural seniors often have difficulty accessing resources because they are 

socially isolated and thus have limited social capital.  This did not appear to be the case 

for the seniors interviewed in this study.  One woman discussed how her sons helped her 

prepare her meals by writing directions for food preparation in font big enough for her to 

read.  Interaction with the housing development social worker also appeared to increase 

the seniors’ social capital, as many of them learn about other food relief programs 

through her.  Seniors who identified as being more social, mentioned asking neighbors to 

take them to the grocery store.  As such, having high levels of social capital was very 

important for the seniors in this area, and can be considered as one of the reasons the 

seniors reported a low incidence of food insecurity. 

Dean et al. (2011) found that seniors with higher levels of social capital tend to be 

more food secure than seniors with low levels of social capital.  These findings are 

corroborated by this research, where interviewed seniors had high levels of social capital, 
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and reported being food secure.  However, it would appear that many of the seniors were 

at risk for food insecurity, and would perhaps be food insecure if they did not have such 

high levels of social capital.  Some of the seniors relied on their social capital to discover 

different food relief programs, and others used social connections to ensure they had 

transportation to the grocery store, or to get help with food preparation. 

As discussed earlier, making connections is an important aspect of social capital 

for senior populations.  Within the context of the OCG program, the garden manager 

intentionally tried to involve seniors in decision making, by sending out yearly surveys 

that asked for their perceptions of the garden, and their suggestions for change.  In our 

interviews, seniors were asked if they would like more input about what gets grown in the 

garden, and all of the seniors indicated that they didn’t want or need to be engaged at this 

level.  This population did not wish to utilize connection as a form of social capital within 

the garden, as they all indicated they did not want to give input about what is grown in 

the garden, giving responses like “I think they do a great job” (Interview 10) and “I think 

they do a pretty good job themselves” (Interview 1).  Seniors did not want to engage with 

the garden on a deeper level, which would allow them to have a more democratic say in 

what is grown in the garden.  According to the garden manager’s partner, seniors were 

given the opportunity to come to the garden to pick up their food during the first two 

years of the program.  She said, “We encouraged the recipients to come on Saturdays, to 

have those who were mobile to come here, see the garden, and be a part of it. We didn’t 

get much enthusiasm so we stopped that in the second year” (Interview 16).  Seniors did 

not show interest in participating in the garden, and were happy instead to be passive 

consumers of the garden produce. 
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Research on senior food insecurity discusses how seniors may have difficulty 

obtaining food due to mobility constraints or a lack of transportation (Keller et al. 2007; 

Quandt and Rao, 1999; Bowman, 2007; Wolfe et al. 2003).  While only three of the 

seniors interviewed reported difficulty with leaving the house, several seniors discussed 

their strategies for overcoming obstacles with getting groceries.  Five of the interviewed 

seniors mentioned that the social worker in the housing development ensured they had 

transportation to the grocery store.  Taking advantage of the social worker can be seen as 

seniors utilizing their social capital to obtain groceries. One senior noted, “she takes us 

grocery shopping and things like that.  She more or less takes care of making sure we 

eat… She’s involved with food and health” (Interview 2).  However, it appeared to be 

difficult for the social worker to help seniors with disabilities to do their grocery 

shopping.  Those seniors either provided the social worker with a grocery list, or relied 

on their children to assist them with getting to the grocery store. “So I have my children 

take me to the grocery store a couple times a month, and they’re my eyes.  I give them 

the grocery list and then I go with them, but they’re my eyes and they do the shopping for 

me,” said one the interviewees (Interview 2).  Another senior had difficulty cooking or 

leaving the house because of a physical ailment, and she relied on the home delivered 

Parker Dining Hall meals on many days of the week.  

Most seniors did not have a difficult time preparing the vegetables that were 

included in the weekly deliveries. One senior mentioned that she thought unique 

vegetables confused some of the other seniors:

I think they have a good variety. Some of the people in here get a little 
confused because [the garden manager] will try a new vegetable, like a 
beet that has white rings in it, and they have no idea what it is. Or if it’s a 
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yellow beet, they wouldn’t think to smell it and say ‘oh yeah, that smells 
like a beet’ But it’s fine for me (Interview 8). 
 

To alleviate some of the difficulty with accessing unfamiliar vegetables, the garden 

manager includes an informational sheet explaining all the vegetables that will be grown 

that year in the first delivery bag.  Recipes which include vegetables from that week’s 

delivery are also included in each bag. Only one of the seniors indicated that they had 

difficulty preparing the vegetables, or that they wanted different vegetables to be used in 

deliveries.  This senior population has a skill set that enables them to utilize unfamiliar 

foods.  In the excerpt above, the senior said she is fine with eating unique beets, and that 

she enjoys the variety of foods included in the bags.  Many of the seniors cooked, and 

had no difficulty using the foods that were included in the weekly deliveries.  This may 

not be true of other populations that could potentially be food insecure.  Seniors are in a 

position that enables them to utilize unfamiliar foods because many of them have a 

cooking skill set.  Other demographics may find the foods included in delivery bags to be 

inaccessible, but that was not the case for the interviewed seniors in this study. 

 When the garden was created, the garden manager wanted not only to have an 

impact on the seniors receiving the food, but also on the volunteers who were helping to 

grow it.  Two of the volunteers who were interviewed also received food from the garden 

themselves.  These two volunteers reported also experiencing food insecurity in the past. 

When asked about her experience with food insecurity, one volunteer stated, “I mean, I 

never started, it’s just… you learn to be creative with what little you have” (Interview 

14).  Community gardens have been shown to increase food access and to improve the 

diets of gardeners (Drake and Lawson, 2015; D’Abundo and Carden, 2008).  This was 

true both for the senior population, who received weekly deliveries, and for some of the 



42 
	  

garden volunteers, who were able to take food from the garden throughout the growing 

season.  One volunteer mentioned that her husband was “embarrassed to use food 

pantries” (Interview 16), and so taking food from the garden where she volunteered 

enabled her to increase their food security without utilizing programs that her husband 

deemed socially unacceptable.  Taking food from the garden was conceptualized 

differently than taking food from other food assistance programs.  Another volunteer 

spoke about how pricey food could be at the farmers market in the following excerpt:

I: Does the food from the garden have a big impact on your eating habits? 
S: Yes, it’s nice having fresh produce. I’m able to grow a few things here, 
but it’s nice to have that access. 
I: Does that have a large impact on your grocery bill during that season? 
S: I’m sure it does, because if I go to the farmer’s market, it’s pricey 
(Interview 14).

 

Working in the OCG allowed these volunteers to access healthy, local produce without 

the expense. Taking extra food home at the end of the night is a typical perk for the 

garden volunteers, but even while working on site, the volunteers enjoy the freshly 

harvested produce. On one occasion during the research, the volunteers in the garden all 

shared a fresh watermelon just picked from the garden, and after were able to take a 

number of vegetables home for themselves.   

 Garden volunteers mentioned knowing more about their communities since 

becoming involved in the garden, and research indicates community gardens create social 

ties and a sense of community within neighborhoods in which they are located (Obach 

and Tobin, 2014; Drake and Lawson, 2015; D’Abundo and Carden, 2008; Walter, 2013; 

Teig et al. 2009).  This was true for garden volunteers, one of whom said, “I like the fun 

of the group, second to that would be the community it builds, both inside and outside of 
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the garden. I think it gives people a sense of pride” (Interview 13).  Volunteers enjoyed 

sharing a collective space with others in the community as they worked toward a 

common goal.  One volunteer said, “It’s nice to work with other people, it keeps the 

momentum up” (Interview 14).  All of the interviewed volunteers were involved in other 

groups around town.  One of the volunteers was a member of the Methodist church and 

while on deliveries she was able to discuss the church with some of the seniors who also 

attended services there.  One of the other volunteers had worked with a perma-culture 

group in town. “There are other people that are into different types of [groups]… like the 

perma-culture crowd… I help on different projects [with them]” stated a volunteer 

(Interview 14).   

The garden provides a space for volunteers to connect to their communities 

through food production. Cross-generational and cross-cultural exchanges took place in 

the garden, where volunteers from many different backgrounds could come together to 

work toward a common goal.  University students, professors, children, and general 

community members all worked together during volunteer sessions.  One garden 

volunteer was inspired to begin her own civic agriculture project, the Food Pals, which 

brings elementary school children and seniors together through the production, 

processing, and procurement of food.  She discusses the gardens’ impact on community: 

The Orono garden, for me, is like this: The garden itself is a dandelion, 
and it starts a whole lot of seeds that puff off and plant elsewhere.  That’s 
what inspires me to stay involved… I’ve learned that it’s possible to learn 
all of these different things to help with what I do outside. And this is 
where the inspiration for the Food Pals program comes from. I wanted to 
pick up where the OCG left off, and leave off where it starts back up 
(Interview 13). 
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The OCG has inspired volunteers to make sure that the community is being served even 

when the OCG isn’t in season.   

 The garden is also space for public pedagogy, in which volunteers can undergo 

informal learning. “I’ve learned all kinds of things… How to prepare beds, and the soil, 

and a lot of stuff about how to sow the seeds and stuff like that, it’s nice to have a 

mentor” said one volunteer (Interview 14).  Gardens naturally provide a space for 

volunteers to learn, and the manager seeks to reinforce the learning environment.  He 

discusses how he teaches in the garden below:

That’s what I strive to do. And occasionally there are failures, and people 
will overplant something, but the goal is to [teach]… The way I pitch it to 
[volunteers] is that, I can teach you all this stuff, and master gardeners can 
teach you all this stuff, but then you go out and look at your garden and 
start to think ‘I don’t remember what the spacing is, I don’t know how I 
really want to work this, how high of a bed does it need to be?’ So, we can 
provide that to the volunteers, and that’s what they get out of it is 
improved gardening skills, and they can learn how to use organic products 
to keep pests away and things like that (Interview 15). 
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Gardens not only provide a space to learn about food production, but are also a place 

where volunteers can “develop strong civic virtues… and [it] has [the] ability to increase 

the confidence, political efficacy, knowledge, and skills of those involved” (Levkoe, 

2006).  Garden volunteers not only learned how to garden while working in the OCG, but 

also how to model civic agriculture projects similar to the OCG (The Food Pals 

program).  The garden encourages volunteers to become more engaged in their 

community, and teaches them how to build programs that can improve their 

neighborhoods. 

 

Conclusions 

 Community gardens have often been created in response to a need: as a 

way to feed people, to teach people, or to foster greater engagement within a community.  

In this paper we examined the impacts of the OCG on the seniors who receive food from 

it, specifically in terms of food security and social engagement.  The questions this 

research worked to answer were: In what ways does produce from the OCG impact the 

seniors’ food security? In what ways does the OCG decrease the social isolation of the 

seniors who receive food from it? And, what benefits do the OCG volunteers gain from 

working in the garden?  

 Data from surveys and interviews demonstrated that food from the OCG impacted 

seniors’ food security by providing them with fresh, healthy vegetables that they did not 

have to purchase themselves.  We also discovered that food from the OCG was only one 

tool that this senior population used to maintain food security.  While all of the seniors 

self-identified as food secure, interview data suggests that without numerous food relief 
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programs, many of the seniors who receive food from the OCG had the potential to be 

food insecure.  This group of seniors is adept at taking advantage of the programs 

available to them. 

 There was a large demand to participate in the garden program when it was first 

created.  As a result, the garden manager had to begin taking food donations from other 

farmers to feed all of the seniors who signed up for the program.  The tremendous interest 

in participating in the garden further supports the idea that this population lives on the 

edge of food insecurity.   

 The notion that this senior population is only food secure because of a large safety 

net of programs raises concerns about the ways in which we measure food security and 

define food security.  Food security is a broad term.  It is important to recognize that 

alternative food security definitions are relevant in ensuring that all demographics have 

enough to eat.  Populations may be marginally food secure, and could be dependent on a 

number of food relief programs.  It is difficult to assess how dependent this group is on 

the programs that they utilize. 

 One or the primary goals of the OCG was to increase seniors’ levels of social 

engagement.  Much of the literature on seniors and social engagement suggests that 

seniors tend to be socially isolated, especially seniors living in rural areas, or seniors who 

live alone.  This was not the case for the seniors who were interviewed about their 

experience with the OCG.  This senior population had strong family ties, and did not look 

to interactions with volunteers to meet their primary social needs.  Many of the more 

social seniors were involved in other clubs and activities that met their social needs as 

well.   
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 When seniors discussed their relationships with volunteers, it appeared as though 

their relationships were secondary relationships and had no meaning beyond the 

utilitarian purpose of dropping off food.  The goal of decreasing seniors’ social isolation 

was based on the garden manager’s perception of this being a need in the seniors’ lives.  

There may be seniors receiving food from the garden who are indeed lonely and in need 

of additional social interaction who did not participate in this study.  If the manager is to 

maintain the goal of decreasing senior’s social isolation, then he will need to be more 

intentional about ensuring that volunteers foster more meaningful relationships with 

volunteers.  Additional volunteer training to emphasize this goal may be enough to help 

foster more meaningful relationships between seniors and volunteers.  The strength of 

these relationships could also be increased by ensuring the same volunteer delivered to 

the same set of seniors consistently, in order to foster familiarity between specific 

individuals.  Meaningful relationships do not just happen, and additional work will be 

needed to help the garden meet this goal. 

 Community gardens have been seen as a place for volunteers to learn, and to 

engage with others in their community.  The OCG seeks to teach volunteers about 

organic gardening, while also providing them with a space to increase their community 

involvement.  These goals appear to be addressed within the volunteer group at the OCG.  

Interviews with the volunteers revealed that they have learned a great deal about 

gardening from their time within the garden, and that they have gained a greater sense of 

community from their time there as well.  Some OCG volunteers are also able to increase 

their food security from their time in the garden, as volunteers are able to take produce 

home with them on delivery nights. 
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 This research uncovered additional questions of interest. It is unclear from this 

preliminary research if the results on senior sociability are indicative of the entire 

population of OCG recipients.  The seniors who were interviewed in this research were 

self-selecting, and happened to be the seniors who answered their doors on the night of 

delivery.  This could mean that the seniors in this study happened to be the more social 

seniors, and thus didn’t rely on the volunteers for social engagement.  More extensive 

interviews with the entire senior population may reveal different results. 

 Work could also be done to examine the range of food relief networks utilized by 

this senior population.  An examination of the food network could reveal interesting 

results.  Orono appears to have an effective food insecurity relief system.  Is this network 

an intentionally coordinated system, or did it just happen by chance?  How do the various 

food aid networks work together, especially those with low negative stigmas? A more in 

depth analysis of how this community is achieving this could aid other communities in 

implementing a similar network.   
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Figures 

Figure 1. 

 

Figure 1: The above chart represents the number of years seniors had been receiving 
vegetables from the garden.  Responses were taken from the 19 surveys which were 
returned by seniors receiving food from the garden.  The survey question was multiple 
choice. 
 
Figure 2. 
 

 
Figure 2. The above chart shows the frequency of answers from the second survey 
question, which asked seniors what they would miss most of the garden were to end.  
This question was open ended.  Some seniors responded with multiple answers, which 
accounts for more than 19 responses.   
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Figure 3.  

 
Figure 3.  The above graph shows seniors responses to the third survey question, which 
was open ended and asked if seniors ate differently while the garden was in season.  Four 
responses were indicative of all of the seniors’ responses. 
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Figure 4: 

Category	   Int.	  
1	  

Int.	  
2	  

Int.	  
3	  

Int.	  
4	  

Int.	  
5	  

Int.	  
6	  

Int.	  
7	  

Int.	  
8	  

Int.	  
10	  

Int.	  
11	  

Int.	  
12	  

Food	  Security	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  

Currently	  food	  secure	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	  

Past	  food	  insecurity	   x	   x	   	   	   x	   	   	   x	   x	   	   x	  

Being	  thrifty	  with	  food	  money	   x	   	   	   	   x	   	   	   	   x	   	   x	  

Knowledge	  of	  food	  relief	  
programs	  

x	   x	   	   x	   x	   	   	   x	   x	   x	   x	  

Participates	  in	  multiple	  food	  relief	  
programs	  

x	   x	   	   x	   x	   	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	  

Thinks	  hunger	  is	  a	  problem	  in	  
Maine	  

x	   x	   	   x	   	   	   x	   x	   	   	   x	  

Garden	  food	  is	  a	  substitution	  	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	   	   x	   	   x	   x	   x	  

Easy	  to	  get	  to	  grocery	  store	   x	   	   	   x	   	   	   	   	   x	   x	   	  

Looks	  forward	  to	  fresh	  food	   	   x	   	   	   x	   x	   	   	   	   	   	  
Houseing	  devlopment	  makes	  sure	  
they	  have	  food	  

	   x	   	   	   x	   	   x	   	   x	   	   	  

Garden	  food	  is	  an	  addition	   	   	   	   	   	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	   	  

Preserves	  garden	  food	   	   x	   x	   	   x	   	   x	   	   	   	   x	  

Nothing	  goes	  to	  waste	   x	   	   	   	   	   x	   x	   	   	   	   	  

Social	  engagement	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  
Shares/swaps	  food	  with	  
neighbors	  

x	   	   	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	   	  

Likes	  to	  keep	  to	  themselves	   x	   	   x	   	   	   x	   	   	   	   	   x	  

Socializes	  with	  family	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	   	   	   x	   x	   x	  

Looks	  forward	  to	  seeing	  
volunteers	  

x	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	  

Doesn't	  want	  input	  in	  garden	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	   	   x	   x	   x	   x	   x	  
Talks	  with	  neighbors	  about	  
garden	  

	   x	   x	   x	   	   	   x	   	   x	   x	   	  

Doesn't	  talk	  to	  neighbors	  about	  
garden	  

	   	   x	   	   	   	   	   x	   	   	   x	  

Wishes	  they	  had	  more	  social	  
engagement	  

	   	   	   	   x	   	   x	   	   	   	   	  

Figure 1.  The above table shows all of the codes that emerged from the transcribed 
interviews with the twelve senior participants.  Codes corresponded to the themes of 
either food security, or social isolation. 
*Interview 9 was omitted due to inconsistencies in response, it was clear that the 
interview subject did not understand the questions. 
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Appendices 
 
Appendix A. 
 

Interview Questions 
Each interview question may include follow up questions and clarifying questions 

depending on responses. 
 

Senior Interviews 
 Food Security 

• How long have you been receiving food from the garden? 
• How did you hear about the garden program and first become involved? 

  
• Was there ever a time in your life when you didn’t have enough food? What was 

that like?  
• Do you have enough food now, or do you ever feel worried about food? 

 Do you know of any programs available to seniors who don't have enough food? 
• Do you participate in any other programs besides the garden? 

 What does food insecurity mean to you? 
• Do you think most people in Maine have enough to eat? 

 Does the amount of money you spend on groceries change at all while you receive 
food from the garden? 

• Is the food from the garden an addition to what you buy or a substitution? 
 Is it difficult for you to get to the grocery store? 
 What do you do with the food you get from the garden? 

Do you typically eat all of the food dropped off each week? 
• Do you always like the food that is brought to you?  

 Is it normally difficult for you to get fresh produce? 
 

 Social Connectedness  
• What does your day look like? Do you have a typical daily routine? 

• Do garden drop offs ever interfere with your normal activities? 
 
• Since becoming involved in the garden program, have you started talking with 

other people in your housing development who also receive food? 
• Do you wish you had more opportunities to socialize with other people?  
• Do you live alone?  
• Do you have family nearby? 
• Are you involved in any other groups or organizations in town? 
• Do you look forward to seeing volunteers each week? Why? 
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• How much time do volunteers spend talking to you each week? 
 Do you talk about recipes with volunteers? 
 What do you really look forward to on days the food is delivered? 
 Do you share food from the garden with other people? With who? 
 Do you wish you had more input as to what gets grown in the garden? 
 Is there anything else you would like to say about the garden? 
  
Volunteer Interviews 
 

Food security 
• Do you take food from the garden? 

• What do you do with the food? 
• Does the food have a big impact on your eating habits? 

 What does food insecurity mean to you? 
• Do you think people in Maine have enough to eat? 

 Was there ever a time in your life when you didn’t have enough food? What was 
that like?  

• Do you have enough food now, or do you ever feel worried about food? 
Social Connectedness 
• How long have you been volunteering at the garden? 
• What are your favorite aspects of volunteering at the garden? 
• What motivated you to first start volunteering at the garden? 
• What about the garden makes you continue to volunteer? 
• Do you socialize a lot with other garden volunteers? 
• Do you have a better awareness of your community because of spending time in 

the garden? 
• Do you hear about other things going on in the community through 

discussion at the garden 
• Do you know more about other people in your community because of time 

spent in the garden? 
 Do you see any of the other volunteers outside of the garden? 
 Do you have any say in what gets planted and in the planning of the garden? 
 Do you feel that the garden provides you with a sense of  community? Please 
explain. 
 How long do you spend with each senior when dropping off the produce? 

• What do you talk about with them? 
 Do you find that the seniors normally answer the door, or do you frequently leave 
bags at doors? 
 Do you look forward to seeing any particular individuals each week? And why? 

 
 

• Have you learned any specific gardening skills? 
• Do any of these skills help you outside of the garden? 

 What do you think would happen to the garden if John could not continue to work 
on it? 
 Do you feel that the garden makes a large impact on people? 
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• What impacts have you observed yourself? 
 How would you change the garden? 
  
  

Interview with Garden Director 
• What does food insecurity mean to you? 

• Do you think people in Maine have enough to eat? 
 Was there ever a time in your life when you didn’t have enough  food? What was 
that like?  

• Do you have enough food now, or do you ever feel worried about food? 
 What gave you the idea to start this garden? 
 How did you recruit volunteers for the garden? 
 Have you had any difficulty keeping the program running? 
 Could you give me a history of the garden? 
 What kind of reactions have you had from seniors, volunteers, or people in the 
Orono Community? 
 When you started the program did you anticipate it lasting this long? 
 What were your goals when starting this project? 
 Do you feel that the goals of the project have been met? 
• Any particular examples of why or why not? 

 Have the goals of the garden changed over time? 
 Where there any unexpected outcomes that you have observed from the garden? 
 Where do you see the garden project going in the future? 
 What do you try to teach volunteers at the garden? 
 What are the challenges and successes of the garden? 
 What do you think would happen if you left? 
 How has this impacted your sense of community? 
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Appendix B 

IRB Approval 

   MEMORANDUM 

TO: Sarah Mullis 

FROM: Gayle Jones 

17 High Street, Apt. #3 

Old Town, ME 04468 

Assistant to the Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects (IRB) 

 

Gardening: How the Orono Community Garden Impacts Seniors,” #2015-11-08 

SUBJECT: “Alleviating Social Isolation and Food Insecurity Through Community 

DATE: December 8, 2015 

 

The above referenced project was approved by the University of Maine’s Institutional 

Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects (IRB) in an expedited review. The 

approval period is 11/20/2015 through 11/19/2016. A continuing review of this project 

must be conducted by the IRB before the end of the approval period. Although you will 

receive a request for this information approximately 6-8 weeks before that date, it is your 

responsibility to submit the information in sufficient time to allow for review before the 

approval period expires. 
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Enclosed are approved copies of the consent documents for this project. The approval for 

these consents expires on 11/19/2016. These approved copies must be duplicated and 

used when enrolling subjects during the approval period.  Please remember that each 

subject must be given a copy of the consent document. Any unanticipated problems or 

harm to the subject must be reported to the IRB immediately. Any proposed changes to 

the research must be approved by the IRB prior to implementation. If you have questions, 

please contact me at 1-1498. Thank you. 

 

pc: Melissa Ladenheim 
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Appendix C 

GARDEN MANAGER INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

 

You are invited to participate in a research project being conducted by Sarah Mullis, a 

undergraduate student in the Department of Sociology and the Honors College at the 

University of Maine. Sarah is being advised by Melissa Ladenheim, and Mark Haggerty, 

both associates of the Honors College. The purpose of the research is to assess the impact 

of the Orono Community Garden on the seniors it serves and on the volunteers working 

in it. 

 

What Will You Be Asked to Do? 

 

If you decide to participate, you will be asked to answer interview questions. A few 

examples of questions that may be asked include: What kind of reactions have you gotten 

from members of the community about the garden? Can you give me a brief history of 

the garden? Do you eat more fresh vegetables while the garden is in season than during 

the rest of the year, etc. 

Interviews will be recorded using an audio recorder. It may take approximately one hour 

to participate. Interviews will be conducted in your home. 

- There is the possibility that you may become uncomfortable answering the questions. 

You may skip any questions that make you uncomfortable.  
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- There is a possibility that your responses may make it possible for readers to identify 

you. You may skip any questions that you feel could cause others to know your identity, 

and the report will be written in a way that reduces this risk. 

- Time and inconvenience. The interview will be kept to around an hour. 

- While this study will have no direct benefit to you, this research may help us learn more 

about how to better assist seniors within the community, and what the impacts of the 

Orono Community Garden have been on seniors and volunteers. 

Confidentiality 

Data will be kept on Sarah Mullis’ password protected personal computer until May 

2016, when it will be deleted from her computer, and given to Melissa Ladenheim, who 

will hold the interviews indefinitely. A transcriptionist may also have limited access to 

your interview responses. Your name will not be reported in any publications. 

Voluntary 

Participation is voluntary. If you choose to take part in this study, you may stop at any 

time. You may skip any questions you do not wish to answer. 

University of Maine Institutional Review Board Approved for Use Through 11/19/2016 

Contact Information 

If you have any questions about this study, please contact me at 207-341-3437 or 

sarah.mullis@maine.edu. You may also reach the faculty advisor on this study, Melissa 

Ladenheim at (207) 581-3264, or by email at Melissa.ladenheim@maine.edu. Or Mark 

Haggerty at mark.haggerty@maine.edu. If you have any questions about your rights as a 

research participant, please contact Gayle Jones, Assistant to the University of Maine’s 
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Protection of Human Subjects Review Board, at 581-1498 (or e-mail 

gayle.jones@umit.maine.edu). 

Your signature below indicates that you have read the above information and agree to 

participate. You will receive a copy of this form. 

 

_____________________________________ ________________ 

 

Signature Date 

 

University of Maine Institutional Review Board Approved for Use Through 11/19/2016 

 

VOLUNTEER INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

You are invited to participate in a research project being conducted by Sarah Mullis, a 

undergraduate student in the Department of Sociology and the Honors College at the 

University of Maine. Sarah is being advised by Melissa Ladenheim, and Mark Haggerty, 

both associates of the Honors College. The purpose of the research is to assess the impact 

of the Orono Community Garden on the seniors it serves and on the volunteers working 

in it. 

What Will You Be Asked to Do? 

If you decide to participate, you will be asked to answer interview questions. A few 

examples of questions that may be asked include: How long have you volunteered at the 

garden? How long do you talk with seniors when dropping off vegetables? Do you have 

any control over what gets planted in the garden? Etc. Interviews will be recorded using 
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an audio recorder. It may take approximately one hour to participate. Interviews will be 

conducted in your home or at another suitable location in the community. 

- There is the possibility that you may become uncomfortable answering the questions. 

You may skip any questions that make you uncomfortable.  

- There is a possibility that your responses may make it possible for readers to identify 

you. You may skip any questions that you feel could cause others to know your identity, 

and the report will be written in a way that reduces this risk. 

- Time and inconvenience. The interview will be kept to around an hour. 

- While this study will have no direct benefit to you, this research may help us learn 

more about how to better assist seniors within the community, and what the 

impacts of the Orono Community Garden have been on seniors and volunteers. 

Confidentiality 

Data will be kept on Sarah Mullis’ password protected personal computer until May 

2016, when it will be deleted from her computer, and given to Melissa Ladenheim, who 

will hold the interviews indefinitely. A transcriptionist may also have limited access to 

your interview responses. Your name will not be reported in any publications. 

Voluntary 

Participation is voluntary. If you choose to take part in this study, you may stop at any 

time. You may skip any questions you do not wish to answer. 

 

Contact Information 

If you have any questions about this study, please contact me at 207-341-3437 or 
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sarah.mullis@maine.edu. You may also reach the faculty advisor on this study, Melissa 

Ladenheim at (207) 581-3264, or by email at Melissa.ladenheim@maine.edu. Or Mark 

Haggerty at mark.haggerty@maine.edu. If you have any questions about your rights as a 

research participant, please contact Gayle Jones, Assistant to the University of Maine’s 

Protection of Human Subjects Review Board, at 581-1498 (or e-mail 

gayle.jones@umit.maine.edu). 

Your signature below indicates that you have read the above information and agree to 

participate. You will receive a copy of this form. 

 

_____________________________________ ________________ 

Signature Date 

 

University of Maine Institutional Review Board Approved for Use Through 11/19/2016 

 

SENIOR INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

You are invited to participate in a research project being conducted by Sarah Mullis, a 

undergraduate student in the Department of Sociology and the Honors College at the 

University of Maine. Sarah is being advised by Melissa Ladenheim, and Mark Haggerty, 

both associates of the Honors College. The purpose of the research is to assess the impact 

of the Orono Community Garden on the seniors it serves and on the volunteers working 

in it. 

What Will You Be Asked to Do? 

If you decide to participate, you will be asked to answer interview questions. A few 
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examples of questions that may be asked include: How long have you received food from 

the Garden? Do you live alone? Do you eat more fresh vegetables while the garden is in 

season than during the rest of the year, etc. Interviews will be recorded using an audio 

recorder. It may take approximately one hour to participate. Interviews will be conducted 

in your home. 

- There is the possibility that you may become uncomfortable answering the questions. 

You may skip any questions that make you uncomfortable. 

- There is a possibility that your responses may make it possible for readers to identify 

you. You may skip any questions that you feel could cause others to know your identity, 

and the report will be written in a way that reduces this risk. 

- Time and inconvenience. The interview will be kept to around an hour. 

- While this study will have no direct benefit to you, this research may help us learn 

more about how to better assist seniors within the community, and what the 

impacts of the Orono Community Garden have been on seniors and volunteers. 

Confidentiality 

Data will be kept on Sarah Mullis’ password protected personal computer until May 

2016, when it will be deleted from her computer, and given to Melissa Ladenheim, who 

will hold the interviews indefinitely. A transcriptionist may also have limited access to 

your interview responses. Your name will not be reported in any publications. 

Voluntary 

Participation is voluntary. If you choose to take part in this study, you may stop at any 

time. You may skip any questions you do not wish to answer. 
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University of Maine Institutional Review Board Approved for Use Through 11/19/2016 

 

Contact Information 

If you have any questions about this study, please contact me at 207-341-3437 or 

sarah.mullis@maine.edu. You may also reach the faculty advisor on this study, Melissa 

Ladenheim at (207) 581-3264, or by email at Melissa.ladenheim@maine.edu. Or Mark 

Haggerty at mark.haggerty@maine.edu. If you have any questions about your rights as a 

research participant, please contact Gayle Jones, Assistant to the University of Maine’s 

Protection of Human Subjects Review Board, at 581-1498 (or e-mail 

gayle.jones@umit.maine.edu). 

 

Your signature below indicates that you have read the above information and agree to 

participate. You will receive a copy of this form. 

 

_____________________________________ ________________ 

 

University of Maine Institutional Review Board Approved for Use Through 11/19/2016 

 

 

 

 

 

 



71 
	  

Authors Bio 

Sarah Mullis was born in Bangor, Maine on February 15, 1994.  A Maine native, 

Mullis grew up in Corinna, and graduated from Nokomis Regional High School in 2012. 

Mullis graduated  Magna Cum Laude from the University of Maine in May	  of	  2016	  with	  

a	  bachelor’s	  degree	  in	  Sociology,	  and	  a	  minor	  in	  Earth	  Sciences.	  	  Mullis	  is	  a	  member	  

of	  Alpha	  Kappa	  Delta,	  and	  of	  Phi	  Beta	  Kappa.	  	  She	  was	  a	  fellow	  in	  the	  Sustainable	  

Food	  Systems	  Research	  Collaborative	  in	  2015.	  	  She	  was	  also	  the	  recipient	  of	  a	  

Charlie	  Slavin	  Grant,	  and	  a	  CUGR	  grant	  while	  at	  the	  University	  of	  Maine.	  

Sarah	  hopes	  to	  pursue	  a	  career	  in	  food	  access,	  but	  before	  pursuing	  that	  path,	  

she	  spent	  the	  summer	  following	  graduation	  working	  in	  an	  optometrist	  office	  in	  

Bangor,	  Maine.	  

	  


	Alleviating Social Isolation and Food Insecurity Through Community Gardening: How the Orono Community Garden Impacts Seniors
	Recommended Citation

	Microsoft Word - MullisSarahThesis.doc

