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Gardening is therapeutic for many people as it can 
provide hours of relaxation and even opportunities 
for contemplation.  But if you suffer from arthritis, 
back or knee injuries or other health problems, 
even the simplest of gardening tasks can become 
problematic.  Injuries caused by accidents or other 
physical limitations can also challenge gardeners 
and may cause them to consider giving up on 
gardening.  If this applies to you, before you stop 
gardening consider making some changes first. 
 
Recently I’ve run across the terms “adaptive gardening” and “accessible gardening”.  Both terms 
refer to eliminating the physical barriers that discourage people from gardening.  Gardening 
adaptations can be used for the elderly, the wheelchair bound, or for people with limited 
mobility.  Even someone who just wants to reduce stress on their joints while gardening can 
benefit from adaptive gardening. 
 
First you need to determine what your limitations are.  If you are having trouble bending, then 
you may want to convert to raised beds.  If you use a cane, walker, or wheelchair, allow extra 
space between plantings and make sure you have a smooth, hard surfaced path to get to and 
from the garden.  You may need to redesign your garden so that it is easier to move around in or 
even cut back the size so it is easier to take care of.  A successful adaptive garden should be 
functional, inviting and user friendly to both you and others. 
 
As we age, the body does not adjust as quickly or as well to temperature extremes and changes, 
so create shady rest spots where you can get out of the sun.  Seating should be stable so you do 
not need to worry about knocking it over as you get up.  Do not garden during the heat of the day.  
Instead garden early in the morning or later in the day and take frequent rest periods.  Wear 
lightweight, loose fitting clothes, a hat and make sure you apply sunscreen. 
 
For those with back, knee or neck problems, consider installing raised beds rather than gardening 
at ground level.  Build them to a height of 28 to 30 inches with easy access to the center so you 
can water and tend to the plants from any side.  This will reduce bending over and eliminate 
gardening on your knees.  Elevated beds with a sturdy seat allow a gardener to sit and weed or 
plant.  When installing an elevated raised bed be sure to choose a level piece of ground in a well-
drained area.  It should also get at least 6 to 8 hours of sun per day if you are growing vegetables. 
 
Gardeners that have trouble kneeling and bending may want to try a table garden.  Table gardens 
are essentially a raised bed (that looks like a box) which is elevated on four legs in order to stand 
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at or accommodate a chair underneath.  Some are designed to allow wheelchair access.  Table 
gardens are easy to tend and take up little space, making them perfect for the deck or patio.  
Some table gardens are not very deep and are more appropriate for shallow-rooted crops like 
greens and herbs.  Table gardens can also help the visually impaired by bringing the garden closer 
to eye level. 
 

A wide range of adaptive tools are available to fit the needs of 
people who enjoy gardening but have various levels of 
physical ability.  Ergonomically designed tools are built to 
make gardening chores easier and reduce back, wrist and 
hand strain.  Shorter handles provide better leverage; extra 
thick handles can aid arthritic hands.  Double-handled grips 
can be added in order to use both hands.  Tools with trigger 
grips and rounded-out thumb rests are easier and more 
comfortable to hold.  Many tools can be extended from 18 
inches out to 30 inches or more, giving people in a wheelchair 
the ability to garden with trowels, rakes and cultivators. 

 

If you have a tendency to bend over too much while gardening or need additional support, 
consider investing in a garden stool, kneeler or a rolling work seat that you can easily move 
around.  Foam knee pads are another garden aid that offer support and are inexpensive.  To move 
larger items a sturdy four-wheeled cart may be easier to use than a wheelbarrow. 
 

If trying to maintain a large garden or yard becomes too much work, scale back and grow plants 
and vegetables in containers.  There are many new plants that are more compact in size which are 
suitable for container gardens. 
 

Make garden paths level and wide.  Do not use wood products for paths as it can be slippery 
when wet.  Provide direct routes throughout the garden.  Use edge guides if you have ambulating 
and/or visual disabilities.  A five foot minimum width is needed to accommodate the turning 
radius of a wheelchair.  Two-way traffic requires a seven-foot minimum width. 
 

A garden benefits people on many levels.  Gardening exercises both fine and gross motor skills.  
Coordination, balance and flexibility are stimulated by working in the garden.  But for most of us it 
is a good excuse to enjoy fresh air and sunshine. 
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