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Adaptive Gardening 
 
As we age, some aspects of gardening may become more challenging. We can make 
adaptations that expand the number of years we can actively enjoy our gardens and the 
numerous benefits gardening provides for body and mind. We can also adapt garden spaces  
to include individuals with life limiting conditions regardless of age. Whether a disability is 
acquired or inherited, adjustments to an environment can increase participation in enjoyable  
and productive activities that may be otherwise inaccessible.  
 
While adaptations are generally based on individual needs, there are some fundamental factors 
that improve accessibility for gardeners with a diverse range of abilities. When planning an 
adapted garden, the first consideration should be given to its physical layout, including safe 
access to the site.  
 
Pathway Considerations  
 Hard surfaces are a better choice than wood chips or turf for safe ambulation.  
 Linear pathways are easier to negotiate than curved paths.  
 Are steps or ramps necessary due to changes in elevation?  
 Are there handrails?  
 Pathways should be examined for potential areas of tripping or loss of balance.  
 Are the pathways wide enough to accommodate a wheelchair or walker with sufficient 

room to safely turn?  
 Is there striping, navigable texture or signage to indicate a curb or unlevel landscape?  

 
Safety Considerations  
 To avoid the risk of injury, be aware and remain within limits of the vertical and horizontal 

reach of an individual when gardening.  
 Carry tools across the back in a messenger type bag or backpack. This will evenly 

distribute weight across the body and leave hands free to aid in balance and walking.  
 Set up a buddy system, or at minimum, some type of communication to alert others in 

case of emergency. Carry a fully charged cell phone. If a phone or phone service is not 
available to call 911, a whistle can be useful. Know the location of the nearest emergency 
medical facility.  

 Plan for shade and hydration needs, particularly if exposure or dehydration could cause 
harmful side effects in combination with medication.  
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Container Gardening  
 Container gardens can be very productive.  
 Seating placed near containers can be helpful if balancing or standing for prolonged 

periods is difficult.  
 Container shape and placement can be adjusted to accommodate wheelchairs  

and walkers.  
 Consider the use of trellises. Growing plants vertically can reduce the need to bend over.  

 
Access to a Water Source  
 Consider the use of a “drip” system where possible.  
 Use small, easily maneuverable containers placed in a garden wagon for transport.  

 
Accommodating Visual Impairments  
Consider the level of functional vision of a visually impaired gardener. What can be done  
to trigger other senses that improve access to the environment?  
 
Carefully review the physical layout of the garden and clear away obstacles. A person with  
a vision impairment will often rely on memory to negotiate the garden. Alert the gardener  
to any changes to objects and the terrain before entering the site.  
 
Bright colors: In decorative gardens, consider using plants with brightly colored leaves  
or flowers, such as coleus and zinnia.  
 
Contrast: Plants of varying heights will help the gardener identify sections of the garden,  
and types and location of plants within the garden.  
 
Fragrance: Incorporate flowers and herbs with strong fragrances to provide additional 
information for identification.  
 
Touch: Plants that have a distinct feel but will not cause injury, such as lamb’s ear, fuzzy 
varieties of sage, and woolly thyme can help to orient the gardener within the planting area.  
 
Sound: Use of plants that make sounds when the wind blows, such native ornamental grasses, 
or garden chimes to provide auditory cues of location within the garden.  
 
Accommodating Gardeners who are Neurodivergent  
or have Cognitive Impairments  
Individuals who are neurodivergent (a term that covers a variety of atypical cognitive traits), and 
people with cognitive impairments may benefit from many of the adaptations described above. 
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Specific adaptations would depend on the needs of each person. Use of pictures to identify 
plants and objects can be extremely helpful. Additionally, creating a visual schedule for tasks  
in the garden may improve a person’s ability to successfully complete their work. This can 
minimize frustration that may arise from miscommunication. 
  
It is important to review the use of appropriate clothing for the garden setting to maintain  
a safe workspace. Reminders to hydrate and use sunscreen will also be important. A laminated 
reminder card is helpful for review at the beginning of each gardening session and reference  
as needed.  
 
To reduce the impact of a negative reaction to sensory issues, it may help to gradually introduce 
various stimuli. For example, gradual exposure to the soil texture can help people who are 
sensitive to touch. Loud noises may be irritating to some. Noise canceling headphones minimize 
the volume of undesirable sounds.  
 
With modifications, most people can participate in gardening activities regardless of the nature 
of their limitations. By taking the time to understand our needs and those of others, we can 
extend our years in the garden while promoting a very enjoyable and rewarding activity for all.  
 
 
 
Prepared by: Mary Ann Adelfio, MD and Adrienne Mecca, MPS, CAS; Master Gardener Volunteers  
with Cornell Cooperative Extension of Westchester County. 5/2021  
 
Resources:  
Janeen R. Adil, Accessible Gardening for People with Physical Disabilities. A Guide to Methods, Tools and Plants, 
Better World Books, 1994.  
S. Foster, C. Duval, J. Powell, “Adaptive Gardening Techniques for the Visually Impaired,” Oregon State University 
Extension Services Publication EM 8498-E  
Gene Rothert, Enabling Garden: Creating Barrier-Free Gardens, Taylor Trade Publishing, 1994  
World Health Organization, “World Report on Disability,” 2011 https://www.who.int/teams/noncommunicable-
diseases/sensory-functions-disability-and-rehabilitation/world-report-on-disability  
  
Please note that neither Cornell Cooperative Extension of Westchester County nor any representative thereof makes any representation of any 
warranty, express or implied, of any particular result or application of the information provided by us or regarding any product. If a product is 
involved it is the sole responsibility of the User to read and follow all product labeling instructions and to check with the manufacturer or supplier 
for the most recent information. Nothing contained in this information should be interpreted as an express or implied endorsement of any 
particular product or criticism of unnamed products. With respect to any information on pest management the User is responsible for obtaining 
the most up-to-date pest management information. The information we provide is no substitute for pesticide labeling. The User is solely 
responsible for reading and following manufacturer’s labeling and instructions. 
 

https://www.who.int/teams/noncommunicable-diseases/sensory-functions-disability-and-rehabilitation/world-report-on-disability
https://www.who.int/teams/noncommunicable-diseases/sensory-functions-disability-and-rehabilitation/world-report-on-disability

