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Why This Project?

• Traditional inpatient settings can be 
restrictive, clinical, and risk-focused

• Need to diversify environments to better 
support recovery

• Growing evidence for nature-based, 
meaningful activity

• Opportunity: underused on-site farm 
space
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Our Context

• 70-bed mental health hospital 

• Acute, rehab, personality disorder & complex 
pathways 

• 5 wards, mixed patient group

• Strong therapies team and recovery focus
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Recognised Challenge: 

Outdoor space underutilised



The Opportunity

The Farm Before

• 8 years disused, 
overgrown land, 

• Lost resource within 
hospital footprint

• Viewed initially as 
redundant
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Our Approach:
Designed with people,   
not for them

• Co-production with:
• Service users

• Experts by Experience 
(EbEs)

• MDT

• Local Community

• Focus on:
• Psychological safety

• Empowerment

• Recovery identity
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Building The Farm 
From overgrowth to opportunity

• Patients involved from day 
one:
• Clearing, weeding, painting

• Designing the space

• Planting and building

• Participation:
• Voluntary

• Person-centred
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What It Is Now? A therapeutic farm & recovery hub

• Horticultural therapy

• Skill-building workshops

• Informal wellbeing space

• Social connection environment

• Cooking using home-grown produce

• Animal care (e.g., goats) 

• Routine and responsibility

• Planting, growing, harvesting
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Why It Works (Evidence)
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• Nature reduces stress 
& anxiety

• Improves mood & 
wellbeing

• Builds confidence, 
responsibility & 
achievement

• Promotes social 
connection & 
belonging 



Impact On Patients
What we’re seeing

• Increased engagement in outdoor therapy 
and more purposeful use of section 17 
leave/time off-ward. 

• Social interaction & connection 
opportunities – Natural interaction between 
staff/patients across site. 

• Development of practical life skills – 
increased volunteering/vocational 
opportunities at site.

• Reconnection with purpose – Opportunity 
to signpost individuals to similar green 
spaces in their local area upon discharge. 
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Beyond Therapy
Wider community impact

• Links with:
• Local horticulturalist
• Education providers (e.g., 

college pathways)
• Neighbours

• Local Council 

• Future:
• Vocational pathways

• Community integration
• Food bank involvement

• Social/Green Care Prescribers

• Men in Sheds Charity
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Winner of the 
Outside Space of 
the Year Award – 
Design in Mental 
Health 
Conference 2026. 
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What Makes This Different

• Co-produced from the ground up  

Designed with service users and Experts by Experience, shaping 
how it feels, functions and supports recovery. 

• Embedded in clinical care pathways 

Integrated as part of the therapeutic provision and section 17 
leave opportunities

• Purpose-driven occupation 

Real tasks with visible outcomes (grow → harvest → cook → share)

• A psychologically safe, non-institutional environment 

Designed to feel calming, empowering, and human rather than 
clinical 

• Identity-building, not just activity-based

Patients become growers, cooks, volunteers - not just “service 
users”
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Designing with purpose

• If we want better 
outcomes:
• We must rethink 

environments

• Move beyond risk 
containment and towards 
recovery enablement

• Design spaces that:
• Are meaningful

• Are human

• Enable identity
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Replicability
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What can other services do?

Start with:

• Underused spaces

• Service user voice – People’s Council/EbE

• Occupational Therapy & Clinician involvement

• Small pilots

Principles (not just farms):

• Co-production

• Meaningful occupation

• Nature & environment

• Community integration and involvement
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